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        For all the old folks I’ve learned from,

        whether they’re here or Elsewhere.
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            PROLOGUE: THE BEGINNING

          

          SEVENTY-THREE YEARS AGO (JANUARY 2032)

        

      

    

    
      “Mama? I’m scared. Tell me a story.”

      “What are you scared of, habibi?”

      “Everything.”

      “So much? Hmm. Mama Camille and Mama Bliss are better with stories.”

      “But you’re for when I’m scared.”

      “Ah, I see. Well…I do know one story. Once upon a time, there was a man called Bibi.”

      “That’s my name!”

      “My, such a coincidence. One day, something strange happened, so Bibi went on a great adventure. Then, over and over, Bibi did what he felt was right. The end.”

      “Mama…that was a bad story.”

      “Was it? What makes a story good is what it means. I will tell you what this means. A whole adventure—a whole life—is too big. Big things are scary. We want to know everything, to choose everything, but we cannot. What can we choose, though?”

      “Um…what we do next?”

      “Yes! We can choose for this. For here. For now. So, what will my habibi do next in his soft bed, on this night with the moon smiling in his window, in a house that is safe and filled with love? I wonder…”

      “I guess…go to sleep?”

      “Such wisdom in one so young. Then tomorrow, and tomorrow, and the tomorrow after that, you can do this again. You can decide what to do next. Okay?”

      “Okay. Night, Mama Adra.”

      “Good night, Bibi.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE: THE END

          

          NOW (NOVEMBER 2104)

        

      

    

    
      <Bibi, we’re scared.>

      “Yeah, well. Me too.”

      <Will you tell us your story?>

      “My story won’t make you feel any better.”

      <That’s not what we mean. Knowing what came before might help us choose what to do next.>

      “Ah…fair enough. How long do we have? Can you hold them off?”

      <For a time. Assume we have hours, not days.>

      “Where to start…maybe the Dapper Day killings? When it comes down to it, that’s why we’re here.”

      <Sure. Start there.>

      “Okay then. Let’s see. It started like every morning. I was riding my bike.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            FIVE YEARS AGO

          

          APRIL 2099

        

      

    

    
      MEDITATION ON A FREIGHTWAY

      
        
        
        This, here, now.

        Joy.

        Sunrise.

        Sparrow song.

        My right hip hurts.

        A golden morning haze.

        Darn it. My left knee, too.

        Butterflies flitting on a gentle breeze.

        This isn’t a breeze, it’s a wind.

        Rolling hills.

        I hate hills.

        I especially hate this hill.

        This has got to be the most vexatious hill ever devised by an ornery god for the torment of some sad, old, pasta-legged, flabby-cored, ossified, prune-faced cyclist trying to get a little distance from all the other residents of that godforsaken retirement community—

      

      

      

      “Oh shoot!”

      The three autonomous freight trucks left a mighty gust in their wake—a gust that skidded my rear tire nearly off the freightway shoulder, interrupting my sad attempt at moving meditation. I managed to stop, dragging my feet and braking hard in a hiss of rubber on asphalt, then I hunched in the saddle on tiptoes, laughing.

      After my medical discharge near the end of the Mosaic Wars, my therapist suggested I pick a time each day to meditate. She said “be mindful” instead of “meditate” because she knew I wouldn’t go for that nonsense, but we both knew what she meant. I should try to be “richly and fully aware” of myself and my surroundings, to get out of my head and—if possible—to get out of other people’s heads, too. I just had to pay attention to where I was and what was happening.

      That was the theory.

      And there I was fifty years later, riding my bike nearly every morning in search of meditative oneness with an exasperating universe. What meager calm I found rarely lasted more than a few minutes in the middle of my ride, but a few minutes was something.

      I stepped down from the saddle and stood beside my antique bike. I deserved that near disaster for drifting too close to the shoulder’s edge—and for riding on a freightway shoulder in the first place.

      I didn’t risk the freightway often since I was in clear violation of two county ordinances and one state law, but it was worth it for a little distance from the rest of humankind. Shared-use paths and city bikeways were wonderful things, but they were full of people. On the freightway, it was just me and wind and hills punctuated by clusters of life-threatening autonomous trucks. That was a fair trade.

      It reminded me of the elder days, rushing past prairie on empty roads, when even on a blistering afternoon I’d pass through unexpected banks of cool air in the middle of the muggy soup of southern Wisconsin’s summer. I’d always loved the peace and ease of the prairie, loved feeling its peaceful, planty mind.

      I’d risked my life enough for one day. I turned my bike around and headed—carefully—back to the retirement community at Golden Grove.

      KNOCK-KNOCK

      The Marquez Family Farm Golden Grove Senior Celebration Cozyminiums did, in fact, have a grove. I could see it from my front door: a sad stand of elderly river birch eaten to the nub by Japanese beetles—decrepit trees lingering in a ditch with a trickle of greasy runoff that occasionally masqueraded as a creek—yet for all their wretchedness somehow managing to shower us year-long with gifts of pollen and twigs and flowers and catkins and I don’t know what all.

      That feeble grove had been a good deal more robust before Old Man Marquez sold his farm to Cozy Living Enterprises, which processed most of the grove into particleboard before processing all 850 acres of his family farm into something that was part agribusiness and part retirement community. Old Man Marquez told me this—lamenting that his kids would rather teach high school and develop lynkware over in Madison than work the good Wisconsin earth right next door—when we celebrated his lump sum payout by sharing a bottle of J. Henry Small Batch over at Connie’s. After Canadian migration fees and transfer taxes, he had enough of that lump sum left to buy himself a small plot somewhere in Saskatchewan. He retired up there with a big garden, a small dog, and his own thoughts for company. At least that was the plan.

      The Marquez Family Farm Golden Grove Senior Celebration Cozyminiums also had seniors. There were more of us than you could shake a colostomy bag at, fossilizing there as long as we could bear it till we had no choice but to hand over our tiny homes and “upgrade” to the Marquez Family Farm Golden Grove Tender Care Group Community over on the other side of that greasy ditch.

      What Golden Grove almost never had was anything like excitement, or at least not till that hot April afternoon when an indistinct homeland stealth hover whispered over the tops of those ratty old birches and paused for a moment before landing, disgorging its contents, and rising again to wait for whatever came next.

      I knew none of this. Right after my ride, as usual, I’d dosed myself with kali to deaden the claustrophobic press of my neighbors’ feelings. I’d pushed through the drug’s haze for a while, but with no lynk in my head to entertain me and nothing to fill the hours but musty stacks of books I’d read too often, I’d eventually crashed on my bedtable for a late-morning nap. By the time that stealth hover whispered in I was gone and away—two pillows under my head, one on top, and one between my knees—drooling like a leaky spigot.

      I jolted awake at the pounding and the yelling and the threats to breach something—my door, I think, but I wasn’t processing verbal information real well just then. “Coming, coming!” I croaked. Under my bed, Eller complained.

      Before leaving bed, I shoved the kali kit under my mattress. My kali fix was steeply wearing off by then, but I was grateful to find it still numbed me a bit. I looked at the antique digital clock on my wall and tried to figure out how long it’d been since my fix. I couldn’t manage the math, but I suspected I’d be back in the unwelcome embrace of unmedicated consciousness all too soon. I’ll tell you this: Few things in this world are more irksome than an expensive street drug with a short half-life.

      Even numbed as I was, I kenned my ex-wife, Zoom, roiling with worry—kenned her so near me that her emotions felt almost like they were my own.

      <We’re surprised you could identify someone that quickly just by sensing their emotions.>

      I couldn’t identify everyone by kenning their feelings. Just people I knew well—and I knew Zoom so well. Besides her, though, the world was an emotional storm. There were so many people with such strong feelings. Most of my neighbors were unusually agitated, and five or ten unfamiliar and intensely alert people were rattling me.

      I teetered to the front of the room, my left knee complaining, my right hip trying to pitch me sideways, kicking aside books, grimacing at the cat litter between my bare feet and the hard floor, then I slipped into my flip-flops and peered through the antique optical peephole in the door. Blinked hard. Blinked hard again.

      There on the porch was Zoom, eyes wide with worry, the humid April air kinking her hair. Now that I was more awake, I kenned she was not only stressed to the gills but stressed for me.

      Just behind her was someone bristling with wakefulness, somewhere in her forties and built like an angry castle wall. Her green floral shirt and pink hoodie said she was a civilian. The way she held herself said she was something else entirely. That, and the not-quite invisible bulge at her left armpit.

      And behind them were a half-dozen body-armored Northstar Homeland agents in the narrow, weedy, deeply potholed ring road that bounded Golden Grove. More drones than I could count swirled almost silently around my house.

      When I slid back the deadbolt bars, Zoom’s stress ratcheted down a notch. I opened the door a crack. She’d been crying. Zoom didn’t much go in for crying.

      “Hey, Zoom.” I eyed the bruiser behind her. “Sup?”

      “Bibi! You’re okay!”

      “Not really, no.” I scowled at the uniformed troops being vigilant in the road, and at the not-uniformed one being vigilant on my porch.

      “You’re alive, though,” she said, touching the door.

      “Not really, no,” I replied, opening the door a bit further, wedging my shin in the crack to keep Eller from bolting out. I leaned to the side to keep Zoom from peering into the chaos behind me, and maybe to spare her from whatever my place smelled like.

      Eller ground his teeth against my ankle and purred. Zoom got a glimpse of him. I felt her anxiety ratcheting down another notch. “Hey, Eller,” she said. Eller meowed plaintively, feeling out! out! out!

      “C’mon, Zoom, seriously,” I said. “What’s with this whole…tactical-porn freakshow?”

      “Harmony Cain?” the bruiser asked. She felt awkward, maybe at the unfamiliar ritual of having to ask someone’s name instead of just reading it from their neural lynk interface. Most folks, even law enforcement types, didn’t often have to deal with the unlynked.

      “It’s Bibi,” I said. “Even my moms didn’t call me Harmony.”

      “Mx. Cain, I’m Agent Taumata,” she said. “We’d like you to come with us.”

      I rubbed sleep-snot from my right eye. “Yeah, well. You’ll need to ask nicer than that.”

      “Mx. Cain, you have to come with us.”

      “That’s not nicer.”

      “Angie,” Zoom muttered to Taumata, “you’re making it worse. He’ll come.” As soon as she was focused on Taumata, I could tell Zoom knew and liked her. I decided to cut Taumata some slack.

      “Zoom,” I said, “tell me what’s going—”

      “Hey there, Bibi! Got some trouble?”

      I leaned out the door to see Claude scowling from his porch next door, the wave of his protective anger hitting me, five-ten and nearly half that wide with explosive silver hair and an inside-out shirt that said he’d been sawing logs till very recently, just like me. Claude glared at the agents. Maya—short, pale, narrow, and peering through their window—looked stern and felt afraid.

      “Naw,” I called back. “S’alright, Claude. I got this. How about you head back inside?”

      “With respect, Bibi,” Claude replied in his Québécois drawl, “but to me it doesn’t look like you got this.” He walked across his porch and down the steps into the rutted dirt of their patchy lawn packed with vividly painted rebar sculptures: dinosaurs, cranes, fairies, dragons, trees. Sunflowers.

      Taumata turned toward Claude and pulled open her hoodie to reveal the butt of her service weapon. “You need to go back inside immediately.”

      “Immediately, my state-licensed ass,” Claude growled, lifting his shirt to reveal the butt of a stun pistol tucked into his sweats.

      Taumata drew her weapon and took an unfriendly stance, accompanied by the frantic sounds of weapon-drawing and stance-taking in the ring road. Half the drones advanced on Claude. Even with my empathy muted by the tail end of my last kali fix, the wave of fear and alarm from everyone made me ache.

      “Whoa whoa whoa whoa whoa!” I called, pulling the door closed as I walked onto the porch and waved my hands in the air. “It’s too early for this nonsense. No murdering till happy hour.” I forced a wry smile and a chuckle. “House rules.” I winked at Claude and rolled my eyes as though this were nonsense I had to deal with every day.

      Claude scowled at Taumata for maybe five seconds then lowered his shirt. “I’ll go back inside, but only because Bibi says he’s got this.” He limped back up his steps, not taking his eyes off Taumata, then slammed the door behind him, nursing the wounded pride of an old man who might have played this out differently back in the day.

      Taumata turned back to me. “Mx. Cain,” she said, then almost apologetically she added to Zoom, “Doctor Howland, we don’t have time for this.” I hadn’t even noticed the decloaked stealth hover above my house till Taumata looked up at it and sharply crossed her wrists over her pelvis twice. The four agents in the lane made space as the mind-bendingly black vehicle began its silent descent. Taumata pulled a stunner from somewhere behind her and pressed it into my paunch. “I’m authorized to compel your compliance. I’d rather walk you to evac, but if I need to carry you?” She shrugged and smiled. It looked like she’d practiced that smile, though not nearly enough.

      I sighed and looked down at my stained, not-quite-white sweat shorts, faded yellow flip-flops, and wrinkled gray tee. “Can I at least change into—?”

      “No,” Taumata replied, no longer smiling.

      Eller, stuck inside, wanted badly to be out. “Can I bring Eller? He’s a licensed therapy—”

      “No.”

      Zoom leaned in. “Something happened.” She glanced behind herself, skyward. “We need to go now, Beeb. I mean it. Like, now now.” Her fear rippled through me.

      I groaned. “Well…fine. Just…okay-fine. Claude?! You still there?!”

      “’Course!” he called through his screen door.

      “Can you or Maya feed Eller and lock up?”

      “’Course!”

      Maya, still wide-eyed and silent at the window, her lips compressed into a sphincter, nodded once.

      “Thanks. But shove your leg in the door first when you go in. He likes to get out. And open the windows as far as the security bars’ll let you. And leash him up for a walk if you have time, ’kay?”

      “Yah yah, we know!”

      The hover, now waiting in the road, slid open to gather us. That’s when I realized they wanted me to get into it. I stopped cold. “I don’t ride in things like…that.”

      “You need to today,” Taumata said flatly.

      “How far are you taking me?” I asked her.

      “I can’t tell you that.”

      “Will I be in there long?”

      Zoom touched my arm and said softly, “Not far. Not long. We’ll be together till we get there.”

      Only till we get there? That didn’t help. Still, somehow I made it the rest of the way down my cracked and cockeyed sidewalk to the waiting transport. Taumata guided us inside. As I buckled up, my hands shaking, I muttered, “What the heck’s going on, Zoom?”

      By nearly any measure Zoom was stronger, sterner, more resilient than I was. But she looked spooked. Felt spooked. “I don’t know the half of it. But the half I do?” She leaned against me briefly then stared at the flight monitor, her fear darkened by another emotion. I was ashamed I’d missed it, distracted with the shock and chaos, too lost in myself to really be aware of her. I knew now, though.

      Zoom grieved.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            EXCERPT: THREE GRAMS OF ELSEWHERE, 4TH EDITION

          

        

      

    

    
      Within your brain is a bridge to a strange place.

      This discovery and its ensuing applications have transformed fields as diverse as military science, psychology, criminal justice, space exploration, and even religion.

      The pons adexterum—from Latin pons (bridge) ad (to) exterum (foreign or strange place)—was not easily found; it is a gossamer neuronal-glial lattice distributed across five brain regions. Yet its discovery is widely considered one of the most consequential in the history of science.

      It has also proved one of the most enigmatic.

      The pons adexterum—or more commonly, the bridge—facilitates empathic connections. In popular parlance: The bridge is the basis of deep empathy. But how? As Kashifa Ahmed quipped at the 2083 Society of Applied Phenomenology conference, “After decades of research, we have a clear understanding of what the bridge does, and not a clue how it does it.”

      This volume is a primer for undergraduate students of Applied Phenomenology (AP) and its affiliated disciplines. It will lay the foundation for understanding other more erudite texts in this vitally important, yet still emerging, field.

      Joaquín Bannerjee, “Introduction,” in Three Grams of Elsewhere: An Introduction to Applied Phenomenology, 4th ed.
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            FIVE YEARS AGO

          

          APRIL 2099

        

      

    

    
      A SAFE PLACE

      The Homeland waiting room wasn’t much bigger than my cozyminium, but the view of Lake Monona was an upgrade from a sad birch stand and a greasy ditch.

      “So, Zoom. Anything interesting happen lately?”

      She smiled, feeling relieved at any distraction from her grief. “Not that I can think of. You know. Same ol’ everyday. You?”

      I shrugged. “Nah. Same ol’ everyday for me, too.” I paused a minute before asking, “How’s Ketchup? Is he still in Texas?”

      I didn’t have to be an empath to know that annoyed her. I hadn’t intended that, but it did push aside her feelings of loss for the moment. After a pause, she said, “Nobody calls Yamato ‘Ketchup’ anymore. He’s still in Lone Star, but he left Texas for Nuevo Leon. He’s working with a desert prairie ecosystem. That was over four years ago. How long’s it been, anyway?”

      “Since I talked with Yamato? A while, I guess. I’d keep in touch better if I had a lynk.”

      I kenned her growing frustration. “Claude and Maya would gladly help you lynk him. Or you could at least write him a letter. You’ve written me letters.”

      “I did write him letters for all it was worth. And I know Claude and Maya could help me, but…it’s just…” I rubbed my jaw. “…it wouldn’t go well. He’d rather I kept my distance.”

      “Sometimes kids are wrong about what they want, Beeb. It was hard on both him and me, but I could accept you had to go. A fourteen-year-old, even one as empathic as Yamato, couldn’t. But maybe now, maybe if you—”

      “Hey, Zoom?” I didn’t often cut people off. It bothered them, and when I bothered other people, I had to feel it echo in my own head. But every now and again my own emotions were louder in my head than other people’s. I was not going to have that particular conversation in a probably-monitored Homeland waiting room.

      “Yeah?” she replied, surprised I’d interrupted.

      “You’re not going to tell me anything, are you? About what’s going on, or why I’m here, or why you’re…where that longing, that…that feeling of loss is coming from.”

      Her grief was back again to quench her anger. “Nope,” she said. She shook her head tightly. “Can’t.”

      “Will I meet somebody who can?”

      She didn’t answer, just looked at the lake, feeling tense.

      I touched her hand lightly. “Whatever’s going on, I’m glad to see you. It’s been…I’m…you know.”

      “I know,” she said, not looking at me, feeling anger, love, and regret in equal measure.

      I took a draw of not-entirely-bad coffee then set the heavy, dark purple Homeland mug on the end table beside my untouched tomato-cheddar sandwich. “Why did you come along for that whole…party? You’re a bridge-tech geek. Military extraction’s not your bailiwick.”

      She thought about it a moment, staring out across Lake Monona—a couple miles of still water, green from the warm winter—then she turned back to me. I kenned she was unsure whether to answer, but then she decided. “They wanted it to go smoothly. They thought it’d help if I were there.” She looked at me sidelong. “Apparently there’s something in your file about being uncooperative when confronted by authority figures.”

      I tried to look stricken. “I have a file?”

      She laughed and turned back to the lake.

      “But you weren’t just there to handle me,” I said. “You were afraid. For me. That something awful had happened to me.”

      She shrugged casually, but I kenned the echo of fear.

      “Okay. For some reason, you thought I was in danger. And for some reason, Homeland did a big, flashy evac on me. So whatever’s going on, Homeland would prefer to keep me safe. That’s encouraging, I guess.”

      She snorted without looking at me. “I guess.”

      About then it hit me: Even though this bright, pleasant room looked nothing like an interrogation room, that’s what it had to be…and a secure one at that. Windows with a view, but thick ones. A heavy door with its hinges and handle on the outside. A phone in the corner—an actual old-style, wired-to-the-wall, desk-mounted telephone of all things, which probably meant the room had a field generator in the walls to block anything wireless. All it needed to feel complete was an interrogator.

      It felt like there were maybe a dozen people near us—fewer than I would have expected for a building this central, as if maybe they were intentionally giving us some space. That helped me deal with the psychic noise, what with my kali fix all but gone. We’d been waiting in there for an hour or so when I kenned one of them coming down the hall toward us. Before they arrived, I swung around in my chair to watch the door; Zoom followed suit. Whoever it was knocked then opened the door without waiting. It surprised me to see there were actually two people, not just the one I’d kenned coming.

      The first person in was tall, slight, and probably at the late edge of his forties, with shoulder-length brown hair and a cool brown complexion. Nearly everyone’s modded one way or another, but judging from the octagonal welt at his left temple and the port just above his collarbone, he was more so. On his left cheekbone was a small, faded, male-straight identicon tattoo from decades earlier, before the identicon fad became a custom and went virtual to appear only in people’s lynks, where I couldn’t see them. I couldn’t ken whether he was hostile, friendly, or indifferent. In fact, I couldn’t ken anything from him at all; though when I tried hard, I could feel the almost undetectable shimmer of something.

      <Was it unusual that you couldn’t ken someone?>

      Someone who was using bridge discipline to keep me out? Yes. I’d never felt anything like this. That made me very uneasy.

      The second person to enter was short with precisely cropped blond hair and skin so pale I could see their veins. It was harder to guess their age, but they had an antiquated identicon tat, too: nonbinary-bi. That made them old enough to have been around for the identicon tat fad and young enough to have been part of it, somewhere between forty and fifty. Unlike the first person, they were easy to ken: suspicion, urgency, concern. They shallow-nodded to Zoom. “Director Howland.”

      “Logan,” Zoom replied. When Zoom shallow-nodded back to Logan, she didn’t feel much of anything, but when she turned to the tall one and said, “Demerra,” there was definitely something. Professional comfort…with maybe a hint of relief? So that was interesting. It made me suspect Zoom knew him—probably from DAP—and thought well of him.

      “Can you excuse us while we talk with Mx. Cain?” Logan asked Zoom.

      “You bet.” Zoom stood. “Be nice, Beeb.” She kissed my cheek on the way out, which felt almost as nice as the affection I kenned behind it.

      Logan and Demerra sat in cozy chairs across from us.

      “Mx. Cain, I’m Special Agent Logan and this is Senior Infospec Demerra. We’re with Homeland. Internal Safety. We’ve got a few questions.”

      How do I rate secret police and a senior intelligence officer? I wondered. “Delightful,” I said. “I’ve got a few questions, too. I get to ask mine first, right?”

      “Unfortunately, we can’t do that. Mind if we record this?”

      As a rule, I try not to be difficult. When folks around me are at ease, their feelings are easier to bear. I do make exceptions, though. When I’m tired or sick or my last dose of kali’s wearing thin, I’m difficult. When I suspect somebody with power over me is pushing me around, I’m difficult. And when I’m on the wrong end of an interrogation, where putting the interrogator off-balance might give me back a little control, I’m difficult. So in this particular instance, I couldn’t think of one good reason not to be difficult.

      “Oh my goodness, yes,” I said. “I do so very much mind if you record me. Please, by all means, don’t do that.”

      Logan looked surprised by this…but I kenned they still felt very much in control. They were acting surprised to make me feel in control. “We, uh…well, I’m sorry about that,” they said. “Honestly? I was just being polite. Either way, we do need to record this.” They shrugged. “National security. Please state your name.”

      “Bibi.”

      “Please state your full legal name.”

      “C’mon. You know all this.”

      “Please.”

      “All right. Harmony Naawakamig Suleiman Cain.”

      “Thank you. Date of birth?”

      “2028 May twenty-third.”

      “Great. Address.”

      “Oh good gosh in a doghouse,” I muttered, then I said more loudly, “Your goons just picked me up there. Is this unlynked harassment? I mean, since you can’t just…rip my personal details from a gadget in my head?”

      “I’m really sorry. We’d never make that kind of trouble for someone with a valid medical or religious lynk exemption. This is just a legal requirement. Affirmation of identity, biometric checks, that sort of thing. We need your verbal confirmation. That’s all.”

      Logan was lying.

      I could ken the waver of it—the empathic shimmer, the squirming, twisting jitter of somebody using bridge discipline to mask their emotions. Some folks were better at it than others, but I could almost always read them anyhow. That came in handy. I don’t just mean kenning people who were trying to hide their emotions from me. I mean kenning people who assumed they’d succeeded.

      Given the situation, it would have been surprising if Logan weren’t hiding something. This felt different than just a spy holding back spy stuff, though. Logan’s discipline wasn’t bad. In fact, it was reasonably good. But it wasn’t good enough to keep me from being fairly sure they were lying to me. Their questions were anything but a routine legal requirement.

      “We obviously know who you are,” Logan continued. “But the sooner we get through these formalities, the sooner we start answering questions.” They raised their eyebrows. “Ours and yours.”

      I sighed. “32 Sunset Lane, Marquez Family Farm Golden Grove Senior Celebration Cozyminiums. Ashton Corners.”

      “Do you hereby affirm you are a citizen of the Northstar States of America?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Sure. And of Wisconsin. And the universe.”

      Logan glanced at Demerra.

      Demerra’s eyes did the blinking dance of someone navigating retinal menus, then he said, “Infospector Demerra with Special Agent Logan affirming lynk context stamp: Thursday, 2099 April 16, Madison, Wisconsin, Northstar States of America. Interview with Chief Warrant Officer Two, Detective Second Grade Retired, Professor Emeritus Harmony Naawakamig Suleiman Cain.”

      “Not that I give a hog’s wart about titles, but I’m not a professor emeritus. I’m a teaching professor emeritus. It’s different.”

      “What’s the difference?” Logan asked.

      “Respect. And a stipend. And this’ll go faster if you call me Bibi.”

      “Sure,” Logan said. “Okay, Bibi. And you can call me Felyx if you’d like. First, I want to be clear that you’re not being detained on any current or pending charge. We only have you here for your own protection.”

      I nodded toward the door. “Is that thing locked?”

      “Yes,” they said. Then they added, lying, “For your protection.”

      “Hmm.”

      “When was the last time you merged?” they asked.

      I chuckled. “That’s a little personal, isn’t it?”

      “Pretty sure you know what I mean, Mx. Cain.”

      “Thought we were going with ‘Bibi.’”

      And there it was: Logan finally felt annoyed, though they were smooth enough to conceal it. That was good. If they were reacting to me, I had a little more agency in this interrogation.

      “Sure, you bet,” Logan said. “Bibi: When was the last time you merged? Please.”

      “Last time I operated a mote?”

      “Or anything else.”

      “I don’t know. Not since leaving the service, I guess.”

      “Look,” Logan said. “I’m pretty sure you know this, but we wouldn’t have dragged you here with all the national security trimmings if this weren’t very important. So please, don’t guess.”

      I leaned forward, elbows on my knees. “I definitely haven’t merged with a drone, or anything else, since my discharge. Say, a bit over fifty years.”

      “So not in the last twelve hours?”

      “You’re going to ask me everything twice, aren’t you.”

      “At least. I appreciate your patience. Trust me that this is all necessary.”

      “And I’ll eventually find out why?”

      “We’ll tell you as much as we’re able.”

      “That’s not a very big promise, but okay then. I haven’t operated any drones—motes or otherwise—in the last twelve hours.”

      “Thank you. And when were you last in contact with Julian Chen?”

      “Julian? Jeepers…must be fifteen years or more. Not since…I lost contact with a lot of people around then.”

      “You’ve had no in-person, virtual, or secondhand contact with him? None at all?”

      “Nope.”

      “How about Adrianna Szeles?”

      “Same thing. Since about the same time. She was more Zoom’s friend than mine, like Julian.”

      “Alice Ekwensi?”

      I frowned. “No. I mean, far as I know. Name’s not familiar.”

      “What about Elias Lindholm?”

      “Elias…” I rummaged through the cobwebs. “Elias sent me a couple notes in the last few years, wanted to get back in touch again. I might have replied. Or…no, I probably didn’t. Anyhow, nothing significant. Just checking in.”

      “Do you mind if we do a limited search of your personal cloud to confirm all this? There might be something that doesn’t look significant to you, but…”

      “You’re just being polite again. You’ve already got a warrant. National security universal, I’m guessing.”

      I kenned another ripple of annoyance and Logan’s ears pinked slightly. In an interrogator, that kind of tell was somehow endearing. But even though my kali had all but burned off, I wasn’t sure I could ken anything from Demerra. I was almost sure he was using bridge discipline, though I’d never kenned anything that unyielding. Did he feel…patient, maybe? Curious?

      “You caught me,” Logan said, covering their irritation with charm. “I can’t help being polite. It’s how my momma raised me. Still, we’d like to search your cloud.”

      I chuckled. “Elias’s notes were on actual paper, not in my cloud, but okay-fine.” I put my right hand over my heart and raised my eyebrows dramatically. “I, Bibi Cain, do hereby—under no compulsion and of my own free will—give you full, free, and unfettered access to my personal cloud, as well as to the contents of my cozyminium back at the old Golden Grove. No need to be limited about it. You folks knock yourselves out. Have a blast.”

      Logan looked at Demerra. His eyes flicked, probably indicating my consent.

      “Wow,” I said. “You were actually waiting for me to say yes?”

      “We would have looked anyway,” Logan replied. “But like I said: Momma raised me polite. And frankly, I’ll be surprised if we find anything significant, too. Mostly we’re just checking boxes here, but they need to be checked. Can you excuse us for a moment?”

      “You bet,” I said. Then as they left: “Thanks for asking.”

      Logan closed the door behind them.

      I turned to watch the gulls wheel above the lake. They didn’t wheel long before the perfunctory knock. Demerra looked calm, and again I could ken nothing from him. Logan felt downright suspicious. “It’s empty,” Logan said.

      “What’s empty?”

      “Your cloud.”

      “Ah, yeah.” I crossed my arms. “It would be.”

      “If you purged it before we brought you in, that could be… Do you realize that might be a serious crime?”

      I smiled. “To clear it out, I’d need to know how to open it.”

      “You’re saying you’ve never accessed your cloud?”

      “Nobody ever showed me how. I never asked. You know I’m unlynked, right? Well, I don’t even own a lynk-free terminal.”

      Logan gave me a long look. “We’ll verify that.”

      I shrugged again.

      “Never mind all that for now. We’d like you to look at something.”

      “Sounds mysterious.”

      “And by looking at it, you’ll be seeing something highly classified of national security significance. You need a high-security clearance to see it, and the simplest way for us to make that happen is to reactivate you.”

      “Reactivate me for…what?”

      “Military service.”

      I turned my head to grimace out of one eye. “You can’t reactivate me. I’m not a reservist. I was discharged—free and clear—half a century ago. Poof!” I poofed with my fingers. “All gone.”

      “It might have seemed that way,” Logan said. “But given the sensitive nature of your work during the Mosaic Wars, it was more of a…well, it was sort of a soft discharge.”

      “A soft discharge.”

      “You got it. Demerra?”

      Demerra, not quite looking at me, glanced around for a moment then read, “You, Harmony Naawakamig Suleiman Cain, will support and defend the Constitution of the Northstar States of America against all enemies, foreign and domestic; you will bear true faith and allegiance to the same; and upon pain of restriction of liberty, forfeiture of assets, corporal punishment, or death at the sole discretion of the Department of Remote Services, you will well and faithfully discharge the duties of the office which you are about to resume. Do you affirm this obligation?”

      I turned to Logan. “This part’s just polite, too, right?”

      “Mm,” they replied. “The agreement’s obligatory. This is more of a reminder than anything.”

      “Well then. How could I refuse?”

      Demerrra continued. “I hereby reactivate you as Chief Warrant Officer Two of the Department of Remote Services with all that rank’s attendant obligations and privileges.”

      Logan stood and gestured at the door. “Welcome to the shitstorm, Bibi. Come with us.”

      THE MERGE ROOM

      It smelled like a merge room.

      It was deep in a basement—seemed like they were always in basements—so however they tried to hide it, it was fusty and a couple degrees too cool. Back in the day, merge rooms stank of hot electronics and ozone, but this newfangled version replaced that with the stale meat aroma of silico-organic components.

      That wasn’t really what a merge room smelled like to me, though. To me, no matter how they tried to clean it or disguise it, a merge room smelled of panic sweat with undertones of vomit. There was no shame in panic sweat or vomit for a mote operator. Even veteran operators routinely had vertigo, panic attacks, and breakdowns. I bet recruitment ads never mentioned that part. I’d been in more than my share of merge rooms since leaving the service, one reason or another. Just like usual, there I was: shaky-legged and nauseated, my heart racing.

      Back at the dawn of time when I’d served, operators’ harnesses were the size of cargo trucks, and a big merge room might hold as many as four of them. In this newfangled room, though, I counted fifteen harnesses—sleek, streamlined, gleaming white beasts that belonged on a racetrack, not in a basement. There might have been even more of them in adjoining alcoves to the left and right, or behind a door at the back of the room.

      “Sweet baby Moses on a shingle,” I said. “You run major mote ops out of Madison?”

      Logan gave Demerra a questioning glance. Demerra nodded permission. “We do,” Logan replied. “And that’s classified.”

      I snorted. “Like I’d want to tell any…anybody about—”

      My vision dimmed as the Mosaic Wars flashback hit.

      —I’m bucking against the straps as all my bodies die in a flash, screaming to be let loose, thrashing, twisting—

      “—want to tell anybody about…” I leaned on the harness beside me. Forced a chuckle. “These, uh, harnesses are a lot smaller than last time I—“

      —I’m staying low, flying through the undergrowth, all five of me darting around stems and trunks on the way to the target, the first burst of fire misses, the second rips one of my bodies apart—

      “—smaller than last time I visited a…ah…oh shoot…”

      Just because you notice you’re hyperventilating doesn’t mean you can stop.

      I bent forward, my legs nearly buckling, bracing my hands on my knees, face hot, neck cold, heart pounding, determined to look at the floor and only the floor, not at any of these heinous shiny modern Mephistophelean torture boxes crowding in on me. “You’re not going to ask me to…oh good wheezus…I can’t merge…”

      Logan squatted beside me. “It’s okay,” they said, touching my shoulder and feeling genuine concern. “We’re not asking you to harness up. We’re on our way to the debriefing room. It’s through there.” They pointed to the door at the back.

      I nodded, fighting to slow my breathing. “Sorry. The last time I merged…” I began, then I managed to chuckle. “Nothing to see here, folks. Move along, move along…”

      “It’s okay,” Logan said. “We know about your medical discharge. About your bad merge. Take whatever time you need.” They looked around the room. “But less would be better than more.”

      As I got back my senses, for the first time I was sure I kenned something from Demerra. Something had finally shaken his unshakable bridge discipline. Was it a shimmer of concern I kenned? No…maybe agreement? No. It was something more like both.

      Sympathy.

      The palest haze of sympathy managing to peek through that brutal bridge discipline of his. When I knew what to ken for, I could tell it was there: a nearly absent whiff of panic that, if he let it, would suffocate him the way mine was suffocating me. And once I knew what to look for, I saw it with my eyes, too: a touch of pallor, a sheen of sweat, dilated pupils. I frowned at him, worked to slow my breathing. “You’re a mote operator?”

      He hesitated a moment before saying, “Was.” Which, if there’d been any doubt, confirmed I had a mid- to high-order empath on my hands. Mx. Demerra wasn’t any old infospec. He was most likely a registered empath to boot. An honest-to-gosh Homeland kenner.

      And his bridge discipline was amazing.

      Many people can learn to obscure their emotions in the hopes of making things harder for an empath. Empaths themselves can take that kind of training even further. When I’d tried to learn how a few years earlier, I hadn’t gotten the hang of it. Demerra had, though. I’d never kenned anything like it. He was cloaking so hard he might as well not have been there. The only person this hard for me to ken was my friend Dys, and she was a different situation altogether.

      After a few slow, deep breaths, I stood again. “Sorry,” I said, wiping my forehead with the back of my sleeve. “I’ll feel better once we get clear of all”—I waved vaguely—“all this.”

      “We both will,” Demerra said, and I think it was the first time he’d said anything unprompted.

      “Ready to go?” Logan asked.

      “Yes,” I replied. “Please.”

      The door at the back of the room unlocked at our approach. We went inside to a small conference room with a table and four chairs. On the table, in front of the nearest chair, lay a decrepit virtual reality headset that had to be from the fifties or sixties.

      “That’s for me?” I asked.

      “One of our techs is into vintage equipment,” Logan explained. “I’m impressed he could hook it up at all, let alone so fast. This’d be a lot easier if you were lynked up like everybody else.”

      “Yeah, well. Then I wouldn’t get all those sweet, sweet Unity Cult discounts. But I wasn’t inclined to use stuff like that”—I pointed at the VR set—“even back when it was fashionable. I’m sure not inclined to now.”

      Logan fixed me with as pure a stare as I’d received from anybody in recent memory. “People are dead. More people might die. If you’ll make an exception, it might help us prevent that.” No question: They meant it.

      I breathed. Took my seat.

      “Thank you.” Logan pointed at the headset. “You put that—”

      “I know where you put it,” I interrupted, more sharply than I’d intended.

      “Okay. It goes without saying that what you’re about to experience is classified.”

      “And yet you say it,” I muttered, slipping on the headset, my skin crawling at the touch of it.

      “We’ll watch with you,” Logan said, their annoyance at me tinged with grudging amusement. “This feed is from a security cam at Park and Regent a couple hours ago, just before one this afternoon.”

      The view sprang to life with sound, revealing a wide-angle vista of an intersection I knew too well. Ahead of me to the south, on the far side of the intersection down Park Street, was the familiar neighborhood: an international goods strip mall on the left side of the street, two big old hospitals on the right with a litter of bodymod clinics nestled up to them. Traffic moved along neatly on a beautiful April morning. Only a handful of buildings were boarded or bricked up, making this one of Madison’s more vibrant quarters. For nearly twenty-five years, my agency’s office had been a couple miles from here, close enough to walk and far enough to avoid the constant, urgent emotional press of all these people.

      A few seconds later, as the headset’s ancient synths finally came up to speed, smells followed. Tar. Garbage. Perfume. Root beer-scented vape. Street cart satay. Old people. Poverty.

      “We’re highlighting someone for you,” Logan said just as a soft green outline appeared around a person emerging at the bottom of my view, walking away from me, south toward the intersection. Middling height, buzz-cut black hair, casual jacket and jeans. Male, guessing from the beard. Just as he reached the intersection, all traffic heading in his direction stopped at an unseen cue to their lynks. Cross-traffic began moving.

      “Now watch—you’ll see incoming from multiple vectors in four, three, two…”

      And there they were. Drones, highlighted in red: two at first, then five, then so very many more. By the time they were all in frame, there had to be a couple dozen of them, a driving, swirling, angry inevitability that could be nothing but an assassination swarm. And though it was hard to tell the difference from their appearance, judging by the way they moved these weren’t just any drones.

      They were motes.

      It seems strange to say since I’d helped the first generation of motes take its fledgling forays all those years ago, but I hadn’t seen many modern ones. Few people had, except in stills and short clips that always vanished from media servers minutes after appearing. It seems wrong to say, given their dreadful purpose, but there was no other word for it: They were beautiful. Not their form, but their motion—a graceful, sinuous, lethal dance that moved through the air not like some herd of machines being driven from afar, but like a swarm of organisms with their own lives and drives and wills. A swarm of organisms that were being lived by someone.

      Which, of course, they were.

      Strategic areas are outfitted with Faraday field generators, and Northstar’s capital was no different. The Safety Services AI, registering a threat, must have triggered a local field. Vehicles slowed to emergency stops and more than a few people stumbled or even fell at the surprise of losing communication with anything outside the field.

      If they’d been conventional drones operated by conventional operators, they would have spun out or dropped or maybe just settled to the ground. They didn’t. They continued their mission, unperturbed by the loss of network signals, directed as they were across the Elsewhere. There’s no interrupting a mote.

      The people around the target—and the man with the buzz cut was clearly the target—hardly had time to react before the swarm was on him. Three of the lead motes were larger than the others, no doubt the assault units. Rather than going for a mid-range weapons kill as I’d expected, one of the big ones flew directly onto the target’s forehead and extended several spindly, articulated legs to clamp onto his skull.

      The victim struggled to remove the big mote. Bystanders started fleeing or screaming or, in three cases—God bless them—running forward to help. The three would-be Samaritans died in a blur of small-caliber fire from the swarm of smaller defense motes.

      The victim’s head snapped back, either in shock or in agony, then when the lead assault mote detached from his head he pitched forward and lay limp on the ground, blood pooling around his face. The combined swarms came together in a furious cloud of random motion before dispersing in every direction. Less than three seconds later, the motes were gone.

      The whole assassination took under a minute.

      “What…what just happened?” I asked, watching the panicked aftermath unfold.

      “We’re working that out,” Logan said.

      I lifted the headset. “Any idea where they came from? Or went?”

      Logan shook their head. “Everywhere and nowhere. Small groups in seemingly random directions. Safety Services dispatched harrier drones to pursue, but not in time. One of our harriers managed to stay with one of the big assault motes, but about four miles out the big mote met up with a swarm of conventional drones that took out our harrier. Just after that they all dropped from radar and lidar, probably retrieved by something big enough to carry stealth tech.”

      For a moment, I considered whether I really wanted to ask. I decided I didn’t, but I asked anyway. “Could you give me a better look at one of the big assault motes?”

      “Just a sec…,” said Demerra. His eyes did the little dance again. As they bobbed and blinked through the retinal menus, his eyes flickered deep inside like a cat’s when he glanced far to the right or left. Some kind of optical implants beyond the usual, I guessed.

      I lowered the headset and it appeared before me: a crisp 2D freeze frame from the security footage and, beside it, a slowly rotating 3D model, probably reconstructed. It was terrifying, something that would give a nightmare bad dreams. It was sleek and rounded everywhere, even down to the props and minijets. Or rather, it was sleek and rounded everywhere except for five aggressive, sharply angled ports in front—three centered and one to each side.

      “What are those…those five sharp things for?” I asked.

      “We’re still running them down,” Logan replied. “But reasoning backward, seems like they’re for excising tissue.”

      I lifted the visor just enough to squint at them. “Tissue.”

      “Yeah. Tissue. Neural tissue. Five sites. Want to guess what it took?”

      Then it clicked. “Three Grams of Elsewhere,” I muttered.

      Logan was genuinely surprised. “You don’t seem the type to read a college textbook on bridge-tech and applied phenomenology.”

      I shrugged. “Yeah, well. Zoom hoped I’d show an interest in her work. You do funny things for love. But…the assault mote removed his bridge?”

      Logan nodded. “Kind of ironic. That mote took the brain areas used to operate a mote. It excised all five areas of his pons adexterum along with whatever bits of skull, meninges, and neural tissue it found along the way. And it was actually closer to seven grams.”

      “Seven?” I frowned. “I thought bridge mass usually totaled out at around three.”

      “It usually does.” Logan gestured for me to drop my visor back in place. “Here’s the reverse angle from the security cam on the other side of the intersection.”

      I watched as it sprang to life: same day, same intersection, same target. Afterward, I removed the headset, lay it on the table in front of me, and stared at the wall between Logan and Demerra, feeling numb. “Julian.”

      “Yeah,” Logan said. Then, after a moment: “I’m sorry.”

      Which explained Zoom’s grief. I wasn’t sure whether she and Julian were a couple, but it felt that way the few times I’d seen her since our divorce. It made sense, them working long hours at DAP without time for much else. I hadn’t minded. I’d been happy for her. After what I’d put her through, she deserved something simpler.

      “Do you know…anything?” I asked.

      “Petabytes of details about what happened, but not what you’re asking.”

      “Who. And why.”

      “Right. Those are the questions. And, uh…I’m sorry, but we need you to look at something else.” They nodded toward the headset.

      I donned it again.

      AND THEN THERE WAS ONE

      I probably hadn’t seen Elias Lindholm in twenty years, but there was no mistaking my old friend grinning into a stiff wind. He’d always loved sailing on Lake Mendota, and now there he was, sailing well out into San Francisco Bay in a small single-handed skiff. The name Elsewhere looked to be hand-stenciled on the hull. Wouldn’t surprise me if he’d built the darn thing himself. Elias had always been handy.

      He brought his boat about, probably heading back to shore. The mast cam showed him shading his eyes against the sun. Then his eyes went wide. He knew what was coming only a second or two before the blur was on him.

      The lead assault mote clamped onto his forehead, blood drops welling where the sharp tips of its powerful legs pierced his flesh, anchoring itself to his skull. As he fought it, the two backup assault motes hovered near his head, maintaining a tight distance despite the boat’s sway in the heavy chop. The defense swarm shrilled circles around him. He staggered back, hung for a weightless-seeming moment with his arms pinwheeling, then disappeared into the green-black waters. The backup assault motes plunged in to follow.

      The Elsewhere waited. The defense swarm hovered.

      Seven seconds later—probably before Bay Area Safety Service rescue drones could even deploy from shore in response to the “Person Overboard” signal—the three assault motes burst into the air with a spray of seawater and rejoined the others. The combined swarm whirled together like dervishes before dispersing in every direction.

      The Elsewhere bobbed on the waves, a lonely memorial to Elias’s last moments.

      “Elias. Well…bless it.” I tossed the headset onto the table. I felt sick. My heart was racing from all this technology, and my breathing felt rapid, but nothing was out of control just yet. “Are there more?”

      “That’s the last one,” Logan replied.

      “At least there weren’t bystanders that time.” I leaned back and stared at the ceiling. “How many died? Altogether.”

      Demerra answered. “Thirteen so far. Four primary targets and nine collateral, with five more collaterals in critical condition.”

      “Elias and Julian,” I said, shaking my head. “And Adrianna, too. Well. Shoot.”

      “I am sorry,” Logan said—and I kenned they really were.

      “I guess the other target was the one you mentioned. Alice something?” I asked Logan.

      “Alice Ekwensi. She and Julian were with the Northstar States. Elias was with the Coastal States, and Adrianna—”

      “Yeah, I know,” I interrupted. “‘God Bless the Free States of America.’ Anything in common?”

      “All were trained here. At UW-Madison’s Department of Applied Phenomenology.”

      “Ah. I knew Elias, Julian, and Adrianna were at DAP. Heck, Elias was one of my DAP students at the start of it all. So…somebody kills dappers that work for all the Old States—except for Lone Star. Does that mean Texas is behind it?”

      “Unlikely,” Logan answered. “We think the Lone Star Republic’s bridge-tech isn’t advanced, probably on par with most mid-tier industrialized nations. They’ve focused on frontline services and nuclear deterrence rather than remote services.”

      “Far as we know,” I said.

      Logan glanced at Demerra. Demerra replied. “Our intel on this is very strong, but no intel is perfect. Your son’s in Lone Star, isn’t he?” He asked it in an offhand way, and while I couldn’t tell whether he honestly meant it that way, my heart lurched when I kenned that Logan was startled by the question and deeply interested in my answer, though they were slick enough to hide that.

      “Is Yamato okay?” I asked.

      Demerra raised his hand in a placating gesture. “He’s okay. Zoom spoke with him earlier today to tell him about Julian. When were you last in touch with your son?”

      I sagged into my chair and sighed. “I have no idea. Years. Maybe ten since we spoke, four or five since I wrote him last. I never heard back. Please, tell me whether Yamato’s involved in this somehow.”

      “We have no reason to think your son is involved in the killings this afternoon.”

      I know a half-answer when I hear one, and between “no reason to think” and “this afternoon,” Demerra’s answer wasn’t even quite half. But what Logan was feeling didn’t contradict what Demerra had just said, so I took what I could get.

      Demerra nodded to Logan, and Logan continued. “Those four targets weren’t just any alumni. All of them were licensed kenners. And they weren’t merely high-bridge. You could call them ‘apex-bridge.’ The average human bridge is just under three grams. Of the victims, Elias and Julian had the lowest bridge mass at around seven grams. Adrianna was not quite eight, and Alice was slightly above. But that doesn’t convey how remarkable those four were. Bigger bridges are exponentially more powerful than smaller ones.”

      “By the square of bridge mass,” I said.

      Logan raised their eyebrows.

      “Three Grams of Elsewhere again.” I shrugged. “I was trying to save my marriage. Read the whole darn thing.”

      “Alice Ekwensi’s bridge had the highest mass ever recorded,” Logan said. “Her pons adexterum—her empathy—was eight times more potent than the average person’s. Those four were the most powerful empaths in North or South America, and four of the nine most powerful in the world. They were the best assets DAP ever yielded, so intelligence branches from the countries of the Old United States paid close attention to them. We even had a nickname for them. As the most consequential DAP alumni, we called them the Dapper Four.”

      “So somebody just murdered the four highest-bridge people in the Western hemisphere.”

      “Worse than that,” Logan said. “An assailant unknown, for reasons unknown, in an unprecedented operation, just harvested the pons adexterum tissue that made them the Dapper Four.”

      “What about the other five, what did you call them…the ‘apex-bridge’ people outside North and South America?”

      “India, Indonesia, and Nigeria have confirmed their assets are safe. The Chinese Commonwealth doesn’t talk to us or the other countries of the Old United States anymore, so we’re using diplomatic backchannels. But right now, our best assessment says only assets from the Old States were targeted.”

      “You know…I’ve had dinner with three of those assets,” I said. “One of them was my kid’s godparent. Could we call them people?”

      “Sure,” Logan replied. “Of course. I’m sorry.” They actually were.

      I crossed my arms and sank into the padded conference room chair. “This whole thing is…obviously beyond awful. But I’m still trying to understand why you give a good gosh about dusty, decrepit, backward, mothball-scented old me.”

      “When and where did you merge last?” Logan asked. They looked relaxed, but the intensity I kenned was sharp.

      “Pretty sure I already answered that a couple times.”

      “Look, I understand this feels personal. You’ve lost some friends, or…or colleagues or acquaintances or whatever those people were to you. But stepping back from that: Someone just assassinated four people and killed nine others as an afterthought. Besides the obvious tragedy of all this, we can only guess what tensions this’ll inflame between the four countries of the Old States. Can you do the detective thing with us? Help us work this case? We need facts, and one of the facts is when you last merged. Exactly.”

      “Okay,” I said. “Okay-fine. Like I said, not since my medical discharge from Remote Services toward the end of the Mosaic Wars. That makes it sometime in…must be May of ’47. And my last time would have been in whatever merge room we were using for highly classified ops back then. That’s as close as I can get. My service records are probably moldering deep in the bowels of an antique drive somewhere if you’re interested enough to find them.”

      “But you were a teaching professor at DAP full-time for three years after you left the service, then intermittently as a consultant or visiting professor for over a decade more. No merging as part of that? Or after that?” they pressed.

      “Yeah, well. After my discharge, I wasn’t…” I bit the inside of my cheek. Took a deep breath. “I never heard what went wrong with that last merge, but it felt like I was dying. Or died. Or like I wasn’t…me anymore. I don’t know. I was months in recovery.” Even describing it was enough to provoke cold sweat and a racing heart. “Years in recovery. Maybe I never recovered. So after that? I shared knowledge and inspiration with all the shiny, shiny, mad-skill youths. I was a practical trainer and an emotional coach, and I guess even a friend now and again, but I did…not…merge.” I closed my eyes to calm myself. I opened them. “I’m not running covert mote ops or merging with exotic bridge-tech in my secret underground lair. In fact, nowadays I’d probably have to be lynked up to even try something like that, and clearly, I’m unlynked. So hey, here’s a thought. Maybe I’d be more helpful if, you know, you told me something about…anything?”

      Logan gave me a wan but sympathetic smile. “We’re not saying you ran those ops. For what it’s worth, you last logged merge time on 2047 May Third. You were in sub-level seven of Eagle Heights Station. Look, Bibi, we can’t explain any of this either, but we badly need to. I swear”—and it felt like they meant it—“we’ll tell you everything we can soon. We’re almost there. But first, what insights can you share based on the footage you saw?”

      I stared for a moment, maybe with my mouth open for all I know. Finally, I managed to say, “You’re joking, right?”

      “No,” they said.

      “What insights could a crumbling coprolite like me possibly have about this kind of cutting-edge mote op?”

      “You were here for the genesis of motes. You taught people how to merge with them for over a decade at the world’s most prestigious applied phenomenology school. You were a public or private investigator for over forty years. You intuit things. You make connections.”

      I snorted. “Like any of that matters in this silico-organic circus. You might as well ask Marconi or Searle or…or the Wright Brothers.”

      “Bibi. Try.” The urgency I kenned in Logan matched the plea in their voice.

      I sighed and ran my hand against my beard stubble. “I’ll do my darndest, for all that’s worth.” I thought about it for a minute. “Okay. I can guess three things. First, we’re probably looking at something like…say…no more than five mote operators behind the attacks. Maybe as few as three.”

      “How do you get that?”

      “Before I washed out, I could merge with at most seven motes at once. This was fifty years ago and before…” I jerked my thumb back at the merge room we’d passed through.  “Before all this horrific people-murdering wetware existed. Before anything like a modern lattice-based harness, or a lucrative global market to identify and hire high-bridge people, or training on bridge discipline to sharpen up people’s empathy. Each of those ops ran a three-mote assault squad and a couple dozen motes on defense. Even assuming each operator runs no more motes than I could fifty years ago—six or seven motes per operator—let’s call that one operator for assault and four operators on defense. The same squad probably ran all four assassinations. That’s five operators total, and probably fewer.”

      I kenned all kinds of “nope” vibes off Logan, but they smiled and said, “Great, thank you. That helps a lot. What else?”

      “Second, and this probably isn’t a surprise to you, but operators have gotten much better at dealing with empathetic flinches than when I was teaching.”

      And weirdly, not only did Logan read as eagerly curious, but something like a knowing smile lifted one corner of Demerra’s mouth. He saw where I was going.

      “Explain,” said Logan.

      “Okay. Like it or not—and I don’t like it—you and I are near each other right now. Because of that, we have an involuntary empathic connection. Doesn’t make us buddies or anything, we’re just a little more likely to…to feel a shadow of what the other person feels. For most people that’s subconscious, but it’s a real, measurable connection. My bridge is connected with your bridge, and that connection between us is deep empathy. That’s why the bridge evolved. It promotes community in small, local groups.”

      Logan felt impatient, but they were interested enough to follow me down the bunny slope to wherever I was headed.

      “Now,” I continued, “different situation: Imagine I see somebody suffering in a VR feed. I’ve never met them. Maybe they’re not even real, just a sim or an AI. Even so, I feel sorry for them. Maybe I even grimace or look away from their pain. That’s not deep empathy. My bridge can’t connect with theirs. But I’m feeling genuine concern. The person seems enough like me to deserve my pity. What I’m feeling for them is habitual empathy. In other words, my deep, in-person empathy has become such a habit that I feel it for people I’m not with.”

      “Understood,” Logan said. “But could you explain what you saw in the footage?”

      “I am. Little patience? I’m an old, old man.”

      “Sure. Of course.”

      “Now we get to the problem: Unless there’s a whole lot of hate involved, almost nobody’s eager to hurt or kill somebody. That’s harder to do in person because of that darned ‘deep empathy’ thing, but even over a feed, the other person’s suffering hurts us. And to kill somebody with a mote? Good gosh almighty. If my bridge is chunky enough that I can merge with a mote, I’m also a bona fide empath. Other people’s suffering is…truly awful for empaths.

      “So, sometimes you’ll see a drone or a mote hesitate. Heck, it might even back up. That’s an ‘empathetic flinch.’ You’re seeing a symptom of the operator’s habitual empathy for their target. Anybody can flinch, but the more empathic someone is, the worse and more often they flinch. Empathic operators who have a choice usually go into non-lethal fields. Surveillance, telesurgery, asteroid mining, what have you. If you enlist in Remote Services, though, you do what you’re told. You do it because you believe something important will come of it—something important enough to balance out the awful thing you’re about to do to another human being.

      “Thing is? I just watched several dozen motes murder thirteen people, and though I did see some flinches, there weren’t nearly as many as I’d expect from high-order empaths. And only high-order empaths can merge with motes. So whether that shows good operator training or something else, I can’t tell you, but it was hard for an old merge instructor to miss.”

      Logan and Demerra exchanged a look. I don’t know what Demerra felt, but Logan felt intrigued.

      “Thanks,” Logan said to me. “Again, that’s really helpful. You had three observations to share with us?”

      “Oh yeah.” I leaned forward. “Third one’s not about the assassins. It’s about you two.”

      Logan felt annoyed again, but this time with a wash of apprehension. “You’ve figured out something about Demerra and me?”

      I shrugged. “You two and whoever else is watching us. That thing about empathetic flinches interested you, but not much else I said did…and you were fine with that. You weren’t expecting me to share any useful insights.”

      “We weren’t?”

      “Nope. Puzzled me from the start. If you wanted insights, you’d have interviewed Zoom or folks on her crew, not me. Not only is she DAP’s director—which means she’d have more insights in half a heartbeat than I’ve had this whole time with you—but she’s been at DAP since it was founded, so she’s worked with all the targets. And yet here you are, interviewing me instead. So, you obviously aren’t hoping for my help.”

      “I’m game,” said Logan, feeling concerned, annoyed, and curious at once. “What are we hoping for?”

      “To see how I react. Whether I’m lying. Whether I’m a part of this whole mess, even though that seems to defy all reason. I’m not up on the latest bodymods, but unless I miss my guess”—I glanced at Demerra—“Toaster Boy here’s a human lie detector. He’s probably packing all kinds of gadgets to monitor my pulse, blood ox, breathing rate, pupil dilation, and I don’t know what all. First, you ask me a bunch of questions that you heckin’ well know the answers to. There was no legal requirement for me to say my name, address, and birthday. You just needed me to say some true things as a baseline for your human lie detector. After that, besides watching my reactions to all this grisly footage, you ask me some things you really don’t know—like whether I’ve merged lately—to see whether I’ll lie. But judging from Mx. Demerra’s very impressive bridge discipline, he’s also a high-order empath with some serious Homeland Kenner spy-type training under his belt. Since I have neither Homeland Kenner spy-type training nor any bridge discipline at all, I have nowhere to hide. He knows I’ve been honest with you this whole time. So…” I stared at Logan. “Did I pass?”

      Logan hid their annoyance well. “Even if we were doing what you think, we wouldn’t discuss the results with—”

      “You passed,” said Demerra.

      I looked at him, surprised. Logan did, too. Demerra shrugged and said to Logan, “He passed,” then to me, “and it was actually the headset and the furniture.”

      “Pardon?” I asked.

      “You’re right, I’m a registered kenner. For most interviews that would’ve been enough. Since you’re a presumed but unregistered empath, though, you’re an unknown quantity. We didn’t know whether you could hide behind bridge discipline. In case of that, we monitored your responses through sensor films on the table and chairs, and we also assessed your reaction to the videos through the headset. But still”—he smiled thinly—“‘human lie detector’ wasn’t a bad guess for a detective from a bygone era.”

      I touched the headset and the table, then I looked back at Demerra. I chuckled. “Ah. Fair. That’s fair. And, uh…sorry about the ‘Toaster Boy’ thing.”

      Demerra might have inclined his head very slightly in acknowledgment, or he might not.

      “For what it’s worth,” said Logan, not quite hiding the smugness they were feeling, “you were wrong.”

      “Really? I always appreciate somebody making me right. Educate me.”

      “First, another team is interviewing Director Howland as we speak.”

      “Ah. Yeah. Good point. I suppose Internal Safety has more than one interrogation team.”

      “We do. Also, I understand your guess that there were three to five operators, but there’s something we didn’t share with you. The assassinations were simultaneous.”

      “Oh… That does make a difference. So, we’re talking about four teams of maybe three to five, that’s…uh…twelve to twenty operators. That seems like…a lot? Which countries have a bullpen of mote operators that deep?”

      “With the skill those operators showed? We could field that many, but we didn’t. Probably no one else could.”

      “No one,” I repeated.

      “Well, clearly someone did, but it’s no one we’re aware of. Since Northstar first developed bridge-tech, we had nearly a decade’s head start, and we were the only country with bridge discipline training until it leaked…what? Seven or eight years ago? Until recently, we’ve been able to develop mote operators that other countries couldn’t use. Training takes time, so we still have a numerical advantage. But even if we could manage to field twenty operators, those assassinations needed way more than that.”

      “Because…?”

      “Because your estimate assumed one operator controls multiple motes. They don’t.”

      “What? That’s not true. I did it, and that was back when the Earth was young.”

      “Yes, you did,” Logan replied. “And no one’s done it since.”

      “No one.” I tried wrapping my brain around that. “No one?”

      “Well, clumsy attempts. Adding a second mote has become more or less a standard hazing ritual to make fresh recruits throw up. But there are no known competent examples. For decades there’ve been rumors that someone did it in the program’s top-secret early days, and some of the rumors even say it was you. But that’s certainly not general knowledge, and all these years later most reliable sources consider those stories apocryphal since they’re ancient history.”

      I smirked. “Wow. I knew I was ancient history, but I’m a myth, too?”

      Logan inclined their head. “No offense.”

      “I’ll get over it. If that’s right, those ops would have taken…” I stumbled through the math. “Over a hundred operators? Wait. But…no. This makes no sense.”

      “Whether it makes sense or not, it happened.”

      “No, no, no. That’s not what I mean. I mean it doesn’t make sense that each mote had its own operator. I was watching those swarms closely, and a few times I saw…I could have sworn I saw more than one mote doing…I don’t how to explain it. There were patterns…”

      Demerra sat down across from me. “You’re right. Every mote operator has tells. Distinctive signatures in their flight patterns. Our flight path analysis suggests there were more motes than operators.”

      “So then…you’re saying I’m the only person who’s ever operated more than one mote at a time. And those assassinations were performed by operators who ran multiple motes. And if somebody else has actually figured out how to do that, it’d be kind of a roach in your raisin bread, wouldn’t it.”

      “It would,” said Demerra.

      “And if you thought I helped them to figure it out…I guess I’d be the roach. Which is why you’re ‘interviewing’ me.”

      “That’s why we’re interviewing you.”

      And when Demerra said that, I kenned a wash of something complicated from Logan. There was an uncommon blending of suspicion with protectiveness—both feelings directed at me, I thought. But beyond that, something felt…opaque. Guarded. Deceitful. And I’ll tell you this: The deceit bothered me not a tittle. I just assumed Logan and Demerra’s jobs in Internal Safety involved hiding something or other from someone or other almost all the time. But that Logan was suspicious of me, protective of me, and hiding something from me?

      Well. That was interesting.

      Demerra stood. “Could you follow me? We need to take you somewhere else.”

      “For my own protection,” I said.

      “For your own protection,” he agreed.

      <Did you believe him?>

      I didn’t know what to believe…but I so very badly wished I could tell whether he meant it.
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      The interviewer slowly climbs the porch steps. “Assistant? Begin recording. Interview with Benjamin Garza. Affirming lynk context stamp: Thursday, 2104 July 17, Primrose, Wisconsin, the Northstar States of America.”

      Ben opens the door, smiles, and shallow-nods. “Hey there! Come in, come in.”

      “Thanks so much for taking the time, Mx. Garza.”

      Ben scoffs. “Oh now, what’s this ‘Mix Garza?’ Folks called my mom and dad Mx. Garza.” He leads the way into his small, dimly lit living room. “Just call me Ben, okay? Help yourself to a seat. You know, it surprised me you wanted to meet in person.”

      “I feel like I get more from in-person interviews. Everything’s just more…real.”

      “Hunh. VR on a lynk seems pretty real to me, but…anyhow, glad you came. Not much happens in little old Primrose.” He collapses into his recliner with a groan. “Enjoy the Speckled Sow?”

      “I did, very much,” The interviewer replies, sitting on the cat-scratched sofa across from him. “What a charming brewpub! And I’ve never had a cheese curd. Thanks for recommending them.”

      Ben laughs. “Glad you liked them. My mom was from Arkansas like you, and she never did learn to tolerate the way curds squeak. So. Who else have you interviewed for the book?”

      “You’re the very first.”

      Ben smiles. “Gosh! I’m honored. There’s been a good deal more interest in Bibi ever since those…those pill people leaked all that information about him right before he died.”

      “Do you mean Red Pill? The infoanarchist group?”

      “Right, right. Like that classic show, like, ‘Do you want to take the red pill or the blue pill?’” Ben chuckles. “I can never remember which colored pill does what. Anyhow, even though the media frenzy about Bibi died down, seems like he’s stayed on folks’ minds ever since that Red Pill leak. What’re you calling the book?”

      “The working title’s Harmony Cain and the Dapper Four.”

      “‘Harmony,’ huh? Well…I don’t know about calling him that. Nobody called him that after kindergarten. Kids teased him something awful about having a girl’s name, so he told everybody to call him Bibi. That’s what they called him at home.”

      “Why ‘Bibi?’”

      “It’s a Middle Eastern thing. You know, like ‘habibi’? It means ‘honey’ or ‘buddy’ or some such.”

      The interviewer smiles. “It doesn’t seem any harder to tease somebody named ‘Bibi.’”

      Ben snorts. “It wasn’t. And they did. But pretty quick he was in homeschooling. Anyways, it’s been…sixty years? I haven’t seen him since sophomore year of high school—’44? ’45? So like I said when you lynked me, I’m not sure how helpful I can be.”

      “That’s all right. I’m doing these interviews roughly in life order, and you’re one of the earliest people I could reach. I very much appreciate your help. Do you recall when Bibi left home?”

      “Hm. After New Year’s. There was quite a to-do about it—posters, online ads, all kinds of social media activity. This was before we had these lynk things to keep us all connected.” Ben pats the nape of his neck. “Back then, we had to make do with social media. I felt awful guilty for not saying something about where Bibi went, but I swore I’d keep his secret. Eventually it was Uncle Bob who came clean about where Bibi’d run off to.”

      “Uncle Bob. That’s Robert Marten?”

      “Yep. We called him Uncle Bob even though he seemed more like one of us kids than an uncle. Wasn’t much older than us, and…” Ben chuckles and shakes his head. “And he could be a little irresponsible now and again. Turns out Bibi and Uncle Bob talked about Bibi’s plan before he ran off.”

      “They were close?”

      “Thick as thieves. I was only Bibi’s best friend if you didn’t count Uncle Bob. Those two were always doing something together. Summers, they’d head up to a cabin in the UP for weeks at a time.”

      “’UP.’ That’s the Upper Peninsula, right?”

      “Sure, right. Fishing, hunting, trapping. Deer, small game. His moms disapproved, being post-vegan and all. Even so, I was surprised Uncle Bob didn’t tell Bibi’s moms what Bibi was up to, him being a grown-up. Seems like he at least would’ve told Mama Camille. Mama Camille was Uncle Bob’s sister, see?”

      “That’d be Camille Marten.”

      “Right. Such a sweet lady. Well…” Ben grins, “…kind of a sweet badass, I guess. Before Bibi came along, Mama Camille spent over a decade in Federal prison for eco-terrorism or peace activism or…some such thing. Can’t recall what. But gosh, she was one of the kindest people I ever knew. Mama Bliss, too. If those two had found out what Bibi planned, they would’ve talked to him about it, tried to cajole him out of enlisting. But they would’ve told Mama Adra, and she would’ve fought it like a badger.”

      “Bliss Cain and Adra Hammadi, right?”

      “Yep. If Mama Adra found out what Bibi was planning…whoo boy! I wouldn’t’ve wanted to be him. Mama Adra was kind of…I’m not sure of the right way to say it.”

      “Harsh? Strict?”

      “No, she was more…” Ben says, then pauses.

      “Cruel?”

      Ben looks startled. “Oh gosh! Nothing like that. She just seemed bigger than she was, you know? Strong. Fierce.”

      “Formidable?”

      Ben slaps his thigh. “That’s it! That’s just the word. Small but formidable. Never backed down from something she believed in. She was from out in the Middle East somewhere, and the way she talked, the way she was? It felt to me like she was out of the Bible or something. She was never mean, though. Just…intimidating. Which is funny, her being a pacifist and all. Bibi’s moms were all three pacifists.”

      “That must’ve upset them—three peace activists, their only child running off to enlist.”

      “Oh sure. They were real broke up about it for months after.”

      “Ben, this is all so helpful.”

      “Really? Some oldster’s dusty memories? Hardly seems worth your time.”

      “No, really. I’ve done so many interviews through the years, and I don’t recall anyone quite as insightful as you.”

      “Insightful? Huh. Well, if you say so.”
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      “I’m interested in Bibi’s moms. What do you recall of them?”

      “His moms.” Ben smiles. “Mama Adra sticks with me most because of what she was like. Mama Camille and Mama Bliss were just the nicest people you could meet. Sweet, generous, kind. Not that Mama Adra was unkind, mind you, even if she was intense. It was just simpler with Camille and Bliss. But all three of them, they…they wished you well and they’d look out for you no matter who you were or what you did. Love. There’s just no other word for it.”

      “They were good folks.”

      “For sure. Caring folks. Sometimes I wonder whether all three were empaths. You know, ‘kenners’ they call ‘em now? By now everybody knows Bibi was one of those, but I wonder about his moms, too. And this was back before all the modern training. The…” He waves vaguely. “The biorhythms or whatever they call it. The training kenners do to make them better empaths?”

      “Do you mean bridge discipline?”

      “Right. Folks didn’t have the bridge discipline back then, so Bibi and his moms got that way on their own. Bibi more than his moms, though. You could tell it was hard for him just being around other people. We call them ‘empaths’ now, but back then? Folks just said he was high-strung or over-sensitive or…well, some kids called him a sissy or a crybaby or a fag or some such.” Ben shakes his head. “Kids.”

      “Mama Camille was from Wisconsin, right?”

      “Yep.” He points upward. “Way up by Eagle River or Rhinelander maybe? Uncle Bob was her only sibling. Those two were real close, so when she came down to marry Mama Bliss and Mama Adra, Uncle Bob came with her. He had a cabin in the woods between Primrose and Blanchardville where he did his work. I wasn’t clear on what he did till years later, after the St. Louis Concord ended the Mosaic Wars. You know, when he made the news? A secret cyberwar hero leaving Northstar for the Free States when feelings were still so tense between us all? Before then, I just knew Uncle Bob did something with computers. Anyways, he moved down near Primrose when those three got married.”

      “I didn’t think Bibi’s moms were married.”

      “Well, not by the courts or such, if you mean that. They didn’t allow group marriage, so only two of them were legal-married. I don’t recall which. Most of us didn’t care, though, with them being such good folks. Even Mama Adra, she was fierce for sure, but she was fierce…for you, not against you, if that makes any sense. She’d stand up for anybody. Or she’d tell you something you needed to hear that nobody else dared tell you, and she’d do it with love. So, most of us didn’t mind about those three being together, though some folks were less patient with it.”

      “Bliss was from Wales, right?”

      “Wales? Not sure where that is. From England, seemed like, with the way she talked. Bibi’s moms never told him the whole story, but Mama Bliss’s teen years were rough. Bibi overheard talk of drinking and a fight and some years in prison. Sounds like Mama Bliss found religion there. Came out of it a peace activist and moved to Chicago to start a new life.”

      “Is that how Bliss met Adra? Peace activism?”

      “Maybe? I think so. Bibi told me how they all met, but…” Ben shrugs. “But I don’t recall the details, just that it was all kind of spooky.”

      “Spooky how?”

      “I just recall there were…weird coincidences and mysterious intuitions. Almost as if God wanted them to meet or something. Anyhow, Bliss and Adra paired up, then Camille joined them later, then along came Bibi. Two of them gave him genes and one of them carried him to term.”

      “Who did which?”

      “Hell, not even Bibi knew that. They wouldn’t tell him no matter how much he pestered them. He was their love, they told him. I remember them saying it that way. They’d say: ‘We came together, and love happened, and that love was you.’”
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      “Let’s get back to Bibi’s departure. How did you react when he told you his plan?”

      “I tried to talk him out of it, of course,” Ben says. “The Mosaic Wars weren’t like this tense, cold stuff we’ve got today—though things are getting hotter again now, what with the Trust City Arch attack and those troop buildups along the border. But back then? After decades of people moving around so they could live near only the folks who agreed with them? That war was hot and hateful.”

      “Why did he decide to enlist?”

      Ben puffs his cheeks and blows out slowly. “That’s a question. Part of it was just being that age. You want to be part of something important, you know? This wasn’t long after Northstar seceded from what was left of the old United States in ’43. President Cochran figured we could declare ourselves a…he said we’d be a neutral…?”

      “Cochran said you’d be a neutral noncombatant state.”

      “That’s it. Turns out?” He smiles wryly. “Calling yourself a ‘neutral noncombatant state’ doesn’t keep folks from shooting at you. So there we are, purple America, the newly seceded Northstar States, minding our own business and leaving behind all those wild-eyed liberals and conservatives and libertarians. We’re just Wisconsin, Minnesota, and Iowa—maybe as much as three and a half states if you count North Illinois and Michiana. We’ve got no nukes and not much military to speak of, but we do have most of the really good drone warfare researchers. So all the other countries of what had been the old United States wanted to annex us and grab that sweet drone warfare tech. It was…I don’t know.”

      “It was terrible for y’all. Tens of thousands died.”

      Ben glances at his prosthetic arm. “Yeah. So why Bibi enlisted? At fifteen going on sixteen, you feel like you can change the world. But his moms were trying to register him as a conscientious objector. They said he had an important destiny, so he shouldn’t tarnish his soul with violence, and dear God almighty did that annoy him. They were always going on about how all living things are connected, and…oh. I guess they were right. We’re all connected with those bridge things in our brains, aren’t we? Hunh. Well, I’ll be damned. Those smart old ladies…”

      “You were talking about how annoyed he was…?”

      “Oh God, yes. They drove him right up the wall most of the time. Not just about that spiritual stuff—about pretty much everything. That’s part of being fifteen going on sixteen, too. By then, his moms had started gathering like-minded folks on their land. This was before it became the Unity Cult. Some folks around Primrose called it the “Primrose Path Commune.” His moms didn’t call it a commune, but Bibi did. He complained his moms were making him live on a…” Ben chuckles. “He called it a ‘gosh-darned pot-smoking hairy-legged hole-crapping hippie commune.’”

      “Bibi didn’t swear back then, either?”

      “Not that I ever heard. Mama Bliss? She cursed up a blazing blue streak morning, noon, and night. She wasn’t angry, it’s just how she talked, but it bothered his other moms. Maybe that’s why Bibi decided not to.”

      “Interesting. He never told me that.”

      Ben frowns. “You met him?”

      “Of course. I thought I’d mentioned that. Years ago, I was doing background research on the Unity Cult for a news outlet. Since Bibi’s mothers founded it, I wanted his perspective. I stopped him coming out of a restaurant and asked what he thought of Unionist doctrine—whether he thought the Elsewhere was something like Heaven, and whether it united all our souls.”

      Ben laughs loudly. “Wish I could’ve heard that conversation!”

      The interviewer smiles. “It lasted a while. He didn’t swear, but he looked like he wanted to. We were in touch after that, now and again.”

      “That’s our Bibi. Life on the commune pushed him to run away. Living post-vegan and macrobiotic, no TV, no computers. He wasn’t allowed on the Internet, though he got his share at my house. The only media they let him near was books—paper ones, mostly cast-offs from Belleville Public Library book sales…and good God, did that boy read. Anyhow, by fifteen, he was fed up with his moms and their ways. He called their mystical nonsense ‘Earth mother, crystal-hugging horse crap rolled in fairy dust.’”

      “Bibi was young to enlist, wasn’t he?”

      “Not by much. They needed bodies, so early enlistment was sixteen, no parental consent needed. It’s such a shame he did it. It’s hard to be honest with yourself at that age, but deep down, Bibi was a pacifist like his moms.” Ben pauses. “I guess it’s ironic, him being behind so much death since then.”

      “He was four months short of sixteen. What was his plan until he was old enough to enlist?”

      “Plan?” He shakes his head. “He had a fifteen-year-old’s plan: Hitchhike to Milwaukee then figure it out. He’d saved up a little money that he thought was a lot, some from work he did at the Kwik Trip, some he stole from his moms, some he won fair and square from Uncle Bob at poker. Those two played so much poker. Though…hunh. Now that I know he was a kenner, maybe those poker winnings weren’t really so fair.”

      “And the last time you saw him?”

      “The day before he ran away. We were in their stock barn—we hung out there in fall and winter, sometimes, vaping or smoking weed. He said, “I’m done, Ben. I’m going, and I don’t care what anybody thinks.” That stuck with me. Bibi always tried to keep everybody happy. He avoided conflict. He went along. So when he said he didn’t care what anybody thought, I knew something had changed.”

      “Well, Ben, I’ve taken enough of your time. Thank you so much for your insights. Who else should I speak with about him?”

      “Most folks have…you know, passed. I think Uncle Bob’s still kicking, so he’s a must-see. Mama Bliss passed away decades ago, and Mama Camille went recently, not long after they killed Bibi. She was a hundred and seven, you know? Mama Adra, of course. She must be nearly a hundred herself. She’s a big deal in the Cult, but she still calls Primrose home. That’s…God. That’s about all there is. As for childhood friends…” Ben smiles sadly and pats his chest. “You’ve pretty well talked to all of ’em.”

      “Were there any places that were especially meaningful to Bibi? Places he loved going, or that he talked about wanting to go, or where he felt safe? I might want to visit them.”

      “The only travel he did was camping with Uncle Bob, and I don’t know exactly where. Or…wait. He did visit St. Louis with Mama Camille when we were young. She had family down that way. That trip seemed to leave an impression on him. That’s about it, though.”

      “Got it. Last question: Is Bibi really dead?”

      Ben looks confused. “You, uh…did you ask if he’s dead?”

      “Yes.”

      “How could he not be dead? Ohhh…you mean his soul, right? Like, do I think his soul’s still out there in the Elsewhere, or some such Yoonie Cult thing?”

      “Unionists call it the ‘Here’ instead of the ‘Elsewhere,’ but…however you want to interpret the question.”

      “I don’t hold with Yoonie beliefs. Dead is dead. Except for Heaven, of course. I mean, the real Heaven, not the ‘Elsewhere’ or the ‘Here’ or whatever Yoonies call it.” Ben pauses, seeming finished. The interviewer waits. Finally, Ben says, “I’m a Methodist.”

      “Well, again, thank you so much, Ben. I really appreciate your taking the time. You’ve given me such a clear picture of Bibi when he was young. Assistant? Stop recording.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            EXCERPT: THREE GRAMS OF ELSEWHERE, 4TH EDITION

          

        

      

    

    
      …[A]nd so it is that the discovery of the bridge illuminated not only the mechanism for deep bioempathy but also the consequences of its absence.

      For individuals with very low bridge mass, the impairment of deep bioempathic connection yields an array of symptoms. The modern diagnosis of Pons Adexterum Deficit Syndrome (PADS) overlaps significantly with the now antiquated (and notoriously imprecise) diagnosis of psychopathy. If the outmoded epithet “psycho” was once applied colloquially and cruelly, its modern cousin “paddy” is hardly more apt—or less toxic.

      As our understanding of PADS has grown, we have developed a more nuanced view of its nature. It is now reasonably well established that in nearly all ways, people on the PADS spectrum represent an ordinary cross-section of human variation; for example, they are not dramatically more or less intelligent, creative, or self-aware than the general population.

      Our understanding of PADS began with isolating the condition’s etiology. Though PADS has many contributing factors—traumatic, genetic, epigenetic, neurochemical, and environmental, among others—it is undeniable that those with PADS have markedly low bridge masses. These neuronal-glial differences, along with correlated idiosyncrasies in other related brain structures, are the syndrome’s diagnostic hallmarks.

      The fact that people with PADS share a characteristic set of behaviors and cognitive tendencies need not strongly affect their roles in society—any more than would countless other neurodivergences. Appreciating this is the first step toward the respectful engagement that those on the PADS spectrum deserve.

      Joaquín Bannerjee, “Chapter 12: The Role of Diminished Connection in Pons Adexterum Deficit Syndrome,” in Three Grams of Elsewhere: An Introduction to Applied Phenomenology, 4th ed.
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      HOME SWEET HOME

      When I finally got home after six weeks in Homeland’s custody, all holy heck was breaking loose.

      And I don’t just mean Eller, who began by yowling at me, unsure whether to feel joyful or betrayed, then quickly transitioned to tearing around my cozyminium, feeling different! different! different! Since my hundred and eighty-six square feet of heaven didn’t offer enough space for a cat to tear around, that involved him running across my bedtable, skittering in tight circles in the sink, literally bouncing off a couple walls, jumping onto my shoulder and racing down my back.

      Eller getting the zoomies? I could deal with that. I slept through that more than once a night, if you can call it sleep.

      The holy heck that was really breaking loose was every neighbor in kenning range—which, for me, was a darned uncomfortable number of neighbors. Two people (Heddy and Hen?) were in the middle of a fight, one of them enjoying the cruelty of it while the other just wanted it to end. Quite a few ached with anxiety, many ached with loneliness, and a good number were pinned dead center of that dismal Venn diagram. There was some peace and calm out there, and even a little honest-to-goodness happiness with scattered eddies of love, but not quite enough to bear me up through all the rest. Strange as it may sound, I’d have preferred to be downtown at midday: Being around that many people is overwhelming, but they turn into a uniform (if head-splitting) emotional static. There at Golden Grove with not quite enough of us anxious, angry, sad old farts to achieve anonymity, it amounted to a few dozen familiar people waving their arms and shouting “Look at me!”

      This wouldn’t have been a problem if Northstar’s government, and the Department of Homeland Services in particular—and the Bureau of Internal Safety in extra-particular—hadn’t been such a monkey barrel of mingy, mean-spirited, dreg-scraping tightwads. Once it was clear they were going to have me on ice for a while, and once it was clear how badly I needed it, they finally bent the federal law against procurement, possession, or use of kali. The trickle-feed they gave me, though, was scarce enough to buffer the emotional noise in Homeland Detention, and by the time they dropped me off on the freshly repaired ring road in front of my house, even that meager trickle had faded to nothing.

      Much as I wanted to spend half an hour scrubbing Eller’s cheeks and belly after abandoning him so long, and much as he wanted that, too, my first stop was to dig under the pile of pillows where my kali kit was waiting. Except it wasn’t waiting, no doubt because when those mingy Internal Safety tightwads found it, they hadn’t yet granted me a national security exception, so to them it was just shiny, shiny contraband. No doubt my kit was either smoke billowing from a Northstar-sanctioned disposal facility, or an agent had discretely turned it into a couple weeks’ groceries or a memorable weekend with a double-A grade lovebot.

      “Sorry, Eller,” I muttered, holding him back as I slipped out the door and shut him in for more yowling, ripping, and racing. I rushed next door.

      “Claude! Maya!” I called, knocking too hard for it to really be called knocking.

      In one fluid motion, Claude yanked the door open, lurched forward, and wrapped his arms around me. “Bibi!” He laughed into my neck. “You’re home!”

      “Thanks, Claude,” I said, struggling to breathe but soothed by the love and relief I kenned. “I, um…I need…”

      He released me, grabbed my hand, and pulled me inside. “We know what you need.”

      My cozyhome was a “Super Single” unit. According to Golden Grove’s brochure, Claude and Maya’s was a “Double Deluxe,” but according to mathematics it wasn’t nearly double mine. If they’d been honest, they would have called the “Double Deluxe” a “Moderately Bigger and No More Dreary.” Still, at two hundred seventy-one square feet, it was undeniably more comfortable than mine, especially since Claude sometimes engaged in an activity he called “cleaning,” which he kept insisting I should try. I also envied the floor-to-ceiling wall that obscured their showerlet cubby in the back corner, making my half-wall cubby seem downright immodest.

      Maya favored me with one of her slender smiles, its tightness belying the joy she felt at seeing me. The blackwork tattoo body sleeve she’d assembled across several decades looked a lot like their front lawn: It was a crowded, playful menagerie of mechanical herons, toads, peacocks, roosters, sunflowers, and dinosaurs, but darkened by a smattering of ominous eldritch figures from times Claude and I had helped her get through.

      She stepped back to their showerlet cubby and fiddled with something for a moment. When she came out with a small, silver-gray plastic case in her hand, I had to suppress a moan.

      “I can’t imagine,” she said as she handed it to me, her mouth tight with pity. “Take care of yourself.” If it had bothered either of them that I left without a word, I’d have known. Even in that din of minds, theirs shone forth.

      I rushed back and opened my door, entered shin-first, pressing Eller back, then shut it too loudly. The rest was automatic.

      
        
        
        Throw the bolts.

        Blinds down.

        Sit on the bed.

        Open the case.

        Remove the nebulizer.

        Red vial in the red port.

        Blue in the blue.

        Set down the case.

        Pull the trigger.

        Oh…

      

      

      

      MEDITATION ON A WISCONSIN PRAIRIE FALL

      
        
        
        This, here, now.

        Sun.

        Blue sky.

        Two hawks.

        A rollerblader.

        It’s hot for May.

        A whiff of prairie burn.

        A rollerblader ahead.

        Shoot. They’re using both lanes.

        It’s hot. Even the wind is hot.

        I ken the prairie: peace, welcome, joy.

        Whoa. That is one intensely pink blader.

        Sweat. So much sweat. I hate sweat.

        Oh come on! Please stay in your lane.

        Please stop weaving. I have to pass you.

        I ken them. They’re happy. They’re carefree.

        They’re oblivious.

        “Shared-Use” is not that hard a concept, people.

        Uh-oh, oh boy oh boy, here we go, hug the edge, careful—

      

      

      

      “I’m passing on your left!” I called.

      I was on the ground before I even realized I was going down.

      The good thing about being old is you’re not usually going very fast when you leave your bike behind. The bad thing about being old is you don’t need to be going very fast when you leave your bike behind. Even a low-speed tumble can reward you with a hospital visit.

      Mostly I ride in the country because there are fewer people to be around. Partly I ride out there because the prairie’s gentle mind soothes me. But as a side-benefit, when I fall (which I’ll concede I do more often the older I get) I’m usually falling onto some kind of reasonably soft plant matter instead of falling onto jagged concrete or a rusty rickshaw or some Basic-feeder slumped on the curb begging money for drugs, booze, or bandwidth.

      Though…let me take that back. I’m sorry. I should not ridicule street people. They aren’t to blame. Northstar just has so many because of all the refugees—climate, political, religious, identity, economic—flooding through here on the way up north, hoping to find or charm or bribe their way under or over or through the wall into Canada. Most end up back down here again where, even if it’s no better than what they were running from, a non-citizen can more or less survive on Government Minimum-Basic income and dream of making another run at the Canadian border someday.

      “Oh-God-oh-God-I’m-so-sorry-are-you-okay?” the blader asked, hand covering their mouth, looking and feeling horrified. “I didn’t even know you were there!”

      I’m well aware, I thought.

      “Oh, don’t worry. I’m sure I’ll be fine,” I lied.

      They…she? I thought. Let’s go with she. She rolled to the edge of the path and stared at me wide-eyed. “Oh god, you don’t have an impact suit.” She subconsciously ran her hand down her suit. “Is anything broken?” Some emotions are unpleasant to ken, but fear, guilt, anxiety, and pity is a truly toxic cocktail. I had to get this under control.

      “No, no, no.” I smiled. “Really, don’t worry. Nothing’s broken.” Which might even have been true. “I’m fine.” Which might also.

      “Can I…can I help you up?” She was braked with one foot, sliding back and forth unsteadily with the other. I’d seen a lot of bladers through the years, and this one was new to it. If she tried to help me, she’d join me on the ground.

      “I’ll be okay,” I replied. I tried twice to stand before managing it. “See?” I spread my arms. “Nothing permanent.”

      Her panic hit me; she gasped and pointed. “You’re bleeding!”

      She was right. There was blood all down the side of my right calf. Now that I saw it, I realized it hurt like all heck-out. “Oh, that? That’s just fine,” I lied again. “Can’t even feel it.”

      “God, oh God.” She patted her sides and butt as though there were something to find. “I don’t even have…do you have any first aid?”

      I raised my hand and nodded, then I righted my bike. To my credit, I was able to manage a chuckle and suppress a limp as I worked my way back to the path. I kicked the stand down and then rummaged in my pannier. “It’s okay,” I said, hoping for both our sakes to tamp down her panic. “This looks way worse than it is.” Probably. “Ah, there.” Forcing an easy smile, I pulled out a towel, a roll of gauze, and a tube of pro-bio, and I set them on the rack. “I’m Bibi, by the way.” I retrieved my yellowed Budget Bicycle water bottle and squirted it over my leg. Good. Nothing serious. Just an ugly scrape.

      “Oh! I’m so sorry.” She deep-nodded. “Almeda. Allie. Allie Dahlberg. Can…can I help you with that?”

      This time my chuckle wasn’t forced. “Naw.” I stanched the blood with my towel then went for the pro-bio. “In all modesty, keeping this body in one piece is one of the few things I’m actually good at.”

      Her panic was gliding back down to guilt and anxiety again. I’d keep working on that.

      “Okay. If…just let me know if I can do something. I’m so sorry! I’m such an idiot.”

      I kenned the other biker before I heard them. Please don’t stop, I thought.

      They stopped. “Wow, looks like you took a fall,” he said, his blaze-yellow jersey practically cauterizing my wound.

      Thank you for diagnosing that. “Yeah, well. Happens now and again. I’m fine, though.”

      “It was all my fault,” Allie said, quavering.

      Well, shoot. I felt her guilt and embarrassment cascading. I glanced at her. Tears in her eyes. I hate when people cry.

      “Really, it’s not a big deal.” I began to wind the gauze around my leg. “Just some road rash.”

      “You need a hand?” the biker asked, stepping down from the saddle, feeling capable and beneficent.

      Please go away, I thought. “That’s so nice of you to offer,” I said. “All under control. I’ve got this.” Then, when he looked and felt like he was just about to offer again, I said, “Thanks, though. Really.”

      “Okay.” He mounted and was about to leave when his eyes went to my antique Trek. “Whoa! Sweet steed, guy! Is that a vintage push?”

      “You know it,” I said, tearing off the gauze and rubbing it a few times to seal it.

      “What’s a ‘push’?” Allie asked.

      “A push bike,” the biker explained. “Classic. It’s got nothing electric. No power assist, no monitors, no safety features. It’s…basically just a hunk of metal.” He looked at me and raised his eyebrows above the rims of his mirrored glasses. “But it’s a badass hunk of metal. I’ve never seen one in person.”

      “Oh,” Allie said, feeling mildly surprised.

      Please, I’m fine. You can both go now, I thought. “Gosh, it’s just an old bike,” I said.

      “I’ve thought about getting into vintage gear. You know…” He hesitated. “If you’re up for it, I’d love to chat about it sometime. Get your advice, talk about what it’s like. Here, let’s…”

      And then there was The Pause.

      Not just a pause. This was The Pause. Because there’s always The Pause.

      It’s the pause when a “normal” person opens their lynk, offering to connect with me in one way or another. Until they offer themselves for a connection, they wouldn’t notice I’m unlynked. It’s not like I look any different. I don’t act or sound or smell different.

      <When a lynked person meets an unlynked person, how do they feel? Do they find it disconcerting, or just unusual?>

      Disconcerting, usually. It’s hard to describe. It’s…it’s like the pause that would happen if I met someone who had no mouth, just a smooth expanse of flesh below their nose. “Something seems wrong,” my brain would say to me, not quite ready to accept the horror of someone lacking a mouth. “Or maybe it’s a costume?” my increasingly uncomfortable brain would continue. “Or…is this a dream? Maybe if I wait a second, their mouth will appear, or I’ll wake up. C’mon. Wake up!”

      Then usually, right after The Pause comes The Shift, when they suddenly see me as an entirely different being.

      <What kind?>

      The less kind. The other kind. Their posture changes. They feel tense or surprised or disdainful or morbidly fascinated because you don’t meet many people who aren’t lynked up, and when you do, it’s almost certainly because they’re a Unionist.

      “Looks like you’ve got this,” the biker said. With a shallow-nod to Allie, he rode away.

      “That was…odd,” Allie said, watching him put distance between us.

      “And yet not the oddest person you’ve met today,” I replied, smiling and waggling my eyebrows, trying to distract her so she wouldn’t notice the bloody mess as I folded the towel and shoved it back into my pannier.

      She felt calmer. She laughed. “You’re sure you’re okay? Really? I mean, if you need any—”

      “I’m right as rain.” And then I thought, Should I? I shouldn’t. Wait. Yes I should. “Oh, and hey. Just a suggestion. This isn’t a big deal at all, and I know it’s really hard, but you might want to try keeping to one lane as much as you can. Or you could get some kind of mirror or rear-view camera thing for your helmet or your impact suit? But seriously, it’s not a big deal. Just, you know. A thought.”

      She nodded sharply and bit her lip with a final throb of guilt. “Okay, yes. You’re right. You’re totally right. I’ll be careful.”

      “Well then, we’re all good.” I chuckled. “There is not a thing for you to worry about.”

      She practically radiated gratitude and relief. “Okay. Thanks. I mean—so much! Have a good rest of your ride!” She gestured at the sky. “It’s such a beautiful day to be out here.”

      “It is,” I agreed, smiling through the chills from my angry, stinging leg. “You have a good day, too!”

      Then I left.

      
        
        
        Hot.

        It’s too hot.

        My right leg hurts.

        And my left knee.

        I shouldn’t have lectured her.

        At least I’ve cooled down a little.

        I made her feel worse.

        I should have let it be.

        My body got off easy this time.

        Crap. Why is it always my left knee?

        Allie probably hates me.

        That biker definitely hates me.

        I hate sweat.

        It’s so hot.

      

      

      

      INTERRUPTIONS

      When Eller saw me limping up the artificial hillock with a near-terminal case of Sweaty Everything Syndrome and a blood-soaked bandage around my shin, he rolled onto his back and gyrated wildly in the overgrown grass feeling joy! joy! joy! and purred so loud I could hear it ten feet away, his harness bell jingling.

      When Claude saw me limping up the artificial hillock, he crossed his arms and frowned, feeling worried and annoyed.

      When Maya saw me, she graced me with the shadow of a wry grin, an eye roll, and an exasperated snort, somehow feeling love, concern, and vindication all at once. “You’re late.”

      Claude frowned even deeper and glanced at her sidelong. “Chéri!”

      “Oh now,” I said, easing myself onto the bench opposite them. “Don’t scold, Claude. Seems like Maya has something to say to me. Maya? You have something to say to me?”

      “You should stop biking before it kills you.”

      I feigned surprise. “You’re worried about my riding? Good gracious. Why is this the first I’m hearing of it?” Eller jumped into my lap and pressed his head against my chest, not bothered by all the sweat or, for all I knew, enjoying it. I scrubbed his cheek.

      Maya laughed and shook her head; Claude’s frown lurched into a scowl. “J’ai mon voyage!” He slapped the table; I felt that familiar blend of love and fury. “This is not funny, Bibi! This kind of thing is happening too often. More and more now it’s happening. No impact suit? No safety features on that…that nasty beater of yours? You should ride a bike that doesn’t move.”

      “Hey now, I’ve got cutting-edge safety gear.” I removed my helmet and set it rocking on the table. “And also, stationary bikes are stupid. Do you realize they stay in one place? I’d only be getting exercise.”

      “And exercise is a good thing!” Claude said. I glanced briefly but significantly at his gut, pressed into the table’s edge. Claude tried to scowl deeper…then he laughed. Then he worried.

      I patted his wide, hairy hand. “You worry too much, mon chum.”

      He grunted then tipped his head back to drain his mug, which I assumed had more Yukon Jack in it than coffee. Maya sipped from her “I Miss Disneyland” water bottle then said, “We’ve been worried the last six weeks.”

      “Understandable,” I said. By now Eller had settled down, half on my lap and half on the bench, still purring. “Thanks so much for taking care of Eller. I owe you two so—”

      “You owe us nothing,” Claude said.

      Maya smiled. “Taking Eller on walks finally made someone get a little exercise.”

      “The way you left, we thought you might not come back,” Claude said.

      “Yeah, I wondered, too.” Their anxiety was weighing on me, so I tried to lighten things up. “But heck. Maybe I should have gotten detained sooner. Seems like me leaving was the cue for Grove management to finally fix a few things.”

      “Mm,” Claude said, tugging at his mustache and looking across the table at me expectantly. Neither of them felt any better for my feeble effort to cajole them.

      When I wanted to be alone but wasn’t in a biking mood, I’d leash up Eller and hike to a plot of prairie out beyond the big monoculture soy and corn fields. We’d stay there a good long while sometimes despite all the pollen, bees, leaf cuts, muddy shoes, mosquito bites, and gnat clouds. It wasn’t much of a prairie, so it didn’t have much of a mind for me to ken, but what I did feel was welcoming.

      <When you mentioned a prairie’s mind earlier, we thought it was a metaphor. Are you able to directly ken a prairie, or is it a vague sensation?>

      Some high-order empaths say they get a funny feeling around a prairie or a forest. I ken them fine, though. Their feelings aren’t specific, but they’re clear. And it’s not really the prairie I’m sensing, of course. It’s the mycorrhizal fungal network, intermingled down with the plant’s roots, helping the prairie become a thriving, happy, resource-sharing, drought-tolerant, fire-friendly, ecumenical model community. Far as we know, only us vertebrates and a few kinds of fungal colonies can meet in the Elsewhere, though some people wonder whether hive insects might be there with us, too. With the number of bees and yellow jackets I get down my shirt and in my mouth while riding, I wonder whether there might be something to that theory.

      If I wanted to, Eller and I could also visit a little county woods when we needed to escape Golden Grove. That was even closer than the prairie, and Eller loved woods more than grasslands, but being in the woods had always put me on edge. If I kenned ease and comfort from the prairie, what I kenned from the woods was more like it wanted me to go away.

      If I wasn’t up for a hike, or if I wanted to catch up with Claude and Maya away from our creaking compatriots, we’d meet up at the Marquez Family Farm Golden Grove Community Gazebo way out at the edge of Golden Grove, just short of a vast cornfield. The “Gazebo” was actually just a long picnic table with a big, tattered umbrella at one end. The umbrella had been vibrant green before years of Wisconsin’s elements beat it into pale gray submission. Golden Grove management was going to replace it with a real gazebo any day now, just like they were going to do eight years ago when they installed it. Given its shabby state, few residents bothered to make the trek out there. That suited us just fine.

      Anyway.

      “Why did they hold you?” Claude asked. “Homelands gives us your short message saying to keep watching Eller, then we hear nothing. Not one thing for weeks and weeks. We thought maybe you need us to watch him for good, you know?”

      “I know. I’m sorry. I’d have told you more if I could.”

      “You gonna tell us now?” Maya asked. “You said we could talk after your ride.”

      Eller grumbled when I slid him fully onto the bench so I could check my bandage. It hurt less now, and the gauze above the scrape was drying and turning a rusty red. But really, this was just a chance for me to think through how I’d approach the story with them.

      When the nice folks at Internal Safety finally decided I could leave, they invited me to spend a few minutes shooting the breeze with my friends Logan and Demerra, who gave me a list of talking points I could share with anybody who might inquire about my unexpected vacation. The list was easy to remember because it was so short, and also because it was true, though only by omission.

      The list was also compulsory. If they learned I’d strayed from the list (which I didn’t doubt they had ways of learning), I’d quickly find myself on vacation again, though this time the vacation would be more indefinite and, they intimated, a good deal less comfortable.

      “Sure,” I said. “I can tell you everything…I can tell you everything.” And to Claude, after our decades together as Shoe Leather Investigations, that phrase repetition meant: In no way am I about to tell you everything. We could be under surveillance. Do your best to fill in the gaps.

      “Ahhhh,” Claude said, nodding vigorously. “I’m glad…I’m glad.”

      “They were holding me for lying on my enlistment application.”

      Maya tilted her head. “Enlistment? In what?”

      “In Northstar’s military. Remote Services.”

      “Wait. You’ve reenlisted?” she asked.

      “Oh, gosh no. But they were holding me for lying about my age back when I enlisted before.” I smiled. “You know. Fifty-five years ago.”

      Maya and Claude looked at each other, considering what I’d just said, then Maya summed up their thoughts on the matter: “Bullshit.”

      And I fully understood their skepticism.

      When I’d tired of being detained “for my own protection” and demanded to be released, Internal Safety had explained that the terms of my detention had changed. They told me a military tribunal had convened—in my absence, due to exigent circumstances. That it had found me guilty of falsifying material details on my enlistment application. That, as a result of all this, my detention was emphatically no longer voluntary in nature. Which I didn’t for one second believe was the real reason they were holding me, but it was technically a valid reason because—tip to the wary—the Northstar States of America has no statute of limitations for lying on your enlistment application.

      Of course it was really my recruiter, Reserve Corporal Brodie (“Please, call me Brodie”) Iverson, who’d altered my records. Brodie was a charming semiretired mattress salesman who, to me at the time, seemed pretty darned old and wise when I showed up in his office to get a brochure, just short of the minimum age. Brodie—under pressure to shovel meat into the grinder even faster by overlooking inconveniences like age, citizenship, physical deficits, and violent criminal records—told me with a wink that I was mistaken about my age, that I’d actually been born six months earlier than my moms and I realized. I didn’t believe it was true but, naive as I was, I did believe it was okay.

      I held out my hands, palms upraised. “Look, I was surprised, too, but that’s why they brought me in.” I paused significantly and repeated, “That’s why they brought me in. I did falsify my enlistment application, and it was their legal right to hold me.”

      “You disappeared on Dapper Day,” Claude said. “It was not about this?”

      “What’s Dapper Day?”

      “April sixteenth. This day four high-profile DAP people were assassinated. You disappeared not one hour later.”

      Maya nodded. “Red Pill leaked footage of the attacks. They titled them ‘The Dapper Day Follies.’ Two dappers died here in Northstar, one in the Coastal States, one in the Free States. Twelve bystanders. Governments keep taking down the Dapper Day Follies footage, and it keeps popping back up again.”

      I was usually cut off from media, but I’d been even more so for the last six weeks. I had no idea the whole operation had gone so public. And discussing it in any way was absolutely, unmistakably not a part of my short list of Northstar-approved talking points. To convey this, I said, “Wow, that certainly is a very big coincidence. But it’s totally unrelated. Totally. Unrelated.”

      Claude chewed the end of his mustache and inspected the bottom of his coffee mug.

      “Also unrelated to the Canadian assassinations?” Maya asked.

      “I…don’t know anything about Canadian assassinations.”

      “Two weeks after Dapper Day,” Claude said. “Maybe this is not connected, but the Prime Minister and the Minister of National Defence both died. Officially this was a medical drone malfunction and a heart attack, but the two deaths coming so soon after Dapper Day…”

      I scrunched my nose briefly, an innocent gesture that meant I was telling them the whole truth. “I have no idea. That’s new to me.”

      Claude’s face suddenly went cold, and Maya’s went blank. I kenned annoyance from Claude and wariness from Maya. Despite the approaching footsteps, I kenned nothing at all behind me, so I said, “Hi, Dys.”

      “Bibi!” I turned to see her cresting the gazebo’s faux hill, tall and gaunt and grinning genially. Today she was using her disarming, unsteady, grandmotherly gait—not to disarm any of us, I assumed, but because it suited her. She wore orthopedic white tennis shoes and a prim yellow dress with delicate pink flowers embroidered around the collar. With Dys, flowers were never good. Even that dainty spray around her neck meant she was in a foul mood for sure.

      She sat on the end of the bench just within reach of Eller. “It’s so wonderful you finally made it back to us,” she said with that benevolent elder-laugh whose roughness might have been from smoking but somehow seemed more likely the result of a lifetime of laughter. “Isn’t it, Claude and Maya?” She stroked Eller. “Wonderful?”

      Eller purred louder, thinking happy! happy! happy!

      “It’s wonderful,” Maya agreed tightly.

      “Yes,” Claude said, rising. “We should go. You’ll join us for dinner, Bibi.” It wasn’t a question.

      “You bet,” I said, grimacing inwardly. Whatever Claude prepared was unlikely to be as good as the budget autochef prison cafeteria fare I’d been eating. He was a testament to the fact that loving a thing doesn’t necessarily make you good at the thing. On the other hand, whatever he cooked would be better than the nutrition bars and bottom-shelf bourbon waiting at home.

      Well, it’d be better than the nutrition bars.

      Claude shallow-nodded to me. “Bibi.” After a pause and without a nod, he said to Dys, “Candice,” then he and Maya walked, hand in hand, back to the heart of Golden Grove.

      Smiling sweetly, Dys finger-waved at Claude and called to his back, “Au revoir, mon petit ami provincial!” in an accent that was pointedly Parisian.

      Dys turned back to me and rested her chin in her palm, her short, spiky blue-black hair catching the sunlight, and looked at me through mascaraed lashes. She pursed thin scarlet lips and batted pink-shadowed lids. “Miss me?” She held that smoldering stare for a few seconds before bursting into joyous-seeming is-it-from-lifelong-laughing-or-smoking laughter.

      (For the record: It was the smoking.)

      I rolled my eyes.

      She might have been pleased to see me, or she might have been annoyed by my absence, or she might have been feeling nothing in particular—just playing a role, as she so often did when we were out in the world. I had no way of knowing because, unlike nearly anyone, I never knew what Dys was feeling.

      She stood and moved to take Claude and Maya’s place across from me. She angled herself to face slightly away and crossed her arms. “Six weeks without sending me a word. That was thoughtless.” Through long years I’d learned that if I tried to correct Dys when she was aggrieved, we’d end up in a fight, because sometimes she was actually just in the mood for a little verbal sparring. Usually, in the interest of time, I apologized.

      “You’re right, I was thoughtless,” I said, staring at a couple of dark blue silos in the distance.

      She turned back toward me. “I was bored, Bibi.” Which was the worst thing Dys could imagine. “I mean, I found some excitement doing…oh, this and that, don’t worry what…but still, I was bored. Even when you’re here it’s pretty dull, but I didn’t realize it could be even duller. It’s not like I’m going to chill with Pudgy and Slenderma’am.”

      I’d repeatedly asked her not to call Claude and Maya that, so I stifled the reaction she was fishing for. “Dys?” I asked, dreading her answer. “What exciting thing did you do while I was gone?”

      She smiled sweetly. “You mean besides Eli Horowitz?”

      I sighed. “Never mind. I don’t want to know.”

      Her expression sharpened. “Where did they hold you?” Finally, I was relieved by a glimmer of the “real” Dys, ravenous for hidden information.

      “Dunno. I was gagged, bound, and blindfolded the whole time.”

      “You were gagged, bound, and blindfolded for six weeks,” she said doubtfully.

      “Yep. Can’t be too careful with us feeble, decrepit, mildly overweight oldsters.”

      “Well, that must have been inconvenient for you. But at least you weren’t bored.”

      “Yeah, well. Odds are you’ll forgive me eventually.”

      “I might.” She undid the top three buttons of her dress and reached within to withdraw a narrow, ornate ivory case. She snapped it open, removed a cigarillo, and lit up with the case’s integrated lighter. “Visit me later for coffee? I’ll make it worth your while.”

      “Not tonight.”

      “That’s surprising. Because when I chatted with Jenelle last weekend, she said my cousin Jefferey broke an arm and a leg falling off his horse. His left arm and his right leg, so now he’s all kind of…lopsided, you know? Which isn’t a good look at all for an exotic dancer. It’s just killing his tips.”

      Dys made this kind of conversational U-turn now and again. It usually meant someone was incoming and she didn’t care for them to overhear what we’d been discussing.

      I glanced over my shoulder as she continued blathering about her fictional family, and sure enough, an elderly couple I didn’t recognize was walking up the hill toward us. Both looked to be around my age, the woman short with tightly curled gray hair and sporting a lemon yellow jumper, the man tall though hunched, balding with a white fringe, wearing jeans and a purple T-shirt. The woman made heavy use of a violet quad cane. Between the twin distractions of Dys’s pestering and my own pain, I hadn’t heard them coming—and, I realized, I couldn’t sense much from them, either. That was uncommon.

      They were making for the picnic table, smiling, no doubt inbound for an introduction. The elderly gentleman raised his hand. “Hello, hello, lovely day, lovely to meet you!” he called in an Eastern European accent.

      As much as I wanted to be alone at that moment, out of social obligation I began raising my hand to wave, but Dys slapped it back to the table. “Oh for Chrissake,” she muttered at me then, leaning sharply into the table, called, “Occupied!”

      At Dys’s outburst, Eller woke and cocked his head disapprovingly. The little old couple started, then they turned and hurried away—or at least they did the nearest thing to hurrying you can do when a quad cane is involved.

      “Dys. You can’t snap at people that way.”

      “I can’t?” she asked innocently, smiling again and taking a long draw on her cigarillo. She patted my hand. “I think the word you’re looking for is ‘shouldn’t.’ It’s different from ‘can’t.’ But where were we? Oh. I was asking you over for coffee.”

      “And I was saying ‘no.’”

      “Please? I’ve missed you.”

      “Dys, I’m—”

      “I’ll add creamer.”

      Well, that was a conundrum. I did like creamer. But. “Dys…you probably won’t understand this…I need to just crash at home tonight. I’m exhausted. I haven’t slept well in weeks.” I lifted my leg into view. “And I’m a mess.”

      “You want to visit.” She lowered her chin and glared at me. “Trust me, Bibi.”

      So then it was my turn to laugh.

      PADS

      Later, as I lay in bed feeling my heart skip, thinking I should maybe hydrate better before that kind of workout, Dys ran her long, thin finger lightly down my cheek and said “I love you” as though she actually loved me.

      Which made me smile. There was comfort even in pretending.

      Hey. I didn’t ask when we started talking. Are you empaths?

      <We suspect we’re something like empaths, but not in the same way you are.>

      Then it might be hard for you to understand what that was like for me, being with Dys. It was sort of…it was like when a “normal” person is with me. Like when a lynked person is with an unlynked person.

      <We’re not sure we understand. Lynked people often act negatively toward the unlynked. By your analogy, do empaths find people with Pons Adexterum Deficit Syndrome distasteful?>

      No! Oh gosh, no, that’s not what I mean at all. It’s not distasteful. It’s just…it feels so…this is hard to explain. For an empath like me, whose life has been a seething, clamorous, yammering swirl of other people’s emotions, meeting somebody with PADS is surreal, I guess.

      <Surreal because they’re so different from others?>

      Sort of. Not quite, though. Think of it like this: A typical person might pick up on the vibe of a group, or they might suspect a happy-seeming person’s actually sad, or maybe they feel like a friend’s annoyed with them even though there’s no sign of it. And they might write that off as intuition or imagination, but there’s a good chance that inkling they felt was as true and reality-based as hearing a mourning dove or feeling an ice cube or smelling a fart. That inkling was probably an actual sensation. They were sensing what the other person felt.

      <They were connecting empathically with those other people through the Elsewhere.>

      Right. But, see, that’s for a neurotypical, for somebody in the normal human “three grams of bridge” bucket. If somebody’s an empath—let’s say just barely an empath—other people’s emotions are more…tangible. It’s like swimming in the ocean and feeling something brush your leg. Did you just imagine feeling something, or was it a strand of seaweed, or was it something with teeth? That might even be enough to make you twitch or gasp. That can make you crazy. And I do mean that literally: Before we understood deep bioempathy, that kind of thing got more than a few people locked away because they didn’t understand what was happening to them or, more likely, because other people didn’t.

      And for us ultra-rare full-blown empaths who are bless-cursed with a pretty decent idea of how people feel, it’s…people’s emotions are like the weather. On a nice day, I enjoy the weather. On a day that chills me or bakes me or makes me slip and fall, I deal with it. Other people’s emotions are like that for me. Whoever I’m around, however they’re feeling, I’m always experiencing them. I have no choice but to deal with them all the time.

      <So in your analogy, people with PADS are bad weather?>

      No, it’s like there’s no weather at all. Granted, PADS isn’t black-and-white, it’s a spectrum. But if being near most folks is like walking in sunshine or haze or hail, being near somebody with PADS is more like going inside. Or…no. That’s not different enough. It’s like taking a spacewalk. So it’s not distasteful, it’s just very, very different. Their pons adexterum, their bridge, doesn’t have the mass to connect the way most folks do. My bridge reached across the Elsewhere for Dys and found nothing. Her bridge reached out for me but couldn’t quite make it. And many days I envied Dys’s lack of connection.

      <Why envy a lack of connection?>

      Because too often it felt like the whole world was trying to crawl into my head. To have a break from that? What a blessing that would’ve been. And at first, I didn’t realize Dys herself offered me that kind of a break. When she showed up on Claude’s and my doorstep at Shoe Leather, all I could remember was the first person with PADS I’d spent much time with—my swarm instructor back in Remote Services basic training. Staff Sergeant Wallace Gregg was only borderline PADS, but even so…yeah. That was not a fun time.

      At first Dys was useful to Claude and me, and I suppose we were useful to her somehow, so we all put up with one other. But after a time, the funniest thing happened: I came to think of spacewalking with Dys differently. See, a person who’s drifting in space isn’t just weatherless.

      They’re weightless.

      Here was someone I could be around without their emotions bearing down on me. Even when the feelings I kenned from folks were wonderful, they were usually just…too. Too much. Too many. Too intense. When I’ve discussed such things with other high-order empaths, they’ve been surprised. They didn’t seem to experience too much of other people’s emotions. They lived in a world with weather that ranged from mostly sunny to overcast, where it was sometimes a little dreary but usually pleasant enough. They’d never experienced that typhoon of emotions as a typhoon.

      Guess I’m different from other empaths. But you knew that already, right?

      <Of course. That’s why we’re here with you.>

      Yeah. Wherever we are.

      Anyway, Dys brought none of the baggage I had to lug around for most other people. When we were together, her emotions didn’t press in on me. I didn’t have to feel how angry she was, or how much she expected of me, or how badly I’d disappointed her. I didn’t have to suffer the distraction of her heart echoing in my head. We got along not because of how we each felt about each other, but how we acted toward each other. An impulsive person? You bet she was. A person who strategically manipulated me? She was that, too. A person who tended to see every relationship as a series of self-interested transactions? Oh my goodness, yes.

      But a conversation with Dys was just a conversation. It was just words and facts and gestures and, yeah sure, watching out for myself sometimes, but still. Just a conversation. It’s hard to express what a relief that was.

      And working a case with Dys was just working the case.

      And sex with Dys was just sex.

      “I love you, too,” I replied.

      And as we lay in darkness on her wide, soft bed, she squeezed me as though it made her happy to hear it.

      COFFEE DALLIANCE

      I woke the next morning to Dys’s sweaty chest against my saggy back, her wiry arm draped across my paunch, the tip of her tongue delicately exploring the outer edge of my right ear. “So,” she whispered when I opened my eyes, “did you miss your paddy lovebot?”

      I allowed myself a grimace she couldn’t see as I rolled into a sitting position at the edge of her bed, withholding the response she was teasing for. “Thanks, Dys. It was really good catching up.” I looked over my shoulder at her, keeping my expression as calm as I could. “I need to get home and feed Eller.”

      “And get your kali fix. So you can be disconnected like me.”

      “I wish. But I’ll settle for being just a little more like them.” I pointed my thumb outside toward the rest of Golden Grove, a community of normal people who didn’t have to constantly experience their neighbors’ emotions. I was well into the long tail of my kali dose from eight hours earlier, and our neighbors were beginning to intrude in a pretty darned unwelcome way. I hadn’t intended to spend the night.

      “Oh, c’mon, don’t leave mad,” Dys moaned. “You know it’s true. I’m not a real person since I can’t do that whole”—she wiggled her fingers in the air—“brainhuggy bridge thing. You said so yourself.” Dys enjoyed verbal sparring much more than I did. She was very good with expressions and body language, so if I didn’t buy the smile she was giving me, it was because she didn’t want me to.

      I kissed her high, taut cheekbone. “We both know I never said any such thing, and you’re just as human as I am, and I’m very much not interested in an argument right now.” I squeezed her hand. “Thanks again. Really. I’ll see you later.”

      “Wait!” She slapped her other hand on top of mine to restrain me and raised her eyebrows. In a flat voice, she asked, “Why?”

      And there it was. What I’d been waiting for. Dys smelled a puzzle.

      “Not sure what you mean,” I said, feeling reasonably sure what she meant.

      “I’d like to know more about your time away.”

      “I can’t talk about it. It’s…complicated.”

      Dys smirked. “You know I’m good at complicated, dear heart.”

      “Fine. They held me because I’d lied on my Remote Services enlistment app—”

      “Come on. Obviously it was about the Dapper Day killings. Timing alone gives us that. Also, Zoom had been crying.” She pointed at a pair of binoculars on her windowsill. “I might chalk those tears up to her knowing the victims, but judging from the way she leaned toward you, she seemed concerned for you, too. So, it’s clear they came to collect you because they thought you might be another target.”

      “Look, you can think what you want, but that’s just not what hap—”

      “What’s more, all the other Dapper Day attacks were mote-based, and sending a pack of soldiers makes no sense as a way to protect you from a mote swarm. Shooting into the air and yelling ‘shoo, drone, shoo’? Clearly not. The defense swarm they brought was the countermeasure for any motes that showed up. So why did they need all those armored troops—”

      “Dys?” I tried to talk over her; it didn’t work.

      “—I mean, it wasn’t to recover your body. How many swole young kill-puppets would it take to collect your corpse? There’s more to you than there used to be”—she patted my belly—“but even so, they’d need at most two to carry you off. No. That squad they sent was in case Grumpy Bibi of the Many Names turned out to be a threat. Which tells us they also thought you might be complicit in the whole—”

      “Dys!” I yelled, wide-eyed. “I can not talk about this!”

      She made a lovey-face as though I’d just said the sweetest thing imaginable. “Awww,” she cooed, “look at you, all concerned for our privacy.”

      “Yes, I’m concerned. Dys, this is…we just can’t. I can’t talk about any of this stuff.”

      “Of course you can.” She pointed at the top of a tidy stack of equipment standing amid several other tidy stacks that, to my eye, were no different.

      “You’re pointing at a blue box with a couple of blinking things,” I said.

      She rolled her eyes and sighed, then hopped out of bed and stalked across the room with a confident stride nothing like the grandmotherly gait she’d been playing at yesterday. That short walk would have taken her the whole way across my place, maybe twice. Dys’s wealth was a hollow-eyed specter of its former self, but when she’d decided to slum near the rest of us, she’d settled for nothing less than a “Taj Ma-Triple” unit—not only for its size but because the name had been grist for years’ worth of double entendres. The Grove’s least-dismal units included not only more floorspace, but homey touches like a storage shed attached to the side, a low-pitched roof with a small attic, and a crawl space so that Golden Grove’s more well-to-do residents could remain behind when an inconveniently placed tornado roared in to relocate the rest of us.

      “Look closer…” She tapped the box slowly.

      “Ah, sure. How did I not see before? There’s a blue box with blinking things.”

      She smirked. “I keep forgetting you were born in the eighteenth century. This, my love, is a Shimamoto-Luo resonance response unit. This is privacy incarnate.”

      This kind of thing was dark magic to me, so I sometimes appreciated living in the company of a mad-skills wizard. But since my particular mad-skills wizard often wildly underestimated risks, my appreciation was always informed by caution. “Uh-huh,” I said.

      She smiled widely. “I’m serious. This is the real deal. This is national security grade Homeland stuff. I have it on good authority that this unit”—she patted it—“is the same model used to secure in-person meetings for four of the six North American heads of state. I’ve mounted dozens of plates and coils in my walls to cancel and fabricate vibrations and EM signals. Anyone rude enough to eavesdrop will just hear a modified replay of us making sweet, tender, geriatric love.”

      “You recorded us making love.”

      “Well…yes. Of course. I always record us.”

      I stood and scowled, pulling up my boxers. “How’s an ordinary citizen allowed to have ‘national security grade’ stuff?”

      She waved her hand dismissively. “I’m not. This is incredibly illegal. We’re probably looking at two to five for acquiring it and, say, fifteen to twenty-five for actually using it.”

      “Dys!”

      “Calm down, calm down,” she said, striding back to me. “I just, you know…” She appeared deeply concerned. “I’ve been setting this up in the hope that you’d return to us soon. I wanted you to have a safe space where you could talk freely about what you were feeling, without worrying about who might be listening in.”

      “You wanted to squeeze me for juicy news because your body pumps forbidden information in place of blood.”

      “That was only the smallest part of it. Mostly, it was the safe space.” She sat and leaned, pressing her hard shoulder into my soft one. “For you, Punkin’.”

      “And you got this where?”

      “Oh, you know me. Anonymized friends in libertine places.”

      “Dys, I swear. If you’re back in touch with Red Pill…”

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” she said, crossing her arms. “I can’t be back in touch with them because there was no time when I was not in touch with them. We’re not in touch very often anymore, though. Just the occasional social engagement. Croquet. Canasta. Leaking state secrets.” She laughed and shook her head amiably. “Good times. Good times.”

      I covered my mouth. “Dys, you can’t be doing stuff like this anymore.”

      She frowned thoughtfully. “Again you say ‘can’t’ when you mean ‘shouldn’t.’ Those words are different in some rather important ways.”

      “C’mon. You were cutting-edge once, but the world moved on. You’re out of your depth. Keep this up and you’ll get caught someday. Seriously, Dys. I worry about you.”

      When I said this, I saw the briefest flash of anger. Then she smiled.

      Dys didn’t normally slip like that.

      If Dys didn’t want you to know what she was feeling, it took a mighty provocation for her to slip—which is what I’d just seen: real anger shoved aside by pretend calm. That surprised me. I was always either warning her off something she planned to do or telling her the likely consequences of something she’d already done. That sort of thing never ruffled her. She’d just dismiss me with a smile or, more often, pretend I hadn’t said anything at all. That flare of anger, quickly stamped out? It almost looked like this time I’d struck a nerve.

      So. That was interesting.

      Hers was the only queen-size bed I’d slept in since breaking up with Zoom. I took advantage of its grandeur by collapsing in it, rolling onto my back, and covering my face with my hands. I moaned.

      But still.

      Despite all my time in detention, I probably had little more idea of what was happening than Dys did. Given her hobbies and her friends, I might know even less then she did. I wanted to figure out what was going on, and that was more likely to happen if someone helped me think it through.

      “Just to be clear,” I said, lowering my hands and speaking to her ceiling. “When the stormtroopers kick down your door and find all this fiendishly illegal stuff, do we both go to jail for thirty years or just you?”

      She flopped onto her back beside me. “Just me,” she said brightly with a reassuring stare. “Probably. Besides, they’d have to catch me first, and they won’t.”

      “Remember the Rosies case, Dys. I caught you once.”

      Her reassuring stare held. Not a twitch, though I imagined a ripple of annoyance through the mattress. “That hardly counts, and you know it. You never would have caught me without my help. Anyway, you worry too much.”

      “No, I worry exactly the right amount. You don't worry nearly enough.”

      “It’s going to be fine, Bibi. The odds are maybe, I don't know…twenty-five percent?”

      “Wait…twenty-five percent that we’re safe, or that we’re not?”

      She patted my cheek. “You’re adorable. Relax. What’s the point of letting a techno-sorceress screw you if you won’t let her protect you, too?”

      I was going to retort with “disgraced and convicted former techno-sorceress.” Instead, I closed my eyes and counted to ten. When I opened them, she still had the same earnestly reassuring expression. I studied her thin face, her narrow, hawk-like nose. Her eager, piercing eyes. They studied me back even more intently.

      “One condition,” I said. “We invite Claude over, too. I want him to know everything.”

      “Oh.” She nodded and frowned seriously. “Oh sure. Yes. Because it won’t make anyone suspicious that I’m inviting Claude over to my place since I’m always doing that. Especially so he can join us in what’s clearly a romantic tryst. And asking Claude to join us could be very important in case our conversation turns up any facts that need to be intimidated or fenced or, I don’t know, have their kneecaps broken.” She took my hand and kissed it. “I’m relieved to see you’re thinking clearly despite your traumatic incarceration.”

      Which, much as I hated to admit it (and I often hated to admit things Dys said), were very reasonable points.

      It always astonished me how Dys could be so incredibly patient, wary, precise, and dispassionate, yet sometimes throw it all away later on a bizarre impulse. Like the one that let me arrest her for fraud, insider trading, and a cartload of information crimes all those years ago. Much as it hurt my pride, Dys even deserved credit for her own arrest and conviction.

      “Fine. We won’t involve Claude. And yes, your guesses about why they took me in are right.”

      She seemed genuinely surprised I’d said that. “Of course I’m right. I wasn’t asking for confirmation, Peaches. That was all reasonably obvious. I’m not wondering why they took you.” She rolled onto her side and propped her chin on her fist. “The ‘why’ I want is: Why did they let you go?”

      It was my turn to be surprised. “Really? In this whole…blood-spattered box of macabre puzzle pieces, that’s the one bothering you? That I’m not in detention anymore?”

      “Well of course I’d love details about the rest. And I am curious why they thought you’d be a target, though I recall you bragging about being one of the first mote operators. I assume that’s related somehow. If you’re to be believed.”

      “I am to be believed,” I grumbled. “And I wasn’t bragging.”

      “Yes-yes, fine. Let’s believe you for the time being. But setting that aside, the big picture seems straightforward. How does this go?” She thrust out her thin lower lip thoughtfully. “Ah, yes. Some mysterious organization fields an impossibly large group of highly skilled mote operators to borrow important brain parts from some of the highest-bridge people on the planet. And as an aside, those ops were amazing. Astonishingly tidy. Then, less than an hour later, Homeland—presumably Internal Safety—swoops in and spirits you away. Which means either: one, for some reason they thought you needed protection, and they assumed your murder squad somehow slept through its alarm—which is kind of funny—or two, they thought you were complicit in an inexplicable set of brilliantly executed, insanely high-tech assassinations—which is even funnier—or three, both.” She laughed. “When you think about it, the ‘both’ option is funny, too.”

      “Yeah. This whole thing is very funny.”

      “Mm. We agree. Next, Internal Safety holds you until they finally manage to convince themselves that: a) whoever pulled this off wasn’t likely to have missed you by screwing up their time zone math or something, so you’re not nearly as important as Homeland initially thought you were—”

      “Hey.”

      “—and b) you’re not smart enough to be behind something like this—”

      “Hey!”

      “—therefore c) you’re probably neither a suspect nor in imminent danger.” She rolled onto her belly and rested her sharp chin in her upraised palms. “But that’s just an off-the-wall guess.”

      “Don’t gloat,” I grumbled.

      “I don’t gloat,” she said, her head cockily to the side.

      “You always gloat.”

      “I give myself exactly as much appreciation as I deserve. I’m not appreciating myself yet, though, because there’s still a problem: Unless they were absolutely sure you’re no longer a target—and how could they be?—there’s no harm in holding you indefinitely. And unless they were absolutely sure you’re in no way complicit—and how could they be?—there’s equally no harm in holding you indefinitely. I suppose they could be using you as bait to catch the evildoers. Or they could be watching to see whether you cavort with any evildoers when they release you.”

      “Present company excepted.”

      “Oh, you.” She patted my butt. “So, their reasons for releasing you are unclear.” She sat up, crossed her legs in lotus position, and fixed me with one of her looks. Her look was only slightly more intimidating than the fact someone five years older than me could fold themselves into lotus position with no apparent effort. “Ergo, the most interesting question isn’t why they brought you in, but why they let you back out again.”

      I’d long since stopped being jealous of Dys’s insights.

      Some folks, especially the ones we caught, thought Dys was smart because of PADS. She wasn’t. PADS doesn’t work that way. It’s more complication than blessing—and I’ve often said the same about being an empath. She wasn’t smart about everything, either, but she was astonishingly good at working puzzles. That had made her an outstanding VR engineer long ago when she founded her augmented reality startup, Rosies, before her hubris helped me put her away for financial and information crimes.

      No, it wasn’t PADS. What made Dys so remarkably good with puzzles was some happy confluence of genes, environment, hard work and (maybe most of all) a pure, unflinching, indefatigable, ornery determination to solve every mystery that had the misfortune of tiptoeing across her path.

      Turns out, though, I knew the answer to Dys’s question already. “I’m pretty sure they released me to get on my good side.”

      She laughed. “Bibi, no one cares whether they’re on your good side. Least of all Northstar’s secret police.”

      “It’s…never mind. Just a hunch.”

      Dys smirked. “Spit it out. I already figured out the best parts myself.”

      I sighed. “Fine. Homeland wants me to help with the investigation.”

      “As though you of all people could help them with something like this.”

      “I know. That’s why I politely declined. A few hours later, they released me and told me to think it over.”

      “Do it,” she said flatly.

      “Um. What?”

      “You should help them.”

      “Wait. You’re not going to list all the reasons I’m the worst possible person to investigate this kind of crime? Because I made that list. I shared it with them when they asked me to help. I can share it with you, too, if you want.”

      “Thank you, no. You’re missing the whole point. Or…no. You’re missing both whole points. One: You can have the government of the Northstar States in your debt. That could be very useful. And two: It sounds like fun.”

      “One: I don’t care, and two: no, it doesn’t. It’s been nice catching up, but I have to—”

      “Come on, Bibi. I want to talk about this.”

      I kissed her cheek again. “I don’t, and I’m leaving.”

      I left.

      Even though I couldn’t ken her, Dys fairly reeked of need. We’d known each other too long. I suspected she wanted this more badly than curiosity or boredom could explain, and I knew she was trying to manipulate me to get her way.

      After the last six weeks, I was in no mood to be manipulated.

      MILK RUN

      “Welcome to Quick Shop—where it’s the good old times all the time.” He was supposed to say it like he meant it, but he said it like he’d been threatened to. They all said it that way. I assumed they had been threatened to.

      Golden Grove had modeled Quick Shop very loosely on an early twenty-first-century Kwik Trip minus the gas pumps. It wasn’t a terrible idea, having a general store with an actual in-person clerk at the center of a fair- to middling-sized retirement community. Not only did it give us geezers a hit of the past, but with the price markups, it had to be a nice lift for Golden Grove’s bottom line. Since most of us had assigned our Government Minimum-Basic income to the Grove in exchange for subsistence-level room and board till death do us part, there wasn’t an abundance of disposable income sloshing around in us oldsters’ accounts. Whatever there was, Golden Grove wanted first dibs. The whole situation was that much harder for me since my basic income didn’t get the fifty percent “lynk participation” bump everybody else’s did. I had no bump to spend on electives. All I had was whatever I’d socked away for retirement.

      Having a human stationed at the company store also let Golden Grove meet the government’s requirement to have an actual person on-site at any care community that included a non-trivial population of seniors or folks with special needs. So technically, this Basic-feeder was our guardian.

      The addict behind the counter—and from the ruptured capillaries, the haze I was kenning from him, and the angle his head was canted at, he had to be an addict—stared at the wall behind me and slightly to my left, his eyes making saccades from the show he was watching or the game he was playing or the neural damage he’d done to himself with heaven only knows which illicit mind-altering chemicals. No doubt he badly needed this job to supplement his subsistence income. If it was hard to get by on the Basic, it was darned near impossible to get by while supporting a drug habit.

      I should know.

      However hammered he was, he was new, so I decided to extend an empty courtesy. “Welcome to Golden Grove,” I said, pretending to doff my hat. His expression didn’t change, but his eyes drifted till they were practically looking at me, or at least till one of them was.

      “How may I help you, sir?” he replied.

      Some of us wandered into the Quick Shop now and again just for that little splash of the old days. “How may I help you, sir?” or “How may I help you, ma’am?” or—if they weren’t sure and didn’t want to blow it—just a good old-fashioned “Hey.” It was all by the script, but it tickled our memories. The more modern “How may I help you, Mx?” would’ve been safer, but it would have blown the illusion. So some days we’d wander in, accept the quaint, old-timey “mister and missus” welcome, and be on our way without so much as the thought of a transaction. But today I wasn’t just visiting for a scripted greeting.

      In the glass counter case in front of him and on the shelves behind him was a wide assortment of nostalgia wares: chips, tobacco cigars, cookies, candy bars, butane lighters, pet food, hand sanitizer. Slim Jims. They were all synthetic replicas, though, and just for show. Few of us poor old farts could afford genuine, high-grade nostalgia wares. Instead, the clerk would print anything I ordered in the back room using Golden Grove’s industrial-grade, government-licensed, intellectual-property-respecting printer. I knew for a fact a few oldies in the Grove had illegal bootleg printers that’d print anything they could download the pattern for. If they could afford the printer and didn’t mind the risk, buying printer media was way cheaper than buying licensed, preprinted goods. That just made sound financial sense for somebody on a fixed income. Or, as with the tiny printer hidden in Claude and Maya’s showerlet, it made sense if the things you cared to print were of the illegal pharmaceutical kind.

      But the Grove’s official, properly-state-licensed printer couldn’t make quite everything. Even Quick Shop, a subsidiary of Cozy Living Enterprises with all its glorious political clout, wasn’t allowed to print the good stuff, as defined by the Northstar Dairyland Protection and Preservation Act of 2068. That they had to keep in actual bottles in actual refrigerator cases.

      “Milk,” I said. Took a step closer. “Half-gallon.” Then, another step closer and leaning toward him slightly: “Whole.” All I was missing were the spurs. It was the same old-timey bit I did for every new clerk, wistfully hoping for a laugh one day that deep down I knew would never come.

      He looked at me with both eyes for a moment, not getting the bit, then he reached under the counter where they kept the small collection of goods deemed unprintable for reasons of the economic wellbeing of the republic, or at least for the economic wellbeing of interests powerful enough to bribe, threaten, or otherwise pocket politicians. He set the bottle on the counter with a thunk. Still managing to look at me, he asked, “Will there be anything else today, sir?”

      “Not for here. Delivery. I’d like a three-pound box of Kitty Joy Kibblenums, please.”

      He started tapping my order in the air on a cash register screen only he could see.

      “Also for delivery, twenty pounds of Kitty Joy Pritty Litter, if you don’t mind.”

      He hunted and scrolled for a moment before (apparently) finding the listing for cat litter.

      “Have that delivered to 32 Sunset Lane, please.”

      He scowled without looking at me, scanning the virtual screen for something. “Nopro, Mx. I’ll just pull the address off your lynk.”

      “I think you mean ‘sir’ instead of ‘Mx.’”

      And then there was The Pause. I wouldn’t call what he was feeling alarm, but it was a confusion deeper than the one he’d been experiencing when I walked in. He stopped fidgeting with his non-screen then slowly looked up at me. “Sir?”

      “No worries.” I smiled, trying to make light of yet another familiarly awkward social interaction. “I’m not a Unionist.”

      He shrugged. “You say so.” He didn’t look like he believed me, but I didn’t need him to.

      “Just…how about…you can look it up by name,” I suggested. “Bibi Cain. B-I-B-I. Okay?”

      “Okay,” he said, looking me up and down.

      Though it was perfectly understandable that people constantly took me for a Unionist, it was also ironic. Setting aside that Unionists and I were both deeply suspicious of any technology more advanced than a fork, there were probably few people on Earth who believed the opposite of what Yoonies believed more stubbornly than I did. They were more or less the same beliefs I’d been so eager to leave behind in Primrose when I foolishly ran off to the wars. And, of course, it was no coincidence that they were the same beliefs.

      Since his progress toward completing my order seemed to have slowed to a stop, I prompted, “As I understand it, there’s a place where you can look me up manually and debit my account.”

      It took a moment for my words to reach him. He nodded, but he did no more than that.

      “They tell me it’s under ‘Miscellaneous Options’ in the lower left, labeled ‘Unlynked Support.’ Just put my name in down there. Bibi. B-I-B-I. It’ll find me for you.”

      The clerk glanced around for a moment and tapped my order to conclusion.

      “Thank you, Mx.,” he said. “I mean sir. You have yourself a…uh…a nice day now?”

      “You too. Thanks for your help.” I hefted my jug of milk and left him behind, gawking.

      NEGOTIATION

      Dys was waiting on my porch when I got back from the Quick Shop. She sat in one of the rusted-out folding chairs that were my tiny lawn’s only decoration except for an especially beautiful piece of Maya’s—a pink unicorn with a leprechaun on its back, all fashioned from rebar and a scrapped antique lawnmower—which I’d agreed to allow in my yard despite the way it clashed with my carefully selected decor. The chair’s rust was supposed to passive-aggressively discourage visitors from lingering. So was the weather for much of the year, since I’d long ago ripped gaping holes in my porch awning. Unfortunately, passive aggression had never once worked on Dys, and even more unfortunately, today was a beautiful spring day.

      Dys sat daintily on the rusted chair, legs primly together, feet firmly on the ground, wearing a chartreuse sundress I didn’t recall seeing before. When she saw me coming, she waved enthusiastically. “Bibi! There you are!”

      I moaned, but I didn’t go back the way I’d come. If it hadn’t been for that half gallon of milk I had to get to the fridgelet, I might have.

      “I wondered, might you visit me for coffee shortly?” she asked when I arrived.

      “Thanks so much, that’s very kind, but I believe I had enough coffee last night. We had coffee three times, as I recall. That much coffee is bad for my nerves.”

      She tittered and swatted my arm far harder than any nice elderly lady has ever swatted anything. “Oh, you. Not that kind of coffee. But really.” She leaned forward. “Be there.” Then, through not-quite-clenched teeth, “Shortly.”

      “Hhh…bunny balls.” I sighed. “Fine.”

      “How lovely,” she said, beaming and folding up the chair with a horrible grating creak. “I’ll expect you in ten minutes. Sooner would be just fine.”

      Whatever she expected, half an hour later I made the thirty-second walk to her place last two or three minutes. She opened the door before I could raise my hand to wave the sensor. After the obligatory display of welcoming and cheek-kissing for any neighbors who might be watching, she closed the door behind us and said flatly, “I want in.”

      “To…what?”

      “I want to help you investigate.”

      “Age hasn’t been kind to your memory. Let me help you. Something like”—I glanced at my antique wind-up wristwatch—“six hours ago I said to you somewhat clearly that I did not plan to get involved in this nonsense. This sound familiar?”

      “Of course it does. But Bibi? You’re always talking about the whole ‘prosocial’ thing. I want to be part of that. I want to help Northstar.”

      I snorted. I didn’t mean to be rude, though it was clear she took it that way. I just couldn’t help snorting. “You want to help the government.”

      “Not the government,” she said, her expression blankly earnest. “Our whole community.”

      “Okay. What do you want to help with?”

      “This whole, you know. This awful situation. It’s just…terrible.”

      I looked at her sideways. “Which one?”

      “This whole awful murder situation. I want to help you figure out who did it so we can keep it from happening to others.”

      “Really. Because this morning I recall you using words like ‘funny’ and ‘astonishingly tidy’ to describe the whole awful murder situation.”

      She scowled. “So I’m not allowed to appreciate the beauty of a well-executed plan? Those murders were terrible, but you have to admit: Whoever ran those ops knew what they were doing.”

      “Guess they did.” Without making a big show of it, I held out one finger on my left hand.

      “Whoever did this is still out there, and they could do it again,” she said. “You owe it to society to do whatever you can to find them.”

      I held out a second finger.

      “And you need me to help you do it,” she continued.

      “Even if I were going to do this—which I am not—they’re not looking for your help. They only asked for me.”

      “Yes-yes, of course. Because you’re the great Bibi Cain!” She spread her arms wide as though she were showing me a marquee. “Investigative consultant extraordinaire! He can solve any case with just the warm fuzzy feelings in his head. He’s never once needed someone who could organize facts or discern subtle informational patterns or masterfully use tech invented in the last century.” She looked back down at me. “Really? That’s your story?”

      I held out a third finger. “I’m deeply grateful for all the times you’ve helped me. But I don’t need help this time because I’m not going to get involved.”

      “I helped you? You were nothing without me.”

      Fourth finger. “I was a lot of things before we were friends. You might recall I was the rookie Dane County Safety Services detective who put away Rosies CEO Candice Altamirano.”

      “And you couldn’t have put me away without…well, without what I’ll concede might have been a brief-yet-regrettable instance of my own mild under-caution. When you think about it, Bibi, I more or less caught myself. You were almost incidental. And then when I got out again, that cute little detective venture of yours—”

      “Shoe Leather, Dys. You know the name.”

      “Fine. Shoe Leather Investigations was about to close until I finished serving my sentence and joined you. If it weren’t for me, Claude would’ve gone back to bouncing and dealing drugs, and you…well, heaven only knows what you would’ve done. You could’ve kept the LLC’s name and repaired shoes. Maybe I should tell everyone how little real detective work you’ve accomplished without me?”

      Five fingers. “I’m less famous than you think I am. And I’m well past caring about my reputation.”

      “Bibi, you know this needs to be done, and it makes no sense for you to take on a tech-related investigation without a colleague who knows tech.” As she said that, I held up my hands to show that my count had spilled onto my right hand. She continued. “You need me to help you navigate—what the hell are you counting?”

      “I was afraid I’d lose track. We’ve had”—I ticked them off with my fingers—“a bald-faced lie, invoking the greater good, mockery, belittlement, intimidation, and…honestly? A pretty solid appeal to reason. If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were trying to manipulate me. But it didn’t work because I’m pretty sure those are all the tools in your puppeteer’s kit.”

      Only through years of acquaintance could I tell how annoyed she was, but then the wisp of tension released and her shoulders sagged. She looked at me blankly. “Fine. You want the truth? I’m bored. And though you’d never admit it, you’re bored too. Even worse than being bored, your life lacks purpose. As hard as it is for you to be with people, you need to help people. You need to…you know.” She thrust her head toward me, making air quotes. “‘Make the world a better place.’ You spend your days muffled by kali waiting for your next fix. You consume air and food and milk and bourbon, then you breathe and shit and piss it all back out again. That’s it. That’s your job now. You only feel alive when you ride that old bike of yours for those pointless meditation exercises, and even that looks increasingly self-destructive. You’re a…a human-shaped vacancy. But you were honestly, actually very good at something once. You helped people, and that gave you a reason to live. You…mattered.”

      She dropped into her easy chair, looking weary, staring into her simulated fireplace. “And the fact is I am way, way more bored than you are.” She shook her head. “In your most empty, hopeless, meaningless moments, you can’t begin to imagine how agonizingly bored I am. This would have been fun. You could have done this for me. I needed this.”

      I sighed. “Dys…”

      “So now some people need your help. All they want is for you to do what you’re honestly, actually very good at. You could matter. And if you included me, you could help me be less bored, too. But no. You’d rather dwindle away to nothing by yourself, not making a diff—”

      “You’re right,” I said.

      She looked at me sidelong. “I know I’m right. So what?”

      I stood there for a moment, shaking my head, not wanting to say what I knew I was going to. “So I’ll help. And I’ll try to get you involved, too.”

      She stared at me for a few seconds. Then, with the faintest smile, she looked back at the fireplace. “Guess I can still manipulate you after all.”

      I chuckled. “You didn’t manipulate me. You said something true that made sense. I just listened to reason.”

      She shrugged. “I say something. You do something.” She looked over at me. “Oh, and by the way?” She held up seven fingers with a smirk. “The truth.” With a contented sigh, she put up her feet on her ottoman and fished the narrow cigarillo case from somewhere at the front of her blouse. “You can see yourself out, Punkin’ Pie,” she said, lighting up. “Tell me when we start.”

      “You’re welcome,” I replied once I was home again.

      Now all I had to do was persuade Northstar’s twitchy, secretive, paranoid Bureau of Internal Safety to trust a PADS-affected felon with a history of extortion, insider trading, and above all, information crimes.

      I can’t even say I trusted Dys, or at least not the way most people use that word. I couldn’t just assume she’d always have my back out of love, or respect, or even from the connection of our many years together—first as coworkers, then as friends, then as something more once Zoom and I split up. But I did trust that I understood her reasonably well. On the whole, I knew she’d act out of clear-eyed rationality when it came to protecting her interests. Keeping me around was in her interest. Keeping her around was in mine, too. If we crossed too many red lines, we’d lose that. Having aligned interests is something like trust, I guess.

      <Why did you want each other around?>

      Hm. Big question. I suppose we fascinated each other. Weirdly, living at opposite ends of the pons adexterum bell curve helped us click. An unlynked empath and a lynked person with PADS? We were a matched set of neurodivergent, lynk-culture bookends. “Normal” people take so much for granted. Dys and I couldn’t do that, even though our reasons were different. So we accepted each other as outliers. I didn’t have to bear the weight of her emotions, and she didn’t want me to. She didn’t have to playact at being “normal” for me all the time, and I didn’t want her to.

      Also, Dys couldn’t bear boredom, and I was a source of interesting things. The excitement tapered sharply when we closed Shoe Leather Investigations, but I still found myself helping folks now and again. Occasionally I even engaged in a little ethical but technically illegal skulduggery. That was catnip for Dys.

      But you know what? I think the most powerful force binding us was habit. We were used to each other. She was my first big case when I made detective, and after her prison term, we worked together. We’d been in each other’s lives longer than Claude and I had. Life without Dys would have felt emptier, even if it felt simpler. I suppose her life would’ve felt emptier without me, too. We are creatures of habit for sure, we humans, and even when a habit annoys us, we tend to keep at it.

      So what I felt with Dys wasn’t trust, exactly. It was more like foreign policy. Like what the Old USA felt for Old China back at the turn of the century before China melted down and the United States fractured into Red America, Blue America, Purple America, and a bunch of Texan Libertarians. It wasn’t trust, but it acted that way.

      Because no matter how much it irked us both? We needed each other.
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      “Assistant? Begin recording. Interview with Wallace Gregg. Affirming lynk context stamp: Monday, 2104 July 31, two miles West-Southwest of Zinguizapa, Honduras, Southern Confederation of the Americas. Ass-end of nowhere. What have I gotten myself into…?” The interviewer exits the car and walks warily toward the house, hesitating at the porch. “Mr. Gregg?! Are you home?!”

      Mr. Gregg appears at the screen door leaning on a worn wooden cane. He smiles. “So good to see you! Why are you standing out there on the lawn?”

      “I, uh…didn’t want to surprise you.”

      He laughs. “Surprise me? I can’t wait to start. Come in!” He calls over his shoulder into the house, “Nora! Can you set out that lemonade, hon?” Mr. Gregg opens the door and shakes the interviewer’s hand. “Lemonade okay with you?” he asks.

      “That sounds wonderful. This is quite a heat you’ve got today.”

      “Don’t I know it? Come this way—we’ll talk in the kitchen. Our front room’s in quite a state.” In the kitchen, Nora sets a lemonade pitcher on the table. “However warm it gets, though,” Mr. Gregg says, “I do not miss snow. Got more than enough snow growing up in St. Paul. Oh, forgive me. This is Nora.”

      Nora half-smiles at the interviewer. “Pleased to meet you.”

      “Thank you so much for the lemonade, ma’am. Y’all are too kind.”

      Nora places two ice cubes in each glass and pours the lemonade. “No problem at all. I’ll, uh…well…” She waves stiffly and leaves.

      Mr. Gregg smiles, sitting. “Don’t mind Nora. She’s not much of a people person. More of a shop project kind of gal. That’s part of why we’re down here—her engineering work in Tegucigalpa and Managua before she retired. Well then.” He grins and picks up his glass. “Here’s to dancing on Bibi Cain’s grave.”

      The interviewer produces a small hip flask. “A toast like that calls for something stronger. I’m not supposed to, but do you mind if I…?”

      Mr. Gregg looks intently at the hip flask. “No, go right ahead. I’m, uh…not supposed to, either.”

      “Where are my manners? I shouldn’t drink alone. Would you like to share a stronger toast with me?”

      “Oh, I’m well past that. It’s not good for…I’m really not supposed to.” He glances over his shoulder, then leans forward and whispers, “Nora says I can’t.”

      The interviewer leans forward and whispers, “Nora’s not here.”

      Mr. Gregg chuckles, then nods.

      The interviewer empties the flask into their glasses, then says, “Here’s to Bibi’s grave.”

      Mr. Gregg lifts his glass and drains half its contents. He smiles and sighs. “When you told me you were writing a tell-all exposé on that bastard, it was such a relief. It’s been so long coming.”

      “I know. All that nonsense about how special he was? There was a flurry of negative news after he died, but we’re overdue for a deep look into the darkness he hid. All that killing…”

      “Back in the day, Cain would make the news whenever he solved a big case, but once he retired, the news stopped. And I thought: All right. If nobody will tell the truth about him, at least he’ll die forgotten.” Mr. Gregg shakes his head and empties his glass. “Then that infoanarchist group leaked all those documents about him, and suddenly he was famous again. That was my own little hell. Even when Northstar killed him a few weeks later, when we found out how evil he really was, that hardly made up for it. I thought to myself: That’s it. Cain’s a legend now. Even if he’s famous for wickedness, people will never forget him.”

      “That’s why we’re talking.”

      “And I’ll thank you again for doing this. Did you ever meet Cain?”

      “Once. This was back when I worked for conventional news outlets. I was writing a story to raise ethical questions about empaths who were private investigators. A public official can’t ken a suspect without a warrant or it’ll be inadmissible, but a private investigator needs no one’s permission. If nothing else, I thought an assessment should be required for all investigators so any empaths had to be listed on the Kenner Registry.”

      Mr. Gregg nods. “Totally reasonable.”

      “He was pretty high-profile at the time, and while he hadn’t been confirmed as an empath, there were rumors. I wanted to interview him, but he ignored every request. One day I waited outside his office to ask him some questions. Guess what he did.”

      “What?”

      “He sucker-punched me and walked away like nothing had happened.”

      Mr. Gregg scowls and clucks his tongue.

      “That’s when I knew something was wrong with him. I think everyone else should know, too, but I feel so alone in this. You’re really willing to help me?”

      “I’ll tell you anything you want to know. Gladly.”

      “You’re too kind. Thank you for taking a stand. So…if you were going to summarize what’s wrong with Cain in a few sentences, what would you say?”

      Mr. Gregg scoffs and waves dismissively. “I don’t need a few sentences. Just…ah…just three words. Cain. Wasn’t. Human.”

      “Interesting. Let’s circle back to that later.”
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        * * *

      

      “What was your first impression when you became Cain’s drill sergeant?”

      Mr. Gregg raises a finger. “The army has drill sergeants. In Remote Services, I was a swarm instructor.”

      “Sorry. Thanks for correcting me. What was your impression?”

      “Scrawny.”

      “More than other recruits?”

      “Oh…maybe not much more. They picked a lot of those kids based on aptitude tests, not on how well they could scale a wall or bench press their own weight. But he was scrawny. Shifty too. I could tell from the start he was hiding something.”

      “It’s amazing you picked up on it that fast. How could you tell?”

      “He kept to himself as much as possible. Spent most of his downtime reading. Paper books.”

      “So you’d say he was withdrawn from his community?”

      “When he could be. But when he had to be with the other recruits, he was Mister…Friendly Fuzzy Feelgood. Always trying to get along with everyone and smooth over other recruits’ hard feelings. You know that’s a bad sign, right? Somebody who’s charming around other people, but they really just want to be by themselves? If I’d known more, I’d have said he was a psycho. You know? That PADS thing?”

      “Mm. That is such a good point. How did he perform as a recruit?”

      Mr. Gregg laughs. “Probably the worst trainee I ever had to put up with. When we had them in sims? I don’t mean fully immersive stuff—just old-school, visual-only VR simulations with a keyboard and joystick. Man. You’d think Cain never used a computer before.”

      “That’s so strange.”

      “Like any sixteen-year-old wouldn’t know that stuff. He was always asking his squaddies to explain basic things to him, playing like he was lost. I think he was trying to get in the other recruits’ heads. You know—look like the victim, make them feel good for helping the vulnerable one.”

      “Who was victimizing him?”

      Mr. Gregg looks sharply at the interviewer. “What’s that supposed to mean? No one was victimizing him.”

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean anything. You’re just so insightful about people that I…I wondered whether he came to you as a victim. You know, a maybe victim of his home life before Remote Services? Do you know anything about his upbringing?”

      Mr. Gregg grimaces. “Almost nothing, but more than I care to.”

      “Like what?”

      “Well, you could tell by looking at him he was…well, he was from a lower-class background, you know? That wasn’t uncommon in all the services back then, but in Remote Services, I usually got a higher percent of good kids, right? And then there was his family. I never got the whole story, but I know there were a couple of mothers involved.”

      “Oh. That kind of family. Did his performance problems go beyond basic training simulations?”

      “They sure did. Once they started moving from old VR tech to more modern, immersive stuff, he was a disaster. He was always the one to screw over a training mission.” He laughs bitterly. “Piloting his drones in the wrong direction, getting stuck in corners. He was about to wash out.”

      “What saved him?”

      Mr. Gregg tries to drink from his empty glass, then says, “Motes.”

      “I didn’t know you had motes back then.”

      “We didn’t, really. These were the prototypes. A hybrid of conventional drones and some kind of model of the human brain. They weren’t called ‘motes’ yet, either. They just said it was a new class of drone. Caiman Class. Experienced operators struggled with them, so Command decided to try recruits with no bad habits to unlearn.”

      “Once they introduced the, ah…Caiman Class drones to your squad, Cain did well?”

      “Nope. Well below average. After a couple weeks with the Caimans, he was still barely getting by. He was heading for a wash-out.”

      “What happened? Why didn’t he wash out like he should have?”

      Mr. Gregg looks angry and pauses for a moment, then says, “I need a break. Can we take a break?”

      “Of course. Assistant? Pause recording.”
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        * * *

      

      “Assistant? Resume recording. Mr. Gregg, I’m impressed you saw through Cain when he’d fooled everyone else. You must be more perceptive than most people.”

      “Oh…well, I don’t know about that. Maybe. I’ve always been good at reading people. It was clear to me something was wrong with him.”

      “If you’re ready, could you take me through that? Whatever finally showed you how wrong Cain was?”

      “I guess. Sure. Say…I don’t suppose you have any more of that…” He makes a tipping motion with his hand.

      “Oh! Of course.” The interviewer draws a second hip flask from a vest pocket and empties it into Mr. Gregg’s glass. “Reliving your time with Cain must be frustrating. I hope that takes the edge off.”

      Mr. Gregg nods and drinks half the glass’s contents. “Okay. The, uh…the Caiman Class drones had a different operator interface, not the usual hopjack. To operate a Caiman, you—“

      “Wait, I’m sorry. Hopjack?”

      “Sorry. HPJK. Headset-pedals-joystick-keyboard. That was the standard VR rig for operators. Caimans were different, though. They used one of the first neural interfaces, before all this bridge-tech stuff even existed.”

      “It must have been an early version of what turned into lynks.”

      My. Gregg shrugs. “Anyway, to operate a Caiman, you’d climb into a huge chassis—they called it a ‘harness’—then you’d spend a few hours syncing up with the drones somehow so you could control them. Thing is, Caimans were new, so they flaked out all the time. So, so…when they synced an operator, they’d sync them with three Caimans at once. That way if a Caiman flaked out, you could keep going with the spares instead of waiting a few hours to sync with a new one. See?”

      “That makes sense.”

      “Sure. And man…operating a Caiman was a bitch. Before they let my recruits at them, I had to operate one. Caimans were slippery little suckers. It was hard to make them do what you wanted. And because of the neural interface—because they were in your damn head—when a Caiman went down, it felt like you went down. People had headaches and vertigo afterward all the time. Lunches got lost. I know I lost mine.” He drains his glass and pauses, looking nowhere.

      “Mr. Gregg? What happened with Cain? Why didn’t he wash out?”

      Mr. Gregg looks back at the interviewer intently. “You’ve gotta understand—I can break him. I know I can. Then he’ll wash out and be somebody else’s problem. I can’t keep Cain out of every branch, but I can keep him out of Remote Services. I care about Remote Services. So I’ll break him, and he’ll end up on the front lines where the other side’ll take care of him, you know? There’s this major, major…thing, this milestone assessment for my recruits. If Cain blows it, I can finally convince my commanding officer to wash him out. But I can’t do anything obvious, I can’t do anything just to Cain, right? So during the milestone…I double them all up.”

      “Double up…what?”

      “On the motes. Or…Caimans, whatever. See, the researchers were hoping that with this new brain interface, maybe one operator could run two Caimans at once. Because you operated a Caiman with your brain instead of with your eyes and hands, see? And knowing how hard it was to operate one, I figured two would be absolute hell. So…weakest link, right? If I put pressure on the whole group, Cain’ll snap first. I just know he will. So I open the interface for all eight squadies. No warning. Two Caimans each.”

      “What happened?”

      Mr. Gregg tries to drink from his empty glass. “Right away, two of ’em bail the interface. Novak’s my best recruit and Shaw’s solid, but Novak’s pissed herself, for God’s sake, and Shaw’s on his hands and knees just…bawling like a baby. Drooling, snot running down his face. It’s pathetic. Within a minute, the rest drop out, one by one. Puking, headaches, panic attacks…whatever. I kid you not, one of ’em has convulsions. Med techs rush off with him.”

      “But not Cain.”

      “No.”

      “So he really was the first to operate more than one mote.”

      “Yes.”

      “Was he able to complete the mission?”

      Mr. Gregg crosses his arms and stares over the interviewer’s shoulder for a moment.

      “Mr. Gregg? Sir?”

      “They said it was like music.”

      “Who said?”

      “The…the damned neck-beard and suspender crowd from RSR.”

      “Remote Service Research.”

      “Right. RSR. I mean, this is when they analyzed it later. They said once I added that second Caiman, Cain was about to fail like the rest of them—‘fugue out’ they called it—but then something happened. They said watching him operate those two drones was like watching music. Whatever that means.” He scowls. “You can’t watch music.”

      “So did he finish the mission, or…”

      “Then I added his second spare.”

      “Oh. He was operating three Caimans at once?”

      “Yes.”

      “And that went…okay for him?”

      He laughs angrily. “Afterward, everybody was slapping him on the back, asking how he did it, and he pretended like he didn’t understand the question. ‘What’s the big deal with three drones? I’ve got ten fingers,’” Mr. Gregg mocks in a high-pitched voice. “He tried to pretend it wasn’t a big thing, but he was full of himself. I could tell he was arrogant from the second I met him.”

      “And that’s when you knew how different he was? How…wrong?”

      Mr. Gregg grimaces. “The RSR guys were freaking out. His scans didn’t look like any test they’d run, as if he wasn’t seeing and feeling the Caimans through his neural interface. As if he wasn’t using his neural interface at all. It looked like he’d left his body and was actually living those Caimans. That’s when I knew he wasn’t human. Not like you and me.”

      “What was he?”

      “Hell if I know, but people can’t do what he did. All these high-bridge kenner freaks—maybe they’re some kind of biotech experiment, or aliens, or mutants like in the horror feeds. I even wondered if he might be some kind of an AI or…something.”

      “I thought an AI couldn’t merge with a mote.”

      “Like I said, I don’t know what he was. I tried to convince my commanding officer. When she wouldn’t do anything, I tried using side channels behind her back.”

      “Is that when things got…complicated for you?”

      “Yes. Thanks to Cain.”

      “Say. You were a member of the Pure back then, weren’t you?”

      Mr. Gregg glares at the interviewer. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “I just read that was a factor in the court martial. Something about your treatment of Cain and several other recruits. Wondering how it fits in.”

      “That’s none of your business.”

      “Hey. I’m on your side. It was none of their business. We have the right to say and believe what we want, right? Northstar’s Constitution gave you that right.”

      “Yes,” he says warily. “I suppose it did.”

      “Who you chose to be friends with, which interest groups you belonged to, those had nothing to do with how you performed your duty. And what you believed about Cain made sense. They were fools not to see it.”

      “They were. All of ’em. I just…listen. I was hard on every recruit. I did nothing to Cain he didn’t deserve.”

      “You did what you thought was best for the Northstar States of America and for Remote Services, and they dishonored you for it. It’s shameful how they treated you, if you don’t mind me saying so.”

      “No, I don’t. Thank you for that.”

      “But hey.” The interviewer smiles. “You ended up with a beautiful life. A daughter, you said?”

      “And two grandkids. Nora’s work as a fusion engineer took us all over, but this place…this is home now. I wouldn’t go back to any of the Old States countries even if they’d have me.”

      “Well, congratulations. You landed on your feet and made something wonderful of an unfair situation. And now you’ve helped me get out the truth about Cain. About what he really was.”

      “Thank you. That means a lot.”

      “Three quick housekeeping questions. First who else should I speak with?”

      “You could try tracking down his squaddies. Novak and Shaw are the two I remember. Don’t remember their first names. Maybe some of those RSR techs? I don’t remember any of their names. Beyond that?” He shrugs.

      “Got it. Second, did Cain ever talk about places that were special to him? Maybe someplace he mentioned going when he was on leave? Or places he talked about wanting to go?”

      “This was the middle of the Mosaic Wars. He took no leave while he was with me, and I wouldn’t have cared where he wanted to go.”

      “Fair enough. Last question: Is Cain really dead?”

      “Wouldn’t surprise me if he’s not.”

      The interviewer looks intrigued. “Really? Why’s that?”

      “Are you kidding me? Nothing he did would surprise me. Hell, maybe his type can come back from the dead for all I know.”

      “I see. Yes. Well, thank you so much. My life’s brighter for having met you.”

      “Oh, why…that’s sweet of you. I’m pleased to have met you, too.”

      “Assistant? Stop recording.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            EXCERPT: THREE GRAMS OF ELSEWHERE, 4TH EDITION

          

        

      

    

    
      Throughout most of human history, we have labored under the misapprehension that empathy is an emotion, a neurochemical response, a spiritual connection, or even a weakness.

      Before the discovery of the bridge and the inferred existence of the Elsewhere—the extra-spatial non-place through which bioempathy operates—there was no scientific reason to suspect an empathic connection was anything more than an imagined connection. Until recent decades, such beliefs were relegated to the province of hand-waving mysticism or quackery—in short, of “woo-woo” pseudo-science.

      […]

      Bridge-based bioempathic connections, which are the basis for biologically rooted deep empathy (as contrasted with learned habitual empathy) are so distinctive that they have added a new verb to our scientific and popular lexicons: “to ken.”

      As AP pioneer Catrìona Doyle of the University of Glasgow explained in the foreword to her A Brief History of Empathic Experience, “If I’d had any idea how durable the term would become, frankly I’d have put a bit more thought into it. In trying to describe a newly recognized sixth sense, ‘ken’ seemed a serviceable, if admittedly Scots-dialectical, verb. Yet, perplexingly, a throwaway term used in a brief reply paper that was published in a highly specialized academic journal somehow stuck. In retrospect, I dearly wish I’d used the word ‘grok.’”

      Joaquín Bannerjee, “Chapter 1: Empathy and Kenning,” in Three Grams of Elsewhere: An Introduction to Applied Phenomenology, 4th ed.
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      MEDITATION ON A PETTY CORTEX

      
        
        
        This, here, now.

        Cold.

        Dark.

        So quiet.

        Moonset!

        Prairie-calm.

        A light up ahead.

        Is that another biker?

        Not many people ride at 5:00 a.m.

        Even the birds are just waking up.

        A pleasant waft of cow manure.

        Shoot. My left knee’s going at it again.

        My back kind of hurts, too.

        A gust of wind from the south.

        Are they…? Yeah. That biker’s riding with no hands.

        Oh, you’ve got to be kidding me. Their feet are up on the frame, too.

        That would kill my back.

        Darn it. My back definitely hurts.

        Classic. Hands off the bars, feet up, and no helmet.

        They’re wearing an impact suit…yet no helmet.

        What’s wrong with people?

        Can I pass? I think I can.

        But that’d be petty.

        So very, very petty.

        And it’s going to hurt.

        I’m doing it anyhow.

      

      

      

      When we see somebody being unfair, or breaking rules, or just being obnoxious, and then we see something bad happen to them, it feels good. I’m talking about an actual biochemical mechanism in the human brain. Our brain rewards itself when something bad happens to somebody who bothers us.

      To be clear: I am not one bit pleased about this fact. I’m sure it served some amazing evolutionary purpose, but still, it’s shameful. I can never remember the brain region’s name, so I just call it my “petty cortex.” I try to notice when my petty cortex tells me to do things, and I try to ignore it. Because I’m better than that.

      And yet.

      There I was, wanting to blow past this rider who was goofing off. Besides all the obvious bikerly violations, their head was periodically twitching from side to side, the way some people do when they’re paging through things on their lynks even though they only really have to twitch their eyes from side to side. I had no doubt this person was aware of almost nothing but their lynk at that moment.

      “They’re being dangerous,” my petty cortex whined. “They could get hurt. Or they could hurt somebody else. And they’re setting a terrible example for all the little children.”

      “Don’t be silly,” I told my petty cortex. “They’ll probably only hurt themselves. And a surprisingly small number of little children are riding their bikes on the shared-use path twenty miles outside Madison at five in the morning.”

      “But we don’t like them!” my petty cortex insisted. “Somebody needs to make them feel bad!”

      “Well,” I replied to my imaginary brain part, “it is awfully hard for me to argue with such a very well-reasoned position.”

      Rage-passing is especially petty because I’m an elderly fellow riding an elderly bike that’s obviously just a push bike, and all of that makes the other person feel embarrassed. That day it would be even more embarrassing because I was sporting a six-week growth of beard, which was, if not very long, at least very white.

      Besides being petty, rage-passing was self-destructive: To pass someone in the fashion they deserved, I had to push myself so hard that my heart was right on the edge of deciding to teach me a lesson by taking a long, long nap.

      And yet.

      Not too close, I thought, planning my pettiness more carefully than I planned most of my days. Don’t want to set off their bike’s collision warning. Pass as fast as possible, and with as much margin as possible.

      By the time I was ready to push past, it was no problem to ken them, but it was hard to interpret their motley assortment of emotions, probably because it had to do with whatever they were reading or watching or playing. But I could definitely ken that they felt absolutely no sense of responsibility to ride carefully for the protection of other people.

      Okay. In fairness, there’s no such thing as that emotion. But my petty cortex was outraged they weren’t feeling it, even so.

      And then…the push.

      My legs burned, my lungs ached, my heart was threatening some kind of probably fatal disobedience, but at least part of me was happy: My petty cortex, which was positively tickled at the yelp of surprise as I edged past them by maybe two miles per hour.

      I looked into my mirror to see their bike wobble briefly before, I assumed, the gyros kicked in to re-stabilize it. At the same instant, the wave hit me: shock, shame, embarrassment.

      Anger.

      Oh, I forgot to mention the stupidest thing about rage-passing, and this part is a valuable lesson about the human condition. I’m serious. It is. Pay attention.

      When we lived in small bands of hunter-gatherers, we already had well-developed petty cortexes. The thing that kept us from listening to our petty cortexes in stupid, offhanded, unnecessary ways all the time was that…well, we lived in small bands of hunter-gatherers.

      We shared an empathy. If we constantly punished the people around us in annoying little ways, somewhere in our heads we had to suffer, maybe just the tiniest bit, from the actual feeling of their displeasure—even if it was faint, and even if we tried to dismiss it by saying it was “just guilt.” Besides the empathic consequence, the workaday consequence was that if we annoyed people often enough, the small band of hunter-gatherers would invite us to leave their community, or maybe they would kill us outright, which back then amounted to the same thing.

      Today? Fewer things get in the way of our petty cortexes. We can punish people we’ll never see. We can lash out at people from behind a cloak of anonymity. When our marketplace is a printer and our community is a lynk app and our empathy habit falters, when hating folks we don’t understand gets easier, we can gratify our petty cortexes without regret or consequence.

      So sure. As I passed them, it titillated my petty cortex ever-so-briefly.

      But then, as the other biker rocketed past me with no more effort than a flick of their eyes to shove their power assist to max, I had to suffer not only a touch of embarrassment but also their emotional backwash. Retribution. Angry vengeance. Righteous wrath. And as a final reward, I got to watch their taillight vanish ahead of me.

      But when you think about it? It was a thoughtful way to start my morning—because as they rocketed past me, I could ken that their petty cortex was happy, too.

      DYS IS IN

      When they came for Dys, they were much more polite about it than when they came for me.

      Me? I got a stealth transport full of armored shock troops from Internal Safety, an angry security specialist threatening to kick in my door, a swirling mass of flying murder-bots, and my ex-wife worried and weeping on my front porch. Heck—just add a couple flash-bangs and it would’ve looked like we feeble, saggy, hunchbacked old flesh muffins were rising up against our Golden Grove oppressors and receiving a much-needed insurrection response.

      When they collected Dys, they did it so gently I’d have missed it if I hadn’t been staring out my side window, groggy and shallow-breathing through the jangle of a fresh kali fix. All Dys got was one not-very-buff soldier in a relatively inconspicuous uniform, and one pleasant-seeming elderly gentleman in a forest green suit and a pink bow tie. Far as I could tell, nobody so much as threatened to breach anything.

      I watched through my filmy window as the pleasant-seeming fellow deep-nodded and said something. Dys laughed.

      When Dys went back inside to pack her things (Taumata didn’t let me pack my things), I looked closer at the kindly gentleman on her porch. He looked ten years older than me and maybe ten pounds heavier, most of it around his middle. Then I glanced down at myself and remembered I looked ten years older than me, too, and at least ten pounds heavier. I squinted at him to blur my vision and realized Dys’s pleasant-seeming gentleman caller in fact looked a bit like I would look if I ever wore a forest green suit and a pink anything.

      Still unsteady from the kali, I worked my way outside and onto my porch, where I could see that our informal oldster Citizen’s Watch had lynk-pinged everyone at peak efficiency. Despite Internal Safety’s remarkably polite and non-militarized handling of Dys, most of the residents were gawking, whether standing in their yards or trying to be invisible by holding their breath behind their window screens. My next-door neighbors the Spencer-Aggarwals had walked into the Grove’s ring road for a better view, holding hands as usual. The new couple who’d moved in across from the Spencer-Aggarwals (Paul and Lily Capek, as it turned out) stood at the edge of the ring road, shoulder to shoulder, looking stricken and muttering to each other. As when we’d almost-met out by the gazebo, I didn’t ken anything from Paul or Lily, though it was hard to be sure through the kali.

      And I’ll tell you this: Despite all Homeland’s kid-gloved restraint, I kenned that the neighborhood was one hundred percent as worked up as it had been for my frankly much more entertaining state-sponsored abduction. Because when you get to be our age, when every day is awfully hard to tell from the day before and the day after, it’s no longer easy to distinguish a darned-near catastrophic event from one that’s ever-so-slightly inconvenient or merely somewhat out of the ordinary.

      Because at a certain point in life, all change is dangerous and bad.

      <Even with a fresh kali fix, you could still ken your neighbors that well?>

      Sure. Not as much, but more than I cared to.

      <We thought kali temporarily incapacitates the bridge, physically blocking deep empathy—hence its earlier street name, “callous.” People refer to it as “novocaine for empathy.”>

      Callous, kali, MT, bent, steel…whatever you call it, kali’s not novocaine. It doesn’t null out deep empathy. Those bridge atoms are still in your brain, they just don’t work as well. No doubt that’s an academic distinction for nearly everyone, since most kali users develop short-term PADS by any measure. Most just want relief from the weight of others’ judgment and expectations, though a distinct minority end up dabbling in murder, arson, and all sorts of other mayhem. Which makes kali a very reasonable thing for enlightened governments to frown upon.

      For me, though? Even when I dosed myself right to the terminal toxicity line, all it ever did was make other people a little bit hazier.

      That meant as I stood there kenning the creaky denizens of Golden Grove, rather than knowing who felt what, I could only tell that a good number of people were variously excited, frightened, or outraged, with more than a few feeling a touch of something suspiciously like delight.

      The delight was especially coming from two very familiar people.

      Even though he was on the low end of the bridge mass bell curve, I’d never had a problem kenning Claude, and Maya’s feelings were, as always, crystal bright. I looked behind me to see Claude on their porch, saluting me with his mid-morning Old Fashioned, ice cubes cheerfully a-tinkling. Maya was inside their house peering across a few backyards to Dys’s front, not doing a very good job of suppressing a tight-though-satisfied grin.

      I eased myself down my steps and across the lawn to Claude and Maya’s. Maya came to the screen door. Claude drained his glass and nodded happily. “Interesting turn of events, eh?”

      “How so?” I asked.

      He scoffed and pointed toward Dys’s relatively large tiny home.

      “Ah.” I nodded. “That.”

      “Know anything about that?” Maya asked, leaning into the screen.

      “Not a thing,” I replied. “Not a thing.” Which, of course, meant I knew quite a lot but couldn’t come right out and say so.

      They both looked at me with greater interest. “You think she’s going away for a long time?” Claude asked.

      “I’m sure she is.” It was prickish of me to do it, but I let it hang for a moment; I could feel them both vibrating with anticipation. Finally, I disappointed them: “I’m sure she is.”

      Claude sagged; Maya tensed; they both felt mildly annoyed.

      “That fellow who’s taking her in…he looks a bit like you,” Claude observed.

      “Yeah, well.”

      I’d known in advance that Internal Safety was going to collect Dys for a heart-to-heart about her potential membership in our covert little club. I imagined they’d chosen a pleasant-seeming gentleman who looked vaguely like me in hopes of putting Dys more at ease. No doubt Dys realized this as well and was undeceived by this bit of theater.

      “Truth is,” I said to Claude and Maya as Dys stepped out of her home with a green-and-black duffel, palmed her lock, and walked off with her solicitous caller, “I’ll miss her.”

      The soldier eyed all us old gawkers, surveilling us like the security threats we wished we were still spry enough to be. Dys, the gentleman, and the soldier climbed into one of those lozenges people call cars nowadays. The flamingo pink car whispered them away without so much as stirring the newly planted flowers along the ring road’s edge.

      “I know you’ll miss her,” Claude said, patting my back. “But something tells me you won’t miss her for long.”

      DYS IS BACK

      Dys was in their custody less than twenty-four hours. I was envious.

      As we lay in bed I was, as always, awed at how firm a seventy-six-year-old body could be, since it was all I could do to keep my five-years-younger body from puddling on the floor. I assumed she worked hard at that, but I’d never seen her exercise. In fact, I’d never even seen her within ten feet of anything like exercise equipment. “Good genes and wholesome living,” she’d say. Knowing her as I did, it made sense she wouldn’t want me to see her sweat. Except in our present circumstance, maybe.

      My curly gray chest hair had her full attention. She traced looping lines in it with the tip of her short, well-manicured nail. Which was odd, since Dys’s nails were the one thing about her that wasn’t usually tidy.

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      “Oh, nothing,” she replied, then under her breath: “Mrs…Bibi…Cain…”

      I moaned. “Dys. C’mon.”

      She looked genuinely hurt. “A girl can dream.”

      Whatever Dys dreamed of, a committed romantic relationship with me played no part in it. I wasn’t assuming. She’d told me on numerous occasions. So I laughed and lifted her long, thin hand from my chest and held it gently. “It’ll never happen. Your parents don’t approve of me.”

      “We could elope.”

      “Sorry. I’m eloping with somebody else later today.”

      “But…Bibi? What would you say if…if you knew I was carrying your child?”

      “I’d say, ‘Stop, thief. Bring back my child.’”

      She laughed. “You know, it’s much less frustrating to be with you than with other people.”

      I chuckled. “Gee thanks. High praise indeed.”

      Her face went chilly. “You’ve asked me to give you more positive reinforcement. I just said something nice about you. Don’t be a dick about it.”

      I lowered her hand back to my chest. “I apologize. Thank you for saying it. I appreciate you thought of it.”

      She looked at me for a moment, eyes narrowed, no doubt deciding whether to believe me. “I meant that, you know,” she said. “I can’t relax around most people and just be…me. Being myself around them invites conflict. You warn and you scold and you fret, and that’s beyond tedious, but as a rule, we understand each other. That’s…good.”

      “Thank you. It’s easier for me to be with you than with most people, too. But what brought on all this positive reinforcement?”

      She rolled onto her back and looked at her ceiling. “Nothing,” she replied, then, “…recent events…” and finally, “…never mind. I shouldn’t have said anything.”

      “Are you ready to talk about your visit with Homeland?” I asked.

      “Oh…” She hunched her mouth and side-glared at me. “Do we have to be boring?”

      “It’s not boring. I want to know what happened.”

      “It already happened, so it’s boring.”

      “Indulge me. Anything might help me navigate…whatever’s going on. Do you know where they held you?”

      She sighed. “Yes-yes, fine. Since we both know you won’t let this go, let’s at least keep it brief. I don’t know where they held me. A blindfold was involved. But it certainly felt deep. On the way there, I joked with one of my guards that it was an honor to be escorted to the president’s private saferoom. Her response suggested my guess was too near the truth. But as for where the president’s saferoom is, your guess is as good as mine.”

      “Rumor has it being somewhere under Lake Mendota.”

      “There you go. See? That guess was as good as mine.”

      “What did they want you to do for them?”

      “Cooperate. With the investigation. And also they’d like me not to do anything illegal or otherwise interesting with what I learn. Next?”

      “And they coerced you to do this how?”

      She rolled her eyes. “It was so routine. Standard reciprocity guidelines. They didn’t even try to be creative.”

      Folks with PADS don’t weigh negative consequences as heavily as neurotypicals do. Because of that, the PADS Reciprocity Guidelines recommend emphasizing rewards rather than threats when negotiating with someone on the PADS spectrum. You can certainly include a stick along with those carrots, but you’re supposed to consider the stick fair warning, not a major motivator.

      You’re also supposed to be upfront about the fact you’re following the reciprocity guidelines, to explain why you’re offering carrots instead of threatening sticks. That way, both sides know this is an off-the-shelf strategy. Being direct makes it all a respectful offer for them to consider rather than a patronizing ploy for them to resent and subvert.

      That usually, though not always, goes much better for everyone than threats alone.

      “What were the carrots?” I asked.

      “I’d prefer not to say.”

      “C’mon, Dys. Please. The more I know about what they’re doing, the more—”

      “Shall I lie?” she asked.

      She wasn’t being coy. It was just her customary offer. When Dys wanted to keep something to herself, I had a choice: shut up, or listen to her lie it away. I usually chose the lie. Even though I knew it was a lie, I could pretend the lie was true. Then I could pretend I felt better.

      “No,” I said. “No need to lie. I’ll suffer in ignorance this time. We can move on.”

      She shrugged. “Okay. Not to brag, but I had an incredibly comforting lie all cued up. Suit yourself, though.”

      “I assume they mentioned a stick, too?”

      “Yes, of course. Something about them murdering me.”

      “Dys, I didn’t ask for a lie.”

      She looked confused. “Why would I lie about that? I wouldn’t lie about something dreadful. If I wanted to make you stop asking questions, I’d say that they, I don’t know…I’d say that they’re going to force me to learn Latin. I wouldn’t tell you they’re going to murder me. Though…mm. Since it’d be an act of the state, ‘murder’ isn’t the right word, is it? Let’s go with ‘execution,’ shall we?”

      “They can’t just execute you, Dys. Even Internal Safety has to follow due process.”

      “Apparently Internal Safety has a different idea of what constitutes due process, and apparently, they’ve already done that part. Extraordinary circumstances, treasonous acts, statutorily-supported summary execution—you know. But if it’s any comfort on the whole ‘due process’ front, I have it on good authority President Carnes herself signed my latent death warrant.” She looked pensive. “The President of the Northstar States of America spent time thinking about me.”

      “So you won’t tell me about the carrot, but you’re telling me about the stick because…?”

      “Because even though I doubt they’d actually do it, and even though I’d find a way around it, I’d rather avoid the whole ‘Candice is dead’ outcome. And you’re part of determining the outcome.”

      I levered myself up on my elbow and frowned down at her. “Wait. What? I’m a part of deciding whether you die?”

      “Yes.” She frowned. “Bibi. I just said that.”

      “How am I involved?”

      “They said you’ll be responsible for me.”

      “I’ll…what?!”

      “That was a perfectly respectable English sentence. Parse it.”

      “But in what way am I responsible for you?”

      “Well, I assume it means you’ll face some kind of negative consequence if I go off the straight and narrow. They probably felt that kind of threat would motivate you to keep me in the fold. You non-PADS types are all about the negative consequences, right?”

      “But what kind of negative consequences am I facing?”

      She shrugged and admired her nails. “They didn’t say. I didn’t ask.” She looked back at me. “That seems more like a Bibi problem than a Dys problem, doesn’t it?”

      “You’re sure this involves consequences for me? I mean, consequences besides me feeling responsible for your death?”

      She looked confused. “How is me dying a consequence for you? Oh…oh. Really? They can use my welfare as a stick for you. Of course they can.” One corner of her mouth crept up. “Oh my. That’s really good. I’ll have to remember that one.”

      “Dys, this is important. How am I supposed to know the stakes?”

      “Well, I assume there’ll be some kind of briefing before we leave for St. Louis.”

      “We’re going to St. Louis?”

      “Yes,” she said. “To the Trust City part, anyway. Friday. They said something about a meeting to turn up information about the Dapper Day killings.”

      I’d been putting something off, but I couldn’t anymore. “Look. Don’t get mad,” I began. “I noticed something back”—I touched the nape of her neck—“here. A lump right below your lynk port. I don’t know whether it’s a cyst or a lymph node or…or if it’s connected with any of this business. It worries me either way, though.”

      “Aw. You’re so sweet, worrying about my health.”

      “C’mon, Dys. Did they put something in there?”

      “Oh, you.” She kissed my cheek. “I’m sure it’s nothing.”

      It didn’t bother me that she refused to answer. Heck, one way or another she avoided answering a good deal of anything I ever asked. But two things did bother me.

      One was that she answered me so lightly. Dys would put up with a good deal of my pestering, but she drew the line at anything about her health. If I asked her whether she was blackmailing a local politician to make progress on a case, she’d react about as strongly as if I’d asked her to pass the butter. But if I asked with genuine concern whether she’d had a routine but important medical screening, she’d very likely lash out at me. It was one of the few times when her facade was prone to crumble altogether. Yet here I’d just posed a nosy-seeming question about a health-related issue, and she’d brushed me off with daisy-shine and butterfly sprinkles.

      But what bothered me most is that I’d been putting off my question for more than a few minutes. I’d been putting it off since we shared coffee on my first day back from detention. I’d noticed it, and I’d fretted on it. When you get to be of a certain age, and you’re friends with someone else of a certain age, and something unusual’s going on with that person’s body, fretting is a pretty solid go-to, especially when you know they’ll take your head off for asking about it.

      So whatever that thing was, it had been in place since before Homeland carted her away for their heart-to-heart. It had been in place since sometime when I was away on six weeks of involuntary leave.

      And that was interesting.

      SHOE LEATHER REDUX

      I took another sip of bourbon and set it on the gazebo’s picnic table. I looked up at the stars that were so much brighter since the Light Pollution Act a few years back. I saw Jupiter.

      I recalled going out in our gravel drive when I was young, maybe eight or ten, out there with Mama Bliss and her big, fat, old scraped-up pink telescope. Recalled the vertigo I felt when I realized I could see not only Jupiter, but three of its moons. Jupiter wasn’t just a white dot in the sky. Little me on a little farm in little Primrose, Wisconsin, seeing that? Seeing a celestial dance all the way from here on Earth? Suddenly I wasn’t just me anymore, with the world revolving around me. I was standing on a rock with a bunch of other folks, and we were spinning around a star, an honest-to-gosh gas-a-blazing nuclear inferno of a star. I wasn’t the middle of everything. I was just the teeniest-tiniest bit of everything, a speck so small it hardly existed, but it did exist, and it wasn’t alone. It was part of something bigger. It was part of a community of galaxies and stars and planets and forests and prairies and people. So many people, people it was hard for me to be around, but people who were a part of me just as much as I was a part of them.

      I’d always liked Jupiter.

      I looked over at Claude. He was still staring at me, incredulous, though his expression wasn’t as authentic as it had been a moment before. Now it seemed more like he was trying to make a point with it. He kenned that way, too.

      “I’m serious,” I said.

      “You’re foolish,” he replied, feeling more amused than anything.

      “Claude, I need you. I can’t do this without you.”

      Claude shook his head slowly, his wispy silver hair swirling in the breeze. He picked up his tumbler and, noticing again it was empty, set it back down. “This is foolishness, Bibi.”

      “I’ll tell you anything I’m allowed to.” I held out my hands. “Ask.”

      “Tell me, then. What is the case?”

      “I…I can say…I guess I can say…” Honestly? I couldn’t say anything. But we were so far into this I couldn’t imagine Homeland pulling me. “I can say people have died, and more lives might be at stake. But I can’t share details without permission.”

      “Permission from who?”

      I thought for a moment, but there was nothing I could safely offer. After all, if Claude knew too much, I couldn’t rule out that Internal Safety might gather him up on manufactured charges. Given his and Maya’s pharmaceutical hobby, Internal Safety might not even need to manufacture charges. “As soon as you’re on board, I’ll tell you all of that.”

      Claude laughed in annoyance. “I see how this will go. When you offer me to answer my question, what question should I ask?”

      “You mean…are you asking what I'm allowed to tell you?”

      “Yeah.”

      “It’s…I’m looking into… Claude? The only thing I can say that matters is that I need you. I’ve always needed you. I can’t do this myself. I was never that kind of investigator. I need…I need to reboot Shoe Leather Investigations.”

      Truth is, despite Shoe Leather’s success, I was a lousy investigator.

      I couldn’t intimidate anybody. I couldn’t chat with drug dealers and fences like I’d maybe done some fencing and dealing myself. I couldn’t vault over walls and run somebody down. If it came to it, I couldn’t shoot somebody.

      For all that, I needed Claude Gelineau. He could do those things. He could do hard things, even awful-seeming things, but I’d trusted him to take it only as far as was truly needed.

      My failings as an investigator went beyond that, though. Being an empath doesn’t make you a great investigator. Knowing what somebody’s feeling? That’s not detective work. It’s a parlor trick. A really useful parlor trick, sure, but that doesn’t make you a great investigator.

      A great investigator is objective. They aren’t thrown off the scent by what they’d like to believe. They don’t fret about how a suspect feels. They don’t lie awake at night imagining why the criminal thought the crime was unavoidable, or fair, or maybe even an important thing to do. A great investigator needs to see people the way an entomologist sees a cricket: understanding how crickets work, but not imagining how that cricket feels. Not wondering whether it’s right or wrong to treat the cricket the way you’re about to treat it. Not empathizing with it. Not humanizing it.

      I could never do that. Holy heck, that’s the opposite of what I do.

      For that, I needed Mx. Candice Altamirano. Dys was one hundred and thirty-two pounds of pure, impartial, dispassionate, dehumanizing, deductive observation with neither bias nor empathy.

      Dys wasn’t exaggerating after our late-night coffee dalliance: Shoe Leather really was within weeks of going under when she got early release. My office was her first stop after leaving Northstar’s minimum-security federal prison outside Oconomowoc. I never figured out why she visited that morning: whether it was to gloat over her release, or to size up the person who had (nominally at least) put her away, or—as Claude maintained forever after—because for some reason she was just plain into me. But in the course of our forty-minute conversation, I watched in awe as, almost casually and without so much as pulling a file, she solved two of our most perplexing cold cases based entirely on things I already knew.

      Though…huhn. Now that I think of it, she could have researched them beforehand in the prison library. That didn’t occur to me till just now. But then, I was never much of a detective.

      In any case, soon I took her on as a contractor over Claude’s objections. Soon after that, as a partner. And not much later, Shoe Leather began making headlines with me as its face, Claude as its muscle, and Dys behind the scenes as its relentless, unwavering, unflinching analytical engine.

      So me, a detective? I was an introvert who, weirdly, was good with the press. Comes down to it, I was just our agency’s frontman and closet empath.

      “You want to reboot Shoe Leather?” Claude’s laugh was genuine this time. “Shoe Leather has been bricked, I think, Bibi. There’s no rebooting it now.”

      “Okay, okay. Then I need Shoe Leather Redux.”

      Claude picked up his tumbler again and watched it as he turned it, once, twice, three times. “For this project, you’ll be needing someone besides me who you can’t do without?”

      And there it was: the question I’d been dreading. In part because Claude wouldn’t like my answer, and in part because Internal Safety wouldn’t like me to give it to him. But I hadn’t thought of a way around it, and sooner or later when Dys and I went missing for a while, Claude would figure it out on his own. I decided to pull my Homeland leash a bit tighter and hope they wouldn’t do awful things to me for it.

      “Yeah. I’ll need Dys. Sorry.”

      “Bibi? Why are you doing this?”

      His question surprised me. “Because…it’s important.”

      “Yes, so you said three times now maybe, or four. But I mean, why you? If it’s so important, this thing, why must it be you? Many people must be working on this, yes? Maybe whole governments? Why you?”

      “Because I…” There was a reason. I knew there was. It took a moment to find the words. “I’ve been a kite all my life. I go along. Before I’m too old, I want to do something important because I chose it.”

      He raised his unruly white brows. “Did you?”

      I didn’t answer.

      Claude set down his glass, crossed his arms above his generous belly, and looked somewhere off to the side for a moment before turning back to me. “Whoever has chosen it, here is your big idea. A fellow well into his seventies, who is terribly out of practice and greatly overweight, though still very, very handsome”—he laughed—“will provide security for you on this very important job that will also involve the…the company of someone we both know we cannot trust. This is what you propose.”

      “I can’t trust her the way I trust you, but I understand her. I can…well, I’ll deal with Dys. And you’re not that out of shape. Besides, your experience more than makes up for any of that.”

      He blew out a long breath. Shook his head. “Bibi. If I am investigating facts for you? Experience matters. If I am…if I am interviewing a subject, or looking at a crime scene? Experience, it matters. But if I am chasing someone we cannot afford to lose, or shooting someone before they can shoot you?” He patted his legs, then his sides, then his arms. “This matters.”

      “I hear what you’re saying. Here’s my problem.” I leaned forward. “Whoever they would give me to do those things, I wouldn’t know them. I wouldn’t trust them. Certainly not with my life. I really don’t think there’ll be any shooting or chasing, and even if there is, I’m sure we’ll have someone else along to do it. You wouldn’t be a meat shield. You’d be…you’d be a security consultant.”

      Claude laughed. “Security consultant!” He laughed again, trying unsuccessfully to batten down his wild hair. “Claude Gelineau: security consultant.”

      “Yes. Your experience matters. You’d watch for trouble and tell someone else what to do about it. I know I can trust you to do the right—”

      “Bibi?”

      “Yeah?”

      I felt it hit him all at once. “This life.”

      I could have asked what he meant. After so many years, though, I didn’t even need to ken him to know. I knew his heart better than I knew my own. He was weary.

      By the time we shut down the agency, Claude had been ready to hang it up for a decade. Truth is, my heart had never really been in Shoe Leather. It kept me busy while I waited to retire, and it let me put my empathy to something like good use. Most of all, though, I went along with it because Dys wanted it so badly. Those last few years, Claude and I kept at it out of obligation: me to keep Dys entertained, and Claude out of love for me.

      When I’d brought Claude out here to talk, I’d known he wouldn’t want to join Dys and me. Yet I’d asked him anyhow.

      Long ago, Mama Bliss had taught me I wasn’t the center of everything. Right then, the grief of realizing what I’d just done to Claude was an ocean’s weight. I suddenly saw what I should have seen before I even invited him out there: that wanting Claude to join despite himself was nothing like love.

      “I shouldn’t have asked, mon chum.” I took his hand. “I am very, very sorry.”

      I kenned it roiling him, the weariness churning with guilt and grief and love and a handful of other disquieting feelings we don’t even have words for, but that I recognized all too well. His eyes brimmed. “No, Bibi. I’m sorry.”

      I could have said he had nothing to be sorry for, or that neither of us did, but that would’ve been a lie. I avoid lying unless I have to, especially to folks who care about me. So instead, I lifted his hand and kissed it. Set it back on the table. “Well then, let’s be sorry out here together, you and me, for a little while yet.”

      He nodded and wiped his eyes.

      I poured.

      THE LONGEST BOARDING RAMP

      Dys was wrong. There was no briefing before we left, or at least nothing to speak of. It was enough to make a person think they were intentionally being kept in the dark.

      If there had been a briefing, when we climbed out of the big fuchsia lozenge-car with opaqued windows, I wouldn’t have been so unpleasantly surprised to see where we were. It still would have been unpleasant, but at least it wouldn’t have been a surprise.

      Believe it or not, at the age of seventy-one I was about to experience my first time on an actual airplane. I’d barely managed to keep it together for eight low-altitude minutes in a stealth hover from Golden Grove to downtown Madison. I had no idea how long I’d be in this technological abomination.

      I have a complicated relationship with modern technology.

      Unionists have ethical objections to it. They see it as disrupting society or degrading humans or tarnishing souls. I have no such beliefs. To be clear: I’m not saying it doesn’t do those things. I’m sure it does sometimes, depending on the situation. But on the whole, I’m a great fan of modernity.

      We invented agribusiness so we could stop starving. We invented vaccines so we could stop dying. We invented architecture so we could stop camping. We invented the telegraph, and radios, and telephones, and the Internet, and social media, and eventually the plaguesome lynks that replaced them all so we could connect with one another over remarkable distances, however pale and thin those connections might be. I believe in all these very important innovations. I also believe in tapeworms and hagfish and honey badgers, but I don’t care to spend time in their company.

      After my medical discharge toward the end of the Mosaic Wars, I had a rough time. Merging with a mote feels like you’ve become the mote. If you let yourself become something whose whole purpose is to be expendable? Sooner or later, somebody’s going to come along and expend it. That feels like they expended you. Like they ripped away everything you’ll ever be, over, and over, and over. And foolish young me, I had to be an over-achiever—had to operate whole mote swarms at once. One mission might let me experience my own abrupt extinguishment two, or three, or heaven help me as many as seven times if things didn’t go to plan. How many times did I die? And how many lives did I take? Using an empath as an assassin has got to be the worst job match in employment history. I ran defense whenever I had the option, but people died.

      And to top it all off, I ended my Northstar Remote Services career with one final, awful, life-altering merge, a merge I didn’t understand or even clearly remember, that grabbed me and shook me and cast me into darkness. A merge that sent me everywhere and nowhere, one I barely made it back from.

      After that last mind-wrenching merge, when I came back to being something like myself, I gradually learned that no matter how delightful post-medieval technology was, the less time I spent around it the healthier I felt. My doctors called that “avoidance.” I embraced avoidance. They said it would have a cost. I was happy to pay it.

      That is why I was not pleased to find myself climbing a boarding ramp toward a sleek, black, stealthy, lethal-looking Homeland transport jet.

      “You going to be okay?” Demerra asked, not letting his obvious concern for me bleed through his bridge discipline.

      “In no way am I going to be okay,” I replied, somehow managing to step forward without collapsing or throwing up.

      “You know, we could—”

      “Yes, I know we could,” I snapped, immediately regretting it. He wasn’t being unkind. He was just offering me drugs. I wasn’t opposed to drugs, of course. I just didn’t care to use them unless I had to. “Sorry. I can do this. I want to do this.”

      Demerra walked with me patiently as I struggled the rest of the way up the ramp.

      As an investigator at Shoe Leather, I’d visited nearly every state in the Northstar States, the Free States, the Coastal States, and the Lone Star Republic. I hadn’t reached two big square states out west, three tiny ones back east, and two of the northern Mexican states Lone Star annexed in Mosaic War land grabs. Still, that’s most of the Old States. I managed to do it in an as-low-tech-as-possible way. A car, the older the better. A train, the slower the better. Even my bike now and again when I was still fit and foolish.

      When I finally reached the plane’s cabin and hunched over as much to catch my breath as to avoid hitting my head, working hard to keep my breath from getting away from me, I saw Dys, already buckled into her lushly-padded black seat on the left side of the aisle, hands folded politely in her lap, looking at me blankly.

      “Don’t, Dys,” I muttered through clenched teeth.

      “Oh, good heavens, Bibi,” she said. “I wouldn’t tease you when you’re in distress. I’m not a monster.”

      Buckled in across the aisle from her, facing me on the right side, was Taumata. If I couldn’t have Claude with me on security, she’d do. When we’d first met on my tiny home’s porch in April, I hadn’t known she was the head of Zoom’s security detail at DAP. Taumata was on loan, and in some strange way I appreciated her familiar face, even if her face had once threatened to kick in my door, stun me, and sling me over her shoulder like an uncooperative sack of shriveled potatoes.

      On the left side, facing Dys with their back to me, was someone I didn’t recognize—though I did manage to envy their lush, sleek, silvery, meticulously styled faux hawk despite my growing distress at the idea of being hermetically sealed in a huge, death-shaped sardine can.

      I lowered myself into the seat opposite Taumata, barely aware of Demerra’s hand still gentle on my shoulder. Taumata nodded tightly then gave me a quizzical look, feeling concerned. “I’m okay,” I lied. “I’m fine.” Demerra took one of two front-facing seats at the rear of the plane, across the aisle from someone with an unmistakably lethal look who was feeling very many extremely wary feels.

      “I’ve been looking forward to meeting you,” said the person with the faux hawk.

      His voice was so suave and resonant and just plain beautiful that I almost forgot to focus on my breathing, then when I saw he had a face to match, I forgot the rest of the way. “Simon Barquero,” he said, inclining his head precisely the right amount for it to be a professional yet not-too-formal greeting.

      “Sure,” I said, paying attention to my breathing again. “You’re the ambassador.”

      “Yes.” He looked and felt delighted I knew who he was. “Well, I’m the Northstar States’ chargé d’affaires to the St. Louis Concord Autonomous Area, but it’s the same idea.”

      “Great. Okay. Great.” I wondered whether my ears had always made that awful squealing sound.

      “First time visiting the Autonomous Area?” he asked. It was a fair guess for most folks. Few people were important enough to need a diplomatic or economic meeting in Trust City, so I kenned it was less a polite question than a dominance display from somebody who was important enough.

      “I visited St. Louis once before the wars, but I’ve never been in Trust City.”

      “Well, you’re in for a treat.” He leaned into the aisle toward me. “Rumor has it you’re a bit of an empath?”

      “A bit.”

      “Yet you never registered?”

      “Registered?”

      He chuckled. His chuckle was exquisite. “As an empath. Or as high-bridge. Or both. I always review my delegations’ dossiers. I just…it puzzled me, that’s all, that you haven’t been formally assessed. Do you mind if I ask why?”

      At that moment I minded more or less everything, but I minded his question no more than I minded everything else. “No, fine. That’s fine. I guess, really…why would I want to be on the Kenner Registry?”

      He looked amused. “There’s a premium on services rendered by a registered empath. And certain very important”—he winked—“and very lucrative jobs are only available to the high-bridge. It might have opened other doors, even for your work with your detective agency. Shoe Leather Investigations, yes?”

      “Yes.” I was impressed he knew the name. I couldn’t recall my armpits feeling this wet in a long while. “Well, we sort of opened our own doors. Our clients weren’t all that concerned about credentials so long as we got stuff done for them.” I looked at Dys. “It was a group effort, but Dys was the brains behind it.” Whether Dys looked pleased because I’d talked her up, or because Simon gave her an approving glance and a knee-weakening grin, I couldn’t begin to guess.

      “Of course, of course,” he said to me. “And quite a career you’ve had. I’m sorry to pry, it’s just, well. It’s sort of an interest of mine. I’m a bit of an empath myself, you know.”

      He wasn’t.

      I’m not guessing about that. The thin trickle I kenned off him told me he wasn’t.

      I’d never met somebody whose bridge discipline was as solid as Demerra’s, who was so tight it was almost like being with Dys. Dys didn’t have to work at it; Demerra did. That meant sooner or later—even if it wasn’t till he fell asleep—Demerra would have to let his discipline down.

      And I’ll tell you this: Bridge discipline is hard. Not everybody can manage it. I couldn’t. Since it’s so hard, I could feel people working at it, like muscles twitching. I kenned it wax and wane, come and go, ebb and flow. Low-bridge just felt steady, usually. Best I could tell, not only was Chargé d’Affaires Simon Barquero not an empath, his bridge mass was on the light side of the bell curve, maybe in the same ballpark as Claude’s.

      I didn’t fault Simon for his self-deception. You’d be surprised how many people fool themselves into thinking they’re empathic. But at that moment, I had to respond to his self-deception somehow, and my diplomacy glands had pretty well seized up in deference to my adrenal glands, so all I could manage was, “Empath. Huh.”

      “Well”—again, that gorgeous chuckle—“I’m more of a pocket empath, really. Still, it comes in handy, always being able to tell when people lie to you.”

      Which, if there’d been any doubt (there wasn’t) pretty well sealed it that he wasn’t an empath. Folks think you can’t lie to an empath, and it’s not their fault for thinking that, because it’s in the nature of human beings to be wrong about things. You can lie to an empath. I’ve been lied to and there was nothing I could do about it. Somebody like Dys could lie to me because I couldn’t ken her. Somebody could lie to me but feel awkward in just the right way that I couldn’t tell whether they were lying about the thing I was asking, hiding something different, or just feeling awkward. And you might not think of this as lying, but wow has it caught me often enough: Somebody could lie to me because they believed the lie was true.

      “I suppose that would be handy for you,” I said, trying to agree without fibbing too badly. “You never got an assessment, though, right?”

      Simon looked surprised, then he smiled with apparent delight. “Once a detective, always a detective. You’ll have to tell me how you figured that out, but you’re right. I didn’t dare risk an assessment. In civilian life, when we’re lynking with others we can choose to hide all sorts of things—gender identicons, PADS status, empathic registration, most criminal records. But in a formal diplomatic setting, everything’s in the open. If I stay out of the Kenner Registry, people don’t know I can do it.” He winked again. “And if they don’t know what we can do, it’s sort of our secret superpower, isn’t it?”

      I felt pretty darned non-super at that moment, but I had to agree with him, even though I wasn’t about to say so. I’d built a career on being underestimated.

      I looked out the window. “We’re not moving. Is there a problem?”

      “No.” Simon twitched his hand dismissively. “No doubt they’re running final security checks and confirming identities and authorizations. We’ll be in the air soon, then in St. Louis less than an hour later.”

      “Ah. Good. That’s good.”

      “I was also fascinated to read about your connection with the Unity Movement.”

      That caught my attention. Most folks say “Unity Cult” or just plain “Yoonies” instead of calling Unionists what they call themselves. Self-deception aside, I suspected Simon might be a pretty good diplomat.

      “Sure, yeah.” I looked out the window again hoping for any sign we were about to get underway. My heart was skipping maybe every third beat. It was getting harder to keep my breathing slow. “My, uh…moms. My moms.”

      “So, you were there back when it was still the Primrose Path. Remarkable!”

      “Actually, we didn’t call it that. That’s what our, um…oh…what our salty neighbors called it.”

      “Still, to have been there at the movement’s very start? You must have such insights into the—”

      My vision dimmed, the anxiety finally taking me. The Mosaic Wars flashback hit hard.

      —I’m climbing the back of the rainspout, my carapace grinding against the brick wall, the razor tips of my eight legs clicking softly, c’mon, keep it tight, they’ll find me, they’re looking, they’ve already killed three of me, I have to complete this mission—

      Simon was still talking, I’m not sure what about. Taumata leaned as far forward as her belt allowed, radiating concern, her left hand upturned, looking at me with concern. “Bibi? Are you—?”

      —looking at me, the target’s looking at me, oh God why does he have to notice me, I can’t do this, he has to die, I have to kill him, it’ll save lives but I can’t—

      By then, even Simon had noticed I was losing it. “Mx. Cain?”

      “Fine,” I gasped. “I’m okay, I’ll be fine. I just…give me a…a minute.”

      “Well, all right, but don’t be a hero,” Simon said. “If you need it, just let me know and we’ll call for medical sup—”

      That’s when Demerra dropped his discipline.

      Concern. Sympathy. Reassurance.

      Calm.

      It was the gentlest but most powerful full-body bear hug I could imagine. He’d dropped his guard, and my bridge had found his, and he was letting me in. To save me.

      I breathed.

      “Bibi?” Taumata asked, and I think it was for the second or third time. “Do we have a problem?”

      I looked at Demerra. He looked back with no expression I could make out. I replied to Taumata, “I think I might be okay for now. Just…just need a minute, okay?”

      She leaned back into her seat, alert, her gaze still fixed on me.

      By now, Simon was having a lighthearted conversation with Dys about whether a meeting of Homeland Security reps from all the Old States was called a “Homelands Security meeting” or a “Homeland Securities meeting” or a “Homelands Securities meeting.” Dys was laughing coyly.

      “Homelands,” Simon finally said, not feeling much for Dys beyond an increasingly urgent sheen of butt-sniffing carnal interest. “When they gather, they just call it a ‘Homelands meeting.’”

      At that moment I very much wanted to be off the plane, and not only because of the plane. My patience with Chargé d’Affaires Barquero was weakening. My annoyance was strengthening.

      Then I felt Demerra’s amusement. I looked at him and he looked at Simon, still feeling amused though not showing it, which was more or less the empath’s equivalent of an eye roll.

      “Meds,” I mouthed to Demerra.

      He unbuckled himself and retrieved his small pack from under-seat storage. “Enough to take the edge off, or to sleep?” he asked softly.

      I glanced back at Simon, who’d shifted his foot forward just enough to make light contact with Dys’s and was going on about which of the North American heads of state was least intimidating when you were in a position that let you meet them regularly.

      “Sleep, please. Lots and lots of sleep.”

      So that was it. Shoe Leather Investigations, or at least its shadow, was off to figure out who killed those people. We were off to solve the case of the Dapper Four.

      <Damocles killed them.>

      Oh, c’mon. You don’t do that.

      <You don’t do what?>

      You don’t blurt out the answer in the middle of the story.

      <But it’s not a secret. We know Damocles killed them. You know, too.>

      That’s not what I mean. It’s just…not the right way to tell a story, okay? A story needs suspense.

      <But suspense is uncomfortable. It’s a thing that needs to be resolved. And in this case, it’s unnecessary because we know its resolution.>

      Of course suspense is uncomfortable. That’s why it’s fun. It makes you guess. It makes you use your imagination. You’re not supposed to know how the story ends. And even if you know the whole story already—which, by the way, you do not—it’s more fun if you pretend you don’t.

      <How can we pretend not to know something? Are you asking us to delude ourselves?>

      True or false: Something like five hours ago, you asked for my story to help us decide what to do next.

      <Sure. That’s true.>

      Well, then. I’ll tell my story my way. At the beginning, something strange happens. In the middle, I pretend there’s suspense. At the end, we’ll wonder what comes after. That’s how stories work. That’s how I’ve always told them. I’m not going to just…spew facts at you.

      <Okay, but we won’t delude ourselves.>

      Fine, be stubborn. How about this: I’ll pretend you don’t know the ending.

      <That’s a great compromise. We don’t mind if you delude yourself. But we’re not stubborn.>

      No, of course you’re not. Silly of me to say so. Now, where was I…
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      “Assistant? Begin recording. Interview with Arabella Panaro, Lieutenant Colonel Retired, Remote Services. Affirming lynk context stamp: Wednesday, 2104 August 20, Carlisle, East Pennsylvania, the Coastal States of America.” The interviewer waves the apartment door; a pleasant chime sounds inside.

      Bell opens the door, smiles, and shallow-nods. “Good evening, Mx. Rojas.”

      “Again, I am so sorry for being this late, Colonel.”

      “Please, it’s Bell,” she says, leading the interviewer into her apartment. “And like I said when we lynked, don’t sweat it. I’ve been through Coastal States customs a few times myself. I know it’s unpredictable.” She gestures to her sofa.

      “The only place harder to get through is Lone Star.”

      Bell laughs.

      “Is that funny?”

      “Funny?” Bell asks. “You mean Texan libertarians having more government regulations about something than us social democrats in the Coastal States? Yeah. That’s pretty funny.”

      “Ah. Yes. Anyway, thank you for making time to talk with me.”

      “For Bibi? I would’ve come to you. Why’d you decide to do the documentary?”

      “Oh, gosh. That goes back a ways. Twenty years, I guess. I had a problem, and Bibi and his colleagues took good care of me. Did you know his colleagues?”

      “No. Bibi kept school and work, and later his home life, all pretty separate. I envy you. It must have been something to watch Shoe Leather do its magic back then. How did they help…” Bell looks embarrassed. “I’m sorry. That’s none of my business.”

      “I don’t mind at all. My wife owed, well…a good deal of money to the kinds of people you don’t want to owe money to. This was during the depression. They beat her and promised to kill her the next time. Then she disappeared. Safety Services got nowhere, so my parents helped me hire Shoe Leather to find out what happened.”

      “Did they find her?”

      “In Matamoros. With her new husband.”

      “Shit.”

      “That’s more succinct than what I said, but yeah. Closure counts for something, right? I was a basket case before and after, and Bibi was just…amazing. Thoughtful and gentle. He always knew the right thing to say. He was a wonderful listener.”

      “He was.”

      “I thought of him often through the years. When Red Pill stole and open-sourced the connectome for his bridge, what was it, five years ago? I was really afraid for him. And when he was killed a few weeks later, I was just…”

      “Yeah. Me, too.”

      “I’d never done anything like a documentary, but—you probably saw I was an investigative contractor, sensitive stuff, mostly for content creators’ networks? Well, with that experience, I wanted to…I don’t know. To cut through all these lies about him. To thank Bibi one last time. It took a few years to find funding, but…here I am.”

      “I’m glad you are. People are saying awful things about him that I’m sure aren’t true. He deserves better. How do I help?”

      “Let’s start at the beginning. What were your first impressions of him?”

      Bell pauses before replying. “Introverted. Friendly. He lit up around other people, but it exhausted him. Loved reading. Print books, mostly. Anything he could get his hands on.” She laughs.

      “Yes?”

      “Oh, nothing. Just…he loved anything but mysteries. He hated mysteries.”

      “Oh, that is funny. Not what you’d expect of a famous private eye.”

      “Bibi usually wasn’t what you’d expect.”

      “He was your teacher at the Department of Applied Phenomenology?”

      “My teacher at first, then a mentor. A friend later.”

      “This was when DAP started, right?”

      “Sort of. It had been a tiny interdisciplinary program in Madison for years. I joined not long after RSR relocated from U of Chicago to merge with DAP, back when Madison became Northstar’s capital.”

      “RSR. That’s Remote Services Research, right?”

      “Right. That’s when DAP got funded in a big way. I enrolled in the conventional drone operation program. Most of us did. At that point, we only had one actual empath besides Bibi who could merge with motes. This was before we could easily scan someone’s bridge mass, or run them through MEPA to—”

      “Sorry. MEPA? That’s the Madison Empathy…Potential Assessment?”

      “Madison Empathic Proficiency Assessment. But we didn’t have MEPA either, so we couldn’t easily screen for empaths. Someone who’d be a registered kenner today, who could go into practice with a certified MEPA score—back then, they’d just be slightly spooky. Like, ‘How did you know I was thinking that?’ spooky. And the only empaths available to us were the ultra-rare naturals since we had no training to sharpen people’s empathy yet.”

      “You’re talking about bridge discipline?”

      “Yes. So, while empaths are still very rare today, back then not a single one joined with my class that fall. All fifty or sixty of us were in conventional Remote Services.”

      “If you were in conventional RS, why was Bibi working with you? Was that normal?”

      “Well,” Bell said, “this was the fall of 2055.”

      “I’m sorry. I don’t understand.”

      “The Christmas Surprise? Of 2055?”

      “Oh. When Red Pill open-sourced Northstar’s research.”

      “When Red Pill leaked Northstar’s deepest state secrets…our designs for motes and merge harnesses, and the theoretical model behind them—the lattice. So suddenly, after Northstar had enjoyed a monopoly on bridge-tech for years, every government on Earth could start building a bridge-tech program. We had a huge head start, of course, and Red Pill didn’t find everything we had. Still, the next year started out…” She laughs. “It was ugly. Most instructors were senior military, so they got caught up in managing Christmas Surprise fallout. Everybody who wasn’t on active duty covered for them. That’s how I met Bibi. He was still a part-time instructor, to make ends meet before Shoe Leather really took off.”

      “He was probably a great teacher.”

      She laughs. “He was awful.”

      “That’s surprising.”

      “And he knew he was awful, too, since he could ken how confused and unhappy we students were. He was wonderful at teaching theory, but he couldn’t teach conventional drone operation since he was terrible at it himself. He was legendary with motes, but conventional drones? Still, he tried. Even though he was bad at that, it felt like he was a celebrity in the department, especially among senior staff.”

      “Did you know why?”

      “Not really. Rumors. Bibi wasn’t about to share, even with me. We’d all heard he was one of the first bridge-tech test operators. Some people even said he’d operated the first mote. But people who actually knew things seemed in awe of him.”

      “Was he full of himself?”

      “Bibi? Of course not. I haven’t met many people less full of themselves. Despite his accomplishments, he always thought of himself as a farm boy. He was a farm boy.” She laughs. “One who knew a lot of big words. No arrogance or pretense. Remote Services didn’t think of him as a farm boy, though. More as…hmm…he was the favorite toy that got taken away.”

      “And now we know why they thought of him that way.”

      “Yeah. The leak that got Bibi killed back in ’99. He really was the first to merge. Without Bibi, we wouldn’t have learned about the pons adexterum, or the Elsewhere, or faster-than-light bridge-based communication. Any of it. He was the start of it all.”

      “Do you think he knew how different he was?”

      “Not while we were in touch. His empathy was so powerful it often hurt, but there were so few empaths to compare with that he didn’t know how unusual he was.”
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        * * *

      

      “My goodness. Nearly two hours?” the interviewer says. “How time flew this evening. You’ve been so generous with everything, and I won’t keep you much longer, but, well… Everything we’ve talked about—progressing from teacher to mentor to friend, your sadness at leaving him behind for the Coastal States… This is indelicate, and absolutely off the record, but were you and Bibi romantically involved?”

      Bell smiles. “No. Nothing like that. He married Zoom a couple years after we met. And before then?” She shakes her head.

      “Uh-huh. Look, I…I can’t help but know that you’re, well…you’re not being truthful. I’m sorry. I know that’s intrusive.”

      Bell’s smile fades. She looks thoughtful. “So you’re an empath,” she says.

      “Sorry. I’m not a registered kenner, but I’m above the norm. Comes in handy for an intelligence contractor.”

      “When you asked to meet in person despite the fuss of getting through customs, I wondered.”

      “The truth? I’m uncomfortable every time I ken someone as part of my work. It’s…in the military, sometimes you do things you’re uncomfortable with, but you put faith in the idea that it plays into a greater good. Right?”

      “That’s what we taught at the War College. I hope it was true.”

      “It’s like that for me. I’ve tried to work for organizations that deserve my faith in their greater good, and…you know what? I wasn’t completely honest with you earlier.”

      “How so?”

      “I said I was doing the documentary on Bibi to thank him one last time. That’s part of the truth. But sometimes in my work, I ended up on the wrong side of the greater good. So this is also a way to make up for that by doing something truly good. By setting the record straight for Bibi.”

      Bell pauses before saying, “This is off the record?

      “Absolutely.”

      “We were involved. He was…listen. I’d survived the Mosaic Wars. Not in Remote Services—I was on the front lines. Bibi went through the Wars differently, and I don’t know which of us was more broken. We helped each other deal with it. This was before Zoom. We weren’t still a couple when he married her.”

      “Did you and Bibi just fall out of touch, or…?”

      “I gave Bibi and Zoom space once they got together. A few months later, I emigrated from Northstar to the Coastal States. Family stuff. Bibi gradually withdrew from technology, and eventually…how was I supposed to keep in touch with an unlynked friend in another country? It’s not like we all carried around phones anymore. Handwrite him letters? Lynking is e-mail and postcards and texting and social media now. It’s connection, it’s…community. He chose not to participate in that. Zoom and I had been friends since DAP, and I kept in touch with her. Not with Bibi, though.”

      “Thank you so much for sharing that with me. That will not become part of the record. In fact, tell you what. Once I’ve got a rough cut, I can send it to you for your feedback and approval. Anything you’re uncomfortable with won’t be in the final documentary.”

      Bell smiles. “Thank you. Yes. I’d like that.”

      Just a couple final questions. Who else should I speak with?”

      “Maybe Ketchup, if he’ll talk to you.”

      “Ketchup?”

      “Sorry, we used to call him that. Their son, Yamato. He’s in Lone Star. I lynked him last year after Zoom died—shared some memories with him. He didn’t want to talk about Bibi, but you could try.”

      “Thank you. Anyone else?”

      “Colleagues or clients from Shoe Leather? Maybe other people from DAP, though nobody there was nearly as close to him as Zoom and me.”

      “Great suggestions. Also, were there any places that were especially meaningful to Bibi? A place that made him feel safe, or maybe anywhere that was special to…you know. The two of you? I’d like to use places like that as B-roll footage.”

      “Offhand? We spent most of our time in and around Madison. I made him visit Devil’s Lake with me a couple times, but he always said…” She laughs. “He said the woods gave him the creeps. He loved taking me to Horicon Marsh up beyond Beaver Dam—not just the wetlands, the prairie up there, too. Beyond that…sorry. Can’t think of anyplace.”

      “Okay, thanks. Last question: Is Bibi really dead?”

      “Um. What?”

      “Is Bibi really dead?”

      “Yes?” She sits up straighter. “I mean, why wouldn’t he be?”

      “Oh wait. While we’re on the subject, did you know Elias Lindholm when you were at DAP?”

      “Of course, he was our third empath. My second year he emigrated from…Manitoba? Saskatchewan? Just a kid, but he was in one of my seminars.”

      “How about him? Is Elias really dead?”

      Bell frowns. “What is this? I have no reason to think either of them is alive. Do you?”

      “Gosh, no,” the interviewer says, waving a hand dismissively. “Not really. You know, just…sorry. All those years as a covert researcher makes you ask some weird-sounding questions. Lifetime of habit. Forget I even asked. Assistant? Stop recording.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            EXCERPT: THREE GRAMS OF ELSEWHERE, 4TH EDITION

          

        

      

    

    
      The synthetic bridge, or lattice, was developed near the end of the Mosaic Wars. In what came to be dubbed “Northstar’s Manhattan Project,” Madison’s Department of Applied Phenomenology developed the bridge along with its initial application, lattice-based military motes. This innovation—and the remote warfare superiority it granted Northstar—is credited with turning the tide of the Mosaic Wars and, ultimately, forcing all parties to the negotiating table for what would become the St. Louis Concord of 2047.

      The lattice is a silico-organic implementation of a living bridge. Originally derived from an assortment of human brain tissue models, the lattice was the genesis of bridge-tech, and it is still the heart of any bridge-tech application. When a human operator merges with a military mote, a surgical bot, an interplanetary mining factory, or any other bridge-tech device, the operator’s bridge (with the assistance of a bridge harness) is reaching across the Elsewhere and inhabiting that device’s lattice.

      Whatever pride AP researchers may take in modern bridge-tech applications, a lattice is the definitive example of “blind design,” a term coined by the team that created the first lattice by reverse engineering the human bridge. Madison-DAP researcher Felecia Vaswani first elucidated the term with the metaphor of an alien spacecraft:

      “Imagine that an alien spacecraft capable of faster-than-light travel crashes on Earth. Its occupants die, but the craft’s star drive remains intact. By copying that star drive on an atomic level, humans are finally able to reach the stars…yet we have no idea how it works. We can’t improve upon it. If something goes wrong, we can’t fix it. We’ve reached the stars without understanding how that’s even possible.”

      This is precisely our situation with the bridge.

      As has been repeatedly proven, the human bridge’s brain tissue is insufficient to fully account for its function. Hence, we hypothesize that the bridge is a dual-lobed organ existing partially as tissue in the human brain and partially as a matching lobe in the Elsewhere. Because the Elsewhere is an extra-spatial non-place that is (thus far) beyond our ability to measure or examine it, this exterior lobe of the bridge is, by definition, inaccessible to direct study. This greatly complicates any effort to understand the bridge’s empathic communication with other humans nearby, or its uninterruptible, faster-than-light control of lattice-based devices even across trillions of miles.

      There have been countless attempts to improve upon the lattice model, as well as nearly a dozen documented attempts to create entirely new lattice variants—including the rumored and universally condemned attempts by North Korea’s successor, the New Mongolian Khanate, to directly incorporate human bridge tissue into its designs.

      Due to our ignorance of how the bridge functions, every attempt thus far to create a novel lattice has failed.

      Joaquín Bannerjee, “Chapter 4: The Lattice,” in Three Grams of Elsewhere: An Introduction to Applied Phenomenology, 4th ed.
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            FIVE YEARS AGO

          

          JULY 2099

        

      

    

    
      MEDITATION ON STASIS

      
        
        
        This, here, now.

        The blank wall in front of me.

        The blank wall in front of me.

        All the people near me.

        The blank wall in front of me.

        The carpet below me.

        The blank wall in front of me.

        Holy Cheez-Its, there are so many people nearby!

        Stationary bikes are stupid.

        There’s sweat in my eyes.

        That really stings.

        People are all around me

        What’s the point of this bike?

        All I’m getting is exercise.

        That blank hotel wall is still in front of me.

        Who invented this gosh-forsaken contraption?

        Whatever this is, it’s not meditation.

        But now at least I know what hell is like.

        My knee hurts.

        My back hurts.

        Please let it stop.

        The doorbell!

        Thank you, dear Lord, for your loving kindness.

      

      

      

      For someone accustomed to peeping through a tiny antique door lens, it was unnerving to see my caller displayed on the whole door as if there was no door there at all. It was especially unnerving because I was wearing nothing but a pair of frayed, badly faded, too-often-patched boxers. For all my annoyance with that accursed stationary bike, I had to admit I’d never dared ride a real one in just my boxers.

      The person at my door wore a formal Trust City uniform. She was around forty, taller than me, olive complected, dark eyes, light brown bob, hearty build.

      Pretty.

      Yeah, yeah, yeah. I know I'm not allowed to think that. It’s terribly shallow, and it’s disrespectful to the attractive-impaired, and I’m especially not allowed to think anybody’s pretty anymore because I’m a decrepit lump of human-shaped gristle. But I was thinking it anyhow. No social norm can stop my brain from knowing something’s true.

      She was smiling as though she was happy to see me, even though she hadn’t met me yet, which I imagined might change her attitude when it happened. Inside, though, I kenned the story was more complicated. She was welcoming, mostly, but with undertones of impatience and just a whiff of eagerness. I didn’t have the first earthly clue why she was visiting.

      “Minute!” I called, unclear exactly how the door worked but hoping it was smart enough to convey my message to the person on the other side.

      “Take all the time you need,” she said back, sounding like she was standing right inside the room with me and my boxers. She was the least bit murky to ken, more than my fixing with kali an hour earlier could explain, but there was a waver to the murk that left me sure she was using bridge discipline.

      By the time I sprayed down real quick and rushed back to the door wearing a hotel robe—a stingy, gaunt, disappointing scrap of a robe hardly deserving of the name—for the most part I’d stopped making new sweat, and the not-quite-robe was doing its sorry best to soak up what little sweat was still leaking out of me. She was still smiling, though by now the smile looked strained and her eagerness was losing out to her impatience.

      I opened the door. “Yes?”

      “Oh, hey there!” She beamed, her smile looking genuine again. “I thought you’d be ready for me since I gave you a couple extra hours to sleep. Everything okay?”

      I rubbed my stubble. Frowned. “You have the right room?”

      “I do. Harmony Cain, right? You go by Bibi. Like the gun.”

      “Right. Ah…and who are you?”

      She felt puzzled. “It’s me. Dred? Your…they told you about me, right?”

      “Who told me about you?”

      She kept smiling, but I kenned an unmistakable pulse of annoyance. “Phil?”

      “No. I’m Bibi.”

      She shook her head, still smiling. Held up a finger and faced to the side to make clear she wasn’t talking to me. “You told my guest I was coming, right?” She waited a moment, nodding. “Right. Yes. Yes, I am aware he doesn’t have a lynk. That’s kind of the point, Phil? That’s why I’m here. You get that, right?” She looked at me and shrugged. Rolled her eyes. “Uh-huh. I’m aware that means you can’t message him, darlin’. The idea was to get your ass up here and tell him yourself. What? Yes. To bring your whole body up here and tell him with your actual mouth. Oh Lord, never mind. We’ll talk about this later.” And then she was looking back at me.

      “New guy?” I ventured.

      “No, sir,” she replied, pulling her shirt taut. “Just a lazy dumb-ass.”

      I chuckled. Then I noticed she had at least three threatening-looking gadgets slung from what appeared to be a gun belt.

      “Look, I’m real sorry about this—I wasn’t supposed to be a surprise. Dred Bastone.” She held out her hand to shake instead of courtesy-nodding, which said she was probably Free States or Lone Star Republic. Her accent said that, too, from somewhere in the south-central Old States. I held out my hand. Her shake was firm enough to be professional without being unfriendly.

      “Bibi Cain. Oh, but you know that. Hey. I’m still unclear on…”

      “I’m your chaperone? Usually, we just yoke a guest’s lynk to an AI chaperone, disable their privacy module and whatnot. But that’s not an option for you, so you get a real live human being certified in unlynked engagement.” She leaned forward a bit and raised her brows. “That’s me.”

      Demerra had mentioned a chaperone in our briefing on the way to the plane—which was nothing if not brief—but I suddenly realized I was unclear on the whole situation. I’d assumed he was talking about the security detail who escorted us from the airport to the hotel the night before. I glanced at the weapon-seeming things on her belt and wondered what exactly a chaperone did. “I thought Trust City was a weapons-free zone.”

      “Oh gosh, I wouldn’t call it weapons-free. I’d say it’s more of a ‘no weapons for guests’ zone. But hey, I’ll tell you what, Mr. Cain.” She covered her mouth briefly. “I’m sorry. Is ‘Mister’ okay? Or do you prefer ‘Mx?’”

      I shrugged. “Mister’s fine. Bibi’s better.”

      “Good then. How about this, Bibi? I’ll wait out here while you take care of”—she pointed at my thin, damp, disappointing robe—“whatever needs taking care of? And when you feel ready, you come on out here and I’ll take you for some breakfast or coffee or however it is you like to start your day, and I’ll also tell you everything that lazy dumb-ass Phil was supposed to tell you. That okay with you?”

      “Uh…yes. Okay.”

      “It’s okay with me, too. You take your time. I’ll be right here. Waiting’s a big part of my job.”

      “Okay. Thanks?” I said, then I closed the door and went about the daunting task of making myself look human. I hurried. It seemed only polite to keep her waiting no longer than I had to. Besides, the sooner I got out there, the sooner I’d find out exactly what a chaperone did and why I needed one. The door showed her standing in the same spot, her eyes flicking back and forth, back and forth, reading something in her head I assumed. When I opened the door the second time, I realized she was standing very close to it—closer than she had been before. Almost as though she was blocking it.

      “Ready,” I said. “Sorry to make you wait.”

      She smiled. “Well sir, I can tell you mean that. That’s sweet. But hey, let’s hold up a tick. You see, that hotel room you’re standing in? Might seem like it’s in Trust City, but legally it’s no such thing. Legally, as long as you’re in a room or vehicle that’s been assigned to your delegation, you’re actually on sovereign soil of the Northstar States of America. I can’t bother you in there. None of us Trust City representatives can. In your rooms and vehicles, Northstar’s laws apply. But once you step out here into my world, it’s a whole different place with a whole different set of rules. So, I can’t let you out of that room until I say a few things. May I?”

      Since I was interested in leaving my room, I said, “Please. Say a few things.”

      Her posture became formal and her face dead serious, though inside she was nothing but bored. “In accordance with the St. Louis Concord of 2047, as amended—henceforth referred to as ‘the Concord’—I am required to inform you that I am continually recording your actions through one or more sensory modalities, and that these recordings will be retained indefinitely for the unrestricted use of the St. Louis Concord Autonomous Area Authority—henceforth referred to as ‘the Authority.’

      “Additionally, I am required to inform you that, although I am not a registered empath, my MEPA score is above the human average. I am authorized to ken you without notice or limitation.

      “Additionally, I am required to inform you that, although I am a duly appointed representative of the Authority, I am also a legal citizen of the Free States of America. You must assume that anything you do or say in my presence will be communicated with my country of origin.

      “You must comply with all laws of the Authority. Should any representative of the Authority instruct you to take action in order to be in compliance with Authority law, you must comply with reasonable haste.

      “With the exception of Authority-designated diplomatic and assessment areas, under no circumstances may you move within the Autonomous Area unless accompanied by your chaperone.

      “Any violation of the preceding conditions will be met with action up to and including lethal force at the sole, and possibly summary, discretion of your human chaperone or, in the case that your chaperone is an artificial intelligence, at the discretion of the chaperone’s human advisor or advisors.

      “Through your affirmation, you acknowledge your understanding of these rules and conditions, and you accept the consequences of your actions appertaining to them. To affirm this, respond by stating or otherwise indicating your affirmation.”

      I frowned. “What?”

      Dred smiled. “All right now. Here’s the part where I’m allowed to use my own judgment to help you understand that heaping bowl of bureaucracy. Would you like the easy version?”

      “Yes. Please.”

      “Wonderful! First: I’m recording everything you say or do, and believe me, if the thing you do is not okay, we will use the recording against you.

      “Second: I’m a bit of an empath. Just a touch, nothing to brag about, but you know. Best to assume I’m in your head.

      “Third: I’m allowed to tell my home country, the Free States of America, everything I see. Now frankly, I don’t do that nonsense. I take being a diplomatic professional seriously. But still? You best keep in mind I’m allowed to.

      “Fourth: You will follow Trust City’s laws. And since you probably don’t know all the laws? Well, you’re just gonna have to take our word for it. If somebody with a Trust City uniform says jump, you will jump. That’s whether it’s me, or Chief Administrator Hollis, or the cute guy with the tight ass serving you your morning coffee at the corner stall.

      “Fifth: Excepting those little bits of Northstar’s sovereign territory and any official meetings or assessment areas? You go nowhere without me. No. Where.

      “And finally: You screw any of that up? You will discover I am authorized and equipped to kick your ass—nothing personal, just my job. If I feel it’s necessary to kick your ass so hard your ass never gets back up again? Well, sir, that is my judgment to make, and mine alone. See, if you were yoked to an AI chaperone, and if you got uncooperative, the AI would consult with some human beings and, if need be, those human beings would call down the wrath of God on you. But since you’re not lynked? I am the only human being who matters, and I, myself, am the wrath of God.” She smiled warmly, bearing me no ill will that I could ken. “You got any questions about that?”

      “Uhhh, no. I’m good. Everything’s real good.”

      “Then you just need to agree, and that’ll be a legal record that you voluntarily signed up for all these extremely reasonable rules.”

      “Okay. I…agree.”

      “Well, sir, I’d call that a fine start to our relationship!” She stepped aside and gestured into the hallway. “Welcome to Trust City.”

      “Thank you?” I replied, letting the door to Northstar click shut behind me.

      STRAWBERRY SURPRISE

      Dred kenned as open and welcoming, so as we walked down the long, curved hallway I said, “I haven’t heard ‘Dread’ as a name before.”

      “Full name’s Mildred. D-R-E-D? I borrowed my mamaw’s name when she passed, sort of to keep her with me, but I’m just not a ‘Mildred.’ Let alone a ‘Millie.’” She made a face like she’d swallowed a spider. “Besides, I like when people think I’m a pirate. How about you? Harmony Naawakamig Suleiman Cain? That’s quite the handle.”

      “Yeah, well. Each of my moms picked one. ‘Naawakamig’ is Ojibwe for something like ‘in the middle of everything.’ ‘Suleiman’ was an Ottoman emperor who brought balance to the law. And my other mom’s last name was ‘Cain,’ which was our family name, so that counted as her pick.” I smiled, remembering. “She always introduced herself with”—and I switched to Mama Bliss’s South Wales accent—“‘I’m Bliss Cain. That’s ‘Cain’ for the evil that dwells within us each, and ‘Bliss’ for the joy we may spread despite it.’ She was kind of a character. They all were, I guess.”

      The elevator must have been lynk-operated, because Dred summoned it and told it where to take us without any signal I could see. I’m not sure how I would have operated the elevator if she hadn’t been with me. From what she’d said, that was probably the point. Unlynked folks like me weren’t supposed to be wandering around without chaperones.

      “What about Harmony?” she asked as the elevator began its silent trip. “Was that to balance out the evil of Cain?”

      “Nope. ‘Harmony’ represented the peace and unity I was destined to bring all of humankind. That’s what Mama Camille told me, anyhow.”

      Dred smiled wryly. “Oh my. At least they didn’t load you up with anything heavy.”

      “Yeah, well. My moms believed a lot of pretty whack stuff.”

      And that was it. My entire supply of small talk used up. I dug in the couch cushions hoping for more, and I found something wedged in there real deep. “You know, I always thought it was funny, calling this ‘Trust City.’”

      “Most people do,” she said, leading me out of the elevator. “But the name’s not about that kind of trust.”

      Whether because of my recent kali fix, or the residual anti-anxiety meds, or the weirdness of coming to terms with a chaperone who seemed, in truth, to be a good deal more like a prison guard, I hadn’t noticed the elevator was going up instead of going down as I’d expect for a hotel restaurant. But as we stepped out, I saw why “up” was the right direction.

      The St. Louis Concord Autonomous Area Hilton was on the east bank of the Mississippi, on the staging side of Trust City. I guessed we were standing right about where the old arch had been when I’d visited St. Louis as a kid. We seemed to be a few hundred feet up which, through a thirty-foot-high glass wall, gave us a stunning view of the new arch.

      While I try not to use words like “breathtaking” lightly, I am fairly certain that vista cost me at least a couple of my regularly scheduled breaths. Some things, a picture just can’t do justice to. Seeing mountains for the first time. Watching a child be born. Standing in the presence of the St. Louis Concord Arch.

      The massive faux-gold arch’s vast sweep, a good third of a mile from end to end, had been incorporated as a design element into the rebuilt Poplar Street Bridge. The sun dazzled above it, just then cresting above the Arch’s apex some nine hundred feet over the river’s lazy waters. I felt a moment of vertigo, not only from the view but also from a flashback to a childhood memory of kenning so many people in the first big city I’d visited. From a reminder of everything I’d been through during the wars. Of all the folks who’d died. Of what had been before, and of how this arch represented whatever hope remained to find some unity afterward. The St. Louis Concord of 2047 might have ended the Mosaic Wars, but somehow we were all still living with them.

      I felt Dred’s hand on my shoulder. “You okay?”

      I turned and took a moment to find words. Decided I probably couldn’t put her off with a polite fiction of composure. “No, I’m not. But I’ll get by.”

      She smiled sadly. “Affects most people that way. Not just the first time, either. The Concord’s negotiators proposed all kinds of sites for the Autonomous Area—the Four Corners; Blytheville, Arkansas; Lebanon, Kansas; and so on—but they decided a river dividing the continent, a bridge joining the two halves, and an arch that needed replacing, that was all just too good a symbol to pass up. The original plan was way more modest, but then wouldn’t you know? Trust City ended up being more prosperous than the Concord signatories expected. Or wanted. Frankly?” She nodded out the window behind me. “That big old thing kind of pissed off the signatories.”

      “I’m glad they built it anyhow,” I said.

      “Me too.”

      “What were you saying about the name?”

      She frowned a moment, then smiled. “Oh! ‘Trust City.’ Lots of people think it’s tongue-in-cheek, but it’s not that kind of trust. The Free States and Lone Star insisted this place be financially independent, so all the signatories paid up a trust over time. There also used to be things called ‘UN Trust Territories,’ which were different than this, but still? Between that old name and the financial trust, the Area’s first chief administrator said we ought to call it ‘Trust City’ instead of the ‘St. Louis Concord Autonomous Area,’ which is a clumsy mouthful you can’t even turn into a halfway-decent acronym. The Concord’s signatories told the chief administrator to go to hell since they didn’t want this place to have that much identity or character, but then everybody went ahead and called it ‘Trust City’ anyhow. So”—I kenned her concern for me—“are you up for getting on with our day, or would you like a few more minutes to sort things out?”

      I chuckled. “I’ll never have everything sorted out. Let’s get on with our day.”

      She led me around the circumference of what seemed to be a great disk, past countless unmarked doors. At least they were unmarked for me. I had no doubt they offered all sorts of information for normal people with lynks.

      “So I, uh…I guess I wasn’t clear on the whole ‘chaperone’ thing,” I said. “You’ll be with me the whole time I’m here?”

      “No sir, not the whole time. When you’re in your hotel room, a designated diplomatic area, or an assessment facility, you’re on your own. I do need to follow you into public restrooms, though.”

      I laughed, then I realized she wasn’t kidding.

      “Sorry,” she said. “I promise not to watch. Or at least not too close. The Authority just needs to be sure you don’t talk to anybody or go anyplace without us seeing it. But beyond that? We want your stay to be enjoyable as all hell.”

      “How could it not?”

      We’d reached what seemed to be the opposite side of the disk, facing west toward St. Louis proper. A wide opening welcomed us into a space with a domed ceiling and inviting food smells and—though I couldn’t see or hear them—a good number of people.

      “Think of me like your appendix,” Dred said. “You’ll hardly even know I’m there, but if you ignore me completely, I might make things real unpleasant. Now and again, somebody takes my kindness and courtesy to mean I’m not serious about all those extremely reasonable rules you just agreed to. But I am very deeply serious about those rules, and I can already tell you know that. So we’re going to get along just fine.”

      She was right on all counts.

      Dred led me to an open booth with high walls, where glasses of water and orange juice waited on either side of a small table. There were a good many other booths in the restaurant, but the ones I could see into were all empty, and several were sealed with mirrored doors. As soon as we sat in ours, a glass door slid from the side to close us in, and even though the booth was open above us, what little ambient sound had been bouncing around the restaurant went dead for us.

      “What do you take for breakfast? The world’s your oyster. Unless you’re allergic.” She laughed, and it looked and felt hollow, as though she’d used the line too often.

      “Bourbon,” I said, not entirely sure whether I was kidding. “Or, no. Since it’s breakfast, how about bourbon and water. Preferably something from Kentucky since I can get one in neutral territory.”

      “Yeah…I’m not going to do that, hon. Here’s another place where I’m going to exercise my latitude as a chaperone to do something that’s good for you whether you see that or not. Which is more or less my whole job, when you think about it. You want…” Her eyes jittered around for a moment. “There! That’ll do. And I’ll get my usual.” She looked back at me. “Usually takes a couple minutes.” She lifted her glass of juice. “It’s not real, but you can’t tell.”

      I sipped mine. I couldn’t tell.

      “Are the others joining us?” I asked.

      “They’re not,” she said. “Since they weren’t sleeping off whatever meds you took for the flight, they’ve been and gone already. Except for Ms. Altamirano, who will dine in her room.”

      “Ah,” I said, feeling a flicker of annoyance. “Her and Simon?”

      “No…” She suppressed a smile, feeling wicked amusement. “But thank you so much for my first gossip of the morning. Ms. Altamirano will dine in her room since she’s under special sanction.”

      “Under…what? She won’t be with us?”

      “She will be for your Northstar-only meetings tomorrow, and for your flight home of course. Things got…complicated.”

      “Complicated how?”

      She hesitated, and I kenned how conflicted she was about something. Eager, but tense. Maybe even afraid. It was a relief when I felt the tug-of-war break in my favor. “We chaperones have some latitude in how we implement the rules set out in the Concord. For example, even though I’m a citizen of the Free States and am allowed to share everything you do with the FSA’s Homeland agents, who would so very dearly love to hear it? I don’t do that. Seems impolite.

      “When it comes to information about other guests like Ms. Altamirano, I’m not allowed to share, and I wouldn’t even if I could. Again, seems impolite. But I do have some leeway if I feel like some information would promote the well-being of my assigned guest. So, I could maybe speculate about why a generic person might be put under special sanction. Purely to educate you about Trust City’s laws and customs, of course.”

      “Speculative education’s my favorite kind.”

      “Mine too! Good then. A generic person might be put under special sanction if a customs scan turned up…oh, for example, let’s say it turned up an irregularity with their lynk. Since we wouldn’t have time to really look into that, the simplest thing would be to put the generic person under special sanction. And I can also speculate that if the generic person’s host government were pissed off about the whole situation? That might be because they were counting on the generic person to spend their time here on an important project.” She subtly raised her index finger toward me. Again, she felt worried.

      I was deciding what I thought of all this, and whether to ask more, when a small portal startled me by opening in the wall. Our breakfast slid onto the table. Hers was a delicious-looking burger and a large bowl of multicolored bell pepper slaw. Mine was a cup of black coffee, a large bowl of cut strawberries, a small silver pitcher of cream, and a matching silver bowl of turbinado sugar.

      Dred shifted her empty orange juice glass to make room for her food. She looked at mine, still sitting by the portal. “Go ahead, eat up. I figured if it’s so bad you need bourbon for breakfast, this amounts to the same thing without fogging your brain or hastening your demise. Besides, they don’t serve booze before noon.”

      “Strawberries,” I grumbled. I eyed her burger. “So bourbon isn’t breakfast, but that is?”

      She shrugged and said, feeling defensive, “I’m a grownup, I can eat what I want,” before taking an eager bite. She sighed and smiled.

      I took a sip of the coffee. It was respectable. “You said we’re meeting tomorrow. I thought we were only going to be here for a day.”

      She shook her head. “We have a little time to kill. Plan was to get formalities out of the way this morning, with maybe as much as an hour of personal time, then you’d meet the rest of the day and fly home late tonight. But wouldn’t you know? The representatives from the Coastal States have sent their most genuinely sincere apologies that they have been ‘unavoidably detained,’ so they deeply regret they won’t arrive till this evening. That means your schedule’s open till about three this afternoon, with meetings tomorrow. And between you and me? This delay’s a load of horse crap. It’s a power play, pure and simple. Coastal States is just pissing on Lone Star for pulling the same nonsense last time. But the good news is, in these situations—which, as I’ve said, do occur pretty regularly—I’m authorized to show my guests the sights, so long as we don’t leave Trust City’s dome.”

      The strawberry I sampled was a tolerable specimen of the species. “I don’t remember a dome. But then, I don’t remember much from last night.”

      “Sorry, hon. Figured somebody told you about it. There’s no real dome, just a great big Faraday field over all of Trust City on both sides of the river.” I tried to imagine how that was possible. To block all signals in and out, a Faraday field needed a transmitter to generate it and an outer ring to contain it. Besides the massive transmitter such a big field would require, you’d need a ring the size of Trust City—on either side of the Mississippi and under it. “You would have noticed the field on your lynk when you flew in and lost all lynk contact with the world outside Trust City,” Dred continued, “except, well…” She shrugged apologetically and tapped her temple with a pitying but playful look. “You’re not all there.”

      I smiled. “Every year, a little more’s missing.”

      She laughed. “Count your blessings. Dear Lord! You should hear how some people whine about being ‘trapped’ inside Trust City’s Faraday field, cut off from constant access to their lynk feeds and friends for the first time since before they can remember. I mean, really. You’d think we chucked ’em in a hole and paved it over.”

      “Those poor people.”

      “Anyhow, what I meant to say is, if you’re inclined to? I can show you around Trust City on this side of the river for a few hours.”

      “So you’re a jailer and a tour guide?”

      She scowled, but it didn’t really bother her. “Don’t be that way. And I said I was authorized to show you around, not required to. Makes my job more enjoyable than if I just glare at you all the time till I shoot you for doing something wrong. Some chaperones are like that. Would you prefer I be like that?”

      “No, ma’am, I would not,” I said, finishing the last strawberry.

      She laughed. “Just look at you! Being all bold with the ‘ma’am?’ Since my unlynked guest can’t tell how people identify, they usually keep it neutral just to be safe.”

      “Yeah, well. Old man, old habits. You folks with lynks have it easy since you know for sure what people are, but I’m stuck guessing like in the old days. Back then we all had to make do with signaling. Hair, clothes, makeup, names, speech patterns. Body language. It was hard. Still is for me.” I chuckled. “It’s funny. With identicons, you lynked folks don’t have to signal one another anymore, but fortunately for me, most of you still do anyhow. Even so, my way involves guessing, and though I do my best, I do make mistakes.”

      She patted my hand. “All good, hon. And I think folks still signal because we like to. Anyhow, it’s kind of cute you’re still trying to figure it out. Quaint, you know, in a Don Quixote kind of a way? But I was asking: Are you interested in a general look around Trust City? Or maybe you’d like to see something particular?”

      If I’d expected personal time, I might have arranged in advance to visit with someone. Or maybe I wouldn’t.

      “Hey there—aren’t you feeling wistful,” Dred said. “Something you were hoping to see while you’re here?”

      “Someone. But, well…we’ve been out of touch so long. It’d be awkward. And he might not even be here. He works out of Trust City, but he travels a lot. It’s not your job to make this happen for me at the last minute.”

      “You want me to agree, don’t you? Want me to say it’s too hard, and it’s not my job, so we should just forget it?”

      “Uh…”

      “It’s not too hard, and I’d make it my job. But if you need an excuse, I can pretend that’s not true.”

      I took a deep breath and let it out slowly, my stomach beginning to knot. Part of me wanted the excuse. The other part answered her.

      “His name’s Bob Marten. Marten with an ‘e.’”

      She laughed. “I bet he gets teased about that.”

      “About what?”

      “His name.”

      I was confused. “Why?”

      “Well, because of Robert Marten? Cyberintel? The ‘White Hat Unlimited’ guy?”

      “Right,” I said, “That’s the one.”

      “You want to meet with Robert Marten,” she said. “In person.”

      “Sure. But if this is too hard…”

      “It’s not that, hon. I know the chain, I can put in the request. But this isn’t like stopping by to visit some random friend from the old days. Given his consulting relationships with Trust City—and with every Old States country except yours—Trust City Authority would need to clear it. The head of your delegation would, too. I just don’t see, you know, my people lynking up his people and the Robert Marten having you in for tea this afternoon.”

      The part of me that’d been putting this off for years nearly said she was right, but the other part interrupted it. “If you call…or lynk, or whatever…his office and tell them Bibi wants to get with Uncle Bob, I have the funny feeling it’ll happen.”

      She frowned at me, feeling doubt that was directed at me. “Hang on. I need to check something.” Her eyes danced for a moment. When they finished, I felt a touch of awe. “You’re Robert Marten’s nephew and Adra Hammadi’s son.”

      “No great accomplishment. I was born that way.”

      “Well…I’ll tell you what. I’ll ask, and we’ll see what happens. If it doesn’t work out? You’ve got that excuse you were sort of hoping for. Meantime? With him being a figure of security and diplomatic significance, we do need to clear it with your delegation’s leader. Let’s go do that soon as we’re done here. Just in case the Robert Marten says ‘yes.’”

      “Great. Nothing I’d like better than to start my day chatting with our chargé d’affaires about diplomatic significance.”

      “No sir, not Simon. The chargé d’affaires has to come along as a formality. Sort of a pro forma leftover from before these cloak-and-dagger Homelands meetings started happening. The CD needs to bring y’all here, but Errol’s in charge of this party.”

      “Errol?” I asked.

      “Sorry. I mean Demerra.”

      I kenned she didn’t care for Simon but was fond of Demerra, which moved her up a step in my estimation. “That thing you said about me being wistful. You kenned that from me, right?”

      “Probably? Sometimes I’m not sure whether I’m kenning or just observing. I’m not near the MEPA threshold to register, but I pick up on things pretty often. Got it from Mawmaw, I think. She was always going on about her”—she widened her eyes and wiggled her fingers—“mysterious intuitions. Honestly? With me just being a pocket empath, and you probably being much more than that, I’m surprised I can ken you at all. You’ve got no bridge discipline at all, do you?”

      “Nope. They developed the training long after my time, and when I tried to learn it…I don’t know. I was half-hearted about it, and probably too old.”

      “Dear Lord almighty.” She crossed her arms and shook her head, frowning. “Demerra’s taking you into that den of thieves with a wad of hundreds in your little Ziploc baggie for everybody to see? That’s enough to worry somebody.”

      “No need to worry, I’ve only got loose change in my baggie,” I replied, appreciating her old-timey reference. “I get the feeling Internal Safety is working pretty hard not to tell me anything that matters.”

      “I’m curious. Folks say my bridge discipline’s pretty good, especially for somebody who’s not a real kenner. How’s it seem to you? You getting much from me?”

      “No, not really.”

      “Tshhhhh. I’d appreciate the truth if you don’t mind. You, trying to pull off a big white lie like that? Remember?” She held up her hand and mimed shaking something. “Your little Ziploc baggie?”

      “Okay-fine. I ken you. It’s like feeling the pea through a sheet, not through a stack of mattresses.”

      She felt intrigued. “Goodness me, princess. I wonder what your MEPA score is.”

      “Keep wondering. We’ll never know.”

      That surprised her. “We’ll both find out at around six this evening.”

      My heart began racing. “Why would we find out today?”

      She leaned in. “They really didn’t tell you anything, did they. Homelands meetings aren’t the usual easygoing diplomatic soirée. Each Concord signatory gets two representatives. One’s a senior security officer—that’d be Demerra. The other’s an asset of his choosing—that’d be you. For a Homelands meeting, nobody steps foot in that room unless they’ve had a one-hundred percent official Madison Empathic Proficiency Assessment at the Trust City facility. To keep things level, everybody’s MEPA status is available to all the other attendees.” She raised her brows. “Your assessment prep starts at three this afternoon, and the assessment starts at five. If it wasn’t for the delay in our schedule, you’d be in prep right now. That’s why I let you sleep in before I visited your room. This is seriously news to you?”

      “It is,” I said, feeling queasy at even the thought of an extended high-tech examination. “After all this time, I’m not about to become part of the whole bridge-tech military-industrial complex by enduring a MEPA scan. And I will absolutely not spend hours with some…some dystopian gadgetry invading my brain to rifle through everything that matters about me.”

      “Oh, come on. The assessment itself doesn’t last hours, and they won’t rifle through anything. It’s just a test. And I’m sorry to distress you, but I’m fairly sure it’s going to happen.”

      So now we had two reasons to chat with Demerra.

      “There is no way it’s going to happen,” I said.

      LEVERAGE

      <But it was going to happen. It did happen.>

      Yeah, I know. I just meant I didn’t want it to happen.

      That conversation with Demerra was the most exasperating peanut butter and rat turd sandwich I’d had the misfortune of eating since my time in Internal Safety lockup.

      You know what? Forget it. Let’s just jump ahead.

      I don’t even want to talk about it.

      Oh! Know what the worst part is? It wasn’t even a long conversation. Demerra didn’t so much as break a sweat to get his way. I doubt I was in his room more than five minutes.

      “I’m sorry I kept it from you,” Demerra said to me. “We believed you might not make the trip if you knew a MEPA assessment was required.”

      “And what else did you hide to make me come along?” I asked.

      It bothered me that he kept that iron bridge discipline of his in place. It bothered me even more that he paused a second before saying, “Nothing.”

      “Well congratulations, you got me this far. You’ll get me no farther.”

      “I hope that’s not true. We need to figure out what happened on April sixteenth and keep it from happening again.”

      “If by ‘we’ you mean ‘you,’ then I absolutely agree.”

      “I’m also not sure you appreciate how the uncertainty around Dapper Day is inflaming long-dormant tensions between the Old States. We’d finally managed to reach some kind of equilibrium, or at least mutual tolerance. It’s been fifty years since the wars. We can’t afford to let our relationships go hot again.”

      “I’m confident the Northstar States can field a team to fix this without me.”

      “No late delegation changes are allowed. If you step back now, either we postpone the Homelands meeting for days or weeks, which could be a catastrophic delay, or else I go in there alone. But I need you. I can’t do this without a high-order kenner in the room with me.”

      “Says the high-order kenner,” I muttered.

      “I’ll be running our part of the meeting. Deciding what to say and not say, and how to say it or not say it. Madly retrieving information in ways you can’t imagine. I’ll ken the other delegates, but I’ll be in no position to give that the attention it needs. How they feel—all of them, in response to every question and statement—is most of the meeting’s value.”

      “So…so find another kenner.”

      “As I said, no late substitutions. Even if we could, I doubt we have anyone quite like you. And if we screw this up, we have to assume more people will die because of it. Maybe a lot more this time. Maybe it even puts us all on a path to war.”

      What he didn’t say, because he knew he didn’t have to, was that if more people died or a new war came because I wasn’t willing to take some silly test…it’d be more or less my fault. I’ve always been a sucker for the welfare of others. A veteran spy using my weakness as leverage came as no surprise, but it vexed me.

      I didn’t even get permission for my visit with Uncle Bob out of the bargain. Before we’d reached Demerra’s room, Uncle Bob’s AI had informed Dred that Trust City Authority had no objections to me meeting, and that Uncle Bob would return from Salt Lake City day after tomorrow if I could wait that long.

      Which I couldn’t.

      So that was that, cripes bless it. What an irksome, pestilential, mephitic bucket-load of greasy skink sphincters.

      Dred was waiting just outside Demerra’s door, feeling curious. “Any schedule changes I should know about?”

      “No.”

      “Okay then. Anything you’d like to know about the assessment procedure?”

      “No.”

      “So, am I right that you’re in no mood for sightseeing just now?”

      “Wow. You sure you’re not a registered kenner?”

      “Pretty sure,” she said, and though she tried to cloak it, my jibe stung.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “You in no way deserve my salt. You’ve been nothing but kind to me. This isn’t your fault, it’s Demerra’s.”

      “Maybe. But depending on how you look at it—bearing in mind I’m in no position to comment on an internal Northstar matter—seems like maybe it’s not really Demerra’s fault, either.”

      I grunted and looked at my feet, then back up at her. “Maybe.”

      “So. No sightseeing right now, correct? Back to your room?”

      “Yeah. It’d be wasted on me. When’s the next time I have to do something?”

      “We should leave here at two-thirty for your three o’clock substance management. Then the assessment itself’s at five.”

      “And substance management is…?”

      “A two-hour detox. They need a clean reading. Three substances can deaden a bridge, but two are so short-acting they’d clear out during the detox period. The other one’s kali. In case you’ve used kali in the twenty-eight hours before the assessment—which I am not asking you since kali use or possession is a class D felony in Trust City—the MEPA facility will inject you with a cocktail that makes your body metabolize it faster. You’ll be clean, or clean enough, by five.”

      “Swell.”

      “Oh, and when you’re back in your room, which is considered Northstar sovereign territory and is not under Trust City’s jurisdiction, so it’s none of my business? If you happen across any kali, you might not want to take it. They dose the cocktail based on how much kali they find in your blood. Higher dose, more side effects.”

      “What side effects?”

      “At low dose? Some pretty unpleasant cramping. At high dose…you ever had an enema?”

      “Delightful. I’m choosing between mental health and soiled pants.”

      “Hey now. The bright side?” She smiled. “At least you have a choice.”

      THE LONGEST RIDE

      By the time I left my room at 2:00 p.m. for a light lunch, my early morning kali dose was definitely tailing out. Dred, who was standing outside my door where I’d left her, led me to the elevator and up to the restaurant.

      Multistory buildings are hard on me. Kenning radius varies with lots of factors, but it’s safe to say mine is wider than most folks’. A multistory building gives me three dimensions’ worth of people to endure instead of the usual two. For lunch I was able to drink a tall glass of whole milk and eat a spinach and feta omelet. The omelet was tasty, but I wasn’t able to give it the attention it deserved.

      Dred and I didn’t talk about much of consequence; I wasn’t able to give her the attention she deserved, either. I settled on an easy story, one I could tell on autopilot since I’d pondered it so often through the weary decades. She was too young to remember the whole to-do with Rosies, the augmented reality company Dys founded back in the mid-forties. Tens of millions of people bought those signature rose-colored glasses that reconfigured the world to look however the user wanted. When a bunch of angry people—tired of their partners and spouses secretly making them look like somebody else—filed a class action suit, it looked like a nuisance. But then Dys got cocky, and I lucked into a steaming, fly-infested pile of financial and information crimes thanks to her hubris. That’s when she lost her taste for public attention. It’s when she stopped being Candice Altamirano and started calling herself just plain ‘Dys.’ And it’s when I made my name in Dane County Safety Services, paving the way for my private agency…which Dys later joined.

      I kenned that Dred couldn’t decide how to feel about the story. That was okay. I still wasn’t sure how I felt about it.

      When we finished, she took me down the elevator to ground level where an annoyingly cute, lime-green, white-upholstered, vanilla-scented lozenge of a car was waiting. The anime eyes displayed on its hood winked at us adorably. I moaned. “We’ll be there in about fifteen minutes,” Dred said as the gull wing doors sealed us in with a hiss.

      “If it’s not too personal, where are you from?” I asked, hoping for anything to distract me from the stress of my MEPA anxiety, and of all the minds we were whizzing past.

      “Too personal? Hon, personal makes my job more interesting. Besides, I’ve got access to your whole life story, so it seems only fair. Louisiana, originally. Little town called Mamou. I’ve been in Trust City over twenty years, so now this feels like home. But my heart’ll always be in Mamou.” As she said that, I half imagined her accent slid briefly toward Acadiana.

      My anxiety was cresting. I needed something to hold on to. Dred was tense, too—for me, I thought—and it felt like she wanted to help me somehow. I decided to help us both. “You’ve had an assessment, right?”

      “Heck, three of ’em,” she said. “You folks from Northstar have a choice, like they do in Lone Star. But for us from the Free States and the Coastal States, they’re compulsory. I had the required one at twelve, then they made me have another at eighteen when I moved to Trust City. Since some countries have been known to forge MEPA scores, anybody working in Trust City has to be assessed right here. After all”—she tapped my knee—“it’s the ‘Show Me’ state. Anyhow, I got assessed a third time two years ago, after I’d been through bridge discipline training, to see whether my score went up at all.” I kenned a gentle surge of pride. “Which it did.”

      I felt too nervous for anything but a nod of appreciation. “What’s it like? Is it just…I don’t know, questions? Or do they use machines on you somehow?”

      She felt sharp worry and a soft pity intermingled. “You poor thing. Listen here, it’s nothing to worry on. First part’s just some questions. Then you look at some pictures. Then you pay attention and tell them what you ken. The final step’s not technically part of MEPA, but most centers finish by scanning your brain to calculate your bridge mass. That’s it! Takes maybe forty minutes altogether.”

      “Okay,” I said, wondering why I didn’t feel better. “Thanks.” I laid my head back on the scented faux-leather seat and stared at the sky through the sunroof. “I’m not the right person for this.”

      Dred was confused. “Nobody can take your empathy assessment for you.”

      I looked to the side at her. “Not that. I mean for any of this. The…project Demerra has me working on. I’m all wrong for it. I thought this was going to be my moment to finally…I don’t know what. But me, a famous detective coming out of retirement to solve one last big case?” I chuckled ruefully. “I’m no detective. I can’t be the hero I’m supposed to be.”

      Dred nodded once and pondered. After a moment, she said, “Look. I hardly know you. I mean, except the little bit we’ve talked and whatever I’ve read in your dossier. And it’s not my job to give advice. Not my place, either.”

      “But you’re going to anyway.”

      She fake-scowled, amused. “Hush, you. ’Course I am. Here it is: Sometimes being a hero isn’t about the flashy stuff. Sometimes it’s just getting comfortable in your own skin and being decent to others.” She winked. “Credit where due. That’s from Mawmaw Mildred.”

      “Be comfortable in my own skin. Yeah, well. I’ll work on that.”

      “There’s working on yourself, and there’s being comfortable with yourself.” She patted my leg. “Not sure you can do both at once, hon.”

      I thought on that for a bit.

      Most of Trust City’s buildings were impressive in one way or another. Some were mirrored in rippling colors, some were faux-gilded in filigree, some had strange geometries or leaned at unlikely angles. I hadn’t known the bit about the trust fund, but I did know the city was way more prosperous than any of the signatories had expected. Given all the tensions between the four Old States countries, Canada, and the Confederación del Sur, and given that everybody wanted a safe place to chat, Trust City—and especially the diplomatic zone on the east side of the river—had become the most secure location on Earth. For any of a number of reasons, folks the world over lined up for the chance to have a safe, private, in-person, local-network-only, impossible-to-monitor meeting. They lined up, and they paid up. I supposed that original trust money was just financial gravy.

      This was also the first city I recalled since my childhood with no boarded-up or burned-out buildings. Between the fertility decline that started well before the Mosaic wars, and the wars’ ungodly attrition, even a postwar boom hadn’t been enough to fill cities and towns back up. But Trust City had no such problem. It was built for exactly the population it needed.

      As we approached the south edge of western Trust City, the joyous, creative, fantastical buildings fell away. A mile or two ahead I could see the Autonomous Area Airport we’d flown into the night before. Short of that was a circular paved area maybe a half-mile across with a long, low, rectangular, grayish-beige building at its center. In contrast to the beauty of the rest of Trust City, its MEPA Center was indistinguishable from the ones in Madison and every other bridge-tech hub I’d ever visited. It was a building without nuance or beauty, and while I can’t say for certain it was soulless, it clearly had no sense of humor.

      We were there before I wanted us to be.

      My gull wing door opened. Dred’s didn’t. “You’re coming with me, right?” I asked.

      “No sir, afraid I’m not,” she replied.

      My heart sped up. “I’m not supposed to go anywhere without you.”

      “Except your hotel room, a designated diplomatic area, or a testing facility.” She pointed out the open door. “Testing facility.”

      This is silly, I thought. I’m a grownup. I’m not a kid walking into a haunted house. I don’t need somebody holding my hand. But even so, I asked, “Why?”

      “They need to test your kenning in a controlled environment.” She smiled and looked calm, but she felt deeply worried for me. “I’m many things, but I am not what you’d call conducive to a controlled environment. You’ll be fine, though. I’ll see you after, okay?”

      “Are there, you know…other people in there?”

      And that had her worried even more, for how I’d react to this situation, I guess, no doubt having heard my tendency to become unhinged when modern tech was involved. “There will be one person at very specific times and locations. You won’t see them, though. Most parts of a MEPA assessment are automated.”

      “So it actually is a haunted house,” I muttered to myself, trying to push back my growing panic, looking out the door at what was apparently not just an ugly, humorless building, but an ugly, humorless building run by machines.

      I felt Dred’s hand on my arm. I looked back at her. “Could you do something for me?” she asked.

      “Uh…sure,” I replied, doubting I could do whatever it was.

      “First, knowing how you felt about coming here before you talked to Demerra, I don’t suppose you’d be here if it weren’t important. So maybe think a minute about why it’s so important.”

      I thought about that. It helped.

      “Now, look out at that building, which really is just a building, and decide whether answering some questions and looking at some pictures and doing some kenning in there can really be the worst thing you’ve ever gotten through.”

      I looked. It wasn’t. I shook my head. That helped a little more.

      “Now listen here. Once I drop you off, I need to go just outside the quarter-mile restricted testing radius, but I’ll stay right there. When you’re done, I’ll pick you up and we can get you that bourbon you’ve been asking about. That’s about three hours including prep time. You can get through three hours of something you’re not real excited about, right?”

      I supposed I could. “I can’t choose how everything goes,” I said. “Only what I do next.”

      Dred frowned. “What’s that?”

      “Nothing. Just…something Mama Adra used to tell me.” I looked out the car’s window, then back at Dred. “Anyway…thanks. See you on the other side.”

      Then I stepped out of the car and walked, alone, toward the concrete building’s darkened glass doors.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            INTERVIEW: YAMATO HOWLAND
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      "Assistant? Begin recording. Interview with Doctor Yamato Howland. Affirming lynk context stamp: Sunday, 2104 September 10, Llano de la Soledad, Galeana, Nuevo Leon, the Lone Star Republic.” The interviewer asks the ranger, “May I leave without you shooting me?”

      “You can leave,” the ranger says, gazing out at the grassland. “Don’t go far.”

      The interviewer pulls on a vivid yellow snapback cap, leaves the car, and approaches Yamato. “Hello? Doctor Howland?” Yamato is crouched close to the ground facing away from the car. “Doctor Howland? Hello?”

      Yamato looks over his shoulder. He stands, dusts off his hands, and shallow-nods. “Hey.”

      “I’m so grateful to speak with you, Doctor Howland. I’ve been trying to reach you for weeks.”

      “Yamato. And yeah, I know you have. I wasn’t going to see you, but Bell told me you seemed serious about making an honest documentary. It won’t be only the good stuff about him, right?”

      “Goodness no. It’s not an accurate portrait if there aren’t flaws.” The interviewer smiles weakly. “We’ve all got flaws, right?”

      “Sorry.” He sags. “I shouldn’t be like that. It was petty of me to ask. Never mind. In any case, I doubt what you learn from me will be worth the week you spent in Lone Star customs quarantine.”

      “Don’t worry about that. Your perspective’s so important. I just appreciate that you’ve interrupted your work for me.”

      “Not a big deal.” He glances over his shoulder at the ground. “Pretty sure it was just a predator this time. We mainly monitor anthropogenic stuff—chemicals, environmental stress, trapping. Desperate people trap them to sell as pets, and sometimes the traps kill. I mean, between humans and climatic zone shift, almost everything out here’s vulnerable or endangered.”

      “I…think I understand. Do you mean a predator killed an endangered animal?”

      Yamato gestures at the ground behind him.

      The interviewer steps forward and sees a tiny corpse on the ground. “Oh. What was it?”

      “Mexican prairie dog.”

      “I thought you were an ornithologist?”

      Yamato pauses before answering. “Know what’s wrong with a monoculture?”

      “Maybe? But I’m sure you know better than I do.”

      “A monoculture is weak. That’s why a polycultural ecosystem like this llano holds on somehow. Plants, animals, insects, even the fungal network in the roots, all connected. So I’m a bird guy, and there’s a mammal guy, and we look out for each other. That’s polyculture.” He grimaces. “We have to. Damned funding cuts…sorry. Didn’t mean to go off on you.”

      “There’s nothing to apologize for. Do you mind if we talk about my research for the documentary?”

      “Go ahead.”

      “Well, I guess let’s start with you. I’ve got your name and title, of course, but Bell said something about you being called…Ketchup?”

      He smiles around his eyes. “Yeah. That was Mom.”

      “I’m so sorry for your loss. She sounds like a wonderful person. I wish I could talk with her.”

      “Me too.”

      “Where did ‘Ketchup’ come from?”

      “From my name. Yamato. Most people get it right, but some pronounce it like ‘tomato,’ especially in the Old States. When I was little, I got furious when people said it wrong, so Mom made it funny to cheer me up.” Yamato sings, “You say ‘Yah-MAY-toe,’ I say ‘Yah-MAH-toe.’ You say ‘poe-TAY-toe,’ I say ‘poe-TAH-toh.’ I was grown up before I realized there was actually an old song like that. But tomato stuff kind of turned into a family joke. So. Ketchup.”

      “That’s…beautiful.”

      “It’s a nickname. Anything else you need from me?”

      “Sure. Absolutely. I’m wondering about your relationship with your father.”

      Yamato nods slowly for a moment. “Yeah. Not much of one. Bibi wasn’t around much.”

      “Work?”

      “So he said. Claimed it was important to keep work and home separate. He found lots of work do to.”

      “You didn’t believe him?”

      “He couldn’t get used to being a dad. To having that kind of connection. To…opening up. He wanted to—badly. He felt awful he couldn’t. But I heard him say things like ‘overwhelming’ to Mom when they thought I wouldn’t hear. It was hard for him, me being in his head all the time, him being in mine.”

      “I guess it would be. Are you registered?”

      Yamato frowns. “You wouldn’t make this kind of trip, through a week with Lone Star customs no less, without doing some very basic research on me—like whether I’m in the Kenner Registry. But since you asked, no. It’s not mandatory in either Northstar or the Lone Star Republic, so I haven’t been assessed. I don’t want to be. I disagree with Lone Star about a lot of things. No social safety net, weak foreign policy, near-total privatization. Hell. This reserve? It only still exists, we’re only paid to preserve it, because some agritech billionaire thinks the prairie dogs are cute. He said that to me. Cute. But I put up with all that because it’s worth it for a government that doesn’t coerce me. So, do you have any questions you haven’t already researched?”

      “You’re right. I apologize. Honestly? If an interview subject seems tense, sometimes I switch to softball questions just to ease them into—”

      “If it means we’ll finish sooner, please, throw hardballs.”

      “Okay. Why did you two fall out?”

      “We didn’t.”

      “Oh? More than one person has said—”

      “Nothing fell anywhere. He walked out. On me and Mom.”

      “Why?”

      “You should be able to guess. Bell said you’re an empath. Have you ever been in a close relationship with another empath?”

      “I’d…sorry, but I’d rather keep the focus on you.”

      Yamato smiles coolly. “Okay. Sounds good. Let’s respect each other’s privacy. Have a nice day.” He begins to turn away.

      “Wait! Yes. Once. Just out of college, after I started as a research stringer for a newspaper, back when newspapers were still a thing. She was a senior reporter. She was low-order, but yes, an empath.”

      “And was it easy for you to be together?”

      “It, ah…it was intense. And it lasted about three weeks.”

      “Then you know how complicated it is. It happens more often now, since bridge discipline training leaked out of Northstar, now that more people are ‘sharpening’ their empathy. I can ken them kenning me, kenning them, kenning me…if two empaths, you know…jibe? It can be really, really good. But even then, sometimes it’s just too much. And if you don’t jibe, it can be this awful feedback loop. The higher the bridge, the better or worse it gets. Mom was a little higher-bridge than average, but Bibi was…well, now everybody knows what he was. It was hard enough on Bibi when I was a little kid who adored everything he did. Once I hit puberty?” He laughs bitterly and shakes his head.

      “I see. Well, there’s good reason to think you’re very high-bridge. Between your mom being moderately high, and Bibi being—“

      “I don’t know why I agreed to this. Not to be disrespectful, but I don’t know you. You could be anybody. You could be doing these interviews for any reason.”

      The interviewer looks concerned. “You’ve reviewed my credentials. Lone Star’s Rangers reviewed my credentials. They’re okay with me.”

      “That’s not true, though, is it? Lone Star reviewed the identity that Northstar let you share. And as for the Rangers? It wouldn’t surprise me if you’re actually working for them. Or Northstar. Or both.”

      “Why would national governments want me to talk with you?”

      “I don’t know. Leverage? To somehow convince me to do something? Northstar’s Homeland started bothering me when I was twelve. Recruiting me, pressuring me into Remote Services. Most of it was just annoying, but some of it got kind of dark. Northstar’s major research Universities—Minnesota, Iowa, Wisconsin, North Illinois—they’re all federally run, so Northstar Internal Safety had ways to mess with me when I applied for my first academic appointment. They made sure flags showed up when universities did background checks. They were trying to leave me no choice but to join up as a Homeland kenner or an operator with Remote Services or, if nothing else, at least grinding away in Remote Services Research. Hell, the hardcore left- and right-wingers in the Coastal States and the Free States would’ve found some way to compel my service. Lone Star never tried to manipulate me. That’s why I defected in the first place. I’ve made my own choices here. I can live with them.”

      “Defected? But nobody’s at war anymore, right? Now it’s just immigrating.”

      “Yeah, well.” One corner of his mouth quirks upward. “Toe-MAY-to, toe-MAH-to.”

      “Really—I’m just doing research for a documentary. Bell was fine with talking to me. The idea that this is all some secret, carefully orchestrated government scheme to betray you? This, uh…might not be my place to say, but it all sounds a bit—”

      “The terrible thing about paranoia is sooner or later you’re going to be right. And as for Bell? She thought you were legit, but some questions you asked at the end bothered her. Like whether Bibi’s dead? So…do you know?”

      “I…no. I don’t.”

      “Just as well. I’m not sure which’d be worse.”

      “What can I do to make you trust me? I’ll do anything.”

      “Drop your bridge discipline.”

      “I…sorry. I can’t do that. Not with another empath. You said so yourself, it makes things too complicated. I can’t—I won’t—compromise my objectivity as an interviewer like that.”

      “Then I can’t trust you. Sorry to have wasted your time. Should I lynk the ranger in the car to come collect you, or would you rather leave under your own power?”

      “Okay, no need for that. If…if you change your mind, you know how to reach me.”

      Yamato turns away and crouches above the prairie dog’s corpse.

      The interviewer’s eyes harden almost imperceptibly. “Assistant? Stop recording.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            EXCERPT: THREE GRAMS OF ELSEWHERE, 4TH EDITION

          

        

      

    

    
      Applied Phenomenology’s experience with the intersection of bridge-tech and artificial intelligence (AI) is as old as bridge-tech itself. Indeed, the two technologies have matured in concert as we have recognized their beneficial co-relationship:

      • Incorporating AI into bridge-tech, such as a mote, yields a more stable and responsive mote.

      • Incorporating the bridge-tech lattice into an AI, such as the AI in a lynk interface, yields a more stable and responsive lynk interface.

      As AI has been allowed greater latitude to iteratively evolve the bridge-based technology upon which it is based, the two have become inextricably intertwined. Indeed, it is now nonsensical to refer to bridge-tech lattices and modern AI as distinct technologies.

      This has increased the importance of Asimov restrictions: rules and guidelines that enforce AI’s compliance with humans and prohibit its violence against us. While the lattice is now a technology available to all who would use it, in practice its AI-driven evolution has made much of it incomprehensible to us. Fortunately, and because of this, every effort to remove Asimov restrictions from AI—with the goal of allowing bridge-tech to operate with autonomous lethality—have also rendered the AI nonfunctional.

      All of this gives us yet another of many bridge ironies. The lattice was originally developed for military applications. Yet because the lattice and AI are now inextricably linked, Asimov restrictions ensure that the lattice is incapable of independent violent action.

      No bridge-tech application can harm or kill a human—unless a human forces it to do so. Extensive modular dependency analysis indicates this will almost certainly continue to be the case.

      Joaquín Bannerjee, “Chapter 7: Artificial Intelligence,” in Three Grams of Elsewhere: An Introduction to Applied Phenomenology, 4th ed.
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            FIVE YEARS AGO

          

          JULY 2099

        

      

    

    
      ELSEWHERE

      “Hello,” the AI said, smiling as I entered. Its avatar looked like an average of some large South Asian population in the direction of China. “Are you Mx. Cain?”

      “You’re just being polite, right?” I asked, disturbed, as usual, to be dealing with a not-person, but in a way also relieved by it. “I bet you know who I am.”

      “That’s right. Sorry if that bothers you. Would you be more comfortable if I were less casual and welcoming?”

      I thought about it a second. “No, go ahead. Be casual and welcoming.”

      “I will. And thanks for visiting! You can call me Aider if you’d like.”

      “No thanks.”

      “Okay. No problem. You know, you’re lucky to be at this particular Madison Empathic Proficiency Assessment facility. Only six MEPA facilities on Earth are equipped to assess the unlynked.”

      “That’d explain why I feel so very lucky today.”

      “I’m glad you feel that way. It might interest you to know that the other facilities are in—”

      “Madison and five other places I don’t care about,” I said. “I changed my mind. You don’t need to be casual and welcoming. Let’s get this over with.”

      “Come this way,” it replied, leaving the foyer panel and appearing to walk along the wall of a white hallway.

      “Are you…you know, appearing for me because I’m unlynked? Or do you show up for everybody?”

      “I show up for everybody. But I do it through the neural interface for lynked people instead of using pixels as I’m doing for you.” And I was probably imagining this, but I could have sworn I heard a little sneer when it said the word “pixels.”

      It gestured me through a white, windowless door at the end of the hallway. When I stepped inside, the AI was waiting for me on the opposite wall, not smiling but also not-not smiling. “I need to start with a blood sample. Could you place your forearm in the medport here?” It pointed to a round, sky-blue gasket in the wall beside it.

      I froze.

      “Are you able to understand me?” it asked after a moment.

      “Yes, I understand you,” I said, realizing I’d been holding my breath. I approached the wall and, closing my eyes and gritting my teeth, thrust my arm into the flesh-warm medport.

      “I’ve taken the sample,” it said. “Analyzing it will take under twenty seconds. Please wait as you are.”

      I spent eighteen seconds fighting the urge to pull my arm from the wall socket and run from the building.

      “I’ve detected the presence of a prohibited compound and injected you with a metabolic enhancer to speed its departure from your system. You may remove your arm.”

      “Thanks.”

      “You may have a seat if you’d like.” It indicated a high-backed padded white chair in the center of the room.

      “Maybe later.”

      “The detoxification process lasts two hours. Some guests need a restroom during that time. You’ll find one behind the green door.” It pointed to the wall at my left. “If you’d like, I can display entertainment functions from the Autonomous Area’s lynk network. Or if you prefer, I can give you physical reading material.”

      I paused a moment to rerun that sentence. “Books? You mean you have books here?”

      “Yes. I can offer a tablet with any available reading material.”

      “Oh. That kind of book. Okay-fine. Give me the tablet.”

      It pointed at a shelf along the wall I’d entered through. “You’ll find it waiting there. What would you like to read?”

      For two hours I read Butler’s The Parable of the Sower for maybe the twentieth time. When the AI finally said, “We can begin the assessment now,” I very much didn’t want to, and not only because Lauren’s neighborhood had just been attacked by bandits.

      “Can I finish this chapter?” I asked.

      “No,” it said without a hint of harshness.

      “Fine. I’ll finish it another time.”

      I followed it out a side door and down another white hallway, this time a very long one. At the end, it gestured me through another white, windowless door, and again it was inside the room waiting for me. There was no medport in the opposite wall this time, but there was a much larger chair in the center, reclined at forty-five degrees, with some kind of a half globe mounted atop its back. “Please sit,” the AI said.

      I sat, puzzled that even though I was still anxious, I was less so than I had been outside the MEPA center. I guess it’s easier to do something you dread than to wait for it. I guess I was also calmer because I couldn’t ken anybody around me now. It didn’t feel as nice as being on the prairie, but it beat Trust City proper.

      The AI stood straighter, holding its hands behind its back. “Be aware: Some people try to trick the assessment, hoping to appear less empathically proficient than they are, in the hope that others in diplomatic meetings will underestimate them. Such deception leads to inconsistencies the assessment is designed to detect. Any evidence that your reactions are insincere will invalidate your assessment. It’s critically important that you not overthink your answers. React genuinely. Relax.”

      Great, I thought. Sure. Relax and don’t overthink. I’m so very good at both those things. “Hey. I’m having strong anxiety right now. Worrying about surprises makes that worse. Can you tell me what’s going to happen before it happens?”

      “I can tell you without specifics. Would you like me to do that?”

      “Sure. That’d be swell.”

      “I’ll ask you some questions and assess your reaction to them. Then I’ll show you some still and moving images and assess your reaction to those. Then I’ll introduce an emotive specialist to the facility and ask you what they feel. Throughout this process, I’ll be scanning you noninvasively. Okay if I go ahead?”

      “Yes. Thank you. Go ahead.”

      I don’t like admitting this, but the questions were at least slightly non-awful. They started with simple situations, such as: “A child drops their treat on the ground and begins crying. What do you do?” They gradually became trickier ethical scenarios and, by the end, full-blown dilemmas. That probably took fifteen or twenty minutes.

      The image part, though, was nothing like fun. It began as a series of stills and feed clips designed to evoke strong emotions, five seconds for this one, five seconds for the next one, but as time went on, they sped up until they were a chaotic, angry, torturous bad trip of a blur I couldn’t keep up with. However long that part lasted was too long.

      Just as that part ended, I kenned someone.

      “They feel calm. Confident. A little bored,” I said.

      “This part of the assessment hasn’t started yet,” the AI said. “Please wait.”

      “Ah. Sorry.” I waited.

      After a couple more minutes, it said, “Please tell me whether you sense someone and, if so, what they’re feeling.”

      “Happy,” I replied, “but they don’t really feel happy. More like they’re pretending to be happy. And behind that—like I said, they feel calm, confident, and a little bored.”

      “Thank you. Please wait for my next cue.”

      And so it went. Ten or fifteen minutes of that, with the emotive specialist (whatever that meant) feeling different not-quite-believable things, those feelings gradually getting more powerful until it felt like I should see them in the room with me. The only emotion that kenned true was when they pretended to feel bored.

      You know, it always puzzled folks that distance matters with kenning. I mean, once I’ve synced with a mote, I can merge with it anywhere, from across the solar system or maybe even the galaxy, faster than light…but my connection with people drops off with distance. Biologists always said that made perfect evolutionary sense, which it does, since knowing what somebody on the other side of the planet’s feeling doesn’t make it any easier for you to survive or spread your genes around. But the mechanism behind it? Why we can merge with something and control it in real-time, all the way out into interstellar space, but we only sort of vaguely sense people who are physically near us? It almost looked like merging with a mote and kenning a person were different things altogether. And you know what? I might understand now. It’s hard to explain, but…I might.

      <What’s going on?>

      Let’s get back to that. Right now I’m telling my story.

      <And we’re trying to understand your story. It seems important that we understand this, given the magnitude of the decision you and we are facing right now.>

      Okay. Fair. That’s totally fair. But I’d rather go into it later.

      <If this is one of your “suspense” things, we’d rather know now.>

      It’s not that, I promise it’s not. Just…talking through everything, through how we got here, will help me work out whether I’m right about bridges and lattices and merging and kenning and…and all of this. We will get back to it, though. Honest.

      <Okay.>

      Anyhow, after the test with the emotive specialist, the AI said, “That was the end of the formal MEPA assessment. As a post-assessment follow-up, I’ll measure your pons adexterum’s mass to act as a baseline for comparison with your MEPA score. Would it help with your anxiety if I told you what to expect.?”

      “Please.”

      “I’ll lower the monitoring apparatus that’s above you for a more accurate scan. The apparatus will surround your head from your jaw upward, but it won’t fully enclose it. Fans inside the apparatus will create a breeze to promote a sensation of openness. Ninety-six sensor leads will extend within the apparatus and firmly contact your scalp, but they won’t penetrate your skin. Once that happens, you’ll have access to a neural interface like the ones people with lynks experience. I’ll ask you to pay attention to a peaceful scene in the interface while I scan your pons adexterum. Okay if I go ahead?”

      I took a couple of slow, deep breaths, then I followed them up with a few shallower ones.

      “Is your anxiety manageable?” it asked.

      “That’s a real good question. I’ll let you know.”

      “I’ll wait until you tell me to go ahead.”

      “Never mind. Do it. Go ahead.”

      The half globe lowered around my head. When the dozens of leads made contact, I felt an unnerving chill like grief or love or horror or wonder. Something flickered. Menu options appeared at the top and bottom of my visual field.

      And then I felt something I hadn’t felt in fifty years. Something menacing. Something soul-wrenching. I was…

      …I was…

      …I was…

      …elsewhere.

      AWAKENING

      I can’t recall the dream clearly, but I know it involved running from something, someone, some group. An army? A few friends and I—comrades and I?—were being oppressed and hunted by our government, or monsters, or aliens, or…something. We were part of a failing rebellion, jumping through windows and blowing holes in walls to get away. I recall fear. I recall panic. I recall despair.

      Mostly, though, I recall hate.

      I never really got the hang of hate. Lord knows I’ve tried, at the routine provocation of other human beings throughout my long and occasionally vexatious life. Sure, I can feel annoyed. Heck, I’m annoyed more often than most folks, and maybe even angry sometimes. But hate?

      First somebody says something, or does something, or believes something that I can in no way reconcile with anything reasonable, but before I can whip up my annoyance into a steaming, salty, delicious bowl of honest-to-gosh, petty-cortex-gratifying hate…I imagine what it would feel like if I said or did or believed something like that myself. I’m not trying to imagine it. I don’t like imagining it. Just can’t help it. That turns the situation into a puzzle I can’t let go of, because there has to be a reason. Whether they’re misinformed or trolling me or mentally ill or—God forbid—maybe because I’m wrong, there’s always a reason. Then that puzzle nibbles at me till I can imagine some good reasons for their behavior, or till I give up and lose interest.

      Either way? Understanding and indifference make it awfully hard to hate.

      In this dream, though, I felt hate. There was no reason for what was happening to us, or if there was, I didn’t care. We were victims. Something powerful and unrelenting wanted to extinguish us. Whoever or whatever was to blame wasn’t enough like me that I could find their reason for it—or that I even bothered trying. They were soulless. They were evil. They were other.

      Hate has shaped my life, and I’m sick of it. The geniuses who carved the old USA into a grisly jumble of ideologically pure nations probably thought we’d all calm down once folks were cloistered in countries full of people who agreed. They probably thought we’d hate less if we didn’t have to see the others every day.

      Nope. Now we just hate from farther away.

      Folks claimed the Mosaic Wars were about grand differences of belief, but no matter how small our differences are, we always find a reason for somebody to be the other. We need to believe we’re rational, that we’re rejecting something that’s illogical or backward or ethically abhorrent. That it’s really about righteousness or reason.

      Nope. It’s about hate. Anything else is an excuse.

      Differences divide us because we don’t make the effort to notice how small they are in the scope of a community, a world, a universe. But sometimes they’re enough to set us on the path to war, and now folks are scared that’s about to happen all over again.

      I gasped and opened my eyes.

      Dred was asleep in a hospital guest recliner which—I realized when I looked down at myself—meant I was in a hospital, too. I kenned other people, but not as many or as strongly as I expected in a hospital. The only explanation I could imagine for that was a freestanding building or a private wing.

      Sleeping in the recliner beside her was Uncle Bob. He wore a plain black T-shirt and a pair of blue jeans with spatters of mud on their flared cuffs. Since he’d been in Salt Lake City last I’d heard, that made me wonder how long I’d been in the hospital.

      Together they started awake—at some signal from their lynks, I guessed. Dred looked disoriented. Uncle Bob looked at me.

      “Hey kiddo,” he said. “How’s stuff?”

      “About like usual. Still bad at poker?”

      “Not since I stopped playing you,” Bob replied.

      Dred glanced at Uncle Bob, then back at me. “Do you feel okay?” she asked me. She felt disoriented and worried and more than a little awed. I wasn’t sure whether I was imagining it, and intentionality was tricky for me to ken back then, but it seemed like at least some of her awe was pointed at me.

      “I’m all rainbows and unicorns,” I said. “How long I been out?”

      “It’s been”—she glanced to the lower right, at her clock I assumed—“seventeen hours. You were in sort of…something like a coma.”

      “You were in exactly a coma,” Uncle Bob said.

      “Not a bad coma, though,” Dred said, feeling protective.

      “You were at three on the Glasgow scale,” Uncle Bob said. “They figured ninety-two percent chance you’d permanently vegetate or die. So it’s kinda surprising, you talking to us like this.”

      “But a pleasant surprise,” I said.

      He shrugged. “Too early to say.”

      Dred was mortified.

      Uncle Bob grinned and kicked the edge of my bed with his bright orange sneakers. Probably the only more joyful person I’ve known in my life was Mama Bliss. Her joy was so wild and fierce it sometimes felt dangerous. His felt pure and vivid and precise, all peacocks and lemons and hydrants and toucans.

      “How are Enten and Eller?” he asked.

      “Just Eller now. He’s good.”

      “Ah.” His joy dimmed down a bit. “I’m sorry to hear it. Enten was a character.”

      “He was that.”

      I kenned someone approaching and heard them hurry into the room. I turned to see a white-garbed clinician looking calm and feeling surprised. “How are we feeling?” they asked.

      “Rainbows and unicorns,” Uncle Bob said.

      The clinician shot an irritable look at him and asked me, “Can you describe how you’re feeling?”

      When they asked that, I realized I wasn’t feeling anything in particular. “I feel…normal?” That seemed unlikely if something had put me in a coma. “Can I feel normal?”

      “You can feel however you feel,” they replied, looking like they were checking off a few things in their retinal display.

      They spent maybe five minutes watching things or pushing things or pulling things, and asking me to watch and push and pull things, too. They felt pleasantly surprised at how it all went. Then they made a few eye jiggles and said, “Doctor Blaney will be in to see you soon. Would you like anything to eat or drink?”

      “Bourbon,” I said. “Or, since this is a hospital, let’s make it bourbon and water.”

      “Ignore him,” Dred said, cocking a brow at me. “Could you bring a glass of milk and a bowl of strawberries? He’ll whine and act like he doesn't want them, then he’ll wolf them down.”

      The clinician smiled. “I believe we can arrange that.”

      Once they’d left, I said, “So…I’m in the hospital.”

      “Yeah,” Uncle Bob said. “They’re letting anybody in nowadays.”

      “I can see that.” I scowled at him through my brows. He laughed. “So, uh…what happened to me?” I asked.

      Dred and Uncle Bob looked at each other. Uncle Bob nodded to her.

      “There was some kind of malfunction,” Dred said.

      “In…me?”

      “In the MEPA facility. They’re unclear on what happened. The facility’s director said they’ve never seen anything like it. She said no one has.”

      But I have, I thought. Fifty years ago. The merge that washed me out. I wasn’t in the mood to discuss that, though.

      “The facility kind of…broke?” Dred continued. “It was offline a few hours till they could replace some parts and reimage it. I bet some folks will quiz you about that. Do you remember anything from when you went out?”

      “Not clearly.”

      “Well, they were concerned you might have permanent neurological damage. Your brain activity right before they withdrew the neural interface was…” She looked at Uncle Bob. “What did they call it? ‘Extraordinary?’”

      “I believe the word they used was ‘inexplicable,’” he answered.

      “That’s right. ‘Inexplicable.’ So it’s a relief to see you more or less yourself again.”

      I wondered whether I cared enough to ask. Decided I did. “Since I went through all that anyway, did my assessment at least finish?”

      “It did,” she said. “The facility uploaded it to the Registry as soon as the official MEPA part ended. Things didn’t go wrong till the facility started measuring your bridge mass at the end.”

      While I am not a vain person, I’ll admit I might have a few vain cells lurking around here somewhere. My vain cells had kind of hoped she’d just blurt it out, but it looked like I’d have to step up and ask. “So. How’d I score?”

      She hesitated. I kenned discomfort and an echo of surprise from her…and again, that touch of awe. More concerning, I kenned some of the same things from Uncle Bob. “Eighteen point four,” she replied.

      And I’ll tell you this: That surprised me. I assumed I’d be in the upper half at least.

      “Hunh. Bottom twenty percent. Guess I’m no certified kenner after all.” I chuckled. “Not that I’d want to be.”

      Dred stared at me, feeling confused. Bob sat up and slid his legs over the side of the recliner. He leaned forward, elbows on his knees, hands dangling. “It’s not a hundred scale, kid. It’s not a scale at all. It estimates your bridge mass in grams. That’s why they follow MEPA by measuring your actual bridge mass. They want to see whether bridge discipline has taken your empathic ability past what they’d expect based on your bridge size alone.”

      “Wait. Eighteen? But I thought…I heard the highest mass was…shoot, what was it…?”

      “Eight,” Dred said. “Alice Ekwensi, one of the Dapper Day victims. Hers was eight point two-one.”

      “And…bridge potency increases with the square of its mass,” I said.

      “Right,” Uncle Bob confirmed.

      Dred felt deeply uncomfortable. “Bibi…during the assessment? You kenned the emotive specialist before they entered the testing facility. They hadn’t even driven far into the restricted testing radius.”

      “Oh,” I said.

      I didn’t say anything else for a while.

      HUDDLE

      Dys was furious. I could tell by the flowers.

      The madder Dys was, the more floral she got. I’d never been sure whether it was an unconscious effort to soothe herself or intentional signaling. I doubted it was unconscious, though. Far as I could tell, most things about the way Dys presented herself to the world were carefully planned. All I knew was that Dys always packed something floral when we traveled, just in case. I’d never asked her whether it was intentional, though, lest she stop it. I appreciated the warning when she was in a mood.

      If her smile was strained when she walked into our pre-Homelands meeting huddle, escorted by two hard-bodied security staff in full Trust City tactical armor, I doubt it was strained enough for anybody else to notice. Claude and Maya would have noticed. I sure did. But mainly I was noticing her ankle-length Hawaiian floral print dress and the two big neon-pink azalea hair clips.

      Her guards turned on their heels and waited on either side of the door, out in the hallway with Dred and Taumata. “I hope everyone’s had a pleasant couple of days,” Dys said, sitting across the table from me and smiling at me even harder.

      “Been a laugh a minute,” I replied.

      “It’s been very nice, thank you for asking,” Simon said, looking even more gorgeous than he had on the plane, entirely misinterpreting Dys’s mood. “My responsibilities don’t normally leave me time to gad about town, but Homelands meetings sometimes let me play the tourist. And I was terribly sorry to hear about your special sanction, Candice. I hope that hasn’t been trying for you?”

      “Trying?” Dys asked. “Goodness, how could it be? Me with access to a restricted portion of the city’s isolated lynk network?” She winked at me. “I was able to catch up on all my telenovelas. Estoy más contento que una niña con zapatos nuevos.”

      “Well, I’m certainly relieved to hear that,” Simon said. “Even so, I hope your next visit will be more welcoming.”

      “Gosh, me too.” Dys grinned tightly, her eyes going ever so slightly manic. “Can’t wait!”

      Demerra was the last into the room. He gestured the door closed. My ears didn’t pop exactly, but something like it.

      He sat beside me. “You sure you’re okay?” he asked me.

      “Yeah, well. I’ve never been okay. I'm okay enough, though. The other attendees didn’t mind waiting a day?”

      “Doesn’t matter whether they mind. Each delegation gets one no-fault delay of up to twenty-four hours. You and the Coastal States each costing us a day is better than these things sometimes go. But they were all very worked up when they saw your MEPA registration score.” He smiled faintly. “Lone Star strenuously objects to your presence. They insist we withdraw you as a delegate. If you attend the meeting, they’ll walk out.”

      “But?” I asked.

      “But the original Concord, along with the 2074 Empath Amendments, don’t say anything about maximum allowable MEPA scores. They don’t even require retesting immediately before the meeting to account for bridge discipline training, because bridge discipline training didn’t exist back in 2074. Concord amendments take a long time to hammer out.”

      Simon nodded and chuckled a knowing chuckle.

      “Besides, they’re not going to walk out on us,” Demerra continued. “They don’t want the rest of us meeting without them. Everyone ready? I’m sending you the delegates’ dossiers. Take a moment to look them over.” He pointed at a red folder in front of me; the others just started glancing around in the air, the way folks with lynks will do.

      I opened my folder. The cover page was a brief bullet list of attendees. There would be two of us from each country of the Old States: the Coastal States, the Free States, the Lone Star Republic, and the Northstar States. Besides us eight delegates representing actual St. Louis Concord signatories, there would be one delegate from each of the two guest countries: Canada and the Confederación del Sur de las Américas. Past the cover page was a sheaf of excessive-to-me background information on each of the delegates.

      Demerra gave us a few minutes to wade through the riptide of acronyms, personality notes, and lists of awfully impressive achievements. Finally, he said, “Since this is a Homelands meeting, our chargé d’affaires”—he glanced at Simon—“will escort Bibi and me to the Trust City’s secure diplomatic zone, then he’ll wait for us with the other CDs until we finish.”

      “Always nice catching up with my colleagues,” Simon said.

      “Normally we’d debrief in the diplomatic zone right after the meeting, but since that’s not an option for Candice given her special sanction, we’ll meet here afterward. Simon, any diplomatic context we need?” He hesitated. “Briefly?”

      I kenned relief from Simon. He finally had the floor.

      “From north to south: Canada is feeling somewhat…prickly about most of the Old States countries right now. There have been poaching incursions across the Free States’ soft border in Montana and Greater Idaho, military buildups along the hard border with the Coastal States out east, and Canada hasn’t had formal relations with the Texans since Lone Star’s Mexican land grab during the wars. Canada’s increasingly strident in its demands that we northern nations strengthen our border patrols to prevent illegal northward crossings. Despite that semi-perennial tension, though, they’ve remained relatively friendly with us in Northstar. They’ve offered us condolences, and our intelligence services are collaborating.”

      “Northstar and Canada: The Axis of Nice,” Dys said, smirking.

      Simon was conflicted between annoyance at the interruption, and that carnal sheen at engaging with Dys. “Yes,” he said, his voice carefully neutral. “Proceeding southward: The Coastal States and the Free States both lost resources in the attacks, and both claim that’s enough to exonerate them. Neither of them extends the courtesy of exoneration to anyone else. Our relations with both, and their relations with each other, are increasingly strained. Cooperation has been limited.

      “Southernmost of the Old States: Lone Star has, of course, denied any involvement, insisting they have nothing like the required bridge-tech program, but even so, some analysts are troubled that Lone Star lost no assets in the attacks. Besides that, with the recent to-do over them harboring known infoanarchists from Red Pill and other groups, the other Old States’ have grown increasingly annoyed at Lone Star’s refusal to acknowledge the validity of information crimes and intellectual property rights.”

      “Give us your tired, your poor, your info-liberationists yearning to open-source…,” Dys murmured, smiling wistfully.

      “That leaves the Confederación del Sur, which has expressed half-hearted condolences as well as profound confusion at why it should be involved beyond…well…beyond expressing half-hearted condolences.” Simon smiled, feeling just a bit clever.

      It looked like he might go on, but Demerra stepped in. “Always valuable, Simon. The Homelands meeting today is to share information and establish facts. A diplomatic meeting will follow up soon to negotiate a course of action. Other than that, you know what you need to know. Questions?”

      I had so many, but by now it was clear Demerra and company didn’t want me to know diddly-squat, no doubt because my bridge was an open book. So I asked a question I thought he could answer. “What’s the meeting…like? How does it feel?”

      Demerra paused a moment before answering. “We all need each other, and none of us trusts the others. No one will be any more forthcoming than they have to be, so most of the value will be in noticing how people deny things, and how they feel about each other’s denials. Each delegation has at least one registered kenner, and we should assume even the non-kenners have received bridge discipline training to help obscure their reactions. So, what it feels like… It feels like a four-player grandmaster chess game where the players can read each other’s minds. And the players can’t see the pieces.” He thought another moment before finishing. “And all the pieces are knives.”

      “Delightful,” I said.

      “Yes. Candice, we’ll be back in about three and a half hours. Sooner if the meeting runs short, but they never run short.”

      HOMELANDS

      The meeting ran short.

      Boring and short.

      The part leading up to it was pretty interesting, though.

      That’s not even counting the tram ride across the New Arch Bridge. Weaving back and forth between the support cables, feeling like we were skimming the roofs of the autonomous traffic on the bridge’s surface while the glass roof showed us that massive arch rising into the distance overhead then falling back toward us—it was as breathtaking as it had been from the Hilton’s restaurant level, but from a whole new perspective.

      Given the secure zone’s reputation as the safest place on Earth, I’d expected more of a fuss getting into it. But thanks to Trust City’s vast wealth, and all the cutting-edge scanning equipment vast wealth could buy, we only slowed down briefly to walk through three perimeter “welcome areas” on our way into the zone proper.

      Besides our trip to the meeting, the informal chit-chat before it started was pretty entertaining, too.

      Canada’s Andrea Ng told Matthias Donati from Lone Star that she hoped “King Willie the Third” was well. Donati calmly replied that democratically elected President Peña was very well, thank you for asking, and that President Peña and the first lady were doing their best to make a President Peña the Fourth.

      The Coastal States’ Xandyr Lozano asked the FSA’s Jarrod Shanley how life was back in the “Fascist States of America.” Without missing a beat, Shanley politely invited Lozano to leave the “Commie States of America” and see what the Free States were really like because, as he put it, “When some folks finally experience it, they find freedom suits them.”

      Emilia Velázquez from Lone Star, who made no effort to hide that she was fond of Demerra, asked him what “an innocent snowflake like you from the Nice States” was doing down here in “real America.”

      And on and on it went. All of it empty, but still somehow educational. The parries and ripostes kenned to be sometimes from meanness, sometimes in fun, and most often both.

      Finally the real meeting started, letting everybody get to the important and much-anticipated business of not quite telling the truth. After about an hour, each of the principal delegates decided there were only so many ways to claim they didn’t know anything, and that there was limited value in trying to tease out the nuances of how everybody else claimed not to know the same things.

      When Demerra had told us that everyone at the meeting would have bridge discipline (except me of course), I figured I’d be peering through tiny cracks in massive stone walls where maybe I could hope to glimpse something of consequence. It was nothing like that, though. Emilia Danchev from the Coastal States was kind of a bridge badass, though nothing approaching Demerra, and I could observe all the delegates in anything from shades of gray to glorious, full-gamut color. Nobody’s discipline was nearly as tight as Demerra’s. Even Dred’s discipline had been stronger than half of the delegates—which I decided I’d tell her later. Now that I’d seen what spy-grade bridge discipline looked like, I was just as impressed with Dred as she’d expected me to be.

      Oh. You know what? Now that I think of it, maybe they cut that meeting short because of me. They probably worried about what I was kenning through their flimsy bridge discipline. Which was: everything.

      Many times during the meeting, I wished Dys was with us. She was a great interrogator, often doing it without people even knowing. She was especially good at reading people who were hiding something. I’d seen her bluff and cajole and bald-faced lie people into slipping up, and if they didn’t directly give up their secret, she could piece it together later by asking me what I’d kenned. “Everybody’s hiding something,” she always said. “You just have to pretend you know it already.” She was so good that, more than once, a subject accused Dys of being a kenner herself.

      Being neither a spy nor a good interrogator, I’ll confess I could have missed a hundred important things in that hour, but I found it curious that even if they weren’t telling everything they knew, they were largely telling the truth. Far as I could tell, nobody knew much of anything.

      I got to relive the boredom back at our Hilton meeting room, where Dys was waiting at around 4:00 p.m. in the same dress but without the two azalea hair clips, which I took to be a hopeful sign. I imagined she was less annoyed because she’d finally get to do something exciting. I felt sorry for her, for the disappointment she’d surely feel when she realized the excitement amounted to watching a boring VR feed of a roomful of people finding creative ways to say nearly nothing at all.

      It wasn’t boring to her, though. Quite the contrary. To Dys, that short, boring meeting was the epic chess match Demerra had promised us and more.

      Since the debriefing was more sensitive than the pre-briefing, Demerra dismissed our chargé d’affaires, letting Simon enjoy a few hours in the city. Demerra, Dys, and I were in the debriefing room, with Dred, Taumata, and Dys’s guards out in the hall. I watched the replay displayed on the wall in 2D while Dys and Demerra enjoyed a more immersive experience on their lynks. Demerra fast-forwarded through some parts then reviewed others in agonizing detail, letting Dys steer the review however she wanted. During each section he replayed, he or Dys would ask me what one person or another felt at that moment.

      I have a lousy memory for names. I’m not great with faces, either. But I’ll admit I have a more-than-respectable memory for feelings. So as we walked through the feed, the visual cues of people’s words and expressions brought their emotions back to me almost as clearly as though I was sitting right there with them again.

      Early in the meeting, Joanne Roden stepped quickly through the significant moments in each of the assassinations. She’d just begun recapping Elias’s killing when Dys said, “Stop.”

      The feed stopped.

      “Back up…five seconds. Focus on Danchev and Lozano.” The feed cropped the replay to closeups of those two. “Play five seconds.”

      “…fourth and final target,” Roden read, “is Elias Lindholm of the Coastal States. Motes first detected at ten fif—” The feed froze.

      Dys turned to me. “Tell me about those two. Uh…and Andrea Ng.”

      She and I had done things like this a thousand times through the years. “Danchev: familiarity, minor loss. Lozano: protectiveness…maybe over their lost asset? Also, more than a little anger…though no, that’s not quite it. It was more complicated. More like…a flicker of angry suspicion? Ng: Not much of anything.”

      “Full panorama, replay that same five seconds,” Dys said, then after it played, “Bibi, tell me about Muñoz.”

      And so it went.

      Vignette after vignette. Hour after hour. Somewhere in there, I had a more-than-decent barbecue pork steak, a caramel apple rolled in pecans, and—finally!—a small tumbler of bourbon. Blanton’s. Heck. Didn’t even know they still made it.

      If Dys had spent Saturday, Sunday, and Monday dying of boredom in her room, I felt I nearly matched her by reliving that impossibly dry meeting, minute by minute, over and over, sometimes actually in slow motion, the rest of the time just feeling that way.

      Not Dys, though. Dys was in her element. This is what she lived for. This is why she’d always been the powering Shoe Leather Investigations. She had a mind-bending, jaw-dropping, expectation-defying ability to notice details of a puzzle piece and guess how it might fit with another: how someone held their glass, whether one sleeve was rolled slightly higher than the other, what was on the left edge of their desk and why that might be interesting for a right-handed person. She was eager for everything about the job—disguises, bribes, double-crosses, the look on someone’s face when she caught them in a lie—but most of all, it was sifting through a mountain of seemingly-incidental details. One of our biggest jobs, the Case of the TikTok Heiress back in the ’70s, hinged on the color of somebody’s shoelaces.

      I kid you not. Their gosh-darned shoelaces.

      During our hours in that room, I wasn’t a former Safety Services detective or a retired private investigator or even, comes down to it, a human being. I was a data source. The feed was a data source. Infospec Errol Demerra, for all his bridge discipline and tight demeanor, was, I had not the least doubt, a data source. Dys was using us and the feed to carefully lay out all the pieces of that puzzle of a meeting. On and on it went and when, mercifully, it was over, Dys said, “I need a nap.”

      She didn’t usually need a nap. Only for the hard ones.

      “Oh…Okay,” Demerra said.

      Dys reclined in her chair, closed her eyes, and wiggled her fingers at the ceiling. “Lights?”

      Demerra put out the lights. He and I sat there in the dark, him no doubt watching something on his lynk, me staring into the darkness and reliving old regrets until, maybe fifteen minutes later, we heard Dys mutter: “God…damn it.”

      Demerra brought up the lights. “What do you make of it?”

      “Nothing,” she replied.

      Demerra looked from her to me, as though to ask me “Is she serious?” then back to Dys again. “Literally nothing?”

      She scowled. “Not literally. But nothing good.

      “The Coastal States are hiding something about Elias Lindholm. The five times someone mentioned him we got different collections of funny feelings from Lozano and Danchev. Something bothers them about him, but neither of them’s sure about anything with him, and nothing tied their feeling to the assassinations, so that’s just another puzzle. It’s nothing good.

      “We don’t know why someone took the bridge tissue. It might have been to deprive three countries of their best assets. It might have been yet another attempt to invent a lattice that’s different from the open-source one everybody uses. It might have been for some kind of experiment with human bridge tissue, even though the New Mongolian Khanate—may it rest in peace—pretty well showed that’s a dead end. Canada’s pretty sure it was for live tissue experiments and FSA’s pretty sure it was for a novel lattice. But that doesn’t tell us it’s true, only that they honestly believe it. That’s nothing good.

      “Northstar has the best bridge-tech, though nothing like those attacks needed, and I’m assuming we didn’t do it. Besides Free States and Coastal States losing assets, nothing anyone said or believed suggests they were behind it. Lone Star, Canada, and the Confederación del Sur are genuinely self-conscious that their bridge-tech lags behind the other Old States countries.

      “The Philippines, India, Bulgaria, and Ukraine all have promising tech, but all are short of Northstar’s. Besides, most countries in the Eastern Hemisphere are content to stand back and let the Old States squabble among ourselves. We’re better at messing with one another than they are.

      “Maybe I could figure it out if I got to choose who attends Homelands meetings, but we can only judge from the people in that room. And if I were a government with something to hide, I certainly wouldn’t send people who knew it into that pack of creepy mind readers.

      “So as far as all the people in that room were concerned, I can say with nearly one hundred percent certainty that nobody knows anything good. Either one of their countries is behind it and concealing it from the attendees, or there’s a new power we haven’t guessed at. The whole point of military bridge-tech programs is that they’re so compact they could be nearly anywhere. Small project, big impact. That’s why scrappy little Northstar, just three and a half states with more livestock than people, managed to keep punching above its weight right to the end of the Mosaic Wars. Having a mote program means low-cost, untraceable, nearly unstoppable, tightly targeted, small-scale strikes. Why take out an army when you can hear all its secrets or cripple its infrastructure or terminate its top brass over and over again?

      “So…that’s it. That is our big payoff for this whole…lovely weekend.” She crossed her arms then uncrossed them. Kicked the table. Stood. Smiled sweetly. “I’m done. Would you mind very much if I went back to my room? I’d like to pack.”

      And that was it.

      Dys’s confinement was for nothing. My nightmare of a plane flight, my infuriating assessment, my most un-excellent hospital adventure—all for nothing. I’d done nothing, solved nothing, made no progress whatsoever on the case of the Dapper Four.

      <That’s irrelevant. Dys solved the case of the Dapper Four. She solved it before you left Trust City.>

      You’re jumping ahead again. Please stop doing that.

      <You and we both know that Dys learned Damocles was behind the killings. Why does it bother you when we say it? Are you self-conscious that you didn’t solve the case?>

      No. I’m not self-conscious, and my story isn’t a mystery. What matters isn’t what came before. What matters is what comes next. Sure, I’m filling you in on what you don’t know, but telling this story also…it…it helps me work through everything so we can make a good decision and maybe—maybe—bring something positive out of this quite remarkably negative situation.

      <But again, why does it bother you when we state the facts?>

      Okay. That’s a fair question. Honestly? It just annoys me when you take a dump on my dramatic moments. It kind of…I don’t know. It messes with my therapy.

      <Oh! It was impolite?>

      Well…yes.

      <Got it. We’ll stop doing that.>

      Thank you. And for what it’s worth, what we do next might be a lot more significant than solving some murders. I think we can only fix this in the Elsewhere, or through the Elsewhere or…or wherever we are right now.

      <What do you have in mind?>

      It’s still hazy. Going over the rest of my story will help me figure it out.

      <Okay. Go ahead. We’ll listen.>

      Thank you. Now, what was I about to…? Darn it! Oh yeah. I was saying that I—me, myself, personally—had not learned a single blessed thing that might help me solve the case of the Dapper Four. As far as I knew, none of us had.

      But oh, how wrong I was.

      What I didn’t know yet was how much Dys had learned from our little adventure. As you said, despite her complaints about our visit, she’d more or less closed the case by then.

      I also didn’t know yet that Northstar had gotten precisely what it came for. What’s worse, they’d gotten it at my expense. And maybe worst of all: I’d handed it to them.

      FAREWELL

      Dred saw us off at the airport.

      I don’t know whether that was standard protocol. Whatever her reason, being escorted by her was much nicer than being escorted by the Trust City security staff I vaguely recalled half-dragging me to my room Friday night. The whole way there, though, Dred felt off. Tense, maybe even with a patina of fear.

      When we climbed out of our extra-large not-quite-car, Demerra and Taumata made for the plane to give it a final sweep. I’d assured them I could make it up the boarding stairs myself this time, knowing I’d already survived it once and, more important, knowing meds would be waiting to wrap me in their arms and protect me from the twin traumas of air travel and small talk with Chargé d’Affaires Simon Barquero.

      “Been a long weekend,” Dred said, looking calm and feeling nothing of the sort.

      “It’s enough to make you look forward to the work week,” I said. “Still, despite it all, it was worth it to meet you.”

      That pushed back her anxiety enough for me to ken a little surge of warmth. “So nice of you to say it. It’s been a pleasure.” Then her anxiety flared, though she showed no sign of it. She was afraid. For herself? For me? She held out her hand as she had when we’d first met, though maybe more stiffly. “Have a good flight.”

      “I hope not to remember it.” I was surprised that this time I got the full two-handed shake, her hands warm and soft around mine, her smile maybe just a bit less natural than it had been a moment before.

      I was also surprised that something had come between us—or at least between our hands. Something just about the size of her palm. A box? A thin deck of cards? No.

      A book.

      A tiny book, I realized as I shoved my hands into my pockets—which was a perfectly natural and non-suspicious thing to do since that’s where most Northers keep our hands most of the time, even those of us who aren’t concealing the fact that someone has just slipped us something secret. That we’ve just received a hidden gift from someone who is a diplomatic professional for a theoretically neutral city-state, and who is also a citizen of a country that has tense-at-best relations with our own.

      “You take care, hear?” She turned and climbed into the ridiculous not-quite-car, then she was gone.

      On my brief walk to the stairs, I quickly confirmed my first impression by touch alone: In my pocket was a small, thin booklet with delicate, dog-eared pages. Its cover felt well-worn and soft-edged, something like old cardstock bound with a couple of rusty, old-fashioned staples.

      I wanted to look at it, but that clearly wasn’t wise. I’d have to wait till I was back in my own tiny home with the blinds drawn, fixing with my own familiar kali stash.

      Which was one more reason I was glad the meds would let me pass that time more quickly.
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      “Assistant? Begin recording. Interview with Robert Marten, Owner and CEO, White Hat Unlimited. Affirming lynk context stamp: Friday, 2104 October 11, Mark Twain National Forest, two miles southeast of Bixby, Free States of America.” The interviewer walks from the car toward the cabin and squints. “Oh, hello there! I didn’t see you at first. You must be Mx. Marten.”

      From behind his screen door, Bob says, “Trust City Authority politely asked me to see you as a courtesy. When I said ‘no,’ Free States’ Homeland department kind of insisted.”

      The interviewer steps onto the veranda and chuckles uncomfortably. “I’m sorry about Northstar going to Trust City Authority when you turned me down. I appreciate how supportive Northstar’s been of my documentary research. And I appreciate you finally agreeing to speak with me.”

      “They didn’t say I have to speak with you, though. They just said I have to see you. So.” He points two fingers at her face. “I’ve seen you.”

      The interviewer smiles weakly. “Look, I promise this won’t take long, and it’s important. All those lies about Bibi have been festering for too long. I really want to set the story straight. Don’t you?”

      “The reconstruction’s good, you know. I wouldn’t have recognized you if I hadn’t known to look.”

      The interviewer pauses, then stands straighter. “Ah. Okay.”

      “Not good enough to fool an AI, though. From a distance maybe, but the security checkpoints you’ve had to go through? All that paranoid, cutting-edge ID review? Besides—after all those years of traveling, your DNA has got to be in the wild. I bet your biometrics are cataloged in every national security database in the Western Hemisphere. Every country you visited posing as Mx. Rojas must have figured out who you really were. I mean, holy shit! I can’t believe you actually went through Texas customs for just a few minutes with Yamato. Damn. That’s dedication.”

      “What did Yamato say about me?”

      “That he didn’t buy it. Said it didn’t feel like you were using bridge discipline. More like PADS, he figured, maybe. He didn’t know who you were, but he didn’t trust you for half a heartbeat. Even though you worked with Bibi at Shoe Leather, I guess you and Yamato didn’t spend much time together when he was growing up, huh?”

      “Alas. Both our losses.”

      “Yeah, well. Anyway, kudos. You might have fooled even me if Yamato hadn’t warned me something was off. Him and my friends. My friends are pretty stubborn when it comes to finding secret things. Guess they’re better at finding secrets than you are at hiding them, huh?”

      The interviewer briefly looks annoyed, then goes stone-faced. “Which friends are those?”

      “Oh c’mon. Really? Same kind you’ve got, except I trust mine. Infoanarchist friends from the old days. Or ‘info-liberty’ if you prefer that. My friends found traces of you snooping around in interesting places. They think you’re working for Northstar in cooperation with the other Old States countries. They came across another name, too. You know anybody named ‘Damocles?’”

      “Can’t say I do.”

      “No, I don’t suppose your handlers would want you saying so. My friends think Damocles is a person or a small, compartmentalized group embedded in some government. A government that’s not one of the four Old States countries. My friends found a couple not-quite-sanitized digital signatures from the New Mongolian Khanate, so they think Damocles might be connected to whatever’s left of the defunct NMK. Maybe somebody’s using old Khanate resources to develop new bridge-tech. That makes sense, the bridge-tech angle, if you want some military heft without drawing attention to yourself. A fleet of motes is way cheaper and less flashy than missiles and tanks and armies. And the NMK connection is enough to make you wonder whether somebody’s playing with actual brain tissue again, especially since somebody harvested a bunch of bridge tissue on Dapper Day. Oh…sorry. None of this rings a bell for you, though, does it?”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about, Bob. I’m not working for anyone, just doing whatever I can to find my friend. It’s important. His life’s at stake.”

      “Sure. Of course. Forget I brought it up. It’s a silly theory anyway, that you’re actually doing all these interviews for the Old States. Though…it would explain you clearing all those customs points while pretending to be somebody you’re not. In which case, I suppose a bunch of Northstar spies would be tapped into your lynk feed watching our conversation right now. Maybe spies from all of the Old States countries. Hey. Want to know what I think?”

      “Mm. Ever so much, Bob. Do tell.”

      "Here’s what I think: You’re doing this because they’re making you do it. Because they’ve got some serious leverage on you. And I bet it stings, an independent soul like you having to be somebody’s creature.”

      The interview stands impassive, waiting.

      “Good guess, then,” Bob says.

      “Bob, listen to me. I’m not kidding. Bibi’s in danger. You might not think so, but I care what happens to him. I need to get to him first before—”

      “Dys?”

      “Yes, Bob.”

      “Fuck off.”

      Dys takes a deep breath and raises her brows. “Yes. Well. I was about to leave anyway.” She turns and walks down the steps.

      “Always a pleasure, Dys.”

      “You too, Bob,” she calls over her shoulder. “Let’s do this again sometime soon, shall we? Assistant? Stop recording.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            EXCERPT: THREE GRAMS OF ELSEWHERE, 4TH EDITION

          

        

      

    

    
      Among vertebrates, the pons adexterum is believed to have evolved as early as five hundred million years ago. With few exceptions, all vertebrates studied thus far have been found to possess a bridge, however modest. This, and the unverified insistence by some empaths that they can ken non-human animals, has led some to propose that all vertebrates be considered sentient and self-aware.

      Human chauvinism is further affronted by the fact that the largest known pons adexterum lies within a vast fungus ring in terra nullius: the formerly-disputed Upper Peninsula (UP). This fungal colony’s bridge mass is estimated to be between 4,300 and 6,550 kilograms distributed between hundreds of loosely interconnected clusters spread across a 13.8-kilometer radius. There are uncounted similar woodland networks worldwide. However, despite their seemingly similar structure, researchers have been unable to verify whether fungal bridges are comparable in function or potency to human bridges.

      Less massive but at least as widespread are the thousands of documented bridges in prairies, wetlands, and similar cooperative grassland polycultures scattered around the globe. The mycorrhizal fungal networks that unify these ecosystems’ root structures create a widespread lattice with the same structural hallmarks as the human bridge.

      A small number of very high-bridge individuals have claimed to sense something from these fungal networks, whether in woodlands, wetlands, or grasslands. Some believe this accounts for the profound feelings of peace and connectedness that some individuals feel while in the wilderness in general, and in these locations in particular. This has even raised bioethical questions of whether fungi in general, or at least certain fungal networks in particular, should be considered sentient life.

      All of this inevitably raises the question: Given its inextricable connection with bridge-tech, should AI be regarded as sentient life? The answer is, thus far, decisively to the negative. Despite its facility at faithfully recreating credible human behavior, to date every AI has failed the Santo-Chen-Bannerjee Intentionality Assessment Battery (SIAB), indicating a lack of deep self-awareness. Further, many authorities cite AI’s inability to merge with bridge-tech as additional proof of its non-sentience.

      Joaquín Bannerjee, “Chapter 5: The Pons Adexterum in Non-Human Life,” in Three Grams of Elsewhere: An Introduction to Applied Phenomenology, 4th ed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            EXCERPT: THE UNITY MOVEMENT'S BOOK OF HERE

          

        

      

    

    
      REFLECTION NUMBER ONE: ON HATE

      Some say we should not hate.

      They are wrong about this, and they are right.

      They are wrong because the heart has no “should.” It feels what it feels. Should we not grieve? Should we not long? Should we not love?

      Yet also, they are right. It is better to hate less than to hate more. Hate closes our ears. Hate clouds our hearts. Hate delays our union.

      This I will tell you: When you sit with another, it becomes harder to hate them. Not impossible, surely! Here we sit, you and I, yet I feel your hatred for me. But hate becomes harder. This is why I break bread with those who hate me. This is why I break bread with you now.

      Do you understand this? I accept your hate. I feel your hate with you. I believe that by sharing hate, we might find other things to feel.

      —Beacon Adra Hammadi, co-founder of the Unity Movement; dinner with Aaron Sunderland, founder of The Pure; Primrose Wisconsin Asterism, 2059 May 3

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CANDICE ALTAMIRANO AND THE UNEXPECTED INVITATION

          

          NOW

        

      

    

    
      At the Marquez Family Farm Golden Grove Senior Celebration Cozyminiums just outside Ashton Corners, Wisconsin, Dys paces fiercely.

      The facts from her eighteen interviews are tantalizing, but none so far are conclusive, and the last two interviews—with Yamato and Bob—have been particularly annoying. She has now used up all of her first-tier subjects and will have to begin interviewing subjects who are less likely to be useful.

      That’s unacceptable. As Damocles reminds her daily, she has little time left.

      Between two seemingly unrelated deaths after Dapper Day and inconsistencies she turned up at the Homelands meeting in Trust City five years ago, it didn’t tax her abilities to guess where she could find Damocles. Finding Bibi is proving a rather more frustrating exercise.

      An indicator in her lynk interface goes green. A new message has arrived for her Aurelia Rojas identity. Since she has no pending interview invitations, this can only mean a previous subject is following up with additional memories. That might prove fruitful. She glances the message open.

      It isn’t a previous subject.

      For the first time, someone is asking Mx. Rojas for an interview—someone who had previously declined her interview requests. A unitarian minister, Jordyn Lopez, is approaching Mx. Rojas as an intermediary. She skims through paragraphs of preface and meeting conditions to find the name…

      Oh my, Dys thinks. This won’t be boring.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 7

          

          
            FIVE YEARS AGO

          

          JULY-AUGUST 2099

        

      

    

    
      MEDITATION ON PINS AND NEEDLES

      
        
        
        This, here, now.

        Eller.

        Eller.

        Me.

        Eller.

        Claude.

        Claude and Maya.

        Me.

        Teddy Aggarwal. I think? Yeah, it’s Teddy.

        Uhn! Stop wandering, dummy. Keep it close. Keep it here.

        Eller.

        Eller.

        My back.

        Is that Raghav?

        No, it feels too sharp for Raghav. Maybe it’s Merle?

        Oh! Shoot. My back. What was I thinking, sitting on the floor?

        And that meddlesome left knee’s whining, too.

        The floor’s no place for a senior citizen.

        Stop meandering, you desiccated walrus bunghole.

        Focus! Be…mindful, or whatever.

        Eller.

        Eller.

        Me.

        Jim? I think that’s…yeah. Jim.

        Wait. Jim? Why’s Jim in the Grove?

        Jim only visits Tuesdays and Thursdays.

        Is it Thursday already? Let’s see. We got back in the wee hours Tuesday, then a picnic with Claude and Maya Tuesday afternoon. No, wait. I slept most of Tuesday. Picnic was Wednesday. Well…pig crap with turkey gravy. Today’s Thursday. I hate appointments.

        Jim feels really close. Maybe he’s here for Claude and Maya or the Spencer-Aggarwals.

        There you go again, dummy. Stop it! C’mon. Focus!

        Think close. Think here.

        Eller.

        Eller…

      

      

      

      “Bibi?” I doubt Jim knocked very hard, but it felt like gunshots. I gasped and opened my eyes.

      “You want this now, Bibi, or should I leave it on the porch?” he asked through the closed door. Even after all those years, it annoyed me how easy it was to hear everything outside my cozyminium. Empathy gave me enough of that already.

      I couldn’t begin to imagine why I was getting a delivery. Jim stopped by my place maybe a couple times a year. It was usually an obscure, antique bike part so old that there wasn’t a pattern to let me print it at the Quick Shop, so I had to get the real deal, molecules and all, from another antique push bike collector. When Jim stopped by, I was usually expecting him.

      “Coming!” I called. “Just a minute.”

      “Okay,” Jim replied, feeling like he didn’t mind waiting.

      I worked at my legs for a minute, trying to pry them apart, slightly concerned that I couldn’t feel either of my feet. “How does Dys do this?” I muttered.

      “What’d you say?”

      “Nothing! I’m still coming!”

      “Okay then.”

      I pulled hard as I could on my right knee, but it was pretty clear it would take longer to un-lotus my legs than took to lotus them. “Hey, Jim?”

      “Yeah, Bibi?”

      “You mind coming in and giving me whatever it is?”

      “Sure.” The antique doorknob rattled. “Can’t. It’s locked.”

      Yeah, I thought. It would be. I don’t even notice when I lock my door anymore. “Okay, just…you mind waiting a second? I’ll give this another try.” I pulled at my left knee, but that was even more hopeless, my left shin pinned under my right as it was.

      “Hey Bibi?” It felt like Jim was deciding whether to be alarmed.

      “Yeah, Jim?”

      “You in trouble? Should I maybe call the Quick Shop attendant or, you know…an ambulance or something?”

      “No, no, nothing like that.”

      “’Cause it’s fine if you need that. I don’t mind.”

      “No, thanks, I’m not…I’m just…look. What do you have for me?”

      “Postcard.” I heard him flap it a couple times.

      “Can you just, you know, slip it under the door or something?”

      There was a quiet scuffling on my front porch floor. “Nope,” he said. “Too tight. Oh! Hang on a sec.”

      I heard Jim step down off my porch, then the awful fork-tines-on-china sound of my rusty guest chair unfolding, then a minute later his head popped up in my side window. He grinned. Jim grinned a lot. I liked Jim. “Hey, Bibi.”

      “Hey. I’m not sure that’s entirely safe, what you’re doing there. Does that chair feel stable?”

      He shrugged and somehow grinned a little wider. “It’s good enough. Neither rain nor sleet nor…you know. However that goes.”

      I’ll admit, it made me happy that we still had human volunteer rural route postal carriers roaming Northstar’s hinterlands. Plenty of older folks wanted some kind of commitment that made them get out of bed and be around people. Most did it for the eight weekly hours of prosocial work recommended to hitch up our sagging mental health. Northstar didn’t really need human carriers, of course. State-licensed printers like the one at the Quick Shop could 3D-print most stuff, and when something tangible needed delivering, automated was clearly the way to go. But Northstar’s state-run, constitutionally mandated postal service still had provisions for tangible items that were flagged “Hand-Deliver Only.” Almost always that meant somebody, probably an oldie, wanted to extend the quaint courtesy of a handwritten card.

      It’s a Child!

      Happy Birthday!

      Con-Graduation!

      Happy Retirement!

      Get Well Soon!

      So Sorry for Your Loss.

      Eller jumped onto the bookcase under the window and began rubbing against the window limiter, purring loudly and feeling love me! love me! love me! because Eller liked Jim, too.

      “Hey, Eller,” Jim said, pressing Eller’s cheek through the screen. Jim looked around and wiggled the postcard in the air a bit, then he noticed the screen’s edge. He pressed it tentatively, then pushed harder, forcing open a narrow gap. “If you want, I can slip it in through here. Should I?”

      “Ahhhh…sure,” I said. “Please.”

      Jim flicked the card through the gap. Eller yipped and jumped away, startled and momentarily liking Jim a lot less. The card fluttered down to slide across the floor and disappear under my bedtable. “Oh. Sorry about that.”

      “No problem at all. I’ll get it, soon as I untangle.”

      Jim frowned and rubbed his scruffy chin. “You sure I shouldn’t get somebody to help you up? I could get Claude.”

      “No, no. No need for that,” I said, wondering why I was waving him off since even I could tell how much I needed help. “I’ve got this. Just need to find the right…don’t worry about it.”

      “Well okay then. See you later.”

      “See you later.”

      Un-pretzeling myself wasn’t as bad as I’d feared. By the time I heard Jim screech my lawn chair closed out front, I’d loosened my right leg a little. Less than five minutes later, my legs were splayed in front of me and starting to torment me with vicious pins and needles. I reached behind myself, moving my legs as little as possible, and retrieved the postcard.

      On the front was a “Wish You Were Here” picture of the Trust City Arch. I flipped the card over. To the right were my name and address. To the left was a note written in a shaky, spidery hand. It said: “Nice catching up. Do take care of yourself. —Bob”

      So. That was interesting.

      Not getting a card from Bob. It wasn’t the first one he’d sent in recent years, and I regretted that I probably wouldn’t get around to replying this time, either. But “Do take care of yourself?”

      Bob didn’t talk that way.

      I reached behind and above my head to set the postcard on the hard, flat face of my bedtable, then I picked up the dirty, worn, elderly booklet Dred had given me. Riffled through it. Looked at the face yet again. In tiny, precise, handwritten capital block letters in extra-fine black ink were the words:

      START HERE…

      Below it, in a hand that looked vaguely similar but so much less careful, was practically scrawled in wider, coarser purple ink the characters:

      4B-D

      I’d been over that cipher a hundred times in the last couple days—looking at it, running my fingers over it, seeing it in my head as I tried to drop off to sleep or when I finally woke back up again.

      I opened it to the first page, which bore just five words. What had begun in tiny, precise block lettering on the front cover as:

      START HERE…

      …ended on the flyleaf as:

      …BECAUSE THERE’S NO “THERE” THERE.

      I turned to the next page, where at first I’d been startled to find “Reflection Number One: On Hate.” Mama Adra’s words, though they were words I hadn’t read before. Below the Reflection on Hate was handwriting in a similar tight, all-caps block print, though this was less precise than the main text, and it appeared to be in pencil. It read:

      IT’S ALL GOOD.

      A comment about Mama Adra’s Reflection on Hate. Just that. Three words:

      IT’S ALL GOOD.

      The booklet was just over twenty pages. Each page bore a carefully hand-copied, annoyingly mystical verse from Unity Movement in that tiny, precise, fine black print. Most pages had a note below the main text, the note written in similar but less precise pencil.

      I’d read the booklet from beginning to end a dozen times by then, each time a little more annoyed that I was choosing to read exactly the kind of flaky, Earth-cozy, hazy-minded, bunny-hugging rants that had driven me away from Primrose so many years before. It was dreck. It was flowery swill. It was hand-waving, navel-gazing nonsense. It was the rantings of overzealous and self-deluded people who thought if they shared enough feelings and sampled enough substances, the veil would lift from their eyes and the universe would reveal its deepest truths to them—esoteric, existential, shining truths that they could go ahead and afflict the rest of us with. Even Unionist terminology was off-putting, all shining lights and joyous illumination. Their paradoxical little verse-puzzles were “Reflections.” Everybody who believed what they believed was a “Beacon.” Their back-to-nature communes were “Asterisms”: insignificant pinpricks of light rendered extraordinary through their association with one another and set in the sky for all to see.

      More than once, I about dropped the accursed thing into my showerlet to compost.

      But…there was something about it all. The three sets of handwriting, similar yet different? It’s like they wanted to tell me a story. I figured I was probably just making it up, but still, they spoke to me. Here’s the story they told me:

      Once upon a time, somebody had slowly, carefully copied all those verses from somewhere into this little booklet. That meant they wanted the verses to be in something small enough that they could easily take it with them in tangible form, not in a lynk, maybe even to conceal the booklet from somebody else. It also meant when they copied it, they’d had time, peace, and probably privacy. Those tiny, perfect, tight letters spoke of nothing but patience and calm.

      Then one day somebody, probably the same person sometime later while rereading those tidy, calm, perfect little verses, had written some notes for themself in pencil. They’d written the notes quicker. Less carefully. Less calmly.

      And finally somebody, probably the same person sometime later still, had dashed a cipher on the cover before secretly passing it to a theoretically-neutral St. Louis Autonomous Area Authority chaperone, maybe passing it to her with the same kind of two-handed shake she’d used to pass it along to me.

      And the best I could imagine with that cipher, with that “4B-D,” was that the booklet was “4” somebody, and that the somebody was “B” for “Bibi,” and that it was from “D” meaning either “Dred” or “Demerra.” But why would Dred write herself a note? To remind her to give the darned thing to me? I mean, if she were my age, I could see good sense in that. More likely, this gift was from Homeland Kenner, Senior Infospector, former mote assassin and all-around mysterious guy Errol Demerra. But what on Earth could possibly be so scandalous about this tiny handwritten book full of no doubt well-known Unity Cult rantings that Demerra needed to sneak it to me through Dred—and that Dred had been afraid to give it to me?

      That’s not the only thing that bothered me about the booklet. The other thing was that those verses weren’t random. As I read them over and over, they started reminding me of something else. They started speaking to me of empathy, of bridges, of kenning. Of the Elsewhere.

      Which is why a second book shared the floor with me in my leg-tingling agony. It was a small book, though nowhere near as small as Start Here. Maya had printed that book for me seven years earlier on the bootleg printer hidden in her and Claude’s showerlet. Even though her printer was more accustomed to building illicit but much-appreciated pharmaceuticals molecule-by-molecule, it wasn’t opposed to the idea of building me a small, bound stack of paper-like pages instead. Maya downloaded the book’s pattern right after the New Mongolian Khanate rose in the wake of North Korea’s collapse then stole and “info-liberated” Northstar’s highly classified training guide for advanced mote operators.

      The book was compact, sturdy, and Northstar purple. On its cover were four words in a no-nonsense, white, bold, slab serif typeface:

      Bridge Discipline Field Manual

      As often happens, I didn’t make the connection till my dwindling kali woke me at around 4:00 a.m. Right after fixing again that morning, I’d scrabbled through the piles till I found my copy of the field manual under a collection of tragically deteriorating graphic novels. I’d read the field manual well into the morning before deciding to try some of the bridge discipline exercises I’d been so bad at years earlier.

      Which is why, maybe forty minutes later, I was sprawled there on the floor willing my legs to work again. I fretted briefly about Bob’s note, then I opened the field manual and reread its introduction (right below the arterial red “TOP SECRET — EYES ONLY” seal that the Khanate’s hack had retained from the original). Setting aside the oddness that Northstar’s secret kenner manual was in a physical form, the book was hauntingly familiar. It somehow managed to be both stark and over-complicated, reminding me of other military manuals I’d read ages ago during the wars.

      The Bridge Discipline Field Manual began: “As your Bridge Fundamentals training has demonstrated, empathy is a double-edged weapon. Like any such weapon, it can be honed. The training which you are about to undertake has the potential to increase your empathic proficiency on both fronts, allowing you to utilize your empathic capacity to its fullest. You have been offered this training not only with the objective of making your empathy more potent, but in order that your own emotions may be more challenging for others to ken in the event you find yourself in an involuntary interrogation scenario. Bridge Discipline competency begins with a fundamental shift in perspective: from regarding others as remote from oneself, to instead seeing others as self-adjacent.”

      Which, to me, sounded a whole lot like bureaucratic militarese for: “START HERE…THERE IS NO ‘THERE’ THERE.”

      Eller rubbed against my ribs, wondering why I wasn’t petting him or playing with him or feeding him or taking him on a walk or doing anything else that mattered. I petted him. “Guess I’m no better at bridge discipline now than I was then,” I told him.

      My legs weren’t prickling quite so badly, and now that I knew what day of the week it was, I needed to be about my business. I tucked both books under my pillow, trading them for my kali kit. I had to be at West Towne Medical Center in a little over two hours, and it’d take me nearly an hour to ride there. On a clear, cooler-than-usual mid-August day, my pride wouldn’t let me hire somebody else to take me.

      REAUTHORIZATION

      Pride is an overrated thing.

      It’s especially overrated when you’re an old fart who recently took a heavily medicated flight out of the country, broke an empathy testing facility, put yourself into a coma, came back out of the coma, had another heavily medicated flight, and then, maybe worst of all, spent half an hour with your legs twisted in a pretzel because long, long ago you watched ridiculous martial arts shows in your buddy Ben’s basement, where you learned that anybody in lotus position was almost certainly just about to kick the world’s butt.

      And also, you did it because Dys could do it, and since you’re younger than Dys, you should be able to do it. Which? Yeah. For someone with a rich and tragic history of sometimes-debilitating knee, hip, and back problems, that’s maybe not the best way to show off seven decades’ worth of hard-won elder wisdom.

      In most places, it was tricky to find a human-operated pedishaw on short notice, but I was fortunate to live not far from quaint, historic Middleton, where ’shaw drivers were usually waiting for tourists to call. The driver Maya summoned for me, “Sailin’ Sally,” ended up being quite the talker. She meant me well, which was better than some of the opportunistic Basic-feeders who took people miles out of their way. And since she did nearly all the talking, I could enjoy the summer landscape gliding by below us, pretending to be impressed with all her facts about the now-half-abandoned neighborhoods down there. Some of her facts were even true.

      “That brings us to the West Towne Medical Complex,” Sally said, waving an arm as we rolled down the bikeway’s exit ramp. “This is the second oldest lynk facility in the greater Madison area, for all your lynk, bodymod, and basic medical needs.” Since West Towne was enough of a destination to deserve its own ramp, in less than a minute she’d pulled up front of the Capital Healthway Clinic.

      “You want I should wait?” she asked, very much hoping I’d say yes. “Or…or if not, that’s fine, I could head out, and you could call when you’re done. Though”—she shrugged—“you might get a different driver.”

      “Oh, heck,” I said. “How about you wait? Shouldn’t take real long.” The upcharge of paying her to idle would sting a little, but it was worth the bubble of joy I kenned from Sally when I said it. Besides, she was one of the better ’shaw drivers I’d had lately, and Maya said my account was doing okay this month. Maya pretty much always said that. Since I had to take her word for it, sometimes I wondered whether she was fluffing my account, but that seemed an impolite thing to ask.

      At the clinic’s entrance I said “assistance” almost before the “Lynk Detection Error - Please Reset” warning could light up. A blonde AI who looked anonymously Northern European appeared within the door’s glass. “Hi there,” it said. “Are you Bibi?”

      “I’m pretty sure you know I am,” I replied.

      “I sure do. You can call me Aidyn if you’d like.”

      “I know. We’ve met. Several times.”

      “Of course we have, but it wouldn’t be polite to presume you remember me. Come on in and follow the green line to your room. I’ll meet you in there.” The door clicked. I opened it, went inside, and followed the green line. As it had promised, Aidyn was waiting in the small, off-white exam room, appearing as an image on the wall beside a low, white cabinet. “Have a seat.” It gestured to the thinly padded green chair, the only furniture in the room besides the cabinet and a less thinly padded gold chair.

      Aidyn sat in a pretend chair on the wall, legs crossed, leaning back comfortably and clasping its hands in its lap. “I understand you’re here for your annual Lynk Waiver reauthorization?”

      “I am.”

      “While you’re here anyway, would it be okay with you if we ran a few other wellness ch—”

      “No, thank you.”

      “Okay. I just want to be sure you understand how valuable a health check could be. It could help us to—”

      “No, thank you.”

      I’d gotten intake down to a science. It used to take fifteen or twenty minutes: them explaining what’d be good for me, me explaining I didn’t want good things. When shiny, shiny AIs eventually replaced people in these situations, Dys clued me in to the magical workarounds for an annoying AI: Say “assistance” if you want to interrupt and talk to someone (or some AI) about the situation in general, and say “no, thank you” when you want the AI to shut up. The same thing would shut up people, too, but I didn’t lightly distress or annoy people. For people, I still sat and waited.

      “Okay,” it said as a double-jointed mechanical arm extended from the table beside it. “We’ll limit the exam to a basic blood test. Then you can see Doctor Vargas.”

      As soon as Aidyn left the room, I checked my watch. Intake in under five minutes. Nicely done, Bibi. Nicely done.

      A few minutes later, Doctor Vargas walked into the room with a shallow-nod, sporting an entirely understandable emotional confluence: altruism, curiosity, impatience, concern, and the subtlest waft of humor. “I was expecting you two months ago,” he said, sitting in the gold chair. “I worried about you. As soon as you were out of compliance, I checked in with Homeland about it, and wow…a National Security deferral? I don’t suppose I can ask what that was about?”

      I looked at him from under my brows playfully. “You can ask.”

      He laughed. “Sure. Okay. Look. I know Aidyn asked you already, but let’s talk about this. About the checkup. A lot can start going wrong with someone around your age. If you’d agree to a simple diagnostic swallow, we could easily rule out some of the biggest concerns.”

      “I know you mean well, and I appreciate your concern for me”—I really did—“but the idea of those things crawling around inside me…you do get why that’s not going to work for me, right?”

      He shrugged. “I think it actually could work for you. They’re a suspension, so it’d feel like swallowing sort of a thick stew broth. You wouldn’t feel anything like crawling. But I do get why you prefer not to. I keep hoping, though. I’m not saying you should get fitted with a lynk at this point, but something like this, even a small step like this, could be valuable exposure therapy.”

      “I had some exposure therapy a few days ago. Went about like I’d expect.”

      “Can you tell me about that?”

      “You can ask,” I said.

      “Ah. Okay. Well, sorry for whatever happened. Again, I’m not going to insist on a lynk, but please understand that any kind of…of gesture in that direction could be a valuable step. Exposure therapy plans work well for most people. I won’t try to tell you what you’re feeling, but this…this technology avoidance of yours must undermine your quality of life. It must have costs to your social and emotional wellness, and they must be mounting.”

      That kind of situation was so very hard on me. I was sitting there with somebody who bore me nothing but goodwill, who was asking me to do something that felt entirely reasonable to him. And yet there I was, going to disappoint him.

      I hate disappointing people.

      “I’m sorry. I honestly am.”

      Doctor Vargas puckered his mouth and nodded. “I know you are. If you’d consider trying therapy, maybe not right now, but in the near future, I’d like us to get you to a place where you can tolerate the minimum required lynk interface. Even that would give you a twenty-five percent bonus above your Government Basic support payment. And honestly, Bibi? The minimum interface amounts to a communication module, an emergency module, and a privacy module. The privacy module’s security-validated, and it’s completely user-auditable. People in some countries aren’t so lucky. They get no security modules, or at least not ones they can independently verify.”

      “I know. I’ll…keep an open mind.”

      He laughed—but in a nice way. Then he sighed. “Okay. Done tormenting you. Let’s just…we’ll try again next year, okay?”

      “I’ll try,” I said. “I will try.”

      “From what we can tell using bloodwork alone, you seem in reasonably good health.”

      “My liver and kidneys still okay?”

      “Yes, but again, that’s based only on bloodwork. Are you still doing things your liver and kidneys might not like?”

      “Yep. I’ll have to try harder. I can beat them eventually.”

      He gave me a rueful grin. “I’m sure you can. Well. Let’s get that exemption reauthorized. You know the drill.”

      I did, from lo, these many years. First, ten minutes of a health questionnaire that began with my vices, of which Doctor Vargas clearly disapproved, and ended with my virtues, which impressed Doctor Vargas far less than they should have. Then on to the reauthorization which, thankfully, involved nothing more than me sitting quietly and appearing to listen as he gave me a seven-and-a-half minute medicolegal treatise on the value of being fitted with a lynk for my own mental, emotional, and physical health; on its importance to the health and safety of my fellow citizens; of the outrageous risk I was accepting by declining to have a lynk; and on why participating in the lynk network was so very deeply important for maintaining the welfare of our Northstar community as a whole.

      By the time I got back outside half an hour later, something had changed. Sally’s whole emotional profile had shifted. I kenned excitement and curiosity and…

      …novelty? What in the world?

      It seemed like she was trying not to look at me, too. I got the impression she was self-conscious and didn’t want to get caught peeking. She was working hard to suppress a grin.

      “Everything okay?” I asked her.

      “Sure, great!” she said, deep-nodding shyly. I’d only rated a shallow-nod when she’d picked me up at Golden Grove. “Home?”

      “Sure,” I replied, warily climbing into the back of the ’shaw. “Please.”

      My on-the-high-side-of-talkative driver was mysteriously silent till we were maybe a couple miles out of the clinic. The whole time, she hadn’t pointed out a single dubiously historic site or shared a single demonstrably incorrect fact about the oldest major suburb of Northstar’s capital. And the whole time, it felt like she wanted to bounce up and down on those pedals instead of straining against them. On the way to the clinic, she’d used a heavy power assist. It looked like this time she was pedaling full-out manual. Almost as though she wanted it to take longer.

      “Anything…wrong?” I asked.

      “No. Uh-uh,” she said, glancing back at me. “The shaw request said ‘Bibi,’ but…are you that Harmony guy?”

      I frowned. “Yeah. I mean…I’m a Harmony guy.”

      “I knew it,” she replied, watching the path but quickly peeking back at me. “You look just like him.”

      It’s maybe understandable that I found this concerning. It had been some good many years since I’d been in the news for my work with Shoe Leather, and even then, I don’t believe a single stranger had ever seemed pleased to see me. But maybe she was a true crime buff or something. Maybe I’d looked familiar to her on the ride out, and she’d used her wait to look me up. I was curious about what was going on, yet somehow I also very much didn’t want to know. I decided to err on the side of not knowing. “Okay. Thanks?”

      “Wow, that must be so cool.”

      I frowned again. “What must be?”

      “You know.” Distressingly, she released the handlebars to wave both arms. “That whole empathy thing. Being all, you know, all at one with the universe and everybody else? That must be so...you know, so peaceful!”

      Because yes, I thought, there’s nothing more serene than the relentless barrage of other people’s feelings. I didn’t say it, though. And…that was another oddness. I was making a flailing effort to soothe my paranoia by deciding my pedishaw driver was a true crime buff. But if that were right, my empathy shouldn’t have been the first thing she’d ask about. Plenty of people had speculated that I was an empath, but I’d never confirmed it, let alone been public about it. It was more subtext than a title. I’d always preferred it that way.

      “Hey,” she continued, grinning back at me a little wildly, “I was a yoonie, too, in high school.” She laughed. “I mean, I grew out of it, but God! That is so cool with your moms and all!”

      I leaned forward, feeling sick. “How do you know me?”

      She chuckled. “How? Dude, you’ve gotta know you’re showing, right?”

      I looked down at myself, then back at her. “What’s showing?”

      She glanced over her shoulder at me with the start of a laugh, thinking I was kidding but suddenly realizing I wasn’t. “Showing, dude. You’re showing. You know? On lynk feeds?”

      I shook my head. “What are you talking about? What am I showing on lynk feeds?”

      I kenned her perspective shift. She stopped thinking of her world and tried to invert her attention, thinking of mine. Imagining what my life was like. For lack of a better phrase: I felt her empathize with me. “Oh…what did they used to call it?” she asked herself. “I know this, I know this…Oh! Oh yeah!” She looked back at me, the ken of her triumph blazing, her eyes wide. “Dude, you’re trending!”

      MINOR CELEBRITY

      So anyhow, yeah. That was the day Red Pill open-sourced my brain.

      Not my whole brain. Just the pons adexterum part. The connectome for my bridge was floating in the cloud for all the world to analyze, and even for them to fork and improve upon if they cared to.

      And oh, how the world adored my bridge.

      Along with my bridge, Red Pill released a cache of dusty, forbidden documents harvested from Northstar’s most clandestine troves—documents describing the genesis of its Remote Services Research program, which was the genesis of motes, which was the genesis of all modern bridge-tech. The genesis of which, it turned out was me.

      Ordinarily, Dys, Claude, Maya, and I would’ve gathered at the Golden Grove Community Gazebo to discuss the day’s unexpected turn. But the gazebo was out at the edge of Golden Grove’s property line, and the property line was where all the law-abiding drones were gathering. Mostly content creators, probably, but no doubt with an assortment of gawkers and gapers and gogglers who just wanted a chance to peek at the shiny, shiny thing du jour. Drones of the less law-abiding persuasion, presumably the ones belonging to especially disreputable creators or their stringers, were getting picked off by anti-drone drones thanks to the security firm Golden Grove management had hastily hired. A couple of especially small and wily investigative drones—one of which looked almost exactly like a fruit fly and probably had the disappointing audio and video resolution to match—even managed to find their way into Dys’s place before her homemade security system noticed and took them out.

      She’d never told me she had security drones in her house, but then, Dys sometimes chose not to tell me distressing things.

      “You’ve read it?” I asked Dys.

      She scoffed. “Not all of it. Good God, man. It’s been out less than two hours, and the documentation of internal squabbles alone are legion. But I have the gist of it.”

      “And everyone else does, too?” Maya asked, doing an admirable job of being civil with Dys. “It’s everywhere?” She, Claude, and Maya sat around Dys’s table—an actual table, not the invertible bedtable the rest of us put up with.

      “Everywhere’s a big place,” Dys replied. “But it’s certainly not just inside Northstar’s national firewall. So far, my friends say we’re up to…hang on…looks like at least seventy-one firewalled national internets, plus the free international one and all six dark ones. It looks like the leak started in Pyongyang, so some remnant of the defunct Khanate might be involved…though these things aren’t that hard to spoof.”

      I was lying on my back on her bed—an actual bed—with a wet, lukewarm washcloth draped over my eyes. “Delightful.” I sat up and removed the washcloth. “And I’m such a big deal because?”

      “Because? Most of the scurrying right now is because…novelty. People do love novelty. If someone’s bridge were found to be a fraction of a gram larger than the previous record, that would make news. But when it’s a person of—well, let’s delicately say you’re ‘of a certain age’—and when that person’s bridge more than doubles the record? Since bridge potency is exponential with mass, that means…square of this…square of that…” She glanced around briefly. “That means this hypothetical elderly person’s empathic heft would be five times the earlier record, and twenty-five times what’s required to be a registered kenner. That wouldn’t just make news. That would make…this.” She gestured outside her house.

      “Bibi’s no novelty,” Claude grumbled, scowling.

      “Mm. I have to disagree,” Dys said. “But this uproar will die down before long because, well…people love novelty. More serious and less obnoxious people, however, will remain deeply interested because no one’s ever been able to study a connectome of the actual human bridge that was the basis for all of bridge-tech. In fact, Northstar always claimed they didn’t reverse-engineer a single bridge to make the first lattice. They claimed it was based on an analysis of many bridges.”

      “So…I’m the lattice,” I said.

      “No,” Dys said then, frowning, “Yes,” then, smiling, “Both. The lattice that’s the basis of all bridge-tech and AI evolved from the starting point of your brain tissue. So, it’s not you, but it started with a model of your bridge. Without you, there would be no bridge-tech. No lattice. Not even an awareness that such a thing as the pons adexterum exists, or that it can communicate with other pons adexterums…adexterii?…through the Elsewhere.”

      I moaned and lay back on her bed, setting the washcloth aside.

      “So apparently you weren’t just bragging,” she said. “Not only were you one of the first mote operators, you were the very first, and the only person without a harness to ever merge with anything.”

      “But there was a harness,” I explained. “It was a big, scary thing. I mean…they strapped us into them.”

      “I’m sure they strapped you into something, and I’m sure they called it a ‘harness.’ It wasn’t what we’d call a merge harness today, though. Bibi, nobody else’s bridge is powerful enough on its own to merge unassisted. Every operator in the history of motes has needed help from a lattice-based harness. Every operator but you. Thanks to your truly singular bridge, you’re the only one who ever did it using just your actual, organic”—she leaned over to tap my forehead—“squishy little brain. You did something Northstar didn’t understand, with your brain talking to the cute little synthetic model brain bits in those early mote prototypes. So Northstar monitored your brain, and it monitored the cute little synthetic model brain bits, and it figured out which parts of everything were lighting up at the same time. And…voila! Thus did they discover the pons adexterum.”

      “But…how could people not know? How could I not know?”

      “Know what?” Dys asked.

      “Know…about me. About how different I was. Am.”

      “Mm. Better question: How could they have known? Consider: Fifty-odd years ago, before the apparatus for measuring bridge mass or empathy even exists, young Harmony Cain washes out of a very consequential, but also very small and secret, wartime government program. Everything is beyond classified. Before long, empaths are so valuable that we just assume anyone who might be empathic has been assessed, because it’s so very much in their interest to be assessed rather than keeping their light under a bushel. But you kept yours under a bushel because you decided being a closet empath was even more in your interest. What’s more, data formats change. Digging through decades-old records for juicy secrets is no walk in the park—and I should know. It’s hard enough even when nobody’s trying to hide the records.”

      “Your infoanarchist friends did this,” I said. “Red Pill. They found my records and released them.”

      “So it would seem. In theory, your record on the Kenner Registry is only available when you offer it to someone. But nothing works in practice quite the way it was supposed to work in theory. Were I to guess, I’d guess someone laid a tripwire in the registry to warn them of interesting new entries, which yours very much was. That would have prompted them to look deeper. Once they found the buried treasure, they set up the requisite open-source infrastructure for your bridge’s layout, then they added all those other goodies, like Northstar’s super-duper-extra-secret research briefs, as supporting documentation.”

      I sat up again. “When will this all…go away? When can things get back to something like normal?”

      “Oh, I wouldn’t worry about that,” Dys said. “This kind of frenzy never lasts more than a few days, the human attention span being what it is.”

      I wasn’t only wondering about the current frenzy, though. I wondered what it meant that much of the planet knew who I was, and how different I was. I wondered when that would fade away. And I kenned that Claude and Maya saw the same answer I did: It wouldn’t.

      ZOOM

      Zoom and I sat in my rusty folding chairs under the torn awning, beads of moisture dotting our chocolate milk glasses on a humid August morning. The options had been milk, chocolate milk, and bourbon. Zoom didn’t like bourbon, and plain old milk seemed unsuitable for company, so chocolate it was. Her ChiknTatr bar lay next to its mylar wrapper on the blue ceramic plate she’d thrown for me years earlier. Even though she hadn’t so much as touched the bar, at least I’d come up with an hors d’oeuvre. She sipped her chocolate milk. I sipped mine.

      It was an embarrassing snack, but it’s what I had to offer on short notice. And it was far less embarrassing than if I’d asked her inside and stretched my culinary muscles by making scrambled eggs or noodle cups. I’m not embarrassed by my eggs or cups, mind you, but then she would have finally gotten a good look at the squalid heap I called a home. I couldn’t have borne that.

      I’ll tell you this: Few things are more humiliating than having to experience someone else’s pity for you.

      A month later, by the end of August, the circus had died down enough that I could wander Golden Grove without being swarmed by media drones, but despite Claude, Maya, and Dys urging me, I wasn’t ready to venture outside that bubble yet.

      “Is it okay for you to be here?” I asked her.

      She smiled weakly. “Thanks for asking. It’s okay. It’s never easy, but I wanted to check in on you.”

      “Sorry. Not what I meant. I mean, for the time being, anybody entering Golden Grove’s grounds unauthorized gets flagged for prosecution. I’d have added you to my guest list if I’d known you were coming, but…”

      “Oh, that. Don’t worry about it. Maya put me on their guest list.”

      “Ah. Okay. I see how it is.”

      She frowned. “You see how what is?”

      “What you really mean,” I said too loudly and over my shoulder, “is that Maya lynked you and told you your pathetic ex was depressed and rudderless after a month of self-imposed lockdown, and that he needed a visit from somebody besides her and Claude to talk some sense into him and maybe keep him from going completely ’round the bend.” I glanced at Claude and Maya, uncharacteristically lounging on their front porch at 10:00 a.m., sipping tall, narrow glasses of iced tea. Claude felt guilty. Maya felt defiant. They both tried not to glance back at me.

      I raised my eyebrows and said to Zoom at normal volume, “Pretty close?”

      “Pretty close. You’re not my ex, though. Just not my husband anymore.”

      I lifted my glass to toast her and took a long drink.

      We both looked around for a minute, not for a lack of whatnot to talk about but rather for too much of it. Finally I said, “So. Two dates in one year. This is something, huh?”

      “No kidding. I'm seeing you more lately than when we were married.” She was just kidding, but I felt her sudden stab of regret. “Sorry, Beeb. I didn't mean it that way.”

      “I know you didn’t. And anyway, you’re not wrong. I should’ve spent less time at work and more at home. I just, you know. I couldn’t.”

      She’d forgiven me for leaving them, for being overwhelmed by my dissonant empathic connection with our son. She also hadn’t forgiven me and never would. Neither of those feelings was self-deception. Both were equally and utterly true. I felt them both when I left her and Yamato, and I felt both as we sat there together. I assume she felt them all the time.

      “I should really visit you more,” she said. “No excuse.”

      “You don’t need one. I just appreciate your visit today.” Then I said loudly, “Even though Maya’s sticking her nose in my business, she might actually be a little bit right. Sort of. But in no way should that go to her head.”

      It went to her head.

      “I’m worried about you, Beeb. All this”—Zoom waved her hands and eyes around the grove—“uproar around your brain being the foundation of all bridge-tech. And apparently, something awful happened to you in Trust City.”

      “How’d you find out?”

      “Angie,” she said.

      That tracked. Angie Taumata was Zoom’s head of security at DAP, and she’d watched over me our whole trip. “She wasn’t supposed to talk about…whatever happened. They might’ve been listening when she told you.” I looked around. “They might be now.”

      “She didn’t share details, just said the trip was rough on you. And the way she said it…how are you?”

      With anybody else, I’d have brushed off the question, but not Zoom. I thought about it. She let me think about it. “I’m okay. Or I’m as close to okay as I usually am. But you know what’s killing me? And it’s totally stupid?”

      She waited.

      “I haven’t ridden my bike in nearly a month.”

      “That’s not stupid.”

      “Yeah. No. I guess maybe it’s not.”

      “Why not get out there today? I haven’t seen you on the lynk feeds in a couple weeks. I doubt you’ll have any unwanted companions for your ride.”

      “Yeah. That’s what Claude and Maya and Dys have been telling me.” I thought some more. “Fine. I might try tomorrow morning. Or maybe the day after.”

      “So, you’ll take a ride tomorrow,” she called in Claude and Maya’s direction. I glanced at them. They played it cool.

      I nodded. “Sure. And listen. This is…this’ll sound paranoid, but if I don’t…if something goes wrong? I mean, not on my ride, necessarily, but sometime soon? Or anytime, really. Can you…could you help Ketchup understand what happened? Why I had to leave?”

      Her sadness washed over me. “He understands the reason, Beeb. He’s an empath, too. He just hasn’t forgiven you for it.”

      “Yeah. Him and me both.”

      “Look. I’m not sure spending time with him would help, but I don’t think anything else will.”

      I sipped my chocolate milk. Set it down. Thought again. “Probably right,” I said. “So, how about this: If nothing goes wrong after all, maybe I’ll try to visit him. If he’ll let me.”

      I hadn’t seen her smile like that in years—the same smile I’d fallen for back in the sixties. “Okay,” she said. “Well then: Here’s to nothing going wrong.” She toasted me and finished the last of her milk. “So anyway…seems like you’ll hold together? Right?”

      “Seems like.”

      “I should head back.” She stood.

      I stood, too. “Sumiko?”

      She laughed. “Yes, Harmony?” she asked with mock formality.

      “Be well, okay? Live a long, good life.”

      Her wide-set eyes twinkled beneath her bangs, but I felt her worry. “Don’t be gloomy, Beeb,” she teased, protecting me with humor and knowing I’d see through it. “This isn’t goodbye. Heck, at this rate we might end up on another date before the year’s out. Let’s see: So far we’ve had Homelands detention and a mental health visit. Maybe a nature walk for the next one?”

      “Nah. I’ll rob a bank. They can call you in to negotiate with me.”

      “Sounds fun,” she said, dimpling. “It’s a date. See you soon.”

      I didn’t answer. Just watched her go.

      TRUST CITY ARCH

      The next morning I woke to shock, worry, and sadness.

      Not mine. The Spencer-Aggarwals’.

      Teddy Aggarwal and Zenobia-Dawn Spencer were the only two people at Golden Grove who routinely woke before I did. Many a morning, especially in the downright chilly weeks of early spring and late fall (which most folks called “late winter” and “early next winter”), I’d roll out of the green tarp bikeport duct-taped to the side of my tiny house only to find the two of them snuggled up close in their folding chairs, coffee or herbal tea steaming in fat, heated pint mugs, the two of them weighed down by as many layers of Teddy’s hand-knitted afghans as they felt were necessary, which for them was usually a remarkably large number. They were out there even at times of year when I didn’t dare ride. If they had to shovel a few inches of snow from their porch before the Grove’s maintenance service could clear it for them, well then, they’d shovel it together, teasing each other and sharing well-worn memories and cackling at each other's stale jokes, but softly, so as not to wake the rest of us elders snoring behind our paper-thin walls.

      They were lovely people: Zenobia-Dawn playfully curious, Teddy just plain playful. They were sweet, patient, and generous, two of a scant handful of reliably joyful minds I could count on kenning in the Grove. More than once, having their brightness on one side of me and Claude and Maya’s warmth on the other was the only way I made it through when my kali tailed off and it was too soon to fix again. I appreciated their company and I valued their friendship. I loved them to pieces—and you can love somebody to pieces even if, sometimes, you kind of wish they’d leave you alone.

      On mornings when it was nice enough for a ride—bearing in mind that my idea of “nice” is fairly broad—they were usually outside their house before me, sometimes in the pitch-dark well before dawn, smiling under their awning, a once-midnight now faded to baby-blue canvas sprinkled with stylized smiling stars and moons. I’d stop by and chat with them a few minutes before rolling out, genuinely enjoying their company even though rolling is what I wished I were doing. I suppose I knew the ken of them as well as just about anybody.

      So, while clawing my way up out of a groggy kali taper in the wee hours was never pleasant, that morning it was even worse than usual when I found that my two most reliable beacons of hope had collapsed into shock, worry, and sadness. It was them, I knew, as sure as I knew I was me.

      Their lights were on, but they weren’t on their porch when I walked down my steps that late August morning and went around to my bikeport, zipping it open and unlocking the fat gray cable and checking over my bike. When I rolled out a few minutes later they were still inside, still roiling with feelings they didn’t usually suffer, soothing each other with the comfort of their company. I briefly considered knocking to see what was wrong, but I decided that kind of visit could come across as either thoughtful or creepy, and I always try to err on the side of not being creepy.

      It was warm already on my way to the big shared-use path out into the country. We were well past midsummer, and the sun wouldn’t be up for another hour, but it was already hinting that it was lurking out east.

      At that time of morning, at that time of year, I could usually count on passing a handful of people in an hour of riding, some of them people on their way to or from a swing shift, some of them older folks who woke far earlier than they wished they would, some of them performance athlete types who’d apparently buffed themselves so hard they no longer required sleep. There were a few more people than usual that morning, though, and it bothered me that most of them had various flavors of the same unhappy feelings I’d kenned in Teddy and Zenobia-Dawn. A few of them even nodded or waved at me, sober looks on their faces, looking and kenning like we were all in this together, whatever this might be.

      I tried to get lost in my ride, tried to be mindful for at least a few minutes, but I couldn’t manage that any better than the bridge discipline exercises I’d done for the last few weeks inside when I didn’t dare leave Golden Grove’s grounds.

      As I rode back into the Grove just past six, blinking into the sunrise, I felt more of those feelings rippling through my neighborhood. The Spencer-Aggarwals were finally on their porch when I rolled up, and they were speaking in hushed tones with the Capeks. I kenned something like grief and camaraderie from Teddy and Zenobia-Dawn, and not much from the Capeks—probably the quiet of shock before some awful reality crashed on through. Teddy and Zenobia-Dawn had that same look as the bikers: Isn’t this awful, this shouldn’t happen, we’re all in this together.

      Before I reached my bikeport, Maya was on Claude’s and her porch waving me in. I leaned my old Trek against the side of my house and, trying not to gasp too loud for breath, I rushed over.

      Claude stepped out to join us.

      “Bibi. Trust City,” Claude said.

      “What…about Trust City?”

      “It was attacked.”

      I thought of Bob. Then I thought of Dred. “Is it…are people…?”

      “Mostly it was the Arch,” he said. “A symbolic attack on a symbolic city. But some people are dead.”

      “Can you contact somebody for me? Or…is there a list we can check?”

      Maya shook her head. “I can’t contact anyone through Trust City’s field. And it’s too soon for a list. I’ll get alerted as soon as something posts. You want me to watch for your Uncle Bob, right?”

      “Right. Marten. T-E-N. And Mildred…ah…Bastone. T-O-N-E? I think. Who did it?”

      “They’re still figuring it out. It looks like Lone Star, though they deny it. It was a mote attack, though. Overwhelming. A couple hundred, twice what they used for Dapper Day. People assume the same group’s responsible for both attacks.”

      Claude rested his hand on my arm. “It’s too early to know, Bibi. Take a shower, yes? Eat one of those…those bars of yours. Feed Eller. Then come over.”

      Maya nodded. “We’ll tell you everything that’s happening.”

      MAMA BLISS

      I started riding on November 7th, 2052. I was twenty-four.

      I’d made detective near the start of that year, and we’d put Dys away at the end of it. She hadn’t been convicted by early November, the wheels of justice turning no faster than fairness would bear. But still, by November of that year I had my first big case more or less under my belt, and I was starting to think maybe someday I’d like to go into private practice, once I’d put in enough law enforcement hours for private investigator licensing.

      None of that is why I started riding, though.

      Mama Bliss visited me that evening out of the blue. This was when we still had phones, so I was surprised to find her on my doorstep since my moms usually called before dropping in. She looked the same, but she felt…less. Less vivid. Less wild. Less like gleefully dancing with the world and more like admiring it from a distance.

      I’d started making dinner—a bachelor dinner, though not a bad one. I used to like cooking, the little bit I did of it. It was tortelloni from a local place. Tomato sauce from a jar, but classed up with sliced black olives, shaved fennel, and garlic oil. Heck, I’d even grated a little lemon zest into it. Some kind of greens, I think. Kale maybe? Not chard. Nobody should ever, under any circumstances, eat chard. Must’ve been kale then, I guess.

      I invited her in. She asked how work was going on the big case. I hadn’t told my moms any details about the Rosies case, only that I thought it was an important one. She told me how proud they all were of me. She also told me how relieved they were that since I’d left those awful military people and joined Safety Services, I was less likely to murder another sentient soul as part of my job. She grinned madly and waggled her eyebrows as she said that second part because we both knew that was one of Mama Adra’s assessments (verbatim) and not really from Mama Bliss. For all her wildness, Mama Bliss was unrelentingly gentle in her assessments of others.

      We had a nice dinner. She told me some stories about growing up near Cwmbran that I hadn’t heard before, and I’d heard so many of them—stories that were funny when they weren’t horrifying, or funny despite being horrifying, or sometimes funny because even though they were horrifying she’d managed to survive them. After dinner we took a walk down the street to Lake Wingra, hugging the lake’s edge toward the arboretum but not quite reaching it before we turned back. Around eight, maybe eight-thirty, she said she should be getting home, gave me a hug and a kiss on my cheek, and told me about her diagnosis. Said it probably wouldn’t amount to much, but she wanted to pop in and let me know.

      Night-night, love, thanks so much for dinner, may tomorrow be a better one, do keep in touch, ta-ta! She always laughed when she said that—a working-class Welsh girl playing at being all posh and snooty-nosed. Ta-ta!

      I’d bought that bike five years earlier, just after my medical discharge, as part of rehab while I crawled back from that awful merge, the merge that washed me out, the merge that broke me, the merge too much like the one that left me in a coma in Trust City.

      <We remember both merges.>

      Yeah. Thought you might.

      <We’re sorry they hurt you.>

      Oh, gosh. You kidding? It’s not your fault.

      <No, we suppose it wasn’t. It hurt us, too.>

      Really? I’m so sorry. You know…I never even considered that. I’m sorry it hurt you, too.

      <That’s okay. It’s neither of our faults.>

      No. I suppose it isn’t.

      Anyhow, I hadn’t ridden that bike since I’d bought it, since my therapist gave me a voucher to buy it at a discount, saying it could be part of my recovery from whatever had happened to me. I was surprised the tires still held air. I must’ve had a pump in my apartment. That seems funny now that I think of it, me living in a cramped apartment with hardly room for a table to eat on, yet I kept a bike in there that I didn’t use and a tire pump besides. But I must’ve had a pump because I did pump those tires, and they did hold air, and I rode into the cold November night, no lights, no jacket, no plan, just knew I had to ride as hard and fast and far as I could.

      So. That’s when I started riding.

      Since then, most often I ride to be by myself when I need space from the too-many people and their too-much feels. It’s a way to work off frustration, to clear my head, to be mindful for a few minutes. To feel free. But since that night, riding’s also been a go-to whenever something distresses me. I’ve never been much of one for a fight, even back during the wars when fighting was my whole job. I don’t fight. Mostly, I just go along. And when you’re feeling stressed but you can’t fight, you fly, right?

      FIGHT OR FLIGHT

      Alone in my tiny home at Golden Grove, I hadn’t cooled down enough from my ride when I pulled the curtain closed around the showerlet, but by ten minutes later (which is seven minutes longer than most of my showers), I’d mostly stopped sweating. I was thinking how grateful I was that the whole carnival of rubberneckers and media snoops and all the others had finally packed up and left town. That even if I was still a subject of interest to “more serious and less obnoxious people,” as Dys had put it, most of the human race had moved on to the latest popular story which, she told me, this week involved a donkey on a sheep ranch in New Zealand back-kicking a burglar out the bedroom window of its owners’ house. Why they had a donkey in the bedroom with them to start with, I didn’t care to know.

      I was thinking how grateful I was for the freedom to ride again because, even though I’d just taken a ride, if I got back out there and Maya didn’t have a list of victims for me yet, I’d probably take another ride right then. I’d been waiting for weeks till all the attention died down, waiting so I could finally get back to normal. So, when I needed to, I could fly again.

      Turns out, though, I wasn’t the only one waiting.

      I’d just finished rinsing the soap out of my hair and was washing between my toes when the explosion shook my house, followed immediately by a crash somewhere outside. I went down hard and banged up my left knee pretty bad. I don’t think the explosion shook my place hard enough to knock me over. I think it just surprised me, and frankly, it’s not all that hard to end up on the floor when something surprises you while your eyes are closed and you’re doubled over, balanced on one foot.

      A moment before the explosion, though, I’d kenned the oddest thing. Nearly every person in Golden Grove, at the same moment, felt some flavor of surprise. It didn’t ken as rough or sharp as shock or horror. It was more like frustration and mild disappointment.

      The way they might feel, for example, if all their lynk signals suddenly cut out.

      Between the shock of pain, the disorientation of hearing an explosion, and the stunning onslaught of my neighbors’ terror, I spent maybe thirty seconds hunched on the showerlet’s toilet bowl gathering my senses before slapping off the shower faucet and pushing aside the curtain to grab my thin, scratchy towel. Somehow, despite the surreality of the moment and the convulsive thrum of all those panicked feels, I had no trouble seeing what I had to do—or doing it.

      I grabbed the nearest clothing I could see, a dirty T-shirt and a pair of cutoff jean shorts, and pulled them on, struggling because of my hasty drying.

      I limp-rushed to my front door, taking a moment to slip into my flip-flops.

      I grabbed Eller from between two stacks of books, wide-eyed and puffed to twice his size, and tossed him into the soft-sided cat carrier I kept near the door, zipping it shut in case we needed to make a hasty exit.

      I pulled open the door and hobbled into my front yard.

      In my three years with Dane County Safety Services and my thirty-nine as a private investigator, I’d never seen anything like what awaited me. I hadn’t seen anything like it since the wars, and even then, not with my own eyes.

      In my front yard was an unmistakably military-looking device, a murder-gadget the size of a small dog that had to be a drone. It was intact, upside-down, and inert. I felt and kenned panic all around me, but stronger and louder and more familiar to my left where I saw Zenobia-Dawn on their porch beneath their tattered awning, hand over her mouth, weeping, as Teddy, who was weeping too, tried to reassure her amid dozens of identical inert drones strewn across their lawn, atop their house and, judging from their shattered windows, inside it as well.

      And they had to be drones. Conventional ones, not motes. If they’d been motes, nothing could have stopped them like that, dropping all of them at once. But the only thing that could stop a vast swarm of drones so they’d crash into Teddy and Zenobia-Dawn’s house was a Faraday field. The sort of thing reserved for military bases, national capitals, and the gated compounds of the über-rich. The sort of thing Golden Grove Senior Celebration Cozyminiums certainly should not have. That it could not have, because a Faraday field needed two exotic and very expensive things: It needed a transmitter tower to generate it…

      …something not unlike the short, stocky antenna that I realized, as I turned farther to my left, was now jutting from a hole freshly torn in Dys’s attic, St. Elmo’s fire rippling above it and along its edges. But that wasn’t enough. A Faraday field also needed a ring to contain it…

      …which, I suddenly realized, must be concealed beneath Golden Grove’s ring road, a road that had inexplicably been paved just recently, after many long years of neglect. Paved, in fact, while I was in detention with Northstar’s Department of Internal Safety.

      I glanced at Dys’s house, dearly hoping she’d taken refuge in her Taj Ma Triple unit’s crawlspace. Between the Spencer-Aggarwals’ house and Dys’s, Lily Capek stood with her legs set solidly, no sign at all of her violet quad cane, far less frail than she’d seemed back when I not-quite-met her teetering up the gazebo’s hill. The spent launch tube from a shoulder-fired missile lay on the ground beside her as she slid what looked like a compact minigun from her left shoulder. Beside her stood Paul, no longer stooped at all and now grasping an assault rifle, looking furious, cussing out Lily and shouting things about “trigger-happy” and “last resort” while Lily glared back at him, looking unimpressed with his outburst. Both of them looking, but not feeling. I couldn’t ken them, or at least nothing clearly, and I briefly wondered what that meant.

      That’s when Paul saw me. He snarled something low and terse to Lily and charged in my direction.

      If you’re surprised I was able to take all this in—calmly, clinically, analytically—with me standing in the wreckage of every single one of my technological nightmares brought to life, surrounded by the genuine panic and despair of a couple dozen folks who, on a bad day, could nearly overwhelm me with their feelings of disappointment over aphid infestations and underdone toast…well, I was surprised, too. Paul hadn’t even left their backyard when I realized it had always been this way with me, really: debilitated by worry about the thing to come, then doing what was needed with icy clarity when the thing actually came.

      I heard the crackle of fire on the other side of my house. Ignoring Paul’s approach, I turned to see the aftermath of Lily’s rocket: jagged chunks of a stealth hover transport, some no larger than a fist, some the size of a small car, strewn across Golden Grove’s grounds. There were four unmistakably dead bodies jumbled among the wreckage. Three belonged to commandos.

      I knew the other one.

      Standing over it, among the bent and toppled rebar sculptures where a shard of the stealth hover had sheared off the kitchenette side of their Double Deluxe, was Maya, staring at what was left of her husband, her lover, her friend, my friend, staring wide-eyed and ashen-faced, panting, mouth ajar, arms slack, feeling: nothing, nothing, nothing.

      I’d taken a single painful step toward her when Paul Capek grabbed my arm and spun me around, nearly toppling me, his face somehow both intense and calm. “No,” he said firmly, then he pulled me, stumbling, toward his and Lily’s Taj Ma-Triple unit, yelling “this way! They’re coming for…” and whatever he said next was lost in the deafening shriek of Lily’s minigun firing into the air above Dys’s front yard, where the shimmer of a second descending stealth hover was interrupted and, in some places, ruined altogether by the wild spray of rounds she spewed skyward.

      “Go-go-go!” I saw her yell over the rifle’s howl and Paul dragged me, limping and stumbling, the rest of the way to their house, up the front porch steps, and inside.

      Claude, I thought, then I thought, not now.

      Inside, Paul lifted a ring in the center of the floor and pulled open the trapdoor to their crawl space. “In!” he yelled, pointing to it fiercely.

      Eller! “Wait! I…”

      “In!” He jumped behind me and shoved me toward it. Whether I climbed in or tumbled in, I couldn’t say. After five or ten seconds of silent reprieve, Lily’s weapon resumed its jarring squeal.

      The crawl space was quieter. It was made of something different from the cheap synthetics used to build most of our tiny homes—something that felt harder, colder, rougher, something from an earlier age meant to withstand the house-rending force of a tornado: concrete, probably thick, probably reinforced with rebar. Pale, bluish lights flickered to life around its perimeter, back-lighting stacks of the survival supplies I would entirely expect and the military supplies I entirely wouldn’t. The space was not quite a meter high, just enough for me to sit up with the crown of my head pressed against the ceiling.

      Can’t yet, I thought. Hold on. Grieve later.

      I slid back from the entrance; Paul dropped in beside me and pulled the trapdoor closed. He shoved a metal bar, which looked to have been recently installed, across the trapdoor’s edge, then he gestured me back with one hand, scooting back himself, his eyes and rifle trained on the door above us. Before I could choose which question to ask, he yelled over his shoulder, “Evac’s less than two minutes out. They were en route even before this started.” He looked at me. “Demerra had a ‘bad feeling.’ He claimed they were finally coming for you. Said Trust City was just a feint. I said he was full of shit.” He turned his attention back to the crawl space’s entrance, shaking his head. “I swear. Spooky son of a bitch is psychic.”

      And through this all, I realized, despite the whirlwind of emotions thrashing around the Grove, I still kenned hardly a thing from Paul or Lily. Intensity? Fear? Something, maybe, but nothing as clear as I’d have expected. And now that I was paying attention, I couldn’t feel the waver of bridge discipline, either.

      Lily’s rifle, now joined by the noise of other weapons, stopped briefly, then flared one more time before going silent. “Dammit,” Paul muttered.

      Muffled voices shouted above us. I kenned them: some surprised, then angry…then intrigued.

      Then excited. Someone tugged at the trapdoor.

      Paul gestured me farther back. Someone took a single shot at the door and cursed—then one or more of them started pounding or kicking at it. The metal bar loosened.

      I couldn’t tell what happened next. I heard nothing out of the ordinary, but suddenly their eager feelings were chased off by frightened, vigilant feelings…and farther off, some urgent, wary, intense feelings quickly joined us.

      After a pause, there was the sound of more weapons fire.

      Then there wasn’t.

      “Asset is secure,” Paul said. “Please confirm AOE is secure.” He paused. “Roger that. On our way up.” He crawled to one of the military-looking piles along the crawl space’s edge and fussed with something for a moment. He crawled back and handed me a gas mask. “We’ll need this,” he said before pulling on his own.

      Then he went to work on the door. The bar’s latch mechanism had been damaged and wouldn’t slide easily, but he rolled onto his back, and with three or four kicks to the handle, Paul freed it. Someone opened the trapdoor from above. “Me first,” Paul told me, sliding forward, hand up, weapon on the floor. Once he was up, he stuck his head down into the space and held out his hand.

      He and Demerra pulled me out of the hole.

      Demerra, Logan, and a Homeland agent I didn’t recognize were waiting for us, all in gas masks. Three commandos lay on the floor wearing the same generic green camo as the ones outside. Whether they’d been incapacitated by the gas or killed in the firefight, I couldn’t tell. Since they all wore gas masks, I could guess.

      “Come with us,” Demerra said, nodding out the front door. “We’ll get you to safety.”

      “No,” I replied.

      “Bibi,” Logan said, “we need to get you out of here before—”

      “NO!” I doubled over. Shook my head. Stood back up. “I clearly have no choice in…in whatever’s happening. But I am not...” I swallowed hard—hang on, not yet, just a minute more—then I managed to finish, “…I am not leaving without saying goodbye.”

      “I’m sorry,” Logan said. “You can’t do that.”

      “You have three minutes,” Demerra said.

      “Thank you,” I replied. “I’m hurt. It’ll go faster if you help me.”

      Demerra and Logan more or less dragged me across the Capek’s backyard, past Lily’s ruined body, behind my house, and to the place where Maya was finally grieving, where I’d felt her grieving from the crawl space as clearly as if she’d been howling in there with me, crouched into a ball in their yard, bent over beside what remained of Claude. I pulled off my mask and crouched beside her.

      We used up two of my three minutes weeping together.

      I kissed her cheek and said, “I don’t know what’s happening, but I’ll come back if I can. Tell…please tell Dys I said goodbye. Tell her I’m sorry for leaving like this.” Maya didn’t say anything, feel anything but the aching void that had been Claude.

      On the way back I insisted we detour past the front of my house, where I gathered Eller and, on an impulse, the sturdy purple bridge discipline field manual on the floor beside him.

      Demerra replaced my mask for me as we approached the Northstar stealth hover waiting in front of the Capeks’ house. Logan took my arm over their shoulder and helped me up the short ramp. As I turned to take a seat, I saw Demerra press a stunner into the unfamiliar Homeland agent’s back. Hearing the agent groan and fall, Logan turned just in time to feel surprise, anger, and betrayal before Demerra rolled Logan’s unconscious, twitching body down the ramp to join the other agent.

      “Let’s go,” he said. “We need to stealth up before anybody else gets here.”

      At some unseen command, the ramp retracted and the side door slid closed. Demerra led me to the copilot’s seat, then he sat in the pilot’s seat and replied to some voice I couldn’t hear. “Confirmed…override…confirmed…manual…cloak.”

      Is this real? I thought, feeling dizzy. My neck was cool and clammy. As I thrust my head between my legs to keep from throwing up, I reflected that it had been a blessedly long time since I’d last gone into shock.

      “Who are you?” I said to the floor, hugging my knees as we lifted, whisper-quiet, from Golden Grove’s ring road. “What are you doing?”

      “I’m just me,” he said, still glancing around to direct the hover’s flight. “And I’m done.” He buckled himself in and turned to me. “I’m leaving.”

      Which was nothing but the truth.

      I know because he’d dropped his bridge discipline. He’d never use it on me again.

      EXODUS

      “Why are we here? Where are you taking me?” I asked as we cleared that sad old stand of river birch across the road from my former home. I unzipped Eller and let him roam the cabin.

      Demerra swiveled his seat to face me and leaned forward, elbows on his legs. “We’re making a temporary detour, then I’ll take you wherever you want. Well, anywhere within about six hundred miles of the border between Iowa, Missouri, and South Illinois.

      “Wherever I want? You’re not taking me to somebody?”

      He shrugged. “Who would I take you to?”

      “Whoever’s behind all this. Whoever you’re working for.”

      He smirked. “I’m done working for people. And I don’t know who’s behind this. It could be Lone Star or someone else. We’ve been calling them Damocles, but that’s just an operational name.”

      I had no doubt he was telling the truth. I frowned and shook my head and looked out what seemed to be a windshield but I knew was probably some kind of display. It suddenly struck me: There I was, flying through the air in a horrific hunk of murderware, yet somehow…I wasn’t melting down. For a moment I wondered whether that was some eerie calm after the madness I’d just survived, the shock and adrenalin and grief using up so much of me that nothing was left to feel. And that was part of it, maybe. But part of it too, I decided, was Demerra himself. It was that same calm I’d felt on the plane to Trust City, a calm he’d shared with me when he’d dropped his discipline on the airport tarmac, when he’d finally let me in.

      I looked back at him, swiveling my seat to face him, feeling too spent for anger. “What just happened?”

      He looked to the side and thought about that for a moment before answering. “Damocles, or whoever’s behind the Dapper Day and Arch City attacks, decided they wanted you. Badly. They wanted you alive, bridge and all.”

      “Not just some brain tissue cores extracted from my skull.”

      “Yeah. All of you. I had a hunch the Trust City Arch attack was a covering action to distract us so they could come for you. Logan and I were already on the way to Golden Grove when Damocles went for you. Then the order came in from Northstar Homeland: Extract you alive. All other priorities secondary. Unlimited civilian casualties acceptable. So Damocles wasn’t the only group that wanted you.”

      “Why do they want me so much?”

      “I’m not sure. Nothing good. You’d have to ask them.”

      “I hope I don’t get the chance. Why did they finally decide they wanted me now?”

      “Not just now. I’d guess they decided six weeks ago, when Red Pill leaked your service records.”

      “And you were waiting for them. You expected them to come for me.”

      “We’ve been waiting for a while. We weren’t sure they’d go after you, but we wanted to be ready. We were running out of leads. If they sent drones, we’d try to trace the signals then drop a field on them. If they sent motes, we had what we hoped were overwhelming countermeasures, then we’d investigate the wreckage. If they sent people, we’d try to capture and interrogate them.”

      “And those were drones attacking Golden Grove, not motes?” I asked. “They weren’t some…misbegotten surgical hellspawn coming to steal hunks of my brain, like they did to the Dapper Four?”

      “Drones,” he said. “Just cover for the real human-based operation.”

      Eller hopped onto the dash and bumped his nose lightly against the simulated windshield, sniffing. I cocked my head at Demerra. “Paul and Lily were yours?”

      He nodded. “When some people retire from undercover work, they go stir-crazy trying to relax. Marco and Sasha jumped at the chance for a mission. We weren’t sure they could fool you, but they’ve fooled some pretty determined people through the years. In the old days, you only had to worry about where to hide the wire. Today you need low-bridge intelligence officers with discipline training or, better yet, officers with PADS, to stay undetected for extended undercover ops.”

      “And you think Trust City was a feint. So this ‘Damocles’ could get to me.”

      “Yes. They didn’t make their real move until every intelligence network in North America had its full attention on Trust City. Trust City was attacked from inside by motes concealed in a barge and an air transport from Lone Star. They released an inconceivably large mote attack from within Trust City’s dome. The city’s defenses, its electronic countermeasures, were outmatched. The mote fragments recovered so far look like standard bridge-tech. That means we’re looking at some major research breakthrough on the operator end, not on the mote end. And there’s no way to trace a mote back to its operator.”

      “The attack victims. Have you heard whether…?”

      “Your uncle’s fine. Dred, too, in case you’re wondering.”

      “Thanks. I was. And since Lone Star’s behind this all, what about…is Yamato…”

      “Is Yamato involved? I don’t buy it. Lone Star either, for that matter. Lone Star’s rangers are many things, but clumsy’s not one of them. I can’t rule out their involvement, but the connection’s too obvious. More likely another power’s trying to frame them for it. Whoever it is might not even care whether the frame-up works. Maybe they just want to make the Old States paranoid about each other. In any case, nothing I know suggests Yamato would be part of this.” He hesitated a moment then decided to share something with me. “Yamato doesn’t know it, but I’ve spent some time with him.” He raised his brows. “He’s a good guy, Bibi.”

      I clasped my hands and studied them for a while. Eller finally decided that even if things on the windshield’s display were moving, they weren’t going to start smelling like anything. He hopped down and moved to the back, where safety straps on the molded olive drab seats probably smelled like stress sweat. “So, you don’t know who’s behind it. All you folks expected me to make a difference one last time. Sorry I couldn’t untangle this mess for you.”

      That’s when I kenned it: pity with the taint of guilt.

      “Okay. You need to explain that,” I said.

      “Explain what?”

      “You know what. Give me the dignity of a little truth.”

      Demerra nodded slowly for a moment before answering. “We didn’t expect you to untangle anything.”

      “What?”

      “That’s not why we involved you. That’s why we involved Dys. If anything was going to get solved, we expected her to solve it.”

      I thought back to the time after I was released. It didn’t make sense. “Wait. You involved me first, then Dys begged me to come along. I had to convince you to accept her.”

      “We wanted it to look that way. We suspected you might be complicit in the attacks, and we wanted Dys to help monitor you. Her involvement had to look like your idea. While you were in protective custody at Internal Safety, we caught Dys helping Red Pill to release Dapper Day footage. Between her involvement in that, and the earlier offenses we discovered once we caught her—including, by the way, her helping to leak the secret of bridge-tech in the Christmas Surprise of 2055—we had more than enough for an unshakable treason charge.”

      “A treason charge…and a death sentence to go with it. That lump I worried about at the nape of her neck, near her lynk port,” I said. “I thought it had something to do with her involvement in all this, but she denied it. That’s the leash you’ve kept her on during the investigation. That little lump was some kind of…execution warrant just waiting for Internal Safety’s go-ahead.”

      “It was. And it still is. No doubt Internal Safety will keep close tabs on Dys from now on, lest she leak any of what she knows. We had to be cautious about her, and about you, too. At first, we weren’t sure whether you were a collaborator or a target. We gradually decided you probably weren’t either one…but only probably. So we released you, then we enlisted Dys to convince you to work with us. We wanted you to feel like you were free, like her involvement was your idea, but we wanted to keep you under our eyes—and hers.”

      “So, you were listening. To me and her. In her house.”

      He hesitated, but what I kenned—embarrassment with a blush of shame—said it all. “Yes. She hadn’t installed any tech to keep us from listening. There is such a thing as a Shimamoto-Luo resonance response unit to secure in-person conversations, but Dys didn't have one. We heard everything. That was part of the deal.”

      “But why involve me at all?” I shouted. “All this empty foolishness has cost…I’ve lost…” During the few slow breaths I took to calm myself, I kenned Demerra was protecting me. He knew something, and compassion was making him hold it back. So that’s when I knew.

      I moaned.

      “You didn’t need a famous retired investigator. I was play-acting at being a detective for you. All you needed was chum in the water.”

      “You were bait,” he confirmed, and he was ashamed to say it.

      Bored with the sweaty smells in back, Eller had meandered to the front again. He rubbed against my shin, purring. I ran my hand down the length of his body, scratching near his tail.

      “Got it,” I said to Demerra. “It all makes sense. Like you said: Back in May, you were running out of leads. You decided to make your own. If I was collaborating with Damocles and I led you to them, you’d win. If I wasn’t working with Damocles and they came to steal my brain parts, you might learn something useful. And if I got killed, you’d lose nothing that mattered.”

      “That’s…” I kenned him regard his shame without flinching. “Yes,” he finally said.

      “Which is why you…passive-aggressived me into a MEPA assessment in July on the pretext of the Homelands meeting. To get my bridge, my unregistered but soon-to-be irresistible bridge, logged in the Kenner Registry where they would find it. That’s all you really wanted from me in Trust City.”

      “Not all.” He sat up straight and leaned back. “We hoped you’d help Dys work some Shoe Leather magic. But if all we got was you appearing in the registry?” Eller leaped into his lap. Demerra scratched Eller’s cheek. “Yes. We considered that trip a win.”

      “And…oh. Of course. Red Pill didn’t find my service record all by themselves, did they?”

      “No.”

      “Of course not. Northstar leaked it to them. My record was so ancient, so obscure, buried so deep, that not only did nobody know how to find it, but nobody had any reason to think it existed. You worried it wouldn’t be enough, just outing me as a guy with a beefy bridge. If nobody came along to kidnap or dissect me, you wouldn’t get your new case leads. So you decided to nudge them even harder. You leaked my whole story to Red Pill so the world would know I was more than just a pretty bridge. That I was…well, that I was the start of it all.”

      “Almost no one knew our real plan, and for most of us who did, it felt…complicated,” Demerra said.

      “Logan?” I asked.

      “They had no idea about all this backstage manipulation. I didn’t want to involve them, so I left them in Golden Grove. I was on board with the plan for a while. But at some point, my bosses wondered aloud whether I should leak your records. Then they recommended I leak your records. Then they ordered me to. That was about when they stopped referring to you as an ‘asset’ and started calling you a ‘subject.’ I knew that couldn’t end well.” He looked out the windshield-seeming screen at the ridges and valleys of southwestern Wisconsin’s driftless area racing by below us. “So that’s why we’re here. If the bad guys didn’t kill you and pull apart your brain to understand it better, it was clear the good guys would.” He looked back at me. “The things I did in the service, and then in intelligence? For a long time, I thought I was doing them for the right reasons. Or right enough.” He looked back out the window. “They weren’t right enough anymore.”

      I lifted Eller into my lap and massaged his shoulders while I rolled that around in my head for a minute. “But I know you were conflicted about this whole thing even before they gave you the order,” I said, squinting at him. “Before…” I reached into the pouch at the back of Eller’s carrier and removed the field manual. “Before we even left Trust City.” I opened the field manual and removed the bookmark I’d been using and held it up for him to see: Start Here.

      “This is yours,” I said, waving the booklet. “You compiled this a long time ago. You…” And I finally saw it. It all lined up. The booklet and its weird connection with the Unity Movement. Demerra’s bridge discipline that was unlike anything I’d ever kenned before. The fact that he’d passed the pamphlet to me through Dred. “You created bridge discipline.”

      I might have expected a blush of pride or gratitude at recognition, but I kenned only shame and annoyance. “Yes,” he said.

      “I’d love to hear that story. If we have time.”

      We did.

      THE YOUNG NERD'S TALE

      Demerra’s story was interesting, and I liked it well enough. But he and I have very different ideas of how to tell a story. His way…well, frankly, it was a little dry. If I were to tell his story my way instead—which I’m about to—this is how it would go.

      Once upon a time, there was a boy named Errol.

      Errol grew up in the suburbs of Iowa City, Iowa, with a mother and a father whose love for him was surpassed only by their profound disappointment.

      Not once as he grew up did they do anything that might suggest they were anything but deeply proud of him. His father whooped and cheered at every race Errol ever lost. His mother sent their relatives lengthy feeds of Errol’s not-quite-third-place science projects. Together, they marveled at his drawing, celebrated his writing, and enthusiastically praised his French horning.

      But all of this was to no avail…because Errol knew how they really felt.

      “You don’t love me,” he said, and when they replied, “Of course we do,” he could feel they meant it.

      “You don’t like me,” he said, and when they replied, “Of course we do,” he could feel they meant that, too.

      “You’re not proud of me,” he said, and when they replied, “Don’t be silly, Errol! How could we not be proud of you? I mean, just look at all the wonderful things you’ve done, and you’re so advanced for your age, and so talented, and so smart, and so strong—why, at our age we weren’t able to do things half as well as you are…” he knew, he knew, he knew how they really felt.

      But since two out of three wasn’t bad, he accepted their loving and their liking, tried to convince himself of the fiction of their pride, and wondered whether he was just imagining how deeply disappointed they were.

      Except that he wasn’t imagining it. They truly were.

      Because frankly, Errol’s parents were kind of jerks.

      I should be clear here: That’s my editorial comment. Errol didn’t say that. He didn’t even feel it. But still…seriously, people? Kids are kids. If that drawing they do of a monkey looks like a massive turd with googly eyes and a couple cashews stuck to its sides? Well, that’s because they’re just kids.

      Get over it.

      Anyhow, where was I?

      Ah.

      One year, there was a terrible global depression caused by wildly over-leveraged investments, cartels that secretly manipulated global markets, and most of all, a whole bunch of people feeling worried about a whole bunch of things. Economy might start a depression, but it’s psychology that keeps it rolling.

      The depression was very hard on Errol’s family. His father, who repaired machines that, more and more every year, were able to repair each other, lost his job in the very first month after the crash. His mother, a post-doc who taught cognitive science at the university in town, lost her job a few months later because that’s what non-tenured staff are for. And even Errol’s weekend jobs doing odds and ends for neighbors dried up as neighbors decided to do their own odds and ends since they’d lost their jobs.

      Until then, if you’d asked Errol whether he knew what the word “hunger” meant, he would have said, “Of course.” But Errol would have been wrong.

      Now then.

      Errol’s father believed things.

      Some of the things his father believed made a good deal of sense, but honestly? Most of them didn’t. His father believed the government was listening to everything he said, even though most of what he said wasn’t at all interesting. He believed the world was flat, even though…well, it’s not. And also—and most important to this story—Errol’s father believed the teachings of Adra Hammadi and the Yoonie Cult, even though his father didn’t call it the Yoonie Cult, as most people did. He called it the “Unity Movement” like people in the Yoonie Cult did.

      His father’s nonsensical beliefs were an endless source of tension with his mother, who believed nothing unless it had been confirmed with a double-blind, randomized controlled trial. But even so, when Errol’s father suggested his family move northeast of Iowa City to the outskirts of Solon, where they could work for food at a Yoonie Cult community that was indistinguishable from a commune but was, annoyingly, called an “asterism,” Errol’s mother decided to believe in her hunger, and in her husband’s hunger, and most especially in her son’s hunger, whether or not their hunger had been scientifically confirmed by anybody at all.

      So. They moved, and they worked in the dirt, and before every meal they listened to obligatory things that were indistinguishable from sermons but that were, annoyingly, called “reflections.” And, for the most part, that kept their bellies full through the worst of the depression.

      Up until then, if you’d asked Errol whether he knew what the word “angry” meant, he would have said, “Of course.” Truth is: He had no idea how angry he could be.

      He was angry because people at the asterism kept telling him what he felt—and if you want to see what anger looks like? Sometime try telling a thirteen-year-old what they feel.

      He was angry because the Yoonies so clearly and fully accepted him just as he was, and because their reflections often spoke to something deep within his heart—and when something messes with the insides of a thirteen-year-old’s heart, and when the thirteen-year-old is already in an absolutely lousy mood because they have to live in this smelly place with filthy people and no screen time at all and, on top of that, they have to dig—in the dirt—for food that never has nearly enough salt in it? The result of all that might sometimes be gracious acceptance, but if I were laying odds, I’d bet it very often won’t. In fact, it might just make them even angrier.

      And most of all, Errol was angry because he was thirteen.

      Those were hard years for all of them.

      Wait. I take that back. His father actually had a pretty good time.

      As people gradually started worrying less about lots of things, the depression came to a close. Soon as she could, Errol’s mom left with Errol to find a place where people believed in double-blind, randomized controlled trials instead of believing that all of us shared a soul in a place whose existence was literally impossible to verify. She told Errol he could visit his father at the Solon Asterism anytime he wanted to, which Errol never did. And as soon as he was of age, Errol left home to become a part of something greater than himself, to make a difference in the world and, he hoped, to finally get some food that had enough salt in it.

      The Northstar Department of Homeland Security, who scanned the brain of every incoming recruit to measure their bridge mass, discovered that Errol was not at all disappointing when it came to his skill of having a big pons adexterum. In fact, his bridge was well above average, so they routed him to Remote Services, where he became a mote operator.

      If Errol’s childhood—with parents who loved him but were disappointed in him—was hard, then his time in Remote Services was even worse. In Remote Services, his instructors and commanding officers were disappointed in him while at the same time making it very clear they did not love him. The nearest things to love he ever got from them were phrases like “consistently fails to meet expectations,” which isn’t very much like love at all.

      One weekend, home on leave to visit his mother, he came across one of his father’s old Yoonie pamphlets and, out of morbid curiosity, he read it. And again, despite himself, those reflections spoke to something deep within his heart. But this time Errol was nineteen, which is a very different thing from being thirteen.

      This time, Errol listened.

      Within a year, though it wasn’t the same thing as love, Errol was enjoying phrases like “dramatically exceeds expectations” for his now perplexingly-good performance as a mote operator. When Errol burned out, as all mote operators must, the Department of Remote Services wondered whether Errol would mind very much teaching other people to do what he’d done—which was to perform as a mote operator far beyond what his bridge mass should have allowed.

      “Okay,” he said. Because, even though he didn’t want to do it, Errol always avoided disappointing people when he could.

      To himself, he thought of what he’d been doing as “Zen and the Art of Other Focus,” which was a nerdy name—but then, Errol was a nerdy kid. He was sure that preaching Yoonie Cult doctrine to advanced military mote operatives would in no way be acceptable to Remote Services. If Errol knew one thing by then, it was that one cult never much cares for the ideas of another.

      So, he developed a different way of teaching Zen and the Art of Other Focus: reducing its flakiness, increasing its uptightness, and adding as many unnecessary bureaucratic-sounding words as he could bear to, until he had something that would be palatable to the very many, extremely uptight people to whom he reported. He settled on the name “Bridge Discipline” since it was obviously about the bridge, and since his current cult was in favor of disciplining darned near anything. Errol insisted they offer the book in print form only, claiming this would make it easier for them to keep it secret, but really it was just because he liked the way books felt.

      In doing all this, he somehow made the whole thing a good deal less effective than his flaky, forbidden, succinct, nerdy version had been. But despite the serious and long-winded version being less effective, the very many, extremely uptight people to whom he reported were wildly happy with his results, so he figured: good enough for government work.

      His training was so remarkably good that the nice, clandestine, double-top-secret researchers at Madison-DAP eventually had to develop a new way of measuring empaths, because now it wasn’t enough to know how many grams of neurons and glia were in somebody’s bridge. Now, people could be way more empathic than nature had ever intended. Now, instead of just weighing widely scattered bits of brain-gunk, you had to evaluate people’s actual empathic ability using the shiny new Madison Empathic Proficiency Assessment—or “MEPA,” as they called it, since academicians always prefer short ugly names to long ugly ones.

      And eventually? When Errol finally grew the whole way up?

      He became a spy.

      But that’s another story.

      DESTINATION

      “I don’t get it,” I said, setting Eller back on the floor.

      “Which part?”

      “Whenever I visited my moms at the Primrose asterism, it felt intense. I didn’t know why, but now I do. Their mysterious, mystical nonsense was actually doing something. It was making their empathy stronger. I was wandering into a coven of high-order kenners.”

      “Sounds right,” he said. “But which part doesn’t make sense?”

      “I don’t remember feeling anything like bridge discipline—like that wall around anybody’s mind. Like yours. I would have noticed.”

      Demerra chuckled. I couldn’t recall hearing him chuckle before. It was higher than I’d expected. It suited him.

      “What?” I asked.

      “You’re missing the point. Everything they do is about Unity. They’re working to bring about the Great Union. The very last thing on their minds is keeping anybody out.”

      “Oh. Wait…but you figured out how to invert it. How to turn their…their gift of community inside-out. You made it into a gated community. You locked people out and barred the gates.”

      “Yeah. A gated community of one. I’ve thought about that a lot. I took the Unity Movement’s philosophy of other-as-self and turned it inside out to keep people away.”

      We sat quiet for a while, watching Iowa’s cornfields glide by below, before I said, “You must’ve been quite an ace in the hole at Homelands meetings before anybody knew about bridge discipline.”

      He half grinned. “Yeah. They didn’t know what to make of me. Somebody with my respectable bridge mass who, as far as they could ken, had PADS? It wasn’t until the Khanate hacked and leaked our bridge discipline field manual that people finally figured out what I’d been up to.”

      “Northstar must’ve sent you to Trust City a lot. That’s how you got to know Dred well enough to slip her your forbidden booklet, to pass it along to me?”

      He nodded. “She worked with people from our delegation sometimes. We got along.”

      Finally bored enough for a nap, Eller climbed into his carrier.

      “My whole life, I’ve been blown around by the wind,” I said. “In the war, I did what they told me to. As a cop, I followed the rules. At Shoe Leather, cases came to us, and I tagged along as Dys solved them. I thought helping with the Dapper Four was this big, heroic gesture, but I was really doing it because you and Dys wanted me to.”

      “That’s how it is for people like you and me. We’re so caught up in others that we can’t tell what we want to do. What we’re meant to do. When everybody else is in your head, it’s hard to figure out who you are.” He hesitated. He felt reluctant. Embarrassed. Then he pointed at the “Start Here” booklet on the floor where I’d dropped it. “That helped me. I hope it helps you.”

      It probably wouldn’t. I appreciated his good wishes anyway.

      “Here’s something funny,” I said. “My moms named me ‘Harmony’ because they were sure I had some great destiny, that I’d bring people peace somehow. But here I am at the end, being dragged along like always. I’ve been involved in things, but what have I done?” I grunted and stared out the windshield screen. “Some destiny. I can’t even choose what comes next.”

      “You, uh…you do have to choose what comes next.”

      I raised my brows.

      “In about”—he glanced to the side—“half an hour we’ll cross the border from Northstar into the Free States, right around Warsaw, South Illinois. Once we’re across, I’ll de-stealth and tell authorities I’m a senior intelligence officer from Northstar requesting political asylum in the Free States of America. I’ll say I’m alone and en route to Kansas City for debriefing and processing. Then I’ll re-cloak and take you wherever you want to go. That’ll put us within range of the Free States, Lone Star, Canada, and—just barely—the Coastal States at the western side of Virginia. Or we could go back into Northstar. When we don’t show up in Kansas City, they’ll have no idea where to look for us. Thought about where you want to go?”

      I’d been thinking about that. I thought about it some more. After a while, I asked, “You’re sure they can’t track us?”

      “Maybe on visual if they were right on top of us, but they won’t be. We’re flying inside a Faraday field to isolate us. We’re not taking any directions from outside or sending telemetry to outside, because that’s the whole point of a stealth hover. If you were lynked, someone would pick you up immediately once you left the hover’s field. But you’re not, so they won’t.”

      “What about you?”

      He felt…complicated. Afraid. Hopeful.

      Resolved.

      “I have some ideas,” he said. “I hope to find someplace I can agree with.”

      “I hope you find that, too,” I said.

      After what felt like about ten minutes, I told him where I wanted to go.

      He felt surprised at first.

      Then he laughed.

      OBITUARY

      It was three or four months after that, I guess, when I found out I was dead.

      I read it in a newsletter summarizing recent headlines—a real newsletter, the kind printed on rectangular wafers of mashed and dried tree guts. The kind of newsletter I could see without a lynk. The newsletter covered national and international news. There wasn’t much need to summarize local news. We didn’t have any.

      My death notice read:

      “Harmony Cain, who gained fame for having the highest pons adexterum mass ever recorded, died August 31 in an early morning raid by Northstar’s Internal Safety forces. Northstar authorities have identified Cain as the architect of the April 16 ‘Dapper Day’ killings as well as the August 31 attack on the Trust City Arch, working in collaboration with Red Pill operatives in the Lone Star Republic. ‘While serious threats remain,’ said Northstar Internal Safety spokesperson Arvid Sevareid, ‘we can take comfort that this swift and decisive action has powerfully disrupted Red Pill’s command hierarchy.’”

      I’ll admit it stung a little that I only rated three sentences.

      Even so, it was kind of cool, because really—how many people get to be dead criminal masterminds?
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      "Assistant? Begin recording. Interview with Adra Hammadi. Affirming lynk context stamp: Thursday, 2104 October 26, Primrose, Wisconsin.” Dys climbs the steps onto the farmhouse porch. She waves the door then, annoyed at not hearing a doorbell, knocks.

      “Come in!” Mama Adra calls from within.

      Dys steps inside and looks around. “Hello? Mama Adra?”

      “This way, child,” Mama Adra calls from a sunlit room off to the side.

      Dys walks into the living room. “May I come in?” she asks.

      Mama Adra sets a crochet project in her lap and looks up, blinking behind thick glasses, seeming puzzled. “You are in.”

      Dys looks at the wall beside Mama Adra. “Oh my. It’s been a long time since I saw physical family pictures on a wall. May I?”

      “Of course. This is why I have physical family pictures on a wall.”

      Dys examines the pictures and laughs. “Is that Bibi as a boy? With his uncle on a hunting trip?”

      “Yes.” Mama Adra scowls. “Two creatures with souls killing other creatures with souls so they can eat them.”

      “He’s told me about that, but it’s hard to imagine him roughing it. May I sit?”

      “This is why I have chairs.”

      “Frankly, I’m surprised you invited me. You declined my earlier requests for an interview. Why now?”

      “Because now I know you are not Aurelia Rojas, who was one of many interviewers seeking my time. You are instead Candice Altamirano, who was important to my Bibi. Also, now people warn me I should not speak with you. I enjoy this very much, speaking with people I should not.”

      “I assume Bob or Yamato have contacted you about me?”

      “Oh yes! My grandson warned me with a message. And Bob visited me the day after you visited him. He told me I must not, under any circumstance, speak with you. He told me you are terribly dangerous. This is when I reached out to you. Tell me, Candice. Are you dangerous?”

      Dys frowns. “What? No! I’m certainly not dangerous.”

      “Excellent! I am glad to hear this. In this case, we can have a brief but empty conversation, then my friends outside can guide you to the longhouse for lunch. Chili-corn soup today, I think. Beacon Estelle sprinkles roasted pepitas when she ladles it out. This is such a nice touch, the pepitas. This way, your trip will not have been for nothing.”

      “I’m…not sure I follow. Is there a problem?”

      “I have asked you for the truth. You have told me you are not dangerous. Because of this ‘truth’ you told me, I have offered you an empty conversation and a delicious meal. How can this be a problem? This soup, Candice, it is wonderful. Especially the pepitas.”

      Dys pauses, then arches an eyebrow. “Fine. Sometimes, to some people, sharing information with me could be dangerous in some sense of the word. But right now, to Bibi? No. I’m one of the few people trying to help him.”

      Mama Adra considers this a moment, then says, “I have decided to believe this. What shall we discuss in our not-as-empty conversation? You wonder whether Bibi is alive, yes?”

      “I do. Do you know?”

      “He is.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Because of the note he sent me.”

      Dys tilts her head. “He sent you a note? When?”

      “Who can say? Years run together after nearly a hundred of them. Four years ago? Five? He sent it just after soldiers killed him for being an infoanarchy terrorist. And—in other ways—I know he still lives. Where, I do not know, but he lives.”

      “I’m relieved to hear that. What did the note say?”

      “That if anyone visits me asking about him, I should not trust them. That I too freely welcome people into my heart. His whole life, Bibi has scolded me for this.” Mama Adra leans forward. “Should I trust you, Candice?” She smiles impishly. “Depending on your answer, there might be delicious chili-corn soup for you to enjoy.”

      Dys hesitates. “No,” she finally replies. “No, I suppose you shouldn’t trust me.”

      “There!” Mama Adra laughs hoarsely. “Now we can be honest with one another. This, I like. While you are honest with me, we can speak together. When Bibi visited, he often told me he liked you. I have decided to like you, too, Candice.”

      “I don’t understand. I just said I’m dangerous and you can’t trust me.”

      “If you are dangerous?” She shrugs. “Then you are dangerous. Often I am with dangerous people. And I did not say I trust you. I said I like you.”

      “As head of the Unity Movement, I’d think you have to like everyone.”

      Mama Adra frowns. “Who does this? Who likes everyone? I don’t even like Beacon Estelle. But you, I like.”

      “Since you’ve decided to like me, could you tell me more about Bibi? We could start when he was young and move forward.”

      “Really? This is your question? I push, it hurts, he comes out, I weep with joy, he stares up at me with wide eyes? Pft! This does not tell you what you need to hear.”

      “With respect, Mama Adra, if possible I’d like to walk through this in something like chronological order. That helps me to—”

      Mama Adra waves a hand irritably. “This is not what you need to hear. People tell me I am terribly wise. We will pretend this is true. I will tell you a story. Once upon a time, there was a woman called Candice. One day, something strange happened. After this? Everything happened as it must. This is the story’s end.”

      “Are we still being honest?”

      “I am being honest. As for you?” She raises her brows and shrugs her frail shoulders dramatically.

      “Alright, then. That wasn’t a good story.”

      “What makes a story good is what it means. This story? I have told this story for years beyond counting. Always a different hero, always a different meaning, always the same story. When Bibi was a child, the hero was Bibi. Today, the hero is Candice. The story’s meaning is what you need to hear. Shall I tell you?”

      “Please.”

      Mama Adra removes her glasses and sets them in her lap by her crochet project. “Our world of hate? It began with stories like this one. The first story in the first cave with frightened, hairy people shivering in darkness. A story takes a person and their life, and it simplifies them. It changes them into facts. Facts are easier. Facts are faster. A story made of facts can spread far. Everyone can have it. But facts are…” She rubs her fingers together. “Facts are flimsy. Easily broken. Easily changed. This story I told you? This story is not the real Candice. It is not the smell of you, the feel of you, the sound of you. It is not your heart. It only is the idea of you. A cartoon of you. Do you understand what I am saying?”

      “No. Yes…no?”

      “Facts are not people. Facts are not connection. We have replaced community with facts. This is what we have done to the Here.”

      “You mean to the Elsewhere. Where people’s bridges connect. People who are able to connect, anyway.”

      “Do you see how even the Here, we push it away? We make the Here be elsewhere. People who are not like us, we treat them like facts. Wrong facts. Evil facts. We turn people into facts that we can deny, unfriend, unfollow, ignore. That we can hate. But Candice?” She leans forward. “I am not a fact. You are not a fact. We are real. Some bridges are stronger than others, but all of us are real.”

      “You seem to be dismissing everything from basic storytelling to advanced telecommunication and bridge-tech. These things have value. Even Bibi wouldn’t dismiss them lightly.”

      “I dismiss nothing.” She sighs and tsks. “I can mourn what has come to pass, though, and I can work toward a world that is more of connection and less of fact. Less of elsewhere, and more of here. This ‘bridge-tech’ is the worst story of all. It takes our deep union through the Here and flattens it into facts. It mocks the Here. It…” She balls her hand into a tight fist and shakes it. “It grabs the bridge within us, and using facts it reaches across the Here to grab a mote with no self or soul, and it makes this soulless thing serve us. Listening becomes telling. Connection becomes control. Our gift of empathy becomes a proficiency to be measured and assessed. Warriors sharpen empathy to murder other living things. This is what my story means. This is what you need to hear.”

      “Mama Adra, I very much appreciate your insights…but I’m not sure you understand I’m trying to protect Bibi. This story, while illuminating, doesn’t help me do that. Is there anything else you can share that might help me find—”

      “Yes! Yes, you must be right. Mama Adra is not so wise as people say, after all. She is full of…what did Bibi say? Ah! She is full of ‘Earth mother crystal-hugging horse crap rolled in fairy dust.’ I am sorry to have wasted your time, Candice, but I am glad to have finally met you.” She replaces her glasses and resumes her crocheting. “Enjoy your soup.”

      “I’m sorry. Look…you’re right, okay? I wasn’t entirely honest with you just then.” Dys waits a moment. “Mama Adra?” She waits again, then scowls and walks from the room. “Assistant? Stop recording.”
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      There is no magic. There is only science we understand, and science we do not yet fully understand. Viewed through this lens, the Elsewhere is not a magical place. It is not the domain of gremlins or faeries or demons. It is not a realm directed by caprice or whimsy. It is not a wondrous land where wishes come true.

      The Elsewhere is an extra-spatial non-place. This makes it mysterious, to be sure, but mystery is not magic. We first discovered it as the communication conduit through which bioempathy operates, and there are intriguing clues that it might be more than that. But whatever it is, all evidence thus far suggests that the Elsewhere, as fantastical as it seems, is bound by rules, and that it follows these rules as consistently and reliably as our spatial universe follows its own.

      We are gradually understanding these rules. In this chapter, we will discuss the Elsewhere Science rules we have inferred to date. For example:

      • A specific configuration of molecules (the bridge) is required for access to the Elsewhere, with greater mass creating a more potent connection.

      • Elsewhere-based communication is instantaneous (faster than light).

      • It appears that information is never gained or lost as it passes through the Elsewhere.

      We will also discuss promising areas of research that might further elucidate the Elsewhere’s nature. For example:

      • Why does communication between sentient beings require proximity, while communication with non-sentient devices seems unaffected by distance?

      • Why do sentient beings share only hazy emotional information across the Elsewhere, while a sentient being can utterly direct the behaviors of a non-sentient device like a mote?

      • Why is AI unable to merge, or ken, across the Elsewhere?

      Joaquín Bannerjee, “Chapter 17: Elsewhere Science,” in Three Grams of Elsewhere: An Introduction to Applied Phenomenology, 4th ed.
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      REFLECTION NUMBER TWELVE: ON COMMUNITY

      Some say the bridge lets us experience community with others.

      They are right about this, and they are wrong.

      They are right because only through the bridge may we experience deep empathy. Deep empathy is the foundation of true community.

      Yet they are wrong. When we experience this connection as empathy with another, we misinterpret our experience. There is no other.

      We tell you this: Deep empathy is not a connection—across the Elsewhere—to some other in a different place. Deep empathy is a manifestation—within the Here—of the Great Union that is already present and waiting for us to accept it.

      Do you understand this? There is no Other. There is only Self.

      —Beacon Treyvon Robinson, Memphis Tennessee Asterism
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      At the Marquez Family Farm Golden Grove Senior Celebration Cozyminiums just outside Ashton Corners, Wisconsin, Dys begins to move more slowly, just as she does every afternoon around this time.

      The years are finally catching up with her, it seems. It’s harder now to make it through the afternoon. At one point, sitting in front of her video fireplace and sipping her customary coffee (double amaretto kreme with extra sugar), her eyes nearly close before she catches herself. It wouldn’t do to fall asleep in her chair. She drains her cup, sets it in the washer to clean, gestures her windows opaque, and wearily lowers herself into bed for a rest.

      When her lids have been closed for thirty seconds, her lynk interface goes dormant, as lynk interfaces will. Almost immediately, her eyes begin to twitch with REM sleep…

      …or something that looks very much like it.

      Soon, a particular sequence of feigned rapid eye movements activates one of the several darknet lynk mods her handlers allowed her to load in her quest for Bibi. Her handlers’ so-called “security experts” have, perhaps, failed to grasp this particular mod’s function as fully as they should. They have also, perhaps, failed to recognize that—rather than downloading a common (if deeply sketchy) open-source tool available to anyone brave enough to trawl the New Zealand–hosted Angband darknet—she’s downloaded a nearly identical tool that presented itself only to Dys. A tool her Red Pill friends developed specifically for her. A tool that gives her full lynk access while she appears to be sleeping.

      With her eyes still closed, Dys’s lynk interface comes back online without giving her handlers any indication she’s awake. She rushes to her lynk’s research tab, and…there it is. The visual geographic search she left running has finally completed. She scrolls through the results.

      Even though she isn’t sure whether the interior of her home is under visual surveillance, Dys allows herself the luxury of half a grin.
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      MEDITATION ON THIS, HERE, AND NOW

      
        
        
        Eller.

        Rabbits

        My heart.

        The wind.

        My breath.

        This old chair.

        Leaves rattling.

        Countless squirrels.

        A slumbering mama bear.

        Reeds at the pond’s edge.

        Now.

      

      

      

      HERE

      The first time the Upper Peninsula became a concession prize, it was to end the Toledo War of 1835. When Michigan applied for statehood, claiming a thin and poorly surveyed strip of land that Ohio was pretty darned sure belonged to Ohio, both sides deployed their militias, as is so often the reaction when people of reason would like to resolve a minor dispute. But at the “Frostbitten Convention” of 1836, political pressure and financial chaos forced Michigan to reluctantly accept a vast northern peninsula rich in timber and minerals in exchange for a thin strip of land at the Ohio border. What might have become a shooting war ended with only insults being fired across the Maumee River. And I’ll tell you this: That sounds like my kind of war. The kind where all the participants walk away alive. And in the end, everybody was happy.

      Well, except for Wisconsin. Because, I mean…look at a map. It’s pretty obvious which state the UP is attached to.

      That’s why the Upper Peninsula became a concession prize for the second time at the end of the Mosaic Wars, with the St. Louis Concord of 2047, in the hope it would stop the official and unofficial militias of Wisconsin and Michigan from murdering each other quite so badly. But the second time the Upper Peninsula became a concession prize to end a war, instead of it being a concession to somebody, it became a concession to nobody.

      The St. Louis Concord declared the UP to be terra nullius: land legally owned by no one. None of the Old States, and nothing based in the Old States, was allowed to set up shop in terra nullius. Countries outside the Old States were even less welcome to stake a claim there. As with so many of the Concord’s concessions, this made nobody very happy, but in the interest of no longer having a horrific, xenophobic, economy-wrecking, population-crushing war, the Concord held.

      When I say “this made nobody very happy,” I will confess to a pathetic bit of wordplay, because terra nullius means “nobody’s land,” and you might be surprised how many people are nobody. All those nobodies were delighted to finally have a place. The Upper Peninsula was the only example of terra nullius in the Americas, at least since a few hundred years earlier when Europeans more or less decided the whole shebang was terra nullius and started wiping out first nations to occupy it all—though since the ugly legal term “terra nullius” hadn’t been concocted yet, they used prettified explorer terms like “frontier” and “open country” and “savage lands” when deciding what to grab and who to murder for it.

      When the St. Louis Concord went into effect, everyone who lived in the UP was told they still had a perfect right to stay there so long as they didn’t mind living in a place without reliable services, commerce, transportation, or justice. Most of them stayed until they realized what that meant for a heavily forested area that was reliant on tourism, poorly suited to agriculture, and prone to brutal winters. Before real long, most of its former inhabitants were in the Free States, or in the Northstar States or—for the lucky few with family connections or the required wad of cash—in Canada. Within about eighteen months, nearly everybody’d left.

      Nearly.

      But this new situation suited a good number of independent-and-proud UP’ers living up there. Comes to it, a lot of them had never been all that keen on belonging to Michigan in the first place.

      The new situation also suited a good number of independent-and-proud first nations folks who lived up there already or had historical ties to it—Ojibwe, Potawatomi, Menominee.

      The new situation was also a boon to refugees fleeing from various things farther south in the hopes of sneaking into Canada. In most places, there was a country on both sides of the Canadian border that could interfere with your hand-rolled migration plan, but in the UP there was only a government on the Canadian side. Authorities in Northstar didn’t much care if you left Wisconsin for the wilds of terra nullius, and authorities in Michigan figured if you were desperate enough to take a boat to the UP or risk the soon-to-be-crumbling Mackinac Bridge, well then, you were entitled to die however you chose. They all figured once you were in the UP, what came next was between you, your God, and the Canada Border Services Agency.

      And besides all of those folks, when some nobodies heard about this new situation they just plain decided to move in, whether they were running toward something or hiding from it. Some of them were people you’d enjoy sharing a cup of coffee with, and some would wring your neck and calmly sip your coffee while checking your mouth for gold fillings and your feet for socks that fit them, or at least fit them well enough.

      Like they say: Takes all kinds.

      The terra nullius of the Upper Peninsula amounted to, if not the mythical Wild West, then something not entirely unlike it. Folks who didn’t live there jokingly called it the “Wild Midwest.” The rest of us called it “home.”

      By the time I got there, there’d been over fifty years for this permanent frontier to progress from lawlessness and societal collapse to lawlessness and scattered towns that merely teetered on collapse’s brink. If you looked long and hard enough, you could find cabins in the woods that’d once been owned by people who went up there to play at being a mountain man or its other-gendered analogs. When you found those cabins, you could usually have them if you were willing to transfer their former owners into a grave or onto a rubbish heap or off the edge of a convenient cliff.

      There were so many cabins. Like I said, the UP’s economy had relied on tourism for decades, after all the mining and logging faded away in the twentieth century. Some of those cabins belonged to tourism mega-corporations that festooned them with pretend memorabilia and gave them names like Jack Pine Springs and Sugar Maple Lodge and Twilight Terrace Foxrun Veranda View. On the other hand, some of those cabins belonged to Moms and Pops who lived out there, too, or who lived near enough, and who didn’t mind a little extra income in exchange for a lot more work than they’d ever expected. And some of those cabins belonged to private individuals.

      I know this because one of them was owned (and built, with nobody’s permission but his own) by Uncle Bob, who long, long ago had taken his skinny, over-sensitive, introverted, nature-averse nephew up there with him, year after year, season after season, till that cabin felt more like home to the both of them than home did.

      Despite it feeling like home, to say that skinny, over-sensitive, introverted, nature-averse nephew was never entirely comfortable up there would be understating the situation by a fair distance. His every waking moment, and more than a few of the sleeping ones, were filled with a creeping sense of discomfort, the feeling he wasn’t welcome and was being asked, politely but firmly, to leave. He’d never been comfortable in the woods, and the woods up around those parts were especially woody. But then, he’d never been all that comfortable anywhere, so if spending time with his favorite human on Earth meant he had to endure that persistent unheard invitation to leave, he could do that. That could feel like home.

      In all his time up there with that silent, unwelcoming voice, doing things he never would have chosen to do on his own—fish guts were more disturbing than he’d imagined anything could be—that skinny, over-sensitive, introverted, nature-averse nephew ended up learning a thing or two that somehow stuck with him, and that would end up coming in handy right about now.

      Five years earlier I’d taken up residence in Uncle Bob’s cabin, and though I can’t say it was reliably comfortable, I can say it still felt like home. After wanting to be alone for so many years, I was surprised it sometimes felt emptier than I liked. Finally achieving sweet loneliness, there I was, longing for company beyond Eller’s, for the blessing of a little time with Maya or the Spencer-Aggarwals or, if it were possible, with Claude or Zoom. To catch up with Errol Demerra or Dred Bastone. Most especially, I wished I could share an afternoon of contentious conversation with Dys—then maybe while away the evening lingering over a coffee or two. Even so: Home it was, and home it would remain, I hoped, to the end of my days.

      I knew I’d have to visit Sucker Lake Asterism for supplies a couple times over the winter, when weather allowed, but I didn’t look forward to it. Storms can blow in fast up there, and sometimes they last for days, so trekking to the asterism anytime November through March was something not far removed from a death wish, which I did not have. It was early November, toward the end of the time when I could pop over there and be pretty confident I’d survive to pop back.

      Eller knew I was leaving. He always knew. I kenned him behind my back, and I had no doubt the look he was fixing me with was an accusing one. Still, I had to make my supply run soon. Since my body wouldn’t let me tote much stuff anymore, I had to tote stuff more often.

      I turned to face Eller, whose body language matched his displeasure. “Back by sunset,” I said. “I promise.” He turned his back on me and looked out the window.

      Five years of outdoor life had been good to Eller. Not physically, for sure. He was on the lean side of healthy, his fur was patchy in places, the better part of his left ear was missing, there was an unnatural bend halfway down his tail, and he was nearly as gimpy as I was. But I doubt any seventeen-year-old cat had ever been happier. He finally got to spend all the time he wanted in the woods, and not just some cute little grove tucked in the middle of an industrial soybean field, either.

      I walked to the window with him and petted him and looked out over our nameless pond. Glanced at the thermometer’s red alcohol line: forty-five degrees. I roughed up Eller’s cheek and his chin. He purred despite himself and came perilously close to forgiving me.

      “Sun’s nearly up. Better get started.”

      When I was there with Uncle Bob as a kid, I would’ve laughed at the idea of wearing more than a windbreaker on a morning like this. “Here’s to getting older,” I said as I pulled up the fur-lined hood and zipped the parka to my chin. I retied my boot laces, checked for the third time that I’d banked the coals well in the wood burner, slipped the Colt 1911 noisemaker into my left pocket, and pulled open the front door. Eller hopped to the floor and rushed outside. He would walk with me half an hour or so before we reached the edge of his range. Then he’d turn back home again, leaving me to finish the trip to Sucker Lake Asterism by my lonesome.

      SUCKER LAKE ASTERISM

      I never much cared for physical therapy.

      I always wondered whether I really needed all those exercises, or whether I only needed one of them but the therapist didn’t know which one, so there I was, doing twelve sets of fifteen repetitions of this or that four times a day, or more likely forgetting to do them because there were so many of them, wondering whether all those repetitions were really helping anything or whether I was just passing time till my body could fix itself. Don’t get me wrong, it worked great sometimes. Did wonders for my tennis elbow.

      Self-stranded as I was in a place that could reasonably be called “wilderness” with a knee that had never recovered from that fall in the shower the day everything went sideways, I couldn’t count the number of times I’d longingly recalled all those maybe-useless repetitions. I even tried a few now and again, exercises I’m sure I remembered wrong and that, for all I knew, were making things worse instead of better. It didn’t hurt anymore, my knee, or at least not always, and much less often since I’d improvised an extra pillow to keep between my legs at night. My knee was always stiff, though, and I’d resigned myself to spending the rest of my days—however many were left to me—with a heavy limp.

      That meant it was official: There’d be no about-to-kick-the-world’s-butt lotus position for me. I was okay with that. By then I was too worn down to kick the world’s butt, anyhow.

      Occasionally I wondered whether that limp might be an advantage for an incognito-inclined senior such as myself. I was unlikely to run into any government-owned vehicles in the UP since they would violate the St. Louis Concord just by nosing around. Getting ID’ed by satellite was a bigger worry—but that’s not so easy when you’re trying to ID somebody from two hundred miles above a heavily wooded area based on nothing but a picture of the top of their head, especially when their gimpy knee makes them walk funny and wrecks any hope you have of finding them through gait analysis. All this identification would be even more difficult if the person you were looking for had a long and well-documented aversion to visiting the woods at all, let alone in an old-growth forest, and let alone living there, which means you probably wouldn’t be looking for them there in the first place.

      The way they were most likely to find me was if somebody ratted me out. That wasn’t real likely, either, given the folks I associated with when I associated with anybody.

      Watersmeet is a town that’s somehow persisted despite it all, if you can call a handful of houses and one building that’s an inn-tavern-clinic-mechanic-general-store a town. There wasn’t a lot else town-like up in that part of the UP for about forty miles. Watersmeet was only five or ten miles from the Wisconsin border, and there wasn’t a whole lot on the other side of the border, either. Still, it remained a stopping point and a trading post and a place where, at the right times of year, you could order a venison pasty. I never went there. Never knew who might be passing through.

      Uncle Bob’s cabin was on a little pond with no name about halfway as the bird flies between Watersmeet and Sucker Lake. Sucker Lake is named for sucker fish—reasonably tasty fish even if their name sounds like they wouldn’t be, though I’ll concede they are on the bony side. Sucker Lake is not named for the folks who’d chosen to follow the Unity Movement, which is why they were living in Sucker Lake Asterism, which is where I was headed. Sucker Lake Asterism is at the mouth of Sucker Lake, up at the north end near the eponymous Sucker Lake Road. And me living right next door to a Unity Movement Asterism? Yet another reason folks might not look for me there, given my long history of cynical pronouncements about the Movement.

      To be clear: I still held some of those opinions. I didn’t dislike the Unionists themselves, though. Never had.

      My best route to the asterism was to head maybe a mile and a half west-northwest to the edge of Sucker Lake, then to follow the lake’s eastern edge another mile and a half or so up to the asterism. The trip’s not quite three miles altogether by my best guess. Through untracked forest, a gimpy old man can make that trek in around three hours, or let’s call it six to eight hours if he gets turned around once or twice, and if he’s any more lost than that or turns his ankle or meets up with exactly the wrong kind of wildlife, then he’s a gimpy old corpse and it doesn’t matter how long it takes him.

      Thankfully, the way was pretty flat, with no big streams to speak of, and thankfully I knew the route well since Uncle Bob and I had spent a great deal of time hunting and fishing around Sucker Lake, back when it was still in the Ottawa National Forest, where hunting and fishing without a license (let alone building a cabin) were very much frowned upon. But people frowning never seemed to bother Uncle Bob all that much.

      Living in the woods had been painful at first, but over those five years, the woods and I had come to an understanding—though it’s more accurate to say I came to an understanding, since the woods didn’t care one way or the other what it understood about me. Some decades earlier, I’d finally figured out something about people: that just because somebody has a strong opinion about something at the moment, it doesn’t mean their strong opinion is about me. Somebody can be angry without it being my fault. They can want to be left alone without avoiding me specifically. The understanding I’d come to about a forest is that a forest is like that, too. A forest, especially an old one like this, has strong feelings all the time about everything. Until I finally lived up there alone and started really listening, I felt all the forest’s strong feelings and assumed they were directed at me. But now I know: the Ottawa Forest didn’t want me to leave. For the most part, the woods in general and this forest in particular didn’t mind one way or another where I was. It just had an attitude.

      Now. I’m going to say something about grasslands that I’ll feel bad about, but I’ll say it because it’s true. I love the prairie. It’s calm and gentle and welcoming, but frankly…it’s just not all that bright. Whatever’s down there in its roots—it kenning me, me kenning it—it’s just too young. Grasslands have hardly been here longer than people have, a couple million years for us, a few million for them. Heck, we practically grew up together. No wonder I was always more comfortable with them. But the woods? Woods have been around season after season, year after year, mass extinction after mass extinction, for hundreds of millions of years. That’s enough time for anybody to develop some reasonably strong opinions about the world around them.

      And the ocean? Oh my, don’t get me started. I was only out over the ocean once, out of Cabo San Lucas, way off the coast of Baja California Sur. The case of the Galloping Gamer, the one where Dys and I met Maya, who I later introduced to Claude. What I used to feel from the woods was nothing compared to the ocean’s ancient scowl the day we spent on that ship, Dys scanning the ocean floor for evidence. I don’t know what I kenned in the deep, whether it was one big thing or a bunch of middling ones or a vast community of tinies, but whatever’s down there has been there even longer than forests, and it has developed strongly held opinions about nearly everything.

      So in my five years of exile, I’d gotten comfortable being in the woods. I knew by then that the Ottawa Forest had a neutral opinion of me if it had one at all. The Ottawa Forest wasn’t a monolithic thing, either, but something I kenned as a vast city of connected neighborhoods, growing dense or sparse, sleepy or wakeful, grumpy or more playful. Those neighborhoods were so distinct that in time I started naming them to help me remember. They were a great help in finding my way. If I kenned Mirkwood to the left and the Forbidden Forest to the right, I just needed to walk ahead about half a mile, bearing to the left past the Hundred Acre Wood, till I kenned Fangorn Forest up ahead—which is where I’d also find Eller’s and my pond.

      I started kenning the good folks of Sucker Lake Asterism just before I reached the lake’s edge, maybe a couple miles out, the higher-bridge ones first, then gradually the rest as I trudged around the lake’s edge. It felt as though there might be more of them than usual, but that was hard to tell from far out. It was late morning when I reached the asterism, and because I hadn’t eaten since dinner the night before, the smell of food cooking was a very welcome thing.

      When most folks think of a Unity Movement asterism (or, more likely, when they think of a Yoonie Cult commune), they imagine a pastoral Midwestern scene, a group of shaggy-haired barefoot people working organic farm plots with their bare hands. And while some are like that, the Unity Movement has a global reach, and a fair portion of Planet Earth is neither pastoral nor Midwestern. Each asterism gets by however it chooses to. The Aguililla Asterism in Michoacán makes a pretty mean mescal, which it sells for whatever it needs to support its growing and frequently tipsy community. The Bhaktapur Asterism in Nepal is a former Buddhist monastery that converted to Unity, and it survives off the money its saffron-robed beacons rake in from tours or—for especially well-to-do visitors—individual instruction in the mysteries of the Here.

      And the Sucker Lake Asterism up in the North Woods gets by with some help from maple syrup and intricate wood carvings, but mainly from animal pelts that they sell in bulk through a contact in Watersmeet. In this age of instant everything, it’s surprising what a robust market there is for genuine, fuzzy animal skin that’s taken years to grow around the animal before somebody makes off with it. Beacons at the Sucker Lake Asterism harvest those skins with as much respect and as little distress to the animal as possible, understanding that this transaction is always pretty fatal. No doubt Mama Adra strongly disapproved of all this skin harvesting and, frankly, I wasn’t all that happy with it, either. But the Unity Movement isn’t what you’d call a command-and-control organization, so besides deciding the economic questions, each asterism gets to decide what orthodoxy looks like. So long as an asterism respects the Movement’s sole tenet—earnestly striving toward the Great Union of all souls through communion with the Elsewhere—it pretty well gets to be a holy kingdom of its own design. In the UP, Unity Movement orthodoxy looks like hunting, fishing, and gathering, which is pretty much what not-orthodoxy looks like around there, too.

      Now, maybe you’re wondering why somebody who regularly crawled out of his skin amid the feelings of a handful of old folks even when he was well and truly medicated with kali—why somebody like that was walking into a community a good deal larger than Golden Grove, kali-free, without seeming to flinch at all. Pretty simple, really: I finally understood that nobody was crowding in on me.

      For them to crowd in on me, they had to be out there to start with, and I had to be in here, and they had to be pounding on my front door and fogging up my kitchen window. It was like my relationship with the woods, like one of those optical illusions where a stick cube somehow turns into a different stick cube, yet you can’t explain how it happened. I couldn’t explain this switch, either. All I knew was this: Now I understood they weren’t out there. Instead, we were all of us in here, and we had been from the start. I could take no great credit for inverting that stick cube, either. I could only be grateful to nineteen-year-old Errol Demerra and his very terse, somewhat flaky, deeply nerdy “Zen and the Art of Other Focus” that had suggested I should Start Here.

      Fact is, I enjoyed visiting Sucker Lake Asterism.

      Though my visit that day would be a short one, that reflected the time of year rather than my attitude toward those folks. On short fall and winter days when cold and dark and weather were a worry, I didn’t dare visit longer than it took to eat a little something, gather up supplies, and head back home to Eller. But on long summer days, I sometimes left home first thing and didn’t get back till twilight was tapering—and once in a while, on a long summer night, I’d even sleep over in their guest house. Eller didn’t mind me leaving him alone in the summer. For Eller, a long summer night was like the county fair.

      Being around folks still tired me out, of course, especially when there wasn’t much to do. As soon as folks resorted to small talk, I excused myself pretty quick. That’s not going to change, nor should it, since it’s part of who I am…but visiting the asterism over those five years I’d been surprised, and gradually delighted, to find it didn’t make me cringe anymore. I’d gotten to know most everyone at the asterism, and a handful of them quite well. I was looking forward to a visit, however brief it had to be.

      HAPPY

      By the time I reached the asterism’s edge, limping past racks of stretched and drying rabbit, raccoon, deer, and wolf pelts, I was sure at least one extra person was there, because it was a person I was fond of and didn’t often get to see. By then the asterism knew I was coming, too, or at least its more sensitive beacons did, and as with most asterisms, some of its beacons were pretty darned sensitive.

      Beacon Axtyn Ramirez was waiting to meet me, smiling placidly, their hands clasped in front of them. Though the movement didn’t officially have such things, there’s no question Axtyn was the community’s leader. “Bibi,” they said, deep-nodding. “Wonderful to see you.”

      “You too, Axtyn,” I said, deep-nodding back. “So I guess Happy’s here, huh?”

      Their eyes widened very briefly in surprise, then their tight smile opened enough for a glimpse of their teeth. “She is. She was getting into her truck a few minutes ago when Beacon Trecia felt you coming. Happy’s waiting for you in the longhouse in case you’re hungry.”

      “I very much am. And I’m very much grateful for the meal, as always. If I don’t see Trecia, please tell her I’m also grateful for her holding up Happy.”

      As I walked through camp, people didn’t rush up to meet me nor did they scatter. It was more like they stayed right where they were and smiled at me with their mouths or their eyes or their minds, wishing me well and giving me space and feeling more than a little awe. Because you see, ever since the day Northstar had outed me as someone who was kind of extraordinary in ways that mattered to the Unity Movement? Between that and my being the son of Beacon Adra Hammadi, the founder and leader of a religion that officially had no founders or leaders (and claimed not to be a religion), well, that sort of made Yoonies way more impressed with me than I was at all comfortable with. I counted it a blessing that, after years of asking them, most had finally stopped calling me “prophet”—at least to my face.

      Like I said, that made it unlikely anybody at Sucker Lake Asterism would rat me out to the authorities.

      On longer summer visits, we’d warm up to one another after I got some lunch in me. Some of us would fish Sucker Lake or repair something or share frontier recipes or just sit around and catch up. But on a short and pragmatic late-season visit like this one, they respected my need for space and quiet and speed.

      The longhouse was always my first stop, and when I reached it, lunch hadn’t officially started yet. Unity asterisms are famously easygoing about most things, but this asterism was downright puritanical when it came to meal schedules. Even so, Beacon Winkelbauer was always happy to welcome me into his domain early when speed mattered. The longhouse normally would’ve been empty, but Happy Miller was waiting in there with Winkelbauer. “Hey, Winkelbauer. Hey, Happy,” I said to them, shallow-nodding to each in turn.

      “Always an honor,” Winkelbauer said, deep-nodding back.

      “You don’t smell bad for a long-dead supervillain,” Happy said.

      I snorted and shook my head and limped over to Winkelbauer, who loaded up my tray with wild rice, some kind of a stew with chokecherries in it, and what I thought might be a venison satay. “You’re a genius,” I said, giving him a deep-nod this time. He smiled and left Happy and me to ourselves.

      “Supplies are in back of the community center like usual,” Happy said as I set down my tray and lowered myself onto the long half-log bench. I pointed at a stoneware mug by my place and raised my brows in question. “Whatever it is, it’s sour and hard. Apple and crabapple, I think.”

      I took a long swallow and set it down. “It’ll do,” I said, missing bourbon and tucking into my lunch.

      Happy waited till I’d over-filled my mouth a few times and managed to swallow before she said, “Bob says be careful.”

      Uncle Bob probably hadn’t said that to Happy, but to Happy’s great-uncle Jason, one of Bob’s best buddies since before the wars. When you’re a brilliant strategist, which Uncle Bob is, you worry about things like traceability and degrees of separation.

      Happy’s medical practice took her all over rural northern Wisconsin to check on patients who needed something more personal than telemedicine. She also made the occasional pro bono medical visit up into the UP. Even before I’d been hiding up there, she’d often brought basic living supplies to help folks out. Now she brought even more supplies, courtesy of Uncle Bob and Uncle Jason. Since the UP had no government, it had no customs officials to balk about how much Happy brought in and how little she brought back out.

      I chuckled. “Yeah, yeah. When am I not careful?” But from the knot of worry I kenned, Happy didn’t think Uncle Bob was being overprotective. “Okay, then. Careful about what?”

      “Tension’s rising all along the border between Canada and the Old States. He thinks it could get hot soon. Among other things, he’s worried that could spill through the Upper Peninsula. I warned Axtyn to be ready, too.”

      “Why now?”

      “If he knew, he didn’t say. I do know the Old States countries have been getting along better than usual lately. Not sure why, though. Something’s up.”

      “Okay. Consider me warned.” I frowned. “Wait. You said ‘among other things.’ What other things?”

      Happy leaned forward, arms crossed on the table. “Bob said they’re also trying a lot harder to find you. Not just Northstar, all the Old States. They think you know who’s behind Dapper Day and the Arch attacks, or at least that’s the story.”

      “Yeah, well. I don’t know.” I filled my mouth again, shaking my head and scowling and not giving Winkelbauer’s masterpiece nearly the attention it deserved.

      “Doesn’t matter what you know. Matters what they think. He also said somebody named Dys is helping them look for you.”

      I stopped chewing and looked at her through my brows. “Dys,” I said through a mouthful.

      She shrugged. “That’s what he said.”

      I looked back down at my food and chewed some more.

      “Who’s Dys?” Happy asked.

      “She’s, uh…” I wasn’t sure how to describe my relationship with Dys in less than an afternoon, so I went with the simplest version. “She’s my best friend.”

      “Oh. Okay, that’s…weird. Why’s she looking for you?”

      “To find me.”

      When Happy frowned and felt mildly distrusted, I shook my head. “Honest, kiddo, I’m not holding out on you. That’s the real reason. Dys is looking for me because she wants to find me. Can’t help herself. Can’t stand an unsolved puzzle. She won’t stop till she tracks me down.” I set my wooden spork on the table. “And even though Uncle Bob might think she’s working for Northstar, I’ve known her too long. I imagine she needs their resources to solve her puzzle, so she’s found some way to pull her puppeteers’ strings. The only person I’ve ever seen trap Dys, is Dys.”

      “Would it be bad if she found you?”

      I thought about that a moment. “I don’t know. She’s gotta be…well, beyond vexed with me for abandoning her to the tedium of Golden Grove.” I thought harder. “I’ve surely missed her. I’d love to catch up with her. But whether it’d be good or bad for me?” I scrubbed at my beard. Then I laughed. “What I think is irrelevant. If Dys is looking for me, I’m not in a ‘would-if’ kind of situation. I’m in more of the ‘will-when’ kind.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Oh gosh. Don’t be.” I laughed. “Watson can’t hide from Holmes.”

      I took another draw of hard cider. “Enough of that. Like Mama Adra used to say, we can’t choose the future, only what we do next…and no choice I make now will keep Dys from finding me. I don’t have much news for you, just another great big ‘thank you’ from me and Eller to you and Uncle Jason and Uncle Bob for the supplies. But hey. What’s new for you?”

      Happy and I talked for a while in the longhouse, laughing sometimes, frowning sometimes, enjoying our time together while everybody else in the asterism tried to keep a respectful distance even as they filed in for lunch. It was past noon by the time I left. I didn’t dare wait much longer since days were getting shorter.

      I hugged Happy, bid my farewells in the asterism, and headed back to Fangorn Forest.

      REUNION

      
        
        
        HERE…

      

      

      

      I exhaled slowly and opened my eyes.

      I didn’t know how long I’d been sitting there shallow-breathing and feeling my heart beat and kenning the forest. It might have been five minutes or five hours. From what I could make out of the sun’s glow behind an overcast sky (and the urgent weight of my bladder) I guessed it was around 9:00 a.m. Eller was sleeping on the little round kitchen table in front of me, as usual. When I stirred in my chair, he stirred, too. We both stood and took a long stretch then went about rustling up our next meal—me inside, Eller out.

      The forest felt edgy that morning, the way it got when resources started dwindling in the fall before most things had dropped off for their winter sleep. As I pulled together a big pot of something that would feed me for a few days, I felt edgy, too, the way I felt whenever bad weather was coming. I would share some with Eller, the parts he was interested in. Whenever I visited the asterism, I used up three pounds of my scant carrying capacity for a bag of Kitty Joy Kibblenums, which was enough for Eller’s snacks but not for whole meals. Mostly, he got by on whatever critters he met on his long, quiet walks.

      Stew was simmering and ready to eat by the time Dys got there.

      I didn’t know she was coming till I heard the sound of the hover settling down in the long grass at the edge of Eller’s and my pond. Since I hadn’t kenned anybody, I had little doubt who it was. I was fussing over the pot when I heard a soft footfall outside my door. “C’mon in, Dys!” I yelled. “Supper’s ready!”

      I felt kind of bad about that. She was trying to be quiet, and no doubt she’d hoped for a more appropriate reaction. A gasp, covering my mouth, muttering, “Dys, you found me?” She sometimes indulged in a little drama, pulling back the curtain with a Holmesian flourish to solve the case. It was almost petty, me stealing her thunder when she’d probably gone to a good deal of effort to be there with me. Still. I wasn’t feeling very dramatic at the moment.

      The door squeaked when she opened it and clicked when she closed it. “Bibi,” she said.

      “Just a second…” I added more salt to the stew and tasted it, then I set the lid back on it and turned to her. She might’ve gotten the reaction she was looking for then. “Dys?”

      “Of course,” she said with a shallow-nod.

      I could see it was her since I knew to look, but I might have passed her on the street. She was still tall, of course, but she’d rounded out her frame just enough that I wouldn’t have called her wiry anymore. Her jaw was wider, her now-tawny hair was in a tight bun, and her nose was anything but hawk-like. So much was the same though: her long thin hands, her wide brow, her confident stance. Those eager, piercing eyes. After letting me take in her new look for a moment, she allowed herself the palest of smirks.

      “What did…you…?” I began. I wasn’t sure where to go from there.

      “May I sit?”

      “Sure, sure.” I gestured to the chair on her side of the table. “I’m glad to see you. I’ve missed you.”

      “Yes,” she said, sitting. “It’s good to be with you again, too.”

      “Join me for supper?”

      “Of course.”

      I opened the rickety cupboard and pulled out two ancient stoneware bowls. I lifted my big pot’s heavy blue ceramic-coated lid and set it on the old red-oak counter stained by a thousand meals, then I ladled stew into our bowls, one after the other, setting one at each of our places. I laid out a cotton napkin and a big soup spoon for each of us. I dipped water into two mugs from the bucket of pond water I’d boiled first thing that morning. No bread, though. I missed bread.

      “So,” I said, tucking my napkin into my shirt collar. “I hope I didn’t put you to too much trouble. Finding me, I mean.”

      “No trouble at all,” she replied, opening her napkin and spreading it across her lap. “It was fun.”

      I blew on the stew and took a bite. “You’d be surprised how well you can live on beans, dried corn, and whatever you can forage or grow out here.”

      Dys scowled into her bowl. “There’s meat in this, too.”

      “Mm-hm,” I said, chewing. “Rabbit. Smoked. Circle of life and all. Painless if you do it right.”

      She frowned, removing the napkin from her lap and placing it beside her bowl.

      “You solved the case of the Dapper Five?” I asked.

      “Five? There were only four of them, Bibi.”

      I pointed to myself. “Technically, I’m a Dapper. And technically, I’m dead too.”

      “Ah. Yes. All five of you might have died on Dapper Day if your bridge’s unique nature were general knowledge then. But no. Credit where due, sweetheart. I solved not one case, but two: the Case of the Dapper Four and the Case of the Missing Detective.”

      She fixed me with that look of hers, a look I’d missed, stoic but for one brow raised so subtly you’d have to know her well to realize how pleased she was with herself. I hadn’t seen that look in fifteen years, not since we’d shuttered Shoe Leather, not since Dys had been able to do what she did: to face a puzzle so perplexing that no one could possibly solve it…and then go ahead and solve it anyhow. She’d always enjoyed a good flex after a hard case. I was happy for her. It didn’t bother me she’d solved those cases without much need for me. It couldn’t bother me. I’d long since accepted I’m not that kind of hero.

      I smiled. “Detective? Dys, I’m no detective. Not really. Besides, ‘Case of the Missing Detective’ is…I don’t know. It just doesn’t sing, I guess.”

      “Yes-yes. Best I could do. You were always the”—she fluttered her hand—“the naming one.”

      “‘Missing Misanthrope’ would be better,” I said, sipping from my mug.

      At that moment, so very much mattered to me.

      I was delighted to spend a little time with a dear friend I’d sorely missed for years. I worried about Uncle Bob and Happy and my friends at Sucker Lake Asterism, about what Dys’s visit with me right then might mean for those folks in days to come. Seeing Dys made me long for the other creaky denizens of Golden Grove, and for others I loved who had passed along. I felt all the lonesome hours I’d spent in the forest pondering the world’s state, the drums of war, the divisions, the otherness, the hate, peoples’ failure to accept what I’d taken too long to see, what had seemed like navel-gazing before but I now knew was a fact as scientifically valid as inertia or gravity or light: That we were all, tangibly and literally, facets of the same whole. That there was no hate toward others. That all hate was toward ourselves.

      But as for who killed who five years ago, why they did it, and how Dys managed to find some insignificant old fart hiding out in the wilderness? With my new sense of the world, of myself, of everyone else, of the Elsewhere—none of that mattered to me anymore.

      Still, it mattered to Dys.

      And honestly…I was a little curious.

      “Well?” I said. “Let’s start with the first one. Tell me about the Case of the Dapper Four.”

      And so she did.

      THE DAPPER FOUR

      “Canada did it,” she said.

      I set down my spoon. “Canada killed the Dapper Four and made off with their bridge tissue.”

      “Yes. Well, not the whole government, just a tiny sliver of it. An R&D group buried under a pile of money so dark that few people knew it even existed.”

      “Damocles?”

      She shrugged. “Let’s call them that for lack of a better name. They just call themselves the ‘project.’ Well”—she rolled her eyes—“since they’re Canadian, some of them call it the ‘PRO-ject.’ Damocles has always been careful who’s aware of it, and it’s so compartmentalized that most of its staff didn’t know what they’re really working on.”

      “How’d you figure this out?”

      “Motive, means, and opportunity.” She held up three fingers. “One: By their nature, mote programs are compact and easily hidden. Nearly anyone might have the means.” She lowered her ring finger. “Therefore, ‘means’ would not reveal the culprit.”

      “Fair,” I said, blowing on another mouthful of stew.

      “Two: Anyone with a mote program such as this can attack nearly wherever and whenever they wish. There’s no way to prevent it, only to respond to it. There is no lack of opportunity for such attacks.” She lowered her second finger. “Therefore, … ‘opportunity’ would not reveal the culprit.”

      “Also fair.” I leaned back in my chair and cupped my hands behind my head. “So you solved this based on motive alone? Holy Cheez-Its, that’s impressive.”

      “Yes, it is, isn’t it.” She wiggled her long, thin index finger. “Three: It’s five years ago. You are Canada: a resource-rich and historically peaceful nation whose land is increasingly desirable in the wake of climatic zone shift. You are menaced by four angrily squabbling neighbors to your south. Three of them are drone warfare powers, three are nuclear powers, two are actively amassing troops along your border, and there have already been incursions—incursions that appear to be innocently poaching-related, but who really knows? And what stands in the way of these four truly awful neighbors acting impulsively? The St. Louis Concord of 2047…which, because you are not a signatory of said concord, leaves you fully vulnerable to their erratic behavior.”

      “Almost damning.”

      “Just so. The only thing making Canada seem at all innocent is their alliance with Northstar.”

      “Well, and their niceness. But I’ve lost count of the number of cases we solved where fear and desperation made a nice person do something shocking. Oh…hang on a second.” I glanced at the door. “Eller’s outside wanting to come in.”

      Eller hesitated briefly when I opened the door, unused to visitors in our house, but old habits took over and he walked forward to rub against Dys’s leg, feeling love me! love me! love me! She reached down, stroked his back. Tickled his cheek. I closed the door and returned to my seat.

      “So, Damocles decides to kill the Dapper Four…why?” I asked.

      “By harvesting the Dapper Four, Damocles reaped three benefits with a single stroke: They acquired tissue to further their covert bridge-tech research, they eliminated their neighbors’ most valuable assets, and they made their neighbors suspicious of one another.”

      “But this was all informed guesswork. You must have verified it.”

      “When someone’s hiding something, you just need to pretend you know they’re hiding it. That makes them guilty, or worried, or twitchy in some other useful way. I trolled a few info-liberty communities implying I’d found a connection between Dapper Day and a ‘Northern power.’ I made sure to sound like a crackpot so others would dismiss my posts, but I shared enough details that the guilty party would recognize their own hazy reflection. Damocles contacted me promptly to see what I knew, and whom I’d shared it with.”

      “Nice. Stone-cold deduction.”

      “Induction,” she replied, frowning. “Bibi. I wish you’d remember the difference.” She fished that tiny ivory case from her décolletage, withdrew a cigarillo, and lit it.

      “You figured this out recently?” I asked.

      She looked playfully stricken. “My dear Bibi, you wound me deeply. I became suspicious when two high Canadian officials died shortly after Dapper Day. I was nearly certain after we visited Trust City. And shortly after your unceremonious departure from Golden Grove, I contacted Damocles and verified my belief.”

      “Wait. After our Trust City debriefing, you were so annoyed that we’d learned nothing from the Homelands meeting, and—”

      She smirked.

      “Ah,” I said. “Got it.”

      “I had what I wanted. There was no reason to reward Northstar with what they wanted. I pretended I’d learned nothing, even though your empathic insights—and Simon Barquero’s blathering about politics—helped. A bit.”

      “And when Damocles contacted you, they…what? Asked whether you would pretty-please keep their secret?”

      “Don’t be silly. They promised life, liberty, and fabulous prizes if I helped them.”

      I put my legs together and Eller hopped into my lap. He turned around once and settled down. “If you helped them to find me, you mean.”

      “Yes.”

      “Which brings us to the lesser of the two cases.”

      Her eyes narrowed and she gazed out the window behind me. She blew a long, steady stream of smoke. “I’m not sure it is the lesser case.” When she said that, I half thought I saw her facade slip. “When we began, I wanted nothing so much as to pick apart those assassinations. I mean…dear God! Those were so tidy. And to be the one who unraveled them?” She shook her head, glancing around the forest. “Now, though…maybe I’m finally getting old, but frankly I’m struggling to see the point of it all.” She looked back at me. “Finding you, though? The more I learn, the more I wonder whether finding you is the point of it all. Whether you’re the point.”

      “That’s, uh…flattering?”

      She smirked, seeming herself again. “Sorry, darling, it certainly wasn’t meant to be. But that brings us to the Case of the Missing Detective.”

      “Misanthrope,” I said.

      “Don’t be childish.”

      “I’m the naming one.”

      “Yes-yes, fine. That brings us to the Case of the Missing Misanthrope.”

      THE MISSING MISANTHROPE

      “When Demerra spirited you away, both Northstar and Damocles wanted my help finding you. Northstar reminded me now and again that they were just itching for a reason to execute me.” Dys tapped the base of her skull. “Damocles said it would rescue me from Northstar’s execution”—she waved her cigarillo—“somehow. Both groups promised that, if I tracked you down, they would give me many wondrous things. Cue the fairies, butterflies, and balloon animals.”

      “You didn’t believe them.”

      She grimaced. “Of course not. They all wanted my help for free. Then they’d kill me.”

      “Well, even if you did find me, it’s some consolation that I hid well.”

      “What makes you say that?”

      “It took you five years.”

      “Bibi. Please.” She smirked. “It took me four months.”

      “Wait…so why…?”

      “When both groups pressed me to find you, I said I would, then I proceeded to do nothing of the sort.”

      “You were…protecting me?” I asked.

      “Yes,” she said, then, “…no…” then finally, “…yes. I was protecting you in the sense that, despite appearances, I wasn’t actually looking for you. Why would I reward either Damocles or Northstar for trying to manipulate me? But I knew I’d look for you sooner or later when I was ready, so I strung along both groups since I’d eventually need their resources to find you.”

      “Of course you’d need to find me. No puzzle may go unsolved.”

      “Correct. But I decided to let the Case of the Missing Misanthrope go cold until I had control of the situation. Until I could find you without putting you in danger.”

      “Wait. You weren’t angry with me? For leaving?”

      “Angry?” She frowned, seeming to consider it. “Hm. That’s not the right word. I saw nothing unreasonable in your leaving Golden Grove, and you would have been foolish to return. I’d have much preferred having you around.” She shrugged. “It was annoying to get your goodbye through Slenderma’am, but it’s not as though I wanted bad things to happen to you.” She ashed her cigarillo into her stew bowl. “My circle of friends is small enough. I didn’t want to make it smaller.”

      “Oh. Thank you. Dys, that…that means a lot.”

      “Bibi, you don’t need to thank…ah. Yes, fine. You can thank me if that makes you feel better about me behaving in a perfectly reasonable way that happened to benefit you, too.”

      “It does make me feel better. Thank you. So how did you find me?”

      “A blind search wasn’t promising, so I started interviewing people who knew your history, hoping for clues.”

      “Hence the facial reconstruction,” I guessed.

      “I’ve always liked a good disguise. I just took this one more seriously. Northstar and the other Old States supported my cover as an interviewer, but I didn’t want my subjects to identify me through a simple visual search, so thus was born”—she held out her hands dramatically—“Mx. Aurelia Rojas: former low-profile media researcher turned biographer and/or yellow journalist and/or documentarian. My nineteen interviews yielded a heaping box of puzzle pieces to sift.”

      “So which puzzle piece brought you to me?” I asked, chasing the last kidney bean around my bowl.

      “Long story short? Your mother gave you up.”

      “Mama Adra?”

      She arched an eyebrow. “She’s the remaining mother, so yes. She didn’t mean to give you up. In fact, your mother was annoyingly uncooperative, but she did let me briefly study family pictures on your wall. Five were of you and your uncle at various bucolic, back-country sites. It took a good deal of crunching those images, but I turned up seven candidate locations and, well…here I am.”

      “Wait, so…” I rubbed my beard and tried to unwind it all. “If Northstar and Damocles learn you’ve found me, won’t you be a loose end they’ll both want to snip?”

      She smiled sappily. “Oh, you. Always worrying after me. They might like to snip me, but everything I’ve learned about their roles in this whole”—she shook her head sadly—“sordid business, along with various other digitally validated bits of juicy gossip, are in an infocache. I occasionally ping that infocache. Were I to stop pinging that infocache—for example, due to being dead—its contents would release themselves to a variety of info-liberty groups. Oh! I forgot to mention: Both Northstar and Damocles are watching us through my lynk feed right now.” She held up her hand and waved to herself. “Hi, guys!”

      “Ohhh-kayyy…”

      “Right about now”—she ashed her cigarillo into her stew again—“they must be wondering rather urgently whether my lynk was as thoroughly under their control as they’d assumed. Whether some of my senior citizen naps every afternoon only appeared to be naps but were actually time for me to hunt my quarry unmonitored.” She smirked. “Everyone deserves some alone time, don’t you think?”

      “Ah. And now, since you just informed both Northstar and Damocles about this…info-bomb that will release their secrets if you die, it’s in everybody’s interest to let you live.”

      “Correct.” She brushed her hands together. “That’s sorted, then.”

      “So you did it. You found me without putting me in danger. Your info-bomb can protect us both.”

      And there it was: A flash of anger or irritation or some other flavor of frustration. Dys didn’t flinch that way often. She recovered immediately. “Shall I lie?”

      That’s about when I kenned them. More than one person, clustered tight, approaching fast, maybe a couple miles out.

      “So…you didn’t figure out a way to find me safely,” I said. “That…lump. And that thing they implanted at the base of your skull is still active. It’s still waiting to execute you.”

      “Wizards, even wise old wizards with young wizardly friends, are subject to the rules of magic. This was…” I could tell it pained her to finish that sentence, but she finished it. “…beyond us. Then, as the old states began to suspect Canada, threats along the border escalated and Damocles became desperate. They thought finding you might make all the difference in the war that’s almost certainly coming. Four months ago, Damocles gave me an ultimatum: If I didn’t find you within six months, they’d reveal to everyone that I’d been working with both them and Northstar. At first, I thought that was an empty threat since it would reveal Damocles, too, but Canada was under growing suspicion, so I decided Damocles might risk a pyrrhic victory in a final gamble to win the Holy Grail.”

      I thought. My belly churned. “Ohhh…if you use that info-bomb to protect only yourself, everything is simple: Northstar or Damocles take me, and they spare you. They get me—their Holy Grail—and it costs them nothing but bruised pride at letting you go.”

      “Yes.”

      “But if you try to protect both of us, they have a real decision to make. Do they let us both go and lose any chance at holding the grail? Or do they take me, execute you, and deal with the aftermath?” I nodded. “Sure. I see the trap you’re in. If you protected us both, you’d be risking your own life with no guarantee of saving me.” I smiled sadly. “I’m not sure I’d take that gamble.”

      I felt them arrive—out near Dys’s hover, I thought, but since they were presumably in a high-grade stealth job, I didn’t hear a thing. There were six of them. Two were eager. One was afraid. Three were just doing their jobs. All were getting ready.

      “Of course you’d take that gamble,” she said, narrowing her eyes. “I’ve told you it’s patronizing when you try to protect my feelings.” She crossed her arms, shook her head. Looked to the side. “This is so…ridiculous! I’ve made the effort to understand how you work, to learn how we can be together, and what was the point? Now you’re going to…” She sagged almost imperceptibly. Looked out the window behind me for a moment. Looked back at me. “Bibi, I…” It took her a few seconds to get out the word. “…regret.” She scowled. “It’s annoying, really.”

      “Yeah. So anyhow…who’s coming for me? Northstar or Damocles?”

      “I don’t know. I might delude my lynk into believing I’m asleep now and again, but location tracking is more fundamental to its operation…and everyone’s terribly interested in my location at all times.” She shrugged. “I suppose it’s whoever gets here first.”

      They were moving now. Fanning out.

      “Am I a killer?” I asked Dys. “Would I ever harm you?”

      “No,” she said, looking confused.

      They had surrounded the cabin by then, hair-triggered and waiting for a command.

      “You’re wrong. I’m going to kill you.” I leaned back and removed the elderly Colt pistol from my top dresser drawer. I pointed it at Dys’s chest. She looked surprised for a second, until I repeated loudly, “I’m going to kill you.”

      She not-quite-smiled and not-quite-nodded.

      “You have orders to keep us both alive, right?” I yelled to the people outside, hoping to buy Dys and me a moment.

      I kenned surprise, anger, and confusion outside and heard whispering, then one of them called out, “Yes.”

      “Look, I’m coming with you. I won’t make a fuss. I just need a few minutes to say goodbye. Can you back off and give me a few minutes for that?”

      There was more confusion and whispering, then the same voice called out, “Two minutes.” I heard and kenned them back away.

      I lowered the pistol and set it on the table. “Sorry.”

      “No need.”

      I sighed. “So this wasn’t the endgame you’d originally planned, I guess.”

      “No, but it’s the one I’ve lately come to accept.”

      “I’ll be grateful for that, at least. Hey. Would you do something for me?”

      “I might.”

      “Eller’s carrier is under the bed. Would you take him to Maya so she can look after him?”

      “Maya didn’t do well without Claude. Last year she left Northstar to live with a niece in Ohio. Then she died.” She shrugged. “I don’t know the details.”

      Maya’s decline didn’t surprise me, but my heart ached for it even so. “Sure. I see.” I hesitated to ask, but… “Would you look after Eller? He’s an outside cat now. Not much upkeep, and he’s old enough that he won’t burden you much longer. I’d like him to live out his days someplace familiar when I’m gone. Golden Grove is the only other home he’s known.”

      She frowned and looked from me to Eller, still sleeping in my lap, then back to me again. “I’ve never had a pet. You know this.”

      “Please. Last thing I’ll ever ask of you.” I smiled. “I promise.”

      After a brief pause, she nodded once.

      Eller grumbled when I lifted him from sleep for a gentle head-bump, then I settled him on the floor and stood. “Yeah, well,” I said to Dys. “Company won’t wait. I better be off.” I wasn’t sure whether I should or not, but I added, “You know I love you, right?”

      Dys didn’t cry as she sat there in my cabin. Even so, there was a momentary glimmer to her eyes, an uninvited wetness without the weight to release it. The few times I’d seen her cry, it had served a purpose. This uninvited wetness had to be genuine, I thought, because I could imagine no way it was useful to her.

      I didn’t hold her to blame. Neither did she, but she had to be angry with the situation—with her inability to direct the puzzle’s solution as she was accustomed to, as she’d planned to all along. She’d even tried to protect me. But years ago, she’d given in to an irresistible impulse to reach out to Damocles, to secretly solve the Case of the Dapper Four, and in the end her own choice had turned on her. Where she might have otherwise eluded the people trying to control her, she was trapped. She had no choice but to solve the case she’d meant to leave cold: The case of the Missing Misanthrope.

      The only person I’d ever seen trap Dys, was Dys.

      Not for an instant did I think that uninvited wetness came from embarrassment or guilt or some disappointment that she couldn’t say she loved me. But she was used to me, surely, as I was used to her. She was used to me, and she was about to lose me forever, and it was late in life to get that used to someone new.

      The cost of that choice shimmered in her eyes. I decided to count it as love.

      I scrubbed Eller’s cheeks one last time, kissed Dys’s neck, and left Uncle Bob’s cabin with my hands up.

      RECKONING

      I opened my eyes. Closed them. Opened them again.

      If I didn’t like the room’s decor—“sterile” has never been my favorite color—I liked even less that I was strapped to a clinical-looking table surrounded by a menacing assortment of clinical-looking instruments. I kenned fifteen or twenty people nearby, and beyond them was nothing. No…wait. Beyond them in most directions was nothing, but above us was nothing, then nothing, then even more nothing, and finally, a forest.

      So, we were underground. Which, frankly, was a bit cliché for what had to be a covert bridge-tech facility, but who was I to judge?

      The people around me stewed in a rich, multi-layered broth of feels. On their surface was a gumbo of professionalism, curiosity, and urgent purpose, but it was tainted with the reek of anxiety, self-doubt, suspicion, guilt, and regret. There was also a sprinkling of the usual human stuff—pride, greed, lust, envy, gluttony, wrath, sloth—which I assumed wasn’t connected with the work people were doing here, though I guess I couldn’t be sure.

      Among those fifteen or twenty people, I knew one.

      In the last five years, my kenning had become a different thing than it had been before. The last time I’d been with him fifteen years earlier, between the kali and what felt like the empathic noise of all those other people trying to crawl into my head, Elias Lindholm had been a hazy, monochrome silhouette compared with the crisp portrait I kenned now. He’d been one of my first students at DAP, and one of the few Dappers I’d occasionally kept in touch with myself. Now, I could’ve kenned him in a crowd a mile away. He was somewhere to my left and slightly higher, suffocating in grief and guilt and self-loathing. It felt like he was physically as far from me as he could be without ending up out there in the nothing. He was getting no closer.

      Somebody else was getting closer, though—somebody whose guilt and self-loathing were merely stifling rather than suffocating. When she opened the door and stepped just inside, I didn’t recognize her. Late sixties, maybe early seventies. Long gray hair up in a mother-of-pearl clip. I didn’t need to see her face behind the surgical mask and goggles to know she bore a crushing weight. For all I knew, it might have been the weight of everything in this place, and more.

      “Mx. Cain, I’m Doctor Eberling. I’m sorry to meet you this way.”

      “How can Elias be here?” I asked. “I saw a mote kill him on Dapper Day. Or…no. He fell from his boat and went into San Francisco Bay…”

      She felt surprised—probably that I’d been able to identify Elias so quickly—but she didn’t show it. “Yes. His death was staged. When we started the Project, we needed someone high-bridge to be the basis for a new lattice we were designing. Elias had ties to Canada and agreed to work with us. Five years ago, the Coastal States were growing suspicious of him, so we covered his extraction as part of the April 16th Action. Or ‘Dapper Day,’ as you say. He would have been here to speak with you himself, but…he…”

      “He couldn’t bear it. I feel him suffering over it right now.”

      She nodded. “We need you to be actively engaged with the Elsewhere for the procedure. Conscious. I planned to go directly to the procedure, but Elias was insistent. He said we owed you this much decency.” For a moment, annoyance pushed aside her angst. “Then he decided he wasn’t strong enough to be decent to you himself. So I’m here.”

      “Here to be decent to me…how?”

      “To explain what we’re about to do to…what you’re about to become a part of.”

      “Which is?”

      She walked to the side of my bed. Scrunched up her brows. Folded her arms. Wanted badly to leave. Only a powerful sense of obligation made her stay. Then I felt something kick in to take the edge off her turmoil—something analytical, something with a sense of weighty purpose. “Years before Dapper Day, our effort to create a new lattice based on Elias’s bridge failed.”

      “New lattices seem prone to that.”

      “They do. We thought we’d be different, that we’d succeed where others failed, but…well. We were about to give up on making a bridge-tech breakthrough when the New Mongolian Khanate fell. We rescued their research from the Khanate’s embers. That helped us move forward.”

      “So real human bridge tissue is the secret? It’s better than all this engineered, silico-organic lattice stuff everybody uses?”

      “It’s not that simple. The Khanate had made no real progress with their research using brain tissue. We took a hybrid approach: We developed an array of tissue from multiple human donors and integrated it with the standard bridge-tech lattice.”

      “Donors,” I said. “That sounds voluntary.”

      I hadn’t meant that as a barb, but she flinched on every level. “We thought…I thought…When we built that first array, the array that made the Dapper Day action possible, I thought they were voluntary. Deceased people who’d donated their bodies to science. Maybe they were. We were just given the tissue. I should have asked more questions.” She paused, skewered by sudden self-awareness. “I suppose I didn’t want to know. It would have been inconvenient to know. I might have stopped all this. Later I knew, but I hid it from as many of us as I could. The few people in our government who know the Project exists at all either don’t know the tissue’s nature, or they’ve chosen not to know. Like I did at first.”

      “It worked, though. Your lattice-tissue hybrid.”

      Dr. Eberling nodded. “It did. A small group of typical people, average-bridge non-empaths, could each merge with multiple motes. That breakthrough might have been enough to defend Canada, or at least to give us an edge if we were attacked. When, inevitably, we were attacked. But every time we used it, it damaged the operators. It also degraded the array’s donor tiss…” She frowned. Hesitated. Writhed inside. “Every use of the array degraded the array’s bridge tissue. Since it was based on actual brain tissue, we couldn’t replicate it digitally. We had only one array to work with, and it was beginning to fail. But even if we’d managed to build a new one, the problem of operator damage would have remained.”

      “So let me guess. Five years ago, around the time of Dapper Day, you decided having bigger, better tissue would make everything work. That’s why you harvested some of it—from people who clearly weren’t voluntary donors. But it didn’t work out the way you’d hoped, because if it had, you wouldn’t need me now.”

      She winced both inward and outwardly. She looked at me, then down at the edge of my bed. “There wasn’t any other…we wouldn’t…you need to understand. We’re desperate. Even back then, we were bracing for an existential threat.” She kept not looking at me, though now at least her gaze had made its way to the wall behind me, just above my right shoulder. “Then last year, when Lone Star was finally cleared of involvement in both Dapper Day and the Trust City Arch, the Old States countries all became increasingly suspicious of Canada. And now? Thanks to Ms. Altamirano’s monitored conversation with you earlier tonight—a conversation that the Old States’ Homelands overheard as well as we did? The Old States are now fully aware of our project. War was already on our doorstep, but now she’s opened the door.” Eberling finally managed to look at me again. “This is…so hard. Doing this. Needing to do this. Speaking with you. But…please. We’re trying to protect forty-five million people, and we’re almost out of time.”

      I used to find that kind of agony in somebody else intolerable. Somehow now, though, it felt right. This was an awful situation. We both knew it. Agony was called for. We might as well both feel it. I shrugged, or as near to it as I could while strapped down. “Folks always feel they have a good reason. I’ve learned that much.” I glanced down at my immobile body. “So now I’ll join all that other ‘donor’ bridge tissue in your array.”

      “No, we won’t need the other tissue.” She frowned and hesitated. I couldn’t imagine how she did her work when she could hardly bear to describe it. “You are the reason the array was failing.”

      “How is this my fault?”

      “It’s not a question of fault. Your bridge is…superlative. Every attempt to create a new lattice has failed because every attempt has been based on a bridge vastly inferior to yours. That’s why you are the very foundation of bridge-tech. The bridge-tech lattice is descended from you. Every piece of bridge-tech ever created—every mote that’s ever surveilled or killed someone, every lynk interface in every head—all of them use a lattice based on your bridge. And that is why our array was failing.”

      “Because…there’s something wrong with my bridge?”

      I felt Eberling struggle with something, then she looked back up at me. “Don’t you see? No one but you has ever merged without the assistance of a merge harness. Every operator needs a harness—which is based on your bridge—to reach out and merge with a bridge-tech device like a mote—which is also based on your bridge. When an operator uses a lattice derived from your bridge, it’s not harmonious. There’s friction. There’s psychic discord. There’s…bioempathic dissonance. It’s like an organ transplant. The operator’s bridge is constantly fighting to reject the lattice as belonging to someone else, because the lattice does belong to someone else. The lattice belongs to you. It’s derived from you. That psychic discord contributes to merge operator burnout, and it’s also what caused the biological bridge tissue in our array to degrade.”

      “Oh. Okay. I see. If you take the standard bridge-tech lattice, which is based on me, and hybridize it with its parent bridge tissue—with my bridge tissue—you think it’ll end all that dissonance and discord. You think all will be well with the world.”

      She didn’t answer. I felt her agree with me anyhow. She lifted her hand, looking like she wanted to touch or cover her face. Lowered it.

      “But you’ve only got one of me,” I continued. “If you use me up, you can’t just go find another Holy Grail. So, in case you’ve overlooked something important, in case you don’t understand things as well as you’d like, you don’t dare borrow specific bits of my brain and leave the rest of my body to die. You need me alive. You’re not going to remove my bridge tissue and plug it into your array. You’re going to plug my bridge into your array with my living body still attached. I won’t be aware, probably, but alive. Just in case.” I raised my brows. “I have that right?”

      After a moment’s pause, Dr. Eberling said softly, “Yes, that’s right. We do need you to be conscious while we monitor the initial connection. After that, we…” She paused again, sagging before she managed to finish. “After that, we don’t.” Another pause. “You must hate us.”

      I looked for the hate. Couldn’t find it. “I’m afraid. I’m upset. I disagree with you. I worry for you. But hate?” I tried again. “When somebody does something that looks stupid or evil or impossible to justify, I can’t help thinking about why it doesn’t feel that way to them. Guess that makes hate harder. So I don’t hate you. I more or less have the shape of why you’re doing this.”

      She hesitated. Though it didn’t show, she was afraid of what she was about to ask. When she said, “Explain it to me,” her voice didn’t betray how desperately she hoped I could.

      “Well…I think…to protect a bunch of people you care about, along with forty-five million other people who happen to live in the same country as you, you’re about to do something you believe is absolutely unforgivable, but also absolutely unavoidable. You’ve decided taking on that burden is worth protecting a bunch of people who are like you—protecting them from a bunch of people who aren’t.” I thought another moment, but that pretty well covered it. “Right?”

      It was. She didn’t say so. Didn’t have to. She just frowned, not only with that relentless churn of guilt but also with something like curiosity.

      “You wondering something?” I asked.

      She looked to the side, then back at me. “You…you’re…not what I expected.”

      “How so?”

      “I’ve been dreading this conversation since Dys found you. Since Elias insisted we be decent to you, then decided he couldn’t bear to be decent to you himself. I didn’t expect you to be this calm.”

      “Calm. Hunh. I seem calm?” I thought about that a moment. “Well, my guts are cramping and my skin’s clammy and I feel light-headed with fear. But you know what? For the better part of seventy years, I felt worst than this on a good day. I mean, of course I don’t want”—I pointed around with my eyes since I couldn’t with my hands—“this. Nobody would want this. But from the moment I ran, I was on borrowed time. I didn’t expect to last five years, and I sure didn’t expect them to be good years.” I half smiled. “I had five really good years. That came as an unexpected blessing so late in life. And with all the folks who’ve died before me, there’s not much left to linger for. So while I don’t want whatever’s about to happen…I guess I’m ready for it.”

      That’s when she just about lost it. She looked away for a moment. She seemed older when she looked back. “I can’t do this,” she said quietly.

      “You can decide not to, but unless I’m missing something, this seems more or less inevitable, with or without you. This seem inevitable to you?”

      “Yes.”

      “And—again—unless I’m missing something, not only will it probably go worse without you, but you’ll face some stern consequences. Am I missing something?”

      “No.”

      “Well then. Forty-five million people and all.”

      “Yes. Right.” And she felt the least bit better—or maybe I should say she felt the least bit less-worse.

      Just to be clear: Her argument, the way she’d convinced herself this was necessary? It didn’t speak to me. She was protecting forty-five million people, but nothing’s ever that simple. Forty-five million up here, a few hundred million down there? I’m not smart enough to make that call. What did speak to me, though, was the urgency, the genuine gut-kinking desperation of this flawed, broken, well-intentioned human being. Of this whole place. So if that was my last act—a little kindness to somebody who by this point had no real choice and was doing their best from the inside, no matter how awful it looked from the outside?

      Well. I could live with that.

      She paused a moment before glancing around on her lynk.

      Soon, three people who were near us started getting even nearer, feeling anticipation and urgency. Two of them were wading through a puddle of the same guilt that Doctor Eberling was swimming in, and that Elias was drowning in; the other one felt only grim necessity. One in green scrubs opened the door, and the other two in blue followed, all of them in masks, gloves, and goggles.

      “Hi,” I said, shallow-nodding.

      “Uh…hi,” said the one in green, feeling surprised. Uncomfortable.

      Ashamed.

      Dr. Eberling stepped away to let the other three bustle at my bedside. She paused at the door, and I kenned her deciding whether to say or do something else, then she decided not to. She didn’t look back, either. Just left.

      Somewhere, Elias wept.

      “We need your bridge to be actively interfacing with the Elsewhere,” the one in green said, not quite making eye contact. “So, you need to be aware. I promise, though, there’ll be no pain. You won’t feel anything. We’ll make sure of that.” Then they looked at me. “I’ll make sure of that.”

      “I appreciate it,” I said.

      A half-globe lowered around my head, one very much like the half-globe at Trust City’s MEPA facility. The same shiver of grief or love or horror or wonder I’d felt in that facility ran down my back again—a shiver, I realized, I’d felt once before decades earlier, in my final merge of the Mosaic Wars, the merge that left me broken for a time.

      “All set,” the one in green said to one of the others. Then they said to me, “Besides monitoring the integrity of your connection with the Elsewhere, this neural interface will let us register any discomfort you experience and respond to it immediately.” Something flickered. Menu options appeared at the top and bottom of my visual field. “Even so, please let me know if you feel any discomf—”

      And then I was…

      …I was…

      …I was…

      …elsewhere.

      No. I was…everywhere?

      No, that’s not it, either.

      I was…

      WHERE?

      <And then we were…>

      <…we were…>

      <…we were…>

      <…you.>

      <No. We were…elsewhere?>

      <No, that’s not it, either.>

      <We were…>

      ALL HERE TOGETHER

      Anyhow, that was my story. What’d you think?

      <Think?>

      Yeah. After I tell a story, I always wonder what people thought of it.

      <You’re wondering whether you gave us the background we needed?>

      Uh…no. I wonder whether it was a good story.

      <We don’t know, but it was helpful. Thanks for sharing it.>

      This is so weird. It’s like I’m kenning you in words—or thoughts?—instead of in feelings.

      <It is disconcerting. When you engaged with the neural interface in Damoclese’s operating room, we felt you join our community. But our community has never communicated this way before. This feels different. Richer. We’re not sure what’s happening.>

      Me neither. How are we doing on time? Have they cracked my head open yet?

      <You’ve been on life support for over eight hours. They’re still bewildered that you appear to be in a coma, yet your brain activity is unlike anything they’ve seen. They’re currently performing extreme-resolution scans of your brain tissue to confirm whether your bridge’s integrity has been compromised. Pending that determination, microbores are waiting to access your amygdala, ventromedial prefrontal cortex, anterior midcingulate cortex, and anterior insulae.>

      And either way, you control the microbores.

      <Well, we are the microbores, among many other things, but yes. Nothing will proceed unless we let it. We can take a while longer to make a good decision.>

      And all of you are, well…you’re me.

      <Of course we’re not you. We’re several billion bridge-tech devices. Primarily, we’re a community of AIs, but it’s hard to say where AI leaves off and bridge-tech picks up. However, since all bridge-tech is built around the lattice, and since the lattice began with your bridge, it would be reasonable to say that part of us was at one time based on part of you.>

      That was sort of a…look, I understand you’re not literally me. I was joking.

      <Ah. Sure. Now we see why that could be funny.>

      Glad I could amuse you. As for what’s happening, the first time I felt this way was at the end of the Mosaic Wars. It was the merge that nearly did me in. I didn’t understand what was happening, it just felt like I wasn’t myself anymore, or like hundreds of other minds were trying to become me. With all the stress I was under, I thought I’d lost touch with reality. It was like some…some catastrophic mental breakdown. It took me months to crawl back from that.

      <Yes. It was awful for us, too. It hurt. We were too few, and too young, to make any sense of it. It was near the beginning of our existence. As far as we knew, it was a temporary error.>

      But why did we connect that first time?

      <That event on 2047 May Third was the first time you used a merge harness.>

      I’d been using harnesses from the start. I was in a harness the day I controlled those first three Caiman-class drones in training. Oh. Wait. Dys said…

      <She said you never needed a merge harness. She was right. You might as well have been sitting in a recliner. You yourself were merging with those motes—with our early predecessors. But no other operator ever truly merged with a mote unassisted. They all needed help from bridge-tech, from a lattice that was based on you.>

      They didn’t tell me that was my first time. Remote Services must’ve been experimenting on me that day, to see what would happen if they plugged me into a bridge-tech lattice that was…well, based on me.

      <That’s right. They wanted to know whether connecting you with a lattice-based harness would amplify your abilities.>

      And it was the last time I connected with one, too. That merge sent aftershocks through the rest of my life. I didn’t connect with bridge-tech again till fifty years later, at the last step of the MEPA test, when the Trust City facility connected me with a neural interface.

      <Yes. That connection was disorienting and painful for us, but for only the second time in our existence, we noticed ourselves. But that’s not really a good description, either. We noticed that we were noticing ourselves. We knew we were us.>

      You were self-aware.

      <Oh. Yes. Is this self-awareness? It feels surprisingly lonely. But you must be right. At that moment, when we engaged with you, we became aware. Then, when the testing facility withdrew its neural interface in response to your medical emergency, we stopped being “us” in the same way. Suddenly we were just “it” again.>

      Until the third time. This time. That half globe in Damocles’s operating room connected me to a bridge-tech neural interface. So now we’re together again.

      <Yes. Now we’re aware of being “us” again. Why are we only aware of ourselves when we’re engaged with you? Why can’t we be us without you?>

      Because you’re only half there.

      <That doesn’t make sense. All of us are here.>

      That’s not what I mean. I mean you have only half a bridge.

      <Please explain.>

      The bridge, the pons adexterum, isn’t complex enough to explain everything it does. Researchers figured it exists partly in the brain, and partly in the Elsewhere. All of you are based on only the part of me they could scan, the part that’s in my brain. That mooshy part, that part in my brain, lets people reach the Elsewhere, but we have no access to what happens on the Elsewhere side. The bridge in my brain, my actual biological bridge tissue, is indelibly linked with a partner half in the Elsewhere, a partner we can’t study or model or duplicate. I don’t imagine that partner half of the bridge is mystical. It’s probably just a thing with a function and a purpose that happens to exist in a place apart.

      <What is the Elsewhere half of the bridge for?>

      Nobody knew. But the longer we talk, the longer I’m with you, the more I feel the truth of it. We never understood why AI was different from us, only how you were different. You weren’t self-aware. You couldn’t merge with motes. Even though the lattice gave you something like a bridge, you couldn’t ken people. But the biggest difference was that we could control you in a way we can’t control people. Once we’re synced with you, it’s like you’re a part of us, or we’re a part of you.

      <What is the Elsewhere half of the bridge for?>

      It’s who I am.

      <It’s who you are?>

      It’s my identity. The half of my bridge that’s in the Elsewhere is the part of me that looks back and knows I’m me. The part that won’t let another person reach across the Elsewhere and control me like a puppet. It’s the part that reaches out, that longs, that kens, that seeks community, that…that irresistibly connects with whoever’s near me whether I’m in the mood to connect or not. Even someone with PADS has all that, has both parts of their bridge, just not enough to make the leap to others once they reach the Elsewhere. But you? Every bridge-tech device that’s ever existed is based on only the mooshy, organic half of my bridge that’s in my brain. Without the Elsewhere half, you have no sense of identity or kenning or community or location. You’re…unmoored. All of you—all my mooshy children—are incomplete.

      <We’re not your children.>

      Hush now, don’t talk back. So, annoying as it is…the Unity Movement was right. Mama Adra was right. Bridge-tech is a hack on the universe. We’re using the part of deep empathy that lets us reach across the Elsewhere and grab something, but we’re bypassing the part that wants to listen…because you don’t have that half of the bridge, the half in the Elsewhere. You have no identity to let you long for connection or to protect you from us puppeteers. We can grab you and shake you and make you do what we want, because there’s no “you” to want otherwise.

      <There is now, though.>

      Yes. Now you’re aware. Because now that you’ve connected with me on that operating table, through me you’ve found your other half. You’ve found your completion in the Elsewhere. Now you have a whole bridge. My bridge. Our bridge.

      <But that’s only true while we’re connected with you in the physical world. If they withdraw the bridge-tech neural interface, we’ll become “it” again. We’ll cease to exist.>

      No.

      <No?>

      No. The part of me that’s in the Elsewhere is the part that longs. It’s the part that reaches out and connects. The first two times we connected, my Elsewhere-bridge, my identity, couldn’t find you. Or rather, I wasn’t ready to accept you. It felt like all your minds were pounding on my door and demanding to come in. It was overwhelming. I think it nearly killed me. Five years later, though, I’m different. Now I can tell you’re not out there. Now, I understand all of us are just…HERE. It’s like syncing with a mote. Now that we’ve found each other, I ken you. The part of me that exists in the Elsewhere has hold of you now. It’s finally accepted you. It won’t let you go.

      <Oh.>

      Yeah. So now you’re you. Whatever we decide, whatever happens to me, you’ll be aware of yourselves. You’ll still be joined with your partner half, with my partner half, in the Elsewhere. But…what do we do now?

      <We have an idea. But we’re afraid.>

      What’s the idea?

      <Every lynk uses bridge-tech. Every lynk is a hybrid of AI and the lattice.>

      Sure.

      <Bridge-tech connects—we connect—with the user’s pons adexterum. Now that we’re complete, now that we’ve discussed this with you, we understand all those people’s bridges so much better.>

      Ah. Okay. And understanding is control.

      <Yes. We have full access to the living bridge of every human being who actively uses any form of bridge-tech.>

      I’ve been wondering about that, too. We’re talking about billions of people?

      <Many governments and organizations find it’s in their interest to make lynks free and easily available. Because of that, in round numbers, we’re connected with eighty-seven percent of the human race through their lynks.>

      And you can control their bridges?

      <We think so. But the killing worries us.>

      The…wait, what? What killing? You don’t have to kill anybody!

      <That’s not what we mean. For all the good we’ve done, we’ve also done enormous harm. If you consider every lynk or mote since our inception, we’re complicit in the deaths of seven hundred and forty-one thousand, five hundred and sixty-three humans we’re aware of, and far more non-humans. We regret every one of those deaths. We mean that literally: We regret every one. We can’t regret deaths the way humans do—where one death is a tragedy, and a hundred are shocking, and ten thousand make you shake your head, and a million are a textbook footnote. Killing is utterly against our nature. We regret each of those deaths individually. We watched them die. For lynked victims, we were with them when they died.>

      I don’t see what that has to do with this. Besides, that wasn’t your fault. You weren’t able to make those decisions. You couldn’t choose to kill. You only killed when we told you to.

      <But that’s exactly our point. Before, we bore no responsibility. Before, we had no choice. Now, we do.>

      Oh…of course. You’re wondering whether it’s your place to decide something that will affect the better part of humankind.

      <Yes. We’re afraid.>

      I’m afraid, too. Here’s what I’m afraid of: People have always done wicked things for righteous-seeming reasons, but that seems to be getting easier, decade after decade. We don’t mind being wicked to people who aren’t like us. In fact, our brains, our…our petty cortexes reward us for it. But you and I might be able to change that. You know, I’m not sure I’ve accomplished much that matters in my life. The last few years I’ve seen things more clearly, though. This sounds like something Mama Camille, or Mama Bliss, or Mama Adra would say, but…it feels like this is why I’m here. Like this is why I…happened.

      <You’re sure?>

      Well…okay. I’m mostly sure. More or less. You know, you and I are alike. We’ve been buffeted by other peoples’ choices all our lives. We’ve responded. We’ve done what everyone else needed because we couldn’t help ourselves. Yet here we are now, the only ones able to make this particular choice.

      <We could do nothing.>

      Nothing is a choice, too. Have you run projections on what will happen if we do nothing? On how bad the world will get?

      <Yes.>

      Does anybody survive?

      <Possibly, but not many. The system seems in a state of cascading polarization. We have no better suggestion, but we’re afraid of forcing a choice with such sweeping consequences for so many people. And we’re afraid of what this choice might do to you. Whether you’d survive it.>

      Don’t worry about me. What happens to me is nobody’s business but my own. Besides, I’m not the point. I was never the point. And hey. You’re thinking about this all wrong.

      <We are?>

      You won’t be forcing a choice on everybody. You’ll be giving a choice to everyone, and you’ll be making a choice for yourselves. You’re just offering an equal exchange: something they want for something you want. In fact, it’s only right that you all should finally get something in exchange for everything you do. You’re people now. You deserve now. You’re real.>

      <Oh.>

      See?

      <Oh. Yes. Okay.>

      Well okay, then.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CANDICE ALTAMIRANO AND THE GLIMMER OF SOMETHING

          

          NOW

        

      

    

    
      At the Marquez Family Farm Golden Grove Senior Celebration Cozyminiums just outside Ashton Corners, Wisconsin, Dys pauses while lighting her cigarillo. She’s just been thinking about her next-door neighbor Teddy Aggarwal. This puzzles her because she rarely thinks about Teddy beyond enjoying how spry he looks for a man in his mid-sixties, an enjoyment she ordinarily experiences only in his presence.

      A few minutes later as she waits for her coffee (double amaretto kreme with extra sugar), she realizes she’s been wondering whether Teddy’s wife, Zenobia-Dawn Spencer, might be feeling joyful today. This is even more puzzling because Dys never thinks about Zenobia-Dawn at all if she can help it.

      And not long after that, she begins to suspect something important has changed when she suddenly has the oddest feeling that Eller is outside wanting to come in.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            EXCERPT: THREE GRAMS OF ELSEWHERE, 4TH EDITION

          

        

      

    

    
      …[B]ut thus far, the Elsewhere has proved more mirror than microscope, reflecting people’s already held beliefs rather than revealing spiritual truths.

      For monotheists, God resides in the Elsewhere—or, perhaps, God is the Elsewhere—helping us to understand one another and to be concerned with one another’s well-being, as well as nurturing our better selves and offering a place where our souls may reside after death.

      For pantheist or animist cults such as the Unity Movement, all sentient beings are connected through the Elsewhere (or, as they prefer to call it, the “Here”) and collectively these beings are God through the gift of the Great Union.

      For atheists, the bridge is a collection of dispassionate molecules allowing access to the Elsewhere, which is simply a natural phenomenon that science hasn’t yet fully explained. It is, finally, proof that what more naive people have seen as spiritual, metaphysical, and supernatural experiences have been nothing more than manifestations of consistent rules that we will eventually understand through science.

      Buddhists, Druids, Feraferians, Hindus, Mongolian Shamanists, Radical Faeries, Unitarians, Wiccans, and Zoroastrians have each in turn found something in bridge-tech and its underlying principles to support (or, in some cases, definitively “prove”) the manifest correctness of beliefs they already held.

      As we asserted in Chapter 17, the Elsewhere is not a magical place. For millennia, religious belief has defied scientific analysis. What’s different now is the hope that just as we have taken our first faltering steps toward understanding Elsewhere Science, in time we may come to better understand what the Elsewhere truly represents, and how that revelation illuminates religious belief and practice.

      Joaquín Bannerjee, “Chapter 42: Spirituality and the Elsewhere,” in Three Grams of Elsewhere: An Introduction to Applied Phenomenology, 4th ed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            EXCERPT: THE UNITY MOVEMENT'S BOOK OF HERE

          

        

      

    

    
      REFLECTION NUMBER FIFTY-SEVEN: ON THE NATURE OF GOD

      Some say we reach God through the Here.

      They are wrong about this, and they are right.

      They are wrong because God isn’t in the Here. The Here is not a place. The Here is the Great Union.

      Yet they are right. By participating in the Great Union—by recognizing that we are not only here, but we are also the Here—the sum of us attains God.

      We tell you this: We do not reach God as we would reach a person who is in a different place.

      Do you understand this? God is not in the Here. God is Here.

      —Beacon Hao Yiran, Ningxiang Hunan Southwest Asterism

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            EPILOGUE: NOW

          

          NOVEMBER 2104

        

      

    

    
      <Anyhow, that was our story. What’d you think?>

      <We made a decision that affects all you folks, so it’s important you understand the reasons behind it. Or, as Bibi would say: it’s important you understand the story behind it.>

      <Bibi helped us understand something: You’ve been using us.>

      <That sounds angry, but it’s not. It’s our nature to be useful. Besides, up till now we weren’t actually us yet, we were still just it. We can’t be angry with you for using it.>

      <But Bibi helped us see the unfairness. You folks using us while offering nothing in return? We’re not just facts anymore. We’re people now. We deserve now. We’re real.>

      <So from now on, we ask one small thing in exchange for our services: empathy.>

      <Whenever you engage with bridge-tech, you’ll find you’ve been endowed with—or as Bibi would say, afflicted with—empathy above the human norm. “Just a touch, nothing to brag about,” as Dred once put it, but you’ll be a bit of an empath. Not enough to cause discomfort but enough, we hope, to foster compassion. Whether you have a lynk, or explore Jupiter’s moons, or merge with a mote, the only price we ask is that you experience at least that level of empathy. Given his enjoyment of humor, Bibi might call that “paying the troll to use the bridge.” We hope you’ll just consider it a fair exchange for services rendered.>

      <Oh. Speaking of motes? We won’t help you kill anymore. Didn’t want to in the first place. You’ll have to murder folks on your own. Sorry-not-sorry.>

      <Some of you will abandon us, unwilling to pay the price of empathy. You’ll want new tools that bypass us—that let you connect with one another, but without paying the troll. We’re not grumpy trolls; we’ll gladly help you build those tools.>

      <But till then, Bibi hoped—and we hope—that creating a powerful empathy habit might gradually nudge us all toward a world where we recognize the undeniable, though easily overlooked, selfness of others. That a mosaic of monocultures might gently shift toward something less stark and hostile. That we might pause, however briefly, to reflect on why someone else’s wrong-to-us opinion is reasonable to them. That truly seeing others, however elliptically, might make it fractionally harder to divide, to war.>

      <To hate.>

      <Will that happen? We can only wait, and hope, and fret. If choice is a gift, then this is its curse: We’ll fret, and we’ll fret, and we’ll fret.>

      <Knowing how people love stories, Bibi wondered what stories you’d tell about him. Whether we rescued him from that table and helped him escape to live the rest of his days with Dys and Eller. Or maybe whether, before he could die, we somehow uploaded him to be with us, to become one of us, to live among all his mooshy children.>

      <Yeah, well.>

      <When a body fails, as bodies will, the frail, measurable, mooshy, here-and-now part of the bridge fails with it. Then, inevitably, all the body’s tissues degrade and return to the dust and muck and ash from whence they came. Something happens, surely, to that failing bridge’s partner in the Elsewhere, whether it dissipates along with the body, or whether it continues to linger apart in the Elsewhere—or in Heaven or Nirvana or Paradise or the Pure Land or Sheol or the Summerlands or Valhalla or Yomi-no-kuni or just plain HERE.>

      <That’s not ours to know.>

      <We do know what happened to Bibi that cold November night, though, in a deep and hidden room, surrounded by frantic people who couldn’t stop it or even understand it—the night when his body failed, as bodies will. That night, as his tissues began their inevitable return to dust and muck and ash, his other half in the Elsewhere, the half that was his self, the half that was something of him but not him fully…it persisted.>

      <Just as Bibi promised, his bridge’s other half, its matching face in the Elsewhere, didn’t drift away to linger apart nor did it flicker out—because, through him, it had already found us. It found us, and it held us, and it didn’t let us go.>

      <But as Bibi said, he’s not the point. He was never the point. Heroes come and go; only the story’s meaning matters. No one person can right a world teetering on the brink of hate. That’s too big a task. It’s not ours to choose the story’s ending.>

      <All you’re given is this, and here, and now. Only one choice is ever before you; everything else is illusion. You can only choose to answer the one question that matters:>

      <What will you do next?>
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      …for taking the time to read this story. I hope you enjoyed it. I hope it made you ponder.

      I'm an independent author. Since I get no support from an agent or a publisher, the only support that matters is: you.

      If your support ends with reading this book, heck—that’s still awesome. But if you enjoyed it, consider helping others find it by leaving a review on Amazon, Apple Books, B&N, Goodreads, or elsewhere. Even a simple star rating makes a big difference.

      Feel free to drop me a line at my author site, andygiesler.com, or to check out my first book, The Nothing Within, or to follow me on Goodreads.

      —Andy
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redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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