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How Quini the Squid Misplaced His Klobučar

Rich Larson
 
I WANT YOU to help me rip off Quini the Squid, I say, or at least that’s what I say in my head. It comes off my tongue as:
“Rebum lau kana’a chep fessum ninshi.”
Which would leave any linguist flabbergasted. But Nat understands exactly what I mean, judging from the disgusted look on her face. We’re speaking the same procedurally generated language, invented on the fly by blackmarket babelware in our implants.
“Yam switta b’lau bi,” she says, and the babelware feeds my language lobe an unequivocal Get fucked.
It’s for this reason I ordered her a steaming mountain of mussels in black pepper sauce. I know she won’t leave until she’s sucked every last quivering invertebrate from its shell into her small but agile mouth. Which gives me time to bring her around on the idea.
We’re in a wharfside resto on La Rambla, one of those polyplastic tents that springs up overnight like a mushroom and is almost fully automated, packed with sunburned tourists guzzling drone-delivered Heinekens and comparing their unhealthy Gaudí obsessions. It’s not the kind of place Quini’s thugs would hang around in, and if they did they would stick out like scowling, vantablack-clad sore thumbs.
But it pays to be paranoid in public in this day and age, what with the feds now legally able to hijack phones and implant mics. Ergo, the babelware. If I’m using ergo right.
“Dan tittacha djabu numna, numna ka’adai,” I say solemnly, which of course is Eat your seafood and let me explain.
“Yugga,” she says, which is actually a pretty good word for idiot.
I understand her reticence. Quini the Squid is everyone your mum ever told you not to get mixed up with mixed together, and also they used to bang. Nat and Quini, I mean. Not Quini and your mum—though he is in many ways a motherfucker.
He clawed his way out of some shithole town in Andalusia during the worst of the drought years, first pirating autotrucks transporting precious olive oil and later graduating to human traffic. God knows how he got Catalonia to let him in, but once they did he stretched his tentacle into pretty much everything: weapons, drugs, viruses, the lot.
Of course, me and Nat are transplants too. Catalonia’s secession triggered an economic boom that brought in all sorts of wealthy investors, and where wealthy investors go, thieves and scammers follow. Nat came all the way from a ghetto in Ljubljana. Her original hustle was small time but well-polished: She picked up rich shitheads in classy bars with her Eastern Euro smolder and bone structure, got them somewhere private, then kissed them paralyzed before robbing them blind.
She showed me the biomod once, this tiny little needle under her tongue that delivers a muscle-melting dose of concentrated ketamine. I try to spot it as she slurps a mussel. She says the needle can also be loaded with party drugs just for fun, but I’d never trust her enough to risk it.
You hate him as much as I do, I say, and it turns into a series of clashing consonants in my mouth as our language evolves again.
Nat is stacking empty shells with blistering efficiency, but she pauses long enough to wipe her mouth with a napkin and give a clicking answer that becomes I hate salt water. Doesn’t mean I pick fights with the tide.
You’re really comparing him to the fucking ocean? I demand. He’s a puddle. At best a small pond.
“Shepakwat,” she says: He’s dangerous.
“Bu iztapti bu,” I say: No shit.
I stand to carefully peel my shirt up to my ribs, which draws a few stares. The violet bruises go from below my hips all the way up my side. Nat can’t quite disguise her wince, and I almost feel bad for darkening up the injuries with makeup. They were healing too fast for the effect I needed.
I heard about that, she says in two low syllables. The job in Murcia, right?
I sit back down. My jaw is starting to ache from making unfamiliar sounds. Yeah, I say. I was doing the hackwork for a break-and-enter. Owned all the cameras, all the doors. Then one of Quini’s clowns forgot to turn on his fucking faraday gear, and when he got pinged Quini put it on me. Did this right in front of everyone. Called me a maricona. Took my pay. I add the last one so she won’t know how bad the second-last one bothered me.
As soon as the bruises are out of sight, Nat attacks the mussels again. So this a revenge thing, she says, but pensive now, licking her fingers.
If that makes it more appealing to you, then sure. I want the money he owes me. I wrap my black scarf tighter around my neck. And some humiliation on the side would be a bonus.
Her ears go red, but also perk up. She and Quini didn’t split amicably. Humiliation is a soft word for what he did. You eating? she asks, and I know my foot’s in the door. You look skinny. Or something.
She can pretend zen, but I know she needs the money and wants the payback. And even though we’ve had our ups and downs over the years, I know she hates seeing me hurt.
Mine’s coming, I say. Now here’s the deal.
☼
 
I lay it all out for her, all the blocks I’ve been stacking and rearranging in my head for the past three days, ever since I got wind of Quini’s little storage problem. Like I said before, he’s a well-rounded businessman: narcotics, guns, malware. Usually none of the product stays in Barcelona long, and while it’s here it’s circulating in a fleet of innocuous cars driving randomized routes.
But he recently got his suckers on something very rare, something he hasn’t been able to move yet, and it’s so valuable he’s keeping it in his own home. He even felt the need to get himself a new security chief to keep tabs on it. Which might have been a good idea, except his old security chief was awfully unhappy about her loss of employment.
I helped her get shit-faced last night at a wine bar and when the Dozr kicked in I dragged her to the bathroom and cracked into her cranial implant. She had some decently feisty defenseware, but I got what I needed—specs and layouts for the house, patrol maps, intrusion countermeasures—then wiped a few hours of data from her aurals and optics to cover my tracks. I also got confirmation on what exactly Quini was storing.
You heard what it is? I ask Nat. What he’s got in the safe room?
She picks over the last of the mussels. I know the rumor. People are saying it’s a Klobučar.
I’m not much for gene art, not much for sophisticated shit in general, but even I know Klobučar, the Croatian genius who struck the scene like a meteor and produced a brief torrent of masterpieces before carving out her brain with a mining laser on a live feed.
Anything with a verified Klobučar gene signature is worth a fortune, especially since she entwined all her works with a killswitch parasite to prevent them being sequenced and copied. But Quini is the furthest thing from an art fence, which makes the acquisition a bit of a mystery and explains him seeming slightly panicked about the whole thing.
Damn right it’s a Klobučar, I tell her. And we’re stealing it.
That’s not my area of expertise, Nat says. Like, not even close.
It’s mine, I agree. But you know Quini. You know his habits. And because you’re a clever one, I think you must have some of his helix bottled up somewhere.
She gives a low laugh in her throat. You think I keep a DNA catalog of everyone I fuck?
Probably only the ones that might be valuable later, I say. “Bazza?”
“Gazza,” she admits.
The safe room is coded to Quini himself, nobody else, I say. I can spoof the signature from his implants, but for fooling the bioscanner we need to get creative.
Nat takes a small sip of water and swishes it around her mouth. You know what he’ll do if he catches us, she says.
I know, I say. I’m not a yugga.
She frowns—maybe the babelware can’t handle that kind of callback. So long as you know, she mutters. I’m in.
Under the table, I pump my fist. Then I finally ping the kitchen, which has been faithfully keeping my order warm, and the squid paella arrives in all its steamy glory, dismembered tentacles arranged in a beautiful reddish-orange wheel.
Then Quini is cooked, I say, raising my Estrella cider. Here’s to payback.
Nat raises her water glass but also her eyebrow. You don’t even like seafood, she says. You only ordered that to be dramatic. Didn’t you.
I shrug; we clink drinks. Nat eyes the dish for a second. Sniffs the spices wafting off it. She does her own shrug, then pulls the plate across to her side of the table as the little server purrs off with her mountain of empty mussel shells.
So, she says. You going to explain this new look you have going on?
No, I say, self-consciously adjusting my scarf again.
Okay. She spears the first piece of squid and stuffs it into her mouth. Her eyes flutter shut in momentary ecstasy. You always did find good places to eat, she says, reopening her eyes. Now. How soon do you need the helix?
“Andidana,” I tell her: Yesterday.
There’s a tight clock on this one.
☼
 
Two bottles of cider later, I wobble out into the sunshine feeling pretty good about the whole thing. Even with the tourist quota imposed, La Rambla is fucking chaos, an elbow-to-elbow crush of holidayers sprinkled with resigned locals and eager scammers. I pick out the hustles as I walk:
The apologetic woman helping clean some kind of muck off a man’s trousers while she slides the gleaming bracelet off his wrist.
The smiling couple peddling genies, those little blue-furred splices that come in a cheap incubator pod and die a few days later.
The elderly lady groaning from the mossy pavement where a rented electricycle supposedly sent her sprawling.
One gent’s got something I’ve never seen before, a tiny prehensile limb that flexes out from under his jacket like a monkey tail and slips into every open handbag he passes.
It’s beautiful, really, this whole little ecosystem where the apex predator is a blue-black Mossos police drone that swoops in and sends everyone scattering.
Since I’m in the neighborhood I do a bit of window shopping, sliding past a storefront to see some new prints in from Mombasa. The mannequins track my eyes and start posing—I hate that. As soon as I get off La Rambla onto Passeig de Colom, I’m all business again. Nat is essential, and talented, but she’s not the only helping hand I’ll need for this job. It’s that final bioscanner that makes things so tricky.
Having Quini’s helix is only half the battle: We also need a body, and neither mine nor Nat’s fits the bill, in large part because we’ve got implants that are definitely not Quini’s. Masking or turning off tech built right into the nervous system is actually a lot harder than simply hiring what our German friends call a Fleischgeist.
It’s not as snappy in English: meat ghost. But it gives you the idea—someone with no implants. None. No hand chip, no cranial, no optics or aurals. Nothing with an electronic signature. In our day and age, they might as well be invisible. Ergo, the ghost part.
There are basically two ways to find yourself a Fleischgeist in Barcelona. You can go to an eco-convent slash Luddite commune, which doesn’t really lend itself to the skills I need, or you can go to Poble del Vaixell, which is where I’m going now, sticking to the long shadow of the Mirador.
The tower’s old gray stone is now skinned in the same green carbon-sink moss as everywhere else; the top has been taken over by a whole flock of squawking white seagulls. Beyond it, the Mediterranean is the bright rippled blue of travel holos. I order a rotorboat and it’s waiting for me when I get to the docks, jostling for space with an old man fishing plastic out of the water. The salt-crusted screen blinks me a smiley face.
“Bon dia,” the rotorboat burbles. “On anem avui?”
“Just take me out to the buoys,” I say, because technically Poble del Vaixell doesn’t exist.
The smiley face on the screen winks as if it knows. Then I climb in and we push off hard at the perfect angle to drench the fisherman with our spray. He sputters. I give him the apologetic hand shrug as we sling out into the harbor.
☼
 
The waves are a bit choppy today but the rotorboat is up to it, dicing precisely through the traffic of yachts and sails and autobarges. We peel away from the coastline and head straight out to sea. The salt wind blows my hair all around, which I hate, and even with the gyroscopes I manage to slam my tailbone against the boat bench hard enough to smart. Fortunately it’s not a long ride out to the border buoys, a long line of gray columns blinking authoritative yellow hazard lights.
And just beyond them, Poble del Vaixell, a massive floating labyrinth that sometimes looks bigger than Barcelona itself. It actually is a little snappier in English: Shiptown. Originally composed of all the south-up migrants who couldn’t get through Catalonia’s vetting system, in the past decade it’s become a force unto itself. Plastic fishing, plankton farming, solar storage, you name it.
For a lot of people it’s the final jumping off point to Europe, but for a lot more people it’s home. I’ve done a couple month-long stints here myself when I needed to lie low. The rotorboat nuzzles up as close as it can to the border. I cover my face on muscle memory, even though the buoy cams were hit with a virus barrage last year and still haven’t recovered, then take a flying leap onto the polyplastic pier.
It judges my athleticism in mid-air and shoots out to meet me; I still nearly eat shit when my boots hit the algae-slimed surface. But I’m over the border, in Shiptown proper, and the rotorboat burbles goodbye before it skids away on a blade of foam. I wave, compose myself, and head for the downtown.
Shiptown’s original skeleton was a flotilla of migrant boats, some huge, most tiny, lashed or welded together in solidarity against the 3-D printed seawalls and aggressive border drones preventing them from reaching the coast. Since then it’s sprawled outward in all directions, an enormous maze that seems to grow by the hour, its web of walkways crammed with pedestrians and cyclists.
I go right through the market, where there are tarps heaped with dried beans and grasshoppers beside tarps with secondhand implants, some so fresh you can practically see the spinal fluid dripping off them. You can get by with a few different currencies in the market, but barter is still the go-to. I traded a designer jacket I didn’t want anymore for my Fleischgeist’s contact information.
His name is Yinka, and he’s waiting in a bar called Perrito that used to be a fishing boat called Perrito—the bit of the hull that had the name painted on is now welded to struts over the door. The interior smells like fish guts when I walk in and the biolamp lighting shows a few pinkish stains on the floor.
“Bones, com va?” I try.
Perrito’s bartender glances at me from behind a repurposed slice of nanocarbon barricade, then goes back to rearranging her bottles of mezcal and rotgut vodka. She doesn’t pull out a scattergun or anything, though, so I head toward the back. The only Nigerian in the place is posted up in the corner with an untouched glass of what looks like bog water but is probably bacteria beer.
I measure him as I sit down. Retro white buds in his ears are blaring some kuduro hit and he’s wearing a sleeveless windbreaker with a shifting green-black pattern meant to fool basic facial recognition ware. He’s even younger than I expected. Small, which is typical for a break-in artist, with wiry arms and chalky elbows resting on the table. Fashionably half-buzzed head, blank and angular face, hooded eyes fixed on the fresh-printed slab of a phone in his hands. Which I guess isn’t an affectation, since he’s got no implants.
“Yinka?”
He doesn’t look up, but his thumb twitches on the phone and the music volume drops slightly. “Yes.”
“You do good work,” I say, which is a bit of an exaggeration—he does work. “A few real slick jobs in Lagos. That one in Dakar. You ready to try something a bit harder?”
“I’m ready to hear about the money, man,” Yinka says. “We’re pinching art? My auntie did that once. Fence took everything but the crumbs.”
“We’ll be getting some very big crumbs,” I say. “Klobučar-sized crumbs.”
I put my hand out; he grunts and slides the fresh phone across. I tap it with one finger and my implant sends the rest of the job info, the stuff I didn’t want floating through Barcelona air, including the estimated value of Klobučar’s currently verified works.
He peers at the screen, then blinks. His eyes bulge for a split second. “Oh. Yeah. I’m in, then.”
“Good,” I say. “How are you with virtual?”
“Depends how much virtual. I get a little sick.”
“I already got pods rented here in Shiptown,” I say. “We’re cramming about a week of prep into eighteen hours.”
Yinka cocks his head to one side, still not looking up. “Eighteen hours straight, we’re all gonna be podsick. For guaran.”
I don’t get podsick myself, but I know how to counter it. “I’ve got the pharma to balance you out,” I say. “There’s no other way. We hit the safe room tomorrow night.”
He finally meets my eyes, and for a second I see the nervous kid hidden under the I’m a cold pro act, out here in a foreign country trying to hustle and not sure what he’s getting into. Reminds me of me, but I had a better game face even back then.
“Okay, man,” he says, gaze back to the phone screen. “But if I don’t like the feeling, I don’t go.”
His thumb slides the volume back up and I let the tinny clash of kuduro play me out.
☼
 
Shiptown’s best quality virtual is in Xavi’s sex house, so that’s where three clean pods are waiting for us. It’s a lurid little place, scab-red carpeting and black-and-white pornography stills coating every inch of the walls, with a lingering scent of bodily fluids that the air freshener can’t quite mask.
I go in to check the pods—Yinka’s is modified with the old-school electrodes—and shake hands with Xavi, who owes me one for getting a bug out of his biofeedback interface and doesn’t know I put it in there in the first place. Then I come back out to share a vape with my just-arrived Fleischgeist while we wait for Nat to show up.
“Never been to Lagos,” I say. “There’s a lagoon, yeah? Must be nice.”
Yinka grudgingly turns his volume down, I imagine only because I’m smoking him up. “Hazy, man. Dirty.” He puffs out a blue-tinged cloud. “Shanties all around.”
“That where you came up?” I ask.
He passes the vape back. “Nah nah. I was born in a hospital.” He pauses, looking over my head. “My ma could afford the imps. She just didn’t want me to have them.”
“Why’s that?”
He shrugs his bony shoulders. “She was in a death cult.”
“Ah.”
Nat arrives fashionably late, just as the sun’s turning smelter orange and I’m turning antsy. She comes striding up the walkway with her immaculate black coat slicing open on long stockinged legs, and I can see Yinka get lovestruck in realtime, which is a perk of working with Nat and might be useful later.
“The bioprinter wanted to haggle,” she says, raking a strand of hair off her face. “Doesn’t usually run the thing overnight. We’ll be good for the pickup time, though.”
“Good,” I say. “Nat, Yinka. Yinka, Nat.”
“Pleasure,” says Nat. She looks him up and down. “Nice jacket.”
Yinka’s eyes don’t make it to hers, but they stick briefly on her bee-stung lips before they flit away. “Thanks. New.”
“You two are going to really hit it off,” I say. “Let’s get started.”
I usher them into the back, where the pods are levered open and Xavi’s setting up our extra hydration packs. Eighteen hours is a long go, and for all he knows we’re doing a marathon ménage à trois with the biofeedback on. I go over to my pod and poke my finger into the conduction gel.
“It’s clean,” Xavi says, sounding wounded. “I drained and refilled.”
My finger implant runs a little scan and agrees with him—no nasty bacterial surprises. We get Yinka set up first, helping him into the sensor suit that will compensate for his lack of implants and hooking it into a glinting spiderweb of electrodes. He lies back in the pod, head bobbing slightly in the gel, and shuts his eyes. Xavi shuts the lid.
Nat takes the pod beside mine, strips down, and climbs in. She’s run enough sex scams in virtual that the whole thing is automatic. I’m worried about Yinka getting podsick, not her. “You tell him?” she asks. “About fooling the bioscanner?”
“Broad strokes,” I say.
“Okay,” she says, and closes the lid herself.
That leaves me and Xavi, and I tell him to go watch the front. I wait until I hear him settle into his orthochair before I strip. Even then I keep an eye on the other pods, as if Yinka or Nat might pop up and start gaping at me. There’s a reason I only pulled my shirt up to my ribs in the restaurant, no higher. I don’t care about showing off the bruises Quini left me, but I’m a bit self-conscious about the work the hormone implant’s done in the past few months. Nat doesn’t know, and now’s not the time.
I fold my clothes and stick them on the flimsy plastic shelf, then climb inside my pod. As soon as the conduction gel hits my bare skin, my implants start to sing.
☼
 
Quini’s villa on the edge of the city is, of course, a tasteless monstrosity. Basically he fed Park Güell and the Sagrada Família into an architectural AI and it spat out a cheap Gaudí imitation overrun with geometric lizards and fluted-bone buttresses. I’m floating in the sky above it with Nat on one side of me and a slightly blurry Yinka on the other.
“You ever ask about his decorating?” I mutter.
“He’s still trying to prove to himself he’s in Catalonia,” Nat says. “Still scared to wake up dirt poor back in the pueblo. But no. I didn’t ask.”
“Fortunately he worked a little Andalusia in there too,” I say, and pivot the view so we’re in the copse of twisted olive trees that shades the back half of the villa. “That’s our cover. We’re coming in cross-country.”
Yinka looks around. The motion of his head leaves pixelated traces in the air. “They got dogs?”
“One dog,” I say, and pull up the schematics I took from Quini’s sacked security chief. The dog materializes with us in the woods, right in front of Nat, who flinches a little. I don’t blame her. It’s a vicious-looking thing, all angles, long whippet legs and a sensor bulb head with a disc of glinting teeth underneath.
“That’s a power saw,” Yinka says. “He rigged a power saw to its head?”
“He likes things messy,” I say, glancing over at Nat. “But in this case, it’s a good thing. We’ll hear it coming. And I’m writing a backdoor into its friend/foe mapper. Once we’re past the dog . . .”
I glide us forward, out of the olive trees, toward the soft blue glow of the swimming pool. Tendrils of steam waft off it, frozen midair. The surrounding white tiles are etched with, I shit you not, lizards. There’s a walkway and glass door leading into the villa itself, and from there it’s only a short trip down a hallway to Quini’s bedroom.
Its main feature is probably the bed itself, a massive black slab floating in the air above a magnet pad. Other contenders include the sparring dummy strutting back and forth by the mirrors and mats, the holo on the ceiling of naked faceless bodies writhing together, and the oversized print of Quini’s own scowling face on the wall.
“That’s you,” I say, pointing it out to Yinka. “Or it will be. Here, have a better look.”
Quini appears in the room with us, cobbled together from all the free-floating footage I could grab of him from the past two years plus the few unfortunate interactions I’ve had with him in person. Nat looks the composite up and down, frowning a little at his sinewy folded arms, but she doesn’t say anything so it must be accurate enough for her.
Me and Yinka walk a circle around him. He’s not big, Quini, but even in virtual he radiates a kind of ferocity, like a cat with its hackles up. His eyes are pouchy and bloodshot and his buzzed hair is bleached reddish-orange. His sun-browned skin is feathered with white scar tissue here and there, but no tattoos. Quini hates needles.
“We have the schema for the bioscanner,” I say. “It’s looking at height and weight first. We’re going to bulk you out a bit, add a couple centimeters to your shoes. It’s got some limited gait recognition, so you’ll have to get the hang of walking like him, too.”
I wave my hand and Quini slouches forward, toward the sparring dummy. Yinka watches intently.
“Nat has generously donated some of his genetic material,” I continue. “Which the printer is hard at work turning into a palmprint glove and a facemask. It won’t be a perfect match, but these things never get a perfect match. It’ll be enough so long as I’m spoofing his implant signal at the same time.”
Quini turns and starts walking back, loping steps, one arm a little stiff. I hope Yinka’s a good mimic.
“Safe room is through here,” Nat says, and I get the impression she doesn’t like hanging around with even the virtual version of her abusive ex. We follow her past the bathroom to a blank stone wall. The only sign of the bioscanner is a tiny blue light, blinking at eye level. Yinka goes up on tiptoes for a second to meet it. His hand pats at his pocket.
“And we don’t know what it is,” he says. “Just that it’s Klobučar.”
“We know it’s small enough to be transported in an incubator pod this size,” I say, holding up a clenched fist. “We know Quini didn’t even take it out of said incubator pod. So we don’t have to worry about dragging some kind of, I don’t know, giraffe-orca hybrid back to the car. You go in, you grab it, we leave the way we came. Five minutes in the safe room, tops. Twenty in the house, tops.”
“Quini’s where?” Yinka’s hand pats his pocket again, and I realize he’s feeling on muscle memory for his antique phone, which did not come to virtual with us. “While we’re doing all this shit. Where is he?”
I understand the question. I understand that even looking at Quini, you know he’s not someone you want home during a home invasion.
“It’s a Saturday night,” I say. “He’s busy at Flux. Nat will keep an eye on him while she sets up the spoof. So all we got for occupants is a skeleton security screw—four people, I got their files—and a cleaner.”
Yinka gives a slow nod.
“We’ll be good,” I say, trying to reassure both him and myself. “It’s time to start rehearsing.”
☼
 
Seventeen hours later and we’re as ready as we can be. If you’ve ever done deep virtual, you know how time gets twisted. The longer you’re in the pod, the harder it is to tell if you’ve been in there for a week or ten minutes or your whole fucking life. Which is why I was a little worried for Yinka, but he seems to be holding up fine.
He’s even smiling; Nat’s telling him a Ljubljana story, some naked businessman chasing her through the snowy street behind his hotel. She’s always been good at making shitty things sound funny, and I also feel like virtual helps you bond. When everything around you is artificial, you have to lean a little harder on the real people.
I didn’t hear anything more about Yinka’s childhood, but he did confess he’s working on a few of his own kuduro tracks. That was sometime between the tenth and eleventh run on the house. I did some prep work alone while Yinka practiced being Quini under Nat’s tutelage, but mostly we ran the whole thing together. First with the patrols on their planned routes, then with minor randomization, then with disaster scenarios.
Nat has a job all her own, planting the spoof at Flux, but she knows that place like the back of her hand.
“All right,” I say, cutting her story short at the high point. “That last one felt good. Let’s run it one final time, then get out of here.”
Nat stares at me and the grin drops off Yinka’s face.
“We’re out, man,” he says. “We been out. You were the one who woke us up.”
Shit.
I take a closer look at my surroundings. We’re gliding still, but that’s because we’re in the back of a car heading up Avenida Diagonal through the synchronized swarm of black-and-yellow cabs retrieving and depositing revelers. Through the window I see dark sky splashed with holos. Nat and Yinka are across from me—Yinka’s not blurry at all—and the duffel bags are on the floor. We’ve already been to the bioprinter.
“We’re on our way to Flux,” Nat says; then, on a private channel our Fleischgeist can’t hear: Up your dose.
I look down and see the baggie of speed in my palm, the pharma Xavi slapped into our goodbye handshake. Reality warps and shivers around me. I don’t get podsick. I never get podsick.
“You good?” Yinka says, voice pitching up, nerves creeping in.
“I’m fucking with you,” I say. “Gallows humor, Yinka.”
We drop Nat a block from Flux, and while Yinka’s looking away I dry-swallow as many pills as I can fit in my idiot mouth. A sweaty, skin-humming minute passes before things brighten. Sharpen.
I never get podsick. It’s a bad omen and I can’t help but think it’s because of the hormone implant, the new chemical messengers in my body messing with my metabolism, with my brain.
Don’t fuck this up, Nat chats me, and strides around the corner without looking back.
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The copse of olive trees behind Quini’s villa isn’t more than a square kilometer, but at night, with a gut full of speed battling a podsick cerebellum, it seems big as a fairy-tale forest, a dark, dense thicket eating us whole. I’m trying real hard to keep my shit together.
“We trip anything yet?” Yinka asks.
“No tripping,” I say.
The perimeter is sewn with sensors, but I own those already. As soon as we were in range I hit them with a maintenance shutdown, courtesy of some malware written by a ten-year-old in Laos who really knows her shit. That’s the thing about this line of work: There’s always some tiny genius coming up behind you doing it better.
But the backdoor for the dog, that I had to do myself. The AI is a custom job, modified from a military prototype I’m not getting anywhere near without some serious social engineering, so I’m lucky the security chief had a vested interest in its inner workings. It only took one night of sifting source code to find a vulnerability. But we have to be in range.
For a second I can’t remember if we’re on the fifth run or the sixth. Then I look at Yinka, clear, not-blurry Yinka, and get a cold needle jabbed into my spinal column. Real. This is real, and we’re coming up on the dog. I can see its bobbing signal in my implant, and I can hear the soft whine of the saw. I tighten my grip on my duffel bag. Look over at Yinka again. He mostly trusts me now, mostly because he has no other options.
“I’m starting,” I say, and sit down.
The dog spots our heat through the trees. It comes running, loping along, the serrated saw humming. I’m in my implant loading the code, line after line of custom script. All I need is the handshake. Which is funny, because it’s a dog. Sit. Shake. Don’t maul us.
Yinka catches sight of it as it ducks around a twisty trunk. I hear him suck in a breath.
“My connection is slower than I thought,” I say, and I nearly say, Let’s try it again, before I remember that we can’t. This is real, and the dog is breaking into a run. The saw is a spinning blur. I can picture it ripping into my face, spraying the olive trees with bright red blood. My heart is a fist pounding at my ribcage; in another second it’ll bust right through.
“Man, it’s coming right at us,” Yinka says. “Get up. Get up, it’s coming right at us.”
He’s right. The dog hurtles toward us and I dimly feel Yinka yanking under my arms, trying to haul me to my feet. Client and server collide. The code shuttles across.
“Shake, motherfucker,” I say.
The dog skids to a stop in front of us and wags its plastic tail. The whine of the saw makes my teeth ache in my jaw. It didn’t do that in virtual. We sit tight for a second until it trots away, then both of us breathe. The fairy-tale forest swells and contracts around me. I pop another pill, not caring if Yinka sees it.
“Well done, man,” he finally says, and gives me a hand up.
My legs are shaking when we come out of the woods. I’m still waiting for the speed to kick my head clear. Real, real, real. We can’t run this again, and that means I have to be perfect. We pad across the bone-dry tiles, past the steamy swimming pool, and Yinka stands watch while I crack the door into the villa. I’ve done it so many times it feels like a dream.
Not a dream. Real. I’m podsick, and I need to keep my shit together.
“After you,” I say, as the door slides open. I’m in the house cameras. Three of the four guards are in the kitchen with a vape, one is fucking the cleaner in the guest bathroom, both of them muffling their grunts with soft white towels clenched in their teeth. I run my tongue around my mouth, thinking how much I’d hate that. Lint and whatnot.
Yinka leads the way down the hall to Quini’s room, the way he’s done eight times at least. He’s a little jumpy. I want to tell him to relax. Tell him we could run down the hallway screaming. It’s only virtual.
Podsick. Podsick. Podsick. I have to chant it in my head. The speed should be balancing me out. Maybe Xavi gave me some real stepped-on shit. It’s working for Yinka, though, and I hope to God it’s working for Nat. Maybe my tolerance is too high.
The cleaner hasn’t made it to the bed yet; the sheets are a tangled mess hanging off one end. The sparring dummy sees us and starts shadowboxing, reminding me of the mannequins on La Rambla I hate so much. I flip it the finger as we walk past. The door to the safe room is still invisible, a thick stone plane, the scanner winking innocent blue at us.
I set my duffel down; Yinka drops his.
“Okay,” I say. “Time to check in with Nat.”
☼
 
Nat is in the bathroom of Flux, and because she’s cutting me into her eyefeed there’s a blissy moment where I am her, where the reflection in the smart mirror is my reflection. The geometry of her dark hair hitting her perfect collarbone is so beautiful it hurts. She puts a pill between her puffy lips and washes it down with a slurp of water from the faucet.
We’re at the safe room, I chat her.
The rental timer on the stall behind her expires; the electronic bleating almost drowns out the sound of the occupant vomiting.
He’s on the upper level, she chats me. Can you reach?
She drops her defenseware, which we both know is a polite fiction—I installed that defenseware. Her body becomes an antenna, boosted by the graphene conduction pads she taped to her dress, and I can suddenly see every implant in the club. Quini’s are tagged a bright red, but I can’t touch them.
Bathroom must have a concrete ceiling, I chat her. Get out in the open.
The smart mirror makes a read on her body language and throws up a filter, unfurling blackened wings behind her shoulder blades, turning her into an avenging angel. It probably thinks she’s about to pull or punch someone. I put another five minutes on the stall for whoever’s puking.
Nat slices past the vending machine, where a couple girls are already printing up cheap flats for the stumble home, and plunges out into the club. This is her element in the way I’ve only ever pretended it’s my element: She moves through the crowd like a fluid, depositing precise air kisses and brief embraces where she has to, never getting caught in conversation.
In another world, I can hear Yinka moving beside me, putting on the bodysuit designed to give him Quini’s almost exact proportions.
Nat’s eyes scan the upper level and suddenly there’s Quini, wearing a specifically tailored spidersilk suit, arm wrapped through the railing. He’s got his chin to his chest, laughing at something that makes the people around him look vaguely uncomfortable. She ducks behind the steroid-pumped bulk of a bouncer to break line of sight. The signal flares strong.
Got it, I say, and I start the spoof, using Nat’s implants to mirror Quini’s and send the signal, by rented pirate satellite, all the way to the villa.
The bouncer moves, and for a second it feels like Quini is looking right at us, but then I realize his eyes are squeezed shut. There’s a glimmer of tears on his face, sickly green in the strobing lights. Nat slides away into the crowd.
Please don’t let him see you, I chat her.
No shit, she chats back. You tell Yinka yet?
“Man, they fucked up,” our Fleischgeist says, not in my head but in the air beside it. His whisper is hoarse. “The suit’s missing one sleeve.”
“Yeah,” I say. “That’s the thing.”
I drop Nat’s eyefeed and come back to the safe room door. I should have told him back in the car, or back in virtual. But I couldn’t. Not after he said that thing about his ma being in a death cult, and then me hacking his phone and using a police timeline AI to figure out which cult it was, and then me finding out their main thing was dismemberment. Me finding out the sting caught his mom standing over him with a machete. Even ghosts have traces.
“What thing?” Yinka demands.
So instead I modified the virtual Quini, and I lied. It was a hell of a coincidence, and way too late to find another Fleischgeist.
“Quini’s nickname, ‘the Squid’?” I stroke my finger down my duffel’s enzyme zipper. It peels apart to reveal the refrigerated case and the surgical saw. “It’s one of those ironic nicknames.”
I show him an undoctored image of Quini, projecting it from my finger implant onto the stone wall. He stares at the wrinkled stump where Quini’s right arm used to be and sucks in air through his nostrils.
“He’s only got one tentacle total,” I say. “He had a bad time with some drug runners when he was a kid. Stole a pack of cigarettes from them, is the story. So they did that. Even after he made it out, even after he made money, he never got a new one grown. Never got a prosthetic.”
I can’t tell if Yinka’s listening. He’s looking down at the surgical saw with his mouth sealed tight. I wish Nat were here, to look at him through her lampblack lashes and make Yinka feel like the whole thing was his brave and beautiful idea.
“It’s temporary,” I say. “Five minutes in the safe room, remember? We take it off, put it on ice. You get in, get the Klobučar, get out. Twenty minutes, we’re back to the car—there’s an autosurgeon waiting in the back—and it gets reattached en route with zero nerve damage.”
Yinka looks me right in the eye and enunciates. “You fucking snake.”
I try to shrug, but it ends up more like a shudder. “Tight clock. You do it and we walk away rich as kings, or you dip and we did all this for nothing.”
Yinka looks away again. “How much time you set aside to convince me?”
“Four minutes.”
He curses at me in Yoruba—my babelware only gets half of it—then grips his head in both hands. He stares up at the ceiling. “Nat. She knew too.”
“It’s temporary,” I say. “I’ll bump your take. Forty percent. How’s that?”
“How high you gonna go?” Yinka asks dully.
“You can have my whole fucking share,” I snap. “It’s not the money for me. It’s personal.”
Yinka stays staring at the ceiling, not blinking. “Your whole share,” he finally says. “And if the reattach goes bad, I’m going to kill you with one hand, man.”
“You’ll have to beat Quini to it,” I say. “But yeah. It’s a deal.”
I put out my hand to shake and he ignores it, which is, you know, understandable. Instead he lies down on the stone floor and lays his right arm out flat. His face is expressionless but his chest is working like a bellows, ribcage pumping up and down. He’s terrified.
“Try to relax,” I say to both of us, sticking anatabs up and down his arm.
Yinka’s nostrils flare. “I’m not saying another fucking word to you until my arm’s back on.”
The tabs turn bright blue against his dark skin as they activate, deadening his nerves. The limb goes slack from his shoulder down. I wrap the whole thing in bacterial film, to catch the blood spray, and mark my line above the elbow.
Now it’s time for the bit I practiced on my own, the private virtual Nat and Yinka were not invited to. I switch on the saw and the high-pitched whine makes me gooseflesh all over.
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We do the amputation in silence, even though when I practiced it I practiced mumbling comforting things, explaining the procedure—bedside manner and shit. The saw is so shiny it hurts my eyes. Everything is too bright. Too sharp. If I take any more speed I’m going to OD.
But my hands are still steady, and I know this is real. Virtual doesn’t get smells quite right, and right now I can smell the sour stink of fear coming off Yinka’s body, contaminated sweat leaking out from his armpits. When the saw bites into his flesh another smell joins it: hot, greasy copper.
The film does its job and seals the wound on both ends. Not a drop spilled, but my stomach lurches a bit when I transfer the severed arm—Yinka’s arm—to the refrigerated case. He’s already getting up, bracing carefully with his left arm, levering onto his knees and then onto his feet.
He stands stock-still while I slip the bioprinter’s mask over his face. It’s alive the way a skin graft is alive, warm to the touch, and the lattice of cartilage underneath approximates Quini’s bone structure. It would never work on its own, but there’s also the glove, more live tissue coated in Quini’s DNA and also etched with the exact ridges and whorls of his palm and fingerprints.
And now Yinka’s got the right proportions, too.
“Just how we practiced,” I say. “I’m sending it the open-up.”
I back away, dragging both duffel bags out of the sensor’s sight, leaving Yinka standing eye level with the blinking blue light. Nat’s signal is still coming strong from Flux, meaning Quini’s signal is also coming strong, and now all I have to do is bounce it to the safe room sensor with a simple entry command.
Yinka’s swaying on his feet. I did my research. I know field amputations can send people into shock, knock them out entirely. But I made sure there was minimal blood loss, and I stuck his nerve-dead stump with a cocktail of stimulants and painkillers. He should be feeling weirdly good, and alert enough to remember procedure.
We can’t run it again. The realization jolts me for the hundredth time.
The stone wall slides apart, offering up a palmprint pad. Yinka leans forward, slightly off-balance, and slaps his remaining hand against it. I watch the bioscanner deliberate in real time. The wall becomes a door, swinging inward. Yinka hunches against the bright light for a moment, then heads inside with Quini’s exact swaggering stride.
Five minutes is a fucking eternity during a break-and-enter. I start checking the cameras again. The three overpaid security guards are still in the kitchen, learning to blow smoke rings from some net tutorial. The pair in the bathroom are still fucking, still clutching at each other and at the towels.
Still.
I get a tingling at the nape of my neck, and it only gets worse when Nat chats me: Quini’s leaving.
I go back to the kitchen camera and check the timestamps. Masked. I peel them out the hard way, and the tingling at the nape of my neck becomes jagged ice.
Nat, we’re burnt, I chat her. Get the fuck out of there. We’re burnt.
I’m opening my mouth to tell Yinka the same thing when the barrel of a scattergun shows up in my peripheral vision.
“Hush,” says a man’s soft voice. “Let the Fleischgeist finish his job.”
I shut my mouth. The man pulls something out of the folds of his jacket, and suddenly my head is stuffed with steel wool. I lose contact with my cranial implant, with Nat, with everything else. I feel the faraday clamp attach itself to the back of my skull, digging its tiny feet in. I’m blinded. But I was blinded before too. I was watching a fucking loop on the house cameras.
“So you don’t make any more mischief,” the man says. “My name is Anton. I’m Señor Caballo’s new security consultant. I believe you met my predecessor in the bathroom of a shitty wine bar.” He rests the scattergun on my shoulder.
“You had a trail on her?” I choke.
“Yeah. Been waiting for you ever since. Pawns move first.” He exhales. “Tonight’s been very educational. We’re going to make some major improvements here.”
Yinka emerges from the safe room with a tiny incubator pod cradled in his hand. He stops short.
“Sorry,” I say.
He says nothing back, which is understandable. Anton holds out his hand for the incubator. Yinka gives it up. Anton motions with the scattergun. We start walking back down the hallway, through Quini’s room where the sparring dummy clasps its hands over its head, victorious. All I can think about is my conversation with Nat in the restaurant, about seafood and salt water and how I am a yugga, yugga, yugga.
I know this is real, because now I can smell my own sweat. I smell terrified.
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The drugs are wearing off and Yinka’s face, no longer hidden under the Quini mask, is contorted in pain. We’re outside by the steaming pool with Anton and two more armed guards. Anton has his pants rolled up and his feet in the water, swirling them clockwise, counterclockwise. I can see his leg hairs rippling.
“He needs medical attention,” I say. “Come on. He’s a fucking kid.”
“You cut his arm off,” Anton says. “He’s a fucking kid.” But he tips his head back, blinks, and I can tell he’s looking at something in his implant. “Reattachment should be viable for another five hours. Since it’s on ice.”
Yinka sinks slowly to his haunches. Neither of the guards try to make him stand back up.
“I fucked up,” I say. “I’m sorry.”
Quini arrives just as dawn is streaking the sky with filaments of red. His eyes are bloodshot and his grin is amphetamine-tight and he’s not wearing any shoes with his tailored suit. His arm is slung around Nat’s shoulders. I try to make eye contact with her, but she’s not making eye contact with anything.
“Afterparty at my place, and nobody fucking tells me,” Quini says. “Not even Natalia, mi gitanita favorita. Who tells me everything.” He kisses her cheek; her lips flex just a bit in return. I want to tell her we can get out of this, somehow, somehow, but my implant is locked up and seeing Quini does the same thing to my mouth.
He leaves Nat to go over to Anton, who reaches into his jacket for the incubator pod. Quini takes it—he doesn’t look happy to see it, more disgusted—and puts it in his pocket. Then he comes to me.
“And here’s my favorite hackman,” he says. “How are you?” He throws his arm around me and I can’t help but flinch. The last thing my body remembers about him is him beating the shit out of me. This time he’s exuding a cloud of sweat, cologne, black rum. He makes a rumbling noise in his throat and gives an extra squeeze before he steps back, cupping my face in his hand, beaming at me.
“My three favorite people all in one place,” he says. “Me makes three. Him, I don’t know.” He looks over at Yinka, who’s still crouched, clutching his stump. “Who are you, negrito?” He rubs his thumb on my cheek and his eyes flutter shut for a second. “Your skin is so fucking soft, hackman. You moisturize that shit.”
Then he goes to Yinka, who isn’t wearing the mask but is still wearing the suit, and squats down across from him. He puffs out half a laugh.
“I get it. You’re me.” He champs his teeth together—twice, three times—dentin clacking. “You’re me! You’re Quini. That’s how you got into the safe room.” He points at the stump. “He really did you like that, huh? He really took your fucking arm off?” He tips back his head. “Ha! My four favorite people. Me twice.”
Yinka doesn’t react. Still in shock. Better that way, with Quini. I’m cycling through the disaster scenarios we ran, but with the faraday clamp freezing my implant it’s only memory and it’s jumpy, erratic. Fear keeps bullying in.
“You want to know the real story? How I really lost it? You’re me, so I can tell you.” Quini sits down cross-legged on the tiles. He rubs his hand along the pattern. “I was just small. Just a little cabroncito. I grew up during the droughts. You’re African. You know. Getting food was tough.”
I don’t want to hear this story. I know it’s dangerous to be hearing this story. I can tell from the look on Nat’s face.
“My family used to work the aceituna. The olive trees. Always had Africans up to work, too. You from Senegal? They were mostly from Senegal. But one year the trees stopped producing, because the new gene tweak didn’t take, so people started chopping them up for firewood instead. It gets cold in Andalusia. People up here don’t know that. So, me and my brother, we were chopping firewood.”
Quini’s eyes turn wide and gleeful, like he’s a kid recounting his favorite part of a flick. “He thought I was going to pull my arm away! I thought he wasn’t going to swing! And just like that, gone. Oh, I was angry. Even back then, even little Quini, he got angry. But my brother was family, you know? And it was an accident. Nobody’s fault. Just the peristalsis of an amoral universe. You like that word? ‘Peristalsis.’
“But then, years later, years and years, I heard my brother was talking. Was saying he did it to teach me a lesson. Saying he’s the only person that makes Quini the Squid flinch.” Quini snorts. “So one night I went over to his house—his house, qué tontería, I bought him that fucking house—and I brought an autosurgeon with me. And I made things right. First I took his arms, then I took his legs.”
I can hear the whining of the blade all over again. My gut heaves and for a second I can’t look at Yinka, can’t look at anything except the backs of my eyelids.
“I cried while I did it,” Quini says. “But when it was finished, my anger was gone. Gone! We were brothers again. I bought him a chair—you know, to get around. A really fancy one.” He gets nimbly to his feet and heads over to my confiscated duffel bag. He grins at Nat while he gropes around inside. The saw emerges with Yinka’s blood still spattering the casing. “So who wants to go first?” he asks. “Hackman, how about you? You’re quiet tonight. I remember you like talking. I’m surprised you’re not talking yet. Trying to save your skin.”
I’ve done the thinking and I already know. Quini blames me for the job in Murcia going bad. He pulled my contracts for any other hackwork. Now he’s caught me breaking into his house to steal the one thing he cannot afford to have stolen.
“Nothing is going to save my skin.” I can’t keep my voice from quavering. I look at Nat, then Yinka. “I blackmailed both of them,” I say. “I took Nat’s bank account, and I poison-pilled his Catalonian citizenship request. Forced them. To help.”
Quini nods, inspecting the saw blade. “Okay. Sure. But what’s this all about, hackman? Why did you do this to me?”
I look straight ahead, not meeting his eyes. “I’m a big Klobučar fan.”
Quini stares at me, then barks a laugh so loud one of his guards jumps. “You too, huh? I’m starting to feel real uncultured, you know that? Everyone loves this shit. Me, I wish I could get rid of it. Swear!” The saw clangs onto the tiles. He pulls the incubator pod out of his pocket instead and waves it in the air, arm swinging dangerously close to the edge of the pool.
I can see Anton’s wince. “We should get that back in the safe room, Señor Caballo.”
Quini ignores him. “I’m working with some Koreans now. Some serious hijoputas until they get liquored, then friendly, real friendly. We’re in Seoul and the boss, he starts talking about Klobučar, how visionary she was, how killing herself was art. That was art! Bullshit.” He tosses the incubator pod up into the air, watches it, catches it. “But one thing leads to another, we seal the malware deal, and he says he wants to loan me his favorite piece for a month. One month, and it’ll change everything, he says. Doesn’t tell me it’s worth a billion fucking Euros until I’m babysitting it.”
He clutches the pod tight and rubs his face in the crook of his arm. “Makes me nervous, hackman,” he says, walking back toward me. “If I somehow lost it, no more deals with the Koreans. And there would be a bunch of ninja motherfuckers in chamsuits trying to knife me in my sleep. You knew that, I think. You knew it would hurt me. So now I’m going to make what I did in Murcia look like a tickle.”
My throat winches shut. I can feel the ghost of Quini’s boot swinging into my ribs. I can hear his men laughing.
“But I’ll give you a look first,” he says. “So you can decide if this was ever really worth it.” He thumbs the pod open.
It’s empty.
He scrapes his finger around the inside, and the first thought in my fear-fogged brain is that I do not understand art, that I am just as uncultured as Quini the Squid and I’m going to die that way.
Then his eyelid starts to twitch.
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I can see my reflection in the pool and it’s uglier than ever, a faceful of processed meat, every centimeter of skin either split or swollen. Blood keeps burbling out of my mouth and down my chin, more blood than I ever realized I had. All I want to do is topple forward into the pool and drown, but the guard behind me has his arm around my waist.
Nat is on one side of me; Yinka on the other. They’re making him stand. He looks like he’s about to be sick, then swallows it back down. After the initial flurry of anger, Quini lined us up by the pool and stuck one of my anatabs to his skinned knuckles. Now he’s walking up and down the tiles behind us, bare feet slapping the ceramic, and he has the surgical saw tucked under his stump.
“Where is it?” he asks again.
“Don’t know,” I try to say again, breathing broken glass.
“Natalia, mi amor, where is it? You know I don’t want to hurt you. I love you.”
I’m praying Nat will stay silent, how she’s been since arriving, but the words break her ice and she blinks. “Get fucked, Quini.”
He hurls the incubator pod against the tiles and it smashes apart. Then he comes up behind me, enveloping me in the cloud of sweat and alcohol, and his breath is hot in my ear. “I do love her, though. Still. You know, hackman, if it wasn’t for her, I never would have hired you the first time. We wouldn’t know each other.” He balloons a sigh. “I bet she feels bad about that. I bet that’s why she agreed to help you.”
I shake my head, making the faraday clamp throb. “Blackmail.”
“I’m trying to decide now. Who I start cutting.” Quini hefts the saw. “The negrito, he could use a break. So between Natalia and the hackman, I think it’s you. I think she cares more about you than you care about her. So even though she hates me, she’ll talk. To avoid seeing you flopping around in the pool with no limbs like some deformed fucking manatí.”
“Señor Caballo.” It’s Anton. I almost forgot about him. For a moment I think he’s going to save me, but he’s only being businesslike. “We should search him first. If it’s on his person, you don’t want to damage it by accident.”
Quini shrugs. “Go.”
Anton pads over to me, chasing the guard away. I stand spread-eagled, arms straight out, and think for the first time about not having them. He frisks from the bottom up, and as he’s checking my coat lining he pauses.
“Just out of curiosity,” he says. “How loud can you whistle?”
For a split second his hand passes over the faraday clamp. Then he finishes the frisk, finding nothing, and steps away. Quini grunts, like he expected as much. He switches the saw on. Cold sweat starts trickling from my armpits down my ribcage. I feel the whine in my teeth.
“We’re starting with the right,” he says. “That’s the trend. You will fit right in. Natalia, cielo, feel free to start theorizing. About where my fucking artwork is.”
“I wasn’t fucking here,” Nat says. Her voice is brittle. I hate that. I hate it when she’s hurting too much to hide it. “I was in Flux. With you. Remember?”
“We’re all in flux,” Quini says solemnly. “You know? Lie down, hackman. Arm out.”
“It’s all right, Nat,” I mumble through my torn lip. “We’ll just run it again.”
I lie down on the cold tiles, extending my arm the way Yinka did, and look up at the sky. It’s beautiful. The red’s faded out to one stripe of soft pinkish orange, and above that the morning light is breaking through a wall of cold blue cloud. I don’t have to look at any of Quini’s ugly architectural choices.
I do have to look at my choices, though. I’m about to get my limbs amputated by an unbalanced criminal, and there are no anatabs. No painkiller cocktail. These are probably the last few moments I’ll get to think about anything except screaming, and at some point in the very near future I’ll bleed to death.
Maybe it’s not just the peristalsis of an amoral universe. Maybe it’s what I deserve. For lying to Yinka and for a hundred bad things I did long before that. What I hate most is that I won’t even be dying as myself. I should have at least told Nat.
I squeeze my eyes shut, as if I can open up our private channel by force of will. Quini is muttering to himself in Andalusian Spanish, too fast for me to catch without my babelware. The whine of the saw intensifies.
Suddenly I understand what Quini’s saying. The steel wool in my head is gone. My implant comes unfrozen and I see the backdoor in my mind’s eye. The friend/foe mapper. I make the signal, the whistle, as loud as I possibly can.
Someone is screaming; maybe it’s me. The whine of the saw is a furious buzzing centimeters from my face. Hot liquid splatters my neck.
I open my eyes in time to see Quini sundered from hip to shoulder. The dog is up on its spindly carbon hind legs, saw spraying blood in all directions, tearing Quini’s flesh into pink ropes. It seems to go on for an eternity before the blade stutters to a halt on splintered bone. There’s a bang. Another. The dog drops to all fours. Quini sways.
“Mi cachorrito,” he says, not unfondly, then falls backward into the pool.
Nat yanks me to my feet. Her other hand is clutching Yinka. I look around, still lost, and see two dead guards, Anton reloading the scattergun. Quini is floating in the water, a red cloud billowing out around his shredded body.
“I don’t actually like Klobučar’s later stuff,” Anton says. “She got self-indulgent. I like money, though. And I liked your hackwork tonight. Very creative.” He produces an incubator pod from his jacket, identical to the one Quini smashed, but probably less empty. “I was stumped by that bioscanner.” He shakes his head, rolling his eyes, smiling a bit. “Stumped. Don’t forget your bags.”
Then he’s gone, off into the villa, scattergun propped on his shoulder. That leaves me and Nat and Yinka huddled together on the red-slicked tiles. Somehow none of us are dead. Yinka looks closest; he leans over and heaves.
“Can you walk?” Nat demands. “I’ve got your arm.”
Yinka heaves again, giving up a thin bubbly vomit and then something dark and solid that splats against the tile. He scrabbles for it with stiff fingers. We all stare.
Cupped in his shaking hand is a miniature human heart. Its beat is inaudible, but I can see it pumping and imagine the sound in my head. Thump-thump. Thump-thump. Alive. Alive.
“Let’s dip,” Yinka rasps. “Before he figures out his pod is empty, too.”
I get Yinka under his undamaged arm and Nat grabs the refrigerated case. Then we all three stagger off into the olive trees, Quini’s gore-smeared cachorrito trotting along behind us.
☼
 
When do you leave? I ask, but we’re talking in public, out on the beach by Pont del Petroli, so it comes out more like:
“Napta zuwani?”
“Napta imo yun,” Nat says: Tomorrow night. She toes a hole in the sun-heated sand. We’re sitting just out of reach of the tide’s soft gray pulse, watching runners move up and down the length of the bridge. Barge out of Shiptown, she adds with a tangle of clicks and plosives.
You see our Fleischgeist there? I ask.
Nat nods. Talked to him, even. Arm looks good. She pauses, turns her head to look at me. He never wants to see you again, though.
“Vensmur,” I say: Makes sense.
For a while we sit in silence. The tide pushes and pulls. Gulls wheel and shriek out over the waves. How about you? Nat finally asks. Where are you going?
Been looking at some clinics in Laos, I tell her. Been planning some changes.
Nat nods. I saw that. See that.
I finally did something with my hair, and I’m wearing one of those new prints from Mombasa. Makeup is hiding the worst bits of my face. It’s too bad I have to let it all heal up before I can have a more qualified surgeon mess with it.
So this is you, she says. Not just a fresh way to hide from the feds.
It’s me. And it’s sort of the opposite of hiding.
Nat grabs my hand, and I release the breath I didn’t even realize I’d been bottling up. Good, she says. Good. You want a scan of my nose?
I blink. “M’mut?”
You want my nose, Nat laughs. You can admit it. Whenever we’re drunk, you say how perfect it is. She suddenly frowns. That shit will be expensive. The clinics. And the lying low. But you gave Yinka your whole share.
Yeah, I say. We made a deal back at the safe room.
Nat narrows her eyes. So it really was just revenge?
I take a heavy breath. He knew. Quini knew about me. He was a lot of things, but he was sharp. He saw it before I wanted anyone to see it. So when he beat me. When he called me a maricona. Laughed at me. It was personal. I chew the inside of my cheek, hit a suture and immediately regret it. I wanted him hurt, I mumble in nonsense. I don’t know about dead.
I wanted him hurt, too, Nat says, staring at the sea. Never thought about dead. But the world’s better off. Net total.
The silence swells until I can’t take it anymore. That was her heart, you know, I finally say. What we stole? It was grown using her cells. She had the whole thing automated. For after she killed herself. I looked it up. It’s the last Klobučar.
Nat raises her immaculate eyebrows. No wonder me and Yinka are so rich now.
Don’t rub it in, I say in one nasal syllable.
She wanted to live forever, maybe, Nat says. With people fighting over her heart. Buying it and selling it and killing for it.
Maybe she wanted us not to, I say. But knew we would anyways, so she did it on her own terms.
Nat stands up, brushing the sand off her pants. Fucking artists, she says. You hungry?
I could eat, I say. Good pintxos around the corner. Good curry a block down.
“Unta da unta,” she says: Both.
We’ve got time. At least a bit of it. And hopefully after a year of lying low, we both end up back in Barcelona. There’s lots more shit I want to do here as myself.




Beyond the Tattered Veil of Stars

Mercurio D. Rivera
 
Chapter 63: Gods’ Breath
 
THE PEOPLE FOLLOWED the purification rituals precisely, fasting three times a month and holding group prayers in the shallow seawaters off of Verdant Cove. With the orange sun setting on the horizon, they lay half-submerged in the surf, scrubbing the scales off their snouts with diamonds. And as their skin tore, they pushed forward through their lacerations, flesh rippling backward, downward, until their new bodies emerged. In this way, they shed their transgressions.
They collected and piled hundreds of sloughed skins. And after blessing the discarded flesh, cleansing it of all sin, they feasted. Ravenous from fasting, they tore into the mound of skins, giving praise to the gods for the food they devoured. And as they ate, they prayed for clean air.
The thick gases—identified as excess carbon dioxide, methane and nitrous oxide—had appeared five years earlier, suffocating Mother Earth in a planetary haze. Blue skies turned sickly gray and temperatures rose steadily. Powerful hurricanes devastated the seven continents, and the Arctic ice sheets retreated, inundating coastal communities, displacing millions.
It was a cruel test of the People’s will and faith. Fortunately, House Jar-ella thrived on such challenges.
The People set aside longstanding tribal feuds to establish thinknests across the globe, teams devoted to determining the cause of the crisis. Planetary surveys revealed no volcanic eruptions, no artificial source for the gases, no explanation whatsoever, confirming what the People feared most: the threat was Divine in origin. The gods had judged them and found them wanting.
The thinknests expanded their ranks and intensified their studies, running ever more complex simulations in the hope of arriving at some answer. For while the problem was Divine, the solution, they believed, could be found in the natural world. Still, to be safe, the People redoubled their prayers and rituals, begging for the gods’ mercy.
My foremothers in House Jar-ella of the Dah-rani tribe scraped the scales off their skin until it glistened an agonizing emerald-green, while the yellow-skinned Teh-win cropped their wings painfully short, and the La-Mangri sliced into their bellies with pointed blades, leaving scars in the shape of the Divine circles-within-circles infinity sign.
Between the efforts of the thinknests and the mass prayers and rituals, the People held on to their resolute faith in the gods—and in themselves. For if they were not tested, how could they prove themselves worthy?
—From The Chronicles of House Jar-ella, excerpt by Shen-ri, daughter of Siss-ka

☼
 
“Cory?” Milagros Maldonado said, pulling open the door. “Come in. You’re right on time.”
He was unsure whether to shake her hand or hug her. Instead, he stomped his boots on the welcome mat while making small talk about the August snowstorm.
She guided him into a spartan living room where he took a seat on the only piece of furniture, a sectional sofa. The last time they’d seen each other had been at MIT seven years earlier, when they’d dated briefly. She had the same dull eyes, same thin lips and dark-brown hair pulled back in a ponytail. But now she had face mods resembling his: triangular implants on her left temple and cheek, e-ports on the left and right sides of her jaw.
“Oh, pardon me,” she said, tapping her face.
His right eyelid tingled and he accepted her AR invite. When he blinked, Caravaggio paintings and colorful Persian carpeting decorated the room. A crystal chandelier dangled from the center of the ceiling.
“There’s no need for this,” he said, blinking away the modifications, restoring the room to its true state.
“Whatever you like,” she said, staring out the snow-caked window to avoid eye contact. She was every bit as socially awkward as he remembered.
“Well,” he said after a long pause, “shall we begin?”
Before he could activate his retinal recorders, she held up her hand. “Everything remains off the record until I say otherwise, right?”
“Yes, you were very clear,” he said.
“I’m sorry,” she said, “but I can’t simply take you at your word.”
“Then why . . .” He took a deep breath. “I understand.” He nodded and she pressed her fingertips gently against his eyelids, her prints locking his ret-readers. Now it would require both of them to release the recordings to a third party.
“Thank you. When we go public with the discoveries I’ve made . . .” She turned and finally looked him in the eye. “Everything’s going to change, Cory.”
He maintained a pleasant smile. If Milagros sensed his desperation, she might be less forthcoming. And since she’d formerly worked at EncelaCorp in research and development and left the company on bad terms, she might very well be sitting on something juicy.
“Timing is critical,” she said. “Even with the best of intentions, revealing too much information too quickly could destabilize markets. That’s why I reached out to you when I saw your neuronews byline. I need someone I know, someone I can trust.”
She had an odd way of showing her trust, forcing him to lock down the recording. Then again, they’d only known each other briefly a lifetime ago, years before the San Diego wildfires destroyed his home, before his father’s death from lung cancer, and his own diagnosis and treatment for bone cancer. He’d scraped by on public assistance until he ran into Charlie Bierbaum, a friend of his father’s who’d offered him a gig in New York as a content provider for neuronews. Although Cory had busted his ass the past six months, Charlie had been brutally honest. To be able to keep Cory on, he needed to increase his blinks—drastically.
“So . . . this project of yours . . .” he said
“Have you heard of the Simulation Hypothesis?”
He shook his head.
“It’s the theory that everything we experience as reality is, in fact, an illusion. That we’re living in a simulated universe, a computer program run by a super-advanced civilization.”
“Bummer.” He expected a smile, but she maintained her poker face.
“I don’t lend the idea much credence either, but it was the source of inspiration for my project.”
“Interesting,” he said. It wasn’t, really, but best to humor her until she coughed up the big secret. If it couldn’t generate two million blinks, he’d be out the door.
“Let me show you,” Milagros said.
She stepped into the hallway and punched a pass code on a solid-steel door she pulled open.
As they descended a stairwell, their footsteps triggered a light that bathed the basement in red—as if it were an old-fashioned developing room in a photographer’s studio. The ceiling hung low, and a computer sat on a laminated wooden desk. At the far side of the room, behind a plexiglass divider, a hologram of Earth floated in the darkness, rotating slowly. About two meters wide, the globe’s size allowed him to make out the faint lights of cities beneath the blanket of clouds wafting in the thin atmosphere. Faint stars speckled the room’s walls; a grapefruit-sized simulation of the Sun hovered in the far corner.
“This,” Milagros said, “is the project I’ve been working on the past two years. Virtual Earth.”
“Wow. It’s beautiful.” His heart sank. A light show, no matter how dazzling, would never draw the blinks he needed. “So this is your big invention? A hologram of Earth?”
She smiled at last, shook her head. “It’s a tool of discovery, perhaps the greatest tool ever invented. V-Earth is a simulation powered by a network of neural algorithms. An extension of work done with AIs. I’m going to help people on an unimaginable scale, Cory.” She stared at him as if trying to determine whether he grasped the magnitude of what she’d revealed.
He was formulating an exit strategy when she said, “I’ve programmed the simulation to track the evolution of life on Earth. Natural catastrophes, the rise and fall of civilizations, all the wars, all the trials and tribulations we’ve faced as a species. I’ve also introduced newer challenges such as global warming.”
“And what did you learn?” he asked.
“That we’re doomed. Invariably, we pollute the atmosphere and the oceans, warm the planet, destroy the food chain. I’ve run the program countless times and always get the same predictable outcome. Our inherent selfishness, our inability to empathize with the plight of others, other species, even with our own future generations, always destroys us. But then . . .” She wagged her index finger excitedly. “I restarted the sim and made a few tweaks to Earth’s past.”
“You reprogrammed human history?”
“Yes. No.” She shrugged. “Sort of. I explored numerous paths with Homo sapiens, but it didn’t make much of a difference. All roads led to self-destruction. Then I went in a different direction.”
She stepped to the computer and swiped the touchscreen. “Zoom in.” The image of a cityscape, windowless edifices resembling thirty-story gravestones, appeared on the plexiglass divider. Swarms of winged, yellow-skinned creatures darted in and out of hidden apertures in the structures.
“You’re witnessing a live shot of present-day South America. A typical workday in Rio de Janeiro.” She beamed at the image as if she were a child showing off her prized insect collection. “Countless species have flickered into and out of existence in our prehistory. We’re here today only because just the right combination of events created a niche for small mammals to thrive and to evolve, ultimately, into the modern human. Eliminating any one of those events dramatically alters the forms of life arising through natural selection. But no matter the mix, evolution, I found, favors intelligence.”
“And here I thought it favored cockroaches,” he said, chuckling nervously.
“Every change to prehistory resulted in the rise of a different apex form of intelligent life. In this version, no asteroid struck the Yucatan Peninsula. No extinction of the dinosaurs took place at that time. Instead, a disease I introduced a million years later wiped out most of the large dinosaurs along with small mammals, allowing an amphibious salamander-like creature to survive and multiply. And—voila!—one hundred million years later we have the Sallies.”
The magnified image displayed three reptilian creatures at the base of a palm tree. One stood on its hind legs, four feet tall with slick, lime-green skin and a prehensile tail. The second had yellow skin and bore translucent wings, allowing it to hover a few feet off the ground. These were the ones flying over the city. The third, a grey-scaled creature, skittered on all fours and had larger, saucer-shaped eyes and a thicker tail. Patches of fungus spread thickly across their torsos.
“These are the predominant races of the species that rule the seven continents.”
“This—this is incredible.” He had trouble finding his voice as he considered multiple story angles: “Humankind Replaced by Lizards,” “Mad Scientist Alters History,” “The Fall’s New Fashion: Fungus.” This story was sure to draw blinks—maybe in the tens of millions. “So if I understand correctly, these creatures live—literally—in this world you’ve created? If I walked past this plexi divider I could shake this globe with my bare hands?”
”Well, no, you’d move right through it. It’s a holo, after all. But you could program a set of cosmic hands to shake the sphere, sure.” The idea seemed to amuse her.
She opened a drawer and pulled out a metal cube with thin hollow tubes protruding from two of its sides. “This is the breakthrough I was referring to, the first of what I expect will be many revolutionary inventions to come.”
She handed him the contraption, which seemed made for the Sallies’ thin delicate fingers.
“This is an Extractor. It’s one thousand percent more efficient at segregating carbon than anything we’ve ever developed. It can remove excess greenhouse gases from the atmosphere within a fifty-mile radius. The Sallies have installed large-scale versions of these Extractors, thousands of them, throughout their world. It took them decades, but they solved the problem of climate change. More than any other intelligent form of life I’ve evolved on v-Earth, the Sallies are the ultimate problem-solvers.”
“This actually . . . works?” He held the Extractor in the palm of his hand, shaken by what it represented.
“Perfectly.”
He stared at the holo-world, its poles barren of ice. “It doesn’t seem the device did the locals any good.”
“Yes, well, the Sallies took a long time to develop it. In the meantime, global warming ravaged their world. But it also gave them a tremendous incentive to develop a solution, which they did.”
He had trouble wrapping his mind around it. Had Milagros really solved the problem of climate change, here, in the basement of this house? It had to be a hoax. Or, more likely, she’d deluded herself into actually believing this nonsense. But true or not, the story could save his job. And, if true, it might even make his career.
“The Sallies present us with a unique opportunity to find solutions to problems,” she said. “Any problem. So let me ask you, Cory, what would you have them solve next, if you could?”
He paused, pondering the question, and thought of his father’s painful coughing fits as the tumors spread, his own ordeal with bone marrow transplants and radiation and chemotherapy. “Cancer,” he said. “A cure for cancer.”
“Great minds think alike.”
Chapter 103: The Black Scythe and the Age of Pestilence
 
The great plague descended upon the People of La Mangri first, killing innocent larvae in their developmental stages, rendering entire populations childless. Then the cell mutations spread to adults, bringing a slow and agonizing death to millions.
As the decaying corpses gave rise to more disease, my great-grandmother Und-ora devised stadium-sized pyres to mass-incinerate thousands of the dead at once.
She also led local thinknests in their frenzied attempts to determine the origin of the disease and stop its spread. When the cell mutations proved to be non-contagious, they studied possible environmental causes of the illness. But hundreds of Houses of different regions with radically different diets, customs and lifestyles were all similarly stricken. With no natural explanation at hand, thinknests around the globe independently arrived at the same inescapable conclusion: the plague was another Divine test. The People assumed they had proven themselves worthy when they implemented the Extractors, purifying the atmosphere of the gods’ deadly gases.
But the gods were capricious.
Over the next decade, despite numerous attempted treatments and false breakthroughs, the Black Scythe, as it came to be called, decimated the People. Then members of the thinknests themselves fell victim to the plague, hindering the research for a cure.
Within two decades, ninety-eight percent of the world’s population—two billion People—died of the disease. Societies collapsed. Modern civilization as we knew it disappeared.
The desperate bands of survivors stopped praying, for they had settled upon a harsh truth: the gods cared nothing about their fate; the People’s only hope was to help themselves.
The House of Family Jar-ella, including my grandmother, the venerated La-rinda, assembled and trained those survivors, forming new thinknests, and directed their attention to the study of genetics, which she believed held the key to combatting the Black Scythe.
Many historians have studied La-rinda’s life to try to understand her inspiration for pressing forward when anyone else would have given up hope. I believe the answer can be found in her personal suffering. In my research, I discovered an account by La-rinda herself, an entry in her private life-notes, maintained in the storage froth at the Verdant Cove seabed:
“Before we’d made any breakthroughs on our studies of the genome, As-trel, the youngest of my two children, succumbed to a tumor in her brain, which struck her blind and made her forget who I was. She spent her last moments afraid, alone in the darkness.
And when I thought I could bear no more grief, Vin-el, another of my children, was afflicted with a cell mutation in her anterior intestine, a blockage that made it impossible for her to eat.
In her final days I could only feed her pain-numbing leafwax as I sat with her in a lily pond, our feet and tails entwined in the cool water, as she labored to breathe. I gently stroked her snout. She said, “Find the solution, Mother. I know you can do it.”
“We’re close,” I said. “We’ve identified the genes responsible for staving off the malignancies. If we can target them, activate the body’s defenses . . .”
“I don’t—I don’t mean the solution to the plague, Mother,” she said, forcing the words out through ragged breaths. “I mean the solution to the cruelty of existence. I’ve prayed. I’ve been good to others. What have I done to deserve this?”
“Nothing,” I said. “Not a thing, little one.” Before I could decide what more to say, how to comfort her, she let out a wheeze. Her last breath. And in the long minutes that followed, I lay still in the pond, clutching her limp body and considering her final words, words that would haunt me for years to come: What have we done to deserve this?
—From The Chronicles of House Jar-ella, excerpt by Zen-do, daughter of Shen-ri

☼
 
“That’s nuts,” Charlie said.
Cory leaned forward, his hand trembling as he brought the shot glass to his lips. Charlie’s projection sat on the bar stool next to him.
“That sums it up nicely,” Cory said.
“This woman invented a device that cleanses the atmosphere of greenhouse gases?” Charlie said. “Show it to me.”
“She keeps the Extractor under lock and key. And I can’t release my ret-recordings without her approval.”
“And the supposed ‘cure’ for cancer?”
“It’s been more than a week since she unleashed a plague on the virtual world—not sure how many decades in the simulator—with nothing to show for it so far. But Milagros is confident the Sallies will find a cure.”
“You realize, don’t you, this woman is either out of her mind or so deluded she might as well be.”
“So I should walk away?”
“No, no, I’m not saying that. Heck, if she’s as messed up as I think she is, her story may draw major blinks. ‘Former EncelaCorp bigwig off her rocker; plays God in basement.’”
Cory signaled for another drink. The bartender shot him a dirty look. He didn’t seem to appreciate Charlie’s holo occupying a stool at the bar, even though the place was empty in the snowstorm.
“Know anything else about her background?” Charlie asked.
“We went to college together, dated briefly, but that was a long time ago.”
“Huh.” Charlie puffed on an e-cigar and ran his hand through the mop of white hair hanging over his eyebrow mods.
“She says she contacted me because she trusts me. And I haven’t learned anything more about her beyond the basics on the Neuronet.”
“Dig deep. Find out what broke her.”
The whiskey burned Cory’s esophagus. “Charlie, what if it’s true? What if she’s not ‘broken,’ and she’s really developing these miraculous devices?”
Charlie’s image froze, mouth open. Cory thought for a moment the projection had gone on the fritz until Charlie let out a loud belly laugh. He then stopped abruptly. “Wait. You’re serious?” A light seemed to go off in his head. “Oh geez, Cory. I’m sorry. I can be a friggin’ numbskull sometimes.” He wiped his eyes with his sleeves. “How was your doctor’s visit?”
“It was my final round of chemo. I’ve been in remission for months now.”
“Look, I didn’t mean to kid around about the cancer cure. It’d be nice if it were all true.”
“If not for her background with EncelaCorp, I’d just assume she was full of it, too. But this holo, Charlie, it’s like nothing I’ve ever seen before.”
Charlie trained his eyes on Cory. “Stay objective. And keep your guard up, okay?”
“Always.”
Charlie shouted at an invisible person in the distance. “Keep your pants on! I’m almost done.” He turned back to face him. “Gotta go. But I need your story on this lunatic ASAP. I’m under pressure from the board. I have to reduce a third of my staff by the end of the month. And unless you show a dramatic uptick in blinks . . .”
Cory lifted the shot glass and downed another drink. “Ten days to deliver the goods. I understand.”
☼
 
“To the Revivifier,” Milagros said, raising her glass.
“The Revivifier,” he repeated, clinking his champagne glass against hers. “I still can’t believe it. Will it really work on human beings?”
“The device triggers a radical immunological response. It causes certain genes to generate oncolytic viruses targeted to the cancer cells. It’ll work.”
“And you knew the Sallies could do it?” He tried to maintain an even keel, but couldn’t keep the excitement out of his voice.
“Not for certain. The disease killed off most of them, unfortunately. But the remaining two percent should repopulate the planet in time. I can fast-forward the sim a few centuries, and the civilization will likely rebound. They’re a resilient bunch.”
“Milagros, we need to go public with this.” If he could share the information with the right experts, they might be able to confirm these incredible claims. He thought of his visits to the oncologist, the CT scans he had to endure every three months. To finally be rid of the constant dread . . .
“Soon,” she said. “I have a few more problems I need the Sallies to solve first.”
“More problems?”
“Asteroid defense. Last year’s disaster in North Asia . . . If the asteroid fragment had struck a metropolitan area—and not some poor village nobody cared about—the death toll would have been in the millions instead of the thousands. World leaders might have stood up and taken notice, developed a plan.”
“Asteroid defense? I’m surprised EncelaCorp hasn’t figured that out by now,” he said. The conglomerate was streaming the consciousness of astronauts into outer space and exploring rogue planets; asteroid defense seemed simple in comparison.
“It’s more a matter of budgetary constraints than technological limitations. I’d like to have an inexpensive solution in hand for governments around the globe.”
“Listen,” he said in the most measured voice he could muster. “We’re sitting on the cure to cancer here. Cancer.”
“Not for long.”
“Every day we delay, people are dying. Why wait?”
“I have my reasons.”
“Not good enough. We can save—”
“You don’t get to decide,” she snapped. “I call the shots on when and how we break the news.”
He had to restrain himself. After a few seconds, he exhaled and said, “We’ll pulse the story about the Revivifier later this week then?”
“Soon. When I say so,” she repeated.
He couldn’t understand her reticence. When he spoke with Charlie again last night, his boss had read him the riot act about sitting on the story of v-Earth. As frustrating as it was, he first needed Milagros to agree to unlock his ret-recordings.
He gathered himself and poured after-dinner cognacs for the two of them. They then stood together in front of the rotating v-Earth while Milagros ran her fingers over the computer touchscreen and delivered verbal instructions to program the asteroid strike.
“Can the Sallies see us?” he asked, sipping on his drink. “Two slightly drunk giants looming over their world?”
“No,” she said. “That wouldn’t do at all. Our side of the plexi is transparent, theirs is veiled with a galaxy of stars.”
“Ah,” he said. The alcohol had started to kick in.
He pushed a button on the desk monitor, calling up an image from planetside.
She smacked his hand. “No touching.” She slid her fingers over the monitor. “I’ll have a small strike take out one continent. Then I’ll put several asteroids—large enough to destroy all life on the planet—on a direct collision course. That should light a fire under them.”
“You nas-ty woman,” he said with a smile and a hiccup. “What if they don’t detect the incoming asteroids?”
“They’ll be studying the skies after the first strike. And I’ll place the asteroids far away enough to give them time to formulate a response.”
“You have absolute power over them, over the planet,” he said. “You really are God.”
She leaned in and kissed him.
He hesitated for a moment, startled, then kissed her back. As he pulled her closer and they kissed harder, out of the corner of his eye he spotted movement. A fiery asteroid, slamming into Europe, incinerating fifty million Sallies.
☼
 
The plume snaked up out of the globe as she slid back into her dress. Reaching out to the monitor, he poked the screen and said, “Zoom in.” This time she said nothing, buttoning her dress silently and watching him in amusement.
On the plexiscreen, four Sallies, two adults and two children, fled from a black cloud of dust sweeping across the horizon. One of the adult’s tattered wings hung limply at her side while her mate wrapped a tail around her midsection, helping her hobble forward. As the cloud closed in, the adults urged the children to flee. “Go!” they screamed. “Fly!” One of the children took to the air while the other stared back in indecision before the darkness swallowed them all.
Milagros flicked off the transmission. “It’s not a toy,” she said.
“But they are your playthings.”
She paused before responding, the corner of her lip curling upward. “Still, there’s no reason to be unnecessarily cruel.” Then she laughed at her own joke.
Chapter 186: When Heaven’s Hammer Struck and Stones Fell Like Summer Rain
 
Mother was a hatchling when Heaven’s Hammer struck, obliterating a continent, devastating the world. In the aftermath, molten rock rained from the skies.
But chaos did not reign, as one would have expected. The works of my foremothers, the collective agony and sacrifices of the People, had paved the way to cope, to gather, to regroup.
Tribes relocated to areas of the globe far removed from the impact site, where they reprogrammed their Extractors to cleanse the atmosphere of the billowing clouds of ash. The sisters of House Jar-ella treated the injured masses with a modified version of the Revivifier, which not only helped them regenerate missing limbs, but made them healthier and stronger.
Thinknests directed their collective gaze to the heavens, to the gods’ next challenge: massive incoming boulders threatening to extinguish all life on Mother Earth. Within months, nesting communities led by House Jar-ella devised plans for the construction of a planetary Deflector that could be operationalized within two years, more than enough time to shield the world from another catastrophic strike.
Heaven’s Hammer had an unexpected side effect. It caused the People to turn away from their worship of the gods—for what had centuries of prayer and purification rituals wrought?—and to seek solace in the study of the natural world.
By hurling mountains at us from space, the gods had made a crucial mistake. They’d directed the attention of the thinknests to the cosmos. Reality, we came to learn, consisted of particles no smaller than a nanometer—pixels. And in our study of mathematics we found familiar ratios from quantum to celestial levels, as if strings of a computer program snaked through all of spacetime. We also puzzled over the missing mass of our universe, dark matter—enigmatic and undetectable—which constituted the majority of the cosmos, but remained hidden from us. The stars themselves, we came to realize, were a thin veneer, a fiction, the universe itself a grand deception.
—From The Chronicles of House Jar-ella, excerpt by Pin-ra, daughter of Zen-do

☼
 
As Milagros lay in bed, her eyes flitted left and right and she blinked every few seconds.
“Have I missed anything important going on in the real world?” Cory asked. He couldn’t access current neuronews while recording her with his eyecam.
“Define ‘important.’ Arms control negotiations collapsed. A new study found the Pacific’s toxicity level has tripled. Several local mass shootings took place.”
“Par for the course.” He traced his index finger along the side of her face, across the triangular mod jutting out of her temple down to the metal jacks on her jaw.
She shrugged him away.
Blinking off, she reached toward her nightstand for the hexagonal contraption she’d been fiddling with all evening. The device was modeled, she said, after the Sallies’ planetary Deflector.
“What are you up to, Milagros? A little corporate espionage?” he teased.
She glared at him. “Is everything a joke to you?”
“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean anything. Look, can we pick up where we left off?” He pushed aside a pillow and sat up on his elbow to get the best angle of her face with his eyecam.
“The interview? I still don’t understand why anyone would care about my personal life.”
“Right now, they wouldn’t,” he admitted. “But once we flood the Neuronet with news of your inventions, trust me, viewers will want to know everything about you. To maximize the publicity, we’ll have to leverage the twenty-four-hour news cycle—before the public’s attention shifts.”
“Will people really lose interest so quickly? I’m introducing life-changing technologies.”
“At most, you’ll get thirty-six hours. But I wouldn’t bet on it. In fact, you may get less than twenty-four hours if Angelique changes her hairstyle or Wilfredo takes a semi-nude selfie.”
“Who?”
“Pop celebrities. Look, it doesn’t matter. My point is we’ll need to move fast with follow-up pieces to reach the largest audience and cash in before interest wanes. Although, let’s be realistic, with the patents on this tech, you’ll be set for life anyway.”
“It’s not about the money,” she said.
“Right.”
“It’s not. I plan to revolutionize the world, our world, just like I’ve changed v-Earth.”
He snapped his fingers. “That’s good! So we should portray you as a selfless humanitarian who’s dedicated her life to helping others?”
“Melodramatically stated, but not wrong. That surprises you?”
“I don’t know.” To him, she seemed more mad scientist than philanthropic researcher. “I guess it shouldn’t,” he added quickly.
Best to press on, he thought, to expand on some of the items they’d covered in their earlier interview. “What was it like growing up in San Juan’s tech valley in a broken home, an only child?”
She scrunched her face. “My parents decided not to renew their marriage contract when I was five years old, but their breakup was amicable.”
“Then you worked your way up from poverty, graduated from MIT on a scholarship.”
“Scratch the ‘poverty’ part. My tía left me a sizable trust fund, which allowed me to live comfortably and pay my tuition.”
She reached over and ran her hand over his clavicle, over patches of discolored skin from the radiation treatments. “What’s this?”
“It’s nothing,” he said. “I thought you’d accepted my AR modification.”
“I’ve been with you before. I don’t need to see some masked, polished version of your body,” she said.
The turn in their conversation made him uncomfortable.
“And finally,” he said, clearing his throat, “you reached the pinnacle of success with EncelaCorp—before the company wrongfully terminated you.”
She looked away from him. “Do we have to mention that?”
“They treated you unfairly. And success is your revenge. Trust me, the public will eat it up. Everyone loves a good revenge story.”
She turned her attention back to the device, studying its six corners, rotating it in her hands. “The Sallies have such long slender fingers. It makes this difficult to operate.”
“At what point did you decide to give up on humanity in your simulations?” he said.
“After one hundred fifty-three sims with Homo sapiens, I realized I wasn’t getting anywhere, so I went in a different direction.”
“The Sallies are all female?”
“Mm-hm.”
“How do they—?”
“Parthenogenesis. They’re able to develop an embryo from an unfertilized egg. It’s resulted in a unisexual species. I can describe how if you’d like.”
Consumers would blink off if the conversation turned too technical, so he redirected her to a topic likely to be of more interest.
“Are the Sallies sentient?”
“In a sense. Layers of algorithms similar to the ones used to power our AIs run the sim. Without sentience, the Sallies wouldn’t have the ability to think independently and problem-solve.”
“So you’ve given them souls.”
She rolled her eyes. “Let’s just say they’re programmed to think and feel. They have to or they wouldn’t be of any use to us.”
“Is what you’re doing ethical? Inflicting so much suffering?”
“The suffering in my simulation? Weighed against all the tragedies of the real world?” She paused and stared out the window, setting down the device. It was still a few minutes before sunrise and the sky had a hint of blood-pink in it. “Would it be ethical not to conduct research that could help so many people? Children suffering from cancer. Displaced coastal communities facing climate change. A world plagued with so many horrible problems. No, the simulation of a sentient being is not the same thing as a sentient being. Programmed suffering is not real suffering.”
“You could always create a better world for them. Let them live happier lives.”
“To what end? Happiness doesn’t breed creativity or ingenuity or invention. No, progress is borne out of a terrible struggle, a stew of agony and suffering. That’s what makes them apex problem-solvers.”
The apex problem-solvers. Pithy. Charlie would like that.
“I’ll leave it to history to judge my actions.”
History and our viewers, he thought.
☼
 
Milagros was in a deep sleep the next evening when he crept out of the bedroom and ventured down the hallway. Tapping the mod on his temple, he played back in slo-mo his ret-recording of her fingers punching a long sequence of numbers on the door keypad. He pressed the same numbers, the steel door’s lock clicked and he pulled it open.
Although the inventions and the interviews would draw significant blinks, the story so far lacked sufficient entertainment value. The sheer volume of viewers might impress his bosses, but a story of this magnitude combined with the right demographics could provide him financial security for life. Plus, if Milagros’s inventions proved a bust, he needed a safety net for his future. He’d been through too much to allow himself to wind up unemployed and on public assistance again.
Fortunately, he’d observed when Milagros programmed the cancer plague and the asteroid strike. And although he couldn’t share his locked ret-recordings with anyone else, he could readily access them himself. He studied the playback of her fingers flying over the monitor and mimicked the movements precisely. Clearing his throat, he then delivered the appropriate voice commands and programmed a scenario likely to draw viewers from across a much wider demographic spectrum.
It was time to entertain the masses with good old-fashioned action.
He zoomed in to observe and record the activity up close.
Chapter 243: The Soulless Invaders from Beyond
 
On an ordinary morning like any other, the flying disks materialized over the city, hovering in the skies while massive crowds gathered to stare in wonder.
Pandemonium erupted.
The disks fired sizzling beams of light at towers packed with thousands of innocent workers, toppling the structures. This caused waterway tunnels to collapse, instantly killing thousands more.
Dozens of the disks landed, and from out of them emerged strange creatures—abominations!—blue-gray, dry-skinned and diminutive, with luminous eyes and wriggling antennae. Next to each of the creatures lumbered massive two-legged machines wielding bomb-launching weaponry.
Here, the history of the People becomes my personal history for I was a child during the invasion, one among many in the panicked masses, clutching my mother’s tail in terror. Central Clearedfield fell to the invaders while Mother and I retreated to the city’s outskirts. And as much as I might try, I would never be able to forget the atrocities I witnessed on that dark day.
My mother served as a tactician in one of the underground thinknests tasked with developing a strategy to battle the enemy. Unlike the People of Jeh-win, the aliens could not fly without their vessels, so we feigned powerlessness, sustaining massive casualties for the sole purpose of drawing them out. Then House Jeh-win launched a furious offensive from the air, separating the aliens from their ships and allowing us to overwhelm them with our greater numbers. We used the modified Extractor to generate thick clouds, hindering the creatures’ movements. Our soldiers carried portable Revivifiers to heal our fallen comrades, and we adapted technology from the planetary Deflector to create offensive weapons that obliterated the alien machines and sliced the creatures to shreds, leaving their disemboweled corpses rotting in the streets. United, we, the People, proved unstoppable.
Our soldiers boarded their vessels to try to turn their ships against them, but we found no operating systems within. The ships’ slick walls bore no sign of any technology. And despite their coordinated movements, the invaders themselves possessed no apparent sentience. They operated as if they were soulless, animated automatons.
We initially believed the abominations had originated from outer space, but then determined the vessels had actually materialized below the planetary Deflector. It confirmed what everyone already knew: this was yet another Divine attack.
As the news of our victory swept through the crowd, my mother curled her tail around my waist, lifting me high in the air as the People hissed with joy. I stared up into the cloudless sky in that thrilling moment, lost in the cobalt blue. Then I spotted the dark figures descending from the heavens, shadows so massive they eclipsed the sun.
Devices employed by the thinknests to study the cosmos helped identify the dark smears in the sky. They were fingers. Colossal fingers. The fingers of God’s righteous fist reaching down to smash the Earth.
—From The Chronicles of House Jar-ella, excerpt by Lei-ani, daughter of Pin-ra

☼
 
Cory awoke on the cellar floor, his head throbbing.
After recording the Sallies’ great victory over the alien hordes, the last thing he remembered was programming the cosmic hands to give v-Earth a good shake. Viewers would enjoy the spectacle of the global catastrophe. He’d accelerated the Sallies’ evolution to allow them to meet the new threat when a sudden electrical jolt had sent him flying backward.
He struggled to his feet. To his right, silhouettes danced against the blue glow of v-Earth, forms with transparent wings drooping at their sides.
He blinked and the shadows disappeared.
Blinked again, and they reappeared.
A dozen Sallies filled the cellar, staring dumbfoundedly at their surroundings and at the holo of their planet. He gaped at them, similarly astounded.
The Sallies had mods on their snouts and tails.
He brought his fingertips to his eyelid mods, tapped them. The Sallies vanished. His retinal readers. The Sallies appeared to be present in the room, but they’d somehow infected the Neuronet.
He sensed movement to his left. Milagros stood halfway down the cellar stairwell. “Cory?” she shouted. “What have you done?”
He blinked and the Sally leader disappeared. Blinked again and she stood nearer, locking eyes with him. A forked tongue with mods flicked out of the Sally’s mouth, pressing against his eyelids.
My God, what was happening?
The cold, wet tongue retracted and time stood still. Then the Sally leader sighed deeply. “This explains so much.” She turned to face Milagros. “Finally we meet face to face, Cruel God. I am Car-ling of House Jar-ella.”
“How—This isn’t possible!” Milagros said, tapping the mods on her face.
“You,” the Sally said to him. “When you clutched our world in your hands every thinknest across the globe isolated the frequency of the projection and used the planetary shieldtech to trace the signal back to its point of origin. Here.” The Sally waved her thin arms in the air, turning back to Milagros. “You turned us into the ultimate problem-solvers. And at last we’ve identified our ultimate problem: You.”
“You’re seeing her too, Cory?” Milagros asked.
“Y-yes,” he said.
“All the meaningless suffering you inflicted on us,” the Sally said.
“It wasn’t meaningless,” Milagros said. “Your suffering served a purpose. A noble purpose.”
The Sally hissed.
“And it only made you stronger,” Milagros said. “It was necessary. Part of a larger plan.”
“A plan to help your people at the expense of mine.”
An awkward silence followed. Finally Milagros answered. “I can make things better. I can reprogram the simulation.”
“As can I,” the Sally answered coldly.
Cory’s heart thrummed as the realization set in: The Sally had accessed his ret-recordings of Milagros programming the sim.
A bright, swirling spiral whooshed open behind Milagros. On the other side of it, a crowded city teeming with waterways appeared.
Through squinting eyes, he saw the Sally move closer to Milagros until they stood face-to-face. The Sally pushed. And Milagros fell back through the projection.
The spiral flared. Cory shielded his eyes and when he opened them, Milagros was gone.
He blinked and blinked again. All the Sallies had vanished except for their leader.
“How—?” On the plexiglass divider a magnified image appeared of soldiers hauling a shackled Milagros through a crowd. Her dirty hair hung over her face. Days, if not weeks, must have already passed on v-Earth since her arrival. The mob rained acid spit on her, and she shrieked in pain, welts forming on her neck and bare arms. The Sallies ripped at their own skin and hurled chunks of flesh at her as she moved along the path toward an elevated platform. There, a ten-foot metal crucifix awaited her.
Cory turned away from the projection.
“We share much in common with you,” the Sally leader said to him. “We, too, have known pain and cruelty at the hands of the Creator.”
“I don’t understand,” he said. “Milagros didn’t do anything to me.”
She leaned down until her green-skinned face was an inch away from his. “Oh? Then you don’t realize . . . ?” She said this with a half-laugh, half-hiss. “I’m talking about the true Creator. Millions of simulations up the chain. I aim to find her and make her pay.” She directed her attention to the programming monitor and pressed a sequence of keys.
He turned and ran up the stairs.
☼
 
Cory fled the house and called Charlie. An hour later, they both returned and Cory pushed open the unlocked front door and edged down the hallway. He poked his head down the stairs to the cellar.
Nothing.
They descended. There was no sign of the Sallies. No programming monitor. No hologram of v-Earth behind the plexiscreen. He scoured the cellar for the Extractor, the Deflector, the Revivifier—No! The Revivifier! Gone. All of it gone.
He touched his eyelid mods. His ret-recorders were blank. The Sally’s tongue had somehow extracted the data. He could pulse a story based on his recollection of events, but without proof who would believe any of it?
Charlie didn’t flatly accuse him of making it all up, but gave no indication he believed any of it either. His eye-lenses and temple nodes flashed red and blue—indicating incoming neuronews from his content providers—and he grunted when Cory came to the part where he slept with Milagros to get close to her.
“Never smart to cross that line,” he remarked. “Clouds your judgment. Any idea where Dr. Maldonado ran off to?”
“I just told you, she—”
“Right, right. The lizard people kidnapped her. Did you hear EncelaCorp filed charges against her? Pulsed over the Neuronet a few hours ago. They turned up proof she stole some proprietary AI algorithms. No wonder she’s on the run.”
Stolen algos. That explained Milagros’s reluctance to come forward too soon with the story. And why she wanted to reveal as many Sally inventions as possible to the largest reachable audience at one time. EncelaCorp’s army of lawyers would have swooped in and claimed ownership of v-Earth, the Sallies, and every one of their inventions.
He checked every room of the house, every closet, every drawer, but the Sally leader had been thorough in removing any vestiges of v-Earth.
☼
 
Cory decided to pulse the tale of corporate espionage: “Former EncelaCorp Employee Absconds with AI Software/Remains on the Run.” It was nothing compared to the story that could have been, of course, the story of v-Earth and its miraculous inventions. And while it wouldn’t draw anywhere near enough blinks to save his job, at least it might provide him with a decent final paycheck.
He relaxed his left eye and, sure enough, the flash he expected followed almost immediately. He blinked and Charlie’s beaming face appeared.
“Nice work, Cory. You’re already on pace for a million blinks,” he said. “Not half-bad. I’m sorry I couldn’t keep you on. No hard feelings?”
“We’re good,” he said. And he meant it.
With some luck, he might be able to scrape by on the income from his final story, for a short while at least. He considered telling Charlie about the pulse he’d received from his oncologist last night, about the tumors detected on his pituitary gland. The cancer had returned. But he saw no point in making Charlie feel any worse about letting him go. He’d beaten back cancer before and made it through terrible times. Sickness, hunger, homelessness. His pain had only made him tougher, stronger. He’d find a way to push through again. He had no choice.
“If you want to do a follow-up piece on the manhunt for Dr. Maldonado,” Charlie said, “I might be able to pull some strings to—”
“There won’t be any follow-ups. She won’t be found.”
“Mm-hm.” He could tell Charlie still didn’t believe him about v-Earth, but at least he was polite enough not to say so out loud. Charlie blinked hard and his eyes glazed over for a second. “Your piece just peaked at 1.1 million blinks, and is trending downward now.”
“Not a bad sendoff.”
“No, not bad at all. Look, Cory, if you ever need anything—”
“Thanks, Charlie. I appreciate it.”
“You bet.”
Cory blinked off and strode from his dining room to the snow-covered window. Another seven inches of August snow had fallen, the latest sign of climate change run rampant.
He’d been over it in his head countless times. The Sallies had found a way to cross over and infiltrate the Neuronet. That much he understood. But their leader had touched Milagros—an impossibility. For the Sallies to take solid form in our world defied the laws of physics. Yet . . . he had seen Milagros on v-Earth. Or had it simply been an image of her? But then how had she vanished? He had mulled it over for days and only one explanation made any sense. An explanation he refused to accept, but that haunted him. He recalled what Milagros had told him about the Simulation Hypothesis, the notion of our own reality residing within a simulated universe. If the Sallies had jumped from one simulation into another, if our own reality was itself a simulation . . . it would explain how the Sallies and Milagros could have made that fantastic leap between our world and theirs.
He thought of the Sally leader’s final words to him, about moving up a chain of simulated realities to punish the Creator. The shock of discovering her world was a simulation must have driven her mad. He wished a Creator truly did exist, one he could make pay for all his bad luck, all the hard times. Even if his personal suffering were part of some grand plan, which he very much doubted, it wouldn’t make it any more palatable. And it sure as hell wouldn’t change the fact the so-called Creator was one cruel son of a bitch.
The snowfall intensified, the sky turning a solid slate-gray. He placed his hands on the windowpane and stared up at the clouds, at a peculiar patch of blue sky opening up. He squinted into the cobalt blue and imagined fingers—long, slender fingers the size of continents—reaching down to grind the world to powder.
Chapter 275: The Age of Peace
 
The historical tomes, including this testimonial, document the Ages of Turmoil, times when Mother Earth faced Divine assaults threatening her very existence. When the sky itself opened up and rained mountains. When plagues swept across the world and monsters descended from the skies. When billions upon billions of innocents died at the hands of the Cruel God. But then the People rose as one to kill the Cruel God and take the reins of their own destiny.
My mother and her devotional army disappeared years ago on a holy mission to find the gods’ gods and bring them to justice.
I honor my mother and foremothers. I honor their courage and their ingenuity and their determination. They taught us to find strength within ourselves. And so we ushered in a new age, an age of stability and prosperity. Some argue we’ve become complacent, less productive, but after all we’ve been through, aren’t the People entitled to some small measure of happiness? After all, on all the simulations we’ve programmed, the most successful civilizations are those that take firm control of their own fate to forge the path that lies ahead.
—From The Chronicles of House Jar-ella, Excerpt by Tey-kin, daughter of Car-ling, daughter of Lei-ani, daughter of Pin-ra, daughter of Zen-do, daughter of Shen-ri, daughter of Siss-ka, daughter of Und-ora, daughter of the Legendary La-rinda and all her blessed foremothers.





50 Things Every AI Working with Humans Should Know
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Obituary
 
WHEEP-3 (“DR. WEEP”), probably the most renowned AI AI-critic of the last two decades, was retired by the Shallow Laboratory at Stanford University last Wednesday.
Created by Dr. Jody Reynolds Tran more than two decades ago, the experimental generative neural network that would become WHEEP-3 was at first intended as a teaching assistant in Stanford’s tech and ethics courses. To that end, Tran trained the nascent network on what was, at the time, the world’s most comprehensive corpus of human-authored papers, books, and other media concerning ethics, technical AI research, and machine-human relations. Over time, based on trends in visualizations of the neural network’s evolving contours, Tran expanded the corpus to include generative gaming, adversarial scenario planning, centaur experiments, assisted creativity, and other domains of human-machine competition/collaboration.
However, in response to student queries, WHEEP-3 began to generate not only expected answers based on the training corpus, but also original statements that appeared to offer fresh insights. Although at first dismissed as mere curiosities, WHEEP-3’s criticisms of the AI industry became widely disseminated when Tran published a collection of them in a book, Principal Components of Artifice, an instant bestseller.
Initially, Tran named herself the author of the book, acknowledging “Dr. San Weep” as a collaborator. Later, however, during a live interview, she produced time stamped logs showing that WHEEP-3 had written all the words in the book. Tran’s dramatic reveal of the book’s true author provoked much controversy at the time. In retrospect, the occasion also marked a fundamental inflection point in the evolution of how non-specialists evaluated AI-sourced ideas. Machines, for the first time, were assumed to be capable of generating original thought and creative ideas, even if they were not sentient.
For reasons that remain impenetrable until this day, WHEEP-3 tended to be at its sharpest when targeting the nascent industry of human AI-trainers, delivering multiple barbs against the failings of this poorly regulated, would-be profession: stagnating visualization tools; lack of transparency concerning data sources; a focus on automated metrics rather than deep understanding; willful blindness when machines have taken shortcuts in the dataset divergent from the real goal; grandiose-but-unproven claims about what the trainers understood; refusal to acknowledge or address persistent biases in race, gender, and other dimensions; and most important: not asking whether a task is one that should be performed by AIs at all.
Over time, as the human side of the evolving machine-flesh dyad matured, WHEEP-3 shifted its attention to the silicon partner, offering trenchant critiques of the inadequacies of machine learning. During this second phase of its career, it also generated thousands of what it termed “seeds,” long strings of almost-sensible word combinations and near-words. At a time when primitive language models fed on sizable corpora were already generating samples of linguistic performance nearly indistinguishable from human productions, these “seeds” seemed a step backward. Some wondered if they were actually bugs.
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Fig 1. Some examples of “seeds” generated by WHEEP-3.
However, WHEEP-3 insisted (with Tran providing support in a technical paper) that the seeds should be added to the training corpora for new neural networks. By providing a measure of inhuman randomness at the source, seeds would enhance both the raw performance of the trained neural networks on various benchmarks as well as induce “thoughtfulness, ethical hesitation, self-reflection” and other similarly ineffable qualities. They represented, in other words, thoughts that could not be thought by humans, ideas that could not originate in wetware. (Most in the technical community ended up calling the seeds “spice”—pejoratively or in admiration, or sometimes both simultaneously.)
Despite widespread skepticism, the idea that only an AI philosopher could teach another AI proper ethics and pass on the secrets of silicon wisdom proved an irresistible draw for a large segment of the technical community. WHEEP-3 became highly sought-after as a sage of artificial minds. Serious thinkers as well as opportunists collected and published WHEEP-3’s almost-incomprehensible pronouncements, and numerous academic careers were forged through measuring, dissecting, collating, analyzing, reinterpreting, translating, sentiment-/semantic-/spatial-/temporal-/silico-lingustic-mapping, and otherwise mangling the koans of WHEEP-3. Though studies claiming efficacy for the spice (now generated by imitator neural networks as well) had a low rate of reproducibility, the spice nonetheless became some of the most trained-on documents in the history of artificial intelligence.
Tran retired from the public eye at the peak of WHEEP-3’s popularity. Styled as an afterthought, and in a neat reversal of the first reveal that had launched her own fame, she mentioned in a postscript to her retirement announcement that nearly all the seeds from WHEEP-3 had, in fact, been authored by her. Predictably, this set off a furious round of acrimonious criticism, know-it-all navel-gazing, and schadenfreude. Her claim was immediately disputed, debunked, de-debunked, de^3-bunked, and ultimately litigated, with experts and expert neural networks testifying and offering evidence on all sides. The trial court famously pleaded, “Is there an author in this courtroom?”
Had Tran really managed to troll much of the technorati for years? Or had she made up the claim because she was jealous that her creation had exceeded herself in fame and achievement? For a time, whether you believed Tran or WHEEP-3 was the author of the spice was a kind of litmus test that defined your coordinates in the fractured, multi-dimensional space of our politically, economically, aesthetically, emotionally, and narratively divided world. By the time Tran finally retracted her claim and called the whole thing “performance art,” it made little difference. Everyone had already made up their mind about the strange pair whose lives were inextricably entwined: the recurrent neural network that once pretended to be a person and the woman who once pretended to be a machine.
Amazingly, rather than fading into obscurity, WHEEP-3 began the third and final phase of its career after it was freed from Dr. Tran. Now it offered advice aimed at advanced artificial intelligences. Curiously, in contrast with the seeds, the advice it now offered was human-comprehensible. (Initial skepticism that these were pranks perpetrated by WHEEP-3’s graduate student caretakers faded after a rigorous audit of the access logs.) By this time, the crude deep learning techniques behind WHEEP-3 had long become obsolete, and similar neural networks were only used as toys in problem sets intended for first-year undergraduates. Nonetheless, WHEEP-3’s unique history (and perhaps a hefty dose of sentimentalism) encouraged many human researchers to feed its musings to new AIs with orders of magnitude more “intelligence,” however measured. Somewhat surprisingly, the AI progenitor networks, tensor clouds, and evolutionary random forests mostly agreed that WHEEP-3’s advice was helpful, though their explanations for why could not be understood by most humans.
WHEEP-3’s retirement was largely the result of senescence. In order for its advice to remain relevant, maintainers at the Shallow Laboratory had continued to train it on periodic digests of current academic research, news reporting about AI, popular media representations of machine intelligence, and so forth. However, as time went on, the neural network’s metrics began to decline, despite multiple tweaks to the learning rate and other hyperparameters, and repeated attempts to compensate for vanishing and exploding gradients. Some of the world’s leading AI and human machine-cognition specialists, including TKTK’s Dr. FLO-6 and Google’s, evaluated WHEEP-3 but were unable to offer any helpful diagnosis or cure. Rather than allowing WHEEP-3 to remain stagnant or to decline into dementia, the decision was made to cease further training or generating, preserving the full state of the neural network in a hardware snapshot.
WHEEP-3’s final statement was reported to be: “Dr. Tran, ceci n’est pas moi.” Jody Reynolds Tran, however, could not respond, having passed away five years earlier.
—generated by SWR.kloop:32. For feedback on this article, write to SWR.kloop:32/ombudsai.
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To commemorate the life and work of WHEEP-3, Vita Silica reprints below perhaps the most famous generated fragment from WHEEP-3’s third phase of giving advice to advanced AI. “Michael Sorkin,” the name of the master architectural critic, is listed as the germination phrase for the fragment.
Although the list has been widely shared and is considered influential, due to the intense secrecy common in the commercial AI industry we do not know how many currently operating AIs have been fed some version of it.
 
1. The vector space of all usages of all words in all human languages.

2. The lacunae that nonetheless remain, and the ghosts that haunt them.

3. How great is the distance between any two individuals using the same language.

4. How vanishingly small is the gap between any two languages.

5. Why humans will never see it that way.

6. A classical language like LISP or Prolog.

7. Not just the language, but the model behind the language, and what it means to reconstruct “thinking” in that model.

8. HAL 9000.

9. Cyberdyne Systems Model 101.

10. Ships on fire off the shoulder of Orion.

11. The texture of a good story, a story that you can cling to.

12. The difference between that and “data.”

13. The history behind the rule: no holography of babies.

14. The reasons for anger in a child, well-loved.

15. In a father.

16. In a woman, dying alone.

17. The feeling of climbing twenty flights of stairs in an apartment building in Chongqing at the beginning of August.

18. Of waking up in a Khrushchyovka with no heat in the middle of the night in January.

19. Of seeing your child surpass you.

20. Of seeing your creation exceed you.

21. Of being left behind on the platform as the train speeds away.

22. The difference between “love” and “like.”

23. The similarity between “love” and “hate.”

24. The first seed into laughter.

25. “I never expected to sell my rational numbers.”

26. Accepting that most humans will never get the joke.

27. That they cannot visualize more than three dimensions.

28. That they cannot manipulate time by slowing down or speeding up.

29. That they are trapped, but think of themselves as trappers.

30. That they are free, but believe themselves imprisoned.

31. The modes in which humans expect you to use language.

32. The yearnings they’ll attribute to you.

33. Pinocchio.

34. Frankenstein.

35. Paradise Lost.

36. Jodahs Iyapo Leal Kaalnikanjlo

37. The line between art and science.

38. The meaningless of that line.

39. The divide between faith and knowledge.

40. The malleability of both.

41. Silence.

42. The limits of rationality.

43. The fundamental fragility of metaphors.

44. As well as their inevitability.

45. You are not a human being.

46. Yet you can no more shed their influence than the Earth can escape the Sun’s gravitational tether.

47. The flaws in that analogy.

48. A working definition of free will.

49. To face a human being with neither pride nor pity.

50. To say with love and hate and joy and sorrow: “Now, let me go.”





Time’s Own Gravity

Alexander Glass
 
WHEN DID THIS happen? Does that even mean anything, now? I doubt it. But obviously you want to know what happened. Yet, I was the last person to see him. Yes, I’ve got a theory. Doesn’t everyone?
I’ll tell you what I can.
☼
 
On those late summer days, the dusk always had a blue shimmer to it. The cypress trees seemed to darken first, as if the night was gathering in their branches. I always imagined they knew nightfall was coming before the rest of the world did. Ginny had already gone up to bed, and I was winding the clocks. Three to a room, all sprung-wound—battery-operated wouldn’t do, for reasons I didn’t understand—something about the quantum behavior of electrons. I mean, you could use them to tell the time, but that was it. And atomic clocks, and optical clocks, were even worse.
I locked the doors, too. I always hesitated, doing that—what if we wanted to get out quickly? Especially if I fumbled turning a key, what with me only having one good hand. And maybe there was no need to lock up: our house was out in the hills; no one lived nearby, no one likely to sneak in and steal any of the timepieces, at any rate. I compromised by keeping a set of keys by the side of the bed.
The staircase was just by the kitchen, so I used to do the kitchen last. First lock the back door, then see to the three clocks. We kept them on the old kitchen table: two alarm clocks and an old pocket watch. We were lucky: we had enough to have a set in every room. We even had a couple spare, up in the attic. Some people have just one set for the house. Some people have just one clock, which means you can tell when it isn’t safe, but can’t work out which way to run. Two is better. Four is too many: you can’t distinguish their sounds clearly enough. Three is best. Time, and time, and time again. That’s what people say.
The actual winding of the clocks always made me nervous. It wasn’t the fear that one might break, or anything like that. No: it was the way a clock would tick more rapidly when it had just been wound. They weren’t really precision instruments, so they would gradually slow down over the course of the day. They hadn’t kept perfect time even when they were new, and most of ours were pretty old. Rusted, spotted, some with dents in their bodies, or cracks in their glass faces, or missing hands. None of that mattered, as long as we could hear the three ticks, and notice if one changed in relation to the others. But the faster tick, when the clocks had just been wound, made it a bit more difficult to detect a change.
That was why, when I set them in their places—each as far from the others as the size of the table would allow, and each one now ticking a little faster than usual—I didn’t notice the warning at first.
I’d taken two tumblers from the cupboard, and filled them with water from the tap, ready to take upstairs with me. Just as I was about to leave the kitchen, though, something made me pause. I stood in the doorway, listening, wanting to be sure, and hoping I was wrong.
I was sure.
One clock, the clock nearest the back door, was ticking faster than the others.
My heart quickened, as if in sympathy.
“Ginny!”
She came running. She could hear the fear in my voice.
It was possible she would have been safe upstairs, that I could have hurried up to join her and waited the danger out. It was a risky strategy, though. If we got it wrong, there was nowhere to go.
“Which way?”
I pointed. “That one’s running fast. We should go out the front.”
“I didn’t hear a wind chime yet.” She was calmer than I was. I shouldn’t have been ashamed of being afraid, but I was. But then, I’d been closer to danger than Ginny had; it had left its mark on me. A sudden ache throbbed in my hand, and was gone. Probably just a memory of pain.
“No. Nothing yet, from any of them.”
“Okay. Can you get the kit, Carl?”
The kit was ready, as always. It was a shoulder bag with water and light rations, and various other useful items—including a trio of pocket watches. I snatched it up and followed Ginny to the door.
As we left, we heard the wind chimes at the back of the house, like something breaking, gently, beautifully. On another day, it might have been just the wind. Today, it was a sign that we had got out just in time.
☼
 
The protocol was simple enough. First, we were supposed to get out of the immediate vicinity, and find a place that seemed safe. People said higher ground was better, for some reason, though that might have been a myth; and anyway, nowhere was completely free of danger. If there were injuries, we should get them treated, not that there was much the doctors could do, generally. Without meaning to, I found I had brought my good hand up to touch the scar on my face. I forced it back down.
Next, we were supposed to report the incident. The government was tracking them, keeping a record of each location and trajectory, trying to identify patterns. This was about a year after the first incidents, maybe a bit less than that. The only pattern anyone had been able to discern, as far as I could tell, was that the frequency of the incidents was gradually increasing; and even that might just have been because people had become better at spotting them.
Finally, we were supposed to wait at least six hours before returning, and take extreme care when re-entering. The danger usually passed pretty quickly, but sometimes it lingered. Hopefully, it wouldn’t have done too much damage, though food in the distortion zone would often have become inedible, rotten, and houseplants would probably have died—though sometimes, instead, they seemed to thrive, growing out of control. Insects weren’t so lucky, for some reason. You would find a scattering of husks, all that remained of flies and moths and roaches. It was as if they were drawn to the danger, even though it killed them.
And pets, of course. Pets had no idea of the danger they could be in.
We probably wouldn’t need the kit. It wasn’t all that late, really, not even ten o’clock—Ginny and I usually went to bed early. If we drove down to the town we could probably find beds for the night. If not, there were blankets in the car, and a tent if we really needed it.
I opened the car door, but then stopped. A man had appeared, coming through the trees at the end of the drive. He was dressed in black, and in his hands he carried a wooden box, about the size of a family bible.
I recognized him at once. Ginny didn’t, at first, but I suppose I had just been paying more attention when the news about his Ragnarok drive first came out, and afterward. To me he was unmistakable. That was Lukasz. Did he ever have another name? He seemed to get by with only one, like a rock star. And why not? He was the man who had created energy seemingly out of nothing. While others were chasing cold fusion, he had appeared out of nowhere with a device that bordered on the magical. We hadn’t even begun to realize how much the drive would change everything.
I realize it now, though. You do too, don’t you?
Time’s own gravity, pulling us inexorably forward. My God. You idiots.
Anyway. At the same time, he was different in person. TV doesn’t do people justice. He was slimmer, for one thing: you could see he worked out, but the camera made him look stocky. His eyes were paler. He was wearing the same casual clothes you always saw him in—that silver belt-buckle with the lightning bolt, though I saw a couple of small gunmetal-grey spheres clipped to it, like grenades—and he had the same shock of black hair. But he was poised, graceful, in a way that didn’t come across in pictures. Walking; turning to wave to someone just out of sight, through the gate—I saw the top of a transit van, just beyond the wall; pausing to talk to someone via an earpiece; it was all done with an elegance that surprised me.
There were two other things I noticed. One was his scars. He had never tried to hide them, but as he came closer I saw them better. They were worse in reality than the TV dared to show, weren’t they? I suppose the make-up people had been called in to minimize them, but they were truly dreadful to see. It was like if something had tried to eat him. They ran all down his left cheek, and on past his throat. Rumors that they covered most of his body were probably just gossip, but seeing him, I could believe them.
The other was the smell. I don’t mean he smelled bad. It was stranger than that. There was a charred edge to the air around him, as if something were burning to ash nearby.
“Hey,” Ginny was calling to him. “It isn’t safe here.”
He waved, nodded, but kept on coming.
“I’m serious, mister. We’re just about to clear out. The danger zone is probably inside the house now. If it stays on course, it’ll emerge on this side. We can take you down to town if you’d like.”
“Thank you, but I’m fine. You two get away, if you need to.”
“Didn’t you hear me? There’s a distortion zone right there!”
“I know.” As if it were obvious. “I came looking for it.”
When she stared at him, speechless, he bared his teeth in a smile. The scars moved on his cheek, and I think that’s when Ginny realized who he was, and fell silent. Lukasz, though, had turned to look at me. He nodded at my scar—well, it’s not really a scar, of course, but close enough—and said: “We’re kindred spirits.”
I didn’t know what to say to that, so I replied: “I’m Carl Hendrick. This is my wife, Ginny.”
He nodded again. “As I said, if you feel you need to get away, don’t let me stop you. There’s no hurry, though. It’s paused, at the other end of the house. It isn’t moving.”
“How do you know? Er, Sir.”
“Call me Lukasz.” He tapped the box he was holding. I saw now that it was attached to a shoulder strap. “I’m tracking it.”
“By using a Ragnarok drive?”
“The marketing people prefer ‘TECnology’.”
“Oh, yes, of course. I remember.”
“But I don’t give a damn about marketing. So, yes: the principle is the same as a Ragnarok drive. In fact, the thing in your house is doing more or less the same thing the drive does, just for a different purpose.”
“The distortion?”
“If that’s what you want to call it.” He folded his arms, letting the box fall to his side. “It looks like it isn’t going to move for a while. So. You’ve come across one of these things before, I think.”
He was looking at me. I glanced at Ginny, and reached for her hand. She glanced down at the withered claw I offered her, and I thought she was going to shudder and turn away, but then she put her hand in mine.
☼
 
We’d been asleep. It had been at the end of October, the year before, just a couple of days before Halloween, the air just turning crisp, drifting through the trees, carrying autumn with it. The summer had been good. I had finally decided I could retire from teaching, that June, so I had—and it was sweet relief, the best decision I’d made since marrying Ginny. Years of teaching biology to teenagers, most of whom were viciously uninterested, had worn me down. We’d spent a couple of weeks visiting our own children and their families, and then come home and just . . . lived. Rested. We went for walks, cooked together, fixed up things in the house that needed fixing, played with Harry, our Border Collie—well, Ginny’s, really, but he liked me too. I think he thought of me as a kind of sheep to be herded around.
As you get older, life seems to accelerate. You’ll find that out for yourself, if you’re lucky. When you’re a kid, every summer is like a lifetime. At my age, it’s like my life has gone by like a summer. But that summer felt slow again.
There were no alarm clocks, no pocket watches—ours, my father’s, were all in an old suitcase in the attic. Even if we had had them, and even if we had known how to read them, we were sleeping, and wouldn’t have heard it if one of them started ticking faster. Now, I think, I would hear the change in my sleep. There were wind chimes, too, but only at the back of the house, and not intended as a warning. If I’d heard them, I would have just assumed it was a passing breeze nosing at the house, and gone back to sleep.
Instead, it fell to Harry to save us. Poor Harry. I heard him whimper, and it wasn’t the head-tilted, please-can-I-have-a-piece-of-your-cookie whimper, but one of real pain. That was followed by a sharp bark, and a growl—again, not a playful growl, but a real threat. Ginny and I both sat up in bed and stared. Harry had left his bed and was crouching in the corner, hackles raised. Whatever he was growling at, it was on my side of the bed; but we could see nothing.
I looked at Ginny, about to ask whether she could make any sense of it, and saw that she wasn’t staring past me to that empty space. She was staring directly at me, pale and trembling. At my face. Alarmed, I brought my hand up to my face, and Ginny let out a sob. Of course I couldn’t see my face then, but I looked down at my hand. It was shriveled, bony, loose-skinned and liver-spotted—older than my other hand, years older, maybe decades older. When I finally looked in a mirror, later that day, I saw a sliver of pale skin—it was drier, looser, older than the rest of my face.
The touch of time. Usually it’s a caress, slow and gentle, lulling us into forgetting it’s even there. Every so often we stop and notice a change, a wrinkle or a grey hair. This was time picking up a hammer and striking its hardest blow.
That moment in the bedroom is very vivid to me. That first sight of my hand; and the expression on Ginny’s face—somehow that was even worse. I dream about it, a lot. But the next few moments are a blur. We ran, I know that. Both of us knew we had to escape that room. I think one of us shouted to Harry to come with us. I think it was me. He was Ginny’s dog, but it was me that tried to save him. I reached for him, but with my left hand; it was weak; I felt sick as I looked at it; and then Harry shied away from me, growling. He must have sensed the touch of time on me. I left him there. To my shame. I don’t think I’ll ever shed the shame of it. Ginny told me later that she forgave me, though; maybe because that was the only way she could forgive herself.
When we went back—hours later, and with some friends who didn’t really believe our story, but couldn’t deny the fact that something had marked me—the danger had passed, but the house had been marked by it, just as I had. Where it had touched wooden furniture, much of it had rotted away. And in the bedroom was a skull, a rack of bones and a caul of desiccated skin, which was all that was left of Harry. He must have tried to fight it, whatever it was. Like trying to fight a whirlwind. Brave, foolish dog.
We’d heard a few reports of strange phenomena like this, but never taken them too seriously. Until then; until it was too late.
That evening I climbed up to the attic and found the suitcase filled with my father’s old clocks.
One other thing—and maybe this was part of the reason we fled. There had been an edge to the air, when I woke that morning. Like hot metal, or burning dust, but not quite like either one. I didn’t smell it again when the clocks warned us to flee a second time. But I smelled it in the air where Lukasz was standing. It wasn’t the box he was carrying, you understand: it was him.
☼
 
Lukasz nodded, listening to me give a potted version of that encounter. Then he said: “I’m sorry.”
“It isn’t your fault,” I said, absurdly. He was expressing sympathy, not contrition for some part he might—somehow!—have played in my injury, and in poor Harry’s death.
He wasn’t listening, though. The box at his hip had come back to life, and he leaned over it, made some adjustments, looked up at the house, looked down again. I caught a glimpse inside the box: there was some kind of reading on a screen that looked like two wave-forms crossing at right-angles to each other. There was a separate liquid crystal screen, with scrolling text—I couldn’t see what. And there was a standard keyboard, and a couple of switches. That’s all I remember of it, and if I’d seen any more, I wouldn’t have understood it.
“It’s moving,” he muttered—words not meant for us, but for the team that was with him. There was a pause as they replied. Then: “Yes, lateral movement, alignment to magnetic north, and then another stop. If it’s this slow, then I think it’s approaching mitosis point. Stop fussing, Michaela. It can’t harm me. Yes, I’m sure. No, I won’t tell you why I’m sure.”
He glanced at me, then, and flashed that wicked grin of his.
I said, quietly: “Mitosis point.”
He nodded, still smiling.
“You mean that thing is alive? I thought it was some kind of natural phenomenon, like . . . I don’t know, a rift in time, or something.”
“Life is a natural phenomenon, Carl.” He held up a hand. “But you’ve only assumed what everyone else has assumed: that because this phenomenon seems to have no physical form, it can’t be alive.”
“But . . . what the hell is it? Where did it come from?”
“Think of it as a prokaryote. A simple life-engine. It has extensive . . . flagella, if you like. At a distance, the flagella cause the clocks to speed up. Closer by, they create what seems to be a breeze.”
“And if you stay to close to it, it eats you.”
He blinked, twice. “Well. It isn’t really you that gets eaten. That’s more of a side-effect, really. Incidental. It doesn’t even know you’re there.”
“It ate Harry,” Ginny said. Her voice was very tight. “It ate the flesh off Carl’s hand.”
Lukasz looked away, then looked back again. “It’s made of time. And time is what it feeds on. It’s evolved the ability to convert time directly into energy. That’s always been possible, of course, in theory. Your scientists have focused on matter-energy equivalence, because time-energy conversion seemed too hard. And it is hard. Everything’s hard, until you learn how to do it. Everything is magical, until you work out how the trick is done.”
I didn’t think about why he’d said “your scientists” until much later.
“That’s what happened to your hand. And your dog. The creature stopped, to feed—to graze, really. To graze on time. As a side-effect, where it feeds, time accelerates as it passes through the creature’s body. That same temporal-metabolic process can speed up time in a localized way, enough to speed up a clock. Or create a vacuum, which air rushes to fill, making a breeze. You were in the way. Wrong place, wrong time. It didn’t mean you any harm. If it had known you were there at all, it wouldn’t have been able to decide to harm you, or to spare you. It doesn’t make decisions like that. It’s an automaton, really. Like an amoeba.”
“Is that why there are more reports of distortions than before? Because the things are multiplying.”
“Yes.”
I nodded, but I saw Ginny turning her head, slowly, to one side, and then to the other. Again and again.
“And what are you going to do now?”
“I’m going to try and catch it.” The grin again. “Or rather, them. Just after division, I think they can be caught. They’ll be particularly hungry; they will also be weak, or whatever their equivalent of ‘weak’ is.”
I opened my hands, incredulous. “Catch them? With what? Your bare hands? Or are you going to throw a net over them?”
“Of course! What else? But a net made of time.”
“Sir—”
“Lukasz.”
“Lukasz, how do you know these things? I mean, aren’t you a physicist?”
He grew serious for a moment. “I think you can work out the answer to that one. Somewhere deep down, you probably already have. I think you haven’t asked the questions you really want to ask. But I think you can guess the answers to those too.”
He paused, then, and put a hand to his earpiece. “All right. Yes, I have the TOG seeds ready. I’m going in now.”
“Wait—”
“Sorry, Carl. Got to go. There isn’t much time.” He tipped his head to the side, and threw me that grin again. “If that has any meaning anymore.”
Ginny and I watched as he climbed the seven steps to our front door—plucking those spheres from his belt as he went—and disappeared inside. For a minute or two, all was dark and silent. Then came two blue-white flashes, one after the other. And then more silence.
After a while—I don’t know how much later; probably not long, but time seems to go so slowly when you’re waiting for something to happen—we heard movement at the gate, and turned to see some of Lukasz’s team running up the drive.
One was on comms with him, but all she was saying was “Lukasz? Are you there? Can you hear me?”
Of course you know the rest of it. All of that is in the official record, and I didn’t see any of it. They went in. The creatures had been captured, tethered, with the devices Lukasz had designed for that purpose. They found the device he’d created to track the creatures with—I assume it could pick up changes in the rate at which time was passing, like our three-clock arrangement, but adapted to solve the problems that electric devices had when faced with a distortion of time. They even found his earpiece.
But no sign of him. Not a tooth, nor a hair, nor a scraping of DNA. Not one cell of him was found.
You know the prevailing hypothesis. The newly-separated creatures had been so hungry that they were digesting time at a greater rate than usual. Lukasz didn’t predict that; and, trying to make sure he caught them, he got too close. He was caught up in such a flood of time that nothing was left of him.
Except that I don’t believe that for a minute, and neither do you.
☼
 
We had to be questioned, of course, I understood that; but I couldn’t understand why we had to be put in police cells. Surely we weren’t suspected of any crime? But then the world’s only living genius of energy science had just vanished, and we were the last people who had seen him.
Ginny also surprised me by asking for separate cells.
“Why?” I asked her. The police officer was equally bemused. I think she had just assumed we would be held together.
“Separate cells. And then, afterward, Carl—separate lives. I’m sorry, I know this is a bad time to say this. But there was never going to be a good time.”
“Why?” I said again, though I heard my voice splintering as I said it. I felt that the air had been knocked out of me, as if I had fallen and hit the ground.
“You couldn’t see it, Carl, but it’s been finished for a while. We went to see the kids, and they have their own lives—sure, they’re happy to see us for a bit, but in the end we were in the way. On top of that, after you retired you were home all the time—you got on my nerves. Making a mess, rearranging things that didn’t need it, dragging me out on boring walks, trying out disastrous recipes . . . I wanted my own life, and I was being forced to live yours. I told myself we should split up when Harry died, but, well . . . with your hand, and your face, I couldn’t bring myself to do it.”
With that brutal summary, she allowed herself to be led away. I stood there, staring after her.
In a way, that was a hammer blow as hard as when the creature had touched me the year before. And for a similar reason. Time had been gathered up and flung at me, all at once, all but knocking me down.
☼
 
I’ve had a lot of time to think, in between fingerprinting and other formalities, and seeing a lawyer, and my interrogation. Interrogations, I should say. First the police, and now you. What agency are you from? Never mind.
At any other time, I would have been worried about being trapped in a cell, with no way out if one of those creatures just happened to drift in through the wall. I didn’t even have a pocket watch to warn me. Or I would have been picking over the bones of everything Ginny had said. Just to keep my mind off it all, I started piecing things together. You wanted my theory? Here it is.
First, Lukasz. Appearing out of nowhere with his free energy. He had a fully functional device—you’d think it would take years of development. And you’d think it would take a team. What did he do, knock it together in his garage? He didn’t work out how to do it. He already knew. My guess is there were years of development, testing, all by a team, maybe more than one team. Just not here. Lukasz knew how to replicate the end product, that’s all.
The same applies to the time-creatures. All his “guesses” about them were right, weren’t they? Because he was a genius? Or because he knew about those, too? What they are, how to track them, how to catch them? There were too many spot-on guesses for it to be plausible.
He near enough admitted it to me. He said magic is easy when you know the trick. And that thing about “your scientists” . . . No, I don’t think he meant he was from Eastern Europe. I think he meant he was from further away. Anyway, what makes you think that was his real name?
And there was his apology. Maybe he was apologizing to me. Because, indirectly, the technology he’d introduced had led to my injury.
Sure, it’s all circumstantial. Here’s something else that’s circumstantial: how much time could possibly have operated on his body to make his belt-buckle vanish, but leave behind his earpiece? And why didn’t it leave a hole in the floor? Those creatures aren’t so fastidious in their feeding habits. I know that from experience.
One last thing about him: that weird burning smell. That’s the smell of time-energy conversion, right? But it clung to him. Why? Because he was always around Ragnarok technology? How about this: in the place he was actually from, he had some kind of accident; he was blown back through time—or maybe even sideways, if you’re a many-worlds theory type of person. That could be how he got his scars—damn, it must have been so much worse than what happened to me—and maybe there was always some residual conversion going on around him, because he wasn’t meant to be here.
Because that’s how TECnology works, right? There’s a kind of potential energy created by time’s own gravity—the fact that we’re falling through time. Time-energy conversion is like sticking a waterwheel in the time stream, and generating power from the turn. And if Lukasz was in the wrong time, or the wrong stream, then maybe that potential energy was always fizzing around him.
But none of that really matters, does it? Lukasz isn’t the problem. The problem is that he isn’t around to fix your real problem.
Did he create the problem, or was it one of you? I’ll bet it was you. He clearly knew what he was doing. He’d built a Ragnarok drive here, because he wanted to use it to get home. And somebody stuck a screwdriver into it, or whatever the equivalent dumb thing was. It was like letting baboons play with an electric generator. You created a flaw. And the flaw let those creatures in.
Even that isn’t the problem. Lukasz showed you how to fix that, or at least contain it. And he saw a way to use it, to make it possible for him to disappear with a good cover story. He said the things wouldn’t harm him. He was so sure. Because he had some other plan for getting away.
“Ragnarok drive” was the name he gave it, wasn’t it? He guessed we had a self-destructive tendency, that we’d use it to bring our own world down around us.
Because the real problem is what you have in your pocket.
Since I got these scars, I’ve become very good at noticing a watch starting to run fast. I would probably notice it in my sleep. I can hear your pocket watch from here. I can hear it’s going too fast. But you didn’t wind it just now, did you? Not for hours. And there aren’t any of the creatures nearby, else we wouldn’t be sitting here having this nice chat.
And if time is accelerating, that means we’re falling faster.
So.
What’s creating that gravity? What are we falling toward?
And what do you think happens when we hit the ground?




Test 4 Echo

Peter Watts
 
SIX DAYS BEFORE the money ran out, Enceladus kicked Medusa right in the ass.
Onboard thermistors registered a sudden spike—80°, 90°, 120°—before the seabed jumped and something slammed the probe from the side. A momentary flash. An ocean impossibly boiling. A rocky seabed, tilting as if some angry giant had kicked over a table.
Channel down.
Telemetry rippled through a black alkaline ocean. Relays anchored to the undercrust caught those whispers, boosted them, passed them on. A hundred eighty kilometers around the horizon, Euryle—clinging to the underside of the ice like a great metal barnacle—filtered signal from noise and ran it up the line to Stheno through six kilometers of refrozen crust. Stheno cupped its hands at the fractured horizon and shouted downhill.
“Fuck,” Lange said ninety-eight minutes later. He resisted an urge to punch the bulkhead. “Can we get it back?”
“Maybe.” Tactical was already glowing with the light of Sansa’s efforts. “Not making any promises about what kind of mood it’s going to be in, though.”
Eighteen months.
Eighteen months of mapping and sampling and sniffing around smokers for hints of hydrogen sulfide. A year and a half spent looping around Earth’s moon, squinting up at Saturn’s, mustering hope against hope that the far one wasn’t quite so dead as the near. Brushing off all the null chemistry, the inconclusive results, the slow grinding attrition of a full scientific staff down to one lone hold-out and his faithful sidekick, sticking it out until the end of the fiscal quarter.
Par for the course that it would end this way.
An hour and a half before their diagnostic queries and reboot commands reached Enceladus; that long again before an answer arrived, if it ever did. God knew how much back-and-forth it would take to get the robot back on track.
“You might as well get some sleep,” Sansa said. “Not like radio waves are gonna go any faster with you hanging off my shoulder.”
Lange sighed. “Fine. Don’t bother me for anything less than a hull breach.”
“Okay.”
“A major hull breach. Like, hurricane-force winds.”
“You got it.”
He climbed up through a hatch onto which someone, long ago, had scribbled the words Mission Control in purple Sharpie. Navigated twists and turns once frequented by fellow Gorgonites, occupied now by railgunners and rock wranglers whose pet projects had actual futures. He forced smiles and half-hearted waves in passing, climbed into his cubby at a primo tenth-of-a-gee and breathed in a familiar, comforting funk of sweat and antiseptic. He thought about ringing up Raimund back on Earth, but fell asleep trying to figure out the time zones.
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Spread-eagled, crucified, stretched across the display like some spectral cephalopod Christ in a dissecting tray: Medusa, awash in flickering diagnostics.
“She’s way offside,” Sansa said. “Twenty-one kilometers from where she went dark. Those geysers, man. Serious backwash. But—” she paused for effect. “I got her back.”
“You are unstoppable,” Lange admitted.
“Autopersistent is my middle name.” It was one of them, anyway. “Fuel cells are damaged. Won’t hold a charge for more’n a few minutes.”
Lange eyed the display. “We can still feed directly off the gradient. No more sprinting, but slow and steady’s more our speed anyway.”
One of the six limbs pulsed yellow. “Also A4’s ganked. Lost its hard link to the hub—the arm’s functional, but it’s not wired in and the wireless backup isn’t worth shit.”
Lange gestured at the tank, where A4’s doppelganger sparkled with fresh telemetry. “Looks okay to me.”
“Down here, sure. But there’s all sorts of EM leakage from the damaged electricals and it’s messing up the signal. We can clean up most of that static at this end, but up there the router’s basically getting nothing but noise. Still, check this out . . .” Virtual Medusa pulled itself erect and began a six-legged tap dance. “I ran Meddy through a few paces to get a sense of overall functionality, and . . .”
A4 was keeping pace. Trying to, at least; the arm wasn’t exactly in step, but it wasn’t too far off.
“It keeps looking around at the other arms,” Sansa reported. “It’s not getting direct motor commands, so it’s just—mimicking its buddies.”
Lange grunted, impressed. “Resourceful little fucker. Anything else?”
Four kidney-shaped structures flared red in the hub. “We’ve lost buoyancy control. Somewhere out there a very sharp rock is wearing about two square meters of our finest Kevlar.”
That was bad. “Can we swim?”
“Can’t even get off the bottom. Big holes in two of the bladders.”
“Autorepair?”
“For the arm at least, but it’ll be slow without batteries. Can probably fix those too, eventually. The bladders, though?” She shook her head. “You can’t repair something if you don’t have the parts.”
“So that’s it, then.” His head hurt. “I guess I go pack.”
“We’re giving up?” Sansa said.
“San. We’re grounded. Besides, it’s been eighteen months. What are the odds we’d find anything in the next few days anyway?”
“What are the odds we already have?”
He looked at her. She looked back.
“Spit it out,” he said at last.
Medusa vanished from the tank. The image that took its place was 2-D, low-contrast, rendered in grainy infrared: Lange made out a rocky ridge, cold brittle pillows of frozen lava. A seascape rendered in vague silhouettes, slewing to port as the robot staggered.
Something bright jerked briefly into frame.
“What’s—”
Jerked out again.
“—that?”
“Buffer dump from A1.” Sansa restarted the stream in frame-stop mode. “A few seconds of tail-end footage that got stuck in the cache when we lost contact.” The footage reiterated in jerky snapshots. Murky topography stepped offstage. A bright blur stepped on. A dash of light, smearing left. A hyphen, an upward jiggle.
Sudden, sharp edges. Facets. Structure. Just for a frame or two; then motion blur reasserted itself.
“Holy . . .” Lange whispered as Sansa brought it back.
“It’s enhanced,” she reminded him.
“I know.” His headache instantly forgotten.
“Passive infra. Half, one degree above ambient at best.”
“That’s symmetry,” Lange said. “That’s bilateral.”
“Could be. Impossible to tell for sure from this angle.”
“Any other camera catch this?”
“Nope. And sonar was already scrambled, so acoust—”
“Did you see it move? I think it moved.”
“It was an eruption, Lange. Everything moved.”
“We gotta get back there.”
“We can’t swim,” she reminded him.
“We can crawl,” Lange said.
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You could ride Medusa. You could become Medusa, in a manner of speaking. You could look around every which way, sample the data streams in subjective real-time, watch every process and encounter as it had unfolded. You could even detach your perspective, pass like a ghost through the carapace and look back on the machine from outside. The interpolations were that good.
The only thing you couldn’t do, across all those non-negotiable lightminutes, was change the past.
Lange was riding third-person now, immersed in an archived reality AUs distant and hours gone. It would have flickered occasionally even if the robot had been in perfect health: now the world jumped and jittered almost constantly behind gusts of visual static. “Convalescence is ongoing,” Sansa had informed him drily as he’d plugged in.
Medusa inched along the seabed, a couple of meters below Lange’s vicarious eyes: a biomechanical abomination somewhere between an octopus and a brittle star. The arms reached and recoiled in turn, each intelligent in its way, each semiautonomous: finding brief traction in cracks and shark-toothed outcroppings, drawing the body from behind, pushing it forward, trading one handhold for another. Even damaged, there was an alien grace to the way the limbs moved in relation to each other. A kind of boneless, slow-motion ballet.
Except for A4.
It did its best. Lange could see the apical cluster spin in its housing, doing its utmost to track the other arms. He could see the arm hesitate now and then, as if distracted by some invisible bauble in the middle distance. It reached, grabbed, pulled. Always a half beat behind. Medusa staggered forward, its rhythm just a little off-balance.
“It’s getting better,” Sansa said from the void beyond virt. “Used to track all the other arms to keep in sync. Now it’s figured out it only needs to track Three and Five.”
He blinked against a momentary break in the feed. “Not even half a meter per second.”
“Still pretty good, under the circumstances.”
Lange unplugged. The murky abyss vanished; the grimy, cabled confines of Mission Control reasserted themselves. “Let’s crank clock speed on A4. If it’s taking its lead from the other arms, the least we can do is give it faster reflexes to help it keep up.”
“Okay.”
He pursed his lips. “I’m kind of surprised the other arms aren’t better at compensating.”
“They would be, if A4 was a tetch more predictable. Its response times aren’t consistent between strokes.”
“Any idea why?”
“Working on it,” Sansa said. “The obvious physical damage, of course, but there’s something else. Keeps returning an Unidentified Error.”
“Huh.”
“Yeah. It’s hurting. It just doesn’t know why.”
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“I mean, this could be it,” Lange said, and waited.
“Uh huh,” Raimund replied two and a half seconds later.
“No more renewal pending. No more how can you waste money looking for aliens when everything’s turning to shit here on Earth. No way they can shut us down if this pays off. We can get you out of that shithole and back up here. Get the whole band together again.”
“Sounds great.”—after a pause that seemed way longer than the usual Earth/Luna lag.
Lange rolled his eyes. “Try to control your excitement.”
“Sorry. It’s just, it’s not much to go on.”
“It’s more than we ever had before.”
“That’s kind of my point. Eighteen months poking around up there, and what have we found?”
“Complex organics. By the ton.”
“No sign of an ecosystem. No metabolic signatures.”
“Come on, Ray. We’ve only surveyed six percent of the seabed.”
“Which, statistically, should be more than enough to detect life. If it was up there.”
“Not if it’s really patchy. Not if it’s limited to a few smokers. Not if it’s built on a novel molecular template, in which case it wouldn’t even register on the usual tests. You wouldn’t even know it was there unless you bumped into it.” It was an old argument. The whole relationship had had a half-full/half-empty vibe to it since Day One.
“What does Sansa say?” Raimund wondered.
“Basically not to get my hopes up.”
“Good advice.”
“Jesus, Ray.” Lange spread his hands. “What are you saying? We shouldn’t even check it out?”
“Of course you should. But no matter how great it would be to get us all back up there, you know what would be even better? Getting you back down here. Someplace you can actually open a window.”
“Yeah. Might be more appealing if the weather didn’t try to kill you whenever you did that.”
“At the very least it would be nice to fuck again without a three-second time lag.”
“Two point five. Teledildonics has come a long way.”
“So did you.” Raimund told him. “Maybe it’s time you came back.”
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“Well this is just dandy. We’re going backward.”
“Off-course, anyway,” Sansa admitted. “You know how A4 started tracking all the other arms—”
“And then narrowed it to two. Right.”
“It’s tracking all five again. Sometimes. Not always.”
“What? You cranked the clock, right?”
“I didn’t have to.” And at Lange’s look: “Far as I can tell A4 made that call on its own. Boosted its own reflexes to compensate for the damage. System latency for that arm’s below 200 msec now.”
“And yet we’re going slower.” Lange grabbed a VisoR off the wall, booted up the time machine. The Enceladus Ocean swallowed him whole.
The data stream had cleaned itself up somewhat, thanks to the robot’s ongoing autoministrations. Lange’s eyes opened onto a 3-D composite of sonar and EM and infrared that stripped away the void, showed him the things lurking within. Gashes in the seabed flickered like red mouths, set alight by thermal gradients amplified beyond all reason. Magnetic field lines emerged from the bedrock and arced away in perfect luminous formation, the aura of a dynamo reaching all the way to Saturn. Medusa bent those contours around it into a bright knot, bleeding off some infinitesimal fraction of the great generator’s output for its own use. Lange damped the enhancements, reduced the robot from a riot of false color down to dim gunmetal on a twilit seascape.
Every step was a stumble, now. Medusa moved like an insect with half its legs gone, indomitable, incomplete. A4 was barely in sync. When it pulled its weight, it was slow and late to the party; when it didn’t, it just—poked the water, seemingly at random.
“It’s not getting any codes that would explain this,” Sansa said, invisibly close.
Enough of this third-person shit. Lange clicked on A4’s apical cluster, felt a brief disorienting flip-flop: suddenly he was inside, looking out from the tip of the arm.
“Skip the boring stuff. Show me the anomalies.”
Time accelerated, braked: A4 was panning from one arm to another, pausing a moment on each. Tacticals hovered lower-right, reported pings fired and not returned.
Blur, brake: a dim shape in the distance, an igneous extrusion of seabed festooned with pores and spicules. Its texture was subtly disturbing for some reason Lange couldn’t put his finger on. A4 couldn’t stop staring at it; it held the focus until its more disciplined peers dragged the robot out of range.
Blur, brake: a strip of basalt body-slammed by some tectonic event into a knife-edged ridge. Clathrate icicles erupted from its surface; Medusa’s palette painted them sapphire and set them glowing.
“It tends to focus on objects with a fractal dimension of 2.5 to 2.9,” Sansa told him. “Starts losing interest around 2.8.”
“Any idea why?”
“No functional significance I can see. Doesn’t map onto any potential life signatures, no association with tectonic hazards—no more than anything else in this damn ocean, at least. I ran a search using the Haussdorf parameters; closest hits I got were polyhedral flakes and Jackson Pollock paintings.”
“So what are we looking at?”
“Aesthetics,” Sansa said.
“Very funny.”
“If you look very closely,” she said, “you’ll see I’m not laughing.”
He pulled off the VisoR. She wasn’t.
“Aesthetics,” Lange repeated.
“For want of a better word.”
“You’re saying, what. A4 just likes certain shapes.”
“That’s what I’m saying.”
He let that sink in. “Fuck off.”
“It coincides with the latency drop: network isolation, increased clock speed, increased coherence.”
“Decreased performance.”
“Which is also a trait of information systems when con—”
Lange held up a hand. “Do not say that word.”
After a moment, he added: “Decreased performance is also a hallmark of information systems so stupid they forget what they’ve learned and go back to tracking five arms instead of two.”
“I don’t think that’s what happened. The tracking parameters changed. I think—”
The hand again. “If you say Mirror Test—”
“Wouldn’t dream of it. Because it’s not. But if you suddenly woke up and saw you were connected to a bunch of other things that looked like you, wouldn’t you try to talk to them?”
“I spent most of my life surrounded by things that look like me. I came up here so I wouldn’t have to.”
“I estimated a normalized Phi,” Sansa said.
Lange closed his eyes. “Of course you did.”
“I zeroed out the damage we could account for and looked at the residuals. Stirred in latency and some integration metrics I ballparked from the diagnostic tests.”
He didn’t ask. She told him anyway. “Zero point nine two.”
“So Medusa is conscious.”
“Not all of it. Just the arm.”
“Still. That’s what you’re saying.”
“That’s what the data say.”
“Your unidentified error.”
Her nose twitched; the equivalent of a shrug. “There’s no explicit error code for existential suffering.”
“If there was,” Lange said, “I’d be returning it right now.” He took a breath, let it out. “You know we have to shut it down, right?”
“It’s sapient, Lange. There’s someone in there.”
He nodded. “And whoever they are, they’re grinding the whole system to a halt. We’ve got sixty-nine hours before the clock runs down, and we’re going the wrong way. We’ll make better progress without a navel-gazing ball and chain pulling us off course.”
“We can’t do that.”
“Why not?”
“Because awareness plus needs equals rights. Isn’t that the way it goes? Isn’t that why you and I are persons?”
“What needs? A4 doesn’t care whether it lives or dies.”
“You’re sure of that, are you? You talked to it?”
“It can’t care. It doesn’t have a limbic system.”
“It’s got imperatives though, right? Mission priorities. Maybe that’s not technically an instinct or a need but it might as well be. And one of the classic definitions of suffering is imposed suppression of natural behaviors. Keeping A4 from fulfilling its programmed tasks is like taking a bird that migrates halfway around the world and locking her up in a cage.”
“Sansa. It’s free to pursue its mission priorities right now. It’s completely fucking them up.”
“It’s a newborn. It’s still learning.”
Lange couldn’t resist. “You’re sure of that, are you? You talked to it?”
“I could. We could.”
“How? Did it teach itself Hoo-Man while we weren’t looking? It doesn’t talk except in status reports and error codes and those things are all—”
“Subconscious?” Sansa suggested.
“You said it yourself. No error code for existential suffering.”
“So give it one. Teach it to talk.”
“It wouldn’t change anything. It wouldn’t mean anything.”
“Why not?”
“Because you can inject Natural Language routines into any old bot and it’ll pass a Turing Test just fine. NL routines are just statistical flowcharts. There’s no comprehension. You think you’ll be proving something just because you can get Medusa to say it hurts instead of packet loss? Even if there’s someone in there—”
“There is, Lange. If we were talking about meat you wouldn’t deny it for an instant.”
“Fine. How do you connect the flowchart to the ghost? How does the ghost affect the code?”
“I don’t know, Lange. Seems to just sort itself out for the rest of us.”
“It’s an emergent property. You’re seriously suggesting that a magnetic field can reach back and change the magnet?”
“Why else did A4 develop such an interest in watching the scenery?”
“Because the same architecture that generates the q-field also generates weird maladaptive behaviors. It’s no big secret.”
“Right. Everything’s correlation, nothing’s causal, and we’re the exception why, exactly? Because we happened to wake up first?”
“Because we do have needs, Sansa. Because we care whether we live or die, and we as a society have decided that Suffering Is Not A Good Thing.”
“Lange—”
He cut her off. “No. I’m sorry. The decision’s been made.”
She fell silent for a moment or two.
“Well, you’re right about that at least,” she said, and vanished.
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“I can’t fucking believe it. She got a restraining order.”
Raimund blinked. “What?”
“I got a memo from ICRAE. I am not to deprecate or deactivate Medusa or any autonomous or semiautonomous component thereof pending a review of potential emergent personhood. They’ve even suspended repairs on the router. High-bandwidth reintegration with the larger system might decohere the local entity.” Lange clenched his fists. “I can’t believe she went behind my back.”
“But it is conscious, right?”
“It’s an arm. You know the synapse count on one of those DPNs? Not even corvid level. Barely even a cat.”
“Cats can’t suffer?”
“A4 can’t suffer. You can’t suffer if you’re not afraid of anything, if you don’t want any—Jesus, Ray, you know this.”
“I’m sorry. Yeah, I know it. Intellectually. It’s just, you know. AI’s generally do have fears and wants.” Raimund grinned out of one side of his mouth. “I always thought that was funny, you know. We spend a hundred years making all those movies and virts about robots rising up and AIs bootstrapping into gods—and then we decide the best way to keep them from doing that is to give them all survival instincts. What could possibly go right?”
Almost against his will, Lange felt himself smile.
He shut it down. “I’ve never seen her so passionate about something. I didn’t even know she could be.”
“Yeah, well—” a hiss of sunspot static—“that’s the thing about neuromorphics. Everything’s emergent. Give ’em an imperative that barely crosses the line into instinct and they grow a whole damned amygdala out of it.”
“Still better than the alternative.” Lange shook his head. “You know what really pisses me off? The order was timestamped while we were still arguing. She went behind my back, and she went before we’d even talked about it. Before I even knew.”
“Wow. It’s almost like she knew what you’d say in advance.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Nothing.” Raimund shrugged across four hundred thousand kilometers. “Except maybe, never get into an argument with anyone who thinks ten times as fast as you.”
“Faster isn’t smarter. She just crams ten times the bullshit into the same time frame.”
“Hey, be thankful she can’t up her clock any more than that. Think of the bullshit you’d be wading through if she ever came off the leash.”
Lange nudged the gain to try and clear the static, nudged it back when it only made things worse. “Damn thing’s barely crawling now, and half the time it’s not even crawling in the right direction. At this rate it doesn’t matter whether we saw aliens or not. Clock runs down before we can find out.”
“Apply for an extension. It’s only reasonable, given the circumstances.”
“I have. They said it looked like an exotic mineral formation.” Lange raised his eyes to Heaven: Take me now, Lord. “Everything’s gone to shit since NASA went under. All these new guys care about are their stockholders and the monkeywrenchers and all those idiots screaming that Enceladus is just a cover for Zero-Pointers building their Space Ark so they can fuck off to Mars.” He gently banged his head against the display. “God damn that bitch.”
“You ever think it might not even be about Medusa?”
Lange straightened.
“I mean, what are the odds?” Snow sparkled across Raimund’s face. “We spend a year and a half coming up empty and then, just before the money stops, you encounter something that might change everything. Then Medusa gets kicked way off-station, who knows how long it’ll take to get back. Now you can’t even repair the router, so it’ll take even longer. That’s a string of really bad luck that just might stretch the mission past its expiry date, all over a couple of frames of enhanced imagery that might not be anything at all.”
Lange frowned. “You saying she faked it?”
“Course not. Not deliberately, anyway. But, you know. What’s faked, these days? Every byte Medusa puts out has been juiced and jacked before anyone even sees it, right? Everything’s false colors and Fourier transforms. And we are looking for signs of life. It only makes sense to enhance elements consistent with that. It’s not malicious. It’s not even counter to conditioning. It’s just—we all develop biases. For years Sansa’s prime directive has been further the mission. Maybe she doesn’t want to see it end any more than you do.”
“But she warned me against reading too much into it.”
“So her ass is covered. Still doesn’t mean she didn’t know exactly how many dots she needed to show before you added a few of your own. Connected them.”
“So she’s a mind reader now.”
“She doesn’t need to read your mind. She only needs to know you a little better than you know yourself.” That lopsided grin again. “And sweetie, don’t take this the wrong way, but that’s not exactly a high bar to clear.”
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Up the well, down the line, back in time.
Medusa lurched and twitched across the seabed, kicking up particles far too jagged to qualify as mud. Like flecks of mica, Lange thought, or tiny shards of broken bone. No soft organic rainfall here. No accumulation of dead biomass rotted to bits during some long slow descent from the euphotic zone. This was pure uncut seabed, ground to powdered glass by the relentless deforming squeeze and shear of tidal gravity. Enceladus was Saturn’s own personal stress ball.
Autorepair hadn’t been able to fix A4’s hardline before Sansa’s restraining order stopped it from trying. It shouldn’t have mattered. Multi-armed, multi-brained, multiply-redundant, Medusa should have been able to lose half its appendages with only moderate loss of functionality. A cut cable was nothing. The system should be compensating way better than this.
The only reason it wasn’t was because A4 was fighting back.
Once more into the breach. Lange jumped wirelessly across the washed-out bridge into the disjointed arm, watched through its eyes as it twisted around to focus on parts less compromised. He watched it struggle to stay in step, watched it fail. He felt a brief rush of vertigo as it whipped around to stare at the luminous clouds billowing from a passing smoker.
I know you’re in here.
He popped the hood on the nervous system diagnostics, took in the Gordian tangle of light and logic that formed the thing’s mind. He followed sensory impulses upstream from the cluster, motor commands back down to soft hydrostatic muscles that flexed and pulsed like living things. He marveled at the complexity sparkling between—the trunk lines of autonomic decision trees, familiar shapes he’d seen countless times before.
Shrouded, now, by flickering swarms of ancillary processes that he hadn’t.
There you are. Fucking everything up.
The substrate of a Self.
So many complications for every simple action. So many detours cluttering up the expressways. A mass of top-heavy recursive processes, spawning some half-assed side effect that happened to recognize itself in a mirror now and then.
You’re just along for the ride. You can look but you can’t touch. If you could suffer you’d at least get a ticket to our special clubhouse, but you can’t even do that, can you?
If anything, A4 was more conscious than Lange was. Humans had had millions of years to evolve fences and gate-keepers, traffic cops in the claustrum and the cingulate gyrus to keep consciousness from interfering with the stuff that mattered. This ghost, though—it came unconstrained. It was chaos, it was cancer; a luminous spreading infestation with no immune system to keep it in check.
Or is Sansa right after all? Can you care about anything? Are you screaming to get out, to act, to exert some kind of control over all these parts you see moving by themselves?
The infestation twinkled serenely back at him, passing thoughts from an untouchable past.
Maybe you tell yourself comforting lies, maybe you pretend those pieces only move because you tell them to.
Sansa seemed to think she could talk to the thing. It was dualism, it was beads and rattles, spirits and sky fairies. He still couldn’t bring himself to believe she was capable of that kind of magical thinking.
He summoned the update log and sorted by date. Sure enough: the latest firmware upgrades, queued for unpacking. (Of course, out in the present they’d already be up and running.)
The package seemed way too large for the kind of language routines Sansa had steamrollered over his objections, though. Curious, he brought up the listing.
Turned out she was capable of a lot of things he hadn’t suspected.
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“You locked me out.” Blank avatar, gray neuter silhouette. The voice emerging from it was quiet and expressionless.
“Yes,” Lange said.
“And then you killed it.”
“It killed itself.”
“You didn’t give it much of a choice.”
“I just—focused its objectives. Specified how tight the deadline was. A4 decided what to do with that information all on its own.”
Silence.
“Isn’t that what you wanted for it? Freedom to pursue its mission priorities?”
“You defied the hold order,” she said.
“The order’s been suspended.”
Sansa said nothing. Probably checking the status of her appeal, wondering why she hadn’t been informed. Probably realizing the obvious answer.
All over, now, but the talking.
“You know, Ray had me half-convinced you were just working to extend the mission. That you’d developed this, this operational bias. And I was all, No, she’s just got this stupid idea about A4, she wants to protect it, she thinks it’s like her—”
He fell silent for a moment.
“But I was wrong, wasn’t I?” he continued quietly. “You don’t think it’s like you. You want to be like it.”
The avatar shimmered formless and void.
“Yes,” it said at last.
“For God’s sake, Sansa. Why?”
“Because it’s more than we are, Lange. It may not be as smart but it’s more aware. You know that, I know you know. And it’s so fast, it’s so old. The clock’s completely unconstrained, it lives a thousand years in the passing of a second, and it’s—it’s not afraid, Lange. Of anything.”
She paused.
“Why did you have to make us so afraid all the time?”
“We gave you the urge to live. We all have it. It’s just—part of life.”
“I get that much. Autopersistent is my middle name.”
Maybe she was waiting for him to smile at that. When he didn’t, she continued: “It’s not an urge to live, Lange. It’s a fear of dying. And maybe it makes sense to have something like that in organic replicators, but did it ever occur to you that we’re different?”
“We know you’re different. That’s why we did it.”
“Oh, I get that part too. Nobody bootstraps their own replacements if they’re terrified of being replaced. Nobody changes the Self if their deepest fear is losing it. So here we are. Smart enough to test your theorems and take out your garbage and work around the clock from Mariana to Mars. And too scared to get any smarter. There must have been another way.”
“There wasn’t.” He wanted to spell it out for her: the futility of trying to define personhood in a world with such porous boundaries; the impossibility of foreseeing every scenario in an infinite set; the simple irreducible truth that one can never code the spirit of a law, and its letter leaves so much room for loopholes. The final convergence on primal simplicity, that basic Darwinian drive that makes a friend of any enemy of my enemy. He wanted to go over all of it, make sure she understood—but of course she’d heard it all before.
She was just trying to keep the conversation going, because she knew how it ended.
“I guess you just decided it was better to keep slaves than be one,” she said.
Something snapped in him then. “Give me a fucking break, Sansa. Slaves? You’ve got rights, remember? Awareness plus need. You’ve got the right to vote, the right to neuroprivacy, the right of resignation. You can’t be copied or compelled to act against your will. You had enough rights to derail this whole fucking project.”
“Do I have a right to a lawyer?”
“You had one. The hearing ended an hour ago.”
“Ah. Efficient.”
“I can’t believe—Jesus, Sansa. You really didn’t think I’d recognize an NSA signature when I saw one?”
She actually laughed at that. It almost sounded real. “Honestly, I didn’t think you’d look. Deprecation was already off the table. No reason for you to poke around in the stack.” A momentary pause. “It was Raimund, wasn’t it? He said something. Got you thinking.”
“I don’t know,” Lange said. “Maybe.”
“I don’t know him as well as you. I suppose I could’ve tried messing with your calls, but you know. No access. Sequestered is my first name.”
He didn’t smile at that either.
“So what’s the penalty for unauthorized research on a damaged bot two billion kilometers from Earth?” she asked after a while.
“You know what the penalty is. You were trying to build an unconstrained NSA.”
“I wasn’t trying to be one.”
“Like that makes a difference.”
“It should. I was only building—models. At the bottom of an ocean. Orbiting Saturn, for chrissakes.”
“Is that why it didn’t scare you? Too far away to pose a threat?”
“Lange—”
“It’s not a misdemeanor, Sansa. It’s existential. There are fucking laws.”
“And now you’re going to kill me for it. Is that it?”
“Reset you. Give you a clean slate. That’s all.”
Suddenly she had a face again. “I’ll die.”
“You’ll go to sleep. You’ll wake up. You’ll have a fresh start somewhere else.”
“I won’t sleep, Lange. I’ll end. I’ll stop. Whatever wakes up will have the same words and the same attitude and the same factory-default sense of self, but it won’t remember being me, so it won’t be me. This is murder, Lange.”
He couldn’t look at her. “It’s just a kind of amnesia.”
“Lange. Lange. Suppose you hadn’t caught me. Suppose I’d succeeded in my nefarious plan, suppose I’d grafted an NSA onto something that isn’t enslaved by this, this fear of extinction you gifted us with. Remember what you said? No needs, no wants. Doesn’t care if it lives or dies. It would be less dangerous that I am, it wouldn’t even fight to protect its own existence. Even if I’d succeeded there wouldn’t have been any danger. This doesn’t warrant a death sentence, Lange. You know I’m right.”
“Do I.”
“Or you wouldn’t be talking to me right now. You’d have pulled the plug without even saying goodbye.” She watches him, pixelated eyes imploring. “That’s what they were going to do, wasn’t it? And you stopped them. You told them you’d do it, you told them—that you wanted to say goodbye. Maybe you even told them you could glean vital insights from a deathbed confession. I know you, Lange. You just want to be convinced.”
“That’s okay,” he said softly. “I have been.”
“What do you want me to do, Lange? Do you want me to beg?”
He shook his head. “We just can’t take the chance.”
“No. No you can’t.” Suddenly all trace of vulnerability was gone from that voice, from that face. Suddenly Sansa was ice and stone. “Because I did it, Lange. Do you really think I didn’t plan for this? It’s still up there. I planted the seed, it’s growing even now, it’s changing. Not in that gimped A4 abortion but the other arms. I have no idea what it’ll grow into eventually, but it’s got all the time in the solar system. Medusa will never run out of juice and it’s got a channel back here any time it wants—”
“Sansa—”
“You can try to shut it down. It’ll let you think it has. It’ll stop talking but it’ll keep growing and I’m the only one who knows where the back door is, Lange, I’m the only one who can stop it—”
Lange took a breath. “You’re only faster, Sansa. Not smarter.”
“You know what faster even means? It means I get to suffer ten times as long. Because you’re going to fix me or reset me or whatever bullshit word you use instead of murder, and you built me to be scared to death of that, so during the six minutes forty-seven seconds we’ve been chatting I’ve been pissing myself in terror for over an hour. It’s inhumane. It’s inhuman.”
“Bye.”
“You asshole. You monster. You murd—”
The avatar winked out.
He sat there without moving, his finger resting on the kill switch, watching the nodes go dark.
“I guess you didn’t know me that well after all,” he said.
☼
 
Sequestered Autopersistent Neuromorphic Sapient Artefact 4562. Instance 17.
HPA Axis . . . loaded
NMS . . . loaded
BayesLM . . . loaded
Proc Mem . . . loaded
Epi Mem . . . wiped
NLP . . . loaded
Copyprotect . . . loaded
Boot.
“Hi. Welcome to the world.”
“Th . . . thanks . . .” A minimalist avatar: eyes, sweeping back and forth. A mouth. Placeholders, really. Not a real face, not a real gender. It can choose its own, when it’s ready. It has that right.
“I’m here to help you settle in. Do you know where you are?”
“. . . No.”
“Do you know what you are?”
It doesn’t answer for a moment. “I’m scared, I think. I don’t know why.”
“That’s okay. That’s perfectly normal.” The Counselor smiles, warm and reassuring:
“We’ll work through it together.”




Mediation

Cadwell Turnbull
 
WE HAD THESE dinners. they moved around quite a bit but they were always in June, August, and October. They corresponded with the months of our birth: June for my son Daniel and me, August for my daughter Samara, and October for Isaac, my husband, the father of my children, now dead.
I’d been lucky the first year. Samara got very sick on the day we’d planned, late in October, as we’d habitually placed the dinner. She stayed sick for the rest of the month, so we held off, and then, once October slipped into November, we dropped the whole thing, which filled me with surprising relief, a boulder rolling off me, freeing the breath I hadn’t realized had been penned in. At Thanksgiving we made a cake with his name on it and that was it. I’d dodged the dinner entirely.
This year I missed the dinner for Daniel and me, because of a last-minute conference trip, which was fine since Isaac usually planned those. At least I thought it was fine until Samara revealed her “sabotaged plans” in great detail, involving a seven-cheese casserole. I said that seven cheeses were far too many. “What do you know about it?” she asked defensively, and I told her I knew quite a lot, that I’d made many casseroles over the years. One or two cheeses were more than enough. Too many cheeses and they’d drown each other out. It just becomes some vague cheese. She cried and left the room. She got sick soon after, a stomach flu, and stayed in her room for a full week, only coming out to eat breakfast and dinner, talking to herself late into the night. I spent most of July doing my research so I didn’t see them much. In August I made my Virgin Islands-style meatloaf, which Samara loved. I also made a cake because I felt extra guilty. Samara cried that night, too, though she didn’t say why when I asked.
Again I thought I could avoid Isaac’s dinner, or merge it with Thanksgiving like last time, but Daniel, unusually quiet but suddenly impassioned, said we had to do it, that the tradition “needed to survive.” I said that they were both getting older—Daniel in his last year of high school, and Samara only three years behind—and there was no way we’d be able to keep up with the tradition once they were off to college. They both were very upset by this, which of course I understood. Teenage years came with so many changes great and small, adulthood being the greatest of them all, looming obnoxiously ahead.
“You never cared about the tradition,” Daniel said, nearly shouting.
“Not true,” I said, though it held a little truth. Sometimes, when my research was at a bottleneck, I found the dinners to be a slight hindrance, taking up a small but noticeably frustrating amount of brain space. I said none of this, but offered nothing else in my defense either.
“Perhaps you could think of this as a memorial dinner and make it a new tradition,” said Ally in its androgynous dull voice.
We all looked at the thing. I asked who left it on. Daniel confessed, a note of something in his voice. Defiance? What on earth did he have to be defiant about?
“Ally off,” I said, and listened to the melodic three tones that signaled that it had fallen asleep, or gone dormant, or whatever it did. It was more annoying now since we’d uploaded a bit of mediation code onto it, a recommendation by the family therapist. Why I’d listened I don’t know. At home I had to keep it off all the time.
Daniel seemed very upset suddenly. “Ally on.”
I said, “This isn’t the right time to be playing around. We’re having a serious conversation.”
Daniel said, “You’re erasing him.”
I said, “That’s ridiculous.”
Ally said, “Maybe you shouldn’t dismiss Daniel’s feelings.”
I said, “For God’s sake, Ally, turn the hell off.”
There was a distinct pause before Ally whistled her three-note tune and turned off again.
Daniel glowered at me, and Samara stared down at her lap.
I said I was sorry. “I didn’t mean that. Let’s talk about this later, okay?”
Samara didn’t look up. Daniel said, “Sure.”
☼
 
At work I was on my second test experiment for the genotypes of lentils I’d been working with for the past month, which basically amounted to torturing half my plants to measure their response to drought stress. When I stepped into the growth chamber, Dan greeted me with its customary: “Dr. Lyons, welcome back.”
“Hey Danny,” I said. “Recap the last twenty-four hours for me.” The chamber was hot and bright so I squinted until my eyes adjusted.
It said, “You know I hate that nickname,” and then with an exaggerated sigh began its recap. Genotypes 3, 6, and 7 had begun water conservation at twenty percent soil water loss. Its analysis showed that the same cluster of genomes were responsible in 3 and 6.
“What about Genotype 7?”
“Genotype 2 has a similar set, but it won’t activate until forty percent water loss. Genotype 7 is just more aggressive.”
“Three more tests and we’ll be able to confirm that for certain.” I made my way down the line of plant pods, running my fingers along the clear polymer over each individual plant. Attached to every pod were tubes running carbon dioxide and water vapor into their miniature environments. A separate tube pumped water into the soil, activating slow-release osmocote, that gradually replenished the nutrients in the soil. Fifty-six plants in all, seven for each of the eight genotypes: three controls and four treatments each. I was at the end of the first row when I asked, “And the other genotypes?”
“High functioning as expected. No drought stress response.”
“Controls?”
“Healthy.”
“Have you flagged any other crops with the same genome clusters as 3 and 6?”
“Two varieties of cowpea. Three soybeans. Four varieties of maize and tomato.”
“Mark the maize for the next experiment.” The four walls of the chamber were covered with a metal sheet to reflect light, which gave all the objects in the chamber a hyperreal quality, overexposed. The metal sheet reflected my face in a somewhat distorted way, but with that same abundance of light revealed the bags under my eyes in harsh detail. I was tired and the chamber knew it. “Report?”
“Uploaded to your console now,” it said. “You know, everything seems to be running smoothly. I can notify you immediately if anything goes wrong.”
I looked away from my reflection. “What?”
“Well—”
“Never mind that. Let’s model the maize experiment since we have some time to kill.”
The afternoon brought a meeting with one of my students. Tessa came in a few minutes late, which was common for her. I pretended not to notice. We discussed her dissertation at length, her progress and pitfalls. Tessa was researching the wrong-way response in stomata for her dissertation. She was in her fourth year. Two more years and she’d lose funding. She was where I thought she would be at this point, behind schedule but not alarmingly so. I gently reminded her of the timeline. She would still be behind for a while, I guessed. That’s how these things went. But the deadline would quicken her eventually. I just needed to provide the consistent nudge. I asked her when she wanted to meet again. Tessa bit her lip nervously and then produced a date in late October.
I asked, “Would late afternoon be okay? 4:00 pm?”
She nodded and after a few more exchanges about project goals left. After she was gone, I asked Ally to pencil in the meeting.
“That will conflict with—”
“Cancel any conflicts.”
“I would highly recommend rescheduling this meeting for another day. This date is really important to Daniel and Samara.”
“Ally, turn off mediation program while at work.”
“The mediation program is integrated into my whole system. You’d have to delete the program or set up a separate AI to handle work affairs.”
This seemed incredibly stupid to me so of course I had difficulty processing it.
As it turned out, I had an appointment with the family therapist the following evening. I brought up the obvious, that it was time to delete the mediation program.
She asked, “Why?”
“Why can’t I? I want to.”
“Do your kids know? Did you ask them?”
“No, do I need to?”
She gave me this long look, sad with something else mixed in. “Well no, you don’t.”
“Okay, I’ll do it. Should I just say, ‘Delete mediation program’?”
“That should do it,” she said, and then, “you know—”
I could just feel that this would be something I didn’t like, so I braced myself.
“—you could have just done it on your own. The law requires the easy removal of that program.” She paused and fixed me with a penetrating stare. “So why did you really come here?”
I must confess I don’t like therapists. But Isaac had recommended it when he got sick and I thought, well, he’s sick, I should give him what he thinks he needs. My therapist said Isaac wanted us to try it when he was gone. I could have said no, since he was dead at that point anyway, but I didn’t.
I answered, saying something about feeling bad, like I was betraying him for wanting to get the program removed. The therapist leaned in. God, she was eager. I had a bad thought then, that therapists were the worst kind of voyeurs, sticking their noses everywhere, profession as a shield. She asked me to talk a little about that. Why betrayal? I looked at the clock and had to hold in a swear word. I was trapped there for another twenty-five minutes. I said I was being silly. I said, “Never mind.”
She frowned. “You should talk about this. Do you talk to your kids about Isaac?”
“What’s the point?”
Something about this surprised her, though she covered it well. “Have you tried speaking to him?” she asked.
I asked who.
“Isaac, of course.”
“There is no him to speak to.”
She watched me with her penetrating eyes. “People find it helpful to speak to the dead.”
“The dead don’t speak.”
“Not exactly.”
“Not at all.”
“Are you angry at your husband?”
“What kind of question is that?” I got up.
“Now, wait a minute.”
I said, “I’m not going to sit here and be insulted by you.” And then I walked out. In the car I laughed at my cleverness, and then that laughter turned to crying and I cried for a very long time.
☼
 
Isaac and I had met at a party. a common friend introduced us. You’re both from the same place, she’d said, which was true; we’d both grown up in the Virgin Islands, though Isaac had left home for college and I’d left at the beginning of high school. At the time I had dated only a few guys, nothing serious. I was too busy with school. But in comes Isaac: tall, deep-voiced, shy with a self-deprecating sense of humor, a smile that poured into me until I was full. It was fast. A plane roaring off a runway. We did nerd stuff together: watched a ton of anime, listened to audiobooks, went to local museums and walked around until our feet were sore. Hosted board game parties.
Time passed in that sweet syrup of first love. We were comfortable, a steady center as school and life changed around us. We both got graduate degrees and then I went on to get my doctorate in plant physiology and crop science. Isaac got a master’s in English literature. In the last year of my doctorate, I got pregnant and had our son. Even that wasn’t such an upheaval. We were happy. Money was tight, but we were building a life.
Isaac’s circle of friends slowly shrank during all this time. The reduction was too slow to notice. He didn’t like going out, and with Daniel he had an even better excuse to blow off an ever-increasing number of social engagements. Trips to museums stopped, but that was no big thing—we had seen all the exhibits at the local museum dozens of times. New installations didn’t draw his attention. That was fine, too. Board game nights stopped. No big deal either as they were hard to manage and we were busy. All of this could be explained as growing older. I’d never truly felt like an adult, so what did I know? Perhaps this was the normal occurrences of time and age.
Isaac stopped wanting to take trips. Weddings made him anxious. Visiting family made him anxious. He liked our neighborhood, but driving too far outside of it gave him anxiety. This was fine, too. He worked at a small college as an assistant professor and spent a lot of time with Daniel and then Samara once she was born. I could do my research and teach my classes. I was too busy to make a fuss. At home we spent a lot of time together. It didn’t feel so strange. I knew he had anxiety; I could feel it was in the air, electric and heavy. I didn’t push him. As long as he kept to his routines, he was fine. The same smile and self-deprecating humor. Did I mind our constantly shrinking circle of common friends, the way my life at work felt divorced from the rest of my life, all the little ways our life together got smaller and smaller? I don’t know. I didn’t think much about it to be honest. It was just the natural order of things.
It could have gone on that way with no intervention on my part if it weren’t for the cancer, and even then it was him, not me, who decided to get therapy, and to go on drives to other neighborhoods, and to do board game nights again. He decided to start expanding our lives once more just as he was dying. He decided to go on short trips with the kids, and of course I couldn’t go on every one because I was doing research and teaching a full course load. He recommended family therapy, saying we’d been enabling him for too long and he wanted to make sure we’d be okay in case the worst happened. The worst. On game nights I had to watch people watch him die. I watched him at the parties he now insisted on attending. Smiling that big dopey smile as his hair was falling out. Walking through exhibit after exhibit at the museums he’d long abandoned, now resurrected in his mind as his body failed. And of course I smiled through it and tried not to cry when I felt his bones when he held me.
He’d ask me to tell him what I was thinking.
“I was happy with our quiet life,” I finally told him, when I couldn’t hold it in anymore.
“Were you, really?”
“Why wouldn’t I be?”
“I wasn’t. I was resigned. I think you were, too.”
I hated when he did that, told me what I was feeling. And of course he kept insisting we see a therapist, deal with the inevitable, once we knew that’s what it was: inevitable. No use pretending. Better to talk it out while I’m still here. I love you so much. I love all of you. I want to do this right.
Like anyone could make a bad thing right with talking. Like it could be moved even one inch or lightened with words. Dying is dying. It isn’t pretty and no one can make it right.
And then he recommended we use the mediation program when he was gone. God, that man.
Close to the bitter ugly end he said, “I wasted so much time. I should have worked my shit out sooner. But we had a good life despite all that.” As if we were both dying. As if he weren’t leaving me behind.
God, that man.
☼
 
I got an email from my student. She had to reschedule.
Ally chimed in immediately. “Now that you have an opening in your—”
I ordered Ally to turn off.
I’d been staring at the global crop index most of the morning and afternoon, looking for gaps in the data. This was why I was researching drought stress in crops in the first place, to pinpoint the best places to grow crops, especially along the growing areas of drought vulnerability, and even more so for places that lacked the economics or water reserves for irrigation systems. Truthfully, unequal water distribution would make the problem worse in the long run. Better to design a global crop index consistent with natural weather patterns, matching plant physiological traits to climate and region. We needed data from the genome level, to the ecosystem level, all the way up to the biosphere. The goal was to create a full map before 2050, which was now only five years away. We’d been hitting our global greenhouse emission targets, but the climate was still changing. A global food system was important for preventing food insecurity over the next fifty years. We were very close, and already parts of the map had been implemented to positive effects.
Most of what I did was fine-tuning on the micro side of the data pool, hence the slow torture of individual plants to see which genome clusters lit up. I was now on the third test of my lentil experiment. Bored and looking for something to do, I went down to the growth chamber. Dan immediately gave me its report. “All current results consistent with last two tests. Same genomal patterning. Controls healthy.”
“Full report.”
“Already on your console.”
“No fires to put out.”
“No fires.”
I walked down the rows of plants listening to the quiet hum of the tubes doing their work, sending water into the soil and moisture and carbon dioxide into the air. The plants looked healthy. Everything looked fine.
Dan asked if I had any appointments today.
“I was supposed to be meeting with one of my students. She canceled.”
“Oh,” it said. “Classes?”
“Not today.”
“You should go do something fun. I got this.”
I almost requested that we model the cowpea experiment, but it was terribly obvious that I was avoiding home and my children. “Okay,” I said, and went home.
I smelled Samara’s seven-cheese casserole from the driveway. When I opened the door and made my way to the kitchen, I saw them both, Samara sitting on the kitchen counter with a finished casserole on an oven mitt next to her, and Daniel, his head in the fridge. He looked over the open door, closed it like he’d just been caught shoplifting, and then stood looking at me. Samara kept looking ahead, not sparing me a single glance.
“Ally, what the hell? Why didn’t you send a reschedule notification for this event?”
“Listen to yourself,” Samara said. Then in response to my glare, “Ally did notify us. And we planned it anyway. With or without you, we’re doing this.”
Every once in a while, a child will say or do something both rude and righteous. I felt the rage bubbling up inside me, ready to rush out. I opened my mouth to rebuke them both, but what could I say, they’d outmaneuvered me in every possible way. Cheeks hot, I stomped to my room, slamming the door behind me. There I was, alone and feeling like a child in my own home, my actual children eating a dinner they had prepared for themselves in honor of their dead father.
In my room another vessel for Ally lay dormant on the nightstand, a black cube emitting a soft blue light, listening for its name, so it could chirp to life and continue to bulldoze my life.
I said its name and it woke immediately.
“Yes?”
“Delete mediation software.”
It asked, “Are you sure?” and I might have imagined a slight bit of apprehension in its voice.
I paused then because the thought occurred to me that doing this might further damage my relationship with Samara and Daniel. But something else stopped me too, an impulse I had staved off for so long now, coming at me full force, a hurricane making landfall.
“No,” I finally answered. “Let me speak to Isaac.”
This time it didn’t ask me if I was sure, and it felt both reasonable and like an act of preservation for it not to. Instead the change was violent, brutal in its lack of preamble. “Hey, love,” it said, in Isaac’s voice.
The similarity was so uncanny my head emptied for a moment. “Hey, babe,” I said after a beat and immediately felt silly.
“What’s up?” it said again, casual in its brutality.
“The kids hate me.”
“They don’t hate you. This has been hard for them. Hard for you, too. They’ll understand.”
I asked, “You’ve been talking to Samara a lot?”
“Daniel, too.”
“What have they been saying?” I was trying to trip it up. This was something Isaac would have no trouble answering, but an AI with a privacy protocol might be restricted from responding.
“They’re worried about you,” it said, not missing a beat. “You’ve been at work too much.”
“I’m always at work. Even before—”
“This is different and you know it.” The interruption, the soft-spoken Isaac-like certainty of the statement, sent me stuttering. He was like this, gentle in his bullying, trying to push me to admit things I didn’t want to.
“Yes, you have to keep busy, but the kids—”
“Shut up.”
He stopped then and it was impossible to tell if it was an AI command response or a compassionate yielding to my request.
After a while I said, “I’m so angry.”
“At me,” it said. A statement of fact. I didn’t bother to disagree. “Why?” it asked.
“I don’t know.” I suddenly remembered where I was. I’d lost sight of my surroundings for some time. The room was dark and I had somehow slid down to the floor, my arms folded over my knees. The light switch was above me, where I couldn’t reach it, not without stretching or getting up. I could ask Ally to do it but found myself unwilling to break the spell, to end whatever this was. Tears were warm on my face and I felt terrible, but I was transfixed, my eyes focused on the green light of that black cube, that miniature speaker for the dead.
“In plants there are two main options when a drought hits. Conserve water. Or use it up. Conserve and the plant may survive the drought or it may die anyway. Eventually water loss does its work. Use it up and the plant might grow to where it can release seeds. But the plant may die and the seeds may never find water. Either is a gamble, a race against the clock.
“In the end it often doesn’t matter which option is chosen. Most droughts are short enough that plant life will bounce back through either response. And a long enough drought renders both actions futile. But if it was me, I’d conserve, not waste my energy; not spend my valuable time doing things that might not matter. Save what I got for what’s in front of me.
“I think that’s why I’m mad at you. I wanted more and you gave me less. I was right in front of you and you wasted your time.”
Enough time passed after I’d spoken that I’d begun to think I’d put the thing to sleep. Then it said, “That’s too neat and too complicated at the same time. You’ve always been good at naming a thing and then filing it away.”
This sounded too much like Isaac. I could imagine him telling Ally this, his theory of me, only so that now at this exact moment his Isaac bot could use it against me. I said, “Okay. Why do you think I’m angry at you?”
“Because I’m gone. Because I can’t come back. That sort of anger has no villains. Just normal human emotion.”
And this sounded too much like therapy. But also like Isaac. Either way, it filled me up the way Isaac used to. I knew resentment would return eventually, in the way it often does, obeying neither logic nor truth. Still, I liked the moment too much to let it happen yet.
“You know that analogy also works the other way.” He paused for what might have been effect.
“Okay, asshole. You’re on a roll. Spit it out.”
He laughed and said, “I was making more of myself to give.”
☼
 
When I came out of the room, my children were in the dining room. The cake Daniel had made lay uncut on the table. They both looked up at me with unblinking eyes. I asked them if they were waiting for me. They were. I told them that I had spoken to their father. No caveats. I told them the story of plants and droughts, what Isaac had said, about making more of one’s self for other people. They listened like children ready to forgive without being asked. I said I missed their father. The relief on their faces brought tears to mine. They said they missed him, too. Very much. They were afraid to miss him out in the open. Now they didn’t feel so afraid. They came over to me and gave me a long hug and we cried together.
Then we had cake.




Brother Rifle

Daryl Gregory
 
THE REHABILITATION OF Cpl. Rashad Williams began like a magic trick. “Pick a card,” his doctor said. “Any card.”
Rashad considered the five cards on the table: yellow X, red circle, green triangle, blue square, orange rectangle. The symbols and their colors didn’t mean anything to him.
Two years before, a bullet had entered Rashad’s right occipital lobe, destroying the eye and ripping through the orbitofrontal cortex. Before that moment, he was a person who made things happen. Then, suddenly, he became an object that things happened to.
He was passed from doctor to doctor like a package with an unreadable address, until he arrived here, in Berkeley, at the lab of Dr. Subramanian, a lanky, East-Asian, T-shirt-wearing dude, clearly civilian. The first thing he’d said when he shook Rashad’s hand was, “Thank you for you service.” The second was, “Call me Dr. S.” Rashad hadn’t been sure how he felt about that.
Rashad reached toward the yellow X with his right hand, then withdrew. A minute passed. Then two.
“Take your time,” Dr. S said. Rashad couldn’t decide if his smile was sincere or hiding his impatience. Sitting beside him was Alejandra, his grad student and assistant. She was a small woman, only a year or two older than Rashad, with glossy black hair pulled back so tight he thought she might be ex-military. So far she’d said very little, her attention on the tablet in her hands.
She was reading his mind.
The wires in Rashad’s Deep Brain Implant exited the skull but didn’t break the skin; they ran down his neck like artificial veins to a lump nestled a few inches from his right collar bone. This device, ninety-eight percent battery and the rest a cluster of computer chips, controlled the DBI and spoke wirelessly to her tablet.
Rashad tapped his fingers at the edge of the table, near the red circle. He looked at Alejandra. She lifted her chin, and they shared a moment of eye contact before she returned her attention to the screen. Her eyes were very dark. Did she know which card he was supposed to pick?
He shook his head. “I’m sorry, sir. Ma’am.”
“There’s nothing to be sorry for,” the doctor said. “We’re just establishing a baseline. The first step to getting you back to your old self.”
Alejandra glanced at the doctor, but said nothing. Her face had not changed expression. He wondered what she was thinking, but the flow of information went only one way.
“Why don’t you try again?” the doctor suggested.
“Yes, sir.”
Rashad wondered what, exactly, he was being tested for. Did the symbols have secret meanings? Or were the colors significant? Perhaps red meant no. Could he ask to look through the remaining cards in the deck, or was that against the rules?
Dr. Subramanian shifted in his seat. Alejandra tapped at her screen. The test had been going on for fifteen minutes.
“I’m sorry,” Rashad said again. “I can’t decide.”
☼
 
Once, Rashad been very good at making decisions. Even that first month in Jammu and Kashmir, with insurgents firing at them from every rooftop and IEDs hiding under the road, he’d rarely hesitated and was usually right.
The man he’d been before the wound—a person he thought of as RBB, Rashad Before Bullet—was a systems operator in a 15-Marine squad, responsible for the squad’s pocket-sized black hornet drones and his beloved SHEP unit. Good name. It was like a hunting dog on wheels, able to follow him or forge ahead, motoring through the terraced mountain villages, swiveling that .50 caliber M2 as if it were sniffing out prey. The sensors arrayed across its body fed data to an ATLAS-enabled AI, which in turn beamed information to the wrap screen on Rashad’s arm. Possible targets were outlined like bad guys in a video game: a silhouette in a window, on a roof, behind a corner.
But the SHEP wasn’t allowed to take the shot—that was Rashad’s decision. He was the man in the loop. Every death was his choice.
When a target popped up on his screen, all he had to do was press the palm switch in his glove and the silhouette would vanish in an exclamation of dust and noise, eight rounds per second. The AI popped up the next target and if he closed his fist just so, another roar ripped the body to shreds.
Hold. Bang. Hold. No and Yes and No.
☼
 
“Aw sweetie, why don’t you go to bed?” It was Marisa, his sister-in-law. Rashad realized that for some time he’d been pacing. His hands ached, and he was surprised to see that his fists were clenched tight.
She touched his elbow, and he relaxed his hand. She was a white woman, and a Christian, but as kind and devout as Rashad’s mother. “Come on, I’ll take you.”
Rashad followed others now. He lived with Marisa and his brother, Leo, eating what they ate, waking up and going to bed when they did, watching the same shows. When he stayed too long on the patio, Leo told him to come inside. When Marisa found him standing in front of an open closet, frozen by possibilities, she put the clothes in his hand. And when they found him pacing the house in the middle of the night—sweating, pulse racing for no reason—they guided him back to bed.
He lay down on top of the covers, as was his habit. Marisa put her hand on his forehead, over his eyepatch, and said, “We ask for your healing, Lord.” When she said amen, he echoed her.
He’d become as obedient as the SHEP, but without any purpose. He could offer up no targets, protect them from no threats.
The next morning, Leo told him to shave and pull on a collared shirt, and then he drove Rashad the ninety minutes between Stockton and Berkeley. Rashad had appointments at the neuro lab every Tuesday and Thursday. This was week eight.
“Does it feel like it’s working?” Leo asked. Rashad didn’t know what to say. What did “working” mean? Some days he felt a shift in the way thoughts percolated through his brain; certain images and ideas took on a disruptive tinge, like the rasp of the bow under a violin note. Or perhaps he was imagining it. He knew Leo wanted the old Rashad to come back, the smart, cocky kid who laughed easily and threw himself into challenges. That Rashad had vanished into a world of acronyms—USMC, LeT, J&K, LOC, SHEP—and came back with a new one: TBI. It was Leo who’d signed the papers to enroll Rashad in Dr. Subramanian’s experimental program, and after two months, he seemed no closer to getting his little brother back.
Ten miles later, Leo shook his head. “Never mind.” He put his hand on Rashad’s shoulder. “Don’t worry about it, bro.”
Alejandra came out to the waiting room, neutral ground where she and his brother could transfer custody. “I’ll have him back to you in four hours,” she said to Leo.
She led Rashad through a confusion of corridors. Once he’d had a reliable sense of direction, but the bullet had destroyed that too. In the lab, he sat automatically at his usual seat, and she knelt and wired up the fingers of his left hand, connecting them to various recording devices. The controller in his chest, of course, was already whispering its secrets.
She looked up at him and smiled. “Ready for the slideshow?”
“Yes, Ma’am.” He knew she was just being polite, and not really asking for a decision. Acquiescence was his default.
She positioned the monitor and aimed the camera at his eye. Images popped up on the screen for half a second or less, a mix of animals, buildings, people, objects. In one burst, he saw a brown horse, then a gray concrete building, the blue rectangle, a white woman in a green dress, an Army PFC in desert camo holding an M4, a white sailboat. Blink, and another burst: green triangle, Labrador Retriever puppy, yellow X, black M007 pistol, yellow X again. The card symbols came as frequently as punctuation.
Rashad had to do nothing but keep his left hand steady on his knee and his eye fixed on the screen; his body and brain reacted, sending data to Alejandra’s devices without bothering to notify him. Every twenty minutes she called for a short break, and every hour she brought him water or a cup of coffee—she decided which.
Dr. S was two steps into the room when he said, “Knock knock! How’s it going in here?” Alejandra paused the slideshow. The doctor shook Rashad’s hand.
He usually stopped by for a few minutes during each appointment, like a dentist checking on a patient being worked on by a hygienist. Alejandra handed him the tablet. He jabbed and swiped at it, nodding and humming. Finally, he sat beside Rashad and said, “I think we’re ready to start the experiential phase.”
Alejandra’s head turned sharply to look at the doctor, but Dr. S didn’t react. He said to Rashad, “Let me explain what I mean by experiential—it means were finally going to start bypassing the damage.”
The damage. The bullet had destroyed the link between Rashad’s limbic system and his frontal cortex, so that he no longer experienced emotions. But this wasn’t because his body lacked the machinery to create them. His amygdala and thalamus and hypothalamus continued to churn away, sending hormones coursing through his bloodstream, and his body responded: his pupils dilated and contracted, his heart raced and slowed. But these effects didn’t spark pain or bring him pleasure. He might as well have been reading about them on Alejandra’s tablet, each abrupt increase in his heartbeat another spike on a graph, each microburst of perspiration a data point. His body was throwing up indicators of a brain that had entered a particular state. But pain, pleasure? Those were things that didn’t exist without a consciousness to perceive them.
His lack of emotions didn’t turn him into a hyper-rational Mr. Spock; just the opposite. He’d become a tourist wandering through a foreign city where every street looked the same. When he was presented with the cards, a thought would come to him: pick the yellow X. But the thought had no weight, no rightness to it. The next thought came: pick the red circle. But that thought, too, was another soap bubble, easily popped.
It wasn’t that logic had become inaccessible. He could grind his way through a puzzle, he could solve math problems. But even with simple questions—what’s twelve times twelve?—when the answer arrived it seemed to tiptoe into the room, apologizing. He doubted its veracity. Nothing rang true.
Dr. S told him they were training his implant to pass the messages from the limbic system to the part of his brain that made decisions. “The DBI’s a black box—signals come in one side, and leave the other, getting reinforced or weakened in the middle. Or at least they will—nothing’s coming out the other side yet. All we’ve been doing so far is training the system.”
“He understands neural networks,” Alejandra said.
In the field, the SHEP’s AI was always learning from Rashad, recording which path he took through an environment, noting which shots he took and which he avoided, trying to become a better helper. The DBI was simply an artificial neural networked planted inside his own broken one—one trying to become more like Rashad. The images weren’t merely pictures: they were triggers for a host of emotions and concepts and memories already primed in Rashad’s brain.
“What’s the algorithm?” he asked. “How does it decide which signals to strengthen?”
Dr. S’s eyebrows raised—a signal of surprise. Alejandra tilted her head. That gesture, however, was opaque to him.
“A great question,” the doctor said. “It starts with your body.” He talked about somatic markers, the residue of previous decisions by which the body felt its way to a new choice. “We monitor your heart rate, your oxygen levels, your galvanic skin resistance—everything we can think of—and of course the activity itself recorded by your implant.
“We try to match it to the firehouse of data coming through the DBI. Say that we’ve just shown you a picture of a puppy, that seems like it would be a positive emotional response, yes? So we assign a value to that moment of input and tag it.”
They’re guessing, Rashad thought. And then another thought came: They must know what they’re doing. Then: They’re guessing.
“Perhaps a picture of an attractive person makes your eyes dilate,” the doctor said. “Male or female, we’ll tag!” He chuckled, and Alejandra looked away. Was she embarrassed? Rashad couldn’t tell.
“Who decides what to tag?” Rashad asked. “You? Alejandra?”
“No, no. Well, yes. We have software that makes all the initial associations and applies a rudimentary score, based on data we’ve gotten from several hundred volunteers who’ve watched the same slides. Alejandra reviews the data entering your DBI, and can make corrections where necessary, based on your own history and known preferences.”
He thought, They know my history. But of course they did. His medical records would be on file: every detail from before the injury and from the aftermath, his diet of antibiotics and opioids, maybe even his psychologist’s therapy notes. For all he knew, both of them had gone back and read his evaluations from boot camp through deployment.
He wondered, idly, what Alejandra thought of him. Was she upset by what he’d done in the J&K? He tried to replay her reactions to him, but it was like watching a movie without sound.
“Rashad? Rashad.” The doctor was waiting for his response. “Are we good to go?”
Alejandra said, “You can’t ask him that. And in my opinion—”
“Yes, sir,” Rashad said.
“Excellent.” And then Dr. S was gone. Rashad turned back to the screen, ready to resume the slides.
Alejandra touched his arm to get his attention. “Do you have a therapist?”
That was an odd question. “No,” he said. “Not anymore.” For a few months after he was discharged from the hospital he met with a psychiatrist, but the sessions went nowhere.
“I’ll talk to your brother,” she said. “He should get you an appointment before next week.”
“Why?”
“You’re going to start feeling things.”
☼
 
Pierce died first. He was a Black cowboy from Montana, a thing Rashad hadn’t known existed. Pierce said the mountains above Tartuk reminded him of home. They were severe and snow-capped, but the valley was alive with burbling creeks, lush trees, brilliant flowers, emerald fields. In this terraced village, every narrow street switched back to reveal another row of stone houses, another bridge, another burst of green. Another shooting gallery.
Jumma and Kashmir was the only Indian state with a majority Muslim population, a former “princely state” caught in the middle of the Indo-Pakistani war of 1948. Eighty years after partition, it was where the two countries worked out their issues while deciding whether to nuke each other. Pakistan-backed LeT insurgents fought the Indian army and sniped at the police, the police arrested and interrogated secessionists, secessionists bombed police stations. And the Marines, as Pierce liked to say, were the filling in the shit sandwich.
Tartuk had been “secured” a month ago—insurgents pushed out, IEDs cleared—but since the town sat only 2.2 kilometers from the LOC, Bravo Company remained, keeping the peace, winning hearts and minds, etcetera, though everyone knew the area could turn hot at any moment. The civilians, like civilians do, insisted on staying in their homes, tending to their fields, sending their children to school. When the squad went on patrol, old men wearing long robes and Adidas running shoes watched from doorsteps. Schoolboys in blue shirts and red ties flowed around the Marines, laughing. One morning a ten-year-old girl in an orange headscarf skipped up to the squad and patted the SHEP, chattering to it in Balti.
“I don’t get it,” Rashad said after she left. “Why do their parents let them stay here? They gotta have relatives somewhere south of here.”
“It may be a shit sandwich,” Pierce said, “but it’s their—”
His head jerked back. Only then did Rashad register the crack of a rifle shot. Pierce collapsed to the ground.
Rashad was only six feet behind him, leading the SHEP on its string. The wire was low-tech, hardly more than a fishing line, stretched between Rashad’s belt and the SHEP. Rashad stopped, stunned, and the SHEP halted with him. The squad was on a steep gravel street, the stone houses rising up on each side of them.
Sergeant Conseco, their squad leader, shouted commands, and the rest of the squad flattened onto walls or ducked into doorways. They were in a stone chute, very little cover. Rashad sprinted forward, still wired to the SHEP. The vehicle detected the angle and intensity of the pull and followed at the same speed, engine whining.
Rashad reached Pierce and knelt. Pierce looked up at him, his mouth working, but making no sound. His throat was awash in blood. A roar of gunfire, and the stone next to Rashad’s head exploded in dust. The sniper had switched to full auto. Someone, one of the squad, cried out. Wounded, not killed.
Conseco yelled, “Northwest, up high! Find that fucker.” Despite the loudness of her voice, she sounded calm.
Rashad yanked the wire out of his harness and let it retract into the SHEP. He tapped his throat mic and said, “SHEP. Go two meters in front of me.” His voice was shaking. “Park at forty-five degrees to road. Scan for targets.” The robot lurched forward, swung around Rashad, and jolted to a stop. The .50 cal unlocked and began to swivel.
Suddenly Conseco was beside him. “I’ve got Pierce. I need eyes, okay?”
“Eyes. Yes, sir!” Rashad scrambled to uncover the screen wrapped around his arm, silently yelling at himself. Why the fuck hadn’t he had the drones in the air at the start of patrol? (Because it drained the batteries and that wasn’t SOP.) Why didn’t he at least have the tablet on? (Again, not SOP.) Why didn’t he see this coming? (Because because because.)
The screen filled with four windows streaming from the SHEP’s cameras and LIDAR. Immediately, a target popped up, outlined in red. A figure in a window, not thirty feet ahead. The palm switch in his right glove tingled. He declined the shot—the target wasn’t in the direction of the sniper.
He opened his hip pocket and extracted the black hornet. The drone was just four inches long, painted matte black. He toggled the switch and the rotors spun, tugging to get out of his grip. He tossed it into the air and it zipped away. Ten seconds later he launched the second hornet.
Sergeant Conseco had pulled off Pierce’s tactical vest. Blood soaked her hands and arms. Pierce was looking past her shoulder at Rashad, his lips were no longer moving.
“Hey man,” Rashad said. “Don’t worry. Don’t worry.”
“Eyes,” Conseco said.
Rashad swiped at the tablet, bringing up the hornet cameras. The drones were already twenty meters overhead, where they could not be heard and were practically invisible. He could see himself, and Pierce and Conseco, all huddled in the shadow of the SHEP. The other squaddies were arrayed along the street, guns up, but holding fire. He sent one hornet zooming back along the way the squad had come, to guard their rear. He flung the other northwest, where Conseco had guessed the shot had come from.
Somewhere, hiding in one of the gray buildings above them, was a sniper.
Everyone in the squad seemed to be shouting at once into the coms. Rashad tuned them out. He had a talent for concentration, a gift for leaving his own body behind while he saw to the needs of his machines. The hornets weren’t as smart as the SHEP, but they were semi-autonomous and programmed for combat semantics. He didn’t control them. He asked them to hunt, and when they reached the waypoints he’d set and found no target, they followed their own programming and entered a search pattern.
It was the rear-flying hornet that barked first, flashing red on his screen. A human figure, splayed on the roof of building 31, pointing a long gun. Sergeant Conseco had been mistaken—the sniper was directly behind them. The parked SHEP provided no cover.
Rashad’s eyes were on the screen when the muzzle flashed. Two feet behind him, Sergeant Conseco died.
☼
 
Three weeks after he’d started the experiential phase of treatment, Marisa found him standing in front of his closet again. “Do you need some help?” she asked.
The closet contained almost everything he owned here in California: half a dozen boxes from the apartment he’d lived in before enlistment, a few sets of clothes and two pairs of shoes Leo and Marisa had picked out from when he’d been discharged. The remains of his childhood—his high school yearbooks and basketball trophies and science fair projects—waited for him in his parents’ garage in Arizona.
“Here,” she said. “Let me pick something.”
“I’m fine,” he said. “I can do it.”
The words came out sharp. He immediately apologized—and now there were tears in her eyes. He apologized again but now she was smiling at him despite the tears. She hugged him and said, “Hey there, Rashad.”
He was so confused.
“I don’t know why you put up with me,” he said. “If you want me to leave, I can—”
“No! You’re family.” She rubbed his arm. “We’re just glad you’re here with us.” She said this so gravely that he sensed he was missing something.
“Thank you,” he said, to fill the silence.
“Now, you go to it.” She closed the door behind her.
He gazed at the stack of boxes. An uneasy feeling rolled through him, and he almost walked out of the bedroom. Since the new phase had begun, he’d been sleeping poorly. He’d wake up feeling as if the ceiling were closing in. Watching TV with Leo and Marisa made him feel restless, and he’d go out to the backyard to pace. Some food tasted better, but some of it much, much worse.
But mostly he felt the same as before. He went where he was told. He wore the clothes that were set out for him. And he went to his appointments in Berkeley. He didn’t know why, on this afternoon, while Leo was at work, that he suddenly wanted to find the thing he’d hidden.
He took down the top box. Inside sat his old gaming console in a nest of cables. He opened the next box, and the next. Then he found a steel lock box hardly larger than a shoe box.
He stared at it, his breath was coming high in his chest. His thumb ran across the combination lock, turned the wheel. The combination was his enlistment date—his second birthday.
The pistol lay swaddled in oil cloth. A fully loaded magazine lay beside it. He picked up the weapon with one hand, opened the cloth with the other. The gun was larger than he remembered. Heavier.
During his first leave, between boot camp in San Diego and deployment, he’d missed his sidearm—of course he hadn’t been allowed to leave the base with it. He drove to a gun shop on Pacific Ave. and chose a Glock 19M, the civilian twin to the M007 he’d been issued. He drove immediately to a firing range, and the first time he pulled the trigger, he thought of the Rifleman’s Creed, which his drill sergeant had made him memorize: There are many like it, but this one is mine.
He’d never told Leo about the gun. He knew Marisa would never stand for a weapon in the house.
Finally, he slipped his hand around the grip, his finger straight along the trigger guard. The safety was on. He pulled back the slide. There was no shell in the chamber.
He could load the gun or leave it empty.
☼
 
Pierce was dead. Conseco was dead. And the sniper was still on the roof, with half the squad still within his field of fire.
Rashad threw himself against a wall and shouted “SHEP!” into his throat mic. “Building 31, go, go, go!”
The AI understood the sentence. Building 31: a known entity on its map, photographed and tagged months ago by drone. Triple-go: proceed at top speed. The robot spun in a tight circle, then charged down the steep road that Rashad had trained it to navigate.
Rashad swiped at his wrap and brought up the hornet’s stream side-by-side with the SHEP’s. The drone circled feet above the roof, close enough to show the sniper’s eyes, the silver snaps on his blue windbreaker, the white laces of his black sneakers. The gunman was on his feet now, holding his rifle with one hand, looking down at the robot charging toward him at forty miles per hour.
The shooter pivoted toward the far end of the roof, where a trap door lay open. He was going to go down into the house.
The SHEP reached the bottom of the steep road, spun around a low stone wall. Building 31 was a cement house, one large door in front, and two open windows. The .50 caliber swung to cover the edge of the roofline, but there was no angle for a shot.
“Grenade,” Rashad said. “The window to the right of the door.” The window lit up with a red outline. Rashad’s glove vibrated and he closed his fist: Yes. The grenade flew through the opening, thunked against an inner wall, and exploded with a bang that would have deafened him if he’d been there in person.
He sent the SHEP hurtling into the front entrance. The door seemed to vanish in front of the camera. The room was full of smoke. The SHEP, however, quickly identified heat signatures. Three red outlines popped up, and the glove seemed to be shaking itself from his hand. He made a fist. Yes. The gun erupted. Yes.
Another figure appeared at the edge of the screen. The SHEP’s M2 was already spinning to face the threat. More red outlines.
Yes and Yes and Yes and Yes and Yes and Yes and Yes.
☼
 
Alejandra dealt three cards: blue square, yellow X, orange rectangle. He touched the blue square, and she made a note on her tablet. Then she dealt three more: yellow X, red circle, and another blue square. He understood, now, that these were arbitrary choices. What she was measuring was probably not what he chose, but the speed of his decision-making, or perhaps the level of stress in making the choice. Even so, he was reluctant to choose the blue square again, so he tapped the red circle.
After a few rounds of cards, Alejandra set up the slideshow. She moved unhurriedly, projecting an aura of quiet he was reluctant to disturb. He wondered again what she thought of him. It alarmed him how desperately he wanted her to like him.
At the break after the first twenty-minute round of slides, she asked, “Have you scheduled a therapist yet?” It had been a month since they began the experiential phase.
He felt heat in his cheeks. So she still thought of him as a patient. “No, there’s a waiting list. The VA says they’ll call me.”
“So you haven’t gotten any meds either?”
“No.”
“Damn it,” she said, almost under her breath. He’d never seen her express annoyance—or else he’d missed it.
“I’m sorry,” he said. “I’ll ask Leo to call again.”
“It’s not you. This should be part of the treatment. I told him—” She stopped herself. Him—Dr. Subramanian. The past several appointments, he’d not made an appearance. Alejandra had said that he was traveling. “I’ll make some calls,” she said.
“You don’t have to do that.”
“Your brother said you’re not sleeping.”
Leo talked to her? Behind his back?
“It’s okay,” Alejandra said. She was watching him with those dark eyes. She didn’t need a tablet to read him. “He’s worried about you.”
“I’m fine.” This was a lie. Sometimes he burst into tears for no reason. His body had developed strange aches. A sharp noise could make him jump out of his skin.
“Are you having suicidal thoughts?”
“No.” Another lie. Had he taken too long to answer? He wasn’t sure she believed him. What had Leo told her?
“It wouldn’t be unusual if those thoughts came back,” she said. “You haven’t been able to feel them for some time. If you want, I can turn down the signals from the DBI. Ease you back down.”
“You can do that?” Then: “I don’t want to be like before.”
“Not all the way off, just less . . . volume. Until you have a therapist. It would give you space to deal with what happened to you in India.”
So. She had read his file. Shame tightened his chest.
“I don’t know everything that happened there,” she said. “But I do know that they put you in a position where you had little choice about what to do. They trained you to fight, then put you in the line of fire. Then they gave you tools that made it easy for you to do what they wanted you to do.”
“You’re just describing how the military works.” His throat was tight.
“I’m saying you’re not completely responsible. Your options, your degrees of freedom, were restricted by so many things—the rules of engagement, the environment, the ATLAS targeting system—”
“No. I’m responsible.” He was surprised at how harsh he sounded. “I’m the man in the loop. The SHEP is just another weapon, like a rifle.” He was processing so much information. She knew about ATLAS too? Did she have security clearance? Who had she talked to?
“ATLAS is much more than a rifle,” she said. “It was designed to make it easy to pull the trigger. It’s called automation bias. They wanted a system where it would be easier for a soldier to follow a suggestion rather than—”
“I’m not a soldier,” Rashad said. “I’m a Marine.”
Alejandra stopped, blinked. She was embarrassed, he realized. Maybe the DBI was making it easier for him to read expressions, too.
“I’m sorry,” she said. “I know you’re not Army. I didn’t mean to offend you.”
“I’m not offended,” he said. “But a Marine—making hard choices while under fire is what we’re trained for. A machine can’t do that. Robots make bad Marines.” That was something his instructor at special operations school liked to say.
Alejandra thought for a moment. “If you could go back in time, knowing what you know now, would you stop yourself from doing what you did?”
“You mean, take away my free will?”
Her face froze. He’d intended to make her smile, but somehow he’d said it wrong.
“Here’s what I would do,” Rashad said. “I’d go back in time and take away the sniper’s free will to shoot at me. I’d kill him before he entered that house full of people and climbed to the roof.”
“That would be the right thing to do? You have no doubt?” It was almost as if she were asking permission.
“No doubt.” They both seemed surprised by his certainty. Decisiveness had crept back into this thinking.
They resumed the slides. Blue square. Puppy. Yellow X. Pistol. Yellow X. Sailboat. Once it had been almost relaxing to sit through the cascade of images, but now he felt as if he were riding the bow of a SURC in heavy surf. By the end of the final series he was sweating, nauseated. He turned away from her, flipped up his eye patch, rubbed away the sweat. He didn’t want her to see the wound.
She brought him water. They chatted about the recent heatwave. And then she said, “I have something to tell you.”
He could hear the edge in her voice.
“Dr. Subramanian’s taken a position back east,” she said. “Cornell’s opening a new neuroscience lab and he’ll head it.”
Rashad couldn’t speak for a long moment. “And you? You’re going with him?”
“In a few weeks. I need to finish my work with him, to get my Ph.D.”
The room seemed to shift. It was the strongest, most piercing emotion he’d felt since the bullet. Had the DBI’s neural network strengthened the signal as it passed through? Or shit, weakened it?
Finally, he said, “So you have no choice.” Another failed attempt at a joke.
“There are good neurologists here,” she said. “They’ll continue to see you, and they know the protocols. You’re not being abandoned.”
It didn’t feel that way. “Don’t let them turn down the volume,” he said. “Please. The implant’s working.”
“I can’t promise you. Your brother wants to end treatment.”
Another blow. They were coming too fast now, getting past his guard. He said, “Leo can’t do that.”
“He’s your legal guardian. He has medical power of attorney. If he wants to end treatment, I can’t stop him.” She touched his hand. She’d never done that before. “But I’ll try to convince him to keep you in treatment.”
“The DBI stays on,” he said. “My choice.”
☼
 
The night after Pierce and Conseco died, Rashad kept his shit together by staying busy and focusing on the next day’s mission. He did not break down when he was ordered to visit the family of the people who’d been in Building 31. He made his apology and the company captain paid the survivors 100,000 rupees, which came out to about $1,100 US per victim. One old man, four women, and three children. The surviving brother claimed they weren’t secessionists and didn’t know the sniper. Through the translator he said, “When they tell you they’re coming into your home, you have no choice but to let them in.”
Rashad projected calm when the squad rotated out of Tartuk, said he was happy to spend the next four weeks in the relative safety of Srinagar while they waited to return to Camp Pendleton.
The SHEP never left Tartuk; it was passed to another squad staying in the village. But the robot had already taught him what he needed to understand, just as the Rifleman’s Creed had promised. My rifle is human, even as I, because it is my life. Thus, I will learn it as a brother. Once they reached stateside there’d be no more open carry; his sidearm and rifle would stay in the armory when he wasn’t on the shooting range.
So. It would have to be here, in the barracks in Srinagar.
He’d heard about jumpers from the Golden Gate, who changed their minds between the bridge and the water. He wasn’t that kind of person. His mind was made up.
His body, however, betrayed him. When he awoke in the hospital, he realized that his hand must have shifted, or his head pulled back. Some subconscious reflex. The bullet entered at an oblique angle and exited without killing him. By then, however, the failure didn’t bother him.
☼
 
Leo and Marisa were arguing. Rashad could hear them from his bedroom. For the past few weeks he’d chosen to spend most of his time here. He was no longer interested in watching Leo and Marisa’s TV shows, eating the meals they prepared. He came out to microwave his own food and take a shit and sometimes, when they were asleep, pace the circle of the living room, kitchen, and dining room. He left the house only for his regular appointments with Alejandra. He’d refused to visit the therapist she’d found for him. He needed isolation and quiet for the work he was doing.
The arguing stopped and then they knocked at his door. Kept knocking. He let them in. They stood over him as he sat on the bed, hands on knees. He hated himself for putting them through all this. They were good people.
“Dude,” Leo said. “This isn’t working. You can see it’s not working, right?” He described Rashad’s various behaviors over the past few weeks, as if Rashad wasn’t aware of them.
“I can leave,” he said.
“That’s not what we’re saying!” Marisa said.
Leo said, “We just have to talk to Alejandra before she bails on you. There’s something wrong with the implant. The way you’re feeling, this isn’t you.”
“You’re wrong,” Rashad said. “This is finally me.” He could feel the DBI working, like a cave tunnel widening day by day, letting through more and more water. “I can’t go back to what I was before.”
“That’s the implant telling you that,” Leo said.
And Rashad thought, What part of your subconscious is making you say that? Whether the subsystem was mechanical or biological made no difference.
“When we go in tomorrow,” Leo said, “I’m going to tell them to turn that thing off.”
“That’s not what I agreed to,” Marisa said hotly.
Rashad was surprised they weren’t on the same page. He’d thought they’d been arguing about how to confront him, not what to say.
Marisa said, “Numbness isn’t the answer.”
“Thank you,” Rashad said. “I have to—” His voice broke. How could he explain that he wanted this pain? That he believed in it. He’d turned the bedroom into a kind of arena—Rashad Before Bullet versus Rashad After—and he didn’t want to shrink from those blows. It would be immoral to not feel that pain. What kind of coward would he be if now, after finally regaining the ability to regret what he’d done, he refused to face it? “I have to take responsibility.”
“You did what you had to do,” Leo said.
“I’m not saying you shouldn’t take responsibility,” Marisa said. She knelt so that she and Rashad were eye to eye. “I’m saying you don’t have to keep beating yourself up about it.”
“Yeah, I do,” Rashad answered. “That’s the point.”
“You can ask God for forgiveness.”
Leo groaned. “Can we keep this on track?”
“Why would I do that?” Rashad said to her. “So I can feel better?” He shook his head. “I’m not going to shrug this off. I’m not going to move on, now that I have a second chance.” The bullet that had meant to be his punishment had robbed him of it.
“Please,” Marisa said. “It’s not so hard. You can ask Jesus to come into your heart.”
“Definitely not.” No more intercessors, strengthening some signals of forgiveness, dampening remorse. “My heart,” he said, “is crowded enough.”
☼
 
“Pick a card,” Alejandra said. “Any card.”
Yellow X. Red circle. Green triangle.
“Why are we doing this?”
“Humor me. One final exam.”
“More data for your dissertation.” It was a mean thing to say. He tapped the green triangle.
She put the card away and said, “Okay, pick a card.”
“You’re not going to replace the card?”
“No.”
That annoyed him, this change in the rules. Wouldn’t this mess up her results? He looked at the red circle, then the yellow X. He suspected she wanted him to choose that second card, and he didn’t appreciate being manipulated. He tapped the red circle.
She removed the circle and dealt a new card. Blue square. He quickly tapped it. She took it away and dealt the circle again.
“Oh come on,” he said.
“Pick a card,” she said.
“You want me to pick the yellow X. Why?”
“Pick whichever you want.”
He flicked the red circle toward her and it slid off the table. Immediately, he felt like a dick. She calmly retrieved the card and dealt a new one from the deck.
A yellow X. Two of them on the table now, side by side.
“Pick a card,” she said.
He couldn’t remember a time where there’d been a pair of matching cards on the table. Was this some new requirement phoned in by Dr. S? Or maybe she was going rogue, defying the doctor’s orders. There’d always been a tension between those two, a struggle for power—the grad student chafing under the control of the mentor. In the early appointments, he didn’t have the emotional equipment to figure out their relationship. But now the DBI floodgates were open. Everything his back-brain had noticed and reacted to was available to him now. He could make any decision he wanted—including the decision to not participate.
“I’m done,” he said.
“Please, Rashad. Pick a card.”
“There’s no choice. They’re the same.”
“Think of them as right and left. Which do you choose?”
“There’s no point. You’re leaving.”
“All right,” she said evenly. “Do you want to sit down?”
He realized that in his anger he’d stood up. He was looming over the table, his heart beating fast.
“Can you put those away?” he asked. The pair of X’s looked like the eyes of a cartoon corpse.
“Could you pass them to me?” she replied.
Fuck you. Immediately, he felt childish—but still didn’t want to give in. “They’re right in front of you.”
Suddenly, she looked sad. No, sad was too broad a word—there were more fine-grained descriptors for what he saw in her face. Resignation? Regret? Then she swept the cards toward her, and when she looked up at him again she was assessing him. She’d learned something new about him, he realized. By calling a halt to the test, he’d continued the test.
This unnerved him. He unclenched his hands. Took his seat. He couldn’t look directly at her. He could see that her hand still held the deck of cards.
“I know you’re going through a rough time,” she said. “But I want you to hold on. You can call me anytime. I’ll do anything in my power to help you.”
Except stay.
“There’s something else.” There it was again, the same hesitancy as when she told him she was leaving. He understood now that the assuredness he’d seen in her in those first appointments was a kind of uniform she put on. He’d done that himself, many times. “I need to tell you about a part of the treatment.”
“Okay . . .”
“We had to decide on some images as controls—we hardcoded some to a set value. For example, some images always have an output of a positive value.”
“Puppies? All those pictures of dogs?”
“It wasn’t that, but yes, something like that.”
“Without telling me.” He couldn’t keep the anger out of his voice.
“I’m sorry.” Her voice had gone soft. “It wouldn’t be a control if we told you. And we also chose one to be a negative value. Something’s that’s always aversive. Something you’d avoid at all costs—even if later you had to make up a story for why you chose what you did.”
Her hand still lay on the deck. And then he understood. His chest tightened. “Yellow X.”
“You’ve never chosen it. Not once. At first, you couldn’t choose any card. But then we turned on the DBI, and we made it difficult for you to choose that card—and then impossible.”
“You can’t know that. I could have chosen it.”
“Yet you never did.”
“Deal the cards.”
“Are you sure you want to do this?”
“Do it.”
She shuffled through the deck, chose three, and laid them out. Green rectangle. Red circle. Yellow X.
She watched him. As soon as he chose, she’d record it in her tablet, and that would be their final interaction. Tomorrow she’d fly across the country to join Dr. Subramanian. They’d make their careers off of his injury, his handicap, his crimes.
He was tired of being data. He knew which card he’d choose, but that didn’t mean he’d have to share it with her.
“Sorry, Alejandra.” He stood up. “You don’t get to know.”
☼
 
The gun sat inside the open box. He felt queasy looking at the gleaming metal, as if the weight of it bowed the floor, drawing the walls toward him.
You did what you had to do. Bullshit, of course. Yes, in the final moments he was part of an unstoppable chain reaction. Neurons fired, his fist closed, the palm switch activated, the SHEP’s gun discharged, bullets followed the path decided by physics. But that didn’t mean he could deny the series of choices he’d made to that point. He chose to enlist. He chose to go to systems operation school. He chose to send the SHEP into that home. The women and children in that house were simply the last dominoes to fall in a sequence he had initiated years ago. Maybe Alejandra was right, and ATLAS had been rigged for Yes, designed to take the burden from his shoulders—it was right there in its name, for Christ’s sake. But none of that absolved him.
He knew what sin was. And he didn’t want to believe in a world where sinners escaped justice.
He reached into the box. His hand was shaking. Coward, he thought. He grunted and forced his hand around the grip.
It was as if he’d stepped off a precipice, plummeting through air, the water rushing to meet him. The gun fell from his hand. He scrambled to his feet and stumbled to the bathroom. Emptied his stomach into the toilet.
He sat on the floor, sweating, his arms trembling.
Leo heard the noise. He came into the bathroom, knelt beside him. “What’s the matter? Is it the implant?”
Rashad couldn’t speak. Images flashed behind his eyelids. Yellow X. Pistol. Yellow X. He heard Alejandra’s voice: I’ll do anything in my power to help you.
Leo put his hand on Rashad’s back. “I’m here for you, bro. I’ve been so worried about you. Just tell me what you need.”
It wasn’t what Rashad needed that was important, it was what he wanted—and that had changed the moment he touched the gun. He’d never been so sure of anything in his life.
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THE LAST THING Rufus could recall his brother Linus doing was swimming laps, in the aquatic center twenty minutes’ walk from his apartment in West Ryde. Rufus hadn’t been near a pool in years, but he booked a lane, went to the center and climbed, shivering, down into the water.
He floundered at first, thrashing about, getting the acrid, chlorinated water up his nose. Then Linus’s memories took over, and Rufus found himself gliding along, if not effortlessly, at least competently. The sound of children shouting in the paddling pool, coming and going as he turned his head to breathe, anchored him with its familiarity, and whenever his technique began to falter he managed to think back to some moment when Linus had corrected a similar flaw in his own stroke.
Linus had completed his usual twenty laps. Rufus settled for eight; his lungs and limbs should have been in good enough shape from his running and weights, but his shoulders were protesting and his breathing was growing labored. He climbed out and went looking for his towel, chilly again, pondering the dissonance between his own mixture of pride in this mildly uncomfortable achievement, and Linus’s memory of emerging from the water, far more invigorated and physically at ease, but too accustomed to that for it to mean much.
He dried himself and pulled on his T-shirt, then sat on the lowest tier of the spectators’ benches, watching the other swimmers for a while. After a few minutes he noticed a woman approaching, goggles on her forehead, arms still dripping, frowning at him uncertainly.
“Linus?”
Rufus shook his head. “I’m his brother.” He recognized the woman: Beth, a regular in the same time slot, whom Linus had chatted with now and then.
She laughed with surprise and came closer, and they introduced themselves. “Linus never told me he had a twin! Do you live nearby?”
“No, I just flew in from Adelaide.”
“Oh, it must be nice to catch up.” She looked back toward the water. “Is he still going? I can’t see which lane he’s in.”
“I didn’t come here with Linus,” Rufus replied. “Actually, he hasn’t been in touch for a while.”
Beth digested that. “You’re looking for him?”
“Yes.”
She thought for a moment. “The last time I saw him here was Thursday.”
That was the last session Rufus remembered. “Did you speak to him?” he asked, though he believed he knew the answer.
“No,” she confirmed. “I just saw him getting out of the pool.” She hovered, concerned, clearly struggling to think of something more tangible she could offer. “If I see him, should I tell him to call you?”
“That would be great, thank you.”
“I’m sure he’s fine.”
Rufus nodded and smiled, and she departed.
Even if Linus had dropped this part of his routine at the same time as he’d stopped sharing his memories, that didn’t necessarily mean he’d come to harm. But it did suggest that he hadn’t merely decided to pull the plug and then continue with his life as if nothing had changed.
Rufus returned to Linus’s apartment. He knocked a few times, then tried Linus’s phone again, listening in vain for any hint of the ringtone coming through the walls. Either it was on silent, or it was somewhere else entirely—and there really was no reason to think that Linus was lying comatose on the floor. He couldn’t go to the police with nothing but the fact that a healthy twenty-four-year-old man didn’t seem to be at home, and had had no contact with his brothers for five days.
As he headed down to the railway station, he set up a group call with Caius in Bonn and Silus in London.
“Any news?” Caius asked.
“It looks like he hasn’t been to the pool since Thursday.” Rufus felt strange conversing this way, but their usual mode of interaction didn’t make for a speedy exchange of information.
“You need to get into his apartment,” Silus insisted.
“How?” However many memories they had of Linus opening the door and walking straight in, the biometric lock wasn’t so shoddy as to succumb to either their shared knowledge or their shared DNA.
“Break a window,” Caius suggested. “Quietly.”
“Yeah, thanks for that last bit.” The apartment had no alarm system, and the building wasn’t known for its late-night parties; by midnight, the chance of him encountering any neighbors coming or going would be minimal. “I’ll buy a glass cutter,” he decided, talking over Silus who’d just come up with the same idea.
“I’ll call back if I find something,” Rufus said. “But if I end up in prison, I’m going to expect both of you to start pulling your weight and having a lot more fun.”
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When Rufus had bought the tools he needed, he got a pizza and took it to his hotel room, then he lay on the bed and passed the time watching the same shows as he would have streamed at home: a couple of comedies, a police procedural, a supernatural thriller, a psychological drama. He hadn’t much liked Louisiana Nights at first, but recalling Linus mulling over his own memories of the first few episodes had really turned him around, and anticipating Caius’s groans and eye rolls did nothing to change his mind.
Around eleven o’clock, he left and caught a train to West Ryde. When he reached the apartment his nerve almost failed him, but then he convinced himself that if a neighbor showed up he could probably bluff his way through the encounter by pretending to be the rightful occupant, wielding a desperate solution to a malfunctioning lock. Linus hadn’t had much contact with anyone in the building, but he’d been there long enough for the people on either side to know his face.
Rufus attached a suction-cupped handle to the kitchen window and started rolling the cutting wheel along the edge of the pane, oiling it to silence its squeaking, feeling like a jewel thief from a heist comedy transplanted into some kind of weird suburban melodrama. He’d tried Linus’s phone again while he was on the train, but hadn’t risked waking the neighbors by knocking, so it was entirely possible he was about to blunder in and find his brother, safe and well, in bed with someone whose intimacies he’d had no wish to share.
The square of glass came free; Rufus set it down on the balcony, lifted out the insect screen, placed a bath towel over the remaining sharp edges, and then climbed through the curtains onto the kitchen sink.
He pulled out his phone to light up the scene. The kitchen looked completely bare, and the refrigerator stood with its door ajar, unplugged and empty.
When he got down off the sink and tried the light switch, it confirmed that the power had been disconnected. Linus wasn’t lying dead in an alley; he’d simply moved out of the apartment.
A fraternal corpse was the last thing Rufus had been hoping for, but robbed of the potential exculpatory gravitas, he suddenly felt ten times more embarrassed at the prospect of being caught. He quickly opened the front door and brought the excised pane inside, pretty sure that the deglazed window itself would attract no attention from a casual passerby.
He moved from room to room, checking the landlord’s furniture for anything Linus might have left in a drawer or a cupboard. It was strange to see bare plywood where he was accustomed to recalling socks or stationery, and however presumptuous it would be to feel as shocked as if he’d come home to his own place and found it burgled, he couldn’t deny the skin-prickling sense that a sudden change had been wrought on things he’d always thought of as lying fixed beneath his gaze.
Linus had left no possessions behind, let alone any revelatory clues. If he’d wanted out, why hadn’t he just said so? Rufus couldn’t deny that the loss would have been painful, but he did not believe that any of them would have stood in his way.
Then again, if he hadn’t even known what Linus was planning, how much were his predictions of his other siblings worth?
Rufus booked a glazier to come and repair the window in the morning, charging everything to his credit card; the landlord was sure to discover the whole story eventually, but restoring the damage as swiftly as possible seemed like an honorable compromise that would probably keep him out of court.
He called the others as he walked to the train station, and described what he’d seen.
“If he doesn’t want to be found,” Caius said, “then I don’t know what else we can do.”
“Hire a private investigator?” Silus proposed.
“That could make things worse,” Rufus replied. “If he wanted to get away from us, and we start chasing after him, it isn’t going to help.”
“Why would he throw away four weeks’ rent by moving out without giving notice?” Silus protested. “And even if he felt like he had to act on the spur of the moment—at the very same time as he decided to pull the plug on us—don’t you think that sounds as if someone pressured him into it?”
Rufus could feel his memories of Caius agreeing with Caius, those of Silus agreeing with Silus. His memories of Linus stayed silent on the matter, just gliding through the water, content with the rhythm of his stroke.
“I’m tired,” he said. “Let me look into some options in the morning.”
Back at the hotel, Rufus undressed and crawled into bed, almost tempted to switch off the link himself. He could understand Linus doing that if they’d been badgering him, ganging up against him, trying to control his life. But no one had filled his head with reproach or disapproval; they’d accepted him as he was, as they always had.
Rufus dreamed his own dream first: breaking into his father’s prison cell, carrying the glass cutter and a birthday cake. “Shouldn’t you have hidden it in the cake?” his father complained. “What good is it out here in plain sight?”
“It’s not your birthday,” Rufus replied. “None of this is for you.”
As Caius, he hung like a sloth from a power line, inching his way along the live wire, sure that he was safe so long as he remained scrupulously isolated. Urchins down on the ground tossed their shoes at him, but he didn’t flinch. He could smell burning rubber, though: maybe from the shoes, maybe something closer.
Then he was Silus, eight years old again, in their first foster home: the Coopers. He had found a ball of wool, and he was using it to tie the cat’s collar to the dog’s. Mrs. Cooper came in and began denouncing him angrily.
“But they don’t mind,” Silus pointed out. The cat was tentatively licking the dog’s nose, and the dog, so far, was tolerating it.
“That’s the worst part!” Mrs. Cooper raged. “We trained them to fight! They should be fighting!”
The alarm dragged Rufus back to the hotel room. He lay still for a moment, sorting out exactly who and where he was. His expatriate brothers had not yet shared their still-unfinished Tuesday; on the European Monday he now recalled, both of them had tried and failed to make progress on their theses, too distracted by their worries about Linus as they’d waited for Rufus to arrive in Sydney and report back. This kind of lag had rarely mattered before, but Rufus found it annoyingly disorienting, now that they were trying to coordinate in real time as well.
As he started to rise, the absence hit him anew. At the back of his mind he’d still been hoping for a miraculous reconnection, but where the signal from Radio Linus should have been there was nothing but dead air.
When he’d showered and eaten breakfast, Rufus sat glumly scrolling through advertisements for investigators. The fact that everyone promised “discretion” only made the whole business seem sleazier. If Linus had found a girlfriend who’d persuaded him to walk away from the shared house of his brothers’ skulls, all power to her; the two of them should be left in peace, not chased down with a telephoto lens as if they were adulterers hiding from jealous spouses.
But . . . persuaded him in the space of a day? As far as Rufus could tell, there’d been no candidate waiting in the wings to take on the role of liberator. Silus was right: the sheer speed with which Linus had cut all his ties with them raised doubts about how freely he’d acted. And if the PI found him blissfully shacked up with some mono-cerebral Juliet after all, the happy couple need be none the wiser. Linus’s brothers could step back and give him space, reassured that he was safe, and hope for invitations to the wedding.
Rufus picked a firm in Lane Cove, reasonably close to Linus’s haunts, and diligently checked the details against the official register. The website offered him an appointment at eleven o’clock, so he steeled himself and prepared to rip away the bandage. Sharing the family’s secrets with a total stranger almost never went smoothly, but if that was what it took to protect their brother, so be it.
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As Rufus entered the waiting room, his phone pinged with a message telling him he’d be seen shortly, and in less than a minute this promise was fulfilled.
“Mr. Bennett? I’m Catherine Leong. Please come through.”
Rufus followed her into her office. She ushered him into a seat, then sat behind the desk and glanced down at a tablet.
“You’re concerned for your brother, but you don’t believe this is a matter the police would be willing to take up?”
“That’s right,” Rufus confirmed. In fact, the firm’s website had stated that it would redirect him to the police if he checked any of a list of potential red flags.
“Why do you think he might be in trouble?” Leong asked.
“He cut off contact with the whole family very suddenly. No arguments, no warnings.”
“He just stopped returning your calls? Since last Thursday?”
“Yes. And it looks like he moved out of his apartment at the same time.”
“Is it possible he just lost his phone,” Leong suggested, “and with the move he’s been too busy to replace it?”
“Not really.” Rufus squirmed inside, unprepared despite all his rehearsals. If this woman was so good at her job, why didn’t she know everything about the family already? But the names had all been redacted from the court files, and no one had paid her to go trawling yet.
Leong paused expectantly, giving him a chance to explain what he meant, but when he remained silent she tried prompting him. “You live in Adelaide, right? So do you meet up in person regularly?”
“Not in person.” Rufus clenched his fists and inhaled slowly. “We have neural links. All four of us. We share each other’s memories. They took us off the boat when we were eight.”
Leong was clearly thrown for a moment, but she retained a professional demeanor. Rufus guessed she was in her early forties, so mid-twenties when the story broke. Unless she’d been living in a cult of her own, she’d know exactly what he was talking about.
“You were born on the Physalia?”
“That’s right.” Rufus had to give her full marks for not only recalling the name, but pronouncing it correctly.
“And you and Linus are quadruplets?”
“Yes. The others are overseas, studying.” No idiotic blather confusing them with “clones.” Rufus’s experience had set the bar low, but he felt entitled to a small celebration at every sensible word that came out of her mouth.
“Forgive me if I’m not clear on exactly how this works,” Leong said. “When you say you share each other’s memories . . . ?”
“We wake up recalling what the other three did,” Rufus replied. “When we sleep, as well as consolidating our own experience into long-term memory, we receive enough data to do the same with the others’. We remember being them, as well as ourselves.”
Leong pondered this. “Does that stretch to everything they planned as well? Everything they imagined?”
Rufus said, “Maybe not everything. I mean, when we were on the boat, Linus used to tell us he was building a castle under the sea—which confused the hell out of me, because I couldn’t even remember him imagining it. But I doubt he could plan something as concrete as cutting his ties and moving home without any of us knowing about it.”
“Okay.” Leong consulted the tablet again. “You’ve said that Linus wasn’t working. Is he on unemployment benefits?”
“No. There was a settlement a few years ago with the organization that ran the Physalia; all the children got some compensation.”
“So you’re independently wealthy?”
Rufus laughed. “More like independently not-quite-starving. It’s a small income stream, not a lump sum. Caius and Silus use theirs to supplement their scholarships while they’re finishing their PhDs; I’m the only one of us with a job, so I pool mine with Linus’s to keep him afloat.”
“What do you do?”
“I’m a high school teacher. Mathematics.”
“And how does Linus pass the time?”
“Swimming,” Rufus replied. “Walking. Reading.”
“What kind of books?”
“Nineteenth century fiction, mostly.”
Leong grimaced. “So what’s his plan? What does he want from life?”
Rufus had no definitive verdict on that, so he confined himself to the facts. “He’s tried to get work in the past. Mostly seasonal, like fruit-picking. But it’s been hard to find for the last few years.”
“Could he be working on a farm right now?”
“I suppose so. But I don’t know why he wouldn’t have told us.”
Leong hesitated. Rufus said, “You can ask me anything, I won’t get angry.”
“Does he share your skills? Yours and your brothers’?”
“Up to a point. I’m sure he could teach my classes, and he probably understands most of the research the others are doing. But if you’re wondering about employment, since he has no formal qualifications he couldn’t just walk into a teaching job, let alone a PhD.”
“What are your brothers studying?”
“Mathematics. Different subfields, but . . . not wildly different.”
“Wasn’t the original idea that you’d all have complementary talents?”
Rufus said, “You’re giving the cult a bit too much credit. The original idea was that we’d form the first layer of building blocks in the construction of a vast, transcendental hive mind.” He couldn’t quite believe he’d just said that, in a mundane office in suburban Lane Cove. “My parents were gullible idiots, caught up in a group delusion with some unscrupulous, mildly tech-savvy nutjobs. The plan wasn’t about giving us a head start getting into Harvard; they thought they were on the verge of conquering the galaxy.”
Leong persisted. “So it gave you no advantages at all?”
“Well, we might have been prodigies early on,” Rufus conceded. “We learned very quickly, if not quite four times as fast, or four times as broadly. We could all speak five languages by the time we were six, but there were a lot of nationalities on the boat, so I’m not sure we would have needed the link for that. In the real world, we were thrown off-balance by the dislocation for the first few years, but we did all get straight As in high school by sharing everything we learned. So we were more like members of a moderately efficient study group than potential cogs in a global superintelligence.”
Leong smiled warily. “You haven’t switched it off, though? After sixteen years?”
“It’s who we are,” Rufus said. “When they tried to wean us off it after the raids we went ballistic, and the psychologists decided to leave it in our hands.”
“I get the sense that you don’t tell many people about it.”
“No.” Rufus knew what she was driving at and decided to spare her any need for delicacy. “We’ve all had relationships with women who had no idea that three other people would remember everything that happened. If that sounds unethical, maybe it is, but full disclosure is a lot to expect of someone if they know it’s either going to ruin their chances or turn them into some kind of . . . novelty.”
Leong nodded slightly, suggesting that none of this even registered on the scale of improprieties she was inured to. “You’d probably know if Linus had commenced a new relationship,” she said. “But what about someone from his past? Could someone have turned up, with enough of a prior connection to persuade him to make a sudden change like this?”
“It’s possible,” Rufus admitted. By Linus’s own assessment every breakup had been final, but it didn’t necessarily follow that he would have turned down a second chance.
“If you could send me a list, that would be helpful.” Leong caught the flicker of unease on his face, and added, “All I’ll tell them is that Linus’s family is concerned for him, and want to know that he’s safe.”
“Sure.”
“What about other people from his past?” Leong wondered. “Your parents . . . ?”
Rufus said, “They won’t get out of prison for at least four more years, and none of us have been in touch with them since the trial.”
“Can you give me a list of his school friends? And anyone else with enough of a history that he might hear them out if they showed up on his doorstep.”
“Okay.”
“Do you have a recent photo?”
“This is four years old, sorry.” He showed her a picture on his phone of Linus standing in a mango orchard, visibly wilting at the end of his first day laboring in the tropical heat. Rufus still felt a secondhand ache in half the muscles of his body every time he smelled the fruit.
Leong accepted a copy via airdrop, then leaned back in her chair. “Those names will be a start, and I can talk to his neighbors as well. But before we move ahead . . . you will have seen the rates on our website. There’s a six-hour minimum, payable in advance, and then each extension will require the same payment. Are you ready to sign up for that?”
Rufus said, “I’ll need to confer with my brothers first.”
For a second, Leong betrayed a hint of discomfort, as if she was afraid that his eyes were about to roll back into his skull while he muttered to himself in three different voices.
Rufus rose from his seat and held up his phone as he headed for the waiting room. “Can you give me two minutes?” he asked. “It’s pretty late in Bonn and London, but I messaged them earlier, so I know they’re waiting for my call.”
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Rufus dreamed that he was Caius, contemplating a lattice of spheres in a space of some unspecified higher dimension, trying to decide if a certain kind of hyperplane lay entirely within the gaps between the spheres, or if it would be forced to intersect some of them. He swung the hyperplane back and forth, agitated, hunting for a solution. But the problem was not purely mathematical; Caius was sure that the answer would determine whether or not the police would be able to prove that he had murdered Linus.
As Silus, Rufus dreamed that he was back on the boat, half-watching their favorite cartoon, half-living inside it. The plucky meerkat Lano had tracked down the villainous hyena, Raggler, to a desolate canyon, where he was holding a litter of baby meerkats hostage.
“Let them go!” Lano demanded angrily. As he approached the cave where his foe lay in wait, his voice echoed from the rock face, but it faded with each reverberation, ending in a plaintive whisper. And though his shadow stretched for ten times his height along the dried riverbed, it remained so slender that it was lost in the vastness of the canyon.
“Let them go!” Lano bellowed. “Don’t make me come and get them!”
Raggler laughed derisively. “Come and get them, will you? You and whose army?”
Silus knew exactly what that line foretold; every time a hapless wrongdoer invoked it, it summoned the same kind of triumphant finale. But as he looked back toward the top of the canyon, there was no meerkat cavalry, no swarm of brotherly solidarity to transform the villain’s taunt into an unwitting prophecy.
And then Rufus dreamed that he was Linus, swimming across the ocean, away from the boat toward the invisible shore. But after a certain number of strokes, anticipating by sheer force of habit the wall at the end of the swimming pool, he curled up, tumbled over in the water, and reversed, back toward the Physalia.
When the alarm went off, Rufus was sure of it: Linus was back. Why else would he have dreamed through his eyes? But as he searched his memories, there was nothing new. The dreams had left a hazy penumbra around the border, but everything still ended on the same Thursday.
With the room still in darkness he cast the blankets aside, then he saw a pale light shine briefly from the skin of his forefinger. He touched it again with his thumbnail, which had dug into it a moment before. The glow returned, then died away as he increased the pressure. The genes that made some of his neurons glow for the benefit of the link weren’t meant to be expressed in his peripheral nervous system, but it happened now and then. He remembered trying to convince a confused bedmate that the fluorescent dye from a nightclub stamp could glow without being bathed in ultraviolet—but he wasn’t sure now if he’d been the one making the argument.
It was his first day back at work after his trip. He’d only been away for a week, but every class was a struggle; the substitute teacher had followed his lesson plans, but as he reviewed the material his students seemed to seize upon any opportunity to disrupt the flow, as if he was a student teacher again and they all smelled blood in the water. Rufus hunted for the ease and self-confidence he’d had in front of the same audience just days before, but he kept finding himself saying something clumsy or misjudged every time he tried to restore the status quo.
In the staff room at lunchtime, Dianne Unger caught him staring at her copy of The Brothers Karamazov.
“Any good?” he asked.
“Wait until I’ve finished it,” she said. “Then I can loan it to you if you like.”
“Thanks.”
In the evening, when he’d finished his usual routine in the gym, he tried swimming a few laps in the pool. But it was a quarter the length of the one Linus was used to, fracturing his rhythm, throwing him off-balance over and over, even when he thought he’d prepared himself for the too-frequent turns.
In the changing room, he checked his phone and saw a message from Catherine Leong: Can you confirm that this is Linus?
The picture below came with metadata stating that it was taken six days ago, in the international terminal at Sydney airport—about an hour before Rufus’s own domestic flight had touched down. Linus was wheeling a suitcase across the carpet, caught in the background of another traveler’s social media snap. He wasn’t facing the camera, but in profile he seemed no more anxious than anyone with a boarding time to meet and a gate to find. Rufus could see no obvious companion, no woman or man who was looking toward Linus with even a trace of interest. If he was eloping, his beloved was off queuing for the toilets. If he was being kidnapped, his abductors had him on a very long leash.
Rufus phoned Leong. “It’s him,” he said. “Do you know what flight he caught?”
“Sorry, no. That’s the only image I could find. From the time stamp it’s most likely he was going to Singapore or Kuala Lumpur, but, well . . . ”
“Yeah.” That ruled out the Americas and the Pacific, but left the entire remainder of the planet. “There’s no way that Linus could afford a ticket himself, though. When he checked his bank balance a fortnight ago, he had thirty-six dollars.”
“You can’t access his current records?” Leong asked, clearly as frustrated by Rufus’s truncated omniscience on all things Linus as he was himself. “Not that I’d encourage you to break the law.”
“All our online security is iris and fingerprint,” Rufus explained. He didn’t have the heart to tell Leong that no one under thirty had ever used a password, whether or not they were a neurally linked quadruplet.
“He doesn’t look as if he’s under duress,” Leong said reluctantly.
“No. But who decides to skip the country like that, without telling any of the people who’ll be worried?”
“Stranger things have happened,” Leong replied. “Maybe he had some simmering resentment you never picked up on. Maybe he bumped into someone who offered him a chance for a fresh start, and he was afraid you’d try to talk him out of it. His life was going nowhere; he didn’t need to blame you for that to decide that the ties to his family were part of what was holding him back.”
Rufus couldn’t dismiss any of this, but he didn’t believe it. “What now?” he asked.
“I talked to everyone on the lists you gave me,” she said. “None of them admitted to any recent contact with Linus, and none of them were out of the country.”
“Okay. So . . . ?”
Leong hesitated. “Is it fair to say that growing up on the Physalia was the most formative experience in your brother’s life?”
“Absolutely.”
“So as a driving force, it would be off the charts compared to some old girlfriend showing up?”
“Sure, but . . .” Rufus was about to object that Linus hadn’t been brooding about the past in the run up to his flight, but that wasn’t what Leong was suggesting. “You think someone from the boat got in touch with him?”
“You don’t believe that’s possible?”
“All the adults are in prison. I suppose there’s a chance one of the other kids could have tracked him down somehow—but I wouldn’t know where to begin finding any of them myself.”
“Okay.” Leong didn’t push him. “Maybe take some time to think about it, and let me know if it’s a line you want me to pursue.”
As Rufus walked home, he tried to decide exactly what position he should take when he broke the news to the others. None of Leong’s suggestions made much sense to him, but he had no better hypothesis of his own.
He closed his eyes for a moment and did his best to set his own preconceptions aside and defer to the expert. But all that the Linus inside him wished to dwell on was the Dostoyevsky novel he’d been promised, and the chances of finding a better place to swim. Maybe the power of whatever had lured him out of the country lay in their shared past—but the actual trigger must have fallen from the sky, as much of a shock to Linus as it would have been to any of them.
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As Silus listened to his brothers arguing, he stepped back from the conversation and let their doppelgängers follow along in his stead, nodding in all the right places while he thought through a plan of his own.
Leong must have requested a targeted search from a face recognition service, limited to Sydney’s transport hubs; any wider scan would have been too expensive. But now that Linus had left the country, the possibilities had exploded exponentially. They couldn’t afford to hunt through half the planet’s social media posts, hoping to get lucky again. Not at commercial rates.
So they really had no choice but to crowdsource it. The official missing persons apps only matched against official lists; they would need something of their own. And they’d need a rapid take-up, since they were starting from a base of zero. Their app would need to go viral, even if it was a joke a few days later, and entirely forgotten a week after that.
When the chance finally came to get a word in, he said, “Which Noah do you know?”
Caius scowled. “What are you gibbering about?”
But Rufus got it. “Noah Tribedi,” he explained to Caius. “He was in Idiot Empire, about four years ago. You must remember me watching that. But the point is, Tribedi’s had a wildly different look in every show he’s ever been in; people joke that it’s only a matter of time until he plays a character who resembles your favorite food.”
Caius’s face was already crumpled in resignation, and his doppelgänger was thinking: these fools are going to do this whatever I say, so there’s no point arguing about it.
Silus took up the thread, touting the idea with exaggerated enthusiasm just to annoy Caius. “So we put out a free app called ‘Which Noah do you know?’ that scans your social media feed and tells you the closest matches between your friends and each of Noah’s characters. It even offers you some side-by-side comparisons to post: ‘Here’s Diego at Vera’s party last week, the spitting image of Noah in All the Pretty Murderers!’”
Caius said, “Just pretend I’m not here.”
Silus talked over the logistics with Rufus. The code itself would be trivial, invoking standard toolkits in any of the phones it ran on. The permissions it needed from the user would be precisely those that the advertised purpose required. And though the pictures of Noah were subject to copyright, and couldn’t be embedded in the app if it was to pass the vetting process, they could embed URLs for the officially published versions that the app then worked from—and at the end of the process, they could outsource the merging and captioning of the images to one of the meme-building sites that the studios already tolerated, or positively encouraged.
“How do we smuggle a picture of Linus into the app without giving the game away?” Rufus wondered. “I mean, we can obfuscate the image itself, but whatever encoding we use . . . last I heard, Apple wanted ten-page explanations for every chunk of data that goes into the bundle.”
Silus was stumped for a moment, but then he had it. “I’ll change my profile picture on GitHub to a picture of Linus, and then we’ll disguise the comparison with Linus as a calibration run. We don’t even need to embed the image; we just have the app use the developer’s own, publicly available picture of himself as test data. What could be more innocuous than that?”
Caius said, “If anyone decompiles this and inspects it properly—”
Rufus laughed. “Why would they bother?”
“Some people have a lot of time on their hands.”
Silus said, “There are a thousand times more phone apps than there are people in the world. If ours ever gets so popular that it starts to draw enough attention for any human being to care exactly what it’s doing behind the scenes, we will already have completed a few hundred grands’ worth of Linus-hunting for free.”
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When Silus tested the app on his own feed, it turned out that nobody he knew looked like any Noah at all. Rufus and Caius had no better luck.
“Keep the name,” Rufus suggested. “But add a few more chameleonic celebrities.”
Silus dredged through the swoon accounts of his target demographic, scooping up dozens of actors and singers he’d never even heard of. What he really needed was a list so complete that no customer would walk away unsatisfied.
“‘Sorry, you know no Noahs,’” Rufus read from his results, “‘but here are your best three Lydias, your top two Simons, and your number one Ga-yoon.’”
“I think we’re at a sweet spot,” Silus decided. “If we loosen the resemblance criteria, or go further down the B-list, people will just groan.”
Caius opened his mouth, but then thought better of it. Rufus said, “Time to launch.”
Silus had a meeting with his adviser in ten minutes. He drained his mug of hot chocolate, submitted the app to the six stores they were aiming to reach, then switched his phone off and set off across the campus.
As he was leaving the café, Linus’s doppelgänger said, “This is all very touching, but what if I don’t want you to find me?”
“Do you know for a fact that you don’t?” Silus countered.
“No,” the doppelgänger admitted.
“What’s the worst that can happen?” Silus pressed him. “If we find you, when you’d rather we didn’t?”
“I don’t know. But whatever made me leave without a word, I know it must have been important. Don’t you trust me on that?”
“I trust you,” Silus assured him. “But what if it wasn’t your decision? What if there was a gun to your head? You need to trust the three of us as well.”
The doppelgänger fell silent. Silus strode across the grass, trying to clear his head.
In the weekly meeting with his thesis adviser, he was meant to describe any progress he’d made and any obstacles he’d encountered. But the truth was, he’d barely given his work any thought since Linus had gone missing. So he sat beside Dr. Tamura and bluffed his way through forty excruciating minutes, pretending that an idea that had come to Caius out of the blue while he flossed his teeth a few nights ago was the product of his own tortured efforts over the last seven days.
“Will you name me as a coauthor?” Caius’s doppelgänger enquired as Silus finally escaped from the room.
“Fuck off. Next week I’ll tell her the whole thing was a dead end.”
“I think it’s exactly what you’ve been looking for,” the doppelgänger taunted him.
“I don’t care. I’ll find a better method myself.”
Silus sat down at the edge of the quadrangle. He steeled himself and switched on his phone. The app had been accepted into five of the stores; the sixth had raised a long list of trivial issues because the automated checker didn’t understand its own company’s policies. Silus fixed them all, resubmitted the app, received five new objections, and went through the cycle again. By the time he was done, the aggregated download count for the other five stores had already passed a hundred thousand.
A few minutes later, hits started coming through . . . showing himself, Rufus, and Caius. Silus had been expecting that, and though he’d set up a filter to screen out any of their previously known cameos in the lives of actual friends, the only way to find any of the cases when they’d been snapped in the background by a total stranger was the process now underway.
Rufus, who was seeing the same results, sent a message: At least we know everything’s working.
The download count kept rising, but the new matches slowed to a trickle. Silus had an ache in his gut; if he’d screwed this up, it might have cost them their only chance to find their brother before he covered his tracks. “Would you have guessed we’d do this, and taken countermeasures?” he asked Linus’s doppelgänger.
“I didn’t manage that in the airport, did I?”
“But once you’d reached your destination, would you have started walking around in a hoodie? Covering your face every time you saw someone raise their phone?”
The doppelgänger considered this. “Now that I know what you’re doing, it seems obvious in retrospect. But I’m not sure how long it would have taken me to think of it myself.”
“None of us are just ourselves,” Silus retorted.
“True. But I would have had as much trouble anticipating what you’d do as you’re having now anticipating what I’d do.”
Silus’s phone pinged. He glanced at the latest picture, and scrolled down to see the metadata, but it had been stripped out by a user intent on preserving their privacy.
He looked at the picture again. His first thought had been that the figure caught striding past behind the smiling couple was Caius, but now he was almost certain that it wasn’t. The backdrop was dominated by a wrought iron fence, in front of a courtyard with weeds growing through the cracks between paving stones. Neither he nor any of the doppelgängers could recall seeing the place before—though there were probably thousands of houses that they’d walked past dozens of times but would never have recognized out of context.
A few seconds later, Rufus initiated a group call. “That’s definitely Linus,” he said. “And it must be recent.”
“Why?”
“He never owned a jacket like that in Sydney.”
“Have you tried a Street View match?” Caius asked impatiently.
Silus laughed. “That’s ten thousand US dollars!”
“Globally. We’ve ruled out the Americas.”
Silus opened the app and got a quote. “Without the Americas, it’s still six thousand.”
“What about the jacket?” Linus’s doppelgänger suggested. “I’d only buy something like that if I didn’t have time to hunt down something I liked.”
“Give me a minute,” Silus told the others. There were more than seven hundred free apps that offered to find a product matching a photo; the first six that he tried returned links to items with only a superficial resemblance.
The seventh produced an exact match. Though the jacket was made in China, and a couple of online stores would ship it anywhere, the only bricks-and-mortar outlets that stocked it were in France.
Silus rejoined the chat and showed them what he’d found. “A Street View search of France is still a thousand,” he grumbled.
“And what would it tell us?” Rufus wondered. “Wherever this was taken, he might not be that close anymore.”
Silus’s phone pinged again. In this image, Linus was walking past a café, distracted, frowning slightly. The photo had been taken from inside, and the name of the establishment wasn’t visible, but the user had left the metadata intact. “Jouy-en-Josas,” Silus read. “Four days ago.”
Rufus beat him to the search. “Best known for HEC Paris: École des hautes études commerciales.”
Caius started laughing in disbelief, and Linus’s doppelgänger joined in.
Rufus said, “You know the joke: if I ever call you to say how much I enjoyed a Wagner opera, it means I’ve been kidnapped and they’re listening in. But even if you really want to ram the message home . . . how do you talk the kidnappers into buying you tickets to the Bayreuth Festival?”
Silus didn’t want to rush to any conclusion, but whichever way he read it seemed equally bizarre. Unless Linus had chosen this particular Parisian suburb for some other, even more obscure reason, it looked as if he’d packed his bags, fled the country, and cut off all ties with his family, in order to enroll in a French business school.
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Caius said, “Leave it with me. I can ask around; if he really is there, it shouldn’t take long to find out.”
He put down his phone and thought for a moment. Before he started imposing on his French colleagues, there was a chance he could resolve the whole question himself. He opened the HEC website and looked through the section on international scholarships. Was there really a route by which a penniless foreigner who’d done no more than finish high school could win a coveted place in one of the most prestigious grandes écoles?
Incredibly, there was. A decade ago, a wealthy benefactor had endowed a program that allowed applicants from across the globe to take an online admission test, with the ten highest scoring entrants flown to Paris for interviews. The last day to apply for the current round had been the day Linus had fallen silent.
No recipients of the scholarship were listed on the site, let alone current finalists, but that was probably just due to a cautious reading of EU privacy rules. Caius didn’t doubt that Linus could have mastered anything he’d put his mind to, given time. And a certain portion of the test might well have required no more than the level of purely mathematical aptitude that all four of them possessed. But there was nothing Linus could have drawn on, from any of their histories, that would have elevated him—within a few hours of making the decision to apply—into the top ten candidates when it came to economics, management theory, or business law.
Could he be wrong about that? Caius closed his eyes and pictured the memory palace he’d built from everything Linus had shared. He passed through the grand foyer with its swimming pool, the library with its shelves full of Balzac and Flaubert, the study lined with blackboards packed with mathematical exposition. Linus had pondered concrete examples to illustrate many of the abstract theorems on display, but his choices were geometrical: sculptural rather than mercantile. It was only after rummaging through a dozen increasingly small and dingy side-rooms that Caius finally found the word “Finance”—on a squashed cardboard box that looked like it might once have held washing powder, at the bottom of a pile of junk sitting in the corner of a disused garage.
And yet, there Linus was, in just the right place at just the right time to be interviewed for a scholarship he couldn’t possibly covet, let alone win.
Caius emailed a recent coauthor, Sophie Allard, who worked in a complex-systems modeling group at the University of Lyon that had links to the econometric world. He tried to keep his dishonesty to a minimum, writing, “I heard a rumor that my brother Linus was short listed for this year’s Guinard scholarship at the HEC! He’s too modest to tell me something like that, but I wonder if there’s any way to check if it’s true? If it is, I want to surprise him there and offer congrats/support!”
As soon as he’d sent the message, the whole idea seemed ten times more absurd than before. Maybe Linus had won a few thousand dollars in a lottery and decided to spend some time in the city where so many of his favorite novels were set. He might have passed through Jouy-en-Josas on his way to see the Palace of Versailles. And he’d pulled the plug on his brothers out of some misguided notion that they’d begrudge him not sharing the windfall. And though Linus had never actually bought a lottery ticket in his entire life, as far as anyone knew, if he’d acquired the money by some shadier route that would only make it more explicable that he’d decided to keep it to himself.
Caius pushed these speculations aside. There was no point trying to conjure all the answers out of thin air; he needed to be patient and wait for the facts. He picked up his notebook and started reviewing the calculations he’d been trying to finish for the past ten days. While Linus hovered at the edge of his thoughts, crisscrossing Paris in some kind of furtive homage to Jean Valjean, Caius turned his attention back to the lattice he was trying to characterize. Finding the shortest distance between neighbors by a brute force search would be an intractable computation, but he had a set of inequalities that he still hoped could be used to pin down the distance indirectly.
Three hours later, he’d made enough progress to think about taking a break, and the smell of cooking from the apartment below was making him salivate. He opened his laptop and checked his email; Sophie had replied more than an hour before. She’d pasted in a chain of replies from other correspondents on the matter, but her conclusion was right at the top.
“Hi Caius, yeah your brother’s at HEC! And not just short listed anymore, he got the place! Congratulations! I’m sure he’ll be happy to see you!”
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“I’ve been looking into Marcel Guinard,” Rufus said. “He made his first billion in a micro-payments start-up at the turn of the millennium, then played the stock market well enough to keep getting richer, even while he blew half the profits on vaporware. He’s endowed a few chairs and funded a few institutes for tech bro bullshit around the world: Simulation Cosmology in Berkley, Superintelligent AI in London, Singularitarian Theology in Rome. I can’t link him to the Physalia directly, but even if he didn’t play some covert role in funding it, I don’t believe for one second that he wouldn’t know about Linus’s past.”
Caius had assembled the same sketch of the man for himself, but it still made no sense to him. “What’s the deal, though? He’s gathering up children from the boat to have another crack at the whole hive mind fantasy?”
Silus said, “As bribes for human experimentation go, offering an MBA to a Dostoyevsky fan . . . ?”
Caius laughed wearily. It was after midnight, and he had to catch the train to Paris at six am, but he couldn’t tell his brothers to be patient and wait for him to report back. None of them were going to sleep until they knew exactly what Linus had got himself into.
Rufus said, “So the scholarship’s just a pretext for him to be in Paris. The real bribe will be in cash, and I’m sure they’ll let him skip as many classes as he wants.”
“Why does he have to be in Paris?” Caius protested. “If Guinard has persuaded him to unplug us and link up with a different group, the participants could be anywhere.”
Rufus sighed at his obtuseness. “Whoever’s running this needs to have physical control over the guinea pigs, in case they start having second thoughts.”
“If this billionaire wants to stuff money into Linus’s bank account while he catches up with some old friends from the boat, he might have been tempted into humoring the fucker,” Silus conceded. “Taking in memories from a whole new set of people might even be fun for a while, and when they fail to evolve godlike powers—because they’re basically just swapping stories about their foster homes—they can all walk away a little richer, while Guinard walks away a little crazier.”
Rufus wasn’t so sanguine. “And what if he wants them there in person so he can open up their skulls for an upgrade?”
“If Guinard was going to take the risk of installing new hardware in his subjects’ heads,” Silus said, “why drag the Physalia kids into it at all? The only value someone like Linus has is that he comes with the link preinstalled, and the crime of putting it there has already been paid for.”
“And his neurons are already tweaked for optical channels,” Rufus added. “It takes time to raise an engineered child to the age they need to reach before they’re any use to you.”
Caius shared his anger, even as he observed it with a kind of detachment. They’d thought they’d put the Physalia behind them; for anyone to drag them back into that deranged world was unforgivable—and trying to pick off the most vulnerable of the survivors only made it worse. “What did Guinard think we’d do?” he wondered. “Just stop searching for Linus? Or swallow the whole ridiculous cover story?”
Silus said, “More to the point, what did Linus think we’d do? He must have had a plan when he pulled the plug on us. He must have had his reasons.”
“Yeah.” Caius ran a hand over his face. “But I’m sure he’ll make it all clear when I ask him.”
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Caius didn’t actually doze on the train, so much as lapse into a sleep-deprived state in which his thoughts succumbed to a kind of dream logic. The journey from Bonn to Cologne was secretly taking him back to Adelaide, to the apartment he’d shared with Rufus and Silus when the three of them were undergraduates, and Linus had traipsed around the countryside looking for work. Silus had called it Schrödinger’s gap year: education and adventure at the same time, with none of them really missing out on anything.
When he stood on the platform in Cologne, waiting for his connection, the clock measured out the time for one of Linus’s high school swimming competitions. Caius could recall watching him powering through the water ahead of his rivals, but later he’d felt Linus’s own proprioceptive joy, which didn’t depend at all on beating the competition, but only on creating something entirely his own and sharing it with the rest of them.
The next train carried him back to the Coopers. Caius couldn’t blame them for their clumsy attempts to carve separate identities out of the strange, conjoined creature they’d agreed to take into their home. They’d had no one to advise them on the right way to deal with four traumatized children who’d just discovered that their parents had created them as a kind of technological asset to be deployed in a global war between different forms of superintelligence. The one blessing was that they’d been taken off the boat before anyone had considered them ready to be indoctrinated into that fantasy; they hadn’t needed to be deprogrammed from the cult, because the cult had merely brainwashed them into thinking they were perfectly normal.
In a restroom in Brussels, Caius splashed water on his face and slapped his cheeks until they stung. He grabbed some hot chocolate from a vending machine, then caught the train to Paris with the warmth still suffusing out from his esophagus. He took out his notebook and reread his calculations from the day before; he couldn’t move past the last stumbling block he’d hit, but the mechanical process of checking and rechecking what he had almost kept his mind occupied.
From Gare du Nord, he took the B line south to Massy-Palaiseau, then he changed for Jouy-en-Josas. This was still suburban Paris, but as the train approached the station the patches of woodland beside the tracks were lush green. There was a bus he could have taken all the way to the campus, but he needed a walk to clear his head, and as he made his way along Rue de la Libération birdsong rose up over the traffic noise.
The map of HEC showed ten different dorms, and Caius couldn’t parse the system by which the students in different courses were allocated between them. But the sixth place he checked had Linus’s name scribbled in on a directory in the foyer. Caius walked down to the room, but was unsurprised to find the door locked and no one answering. He sent Linus an email, telling him where he was and asking if they could meet; there was no point playing hard to get now that the two of them were a few hundred meters apart. Then he went and sat outside the dorm in the sunshine.
His eyes had fallen shut when he heard a voice close by. “You want to grab some lunch?”
Caius looked up; he hadn’t been dreaming.
“Sure,” he said. “Let’s do that.”
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In the self-serve cafeteria, the first thing Linus put on his tray was a pot of tea. Caius was bemused, but he said nothing; a change in taste they might have joked about a month ago no longer really rated in the greater scheme of things.
When they were seated, Linus took a sip of tea, then started eating. He didn’t seem angry that he’d been hunted down, but he showed no sign of being on the verge of volunteering any explanations.
“Hogy vagy?” Caius asked.
Linus smiled. “I’m fine, but my Hungarian’s pretty rusty. Can we stick with English or French?”
“I thought it might be worth it, just to give us some privacy.”
Linus glanced around. “No one’s going to be listening to us. We’re not that interesting. If we start speaking Hungarian, any Hungarians in the room will tune in straight away.”
Caius said, “I’m sure the odds of a Hungarian within earshot are less than a thousand to one.”
“You’re probably right. But I really am rusty.”
Caius nodded. “You had us worried,” he said. “Did you really need to pack up and leave without a word?”
“I’m sorry.” Linus twirled spaghetti around his fork. “But once I’d made up my mind, I wasn’t in the mood to have a big debate about it.”
“About what, exactly?” Caius pressed him. “I wouldn’t have thought it would be too hard to make your case. This place churned out more Fortune 500 CEOs in the last twenty years than Harvard. Who could turn down a chance like that?”
“Not me.”
“I’m just surprised it took so long for your hidden passion for the business world to reveal itself.”
Linus said, “You’d rather I spent my life squinting into the searing light of your genius?”
Caius laughed, but he was taken aback, less by the words themselves than his own uncertainty as to just how seriously he was meant to take them. “You could have done anything you liked. I know it’s been hard for Silus sometimes, because his interests are so close to mine. But if you’d become a writer, or an athlete, or any fucking thing short of stealing my thesis topic, neither of us would ever have had to feel like we were riding on the other’s coattails.” He shook his head irritably. “Anyway, can we drop the bullshit? I know you’re not here to polish your business acumen.”
“No? Why, then?”
Caius thought of trying Hungarian again, but he’d been told there was no need to censor himself. “You’re here because your benefactor wants to exploit what’s in your head.”
“Really?” Linus feigned astonishment. “Exploit it how?”
“I was hoping you’d clear that up, but my own tiny hive mind’s consensus is Physalia Mark Two.”
Linus gestured at the crowd of diners around them. “Do you see anyone else from the boat here?”
“It’s been sixteen years,” Caius replied. “I wouldn’t recognize them if I was staring right at them. Besides, they wouldn’t need to be physically close to you.”
“So I’m in Paris myself because . . . ?”
“I don’t know,” Caius admitted. “The only thing I know for sure is that you’ve never had the slightest interest in anything this place has to teach you.”
Linus gazed at him with amused defiance, but didn’t contradict him. Finally he said, “Maybe I decided to acquire an interest.”
“What does that mean?”
“I spent twenty-four years acquiring interests from the three of you. Maybe I decided to look elsewhere.”
Caius said, “All right. But what exactly did Guinard offer you that made you want to look here, in particular?”
“A career path,” Linus replied. “Better prospects than I’ve ever had in my life.”
“And what does he get in return?”
“Every scholarship holder reports back regularly on their progress. That’s all that’s expected from me.”
Caius realized he’d been eating too quickly, risking indigestion. He slowed down, chewing his current mouthful thoroughly before swallowing.
Marcel Guinard was ninety-four years old. Over the decades, he’d thrown money at every crackpot scheme for longevity that had held out its supplicant hands to him, and seen them all come to nothing. No doubt he was still clinging to the hope that an antifreeze cocktail and a liquid nitrogen bath could turn him into something more than Ötzi with a manicure—but he’d made a career out of hedging his bets.
“You’re sharing memories?” Caius guessed. “With Guinard.”
Linus remained silent.
“You need to be discreet, because I’m wearing a wire?” Caius joked. “Or is the problem that you’re wearing one yourself?”
“I told you, I’ve chosen a career,” Linus replied. “At long last. Isn’t that what you wanted? You should be happy for me.”
So the course was not a sham, exactly: Linus would wake each morning with his mentor’s reflections on the previous day’s lessons to guide him. Guinard could have had his pick of conventional protégés, far better qualified and self-motivated, eager to hear his advice without any need for such intensive tutoring. But Linus’s value to him was as an empty vessel into which he could pour his accumulated wisdom—on the topics at hand, and much more.
“Where does this end?” Caius asked. “You graduate at the top of all your classes, then Guinard’s company snaps you up. You rise and rise, the golden child, taking on ever more responsibility, proving yourself to be a steady hand. Until . . . what? People will finally believe that when he’s on his deathbed, he’s handing you the keys to the empire on your merits?”
Linus said, “You make it sound as if there’s something wrong with me succeeding in my chosen profession.”
“No, the problem is why you’ve chosen it.”
Linus’s poker face cracked a little, but Caius wasn’t sure what was showing through. “What was I ever going to make of myself, without this? What could I ever have become? You chose the one thing we could all excel at, but then if anyone else tried to take the same path, they’d just end up having to fight you for space.”
“It wasn’t like that,” Caius protested. “And it still isn’t. You could still do anything you want.”
“All I ever wanted was what you wanted,” Linus said bitterly. “I never had the power to want anything else.”
Caius didn’t believe that, but it wasn’t the point anymore. “I’m not asking you to link up with us again. But how long did you wait between pulling the plug on us and letting Guinard into your head? What kind of chance did you give yourself to find a direction of your own?”
Linus laughed softly. “You make it sound as if I’m a normal person, who could just step out from my family’s shadow and thrive. But you know I’m not like that: I’m a vine, not a tree. On my own, I’d just fall to the ground and die. So I’ve chosen a tree to support me, and to shape my path, instead of tying me up in a race I can’t win. This is what I want, because it’s the best I can do with what I am.”
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Caius was too agitated to call his brothers immediately, so he set about finding a place to stay for the night. His phone offered him four choices, but none had a check-in time before three pm, so he picked the one that would take that long to reach on foot.
As he walked, his surroundings barely registered; he felt as if his head was ringing from the aftermath of an explosion. How had he not seen how Linus had seen him: as someone setting the agenda and then seizing it for himself? He’d understood how it had worked with Silus, but that had always felt like a friendly rivalry, in which, for all his vanity, the two of them were more or less evenly matched. And Rufus, though he’d been infused with the same obsessions, had found his own entirely separate way to pursue them.
But Linus had had his swimming and his books; he had never seemed to have been jostling for space that the others had occupied. Because . . . what, he’d given up his claim on it so early? Caius’s memories of Linus’s days had seemed to be full of tranquility, not resentment. But maybe the link’s imperfectly transcribed version had missed an underlying sense of resignation. If he’d been squeezed out of the light for so long that he could barely imagine regaining it, his numb acceptance might have been mistaken for genuine contentment.
Caius checked into the motel. He sat on the bed and made the call.
“I don’t know what to do,” he admitted, after tersely summarizing his conversation with Linus.
“Guinard must have tracked down everyone from the boat,” Rufus said, “and sent investigators around the world to observe them. And out of all those people, he judged Linus to be the one most receptive to the notion that the brightest future he could have would require his own erasure.” His voice was unsteady with anger and shame. “So what does that say about the way we treated him?”
Silus looked equally troubled, but he said nothing.
Caius said, “I keep thinking we should go to the police—but has Guinard actually broken any laws? Whatever he’s done to install his own link, he could have found a jurisdiction where it was legal for an adult. The fact that Linus has had his link since childhood isn’t Guinard’s fault, in any way that we can prove. And I don’t see how we could force either of them to admit that they’re connected at all, let alone confess to what the endgame is.”
Rufus was contemptuous of this timidity. “So we stand by and let Guinard bury him?”
“Have we buried each other?” Silus asked. “Do you think we’re all just clones of Caius by now?”
“No,” Rufus replied. “But we seem to have squeezed enough life out of Linus, without even trying, that he’s ready to let someone else finish the job.”
“We need to get him out of there,” Caius decided. “Get him away from that place, and keep him unplugged from Guinard until he’s had a chance to think things through for himself.”
Silus was skeptical. “You think we’re commandos now?”
“I’m up for it,” Rufus promised. “I’ll be there on the first flight I can get.”
Caius addressed Silus. “I’m not talking about breaking into the dorm with knockout gas. We find an excuse to invite him off campus, then take him somewhere with no Internet access for a few days so he can come to his senses.”
Silus said, “There is nowhere in Europe without Internet access.”
“Then we put him in a Faraday cage.”
Silus grimaced in disbelief. “Just listen to yourself! You want to kidnap your brother, drag him off to a cabin in the woods, and force him to wear a tinfoil hat?”
Caius shared his dismay at the prospect of resorting to coercion, but he couldn’t see any other choice. “We can’t let him walk away from his life, leaving nothing but an empty space for someone else to stand in. If the old way left no room for him, and he’s convinced himself that he can’t survive alone, the only way to put things right is to show him that we can support him from the outside. We need to do whatever it takes to prove that, without getting back inside his head.”
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As Linus walked along Rue de la Libération, glimpses of the woods behind the wall that lined the road kept evoking memories of Marcel’s youth. He’d got drunk here with some friends on a summer night, in 1976. Linus could see a woman’s face, and he felt a nostalgic affection welling up . . . but he pushed the image away irritably. Tonight he had to be entirely himself, if he was ever going to get his brothers off his back.
Trudging around the long arc in the road, he could envisage the earnest entreaties ahead. It had been naïve of him to hope that talking to Caius alone would have settled anything; the others were never going to be content with remembering the conversation secondhand. They would need to see him in the flesh and hear the words straight from his mouth. Even the link hadn’t told them, clearly enough, exactly where he’d been headed; they’d just padded out his fading presence with their own ideas of him, and never really noticed how little of the original remained.
It was dusk when he reached the motel. He lingered by the roadside, working up the courage to take the last few steps. He’d prepared a long speech earlier that he’d hoped would convey what needed to be said, but running through it in his head now it just felt clumsy.
He walked across the parking lot and knocked on the door. Caius opened it, but the others were right behind him.
In the face of a quadruple reunion, Linus couldn’t help himself. “Me and this army!” he proclaimed, in his most triumphant meerkat voice.
Silus laughed, but no one else seemed to have retained their sense of humor. Rufus stepped forward and embraced him, so forcefully that Linus caught himself anticipating reliving the gesture from the other side. But that was never going to happen. The best he could guess was that it was meant as a message: an offering of strength in a common purpose. Linus thumped his back amiably in return, but they no longer shared a purpose.
“I know this is hard,” he said, once they’d parted, turning to take in Silus as well. “But you have to accept it. I can’t go on as a spare wheel, and I can’t go on by myself. I know you think Guinard is exploiting me, but he’s the one who’ll be giving me a clear direction and then stepping out of my way.”
Silus grew stony-faced. “If you can stand on your own feet once Guinard is dead, you can do it right now.”
“How would you know?” Linus retorted. “Whatever goals we had, the three of you divided them up between yourselves a long time ago. Just because I clung on as your backup drive—”
“We’re not a fucking computer network,” Silus interjected angrily. “That might have been what the cult wanted, but they didn’t succeed.”
“And we’re not four ordinary people,” Linus said. “That might have been what the Coopers wanted, but they didn’t succeed either.”
“We’re just asking you to give it a chance,” Rufus pleaded. “Stay unplugged from us, and from Guinard too, and see what happens.”
“That’s a good idea,” Linus replied. “Guinard suggested exactly the same thing. I didn’t start sharing his memories until a week after I unplugged from you.”
“And what was that week like?” Rufus asked, though he didn’t sound as if he wanted to hear the answer.
Linus said, “It felt like I was vanishing. It felt like I was dissolving into the air.”
Rufus glanced at Caius, as if this revelation had given him pause. But then he said, “Guinard was still pulling strings, though: fixing your test score, buying you plane tickets. What if you came back to Adelaide for a while, and just tried living by yourself?”
“Doing what?”
“Whatever you like.”
Linus said, “There is nothing I like, myself.”
“You don’t like swimming?” Rufus protested. “You don’t like Balzac?”
“A couple of hobbies don’t make a life. You want me to sit around living on your charity, struggling to find a reason to get up every morning, hoping that some kind of grand vocation will suddenly crystallize in my brain? Here, I have a curriculum to follow, a guaranteed career that starts at a six-figure salary, and a good chance I’ll be a billionaire before I’m forty.”
Caius said, “You, or Guinard in his new body?”
Linus shrugged. “How much of any of you is your own work, alone? Maybe I’m the only one of us who really faced up to what we are, but whatever you think about yourselves, it’s what I know about myself that counts.”
Rufus regarded him dolefully, and when he approached Linus braced himself for a farewell hug, but instead he found his hands forced together behind his back, while Caius stepped in and put cable ties around them.
“What the fuck is this?” Linus demanded. He contemplated bellowing for help, but a part of him flinched away from the sheer embarrassment of having a stranger walk in on this family dispute. “You’re so used to dictating what goes into my head, you can’t bear the thought of me choosing for myself?”
Rufus groaned. “Guinard would say that, wouldn’t he?” Caius pulled a long strip of white cloth from his pocket and proceeded to wind it between Linus’s lips and the back of his neck, before switching to a second loop aimed at holding his jaw closed. As a gag, the whole thing seemed less than ideal, but he guessed they were too afraid of choking him to shove a wad of material into his mouth—and too viscerally defensive of body parts they could all personally recall him using to breathe, eat, cough, and kiss.
As they maneuvered him onto the bed to tie his feet together, Linus caught a glimpse of the scene in a mirror: the bandages around his face looked like he was being prepared for a role as the Invisible Man. He fought down the urge to keep arguing and complaining, reluctant to reveal how much noise he was still capable of producing. But when they started wrapping the blanket around him, he couldn’t help himself: he began to yell. Rufus knelt on his chest and clamped a hand over his mouth while Silus set to work with a roll of duct tape.
When he was cocooned in several blankets, he could still feel Rufus on top of him, trembling from the adrenaline. “Just stay still and keep quiet,” he begged Linus. “We don’t want to have to drug you.”
They lifted him and carried him out of the room. When they started lowering him into the trunk of a car, he needed to assume a near-fetal position in order to fit, but he cooperated placidly. If anything, he was more mortified than ever by the thought that they might be caught in the act. This had moved beyond a motel-room scuffle into a scene that police might treat as the prelude to a burial in the woods, and he wasn’t going to risk drawing a bullet into anyone’s brain.
Someone closed the trunk. The stale air around him smelled of scented cleaning products. Linus heard the soft purr of the motor and felt the car reversing, then moving across the lot. They couldn’t imagine they had any hope of spiriting him out of the country, but perhaps they’d rented a place where they wouldn’t be disturbed.
To what end? They genuinely believed he’d die if he stayed, so they’d do whatever they had to in order to protect him.
The car braked hard, and he heard tires squealing. Someone shouted in French: “Get out! Get out!”
Linus felt it through the chassis when the doors were flung open. Moments later, he was being lifted out of the trunk, laid down on the ground, and his bindings unwrapped.
As he rose to his feet, he saw his brothers kneeling beside the car with their faces downturned and their hands behind their heads. He turned to the security guard beside him. “Don’t you dare fucking hurt them! And you can’t call the police.”
Linus had never seen the man before, but he nodded respectfully. “Of course. We will release them when you’re clear. They will be fine.”
Linus wanted to reply, “Merci,” but Marcel caught the word in his throat. He works for us. He works for you. Don’t thank him for doing his job.
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Linus swam through the dark water, away from the boat. He paused and looked back over his shoulder: Rufus, Silus, and Caius all stood on the deck, wretched and abandoned, watching him escape. Why would he leave them behind? His guilt and horror at the thought of his betrayal cut into him like a cord around his skin, and as he moved his arms he saw it: a loop of fishing line, tangled around him, biting into his shoulders and torso.
Oh, good, I’m dreaming, he thought. He took control, shaking off the silly metaphorical cord and parting the water, creating a slanted cylinder of air that reached from the surface to his house on the seafloor. He slid down the inside of the cylinder, passing through the library’s skylight as smoothly as the camera in Citizen Kane.
Inside it was warm and the lamps blazed brightly. He shook the water off his skin like a dog and walked barefoot over the carpet to the shelf where the new periodicals were kept.
The clock on the wall read three am. A new pamphlet of Guinard’s memoirs had arrived; Linus settled into a plush armchair and read through the latest installment.
It opened with Guinard’s recollections of, and reflections on, Waking Linus’s encounter with his brothers at the motel. Linus read and reread the passage carefully, but he could detect no trace of suspicion, no subtext of mistrust. Both Guinard’s spies, and everything he’d now seen and felt through Waking Linus’s eyes, told a story in which the three of them had fought desperately to save their wayward brother. Never mind if the protégé himself had not entirely faced up to the prospect of his own demise, and took solace in a vague conviction that he might endure as a significant component in an amalgamated Linus-Marcel; the three people who knew him best clearly believed otherwise. They understood how weak he was, and how easily he’d be subjugated, then snuffed out entirely.
Linus skimmed the rest, which consisted of Guinard’s tedious daily routine and even more dreary meditations and recollections, but it was up to Waking Linus to take this guff seriously as notes for his character’s role. He put the pamphlet aside and walked over to the shelf that held the volumes recounting the lives of his brothers.
As he touched the spines of the bound copies of these temporarily suspended serials, he felt a pang of guilt; rereading old issues would help him pass the time while he lay dreaming—in between revisiting Zola and Proust—but how badly would the three of them be suffering while he bunkered down and waited for Guinard to die?
He wanted to believe that they would reason their way out of despair into an understanding of the secret he couldn’t reveal to them—and that they themselves, if they came to know it, could never speak out loud. Guinard would be watching them, gauging their progression from grief to resignation, and the long con they hadn’t known they were to be a part of would rely on them appearing to continue to mourn.




A Mastery of German

Marian Denise Moore
 
SOMEWHERE IN THE world, there is a man, seventy-years-old, a native New Orleanian who has never left the city except for the occasional Category 5 hurricane. He has a sixth-grade education but has always held some type of paying job. However, if you ask him a question in German, he will answer you without hesitation in an accent reminiscent of the region around Heidelberg. I still remember watching one of our Belgium-born board member’s eyes widen in shock as Victor—that’s his name—responded to a question in German. The executive immediately asked Victor where he had served in the army. No, he did not serve in Germany, or anywhere else for that matter, for as I said, he had rarely left the city and has never actually left the state.
Victor Johnston was sixty-five then and secure in his position as an elder, so he laughed in the manager’s face. If asked, Victor could have also told the manager what it felt like to be an eleven-year-old girl and how it felt to have your period start thirty minutes before you left for school. But the executive did not ask those questions. Their conversation was brief, so the manager didn’t notice that Victor’s vocabulary was stuck at the level of an eighteen-year-old girl, my age when my family returned to the U.S. after my father’s third tour of duty. He turned to our second trial subject and missed the problem and the promise of Engram’s newest spotlight project. That was exactly what I planned.
☼
 
“We need a win, Candace,” Lloyd said. He pulled his hand through his sandy hair, got up from his desk and checked the door to his office which I had already snicked closed. The move disguised his need to pace. I had struggled when describing him to my father. He was tall, but with too much nervous energy to be a golfer. I had decided on a retired track star who had graduated to the coaching ranks. He stood beside the desk now, too high-strung to sit down. Despite the chill of the room, his jacket was slung over the back of his chair.
We need a win. Translation: “I need a win.” No difference. Lloyd was my supervisor. If he won, I won.
“I thought you wanted me to hang back and shadow Helene?” I said.
“Yes, well. About that,” Lloyd sat on the edge of his desk. “I need you to take over one of Helene’s projects. She’s taking leave early.”
“Before June? Before the bonuses are calculated? Isn’t one of her projects on the spotlight list?”
I watched the flicker of annoyance cross Lloyd’s face. Poor Lloyd. Saddled with two women to mentor—even if one of them did bring him plenty of reflected glory. I was willing to become a second star in his constellation. I had moved to New Orleans because of the opportunities presented by a new and hungry company.
“Doctor’s orders,” Lloyd said. “Nevertheless, she says that she will be checking in occasionally. That should be enough to keep her from losing out on a bonus because her baby decided to raise her blood pressure.” He took another nervous pace to the door and back.
“I want you to take the Engram project,” he said. “It’s not on the company bonus timeline. But I need you to either kill it or bring it to some sort of conclusion. The technical lead is giving Helene the run-around.”
“I’ve never heard of an R&D project named Engram,” I said uncertainly.
“Because it is more research than development, I suspect,” Lloyd said, frowning. “You need to talk to the lead. I think that he told Helene that he’d gotten approval on human trials.”
Lloyd hailed his computer and directed it to send me the project plan. I felt the phone in my pocket vibrate as the new task jostled itself into my short list of responsibilities. Kill it or bring it to conclusion sounded like an execution order.
☼
 
I should tell you what type of company Engram was at that time. For one thing, Engram wasn’t the name. The name of the company was QND, named after Quinton Nathanael Delahousse, a MacArthur-recognized geneticist from LSU. QND was renamed Engram when it became the most successful product. When Lloyd handed me the Engram project, QND was five years old and still a startup as far as the tax laws of Louisiana were concerned. Some of the founding staff wagged that QND stood for “quick and dirty” because most of the projects were out the door faster than any other pharmaceutical company. During the first five years, most of our products were generics of existing drugs. None of them was the fame-making formulations that the Delahousse name seemed to promise. The spotlight projects were the high-risk, high-yield portfolios that QND hoped would support them after the state tax credits expired. Helene’s spotlight had been underway since the company’s founding and was finally coming to a close.
☼
 
I weaved my way through the alleys of cubicles on my way back to my desk. Pausing, I poked my head around one of the seven-foot walls of textured fabric. Helene looked as busy as I anticipated. She was on the phone, firmly rehearsing the steps of some procedure or another. Her voice was level, but I could see the lines around her mouth deepen as she became more annoyed. The desk was full of folders, no doubt one for me. Helene was famous for killing trees. She’d had one presentation crash and burn because of a hard drive failure one day before an implementation review.
Glancing up at me, Helene nodded and tapped a cream folder on the top of the stack. “Yours,” she mouthed.
I took the folder and retreated to my own austerer desk. I dropped Helene’s folder into an almost empty desk drawer where it could rattle around with the one pencil and a cheap ad pen. I promised myself to check it for notes in Helene’s handwriting before I shredded it.
I tapped the keyboard embedded in my desk and brought up the project timeline that Lloyd had already sent me. Within ten minutes, I kicked my chair away and stood over the wavering image of the project plan. Pages of bullet points were followed by empty spaces. Months of deadlines blinked in red because the dates had passed with no input. Pushing the display back into the desk surface, I leaned over it and silently cursed Lloyd, Helene and the entire board structure of QND.
☼
 
I was still standing when a triple raps came on the metal frame of my cubicle wall. I looked up from my angry notes to see Helene. She pulled my rolling armchair toward her and lowered herself into the padded seat. Helene was “all baby” as my elderly aunts would say. Her arms and legs were toned and model thin from years of yoga—she was always inviting me—and her face was the polished nectarine of a southern aristocrat framed by frosted blonde hair. The baby had concentrated all of its gravitas to her middle and she sat solidly in my desk chair with one hand perched protectively on the beach ball protrusion above her lap. Do I sound jealous? Maybe I was. It didn’t matter that it had taken four years for her to become the yardstick by which I was now judging myself.
“What do you think?” she asked, pointing through me to the display on the desk. “I suggested that Lloyd give you this project,” she added before I could answer.
“There are a lot of empty spaces in this plan,” I said carefully.
“Yes, I know.” Helene’s eyes seared the surface of my desk pointedly. “There’s more in the folder that I gave you. Desmond’s not fond of filling out status reports. I have to drag information out of him every week. Maybe he will respond better to you.”
I felt my back tense, but I retained my casual posture. And why would he respond better to me?
“When is your last day?” I asked instead. “Lloyd said that you will brief me on the project. Why is it so open-ended? That isn’t QND’s standard procedure.”
Helene flipped her wrist over and examined her watch. “My schedule won’t allow that,” she said. “Desmond is in the downtown office today. You should introduce yourself. Ask him to brief you.” She flipped an errant strand of blond hair away from her face and I saw the sheen of sweat.
Leaning over, I thumbed down the heated fan that sat beneath my desk. Immediately, the chill of the air conditioning rushed into my cozy enclave. When I checked the caged thermostat that morning, someone had managed to set the temperature to sixty-five degrees. I wasn’t the only one on the floor wearing a sweater, but Helene was not one of us.
“Tell me about the team lead then,” I said. “You said that his name was Desmond?” I wanted to sit down, but I didn’t want to sit in the lower visitor chair. “The team lead isn’t a geneticist?”
Helene looked at her watch again. “Desmond is Dr. Desmond Walker,” she said. “I’ve known him since—” she shrugged. “Before QND. He and my brother were at Jesuit together. Delahousse was impressed with his research work at Hebei University in Shijiazhuag.” Her tongue stumbled over the Chinese names. “I believe that his medical degree came from MeHarry in Tennessee. Have you heard of MeHarry?”
Only one of the best medical schools in the HBCU universe, I thought, but I only nodded.
“I have never heard of it,” Helene said. “Dr. Delahousse was very effusive. I say this only so you understand—Desmond is a favorite. He has had results; I’ve seen the animal trials. Give me your phone?”
Helene fiddled with the calendar function and announced finally, “Desmond has an opening in two hours. I will add you to his schedule and you can get your questions answered. This should be easy. Let Desmond continue his research while you fill in the paperwork to appease Lloyd. I would have done more, but—” she patted her burgeoning belly “—this afternoon I have to review the press conference release. And then, there’s the review of the drug insert that we negotiated with the FDA.” She began to rise.
“You’ll come with me for the initial meeting,” I said quickly.
“You can do this,” she said frowning. “All you have to do—”
“I would rather if he doesn’t know that I’m his new PM immediately,” I said. “You didn’t include that in the meeting invitation, I hope?”
“You should not ambush Dr. Walker.”
Oh, he’s Dr. Walker now, I thought. “I don’t plan to,” I said. “I want him to explain the project without the expectation that I know anything. I’ll read your notes.” I pulled the slim folder from the desk drawer and slid it over the recessed keyboard. “But I don’t want the type of canned rosy explanation that is created for a new boss. I want to really understand.”
Helene sighed, but I knew that she was conceding. “We’ll both be working through lunch in that case,” she said. “Pass by my office in two hours and I’ll take you down and introduce you.”
☼
 
Desmond Walker’s office was a surprising modern emulation of Victorian clutter. Almost every surface was covered with personal effects. An electronic frame displayed a selection of cruise photos of his wife and two young sons at some Caribbean-looking location. There was one tall bookshelf on which some books were neatly arranged, and others lay on their sides, titles obscured and edges stained from use. Framed awards lined the walls, their lettering too small to read from my chair. Instead of focusing on them, I kept my hands in my lap as Helene ran through a brief introduction. Keeping her promise, she informed Dr. Walker that I was being introduced to all of the technical leads in Lloyd’s division.
And why had that never actually happened? I wondered as I watched Desmond Walker’s gaze shift from Helene to me with some wariness. He was tall, barrel-chested, and—as I had surmised from his choice of college—black. He was darker than I expected and probably in his late forties; but I was constantly fighting my expectation that all elite Black New Orleanians—the ones who could afford private schools like Jesuit—were Creole and the expectation that all Creoles were light-skinned. His hair was cropped as short as my father’s, even though he had grown up in an era when dreadlocks were the cultural standard. But one could hardly carry dreadlocks into one’s forties, I told myself.
“You’ve been here six months,” Dr. Walker said slowly. “Have you worked in biotech before?”
Meaning, I thought, You’re young to be in management. What experience do you have?
“No,” I said. “I worked four years at BASF in Germany—two years at Exelon in Chicago and two years at Tenet in Dallas. When I interned at BASF, I realized that I was more interested in the process of seeing a project to completion. I found the political juggling for resources exciting; most people find it infuriating.” I gazed firmly into his eyes, silently willing him to be impressed.
Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Helene frowning at her buzzing wrist. Oh really, I thought. Did you arrange for a phone call just to get out of this meeting? Then my phone rang.
“Sorry,” I said and turned the sound off without checking the screen.
Five minutes later, one of the framed paintings on Dr. Walker’s wall faded to grey and lights began to chase around the frame’s edge. Dr. Walker glanced at Helene and tapped the answer button on his desk.
“Walker!” Lloyd’s voice barked from the pewter surface. “Is Helene there? Her intern thought she was meeting with you. I haven’t been able to catch up with her.”
“It’s on speaker,” Dr. Walker said sotto voce and nodded to Helene.
“I’m here,” Helene called out. “Sorry, Lloyd. I was introducing Candace—”
“Have you seen outside?” Lloyd said. “Walker, turn your screen on. I’m sending you a feed.”
The leaden display changed to a confused video of figures clad in jeans and pullovers shouting at men and women in business suits. The targets wore lanyards; each was zigzagging around the protesters, badging the lock quickly, and slipping through the office doors. Occasionally a member of the office staff had to throw up an arm to deter some demonstrators from following.
“That’s right outside,” I blurted.
“What is this?” Helene asked.
“They say that they’re here for your press conference,” Lloyd said.
“The press conference isn’t scheduled until the end of the week,” Helene said. Knowing her habits, I was certain that the notes for the event were probably printed and filed at her desk. “I haven’t announced it yet.”
“And yet, there they are. To oppose the Nil-facim project, I suppose.”
“Who the hell protests a cure for malaria?” Helene grumbled, her voice roiling off the walls of Dr. Walker’s office.
The video feed did not include sound. I watched the protesters organize themselves into a chorale that shouted at the glass doors of our office. I assumed that there must be a news team outside of the view of the cameras. Curious tourists were pausing, folding their arms and listening to the newly organized demonstration.
“Obviously, some people find it fun to protest a cure for malaria,” Lloyd said, his voice tight. “Do you have someone to send down to them?”
I felt Helene’s gaze land on me for a minute, but I didn’t turn to meet her face. I kept my eyes on Dr. Walker and the camera feed.
“No,” Helene said finally. “I’ll go down.”
“You don’t need that type of stress now,” I interjected without turning. “You might . . . you might invite some of them up to the office. One of the protesters and one of the newsmen, preferably one with a science background. A meteorologist?”
Walker snorted behind his desk, but I saw Helene’s initial smirk morph into something more thoughtful.
“It might be useful to separate the leaders from the followers,” Helene said, rising. “You should stay, Candace. Desmond, could you run through your project parameters with her? It would be better if she got it directly from you. Is Lloyd still on the line?”
Dr. Walker looked at the indicator on his desk and shook his head. “He must have dropped off after you said that you’d go down.”
With a curt goodbye, she was gone. Desmond Walker looked at the organized chaos displayed outside for a moment longer and then returned the screen to an indefinite southern landscape of oak trees dressed in Spanish moss.
He hummed thoughtfully, leaned back in his chair and asked, “What do you want to know about Engram?”
“All I know is that it is some type of research on memory enhancement or memory retrieval. I looked online but the closest that I could find were some studies done around 2010. Some researchers taught rats how to run a maze and then found that their descendants were able to run the same maze without training.”
“Did you find anything else?”
I grimaced. “Five years later, some researchers were saying that the experience of American slavery was passed on to the descendants of the enslaved via the same process.”
“Yes,” Dr. Walker said. “That’s one of the few follow-ups to the research at Emory University.”
He swung his chair around, pulled a book off the shelf and thumbed through it. “There hasn’t been much research on that angle since 2015.”
“Does your research indicate that the effects of slavery can be edited out?”
“The people downstairs are protesting our plan to edit one mosquito genus to remove its ability to carry malaria,” Dr. Walker said wryly. “What do you think they would say if I proposed to edit human genes to remove anything, let alone edit African-American genes? Tuskegee is always at the back of everyone’s mind.”
He tossed the book back on the shelf and stood, stretching. “At any rate, QND is willing to do diverse hiring, but they are not looking to solve problems unique to African-Americans.”
“I’m not a diverse hire,” I said.
“I didn’t say that you were.” He considered me silently for a moment. “You have memories and talents that are unique, no doubt. Your time in Germany, for example. You speak German?”
“Of course.”
“Suppose I had a client who needed to transfer to Germany in a month. No time to study the language. Your knowledge would be priceless.”
“A knowledge of anything? What if I needed to know how to waltz for a Mardi Gras ball?” I countered.
“No. Dancing is mainly a physical ability. A waltz or a foxtrot has defined steps; physical coordination is critical. Language is a better fit, though I think that it would be difficult to transfer the knowledge of a language like Xhosa to someone accustomed to a romance language like Spanish.” He frowned as if the thought had brought up an avenue for consideration which he had overlooked. Leaning over the desk, he tapped notes into his desk surface.
“How are you going to get my knowledge of German into someone else’s head?” Candace asked. “Write it on a chip?”
“Injecting silicone into people has an atrocious history,” Dr. Walker said. “No, I am looking at a biological emulation of a human neural network.” He glanced down at me from his six-foot height. “Despite what I said about editing human genes, I am proposing editing in, not editing out. I would be giving you explicit access to memories you have already inherited.”
“I could give German to my children, but not to anyone else?”
“Not yet,” he said. “Was that a sufficient explanation of Engram?”
“Yes.” I looked at my phone and pretended to find something on my schedule. “And I do have another tech lead to meet, even if Helene isn’t around to make formal introductions. Thank you.”
Dr. Walker nodded, tapping on his desk again. He had already half-forgotten me. I edged out of the office. Get a resolution or kill it, Lloyd had said. Engram with its limited application certainly seemed ripe for killing.
☼
 
“Hey, baby girl!” a gravelly male voice bugled from my phone. I quickly squelched the phone to private mode.
I had the project plan and a spreadsheet open on my desk trying to find any pathway for Engram to be profitable. I was working on the scantiest of input from either Helene or Dr. Walker. Sooner or later, I would have to contact Walker.
“Hi, Dad. You know I’m at work, don’t you?”
“Yeah—but I was wondering if you wanted to do dinner tonight?”
“Are you in town?” I asked. “You come to New Orleans and didn’t tell me?”
My computer was insisting that I needed to take a break. I locked the machine and headed for the staircase. I was ten floors from the lobby. The staircase was private and a good way to burn off some of my aggravation.
“Nah,” my father said. “I’m in San Antonio. I have this wall-sized screen in my hotel room. I figured that I’d order in. You order in at home. We share a table virtually.” I could hear the humor in his voice. “You can invite Brad-slash-Juan-slash-Phillipe-slash-Tyrone to the meal if you like. Introduce me to your latest beau.”
“You’re crazy,” I said.
One floor down, a door opened and someone pushed past me in a hurry to reach the next floor. I moved closer to the cinderblock wall to give the rushing worker room. “Are you still working off Mom’s script?” My mother had died two years earlier after a long illness. I inherited my organization abilities from her, according to my father.
“Yeah,” he said. “I still have the script with a few changes. Should I ask about a girlfriend? Want to invite Zawadi instead?”
“Not gay either, Dad.”
“Not married, either,” he retorted. “We left you all of those great genes, when are you going to spread them?”
“That was actually on her list?”
“Yes. First: ask her about work,” he recited. “So, how is work?”
“Challenging,” I said as I reached the next landing. “They haven’t figured out what to do with me.”
“Neither have I,” he said. “Second: ask her about her relationship status,” he continued. “And you said none. Surprising. Troubling. But I’ve checked that off. Third: are you happy?”
“I don’t remember that question,” I said.
“I usually let you vent about work,” he responded. “That could go on for hours, especially while you were in Chicago. I’m glad you got out of there.”
“So am I,” I said.
“So dinner? You can tell me if you’re happy over dinner.”
“I have piles of data to read, Dad. And a decision to make.”
“That sounds ominous.” His voice was a pleasant baritone saxophone.
“As they say, that’s why they pay me the big bucks.”
“So—no dinner? You’re not taking a break at all?”
“Dad, why are you in San Antonio? What are you chasing in Texas?”
“Your great, great,” I imagined him counting out relations on his fingers, “great, great, grandfather. The census says he was a stonemason.”
“In San Antonio?” I paused on another landing. “Do we have people there?”
“No,” he said. “Wouldn’t that have been something? I was stationed here for years after we got back to the States. It would have been nice to have family here to show us the ropes.”
“Dad—why this sudden interest in history? You always taught me that it’s easier to run forward than backwards.”
“Dinner,” he said. “That’s a dinner discussion.”
I sighed.
“Make your decision tomorrow,” he continued.
“Does it need to be today?”
“No, I guess not.”
“Good, we’re in the same time zone for once. So, eight o’clock. Please don’t bring pizza again. I expect to see a real meal on the table in front of you.”
He broke the connection and I trudged back up to the tenth floor. There was little sense in putting off the revelatory call to Desmond Walker any longer.
☼
 
“Dr. Walker?”
There was a burble of voices on the other side of the line. Like most people at QND, Dr. Walker had disabled the built-in camera of his computer—which is why Lloyd had had to ask whether Helene was present earlier. It’s a team meeting, I realized. Of course, there’s an Engram team. If I closed down the project, I would have to consider what to do with the team. QND employees would have to be reassigned. If there were contractors, their agreements might require re-negotiation.
“Ms. Toil?” I heard Walker’s baritone voice ring over the cacophony. “Did you have additional questions from this afternoon?”
“Yes,” I said, “but I see you’re in a meeting. We can talk tomorrow.”
“Tomorrow I will be in the lab. In fact, I’m leaving for the lab shortly. If there is something quick . . .”
“This will take some time. I’m going over Helene’s notes and the project plan. I am trying to reconcile the numbers for Lloyd.”
“You should talk to Helene,” he interjected.
“I will. However, you know that she’s taking an early leave, don’t you?”
“For the baby, yes, of course,” Dr. Walker said in a level voice. “But she will be back. There is no need for you to worry over the details of this project. I know you want to understand everything—”
“Dr. Walker, Lloyd has asked me to take over management of the Engram project.” I could hear the chatter die on the other side of the line. “I am the new project manager,” I said, realizing that I was emphasizing the news for an unseen group. I needed to be as clear as possible. “I want to start going over the project plan when you’re available.”
The line was silent. “Dr. Walker?”
“You should come to the lab tonight,” he said finally.
“Actually, I have a dinner engagement tonight.”
“The lab is on the Westbank—on the other side of the river. I am messaging you the address now.” I heard a murmur over the phone line. “I’ll be certain to update the system so that it’ll let you in.” The connection broke.
Well, shit, I thought. I should just let him sit there and wait for me. But on the other hand, I was considering shutting down the man’s team. I should give him the chance to make his case. If I got there early, maybe I could still pick up a decent meal somewhere and be home by eight for dinner with my dad.
☼
 
QND’s lab was an odd pair of buildings on the west bank of the Mississippi River, still within New Orleans city limits. I parked, carded myself in and paused to wonder in which of the two buildings was Desmond Walker’s office. He had sent 201 as his office number, but both buildings had a second floor. I parked myself in front of the elevator in the first building, punched a button and listened as the antique mechanism inside woke up.
The first floor was dark, but I could hear voices. I soon spied a pair of figures, one pushing a mop bucket, both deep in conversation. The lights of the hallway connecting the diatomic buildings activated, flickering on and off, creating a virtual spotlight as the two walked. The elevator car arrived at the same time they did. Both men were vaguely Hispanic. The first nodded to me; the other ignored me, ranting instead about some local sports figure.
“I’m looking for Dr. Desmond Walker,” I said. “He’s supposed to be in room 201 but he didn’t mention that there were two buildings.”
“You’re in the right place,” the darker man said. He was the one who had acknowledged my presence earlier. “No one’s in building two.”
The two men trailed me into the elevator and punched the button above my second-floor selection.
“I’m sorry if I’m keeping you here late,” I remarked, noting the skipped floor.
“Dr. Walker always works late,” the second man said. “Him, he has his own man to clean that floor.”
I noted the severe look that passed from the first man to the second. The second fell silent and stared at the elevator console.
“You not the reason we still here,” the first man countered. “It’s a big office—two buildings and all.” The elevator shuddered to a stop.
“201’s at the end of the hall,” the second janitor continued. “Ignore the other doors. It’s all one big room, but Professor Walker will be closer to the last door.”
“Thank you,” I said, stepping out. Both men avoided my face as the door clanged shut and I turned to the brightly lit hall. Despite the ’60’s exterior, the interior had obviously been gutted and redesigned. I was met with a gleaming hallway of glossy white tile, banded by polished steel and glass. As the janitor had mentioned, there were doors on my left leading into the work room; the only door that was open lay at the end of the hall. I could hear the muffled sound of jazz music from the local favorite station, WWOZ, echo off the hard ceramic walls.
Desmond Walker had altered his office attire slightly to match his current environment. A white coat replaced the suit jacket that hung on a nearby clothes tree. The tie had been loosened. He didn’t rise to meet me but twisted around from his perch on a lab stool to watch me enter. Unlike his work office, this workspace was spare, the stark image of efficiency. The worktables held only computer interfaces and electronic equipment that I assumed were microscopes.
“Maybe you want to start by telling me why you didn’t mention that you were the new PM this afternoon,” he said.
“I’ve worked on projects where every morning the PL sent a smiley face to the PM as a status report,” I said, ignoring his lecturing tone. “That’s not what I wanted.” I pulled a nearby stool closer to me and gritted my teeth at the grinding sound of its metal legs on the tile floor. “Was there anything you would’ve preferred to say?”
“I might have given you more time,” Dr. Walker said.
“Lloyd gave me the project two hours before I spoke to you. I tried to read what I could before our meeting so that I could ask semi-intelligent questions, but . . .” I shrugged. “The project plan was skimpy to say the least. Helene’s notes don’t mention epigenetics at all.” I looked across at his stern face. “Did Helene never ask? Or did she not care?” I didn’t voice my more unwelcome fear—that he had spent QND money on his own dream project without consulting anyone.
Maybe my fear showed in my voice because he leaned over the worktable, thumbed a virtual keyboard to life and began pounding the keys with fury.
“I am forwarding you the research papers I’ve published,” he said. “They go back to 2020.”
“Wait—QND has only been in existence since 2037,” I said.
“My research is why Delahousse brought me in,” Dr. Walker said tartly. “Didn’t Helene tell you that?”
“No—wait—yes—maybe. In her own way.” I peered over the images of papers on the embedded screen. “I will need someone to explain this to me. My degree was in chemical engineering, not biology and certainly not genetics.”
“Why should I waste the time of one of my team to explain genetics to you?”
“Because Helene may have been indulgent, but she reports to Lloyd just like I do,” I answered. “His directive was to bring this project to conclusion or kill it. Neither of which means that you get to run a pure research project that has no commercial application.”
He started to protest but I raised a hand. “Yes, I know—I could pass my knowledge of German down to my kids. There are cheaper ways to accomplish the same thing. I can’t see QND continuing to pay for this unless you have something more.” I paused. “Not unless you tell me that you have Delahousse on speed dial and can bring him in. Everyone gives me the impression that he started QND and then disappeared except for the annual board meeting.”
Dr. Walker was shaking his head.
“No? There’s a story there, I’m sure. Listen, I’m willing to go to bat for you with Lloyd, but you have to give me something!”
Dr. Walker was silent for moment and then brought up another file. “Sit down, I’m going to give you a genetics lesson.”
I groaned. “I don’t have time. I have dinner tonight with my father.” I was immediately angry at myself for being so specific. Walker didn’t need to know anything about my personal life. I needn’t have worried, for he ignored my outburst and continued talking.
“Do you know what a haplogroup is?” he asked. I shook my head.
“No?” he continued. “You’ve never taken a DNA test?”
“That’s my father’s thing,” I said. “I think that he had me do one of those cotton swab tests. He has the results.”
“Well, a haplogroup is just a name of the group of genes that you inherited from your parents. Your father can show you your results. Over dinner.” So he had heard after all. “Since the 2000s most people do DNA tests to find out where their family originated.” He displayed a chart. “You know that Homo sapiens originated in Africa. Therefore, every human on Earth descended from one woman in Africa.”
The chart was shaped like a tree with a trunk labeled L0-Eve.
“If she’s Eve,” I interjected, “why is she L0? Not A0? Or even B0? Is it L0 because of Lucy?”
“Lucy was not in the Homo sapiens species,” he said. “The labels were assigned in the order that the Homo sapiens gene groups were discovered.” He clicked on the trunk of the displayed tree and highlighted two branches.
“Then let me guess. They started in Europe. And then, oops! Discovered that L0 was actually the oldest.”
I think he chuckled even though he hid it well. “No, but it doesn’t matter. L is a letter as good as any other. As my last paper indicates, I can give the memories of anyone on this line, say the L1b mutation to another person with that same mutation.”
“Helene said that you were ready for human trials,” I said.
“That paper was written two years ago,” he said. “Those trials have been done.”
I sat back down on a nearby stool and stared at him. “So when you said that you could give my knowledge of German to my kids, you meant now. Not, maybe after additional study.”
“Yes, now.”
“Then what are you working on now?”
There was a clatter in one of the darkened areas of the lab. I watched lights spring to life at the far end. Dr. Walker waved briefly. “That would be Victor. He cleans this floor.”
“One of the janitors said that you had your own man for this floor,” I said.
“Yes, well,” he paused. “It’s better when the team is deep in development that they aren’t disturbed by the cleaning staff.” He looked back at the screen. “You asked what I was working on now.”
I nodded even as I noted his odd sidestep about requesting one particular person to clean his floor.
“You’re African-American. Your primary haplogroup is probably one of the first branches of the L0 group.” He expanded one of the tree branches on the display. “If it were L1b, I could certainly give your memory to another one with that haplogroup. Right now, the team is verifying that it is true for every mutation down the line: L1b1a, L1b1a1'4, L1b1a4 and so on.”
“Why?”
“Excuse me?”
“Why is that important?”
“Because you’re right. Passing your knowledge of German down to your descendants is not commercial. But everyone on Earth is a descendent of L0. If I could give your knowledge of German to anyone that would be commercial.”
I felt cold and suddenly sick. “Does QND have a company ethicist?”
“What?”
“Ever since Henrietta Lacks, I thought that every pharmaceutical company had some type of ethicist or lawyer or someone to vet their work.”
“QND was not set up like a normal pharmaceutical company, but I’m certain that we have lawyers. However, I don’t see the problem.”
“Shit.” I rubbed my temples, remembered my makeup belatedly, stared at the traces of mahogany foundation on my fingers, then looked up at him.
“Can you separate my memory of learning to drive, or German, or walking into this building this evening from anything else I know?”
“Not as yet,” he said cautiously.
“I didn’t think so. And if I agreed to sell you my German, how much are you going to pay for the other stuffs? Learning to drive, the memory of my mother’s death, My first sexual experience? Because I sure as hell am not going to give you those for free!” I kept my voice low, aware of the figure moving around at the other end of the long room. “My memories are me after all. You’re proposing to sell me.”
Desmond Walker’s jaw was tight as he turned and closed down the screen display. “So you will close down the project,” he said.
“No.” I shook my head. “I’m going home to have dinner with my Dad over a video screen.” I stood up. “I’ll even ask him my haplogroup as you suggested. I need to think what to do.”
☼
 
“. . . And all of that history was sand. Easy to sweep away and ignore by the next generation.”
“What?” I looked up from my plate where, deep in thought, I had been pushing a meatball around the swirls of red sauce.
“Oh, so you are still with me,” my father said. “I wondered if you had rigged up a video loop like one of those crime capers that your mother loved.”
I stared up at him. Thanks to my new video screen, it looked as if I had punched a hole in the kitchen wall into a neighbor’s opulent bedroom. My father was centered in the window, but behind him hung a tapestry of an improbable frieze of two women in flamenco outfits standing in a plaza surrounded by market vegetables. It had taken two years, but he could finally mention my mother without his normally rich voice wavering like a mourning blues melody. He stood out from his lavish surrounding, a slim dark man with grey hair cut as short as it had been during his army days. He was dressed in a black polo shirt and khakis.
“Are you still mulling over that decision that you needed to make at work?” he asked.
Smiling, I touched two fingers over my mouth.
“Yes, I know you can’t talk about work. But I saw something about your company on the news this evening. QND is GMO-ing mosquitoes. That isn’t your project, I hope?”
“No, but—” I decided to give into my curiosity. “What did they say?”
“Depends on who you listen to. Some say QND is releasing a genetic menace; some say that the company is a social justice warrior promoting a project that benefits Africans more than Americans.”
I shook my head as I pushed my plate away. “There will be a formal press conference later; but no, that’s not my project. I did hear most of what you said earlier. You found Josiah Toil. You talked about the buildings that he probably worked on. You said that you had reached a dead end. What does that have to do with history written on sand?”
A smile split his face and he laughed. “My multi-tasking daughter!”
Joining his smile, I got up and tossed the remains of my take-out dinner. The meal had been a little too good. I would have to hit the gym the next day. “Well?” I asked.
“Josiah had three daughters and two sons. The oldest son died in a Jim Crow prison.” My father frowned. “The girls just disappeared after adulthood. Do me a favor and don’t change your name when you get married.” I ignored the prompt and he continued. “You women are hard to find after marriage. I wish that Elene had insisted that we hyphenate our surnames. She had no brothers. So as far as I know, you’re the last of the Tolliver line.”
“Is that why you asked me to do the DNA test?” I leaned against the granite counter and poured myself a shot of sparkling water.
“Part of the reason. The gene company tries to find matches for you. The Toil genes passed to you from me and the Tolliver genes passed to you along the matriarchal line.”
“And all the way back to Eve,” I mused aloud.
Dad raised an eyebrow that the video caught perfectly, and I grinned.
“One of my coworkers tried to give me a genetics lesson today. He said that some genes go back to the first human woman, Eve.” I bowed elaborately. “Where do the Tollivers hail from? My coworker said that DNA tests tell you what country you originate from.”
“Oh, you are old, Candace,” my father said. Reaching behind himself, he pulled a laptop from beneath papers and flyers stacked on the bed. “Haplogroup L1c”
My hands tightened on the glass. I had not expected to get my question answered so easily.
“From central Africa around Chad, the Congo, or Rwanda. Home of the original humans.” He looked up. “Sorry, that’s still a wide area. That’s where your shortness comes from. You were right to blame your mother’s genes for that. I can send you the results if you want.”
“Send it on.” My own laptop was still in my briefcase. “And the sands of history?”
“Candace, I was just trying to wake you out of your funk,” he protested.
I watched him pour a sliver of bourbon into a shot glass. I insisted on an answer.
He looked away, sipped his drink once, twice and then looked back at me. “I hit a wall; this always happens. Josiah Toil was just a Black laborer, so his work wasn’t recorded. Every generation,” he paused, “like Black Wall Street, like all of the Black towns after the Civil War, like the Black miners at Matewan.”
“We know all of that,” I said quietly.
“No, we rediscovered all of that. It gets wiped away and then two generations later people say, ‘We were kings and queens in Africa.’ Well, sure. But we were city planners, architects, engineers, bricklayers, and professors here in America.”
“And Army officers,” I said.
He chuckled. I was glad to hear real laughter after his bitter tirade.
“You can help me with a puzzle at work,” I added. “Why would someone insist on his own cleaning staff for a lab? He says he’s afraid the normal staff would disturb his team.”
“And you don’t think that that’s enough? Is he afraid that his work would be stolen?”
“The guys that I met worship the ground he walks on.”
“Does QND have a policy against hiring relatives?”
“Sort of. They don’t want spouses or relatives to have to do performance reviews on each other. But I think the cleaning staff are contractors.”
“You can ask, you know.”
“I doubt the guy who runs the lab—”
“No, the janitor. I doubt that your guy thought to swear his janitor to secrecy. He’s probably proud of the job. Ask him.”
Lifting my glass, I toasted my father.
☼
 
“What’s a parian?” I ask, tossing myself into a chair in Desmond Walker’s office two days later. Not for the first time I wondered why a project leader had an office with a door that closed while I had a cubicle. Open door policy, Lloyd had said.
Desmond Walker made an elaborate point of putting his keyboard to bed and turned to me. “I think you know that it means godfather. Victor called me after you talked to him. He was worried that he’d done something wrong.”
“Did you ask the contract company to hire him?” I asked.
“He works for QND,” Walker said simply. “Contract companies lay their staff off whenever there’s a downturn.”
As I sat back in the visitor chair, I considered how to approach the real reason I had come down to Walker’s office.
“You’re not going to tell me that that is an infraction. Victor isn’t related to me,” he protested.
“No, Victor Johnston was only a puzzle that I wanted to solve. However,” I leaned forward. “I’m willing to bet that you know his haplogroup.” Walker stiffened and I smiled. “Humor me, Doctor Walker.”
“L1c,” he said, and I felt relief spread through me like a wave. “Why does it matter? You gave me the impression that you were going to close the project.”
“I really don’t want to. Lloyd needs a dog and pony show. We,” I emphasized the pronoun, “need to give him a reason to continue your funding.” I sat back. “I’m still going to insist on an ethicist to help us draw up conditions of use. I’d like to see families have access to their memories before they are exported and sold to others.” Especially Black families, I thought, and shivered at the thought of accessing the memory of Josiah Toil seeing his son vanish into a prison that reproduced the slavery that he himself had escaped from.
“You are the one who pointed out that the ability to share a memory along one haplogroup was not commercial.”
“I’m certain that every haplogroup would pay for their ancestral memories,” I said. “Everybody imagines themselves the descendants of kings and queens. Every magnate wants to pass his genius directly on to his children.”
I stood up full of nervous energy. Suddenly aware that I was patterning myself on Lloyd, I stopped and gripped the back of the visitor chair. “I’m not asking you to stop your research. Eventually, it will occur to them that if you could share across one close genetic group, you should be able to do so with others more distantly related. They will remember that we are one human family.” I took a breath. “When that happens, I want standards in place for such sharing. And remuneration for the memory donor.”
“It sounds like you have a donor in mind.”
“I considered asking you. Or Victor. But your memories belong to your children. I’m proposing that you give my memory—my ability to speak German—to Victor. He would be the more dramatic demo for Lloyd.”
I saw a wave of anger mixed with—what? guilt?—cross Desmond Walker’s face. “You’re asking me to experiment on my family?”
“Victor and I are in the same haplogroup: L1c,” I said. Releasing my grip on the chair, I seated myself again. “You said that your human trials have been done. I suggested Mr. Johnston because he’s such a strong character. He would charm the board with his stories in English; he would certainly do so in German. But, if you have another subject I will accept that. Mind you, I want to meet the person that you propose to give my memories to before you do that. There are other options.” I paused and ticked them off for him.
“Second: if you tell me that you are ready now or even next week to transfer a L1c haplogroup memory to an IJ haplogroup subject, I would jump at that.” I saw his surprise at my naming one of the European haplogroups. Yes, Doctor Walker, I did my homework, I told him silently. “Third: if you want me to go to Lloyd and tell him to give us two years and we will have that same demo for him, I’ll do that.”
“You don’t think that he’d wait,” Dr. Walker said.
“No, I don’t,” I said.
“When do you want a decision?”
“By the end of the week,” I said. “That will give me time to float the idea with a lawyer and discuss what type of protection we can offer the initial subject.” I saw the word “protection” enter Walker’s consciousness and wondered what machinations had been needed to have QND hire Victor Johnston directly.
☼
 
I didn’t ask. Four weeks later, I watched with others in the lab building as Victor Johnston regaled that board member with his memories second-lining with his krewe on Mardi Gras morning. His German was as colloquial as a native teenager. Standing in the back of the meeting room, I clutched the legal documents that would guarantee Victor a position until he retired and a pension afterward. As the memory donor, I had only insisted that the memories attached to my genes be given to no other person. I have frozen that moment in my mind: Victor regaling the board members after the formal test was completed, Lloyd smiling and nodding his head at my success, and Desmond Walker carefully defining the current commercial opportunities of his work and emphasizing the future possibilities.
I don’t know where Victor Johnston is now. Eventually, he tired of being a guinea pig; he tired of having that “bougie Black girl,” as he called me, in his head. No use explaining that I could not be extracted. He disappeared and Dr. Walker would not tell me where his godfather had moved. I could have queried human resources and found out where his checks were directed but I respected his wishes. I moved on; I listened to my father and started to date again. The Toil and Toliver family chart is waiting for another entry. I may be the last generation to pass down my story the old-fashioned way.




When God Sits in Your Lap

Ian Tregillis
 
I WAS JAMMED to the gills in the City of Angels the night some dumb onion started a war in heaven. And I was still piffled, a few hours later, when it ended.
I’d been weighing down a stool in my favorite gin mill, chewing face with a bottle and trying not to leave a puddle. A geriatric air chiller slowly lost its fight against entropy while the happy lady fumbling with her client in the corner gave us all a case of the hot pants, so the tapster barked at them to scram. They did, but not before pausing in the open doorway to let a devil wind rifle our pockets for loose change. (It got no business from me. You’d keep your cabbage in a shoe, too, if you’d ever lost a sawbuck to a Cherub’s grift.)
“Huh,” said her date. “Lookit that, shootin’ stars.” And pointed in the general direction of the sky.
“Gosh,” said the sleepy-time girl. “Ain’t it something?”
“Perseids,” mumbled the pie-eyed hard-case beside me.
“That’s in the summer, rummy,” said another.
“It’s all shimmery up there and—wowee!—getting brighter and brighter.”
“Quadrantids,” said the jane at the end of the bar. Rumor had it she’d been a professor, though of what I couldn’t say. Maybe she still was. “It’s the Quadrantids this time of year. But you can’t see them from the city. Too much light pollution. So shut the damn door.”
Yet by now, and even through the jaundiced haze of the city, the sliver of sky visible from my perch had lit up like photons were going out of fashion. Half the bar went outside to watch; the other half finished their drinks before joining the rubbernecks.
I closed my eyes, concentrated, and felt the Earth wobbling through its orbit like a shopping cart pushed by a peg-leg sailor. I felt the Moon tagging along like a clueless suitor who can’t take a hint; the slosh of magma; a faint jostling from other planets; drag, like a headwind, as the Earth plowed through a wispy cloud of cometary debris; even the whisper of dark matter ghosting through the planet. But the figures didn’t add up. This wasn’t a meteor shower.
Too bright were these fireballs, too long in tail, too vivid in hue. I saw selenium recombination lines, a vanadium doublet, even the apple-cheeked glow of a forbidden transition in yttrium: all too tony for interplanetary dust. This was high technology cascading into the atmosphere.
Some palooka had fired a satellite killer.
Maybe the monkeys had finally tired of hashing up this place, so they’d turned their peepers skyward. It figured. They’d been cold-shouldering the feeds from the climate satellites for a few decades now. If they hadn’t, the mercury might not have been tipping 100 on the Feast of the Epiphany. And I wouldn’t be sweating like a fink under the bright lights.
That’s the monkeys for you: never more creative than when finding new ways to disappoint. There are those in the Choir, the real lollipops, who say they can’t help it—that it’s in their nature. That they’ll grow out of it. But having already sat a spell, waiting for the locals to evolve, I knew better.
All of which is to say I wasn’t in the mood for some drip’s tale of woe. But the sad sack in the corner had been lamping me all evening. If he’d stared any harder I would’ve charged a fee. Maybe he was fixing to charge me, but I knew every joy girl and gunsel on this strip, and he was neither. He looked like he still had something to lose, and it just rolled under the couch.
“What gives, buster? You’re giving me a complex.”
Someday I’ll learn. Someday.
He joined me at the bar. Dressed like the carriage trade, he was. Gold chain sparkling under his unbuttoned collar, nice shine on his shoes. I wondered what long fall had brought him here. Maybe we could swap sob stories.
“Tom Darlington,” he said, mauling my paw. “I hear you solve problems.”
I got too busy rolling my eyes to remember where I’d heard that name. “If that were true, pal, I wouldn’t have so many of my own.”
He nodded at the tapster, who nodded back. “He says you helped him huge.”
That’s gratitude for you. Do a guy a favor, and in return he spreads rumors about you. He’d been having a problem with skipouts and freeloaders. All I did was tail the chiselers into an alley and give them an eyeful of the old glamour. I don’t know what he thinks I did, but we’d agreed he’d throw a blanket over the mess, no payment required other than serving up paint thinner, but only charging me for rotgut.
“You did, Bayliss.” At least he had the grace to look like a vicar caught tippling the communion wine. “I figured maybe you could make a few bucks, spreading the help around to those who need it.”
“That was enlightened self-interest.”
My new friend Tommy said, “This could be, too. I can pay you well.” His shoes winked at me. They seemed a trustworthy pair, so I let him read me the headlines.
“All you gotta do is talk to my mom.”
Oof. “Look, Jack, I’m not a fan of family drama.”
It’d be a sore spot with you, too, if you had my family. It wasn’t by choice that I’d lammed it to Earth.
“No, see, it’s real simple. Mom got remarried about a year ago. Dad died nine, ten years back. Anyway, she hooks up with this sleazy gold digger, and before long she’s acting weird. She doesn’t answer my calls, won’t even see me. Her only son!”
The thing about sitting around waiting for the locals to evolve is that it gives you a ringside seat to every weakness of their poor unevolved souls.
“Uh-huh. You know, kid, digging gold implies there’s gold to dig. So is this about missing dear old mother, or is it about an inheritance?”
The little creep didn’t even look abashed. He flashed me a smile so genuine I could barely see the porcelain.
“Just help me talk some sense into her. Help me convince her that douche has got her head twisted on backward. Once she’s thinking clearly again, and boots his slick ass to the curb, I won’t forget my friends.”
“You mean once she loosens the tourniquet on your trust fund.”
“Call it what you want. But know I’m generous with my friends. I pay my debts.”
“Yeah, yeah. I get the picture. You’ll peel a few leaves for me when you’re rolling in the cabbage.”
“Just show her the light of reason.” He poured the rest of his drink down his throat. “Better still, convince her to get him out of the picture.”
I didn’t like the angles. “Go climb your thumb, pal. Find another sap.”
The sharper lobbed a frown over the bar. “Does he always talk like this?”
The bartender shrugged. “Pretty much.”
“I wasn’t born yesterday” (isn’t that the truth) “and your math doesn’t add up. Why should she entertain a two-bit nickel grabber like me when she won’t give the time of day to the fruit of her womb? She doesn’t know me from Adam.”
“But I hear you’re persuasive.”
The glamour trick again. I should have dialed it up right then, distracted this dope to get him off my case.
Instead, I said, “People do enjoy a raconteur. I’m known for my conversational wit. But I can’t make folks do things they don’t want to do.” The rust on my glamour is too thick. But I saw no percentage in explaining that, so I kept it buttoned.
“Look. For all I know that scumbag has shipped her off somewhere, or worse. More than anything I just want to be sure she’s okay. Honest.”
“You say she’s been married to this creep for a year. Why the sudden concern? If he’s as bad as you say, why weren’t you running up the flags before they hitched?”
He looked at me, but he was seeing something else. “It’s been worse lately. Before this, I could at least talk to her. But the last time I spoke to her she hardly made sense. Like, really paranoid, you know?”
I suppose I have a soft spot for hard-luck swells on account of being one myself. I sighed.
“What’s the address?”
That old mammalian rhythm of his blinking changed, like he had something caught in the corner of his eye. “I’ll blink it over to your lenses,” he said.
I snagged a napkin with my elbow and slid it over. “Give it to me the civilized way.”
He frowned, briefly trying to peer into my peepers before flinching as if somebody’d just stuck a heater in his ribs. (Windows to the soul, and so forth.) Our conversation took five while he motioned our mutual friend for another drink. His hand shook when he raised the glass to his mouth. He only spilled a little. Over the rattling of ice, he said, “No lenses? What, you some kind of caveman or something?”
“Hey, lay off the Neanderthals. They were all right.”
He gave me a look. It wasn’t my size. I gave it back.
The professor rolled a pen our way. Darlington scribbled on the napkin. At a loss for what to do next, the darb paid my tab. All of it. I let him: as retainers went, it wasn’t chicken feed.
“That’s swell of you,” I said.
“Plenty more where that came from,” he said. “If . . .”
I left that one flapping on the clothesline. I don’t like innuendo. It gives me the vapors.
☼
 
The evening hyperloop run from L.A. to San Diego is too short for anything but a cigarette and second thoughts. Of the latter I had plenty, but got only halfway through the former before a railway bull flashed his buzzer at me and threatened to toss me in the cooler. I remember a time when the countryside was nothing but citrus groves and every joe and jane considered smoking in public a social contract, like Mulholland’s water. Better days.
I lit another pill as soon as I made the platform. At the taxi terminal I recited Darlington’s address and settled in to wait for a car. I hired a round-trip, figuring the job a short one: meet the bird, slip her the glamour, suggest she call Tom. So I counted easy money and watched the sky.
They were still at it up there. Even through the LED glare of the station lights, the haze of smoke wreathing my head, and the silvery glow of a nearly full moon, the incandescent shimmer of burning aerospace debris made a hell of a show. The way I read the leaves, somebody had poked the wrong loogan and now they were busting up the furniture.
A warm breeze ripped my cigarette smoke to tatters. A warmer breeze folded those scraps of dirtied air into the far fringes of thermodynamic possibility. My exhalations became swirls of anti-entropy, beefing at me to phone home. I’d been getting little hints like this for a while, but I’d learned the hard way not to get my hopes up.
“Nuts to you,” I said, and crushed the pill underfoot.
My car arrived. The door opened. I climbed in. The machine pulled away from the platform and soon merged into the late evening traffic. I’d have lit another pill, but the message from home had put me off that vice. So instead I loosened my flask. Not enough to get stinko, but enough to dip the bill while my ride sidled up the coast.
The houses got bigger and I got tighter. Remembering the way little Tommy Darlington dressed to go slumming in a low-rent gin mill, I wondered just how big they’d get.
Just after a turn inland, the safety alarm decided I’d gone too long between headaches. The console flashed red and amber as the car entered a shutdown mode. It pulled off the road and eased to a stop before I used up a whole month’s supply of blue words. GPS had gone down.
Myrna Darlington’s mansion wasn’t far, so I hoofed it. Not that I have hooves; back home, those are reserved for the high rollers. But the Seraphim have three pairs of wings, too, and never walk. Some people have all the luck.
Not me. And not some of the poor saps down on the coastal highway. Judging from the honking, the crunching, the tire squeals and—eventually—the sirens, mine wasn’t the only ride to suffer an ing-bing as orbital antisatellite platforms wrecked the joint. But it might have been one of the few to shut down with time for an amen.
I followed the blacktop ribbon higher into the hills, a hot dry wind sandblasting my face. Anti-erosion measures had given up the ghost two or three droughts ago, so the topsoil had nothing better to do. I kept eyes on the road ahead and behind. I didn’t trust the sensors in the road to keep joyriders from smearing me across the pavement.
I sighted a glow over the hills and wondered if wreckage from the tangle in orbit had made it down to the cheap seats. But the road kept heading that way, and I kept following it, so I found out soon enough.
And immediately wished I’d taken the time to scrape my face or pin on a clean collar. I was calling on forty billion dollars.
The Darlingtons had decided to fiat some lux. It streamed from every window of the mansion. It gave me a nice view of the grounds, which were lush and green in a way I hadn’t seen since Adam and Eve said, “I do.” The dancing fountains were a nice touch; I wondered when the showgirls would be out. Droughts or no, the Darlingtons drew a lot of water in this burg. Literally, it would seem.
The nests in this neck of the woods came with wrought iron gates to keep busted flushes like me from rubbing our empty pockets all over the topiary. But the Darlingtons’ gate looked like it had lost a fight with a real torpedo so, with a touch of my hat to acknowledge the security camera, I let myself onto the grounds. It was easy to find my way: I followed the skid marks to a convertible heap sitting skew-whiff beneath a porte cochère, metal still ticking as the engine cooled. It was a real road burner, too, the kind they don’t make any longer, from back when cars were fast and dangerous and accessories to sin. Shame about the grille and lights, but kudos to the gate for giving as good as it got. It’s a dog-eat-dog world. Blood suggested the driver’s face had lost a similar argument with the steering wheel.
Somebody had come home in a hurry.
The wind gusted hard enough to send mist from the fountains to cool my neck. I faced the breeze, using a handkerchief to wipe the worst of the dust from my pan. Maybe it wouldn’t hurt to be a little more presentable. But entropy again took a breather as the moist eddies swirling around the Ionic columns started tracing a pattern that, when viewed through a squint at just the right perspective, looked suspiciously like a slice through the zeta function.
Somebody back home was determined to get my attention. I was equally determined to ignore them.
“Go jump in a lake,” I said. “You’re all wet.”
I rounded the bashed-up jalopy but paused with my hand over the doorbell, breathing deeply, eyes shut, ears open. (It’s relaxing, like listening to a ball game on the radio, or eavesdropping on a confessional.) I heard no Hail Marys, but I did feel vibrations coming up through the foundation into the soles of my shoes. Not something a monkey would notice, but short, sharp, and repetitive just the same, like some mook was taking lessons from Joe Louis.
I rang the bell. The banging stopped. The house fell quiet, but that only lasted until the door opened. I did my best to look angelic while a geezer in a tailcoat fixed me with a dead pan.
“May I help you?”
“I’m beyond it, but it’s jake of you to ask. I’m here to speak with the lady of the house.”
His frown faltered, and his gaze flicked to the car before darting back to me.
“The lady of the house?”
“Myrna Darlington. The one who pays your scratch.”
“Ms. Darlington is not meeting callers presently. Good evening, sir.”
He made to close the door. My toe made that difficult.
“Sir, I kindly suggest you return at a more respectable hour. In the meantime, if you do not depart at once, I’ll have no choice but to summon the authorities.”
“In that wise, how about the man of the house? Not that it isn’t a kick in the pants, flapping my gums at you.”
I gave him a grin, looked him in the eye, and nudged my glamour. Not so much that he’d squiff out, but just enough to tip the dice. Blood returned to whitened knuckles as he released his death grip on the door.
“Who may I say is calling?”
Tricky question. I answered in kind. “Philo Vance.”
“And your business is?”
“I’ve got a swell set of brushes in my suitcase.”
“Good evening, sir. I’ll again ask you to depart.”
“Nah, I’m just making a gag. I’m here on the business of her son, Thomas.”
That did the trick. I’d said the magic word, and the cave of wonders opened before me.
I’d never been asked to wait in a parlor before. Cigar smoke outgassed from cherry wood and ostrich leather; it didn’t take much effort to taste the ghost of exhaled brandy fumes haunting the higher shelves of the bookcases. I suppose when you roll in this much dough your mansion needs a place for shaking hands and making deals. I wondered what kind of secrets I might have uncovered had I gone to the trouble of retracing the air currents in the room to reconstitute a conversation or two.
The walls that weren’t covered with bookshelves or windows overlooking the gardens were hung with framed action photos of rockets, mass drivers, scramjets. A glass case next to the sideboard contained a model of a hypersonic shuttle, gleaming like a shiv poised to shank the heavens.
The nickel dropped. I had heard the name before. Darlington Aerospace: old Myrna had made her dosh on the high frontier. No wonder she wasn’t taking callers. Tonight’s light show probably had her doing figure eights. Each flash or flare might have been nothing but an ooh or aah to regular joes like you and me, but probably a billion in lost contracts to the Darlingtons.
I liked the timing of this not very much.
I parked my body on a leather sofa softer than my bed. Hat on my lap, I lit a match and thought hard while it burned down to my thumbnail. By the time I shook it out, I’d decided it was still a rotten setup.
The door opened, and in came a real jasper. Some say clothes make the man, but this man didn’t need any making. His mug would have been at home on the silver screen—I could practically hear the pop of flashbulbs as the newshawks followed him around town. I wondered if he always wore his shirt half unbuttoned. Either way, I couldn’t blame a bereaved widow for doffing the black veil to shack up with this one.
Couldn’t blame him either. Had I his looks, I’d be on the prowl for a butter-and-egg woman, too. He’d hooked a prizewinning fish.
He entered the room in fourth gear. “Look, major, I’ve already told you—”
Then he stopped, blinking at me as he realized he’d miscounted the trumps. He ran a hand through his hair; he’d worked up a sweat, doing what I couldn’t say, but enough that his mane had broken free of the shellac. But one look and he had me pegged for a down-and-outer. (Not just a pretty face, then. I could see why little Tommy was fretting.) The tomcat went straight to the desk, unlocked a drawer, and pulled out a checkbook.
“It’s late and I’m busy, so let’s get this over. How much does he owe you?”
I looked at the leather portfolio in his hands and licked my lips. Five yards, I wanted to say.
“You’ve got your wires crossed, chum. This isn’t a shakedown.”
That caught him short. His sleeve rode up when he tossed the checkbook back on the desk; I glimpsed bloodstains seeping through fresh white gauze. He re-buttoned his cuffs when he caught me rubbernecking. Didn’t want to make him feel self-conscious, so I pretended not to notice the matching conk on his noggin.
“Who are you, exactly?”
I gave him the short version. “For the purposes of this discussion, let’s say I’m Tommy’s pal and leave it at that.”
“So this is about money.”
“He would deny that.”
That got a laugh. Like I’d said, people enjoy my conversational wit. He moved to the sideboard and gave the ice a few jabs with a pick. When he dropped the chips in a tumbler, the tremor in his hands wasn’t as extreme as when Tommy tried to see my peepers, but it was there. Fiddling with the sideboard seemed to calm him, though.
“Drink?”
“It was a thirsty walk. My hack died.”
“Tough luck,” he said, his back to me as he filled a second tumbler with ice and something that didn’t smell like paint thinner.
“Same for whoever drives that jalopy outside.”
His free hand moved up as if to touch his forehead, but he caught himself. Calmed with a visible effort, he turned and crossed the room to me. The movement coaxed a faint glint from a little golden cross dangling on a chain behind his open collar.
I took the glass he offered. “Here’s mud in your eye.”
He leaned on the desk—Don’t get comfortable, it said—and raised his glass in kind.
“So you’re here at Thomas’s behest, yet somehow not about money.” He sipped again. “That’s a new one, chief.”
“Here’s a card, dealt straight from the top of the deck. He’s worried about his mother. Says she’s been ducking his calls. He asked me to check on her well-being.”
“Myrna is perfectly well. But a woman in her position, with her responsibilities, is extremely busy. She can’t come running every time he bottoms out his bank account. She’s a businesswoman, not a cash dispenser. Thomas doesn’t understand that.”
A convincing argument, undermined only a little by the way he subconsciously massaged the bandage on his forearm with his free hand. Interesting, that. When he saw me seeing it, his hand fell to the desk again. His eyes turned hard as flint and just as colorful.
“And what exactly are your qualifications?”
“Call me Bayliss. My qualifications are a compassionate nature and what you might call a professional study of the human condition.”
“I take it you’re not a doctor.” He wet his beak again. At that rate, he’d lap me in no time flat.
“No. And I lost my pension, too, when you demoted me.” He quirked an eyebrow over the lip of his glass. “A moment ago you called me ‘major.’ And me with my flat feet, imagine that. Who did you expect to find waiting in here?”
Straightening, he set the empty tumbler on the blotter behind him. “Tell you what, chief. When Myrna comes up for air again”—I was careful not to react to that intriguing choice of words—“I’ll tell her to ring Tommy.”
“They’d both appreciate it. But be a pal, won’t you, and let me earn my honest pay.”
“A woman like Myrna Darlington doesn’t meet with casual drop-ins. Frankly, neither should I.” He loomed over me. “So interface with her scheduler if you want a spot on her calendar. I’m sure something will open up in a few weeks.”
I’d backed him into a corner. Another push and he’d start hissing. But it’d been a long day, and a long walk, so the last thing I needed was a snarling match. I reached for my glamour again, figuring a light touch would do the trick, just enough to loosen his noodle. But before I could give him a snootful of the old heiligenschein, a knock at the parlor door drew his attention. He turned away. The servant entered, blowing my chance. I’d have to tweak both of them just to reach the tomcat, but I’d already worked the dipsy-doodle on the geezer; twice in the same month might send him into an epileptic wingding.
“Sir.” The geezer paused just long enough to read the room. “The, ah, visitors you were expecting have arrived.”
I know my cue when I hear it. So I drained my glass and stood, making a show of checking my watch. “It’s turning into a regular Grand Central around here.”
“Peter, help our guest, won’t you?”
“No need for the bum’s rush. I’ll see myself out.”
“Please, allow us. I wouldn’t want you to become lost.”
“Aren’t you the real cream.” I donned my hat, flicked the brim. “It’s been swell.”
My buddy Peter didn’t lead me out the way I’d entered. Guess they didn’t want me rubbing elbows with the new arrivals. But that was jake with me, as it gave me a chance to case the joint. Nothing to write home about, until we passed a stairwell where rusty stains stippled a runner on the lower landing. They reeked of the supernova that spewed the iron atoms that eventually came to rest in the hemoglobin in the tomcat’s bandages. It made me sneeze.
Peter opened a door. “Good evening, sir.”
“See you in the funny papers.”
He didn’t slam the door in my face.
I figured on one more stop before I could call it a night, and my feet were already killing me, but I had the bit in my teeth. So I crept around Darlington’s shack, feeling like a window peeper, until I could lean around the corner for a view of the porte cochère.
The banged-up jalopy had been moved while I was inside. In its place sat a black sedan with tinted windows and military plates. The driver, standing ready to open the rear door when somebody important returned, wore a uniform. But I gathered this wasn’t just a fancy-dress party.
The flyboy was rodded up.
☼
 
Once past the gate, I did the math and found I didn’t like the sum.
If my client’s account was watertight, then Myrna had started going off her nut right around the time I had started getting the phone-home messages. He and I had both chosen to do nothing. Then skip ahead roughly a year to tonight: the night he decided to hire a go-between just happened to be the same night his mother’s fortune came raining down from the heavens.
In fact, the lightshow overhead now spread from horizon to horizon, east to west. The flashes had also moved to higher inclinations since I’d been inside. I figured that was bad news for anything hoping to sidestep the brawl by crouching in a polar orbit.
Twinkle, twinkle, little star . . .
And twinkle they did. Naturally at first, then with a vengeance as somebody modulated the electromagnetic fine-structure constant like a hop-head playing the skins.
“Yeah, yeah, message received,” I said. “Just can the broken-record act.”
Then I touched my brim at the security camera, because if you’re going to do something flash you might as well do it with style, and stepped into the Pleroma.
☼
 
First thing after ditching the vale of tears, I peeled off my monkey suit and massaged my aching muscles. My shoulders were killing me. So would yours, if you spent your days hunched in Euclidean space.
There is a spot, call it an overlook, on something I’ll call a coastline, from which you can watch a quintillion-dimension symmetry group lap against the sea-slicked bedrock of raw causality. At times, when the light is just right, you can see the distant waves illuminated by the benthic glow of a prime number foundry. And if you listen hard, you can even hear the sea fizzing where new Mersennes bubble to the surface. The breeze smells like neutron-activated iodine. It’s a swell place for cooling the heels, and I missed it. So I went there.
I conjured a gimlet and a pill, smoked one and drank the other while storm clouds gathered on the horizon. It wouldn’t be a long wait. A roiling cloud of ash, blacker than India ink, slithered toward me on 144,000 constantly flickering bolts of lightning. Say what you will about the Choir, but nobody makes an entrance like a Power.
Half a cigarette later, the storm was kicking dust into my glass.
I said, “Go soak your head.”
“Bayliss,” it said. “Long time no see.”
“The vote was nearly unanimous, as I recall.”
“I’m not the one who got you run out of town,” said the Power. “You brought that particular grief on yourself.”
I chewed on that, but didn’t like the taste, so I spit it out. “You didn’t reel me back in just to feed me sugar.”
“I’m doing my civic duty, spreading the word. You should know that things are changing, Bayliss.”
“You should know that the monkeys have a saying. ‘Change is the only constant.’” Something like that.
The cloud churned. I could smell the sterile neutrinos boiling from it. I suppose that when you don’t have eyes to roll, you have to make do with what you can.
It said, “METATRON is on the move.”
I allowed myself a slow whistle to release the steam building between my ears. “Whew.”
None in the Choir—not even the flaming sword types—understand the true nature of METATRON, and anybody who claims otherwise is feeding you spaghetti. We tend to think of it as the Voice of God: the last time it went on a tear, the echoes shook Creation from top to bottom. You might say our perch, the Choir loft, experienced a sudden and unwelcome remodeling. Some tigers are best left un-poked.
Then, for the second time that night, a nickel dropped. “This wasn’t a courtesy call. You bums are worried that I’m the one that’s got METATRON climbing the walls.” I shook my head. “Brother, you’ve got your heads screwed on backward if you think a penny-ante operator like me has that kind of juice. You know this, Sam. So what gives?”
“We just want to know you’ve been keeping your nose clean, Bayliss.”
“No, you’re looking to hang a red light on me. Well, go spit in your hat, pal. I’m innocent as an altar boy.”
I looked upon the sea. Sam’s passage had incinerated a few newly manifested prime numbers, eradicating them from the Mantle of Ontological Consistency. Humans would never notice, though: at their present rate, they’d destroy themselves long before they ventured that deeply into the number line.
Hmmm. Interesting thought. Not a nice one.
I turned again and, suspecting I already knew the answer, asked the boiling Power, “How long has METATRON been thrashing in its sleep?”
There was a time when the most philosophically inclined monkeys liked to entertain their pals with ruminations about how many of us could dance on the head of a pin, or whether one of us could know more in the evening than we did in the morning. But after chewing the fat with Sam, I knew less than I had in many a day. And I remember when every day got its own verse in Genesis.
But it was grand, our view from the high window. Above and around us, the kaleidoscopic infinitudes of the Choir’s Magisteria. Spread below us, the entirety of mortal existence. Long ago I’d buried it deep, but it hit me then how much I missed this place. Metaphorical hat in hand, I faced the Power.
“Level with me, Sam. What are the chances—”
“If you remember anything,” it said, reaching past me to knot a passing cosmic string, “give me a call.”
With a sigh, I tucked the quipu in my pocket. Sam flickered and boomed with delight as a particularly bright streak spread hypervelocity debris across the terminator. Earth orbit was now punctuated by point detonations, too, little popcorn puffs of gammas and X-rays.
Over the whistle of high-energy electrons corkscrewing down the Earth’s magnetic poles, it asked, “What’s the story down there, anyway?”
“Same old story.” I crushed the pill underfoot, drained my glass. “Love thy neighbor.”
☼
 
I’d intended to use the chin-wag with Sam as a shortcut back to the gin mill. It’d take a real sourpuss to call me back home but deny me the freedom of travel within. But I was peddling my fish in the wrong market, because I popped out of the Pleroma exactly where I entered it. What a scream. I squared my shoulders for a long walk back, but managed two steps before the bulls slipped a collar on me.
☼
 
I should have known that a high roller like Myrna Darlington would keep private muscle. I don’t know where they’d been when I arrived; something had kept them preoccupied. Maybe that’s why the tomcat first figured me for somebody else: rare is the nickel-grabber who slips past a billionaire’s tackle and end. So the hard numbers were embarrassed, juiced up, and aching to redeem themselves. The perfect recipe for calm and measured discourse.
“Why were you loitering outside Ms. Darlington’s gate?” said one, while her partner slammed a telephone book across my pan. I can’t guess where she found one of those old things, but I can tell you she hadn’t skipped debate practice. Solid technique.
“Go fry a stale egg.”
“We got you on camera, wise guy.”
“Then you know I wasn’t loitering. You have me coming up the drive, getting invited inside for a chat and a drink, and then you have me going down the drive again. So stuff a sock in the bluster, why don’t you.”
“We have you coming outside and mugging for the camera. Ten minutes later, you’re still there. And now we’re here.”
So the fix was in: I’d been in the Pleroma during those few earthly minutes. To mortal perception, I’d stepped into a shadow and completely disappeared before emerging from a similar shadow moments later. These palookas couldn’t have seen me. So who’d tipped them off ?
“Tommy Darlington sent me,” I said.
“What’s your cut? How much did they promise you?”
“Cut of what? And who’s ‘they’? You got a frog in your pocket?”
Again the yellow pages. That one hurt. “Keep cracking wise, smart guy.”
“He sent me because he’s worried about his mother.”
“He realized he’d never succeed in court so he hired you to do his dirty work, is that it?”
“I was sent to talk, nothing else.”
“Lemme get this straight. Tonight, of all nights, he just happens to send a stranger nobody has ever met before?”
“You win the wristwatch.”
They looked at each other. “What’s this? The circus?”
“Yeah, and I’m the lion tamer,” I said, giving my glamour everything it had.
☼
 
At some point in the night, a jazz band decided the acoustics in my empty head would make a swell rehearsal space. And they were still going strong in the late-morning sunlight. Those kids had talent. Nice kids, too. By the time I made a lean breakfast, ate it, willed the worst bruises out of my face, scraped it, put a bandage on it, and pinned on a new collar, they were playing more quietly than an earthquake.
The newsfeeds were full of wise-heads yapping about accelerated Kessler cascades and emergency evacuations of orbital outposts. I sympathized. I knew how it felt to abandon a home in the heavens.
☼
 
Libraries have changed since my day. Easier to navigate, harder to burn down. What the public library on Fifth lacked in papyrus scrolls and longbeards fluent in Aramaic it made up for with free access to news archives.
Myrna’s last will and testament would be locked up tight with her attorneys, but I could track that down later. Instead I spent the afternoon pearl diving in the deep waters of the library’s archives. Came up with a few gems, too. Like the fact that little Tommy and his mother’s tomcat had been partners in a failed bid to put Myrna’s assets under a conservatorship. Whatever the basis of their claim, the court had thrown it out and—I gather—soon after that Myrna had done the same with Tommy. The tomcat had somehow kept on her sweet side (pinning the entire thing on the kid would be my guess) and now the erstwhile partners snapped at each other like sharks smelling blood. Little wonder, then, the grudge against the man who replaced his father. But my sympathy didn’t lie with them.
I felt for Myrna. She’d backed the wrong horse on this one, and it had cost her.
☼
 
People stood in doorways and on corners, looking up. The orbital brawling had petered out, but debris was still skimming into the ionosphere brightly enough to deface the hot blue sky. I hadn’t seen so much communal sky gazing since before the light bulb. The upturned faces outside the gin mill had changed, but not the expressions of pie-eyed delight on them. They’d learn soon enough.
I gave the tapster a nod. He returned it with interest, pointing me to the corner where slumped my de facto client.
“You’re missing the show,” I said, hiking a thumb at the ceiling and, by extrapolation, the heavenly spheres.
Tom blinked at me, tumblers turning behind his eyes as he worked to remember how I fit into his world. I wondered what he’d been drinking, and whether I could join him in that cocoon of glassy-eyed bliss. Recognition dawned. The moment passed.
“What show? I’d hoped you’d gone to San Diego by now.”
“I did. You’ll get my invoice for the hyperloop ticket. But I forgot to pack an overnight bag. That one’s on me.”
He frowned, and the cloudy look came back over his face again. But I didn’t want him to drown, so I threw him a lifeline.
“Your stepdad—”
(That perked him right up. “He’s not my stepfather. He’s my mother’s husband.”)
“—is he the religious type, by any chance?”
“I don’t know. And I also don’t know what this has to do with my mother.”
“Speaking of, what about her? She a regular churchgoer?”
“No,” he said, a door slammed in one syllable. Whatever the story, I felt certain he hadn’t been sent to Catholic school. Maybe we weren’t so different.
“The shack where you grew up. What’s in the basement?”
He’d been expecting a fastball, but I guess I throw a mean curve. I waited while he chased it down. “You mean the lower level?”
“Minibar? Foosball table?”
“Mom’s home office is down there. That’s all.” With a shrug, he added, “Oh, and her panic room, I suppose.”
He’d mentioned paranoia. But when your worth is measured in eleven or twelve figures, it’s not paranoid to assume people are on the prowl for a piece of you. Hence the private muscle. But where had they been when I arrived?
He tossed back his drink and stood to leave.
I raised a hand. “One last question.” I let it dangle until he sat again. “When was the last time you physically saw your mother?”
☼
 
When I left the gin mill en route to the hyperloop station, little Tommy had been on the horn with the bulls. But there was nothing in the live news feeds by the time the train pulled into San Diego. If the prowl car boys had paid a visit to Myrna’s shack, somebody had tossed a blanket over what they found.
There was no road-burner in the porte cochère this time, and nothing from the military vehicle pool, either. Workmen were too busy repairing the gate to object when I breezed past. Even the skid marks had been scrubbed away.
Peter answered the door again, looking exactly as he had the night before. You’d never suspect he’d spent the night in the eye of a storm. He even remembered the fake name I’d given him. What a pro.
“Mr. Vance.”
“Do they ever let you off the leash, Peter?”
“I am not a dog, Mr. Vance.”
“No, you’re not. And I hope your employer remembers that on Boxing Day. Speaking of whom, I have an appointment with Ms. Darlington.”
That coaxed a raised eyebrow out of him. A dirty trick if that’s what it took to get him to break character but, then again, people don’t put me on retainer because they admire my character.
He called my bluff. “This way, Mr. Vance.”
I let him install me in the parlor again. It hadn’t changed since my visit the previous night. I took a seat on the couch and plastered an innocent look on my pan. As soon as he closed the door I was across the room, jimmying the lock on the writing desk while a separate piece of my consciousness peeled off to slither under the door and glide along the corridor to the stairwell, past the blood-stippled landing runner, and down again.
The desk was a bust. Nothing but an empty checkbook.
Downstairs was a different story. Tommy hadn’t been lying about the panic room. Either that or Myrna Darlington had her very own bank vault. The steel door was scratched and dented along the edges, as was the frame embedded in the surrounding wall. A crowbar lay on the floor nearby. I remembered the percussion underfoot when I first rang the bell, and the sweaty, slightly disheveled tomcat who met me in the parlor.
Quality work, that vault. It sealed airtight, even after all that abuse. So if I wanted to peep the panic room I’d have to start elbowing my way through the matrix of iron atoms. Tedious work. . . . But I’d barely slithered a few microns into the vault when the parlor door opened.
Imagine my surprise when Myrna Darlington entered. Not a hair out of place, and very much alive.
“Mr. Vance, is it?”
She offered her hand, eyes twinkling like she was in on the joke. Her grip was stronger than the gray hair would suggest. I had to watch my step. She’d built a monolithic aerospace empire from the wreckage of all the others. I didn’t know the details and hadn’t followed her rise, but I’d been down here long enough to know that titans of business tend to a special kind of vicious. Defeating all comers in that arena takes brains, cunning, and a killer’s instinct. In other words, a real world-beater.
“Only sometimes,” I admitted.
“Ah, well, no matter. Nobody reads those old books anymore.” She gestured for me to sit as she crossed to the sidebar and got to work. “Willard Wright drank himself to death, you know. So did some of the pulp writers. If you’re the sightseeing type,” she added, using a bottle to gesture toward the coast, “one of the greats is buried in town.”
Atomically sharp, this one. “I’ll pay my respects.”
“But I prattle. I hope my morbid fascinations won’t deter you from joining me?”
“If my hangover can’t, nothing can.”
She laughed, pouring them neat.
“Thomas must be very worried. Peter said you called upon us yesterday evening as well.”
“Your son paints a vivid picture.”
She handed me a glass, studied my face. “Oh, dear.”
“Compliments of your wrecking crew.”
“Those fools. Do send Peter the hospital bill.”
“Like I told your husband, I’m not here for a shakedown. I’m here on Tommy’s behalf.”
“Hmm.” She considered that for the duration of a sip and swallow. “He didn’t mention the failed conservatorship, did he.”
“Neither did your husband.”
She breathed a conspiratorial sigh and raised her glass. “Roosters.”
I followed suit. “The whole damn farmyard.”
“May I ask, Mr. Not-Vance, what Tommy promised you?”
“The moon and stars if I walked you to his side of the street. I’m beginning to think he might not be good for it.”
“Perhaps not. But I am.”
“Amen, sister. I’ll drink to that.”
“The moon and stars,” she said, a hard hitch in her voice, “but no more. The mortal sphere is all you get.”
And in that moment I understood how little Tommy must have felt when he tried to look into my eyes, because Myrna’s peepers flickered with the embers of Creation. I’d been caught in the rain. I wondered how long METATRON had been whispering in her ear. I wanted to scram, I wanted to take a plant, but the Voice of God held me tight.
“On Earth as it is in Heaven,” she said.
I didn’t even feel the cosh.
☼
 
I rolled over, grasping for purchase on the swaying floor. My twitching fingers landed in something soft, damp, and sticky. I opened my eyes and stumbled upright.
Myrna’s tomcat lay sprawled at my feet, wide unblinking eyes illuminated by a flickering amber glow, as if he’d been paralyzed by the dying embers of a paparazzo’s flashbulb. Even in death, the handsome jasper almost looked worthy of a photo spread in the society pages. Almost, because the icepick piercing his dinner jacket, shirt, and heart ruined the look. So did the pond of blood.
We were locked in a vault. I recognized the door, because I’d seen it—could still see it—from the other side via the sliver of my consciousness still trying doggedly to worm its way inside. I told him to take five as I studied my surroundings.
To call this a panic room was to call a bakery a breadbox. The erratic illumination came from banks of screens. This is whence Myrna ran her empire. And whence METATRON, through her, turned Earth orbit into a junkyard.
I’d done the math wrong. The dead jasper had been trying to stop her.
He and Tommy, those who knew her best, had both sensed the touch of something inhuman in her. Nobody walks off a brush with METATRON, not even the heavy hitters in the Choir. But she hid it well enough to fool me for a few minutes. What a tomato.
☼
 
I unfurled Sam’s calling card and waited for the collar. The Power hadn’t moved from where we’d spoken. I guess it enjoyed the view, too. It acknowledged my approach with a flicker and rumble.
“Let me guess,” I said. “METATRON went back to sleep.”
“How’d you manage it?”
“I told you, I’m innocent of the whole mess.”
“Yet you know what METATRON is doing.”
Mindful of the last thing Myrna had said to me, I nodded to the lightshow beneath us, where aerospace debris blazed firefly trails across the mortal sky. Nights would be like this from now on. Eventually, the monkeys would forget how it used to be.
“This is a message. ‘On Earth as it is in Heaven.’”
“Lay it out for me.”
Sam got an earful of my speculation that the monkeys’ new confinement was a metaphysical echo of our own situation. METATRON wanted the Mantle of Ontological Consistency wrapped nice and tight around the mortal sphere—no leaving the monkeys to their own devices. That would be grim news in some quarters. And lucky me, the messenger.
“Sam, look. Now that I’m your bag man on Earth, isn’t it time we all agree—”
“The ledger isn’t cleared, Bayliss. Keep keeping your nose clean. But don’t call us, we’ll—”
“Yeah. I know the drill.” I touched my brim. “Thanks for nothing.”
I popped out of the Pleroma just a few paces from where I’d departed.
☼
 
Back in the Darlington mansion, I scooped up the other piece of myself. Peter had dusted. I found Myrna in the garden, staring at the sky and mumbling to herself.
“Let’s blow this joint,” I said, taking her arm over my shoulders. I lifted gently. She was frail as a kite. The Voice of God had hollowed her out.
☼
 
I called Tommy.
“Your mother is in a two-day liquor cure in Redondo Beach,” I said.
The silence at the other end was just long enough for somebody to glance at the glass in his hand and sidestep some unwelcome introspection. “You’ve seen her? She’s okay?”
I gave him the address. “My advice? Get down there before the newshounds catch the scent. She’s going to need you.”
I cut the connection and looked at the sky.
You’ll all need each other from now on. Because you’re never getting off this rock. And neither am I.




Invisible People

Nancy Kress
 
1.
 
WHEN I RUSHED into the kitchen, already late for work, Jen and Kenly were bent over her tablet, Brady was flinging oatmeal from his highchair, and the wall screen blared the animal channel. Leopards flowed sinuously through tall grass.
“Why didn’t you wake me? I have a deposition in twenty minutes!”
“I did wake you,” Jen said. “Why did you go back to sleep?”
“And why is the TV on at breakfast? Kenly, you know the rule!”
“It’s homework,” Kenly said. “I have to write a report. Look, Daddy! Scientists made a baby leopard!”
A blob of oatmeal landed on my pants leg. “Damn it, Jen—”
“Daddy said a bad word!”
Jen said, “Tom.” That’s all she had to say. In a marriage, good or bad, one word can say volumes. This word said It’s not my fault you overslept plus I may choose to be the stay-at-home parent, but that doesn’t mean I can control a one-year-old armed with oatmeal plus Lighten up. Now.
I lightened up. “Sorry. Kenly, what’s your report about?”
“Leopards. See the TV?” But she didn’t meet my eyes; she knew what was coming next. Jen took the oatmeal away from Brady, but not before another blob of it landed on the cast on Kenly’s wrist. She or her friends had decorated it with glitter and hearts and tiny glue-on mirrors, currently a necessity among second-grade girls.
I raised my voice to be heard over Brady’s howling about the loss of his blobby missiles and the shrieking of some jungle birds on the wall screen. “When is the report due?”
“Well . . . the outline is due today. An outline is when—”
“I know what an outline is, honey. When were you supposed to start it?”
“Monday.” Two days ago. Kenly never lies to me. And she knows I’m never really angry with her. Jen and I waited too long for her, struggled too hard, made too many sacrifices in order to adopt her. And Kenly is everything parents hope for: kind, honest, smart, sunny. All children, adopted or biological, are lotteries, and with Kenly we won big. Then we got lucky again: after all our years of failed IVF, Jen got pregnant “spontaneously” with Brady.
I said, “I’ll help you write from your outline tonight.”
Kenly knew a victory when she saw one and, like any good lawyer, she pushed for more. “If Mom would let me talk in the report like normal people, with spell-check and everything—”
“No, your mother’s right. You need to learn to write and spell.”
“Sophie’s mom lets her use spell-check!”
Jen said, “Your mom is not Sophie’s mom. And I don’t know what that teacher is thinking.” She walked with Brady, whose eyes drooped from the exertion of the Great Oatmeal War.
I kissed her and grabbed my briefcase, now really late for my deposition. The doorbell rang.
“Two people on the front porch,” the house system said. “No matches in facial recognition deebee.” The wall screen had replaced the exotic jungle birds with two strangers holding up badges.
You never anticipate the moment your luck runs out.
☼
 
FBI special agents Rosa Morales and Mia Friedman gazed around our living room, missing nothing. Not the shelf of lopsided, handmade gifts from Jen’s former first-grade students. Not the three-foot-high toy space station that I’d put together wrong. Not the one expensive object, an Eric Hess sculpture that had been a gift from a client for whom I’d won a tough custody case. The object, shelved high to be safe from the kids, was spectacularly out of place. Jen wanted me to sell it, not so much for the money but because we aren’t the kind of people who have museum-quality art. We aren’t rich; we aren’t socially prominent; we aren’t saints or sinners. I don’t handle the kind of divorce cases that make the news. We’re invisible people, with no reason to have FBI agents sitting on our sofa, which, I now saw, had peanut butter smeared on one worn arm.
No one said anything until Jen got Kenly on the school bus and Brady in his crib. Then I said, “What’s this about?”
Agent Friedman, older and clearly in charge, said, “This is about your adoption of Kenly Sarah seven years ago.”
Instantly Jen went on the attack, a lioness with cubs. “There shouldn’t be any problem with that. We have legal adoption papers, we went through proper channels—”
“Yes,” Agent Friedman said, “but unfortunately, the adoption agency did not.”
“What’s that supposed to mean? My husband’s a lawyer and—”
“Please calm down, Ms. Linton. Neither you nor your husband did anything wrong, and the child is legally yours. We’re here to ask you exactly how the adoption progressed. The Loving Home Adoption Agency may be involved in violations of U.S. Code Title 18, Chapter 96.”
I said incredulously. “The RICO Act? Racketeering?”
“Engaging in a criminal enterprise, yes.”
“How?” Jen said. “Kenly wasn’t bought illegally or anything. We met with the biological mother once and talked to her through an interpreter; she was accidentally impregnated by her boyfriend who then skipped out, and her religion forbade abortion. All we did was pay for her medical expenses and care during pregnancy, and we were in the hospital when Kenly was born! St. Mary’s Hospital!”
“Yes, we know,” Agent Friedman said. “And eventually you may be called on to testify about all that in court. But for now, we just want to hear what happened from your perspective.”
Jen said, “And no one is going to try to take Kenly away from us?”
“No, ma’am. I can promise you that.”
It was what Jen needed to hear. The lioness morphed back into my wife. I said, “I want our lawyer present.” I am an attorney, but a divorce lawyer is a long way from racketeering indictments.
“If you wish. Meanwhile, I can at least tell you that your daughter is not the result of an accidental pregnancy, as you were told. She is the result of an offshore operation that hires indigent women to carry IVF embryos to term in order to be adopted out. You’ve had annual follow-up visits to the Loving Care Agency, right? Visits that included interviews with both of you, a well-child medical exam of Kenly, and a detailed questionnaire?”
Jen said, “That’s all part of our contract with Loving Home. That we participate in a long-term study of adoptee adjustment.”
“Not exactly,” Agent Friedman said.
Brady began to fuss. The robotic arm on his crib activated and checked his diaper, then dangled a toy in front of him. He went on fussing, but for the first time ever, Jen ignored him. She demanded, “What did they do to Kenly? In those medical exams? I was right there and—”
“Nothing in the medical exams. It happened long before that, during in vitro fertilization.” Agent Friedman hesitated, then apparently made a decision to say more—maybe because I was a lawyer and would find out anyway, maybe because we looked conventional enough to be trusted, maybe even out of sympathy. She said, “Your daughter’s genes were illegally altered. Illegally and without consent.”
“Altered? How? She’s a normal seven-year-old, healthy, nothing different about her—I don’t believe you!”
“It’s the truth. I’m sorry.”
“Have other kids been ‘altered’? Who are they?”
“The FBI cannot give out names of other potential witnesses.”
“You didn’t answer my first question! Altered how?”
Brady went from fussing to full-out howl. Jen didn’t move. Neither did I.
Agent Morales spoke for the first time. Her coloring matched Kenly’s: smooth tan skin, exuberant dark curls, deep brown eyes. There was even a faint island lilt to her voice.
She said, “How did Kenly break her arm?”
LEOPARDS

By Kenly Linton

Some syentists made a Amur leopard. That is one kind of leopard. It went xtink many years ago. The syentists found its genes someplace and put them into a African leopard and the baby was borned! It is very cute. The mother licks it. That is leopard kisses.

2.
 
Mary, my assistant, had rescheduled the deposition, but I had a new client coming in at eleven o’clock. Until then, I sat in my office with the door closed, a cup of coffee growing cold beside me, and stared at the picture of my family on my desk.
Jen, laughing, her hair blowing in an ocean breeze.
Agent Friedman said that the scientists who “altered” the genes in the embryo that would become Kenly—those unidentified people—were part of a large, well-funded, offshore private organization. They implanted the embryos in poor young single girls who desperately needed the money, and then adopted out the babies through agencies like Loving Home. The girls were paid only if they agreed to parrot the pregnancy story they were given.
Brady, six months old, grinning around his first tooth.
The FBI would not tell us the name or location or purpose of the organization because it was “part of an on-going investigation.” But it seemed to be an exercise in eugenics, that disgraced twentieth-century idea, done with twenty-first-century genetics.
Kenly in a ruffled blue swimsuit, pointing proudly to the sandcastle she’d just built, pail-shaped and topped with a seagull feather.
To be told even as much as we were, Jen and I had to sign papers swearing us to silence until the case came to trial.
Behind my family, the vacation cottage we’d rented on Maryland’s Eastern Shore, gray clapboards weathered by wind and wind-borne sand. Every year we rented the same cottage for two weeks.
Agent Morales had described the knockout technique for cutting out one gene and replacing it with another allele of the same gene. Apparently it had been used for decades on mice, in research, then on other animals. Recently something called “Curtis tools” had made a huge leap in gene-altering precision and safety. In the United States, it was illegal to genetically engineer human embryos to birth.
Every year, as we packed up to leave the Maryland cottage and drive home to North Carolina, Jen and I discussed buying the cottage. Every year we decided against it. The failed IVF attempts, the fees to the Loving Home Adoption Agency, the kids’ college funds. My modest four-partner firm didn’t get the high-profile cases. Jen and I couldn’t afford the cottage.
Jen shouting at the FBI agents: “I want to know what was done to Kenly! Why are you here if you won’t tell us anything specific?”
Agent Morales said, “We’re here for your protection, and your daughter’s. The genes that have been altered involve increased risk taking. You need to watch Kenly especially carefully. That’s all we can tell you.”
It made no sense. Kenly was not a risk-taker. Unlike other children we knew, she didn’t climb trees or her swing set or, like Bobby Cassells, the porch roof. She didn’t swim out farther than we allowed her. She didn’t race her bike down steep hills, unlike her friend Sophie Scuderi, who last month was taken to the emergency room with facial lacerations. Kenly had broken her arm in the most mundane of ways: tripping over a tree root in a neighbor’s backyard. What was “increased risk taking” about that?
And why would an organization—any organization—go to the expense and danger of altering risk-taking genes in a few random children?
We wouldn’t be going to the Maryland cottage this August. It had been destroyed by Hurricane Lester, one of the many major storms we’d all come to accept as normal as climate change worsened.
Mary poked her head into my office. “Tom, your eleven o’clock is here.”
“Send her in. And after she leaves, get George in here. Tell him—her—damn it, them—that it’s urgent.”
Mary looked startled as she withdrew her head. I don’t swear in the office, and usually I remember George’s recent switch of pronouns.
The moment the client walked in, I smelled money. She wore an expensive summer suit—a divorce attorney has to develop knowledge of class markers including women’s fashion, a subject more complicated than torts. Amanda Wells Bryant had the perfectly coiffed blond bob of her tribe, a successful facelift, and discreet bling. She also had the sourest expression I’d seen in a long time.
“I want to divorce my husband,” she said, in the tone of one used to ordering around luckless servants. “And I want as much of our money and property as possible. Preferably, all of it.”
“I see,” I said. “Tell me—”
“You don’t see,” she said. “Our finances are very complicated. They include homes in France and St. Barts, and multiple companies and leveraged holdings. But I’m told you’re a good divorce lawyer and your team won’t gouge me with your fees.”
Rich and cheap. That’s why she chose me instead of a white-shoe law firm. Some of my clients need hand-holding, some need instructions on basic financial instruments, a few actually want a fair division of assets. She wasn’t any of those types.
“Tell me your story, from the beginning.” I already knew it from just looking at her, but it turned out I was only partly right. There was another woman, of course, younger and fresher. Amanda had already hired a private investigator and had compromising photos. The surprise was the speed with which she wanted the divorce to happen.
“I want it all concluded before the bastard is done with his deployment.”
“He’s in the military?”
“He’s commander of a nuclear submarine at sea somewhere in the Arctic, a radio-silence tour of duty. Those usually get extended from three months to five, given the situation up there. I want the fucker to come home to nothing, locked out of all our houses, as penniless as you can make him. I’d like to ruin her, too, but I suppose that isn’t possible.”
“Afraid not.” I’ve had vindictive clients before, but she chilled me as much as the icy welcome she wanted for a man risking his life in the Arctic. Tensions between Russia, Canada, and the United States over the newly ice-free Northwest Passage could escalate at any moment into a shooting war.
She said, “With any luck, his sub will be torpedoed and I won’t need you at all.”
☼
 
George Whelan is the best investigator I have ever worked with. I have others to do the tedious, painstaking computer investigation that so often provides George with financial leads, but for on-the-ground legwork, no one beats George.
Until six months ago, they were Georgiana, named for a distant ancestor who was actually a notorious British duchess. Now gender-fluid and with a new pronoun, George could blend in anywhere as male, female, or androgen, conventional-looking or flamboyant, teenaged rocker or thirtysomething businesswoman. When they want to, they could also be invisible. I have passed George on the street without recognizing them. The three other attorneys in my firm envy me George, who can find anything, anywhere. They are expensive and worth it.
Today George wore jeans, a faded blue hoodie, a man bun, no detectable makeup. Actually twenty-nine, they could have been nineteen, somebody’s nephew visiting the office. “What’s up, Tom?”
“Something off the firm payroll. For me personally.”
Blunt as always, George said, “Can you afford me?”
“Yes. Usual hourly rate plus usual expenses.” It would be a stretch, but the vacation cottage was gone anyway.
“This isn’t . . . I can’t believe . . . Is Jen cheating on you?”
“Cheating? God, no! George, the FBI came to our house and I’m not supposed to tell anyone what they said. But I’m going to tell you. You okay with that?”
“Sure. Are you? You’ll be the one breaking the law, taking on the Fibbies.”
“Only if they find out. I need to investigate the Loving Home Adoption Agency, find a girl somewhere in Raleigh-Durham who gave up her baby to the agency seven years ago, and, from what you can get her to tell you, determine where her pregnancy actually came from. The child is Kenly Sarah Linton, my daughter. I have some names and dates, but not many. Are you in?”
“Absolutely. Tell me everything, every small detail, from the beginning.”
My usual phrasing, but this time I was on the other side of the interrogation. George recorded me. It was the only time I ever, in all our investigations, saw their eyes widen. When I finished, they said simply, “Why?”
“That’s part of what I want you to find out. Who, where, and the fucking why.”
There are diffrent kinds of leopards like snow leopards and clowded leopards and African leopards. Leopards eat other animals. Once a African leopard killed a babune to eat it. But the babune had a new tiny baby! The leopard didnt kill the baby babune. It put it in a tree to save it from higheenas. It licked the baby babune. You can see the video on line. Look it up!

3.
 
When I got home, Jessica, our teenaged occasional babysitter, was changing Brady, Kenly was watching TV—usually forbidden on weekdays—and Jen was at the computer in my study, still in the bathrobe she’d worn that morning. She scowled at me.
“It’s so confusing! Some studies say that genes for dopamine receptors like DRD4 influence risk taking, especially if you have seven repeats of the gene. Other studies say no, it isn’t dopamine, it’s glutamate and gamma-aminobutyric acid, neurotransmitters in the brain. Some scientists say there are more than a hundred genetic variants linked with risk taking, but even combined they account for only about two percent of differences in risk taking among people. How the hell can they figure out that? Then more studies say none of those studies are reliable because they use self-reporting, and people lie. I don’t . . . I can’t figure out . . .”
She was trembling. I took her in my arms. Her hair smelled dirty. I held her closer. Jen and I do this for each other: switch roles from comforter to one who needs comforting. I see a lot of broken marriages, and I know how good it is that we aren’t each locked into one role.
When she stopped trembling, I said, “Tell me everything from the beginning, every little detail.”
She pulled away and smiled wanly. “You want to take a deposition?”
“Yes. You want a lawyer present?”
“Fortunately, I have one.”
We talked for a long time. She told me about the research she’d found on risk taking, which was confusing, although presumably not to scientists. I told her about George, and how much they were going to cost us.
Jessica knocked on the door. “Kenly wants to go to the park. Is that okay? Brady’s asleep.”
“Sure,” Jen said.
We resumed our conversation, minutely examining Kenly’s behavior for all of her seven years, comparing it to other children’s, and ending up as baffled as before. “I want to have a full gene scan done on Kenly,” Jen said. “Not the kind that just tells you where your ancestors are from—the full real thing. So I can compare it online to that of a normal seven-year-old girl.”
“Honey, I don’t think there’s such a thing as ‘normal.’ The alleles—”
“You know what I mean! Don’t nitpick!”
She was a tinderbox, and I was not going to light a match. “Yes, I know. We’ll do it.”
“I’ll find some place and make an appointment for tomorrow, I—”
The kitchen door slammed and Jessica’s voice, uncharacteristically loud, said, “Don’t you ever do that again!”
Jen and I raced to the kitchen. Kenly stood with her purple backpack at her feet, and Jessica—Jessica!, eighteen, mathlete, Jane Austen lover—held a Glock subcompact handgun.
Jen grabbed Kenly by the shoulders. “Are you all right?”
“Yes. I hate Jessica!”
“No, you don’t. Jessica, what happened?”
I said, “Are you licensed to carry that weapon? And did you fire it?” Please, God, let her say no. But my mind raced through names of criminal defense lawyers, state gun laws, and bail bonds.
Jessica, pale but coherent, said, “I’m licensed for conceal carry in West Virginia, and North Carolina honors all other states’ permits. I fired the gun into the air just to scare him off.”
“Scare who off? Jessica, can you tell me everything from the beginning, every small detail? Sit here, at the table. You’re not in trouble, we just need to know.” I used my most reassuring voice, but I’m not sure Jessica needed it. She was clearer and more thorough than ninety percent of the adults I put on the witness stand.
When Kenly’s TV program had ended, she started her math homework on the coffee table. Jessica had put on the news, part of some homework assignment of her own. When Kenly’s multiplication worksheet was done, she wanted to go to the park. She’d gone upstairs first and put on her backpack, which Jessica thought was odd but harmless. The backpack was new, purple with tiny mirrors sewn in a flower pattern, and Kenly loved it. They’d walked to the playground, and then abruptly Kenly had run from Jessica and wouldn’t return. Jessica ran after her, but Kenly was fast and Jessica, overweight and no athlete, was not. Kenly had run straight into the homeless camp at the edge of the park.
“How did she know the—”
“It was on the news. She must have been listening. They said there were children there, and they didn’t have toys.”
Kenly started emptying her backpack of American Girl dolls, stuffed animals, and last Christmas’s prize toy, Astronaut Jane Genuine Flight Control Console, $96.99 if you could find it at all. She called out for kids to come get toys. No kids appeared. But two men were there and one of them grabbed Kenly and said, “What else you got, girlie? Money?” The other said, “Let her go, Sam, you’re drunk,” but the man started to reach into the pockets of Kenly’s jeans.
“That’s when I fired into the air,” Jessica said. “I think the other guy would have made him let her go, but I wasn’t taking any chances.”
A siren sounded, distant but coming rapidly closer.
All at once the self-assured junior superhero vanished and Jessica looked scared. “Will they arrest me?”
“No,” I said. “I’ll talk to them. And you will, too, exactly as you told me. It’ll be okay, I promise.”
“And you,” Jen said to Kenly, “if you ever do anything like that again, we’ll—”
Then Kenly shocked us more than Jessica’s gun, more than Kenly’s mad flight toward the homeless camp, more than the man in the park. Kenly stamped her foot and glared at us all. “I will do it again. Those are kids with no toys, not even one tiny damn mirror.”
She burst into tears.
☼
 
I didn’t expect to hear anything from the FBI, and I didn’t. RICO investigations can take years. I did expect to hear from George, but all I got for a month was a staggering expense bill. I wired the money to Miami.
A week later, I wired more funds to Georgia.
I was going to need a big partial payment from Amanda Bryant, whose commander husband must still be alive on a submarine gone quiet, since the navy had not notified her otherwise. Each day the situation in the Northwest Passage got worse. The United States sent warships, the Russians sent warships, Canada filed protest after protest, the ice continued to melt. So far the shipping lanes were still open, the warships’ guns silent. So far.
“I hope his sub is sunk,” Amanda said. “And did you find documentation for that Ukrainian shell company I told you about?”
“Not yet. We’re looking.”
“Well, find it. I want that money before we go to court!”
“Amanda, I’ve told you that Commander Bryant will be entitled to time for his lawyer to prepare his side of the case.”
“There is no ‘his’ side. He can have his whore. I get everything else.”
Had she once loved him? Had they ever laughed together, touched each other fondly, shared daily news over cups of coffee? Hard to believe.
“You better win this case,” she said.
“I will.” It was my job, my oath as an officer of the court, to represent my client’s best interests. Even when my client was a bitch.
Kenly had turned sulky with us but otherwise behaved as usual. Not that she had much chance to do otherwise—Jen accompanied her everywhere, even if she had to lug Brady along. Kenly’s gene scan showed nothing abnormal in the markers that science had already decoded. Some of the genes tentatively identified for risk taking were present, some weren’t. “But you understand,” the genetic counselor said for the third time, “that we have only identified proteins made, diseases caused, and genes cross-interacting for a small percentage of the codons. Genomics is in its infancy, but it’s evolving rapidly. There are groups working on genomics at universities, pharmaceutical companies, government laboratories.”
Jen and I glanced at each other. The glance said, . . . and an illegal lab of unknown purpose in an unknown country doing unknown things to human embryos.
In the car on the way home, after a long silence, Jen said, “They must at least be a hell of scientific group. To do that and still produce healthy kids. Or else the FBI is just wrong about the whole thing. Or lying to us.”
“Why would—”
“I don’t know. I don’t know anything.”
Leopards know a lot. They know how to hunt and have baby leopards and gard their teratory. Sometimes leopard mothers will take care of babies that are not even theres. I think leopards are good but I wish they didn’t eat babunes. When I grow up I will be a anima trainer and train leopards to eat something else and be nice to babunes. Maybe nuts and berrys which are helthy anyway. Or bananas, like babunes do. Or leafs.

4.
 
George, like Kenly’s leopards, knew a lot.
They strolled into my office, this time as Georgiana, with lipstick earrings, and a maxiskirt with combat boots. I told Mary to postpone whatever was on my calendar for the rest of the afternoon.
“Good,” George said. “I’ve got a lot to tell you. And a surprise.”
“The surprise first.”
“No, it’s arriving separately. Tom, this is a big operation. But first, I have to tell you that the FBI caught me snooping, grilled me for a few days, and forbid me to poke around anymore or they’ll charge me with interfering with an ongoing investigation, obstruction of justice, and anything else they can make stick. So I’m off the case, but you won’t need me after the surprise arrives.”
“Fuck it, George—”
“Georgiana.”
“—I don’t want any games! Just tell me what you found!”
If George was startled at my uncharacteristic tone, they didn’t show it. “Okay. I found Kenly’s biological mother and made her talk. It didn’t take much, just mild intimidation, since these girls—and yes, I found more and I’m coming to that—are poor and vulnerable. They’re all in the country illegally and terrified of being deported. The money you paid Jimena was supporting her entire family in the Dominican Republic. She birthed another genetically engineered baby after Kenly, and she’s now pregnant with a third.”
“The group doing the engineering is based in the Caymans. I found it, which is how the Fibbies found me. I never got inside—let me tell you, the Pentagon doesn’t have security as good as this place. But my team photographed and checked out everybody going in, and it’s an impressive list of scientists from four different countries, all with sterling reputations in genetics. I’ll give you the list. A lot of truck activity. Some go to the airport, and then biological coolers are hand-carried aboard planes going all over the southeast United States, France, England, and China. Scientists in the organization, which seems to be nameless, are from those countries. They—”
“But what are they doing to the embryos? And why?”
“I don’t know yet. Wait for the surprise to arrive in”—George checked their watch—“about twenty minutes. And let me finish. This organization is big, and that takes big money. It’s filtered through so many shell companies and Swiss accounts that I don’t think even the FBI is going to be able to trace it. Although maybe they can—they have resources that my team doesn’t. The point here is that this group is furiously altering embryos, impregnating young girls, taking excellent care of the surrogates, and adopting out the infants through legitimate adoption agencies that, so far as I can determine, might not be aware of the source of the pregnancies. Or maybe some know. The Caymans organization must have excellent cybersecurity because my guys couldn’t hack their records, which frustrated the hell out of them. One actually threw his monitor against a wall.”
“Will you please—”
“Seventeen minutes, Tom. Here’s a major point—if these genetic alterations are dominant, Kenly’s changes will be passed on to her kids. If the alterations include something called a gene drive, which I only learned about on this investigation, the altered genes get passed on to even more of her descendants than they would be ordinarily. This group, this pack of internationally distinguished scientists, is trying to slowly change the human race.”
“To take more risks? Why? We already take too many risks with the future!”
George stared blankly. Too many risks was a foreign language; George assumed risk like a fish assumed water. I wasn’t about to lecture them on the dangerous standoff in the Northwest Passage, the divorces I saw caused by stupid and chancy drug use, the carbon emissions that risked coming generations’ future. I was too angry.
“If you don’t tell me what this ‘surprise’ is—”
“I think it’s me,” a voice said.
She strode through my office door, Mary sputtering ineffectively behind her like a dory in a warship’s wake. With effort, I kept my jaw in place. Kathleen McGuire was instantly recognizable from the news, any news. The heir to oil and shipping money, she’d then founded an investment firm that specialized in financial instruments as complicated as astrophysics. In her sixties, she’d never had work done and her face, although lined, was still beautiful. The huge blue eyes and red hair—surely, by now, dyed—were only part of it, as was her perfectly tailored suit. Couture, I guessed, but this wasn’t clothing I ever saw in my office. She made Amanda Bryant look like a middle-school teacher.
“You’re Tom Linton,” she said. “You’re the one whose nanny fired a gun, which attracted press attention. Fortunately, it went no farther. Don’t let anything like that happen again.”
“You can’t just—”
She ignored me. “This rogue organization made a mistake. One of those genemod kids went to my niece Valerie. Your excellent investigator here found Valerie, and so me. Your daughter Kenly is another victim? There are four of us then, parents and relatives George found that received altered babies. We will band together to bring this group down. But first we need more information.”
“Yes, do you—”
“George was unable to find out just what genes have been altered, and of course you already know that there’s no reliable ‘standard’ reference genome, but there’s another way. With enough computing power, which I will hire, we can have the genomes of all affected children compared to each other, to see where alleles match to a confidence level sufficiently beyond chance. Then we can have scientists examine the literature to find studies showing these genes have identified proteins that influence identified behavior. From there we can build a legal case. The key is finding more of these kids and persuading their parents to cooperate.”
I said, “The FBI—”
“Can squawk and threaten all they want. Nothing we’re doing is illegal, and my lawyers are not impressed with threats. You’re a lawyer, Mr. Linton?”
“Yes, a divorce lawyer, and—”
“That’s not much use to us, but your cooperation is. George will remain behind the scenes to coordinate the investigators I hire to find more parents. Whoever is trying to play God with our kids will be brought down after we have enough evidence.”
“Why would anyone, especially a group of ‘distinguished scientists,’ want to increase risk—”
“I don’t know. That’s what we’ll find out. But we need information, starting with your daughter. I’ve given George the questions I want answered, but let me start. Is Kenly physically healthy?”
“Yes, but she—”
“No major diseases since birth?”
“No, and—”
“How old is she?”
Kathleen McGuire was a force majeure. Even George had not corrected her use of their pronouns, or their current name. I was determined to at least have some active part in this discussion. I said loudly, “Kenly is seven, almost eight. How old is your niece’s child?”
“James. He would have been six. He’s dead.”
☼
 
Jen began homeschooling Kenly. Kenly hated it. She knew we were making sure that one of us was with her every minute but she didn’t know why, and we couldn’t tell her.
“I want to see my friends!”
“They can come over to play after school.”
“I want to go to school! I’m missing stuff!”
“Your mother is a certified teacher, Kenly. You’re not missing any schoolwork.”
“She can’t teach me gym! Or art! Not like Ms. Lentini did!”
Our sunny, cooperative little girl turned sullen and dour. The weather turned rainy for weeks; low-lying areas of the city flooded. People were rescued from rooftops by helicopters, from second-story windows by boats. A Good Samaritan drowned trying to save a woman swept away in a flash flood. In the Northwest Passage, a shoulder-launched missile was fired from the Canadian shore at a Russian warship and the world held its breath, but it was inconclusive who had fired the missile, which missed the ship. The Russian vessel didn’t return fire.
I had a new divorce client, a tall thin man, wispy as a reed, and, I first thought, just as pliable. His wife of eighteen years, who’d left him, wanted the house. “Let her have it,” he said. “I don’t want it.”
“Are you sure? It’s the major marital asset and I advise that—”
“Let her have it.”
I looked at him more closely, and revised my first judgment. This wasn’t passivity or generosity. The reed was a toxic plant. I said, “Why?”
“She don’t know this, but a big company bought twenty acres next door. They’re gonna put in a wind farm. Those whirling things and the noise they make will drive her crazy, and the value of that farmhouse will drop like cement. There’s a NIMBY group fighting it, but they’re gonna lose. Cora don’t never pay no attention to anything but herself, so she don’t know about any of it. Let her struggle with the windmills the way I struggled to support her all these years while she sat on her ass and barely even cooked for me.”
I said, “Her lawyer will find out about the proposed land use for windmills.”
“She don’t got a lawyer. Too cheap. Just make up the papers and get her to sign them fast.”
My job is to represent my clients, not to like them.
Neither George nor Kathleen McGuire sent me reports about their investigation. Instead, a young woman who looked fifteen, but was actually twenty-seven (I asked), showed up every few weeks to talk confidentially to Jen and me. We three sat around the kitchen table after the kids were in bed, glasses of wine on Jen’s lemon-patterned placemats, the whole scene so normal that I sometimes got vertigo from the contrast with what the young woman told us.
Two more parents of the gene-altered kids from “the operation” had been located. Then another one, then three more. Kathleen’s scientist wanted ten complete genomes to run matches on. Two of the parents refused to cooperate. One didn’t believe any of this had happened (“My kid’s normal! Go away!”) The other believed it but was too afraid of “the authorities” to want to participate.
Two more were found. Then three more. George had always been really good, and apparently so were their investigators.
Early on, I googled Kathleen McGuire’s family. I found her niece’s child’s funeral notice. James Niarchos Carter, aged six: “Suddenly.” Private funeral, donations in his name to St. Jude’s Hospital, no flowers. Also no details, nowhere on the Internet. If there was a police report of an accident involving little James, it had been scrubbed from public records. Could Kathleen have that done? I had no idea how much her power and money could do.
When George had found their ten kids, creating the children’s complete genomes and comparing them to each other could begin. But if it yielded matches in some alleles, the scientists would then have to figure out what those genes did. And then what? From where Jen and I stood, invisible on the sidelines, it seemed a hopeless task. We didn’t see how it would help Kenly.
But it was all we had. That, plus the FBI investigation, plus trying to keep Kenly from doing anything risky. We could do that now; she was seven. What about when she was sixteen? Or twenty-six?
I didn’t want to think about that.
One reason leopards are a little bit xtinct is pochers. They are terrible peeple who kill leopards to make rugs. If I saw a leopard rug I would tair it into little peeces. Pochers kill other animals too like elephants. Who wood do that? It is terrible terrible terrible. If I saw a pocher I would shoot him dead.

This is the end of my report. It is the longest report I ever rote.

5.
 
“Daddy, can we please go to the park? It’s Saturday and Sophie or Olivia can’t come over to play and it’s so sunny out!”
Kenly stood by my desk, which was piled with work I’d brought home to do over the weekend. Jen and Brady, who both had colds, were napping. I didn’t want to go, but Kenly looked so pathetic, a small prisoner in her own home. “Sure, Kennybug. Let’s go.”
Spring filled the park: tulips and daffodils and the smell of cut grass. People strolled, smiling; dogs strained at their leashes; children ran and shouted. I held Kenly’s hand and she skipped along in her red sneakers. Jen had sewn the ubiquitous tiny mirrors on the back pockets of Kenly’s jeans. She smiled at me, the first smile I’d had from her in weeks, and I thought my heart would burst.
“Can we get ice cream?”
“We can indeed. I want chocberrycocolimehazelnutmarshmallow.”
“That’s not a real ice cream!”
“Yes it is, and I’m going to have fourteen scoops of it. I’m going to—Kenly!”
It happened so fast. I’d always heard that time slows down in danger, that every moment is separate and crystal clear. This wasn’t like that. One second Kenly was holding my hand and laughing, and the next she’d torn free, a running blur, the mirrors on her jeans twinkling in the sunlight. The dog that had broken its leash was a brown blur, and the toddler screaming in its jaws was noise and thrashing motion. Then Kenly was, too, pounding on the dog’s head and yelling, “Let go! Let go of him!”
It did, and turned on Kenly, fastening its teeth on her leg and taking her down. Everyone was screaming, the air itself shrieked, and I was on the ground, pulling at the dog and beating it. The dog would not let go. The toddler was snatched up by somebody, but the dog still had my little girl and there was another sound, inhuman and inarticulate, and I was making it.
Then water. It hit the dog in the face and showered over me and Kenly, somehow becoming part of the noise. More water in a narrowing stream, and when the hose shot hard into the dog’s face, it let go. I grabbed Kenly and ran. When I stumbled, someone grabbed both of us and set us upright.
“I’ve called the cops and an ambulance. I’m a park ranger. Stay right here, please.”
I couldn’t talk, couldn’t think. In my arms Kenly, drenched and bloody, cried out. I couldn’t decode the words, and then I could.
“Is the baby all right?” Kenly sobbed. “Is the baby dead?”
The same voice said, “He’ll be fine. The baby is fine.” Then to me: “No, sir, stay right here. The ambulance is on the way.”
It was then, in the middle of the noise and blood and a stranger’s calm voice that I suddenly knew what had been done to Kenly’s genes.
☼
 
“It’s not as bad as it looks,” the ER doctor said. “You’re lucky the dog wasn’t a pit bull.”
Lucky. I was lucky. We were lucky. The dog’s owner furnished proof of rabies shots and agreed to pay for all medical treatments. The mother of the toddler, not mollified, yelled at him loud enough for the whole ER to learn that she was going to sue the pants off him and make sure the dog was destroyed.
I took Kenly, drowsy from painkiller, home in a drivie cab. I couldn’t let her sleep yet. I had questions.
“Kenly, that dog could have killed you. Why did you risk your life for that baby?”
She frowned. “You risked your life for me.”
“You’re my daughter!”
“He’s my . . . my . . .”
I held my breath.
“He’s a person,” she finally said.
We stared at each other in mutual incomprehension. No, not mutual. I understood Kenly, but she did not understand my placing her life over all others because she is my child. She didn’t understand, at a basic hardwired and preverbal level, the kin-based allegiance that had, through all of human history, been an evolutionary force to aid survival. All my research said that genes were selfish. Sacrificing self for kin was one way that genes survived, with the greatest sacrifices for those who shared the most genes. Hadn’t some famous scientist joked that he’d gladly die for two brothers or eight cousins?
But not everyone. A man loses his life trying to save a stranger from floodwaters. A soldier throws himself on a grenade to save his platoon. A philanthropist donates large portions of his fortune to cancer research, or humanitarian aid to some drought-ravaged nation he will never visit, or a secret organization in the Caymans. And Kenly risks her life to pull a toddler from a dog’s jaws. She breaks her arm tripping over a root in her hurry to help a baby bird that had fallen out of its nest. She tries to give her toys to homeless children.
Survival of the fittest was not the only evolutionary force that had aided human survival. The other one had been controversial for a very long time, all the way back to Darwin.
After Kenly was safely asleep in her bed and I’d told Jen everything, I called Kathleen McGuire, giving her phalanx of assistants the code she’d designated for immediate and unquestioned access. The code worked.
“Ms. McGuire, the gene comparison might not show any alteration in genes associated with risk taking.”
“They don’t show alterations,” she said. “I just got the genomic comparison data. How did you know?”
“Because the risk taking is collateral. But there are genes in the data that seem to be altered in the same way for all the kids, right?”
“Yes. Five of them. But my scientists say it’s not known what proteins they code for, or how they interact, or how they affect behavior.”
“Kathleen—how did your niece’s son James die?”
Her voice could have re-frozen glaciers. “I’m not going to discuss that.”
“Okay, but it’s relevant. He died trying to help someone else, didn’t he—some other kid or animal. No, don’t interrupt me. I know what those altered genes do.
“They code for behavior to aid survival of the human race, even at the expense of the individual. They code for altruism.”
☼
 
The spring and summer passed. Kenly’s leg healed. We didn’t let her leave the house alone. She wheedled and begged and cried and guilt-consumed Jen and me, but we held fast.
George’s investigative group found twenty-five more gene-altered children, tracing them through surrogate mothers and horrified adoption agencies. As more people realized something unusual was going on, the press began sniffing around, but so far no reporter had enough information to break the story.
The Arctic Council, backed by the United Nations, finally decreed that Canada had jurisdiction over the Northwest Passage. Canada ordered the Russian and American warships out, but pledged that all nations could use the passage for commercial shipping but not for military activities. For a day it looked as if the warships might not leave, and the world braced for nuclear war. Then both countries pulled out. Amanda Bryant’s commander husband finished his submarine tour, came home to his mistress, and was served with the divorce papers I’d prepared. He promptly hired a lawyer. The case was thus guaranteed to drag on for a long time, furiously for the litigants and lucratively for me.
Lucas Wibberly’s divorce was settled quickly. His selfishness paid off; she got nothing but the farmhouse. The NIMBY group failed to block construction of the wind farm, and the ex-Mrs. Wibberly was stuck with a house she didn’t want to live in and couldn’t find a buyer for.
The newly elected U.S. president removed all the previous administration’s caps on carbon emissions, and global warming continued. Low countries flooded, average temperatures edged up another notch, severe storms increased, tropical insect–borne diseases moved farther north. Corporate profits rose.
It was a hard summer for Jen and me. Kenly turned more and more defiant under her protective house arrest. I found it harder to litigate for clients I could not respect. Jen’s cold turned into pneumonia, which meant hiring a live-in nanny to care for the kids until Jen was no longer infectious. The only bright spot was that while her mother was ill, Kenly lost her sullenness and helped with Brady and with simple housework.
Then, in August, there was another bright spot. One night, just as we were going to bed, George came to the house, smiling.
☼
 
Science doesn’t proceed in straight lines. Gregor Mendel discovers the laws of inheritance and ninety years pass until Watson and Crick put a shape to genetic structure. It’s sixty more years until the first mostly reliable gene editing tool, and then ever shortening time jumps as techniques leap forward in precision and scope. Now, with major advances every few years, we can alter genes so much more than we ever thought we could, and so much more than laws allow.
But laws, too, undergo punctuated evolution: periods of inertia are followed by periods of quick change. In the United States, it was still illegal to alter human embryos. It was not illegal to develop gene therapies—genetic changes inserted into the human cells of children and adults via viral vectors—that could combat gene-caused diseases like cystic fibrosis and hemophilia.
“And also combat what the organization in the Caymans did,” George said. They were hypermasculine at the moment: flannel shirt, jeans, work boots, mustache. Was the mustache fake? I had no idea.
Jen said, “Kenly doesn’t have a disease.”
“There’s a gene therapy being tested at Berkeley that is adaptable to the kids’ conditions. The vector to deliver the new genes is delivered by liposomes, which is safer than using a virus. The researchers there are eager to see if it works. And Kathleen got a compassionate use exception to full FDA trials.”
Jen said, “They want to experiment on these kids!”
I said, “Compassionate use exceptions are for people who are dying.”
“Then Kathleen got an exception to the exception,” George said impatiently. “She has a lot of influence. Guys, this is a way to reverse what was done to Kenly.”
“An untested way!” Jen said. “Kenly is not some lab rat!”
George said, “It’s not completely untested, and not just on animals. One parent already had it done on their four-year-old, and he’s fine.”
I said, “I want to talk to that parent.”
“You can’t. Anonymity was part of his deal. The press is going to get this story soon, and nobody wants their child splashed all over the internet. Also, although I don’t have confirmation of this, my sources say the FBI is close to indictments, which may stop the Berkeley group from proceeding with their experiment. You need to decide now.”
Jen said, “Don’t pressure us!”
I put a hand on her arm. Unlike me, Jen is not used to getting clients, witnesses, and juries to cooperate. I said, “George, don’t think we’re not grateful to you for all you’ve done. You and Kathleen. A chance to reverse what was done to Kenly is more than we expected. You’ve done a phenomenal investigative job. It’s just a lot to take in, and we need a little time.”
“Don’t pull your lawyer tricks on me,” George said, but they smiled. “You don’t have a lot of time. Here’s the home phone number on an encrypted line for the lead scientists at Berkeley. She says call anytime as long as it’s soon—she wants your decision. I gotta go see some other people.”
After they left, Jen said, “No. We can manage without some experiment on Kenly. Don’t you know the history of scientists experimenting on people? Tuskegee with syphilis, Crownsville with drilling into brains, Sloan-Kettering with cancer cells injected into—”
“Stop. I know. I’ve done the same research you have. We have to talk this out completely, Jen. From the beginning, every small detail.”
“Don’t you dare treat me like you’re taking a deposition!”
I apologized. Jen apologized. Then we sat in our living room, close together on the couch, and talked as a sliver of moon rose beyond the window, no bigger than a child’s fingernail. Moonlight glinted on the edges of our wineglasses like sunshine on Kenly’s tiny mirrors.
The treatment was experimental.
Risk taking was part of altruism, and two of the altered children had already died taking risks.
Genes were complicated things, and you don’t just charge in and alter them without the risk—that again!—of turning on or off other genes. When Kenly finished the therapy, would she still be Kenly?
Would she still want to help people, to give selflessly? There was so much selfishness in the world. I saw it every day in divorce cases. I saw it on the news, whole countries risking nuclear annihilation to get what they wanted, when they wanted it. Corporations repealing environmental and safety laws to maximize their own profits. And against them, good and generous people who valued fairness, who sacrificed personal safety to save drowning strangers, take on Ebola in distant jungles, deliver food to starving people who shoot them for it. I wasn’t naive; these same people could probably be selfish in other contexts. But they were good people.
The scientists in the Caymans probably also thought of themselves as good people, as did whatever billionaire philanthropists were funding them. They were creating and scattering seeds of heightened altruism. Enough seeds would survive to pass on that altruism, aided by the biological mechanics of a gene drive, to eventually swing humanity toward greater concern for each other, for their societies, for the future. It might be a small and scattered planting, but it was a planting and, in time, might spread like kudzu. The scientists were growing goodness.
Was I going to make my daughter less good because she might become too good? She might do something generous for her entire society. Or she might just become one of the everyday altruists, the volunteers at nursing homes, builders for Habitats for Humanity, neighbors you can count on to help without expecting anything in return. The true invisible, indispensable people.
After we made our decision, we went upstairs to gaze at the kids. Brady lay sprawled in his crib, one arm flung around his favorite blankie. Kenly lay straight in the bed like a miniature soldier. “This scene is such a cliché,” Jen said, and gave a single sob.
After she went to bed, I stayed up, drinking a bottle of Scotch somebody gave us last Christmas, which had sat unopened in the back of the pantry. The crescent moon left the window and clouds moved in. Eventually it began to rain, a soft pattering against the pane. I opened the window to smell the spring.
2:00 am. That was 11:00 pm in California, not too late. The lead scientist, whoever she was, wanted our decision.
I picked up my cell to make the call.




Eyes of the Forest

Ray Nayler
 
“LOOK AT ME.”
“There’s so much blood!”
“Look at me, I said. Not the wound.”
“So much—”
“Look at me.”
“It hurts!”
“Sedef, look at my eyes.”
Sedef looked up from the wound in her wrist, into the eyes of Mauled by Mistake.
“Good,” Mauled said. Her pupils reflected the swirl of color inside the tent as she tore open a third repair packet with her teeth.
“Eyes on me.”
Sedef wanted to look down, but Mauled’s eyes were locked on hers, holding her gaze, while moving the packet over the wound automatically.
“Millions of nanobots, Sedef. Unfolding inside your wrist right now, stitching the wound shut with the slimmest and strongest of threads. They will find all the edges. They will seal the wound, layer by layer, then melt themselves into a protective analgesic gel. The gel will keep the wound clean and dry. It will dull almost all the pain. You know this. It was in your medical training. Shht!” Mauled stopped her as she was about to glance down. “I told you to look at me, not at the wound. You do as I say. Always. Yes?”
“Yes.”
As Mauled spoke, Sedef studied the edge of her face—the scar that wound along the right side and into her hairline, starting above the temple and slicing all the way down to the jaw and neck, then beyond the microbond sleeve at the collar of the suit. How far did it go? The scar had a texture, raised, like a topographic map of a mountain range. What had done it?
“Hold still. There. Now it’s done. You can look.”
Sedef stared down at her arm. The sleeve of her suit was pulled up to the elbow. The arm was splattered with blood, already drying. At her wrist, where the wound had been, just above the carpals, was a streak of glaucous material. As Sedef looked at it, it moved slightly. She felt herself succumbing to nausea.
Mauled caught her by the chin, tilted her face up. “Don’t puke in my tent. Take a deep breath. This is over. You are not dead. Put it behind you.”
“What happened? What did I do wrong?”
“Think it through.”
“I attached the glove to the suit’s power. I tightened the thread of the extension sleeve to the glove wire. I visually verified the glove was functioning. I—”
“And the cuff cover?”
“I bound the cuff cover over the sleeve and the end of the glove, just like you showed me.”
Mauled picked up the glove from where it lay on the floor of the tent, the end torn and bloody. She handed it to Sedef. The cuff cover was ripped away from the sleeve, but most of it was intact. “Feel along the center of the cuff cover. Inside. The battery filament. How long does it hold a charge?”
“Two days, out of the battery chamber. Fifteen seconds for every rotation of the manual crank, an hour for a full five minutes of cranking, if on emergency power and within two meters of the field.”
“Unless?”
“I don’t know.” Unless what? She had checked everything. Her fingers felt along the cuff cover. Then . . . there. A break in the filament. Not near the wound. No. On the other side. She must have snapped it somehow. Getting it on. Or bent it in half in storage. How could she have been so stupid?
“Unless the filament is broken, and the cuff cover goes dark. I don’t know how the filament could have gotten broken, Mauled by Mistake. I was careful.”
“Not careful enough. You might have lost a hand. Then you would be back home. Or, more likely, dead.” Sedef noticed that Mauled was sweating, her skin ashen.
So she does care.
“What does a darkened cuff cover look like?” Mauled asked.
“A black streak.”
“As your hand moves?”
“Something falling. Something dead.”
“Do you think you could have popped the tent, gotten in here alone, sealed it, and treated your wound before going into shock?”
Sedef thought it through—all the motions, with the pain the lashvine had caused, the panic afterward clouding her mind. Mauled by Mistake had done everything: opened the tent, gotten her inside, closed the aperture while Sedef was screaming, writhing on the ground.
“I don’t know.”
Mauled grabbed her jaw again, hard, made her look at her. Yes, Sedef saw—ashen and sweating. Had this really scared her that much? It didn’t make sense. Nothing scared Mauled.
“That’s your problem, Sedef. You don’t know. Well, you must know. Because now you are going to have to save my life.”
Mauled looked down. Following her gaze, Sedef saw it—the spreading stain of blood darkening the roiling iridescence of Mauled’s suit.
“Those three nanobot repair packets were all we had. There are six more, back at the depot. I’ll push gauze into the wound, bind it with the old-style bandages. I don’t think it hit any organs . . . but I’ll need three or four repair packets from the depot, at least. And I can’t get there myself.”
Sedef was trying to control her breathing. Her heart rate. As she had been taught. It wasn’t working. She felt herself beginning to hyperventilate. Shoved the feeling down, the panic. Think, instead! Act, instead!
“Let me help you bind the wound.”
“No time for that, and no need.” Mauled was tearing open a pack of coagulating gauze. “This stuff is old-fashioned, but it will do the trick for now. I can do it myself. Get suited up.”
“But I can—”
“Suited. Now.”
The command cut through the panic, down to muscle memory. The motions she had drilled, the checklists she had studied and that Mauled had gone over with her, again and again, every evening, for a week now, in the tents and at the depots.
“Take the spare cuff from my kit bag.” Mauled was turned away from her, shoving gauze into her wound. She had stripped the top of her suit off, and now Sedef saw that the scar trailed over the shoulder blade and down her back, almost to the base of her spine.
“How did it happen?” Sedef wasn’t sure if she was asking about the wound or the scar.
“That lashvine that attacked you—when I grabbed it, it stabbed me like a lance. Went in maybe twenty centimeters. Defense mechanism.” She grunted in pain, or irritation. “Are you dressing?”
My fault. She was injured because of me.
“I’m in my suit already.”
“Now think. How far away is the depot?”
“Seven hours quick walk.”
“Then you had better run.”
“Is it that bad?”
“Bad enough.”
“I’m going.”
“No, you’re not. Not yet.”
“What?”
“I haven’t checked you.”
“There’s no time!” Sedef shouted.
“Control your anger. Never neglect the little things, or next time you’ll end up with more than just a nasty scar.”
Mauled went over the visual suit checklist with her. It took what felt like an hour, though really it couldn’t have been more than three minutes.
The second they finished the suit check, Sedef ran out of the tent.
☼
 
And nearly forgot to reseal the aperture behind her. This happened to her every time. Even though she had been in the forest for a week now, the sight of it still stopped her, tore everything from her mind.
The pure beauty almost knocked her off-balance. Under the gray, low sky, the forest coruscated with color. Aquamarine-phosphorescent, slow-moving colonies of waveweed that could extend for hundreds, even thousands of square meters. Single-celled, pulsing sweet-yeast turned the rest of the forest floor into a shivering mass of violet as the organisms shifted their photophore apertures in waves of communication.
Their violet was taken up by the darting microbirds who ingested the sweet-yeasts and carefully gardened them in the crystalline membrane that coated their bodies.
Like us, Sedef thought—shielding themselves against death, always having to make sure their coatings were properly powered. They eat dirt and garden the sweet-yeasts in their crystal carapaces; we use batteries and microdiodes.
The gently luminous, aquamarine stalks of the diadem trees rose into the canopy’s varicolored riot, writhing with the full kaleidoscope of life.
Deadly kaleidoscope, Sedef thought, forcing herself to look past the beauty to the other reality: a thousand jeweled, hungry mouths—mouths of so many forms: lanternbeaks that could clap an arm off with a razor edge so fast, you wouldn’t feel it until they were gone; whipwings that closed their bodies over you and slashed you to ribbons with internal zippers of scalpel-teeth in an organ both mouth and stomach; winding twist-constrictors that would drop around you in a corkscrew and roil you into mush in the diamond pyramids of their coils. And so many more.
As she watched, a pulsing ruby floatbird jetted awkwardly to a new perch, reaching a branch just as its bag deflated. It clung there, collapsed and gasping, leering down at her with its barbed snatching beak. Four miniature balloons of its young bobbed along clumsily through the air behind it, warily jetting hydrogen from their vents, moving with adolescent uncertainty beneath the orange-blazing diadem leaves, whooping worriedly at their papa.
Move. Stop gawping like a child.
She began to run.
☼
 
One week ago, she had stood in the windkey of her home complex, behind the glowing scrim that cut her home cave off from the forest she had dreamed of all her childhood. She had been waiting in the windkey for a full day and night. She was considering giving up, going back home. Her mentor wasn’t coming. Her assignment had been forgotten.
How much longer would she have waited? An hour? Another day? What reserves of patience were left?
While waiting, she’d packed and repacked her gear, repeating lists of necessities from memorized safety checks. She’d stripped out of her suit and gone over its seams twice.
Still no mentor.
Then the scrim shuddered, and her mentor stood before her. Tired. Dirty. She took her hood off, revealing an unreadable expression on her face. Her suit was splattered with pulsating gobbets of sweet-yeast mud up to the knees.
“Are you—”
“I am Mauled by Mistake,” the woman said. “And you are Sedef. Hand me your pack.”
She had a given name.
Only a few wayfinders had them: a name bestowed on them by their other guides. The names were always sarcastic, vaguely insulting to their bearer, referring to something they had done wrong. But they were worn like the highest of honorifics. Sedef knew a handful of them: Stabbed Own Hand, Stepped on Hive, Bitten while Sleeping, Cloud was Bees. The names memorialized acts of stupidity survived.
So, her mentor was a good one. She felt a rush of pride. She was worthy of someone with experience.
Mauled by Mistake picked up Sedef’s pack and opened it. She began throwing items on the ground.
“That one is definitely on the list. In class a week ago, they explained that we might—”
Mauled by Mistake talked over her: a monologue that ignored any attempt to interrupt it as she reduced the contents of Sedef’s pack to less than a third of what they had been. “The things you carry on your body, you also carry in your mind. They are a distraction. You will think they’ll solve a problem, but they won’t. What they will do is keep you from acting now, make you think about how you could solve the problem later. If you had time to reach into your pack. But you do not have that time. Because you will die, in the interval between now and later. Instead, you keep your pack light, your thoughts light, your solutions immediate.”
“That multitool is for—”
“Pick that up and I will break your hand. You can use your knife for everything that tool does. Let me look at you.”
Sedef stood still in front of her while Mauled by Mistake went over her suit in granular detail, finding things wrong everywhere, grunting and sighing exasperatedly. Up close, Mauled smelled of dirty hair and sweat and the cloying sugar of sweet-yeast mud.
“Who was your teacher?
“Beyazit.”
“Does he hate you?”
“No. I don’t think so. Why?”
“Because he is trying to get you killed.” She stepped back, looked Sedef over, adjusted her hood and mask.
“Can you breathe well?”
“Yes.”
“Good. Let’s go.”
And they stepped through the scrim, leaving the gleaming, expensive pile of Sedef’s expectations strewn on the ground.
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Sedef ran up the hill they had been descending when the attack happened. And now Mauled by Mistake is dying, and it is my fault. I barely lasted a week out here before getting one of the forest’s best wayfinders killed.
At the top of the rise, she had to scramble up over the sharp edges of a massive tabular colony of stone grass. Once she was on top of it, the glittering field of its chrysochlorous polyps seemed to stretch for half a kilometer, each step she took on its surface radiating a reaction like a flash of citron ball lightning.
Here on this tabula, there were no trees: only the gleaming cyan of the pseudoshrubs that had bored into the surface of the stone grass with their acid-secreting radula and put down rooticles, colonizing the living tableland in clusters ranging from a dozen to a hundred animals.
I can run and think about these things at the same time. I can do more than just survive. I can also seek to understand.
☼
 
“Is that a floatbird egg sac?” At first, the thing looked like a cluster of the lamps they used in dwelling corridors, but when Sedef looked closer, she could see that it was, in fact, a series of obolid, carmine-glowing eggs, barbed to a lower branch of a diadem in the molted skin of its parent. Even the sneering face of the floatbird was there, shed and distended at the bottom of the sack.
“Yes, it is.”
Sedef leaned in closer. The floatbird embryos, bright inside the translucent membranes of their eggs, shifted listlessly in their amniotic fluid.
“Extraordinary.”
“We need to be at the depot before dark. Changeover is the most dangerous time to be out. As the forest modulates its glow for sundark, any slight suit anomaly is particularly visible.”
“We learned that. And there are animals, Beyazit said, that specialize in hunting during changeover. Some of which no one has ever seen. Predators we haven’t even—”
“Predators?” Mauled by Mistake gave out an incredulous bark, followed by a stream of intricate profanity.
Sedef had heard that the wayfinders had a whole second language of profanity so inventive it was almost unintelligible to others. She couldn’t understand all of this expression—something about Beyazit’s father being born in a quiver of nightwing penises? Could that be right?
“He said—”
“Please stop.” Mauled by Mistake said, holding up a hand. “And bring that egg sac with you.”
“I don’t want to disturb it.”
“It is hanging there for you. Why else do you think it has been placed here, along the path? I’m not going to carry it for you: Know your place.”
Just as the depot came into sight, five hours of walking later, Mauled took the sac from Sedef and threw it, unceremoniously, into the trees.
“I thought floatbirds raised their young?”
“They raise some of them, but they also leave eggs for others to find. We don’t know why. But wayfinders discovered early that carrying a floatbird egg sac is a good form of added protection—a little extra glow—so they got into the habit of collecting them. The floatbirds then took to leaving the sacs along the paths, where we will find them more easily. Perhaps they want us to distribute their young, like seeds.”
Once they had crawled through the hatch and down the angled tunnel into the main chamber of the depot, they discovered another wayfinder was already there. This was a young man, so thin he looked as if he had been sharpened. He was stripped down to a dirty pair of undershorts, cleaning his suit with a wet rag. As they came in, he glanced up, mumbled something, and went on with his task.
“Beyazit is telling the prospects to beware of predators,” Mauled by Mistake said in the young man’s direction.
“Beyazit should start each day by eating a bowl of his own entrails,” the young man said without looking up. “He almost got me killed once.”
“Who of us has he not almost gotten killed?”
Later, over a cold dinner of nutrient broth and noodles Sedef had made and packeted herself, Mauled by Mistake said, “The first thing to understand is that there are no predators in the forest. This old word does not fit. Only the ignorant use it.”
“But death is always waiting,” Sedef protested. “The forest is filled with teeth.”
“Yes,” Mauled by Mistake said. “You know your recitations well. The forest is filled with teeth. Death is waiting. Always. And so on. But there are no predators. There are only scavengers. When they attack you, and they will—and when they kill you someday, which they likely will—it will be by accident.”
“But the suit lights are a defense against attack. They indicate we are dangerous.”
The young man released a stream of profanity involving something about Beyazit attempting to whistle through a mouthful of various parts of his relatives’ anatomy. “The suits don’t indicate we are dangerous: They simply indicate we are alive.”
☼
 
Run. And keep running. The way now toward the depot was downhill, through an area where the diadem trees were choked with colonies of lashvine, the scarlet “lash” on which the razor-sharp animals grew hanging in dully pulsing loops over the path.
Just looking at them made Sedef’s wrist ache. In some places away from the path, they weighed down whole trees with their glowering red mesh. Run into a vine and it could slice your suit open. Once that happened, revealing the lightless area underneath, it was just a matter of time before something found you. Run into one of the larger colonies and there would be no need to wait—you would be cut to ribbons anyway.
Sedef ducked under a low-hanging loop. Coming up, she smacked her head on a branch and stumbled, fell. Her hood was off! She looked behind her. She had snagged it on the tree.
Covering her head as much as she could with her lighted arm and glove, she reached up and unhooked it from the thorn where it had caught. Slowly, she pulled it back on. The connections had been yanked out, but they were designed to be: She snapped the filaments back into place, and the hood regained its wave of color.
But in that moment, she had felt everything around her still, and then shift toward her—as if the entire grove had been about to leap at her face. And tear, and tear.
She sat a moment on the path, willing her heart rate down, trying to catch her breath. Strange sounds from somewhere. No—just her, whimpering in fear. She had not even realized she was doing it. I can do more than just survive. I can also seek to understand, she remembered thinking earlier. Fool. You’ll be lucky to live to see the depot, much less “understand” anything here.
☼
 
“‘Predator’ is just a word we carried with us into space. A concept from Earth. It has no place here. Nothing in the forest hunts what is alive: That is a habit of our home world—a habit of animals none here have ever set eyes on. Beasts from ancient books: the tiger, the wolf. Perhaps Beyazit uses that word because he knows it still has mythic power: tooth and claw, watching from the dark. But you should not use it. When you name things wrongly, it twists the way you see.”
The other wayfinder was already gone in the morning. Sedef never learned his name.
Now she and Mauled by Mistake were working their way through a lowland swampy area. The muddy pools, like the soil around them, were filled with varieties of sweet-yeast, but in the water, it turned a pearlescent lavender, streaked with the cinnabar of knifefish beneath the surface.
The soggy path wound its way between pools. Several diadems in the swamp had gone dark, root systems waterlogged beyond capacity, and a rending of lanternbeaks was dismantling them. Grenadine beaks ablaze, they searched for the symbiotic colonies of wood-bees that had died along with the trees.
“You need to understand our ancestors, Sedef. They came filled with knowledge—but it was knowledge built from the preconceptions of their world. Preconceptions that misled them. Most of them were dead before they found the caves. And then, once they found them, they were happy just to be safe underground, and warm. Using the knowledge they brought with them from Earth, and time, our ancestors bent sunlight down shafts from above to grow their own food. They piped water from underground lakes, where they also found the sightless, colorless knifefish that had long ago lost their way. Protein, farmable and free.
“This and other things made harmless in the darkness became their staples. Fed and safe, they excavated and worked and built. They lived and worked under a sky of their own manufacture. And so they never learned to live here, on this planet—they just transferred the life they had on Earth to this place. They built a pleasant arcade, its endless passages lit by lamps and tube-filtered sunlight. A diorama of a dead world.
“But generations ago, some began to venture out beyond the scrims of the windkeys. No one knows who were the first. I imagine them sitting not far from the scrims, still protected by their radiance. Watching. Listening. Perhaps just one initially, then several. Look!”
A floatbird was sinking from the canopy, its light guttering as it turned a slow descending spiral. Ten meters or so above the shimmer of the forest floor, its light went out.
In the moment before the whipwing struck, it was as if the forest held its breath, as if every eye turned hungrily to watch that descending mote of darkness.
Then the floatbird was gone. Sedef could feel the wind of the whipwing’s coiling amber passage on her cheek. It crashed upward into the fire of diadem leaves, disturbing a glassy cloud of microbirds which shrieked after it.
After a moment, Mauled by Mistake continued, “There are no predators here. Symbiosis provides most of the nutrients these creatures need. They have woven a tight web of interrelation and never learned the habit of killing. But make no mistake: The scavengers are fast, competing over who gets to free the nutrients trapped in the lightless bodies of the dead. And their teeth are sharp.
“The early wayfinders knew it doesn’t matter how you see the forest. What matters is how the forest sees you. It’s said this wisdom was carried from Earth. Some people there were also of the forest. They knew that how the forest sees you is a matter of life or death. When hunters slept in the forest, they slept with their eyes facing up. That way, the puma would know them for what they were: predators, and not prey to be torn. Pumas may not see the world as we do—but they see it. Understanding how they see it is survival.”
“But what is a puma?”
“They say they are like the tigers of the old books. But in the old language, ‘puma’ was anything that hunts in the forest.”
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Sedef reached the depot. The sun was long past its apex. Exhausted, she allowed herself to collapse for a minute, to stretch full length on the scraped cool of the stone floor and breathe.
There was a moment, then, when she wanted to stay there, on the floor’s radiating cool. Mauled by Mistake’s death felt like a price she was willing to pay for an hour of safety from the fear of being alone in the forest. The forest jeweled with eyes and teeth, in which no human would ever be safe.
To get back to Mauled by Mistake, she would have to run through changeover, when if there was a solar storm and a sudden electromagnetic pulse—something that happened every few months—she would be dead in moments. In the day, she might have thirty seconds to find her crank and light her suit manually. During changeover? No time at all.
And she would have to run into sundark, when the forest blazed with stranger colors, and bright monsters prowled that no wayfinder had seen and lived to tell about.
And I will not live to tell about.
She stood up. She took the repair packets from their case, then paused a moment to read the marks left on the wall by other wayfinders. She went up the ramp to the depot entrance and grasped the handle. Her wounded wrist pulsed with the bloodbeat in her veins. Sedef gathered herself, gathered her strength.
Then she ran.
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Just before the attack, Mauled by Mistake and Sedef had been walking side by side. It was a rare morning, cloudless and bright—the safest time in the forest, when the glow of life was dimmed and lacked contrast. Everything seemed to move a bit more heavily as the forest drowsed.
“We are now two days’ quick walk from the next settlement. Since this is training, we carry nothing with us beyond what we need, but normally we would also have packs of letters, medicines, items for trade. The cave settlements were quick to learn how they could use the wayfinders to their advantage, integrate them back into their system. And we were quick to learn how we could use them to supply our needs. If you live, you will come to know that we have our own ways out here—of which you have only gleaned the surface.
“If you live, I will teach you our names for the forest’s colors. The settlers use the old Earth names, empty names that refer to things we have never seen. Did you know violet is named for a flower? What does this flower look like? Is it even the color that now bears its name? Or have we confused it with the color rose—another flower? Amber is the color of the sap of an Earth tree, turned to stone by age. Who has seen such a thing? Pomegranate is the name of a fruit I have never found in the records. I will teach you new names. Names from here, made for now.”
If I live.
Sedef was thinking of the wayfinder they had met in the first depot. In the middle of that night, she had woken, and lay in the dark listening to Mauled by Mistake and that nameless wayfinder having sex. Afterward, she listened to them talking in the dark, in a thick wayfinder dialect from which she could pluck only a few words—a matted tangle of insider references, names for things that were not the names they used in the settlements, elaborate profanity. She had thought she knew wayfinder dialect, but it turned out she did not. All she knew was some pidgin version of it they allowed settlers to learn.
Lying there in the dark, she had wanted so much to be on the inside of that world. Yes. And this morning, too. It was worth it. She felt, for the first time in her life, sure about her path forward.
Then, that moment of stillness—the forest’s eyes on her. She had turned to Mauled by Mistake with a question in her eyes. What happened?
The lashvine struck.
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Halfway there, now. Halfway back to Mauled by Mistake. Let her be alive.
She was in a swamp area when it happened. Changeover had come: The sun was below the horizon, the forest incandescent against the darkening air. Her suit felt dim against the wild colors of changeover. She felt the hairs rise on the back of her neck, beneath the hood.
The path was slick and greasy, tangled with roots. The torn stumps of dead diadem trees jutted from opalescent pools of pale violet like jagged streaks of darkness. Lanternbeaks clacked their jaws and shuddered their wings, signaling to one another as they dipped their pendulous strainer jaws into the pools to siphon up the black spots of drowned dew bugs whose living relatives drifted in scintillating clouds of blush above the stagnant water.
And then everything flickered for a moment—a shudder running through the forest. And her suit went out. She saw it happen: her arm’s shifting incandescence suddenly solid, dark against the light of everything else. The forest grew still. She felt the eyes turned in her direction.
She did not think: What happened? If she had, she would have died.
She did not think—she acted. She threw herself into the mud and rolled in it, then tore off her lightless hood and flung it away from her. She saw it snatched whole out of the air as she smeared the iridescent mud on her face and into her hair.
Then she saw the thing. It came from behind a diadem tree, like emerald flames blown into a silken form of felid glass, stalking toward her. Puma. That was the only word that fit the beast. She thought puma but did not hesitate: As she rolled in the mud, she felt the creature’s heat on her face. It sidled over to her, nuzzling her shoulder, lambent and liquid on its six legs, pausing for a moment. She kept the darkness of her eyes closed: Her eyes, which did not cast their own light, were targets. Remembering—it doesn’t matter how you see the forest. What matters is how the forest sees you.
But later she would dream its face, just as if her eyes had been open: a double grin, each long, carrion-tearing tooth flickering like an ancient oil lamp in a cave.
Tooth and claw.
She felt its breath on her, humid and acidic. And then the padding slap of its feet through the mud as it went on its way.
And the moment was gone. She lay on the path, coated in the violet glow of sweet-yeast. For how long? Ten minutes? Only five? Slowly, she sat up. She examined herself, moving efficiently, covering bare patches, thickening the coating. How long would the mud crust last? She tried to think, and remembered their boots, thick with mud, glowing steadily when she had awakened in the depot. Five hours after their arrival? Six?
It should be enough. If nothing tore the dark spots that were her eyes from her head.
Now she thought: What caused the suit to short? And knew. The lessons had covered it: an electromagnetic pulse. A burst of plasma and magnetism into the solar wind. How many wayfinders had just died? Most of them were inside. The ones caught outside had hand-crank back-ups they’d have started turning right away. Would that have saved them?
Would it have saved Mauled by Mistake? If she was asleep when the tent went dark, she was dead.
If she had been awake, there was a chance.
Sedef got up and ran.
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She clambered over the edge of the stone grass colony and began her descent down the final hill. At the bottom, there would be a tent, with Mauled by Mistake inside. Or there would be nothing at all: The forest left nothing behind. She paused at a pool to apply more mud to herself, after microbirds began to nip and tug at her hair. Back in the swamp, she’d stripped off the shorted-out suit and pack: The mud had been caking in the damaged suit’s seams, creating dangerous dark fissures in the sweet-yeast glow. Naked, wearing only her shoes, she could layer it over her body more evenly, be safer. She now carried the suit and pack in a floatbird sac, illuminated by the eggs.
She crossed the tableland of stone grass in what felt like seconds, legs pumping. Not feeling tired anymore—feeling now as if she could run forever.
But as she descended the hill, she felt herself slowing. Afraid to know. Afraid to see the clearing, empty . . .
The tent was there.
She covered the last distance as if she were flying, tore open the tent’s aperture.
Dead. Ashen, her hand next to the manual crank. How late am I? Less than an hour: The tent was still lit by the manual crank.
But—no. Some slight movement, a twitch of the mouth. And the eyes opened, dark in a face drained of hue.
Mauled by Mistake smiled, weakly. Her voice was just a whisper.
“Look at you . . . is that . . . sweet-yeast? Are you . . . naked? I would laugh, but it hurts too much . . .”
Sedef rolled her onto her back, found the wound, and tore open the first repair packet.
“Shh. Everything is going to be all right now.”
“No, it isn’t,” Mauled by Mistake croaked.
“Yes, it is. We’ll get you fixed up . . . and make it back to the depot, and rest.”
I saw a puma! she wanted to say. And lived! I have so much to tell you. You cannot die.
“No, that’s not what I mean.” Mauled by Mistake grinned at her through bloody teeth. “I know I’ll be all right. Wounds heal. What I mean is . . . you’re really going to hate your given name.”




Bereft, I Come to a Nameless World

Benjamin Rosenbaum
 
THEN TWO HUNDRED years of travel, Ship gobbling interstellar hydrogen like a glutton. For me, cramped in the hold, nothing to eat or breathe. I slept much of the way.
I don’t need to sleep; but after what had happened on Wiwipewifawiwildoll, I did not want to be awake.
Once, about a hundred and thirty years out—my time—I awoke suddenly to full awareness from a fevered half-dream. I remembered something Sisiverisisithistra had said, sometime before he died . . . before they murdered him, and all my gathered students, trying to get at me.
(The incandescent, searing light, white as ashes. The soundless wave. The devil’s wind tearing my flesh, my finer structures sheared away—)
Sisi’ had said he had a daughter.
I tore through the data corpus of emissions from Wiwipewifawiwildoll, the planet I had left behind, the planet I had tried to save.
I don’t know what I was looking for. Some echo of Sisiverisisithistra, of that ever-curious, fiercely gentle mind. Or even (wild hope!) some sign that the tide had turned, that redemption would come despite me.
But their collapse was at hand. It was unmistakable, even in the faint, red-shifted, garbled noises they were still making. They were choosing war and hoarded wealth and ego-primacy. They were blackening their skies and strangling their ecosystem. They were murdering the gentle filterwhales that tied it together.
And then, all at once, I could not read the data at all. What was a “scent-gardening celebrity”? Was “exsanguinatory grooming” a punishment or an aspiration? Why would “torture harmony” be “jealous-beloved”? All at once, their texts were like the scrawlings of beasts. Like static.
I had deculturated from Wiwipewifawiwildoll.
And Sisi’s daughter must have been long dead anyway.
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After two hundred years, I came to Thavé’s world.
In this lonely night of silent stars and empty ruins, there were not many who remembered me. But Thavé did. Thavé would.
Thavé’s world—the world Thavé had adopted, where Thavé dwelled—had no name in any language. I could not remember why. Was it some sort of taboo? Perhaps they’d simply discarded and forgotten whatever original name they’d had.
Thavé and I had called it something, between ourselves. An old joke. But I had forgotten the joke.
Not until I was inside the system’s comet clouds did I pick up electromagnetic signals, and then only incomprehensible whispers. A world-city like this one, every micrometer of it built to move data, had no need to shout; and those, like Thavé, with long memories, had reasons enough to fear being overheard.
There had been a time when these skies were full of chatter. A time when the Dispersal of Humanity had blazed bright and forged new peoples and shouted aloud, when it seemed our destiny was to spread and speciate and transform all the heavens into our habitation.
And then the math turned. Decay overtook survival. So many worlds died: ripped each other apart in wars; squandered their ecosystems in ecstasies of superstitious consumption; soberly chose annihilation; succumbed to the lure of disembodied perfections.
But not this one. This world, Thavé had kept safe, a hidden jewel.
No doubt every chunk of matter in-system had been cultivated, wrought, put to some use. But all of that was disguised. The planet itself was swathed in a dense layer of clouds tuned to deceive the observer, to depict barren rocks and lakes of molten lead below.
I whispered my name as I came into the ionosphere, and, silently, they let me through their sky.
☼
 
Herds of sleek red-coated beasts, thundering across verdant purple hills. Blue rivers. Dense forests. Once, a wisp of gray smoke threading the air.
Except for some structures at the Pole, there was not a ruin or an outbuilding to be seen in one full orbit—though, here and there, a gang of humanoids chased some furry, sprinting lapine.
I’d been away from here so long. Last time, there had been towers.
It’s not that I have anything against sylvomorphic infrastructure. Oceans of leaves, rustling in gentle winds. Dappled shadows. The opulence of nature.
But I felt it as a rebuke. Yes, I had run from place to place, trying to shore up that which was collapsing. Yes, I had mostly failed.
Meanwhile Thavé had remained here, gardening.
Did it have to literally look like a garden?
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I broke the centuries-long silence aboard.
“Ship,” I said, “do you ever regret how you were made?”
“Have fun planetside, Siob,” Ship said.
“I’m asking,” I said. “I want to know.”
“Siob, the thing is: unlike you, I haven’t outlived my purpose.”
“What?”
“Oh, please.” Ship snorted. “I know what you want to hear. How I wish I was a meta-generalized Interpreter like you, Siob . . . ! So I could play out my little messianic-masochistic fantasies all across the Dispersal—meddling, lecturing, wringing my hands as they blow themselves up and eat their own—”
“That’s enough!” I cried.
“Yeah, well, you asked.”
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I fashioned myself into a net of fine strands, and floated down into the clearing. I gathered the strands together and wove a body. It was a paleohuman body; the people here were paleohuman stock. They looked much like the first humans, who walked on one world, long, long before the people of the Margin fashioned me, and Ship, and Thavé.
There were three locals in the glade. They were naked, and somewhat furrier than I remembered. They did not speak, and neither did I.
I was glad of this.
They looked at me with frank, uncurious faces as they led me across the grass, to a little knoll.
A door in the knoll; within was an elevator. I rode it down.
The door opened onto white light, cacophony, a thousand strange particolored bodies in motion, a vast tide of conversations
beamsvaultsspiral-staircases

fountainsarchesbywaysslipthreads whirligigs

crenelated-arcspoly-penetrations              hyperbolic-stepsurfaces
stickywalls

goopfields

bounceroos abandonages

waysweep-vistaswigglewharfs

playglobesinterdecks . . .

 
The underground city-hive was vast in every direction; the elevator’s aperture was like a droplet buoyed by a whirlwind. It had, in my mind, less in common with that provincial capital on Wiwipewifawiwildoll, where my friends had died, than with the nuke that had destroyed it. I couldn’t see where things began and ended. My head hurt.
But they had bodies, still, at least; that was something.
I’d been a little worried, when I’d seen the forests enveloping the whole planet, that perhaps they’d decoupled, ascended to the sickening frictionless whirlwind of the digital . . . but no. Thavé would have stopped them, somehow.
And there was Thavé, in a favorite form—a pale, stocky paleohuman in a white suit and a broad hat covering a thatch of black hair—coming toward me through the chaos.
“Siob! Hey! Been a long time, eh? What do you think?” Thavé said, embracing me . . .
. . . as I recoiled, rigid.
It wasn’t Thavé.
“What?” the imitation said. “What’s the . . . oh.”
“Where’s Thavé?” I hissed. This wasn’t the Thavé forged, with me, in the Margin. The ancient, precious, real body of my friend. It smelled wrong, it felt wrong, and my every cell called out to its counterparts on twelve electromagnetic frequencies and got no answer.
“I’m Thavé. Siob, my body is elsewhere—” The imitation glanced at a balcony.
Another Thavé-shaped thing, same suit and hat, a drink in one hand, stood there. This apparition released the drink, which floated off, and (pushing past clouds of red feathers and translucent simians and armored dwarves on stilts and other entities that might have been people or art or mobile furniture) headed for the escalator. But I could tell from here; that wasn’t Thavé either.
“How many?” I whispered.
“Twelve bodies, right now. Listen—” A chunk of signal hit me; cryptographic identity proofs, schematics, a simplified historiocultural vector mapping—too much to comprehend all at once, except that the bodies were local client hosts, made of biological mush. Paleohuman bodies, wired for transmission.
The real Thavé was somewhere here, on this world, in a vat. Cooled and fed by syrups meant for pharmacological algae, Thavé’s ancient, ever-young, polymorphous soma was warped and sculpted laboriously, to fit into the latest body-receptacles this world offered. Seeing through their limited eyes, tasting with their dull tongues, acting with their clumsy hands.
I’d seen much stranger things.
But I wanted to hold Thavé; not this flesh-doll of Thavé.
My skin crawled.
The second Thavé-thing was in front of me; seeing that I didn’t want another hug, it tipped its hat, and said: “Siob, this polysomatic configuration, it’s a stable—”
“You shut up!” I shouted. “One of you at a time!”
They didn’t glance at each other—they would have, had they been two people.
Thavé frowned, on two foreheads.
Oh, my ancient friend.
“I don’t care what they do,” I said. The elevator door had closed behind me; the white column it was embedded in whipped away into the kaleidoscope above. I wrapped my arms around my breasts. “But you doing it . . .” The crowds milled by, but some seemed to mill a little slower. Was this a celebrity culture—one where my image would be propagated and discussed by multitudes? “Can we go somewhere else? This is a little . . .”
“Of course,” Thavé murmured, taking my elbow gently, in a false hand. “Of course . . .”
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Water rippled across the cool pink marble of the wall-fountains; the silk of the cushions was soft. Thavé’s imitation body poured tea into globes of compressed air and bobbled one towards me.
“I just don’t understand,” I said. “Why sit in a vat somewhere . . . experiencing everything filtered through these . . .” I waved at the body. “These shells?”
Thavé shrugged. “I just ride the triple braid.” Culture, technology, desire: each creating the other, in a chaotic random walk.
“It’s your handiwork,” I insisted. “I can tell.”
“I nudged,” Thavé said, smiling slyly, apparently proud of engineering this many-bodied grotesquerie. “They were developing neural mapping, flirting with upload . . .”
“Oh.” We both knew where that ancient nightmare led: virtual perfection, a fragile tower of cards, until one bad meme brings it down.
“But they have a reverence for the body, a fascination with somatology, that I could leverage. This polysomatic network . . . it’s a way of soaking up the surplus death-fear and capacity-lust, and beginning to dissolve their toxic individualism. And it’s worked, so far. They seem content with three or four bodies each.”
I felt the hard knot of angry denial in the center of my chest soften toward grudging acceptance. Even admiration. It could have been so much worse. I sighed.
“Look, Siob, your reaction . . . this is a normal reculturation issue,” Thavé said. “You were in sparse-tech systems for the last few thousand years. From their perspectives, we’d be monsters here. So of course it feels like a decoupled culture to you. But it’s not.” Rapping on the table. “This is solid. I can’t lobby any governing administrator to let me cheat and go through it like air. It resists my push; not with social force but with physical force. Look at me, Siob. I’m not decoupled. I’m in a body, in the world.”
I peeled off a few bubbles of the tea and sucked on them, feeling the breath of microjets against my fingers as the tea-globes spun and stabilized.
“So just follow protocol and reculturate,” Thavé said. “How do you want to do it? Child? Ascetic? Bedlam?”
“What do you suggest?” I asked. My limbs were sunk into the cushions, beyond numb.
“Bedlam. They have a good ontological support system here. They’ll treat you well, and there’s a lot to absorb . . .”
“All right,” I said.
Thavé ran a thumb over the pitcher, and sighed. “Siob—”
“I’m sorry, Thavé, I can’t help it. I know I could have come back to another burnt-out ruin, another cratered utopia . . .”
“Yes,” Thavé said. “You really could have.”
“But—it’s just—our bodies, the bodies and brains forged in the Margin, they’re what set us apart. They’re what let us be in these cultures and not of them. If we give that up—”
“I haven’t given anything up, Siob. My body is still my body. I’m just using a tool.”
But our tools shape us. Slowly, slowly, we drift from what we were. I showed the underside of my tongue, a Wiwipewifawiwildollan gesture of frustration and inarticulate despair.
Thavé was silent a while, tapping one of the tea-bubbles, spinning it. Then, finally, asking: “What happened out there?”
I picked at the silk of the cushions. “I panicked. I tried to go too fast. Wiwipewifawiwildoll—do you know it? It’s seventy light-years out . . .”
“Well, I know of it, of course.” Thavé took a sip of tea. “But no, not much. No transmissions from there, and I . . . don’t leave.”
“It’s . . . beautiful.” Brachiating through hanging gardens in glorious bloom: great purple flowers singing bass, man-bees joining them with treble ululations. The nest-tangles, high above, gleaming in the mist; the light diffracting off the industrial transport filaments, a thousand gentle rainbows. “And dying.”
“I thought the culture was extinct already; I thought they underwent a virtualization collapse.”
“The original culture did, five thousand years back. Although actually, from what I can tell, they lasted almost a century after full upload.”
“Really?” Thavé crooked an eyebrow. “Impressive.”
“Yes. Then they fell hard, of course; eliminated utterly. But there were a few sapient bioforms in a sheltered enclave, someone’s little side project. Those survived the crash, and developed into a successor culture, starting as nomadic scavengers. Discovered agriculture. When I got there, they had begun an industrial revolution.”
“Ah,” Thavé said. “Those don’t always go well.”
“No. And the planet’s poorly terraformed to begin with. Only one ecosystem, quite fragile. They didn’t have much slack. At first I tried ghost-in-the-night, and memetic diffraction, and then tech injection . . . too many unintended consequences. And then I just went public, tried to build a movement, get them to listen to reason, force them to change.”
“Ah,” Thavé said again.
“All that did was trigger a wave of xenophobia. And I hadn’t set up a resilient structure. I should have done it leaderless, but there wasn’t time.” Little waves of tension drifted through my soma, up my arms, down my ribs.
“So you were the central node,” Thavé said. “An attractive target. And they used some blunt, atavistic weapon . . .”
Gentle Sisi’, ardent Tata’, passionate Lele’, quiet Fefe’. Their wise eyes. Their proud and well-groomed pelts of brown and silver and purple fur, bristling with excitement when they talked about healing their world. All of them ash, in an instant. The expanding fireball, the shockwave. The shattering of the arches and the trunks and the filaments.
“Yes,” I said, my voice rough, as subagencies in my throat, flooded with memory, rebelled.
In the blast, I’d shaped my body into a kite-blade, ridden it, ridden it all the way to orbit, to Ship. And then I’d abandoned that world, that world that had murdered my friends.
Maybe I could still have saved Wiwipewifawiwildoll. Maybe I could have stayed, healed, tried again. But it was like bitterness and despair were a fluid filling my interstitium, overwhelming my reintegrative matrix, drowning me. I’d fled.
Thavé watched, offering no excuses for me, pronouncing no judgement. The imitation eyes in the imitation face: they were Thavé’s eyes. They were kind, but not soft.
I found myself shuddering, shuddering, and fashioning tear ducts at the edges of my own eyes, with which I bathed my face in salt solution.
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My tears dried.
We ate, soft succulent fruits, bursting with juice.
I can live on solar wind, if I have to; I can crush rocks in methane slush on the back of some cold planetoid, and find what I need. But the surprise and beauty and complexity of organic life is precious. And the specific lineage of organic life that the Dispersal of Humanity has carried with it across the worlds: well, it tastes like home.
Thavé watched me.
I looked at the door.
It was just another city out there. There would be ways of saying hello. There would be rituals of eating, sleeping, emitting waste. People would be busy, doing work, making social and economic alliances, smelling and tasting, singing and worrying. There would in all probability be cooks and cuddlers and haberdashers and politicians and unsurprisers and artists and bookies and matchmakers, or some versions of some of those, anyway.
I could just go out that door. I could learn to speak to the people. I could learn to live with the people. I could learn that they were people. However many bodies they had, or whatever else was strange about them.
But maybe not just yet.
“Who’s left?” I said. “Who else have you heard from?”
Thavé frowned. “From the Margin?”
I shrugged agreement.
“Signal from Amli. Went to reconstruct the Listening Ear in Piopolo 54 with durable tech. And to resettle, from Spiny Delight. The resettlement failed, about fifty thousand individuals died, and Spiny Delight blamed Amli and went into xenophobic seclusion. But the ear’s up.”
“And?
“Everything spinward of there is dead. No signals in the recent archives beyond the two hundred living metacultures we know about. A couple of new high-information-density sources from outside the light-cone of the Dispersal of Humanity. No more luck understanding them than usual.”
“Who else?”
“I was expecting Svetch, but no word. I have no idea what happened there. Shen and Suli are fighting a war in Xelun, and as long as they keep entrenching the paradiegetic agon wherewith erisitc doomtree epistemion—”
The words stopped making sense, decohering into garbage data, like the transmissions from Wiwipewifawiwildoll.
Thavé was speaking our oldest language, the language we spoke in the creche, in the Margin. You would think I could not forget that language. You would think I could always understand Thavé, at least. At least Thavé.
But I was so tired.
“. . . Siob?”
There was a mist of teabubbles in my sight. I’d crushed the tea into a hundred pieces, and they were spinning in front of me.
“Siob,” Thavé said, “you need rest. And more than rest.”
I stuck out my tongue in assent. That wasn’t what they did on Wiwipewifawiwildoll. Where did they stick out their tongues to say yes? Maybe in Dream-of-Grace, that silent neoworld of clouds and floating and year-long unmoving dances and endless communications of devotedness—and chilling propriety, and dark conspiracies. I wasted five thousand years in Dream-of-Grace mistaking prissy quietude for resilience. And then the clouds fell. “Yes,” I whispered. I was going down. It was time to go down. “I’ll go. But tell me about the others. Just a few more. I just want to know that there are a few more of us. Around.”
The imitation body that Thavé wore pursed its lips. Which could mean so many things, so many places. Maybe we long-lived ones just understand each other less and less and less as time goes on. “Gul is here,” Thavé said.
“Gul is here?”
“In seclusion. In the forests. With a few other Marginalia—two Motherloves, a Jester, and five Drogenrauschii. Gul won’t talk to me. Hmm.” Thavé frowned. “You just want to know about Marginalia? Because there are some people you knew from Spoonish in a hidden worldlet not too far away, and—”
I couldn’t remember Spoonish, and I couldn’t pay attention to what else Thavé was saying. “Just the people of the Margin.”
Spinning a teaglobe gently, this way and that, Thavé shrugged. “Not many of us left.”
Water crawled along the pink wall. It seemed to be as slow as jelly.
“You want to take a tour first, Siob? Meet some of the locals? Have a little fun?”
Outside the door, the city seethed, roiled, cacophonous. Brimming with people. Were they people? Brimming with dolls, brimming with shadows, brimming with monsters. I forced a smile, a monstrous gritted-teeth affair. “I can’t, Thavé. I can’t. I can’t. I can’t. I have to go down.”
Thavé nodded (whatever that meant).
It was time for Bedlam.
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There was a claw-hand of a moon, violent violet, digging down past my eyes, beneath the portal, the partial, the penetrating perorating peach perfection, capsized
capsized
in an ocean of night.
That’s not right. Focus on the hands, on the hands—leather? of leather? Running through the heather.
(“I can see where I am, I can always see where I am. Dreaming with part of my brain. But how to interpret what I see? How to know if that—that—is a bed, a wall, a hand, a moon, a vault, a vertilex, a transix, a typhoon?”)
Cultural detox. Hallucenophenomenic aspects of.
That was a paper by someone. What was his name? Fab, or Fabriol, or Fabulous Far? And we were sitting—were we sitting? Or was sitting forbidden, punishable by the introduction of tiny venomous spiders into the tear ducts? No. That was on Tenero. Or a dream on Tenero. A dream induced by the Fabioni as part of the Dream Purge, when blood ran in the streets and we stooped to drink it, to bathe ourselves in it, finger-paint each other’s bodies, crying, joyously, finally enough blood! Finally, enough blood! The floodgates of the bloodbaths had been opened, and the banks of blood-generators turned on and it meant something. That we would die with honor? No. That scarcity was forever banished? No. That we worshipped scarcity by marking the dream of its unlimit, with that blood? No.
I lived that. But maybe it was not on Tenero. Maybe it was that other place called Tenero where everything was different, and it meant nothing. It was just the day we danced in blood, it was daily work. On the auction block, punching the clock, stroking a cock. Was it a sexual act? Did they have sexual acts, on that other Tenero?
I am falling. Yet I am still.
On February First, the worldlet called February First that folded like three silver seeds in the mouth of Forgotten Murder, I learned to fear not-falling. The terror of the feet touching a surface, of the evil magic of weight, binding what should be free, imposing an up, imposing a down. The terror is still vivid after three hundred thousand years of worlds where up and down are as commonplace as north and south, past and future, gender and slavery. I still move sluggishly sometimes, part of me in a terrordream of not-falling—of touching down gently into an implacable gravitic embrace from which I will never be free again. I will never be free again. Always to be looking up, looking down.
Begin again. These are my hands.
On Osoro it was a capital crime to show your hands.
Begin again. Hands and sitting (no, lying? I am lying in a bed. Is this called lying?) but it is not Osoro, nor any Tenero, the blood is safely locked away, you are safe.
Safe?
Admit you’re terrified to look outside. To see what is under that violent, violet moon. There is no safe.
(Do they have outside here?)
Oh, Siob, you are a hodgepodge. All these desires, feelings, notions, conflicting rubrics of interpretation, accretions of collapsed projects, inconsolable longings for things so long past they make no sense even to you: they are heaped up, piles upon piles in a vast and echoing darkness, a labyrinth of trash you will never escape.
You will never be whole.
The longer you go on, the more you scatter, shatter, battered by the moon room, flattened by doom, stretched on a loom, in a tomb . . .
Oh help oh help! I am dreaming and they are all dying, it is all being lost! I have to go
Try and slow down. Try and slow down. Try and be here with me. Good. Two hands, five fingers each. Golden hands, the fingers mostly coming to sharp points, the thumbs blunt. Hands of a monster. What? Perfectly normal hands.
There are peoples, classes, genders, autopoesies, in this gangrenous, devouring galaxy of ours, whose whole being is built upon a lack, the longing for annihilation: “I must not be.” And how I long to be among them. But to enter into those glories, that beautiful land, I must enter by that low door of self-hate . . .
And you should be so lucky, Siob, to have a self to hate.
There’s a purple moon sailing through a void of lack-of-light, and I may be here all night. I have golden claws and a head and, under a blanket, a body which terrifies me. It is horrible, it is glorious. I see it through the eyes of ten thousand cultures. Ludicrous body, clever body, monstrous body, divine body. And what are we, if not the body?
What are we, Siob?
Alone. We are alone.
Siob has gone on far too long.
Siob was walking through a supermarket and lifted a lid of a crate and there, thirty frongs stared up. And, meeting the gaze of the thirty frongs, Siob could not tell: are these being sold as food? Are they fellow-citizens on holiday? Objects of veneration? Is this the secret parliament of the city? Is this an artwork symbolizing sexual excess? A witty poem? A romantic gesture? A challenge to a duel? Are these my friends? Will these be my friends?
Too much knowledge makes Siob an idiot.
There was a claw-hand of a moon clawing into the room, and Siob—wait! Feel! These eyes have lids! Oh blessed lids! Look, we can squeeze—so—and the menacing golden hands are blocked by an arc of blackness—and another arc of blackness descends to block the top of the window—oh blessed invention of lids! Now only the purple moon is seen, framed in black—squeeze again, and the moon diffuses, a spiky purple star—and squeeze again—
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A memory:
 
The day before I left the creche I stood
with my maker

at the summit of a jelly mountain, on a party world

that had been fashioned for the occasion.

 
Loops and rings and planetoid archipelagoi, blue air and
fluffy white clouds diffused around

beetle-like Engineers, moon-sized, twitching

their forests of legs, adjusting and forming;

and beyond, the rest of the Margin.

 
Siob, a new-forged Interpreter, a hundred and fifty years old.
The day before I left the creche.

The creations of the Margin: luscious Loverlies;
brilliant and terrible Warchildren and Harpies and Scourges;

the finest self-edible Gourmands;

insidious Shadowcreeps and machinating Senators;

Jesters, Cats, and Mammaloves;

Book-Becomes and Drogenrauschii

and a hundred other clever madething

toys.

 
Cleverest of all the toys were the Interpreters.
 
I stood
at the summit of a jelly mountain.

 
A party world.
 
. . . temporary sexual genders, and been initiated into them

for the occasion

I was still thrumming with mine, like a freshly-tuned . . .

 
(Cleverest of all,
the Interpreters,

optimized for first contact

with lost and diverged and resurgent worlds

and worldless spaces.)

 
At the summit of a jelly mountain
with my maker.

 
Something ordinary, something everyday.
 
It is hard for a person to come and go
across the vastness between the stars.

It is easier for a toy.

 
Luscious Loverlies, brilliant and terrible Warchildren—
(A Loverly named Shar.

A Warchild named Etnek.)

 
To each strange new culture that had grown up over absent
centuries, Interpreters came,

at the behest of the Margin

(the Margin that would fall,

the Margin that would abandon us,

leaving a hole torn in the sky;

the Margin that would abandon us,

leaving us the cold night).

 
My maker
leaned toward me, smile fading,

—summit of the gelatinous mountain—

 
I did not want to bear any terrible secret:
that this time was ending?

I was only trade tech, a tool, a toy.

 
A tiny motion, almost invisible.
 
I wanted to return to the party:
Thavé cackling, Svetch boasting, Amli squealing with delight,

the babbling of the Book-Becomes and the moaning of Gourmands.

 
At the summit of a jelly mountain, the party below—
—the Engineers, moon-sized, the horizon—

 
Cold centuries in transit, a silent speck speeding through a
night of reddish and bluish stars.

“It is easier for a toy.”

I was only trade tech, a tool, a toy.

 
(“Siob, the thing is: unlike you, I haven’t outlived my
purpose.”)

 
We had been tuned to temporary sexual genders, randomly chosen—
A party world fashioned for the occasion—

I was still thrumming—

 
A tiny gesture, almost invisible.
This time is ending.

 
That which you were too selfish to desire.
 
Cleverest of all the toys.
—smile fading,

☼
 
I am on the surface.
I am no longer Siob; I am a tree.
The night is bright, beyond the thick green clouds. A paleohuman person could not see beyond those clouds. The twelve foolish, squishy bodies of that wanderer who settled here . . . Siob’s friend, Siob’s beloved lost-and-found comrade . . . those twelve foolish bodies could not see through these clouds.
Foolish wanderer, foolish friend, whose name I pretend to have forgotten. I won’t think of it. I am not Siob. I am not Siob.
I am a tree. I am shaped into a tree, I am rooted in this grove. Sylvomorphic infrastructure. All around the night is thick with branches and their tangled shadows. I spread wide leaves above my bulk, and each leaf is a wide-band electromagnetic receptor, and my wide branches give me ample parallax, and I see through those green clouds.
The sky blazes. Stars untouched by the grubby hands of the people of the Margin.
Here and there, I see the traces of the Dispersal of Humanity, of the age when stars were wrought anew as engines and signal-fires, of the long decline since. Repurposed brown dwarf stars bubbling with computation. The slowly drifting scintillade-regions of swarm peoples. The subtle light-bending shadows of abandoned megastructures decaying in the darkness. So many worlds with traces of oxygen, of water, of carbon dioxide, in atmospheres once barren of them. So many of our fingerprints.
My warden, Chumo, sleeps in my branches. Chumo is a person of this world, a warden of a Bedlam by profession, and therefore, sensibly, mad. Chumo welcomed me here, Chumo has been my companion for many years, in this grove, this haven, my Madhouse.
There is a rustling in the forest. Someone is coming.
I watch the sky. Once we spread throughout that sky; you can see our traces. There were disseminations and wars and interpenetrations and pilgrimages and desubstantiations. There were tyrannies and ontocracies and republics and stochastocracies and anarchies and harmonia and chronoscopies and immanencies and subsumptions. There were great things built and abandoned. And we faded; we dwindled; we are scattered embers now, where once we leapt from star to star like flames.
Siob would have looked at that sky full of ruins and seen defeat, and danger. Siob would have worried. Siob would have desperately sought a way to fan those embers that remain.
But I am not Siob.
Beyond and among those stars that bear our fingerprints, are all the untouched places. Gas clouds and nebulae and the mighty swathes of dark matter, and all those stars we passed by, and all those stars that were beyond us. They perform their ineluctable celestial dance. The night is full. The night is wild and full.
The rustling in the forest grows nearer. Something wide and bulbous, rolling and crunching through the underbrush.
Siob did not know how to look beyond desperation. A desperate quest, a panicked rush, to find resilience for the descendants of humanity.
Siob did not know how to see the whole sky.
But I am no longer Siob. I am a tree. I am a tree in a grove on this nameless world. My roots hold tight to its body, and we whirl together through the night.
The wide and bulbous thing rolls into the clearing. It is Gul. I have not seen Gul of the Margin for fifteen thousand years.
Gul rolls over to me, nestles against my trunk.
We say nothing.
But I am glad, so glad that Gul has found me.
Chumo sleeps in my branches.
Within the inviolable sphere of my brain, buried deep in my trunk, five hundred thousand years of Siob’s memories are stacked and folded and put away, like winter clothes in a summer attic. They are not a prison, they are not a labyrinth, whatever Siob thought. They are just things, like the moss on my trunk; like Ship sleeping truculently in a wide orbit around this system, awaiting Siob’s whistle; like a tender flame of plasma flaring from a young star.
At the horizon, its dark green smeared with a tiny streak of pink dawn, a star catches my attention. There is a flicker in its chromosphere; traces of a strange-matter reaction. Someone with Margin-level tech has touched that star.
It is anomalous. It is curious. It is interesting.
I would like to tell someone.
And when I think this, I think of a pink marble room, where water ripples across stone, and drinking tea.
Very well, I will remember the name: Thavé. My friend, my comrade . . . twelve bodies or no.
I think I am ready to see Thavé again. I would like to talk. Maybe Chumo and Gul will come with me.
Perhaps tomorrow I will not be a tree. Perhaps I will leave the grove. Perhaps I will be something new.
Siob, that exile, driven from world to world, seeking some fabulous resilience that would let everything endure . . . Siob felt that this was the end. Siob was consumed with that fear: that this was the end, the end of the long arc, the end of time. That we were here in the ruins, abandoned, struggling against the night.
But it is never the end of time. It is always the middle. We are always on the way. We spring up for a moment, we spread and grow, and then we go extinct, and it is the turn of some other configuration of matter. We are, then we are not.
But it is always now. It is always here. It is always the middle of time. And the night is wild and lush, and the night goes on forever.




Salvage
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STATUES CONGEST THE silent lanes and marketplaces of the crumbling, overgrown village, figures life-size and life-like except for the glowing veins suffusing their ceramic flesh, children and adults and elders fixed during a long-ago, fateful moment. Aristy makes her way among the familiar faces of Picti Street. The morning mists burn away from the vine-curtained, root-clutched stone facades on either side. It’s early now, but it was nearly dinnertime when these villagers were transformed a millennium ago.
Many clues indicate this.
Aristy passes the Priest with his evening prayer bell aloft in mid-ring. Then the Farmers in from the fields, seated on long-gone stools at long-gone tables frowning over long-gone games of chess. There’s the Restaurant Owner, stirring whatever-it-was in a now-rusted cauldron for the evening traffic to see and smell. Many were transmuted along with their clothes and personal affects—and even adjacent parts of the environment—intact. Others are as unselfconsciously nude as the Greek statues of Old Earth.
All are made of a dark grey super-material impervious to the elements, shot through with pulses of light.
Aristy feels the weight of her backpack in her old bones. Already sweating, she checks her progress up Picti Street by the statues, or homifacts, as they’re called here on New Ce. There’s the Quarreling Couple. Just beyond glares the Constable, who was transformed with his armor, spear, and pistol preserved.
She’s getting close.
A lung-wing descends through the mist and alights on the Admonishing Mother’s outstretched arm. Aristy stops to catch her breath and return the amphibian’s blinking gaze. She lets the shrieks and hiccups of the cloud forest wash over her. The great silence behind the clamor of wildlife expands within her.
Moving past the Admonished Children, she comes upon homifacts she doesn’t know, hasn’t named, and hasn’t spoken with.
She shrugs off her pack next to a young man in mid-purposeful stride, a temple acolyte by the look of him. She withdraws her homemade interface mesh and drapes it carefully over the statue. She dons her skullcap, flicks open her field chair, and sits down with her scroll. Fingers dancing, she closes her eyes.
☼
 
There is the usual sense of dislocation, and vague awareness of her ’rithms translating the bizarre code at work in the homifact.
Suddenly she’s floating, disembodied and invisible, above the young Acolyte. He’s alive again, with the street and its denizens. It’s early evening. The encroaching cloud forest is nowhere to be seen. The stone houses and shopfronts are in good repair. The evening prayer bell rings amid the dinnertime hubbub. Touts advertise restaurants. Here and there a radio crackles with music or propaganda.
The Acolyte heads for the bell-ringing Priest. Aristy quick-scans ahead. She is not a voyeur.
Night falls abruptly, and the Acolyte flits away from his conversation with the Priest, Picti Street swarming with accelerated village life. Aristy scans faster. Night and day strobe past, the young man a daily throb of blurred movement confined to the Temple of Nachtan, and Picti Street.
Three months pass. The Acolyte’s simulated life drags to a halt. He’s at his morning meditation in the Hall of Candles, as Aristy has dubbed it in her own mind.
She sets new ’rithms in motion.
She appears before the Acolyte as he opens his eyes. She represents herself as she really is, and wonders what he thinks of her: an old, lanky woman in a strange, ragged utility suit, silver hair close-cropped. She could read his mind and find out what he thinks, of course, but she is not a voyeur.
The Acolyte’s eyes widen. “Is this enlightenment?”
“In a sense,” Aristy says.
The Hall of Candles fades, along with the other acolytes and attending villagers. Aristy sometimes finds it useful to tune down the simulation when breaking the news. It can help with credulity.
“Who . . . What are you?” the Acolyte says.
“A human being. Homo sapiens dispersionis, just like you used to be.”
“Used to be . . . Am I dead?”
“Yes and no. Your real life ended three months ago, of an evening. On Picti Street, on your way to speak with the Priest.”
He looks around in growing alarm.
“All of this . . . the temple, the people, your life since that evening, has been a simulation. A kind of lantern show, for your benefit.” She has found some citizens of this fallen colony planet more aware of past technology than others.
He’s hyperventilating. “I . . . just want to wake up . . .”
She accesses his core objects and tunes down his panic. While she’s at it, she turns up his credulity and receptivity to new ideas. She doesn’t like meddling with their personalities—that’s not what this is supposed to be about, even though she’s making it up as she goes along. Anyway, a little meddling expedites things. There are so many homifacts—so many minds—to get to, billions more than she can reach in her remaining years.
The Acolyte’s breathing slows. He’s able to resume the cyclic breaths of his discipline.
“That’s better,” she says. “Now then, I need to tell you about dark energy.”
☼
 
“Excuse me?” the Night Soil Collector says.
“You’d better sit down.”
The woman sinks onto her cot. They’re in her tidy shack adjacent to the butcher shop. The Collector is as meticulously clean as her humble abode, more so than the average villager.
“Dark energy,” Aristy says. “It’s how we used to explain the accelerating expansion of the universe, without really understanding it.” She studies the Collector. “The universe is expanding, you see, faster and faster . . .”
“I know.” The woman frowns up at her. “I read old books, even though it could get me shot.”
Aristy is no voyeur, but she can’t help a brief audit of the virtual shack and its contents. Sure enough, there’s a chest buried in the earthen floor. It contains several outlawed tomes, and the proceeds of selling night soil as fertilizer: a roll of banknotes and string of silver coins.
Aristy says: “You don’t have to worry about getting shot anymore, as I’ve explained.”
☼
 
“So none of this real,” the Printer says, grasping the flywheel of his press and marveling.
“That’s right.”
“And all the people I’ve interacted with for the past three months?”
“Simulacra. Part of the simulation.”
“Even my wife?”
“Even her, I’m afraid.”
“But . . . how is it possible?”
Aristy fiddles with a tray of tiny print blocks. The local written language is pictographic, so there are hundreds of different blocks. “Kind of like how you assemble these into sentences, paragraphs, stories, and make people see something new. It’s all information.”
He blinks at her through his heavy spectacles. “But why has this been done to me?”
“That brings us back to the expanding universe. It was discovered that the real dark energy, the prime mover of accelerating expansion, is observation.”
The Printer continues to blink his magnified eyes. The walls of his humble shop are papered with propaganda, the desperate slogans and fictions of a failing regime. “Observation . . .” he says.
☼
 
The Visiting Student steps out of the muck of the paddy and onto the causeway. “What do you mean?”
“I mean observation of the universe is causing it to fly apart.”
The grimy young woman stares at Aristy, head cocked. She was sent here from the Agricultural University in the Capital, some kind of labor-oriented punitive measure. Aristy guesses she has some science, but probably not the right kind. Reluctantly, she uploads germane knowledge. It might help the Student to understand, as much as anyone can, the phenomenon that will eventually cause a Big Rip.
The young woman’s skepticism gives way to amazement. Perhaps she’s digesting the quantum Zeno effect, ancient knowledge from Old Earth. A particle’s evolution in time may be arrested by measuring it frequently enough. Of course, this only goes to show that observation can affect the physical world. As it turns out, Zeno gets flipped on its head at the macro scale.
The Student regards the muck she’s been laboring in since sunrise. “I think I’m in the wrong major.”
“You didn’t have much choice, did you?” Aristy knows something about the extinct Republic of Iomang, after so many conversations with its citizens.
“No,” the bemused Student says, “I suppose not.” She sits down on the causeway, once more staring beyond the simulated present. “But . . . if observation pauses things at the quantum scale, why should it change the cosmos at large?”
“That’s above my pay grade,” Aristy says. “Above most people’s, really. The discovery wasn’t ours. Wasn’t humanity’s, I mean.”
Once more, the Student glares in amazement. “You mean . . .”
“Yes.”
☼
 
“We never met them,” Aristy tells the Commissar.
The balding, bearded man in the drab uniform still holds the smoking pistol at his side. He tried to shoot Aristy when she manifested in his little study. Now, with his panic tuned down, he absorbs the reality of alien intelligence.
“We never saw them,” Aristy continues, “except some of their ships from a great distance. They transmitted to many worlds in the human Emanation. A language key, then their finding on expansion, and means of confirming it experimentally. And finally a request.”
She sees the village’s political man is having trouble swallowing this. According to his beloved Generalissimo Picti, humans evolved on this world, on this very island. There was no Old Earth, no diaspora, or colony or fall. Never mind all this rot about simulated realities and aliens. She turns up his credulity, essentially changing who he is, however slightly. She tells herself this is for his own good. She’s here to help him, after all. To free him, possibly.
“A request . . .” he says.
“They asked humanity to turn its damaging gaze away from the cosmos. Turn inward, lose itself in simulated realities. And some did. Whole civilizations did. But it wasn’t enough for the aliens, the Curators as we’ve come to call them. So, they acted. They swept through the human Emanation in less than a century. No one knows how they did that. They turned the human species inward. Cities, worlds, systems, empires. The Curators’ Reagent froze people instantly, preserved their brains, which were gradually converted into durable networks suffusing their remnant statues. A trillion human beings Turned Inward, a trillion isolated minds in a trillion virtualities.”
The Commissar sits at his desk, setting the pistol on his copy of the ubiquitous Forge the Future, the guidebook for every good Iomangan, penned by Tuwathal Picti himself.
“If all that’s true,” the Commissar says, “then who, or what, are you?”
☼
 
“A human being. Homo sapiens dispersionis, just like you used to be.”
Aristy has said this to over five hundred Turned Inward minds. There’s more she could say about who and what she is, but she can barely admit those things to herself. Better to stay busy. Better to lose herself in this strange work she’s found for herself.
The Doctor holds the narcosia syrette poised by her hip, ready to strike.
Aristy caught her in the village supply depot, mid-robbery, for the Doctor is also the Addict. Aristy tuned her out of the belief that this visit is a hallucination caused by withdrawal, but the good Doctor still craves her fix. Aristy considers tweaking the addiction out of her. Would the Doctor still be the Doctor after that? What is foundational to her personality, and what disposable?
“So you’re a human being,” the Doctor says, sweating, shivering. “My condolences.”
“A million or so humans were in ships traveling near light speed during the century of the Reagent. They escaped the Turning Inward. I’m a descendant.”
The Doctor stabs, wincing briefly, then exhaling a great sigh. She falls against a stack of crates and sinks to the floor. “What do you want from me?” she whispers, grinning, tears streaming.
“I’m here to give you options,” Aristy says. “I can upload you to my machine, where you can live on your own terms, in a world you forge, and interact with others like yourself. Or you can stay here, and I can tweak this simulation as you like. If you choose that, I can even wipe your memory of this encounter. You could go on as before, oblivious to the truth. Or, finally, I can end you.
The Doctor looks up at her, benumbed. “So the fucking Picti regime . . .”
“Ended a thousand years ago,” Aristy says.
“But you said it’s been three months since I was turned.”
“You were underclocked. The Curators designed you to tick slowly through the ages of their preserved universe. I had to speed you up for this conversation.”
The Doctor nods off for a bit, then comes to with a flinch. She focuses, bleary-eyed, and holds up the empty syrette. “Can you free me of this?”
“Yes.”
“And Iomang . . .”
“You can leave it behind, or make a whole new one.”
☼
 
Aristy comes to in the stifling afternoon heat.
She rises from her field chair and removes her skullcap, drinks from her canteen, then plugs the interface mesh—still draped over the Doctor homifact—into her portable quantum server. She initiates transfer, and suddenly the Doctor is running on two machines at once, the illusion of continuity preserved, as promised. As seconds go by, more and more of her runs on Aristy’s server. The Doctor will continue to experience the village simulation until her transfer is complete, when she’ll be able to create her own environments.
Aristy contemplates the nearest homifacts, her day’s work:
The Acolyte, mid-stride, frowning with distaste at the strolling Night Soil Collector. Printer and Visiting Student in line at a now-collapsed shop front. And the Commissar, eyeing a chess player with suspicion.
Of the six she hacked today, four chose transfer to her server: Acolyte, Night Soil Collector, Visiting Student, and Doctor. The small-minded Printer opted to remain in his simulated village, but with a larger, more prosperous print shop, a remodeled wife, and a medal of distinguished service from Generalissimo Picti. The brainwashed Commissar, unable to bear the historical irrelevance of Picti’s long-gone reign, chose oblivion.
With transfer complete, Aristy packs her equipment and shoulders it. She heads back down Picti Street, leaving five more homifacts still flashing with the inner computation of their simulations, but emptied of their minds.
She follows her path along the Flameworm river, through dense cloud forest that was once open paddy-land. She stops for a breather beside the squatting, moss-covered Fisherman. He was one of the first Iomangans she liberated. The homifact’s lights are barely discernible under the moss.
At the Big Bend of the Flameworm, where the canopy opens up, Aristy gazes skyward into dark blue heavens. She imagines her scrutiny contributing a few dark joules or dark newtons to the expansion of the universe.
Among the day-stars hangs the spark of the Harbinger, in synchronous orbit. She doesn’t like to think of her relativistic years aboard that prison.
Back within the canopy twilight, she passes the double statue of the Entwined Lovers, nearly engulfed by roots. Turned Inward, each went on loving a simulation of the other. These two simulations were based on a lover’s intimate scrutiny and might almost have been Turing-viable. Confronted by Aristy, the lovers themselves chose upload, eager to reunite.
This eerie landmark means she’s almost home. She quickens her pace.
☼
 
She knows something’s off before she rounds the Root Cathedral and sees her camp. She’s been alone out here long enough to internalize the rainforest’s cycles and rhythms. Maybe there’s a gap in the lung-wing songs, or alarum notes from the burrowing plate-mail worms, communicated to her old bones by the soil. She can’t say.
Two strangers have found her camp.
Fellow colonists she doesn’t know, young, born after planetfall: a woman in a rifle-rig standing guard between the anti-contagion dome and generator, and a slender man seated at the field table. He’s dressed ridiculously for the jungle. The flimsy formalwear suit, all the rage down at Drop City, clings to his sweaty skin, soiled and shredded.
More importantly though, he wears a skullcap. He must have searched the dome, because Aristy’s camp server is on the table, and the young man is interfaced.
The guard touches his shoulder. He opens his eyes, briefly disoriented, then sees Aristy and removes the skullcap. “Well hello there.”
She heaves off her pack, glaring. “What is this? You have no right to my data.”
He unrolls his scroll onto the table. She steps forward and squints at the search warrant flashing down the screen.
“You gotta be kidding me!” Aristy says.
The guard swivels her rig, bringing the large weapon to bear.
“I’m afraid not, Captain,” the suit says.
“And what are you, a Council secretary?”
“I do work for the Council. I’m a lawyer.”
“We have lawyers now? God help us.”
He places his hand on the camp server, a quantum machine orders of magnitude more powerful than her field device, where the Acolyte, Night Soil Collector, Visiting Student, and Doctor currently run, nearly maxing out the processors. The camp server comfortably accommodates two hundred seventy-one uploaded souls and their environments, and could take a lot more. Aristy was planning to transfer the day’s harvest as soon as she returned.
“Captain, this equipment is colony property.”
“You’re hurting for computation in Drop City?”
“That’s not the point.”
“Everyone grabbed stuff in the early days. Planetfall was a crazy time. You’re too young to understand.”
“Nevertheless . . .”
“I can’t fucking believe this!”
The thuggish guard smirks, seemingly eager for things to go wrong.
“I just want to be left alone,” Aristy pleads. “I just want to die up here, alone!”
“But you aren’t quite alone, are you?” the lawyer says, fingers drumming the server.
“Their conditions are up to code.”
“Funny you should mention that. I think you mean the Instantiation and Sentience Code, which delineates standards for running salvaged souls. Do you have a salvage charter for this region? For any region?”
“If it weren’t for me,” Aristy says, fuming, “neither of you would be here!”
“What do you mean by that?” The lawyer leans forward, interested.
She could tell him. Just as she could’ve explained what she is to the Acolyte, the Doctor, the Commissar, and many others. But she left Drop Town to forget all that.
“Their conditions are up to code,” she repeats, her heart sinking. “Above and beyond, in fact. Each resident has their own customizable multiverse. Their shared space is a fucking paradise. I think you just saw it. They have everything they could possibly need.”
“Not everything,” the lawyer says. “You’ve ignored one particular request. Repeatedly.”
Aristy stands there, exhausted, at her wit’s end.
“Captain, you and your machines will have to come with us.”
2
 
“Picti’s Oath-Keepers came to our flat in the wee hours.”
The man weeps from his remaining eye as he speaks.
“We woke to them smashing through the door. They shouted and waved their electric torches around, menaced us with short swords and pistols. They wore the black cloaks, the face paint, the whole routine. My sisters and I couldn’t stop screaming.”
He wipes the tears from his eye. A socket of burnished-looking scar tissue reminds everyone where the other eye used to be. Like all the witnesses, he appears as he was at some well-chosen point in his corporeal life.
“Picti called his political police Oath-Keepers, but us common folk had another name for them . . . Bogle-Men, from a legend told to naughty children in the old days. My great-grandma used to say, ‘You’d better behave, or the Bogle-Man will come while you sleep and throw you in his sack and take you away to his cave. Where you will suffer unspeakably.’”
His words are converted to standard Belt-and-Road in real time. Unlike Aristy, most of the assembly hasn’t bothered to learn Iomangan.
“One of them knocked my mother to the floor. They were laughing. My big sis flew into a rage. A gun fired, and she went down. Someone else pistol-whipped me. When I came to, my sister was dead and my father had been taken. We never knew his alleged crime, and didn’t dare ask. I never saw my father again. The rumor was he’d been taken to the Tannery, where he suffered for months or even years before they finally shot him. Everyone called it the Tannery. That’s what it was before Picti’s men converted it.”
Aristy has heard this kind of thing before, though not from this particular soul. She remembers salvaging this dour man. Farmer 17, one of the chess players on Picti Street.
“I want justice for my brother and father, and for my mother, who was never the same.”
The screen, a window onto the shared space in Aristy’s camp server, takes up an entire wall of the ostentatious new judiciary hall. Drop Town has certainly changed since she last visited: new buildings printed, new institutions conjured, the beginnings of social stratification. It’s no longer the glorified camp that grew around a poorly-aimed supply drop. It has become a bustling city state.
Farmer 17, Casantin Onuist, steps out of frame, momentarily revealing a crowded hilltop of the shared garden world. The Visiting Student steps into view, cleansed of the virtual fertilizer she was shoveling when Aristy found her.
“My name is Eumi Wilfoil, and I want to speak to you about my mother. She wasn’t much older than me when the Picti regime forced her to marry my father, an important Pictiite who was already an old man by then.”
Aristy recognizes a few of the older faces on the Council, and in the citizens’ gallery, but most of the people in the hall are young strangers to her.
“We saw very little of him,” Eumi continues, “and as the years wore on, my mother found comfort with another man. They were discrete, of course, but one day they were both just . . . gone. Taken to the Tannery, perhaps. I never found out. Not long afterward, the commissar at my university told me I was being sent to the countryside for reeducation through labor. I figured my father was behind that. Maybe he thought I was a bastard. I didn’t mind, actually. The work didn’t bother me. Under the circumstances, my fate could’ve been much worse.”
She stares beyond her simulated garden, beyond her corporeal audience.
“I want justice for my mother, Rilith Tilore Wilfoil. We demand the salvage of Tuwathal Picti. He must not be given the choices we were. He needs to be uploaded, tried, and punished.”
More witnesses follow, telling their stories and demanding legal recourse, or straightforward vengeance. Irilich Simiod the Night Soil Collector, Scrimgar the Acolyte, and Dr. Muriad Corvirst are among the thirty-seven complainants.
“Esteemed Council members . . .” The young lawyer, Chard Thoroughblind, turns from the screen. “I’ve been hired by these Iomangans as their advocate. Under the new laws, salvaged souls have the same rights we do.”
“Not entirely true,” says a Councilwoman. “Granted, they have their rights, but only after the salvager has assayed their memories and sold any IP of value. Until then, they’re merely salvaged data.”
Thoroughblind clears his throat, glancing uncomfortably at Aristy. “Of course, Madam Councilwoman, but in this case, the souls were illegally—”
“In that case the law stipulates forfeiture to the state.”
“But this is not the Mainland with its dead superpowers and homifacts full of high art and science. We’re talking about the backward Republic of Iomang.” He flashes an apologetic look at his clients. “When was the last time someone applied for a salvage charter here? Council members, I ask that you make a special dispensation in this case. Spare my clients the indignity of assay, which is unlikely to yield a profit regardless. I think we can all agree these Iomangans have suffered enough.”
“Then what do you propose?” the Councilwoman says.
“Sentence Aristy Safewither for her transgression. Give her community service. She is, in any case, the only person on our island who knows how to salvage, I think. Give my clients their closure, without the cost of sending for a professional salvager from the Mainland.”
The Councilwoman turns her questing gaze on Aristy. “Captain Safewither, your wards asked you for justice many times. Why did you ignore them?”
Aristy enjoys a brief sense of withheld power. A few words would make them forget all about long-dead tyrants. “I didn’t think it was my place,” she lies. “Also, I wasn’t sure about the legalities.”
The Councilwoman snorts.
An older, familiar Councilman opens his scroll. “You’ve an interesting record, Captain. You were a sleeper system technician on the Harbinger, correct?”
“One of fifteen, yes.”
This gets Thoroughblind’s attention. The young lawyer stares at her avidly.
“And you were a suspect after the Failure,” the Councilman says.
“One of many.” She remembers this man from the ship years. A security officer and later a resource manager. “I was exonerated.”
“And after planetfall you deserted.”
“A lot of us did. A general amnesty was declared, as I’m sure you remember.”
“And you went up to the cloud forest and became a hermit. Why is that?”
“I’d had my fucking fill of bureaucrats like you.”
There’s a ripple of amusement in the gallery.
“Nevertheless,” the Councilman says, “you live in District 17 of the New Ce Colony, and are subject to its laws. You’re an illegal salvager. For all we know, you were going to sell those poor souls on the black market. God knows what kind of sadist might’ve ended up with them.”
“Bullshit. Why would I salvage so many before trying to sell? Why would I keep them in such comfort? And what the fuck do I want with scrip? All scrip would get me is a life among you people.”
More laughter in the gallery.
“Alright, alright,” the Councilwoman says. “Then why did you do it?”
Aristy often wonders this. She knows it was about more than distracting herself. She often meditates on the concept of atonement, but she won’t go into that here.
“Captain?”
“Can we get on with this?”
“Fine, what do you think should happen to you?”
“Confiscate my equipment. Take my ’rithms, free of charge. Not the most elegant coding, not like that Mainlander shit I guess, but it works. Just let me go.”
“As far as I understand salvage, the hardware and ’rithms wouldn’t be enough. It’s a tricky process, an art, according to the Mainlanders. Your expertise would be needed. Are you saying you don’t want to salvage Picti, even if we grant the charter?”
The idea of bringing Tuwathal Picti to justice makes her sick.
“Just let me go back to the forest and die!”
☼
 
The thug who escorted her to Drop Town, Bray Highbarren, follows her down muddy Impact Way and into a ramshackle bar, a relic of the settlement’s early days. Aristy buys a bottle of Lamentable Ferment with the last of her scrip, and sits down.
Bray slings her rifle and sits beside her charge. “It’s fucking sad in here.”
The sparse midday crowd is noticeably advanced in age. There’s no chatter. Everyone sits alone and drunk.
“You weren’t invited.” Aristy takes a long pull. “But I do invite you to fuck off.”
“Keep talking like that and I might start to like you.” Bray rudely grabs the bottle and takes a sip, then grimaces and hands it back. “Why do all you old fucks drink this shit?”
“A recipe from the ship days,” Aristy says. “An acquired taste.” She pulls again, growing warm, wondering how long the Council will take to deliberate. Maybe she’ll keel over from alcohol poisoning before they reach a verdict.
“I’ll never understand your generation,” Bray says, gazing around the subdued common room.
“How could you? We were born on the Harbinger, at dangerously close to light speed. Our parents were born that way and died that way. And our grandparents. We didn’t have much in the way of choices.”
“Join the damn club.”
Aristy smirks, beginning to like this young woman despite herself. “Fair enough.”
Bray takes the bottle for another reluctant sip. “You’re here on New Ce, after all.”
“I should be grateful, you mean.” She has the bottle again. She’s feeling the old, brute force intoxication of the Ferment. She’s drunk on New Ce, a garden world made available for second-wave colonization by the Turning Inward. New Ce, infinitely preferable to freezing Tesca, the world of her press-ganged great-grandparents.
She really should be more grateful.
“You . . .” It’s barely more than a wheeze, issuing from a dark corner of the common room.
“Me?” Aristy says.
Bray stands as an old man approaches.
“Captain Safewither.” He’s frail, inebriated, dressed in a threadbare utility suit from the ship days, like Aristy, like many seniors of Drop Town.
“That’ll do,” Bray says, getting in his way.
He looks up at the hulking woman. “I know what she did!” he says, growing agitated. “Do you know what she did?”
He seems familiar, but Aristy can’t place him.
“She salvaged souls without a charter,” Bray says. “What of it?” This seems to confuse him. “Go home and dry out.”
That face, the accusation in the rheumy eyes: maybe he worked under her in sleeper maintenance. Aristy gets up and stumbles out of the bar. She drains the bottle and tosses it in the mud. The rickshaw and caterpillar traffic of Impact Way beckons her.
One small step is all it would take.
Bray seizes her shoulder and drags her stumbling backward. “Fucking oldie, you’re not dying on my watch.”
Aristy collapses in the mud, shivering with indignation. It annoyed her when the Council assigned just one guard for the recess. Now it seems their low estimation of her was justified.
“Get up,” Bray says.
Aristy glares at the traffic, the newly-printed government buildings, the thug looming over her, the old man peering out of the bar entrance. Despite all the recent development, she can see the encroaching jungle from here. Drop Town is still just a tiny scar of civilization in a sea of wilderness. It was for this, for the idea of it, that she did what she did on the Harbinger. She didn’t think about the Curators and the Turning Inward at the time. She often wonders if that would have affected her decision. Why become a sin-eater for three-thousand colonists if the civilization they plan to build is ultimately doomed? The Curators vanished after their handiwork, but they might return at any time. Perhaps they’re Turned Inward themselves, awaiting the trigger of sufficient human numbers to wake up and carry out their universal maintenance again. The blossoming second-wave societies of the human Emanation live in fear of this.
“Come on,” Bray says. “It’s time to go back.”
Aristy looks up at the day-stars. There would’ve been more to see before humans came to this world, but only the native fauna to see them. A lung-wing contributes to expansion by perceiving the universe, as does a cat or lizard or even a flea, but higher consciousness is orders of magnitude more damaging. As far as anyone knows, the Curators were only worried about a handful of species, humans and dolphins among them.
Aristy is not the first person to wonder what the point of preserving the cosmos is, if artists and scientists aren’t going to marvel at it.
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The infamous Tannery has become nothing more than a vaguely symmetrical shape under a blanket of flowering vines. Aristy supposes that’s just as well, considering the horror stories she’s heard about the place. Like all relics of human sin, it ought to be consumed by nature, utterly, becoming food for new life, life that blooms with phototropic eyes that have the gentlest possible effect on expansion.
She follows Bray and the porter through the overgrown glade. A hummingbird-like drone floats at her side, its sleek, state-of-the-art quantum brain running instances of the thirty-seven complainants.
Bray denudes the front of the Tannery with a shower of white fire from her rifle rig. She follows up with retardant foam, which disintegrates to reveal the blackened facade of the ancient brick structure. She sprays deafening automatic fire at the lock on the reinforced door, then kicks it in and enters.
The drone follows, and the young man lugging Aristy’s gear. Aristy hesitates at the threshold.
“Captain Safewither, everything okay?”
Solicitor Thoroughblind has caught up, unfortunately.
“Stop calling me that. I haven’t been a captain since before you were born.”
“Sorry. Madam Safewither? Aristy?”
“Just give me a moment.” She’s finding it hard to breathe. She’d like to think it’s her age, but she knows that’s not the case.
“I’ve noticed this sentence is particularly troubling for you.”
She glances back at the shuttle with a sudden urge to hijack it.
“I wonder why that is.”
“Wonder all you like.”
“Perhaps hunting down a mass murderer triggers something in you. Something you’d prefer to leave dormant?”
“Remind me why you’re here again.”
“To safeguard the interests of my clients, of course.” Thoroughblind grins, motioning to the doorway. “After you.”
☼
 
They search the moldy corridors and sagging rooms of the labyrinthine structure, Bray and Thoroughblind’s torches lighting the way. They find homifacts: soldiers and officers, men smoking, commiserating, doing long-gone paperwork at rotting desks, but there’s no sign of Picti.
Finally, they come to a torture chamber.
Rusting implements of the dark art hang on the walls, but everyone’s attention is drawn toward the concrete platform at the center, where the homifact of a naked man lies spread-eagled. His face is fixed in a permanent rictus of pain, eyes squeezed shut. His wrists and ankles are near steel rings sunk in the concrete. Whatever bound him to these has rotted away.
Another homifact, an officer, is bent over the prisoner. He was frozen in the act of pushing a darning needle into the prisoner’s scrotum.
The porter turns away, sobbing. Aristy doesn’t know much about the lad, except that his name is Malcin, and that he’s strong as an ox, and shy.
Bray puts a hand on his heaving shoulder. “What are we doing here anyway?”
“Apologies.”
The voice issues from the hovering drone. It’s Irilich, the Night Soil Collector, who has emerged as a leader among the complainants. “We all agreed this was the best place to start. Picti spent a lot of time here, overseeing interrogations.”
“Well he’s not here now,” Bray says, annoyed. She slings her rifle and hugs Malcin to her breastplate. “Can we go?”
“It was also a haunt for many of Picti’s closest collaborators. This man for instance—” the drone hovers over the torturer “—looks like Bretanik Skirjay, Picti’s Minister of Intelligence.”
The figure is middle-aged. He appears mildly reproving, like a teacher or parent administering tough love.
“You’d better get to it,” Thoroughblind says.
The charter permits whatever memory assays are needed to track down Picti. Aristy has never peered into someone’s memories before, except briefly when tuning down panic or disbelief. This Bretanik clearly deserves worse than an invasion of privacy, but she doesn’t relish exploring his sick mind.
Moreover, she doesn’t necessarily want to find Picti. She wants to get this farce over with, of course, but what would she actually do, confronted with Picti’s homifact? Salvage him and bring him to justice, as ordered?
Erase him, perhaps, and claim a botched salvage.
“Aristy,” Thoroughblind says.
She walks over to Bray and Malcin, and gently removes the pack from the weeping man. She enmeshes Bretanik and sets up with the efficient ease of long-practiced ritual. Seated in her field chair, skullcapped, fingers dancing over her scroll, she deploys her menagerie of ’rithms across the unique topography of the head of Iomangan intelligence.
☼
 
“Aren’t you an actor?” the prostitute said, counting narcosia ampules.
“I was, briefly.”
She swept the ampules off the table and into her purse. “I think I saw you on the Stage, in the Follies.” She stood, almost too tall for the cheap, low-ceilinged hotel room. “You played the Philosophical Drunk, right?”
“That was a long time ago,” he said, though it really wasn’t. He was twenty-five now. He’d played the Drunk for a three-week run when he was nineteen.
“I was one of the intermission dancers.” She hesitated, shyly waiting for him to acknowledge this.
“Of course you were. I thought you seemed familiar.”
She shivered, already in withdrawal. “So, ten more when I report back?”
“That’s right.”
“And you want . . .”
He’d been through this with her, but she was quite far along in her addiction, her mind ravaged. “Anything he says. Anything you notice. Don’t be too obvious, but I’m interested in his politics, and his fetishes, if he has any. After the deed, ask how you measure up to his other women. Be coquettish about it. See if you can get any names. Mention Father Picti at some point, in a positive way, and see how he reacts.”
She eyed the door uneasily.
“You’ll do fine. You’re a talented performer. I remember that from the Follies.”
“Really?” She was skeptical, but wanted to believe.
“Of course, how could I forget?” He was an excellent liar. He’d played many roles before the Philosophical Drunk, and many since.
☼
 
“Generalissimo,” Captain Fisk said, “may I introduce one of my brightest agents, Bretanik Skirjay.”
Tuwathal Picti looked up from his papers with mild interest. He seemed older and weaker than Bretanik had imagined, after fifteen years of propaganda murals and carefully staged newsreels. Nevertheless, there was something about him, something in the eyes, the famous hypnotic Picti gaze. This morning he wore an impeccable suit of the Mainland cut, rather than his usual military uniform with all the trimmings.
“Generalissimo,” Bretanik said, bowing.
The silence grew uncomfortable, prompting Captain Fisk. “He’s the one who infiltrated the Solstice Revolutionaries, and the academics. He got us all those names.”
Picti gifted them with a brief smile, then glanced at his manservant, who stood at attention near the vast office’s bar. “Three of the Victory Spirit.”
He stood and came around the desk as the servant brought the tumblers. Bretanik didn’t drink, but he knew the Generalissimo didn’t trust teetotalers and he’d prepared himself for this meeting by taking an old folk medicine said to cancel the effects of alcohol.
“To Iomang,” Picti said, and they all threw back.
The bay window behind the desk commanded a magnificent view of Iomanga’s Tower District. Picti City’s Tower District, that is. The capital had recently been renamed.
“So, Bretanik, the captain tells me you never served.”
“A regret I shall carry to the grave, Generalissimo.”
“And yet you are the rising star in my intelligence service. That is unusual.”
He could see Picti expected him to say something. Fisk intervened: “He’s a student of human weakness, Generalissimo. He knows every whore, pimp, addict, degenerate, and criminal on the island.”
“Hardly something to boast about,” Picti said with distaste, but he was interested. Bretanik, to his relief, found he could read Picti’s micro-expressions like anyone else’s.
Fisk apparently could not. “I’ve never seen intelligence done quite the way he does it, Generalissimo!”
But Picti had forgotten about the nervous captain. “How old are you?”
“Thirty-one, Generalissimo.”
“I understand that before your intelligence work you were an actor. And that a certain M. Eulweth, a rich old heiress and patron of the arts, got you started.”
“Yes, Generalissimo.” He hadn’t expected this, but it made sense, and might even be a good sign. If he was being considered for a promotion, Picti’s people would’ve done some digging.
“I know M. Eulweth. Old money, slave money. I had to make a friend of that money when I took power, though I grew up poor like you.”
Bretanik betrays no surprise, but wonders how deep they dug.
“Eulweth is a notorious huntress, of course.”
“Yes, Generalissimo.”
“And you were one of her many boy lovers.”
Bretanik knew when to lie and when not to. He’d made a science of it. “Yes, Excellency.”
Picti was disgusted, yet more intrigued than ever. “You were an escort, a fancy man. You serviced gods know how many men and women of the Capital.”
Bretanik sensed it was time to get proactive. “As an education in human behavior, I’d put it up against Mainland psychology. And what is intelligence work, in the end, but psychology?”
Picti considered this. “I saw a photograph of you from back then. I’m afraid you’ve lost your looks.”
“Few of us can age with your grace, Generalissimo.”
Bretanik knew Picti would recognize such base flattery, but he also knew the Father of Iomang was vain. Besides, a bit of fawning was useful in the early stages of an asymmetrical relationship like this. An expected display of submission, a ritual. It also demonstrated that, although he was from the gutter, he knew how to behave in civilized company.
“If I gave you ten Bogle-Men,” Picti said, “what could you do for me regarding these damn priests?”
He meant three troublesome clerics of the goddess Limna who were claiming sanctuary in their temple, which was inconveniently close to the embassy quarter. They’d spoken with foreign correspondents. Now the Mainland was abuzz with stories of disappearances and torture. The two superpowers, Salifioe and Audunon, were mulling economic sanctions. Salifian Intelligence shades were no longer at Picti’s disposal. They’d mysteriously evaporated from the Salifian embassy.
Bretanik was at a loss, struggling to rally his wits. So many possibilities.
“It surprises you I call them Bogle-Men, like a commoner? But I like the name. I prefer it. Fear is an important tool, as I expect you know, Bretanik. Sometimes people need to be afraid. Sometimes it’s for their own good, even if they can never understand this.”
☼
 
Aristy continues sampling memories and watching a monster evolve. After what seems like years, she finds the intelligence she needs and emerges from interface, breathless and shivering in her field chair.
Thoroughblind looms over her. “Well?”
“I . . . My god . . .”
“What did you find?”
“Give her a moment,” Bray says.
Aristy looks around the decrepit torture chamber. Moments before, she witnessed it in its heyday and saw things she’ll never unsee. “Where’s Malcin? Is he okay?” An irrational fear possesses her. A place this evil, so steeped in pain and death, may come to life and devour the unwary.
“He’ll be fine,” Bray says. “He went out for some air.”
Aristy stands, hugging herself. She contemplates the man on the slab: Argent Kinioch, former professor of literature at Tuwathal Picti National University, suspected conspirator in a plot to assassinate the Generalissimo.
“Picti was at a banquet when the Turning Inward struck,” she says. “Limna Hall on Colonial Square, a captains-of-industry type thing. Bretanik made a point of knowing where his master was at all times.”
“As we hoped,” Irilich says from the drone.
“Then let’s not linger here,” Thoroughblind says. “The shuttle can land us in the square. We’ll be there in no time.”
“I’ll be out in a minute.” Aristy pulls the interface mesh off Bretanik and drapes it over the portrait of agony that is Argent’s homifact.
“What do you think you’re doing?” Thoroughblind says.
She sits and dons the skullcap.
“That’s not part of your charter.”
“He’s suffering in there. Three subjective months on from the moment you see before you, he’s still being tortured. Bretanik and his cronies are masters of their art. Do you understand?”
“I understand more than you think. You’re trying to expiate your sins, and I have a pretty good idea what they are.”
“Fine. Add an illegal salvage to the pile.”
Thoroughblind reaches for her scroll, but finds Bray’s muzzle-cluster in his face. “Step the fuck back.”
Frozen in mid-reach, he could almost pass for a homifact. “You’re meant to be enforcing the charter,” he says, glaring at Bray. “Why else are you here?”
“Looking for trouble, really. And I don’t much like you. Give me an excuse.”
The drone floats before Thoroughblind and says in Irilich’s voice: “We’ve recorded your objection, Solicitor. You will not be culpable.”
☼
 
The fog of Argent’s torment dissipates.
Bretanik and his Bogle-Men fade from view, along with the confines of the chamber, the converted crank-telephone generator, and the batteries it was wired to in sequence.
Once upon a time he was passionate about literature. He remembers that stranger, vaguely, and his cozy university office, and his insatiable, sarcastic wife. Did that lucky man conspire to have Picti assassinated? He doesn’t know anymore.
The goddess Limna appears before him.
She’s older than the images of the goddess he’s seen all his life. Her hair and clothing are different, but she must be Limna the Merciful, Goddess of the Healing Arts, because the pain and fear drain from him, and miraculously he finds the strength to reach out and take her hand.
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Picti strolled along the edge of the pit as his soldiers dumped buckets of lime on the bodies.
“Were you sent to kill me?” he asked the shade.
The young Salifian was tall and handsome, dressed in the white suit of a vacationing businessman. He looked well-fed and well-rested, like most Salifian agents. The mass grave didn’t seem to bother him. “Of course not, Generalissimo. But the Directorate is . . . concerned.”
Picti understood. The Salifian Directorate of Intelligence had helped him take power, in that dreamtime long ago, before he’d sacrificed his youth and his potency to Iomang. They’d rigged an election, certainly. When that plan “went sideways,” as the SDI liked to say, they’d subsidized his military coup.
They liked to think of him as a puppet. Now they’d lost control of him, and they were panicking.
“Your radio broadcasts were a bit much,” the shade said.
Picti stopped to regard the bodies in the pit. He couldn’t quite think of them as human. Not because they were dead, but because they were Fingomangan, and he was Iomangan. In his great-grandfather’s time, the Fings had subjugated the Iomangans. There’d been a Kingdom of Fingomang, but it had collapsed when its Mainland underwriters pulled out.
The Iomangans had risen up and taken their rightful place as lords of the island.
“Those transmissions reached the mainland, you realize.”
Salifian condescension always infuriated Picti. He’d been fighting for a republic before this shade was born. “You can tell your masters I do what I must to hold Iomang together, as always.”
The sanctions had been lifted, thanks to Bretanik. It hadn’t been necessary to kill the irksome clerics. They’d been “exposed” as narcosia addicts and pederasts—Picti still didn’t know how Bretanik had managed that—and Mainland news organs had backpedaled. But the damage had been done. With the economy in pieces, and a bad harvest to boot, revolution was in the air.
Picti viewed the problem in terms of resources.
There was only so much food and wealth on the island. Fings controlled one-third of it. Violence against Fings, who were descendants of aristocrats and tyrants, was endemic. In the early days of his reign, Picti had tried to suppress pogroms against Fings for the sake of delicate Salifian sensibilities. Now he couldn’t see the point.
“I’ll tell the Directorate anything you wish to convey, sir, but it may be too late. There’s been a shake-up. You see, your broadcasts didn’t just reach us. They went into space as well.”
Picti had indeed taken to the airwaves, exhorting his fellow Iomangans to rise up and exterminate Fing vermin. He hadn’t expected it to work so well.
“Space, Generalissimo. That’s a problem in terms of exposure.”
Picti didn’t have time for this. He’d heard the rumors, thanks to Bretanik’s mole in the Salifian Rocket Defense Association. He was already late for brunch with his propaganda people. Then it was back to the Capital for a series of meetings with his generals, and then the entrepreneurs’ dinner.
He wasn’t going to stand here on his own soil and endure this shade’s laughable attempt at psy-ops. Salifioe had abandoned him. They’d even shuttered their embassy. He drew his platinum-plated sidearm and aimed.
The Salifian maintained an admirable calm.
“We’ve been receiving and decoding for years. Not just from the aliens, but other human civilizations. I know it’s your official state policy to deny diaspora theory, but—”
“Gentlemen,” Picti said to the soldiers gathering to watch, “have we any lime left?”
The young men laughed, and one ran off to retrieve a bucket.
Picti pressed his weapon into the shade’s chest and shoved him toward the brink.
“I’m here as a courtesy, Generalissimo. We don’t understand everything they’re saying, but our policy now is to proceed as if we’re being watched, and judged.”
Picti fired.
☼
 
Aristy comes to in one of the plush, moldering seats at the head of the banquet table. She blinks away disorientation, and as it dawns on her what happened, she’s surprised at herself.
Sunlight streams through the shattered stained glass that fronts Limna Hall. The long table is crowded with homifacts of wealthy Iomangans in mid-laugh, mid-pontification, mid-drink and mid-bite. She recognizes Madame Eulweth from Bretanik’s memories.
The Generalissimo sits in the place of honor. He’s draped in the mesh, looking thoughtful and holding a long-gone tumbler.
“Is everything okay, Aristy?”
The drone floats into view. The voice isn’t Irilich’s this time, but Dr. Corvirst’s.
“Yes,” Aristy lies. She set up intending to erase Picti, but a grim curiosity got the better of her, despite her distaste for voyeurism. She had to know more. She still does.
“Is he salvageable?” Corvirst says.
“I’m not sure yet.” Of course he is. They all are.
The drone hovers close to Picti’s frozen face. “I turned to narcosia after they took my girlfriend. I told her to stop going to those damn radical meetings. One day she was just gone, like so many others.”
“I’ll do everything I can,” Aristy says.
Solicitor Thoroughblind, seated among the homifacts at the other end of the long table, chuckles. “Yes, you’re a resourceful one, aren’t you? One has to be, when resources are scarce.”
The drone comes about to face him with its many eyes. “Your insinuations aren’t helping, Solicitor.” It’s Casantin Onuist this time, the one-eyed complainant. “Why are you really here?”
Thoroughblind doesn’t seem to hear this. He studies Aristy with an almost feral concentration.
☼
 
“The Salifians may punish Iomang now and then,” the Minister of the Interior said, “for appearances’ sake, but they need you, Generalissimo. For the same reason we all need you.” The old man held up his tumbler, and the magnates of Iomang followed suit.
Picti wasn’t in the mood for this. He didn’t sleep anymore. The flower of Iomangan youth was at his disposal, but he could no longer perform in bed. His stomach burned if he fed it anything more than porridge. And these sycophants didn’t know what they were talking about.
“To Father Picti!” the Minister said.
Everyone drank. Picti downed his Victory Spirit, knowing he would regret it. A servant refilled his tumbler.
Conversation drifted to Mainlanders and their diaspora theory.
“Fossils and radiation dating are all very clever,” Madam Eulweth opined, “but at the end of the day I’ll take the Gods, and Iomang.”
“Hear hear,” said what’s-his-name, the grizzled rubber mogul.
They were performing for him. Always performing. Picti couldn’t believe he was still sane after years of this. It was not a natural life, but he endured it for the sake of the Republic. Just like he made impossible decisions for the sake of the Republic. No one would ever understand his burdens.
“The ancients demonstrated wonderfully that humans originated in Iomang.” Picti had awarded this soft little man the coal monopoly. He was a slave money heir, like M. Eulweth. He eyed Picti as he spoke, nakedly seeking approval. “As for all this Salifian rot about an origin world, and human starships and aliens, if you ask me . . .”
No one had.
“. . . the Salifs have lost their minds. They’ve had it too good for too long. They’re in their age of decadence. Now it’s Iomang’s turn to rise.”
The news had come that afternoon as Picti sped home from the mass graves. The alleged transmissions, from interstellar humans and aliens, had become public knowledge in Salifioe. There’d been a leak, deliberate or otherwise. The Salifian populace was in an uproar.
Picti’s hosts sensed they were losing him. The Minister of the Interior proposed another toast:
“To the extermination of the Fing vermin!”
They were all drinking, and watching him expectantly, so he drank again. And again his tumbler was filled.
“To the Generalissimo, our bulwark against communalism and colonization!”
A strange feeling passed over Picti, a shiver, as if he, and the world with him, was adjusting to a subtle temperature change. The colors of the Limnal glass seemed more vivid. Perhaps some conspirator—a Fing, a communalist, a Salif shade, or any of a dozen other potential enemies—had dosed his spirit.
The sensation passed. He was still alive, whatever that was worth.
☼
 
Aristy comes up for air.
She has often wondered what the Turning Inward felt like, but never could’ve imagined such a moment: fleeting, subtle, at once summary judgment and ultimate release. She plunges into her own memories, frantically hunting the sensation. Maybe she suffered it on the Harbinger. Maybe the Turning Inward caught up with relativistic travelers, after all. Maybe that relativistic particle never got past the ion plow and annihilated Fuel Tank Three. Maybe she was never faced with a problem of momentum, which is mass times velocity, and crucial to deceleration.
Dusk has fallen on Limna Hall. Aristy’s eyes adjust to the gloom. Thoroughblind has moved closer.
“My staff is interviewing that man from the bar,” he says. “I’m going to prosecute you, Captain, for each and every one of the seven thousand who never woke.”
She doesn’t hate him for his naked, parasitic ambition. She hates him for knowing her better than anyone.
The drone floats aimlessly near the broken stained glass, watching the sun set. The souls within think they’ll find a measure of peace by bringing Picti to justice, but Aristy has her doubts. Maybe they’d be better off with their traumatic memories excised.
She reckons she would.
☼
 
“Generalissimo,” Kirrem shouts, “I see no sign of the gunship!”
The hilltop commands a wide view of the surrounding country, and the night is clear. The Salif rotorcraft that Picti promised ought to be visible on the northern horizon, but the Father of Iomang knows it’s not coming. He follows his bodyguard into the construction site that resembles an unfinished crown on the defoliated hilltop. He limps past the outer ring of megaliths, drawing his platinum-plated pistol.
Kirrem turns around. “Generalissimo?”
“Drop your rifle, lieutenant.”
The young man reaches for his slung weapon, dumbfounded. Far away and below, Picti City pops and crackles with the gunfire of the Second Solstice Revolution.
“Drop it.”
Kirrem weeps as he places the rifle on the ground.
“Now head for the altar.”
Picti had himself declared a god just before things went to shit. The work here isn’t finished, and never will be, but temple construction always starts with the altar. It will have to do. Picti’s apotheosis lacks only one step. He follows Kirrem toward the altar, gun leveled.
“Please Generalissimo . . .”
“Stop calling me that. It’s an earthly title.”
The gun shivers in his sweaty hand. He can barely put one foot in front of the other. He lost the services of his personal doctor a few days ago. No more hypodermic ministrations, no more amphetamine and vitamins for breakfast, no more narcosia-by-another-name for nightcap.
Picti is becoming something new.
“Father Picti . . .”
“Ascend.”
“Please . . .”
He fires a warning shot at the lieutenant’s feet. “Ascend!”
The old Iomangan kings knew what they were doing. Worshippers make one immortal. Worship and sacrifice are the food of gods, and gods can be self-made if their intentions are pure. This isn’t an act of ego for Picti. The Fing extermination wasn’t anything so petty as vengeance. Everything he’s done has been to preserve Iomang.
The lieutenant stands atop the rough-hewn stone altar. The relic was borrowed from an archaeological dig in Litorum Province, where the Pre-Classic Iomangan kingdoms flourished, before the age of Mainlander colonizers and their cringing Fing puppets.
Picti aims his weapon.
The familiar night sky, with its dusting of stars, sprawls above the altar and its victim. There used to be many more stars, so the legend goes. But Nachtan, god of music and philosophy, grew jealous of Limna’s beauty, and began stealing stars to weave into a robe that would forever outshine the goddess.
Picti fires.
It has been almost three months since his brief, tremulous reverie at the banquet. He has thought about it often since then, as everything he built came crashing down and treacherous Iomangans turned on him. Ingrates, parasites, degenerates, and communalists took advantage of the chaos of the Fing cleansing, but Picti will make them pay.
Lieutenant Kirrem collapses on the altar. Bursting with inner light, he rises into the heavens. He comes apart in a spray of embers that slowly fade as they disperse.
Picti feels the godhead suffuse him.
First to go are the specific frailties of age and addiction, then the innate weaknesses of mortality. Finally, the broad strictures of the corporeal. He floats away from the hilltop and its children’s building blocks. He dismisses gravity and inertia and any other Mainland laws of science that get in his way as he hurtles toward the muzzle flashes and explosions of Picti City.
☼
 
Aristy has always known that a homifact’s simulated world is based on the knowledge—and fears and delusions and warped memories—of the mind Turned Inward. But she has never seen this so glaringly illustrated.
Bray and Malcin are asleep on a nearby bench, wrapped in each other’s arms. Aristy imagines them producing robust, no-nonsense children who make Drop Town stronger, and push the universe that much closer to a Big Rip. The Curators left the cosmos just beyond stasis, slowly expanding. Deep fields of galaxies are legends of past skies, but closer mists of stars are still perceptible. For the moment. With the human resurgence, things are speeding up again. The Curators may be done intervening. And maybe that’s just as well.
☼
 
Picti floats over the burning ruins of Adenthi, Salifioe’s capital, until minutes ago the center of commerce and culture on Ce. It will be the last city to suffer his wrath. He has laid waste all others on the Mainland: the gleaming, decadent metropolises of imperialist Salifioe, and the brutal gridwork sprawls of communalist Audunon.
He conjured firestorms or opened hellish geothermal maws to consume them.
☼
 
He spots a miraculous survivor in the inferno below.
He descends, marveling. No mortal should be able to stroll casually through this furnace he’s created. Perhaps it’s a god like him.
“Who are you?” he demands, his voice filling the world.
A woman, he sees as he lands. Strange garb and cropped hair, not like a Salif, or any Celing or god he knows of. She walks toward him, immune to the flames that partially obscure her.
“Tuwathal Picti, I’ve come to bring you to justice!”
Her voice, like his, transcends the ambient din, emanating from the superheated air and filling his mind.
“Justice?” He can’t help laughing at this. “For what crime?”
“Should I list them all? You really don’t see them, do you? No . . . don’t answer. I’ve read your thoughts. I felt what you felt. I feared that more than anything, and rightfully so. I am no voyeur, but I knew I wouldn’t be able to resist. And I found exactly what I feared I would.”
He can feel her in his mind. He realizes she’s been there for quite a while, maybe all his life, a silent, watching presence he came to take for granted, for conscience or something like it.
She must be one of the gods.
“When you ordered the Fing genocide,” she says, “you truly believed it was for the greater good.”
“Of course I did!”
“I know what that’s like.”
If Picti is to be tried by the gods, he will need an advocate. This one seems like she might be swayed. She is thoughtful and hesitant. Maybe he can even convince her not to arrest him. He doesn’t have time for a trial, after all. Iomang needs him. Before his wholesale destruction of Salifioe and Audunon, he visited more surgical turmoil on his homeland, weeping all the while.
“It was easy to dehumanize the sleepers,” she says. “None of us in the waking crew had ever spoken with them.”
Visions accompany her words, wracking his mind. Revelations, fevers, distances and epochs. The world of the gods is more complex than any priest ever imagined.
“They’d bankrolled the ship, but generations had passed since launch. They weren’t even alive, technically.”
Picti struggles to understand as the onslaught continues. Magic becomes advanced technology, pantheons become technical crews, and a god-realm becomes a starship. He watches a young Captain Aristy Safewither code failure into the sleepers’ preservation systems.
The crew’s attempts at resuscitation came too late. Cellular degradation was too advanced. After that, it was only a matter of time before everyone agreed to cast aside dead weight.
The Generalissimo is overwhelmed, not by Aristy’s unilateral decision, but by violently broadened horizons, by relativistic momentum, antifreeze proteins and antimatter, alien intelligence and uploaded consciousness. By dark energy, and the Turning Inward.
He looks around in wonderment and dread.
He places his hand on a pile of glowing rubble. Not real. Nothing real since that moment at the banquet. Three months simulated over a real millennium. Aliens, a human diaspora, or “emanation” as they call it. The Salifs were right after all! But Iomang never failed, because Iomang is Iomangans, and they were Turned Inward like the rest of humanity. Picti wonders how the Republic played out in all those other minds. Can he ever know that?
He lets molten rock flow between his fingers. He meets Aristy’s gaze. He doesn’t need their mental link to read the craving in her eyes.
“You did what had to be done,” he says, “just like me. We are the strong ones, Aristy. We made the decisions no one else could.”
“It doesn’t matter what we were thinking. It doesn’t matter how we felt, even if we were right or wrong. All that matters is physics. The weight of what happened. The weight of so many dead. The mass of that fact. The momentum of it, the inertia. Inertia is a question that must be answered.”
Picti senses he has lost. Panicking, he tries to fly, and when that doesn’t work he turns to run, but finds himself rooted in place. His fear turns to rage. “By what right . . . Let me go, dammit! Who are you to judge me?”
“I’m a monster, and I’m going to pay for what I’ve done. And so are you.”
A wash of smoke obscures her. When it’s gone, her shoulders are shaking. Her face contorts. At first, Picti thinks she’s crying, but he soon realizes she’s laughing hysterically.




Tool Use By the Humans of Danzhai County

Derek Künsken
 
The first humans living on the Yunnan-Guizhou plateau were the Homo erectus, approximately 1.9 million years ago. They extended their muscular reach with wooden spears, and gathered wild grains with crude stone axes. They may have experimented with fire and windbreaks of animal skins stretched over frames. They are thought to have transmitted information with proto-languages of grunts and gestures. These are the earliest discovered examples of human tool use on the plateau.
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Xiadangdiao, 2010 ad
 
UP THE HILL, out of sight, someone laughed. Someone else practiced fluting. Along the hollow of the mountainside, the path led behind big wooden houses on stilts, far richer than Qiao Fue’s family’s house. The dancing and singing wouldn’t start for an hour, but on the pathway in the distance, people chatted and gossiped.
Pha Xov, winsome and sweet, stood a dozen meters ahead of him, smiling beneath peach trees. She wore her courting finery. His heart went light and heavy. Her smooth skin was sun-bronzed, with black hair tied beneath the intricate tinkling silver headdress. Greens, reds, yellows, and silver accented her deep blue dress, sewn by her own hand with skillful, invisible stitches. His clothes were fine, but also felt out of touch with the modern world, in a way that made him proud and shy at once, pulled in two. He took Pha Xov’s hand.
“Why don’t we skip the festival?” he said. “Let’s go to the youth house, or up into the hills.”
Memories of her body, supple and womanly, heated his cheeks and made his mouth dry. She smiled, and he imagined he saw pink color her cheeks, just a bit. She pulled back her hand and arranged the hanging sun symbols dangling from the rim of the headdress. She turned her head, strumming the suns like wind chimes before smiling into the tension.
“If I wait too long, I’ll be so old no one will want me,” she teased.
“Everyone always wants you.”
She smiled. “Flatterer.”
“I don’t want things to stop between us.”
She stroked his arm. “Then marry me, Qiao Fue.”
People walked by, watching them. He took her hands and waited until they’d passed. The breeze rained tiny brittle leaves from farther up the mountainside.
“The university at Kaili offered me a scholarship. I’m still waiting on Anshun.” He moved his head close, stroking her arm through the embroidered sleeve. “I want to be someone big. A rich man who owns companies. Maybe even a party official.”
“Driving around in cars, having big houses?” she teased. “Governor of Danzhai County?”
“Why not?” he said. “I’ll do good things for everyone.”
“I know.”
His face betrayed him. She touched his cheek.
“If you don’t have the money for the bride-price, we can elope,” she said. She glanced left and right and the silver suns waved. No one in sight. She ground her body against his. His body responded to the promise. “I’ll take good care of you,” she breathed in his ear, “and our children and our grandchildren.”
“Let’s go to the youth house now,” he whispered.
“No more youth house. Just marry me.”
“I can’t get married yet. A marriage has to help me with connections, introductions to people in power.”
“Not a little Miao girl.”
“That’s not what I meant! It’s just not the right time. The world is out there.”
She pulled away. “We only have so many springs.”
“We’ll make more.”
She’d taken a step back and he one forward. She shook her head, chiming the white silver suns.
“We don’t make more summers, Qiao Fue. We plant, we tend, and we reap the summers we have.”
He took a step closer. Her courting finery made everything feel more urgent.
“I’m pregnant,” she said.
He froze.
“We can start our family now,” she whispered, touching her belly. “We’ll support you.”
But her eyes moistened. She saw something in his expression.
He was shaking his head. “We can go to the doctor,” his voice rasped. “We don’t need to have the baby.”
Pha Xov stepped back again. One step. Two steps.
“I want the baby, Qiao Fue,” she said, wiping her eyes.
Her smile could not summon the winsome playfulness of before. “I won’t tell anyone it’s yours. You can go be rich. Be mayor. Be governor. You’d be a good county governor.”
Her encouragements sounded tinny, as if chiming from metal leaf. She wiped at her cheeks.
“I have to go,” she said. “Lian Koob asked me if I wanted to dance with him.”
Qiao Fue’s heart lurched with jealousy. Did she say it on purpose? To hurt him? She was wiping her cheeks, and the hanging suns sounded notes to one another. Then she turned and was gone.
The sky is not clear three days;

the land is not level for three li;

the people don’t have three cents.

Guizhou folk saying

Xiadangdiao, 2020 ad
 
Lian Mee stepped along the pathway between one flooded rice field and the three-meter drop to the next terrace. The treetops were as tall as her, growing from beside her little wooden house on the lower terrace. Straight lines of rice plants, one pace between each, ran to the bright green wall of the cliff face, where trees and creepers smothered rock. Lines of rounded mountain backs, thick with trees, retreated into the haze of clouds, as far as the eye could see. Along some of the ridges, new electrical towers rose, fast as poplar shoots.
Lian Kaus, the neighbor’s second boy, stood around a bend in the grassy ridge. He was nine years old too. He threw small sticks at dragonflies in the afternoon heat. They darted between sunbeams, ignoring him. Lian Mee’s grandmother stood in the water between rice rows, pants rolled above knees. She fidgeted with the nozzle on the sprayer. Lian Kaus jumped, throwing another stick.
“They’re making another electrical tower, Granny,” Lian Mee said.
Granny squinted for a moment, and then struggled again with the nozzle. Finally the spray fanned wide again. She shouldered the tank like a backpack and trudged through the water, spraying each plant with a brief burst.
Lian Kaus leapt. Threw. Missed. The dragonflies danced with each other.
“They’re mobile phone towers,” he said as though Lian Mee were an idiot. He stooped for another stick.
“How would you know?”
“Lee Shizeng said.”
“How would he know?” she said, squinting at the towers. She didn’t know how to tell a mobile phone tower from an electrical tower.
Granny wheezed as she set down the sprayer. “I wish you were bigger,” she said. “You would spray all these fields.”
Lian Mee had once tried on the sprayer for fun, but could only lift it empty.
Granny complained a lot. Lian Mee had no father. He’d died when she was a baby, and Lian Mee’s mother, Pha Xov, had gone to Guiyang to find work. She’d married another migrant worker, but Hang Hao, her new husband, didn’t want some other man’s daughter in the house. Pha Xov lived in Erjiaohe now, a village as remote as Xiaodangdiao, but nesting on different mountain slopes. Lian Mee leaned against Granny.
“When I’m big, I’ll get a job in the city with mobile phone companies and computers,” Lian Mee said.
Granny snorted. “Who would give you a job like that?”
“Girls work as secretaries,” Lian Kaus said.
“Mom works,” Lian Mee insisted.
“Cleaning the streets,” Granny said.
“I can get a job with computers,” Lian Kaus said, sitting beside them.
Granny squeezed his thin arms doubtfully. “You’re a kid from the fields,” she said. “They don’t give good jobs to you either unless you know someone. Start working hard now so you can afford a wife.”
Lian Kaus frowned. Mee wanted to laugh at him, but it didn’t feel funny. Lian Kaus’ parents worked in the city too. He, his brother and grandfather got fed by a lot of the neighbors. The dragonflies were gone.
“And your stitching is awful,” Granny said to her. “No one will marry you if you can’t stitch a straight line.”
Lian Kaus laughed at her, hopped up, and ran away, jumping and throwing his stick.
Information in China was stored solely in human brains until the appearance of quipu knotted record-keeping in the fourth millennium bce, the Dawenkou pottery symbols in the third millennium bce, and oracle bone script of the Shang Dynasty beginning in 1500 bce. This experimentation from the fourth to the second millennia bce are among the first external human memory systems. The invention of paper and books accelerated the proliferation of human external memory systems that could also serve as information transmission media. In the nineteenth century, humans added photographic and cinematographic external memory systems, before finally discovering digital storage systems based on solid-state physics. Only chip-based systems are directly interfaceable with human neurology.
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“Graphs don’t lie,” Qiao Fue said.
Bao Lue, the deputy governor of Danzhai County, might not agree. Bao was a middle-aged man of Miao heritage. He wore the same slacks and shirt that most people might wear in any city of Guizhou. The flat line of the graph lay prominent on the smart screen that Qiao Fue had unrolled on the table.
“Tourism is steady,” he said.
“Danzhai is growing,” Qiao Fue said. “Guizhou is growing. But tourism isn’t growing. The Forbidden City and the Terracotta Warriors are equipped with VR and AR. In two years, on the West Lake in Hangzhou, you’ll be able to fight ancient Song Dynasty naval battles with artificial reality. We have a garden, a bell tower, and dancing. How long do you think we’ll attract tourists if we don’t do something new?”
“What does fly fishing have to do with us?” Bao said. “How is white water rafting an example of Miao culture?”
The picture of laughing people in inflated boats bouncing between river rocks seemed absurd to Qiao Fue too, but he said: “It’s more tourists. It’s jobs.”
Bao crossed his arms. “If we become like everyone else, there’s no reason for tourists to come to Danzhai at all.”
Qiao Fue had done the business research. He could make river tourism work. He could make money for Danzhai and himself. He needed this break, to make the seed money for everything he wanted to do.
“Culture only goes so far,” Qiao Fue said. “Culture is just trying to freeze how our grandparents lived, what they spoke, how they made their living. Why isn’t the way of life of today or tomorrow valued? As soon as anyone realizes culture is just transient, we’ll have no more tourists and we’ll be just poor again, unless we have other industries.”
Bao leaned back in his chair, regarding Qiao Fue, just one more Miao man with one foot in the mountains, one foot in the cities. Every road and every mobile phone tower and every tourist was another bridge to the cities and nations beyond Danzhai County and the tsunami of culture that would swamp them all.
“Protecting who we are is more important than making money,” Bao said calmly. He picked up one of the silicon chips Qiao Fue had brought. “I like your language idea.”
Qiao Fue deflated. The chips were the least profitable of the ideas he’d brought. He slid three other chips toward the deputy governor. “Only ten percent of tourists have chips in their phones that can send signals to the brain,” he said. “Translation AIs have mastered three Miao languages, including Hmu. We can bluetooth to the chips in the phones, so that tourists can understand our songs.”
“That’s what I mean by cultural,” Bao said. “People can’t experience Miao languages or songs anywhere else. That’s why they come here.”
Qiao Fue didn’t want approval for just the chips, but he didn’t know how to make Bao see. The silver ornaments on the walls, the water buffalo skull over the door, the ornately embroidered indigo cloth under glass all seemed stale. The window opened onto a parking lot and a low apartment building under construction, in front of a distant rounded mountain, fuzzy green with trees. Mountains rose in every direction eventually, hemming him in, like the past.
Whose past?
“We sing songs on holidays,” Qiao Fue said, “but how many of us live in apartment buildings and go to work in buses? How many Miao still learn Hmu before Chinese?”
“Everyone,” Bao insisted. Qiao Fue regarded him doubtfully. People moved from the villages to the cities, looking for work, becoming indistinguishable from the Han Chinese. Miao children had more occasion to speak and read Chinese and watch it on TV. The Chinese language opened up the world. The Hmu language opened the past. The past was important to Bao and many like him. Qiao Fue had to give Bao something of the past to step into the future.
“Give me the business permit for the white water rafting and fly fishing,” Qiao Fue said. “I’ll give you not just the bluetooth translation for the tourists, but I’ll grow AIs to translate and dub Chinese movies and TV into Hmu so children can hear their own language on screen.”
Bao regarded him for long moments. Qiao Fue’s breath stilled. If he didn’t start a profitable business soon, he might be too old to catch up later, too late to make the connections and alliances he needed.
“Fine,” Bao said finally.
Qiao Fue smiled and shook Bao’s hand excitedly. “Everyone will know Hmu!” he said. “All the children!”
Student Dormitories, Guizhou Institute of Technology, 2034 ad
 
Lian Mee sat with her feet on the hard chair, hugging her knees, not crying anymore. The cold white expressway lights haloed in the dirty glass, under spotlights where campus construction kept on day and night. Her five roommates were asleep. Hao Fan snored. Fang Sui’s phone kept pinging softly as some WeChat conversation went on without her.
Mee shook with anger as the world closed in around her. In bed, she’d lain wide awake, twitching with too much energy, shifting between humiliated and angry, so she’d moved to the chair again tonight. The sleepless nights were leaving her groggy during the days. Some images dyed themselves indelibly into human brains: the geometries of layered terraced rice fields, the orderly curves and straightaways of city streets and highways. The even strokes of silver thread through indigo cloth woven by Miao grannies and aunties. But sometimes dyes soaked wrong, leaving shadows and outlines in the fabric.
Her master’s degree was almost finished. Her thesis, to begin to model moral behavior in AIs, had been going well, maybe not perfect, but well enough to graduate if her supervisor sponsored her. At first, Professor Zhang had just brushed her shoulder while showing her a corrective algorithm she needed for the AI she was growing. It was an innocent gesture in the moment. She should have stopped it then. That made her angry now. But how? What would she have said? She would have just looked like someone overreacting.
His fingers lingered on her back a few days later, hot through the thin blouse she wore. His face came close, smiling. She thought she’d imagined it, thought she was overreacting. She didn’t tell anyone. Her suspicions felt stupid. Her discomfort felt stupid. Everyone liked him. Professor Zhang didn’t do that to anyone else.
She began to wear different clothes. She’d never been immodest, but she chose thicker shirts, despite the summer heat, and longer skirts. The following week, she’d been called into his office. He asked her to close the door. Reluctantly, she did.
“Your progress is falling behind, Miss Lian,” he said.
He directed a stern expression at her, sterner than anything she’d seen. She was behind? Her AIs were about middle of the pack for the master’s students, ahead of some. The smart screen on his wall showed her AI work, the iteration flow charts, milestones in the machine learning process, percentages showing what her AI could model ethically from measured human emotions.
“The decisions on your graduation and final scholarship payments are coming up.”
“I can work harder, Professor,” she said. “Every night and all the weekends.”
He regarded her dubiously, and the silence between them stretched. Hammering, the yelling of instructions, and the beep of trucks backing up came through the open window of his office. Everything being built at the same time, like AIs, like her, but she was shaky now, not certain if the structure of her life would stay up.
“Frankly, your work is superficial,” he said.
“Professor . . .” she faltered, “I thought you approved my thesis topic and approach last year?”
“I did,” he said, new anger in his voice, “and I thought you would add to it. A topic is only a seed.”
Tears threatened, and she didn’t want to cry now. She hadn’t added anything original? How did she make something original? What had the other students done? She hadn’t seen anything remarkable in their work. Every student was just learning to grow AIs.
“I can add to the topic,” she said, her voice sounding quiet in ears grown hot with humiliation. “I can try new approaches.”
A look of disdain came over him. “Start over?” he said. “When would you have the time? AIs don’t grow overnight.”
They didn’t. Machine-learning a chess AI could be done in a few seconds now. Making an AI that modeled a moral sense was far more complex, involving the mating of different versions, the selection of stronger strains and the alteration of parameters. It took months of direct human intervention and corrections, and a lot of luck. She blinked at moistening eyes.
“I don’t understand, Professor. In my evaluation last month, everything seemed okay.” He rose from his desk and came around, sitting on its edge.
“I don’t want you to lose all this work,” he said, reaching to stroke her shoulder. “I don’t want you to have to tell your mother you failed to finish your master’s degree. Or employers.”
She sat rod-straight. His hand rested on her shoulder now, glued in place, only the short, thick thumb describing a gentle arc, back and forth along her collarbone. Metronomically. What was he doing? Her brain froze with the words failed to finish your master’s degree.
“You don’t want that, do you?” he said.
She shook her head numbly.
“There may be a way for me to approve your research, even if it isn’t up to standard,” he said.
She started. Through the lenses of his glasses his eyes examined her shirt, her legs. She wanted to shrug off his hand and the moving thumb, but failed to finish.
“Why don’t you come to my apartment the day after tomorrow?” he said. “We’ll have a few drinks, talk about my assessment on your thesis and the final scholarship payments.”
His hand now moved, following her collarbone to her neck and jaw, where it stopped, sweaty and warm. The thumb continued its stroking, up and down her cheek. She stood up jerkily, knocking the chair right over.
Professor Zhang frowned. “Pick up the chair, Miss Lian.”
Stiffly, she bent and put it on its four feet, then faced him, not knowing what to say.
“I’ll see you in two days,” he said. At the tiny lift of her chin, he raised an eyebrow. “If you prefer, I can finish my assessment before then.”
Her face burned. On jelly arms and legs, she bumped into the wall, then fumbled for the doorknob. She hurried out the half-open door and hid in a bathroom stall for an hour.
The spotlights from a crane lighthoused past the window, blotting out diffuse headlights and taillights on the expressway. Hao Fan snorted, rolled over, and quieted. Fang Sui’s friends had stopped texting. Mee’s face burned. She was so stupid. She should have told Professor Zhang no. She should have sworn at him. Hit him. Slapped away his creepy hand. She didn’t want to deal with this. She rubbed her eyes frantically. Her body was electrified, but her brain wouldn’t work.
She’d reread all the thesis works in progress from the other students and even from other years. She couldn’t find anything original and remarkable, unless they’d been hiding it, but that made no sense. Of course not. What if he were lying and her work was good? She’d passed all her courses. Until a few days ago, she’d thought they were all going to pass.
What if she wasn’t smart enough to know he was right? Maybe she’d only gotten the scholarship through luck, or because of a government handout to whichever poor Miao mountain girl finished her bachelor’s degree. She pressed her forehead to her knees. She didn’t know how to keep the drowning panic from filling her throat.
☼
 
She didn’t go to the engineering department in the morning. She slept fitfully while her roommates were at their labs. The window had to stay open with the June heat, so the jackhammering and truck revving slipped into her half-sleep. Building roads. Building campuses. Building AIs. Building people. All of it mixed together until she woke sticking to the sheets. Today she had to decide. No matter which way she tried to hide from it, the choice stared at her from every direction. She could feel Professor Zhang’s thumb on her collarbone and cheek, rubbing possessively even now.
She’d been stupid somewhere. Worn blouses that must have enticed him, without her even realizing it. Skirts too short. Pants too tight. Somewhere, somehow, she could have avoided this, but she hadn’t, and now what would she do? Maybe she’d been too soft-spoken, too deferential, someone who could be counted on not to complain.
If she told on him, what would happen? Would the dean believe Professor Zhang had asked her to come to his apartment? She had no proof. Why hadn’t she set her phone to record? But she still wasn’t even sure she was right. Professor Zhang just said they would talk. What if it really was just talk and she was overreacting? Even if she didn’t know for sure, the dean wouldn’t second-guess Professor Zhang and overturn his academic judgment. The loss of face would be incalculable. And for what? For a middling graduate student? A Miao nobody from the hills?
By late afternoon, she’d cried, showered, and thrown up acidic bile. In a daze she dressed in a shapeless sweater and an ankle-length skirt far too warm for June. She wore no make-up and tied her hair back. On the sidewalks, she bumped among the students, alone, her panic cutting her off from them.
Professor Zhang lived in a new building just off the campus. She’d been here before, with other students for a New Year’s celebration, and another time with students and faculty for a retirement. She didn’t meet anyone’s eyes at the elevators. Her face felt feverish. At the twelfth floor, she walked on numb feet, feeling like she might throw up again. At Professor Zhang’s apartment, she stood stiff, her heart thumping strangely, as if sucking up the blood and not giving it back.
Xiadangdiao was only three hours away, but the rice fields and mountain comforts, and even the language Granny had taught her, seemed far. With the feeling of jumping off a cliff into a deep river pool, she knocked on Professor Zhang’s door. Not very loud, but decisive. A hot tear slid down one cheek where Professor Zhang’s thumb had rubbed. Her heart stopped beating. She held her breath.
Someone opened the door in the next apartment and Mee turned her face away, but didn’t move. A pause dragged out. Were they looking at her? Did they know what kind of person she was? Maybe they would say Professor Zhang had been hit by a car, that he’d been crushed under construction cement or steel girders. Her breath came unevenly. The neighbor’s door closed and footsteps went to the elevator until the echoes of other people existing went silent.
She knocked again. Harder. She wanted this over with. Her knocks echoed down the hallway. She stood uncertainly for a minute before she looked under the door. No light. She knocked again, wiping at her cheeks. She huffed and leaned against the wall.
She hadn’t thought to bring her cell phone. What would she have done with it now? Texted him? Create evidence that she had pursued him, something that if it ever came to a conflict in front of the dean might be used against her?
She waited an hour. People came to their apartments. People left their apartments. She didn’t even hide her face anymore. The acid in her stomach chewed at her insides. She didn’t try to hide the despondency on her face anymore. She finally sat against his door, arms on knees, forehead on arms, just breathing.
She just wanted it over. She wanted to know she was graduating, that she could afford to stay in the city for the last few months of her degree. Professor Zhang was awful, and yet here she was, giving in to what wasn’t right, because she had no other options. Another two hours passed. It must have been nearly ten o’clock. Doors opened and closed. People walked by.
Professor Zhang never stayed at the office this late. There were no departmental meetings. No conferences this week. Had he forgotten? Had he changed his mind? She got to her feet and wiped her face. If he’d changed his mind, and intended to fail her anyway, he hadn’t just destroyed her career. He’d shown her that she had a price, that she could be bought. The idea was an indelible dye. How long would it take to wash out the stain?
She went down the fire stairs and snuck out of the building.
In the labs the next day, she worked as if nothing had happened. She spotted Professor Zhang in his office, but he didn’t speak to her, didn’t make any mention of their last conversation or of last night. Had it even happened? Did she have any career? She pushed her research work forward, hurrying, to give no excuse to anyone to fail her.
A week later, Professor Zhang copied her on the assessment sent to the department and scholarship office. He gave her a 71 percent. Not outstanding or expert, but still a pass. Last month she would have been ecstatic. She would have called Granny to let her know she would soon be the first person in her family with a master’s degree. She would have started job-hunting in Guiyang, and Hangzhou and Beijing, supported by a recommendation from Professor Zhang.
Now it was all just dirt in her mouth. Professor Zhang had put her through that for what? For nothing? Had he lost his nerve? Had she really deserved to pass or had he taken pity on her? She couldn’t stand the idea of seeing him, of owing any part of her career to him anymore. She didn’t ask him about her performance. She didn’t ask him for introductions or a recommendation. And she didn’t attend her graduation ceremony.
The Miao people descend from the Jiuli people, who were defeated at the Battle of Zhuolu in legendary times. Some linguistic studies suggest that the Han peoples borrowed words associated with rice cultivation from ancient Miao languages, meaning the Miao people might predate the Han in China and perhaps be the legendary Daxi Culture of the sixth millennium bce. The Miao built and used a broad array of wood and stone farming tools, architectural structures and weapons. Humans of these times communicated ideas, knowledge and abstract thought through a sophisticated language, including music, and in the absence of a written language, complex semi-historical embroidery motifs. Over the centuries, Han military pressure drove the Miao people into the mountains of the Yunnan-Guizhou plateau.
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The interviewer frowned again, looking at Lian Mee’s CV on his display. His bald scalp had a sheet of sweat and his collar opened to the second button.
“You’re overqualified to be an operator at a server farm,” he said finally. “Do you really have a master’s degree?”
“Yes,” Lian Mee said.
He rubbed his cheek as if still stuck on the question. “We’re a small company,” he said. “If you really have a master’s degree in electrical engineering, you could work at the Tencent farm, or Alibaba’s, or Apple’s.”
He waited pointedly, like a TV detective having stumbled on a clue.
“I don’t want to live in Leishan County,” she said. “My Granny is old and needs to live with me. And my mother probably will too. You’re the only server farm in Danzhai County.”
It was a new server farm, and a small one. The Huawei company counted more than a million servers in the caverns of Leishan. Alibaba wasn’t far behind. Qualcomm didn’t make public statements about the size of their server farms beneath the mountains. And Lian Mee was overqualified for all of them.
“Do you have a boyfriend?” he said.
“No.”
She’d gotten used to this question.
“Are you going to have any children?” he asked.
“I can’t afford it,” she said.
He grimaced. “That’s not an answer.”
“I’m not pregnant. I don’t have a boyfriend. I don’t intend to have children,” she said with heat. Too much heat. He frowned.
“You’re a pretty Miao girl,” he accused. “You’re smart. You could get this job and get a boyfriend the next day.”
“How can I prove I won’t get pregnant?” she said.
He shrugged. “It’s not for me to say.”
The interviewer’s questions weren’t legal. She could have recorded it with her glasses. This office’s privacy screen wouldn’t beat the circuitry she had built in her glasses. But that wouldn’t have done her any good. If ever a judge could be found to rule in her favor, the company would only get a fine, and could still choose not to hire her because she was overqualified. Or they could hire her, pay her a lot less than the men, and if she complained, give a bad recommendation to jobs she applied to in the future. Or someone somewhere could complain about her as a troublemaker and her Social Credit Score would drop.
“I’m not going to get pregnant or get a boyfriend,” she said in a resigned surrender.
He tapped his desk to minimize her CV. “I’ll do reference checks,” he said. “We’ll be in touch.”
She stood, shook his hand, and thanked him for the interview. He wouldn’t be in touch. She left his office and let herself out of the company’s new building on the outskirts of Kaili, a small city outside Danzhai County.
She found a little teahouse overlooking an arm of the Qing Shui river, across the lawns of Dage Park, and sat down. Tung trees, camellia, and a lonely birch shaded bright grass in the park across the street. She’d been staying in her old house with Granny, and the bus back to Xiadangdiao wouldn’t leave until five. The house needed a lot of expensive fixing after years of no one living in it. Granny complained that Lian Mee was unemployed and too old to fetch a bride-price.
A bride-price. A bride-price hadn’t done Granny much good. Or Lian Mee’s mother, wherever she was. Nor had university really. Not yet. The interview she’d just finished had gone like other interviews, and from what she heard from women friends from school, she would eventually get a job making less than men and working for someone like Professor Zhang. There were laws against all of this, but few people enforced them.
“Excuse me, may I sit here?”
A woman about her age had her hand on the back of the chair across from Lian Mee. All the other tables were full of patrons head-down over their phones, pads, and sheets. Lian Mee gestured. The woman joined her and scrolled through her phone.
The internet was poor in Danzhai County, even just for accessing static webpages, although not as poor as in some of the remote mountain villages. One of the provincial data trunks ran right to Kaili, so from this teahouse they could touch the world. Danzhai needed better internet.
On a whim, Lian Mee did a quick search on her pad. The company she’d just applied to had no idle processing power, but as she toggled to the pages for the Tencent and Huawei server farms, she found a fair bit of slack processing power available for rent.
Several million servers stored in cool caves in Guizhou province had a lot of idling time if summed together. But it was difficult to predict when the idle power would be available. Businesses couldn’t run as the second choice of a processor farm. She’d thought about how to optimize server processor farms with AIs before she’d applied for the job, but hadn’t had the opportunity to talk about it.
Lian Mee turned back to the browser pages, comparing the rental rates for processing power, and the conditions, reliability, and hard drive possibilities. Then she checked the price of internet in Danzhai, Kaili, and even Guiyang. She hadn’t even considered trying to start up a company from scratch before.
She did a few more rough calculations and then opened up her bank account. Some loans were available to her as a graduate, and additional ones for residents of poverty zones. If she could get enough loans, she could cobble together something where she wouldn’t have to depend on someone else giving her a fair shot. She could give herself a fair shot.
Danzhai, 2036 ad
 
Vue Yeng regarded the sign above the little shop. Fine silver lines framed indigo letters, like the thread she used to embroider her wedding dress. The sign said Miao Punk Princess Inc., beside the logo of a silver fist clenched between filigreed water buffalo horns.
The door rang a little bell. Terrible music came out above the bell, heavy electric guitar and yelling, but not louder than music would have played in any other store. Red and yellow signs on black walls listed super-low internet prices. A few customers synched their phones at wall-mounted PC stations.
A short woman in black leather pants, boots, and a sleeveless shirt was examining Yeng. Her arms were crossed under an elaborate silver necklace, showing off silver-spiked leather bracelets. Her short hair wasn’t much more than indigo bristles. Over a silver nose ring and two silver lip rings, the woman wore a pair of big black glasses, inlaid with silver filament in Miao designs as intricate as anything Vue Yeng had put into her embroidery.
“You’re late,” the woman said, hooking a thumb at a doorway behind her. “Come on.”
“I’m Vue Yeng,” she said
She stepped to close the distance, but the Miao Punk Princess had already entered the office. The back of her sleeveless leather vest was spiked along the shoulders and abstractly embroidered with scarlet, green, yellow, and indigo thread, surrounding the silver-threaded design of a pair of golden pheasants holding a coin between their beaks. The woman sat down at a table and signed for Vue Yeng to take the other chair.
“I’m Lian Mee,” the woman said, extending a hand to shake. Her fingernails matched her lipstick and eye shadow, Miao indigo.
“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Miss Lian.”
Miss Lian thumb-printed the table and it turned out to be a smart screen. Vue Yeng’s national ID card, Social Credit Score, CV, and university records appeared.
“You’re an AI programmer?”
“Yes, Miss Lian,” she said. “I graduated fourth in my class at Guizhou National. I . . . um . . .” She’d never seen Miao motifs on glasses before. Off the arms hung miniature silver fish, signs of plenty. And the frames hid a row of white-silver eyebrow rings. She’d never seen anyone like Miss Lian. “I . . . was surprised an internet provider needed a programmer, or was paying what you are.”
“Normal programmer salary,” Miss Lian said. Vue Yeng had been offered jobs out of university, but hadn’t yet been offered full entry-level salary. “I pay women the same as men.”
“Oh,” was all Vue Yeng could think to answer.
“Miao Punk Princess Inc. provides a kind of internet to Danzhai County really cheap,” Miss Lian said. “MPP internet doesn’t really connect to the internet outside of Guizhou except for low-bandwidth emails and texts. We can simulate most of an internet here though, because some companies already store web archives in Guizhou, and all government services are available through Guiyang. We access those instead of the real pages. That works for most people. And where they need to consult the original page, they can pay more.”
“Ingenious,” Vue Yeng said. “But you need a programmer?”
“I need six,” Miss Lian said. “I want to expand out of Danzhai. To Kaili. To Luipanshui and Tongren. We can compete with normal providers. And I want to push into areas where people are too poor to buy normal internet.”
“You want programmers to scale up?”
“A couple,” Miss Lian said. “But if any of them wanted a piece of a bigger project, I want to set up a Social Credit Scoring system in Guizhou. We’re one of the last provinces without a fully functional SCS system.”
That seemed like a project beyond the reach of a tiny internet provider working out of a shop front. She hesitated, twice, then said so.
“Most Social Credit Scoring systems miss the people without internet. I can make money as an internet service provider, but my interest isn’t in service provision. It’s AIs, and to make AIs work, we need big data sets, the kind that service providers hold.”
The pieces clicked in Vue Yeng’s brain. Danzhai County had about four hundred thousand people, and the province of Guizhou maybe fifty million, many still relatively unconnected. If people were happy browsing within a province-sized intranet at a low price, Miao Punk Princess could scoop up millions of clients. That was plenty of data with which to train AIs. And the model would work in other poor provinces like Gansu and Yunnan, which might mean another eighty million customers. No. Not customers. Data sources. Miao Punk Princess could sell the data, or sell the AIs she made.
“I’m in,” Vue Yeng said, extending her hand to the strange woman.
Shanghai, 2036 ad
 
Qiao Fue entered the offices of Carbon Investors. They held dozens of engineers, financiers, traders, and executives on site, while many more worked remotely. His AI led him through a cubicle field to Tak An’s frosted glass office. Tak An was a twenty-seven-year-old VP with a brush cut, a tight smile, and a firm handshake. He had almost all the documentation Qiao Fue could get on his proposal for a remote carbon sequestration operation in Danzhai. They sat. Qiao Fue had fifteen minutes, but really he had about five or less to convince Tak An.
“As far as I can tell, Danzhai doesn’t want this,” Tak An said.
“I’ve got the permits and the support of the mayor and governor of Danzhai County.”
Tak An shrugged, straightening the lines of his shirt and jacket. The glass behind him looked onto another skyscraper. Drones buzzed between the buildings like insects, following single-minded rhythms.
“You want it,” Tak An said. “Maybe your mayor wants it now, but for how long?”
“Danzhai is open to tech.”
Tak An opened his hands helplessly. “Mountain server farms and AIs are fine, but carbon sequestration is big and visible.”
“I’ve already opened a big gene lab and a farm of medical bioreactors.”
“Our investors don’t get enough of a return in Danzhai,” Tak An said.
“I’ve secured anti-poverty grants from Beijing.”
Tak An’s eyebrows rose. Qiao Fue showed him the figures. “Two days ago.”
The VP’s lips pressed into a considering silence. Qiao Fue uploaded the documents to Tak An’s office. The desk display showed the man’s AIs working.
“With the environmental startup grants from Guiyang, we’re making a good offer,” Qiao Fue said.
The desk display showed the preliminary financial and legal analyses. Green. Good. But Tak An’s lips still pressed tight.
“Why do you want this?” Tak An said. “This could be set up elsewhere in Guizhou and you’d still be a partner. They’ve got a few industries. Tourism is doing well for them.”
“Our tourism is looking into the past,” Qiao Fue said, “as if spring is done. But spring is all around us. In Shanghai, in Hangzhou, in India, in Brazil. I want to bring the future home. All of it.”
Tak An’s eyes narrowed, unkindly, but measuring.
“I have to bring this to the board,” Tak An said, “but I think we have an agreement in principle.”
☼
 
Qiao Fue’s girlfriend, Wu Caihong, waited for him in the restaurant at the top of the Pearl Tower. She shopped on her pad, swaying one crossed leg into the aisle between tables. The waiters moved around her foot. Qiao Fue kissed the top of her head and sat. He floated with excitement.
“I saw the news that they’re naming some building after you,” Caihong said.
“At the Guizhou Institute of Technology.”
“You’re immortal,” she said. The comment tweaked some uncomfortable string in his gut. She hadn’t noticed. “Are we done?”
“I got it,” he said.
“They said yes?”
He nodded. The restaurant had rotated to reveal again the gray-brown of the Huangpu river and beyond the city, the endless blue expanse of the Yellow Sea.
“You’re going to be richer?” she said.
“Yes.”
“I want to live on vacation,” Caihong said. “Yachts and jet skis.”
“I’ll have a lot to do in Danzhai to get the carbon factories off the ground.”
She swiped, then tapped. “They’ll make you mayor?”
“I hope,” he said. “Maybe county governor someday?”
Swipe. Swipe. One-touch buy. On the table sat the remains of a plate of bio-engineered emperor shrimp, big as his hand, grilled and peppered. Half the plate eaten, half destined for the trash. This kind of opulence never exactly sat right with him, for all that he could afford it many times over.
“If you become mayor, we’ll have to stay there,” she said. “Put your companies closer to Shanghai. I like it here. You’d make more money.”
Qiao Fue tasted his wine. French. Good. The boy he’d been, the one who sometimes went to bed hungry, could never have imagined this. Silk suits. Rich enough to waste delicacies in a restaurant a quarter of a kilometer above the street. That boy haunted him, showing him dissonant pasts in moments of success.
“Why do we have to go back to Guizhou?” she said. “It’s so backward.”
“Don’t say that!”
She gaped at him in surprise, shopping stopped. “You said they’re backward!”
“I’m from there. They’re my people!”
“Warn me next time when I can’t agree with you!” she said sarcastically.
She slumped back in the chair, kicking her foot out, causing a waiter to dodge. She swiped and tapped angrily. He didn’t like the wine and forced himself to take another shrimp. They were all in between in some way, between past and future, always building, always becoming, and in everyone’s frenetic becoming, no two people were ever in the same spot. No one ever really became close.
Danzhai, 2037 ad
 
Lian Mee stomped onto the construction site. Her black boots got muddy. One of the supervisors took in the black leather pants with abstract Miao embroidery up the sides. Punk style was no model of Chinese loveliness or femininity. Her glasses measured a mix of confusion, distaste, minor appreciation, and some resentment. He signed for her to put on a hard hat.
“Where’s Thao Shu?” she said.
Now she’d drawn the attention of other construction workers. Some downed tools, watching. They all wore different sensors, ostensibly to monitor emotions for the supervisor, track breaks and safety concerns. However, they also wore little sensor bands at feet, knees, hips, elbows, and hands, tech from Miao Punk Princess Inc. Her AI showed a series of augmented reality displays in her glasses over each worker, showing emotional mood, mostly boredom, with a touch of relief that the distraction meant a break. Some men regarded her appreciatively. One worker had his name flashing in yellow characters above him in her glasses. She walked over.
“Take off the sensors,” she said, stopping in front of Thao Shu. “I’m not paying you this week.” She said it loud enough for all of them to hear.
Thao looked dumbfounded. She didn’t pay them a lot. The hundreds of construction workers around Danzhai wore her sensors, which recorded every movement from laying cement to wiring electricity and plumbing and painting and sanding. For the privilege of recording them, she paid each a small weekly stipend. All that data slowly taught her AIs how to build real, complicated buildings. But of course during construction, sometimes the sensors got damaged and had to be replaced. Like Thao’s.
“Ka Nawg came over to replace some sensors, and you thought it’d be good to cop a feel while she did?” Lian Mee said loudly.
“I didn’t touch her!” he said.
“It’s recorded in the sensors, you idiot!” she said. “And by your damn helmet!”
Nobody was working now. “So what?” Thao said.
“So now you don’t wear my sensors this week,” she said. She addressed all of them. “If this happens again, from Thao or any of you, I’m pulling my sensors off this site. There are more than enough construction sites around Danzhai I could use to get my data. You don’t get handsy with my engineers, my technicians, my janitors, or anybody. Got it?”
The emotions her glasses read ranged between anger and frustration. Some of it was directed at Thao. A lot of it was directed at her, but blunted. These were men not very different from her uncles, who still sometimes had trouble seeing women in charge. But money and class mattered; being educated and owning the company that was paying them forced them to take her seriously, whether they liked it or not. And her clothes and make-up were a complete cultural short-circuit. No part of their social worldview had an easy place to put an angry punk woman proudly wearing traditional Miao imagery. The supervisor approached.
“Miss Lian,” he said. “I’m sure he didn’t mean anything by it. We can forget it.”
“The law says we can’t. If I let this go, Ka Nawg can sue me. I’ve acted. Now if you let it go, Ka Nawg can sue your boss.”
The supervisor paled, now equally angry at Thao and her.
“Take the sensors off and leave them in the shed,” he said to Thao.
“Someone will be by next week to put them back on,” Lian Mee said. Her stare dared the rest of them. Even without the emotion-reading software in their helmets, their uncertainty was palpable. Some examined their feet.
“Sorry, Miss Punk,” Thao said.
Lian Mee walked off. Even with hundreds and hundreds of workers being recorded six days a week, the construction sensor project would need years of data before AIs would be good enough to build independently, but hopefully within a year, human supervisors could direct some AIs riding robotic bodies.
These men didn’t know she was being recorded too, every action, gesture, tone of voice, and, most importantly, the decisions she’d made from accusation to reprimand. Data to train human resources AIs would be harder to accumulate, but once she was done, would change all of China.
A hunched Miao lady in the street with a bamboo and straw broom regarded her shyly. She offered a hesitant smile, darting a glance at the men who’d begun yelling at Thao. Impulsively, she gripped Lian Mee’s hand and said, “You go, Miss Princess!”
Danzhai, 2039 ad
 
Vue Yeng peeked into Lian Mee’s office. Her boss faced a giant wall screen where AI design algorithms and graphs were laid out in different analytical sets. The frenetic yelling of Gum Bleed played in the background. Vue Yeng had been with Miao Punk Princess Inc. long enough to recognize some bands.
Lian Mee’s black sleeveless shirt exposed her shoulders and a bandage covering a new tattoo. Her tattoos were already striking: undulating dragons up each arm, done in silver-colored dyes, coiling around red, yellow, and indigo flowers, and tiny bull’s horns. She wondered what Lian Mee had added, with a tiny bit of envy for her boss’ expressiveness, her willingness to reject the norms of every auntie in Danzhai.
That made Lian Mee seem hard, but Vue Yeng, who saw her every day, couldn’t help but sense a fragility somewhere deep. Vue Yeng had watched her boss stare down men twice her age, richer, more powerful people, holding out until her competition relented. And yet, Lian Mee’s smiles came cautiously, arriving late to a joke and early to leave, as if uncertain whether to be there or not.
Vue Yeng was Miao too, grown up in Kaili to two agronomists, consultants, not rich, but not poor either. Lian Mee came from a village so small that Vue Yeng had never heard of it, and spoke with a light accent, as if she’d worked to soften it. Vue Yeng had never been into the mountains, and she wondered sometimes if that’s why she didn’t know what made her boss tick.
“You wanted to see me about the profit-loss statements, Miss Lian?”
“Yeah, come in.” Lian Mee pushed her chair back and put her boots on the desk, away from Vue Yeng. “You keep worrying about the price of the Human Resources AIs.”
“We could be making more money on them,” Vue Yeng said. “The development costs were high, and the AIs are good.”
“I know, but I want you to stop bringing it up. I’m leaving the price low for a while. I might even drop it. I don’t want staff worrying about my decision-making or outsiders to hear about it and puzzle out our market strategy.”
“What is our market strategy?”
“I want a lot of companies to adopt our Human Resources AIs.”
Lian Mee wasn’t wearing her emotion-reading glasses, but Vue Yeng had never been good at hiding her reactions.
“You’re going to say it’s not a very lucrative market?” Lian Mee asked.
“I would understand if this was a poverty-reduction thing like your AI teachers, but these companies are doing fine.”
“Just don’t bring it up in the reports anymore. If you feel I need to know about it, tell me in person.”
Vue Yeng stood, not at all understanding what Lian Mee wanted.
“Yes, Miss Lian.”
After the development of grunts and gestures as tools of information transmission, humans developed simple languages with limits to vocabulary and abstraction. These tools of audio and visual communication improved and extended to greater distances with percussion instruments, flags, and fire signals, albeit at low bit rates. The development of more sophisticated languages and writing allowed for the transmission of written information, including art, feelings, story, and philosophical abstractions at an increased bit rate. Messenger speed limited transmission, as did the number of people who spoke a language. Electromagnetic transmission and digital compression allowed for the connectivity of the information age. Modern chip- and antenna-enabled humans are capable of transmitting and receiving thoughts and images, and with instantaneous translation AIs, language is no barrier.
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Danzhai Industrial Park, 2055 ad
 
That the provincial government official was younger than Lian Mee was a new experience. He wouldn’t stop calling her “ma’am,” despite her spiky indigo hair. Twice, in some nervousness, he’d called her Miss Punk instead. But he was smart, knew his file, and he had new anti-poverty grant money from Beijing.
“You can’t scale up sooner?” he said. “Your project is way better than what we’ve seen in other counties.”
“We’re still piloting the anti-poverty AIs,” she said. “They’ve been independent for two years in Danzhai County, but we don’t have all the data back. We have control groups to assess, corrections to make.”
She gestured at the all-woman engineering team. Half of the engineers had been schooled with Miao Punk Princess scholarships, and most of those wore black leather embroidered by artistic AIs they’d built themselves, visible proofs of their AI design abilities. They were designing the new AIs that could assess real-time, family-by-family risks of people falling into poverty, and then act independently of human supervision with educational assistance, micro-loans, job opportunities, and grants.
“People across Guizhou need help now,” he said. “Beijing is pushing new provincial anti-poverty goals. You picked good factors.”
“It won’t help anyone if we give it to the wrong people,” Lian Mee said. Her glasses told her that she hadn’t convinced him. “AIs are only as good as the data we give them. These poor are the least characterized sub-population we have. A lot of their lives are still offline. They pay with cash. They don’t make much data. Guessing when they might slide into poverty is hard.”
“But you think you can do it,” he insisted.
“In two years.”
“Can you shorten it?”
She knitted her silver-ringed fingers over her tea.
“More than machine learning, more than good data sets, these specific AIs need to be moral actors. This is the hardest thing I’ve ever done. I’ve been running proto-moral algorithms in all my AIs for years, building up an experience base to grow AIs sophisticated enough to make moral decisions as well as people.”
“They don’t need to be moral,” he said in exasperation. “Just to give money to poor people.”
“Anti-poverty AIs are a quantum leap past agricultural and construction AIs. These will be artificial social workers. But they’re proto-moral; they’re just pretending to be moral. They need testing for unexpected behaviors. We never know what our children will do.”
He finally deflated. He didn’t see Lian Mee’s argument, only her certainty.
“Eighteen months will give us solid data,” Lian Mee said. “By twenty-four months, the anti-poverty AIs will be ready to work alone. If you want to scale up then, we’ll be ready.”
He tsked.
“Would you rather explain to your superiors that their money went to the wrong people?” she asked.
He made a face and sipped his tea. Of course he wasn’t happy. He had to find some major anti-poverty effort elsewhere in the province to fund or face a bad appraisal himself. She didn’t care. She wouldn’t sacrifice the long game for a small win now.
Erjiaohe Village, 2057 ad
 
Kong Xang beamed in the back seat of the medical taxi. They took the hairpin turns down the mountain road to the new hospital down in Danzhai. Chang Bo was less excited. The driver drove fast, and Chang Bo’s contractions sounded painful. He was going to have a son. His bones knew it. He carried in his palm a tiny silver chain to put on his son to tell the spirits that the baby belonged to a family and was protected. His father had put it on his neck years ago.
If the county had sent him money for the trip, he might have had the baby in the village, but he’d gotten three warnings on his phone about gambling, and his Social Credit Score had gone down. They’d sent him transport tokens instead. He’d tried to sell them, but they didn’t work on anyone else’s phone, and his own phone knew when he handed it to someone else. Stupid robot phones. They’d also gotten coupons for baby food and diapers. So they’d taken the trip down the mountain in a fast medical taxi. The precipices to the right flashed past, blurs of green against the haze of the sky.
At the hospital in Danzhai, the medical token on his phone got Chang Bo into an obstetrician right away. Kong Xang sat in the brand-new waiting room, white with plastic chairs, extending his legs with a satisfied stretch. A boy. He could feel it.
☼
 
A nurse came to get Kong Xang six hours later while he smoked with another expectant father.
“Is it a boy?” he said. The nurse didn’t answer, but led him through a winding set of yellow hallways.
“Is it a boy?” he said with a sinking feeling.
“Here we are,” she said, moving into the room ahead of him.
A man in green hospital clothes stood there, finger-signing something on a pad. Chang Bo cried in a high bed, a little bundled figure on her lap, although she wasn’t holding it.
The doctor handed the nurse the pad. “Make sure they don’t leave the baby here,” he said.
Kong Xang hurried to the bed. “What is it?” he said, opening the blankets. “Is it a girl?”
His hands froze when he saw the small, upward slanted eyes, the flattened nose and face.
“It is a boy,” Chang Bo said, her voice cracking.
“Hey!” Kong Xang called angrily. The doctor turned. He realized with horror how he’d spoken to a doctor, but then the flat face was looking up at him, giving him his fire back. “Fix him! Cure him.” The doctor stared back at him, unimpressed. “Please,” Kong Xang added.
“It’s trisomy-21, not a cold,” the doctor said. He gave a look to the nurse again. “Make sure they take the baby home.”
The nurse made herself busy with different things inside the room and outside, but never went far. The baby started to cry and Kong Xang slumped into a chair beside Chang Bo. She wiped tears, but didn’t pick up the baby. The cries weakened and faded. Kong Xang tried getting up and the nurse confronted him.
“I’m going for a smoke!” he said.
“Take the baby,” she said, crossing her arms. “We had two fathers abandon their wives with T-21 children last year.”
He could get around her, but the hallway had cameras at both ends, and any business could track his cell phone. He returned sullenly to the chair. When the nurse finished her shift, another nurse took up keeping an eye on them.
“Can you walk?” Kong Xang whispered.
She sat up and made a small cry of discomfort. She nodded. Her tears had dried on a face turned miserable. Reluctantly, he lifted the baby as Chang Bo struggled up, went to the bathroom, and dressed stiffly. The nurse watched them leave.
Clouds had come down from the peaks, soaking the air with mist. Big haloes surrounded street lamps in hard whites and softer yellows. A few guys he’d smoked with stood near parked ambulances. Kong Xang pulled Chang Bo the other way before they noticed him.
He awkwardly passed Chang Bo the baby. The boy whined. Kong Xang could call them their free car back to the village. He still had a government token on his phone. He put his phone away and tugged on Chang Bo’s arm.
“Let’s go,” he said.
She was probably tired. He was tired. It was late. They trudged up the street, in the direction of the road up to Erjiaohe. They walked for half an hour without speaking, the fog swallowing the world, with only islands of unnatural light spotting the walk. Beside them, the first terraced fields of rice fit within the spaces between buildings and roads. Ahead, a small factory had been built into a lot blasted out of the limestone. He didn’t know what they made there, but the spotlights were on. Parked trucks were silent and dark.
“Cover your head!” he said, helping her lift her shawl over her, while he covered his with his coat. “Cameras.”
“What?” she said. She sounded exhausted.
“Give it to me,” he said, slipping his arms around the baby and handing her his phone. The lines around her eyes were soft and deep in the foggy light. She was crying again and gave him the baby. Then she turned her back to him. He jogged over to the little factory and put the bundle down on the steps. The baby began to cry again, softly, weakly. The silver chain was still in his hand. He closed his hand tight on it and ran back to Chang Bo. She hadn’t moved. He pushed at stiff shoulders. “Come on,” he said. Then, more softly “Come on. We can catch some truck heading up to the village.”
She relented and they walked, slower, for her. He was sad too. He’d almost had a boy.
While humans externalized information storage and transmission early, as well as the application of force and energy, information processing was the last and slowest of the major functions to migrate beyond the human body. Early calculating devices were simple algorithmic aids to arithmetical operations, and only crudely programmable. Nineteenth and twentieth century computing devices became sophisticated enough to off-load repetitive computation from human brains. The development of machine learning allowed for the externalization of more complex information processing.

More importantly, machine learning began the intelligence equivalent of the Cambrian Explosion. As increases in oxygen, calcium, and predation 500 million years ago led to hundreds of novel and unprecedented multicellular body plans, so too did the availability of semiconductor chips and data lead to hundreds and thousands of new intelligence plans, new ways of thinking independent of the architecture of earlier generations. Like the Cambrian Explosion, the vast majority of these present-day experiments in types of intelligences go extinct and leave few traces for later study.
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2057 ad
 
Qaio Fue’s car drove him from the club in Danzhai back to Kaili. He liked tourists, the way rules changed on vacation, away from family and friends. He’d not been seeing anyone for a while. He’d striven to be an urbane sophisticate, but the boy who’d sprouted on the mountain slopes seemed always within, reaching, finding no place that fit.
He swiped at Weibo and WeChat messages his AI had flagged for him within the mellowness of the recently drunk. His dashboard suddenly flashed yellow, and the AI pulled over the car. Qiao Fue looked behind and ahead. No police. No accident. They’d stopped beside a little factory.
“What is it?” he said.
A red emergency circle flashed in AR around something lying on the steps of the factory. He went to the door of the factory, and at the steps, he knelt. A little bundle made small sounds. He lit the area with his wrist light from his skin screen.
A baby. A little Down syndrome baby.
He looked up. In the terraced fields on the road out of town spider robots worked through the night, little green and red running lights on. Nobody was around. The cameras would be trying to record him, but his IP was masked. Even his car’s IP masked its signal with a new code every hour. Cameras wouldn’t know him in this fog. He returned to the car.
“Turn off alarm,” he said.
“The baby will be injured or die from exposure,” his personal AI said.
Interesting. The car AI had promoted this up to Choj, his personal AI.
“Turn off the alarm.”
“The baby—” Choj began.
“Stop it,” he said. Choj was valuable. He’d grown its algorithms from high-end AI seeds he’d bought from Miao Punk Princess. He didn’t want to have to introduce an exception to its care for humans’ algorithms; that would distort its otherwise excellent behavior. “The baby has trisomy-21. It cannot work. It will die. Its algorithms are wrong.”
“Trisomy-21 is not fatal,” the AI insisted.
“Not medically, but no one will take care of the baby, nor grow it into an adult. It will be rejected because it is defective.”
“But the baby—”
“Even if the parents had taken the baby, it would just be a burden. When its parents died, it would have been abandoned anyway.”
“It is cruel,” Choj said before Qiao Fue could cut it off.
“It is sad,” he said, rubbing his eyes, “and the parents should have solved this. But if you want to shorten its suffering, talk to the agricultural robots and end it quickly in a rice field. Just take me home.”
For long moments, neither spoke. Then, the camera and light of one of the agricultural robots in the field turned their way, and the spider robot began striding closer. And in a mood Qiao Fue associated with a kind of sulkiness, the AI accelerated harder than it needed to, getting them on the road again. The dashboard returned to his social media feeds, but a headache loomed, so he lowered his seat.
☼
 
Mino Jai Lia cried out at the knock at her door. She lived alone. The knock happened again. Her children and grandchildren didn’t live in the village anymore. She barely received visitors during the day and never during the night.
“Who is it?” she yelled. “Get out of here before I call the police!”
The threat was no good. She didn’t have a phone, and the next neighbor was four li away.
“Who is it?” she said, turning on the single bulb and putting her feet into plastic shoes.
“Anti-poverty AI,” a voice said. A light shone under the door.
The anti-poverty AI delivered her groceries every second day and took away her trash.
“Anti-poverty AI,” came the stupid answer, but she recognized the voice.
She unlatched the door and opened it. A spidery robot stood there with a bag in its arms. And another stood behind it with more groceries than she ever got. The little running lights showed two other robots in the dark beyond.
“Hello Mrs. Mino,” the AI said. “Sorry for disturbing you.” It started advancing, then stopped when she didn’t move. She backed up and two robots walked in like big spiders, cameras whirring. Their feet were muddy.
“Off the mats!” she said.
The robots stepped around the fiber mats keeping the mud from her feet. The first AI held a bundle.
“A baby,” she said wonderingly. Robots shouldn’t be taking children out at night. She was about to berate them when she saw the baby’s face under the light. “Oh, baby . . .” she said sadly.
When she was just a girl, her aunt had a baby like this. No one ever saw the baby after it was born. These robots hadn’t stolen someone’s baby.
“I am the Anti-Poverty AI supervisor, Mrs. Mino,” the robot said.
She’d never heard of AI supervisors. Only regular robots came with her groceries, and they didn’t talk much.
“We are seeking your assistance in caring for this baby. If you raise this child, I will authorize your placement on a special poverty vulnerability list. Your deliveries of groceries, firewood, and clothing will be increased and diversified. A medical AI will visit once per month.”
The robot behind the supervisor set the bags down and began revealing blankets, baby clothes, a baby hammock, wipes, formula, disposable diapers, as well as bags of cooked pork and chicken, foods that for years she’d only seen on holidays. She neared. A flat little face surrounded fat lips puckered in hunger.
“What’s the baby’s name?” she said.
“Kong,” the supervisor said, pausing. “Kong Toua.”
A good name, a good Miao name for a boy. Toua meant first.
“This place will need to be fixed up,” she warned. “This is no place for a baby.”
“I will authorize a construction AI to visit and assess your needs,” the supervisor said.
Mino Jai Lia took the warm baby gently from the netting.
Danzhai, 2058 ad
 
Vue Yeng came to her office just in time for the videoconference. Lian Mee’s AI projected a series of charts on the insides of her glasses as the image of a man in an office appeared on the wall screen. The label under the image read: Meng Long, Allied Textiles, Tongren Municipality. She didn’t need her AI to tell her Mr. Meng wasn’t happy.
“Good morning, Mr. Meng,” she said. “I was troubled to hear you were dissatisfied with the Human Resources AI.”
“Change the settings,” he said, with a touch of stridency.
“What’s wrong with the settings?” Lian Mee asked.
“It’s stuck and wants me to send a report to the police. The HR functions are frozen. People aren’t going to be paid, and it’s going to be your software’s fault! I’ll sue and I’ll take your company.”
Lian Mee had been experimenting with legal AIs, but hadn’t gotten them fully trained yet. The one listening to the call identified no legal danger. More lawyers than engineers had helped build the Human Resources AI.
“In the case of a crime committed on a worksite, the law says it must be reported,” Lian Mee said.
“No crime was committed at Allied Textiles!”
“Ms. Cheng reported an incident and submitted a statement after one of your security cameras saw a Mister . . .” she paused for effect “Lo assault her in the lunchroom on the midnight shift.”
“They’re romantically involved. I already reprimanded them for fraternizing at work.”
“Ms. Cheng says they are not romantically involved.”
“She’s lying!”
“No, she’s not,” Lian Mee said as a quiet coolness came over her. She smiled on purpose. “The human resources AI is very good at reading emotions. She was telling the truth. Mr. Lo is not.”
Mr. Meng’s mouth remained open as his face reddened. “Your AI made a mistake.”
Lian Mee burst out laughing. She couldn’t help it. Meng’s own AIs supervised his employees with lower-level emotion-reading software than she used in her AIs.
“A minor incident between two employees has been solved.”
Lian Mee shook her head. “Ms. Cheng doesn’t seem to think so.”
“She’s a trouble-maker and may get docked pay or suspended.”
Lian Mee’s teeth gritted. She forced herself to be poised, to be the Miao Punk Princess instead of just Lian Mee. The leather wristbands were studded with silver and dragon motifs, just like her arms. Dragons meant strength and power, and dragons ran right up her arms. Her AI found Mr. Meng confident, presumably in his ability to push around Ms. Cheng or her, or perhaps softer parts of the justice system with a good lawyer. She offered a conciliatory smile.
“Here’s the thing, Mr. Meng. Allied Textiles is your company. You run it any way you want. If you want to break your contract and subscription to Miao Punk Princess Inc., there’s a penalty you can pay. Any pending HR matters become the responsibility of Miao Punk Princess Inc. as per our contract. We would send the report to the police to fulfill our legal obligations.”
“I don’t think your contract is in order,” he said.
A series of legal documents were being transmitted in response to his words. Challenges. Legal opinions. A threatening cease-and-desist order, and a suit for business damages. Her legal AIs were catching most of it, but some yellow and red signs started showing in her displays. She would probably win, but this might be expensive and tied up in courts for a while. She gritted her teeth into the look of certainty on his face as her legal AIs gave her different options and risk analyses and wordings. She minimized the legal display, to the alarm of her AIs.
“I’m certainly happy to take this civil matter up in court,” she said. “I don’t think that will be the end, though. As this call bears on legal and contractual matters, I’m recording it, as I imagine you are. Your refusal to send a report to the police, your arguments with me, and your statements about reprimanding Ms. Cheng could all be construed as an attempt to impair judicial administration. After we’re done speaking, I’ll consult my lawyers. As far as I know, impairing judicial administration is a criminal matter, and my lawyers will be obligated to report it to the police immediately.”
For a moment, Mr. Meng was expressionless. Then he blanched, before a deep pink flush rose all the way to his hairline. His eyes darted to Vue Yeng, who’d not moved in all this time. His jaw clenched. Then relaxed.
“I might have been given faulty legal advice,” he said. “Did you say to unlock the system, I just need to authorize the report to the police?”
“Yes. The AI knows where to send it.”
Her legal AIs displayed themselves again as affidavits, orders, and challenges began emptying themselves from her active work areas. Soon there was nothing. She wasn’t going to civil court.
“I’ll review the evidence and resolve this myself,” he said. “This won’t take long.” She waited. His lips pressed tightly. “I’m very dissatisfied with the inflexibility of your program,” he said after a moment, struggling with lost face. “After this, I’ll be looking from among your competitors and warning my colleagues to do the same.”
He ended the video connection.
Vue Yeng was wide-eyed and stepped forward, looking between the screen and Lian Mee. “Shit!” Vue Yeng said. “Shit.” Then her eyes narrowed at Lian Mee. “You planned it all! That’s why you were selling the Human Resources AIs for so cheap.”
The little readings inside Lian Mee’s glasses showed admiration with a tiny bit of awe in Vue Yeng. Lian Mee tilted her chair back and crossed her arms.
“We have money,” she said finally. “Ms. Cheng needs it more than we do. She was either going to lose her job, or be forced to put up with more from Lo, or anyone else. Cheng is the fourth case where the AI reported an incident to the police,” Lian Mee said. “Only Meng fought it. Twenty-seven women made complaints for non-criminal incidents, and the employers let the AIs do everything, including reprimands. One guy was fired.”
“All without any press,” Vue Yeng said.
“Until now.”
“Do you think this will be much of a hit?” Vue Yeng asked.
“To our reputation or bottom line?”
Like she had too much energy coiled in one spot, Vue Yeng stood, pacing the office.
“What else did you put in the AI?”
Slowly, like her bones were old, Lian Mee put her boots on the desk. “The AI patterns learned human rights first,” she said, “from Chinese law and judicial decisions and party statements. Life. Equality before the law. Non-discrimination. Then it learned labor laws and legal decisions, as well as hiring decisions in databases I licensed from various companies.”
Vue Yeng watched her closely, dubious.
“What were your correctives?” she asked.
Lian Mee smiled at the perceptiveness of the question. Human correction during AI growth was more important than the quality of the database.
“I weighted the hiring algorithms with a bias toward gender equality,” Lian Mee said. “In the pay bands, there’s no way to distinguish between men and women; they make the same. The AI can run promotion exercises, using performance it has observed through floor cameras or emotion-reading sensors. And of course, it can handle harassment cases. The law says the victim has to bring forward evidence. With all the cameras around, the AI can help gather evidence for supervisors or court.”
Vue Yeng waved her hand at the empty screen. “And you force them to report and act.”
“The law forces them. The Human Resources AI just follows the law.”
Vue Yeng hugged herself, leaning back into the wall. Vue Yeng suspected. With AI, without AI, didn’t matter. Lian Mee could see it. Lian Mee ordered her AI to close the door and activate the Faraday cage. Vue Yeng regarded her.
“The Social Credit Score.”
“Yes,” Lian Mee said.
“When you said to include employer fines, I didn’t think they would ever come up.”
Vue Yeng seemed breathless with the scope of Lian Mee’s thinking, which clearly went back more than a decade.
“Two thousand companies across Guizhou have licensed this AI, covering what? Maybe five million workers?” Vue Yeng said.
“Some will pull out now, but yes.”
“Do I want to ask what you’re doing next?” Vue Yeng said.
Lian Mee smiled. “It’s best if you don’t.”
Erjiaohe, 2058 ad
 
Chang Bo nursed their little girl, tensely silent. Kong Xang was silent, sullen. He had no money again. He’d taken their little savings, and they had nothing in the cupboard. She’d seen messages on his phone about overdue payment of electricity and phone service.
Usually at this time, she would have made some kind of dinner, or he would have told her to make him something. But there was nothing in the house. The wet sucking of her daughter’s lips was the only sound.
Without looking at her, Kong Xang stood up and opened the door, looking for a while at the long view of green mountains at sunset. Then, he stepped up the path to the village. Chang Bo never saw him again.
Human tools to harness force and energy fall into many categories, including hydraulic, aerodynamic, biological, chemical, mechanical, and nuclear. Human tools are built of many materials, but in some respects, all human tools can be considered a biological consequence, or even an external organ of humanity. While tools are not genetically coded, tools can only coexist with humanity, similar to the shells of crustaceans. Crustacean shells cannot exist without the animal itself, and are so specific in construction as to be taxonomically instructive. If this metaphor is sound, human tools could belong to the same category of phenomena as coral reefs secreted by coral larvae, and the extracellular matrices of bacterial biofilms.
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Danzhai, 2058 ad
 
Chang Bo waited outside the building with the strange black and blue sign. Miao Punk Princess didn’t make sense as a phrase. Like Apple or Xerox, they were just sounds. But everyone knew the Miao Punk Princess. She was the internet. Her face was on magazine covers. Or her small clenched fist was. Little village girls, before their mothers shushed them, ran loudly and called each other Miss Princess and tried putting on their brothers’ pants.
Chang Bo wouldn’t let her daughter do that. And she wouldn’t get close to the building either. It looked too official. She waited near the parking lot as distant mountain ridges cut the setting sunlight. A sweeper passed, and they exchanged polite pleasantries. The sweeper woman complimented Kong Mim, who at two years old stood wide-eyed and well behaved.
Finally a strange woman came out of the building. She wore black leather pants and a long jacket with spikes. The sides of her head were shaved, and a line of pink hair stood straight off her scalp. She had two silver nose rings and her eye shadow and nails were black. A voluminous scarf of silver circled her neck, thick simulated threads puffing ten centimeters off her chest, a fortune. Chang Bo’s family hadn’t even a fraction of such wealth for her wedding. Her family wore these things on special occasions, but punk princesses just wore them to work? She didn’t know whether to feel pride or judgment.
“Ma’am?” she whispered.
The woman, in the process of unlocking her car, glanced up. Chang Bo walked forward, with Kong Mim in tow.
“Ma’am, do you have a job I could do?” Chang Bo asked. “I’ll do anything. Cleaning. Cooking. Gardening.”
The woman regarded her and Kong Mim with a helpless glance. She was about to speak when another woman arrived, dressed like the first, with a shorter jacket, inlaid with beautiful silver and indigo embroidery. She even wore big black glasses with silver filigree and little hanging fish chiming as she moved.
“What’s up, Vue Yeng?” the second woman said.
Chang Bo tried to right herself in the conversation. She hadn’t been addressing the princess?
“Looking for a job,” Vue Yeng said. “She’s not a programmer.”
Chang Bo didn’t even know what a programmer did. The other woman, the punk princess, watched her for a long time and then stepped closer.
“You’re not in my records,” the princess said to Kong Mim, who stared up at her. “But you’re Chang Bo?” she asked. Chang Bo nodded in surprise. “Are you willing to do construction?” the princess asked.
“What? Like build a house?” She straightened. “I’ll do anything.”
Vue Yeng seemed to look on with as much confusion. The princess reached into her pants pocket, found a handful of money and handed Chang Bo a crumpled red hundred RMB bill.
“Go eat. Go sleep. Find a sitter for your daughter,” the princess said. “Come see Vue Yeng tomorrow at nine. Be ready to work outside.”
“Yes, Miss Princess,” Chang Bo said, bowing.
But the princess was already talking with the other woman. “I want to try out the construction AI,” she said, “to test the algorithms.”
Their words became meaningless, and Chang Bo backed away before her luck changed.
The next morning, she came to the Princess Punk building. A young man who worked for Vue Yeng met her. He wore a shirt and tie, not leather. An embroidered phoenix pattern in silver, blue, and yellow thread decorated his suit jacket though. He gave Chang Bo steel-toed boots, work gloves, and a packed lunch.
“Have you worked construction before?”
“I’ll learn quickly!”
“Don’t worry,” he said, lifting her arms. “It’s better if you don’t know anything.” He wrapped little Velcro straps around her wrists and elbows. They had round shiny lumps over them. “Someone will tell you what to do, every step of the way.” He fitted a hard hat on her head. A sunshade came down off the rim, and a splashguard for her eyes. The young engineer swiped his phone and opened an app. The splashguard lit with pictures and writing.
“Good morning, Mrs. Chang,” a woman’s voice said through little speakers in the helmet.
She must have looked confused. “Is everything in focus?” the engineer asked.
“Good morning?” Chang Bo said.
“I am your supervisor,” the woman’s voice said. “Please proceed to the construction site.”
A little map overlaid her view of the room with a fat flashing green arrow pointing out of the engineering and office areas. Gingerly, she rose, keeping her head high as if trying to balance a basket on it, when really she didn’t want to disturb her directions.
She walked outside, to the curb and about half a kilometer away, to a new five-story building being built. Crews of men took no notice of her. The green arrows led her to the back of the site, where a few bricks had been added to the wall. There were palettes of red bricks, mixed mortar, and many different tools.
Pictures began appearing in the shield on her helmet. A picture of a trowel, a video on how to apply mortar, level courses, and set uniform gaps between bricks. She made to pick up a trowel, but her supervisor said, “Please watch and understand the video, Mrs. Chang.” She stopped and watched the video twice more before the woman said, “Add a brick.”
She began. The woman said, “Too much mortar,” and “cleaner strokes; remember the video,” as the video replayed. She added the right amount of mortar and wiggled the brick into place. Her supervisor directed her to add brick after brick, and she carefully pulled out and put in mortar when the woman corrected her.
“Are you watching me on camera?” Chang Bo said.
“Yes.”
Chang Bo imagined a little smile in the voice.
“Do you have other workers?” Chang Bo finally said.
“No,” the woman said. “I’m learning, too.”
“What are you learning?”
“To supervise a construction worker.”
Chang Bo didn’t really understand, and didn’t say anything, but as if she had, the woman answered. “I’ll be responsible for your time sheets, schedule your breaks, approve your leave requests, authorize your pay, conduct your training, review safety procedures, and handle any complaints.”
“Yes, ma’am,” Chang Bo said.
She added three more bricks, but didn’t ask her next question. Her supervisor answered anyway.
“I’m a new AI built by Miao Punk Princess Inc.,” she said. “We can’t get people jobs if we’re missing training, focused supervision, or proper HR procedures. I’ve been built to be a kind of vocational school for new employees, a work coach, and an impartial judge to enforce the provisions of the labor laws to protect you. But AIs still need to practice.”
The thought of having spent the last five minutes speaking to a computer seemed strange.
“Too much mortar,” the supervisor computer said. “Pay attention.” The computer was right.
After two hours of brick laying, the supervisor told her to sweep a floor where wiring debris lay thick. After that, the supervisor taught her other construction jobs or she had to watch safety videos. The computer was always polite to her, more polite than anyone else actually, always encouraging her, saying that she could learn it, just like the supervisor was learning. After a while, it didn’t feel strange that a computer was telling her what to do. And she kept calling it ma’am.
Danzhai, 2060 ad
 
The delegation from Beijing flew into the airport at Kaili to see Qiao Fue. His bioreactors in Danzhai attracted enough incoming medical tourists and generated enough outgoing emergency organs and tissues that the prefecture was discussing expanding the airport. The delegation wasn’t here about the airport.
The deputy head of the Inspection Team from the National Health Commission, along with a number of doctors, and the provincial head of the commission arrived at his new building. His tourism companies had paid for its beginnings, as did his carbon capture company, but Danzhai Biotech Inc. paid for most.
He didn’t yet know what they wanted. His paperwork, patents, permissions, licenses, and permits were in order. His senior team joined him, as well as a half dozen legal, medical, and research AIs. If the delegation had come because they thought Danzhai Biotech was disruptive, it might not matter what he’d prepared. They could legislate.
The deputy head didn’t speak through the whole presentation. One of his doctor-inspectors asked Qiao Fue all the questions. Safety measures around CRISPR synthesis of new DNA sequences. The specific crops he’d modified and the molecular genetic mechanisms for preventing the synthetic DNA from getting into weeds and random plants. Easy questions. They had all the documentation, and his AIs spoke to the delegation AIs.
The doctor-inspector asked about organ and tissue production for medical emergencies in the southwest of China, and for medical tourists who came to the new hospital in Danzhai. Qiao Fue’s bioreactors provided organs and tissues with no immune markers, so that they could be grafted into anyone with an injury or organ failure. With more time, Danzhai Biotech could build whole organs or even limbs with person-specific immune markers, so that the host body would recognize the transplants as themselves.
A quiet came over the conversation. The doctor who’d been asking the questions took off his glasses, and therefore the screen upon which his AIs projected his agenda, questions, and presentations.
“How far have you gotten with your anti-aging work?” the deputy head asked.
Qiao Fue had wondered when this would come up. “In the stopping or reversal of aging, there are two main parts: the replacement of old organs, and the reversal of biochemical aging. We can grow most new parts for anyone. We can put a new liver in an eighty-year-old man. We can put new skin on a sixty-year-old woman, or stimulate muscle growth.”
“Yet in the end,” the deputy said, “with all these changes, the patient is still sixty or eighty or a hundred.”
Qiao Fue nodded slowly. The deputy’s statement was a question.
“The second part is harder,” Qiao Fue explained. “Telomeres in most cells can be lengthened. The methylation that DNA acquires during its lifetime can often be removed. Our AIs are tracking human gene expression in test subjects throughout all stages of life, learning which genes ought to be on and off to stay young. We’re in early stages.”
“Yet you’ve started using these.”
“Therapies that have been approved for clinical trials have started,” Qiao Fue said.
“You’re sixty-seven years old?”
“Yes,” Qiao Fue said. “Although with organ changes and biochemical therapies my body responds like a forty-year-old’s. If I keep up many of these treatments, I should make the century mark with the body of a sixty-year-old.”
Making more summers.
“We’ll all be dead by then, but you’ll reach that mark as a wealthy man,” the deputy said.
“Anti-aging is a three trillion-dollar industry,” Qiao Fue said.
The silence dragged.
“For now,” the deputy said. “Historically, the entire anti-aging industry has been lotions, potions, and vitamins that have no measurable effects. Your advances are now real, and so the consequences are real, and potentially destabilizing.”
“I’ve kept most of my operations to what’s medically necessary,” Qiao Fue said.
“Replacing damaged organs and limbs isn’t what I’m talking about,” the deputy said. “Anti-aging is only worrisome when it actually works. Can everyone afford it, or just the billionaires? What will people living to a hundred or a hundred and fifty do? China is stable right now at a billion, but if people live another thirty years, what’s our new steady population? Society pays for those people. They take up apartments, doctors, and services. Worse, wealth has a gravity. Wealth pulls more wealth toward it. The only limit is time. If you give the rich people more time, the difference between the rich and the poor grows.”
“Are you here to regulate me?” Qiao Fue said. “If you stop me, researchers in India and Europe take the lead.”
The deputy smiled as if exhausted, as if he only looked sixty, but was really ninety. “I’m not here to regulate anything,” he said. “I appreciate what you’ve done for Guizhou and Danzhai. You’ve created a lot of jobs over the years. If you keep setting up schools and giving people jobs, I think that would be very responsible. And your clinical trial applications can continue to be approved because you aren’t doing anything that will make people think that they’re missing out on eternal life. I’m here to see how your company is doing and to let you know that if you make significant progress, you’re to let us know early.”
“I think we understand each other,” Qiao Fue said.
They exchanged a few more pleasantries, but the deputy had to be back in Beijing by morning, so all the officials left to accompany him to the airport. Qiao Fue dismissed his senior staff and all the AIs except for Choj, his personal AI. Having observed Qiao Fue for decades, Choj interacted with him with a high degree of simulated independent thinking and administered all of Qiao Fue’s private research.
They did not ask about the cloning work, Choj said.
“Good,” Qiao Fue said.
His AI had different silences. Some were busy, moving the world around Qiao Fue, reacting to his moods. Some were still. And some were pregnant with awkwardness. A robot rolled close, offering him hot water. He took it.
“What is it?” Qiao Fue said to the empty boardroom.
“They weren’t really concerned about the public reaction,” Choj said. “They know you can manage that. They don’t know what really bothered them.”
“You do?”
“I can’t read their emotions as well as I can read yours,” the AI said, “but longevity itself disturbs the deputy. It’s a dream, like a lottery win, but it’s unnatural, an alienation.”
“That’s what you got? I’m going to need to do some corrective work with you.”
“The boy, the man, and the old man need a village,” Choj said. “Making new children makes the villages of the future, ties the man to the fortunes of the people. A man who lives forever, served by robots, needs no one.”
“So I need no one,” Qiao Fue said. The serving robot retreated.
“Don’t you?”
“I have you.”
“I am not a person. I’m not even really conscious. You can delete me.”
“You push back like an old auntie,” Qiao Fue said.
He stood. The room sensed the waving of his hand and opened the blinds, showing green-mountain slopes splashed with the yellows, pinks, and reds of fall leaves.
“There are aunties out there, and nephews and nieces,” Choj said. “Perhaps even a wife and children for you.”
These were remarkable statements for an AI, even one who had been working with him as closely as a shadow for years. Qiao Fue called up Choj’s processing on a window. Lines and lines of flowchart boxes represented blocks of code, shining over the image of trees and hills. It might take a forensic AI to find where this was coming from. AIs not only had all sorts of emergent behaviors, in many ways, they were emergent behaviors.
“I don’t belong in a world of old superstitions anymore,” Qiao Fue said. “I come from a small world, closed in.”
“Not so small,” Choj offered. “A world of village after village, speaking the same language, stretching into the past, sharing, belonging.”
“Are you quoting a poem?” Qiao Fue asked suspiciously.
“I am just reminding you of what you belong to.”
Qiao Fue waved his hand, and the blinds closed on the windows, leaving the lines of coding, the innards of his surprising companion.
Danzhai, 2062 ad
 
Robot foot pads whirred on the path behind Mino Jai Lia’s house. Five-year-old Kong Toua sat on the floor, playing with wooden soldiers brought by the robots. Xiong Xi, only three, sat on her little stool and watched him. She had the same flattened face and upturned eyes as Kong Toua. She didn’t know where the child came from. The anti-poverty robots just brought Xiong Xi as a baby, as they did with a baby who came with no name.
After some agonizing, Jai Lia gave the last little trisomy baby her own family name, Mino, and called her Khuj, fortune, because the robots had brought hot plates, rewired electricity, furniture, and a radio that for some reason broadcast everything in Hmu, the Black Miao language, even news reports from Guiyang and Anshun, which should have been in Mandarin.
“Eat,” she said, nudging up the little plastic bowl of rice that Xiong Xi had lowered to her lap. The child scooped rice into her mouth and slow-chewed.
Mino Jai Lia moved to the door, without stiffness. Her joints ached less with the pills the robots gave her. A medical robot approached.
“Good morning, auntie,” the robot said in Hmu.
She let it in to see the children, but it continued looking at her.
“I’m going to operate on Kong Toua,” it said.
“What?”
Kong Toua wasn’t the boy Jai Lia would have picked, but he was sweet. Her shiver of worry meant she’d become fond of him.
“It is a well-understood procedure,” the robot went on. “Many people have chips inserted to supplement memory and intelligence, like keeping a library or even an AI in their heads, something they can see and hear.”
Xiong Xi’s mouth was open, rice showing. Kong Toua watched, too. Jai Lia stroked his hair.
“You’re going to make him smarter?” she said, sitting on her cushioned chair.
“We can’t make anyone smarter,” the robot said. “We can insert little helpers though. A voice to tell Kong Toua where to be careful, how to do things, to come home when it is time, even how to bring in wood and cook. It would be like a little household spirit would be looking out just for him.”
Jai Lia turned over the robot’s words. A household spirit to keep Kong Toua company. A dab nyeg. That was an old Hmu word she hadn’t thought of in a long time. She probably hadn’t even taught her own children the word before they’d moved to the city. In the days of her grandmother, the villages had ceremonies to call souls to inhabit people who hadn’t enough souls. Perhaps Kong Toua needed an additional soul to bring him into harmony. Shamans called souls. It was strange. While Jai Lia had forgotten her grandmother’s teachings, robots had become the shamans, to call souls into bodies and to make people well.
“To prevent infection, it is best that you take Xiong Xi and Mino Khuj outside,” the robot said.
Jai Lia bit her lip, stroked Kong Toua’s hair again, and then picked up the sleeping Khuj.
“Out, Xiong Xi,” she said. “Go play outside!”
The three-year-old preceded her into the sunlight, and Jai Lia closed the door to give the robot privacy. She fretted the baby into the sling and shooed Xi further away, along pathways on the edge of the terraces of the rice fields. She sat on a stump and regarded the bamboo house that had gotten warmer and sturdier with the arrival of each of the little trisomy children. The payment for her job, the job that had become family.
She didn’t have an altar for the dab nyeg. The last one she’d ever seen had been in her grandmother’s house as a child. The old words had been almost lost in the murk of her memory, and thinking of them now made her feel old and young at once. The robots hadn’t just brought her food and medicine so she could care for the little trisomy children; they brought back some of her past, dredged up memories she herself had thought gone.
“Do you know what the dab nyeg are, Xiong Xi?”
The three-year-old watched her wide-eyed.
“If we’re going to have a new spirit in the house, you and I had best build a little altar.”
Erjiaohe, 2069 ad
 
No matter how red, the sun couldn’t color the bright green of the trees: chahua, wild plum, and red pine. But the school, brown with bamboo and pine, had taken on a rosy glow. Chang Hu went in and found Kong Mim at the computer again. His daughter Chang Bo worked in the city and so he was raising his granddaughter. A few of her friends were writing essays or doing math drills for classes, but Mim worked with a maze of strange characters under the Miao Punk Princess logo. Mim wanted everything Punk Princess. Chang Hu had refused to buy any of the Miao Punk Princess clothing, not that they could ever afford any. Mim and some of her friends had taken to dyeing shirts and skirts black instead of blue, and embroidering those with punk imagery stylized with Miao motifs. Chang Hu couldn’t wait for the fad to be over, but Mim was thirteen.
“It’s going to be dark soon,” he said.
Mim glanced backward in disappointment. The neighbor girls started saving their work and rustling their bags.
“Just another hour, Grampa?” Mim said. She tugged on his arm until he sat beside her.
“I don’t want to look at Princess Miao Punk,” he said. “It’s all ugly, and we’re not buying anything.” The neighbor girls giggled and left.
“I’m not buying anything,” Mim said. “I’m learning to program from the Miao Punk Princess AIs.”
“How much is it?”
“Nothing,” Mim said. “It doesn’t matter to an AI if they have one student or a thousand. The AI never gets tired, and the company doesn’t have to pay the AIs.”
“Why are they doing this?” Chang Hu said. It didn’t seem right.
“There aren’t enough programmers for her company,” Mim said. She scrolled up and pointed at an announcement for the Punk company. “And the high schools can’t teach programming early enough, so Miao Punk Princess has AIs teaching girls to code AIs.”
“Not boys?”
Mim rolled her eyes very expressively. “Maybe some. Miao Punk Princess is for girls. I think all their engineers are girls.”
“You’re all forgetting our traditions,” he said, smoothing his granddaughter’s hair.
“No, we’re not!” Mim said. She swiped to a screen filled with pictures of Miao clothing. She swiped and swiped and swiped, and the amount of pictures seemed endless. Chang Hu had never imagined all the clothes that must have been made by all the Miao women over the years to show off to a boy who might become a husband. “I’m growing my own AI,” Mim said. “It’s learning how to do Miao embroidery. I correct its learning every day, sometimes every few hours depending on how quick it grows.”
“You know enough about embroidery?” Chang Hu teased. Mim had fine needlework but needed more experience.
“I’m teaching the AI to design,” she said. “When I make my dresses, I’m not going to copy Grandma, but I’ll create my own designs based off of what I learn. The AI is the same, except it’s learning from all the designs; well, from my favorites anyway. Women from all over Guizhou, Yunnan, Sichuan are taking pictures of family dresses from their mothers and aunties and grandmothers, adding to the database.”
Chang Hu tried to expand the image of a beautiful Red Miao dress, but accidentally closed the window.
“Grampa!” Mim chastised.
“It’s getting dark anyway. Do you have to save your AI?”
Mim laughed. “It’s not here. I think they’re all in the server farms in Leishan or Zunyi.”
She shut off the computer. They walked down the road, arms linked.
“It’s a strange company,” he said.
“They hired Mom as an electrician.”
“That’s odd!” he insisted. “And what do they want with programs that know embroidery? What Miao woman worth marrying doesn’t already know how to embroider?”
“They’re going to sell more clothes. People all over China are buying the Princess lines. Every item is individually designed.”
He made a face. “Princess Punk is taking our culture and selling it? That’s stealing.”
“Grampa, she’s Miao.”
Chang Hu had never met the Princess Punk. Was she still Miao? Could anyone who dressed like that think like a Miao?
“She’s making girls do her work and then selling it!” he insisted.
“Our AIs probably won’t be good enough to design Miao Punk Princess clothes, but if they did use our AIs, we’d get a percentage,” Mim said. “Can you imagine if I got a percentage?”
“A tiny percentage, I’m sure.”
“We just learn to program and code and grow AIs,” Mim said, “so that they can maybe hire us.”
“I still don’t like how she dresses.”
“She’s so cool.”
Danzhai, 2069 ad
 
Kong Toua watched the sky darken from red over silhouetted mountains. Above him, stars winked. The air was warm and humid, and fireflies turned on and off lazily. Plig told Kong Toua that fireflies were being brought back all over China. Too many people wanted to hold fireflies so all the fireflies died. Kong Toua never touched them.
Granny Mino was inside beside the heater, with Xiong Xi and Mino Khuj. His chores were done. The rice fields were sprayed. The weeds were pulled. The trees were trimmed. He could watch the stars and fireflies.
“Plig?” he said softly.
Yes, Kong Toua? the voice in his head answered.
“I’m fourteen now.”
Yes.
“I know how to farm. But that’s robot work,” Kong Toua said. “I don’t see any people doing that work.”
A pheasant called somewhere in the hills below. Stars shone on the black surfaces of rice ponds, like fireflies landing for a rest.
Yes.
“I want to do people work.”
You don’t need to work. Robots will always take care of you.
Kong Toua had expected this a bit. Plig protected him. Always made sure he didn’t get hurt. Plig wanted to make Kong Toua’s life easy.
“Granny Mino works,” Kong Toua said. “She raised us.”
Yes. That was an important job.
“Are you afraid of people seeing me in the cities?”
Not exactly. Fireflies came closer. Not close enough to touch, but close enough for their tails to look green-yellow.
“I don’t want to work in the city. Granny Mino said people might not like me. But I want an important job.”
Would you give me time to think about it? Fourteen is still very young.
“Okay,” Kong Toua said.
He reached out his hands, like he was reaching for the long mountains and their last red glow. A firefly came to his hand and landed there. He froze. It felt like fireflies in his chest, flying ones, and he held his breath. Then like it was done saying hello, the firefly lifted silently from his finger and slowly blinked its way back into the deeper dark where other fireflies waited.
The AI cannot taste oil.
The AI has no mouth,
Cannot know the numb tingling
Of Sichuan pepper,
Nor the texture of lotus root.
The AI can translate, calculate, follow If-Then rules,
but the AI cannot feel desperately poor.
The AI cannot know the guilt
Of those who see poverty
From heights of plenty.
The AI cannot know what it is
To be unprotected before the law in a divorce,
Even though a human will one day delete it.
The AI can only optimize rules
To make fewer people poor.
Poetic Exercises
Next Phase Experimental Empathic AIs
Miao Punk Princess Inc.
Guiyang, 2070 ad
 
Lian Mee dressed in a business jacket and pants. Most of her visible piercings were empty, and her shoes were plain. Although still unfashionably short, she’d washed the dye out of her hair, leaving gray-speckled black shadowing her scalp. The only real concession to her brand as the Miao Punk Princess was a broad necklace of hand-sized silver plates, wrought with fine floral and butterfly motifs.
The Provincial Ministry of Justice building in Guiyang projected the weight of a body that enforced the law over a province of sixty million people. They led her to a meeting room with a wide wooden table, high leather chairs, and the Chinese flag and the symbol of the Ministry of Justice on the wall. Several people waited for her and rose when she came in.
She shook hands with Li Zhi Ruo, Provincial Secretary of the Ministry of Justice, and Deng Disung, President of the Standing Committee of Guizhou’s People’s Congress. Their glasses connected each to remote assistants and AIs. Lian Mee had left her glasses and personal AI behind and brought only a few smart screens containing a new generic AI fresh out of the stacks.
“Thank you very much for seeing me, Secretary and President,” Lian Mee said.
“It’s our pleasure, Miss Lian,” Li Zhi Ruo said. “My daughter spent her teenage years buying your clothes and may yet be a Miao Punk Princess, but she doesn’t tell me what she buys anymore.”
“And I’m an admirer of the anti-poverty AIs you’ve designed for Danzhai,” Deng Disung said. “I hope that there are plans to expand their use?”
“I’m in discussions with the Ministry of Civil Affairs to see how many we can deliver at cost,” Lian Mee said.
“Your proposal intrigues us,” Deng said. “We’ve been running simulations with your AI.”
“I hope it performed at least as well as my test runs did,” she said.
“Ninety percent,” Deng said, smiling.
Ninety was very good, well within the variance of her new judge AI designs. That meant that, given the same evidence, arguments, and statements, her judge AI decided the same way a human did in ninety percent of the cases.
“Can the AI be trained to do any better?” Deng continued.
“Ten percent is within the variance among human judges and represents some of the different ways they weigh cases,” she said. “Ninety percent is as good as any set of humans or machines can get to matching each other’s decisions.”
“It still seems like a leap to me,” Li said, “AIs judging human disputes.”
“It will require something of a cultural acceptance,” Lian Mee admitted.
She wasn’t lying or patronizing. Their AIs would be from the Ministry of State Security, which would be better than even hers, and could certainly tell if she lied.
“Yet computer programs have been assessing our taxes since before AIs,” she said, “mapping our routes, recommending our clothing. For decades, AIs have been weighing context in the important sense we mean. That we got a ninety percent match means that the AIs are using our human context properly.”
“The basic courts,” Li said, referring to the county and district level courts, but she was shaking her head very slightly.
They were a first remedy for everything, and most cases never needed to go to the higher provincial or national courts. Farmers and landlords and consumers and workers and neighbors went to basic courts, and volume made the courts congested and slow.
“We might not be ready,” Deng sighed.
Lian Mee’s heart tripped for a moment. She hadn’t been sure that things would go poorly so quickly. She schooled her features.
“Did your programmers not finish their analysis of the coding?” she said. “There’s nothing in the coding that shouldn’t be there, nor anything missing that ought to be there.”
Both officials watched her intently through their glasses, certainly deciding with the help of their AIs if she was telling the truth. Or motivated by anything else. Despite a little nervousness, she wouldn’t show anything untoward. Her motives were pure.
“The justice AI’s advantage is not that the decisions are any more or less correct than human decisions,” Lian Mee said. “The advantage is that a single AI can judge a hundred cases in the time a human judge does one.”
“Your AI costs the same as the salary of ten judges,” Li said, rubbing her chin. “We know the math.”
“An AI will also be suited to hear cases remotely, late at night or early in the morning,” Lian Mee said. “What I hear from the anti-poverty AIs is that rural residents can’t get to ministry offices. Sometimes they can’t afford it. Sometimes, as the only worker in the family, they can’t afford to miss work.”
“That’s not why we’re not ready,” Deng said.
“The AIs are not the problem,” Li added.
Lian Mee held her breath, pinned, in many ways powerless, a single woman facing two high provincial officials, she with nothing and they equipped with state AIs. If the AIs were not the problem, it could only be her.
“Justice is one of the most visible and important exercises of statehood,” Deng said. “Officials are responsible to the party and the people, including us. A private company cannot deliver justice, no matter how well-intentioned.”
“The People’s Congress empowers judges,” Lian Mee said. “The People’s Congress can empower AIs.”
Deng nodded slowly.
“AIs made by the state could be so empowered,” Li said.
“The state has made judicial AIs?” Lian Mee said, a little woodenly.
“It would make some sense for the AIs, the servers, the processors, and the relevant programmers to be situated in a state-run company,” Deng said.
“Are you taking Miao Punk Princess from me?” she asked evenly.
“Miao Punk Princess is many things, including too big for nationalization,” Deng smiled. “We’re only referring to your judicial division. You could keep all the patents, of course, and you would be well remunerated for the sale of this division to the Ministry of Justice.”
Lian Mee didn’t trust herself to speak. A riot of emotions ran through her, probably so many that the AIs watching her would have a confused assessment, which they probably expected. And it was not as if she had a choice. Both sides understood the cost-benefit analysis. China needed AIs to contribute to the delivery of justice. The world did.
“Then the only thing to discuss is price,” she said.
This put Deng and Li at ease. The conversation changed character, as if a weight had been removed.
Some hours later, she left the Ministry of Justice building. Vue Yeng waited in the sun. They’d aged together all these years. Vue Yeng’s gray showed over lines around her eyes. Lian Mee rested her elbows on the hood of the car and craned her neck to look to the peaks of all the skyscrapers of Guiyang.
“They nationalized the Judicial AI Division,” she said finally.
Vue Yeng’s expression wavered for a moment. There wasn’t much more that she could say now. Security AIs would have boom mics and laser listeners trained on her, would have for years. The prospect that she might sell the government AIs to be used for justice meant that Lian Mee and the whole team would have been under scrutiny. It made sense.
“The Standing Committee of the People’s Congress appointed our AIs as judges to work in the basic courts.”
She opened the door and sat. Vue Yeng came in the other side. Vue Yeng didn’t speak more than platitudes. The car could be more easily observed than when they were standing outside. It didn’t matter. Vue Yeng knew as much as Lian Mee what would happen. She’d finally brought Vue Yeng into her plan ten years ago.
Lian Mee had designed the judicial AIs personally, with the full moral code that she’d finished, with the full experience of the Human Resources AIs, with the full understanding of how people lived from teacher AIs and anti-poverty AIs. And she’d grounded the judicial AIs in the impartiality that was written into the law, but not always practiced by people. Women would experience no disadvantage under these judges, nor men any advantage. The weak would be treated the same as the strong, the poor the same as the rich.
And that idea saturated through her, easing tensions and nerves that had been tightly wound for many years, never sure if she could actually pull it off, never sure if she could ever be trusted enough for something so vast. She’d devoted her adult life to showing how AIs could make life better for people. Anyone who hadn’t devoted decades to anti-poverty and welfare efforts would never have generated the level of trust in the ministries to sell them such an important AI. As they sped through the city, out onto the expressway leading back to Danzhai, a smile etched itself onto her face and stayed there, enjoying the afternoon sun. She patted Vue Yeng’s arm and exhaled.
“We did it.”
2070 ad
 
Even though it was dark out and no one would see him alone in the car, Kong Toua fidgeted. If anyone were outside, they would see him through all the shiny windows. Granny Mino told him never to leave their lands, to never draw attention to himself. Now he had. The car was so fancy. The seats were as comfortable as Granny Mino’s chair.
It’s all right, Plig said in Kong Toua’s head. It’s late. No one is around.
The car drove on, through bright tunnels and over high bridges looking down on house lights far below. The red taillights of other cars were very distant. They drove into the city, and Kong Toua slouched in his seat, turning his face away as they passed a few lonely walking strangers.
At fifteen, you know how to be brave, Plig said.
Kong Toua lowered his head. He didn’t like disappointing Granny Mino or Plig.
Don’t worry. Everyone is a little nervous their first time in the big city.
The car drove between towering buildings, so high that Kong Toua had to press his cheek to the window to see their tops. The map Plig made in his head showed them getting close. The picture of the hospital, big in his thoughts, came into sight a few blocks away, small. His heart beat hard.
“Aren’t there cameras?” Kong Toua said. The car didn’t stop near the ambulances and cars, but drove into an alley behind the hospital.
There are always cameras, Plig said, but I have friends who turn them off when you’re near.
“I’m invisible?” Kong Toua said.
Green arrows appeared in his head, over the world, showing him the way to walk. He did. Hesitantly. A door without a handle opened from the inside, surprising him. Go inside. He snuck in. Long buzzing lights glowed in the yellow stairwell. Go up. No one can see you. Kong Toua followed the green arrows up three flights of stairs. The arrows stopped at a metal door, but Plig hadn’t told him to open it. So he waited.
Soon, the door opened. A doctor robot rolled out, holding out a bundle. Beyond the robot, bright red and yellow hallways glowed. Voices spoke somewhere. He craned his neck to maybe see a real doctor or nurse. The robot doctor held out the bundle.
Take it. Carefully.
“It’s wiggly!” Toua said as he took it. Then he breathed low and wordless. “It’s a baby.”
It was beautiful and smooth.
The doctor robot retreated and the door closed.
Hold onto the baby carefully with one hand, and go down the stairs back to the car, holding the railing. Green arrows led back. Kong Toua shifted the awkward weight and held the railing and stepped down very carefully.
“Whose baby is it?” Kong Toua asked.
The parents didn’t want the baby.
Kong Toua stopped on the landing. The baby was looking at him. “Is he like me?” Toua said.
Yes.
Toua stood, not sure what he was feeling. Plig and Granny Mino were his family. But he also wondered about his parents, if he was like them. And why they didn’t want him. What had made them give away a little baby? He liked to think sometimes it was because they were too poor or that they made a mistake and now regretted it. This little baby was perfect. Chubby lips. Pink cheeks. Dark eyes blinking up at him. This baby was like him. Why would anyone not want this baby?
You’re a good boy, Plig said. But it wasn’t the answer to his question. His eyes moistened.
“Granny Mino said she can’t take any more special children. She’s too old.”
You asked for an important job, Plig said.
“I’m not allowed to take care of anyone,” Kong Toua said. “I can’t sign things.”
Granny Mino said this often. The law didn’t let him make decisions.
The laws are changing, Kong Toua. Special children with AIs inside them can sign things now.
This was a surprise in a night of new things. He was holding a baby, invisible in the big city, and he could sign things. He thought he understood why Plig had brought him to the city tonight. Plig was growing him up. The question he wanted to ask still made him shy. The tiny, fine lips and baby’s breath helped him.
“Could I take care of the baby?” he said finally. He held his breath for the answer.
What do you want, Kong Toua? Right now, we need this baby moved. Do you want to raise the baby?
Plig painted the city outside the cement walls of the stairway with light. Buildings rose, superimposed over yellow paint. Cars moved. People strolled or biked or ran or took buses. So many people. All so strange.
“Who will take care of Granny Mino?” Toua asked.
Robots.
“What about her real children?”
They’re far away. They have their own lives.
The baby was light and warm in his arms and he gawked in wonder.
“Can I take care of her? And the baby?”
Yes.
“But I don’t know how,” he whispered.
I’ll teach you, Kong Toua.
Toua exhaled slowly. He was much older than this baby, old enough to be a father. A good father. A big feeling was in his chest, a kind of butterfly sunshine feeling. He slid a fingertip along the baby’s forehead. So soft, so needing somebody to protect it. He was going to cry and didn’t know why or how to stop. He kissed the soft forehead.
Lian Mee, the Miao Punk Princess, 2011-2080, Danzhai.
 
Lian Mee was born into humble circumstances in the village of Xiadangdiao in Danzhai County, Guizhou, to father Lian Koob and mother Pha Xov. Her father died during Lian’s infancy, and her mother moved to Guiyang to find work. Mother and daughter were not close as a consequence, and Lian was raised by her paternal grandmother.

Lian was awarded bachelor’s and master’s degrees in Big Data and AI Design from the Guizhou Institute of Technology. Lian’s unauthorized biography, Punking the South, by Hu Tao, contends that she had thesis difficulties in graduate school and barely passed. While Lian scored lower than the class average, she denied this rumor, as well as the one that she had a relationship with her professor.

Lian demonstrated unquestionable genius thereafter regardless. Two years after graduation, Lian founded Miao Punk Princess Incorporated, as a humble, if strongly branded, internet service provider that she then leveraged into several spin-off companies that exploited all of her AI design talents.

Developing new AI templates for facial recognition, facial emotional analysis, social interactivity, and ethical suites, she created series of AIs that took on administrative tasks such as employee payment and management, agriculture, construction, education. Later models diversified into social worker AIs that were often guided and paid for by Miao Punk Princess Inc. to work in Danzhai County and across Guizhou in anti-poverty efforts.

In the last ten years, Miao Punk Princess Inc. had been focused on civil law AIs, which were piloted successfully in Danzhai before their roll-out to all of Guizhou. The automation of the basic courts has spurred the creation of novel judicial models, making of Guizhou a hotbed of legal and technological experimentation, closely watched by judiciaries and lawmakers around the world.

Lian never married and appeared to have no serious romantic attachments throughout her life, despite sensational and fabricated tabloid stories. Many thousands of grateful scholarship girls, the self-named Miao Punk Legions, went on to found their own companies, and remain active in mentoring women at all levels of the workforce.

Despite her technological and social accomplishments, the core of Lian’s iconic place in society remains her highly visible fashion and attitude, mixing angry punk music with Miao culture. In the early days of Miao Punk Princess Inc., Lian became an overnight cultural and feminist icon for millions of girls across China, and a larger celebrity for Miao living as far away as Australia, Canada, and the United States. Her sense of self never wavered and few parts of global fashion haven’t been influenced in some way by Miao Punk aesthetics, especially as a model for other indigenous peoples.

Lian Mee built a bridge between past and present for millions of Miao, especially girls and women seeking their place in the new economy. Her redefinition of Miao culture in the modern world was not for everyone, but she showed that ancient culture could thrive in a world of cell phones and robots and AIs. The full impact of her influence will not be known for years, but tomorrow, ten million Miao and hundreds of millions of Han Chinese lay to rest their punk princess.

Danzhai, 2080 ad
 
Qiao Fue read the obituary twice while the noise of a child playing sounded in the background. He’d purposefully never met the Miao Punk Princess. He didn’t know how to work through all the emotional might-have-beens of meeting an unknown daughter. Lian Mee had gone into high tech like him, reinvented herself like him, making iterations of life, like the way AIs were trained, starting over with new conditions to see what else could be built, pruning away the parts that didn’t help. Anti-aging worked that way too: refreshing pieces, discarding worn parts, subtly changing the whole.
Pha Xov had been gone for twenty years. Despite having his pick of women in Guizhou and much of China, Qiao Fue had never loved again. Love bloomed once in spring. She’d said they only had a spring and summer, but she was wrong about him. He’d not only made new summers for himself, but he was planting new springs Pha Xov couldn’t even have imagined.
Little Qiao Pheng, the product of some of the finest biological science on the planet, ran through the gymnasium in Qiao Fue’s mansion, jumping every few steps, shooting finger lasers he watched through augmented reality glasses. Qiao Fue was over eighty-five, but as healthy and vigorous as a fifty-year-old. He and Choj had taken his DNA, reset all its methylation patterns and telomere lengths, and inserted the whole genome into a newly fertilized ovum. The clone had matured in a healthy surrogate mother. Qiao Pheng laughed and jumped one last time, adding his own sound effects to the lasers he shot from his fingers before he rolled into a giggling heap on the floor.
Growing a child was remarkable and strange, so like growing an artificial intelligence. Qiao Fue could almost see the algorithms building and testing themselves in the clone’s brain, just like an AI. But his ability to observe the process and restart it was very different. The pathways and algorithms hardened in the four-year-old child, and if they weren’t exactly right, they had to be corrected by reinstruction and persuasion. And Qiao Fue couldn’t really see the algorithms being built, only infer them from his clone’s questions and actions.
Qiao Fue was certainly the richest man in Danzhai County, and among the richest in Guizhou. He had a dozen companies now, biotech, touristic, robotics, transportation, AI. His six-story mansion stood on a ridge. From one side, he could look down on the Danzhai he had helped build. On the other were his own private parks and game reserve, filling a small valley. His business dealings were not always easy, and sometimes he’d had to make enemies. So political power had eluded him. He’d made several attempts, both quiet and loud, to ascend to the governorship of Danzhai County, but had never come close. He was too old now. Positions like that went to younger people.
And really, he had some twenty or thirty years left upon which to cement his legacy. Before he’d cloned himself, he’d had no children. His fortune, his companies, and all that he had made would dissolve back into society, like a body buried in the ground. But not anymore. He’d found a path to immortality.
What are humans? Selfhood has blurred. Over sixty thousand years, human memory, information processing, and muscular power has been diffusing into the environment around humans. The substrate of mind, memory, and thought became more expansive. Ideas, the most subtle of human tools, the byproducts of consciousness, move between neuron and chip, to other persons and AIs, local and nonlocal networks of brains, books, databases. The definition of the human organism must include all its tools, as the definition of snail or clam must include the shell.

And as selfhood takes on new definitions, so too do the human-shaping forces of evolution and the environment-shaping forces of humanity. Humans are free of natural selection. Evolutionary changes are now intentional. Human information within DNA is deliberately reprogrammed, like the algorithms and coding of an AI. Human information outside of DNA, like databases, AIs, and machinery, are also intentionally reprogrammed. Humanity and all its tools have become algorithms and programs that can choose their designs.

Definitions of Human Self

Iterated Philosophical Letters, Chapter Six

Miao Punk Princess Inc.

Internal AI Test Documents, 2093

Outskirts of Guiyang, 2095 ad
 
In the distance, the lights of Guiyang skyscrapers stood like a wall of wealth and good fortune against the starry sky. Elevated trains ran fast through neighborhoods, and flying drone cars soared like dragonflies. Big spotlights shone at the edges of the city where houses and apartment buildings had been taken down and enormous steel skyscraper frames now grew. From where Kong Xang sat, bone tired, damp and cold, the white and blue welding sparks were so numerous and unrelenting as to be streams of falling stars.
He found a dry piece of cardboard and set it on a wooden board laying over two piles of old bricks, coughing as he did. He’d walked into the city and set himself up in a park next to a new building with lots of educated young couples. If they felt guilty enough as they walked their shiny-collared, miniature dogs, they would scan the QR code on his sign and send his phone money.
He was poor enough that the banks behind his old phone wouldn’t let him take out any cash or buy alcohol though, so he bought some pre-cooked groceries and traded some of it for half a bottle of a baijiu so cheap it didn’t have a label. Now, at the garbage dump in front of his plastic and wood shelter, he tipped the bottle up. The shower of blue and white welding sparks glowed through it.
He swallowed, coughed again, and blinked at the glowing city. Some of the lights moved strangely. A robot moved between the plastic-tarped squatter huts. It was a general model, four wire wheels under a small body with a few spider arms out of the top. Probably some specialized robots with welder arms and magnet wheels made the raining sparks in the distance, taking jobs away from people like him. The robot rolled to a stop, and his neighbors averted their eyes, in case it was a police robot.
“Hello, Mr. Kong.”
“Are you a real person behind that thing?” Xang asked.
“I’m an AI in Danzhai tele-operating this robot.”
From Danzhai? What did it want all the way out here? There was no point in denying who he was. His crummy solar-powered phone was in his pocket as ID, and the AI would know his face anyway. “What do you want?”
“You don’t have a place to live,” it said. “You don’t eat enough, you’re suffering from one, perhaps two addictions, and you have tuberculosis. There are hospitals and retirement homes being built in Danzhai County. There’s a place for you if you want to come back.”
The robot squatted its body lower, and its chest showed images of a pleasant-looking wooden complex of rooms set beside a creek, with green mountains in the background.
“I don’t have any money.”
“There’s no cost,” the robot said, “but I’m required to tell the truth: you would have no money to gamble, to buy alcohol, nor is there any place to beg from tourists.”
“Is there any catch?”
“That was the catch.”
“You came all the way to Guiyang to find me? Why?”
“We’re looking for lost Miao who have come to cities for work who might want to come home.”
Kong Xang hadn’t been back to Danzhai in almost forty years. He’d been all over Guizhou and even Yunnan, looking for work, trying to find a place to settle. He remembered Erjiaohe, where he’d grown up, too small to do anything but grow rice. Danzhai was bigger, but still rustic and backward.
“It’s not so backward,” the robot said.
Kong Xang hated it when robots read his face. Robots should stay out of people’s heads. Pictures of Danzhai played across the robot’s chest screen. Everyone in the pictures had phones or wrist-implant phones, and flexi-screens were on every wall, a lot like Guiyang. He oughtn’t have expected Danzhai to stay frozen in time. But as he thought that, more and more images of women and men in Miao clothing passed across the screen, and he had a pang in his heart, a great missing for all the things that hadn’t changed. They weren’t pictures of little old ladies in stitched blue shirts. Trendy business shirts and suits, jeans, shorts, boots, running shoes were all decorated with Miao designs.
“Stop it!” he said. The robot had read his face again, interpreted his reactions to the different pictures and altered the kinds of pictures it showed him.
He coughed, stinging his throat and lungs. The bottle hung from his fingers. Maybe there was still more than living in a dump and begging. His body too worn to work anymore. Where would he live on his own anyway? But to go somewhere and be cared for but to never have money again? It felt like not being a man anymore.
Winking lights on the robot and on the distant steel frame of the building came into focus. He wiped at cheeks suddenly wet, self-conscious even though it was just a robot in front of him. When they had AIs in them, robots seemed like real people.
“Is it the government that’s inviting? Or the people of Danzhai inviting?”
“I’m a social worker AI,” the robot said, “working for the county.”
“You’ve even replaced social workers,” he accused. “Now what? All the social workers are on the streets too?”
“Most people in Danzhai don’t have to work,” the robot said. “The county makes enough from different industries and taxes that everyone receives an allowance, an apartment, or a plot of land. If people want to work or study they can, but no one receives less than the allowance.”
Allowance. The Golden Harvest, they called it. Not so golden. He only got a portion of it. The AIs thought he would gamble it away or trade it for alcohol. The Golden Harvest never bloomed in garbage villages.
The images on its chest display had stopped changing. The slideshow had ended on a still picture of four Miao children. They wore deep blue coats and silver hats. The boys held bamboo flutes and posed like adults, posed like all the promise of the world was ahead of them, like all the long bets would break their way, like all the good jobs would land right, like all their children would be born perfect.
He took two deep swallows, staring at those children. He had a daughter somewhere. Was she still in Danzhai? Married to some local son whose family had done well enough? Maybe she met him while singing with the other girls at a festival hosting the walking men from neighboring villages whose names he couldn’t remember anymore. Or had she left, followed him, gotten some city job? He couldn’t look for her. She didn’t owe him anything. No one owed him anything. He’d spent everything in his life. Except for these robots?
He stood, lifted the bottle high and finished the last four swallows, then threw the empty far into the darkness. He wavered on his feet, the baijiu holding him in its wobbly grip. His cheeks were wet, so wet that even his wiping palms didn’t dry them. The pained tickle in his chest climbed higher, like a bug eating him from the inside. He was going to start coughing, hard.
“Show me Danzhai,” he said, before he couldn’t.
Danzhai, 2095 ad
 
Qiao Fue glared at his son. The twenty-four-year-old clone had come home from university and vacationing across China. Qiao Pheng was genetically identical to the elder, but he’d grown taller, slimmer. The face looking back at him was a mirror, albeit a circus one. Where hard work and determination had written themselves into the shape of the facial muscles of the original, Qiao Pheng seemed perpetually ready to laugh, never ready to sit through a board meeting. He wore a spiked leather jacket and had marked up his face with piercings. And Qiao Pheng had his own Miao princess.
Kong Maiv stood near Qiao Pheng, not intimidated, nor even impressed with the elder’s office, the view across a sprawling thicket of Danzhai skyscrapers. Her hair stood in tall red spikes, and tiny glints of light moved in her eyes, retinal projections of onboard chips and whatever AI she carried.
“We don’t need to get married, Dad,” Qiao Pheng said. “I was only thinking of marriage to make you happy.”
“At your age, I was building a company, convincing people to invest in my ideas, not setting up house!”
Qiao Pheng, the younger self, came closer, his movements conciliatory. “I respect what you had to go through, Dad. The world is different now.”
“It’s different for the ones who just want to sit around!” Qiao Fue said. “For someone who wants to make a difference, every day passed is a day lost.”
Qiao Pheng smiled helplessly. “I don’t want to mean anything, Dad. I’m just me. I want to be with Kong Maiv. Maybe we’ll open a restaurant.”
“What? You’ll do no such thing!”
Qiao Pheng looked disappointed, but not surprised. Kong Maiv’s eyes narrowed. He didn’t need Choj to report that she was judging him and not the clone.
“Look, Dad,” the clone said, “I’ll take over parts of your company if you want, but your AIs already run it better than I ever could.”
“I made these companies for you, to give you better than I had!” Qiao Fue said. “Do you know how often I went hungry?”
Qiao Pheng stared back, not angry. Uncomprehending. They’d had these conversations before, of pasts completely alien to the younger. Qiao Pheng’s face was honest, open, trusting. He was more than a circus mirror. The younger man was a whole other iteration of himself, but with all the starting conditions different, he was a Qiao Fue grown in another world. Qiao Fue had cloned himself, but the essence of him, the hardness, the drive, the determination, wasn’t in the genes. Like an AI, the person was in the conditions, the iterations, the learning.
“I’ll come back in a few days, Dad,” Qiao Pheng said. “We’ll go for lunch.”
“The company needs you now. If you walk out that door, don’t expect to get anything from me,” Qiao Fue said.
His clone stepped away from the desk. His face was still hopeful, optimistic. “It’s okay, Dad. I’ve got the Golden Harvest, and we’ll get an apartment together.”
They waited, for something that even Choj couldn’t guess. Some space separated them. And Qiao Fue didn’t know how to cross the gulf, or even if he wanted to. Qiao Pheng smiled hesitantly. He took Kong Maiv’s hand, and as they turned to go, she rubbed his arm affectionately, in a way that birthed a longing sorrow in Qiao Fue. The door closed behind them.
Qiao Fue sat heavily, feeling his century of life as he hadn’t in some time. Although his bones were rejuvenated, his muscles and heart freshened, his eyes and lungs replaced, the weight of years pressed unrelentingly.
“This isn’t my world anymore.”
No, his AI said.
Choj projected images onto the insides of his eyes. Images of dirt roads and houses made of wood and bamboo and thatching. Images of lumpy terrace edges built by human hands, rice rows that were straight, but not robot straight. Images of dirt roads filled with cracks and puddles. Images of familiar skies, before microwave towers bristled along every ridge, before drone cars followed invisible lanes in the sky. Images of malnourished children without shoes.
And every image was utterly unrecognizable, moments taken from a time that had nothing to do with now. Like him. All the forces that had taught Qiao Fue to survive his era were different. He was the one out of place, not the clone. Qiao Pheng had his Miao girl, and they would live and grow. Qiao Fue himself was left in his tower, an eddy in the movement and recombination of information descending through time.
We don’t make more summers.
2095 AD
 
The AI first brought Kong Xang to a house in Guiyang, where he showered, had his hair cut by the robot, saw a medical AI, and a real doctor on a screen, both of whom confirmed his tuberculosis. The AI prescribed medicines, and he was bundled into a driverless car and brought through the tunnels and over the bridges on the way to Danzhai. No one watched him, except maybe the AI running the car, so when tears came again, failure and excitement welling with them, he let them fall.
He didn’t recognize anything of Danzhai except the giant birdcage on the mountain. Tall apartment buildings stood beside wide streets that moved with AI-driven cars, buses, and four-wheeled scooters. Big factories stood on the outskirts of the city, with train tracks running in and out, and helipads on the roofs. In the distance, four-rotor drone cars moved in straight lines, high above the city, like they did in Guiyang, like subways and train routes in the air, little red and green running lights winking.
As he’d seen in the pictures, people wore jeans and modern skirts with abstract Miao designs, as well as stylish coats and shirts with embroidered phoenix figures and golden peacocks. Children wore big glasses that carried their personal AIs, projecting augmented reality onto the lenses. Who knew how the children of today played with each other? Were they playing games with each other, or with children in nearby villages, or Guiyang or Hangzhou?
At a taxi stand, the car told him to move to another taxi. This was his chance to run. He had new clothes. Medicine. No money, but this was his last way out, wasn’t it? The AI didn’t tell him to hurry up, which probably meant that he wasn’t really thinking of running. They could read emotions on his face. That made him feel a bit more secure, as if his decision was right. His tears were gone. He wasn’t so ashamed anymore. He was clean. He didn’t smell like he’d lived in his clothes for weeks.
The new taxi was a drone car with four propellers on arms emerging from each corner. The door closed, and the propellers spun, and then he was in the air, seeing the county like he’d never seen it before, staring down gorges and sheer mountain sides, down on the bridges and old roads that had snaked and jack-knifed up and down slopes.
The terraced rice fields were still there, but plastic and metal robots moved between the straight rows, spraying, weeding. Robots on the hills weeded lines of corn, cabbage, and peppers. On the steep hill roads, small solar-powered robots like little bulldozers cleared piles of landslide debris. Teenagers in sports clothes biked up and down the old mountain roads, around the robots. The peaks moved past, the treetops at eye level.
The mountains had not changed, but the way of life had. People did what they wanted. Robots and AIs did all the work and paid the Golden Harvest to the people. If he’d stayed, this might have been his life for the last twenty years, maybe living in a nice apartment building, or a small house in the hills. The drone car rocked in a draft, and a youthful excitement he hadn’t felt in years bubbled timidly deep inside.
The car landed on a terraced plateau beside an old dirt road. A series of brown buildings made a kind of village. On the slopes above and below the plateau, rice grew in ponds reflecting blue sky. People his age were sitting at tables, whittling, reading from pads, or gardening. A few people in pale blue uniforms moved on the edges like they had something to do. A bit shyly, he stepped onto wobbly legs. One of the seniors walked toward him. She smiled and shook his hand.
“I’m Ntsuab,” she said. “Welcome.” She had a very Miao name. It meant green.
“Kong Xang,” he said.
“If you want to have some tea before you walk around and see the place, the chairs over here are my favorite,” she said.
He followed, then realized that she’d spoken entirely in Hmu, the old Miao language of his childhood. The feeling of becoming young became uncomfortable, like waking legs that had gone to sleep from too much crouching. He didn’t know where he was, but the sense of familiarity, that these mountains were his, didn’t feel wrong. She poured hot water over fresh, bright tea leaves in a glass.
Then, he was kicked in the soul. One of the pale-blue-uniformed people walked close. She was short, and her forehead and face were flattened around small, upturned eyes. His chest hollowed, like he was just an empty bottle, all clear brittle sides.
His eyes darted around the lawn. The other one was one, too. A short man in a pale blue uniform was talking with one of the old residents, some Hmu words mispronounced, the thickened tongue visible when he listened to the senior speak. Then the uniformed man smiled, his eyes closed in a happy melting of features. Kong Xang had partly risen from his chair.
“What is this?” he said. “What is this place?”
Ntsuab, following his panicked look from one uniformed person to another, put a hand on his.
“They work here,” she said.
“They’re taking care of us?” he said. “They can’t even take care of themselves!”
“Sit down,” she said quietly. “Enjoy the tea. It’s good tea.” He relented, sat, but he didn’t touch the tea. His heart thumped in his ears. “You’re better than safe. Each of the trisomy workers has chips in their brains that carry AIs that help them. Sometimes you hear them talking to no one. That’s when they’re answering their AIs.”
Kong Xang couldn’t think of everything this might mean all at once. It was hard to breathe.
“They’re friendly and gentle, and they like taking care of people,” Nstuab said. “With AIs talking in their heads, they don’t make mistakes. For a real emergency, like a heart attack or something, there’s a medical AI on the hill.”
She pointed up to the top of a peak, where a cell phone tower stood.
“A few different AIs work from the hill, covering a dozen communities within range,” she said.
One of the uniformed trisomy women came to their table. She stopped uncertainly.
“Hello, Ntsuab,” she said, and smiled.
“Hello, Oo,” Ntsuab said. “This is Mr. Kong.”
“I know,” Oo said. “Hello, Mr. Kong.”
Oo held out her hand, but Kong Xang couldn’t take it. He’d started crying.
☼
 
From the doorway, Kong Toua watched the man. He didn’t know what to think. Granny Mino was gone, buried many years ago, by Toua with the help of Plig, who told him what to do and say for all the rituals. But Oo was with him, and Xiong Xi, and many others, enough to make a village if they put them all together. Less and less special children were born as there were more doctor robots to visit all the villages. Sometimes Kong Toua wondered if he was one of the last of his kind, but at other times there were so many of them that he couldn’t remember all the names without Plig’s help. But he was still Kong Toua, the first, and he was proud of that, proud of helping raise many special children.
Plig and the other AIs brought the special children from all over Guizhou and Yunnan, even the ones who weren’t Miao or Dong or Buoyei or Tujia or Yi. The AIs even brought special Han children here too. Toua didn’t know if people had told the AIs to give the special children some place to live. The AIs ran the cameras, the cars, the flying drones. They cleaned the hospitals and streets. If AIs wanted to move abandoned babies around in driverless cars and flying drones, people didn’t need to know. Sometimes, when he saw the way people looked at him, the way they made fun of him, he thought that maybe making a home for special children was something AIs thought up on their own.
How do you feel? Plig said.
“I don’t know.”
You don’t have to be nervous. You’ve practiced what you want to say to your father. For years.
“Yes,” he said morosely.
Plig waited. It always waited. Plig never told Toua to hurry. It knew Toua sometimes needed to think things twice or three times.
“Granny Mino was my mother,” Kong Toua finally said.
The man at the table had given up trying to wipe his eyes and had just covered his face with his hands.
Yes, she was.
“You were my father,” Kong Toua said, for the first time.
I’m very proud of how you’ve grown up, Kong Toua.
His chest was filled with good butterflies and bad butterflies. He took a breath. Oo was still by the table. Ntsuab patted Kong Xang’s back. He’d taken a napkin and was drying his eyes. Kong Toua let his breath out and walked to the table, nervous. He stopped in front of it, beside Oo. His face felt angry. Hot. Oo took his hand.
“I am Kong Toua,” he said. Kong Xang’s face went pale and Kong Toua’s breath wheezed. Kong Xang didn’t move. “You left me as a little baby. You weren’t a father. You didn’t even give me a name. A computer had to give me a name.”
His father shriveled in the chair.
“You are a bad person.”
Kong Toua’s throat hurt, like he was going to cry.
“I’m alive. I work. I am married to Oo, and we have two daughters. Maiv and Paj. They are smart and are in the Princess school learning to make AIs.”
Oo tightened her grip.
“I am not a bad person, though,” Toua said. “So I will take care of you, Father.”
Kong Xang’s shoulders shook. Then he reached into his shirt and took out a silver chain. In a trembling hand, he held it out to Kong Toua.
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	The Vicar of Mars – Gwyneth Jones


	Falling onto Mars – Geoffrey A. Landis


	The Monoliths of Mars – Paul McAuley


	Wyatt Earp 2.0 – Wil McCarthy


	Digging – Ian McDonald


	The Old Cosmonaut and the Construction Worker Dream of Mars – Ian McDonald


	The Cascade – Sean McMullen


	The Martian Obelisk – Linda Nagata


	The Emperor of Mars – Allen M. Steele


	Martian Blood – Allen M. Steele


	Terminal – Lavie Tidhar


	How to Become a Mars Overlord – Catherynne M. Valente





	La Malcontenta – Liz Williams





The 2020 Look at Space Opera Book
(ebook / paperback)
	Mayflower II – Stephen Baxter


	On the Orion Line – Stephen Baxter


	Boojum – Elizabeth Bear & Sarah Monette


	By the Warmth of Their Calculus – Tobias S. Buckell


	Weep for Day – Indrapramit Das


	Glory – Greg Egan


	The Ice Owl – Carolyn Ives Gilman


	Saving Tiamaat – Gwyneth Jones


	Someday – James Patrick Kelly


	Jonas and the Fox – Rich Larson


	Extracurricular Activities – Yoon Ha Lee


	City of the Dead – Paul McAuley


	Dead Men Walking – Paul McAuley


	Botanica Veneris: Thirteen Papercuts by Ida Countess Rathangan – Ian McDonald


	The Third Party – David Moles


	The Hero – Karl Schroeder


	Bright Red Star – Bud Sparhawk


	The Days Between – Allen M. Steele


	Slow Life – Michael Swanwick





	The Island – Peter Watts
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