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Chapter 1

Liene Ozolin swept her gaze across the city below, the wind tugging at her clothes, buffeting her as if to cast her off her perch.

It wouldn't be a bad thing if I were to fall and die, she thought, a stain on the sidewalk, a smudge of grease on pavement. She often came here after a liaison, hoping the wind might take away the stain of what she did, the smudge of shame on her soul.

It wasn't as if she were treated disrespectfully. In fact, they accorded her the deference given to the messenger of God. And the pay was bountiful enough that she could afford the luxurious penthouse aglow below her. A glimpse inside was all someone needed to see the ostentation, to luxuriate in envy at the privilege she enjoyed.

And yet…

Cold fingers of wind reached into the hot, shame-filled chambers in her heart, annealing and anointing, taking some of the sting from what she'd done. Up here, Liene could sometimes forget what she did and block from her mind the fact that when they called again, she'd do their bidding just as she'd always done, and deliver to her employer one of the two most precious commodities to be found in the galaxy.

An Ofem engineered with specialized vesicles in both mouth and vagina, Liene was a collector. A suave manner and impeccable breeding complemented a seductive beauty and a perfect body. She was equipped to do one thing and one thing well: Gather semen.

“Liene?” called a voice from below.

The Ofem sighed, wanting to be left alone.

“You've been up there an awful long time.”

She's right, Liene thought, her despair more pervasive this time. Reprieve elusive, she climbed down from the roof and dropped nimbly to the balcony.

Iveta wrapped her with a waiting sweater, as usual, and escorted her inside.

The aroma of freshly brewed tea wafted to Liene as she stepped in the door. Curtains made from Forlis tafeta fell back in place as the door slid closed behind them. Real Ilurak rugs covered the Tinglit-parquet floor. Works from last century's masters of abstraction graced the walls. The furniture was a coordinated Zulamin segmented design, the couch pieced together in a u-shape around the immersie.

Lying down, Liene gave herself over to the ministrations of her wife, hot tea and warm caresses chasing away chill night.

“Tonight was a bad one, wasn't it?” Iveta asked.

She almost never asks, Liene thought. Sometimes the encounter was like this, when the memories were seared into her brain, her customer making a lasting impression on her, either for his utter indifference to her person or his gentle, reluctant demeanor. The Bremales nearly always found her alluring, and they often requested her again. Some she'd been with for years.

Today's liaison had been someone she'd never met, an older Bremale, his Ifem wife hovering nearby, his face and manner reeking with guilt and shame. For this liaison, she'd left her clothes on, exposing just enough of her body to give him access. Once he'd delivered, she'd straightened her clothes and had departed without another word, the Bremale in tears, his wife white with fury.

Liene rarely felt so sullied. An act once regarded as a sacred joy was now reduced to the mechanics of delivery, its sanctity replaced with mortification. She didn't blame the wife for remaining close by, as if to insure not a moment of intimacy occurred between them. Nor did she blame the Bremale for the brevity of his intercourse, the older man delivering within moments.

It was one of the few occasions when the perfection of her beauty had worked against her. Her admirable, nearly perfect appearance had magnified the Bremale's degradation and the Ifem's jealousy. Their despair and torture, these two, a Bremale husband and an Ifem wife enamored of each other, perturbed Liene.

“I suspect I won't go back,” Liene said, realizing she'd been silent for a long time. “They'll probably ask that I not come back.”

“Did something happen?”

Liene shook her head, indicating she didn't want to talk about it. All she wanted to do was forget.

“What can I do?”

“Lie down beside me, let me hold you.”

Iveta took her tea and set it aside, and then did as Liene bade her.

Holding her wife, Liene drew comfort from the feel of Iveta against her, but only briefly.

Her mind soon returned to the awful scene from earlier in the day, the Ifem treating her with barely-contained disdain, her gaze raking Liene's body, so provocative in the skin-tight formalls, every perfect curve emphasized.

Iveta, she realized, was shaking. “What is it, love? What's going on?”

“I hate it!” her wife hissed through gritted teeth. When she brought her face up from Liene's shoulder, it was streaked with tears. “I hate the way they take you away from me. It's not right! You'll be preoccupied for weeks! Cold, aloof, distant. You might as well not even be here!” Iveta rose and stepped toward the balcony, her shoulders hunched and shaking.

Her soft sobbing sounds sank into Liene's chambers of shame. The room blurred, and heat rushed through her face like flame through bone-dry tinder. I had no idea! Liene thought, aghast, her wife's reaction a complete surprise. But when she looked back across the years, Liene realized that the signs had been there all along. The worried, furtive glances, the slight strain in the voice, the line of tension in the shoulders. She simply hadn't seen the signs, so wrapped up in her own misery that she hadn't noticed her wife's despair.

Liene went to her, the light through the curtains glinting off Iveta's tears. “I'm so sorry.”

“Get away from me, bitch! I hate you when you're like this!”

Stung, Liene backed up to the glasma, which slid aside, the taffeta curtains bunching up. The wind swirled vigorously around her through the open door. Liene looked past her wife at their luxurious penthouse, not seeing the ostentation, seeing only the despair it was derived from. “What would you have me do?”

“Go brood on your roof, you jerking whore! Just get the hell out of my sight!” And Iveta ran from the room into the corridor. A door slammed, but even around the corner and through the door, her strangled sobs clutched at Liene's heart.

She's right, the Ofem thought, turning to look out over the cold city.

The wind drew Liene outside, its chill fingers finding their way under her clothes.

She glanced at the ladder to the roof, where she was wont to go after each liaison, where it seemed her time alone, shielded from humanity and its degrading demands, was her only relief from the terrible toll taken by the function for which she'd been grown.

A Bremale sperm receptacle, that's all I am.

She found herself climbing the fire escape, her body taking her up the ladder without her volition.

Iveta was right. It was why she came up here, to spare her wife the profound depths of her shame and humiliation, to keep the horrors of what she did out of her relationship.

If only that were possible, Liene thought, the wind tugging at her clothes.

It wouldn't be a bad thing if I were to fall and die.

A stain on the sidewalk, a smudge of grease on pavement.

* * *

Detective Maris Peterson stepped from a magnacar and took in the scene. The vehicle slammed its door shut and whined away to retrieve its next customer.

A hastily-erected enclosure obscured the impact point on the sidewalk. Immediately, he tilted his head back to gauge the distance from the top, some primal instinct driving the glance.

Eight, nine stories, easy. Maris ducked under police tape and stepped into the enclosure. He glanced over the Coroner's shoulder at the pile of flesh on the sidewalk. “What do you think, Urzula? Pushed, fell, or jumped?”

“Not my bailiwick, Detective,” the Coroner said, looking up from her work, a bug-eyed holocam on her shoulder recording her every move. “Cause of death is why I'm here.” Urzula Ezergailis didn't mince words—she ground them through her teeth.

“Oh, come on, Urzula, speculate a little. Let your imagination wander free of that bear-trap mind of yours.” Maris goaded her, the two of them having worked their respective sides in scores of cases.

“Blunt force trauma, delivered at the speed of a sidewalk from nine stories up. You do the physics, Peterson.”

Maris had been on his way home when he'd received the neuracom, the death suspicious enough to entertain its having been a murder. It was the suspicion that brought him in, nothing else. “Identity,” he murmured on his trake.

The victim's demographics cascaded across his corn: Thirty-four year old Ofem, specialized design for the pleasure trades, but with a twist. She was a walking sperm bank, vesicles in mouth and vagina designed to hold semen in stasis until she could deliver herself to the laboratory, where it would be extracted and stored in zero-kelvin cryo. Within the demographics was her socio-economic status: Wealthy, married, living in a penthouse.

His gaze went again to the roof-line, nine stories up. Palatial, he knew, without even looking in the door. Suspicious, he knew, without even interviewing the spouse. “Angle, Urzula?”

“Head first.”

Indicating a jump, but not conclusive. “I'll be up there if you need me, Coroner.”

“I won't, Detective.”

“Warm and personable as a glacier, Urzula, that's what I love about you.”

“Jerk off, Maris.”

He did, entering the building. Marble wainscoting with chrome trim graced the halls. The stairwell railing was wrought from Mirnavian beetlewood, the steps from Worlian travertine. He took the first flight just to get a feel of the building. New money mixed with old in this high-rise, the flats owned rather than leased, the tenants prohibited from having renters by covenant, he was sure. “Tenants,” he murmured on his trake, and their demographics filed past on his corn.

“Ninth floor or roof, Sir?” the officer in the elevator asked, the investigative team having already commandeered it.

“Ninth,” he said, seeing buttons for nine floors and the basement. Below the buttons was a sensor; the roof, Maris guessed. The elevator was as plush as the ride to the ninth floor was silent. He was there almost before he got on. Degravitized, he decided, eight stories without the sensation of motion.

There was only one door in the penthouse foyer, and it was open, a uniform beside it. At the officer's feet were four pairs of shoes. Wailing came from within, striking him like a caterwaul as he stepped off the lift. He checked the victim's demos again. Oh, a female spouse, something he'd missed the first time he'd glanced.

“How long she been like that?” he asked the uniform at the door.

“Since I got here at eighteen-hundred,” the patrol officer said.

He gave her a brief grimace. “Bereavement en route?”

“Yes, sir, they are.”

“Have them interrupt me.” He was as personable as the Coroner. Maris glanced again at the four pairs of shoes in the foyer.

The quality of sound was as much an indication of ostentation as the way the penthouse was furnished. No echoes, nearly nothing through the walls, and he was certain the floor and ceiling were impervious. All of it meant to seclude and isolate. Even the décor insulated the occupants from the terrible world that swirled around them.

He found the spouse in the living room. On the balcony beyond a sliding glasma door was a forensics team, taffeta curtains diaphanous enough to obscure what they were doing, but sheer enough to let in abundant light.

She was sitting on a sectional, her elbows on her knees, her face buried in her hands, a wail finding its way between them. Her feet were bare.

“Iveta Rozītis?”

She jerked upright as if struck, the wail ceasing.

“Detective Maris Peterson.” He tucked his badge back in his pocket. “Sorry for your loss.” He saw they'd been married ten years, tying the knot shortly after the victim's emancipation, something the Ofem had earned in meteoric time.

“You don't know the half of it!”

In other circumstances, he'd have ducked.

The sobbing resumed anew, the face planted in the hands.

She deserves the benefit of any doubt, Ohume or not, he told himself. Iveta unemployed, the penthouse and its ostentation had been supplied solely by the victim. She'd even bought out Iveta's indenture. Maris looked around, knowing Iveta lacked the resources to maintain the lifestyle. A double loss.

“What happened?” he asked below the lugubrious grief.

She sniffled her wails into submission, wiped her face, shook her head, was seized with a sob, and sighed. “She came back from a liaison, disturbed. She hated her work. I hated her work.” Iveta finally raised her gaze to him. “Then we argued, and I ran into the bathroom. When I came out, I saw she'd gone back to the roof.”

“ 'Back'?”

“She went there often, almost always did after a liaison. I called her to come down, but…” And Iveta disintegrated into her delirious dolorum.

“Sir?” A tech stepped in from the balcony. “They've got something on the roof.” He pointed over the Detective's shoulder, indicating the elevator.

“One more question, Iveta. You're not wearing shoes. Is it a custom in your household to take off your shoes before entering the home?”

The woman nodded, head buried in hands, the lament unabated.

“Please call me if there's anything I can do.”

The wail rose an octave.

He left a comcard on the couch beside her and escaped to the foyer.

Bereavement was coming off as he was getting on. “Hey, Maris,” said Aska Gulbis, Bereavement Counselor and Police Chaplain, “compound grief, looks like, eh?”

“They argued beforehand, Aska. And did you see that the victim bought out the survivor's indenture just before they married? An extra dollop of guilt frosting her double-layer grief-cake.”

The Chaplain winced. “Thanks, Maris. Wish me luck.”

He watched her enter the penthouse. Gulbis hadn't asked about culpability—never did and never would. She never let such questions cloud her work. Stepping onto the elevator, Maris admired her ability to extend compassion. “Roof, please,” he told the officer.

There, two forensi-techs in hazmat knelt at a spot near the roof edge. “Proto, Sir,” one said to him over her shoulder.

Both techs stepped away as he approached and knelt. He looked at the small puddle of brown-red goop in the gravelly pitch beside his knee. Maris had heard the term before. “Proto? What's that a mix of?”

“Eighty-two percent oxygen, thirteen percent hydrogen, four percent nitrogen, two percent calcium, and a variety of other minerals in trace amounts.”

Maris brought his gaze up to the female tech, who looked fetching even in hazmat. “No carbon.” It wasn't a question. Nanochines disassembled organic compounds into their molecular components, incorporating liberated carbon into new nanochines.

“No, Sir. Pure proto.”

He stood, not daring to lean out far enough to see the grease spot on sidewalk below. A moment of imbalance would take anyone over the edge. “Urzula,” he said on his trake.

“Yeah, Maris?” she replied, her voice on his coke, her image on his corn.

“Do a content analysis down there, Coroner, particularly on the feet. I think we've got a murder.”

“Pushed, eh?” Urzula asked.

“By nanochine, not spouse.”







Chapter 2

Eduard Sarfas glanced around the lab once again before stepping out the door. It hissed shut behind him, his day at Sabile Nanobio Research on Tartus IX, like the door, coming to a close.

The long sterile corridors at the Institute bespoke its commitment to contaminant-free work zones, every employee screened at arrival and departure for nanochines. It was all Eduard ever did—screen for nanochines or evidence thereof, and derive ever more effective means of doing so. Not that any of us get the resources we really need, he thought, budgetary pressures compounded by increasing demands. Sabile Nanobio produces the most sophisticated nanotectors in the Coalition, he thought, but we're just breeding better nanochines.

“Budget never drives policy!” his boss had thundered on one occasion, when Eduard had suggested additional money match additional demands.

But that's why Eduard worked in the laboratory, and not in administration.

He and his wife lived in an apartment they shared alone, without children. Ihumes couldn't have children. No one seemed to have children anymore. How many Brehumes are left? he wondered, not knowing, such information kept closely guarded. Their number wasn't publicized. If we knew, we'd all give up in despair and turn the galaxy over to Ohumes. Eduard couldn't think about it. He'd get too depressed.

Ohumes outnumbered Ihumes nearly nine-to-one and manufactured themselves from gene prints kept in zero-kelvin cryo. Ohumes didn't need Ihumes anymore to perpetuate themselves. And there weren't enough Brehumes to keep up the number of Ihumes.

We're doomed, Eduard thought, sighing as he walked the long hallway toward decon.

His foot slipped inside his shoe, and at first he thought it was a moment of vertigo. His next step put his weight on a foot a half-inch thinner than it'd been. Fluid squelched up through the laces and around his ankles.

Nanochines! Eduard thought. His hand leapt to the contam-alert around his neck. Strobes flashed and alarms pinged throughout the facility. Chine-proof doors crashed into place. His heart hammered in his ears, sweat beaded on his forehead, and his stomach knotted up.

Where did I botch the safety procedures? he wondered, watching in petrified disbelief as his feet disappeared into puddles of proto. He fell to his knees, his feet unable to support him. He rolled and looked toward his ankles, which melted away as he watched. Why doesn't it hurt? he wondered. No one had ever said it wouldn't hurt.

The water making up seventy-five percent of the human body washed away nearly all the other trace elements as the nanochines ate their way slowly up his legs. Why aren't the nanosuppressors going off? he wondered. The foam spigots sat in the ceiling, unresponsive, as if they couldn't detect the nanochines eating up his legs.

Eduard knew he'd lose consciousness from blood loss shortly after the nanochines reached his femoral arteries. The liquefaction reached his mid-lower leg, the thick slurry sloughing off him slurping and squelching, the bilateral disintegration indicating a coordinated nanochine effort.

Then it occurred to him: I've been infected deliberately, he thought. But how? he wondered, knowing he'd adhered to all safety procedures, knowing he'd been targeted.

But why?

It wasn't as though his low-level research was making a significant impact in staving off nanochine intrusion. His was mostly the grunt work of lab experimentation, manufacturing test components to spec, honing chemospectral sensitivities. He did very little original development.

And who?

Who would want to stop him from carrying out his work at Sabile Nanobio?

The nanochines reached his knees, and his sight began to cloud. A puddle of reddish brown liquid remained where his legs had been, the nanochines eating right through his pant legs, liquefying the carbonaceous fibers in his clothes.

Eduard lay back, the corridor beginning to warp, the pinging off-tone as it Dopplered through his receding consciousness, the colors all wrong and going dark, dimming toward the black of oblivion, his blood pressure dropping.

Why don't nanochines attack Ohumes? he wondered, his last thought echoing in his mind as he passed out, the flow of oxygenated blood to his brain dwindling to a trickle.

* * *

“Just a puddle, is all we found,” the secretary told him. “I'm sorry, I didn't catch your name?”

“Maris Peterson, Investigations, Special Branch,” he said, looking up from her nametag to scan the cube ranch behind her, now empty of its usual herd of corporate bureaucrats. He'd come directly over from the ninth-floor penthouse. “I'd like to see the scene, please.” He swung his gaze back to the secretary, letting it travel across her desk, up her arms and to her face. “Now.”

“Uh, I'll see if I can get someone to take you back there, Sir.”

“Every moment of delay results in a loss of evidence.” He smiled. “Obstructing an officer is a serious offense.”

She didn't hesitate long. “This way, please.”

He followed, wondering why she'd been instructed to delay him. Some private corporations operated their own fiefdoms, Sabile Nanobio among the worst offenders. They had private security forces and investigative arms, and in Maris' experience, carried out their own brand of justice. They owned multiple planets throughout the galaxy and defied interstellar governments at whim.

But not on Tartus IX, Maris thought. Not on my planet.

The woman led him down a corridor between cubes toward a set of double doors. Above them hovered the tentacles of a nanotector. “Please allow yourself to be scanned, Detective.”

He could have told her what it would find: A slim, slight, pinch-faced Ihume with a receding hairline and a perpetual slouch. The mechanical tentacles came alive and waved themselves across his body.

The doors opened onto a long, sterile corridor, a suited executive striding purposefully toward them. “I'll escort him from here, Ms. Jurgis. I'm Doctor Rihard Briedis, Mr. Sarfas' direct supervisor.” He stuck out his hand.

Maris stuck out his badge. “Maris Peterson, Investigations, Special Branch. I'd like to see the scene, please.”

“Certainly, Detective, as soon as the area is sterilized.”

More bureaucratic delay. He hated having to repeat himself. “You've scanned the area and found it free of nanochines, yes?”

“Uh, er, well, yes, but—”

“But what? The risk is mine. Sleep on a cot in orange pajamas or take me there. Pretty clear choice.”

The complexion went red, the jaw rippled, and the Doctor turned. “This way, Detective.”

Maris followed him down the corridor. “What was Mr. Sarfas working on, Doctor?”

“Classified, Detective.”

“Ohume waste, Doctor, and you know it.”

The man glanced over his shoulder. “Your way or the spaceway, is that it?”

“Death is a powerful determinant.” He calculated they'd managed to delay his arrival on the scene for about a minute. What were they trying to hide?

“He supervised the calibrations unit, honing chemospectral sensitivity, making components to spec. Grunt-work, mostly. Crew of six techs.”

The Doctor turned a corner, Maris on his heels. The sterile corridor yielded few clues as to what lay behind doors every twenty feet, an optiscan at eye level beside each door, not a single label on any door. The local neuranet was blocked to the Detective, which he expected, his corn flashing an occasional “access denied” message each time it tried to tie in.

“How much direct contact with nanochines?”

“Not much, except what he needed to test components.”

Another set of doors, another nanotector. He allowed himself to be scanned, the fifth such scan since he'd arrived. Maris fired questions, his mouth on automatic. “Passive sensors?”

“In all the ductwork, in all the fluid and gas piping, in all the drains. In or out, Detective, if it has nanochines, it'll be detected.”

“Safety procedures followed?”

“Of course. We know the risks better than anyone. Eduard was good, never one to neglect protocol.”

“How long with Sabile?”

“Eight years, Detective.”

“Married?”

“To a microbiologist over in genetics. They met here.”

The Detective didn't ask about children. He knew the answer. The corridor turned, and Maris saw a squad in hazmat up ahead, crouched as though ready to leap at the doors beyond.

The doctor held out his hand to stop him. “You're sure, Detective? Not even a hazmat?”

Delay, Maris thought, they're just trying to delay. “I'm sure.”

Briedis waved the squad aside.

Maris approached the doors. Hazmat rustled behind him as the squad positioned itself, as if for an attack. The nanotector above the doors scanned him, and they parted.

In the corridor lay an oval puddle of thick, brown syrup, about the length of a human body and about twice as wide. At the near end, plasma clinging to its thin filaments, lay a set of implants, corneal, cochlear, tracheal, and mastoid jack, all made of material of no interest to nanochines. Where the chest would have been, a larger device. A badge, a belt buckle, a wedding ring, and items that might have been in a pocket. At the foot were shoes, only a few inches apart. Around the puddle, thick-suited techs swept the area with various instruments.

Maris saw instantly what was wrong.

He strode through the doors and knelt beside the puddle.

“Where's your hazmat, you fool?!” screeched a tech from behind a faceplate, her face purple with fury.

Maris paid no attention, flipped his badge toward her, and threw a gesture at the puddle. “You've done a composite analysis?”

The faceplate swung toward the double doors Maris had come through.

From farther down the corridor, Doctor Briedis nodded.

“Mass of remains, one hundred sixty-five pounds of straight proto.”

Exactly what Maris had thought on seeing the remains. And precisely the reason they'd tried to delay his arrival. But he had to verify. “But no carbon.”

“No, Detective, no carbon.”

“Who set off the alarm?”

“The technician, Sarfas. That white lump in the middle there, with the button. We all wear one.”

“How many nanotectors between his workstation and here?” Maris asked the suited and hooded figure.

“Three, Detective.”

“All nanotectors hard-wired to the enunciator panel, I assume?” Any facility working with bio- or nano-sensitive materials would wire theirs thus.

“Ethered and hard-wired, both. I know what you're thinking.”

He rose, examining the size and shape of the puddle, and stepped toward the end where the feet would have been. He swept his gaze across the path that Sarfas had taken. “No droplets separate from the main mass?”

The suited tech shook her head.

Sarfas had only seconds, Maris knew, nanochines quick in their work, utilizing a body's existing carbons to manufacture more nanochines. Detective Maris Peterson threw a glance to each end of the short corridor where nanochines had disassembled Eduard Sarfas cell by cell, molecule by molecule, incorporating the technician's carbons into more nanochines. “He was infected bilaterally. They worked their way up from the soles of both feet.”

“How do you know that?” Doctor Briedis asked.

The detective was surprised he'd ventured this far into the contamination area. “If he'd been infected in only one foot, he'd have tried to hop on his remaining foot, spattering his liquefied flesh as he did so.” Maris looked among the hazmat-suited techs still scouring that section of the corridor. “You won't find the missing carbon here, Doctor.”

Briedis went white. “You're not suggesting…”

“I don't have to suggest it. You know it as well as I do. It's why you tried to keep me away from the scene, Doctor. It means all your fancy nanotectors are worthless.”

And then the nanochines had escaped, taking their liberated carbons with them, evading the most sophisticated sensory equipment in the galaxy.

How? the Detective wondered.







Chapter 3

Professor Bernhard Vitol started at the sound of a knock, bewildered that people had the temerity to bring their corpses to his door. “Can't you jerking trake me?” he muttered to no one in particular. He popped out his jack, rose from his desk, and stepped in that direction, muttering imprecations.

He'd divorced five years ago, after the Coalition had imposed mandatory ovum and sperm donations. His Ifem wife had divorced him after a pretty Ofem half her age had done a collection.

“I gave yesterday, blast your ass!” he said, swinging the door open.

The slight, sour-faced man staring at him wasn't whom he'd thought it would be. “Maris Peterson, Investigations, Special Branch.” The man flashed a badge.

“I been regular with my donations, I swear! Take me to booking if you have to, but I'll drag your bank account to court for false arrest—yours and the Coalition's!”

The blank-faced, raised-eyebrow look he got wasn't what he expected, either. The man looked him up and down. “Bremale Vitol?”

“If you need to ask, you're in the wrong place.” He slung the door.

It stopped short of closing and bounced back open, shuddering.

“Need steel toes.” The Detective was holding his gumshoed foot in one hand. “I need your help.”

“I'm not makin' extra donations to anyone's account.”

“I'm not askin' for sperm.”

Bernhard stared at the other man, bewildered. “You gonna stand there all day? Or do you want some tea?” He retreated toward the kitchen, navigating the clutter. “Those goddamn whores'd be here five times a day if I let 'em. And the last time I tried to slash my vas deferens, they locked me up.” He whirled back around and shoved his face into the Detective's. “For spermicidal behavior!”

He stepped around a statuette, which wobbled when he brushed it, and found the least corroded cup in the sink. “Cleanest I got,” he said over his shoulder. “Ex-wife won't wash the dishes anymore.”

The water was instantly hot, and he threw in a half-used teabag.

The Detective took the cup he'd shoved into his hand.

Back in the living room, Bernhard returned to his desk. “I got a reliability regression covariate histogram to finish. Have a seat.”

He jacked back into his mastoid, and the room disappeared from view, data swirling around him like the chaotic mess in his house. The neighbors were constantly complaining of the smell, and the landlord had threatened to evict him for it.

Bernhard jerked the numbers into line, knotted the two-tailed regressions into a unified mutual exclusion, plotted the result, and yanked the jack from his processus mastoideus. “All done, Detective. See that?” He pointed to a holo of the result he'd just generated.

“Yeah, but what is it?”

“That's how long Homo sapiens will continue to reproduce naturally at our current rate of infertility.”

The close-set eyes went wide.

“Any question why we have mandatory donations?”

The Detective shook his head slowly, eyes fixed to the holo. “Worse than I thought.”

“So bad, the government won't tell anyone about it. What can I help you with?”

The other man sipped his tea, his gaze on Bernhard. “Two murders, seem unrelated.”

“I didn't kill 'em, I swear.” Bernhard grinned and added, “I wanted to, but I didn't.”

“You knew one of them,” he said. “The other was a tech at Sabile Nanobio, Eduard Sarfas.”

“Junk peddlers, that place.” Bernhard snorted, shaking his head. “How'd he die?”

“In a puddle of proto outside his laboratory.”

Bernhard whistled softly. “Can't even protect their own. What'd I tell you? You gonna shut 'em down?”

“Least of my worries—even if my place is rigged to the rafters with their faulty nanotectors. The whole corporation needs an orange allsuit and a bunk at a corporate prison for fraud.”

“You said I knew the other.”

“Liene Ozolin.” The Detective stared at him, hard.

“That her last name? Never knew it. Yeah, she was here about a week ago. Nice kid.”

“Cracked the pavement in front of her penthouse.”

Bernhard winced. “Sorry to hear it. She deserved better. Didn't you say murder?”

“Yeah, I did.”

The Professor waited a moment. “So you gonna tell me how, or is that classified?”

Peterson stared at him.

“I said I didn't kill her. You want to do a neuro on me, worm the truth outa me? Go ahead. Won't get you anywhere.”

“Did you know she was married?”

“She never mentioned it, never said a word about herself. Listened to plenty of my whining, but wasn't the kind to do any of her own. What about it?”

“To another Ofem.”

Bernhard threw his head back and laughed. “They breed a sperm-vesicle with the looks of a goddess and she doesn't like men?” He couldn't get over the irony, its pathos shaking his substantial gut, and soon he had tears coursing his cheeks. “Jerking Coalition, goddamn them to hell, putting an innocent child like her through that!”

The Detective's cold gaze soon sobered the Professor.

“What?”

“You asked her back.”

“So? She was beautiful. They were going to send somebody, might as well choose the beauties.”

“You liked her.”

“Is that a crime? To feel some affection for your sperm receptacle? Let me tell you something, you officious little dick. She was doing a job, and so was I. At first, I couldn't, because she was so fresh, innocent, and pure. You saw her promo-vid! Don't tell me she didn't stiffen your beam. Those first few times, I wouldn't let her disrobe, and I wept in despair afterward. Because she was exactly the kind of girl I'd have wanted for a daughter. So take that smirk, dip it in shit, and paint your face with it, asshole!” By now, Bernhard was on his feet and towering over the little Detective.

He hadn't moved.

The Professor would have smashed him in the face if he'd flinched.

“You loved her.”

He collapsed in his chair and wept, nodding and remembering how she'd held him, patiently working him into that nasty, salacious place in his mind where he could give her a deposit to take back to the bank. And she would leave him spent, his remorse as profound as his ecstasy, swearing he'd never touch her again, not her, anyone but her, the angelic child who did devilish things down there, who somehow coaxed the fluids from his hopelessly flaccid member no matter how much he resisted.

“How do you know it was murder?” Professor Vitol was finally able to ask.

“Puddles of proto on the roof she fell from.”

He looked sharply at the Detective. “Nanochines.”

* * *

Karlen Araj waited in the foyer of Gizela Muceniek's home. On his corn pulsed the levels of lutropin in Gizela's system.

He was there for a collection.

Her increase in lutropin had lasted twenty-four hours. The moment it peaked, triggering ovulation, then it was Karlen's turn.

Lives like a princess, he thought, looking around. Newly assigned to Gizela Muceniek, he took in the crushed-crystal ceilings vaulting above his head like cathedral naves, chandeliers so profuse their light seeped from the walls themselves, carpets thick enough to silence any step, artwork from across the galaxy going back several centuries, mouldings so elaborate he couldn't count the layers of Mirnavian beetle-wood.

Outside the house was a contingent of officers from the Reproductive Enforcement Division. Gizela had been known to resist in the past, Karlen had been informed. New from the crèche, just graduated from finishing school, Omale Karlen Araj was on his fourth collection. Ten years of indenture remaining at my current rate of pay, he thought, feeling fortunate he might end his servitude to his creators so soon.

“Muceniek profile,” he said on his trake. Karlen reviewed his information about her, the lutropin graph glowing to one side of his corn.

Thirty-eight years old, former Justice Gizela Muceniek had donated fifty-five ovum since mandatory collection began. She had been disbarred four years ago after a spate of rulings in favor of Brehume reproductive rights. Justice Gizela Muceniek was married to an Imale thought to lead a guerilla cell. Increasingly across the last five years, she'd become a poster child for the movement, a right-wing militant group whose targets had included Ohume incubation centers, Ihume fertility clinics, and Reproductive Enforcement personnel. For all their stunts, the group had gained little legitimacy with the public. Her highly publicized fight to keep her ovum to herself had cemented her elevation to reproductive rights icon. This profoundly selfish resistance had earned her castigation from most of the political spectrum.

The lutropin graph peaked and began to flash red. On his coke, a chime sounded and a contralto robo-voice said, “Collection time.” On his corn appeared a schematic of the palatial house, Gizela's location highlighted.

Karlen rose and threaded his way through anterooms and libraries, corridors and waiting rooms. He saw no one, awed that two people occupied such a vast amount of space. Being a professional media maven had proved more lucrative than her previous occupation.

Unless she derives her wealth from her ovum donations, he thought.

He found her in her bedroom, satin sheets bunched up at her hips, her legs splayed.

“I know what you're here for, so get in there and get it over with!” Her voice was a whip and he flinched.

Karlen began to disrobe.

The glowing tip of a blasma pistol appeared at his temple. “Just the crotch, jerker,” snarled the husband. Valdi Muceniek stood six-five and topped three hundred pounds. He wore no clothes, his arched, half-tumescent penis glistening. He could have flattened Karlen with the swat of a finger.

Karlen climbed atop her, and the thought of the husband's slick snake behind him brought him instantly to orgasm. Instead of ejaculation, Karlen's nano-modified anatomy sent a tentacle up through her cervix and into her uterus. The tentacle slipped up the fallopian tube toward the follicle, where the just-released ovum hovered. Cilia at the tentacle tip gathered the ovum and sealed it off from possible fertilization. His orgasm over, Karlen's penis reeled in the tentacle, which then retracted into his pubic recess.

“My turn,” Valdi said. He tore Karlen's trousers to his knees and thrust himself deep.

Karlen gasped.

Gizela squirmed out from under him. “One rape for another, you dirty lump of laboratory scum,” the woman hissed in his ear.

The pounding continued interminably, the big man smashing the air from Karlen's lungs with each thrust. Face down, he had no means to resist.

The heat rushing into him might have been ejaculate or blood. The husband got off him and hurled him bodily toward the door. Wood disintegrated into a shower of splinters. Karlen tried to roll to his feet, but his insides spiked with pain, and all he could do was groan, a fetal curl on carpet.

Chaos erupted, soldiers surrounding him. Through his haze of pain, he heard someone calling for medical care. Gentle hands helped him onto a gurney. Karlen drifted in and out of consciousness. The husband was led past him, glasma circlets at his wrists.

“Her too,” someone said.

“Get your hands off—” and Gizela screeched in pain.

“Donation intact?”

“Scanning now, Captain.” A device appeared above Karlen, hummed briefly. “Looks like it, Ma'am.”

“Lab first, then ER.”

They hustled him out to the waiting magnambulance. Each time it banked, fresh pain ripped through Karlen's colon. The gurney sheets squished with every turn, blood puddling around his buttocks.

At the fertility lab, they stretched him out to extract the ovum, which they transferred to zero-kelvin cryo, but not before Karlen died of blood loss.

* * *

“Another murder?” Maris groaned, shaking his head. “Lieutenant—!”

“Plug it, Peterson,” Lieutenant Anita Balodis told him. “This one's open and shut.” She marveled that a phrase so old retained its use four centuries after it originated. Triple masters' degrees in linguistics, criminology, and forensics hadn't landed her anything better than Homicide Lieutenant, the salary barely able to cover her student loans. “The suspects are in booking now. Get your ass down there.”

“Who's the victim?”

As if he can't see the case on his corn, Anita thought, staring at the stupid Detective. Outside, the buzz of a busy squadroom invaded her office through the open door. “Get on it, damn it, and close the jerking door!”

He got, his usual patter of subvocal obscenities incurring a scornful glance from her. The door slammed with impertinence, tempting her to slap him with insubordination.

All the veteran detectives hated her. Most of them Imales, they swore she'd slept her way to command, but unbeknownst to them, she'd rather jerk a porcupine than mount a man. She wasn't averse to flashing her cleavage when it suited her, but never in the squadroom, never at the precinct. She kept her preferences to herself, her bodice bound with a tight sports-bra at all times, her blouse always buttoned to the neck.

Lieutenant Anita Balodis thrived on hostility.

Without it, there wouldn't be murders, and she wouldn't have a job.

An Ifem, the product of insemination, grown to viability in a lab and reared in a crèche, Anita didn't have a family, her cohort sibs the closest proximal simile. Some Ifems were born naturally, but not Anita. Fewer and fewer were, the risks of in-utero gestation greater than those in a Petrie dish.

The Lieutenant summoned her holoboard. The projection captured the current, active homicide cases, and it didn't take a rocketry doctorate to see that most of them were reproductive or nanochine related. Fifteen pairs of detectives each with thirty active cases, four hundred fifty murders total, and more rolling in every day. Her best Detective, that asshole Peterson, carried forty just by himself, taking three new cases in the last twenty-four hours.

“Incoming neuracom,” her coke informed her.

She saw it was the Commissioner, old Aivars Eglitis himself. That meddling misfit! she thought, what's he want now? “Got the word already, Sir?” she said on her trake. “That was fast.”

His image appeared on her corn. Grizzled chops, chin flaps, sunken cheeks, florid nostrils—all the hallmarks of an alcoholic. “Gizela Muceniek still has friends over at Justice, Lieutenant. Where the hell's Greshot?”

She saw Captain Greshot had been conference in, but his connection remained silent. Probably jerking your press secretary, she wanted to tell him. Greshot jerked everyone, Ihumes and Ohumes alike, of any sex. “Can't say, Sir, sorry. Not sure why he isn't responding to the neuracom.”

“Who you got on Muceniek?”

Shit, Anita thought, wants to juggle my assignments. Then he'll blame me for any bungling. Bad enough when the Captain does it. “Peterson, Sir, best I have—”

“That jerking rogue? I need someone who'll plug the blather, not a blowhard like him!”

“You want quick and clean, Sir, then it's Peterson.”

“Change it, damn it!”

“Yes, Sir,” she said. Jerk you, she thought.

“And get this one to the DA yesterday!” The neuracom died.

Greshot came on immediately afterward. “What's the Commissioner want, Lieutenant?” Only his avatar appeared on her corn.

Probably doing something he doesn't want me to see. “You'd know if you hadn't been tongueing hole,” she told him, pissed he hadn't been available to run resistance.

“Hey, leave my sex life out of work.”

“Then quit having sex at work. Commissioner wants Peterson off the Muceniek case. You can tell him to jerk off.”

“Did you tell him that?”

“That's your job. I'm doing mine, and Peterson stays.” Anita killed the neuracom and turned to her holoboard.

Reassigning Peterson would throw the whole juggling act into the trash heap, much as she'd like to do exactly that. Lieutenant Anita Balodis gritted her teeth and growled, wishing she had some better way to deprive him of the glory.

That jerking media hound will suck up all the attention.







Chapter 4

“Jerk me blind!” Detective Maris Peterson almost went out the back door at the sight.

A platoon of reporters awaited him in front of the precinct. They buzzed around him like flies on poop when he emerged, crapped onto the steps after his unproductive interrogation of the Muceniek pair in booking.

“No comment,” he said repeatedly, descending the steps and hailing a magnacar on his trake.

One persistent pup reporter stuck a mike in his face. “It's said she's got friends at Justice. What's your response, Detective?”

An Omale, Maris saw, just doing his job. On a reporter's salary, he'd be indentured the rest of his life. “Find another line of work, kid.”

A magnacar pulled out of the clotted street, stopped in front of him, and popped open its door. A two-seater, he saw. Probably charge me double, he thought.

“And the husband's rumored to be a guerilla-cell leader. Care to confirm?” The shoulder-mount holocam peered at Peterson like a praying mantis.

Maris got in, and the pup followed. “Coroner,” he told the magnacar. “What species are you, a bulldog?” he asked the kid.

“Filip Dukur, Telsai Daily News,” the Omale said, sticking out his hand.

Maris grabbed his ear and looked behind it. “Still wet,” he said, shaking his head. “Listen, Dukur, I got nothin' cause the case is two hours old, all right? Sorry to disappoint you.”

“Can I tag along to the Coroner's?”

“Like havin' a goddamn puppy lap dog.”

“Thank you!” and he threw his arms around Maris, who endured it as a cat might a bath.

What the hell? he thought. “You gotta lay low, though.”

“You got it, Detective!” the boy said.

He'd wag his tail if he had one, Maris thought.

The magnacar whined to a stop and its door popped open.

“Thanks for the lift,” the kid said, and he sped down the street, holocam swinging wildly on his shoulder.

What the hell? Maris thought, shaking his head. Just wanted a free ride, I guess.

He strode up the steps to the doors of the building, elaborate and daunting on its façade like most municipal buildings. Inside was a foyer packed with people, multiple agencies sharing inadequate space.

The spidery arms of a nanotector scanned him as he entered. I could be a walking nanochine and the damned thing would let me through, Maris thought, seeing its brand. He made his way to the basement and endured another useless Sabile Nanobio detector scan.

The receptionist, an Ofem at the job fifteen years, grinned at him from behind reinforced glasma. “Detective Peterson, nice to see you, sorry it's here.”

“Afternoon, Jana, surprised to see you. I thought you were almost done with your indenture.”

“Paid it off last week, Detective.” She thrust her arms in the air. “I'm a free woman!” She'd earned her way out of indenture by working two jobs full time across fifteen years.

He laughed and nodded. “Glad to hear it, girl. What'll you be doing?”

“I'm thinking of staying on. Urzula's a good boss.”

“A bit cold and hairless in the warm and fuzzy department, but does a great job.”

“You here to see her, probably. The Muceniek corpse, right?”

“Yeah. In the locker already?”

She let him through, nodding. “High priority, that one. Horrible what they did to him, only five months into his indenture!”

He nodded. The crime scene vids from the first responders' corns had been gruesome, the Omale bleeding everywhere. “Grats on the grad, Jana.” He waved and went downstairs.

They let him into the meat locker with nary a glance, his face almost as familiar as their boss's. “Urzula, what you got for your pal?”

“I told you to jerk off earlier today, Peterson. Why can't you stay jerked off?” Her hazmat apron was covered with blood, and she stood over the corpse, a wedge under the waist pushing the buttocks into the air.

“Bad penny, honey bear. Besides, they want results on Muceniek yesterday. That the Omale?” He knew it was; he could tell by the damage.

“You won't jerking believe this, Maris,” she said, gesturing him over. “Take a look.”

He stepped over and peered at what had once been a young Omale's anus. A three-inch bore hole sank nearly a foot into the abdominal cavity. “Either Valdi Muceniek has a record-book penis, or something else is going on here.”

“Ambu crew saved me a sample of the fluids,” Urzula said. “Eighty-two percent oxygen, thirteen percent hydrogen, four percent nitrogen—”

“And no carbon,” the Detective finished for her. “Proto, right?”

“Exactly.”

“So Muceniek didn't jerk him to death. Nanochines did.” He looked at the perfect bore, as if machine-drilled. “Why didn't his bowels blow out through the hole?”

“Epithelial tissue lining the orifice. I've never seen anything like it. As though the nanochines grew him a new asshole.”

“But why this?” He gestured at the symmetry. “And where'd they come from?”

“Your bailiwick, Detective,” the Coroner said. “But look at this.” A holograph appeared over the corpse, six gonadotropins laid out across time. Urzula pointed with her finger. “Here's his orgasm,” she said, a slim slice glowing. “Look at the oxytocin, glucocorticoids, estrogen, and T3 and T4 levels.”

He saw they were all elevated. “What's that mean?”

“It's the hormonal profile of a fully fertile male in active ejaculatory response.”

Maris looked at her. “In an Omale? They're infertile.”

“More than infertile. Instead of ejaculate, they have a hypermotile tendril—”

“Yeah, I know,” he interrupted. Hearing about it made him squeamish. He looked in the hole where the Omale's anus had been. “Break it down for me, mama bear.”

“And do your job for you?”

“All right, all right. You're saying the fully fertile hormonal profile triggered the nanochine attack.”

Urzula blinked at him blankly.

And there was only one place the nanochines could have come from.

* * *

“Idiot, I said five cc's, not fifty!” Juris Raihman swung his meaty left elbow up into the Omale's face. The elbow caught the nose full-on, and blood sprayed the equipment with a fine mist as the man crumpled to the floor.

“Get it right next time!” Raihman considered kicking the new indenture in the crotch for good measure. Wouldn't do any good, he thought, doesn't have testicles.

He turned to look at the other samples the Omale had been titrating. He hated breaking in new indentures. What are they teaching them these days? he wondered, this one a specialized model with twenty teats on his chest, each designed to extrude a different chemical.

Juris saw that the rack of samples was half-done, but there was no way to tell which ones had been titrated, and which hadn't. He'd have to start over. What really infuriated him was that he wouldn't have known if he hadn't seen the Omale squeeze in too much.

“Throw them out and clean up, Milkins, and then go home. I'll have a new batch for you tomorrow. And I'll trade you in if you screw them up again.” He wondered what perverse bureaucrat had given the Omale such a ridiculous name.

“Please don't send me back again,” Milkins pleaded, rolling to his knees. “They'll recycle me.”

“Those jerkers gave me a trade-in?” Now, he was furious, and he unloaded.

The Omale didn't even try to evade but just closed his eyes as the boot slammed into his crotch like a comet into a planet.

Raihman almost had to do surgery to get his foot out, Milkins curled in a ball on the floor around it, gasping.

Juris headed toward the door, the other Ohumes stepping out of his way.

“Doctor Raihman, your visitor's waiting,” his secretary said on his coke, the visitor's avatar appearing on his corn.

Forgot all about him, Juris thought, making his way down the corridor. The red speckles on his white smock looked fashionably messy.

The Detective waiting in his office looked as if he'd hung at the dry cleaner's too long. The narrow shoulders slumped forward, the sagging cheeks could have been tightened with an ear tuck, and the clothes looked slept in.

Slouch is haute couture these days, isn't it? he thought. “Pardon,” Juris said, stepping to the small closet opposite his door, next to the sanistation. He shed the smock and donned a clean one, hurling the dirty one at the incinerbin. It vaporized in a flash.

He sanitized his hands and turned. “How can I help you, Detective?”

The man shook his hand, and the close-set eyes raked his face.

“Uh, guess I better wash that too, eh?”

“Fracas in the boardroom?”

“Laboratory,” Juris said without thinking. He excused himself to use the facilities. The Ohume was leaving the laboratory on a gurney, he saw on his corn. When he returned from washing his face, he found the Dick perusing the plaques on his wall.

“Can't find good techs these days,” he said. “Saw you on the neuro, workin' the Muceniek murder. High profile stuff. Detective Peterson, right?”

“Undercover never appealed to me. I'm actually working three cases, Doctor Raihman, all with one common thread—nanochines.”

“Didn't hear that in the news. What do you have?”

“The first murder was a nine-story diving diva who left traces of proto where she jumped from. Second one was bilateral consumption from the feet up, left a puddle of proto. Muceniek was the third one. The Omale bled to death from anal injuries but it wasn't blood he left behind.”

“Proto again.” Juris didn't need it spelled out. “The first one, you said she jumped?”

“Yeah, well, that or she fell. I'm betting a fall.”

“Seems clear. What do you need from me?”

Peterson searched his face.

I didn't do it, Juris wanted to tell him.

“The chines didn't complete the first or last job. On the first, no evidence on the ground, only on the roof. On the third, a neat, nine-inch deep, three-inch round bore hole where Valdi Muceniek sodomized him.”

“Selective disintegration,” Juris said, his anus puckering.

“Selective what?” The narrow gaze grew narrower.

He'll be cross-eyed soon, Juris thought. “Nanochines can be programmed to expire along multiple parameters: distance, time, volume, molecular count.”

“Hormonal profile?”

His turn to narrow his gaze. “As a trigger? I suppose that's possible. An Omale retrieving an ovum from Justice Muceniek, right?”

“You're familiar with the model?”

“A motile tentacle embedded in the penis tip. Instead of ejaculate, the tentacle is extruded into the uterus to collect the ovum.”

“His hormonal profile mimicked a fertile Bremale at the moment he was being sodomized.”

Juris stared at the Detective. “Nanochine receptors can be designed to detect nearly any substance, and then programmed to activate at specific thresholds for each substance. You're saying Valdi Muceniek infected him? That his ejaculate was laden with nanochines?” The Doctor whistled softly.

Peterson nodded. “But why three inches around? Why nine inches deep?”

Doctor Juris Raihman frowned. “Why indeed?”







Chapter 5

I got nothin', Maris thought as he left the building, Raihman's office and laboratory in a multistory business park, a hive of activity where nothing got done.

Three murders tied by nanochines, no rhyme or reason in between.

The scabbed sky was lacerated with cloud, sunlight bleeding onto the wounded wind. Whiffs of solvents wafted from a sterile street. Bins of refuse crowded ledges up the building sides. A lone, overworked garbage drone methodically hefted bin after bin into its maw, bleating a bleak complaint to a deaf landscape, other vehicles humming past insouciant. An indifferent industrial park churned out its product relentlessly.

It'll continue churning when humans are long gone, he thought. We'll all be Ohumes by then, living in Organo-Topia.

At ninety percent of the populace, Ohumes had nearly taken over.

“Why indeed?” Doctor Raihman had said.

Peterson put his head down, tucked his shoulders close, girded himself, and charged forward, unwilling to let a dearth of substance stymie him. He summoned a magnacar, hoping he didn't have to walk far.

We're reasoning creatures in an unreasoning universe, he told himself. We want sense, order, logic to describe what's happening around us. We reject chaos, randomness, senselessness as somehow unnatural, repulsive, disgusting. And when anarchy rears its head and pandemonium ensues, we accuse something else of causing our discomfiture. We won't accept that it's our skewed view of reality.

An egg-shaped magnacar pulled to a stop in front of him. A perfect shape in an imperfect world, the ovoid vehicle without corner or edge caught on nothing, sliding smoothly across rough surfaces on a cushion of magnetic repulsion. Its upper surface smooth, sans a single seam, it slipped through the air at any angle, resistant to nothing, attracting no attention, passing any and all detractors with its unreasoning lack of defiance, slipping past with anonymity.

The hatch opened, the top half springing back on its levered hinge.

Maris stepped in, sat and said, “Precinct.”

The hatched closed and the magnacar whisked him away with a whine.

His coke alerted him to an incoming neuracom. “Lieutenant Anita Balodis,” said the serotonic voice, her avatar appearing on his corn.

What's the bitch want now? he wondered. “Peterson here.” Who else would it be?

“Nanochine alarms at the Plavinas Brehume Incubation Facility. Get your lazy anus over there!”

“Do I look equipped to battle a jerking nano?”

Her face hardened. “Cross your tees, bunglebutt! That's where they took the Muceniek ovum.”

“And the Ozolin sperm,” Maris said. “On my way, Lieutenant.” The neura-channel closed. “Plavinas Incubation,” Peterson told the magnacar.

The innocent elfin features of the Ohume sperm collector Liene Ozolin intruded. An eidolon of beauty, geno-modded to preserve her collections, femo-oriented, Ozlin had led a tortured life. Doomed from conception. They'd altered her anatomical design, but they hadn't altered her preferences.

And how can they create preservative vesicles in mouth and vagina, Maris wondered, but they can't engineer a functioning reproductive organ?

Maris pulled up the police file on the facility. Plavinas Incubation was one of two such Ihume production plants on Tartus IX, the planet having only a few hundred thousand Brehumes. Ovum and sperm deliveries to the facility occurred daily under heavy guard, armed Ohumes bred for bulk and speed riding along, bristling with weapon. One or two breeding humans per month were conceived, a number too paltry for propagation. The remainder whelped at the facility turned out to be infertile.

Some Brehumes opted to reproduce naturally, with no better result. The collection waiver process was so onerous and payments for egg and seed so generous that most Brehumes opted to sell. Horror holos of pregnancy gone awry were regular evening immersie fare, the neuranet rife with lurid confesso-dumps and tabloi-vids.

The magnacar took him to a shuttle transfer station. Peterson couldn't remember the last time he'd left the gritty city. The Plavinas Brehume Incubation Facility perched on a ridge a hundred miles out, at seven thousand feet. Nose-bleed territory.

He popped out of the magnacar onto a station crowded with news personnel and bureaucrats. It was easy to spot the difference. Reporters and holographers pushed their faces and devices at people in top coats and blanked-out faceshields. Peterson was the only person without a microphone, holocam, or faceshield.

Pup-reporter Filip Dukur with the Telsai Daily News stuck a microphone in his face. “Nanochine outbreak at Plavinas Incubation. Part of your murder investigation, Detective?”

“Find another line of work, kid.”

The young Omale spun his head toward his camera so fast that he dried himself behind the ears. “And there you have it, the…Hey, you didn't tell me anything!”

The magnatube pulled in, the screech of brakes drowning out the platform noise.

Peterson popped on to the shuttle amidst the crush.

They were all headed to Plavinas, apparently.

He recognized Girdenis from Gonadis, Tylenis from Testicular, Amantas from Amorous, Vizgirda from Virginitis, and Tarvydas from Tardive Dyskinesia. Half the Coalition bureaucracy was allocated to reproductive issues, three-quarters of its budget.

They were packed in the vehicle like canned fish. The bureaucrats were accustomed to it, their cube ranches similar. The magnatube took off. A person had to adopt a magnatude to ride a magnatube.

“Hey, Tarvydas, what're you doin' on this gravy train? Takin' a junket just for the jerk of it?”

“Five-HT-two receptor density, ya jerkin' twerker. Don't you know anything about reproduction?”

High-density serotonin 5-HT2 receptors increased the likelihood of random auditory activity, a phenomenon associated with low libinality. Archaic neuroleptics in low doses reduced receptivity and enhanced the libido. No longer used for psychosis, these drugs now played an important role in reproduction. And they still caused tardive dyskinesia. Hence the presence of Tarvydas. “Doesn't take a neuropsychiatrist to know that,” Maris muttered.

“And there you have it! Detective Peterson cracks the case!”

He could have strangled the mongrel. “That's what I like about you, kid, delivering conclusions before any news of substance.” Maris forced his way to the door, badge over his head to clear the way, and was first off the shuttle the moment it stopped.

Plavinas Incubation was a fortress. Brooding towers stood sentinel over a low, squat, beetle-eyed building with a coiled coif of razor wire. Forty-foot fences spat infrequent sparks, also capped with coiled razor. He counted three layers of fencing, the ground in between riddled with mine-seeded mole hills. Ohumes puffy with armor and bulky with arms patrolled an inner perimeter.

Emergency vehicles had spread out in front of the entrance, engines rumbling and audible from outside the fences, lights flashing brighter than a blockbuster immersie release. He saw hazmat-suited personnel among the vehicles, the green fabric glaring and garish. Not very fashionable, Maris thought, heading for the gate.

They swabbed him, scanned him, scoured him, surged him. They'd have stripped-searched and rectal-probed him, if his badge hadn't stopped them. Three gates in succession, and he wondered why they'd done no good.

Just inside the third gate, a young Ofem separated herself from a knot of office staff in business formal. “I'm Ilsa Janson, your facility escort today. You go nowhere without me.” She scalded him with her gaze, startled him with her beauty.

He wondered how long that would last. “Nowhere?” His bladder felt full.

“Nowhere. Hang your badge on your lapel and come with me, Detective.” She led him into the building, hazmat-clad crew passing them on their way out. Maintenance crew fiddled with sensors above every door. “The outbreak started at our fertility reception desk shortly after the delivery of the Muceniek ovum at fourteen twenty-five.”

Military time, he thought, militant operation. “How do you know it started there?”

They entered a foyer, furnished in standard office-bland. “Nanotectors there went off first.”

Her face a perpetual scowl, he couldn't tell if it'd intensified. “But not those, back there.” He gestured over his shoulder.

Her gaze was blank as she led him through a sterile corridor and into a containment area. “This is the fertility reception desk.”

Two rows of chairs lined one side. A potted plastic plant perched quaintly in a corner. A glasma cage at the far end looked sullied from the inside with a red-brown syrup. Puce, he thought, the color of puce. They'd have to scrape the inside for remains.

“Ad out for a new receptionist?”

“Considering a change of careers?”

He liked her quick wit. “Why here? Why not those back there?”

The stone scowl didn't change. “This way.” She led him out a side door into a small anteroom with four doors, one of them colored blue. On one wall, long brown robes with hoods hung from hooks. “You'll need one of these, Detective.”

Thermal, they said.

“Zero-kelvin cryo?”

“Three layers in, yes, but even observation gets chilly.”

He donned one over his trench coat. “I'm not interested in freezing my balls off.”

In the corridor beyond the blue door, chill thrust up his legs like spikes. Multiple frosted glasma panes to one side contained cryo nodes on dense racks, the sign saying “ovum.” To the other side was similar, the nodes larger, this sign saying “semen.” Each and every node was ragged at the end, as though shattered. The floor scintillated with bright, sharp shards.

“All of them, destroyed,” she said, her voice wooden. Tears froze on her cheeks. She led him through to the other side, out a second blue door.

He doffed the robe, stamping his feet to get some feeling back in them. “How many ova?”

“Half a million.”

A slug to the gut. His heart hammered and vision clouded. His knees begged to buckle. Disbelief and anger waged a desperate battle.

“This way,” she said, wiping her face and leading him from the anteroom.

Girders gridded high ceilings. Tubing tangled with conduit in twisted, multi-color confusion down to pods hanging on racks. Pod after pod stretched into the distance, rack behind rack behind rack.

He looked at one pod, an oval about two feet long and one foot around.

An egg. Smeared inside was a red-brown goop, at the bottom a puddle of puce.

He looked at all the pods on the rack. He looked at all the racks.

His mind numb, he turned to the Ofem to ask a question.

Ofem Ilsa Janson stared at the pods, eviscerated of their viability, tears coursing silently down her cheeks.

Detective Maris Peterson didn't ask how many fetuses had been destroyed. He couldn't.

* * *

Atrocity, the headlines declared. Incomprehensible, the anchors propounded. Unconscionable, the talking heads opined. The tragedy at Plavinas Incubation saturated the neuranet.

“How?” seemed to be the only question they had.

“Why?” was the only question Maris considered.

He plodded toward home, the western sky scored with the last light of day, pink clouds raveled through with blue. Wind ripped holes through his trench coat, laden with the threat of rain. The streets were cold comfort to his hot thoughts. He dealt in murder all the time, but had never known the urge to kill. He knew now why people did.

I'll have to clear my mind, Maris thought, feet gobbling pavement. Cold calculation had wiped out half-a-million ova and a quarter-million embryos. Cold calculation could catch the killer. It was said revenge was a dish best served cold. So was investigation.

Maris couldn't push the tragedy aside. The fertility regression crafted by Brehume Professor Bernhard Vitol plunged to a spot of grease on the statistical pavement. Breeding rates on Tartus IX had taken the fatal plummet.

They'll probably bring in Coalition hacks and dismiss local gumshoes like me.

Darkness swallowed him before he got home. He'd used the facilities at the facility and was glad he had. Metaphor and reality had plunged him deep into despair, and only his feet kept him moving forward, powered by a strained bladder.

Home was just another hole in his life. Divorced twice for the hours he kept, it was a cold hole. But it was a hole to hide in. He couldn't afford much more on a dick's pay than a one-bedroom three-fourths up the side of a high-rise. They left him alone on the lift, despair an insolent insulant.

He didn't remember the badge on his lapel until after he got off. Pocketing it, he approached his door.

Ajar.

What the jerk? he wondered.

“Sorry, I couldn't wait in the corridor.” Ofem Ilsa Janson, his facility guide, offered him a tentative smile from just inside the door, gesturing as if to invite him into his own home.

“You've got testicles.” How'd she get in?

“Technically, I do.” Engineered to go either way, Ohume embryos were then infused in a hormone soup, testosterone to make them male, estrogen female, as needed. “I hope you don't mind.”

“Mind? Some stranger breaks into my apartment, and I shouldn't mind? I ought to call the police.”

“Except you are the police.”

“Technically, I am. Why are you here?”

“I have no place to go. I've been fired.” A place as remote as Plavinas Incubation had company housing, charging their indentures double market for half the space.

“How'd you find out where I live?” It was not public information.

“Leave a girl a few secrets, eh?”

“Why shouldn't I leave you on the curb, handcuffed to a streetlamp?”

The two stared at each other, Imale resident and Ofem interloper.

Her head fell forward, and she began to weep.

What a jerking nightmare! he thought, feels like a part in a noir dick flick. If he offered her his couch, she'd end up in his bed. If he offered her his bed, he'd end up on the couch. Either she'd jerk him silly, or he'd have to himself.

His thoughts a litany of obscenity, he pulled her to his shoulder and kicked the door closed.







Chapter 6

Professor Bernhard Vitol ripped open the door. “It's you again. What'd I do this time?”

“Need more info, Prof,” Maris said. The smell of stale sweat cascaded off the Professor, the tsunami of sour air olfactible to the naked nose. “Get a patty with me? Do you good.”

The eyes shifted left, then right.

Peterson held up his hand. “Don't slam it on me. Three hots and a cot or a hot one with me on a bench. Which is it?”

The eyes dropped to the rumpled trousers, the ringed armpits. “Five minutes?”

“Three, and I'll be comin' in with a warrant at four.”

A deep sigh and the shoulders slumped. “All right, Detective,” the Professor said, and the door closed.

At two minutes, Maris scratched his head. He wouldn't…?

The Detective sprinted around to the back of the modest house, the outside as prim as the inside was cluttered. No fences in this neighborhood, and behind the house was the neighbor's, twenty feet away, Vitol just slipping in the door.

Maris was on him, grabbed the shirt shoulders from behind, and hurled the Professor back onto the lawn.

He went fetal as he fell. “Don'thurtmeDon'thurtmeDon'thurtme…”

“What the jerk you doin', Vitol?!” Peterson whipped out a pair of cuffs, got one on him. “I just want info, for whinin' out loud. Don't make me arrest you for that!”

“OkayOkayOkay…”

“Hell, I'll even throw in some fries. Won't get those at the county jail.”

“Fries? Real ones?”

Maris considered, decided he could expense it out. Lieutenant Balodis wouldn't be happy, but she could go jerk herself. “Real ones.”

“Deal.”

All that for some real jerking fries. Probably planned it. “That's what I like about you, Professor. You suck the advantage out of every opportunity.”

The cuffs back on his belt, the two of them shambled down the street, the burger place on the corner. The Professor's bulk took up most of the sidewalk, Peterson walking half in the gutter, the elephant and the flea.

“Come with me, lover boys,” the waitress said, glancing between them, clearly deciding they were spouses.

The bench complained it'd have to file for a work injury. Peterson decided he might too, the Professor painful to look at, Vitol somewhat shy of Mister Galaxy.

Maris traked for Professor Vitol's file. “Bernhard, why didn't you tell me you refused to donate yesterday? Now there is a warrant.”

“Draconian, the way they suck up sperm!” he complained.

“Worse now that the stock at Plavinas Incubation got wiped out.” He looked at the approaching waitress. “Two burgers and two sides of real fries.”

“One side per table,” the waitress said, throwing a glance toward the door. “Don't you read?”

A sign just inside the door made it plain.

“One real, one fake, we'll split.”

“Hey, you're that Detective I saw on the holo, aren't you?” The waitress grinned at him, raking her eyes across him like hot coals. “Honey, you can get your potato fried any way you want. They're comin' out with an immersie about you, hormones included.”

He hated it when he got a lot of neuranet time. The last time it'd happened, he'd had to move and make his address clandestine. “Two sides of real fries.”

“You got it, bone-boy.” She twittered as she pranced away.

Probably has an immersie playin' on her corn right now, Maris thought. But you couldn't really enjoy a full-infusion immersie without jacking in. He fingered his mastoideus socket. Last night, he and Ilsa had jacked into each other while jerking each others' brains out. It'd been deep.

“What'd you want to ask me?”

The Detective brought his attention back to the Professor. “That progression, who you doin' that for? Department of Reproductive Statistics?”

“Confidential,” Vitol said, raising an eyebrow.

Daring me to arrest him, Maris thought. “Okay, so don't tell me. Why's it happening?”

“What, the decline in fertility?”

“No, the shrink in your penis. Why the decline?”

Bernhard leaned forward, sour breath overpowering sour sweat. “No one knows.”

“Huh? They can jerk out an egg-snatcher and a sperm-catcher, but they don't know why Ihumes are infertile and don't know how to fix it?”

“They got theories, but no one really knows. Interplanetary travel is one theory. You know, exposure to gamma rays, which doesn't account for the sterility of people who stay planetside their whole lives. Pollution index is another. Air and water so foul, food so modded, our DNA has lost its ability to messenger the right hormonal mix.”

“What about nanochines?”

“Some conspiracy jerk's wet dream. Completely baseless. Carbon nanotube assemblies need a power source. Without solvent polyhydrocarbonates, they don't propagate from person to person.”

“The carbons go somewhere.”

“Carbon dioxide, mostly, aerosolized.” Vitol leaned back, his breathing heavy. “Standard ATP breakdown. But that leaves the phosphate theory.”

“Oh?”

“Low phosphate levels limit the growth of organic systems. Phospolipids are central to epithelial development. No phosphate, no skin. And nanochines burn through phosphates faster than a jacker through an immersie.”

The Detective nailed the Professor with his gaze. “Why not nanochines?”

“No propagation.”

“You mean, they can't get from one victim to another? What if they found a way?”

The Professor nailed the Detective back. “I hate to think about it, but not part of my expertise.”

The burgers arrived, but they sat there untouched while Maris and Bernhard grazed on fries like epicures on caviar, moaning with delight. Potato just couldn't be synthed.

Finishing off the last one with a groan, Peterson sat back and belched, while Vitol dove into his disk of fried synth meat patty on a fake baked bun, topped with fictitious lettuce, mock tomato, phony pickles, fabricated onion, and a slurry of sauce supposed to imitate mayo, mustard, and ketchup. The sauce looked a bit too much like the proto he'd seen at the last four crime scenes.

“So if nanochines found a way to get from victim to victim, could they be responsible for the decline in fertility?”

* * *

Doctor Juris Raihman frowned. “You again. What the jerk did I do?”

“A simple question, Doctor Raihman.” Maris looked him over for more signs of laboratory scuffles. The washbasin was completely dry, no recent use. “If nanochines found a way to get from victim to victim, could they be responsible for the decline in fertility?”

“You investigating a murder or solving humanity's problems?”

“Just the answer, Raihman, just the answer.”

The man across from him leaned back in his chair, the leather creaking.

No such thing as leather, Peterson reminded himself, despite the latent tanning esters in the air. The use of animal hide to upholster furniture had gone the way of the cow itself, bred into extinction through domestication. The cost of growing them in a Petrie dish far exceeded their worth, their production too ecocostly.

The long pause alerted him to deep thought or creative evasion.

“Profile, Raihman,” he murmured on his trake, not caring if the other man knew.

Doctor Juris Raihman, lead researcher at the biofirm, Valmiera Nanobotics, was forty-five years old, infertile, married to an Ifem, no children, graduate of the Riga Stradins University Medical School, triple board-certified in nanobiology, fertility, and endocrinology. Previous position as head at the Department of Reproductive Barriers, Division of Vaginitis, Bureau of Testicular Reticulitis.

Of course, Peterson thought. Why do they put such obvious information in these profiles? An Imale married to an Ifem won't produce anything together but sighs in the night!

Raihman looked left then right.

Sensing the need to head off obfuscation, Maris asked, “What'd you do over at Testicular?”

“Scrotum assessments,” the Doctor said. “Look, Detective, I know you're just doing your job, but don't you think the decline in fertility is best left to—”

“Experts like you? And let you jerk us all over again? Probably the reason we're in this mess. Get an orange wardrobe or answer the question. Which is it, Doctor?”

“You get the jerk out of my office, you officious little dick.”

Peterson leaped across the desk and pinned him against the bookcase. “Jerk me once, shame on you, jerk me twice, shame on me. I won't get jerked again.” He pulled his fist back.

“All right, all right.” He held his hands up in surrender, as if a blasma pistol were pointed at his face.

Maris lowered his fist.

“Yes, if. But that's a gigantic ass 'if,' Detective.”

“What would be required?” He backed away and dropped into the chair, seeing he'd cleared the Doctor's desk, its contents strewn about the office.

Raihman cleared his throat and adjusted his smock. “You really are a jerking prick, you know.”

“Save the compliments and answer the question.” He was tempted to arrest him just for his obstinacy, but being obnoxious was a constitutional right.

“Victim to victim transmission requires a vector, Detective, some means to carry the nanochine from one polyhydrocarbonate-rich environment to another. You know why they're called nanochines?”

“They're small.”

“Ludicrously small. A nanometer is ten-to-the-negative nine meters. Nanochines are comprised of carbonanotubes maybe five hundred nanometers across, the size of mycoplasma bacteria.”

“Lacking cell walls, they're resistant to beta-lactam antibiotics that target cell wall synthesis.”

“Braggart. Their programs are encoded in ionic imbalances. They power their locomotion from their polyhydrocarbonate environments, their respiration producing carbon dioxide and water, using the excess carbon to reproduce. They have to live on something.”

“What if they hibernated?”

“And waited for the polyhydrocarbonate environment? Unlikely, Detective.”

“What's in sperm?”

Moon-wide eyes stared at him.

If he'd been looking the other direction, Maris thought, he'd have broken his neck.

“Spurious question. Ridiculous! You're implying Valdi Muceniek wasn't an isolated incident.”

“I'm not implying it at all. I'm stating it as fact, Doctor.”







Chapter 7

The moon rose, an evil eye across a blighted land, cursing any who dared procreate, leaving wombs barren and parents' hearts despairing, nanochine-induced infertility spreading like a venereal disease, the engines of creation disseminating their own destruction.

Maris stood on the steps of the Fertility Ministry and looked out over that blighted landscape. Magnacars whined in perpetual servitude on the avenue below him. Wires slashed apart the sky. Buildings moped in the gloaming, lighted windows hinting at suspicious activity within, darkened windows declaring it. Isolated trees punctured holes in the urban landscape, eked out nutrients from earth devoid of nurture, leaves gone pale with airborne toxin. Somewhere a siren wailed, ruing its regret to the unfortunate victims. A fitful breeze carried the hesitant stench of ionized air and rotted garbage.

He liked this time of day. He couldn't have said why. He could have said the same about his job. Death didn't discriminate. It was inevitable as sundown. The ebb of day, the blight of night. A soul stolen away, taken by a thief who benefitted not at all from the theft, as though taking someone's life might enhance one's own, like a reputation. In these murders, it was more than just one life; it was the continuity of life itself, murdered more foul than life itself.

Peterson turned to the building and looked up. Window embrasures stared indifferently back at him.

A magnacar wound down its whine on the street below, and a figure emerged. Shoes up the stairs tapped out a staccato beat.

“I got here as soon as I could,” Ilsa said, giving him a peck on the cheek.

“Thanks,” he said, his mouth near her ear, the smell of her like a meadow at sunrise, the feel of her like the kiss of dawn. He handed her a mastoid dongle, the one marked female. “Jack this in. You're Ilsa Liepin, certified Brefem, applying for a natural birth permit with your husband, Maris Liepin. New name, new neuranet address, new everything.”

“Where—?”

“Undercover does this all the time.” He pulled her against him. It thrilled him to have her close, all the teen testosterone without any of its angst.

“How come Undercover gets to have all the fun?” She met his gaze briefly and smiled. “Well, almost all the undercover fun.”

He giggled. “Jack time.” He slid the dongle marked male into his mastoid jack.

His corn flickered and flashed an icon. “Upload complete,” his coke chirped.

“Ready?”

She nodded, and he extended his arm to her.

Together, they walked through the doors.

The interior sterility exceeded the exterior indifference. The Fertility Ministry looked anything but fecund. White ceilings reflected white floors. White walls faced whiter walls. The light was source-less, seemed to come from everywhere. The one blot of color on the white-on-white was the pale, wan receptionist. “May I help you?”

Needs some face caking, Maris thought. Or paint. “Uh, Maris Liepin. My wife Ilsa and I would like to apply for a natural birth permit.”

The man hesitated, accessing their identities on his corn. “Why didn't you apply on the net?”

“For something this important?” Ilsa said, shaking her head. “And get bombarded with neura-ads for fertility supplements?”

“And erectile enhancements?” Maris traded a smirk with his wife. “No, thanks, kid.”

“I see your donations are up to date,” the receptionist said. “Surprised they're still accepting yours, Mr. Liepin. You should be honored.”

“After that disaster at Plavinas Incubation yesterday, they'll be begging from Bremales a lot older than me.”

“Terrible, wasn't it? The Coalition is sending its crack investigative squad, I hear.” The young Omale pushed a scanner toward them, flickering scan lights cutting across its surface. “I just need a retinal image from you both to get your agreement. That agreement includes allowing us to access your most recent fertility exam. Further, you'll be committing to an attempt every forty-eight hours. You'll need jack in to record your hormonal profiles. A link will be sent to your neuramail with instructions on how to upload your recordings. During the two-year waiting period, your donations must be kept current at all times. Any single instance of being late or missing your donation will result in a reset of the two-year waiting period.”

“A reset?” Ilsa asked.

“It starts over,” the young man said.

“You'll be finished with your indenture by then,” Maris grumbled.

The Omale gave him a brief smile. “The application fee is ten thousand lats, please.”

Mules shouldn't work at places like this, Peterson thought. As if an Ihume would be any better, stealing resentful glances at every customer, a green slime of envy dripping from their gazes at their fructiferous supplicants, the rot of rivalry eating away at their souls.

“Just look into the scanner, please.”

Ilsa leaned forward. Blue beams danced across her orbital socket.

“And now you, Mr. Liepin.”

Maris leaned forward. Bright flashes of blue left afterimages on his cortex, like a searing immersie or a distant slash of lightning.

“Thank you, Mr. and Mrs. Liepin. Good luck in all your procreation.”

Maris grinned at Ilsa and kissed her deeply. “Oh, uh, guess we'd better wait.”

Outside, as they trotted down the steps, he could see she was about to burst with laughter.

As soon as the magnacar lid slid shut with a snick, she threw her head back and guffawed.

He watched her, bemused and warmed.

Back at his apartment, they didn't make it to the bedroom.

“Now what?” she asked a long time later, her voice in his ear thick with the rich tones of love.

“Now we wait.”

“For what?”

“Yeah, I wish I knew.”

* * *

“Here's a nanotector, most sensitive model to date, designed to sense carbodensities above seventy-five percent by mass at a hundred yards.”

“Will my sneezeweed set it off?” Peterson took the sensor from Doctor Rihard Briedis, spider filaments wrapping his finger.

“No, Detective. Carbodensities above seventy-five percent are found only in compressed biomass agglomerates such as coal or diamond. And nanochines can't survive in either without organophosphates to assimilate.”

Maris nodded and thanked the other man. Then he stepped from the building to hail a magnacar. The street hadn't changed, industrial-park gloom and garbage-dump doom, powerlines overpowering the sky, the plaintive bleat of the garbot.

Maybe it just looks different at dawn, he decided. Maybe Ilsa had lavished light upon the darkness in his world.

The commute to the precinct was the usual crate of egg-shaped magnacars, creeping en masse toward their goals, people rushing to get nowhere.

We once drove ourselves, he thought. On some planets, they still did, and in vehicles they owned. The idea seemed ludicrous. Thousands of egos on a collision course, all scheming how to get ahead of one other, preening in ever larger, more powerful machines, packed together on a single roadway going nowhere, thinking they were getting ahead.

Now, we all know we're powerless, Maris thought, one magnacar among a hundred thousand streaming through a city so thick with grit it got between the teeth. It deposited him at the precinct steps. One glance toward the station door told him all he needed to know.

Coalition.

Black-suited crats in spit-shine spats scanned the street with dark shades and impassive, anonymous faces, one to each side of the entrance. They picked him out the moment he alighted. The magnacar whined away, lamenting his fate.

Lieutenant Anita Balodis slithered out the door and down the steps toward him. She looked as casual as an alley-drunk slinking into a liquor-jack store. “It's over, Peterson.”

“Jerk that!”

“Look at me, asshole,” she said, her voice flat.

Something about her tone. Maris did, and he saw not defeat in her eyes, not capitulation, but determined knowledge, defiant resistance.

She stepped close. He realized she was taller than he was. He wondered when that had happened. “I'll say it quick. I'll say it once. We knew this was coming. Undercover's got a guise and vehicle. It's got all you need. Take your friend with you. We'll say you stole the magnacar. Find out what's going on, Peterson. For all of us.”

She stepped back and gestured at the bounce boys bounding down the steps toward them. “A few friends from the Coalition want to talk to you. They've taken jurisdiction of your nanochine cases.”

They took him into a room with a single lamp. They used words instead of fists. They badgered him about the case. Fists would have been more merciful. He kept most of the information to himself, denying them the big picture.

Balodis knew and hadn't told them, he realized.

The tragedy at Plavinas Incubation had stirred the Coalition from its slumber. Targus IX was a minor planet, an important link along the Scutum-Crux trading routes, but mediocre in manufacturing, natural resources, and labor.

Up and down the galactic arm sat worlds with far more political heft. And near the end of the galactic bar was Riga. The big fish. The gorilla in the galaxy. The Coalition of the Waltic Constellations extended from the end of the galactic bar a quarter of the way out along the Scutum-Crux arm, its capital perched astride one of the richest seams of energy and heavy metals in the galaxy.

You didn't want the Capital getting in your business. The Coalition's attention was more desirable elsewhere. Local governments protested its heavy-handed interference on a constant basis, but in an obsequious way. Too loud, and your government got replaced. Same with law enforcement. A crime as atrocious as the annihilation of quarter-million fetuses at Plavinas Incubation had invoked Coalition takeover.

“It's ours now, Peterson,” Colonel Teodor Astrauckas told him. Head of the Coalition Investigation Department, Crestonia Region, he poked his face into the light, the last of the interrogators. “Got it?”

“Bungle away, Colonel.”

“That means you stay away from everyone involved. Plavinas Incubation, Sabile Nanobio, Doctor Raihman, Iveta Rozītis, Gizela and Valdi Muceniek, all of them. You know what happens if you go near any of them?”

He stifled a yawn. “I get an ice-cream cone.”

“Patarei Prison, Detective, an orange allsuit, a mattress thick as a board, a cell the size of a closet. You won't get a trial, you won't get a lawyer, you won't get a sentence. You just go. And you don't come back.”

“I won't get to see you again. I'm so disappointed.”

“You really are an obnoxious jerk. Even your boss says so. Our case. Stay away. Got it?”

Peterson shrugged. “Your case. Your mistake.”

He walked out of the precinct feeling curiously light. The constraints of reporting to a supervisor, of keeping semi-regular hours, of being chained to a string of cases—gone.

During a bathroom break, he'd neuramailed Ilsa. She waited in the back of a dark restaurant two blocks away, a favorite with Undercover, where patrons never removed their shades. “But I can't go with you,” she said. “My indenture.”

Lieutenant Balodis had told him to take her. Maris suspected they'd take care of the indenture.

A waiter approached. “The bouillabaisse is divine,” he said quite loudly, leaning toward Maris, finger to the menu. “You're being surveilled,” the waiter added quietly. “At the cue, head for the deep freeze.”

Maris reached for Ilsa's hand, her eyes wide with fright.

A dark-suited and -shaded Ifem approached the waiter. “Pardon, where's the head?”

Only dicks and jugs called it that. “Restroom for patrons only, ma'am.”

“Jerk your patrons only!” the Ifem dick snarled. She whipped out a truncheon with one hand, seized his throat with the other. “The head, dammit!”

“What're you doin'?” A patron across the aisle stood and lunged at the Ifem dick.

Chaos erupted.

Maris led Ilsa toward the back, found the deep freeze just past the walk-in. The heavy door swung aside. At the back stood cases of synthe-steak, crates to the ceiling. The stack slid silently to one side.

Peterson plunged through the opening, Ilsa right behind him. The short passageway spilled them into underground storage. Near a roll-up door hummed a magnacar, a two-seater, hatch open, the glasma tinted dark.

They leaped in, the hatch closed, the door rolled up, and the magnacar shot out.

He looked back. The roll-up door was rolling down.

“What the jerk was that all about?”

He slid his blasma pistol from its holster. “Later.” A satchel at their feet. Guises.

The magnacar sped through a garbage-clotted alley, the refuse leaping aside to avoid getting plowed. A jacker too plowed to dodge got bounced, the magnacar bleating a warning and attempting to swerve. The magnacar shuddered on impact, and Peterson glanced back in time to see the jack-addict crumple.

“We have to stop,” Ilsa said, “He might be hurt.”

“Didn't feel a thing,” he said.

The magnacar plunged from the alley into traffic and headed for the outskirts, toward the shuttleport.

“Look in the bag on the floor while I watch for pursuit.” He kept an eye out the rearview.

“What is all this?”

“There'll be two mastoid jacks. Put one in, hand me the other.” No sign of pursuit, the magnacar taking a zig-zag route.

“There's wigs, creams, bandages. Maris, what's going on?”

He took his eyes off the rearview to look at her. “We're goin' down.”







Chapter 8

Fireflies filled the sky, scores of helopods flittering over Crestonia. Windows watched their every motion, the stares prickling the skin across his back, a constant twitch. In every direction lay mountains of city, constellations of light, masses of humanity.

The city peeled past them, the paper-mache sun staining a gray pastiche of cloud. Phalluses of glasma and steel raped the sky, bending with each magnacar turn, names synonymous with soaring stock tickers, obscene profit margins, unscrupulous exploitation. Within a particularly dense stand of these pillories cowered a small white dome, the capitol capitulating to corrosive capitalism. Although capital continually slipped its dirty fingers into the hot pies of government, legislatures continued to cook up an ever-more byzantine bureaucracy, where plausible deniability and diffusion of responsibility turned influence peddling into an elaborate game of shells, until no one knew where the ball really was.

The magnacar dumped them at the curb of the Crestonia Holtin Hotel. Fountains leaped to escape a forecourt, mist as diaphanous as fading thought, ephemeral as evanescent principle, transient as evaporating truth.

Maris glanced at Ilsa. “Not very inviting,” she said, gazing at the hotel. She looked the model of a Brehume, her get-up giving her the glam of high society. He looked rumpled and always would, but rumple on a man was haute couture.

Ilsa and Maris Liepin checked in, the Holtin reputed to be the finest establishment in the capital. Stray thread sprang from worn carpet, peeling paint sprang from warped wall, suspicious glance sprang from surly patron. Lichen runnels dripped from eaves, grime streaks dripped from window corners, bored stares dripped from jaded bellhops. The elevator shuddered on the way up, Ilsa shuddered at the shabby décor, Maris shuddered at the undercover budget.

Little wonder we catch so few criminals, he thought, if this is the best our money can buy.

“It looks odd, our arriving without luggage,” she said the moment they were alone in their room.

“We're here for a day. Tonight we shop, and tomorrow we find our contact.”

“What are we doing here, Mare?”

He heard a silent plea in her voice. A few days of intimacy with her had already honed his sensitivity. “Two objectives—infiltrate the Brehume donation system and find a black-market nanochine vendor.” But that wasn't what she'd asked. He pulled her close. “Listen, Ilsa, you don't have to do this. They sent me here because I'm a pest, thought I'd be happier if I brought you along. I'm glad you're here, but if you don't want to be Brefem bait, all right by me.”

“And what about my indenture?” Her gaze scanned his face, an impish grin in her eyes.

“Right now, you're working for the force. You've been recruited. They'll make the payments. In your guise, you're a Brehume. If you want, you can look up any Ohume, see what's owed on the indenture.”

A brow went up. “And buy it out with my fake money? Enslave my Ofem self to my Brefem guise?”

“It's all about choice, isn't it?”

“Indeed it is,” she said, her emphasis striking him as odd. “Something Ohumes don't have much of.”

Brehumes ruled, no question about it. Most positions of power, most of the wealth, and all of the glory went to breeding humans. Less than one percent of the population, Brehumes earned ninety-five percent of the income. Ihumes at ten percent of the populace earned the next three percent, infertile humans accorded the middle rung. A small subset of Ihumes was naturally born but increasingly rare, most laboratory-grown and crèche-reared.

On the bottom rung, Ohumes at ninety percent of the populace earned two percent of the income. Organic humans were nothing of the sort, their moniker a euphemism, everything about them artificial. Inseminated in a Petrie dish, grown to viability in a simu-womb, reared in crèche in cohort of hundreds, Ohumes were then cast upon society with little more than a basic education and some basic skills, left to flounder, sink or swim.

Their indentures were a fixed amount, the equivalent of ten years employment at the median wage. Since Ohumes earned far less, working menial jobs no self-respecting Ihume would touch, an indenture might last twice as long and change hands multiple times before it was “matured.” Other than a fortunate few who earned their way quickly out of indenture or found a patron to pay it off, nearly all Ohumes spent their first twenty years enslaved.

“How many years left on your indenture?” he asked.

“Thinking of buying it out?”

“Will you be my love slave?”

She giggled and thrust her hips into his.

* * *

“What's this place?”

Rapid, rhythmic thunder emptied his lungs, a dinosaur stomping on his chest. Constellations swirled around him, a scintillating ball hurling beams to the perimeter. Scirocco waves of hot breath and hot body washed across him, colognes and cognacs mixed with perfumes and panamas. Under the blizzard of beams whirled a gyrating gaggle of patrons, each with a glow at their mastoid.

“Time to have some fun,” Ilsa had said ten minutes earlier, clutching his hand and dragging him into the club.

Maris picked a panama off a passing tray. The mixture of cream, cognac, and crème de cacao was garnished with nutmeg. Mastoid jacks with your choice of stim had replaced snorts, puffs, veiners, dermas, and colos, but alcohol had remained the beverage of social lubrication. Ethyl jacks might be had as well, but raising the glass to the lips retained an allure to the prehistoric brain that a jack couldn't replace. Esters off the panama swirled deliriously through his nostrils to his cortex, the drink going down in one smooth gulp.

“Hey, slow down,” she said, snatching one for herself and downing it.

Giggling, they toasted each other with the next one.

Clear trays floated jacks above their heads, neurodelights available to all. The club's private neuranet trolled for special-order jacks concocted to the customer's metabolism. His corn flashed him a menu of neuros: endorphine, iodothyronine, thyroxine, ephedrine, oxytocin, estrogen, androgen, adreno- and glucocorticoids.

Eschewing the mind alteration for clear heads, they gyrated to a quaking beat in a baking heat. The crowd looked to be a fifty-fifty mix of Ihume and Ohume, Brehume rarely patronizing such places.

Ilsa drew many a glance, her figure sultry and sexy.

A figure stumbled into Maris. “Watch where you're going, you jerkin' poofer!”

He ducked the first slash, only a glint in the fast-moving hand, and blocked the second. His gumshoe just missed the gonads and the attacker rolled away. Peterson grabbed Ilsa's hand and towed her toward the back exit, disoriented by the pulsating pummel of body and sound. The last thing he wanted was a bar scrap on a rap sheet, his cover blown.

Ilsa stumbled shy of the door and the attacker was on them, slashing for Maris.

He caught the overhead slash, the lazo-knife inches from his face. A knee thrust for his groin. He twisted right and lurched left, took the knee on his thigh and yanked the arms down. Off-balance, the attacker fell. Maris wrenched the arms up and slammed his knee to the neck, and he fell on the man, his other knee landing on the solar plexus. The hands lost their grip on the lazo-knife, which clattered on the floor. He sank a cross to the jaw and the man went limp.

Covered in sweat, Peterson picked up the weapon, climbed to his feet, helped Ilsa to hers, and plunged from the hot nightclub into the cold alley beyond.

The thunderous beat chased them toward the street, lights flickering off the far wall.

“Fun, huh?” he said at the curb, gasping and half-bent, hands on his knees, leaning against a shuttered kiosk. “Hate to see what you do for danger.”

A two-seater magnacar whined toward them, hatch open.

Open? he thought, that's odd.

Head and shoulders popped out, and Maris hurled himself behind the kiosk, tackling Ilsa. Slugs spattered its sides at a rat-ta-tat, and a projectile hissed inches from his head, careening away, the magnacar whine fading.

He looked up, the vehicle's lights already gone. Driven manually, off the neuranet, it would be difficult to trace.

“You all right?”

Her face drawn, her eyes wide, she nodded vigorously.

She thinks she's okay now, but she won't in a moment, he thought, getting to his feet and helping her up. Three, two, one.

Ilsa burst into tears and buried her face into his shoulder.

He summoned a magnacar and helped her into it, her face a wreck, their evening a disaster.







Chapter 9

“It's not a problem, Mr.…?”

“Liepin. Maris Liepin.”

Henriete Steponas, CEO of Infantide Interstellar, looked quizzically at the man across from her, bewildered at his request. “What can I help you with?”

He sat across from her, a short, slovenly-dressed man in a wrinkled shirt, rumpled blazer, ill-fitting slacks, scuffed and worn shoes. He'd insisted on speaking with her, her secretary had told her, politely declining to disclose the reason for his visit.

At fifty-five, Henriete was at the pinnacle of her career, chief of the second largest fertility service in the Coalition with a thirty percent market share. Trillions of couples wanted a baby. Infantide Interstellar made it happen. Over fifty billion birthed, the company byline declared.

For the select few who could afford the implantation fee, of course.

The office around her declared its ostentation. The rich textures of Xilous wood swirled across the desktop. Shelves of glowing syrostone held stills of happy couples and grinning politicians. Carpets of thick Nidra wool intertwined its intricate patterns across the floor. Thick chairs upholstered in Houxan satin gave comfort to supplicants. Plaques on the wall near the door declared their praise for the company's work.

“Well, Ms. Steponas, it's my wife.”

I've never heard that before, she thought. “Forgive me, Mr. Liepin. It would be better if we were to speak in her presence.”

“No, no, you don't understand. She asked me to come, insisted on it. Not feeling well, that's all.”

“Profile located, Ms. Steponas,” murmured her secretary on her coke.

The information spilled down her corn. Maris Liepin, Ihume, forty-five years old, reared in a family, in restaurant supply sales, no known medical conditions, married five years to Ilsa Liepin, Ihume, thirty years old, pod-grown and crèche-reared, no known medical. Other than their age difference, they were like the millions of couples who came through Infantide offices every year, seeking fulfillment.

“I'm sorry to hear she isn't well. Not related to her condition, I hope?”

“No, no, just a bit of a fright at the club last night. I'm wondering if you could describe your process, here.”

“Let me get one of our fertility facilitators—”

He held up his hand. “They're very helpful, I assure you, but…”

A flag popped up on her corn. Their record on file with the company. Why didn't that come up with their profiles? Henriete wondered, the record indicating that the Liepins had begun seeing a fertility counselor at an outlying office six months ago.

“Where do you get your embryos?”

An odd question, she thought. “From qualified, registered suppliers, from whom we insist on the highest quality stock.”

“Plavinas Incubation among them?”

“They were our main supplier,” she said. “Horrible, what happened, an absolute travesty. Alternate sources are being sought as we speak. Any delays in obtaining a viable embryo for you and your wife will be brief, I assure you.”

“What internal controls do you have for monitoring their quality?”

She blinked at him, wondering whether to be offended. “Mr. Liepin, I assure you—”

“How do you know they haven't been tampered with?”

“In what way, Mr. Liepin?” What does he want, she wondered, our internal procedures manual?

“The twenty-third chromosome. How do you know it hasn't been tampered with?”

“What is the purpose of your question, Mr. Liepin? Why are you really here?”

“How do you know?”

“Let me put your concerns about genetic integrity to rest, Mr. Liepin. Our embryos are the product of clean fertilization performed at our supplier's main facility under the direction of a highly-qualified and certified medical staff.”

“So you don't know, do you?”

“Our product complies with all regulatory guidelines, which were provided to you and Mrs. Liepin upon enrollment. If you're not completely satisfied with our product, I'd be happy to refund your money, Mr. Liepin.”

He stared at her, blinking blithely.

“Please stop at the front desk to give a retinal for the refund, Mr. Liepin. I'm not sure how you continue to find fault with a faultless product, but no matter. A pleasure to meet you.” She stood, stepped around the desk to shake his hand, and escorted him from her office.

What the jerk was that about? Henriete wondered, raising her chief of quality control on her trake. “We're upping random testing to five percent.”

* * *

Maris looked out over Matsalu bay. A nasty breeze snatched wisps of water off the whitecaps, flinging stolen, stinging droplets at them. The sea below battered the quay, the rumble reverberating through the stone to his legs. A gray sky squatted above them, bulging buttocks of cloud ready to blast them with diarrhetic rain.

Ilsa tucked herself under his arm, as if to shelter there from the incontinent weather.

He turned to her. “You ready for this?”

“Ready as I'll ever be, as long as no one tries to kill us.”

The hollow gaze she'd had the day before looked less prominent now. The dual attempt on their lives had shaken him too, and he'd gotten Lieutenant Balodis to upload new idents for them both. It'd been a mistake, he'd realized belatedly, to use the same ident yesterday at Infantide Interstellar.

She looked smart in her business jacket and formal pumps. He didn't look dumb in his perpetual slouch.

She held up her mastoid dongle. “Who am I today?”

The phenomenological fuzz struck him as both ludicrous and pathetic. He bit his lip on a laugh and a cry. “We're inspectors from the Department of Carbon Controls, Division of Organophosphate Levels, Nanoproliferation Agency.”

She did laugh and looked about to cry. “No one's going to believe such an agency exists.”

“It was the best I could do.” He decided not to tell her he used to work for them. “We've detected increased carbon monoxide densities in this hemisphere, and we're inspecting all likely sources. Sabile Nanobio Research has an egregious record of violations. Surprise inspection.”

“You sure they're not the ones who tried to kill us the other night?”

He was about to respond when he realized she was being facetious.

The multi-story production facility twisted up to its peak in a quadruple helix, four spirals squirming toward the sky, stretches of seamless impersonal glasma in between, a bent architect's sublimated dream. A modest sign of its moniker squatted above the door. The backside of the ground floor issued a constant stream of magnatruck and -car, a split taking the shipping vehicles to an underground depot, the rest of the compound sprawled underneath the eastern edge of Matsalu Bay. Its distance from the quay suggested Sabile Nanobio might have once employed ocean-going vessels, an anachronism in today's suborbital, orbital, and interstellar shipping.

“Let's go,” she said.

Turning from the quay, he realized he'd been dallying. He jacked in his mastoid dongle.

She led the way into the forecourt.

A receptohume sat inside a booth behind thick glasma.

“Ilsa Krumins, Lead Inspector, Nanoproliferation,” she told the man, throwing a vague gesture at Peterson, her badge in hand. “Assistant Inspector, Maris Ozolin. This is a surprise inspection.” She held up her handheld, a holo blazing with red headline text. “You will speak of our arrival to no one. You'll be fined five thousand lats if you do. We've detected increased carbon monoxide densities in the area, and we're inspecting all likely sources.”

His eyes went wide. “Yes, Ma'am.”

Holding up his badge, Maris tunneled into the company neuranet under regulatory authority, a map appearing on Maris's corn.

The man behind the sterile glasma looked at them both. “What do I put down as the purpose of your visit, Ms. Krumins?”

“Routine quarterly facility review.”

“Yes, Ma'am.” He waved them through. Glasma panels parted.

Activity on the company neuranet looked no different as they entered the facility. He'd almost expected a spike as the alert about an inspection went out.

“Nanochine detection section, fifth floor,” the map told him. Lifts ringed the foyer. They got on one, three other individuals coming up from lower levels.

“Ah, new faces,” said a woman. “I'm Klara Zenonas, Marketing. Pleased to meet you.” She stuck out her hand.

“Ilsa Krumins, Quality Control.”

“Maris Ozolin, same. Fifth floor, please?” He couldn't quite reach the controls.

Klara pressed the button, saying, “Doesn't surprise me we're tightening QC. That Plavinas outbreak has us all sweating. Glad that wasn't our contract.”

“You heard about Sarfas over at Telsai?” Ilsa asked.

Klara nodded, her rust blazer and ochre skirt bright enough to douse any fire. “Poor guy. Slammed marketing into damage-control. I thought I'd avoided getting a real job.”

“Your outfit looks like a lot of work,” Maris said.

“Something you're renowned for, right, Ozolin?” Ilsa elbowed him.

“Rumple has its redemptions.”

The doors parted, and the elevator announced, “Fifth floor.”

The landing contained a small reception area with two doors off it, one of them a clean-room door, its bulging flange squelching open as they stepped to the reception window.

A technician stepped to the lift, nodding nonchalantly, adjusting his lab-coat.

“Here to see Doctor Taska Ipolita, please,” Ilsa told the man behind the glasma.

“Do you have an appointment?”

She flashed her holo. “Don't need one. This is an inspection. You will speak of our arrival to no one. You'll be fined five thousand lats if you do.”

The man's expression didn't change. “Doctor Ipolita won't be available for another twenty minutes. Please have a seat.”

What the hell are they doing they don't want us to see? Maris wondered. He coordinated the positioning system with the fifth floor cams and located Doctor Ipolita.

She was drilling a man in formalls, her open labcoat flapping above her bare behind. Secucam holos of similar activity were rife, lurid neuranet fare for the vicariously inclined.

“Which way?” Ilsa asked.

Maris pointed at the other door, the one without the flange. “Through there, first door on the right.” Wouldn't want to get dirty in a clean room, he thought.

Ilsa went through it and turned to the immediate right, Maris on her heels. She barged through the office door. “Doctor Ipolita, bad time, I see.” She shielded her eyes. “Nanoproliferation Agency, surprise inspection. We'll wait in the lobby.” She backed up and closed the door.

Perfect, Maris thought, watching the Doctor on cam scrambling to dress. Better to have a little leverage.

Ipolita stepped into the foyer moments later, the picture of propriety, not a thread out of place. “Inspector Krumins, Inspector Ozolin, please, come in.” In her office, she gestured them to sit across from her, a fine flush tinting her cheeks. As she sat, she gave them a glimpse of the fruits she'd had hanging on display moments ago.

“We're here about Sarfas at Telsai.”

“Your agency was here three days ago, hours after it happened,” Doctor Ipolita said. “What else can I tell you?”

“How it might have been done.” Ilsa stared at the woman across from her.

She's good, Maris thought.

“We're still investigating, of course,” she said. “You're asking me to speculate.”

Inspector Krumins gave the Doctor a brief mirthless smile.

“Provided it's taken as just that, and not as gospel.” Ipolita raised an eyebrow.

Ilsa gave a small nod.

“Very well, Inspector. We suspect that the nanochines infected him without setting off nanotectors anywhere in the facility by masking their surfaces with organophosphates. They gave themselves a skin. How, we're not sure yet. The infiltration of Plavinas Incubation was probably similar, but I'm not familiar with the details of that outrage.” She shook her head. “Couples everywhere begging for a child for years, and a quarter-million embryos wiped out in moments.”

It didn't surprise Maris that people copulated at every opportunity, desperation infectious, species survival paramount. “The Plavinas infiltration had an obvious vector,” he said. “Nanochines were delivered in an ovum deposited just that day. What was the likely vector that infected Sarfas?”

Doctor Ipolita shrugged. “Any organic material or biologic organism might have brought it in. The nanochines might have come in on a sandwich delivery, in a piece of fruit, on the back of a flea, or in the wax of his ears. Wasn't he eaten from the soles up?”

Maris nodded. News organizations had somehow pilfered the information or had compromised a source, active investigations kept under strict confidentiality protocols. It wasn't me who blared, Peterson thought.

“Might have been in the jam between his toes. All speculation, Inspector. Next thing you'll be asking is why they don't proliferate through inorganic vectors.”

Ilsa frowned. “Don't act stupid, Doctor. We both know inorganic means inanimate.”

Ipolita glanced between them. “As indicated by our research, yes.” She smiled.







Chapter 10

“What do you suppose she meant by that?”

Maris looked over at Ilsa, the double-seater humming beneath them, the cityscape flashing past. He brooded over the question like the clouds that brooded over the city. “Odd, isn't it? Carbon combines with every other element on the periodic table, a chemical whore. Organicity is life.”

“And she was implying—”

“Corn, coke, trake, and jack.”

“What'd you just say?”

“The only recognizable items left after the nanochines chewed through Eduard Sarfas were his corn, coke, trake, and jack. All his neuratronics. And his dental work, but that's superfluous.”

Ilsa looked bewildered. “I don't understand.”

“Inorganic items, all.”

“You're not implying that the agent is propagated across the neuranet, are you?”

Maris shook his head at her. “No, I don't see how that's possible.” But the idea bothered him on a level below articulation, a boil growing turgid under the skin of consciousness, its insidious pus swelling beneath the tissues of his mind.

“What are you after? I worked for them, remember?”

“Where are the neuratronics installed? At what age?”

“There's a crèche complex about five miles from here. Ten thousand Ihumes being reared in cohorts of five hundred each, a small city in a single building.”

“Who do we see about neuratronics installation?”

“Destination: Plavinas Development Crèche, Crestonia.”

The magnacar swerved and took off that direction, mindless except of its destination.

He sometimes wished he could be as unthinking as that. The curse of conscience colored his view of life, a fuscous cloud of murky motive, a menu of moral morass. The choice was never between good and evil, but of less versus more destructive. “Do no harm” wasn't among anyone's choices anymore. Do the least harm to the fewest number of people was the best the dictum ever got. You did harm simply by living. You did harm simply by dying.

The crèche looked like all the buildings around it except for its windows. On the inside of nearly every window was some personal item of remarkably bright color, like the handpainting his parents insisted on keeping on the fridge. It was terrible, but they prized it terribly, and he'd wondered why. they'd saved it all, every stick figure drawing and papier-mâché mask, watercolor wasteland and chalk conglomeration, as if accumulating evidence of their child's genius, none of it evincing the slimmest glimmer of extraordinary talent, all of it evincing his mediocrity. He supposed if he'd asked, they'd have said they kept it to show him its value, to teach him to value his work. He hadn't, knowing it crap, ashamed it stayed there, a burning reminder how talentless he was.

The crèche kids were subjected to similar, he supposed, their pedestrian work hung in their windows, kept there at the admonition of podparents. The building took up the whole block and soared twenty stories. A face or two peered from window and roof-edge. His mind sliced and divided, giving over parts of each floor to classrooms, gymnasiums, cafeterias. About one floor per year, he estimated. Ten thousand children, five hundred per floor. The oldest ones living at the top, he guessed, younger ones on lower floors needing more care.

Couples everywhere wanting children, and here they were, reared in crèche.

“Ever been in a place like this?”

He shook his head.

“I have, reared in one on the outskirts of Telsai.”

“How was it?”

“Mostly bad, but sometimes all right. I hated the regimentation. My teachers were fair, and my podmothers were bitches. They had to be, I suppose.”

Maris handed her today's mastoid jack. “Department of Child Support Services, Bureau of Gestational Integrity, Adolescent Angst Division.”

Ilsa snorted. “Where do you get these names? Some jerk in Undercover just makes them up, right?” She jacked in and updated her handheld with the new ident.

He smiled and slipped his dongle home. “Right,” he said, gesturing toward the entrance, wishing that were the case.

She took the lead. The framed portico lent the building its only point of grandeur, the rest so shapelessly flat that it looked like an institution.

The spidery limbs of a nanotector waved across them and beeped them clear.

The atrium inside echoed with the emptiness of abandoned dreams. It'd make a good motto, Maris thought. “Abandon dreams, all ye who dwell here.” Dark parquet walls fought with light tile floors. Glasma display cases housed mementos of institutional pride, sport trophies and honorarium plaques competing with rusty reliquaries and crusty plates. Overstuffed chairs looked resentfully upon a jealous couch, both suffering from dust-covered neglect.

“May I help you?” asked a high-pitched voice. She had to be young, the face behind the glasma innocent and pure, the eyes way too bright with undimmed enthusiasm.

“Graduating soon?” Ilsa asked, grinning. “You're nearly there, young lady. Ilsa Berzin, Liaison, Adolescent Angst Division, here to see the medical director.” She showed the bright-eyed girl her handheld.

“Maris Petras, same.” He flashed his too.

A muted beep behind the glasma indicated their idents had been verified. “Do you have an appointment?”

“Surprise inspection,” Ilsa said.

“I'll see if she's available. Please, have a seat.”

They stepped away from the window but neither headed for a chair.

“Last here a year ago, according to our files,” Ilsa muttered.

“Latency Labile Division was here three months ago, and Toddler Terror just last week.”

She stared at him in wide-eyed wonder. “And Infant Irritability yesterday, right?”

“Never heard of 'em.”

“Ms. Berzin, Mr. Petras? Doctor Eugeni will see you now. The elevator is to your right. Tenth floor and to your left, please.”

He and Ilsa stepped that way as a woman in business formal was scanned at the entry by the nanotector. She gave them a glance as she stepped to the glasma, handheld out already. “Infant Irritability Division to see the director of development, please.”

The lift doors rumbled aside, the interior looking dingy, battered by rambunctious loads of children. Maris didn't see any buttons.

“Next stop, tenth floor,” the elevator said in a tired robo-voice.

Remote operation, of course, the Detective thought.

The tenth-floor foyer looked little different from the atrium on the ground floor. Dark tile walls muted the little light filtering in through grimy glasma, defying the attempts of the light parquet floors to reflect it. Long corridors stretched to either side of the foyer. Glasma display cases might have housed mementos of institutional pride but stood staring at passersby with guilt-inducing emptiness. Opposite the foyer stood a recessed reception area, where utilitarian chairs filled with sniffling brats gazed at each other in placid, indifferent rows, every seat occupied.

The gazes swiveled to Ilsa and Maris as they stepped off the elevator.

Then, as a group, swiveled away. Assess, catalog, ignore.

We must look like bureaucrats, he thought. If we'd looked like a couple, they'd have mobbed us. Among the children were scraped elbows, swollen jaws, lacerated knees, tear-stained faces. At the reception desk sat an older child, of similar age as the receptionist downstairs.

“Here to see Nurse Vasiļjev?” Behind the boy were plaques proclaiming the expertise of those in the office, sheepskin under glasma.

“Doctor Eugeni, I was told,” Ilsa said, showing her handheld. “Ilsa Berzin, Liaison, Adolescent Angst Division.”

“Maris Petras, same.” He flashed his too, beginning to enjoy the role of sidekick.

“My apologies. Doctor Eugeni has been called away, but perhaps Nurse Vasiļjev can help you. Please, have a seat. She'll be with you as soon as possible.”

Except there were no seats.

“Miss, are we gonna be wiped out by nanochines, too?”

Maris looked down at a girl with a blood-soaked tissue stuffed in one nostril. She'd approached Ilsa and was looking up at her with plaintive, pitiable eyes.

“No, child, why do you think that?”

“That's what happened at that incubation place, wasn't it?”

“Well, yes, it did happen there, but that doesn't mean it'll happen here. Did that frighten you?”

The girl nodded vigorously. “I'm Mandy.”

“Ilsa. Nice to meet you.”

“Maris,” he said, dropping to a squat. “Where'd you get the pretty nose?”

She giggled, her hand going to the tissue. “Fighting with Tommy. He called me a name.”

“Mustn't have been 'sweetie' or 'honeybun.' ”

“Ewwww! I'd beat the living jerk out of him for that!”

“Mandy, watch your language,” said a woman's voice from behind Maris.

He stood and turned.

“I'm Nurse Zanna Vasiļjev. Doctor Eugeni has been called away. Come in, please. I'll see Mandy while we talk.” She glanced at the roomful of children awaiting her attention. “If you don't mind.”

She led them through the side door into an examination room and bade the girl to sit on the exam couch. “Your office was here just a few days ago, something to do with the outbreak at Incubation.”

She and Maris exchanged a glance. “You spoke with our colleagues?” Ilsa asked.

“Oh, no. Doctor Eugeni insists on handling all liaison inquiries himself, when available. What can I help you with?”

“Just a few questions, Ms. Vasiļjev. What's the usual age neuratronics are installed?”

“Ten!” the girl piped up, squealing with delight. “I'm getting mine next week!”

“What does the process look like here?” Maris asked.

The nurse began swabbing the area around the wound. “It's contracted out to Balozi Neurobiotics. They bring in a mobile surgery center, lower it to the roof. It's staffed twenty-four-seven, each child taking about two hours. The process takes about three weeks for all five hundred children. Upsets their routine terribly. And in some children…” She glanced at the girl, then at Ilsa and Maris.

The neuratronics go awry, Maris finished in his head. He wondered how many that was.

“Age ten?” Ilsa said. “Before their reproductive status has been determined?”

The nurse's gaze narrowed. “A few girls have reached menarche by then, but most haven't. And very few boys have manifested signs of adolescence. But you're asking about fertility testing, aren't you?”

Ilsa nodded.

“Not something we conduct until the thirteenth year,” Nurse Vasiļjev said.

Maris felt something tugging at his jacket pocket. The spidery nanotector that Doctor Briedis had given him was crawling up his jacket.

“What's that, Mister?”

He put his finger in front of it, and the device wrapped the finger with its filaments, barely reaching around. He held it out for her to see. “A nanotector, Mandy, designed to spot an invasion of nanochines from a hundred yards.”

“Looks glavy.”

Maris raised an eyebrow and glanced at the two women.

“A new word spreading among the kids,” the nurse said. “Means she likes it. Run along, Mandy, you'll be all right if you stay out of fights.”

“Yes, Nurse Vasiļjev.” The girl turned to Ilsa and Maris. “Nice to meet you,” and she sped out of the room.

“Balozi Neurobiotics will be here next week to begin neuratronic installation?” Maris asked.

The nurse nodded. “They're here now setting up the mobile surgery center on the roof. Doctor Eugeni is helping to coordinate it.”

* * *

The boy stepped off the elevator just as Maris and Ilsa approached.

He looked like any other boy going to the nurse's office after a mishap. Both knees were skinned, his eyes were red from crying, and he was sniffling.

The nanotector wrapped around Maris's finger screeched, an ear-piercing tweet so loud everyone winced and ducked. Its spindly body glowed red.

“Stop right there!” Maris said.

The boy froze, his eyes wide. “What'd I do?”

Nurse Vasiļjev took charge. “Edgar, lower yourself to the floor, now, please!”

The boy did so, looking as if he were about to burst into tears again.

“Ms. Berzin, Mr. Petras, take the other children inside the office. And silence that thing, please.”

Maris touched the back and the screech ceased. He and Ilsa began herding the children from the foyer.

Overhead strobes began to flash, and an alarm began to ping. The boy backed against the elevator doors. Fear fractured his face.

“Chine infection, Plavinas Development Crèche, tenth floor foyer,” the nurse was yelling. “Male, eleven years old, Edgar Sirmais.” She paused a moment. “No, I don't know how he was infected!”

He remembered seeing children peering down at them from the roof, saw the skinned knees, knew where the boy had been. “You were just on the roof, weren't you, Edgar?”

“He was on the roof!” the nurse screamed.

The building neuranet inaccessible to him, Maris couldn't tell who she was talking to. Emergency services, he guessed.

Ilsa looked at him from where she stood half inside the door, the children herded into the office behind her, the nurse and infected boy across the foyer from them, near the elevator. She gestured him over and said quietly, “Won't look good on our resumes if we hang around, will it?”

“You're right. Undercover won't like it if we stay. Gotta be a back way out of here.”

She turned to speak with one of the children behind her. “Staff elevator to the rear of the building.”

Maris turned to glance at the scene again, ready to slip out the back way.

At the elevator doors, eleven-year-old Edgar sobbed in terror. “Get 'em off me! Get 'em off me!” Nanochines too small, there was no evidence he was infected.

“My feet!” he screeched, and he fell flat on his face. Hands clawing at the floor, he tried to pull himself away from his own legs. Puddles of proto pooled where his feet had been. He kicked, droplets spattering from mid-shin stumps. His gaze went to the red-brown stubs. His scream curdled even the thin, pitiless blood in Maris's veins.

“Help me!” Edgar's gaze found Maris, and he extended both hands, terror tearing apart his face. The liquefaction reached his knees. The nano-extinguishing system kicked on overhead, nozzles swiveling toward the boy, coating him with a layer of white, inorganic foam.

Helpless, Peterson watched the boy disintegrate into a slurry of red-brown syrup, the foam only able to keep the nanochines from spreading to others. Soon, hot chocolate with whipped cream on top was all that remained in a puddle on the floor.

“Come on, Maris.”

Ilsa pulled him into the office, and a girl led them through a series of corridors to an elevator landing, strobes and pings continuing. The elevator panel had a retinalock. Ilsa cursed.

He forced himself into action. “Send the girl back,” Maris told her, and on his trake, he murmured, “Undercover, remote access.”

The Telsai precinct computer responded after a moment. “Query?”

He put his eye to the retinalock. “Decrypt staff elevator controls, Plavinas Development Crèche,” he said, his neuralink transmitting the image from his corn.

“Decrypting, one moment, please,” said the voice on his coke. A ticking clock appeared on his corn. “Decryption complete.”

The elevator door slid aside. The ride to the first floor seemed to take forever. The boy begging for help wouldn't leave his mind. Somewhere distant, a wail grew closer, chine response vehicles en route.

On the ground floor, the employee entrance stood just beyond a break room, a male and female locker room entries to either side.

Maris stepped out the side entrance, a cluster of emergency vehicles around the front, their lights reflecting off the surrounding buildings. More arrived every moment, each wail taking a discordant plunge as the vehicle pulled to a stop.

No one saw them leave.

Two blocks over, Maris summoned a magnacar. As the two-seater wobbled to a stop in front of them, he looked at Ilsa. “You up to a visit to Balozi Neurobiotics?”

“The company that installs the neuratronics?” She got in beside him. “Who are we, this time?”

He pointed a finger at each of them as the magnacar hatch snicked shut. “Ilsa Dioniz, Compliance Officer, and Maris Kristupas, Spec Tech, Department of Regulatory Neuralitics, Network Specifications Division. We change disguises at the hotel, first.”

“By the time we're done, I won't know my name or what I look like.”

Maris already didn't recognize who he was anymore.







Chapter 11

News of the boy's death by nanochine at Plavinas Development Crèche had saturated the neuranet by afternoon. They arrived at the offices of Balozi Neurobiotics in the eastern sector of Crestonia, getting there an hour before closing time, the city so large it couldn't be traversed by magnacar in a single day. They ought to limit the size of the metropolis by the speed of its transportation, he thought.

Three hours in a magnacar made Maris feel old as the hills.

“Profile, Balozi,” Peterson traked. Balozi Neurobiotics bulldozed installments of neuratronics on a mass scale using nanochines. Their encyclopedia of citations had forced the courts to open a new courthouse. They equipped their marketing department personnel with fire extinguishers and friction-free public-relations clothing. The company profit margin seemed immune to fines and lawsuit payouts. Non-disclosure provisions kept their most egregious practices off the neuranet, guerilla cybertactics notwithstanding. The company deployed legions of lobbyists to derail legislative controls, cadres of trade associations to befuddle regulatory oversight, and troupes of think tanks to obfuscate the truth. Fusillades of lawsuits pummeled any belligerent who decided to oppose them. Balozi topped every list of the most successful businesses in the Coalition.

Worse than Sabile Nanobio, Maris thought.

Surrounded by fence, the main Balozi complex sprawled outward and upward in a tangle of architectural twine. They'd imported a pneumatube transport system heavy on infrastructure and light on the feet. Glasma tubes spaghettied between buildings and noodled up their sides. Capsules corpuscled through pneumatubes, like avarice. A corner of the complex was devoted to clandestine government contracts, its building locations blacked out on Peterson's corn. They manufactured brain snakes, neuro-worms, painducers, and infotractors, all the exigencies of governmental preservation, most of the tools available to police interrogators.

“Looks foreboding,” Ilsa said, stepping out of the magnacar, her coif a helmet of blazing blue-blond hair. The hotel staff hadn't exhibited a snit of concern about their sudden changes of appearance.

“No looks about it,” he said, his gaze on the complex. Maris had gone the gray route, a shock of electricity atop his head. He turned to look at her, his hair crackling. “You up to this?”

“Of course. I see that Balozi has a dozen litigations pending against Neuralitics, five involving Net Spec.” The sparkle of an active corn twinkled in her eye.

“They've never won a single case.”

“They keep us so tied up in court, we rarely make a site visit.” She smirked at him. “Special occasion, right?”

“Right.” Maris smirked back. A boy at Plavinas Development would never smirk again.

They stepped to the all-glasma kiosk at the property perimeter, a battery of holocams honing in on them. Ilsa brandished her palmcom, her holobadge scintillating with the agency emblem. “Ilsa Dioniz and Maris Kristupas, Net Spec.” Maris held his up too.

The rent-a-suit in badge and khakis snorted dismissively. “No government beyond this point. Can't you read?” He gestured at a sign with his jumpstick. A blur of lettering cycled through several hundred items before the word “government” populated the space.

“Where would you like that jumpstick, jerkface?” Maris asked.

The face purpled with apoplexy. The man shoved open his glasma window and lurched at Peterson.

He sidestepped and helped him from the kiosk to the pavement, his knee in the khaki back.

Ilsa reached in through the window, and the gate slid aside.

Maris was up and through the gate before the badge knew what hit him. The gate slid closed behind him, the guard locked outside.

A capsule popped to a stop in front of them, the pneumatube arching up into the tangle above the complex.

“Don't, it's a trap,” Maris said, gesturing at the entrance fifty yards up the walk, manicured crabgrass on either side. By the time they got there, a welcoming committee had formed.

Ilsa wielded her palmcom at them like a sword. “Search warrant.”

A sultry, slutty drill sergeant with spit-shine shoes and bullet breasts put her hands on her hips. “I don't care if you got a jerkin' army.” Her gaggle of goons readied for a rush.

“How 'bout a jerkin' blaster?” Maris leveled his plasma pistol, its tip white-hot.

“What's going on here?” A woman in business formal stepped from a side door. “Sergeant Ozols, thank you for your quick response. That'll be all.”

“Ms. Balozi, you said—”

“I said that'll be all.”

Ozols blanched and glanced at Balozi. “Yes, Ma'am.” The security contingent dispersed.

“My apologies, Ms. Dioniz, Mr. Kristupas,” the woman-in-formal said, descending the steps. “I'm Lizabet Balozi, President and CEO. The company has been placed on high alert, the boy at Plavinas Development big news. Kind of suspicious they can't find those liaisons from Adolescent Angst, don't you think?”

“Why would that be suspicious, Ms. Balozi?” Ilsa asked, the eidolon of innocence.

“They pointed out the Balozi mobile surgery center being installed on the roof, where the boy supposedly came from. The media will soon be questioning the nanotector contractor for the crèche, I assure you. That's where the attention is truly deserved. Come on in, Ms. Dioniz, Mr. Kristupas.”

The side door opened into an office as palatial as a ninth-floor penthouse. Woods of Tiburon aspen wainscoted the walls. Autoglobes in Xircon crystal illuminated the focus of attention. Divans upholstered in divine Elisium damask surrounded a sitting area. A desk topped with Ugilistan granite graced a corner. Holos of far-flung facilities crowded the far wall and flicked off at the President's blink.

All it lacks is a smudge of grease on the pavement, Maris thought, convinced that Balozi kept its sidewalks scoured.

“Please, have a seat. May I get you a beverage?”

“Profile, Lizabet Balozi,” he murmured on his trake. He remained standing while her profile spilled down his corn. Forty, Ifem, crèche-reared, she'd graduated summa cum laude from Riga Stradins University with a masters in business administration at age twenty, top of her class, valedictorian, a prodigal by any measure. She'd taken that talent to the neuratronic installation market and had brought with her the loyalty of her crèche sibs. By age thirty, she'd wrestled herself a twenty-percent market share. Her meteoric rise had garnered complaints from competitors and scrutiny from government, and her legal challenges had begun to mount. That's when she'd returned for the degree in jurisprudence. The public sector didn't have a legal mind on par with hers, and she'd spent her seven years since law school outmaneuvering legions of litigants.

“Save the ass licks for investors, honey-tongue,” Maris said. “You lose nanochines like a shark does teeth. We're here for the mobile surgery center inventory. The real one, not the one you cook to make you look good.”

She blinked at him. “I'll certainly review the search warrant, Mr. Kristupas.”

He pulled a pair of glasma bracelets off his belt. “Your wrists or the inventory. Which do we leave with?”

“May I see the search warrant?”

“Count of three, Ms. Balozi. Inventory or incarceration. Three, two—”

Ilsa stepped in front of him. “Enough, Kristupas.”

He blinked at her, disbelief stuttering through his brain.

“Plug the hole and have a seat.”

The divan felt as plush as it looked. How did she do that? he wondered, stymied and stunned.

“I'd appreciate an apology, Mr. Kristupas.”

His thoughts spattered across the pavement of amazement. He stared at Ilsa, uncomprehending.

“Tell Ms. Balozi you're sorry, Maris.”

Words tumbled from his mouth like a body down a staircase. “Forgive me, Ms. Balozi. I treated you with disdain and disrespect, and I shouldn't have.”

“Here's the warrant, Ms. Balozi,” Ilsa said, extending her palmcom. “You should be receiving it by neuramail. And I would like to reiterate my colleague's request to leave here this afternoon with the desired information. Thank you for your cooperation.”

Balozi glanced at the palmcom. “Thank you. I've requested the inventory from dispatch. I'll have that for you momentarily. You'll find that it matches the nanochine inventory on the mobile surgery center. Tragic, the boy dying like that.”

“Thankfully, they caught the nanochines before they spread,” Ilsa said, “or they'd have had a repeat of Plavinas Incubation. A quarter-million fetuses, gone in moments.”

“Unbelievable,” Lizabet Balozi said.

* * *

“Unbelievable,” Maris Peterson said.

Ilsa threw her head back and laughed, the magnacar swerving into traffic. Eggs on a conveyer belt moved more quickly, everyone heading home. Their two-seater squirmed toward the HOV lane, where they moved a bit faster. They still faced a three-hour ride back to the hotel.

Ilsa peeled out of her disguise. “Tint the windows, darling.”

He did so, and she peeled out of her clothes too.

Later, he kissed her on the shoulder. “You're incredible.”

She groaned and wedged herself more firmly against him. “So were you.”

“No, I mean back there, with Balozi. How'd you do that?”

“It wasn't all my doing. Without your bitter, she wouldn't have chosen my sweet.”

“Anyone would choose your sweet, my sweet.” He buried his face into her neck, swilling her companionship deeply, parched from years of desolate loneliness. The magnacar hummed happily along the thoroughfare, night now nigh, evening outers sparse in the mid-week gloaming.

He reached for his clothes, his corn alerting him to multiple messages from Lieutenant Balodis. Balozi and Balodis, he thought, what a pair.

Maris hadn't expected Lizabet Balozi to receive them personally. Such micromanagement was beneath the CEOs of most multiplanetary companies. He'd resigned himself to a career of badgering middle managers, a breed of creature comfortable with evasion and plausible deniability, little accustomed to real responsibility. Birds of such rarified air as Balozi baffled his blunderbuss approach.

Neuratronic installation was fairly straightforward. Multiple program-limited nanochine modules were injected through the carotid, sliding through the blood-brain barrier by masking themselves as lipid-soluble molecules, avoiding astrocytes and migrating their attached components into place through extracellular fluid. From these components, the nanochines built a neuranet interface assembly near the thalamus and constructed optichannels of hexo-silica rings to connect nano-assemblies behind the eye, beneath the ear, and near the tracheal junction. The assembly behind the eye modulated optic nerve signals to the thalamus, while the assembly just beneath the ear modulated the cochlear nerve signals, blending in output from the neuranet interface. The tracheal junction assembly, which modulated the signal going to the trachea, diverted speech in the form of electrical output to the neuranet, leaving the trachea with trace signals from the cerebellum, the reason some people appeared to be talking to themselves while on their trakes. The neuranet assembly near the thalamus outputted signals to the corn and coke, while signals from the trake were output to the neuranet. Any decryption or encryption, neura-mail retrieval and storage, or channel switching, was handled by the neuranet interface.

Interconnected with corn, coke, trake, and neuranet interface was the mastoid jack, the short name for the socket installed in the processus mastoideus bone just above the soft tissues of the neck right behind the ear. Only the exterior rim of the mastoid jack was installed manually. Program-limited nanochines installed all the other components, including hexo-silica optichannels to the thalamus, hypothalamus, amygdala, and hippocampus. Paired with the output from the neuranet interface assembly, a mastoid jack might supply a person with full sensual surround, taking complete control of all sensory input modes, including the gustatory, tactile, and olfactory senses, facilitating an all-senses plunge into an immersie or a complete and total cluster-jerk.

The age of installation had grown earlier and earlier, particularly in the last twenty years. Research was mixed on the question of pre-pubescent versus post-pubescent installation, various factions arguing over the benefits and risks. One vocal group advocating for pre-pubescent installation argued that a more facile control of one's neuratronics lent the individual far better hormone management through the turbulent years of puberty. Their opponents argued that earlier installation was an open pipeline to perdition. With increasing numbers of crèche children reared sans family, parental monitoring of neuranet use fast-tracked toward non-existence.

Maris didn't care one way or another, but Balozi Neurobiotics did, their profits surging with each reduction in the age of installation. They ad-saturated the neuranet with grandiose lies encouraging parents to prodigalize their offspring. Balozi purloined demographics from Plavinas Crèche neuraservers and plundered Infantide Interstellar info in their corporate espionet forays. They seeded favorable university research with foundation funding and strangled media outlets that dared distribute unfavorable results.

“They don't play nice, do they?”

Still jacked in to each other, Maris realized Ilsa had been reviewing the information with him.

“Guess I'd better dress.” She did so lasciviously, taunting him in the small space.

He resisted the urge to take them off again. “Ten minutes to home,” he said. “I'm famished. How about you?”

“Quite.” She ran her eyes down his body. “Can we order in?”

Images of steaming sheets and steamy postures floated across his corn. “Yeah, but what about food?”

She giggled.

His corn signaled that Balodis had sent him another neuramail. He unjacked himself from Ilsa. The last thing he wanted was to let Balodis in on his love life. Her druthers for Ifems was top fare on the office gossip net, everyone making bets on how long she'd remain ignorant her secret was out.

“Lieutenant's eager to talk to me, fourth time she's neuro'ed me. How about you order Chinese?”

“I'm too tired for pick up. Can't we have it delivered?”

“Sure.” He blanked his corn and muted his coke, then commed Lieutenant Balodis.

“ 'Bout time you got back to me, Peterson. What the jerk you been doin'?” Behind her, a holorealist masterpiece from the last century graced her living room wall.

“Infantide Interstellar, Plavinas Development Crèche, Balozi Neurobiotics. Report will be on your neuramail in the morning, Lieutenant. No new leads of any substance.”

“The boy at Plavinas Development, you were there for that?” Her eyes searched his avatar, as though she might see past a blanked corn.

“Saw him liquefy, Lieutenant.” Not a sight he'd soon forget. Eleven! The boy was only eleven!

“Sorry you had to see that. I thought the two missing bureaucrats might be you and your jerk. Undercover's complaining you're sucking up all the idents. I sent Captain Greshot over to jack 'em off my back. Listen, Maris, Valmiera Nanobotics just announced the departure of Doctor Raihman, their lead researcher. Something about breach of protocol. Know anything about that?”

His denial was knee-jerk. “Not a thing.”

“Find out from him. Valmiera's not talking to us. What's next, Maris?”

Detective Peterson didn't know what to tell her. He excreted some bovine answer and cut the connection. The magnacar wobbled to a stop in front of the hotel.

He got out and stretched. The dusty night sky was littered with stars and strewn with helopod streaks. Baking day heat simmered off the cooling asphalt. Pedestrians in mixed attire moped furtively along the crowded street. The whine of magnacars still sang about perennial servitude, their double-seater zipping off to join its fellow slaves, free for now, as Ilsa joined him on the curb.

“Raihman got dismissed, eh?” she said.

He grunted, heading for the lobby, his butt tired from sitting, his mind tired from thinking.

Filip Dukur, Telsai Daily News, ambushed them at the lift. “Detective Peterson, the Governor and Legislature are demanding answers. What have you got to tell them?”

He cursed that he wasn't wearing his disguise. “A bit out of your doghouse, aren't you, Dukur?”

“Promoted to investigative reporter at the Crestonia Capitol Beat. What about it, Detective? Any leads?”

“Just one,” Maris said, pointing out the door. “See that pillar there? Better go piss on it and claim your territory.” He stepped backward and the elevator doors closed between them.

“Pretty dogged, isn't he?” Ilsa sniffed. “Smells like Chinese already.”

Broccoli quasibeef scented the air. Peterson rubbed the spidery nanotector clinging to his finger.

A woman got on when they got off. “Oh, it's you,” she said to Ilsa, and then pointed down the corridor. “I set your food outside your door.”

The scents were stronger as they approached the corner. They turned it and saw the package thirty feet down the hall.

A high-pitched screech filled the corridor, the spindly nanotector pulsating red.

Maris shoved Ilsa behind him, dropped to a knee and whipped out his blasma pistol.

Fake fung chow splattered the corridor walls and began to sizzle as nanochines consumed it. Nanotector alarms added their piercing pings to the screech and foam sprayed from nozzles, coating the corridor. Misty white snow turned tawdry hotel hallway into winter wonderland.

“Well, jerk it all, anyway. My favorite dish!” he said, blowing on the glowing blasma pistol tip.

Faces began to poke into the corridor from rooms.

“Nanochines contained, folks,” he said. “Go back into your rooms.”

“We'd better find another place to stay,” Ilsa said, staring at the wintry hallway.

“And something else to eat.”







Chapter 12

The noodle bar stayed open late. Maris ate standing, eyes scouring the streets.

Now it was personal. Now they'd come after him and Ilsa.

Firefly helopods subsided slowly, each one an assassin, Maris tracking them all for the telltale veer toward them. Pedestrians grew fewer, each one an assassin, Maris tracking them all for the telltale glance toward them.

Somehow the assassins had intercepted Ilsa's order, compromised the delivery, introduced the nanochines, and set it outside their hotel room door. All within fifteen minutes.

They'd been ready. They'd been planning it. Why? He wasn't even officially on the case, hadn't been since coming to Crestonia. They wanted him off the case. I must be close, he thought. Somewhere, I hit a nerve. One of the last three places he'd gone, he was sure. Plavinas Development Crèche? he wondered. Balozi Neurobiotics? Infantide Interstellar seemed an unlikely place to have offended someone. Further, he'd been alone, Ilsa at the hotel, recovering from the nightclub attempt. Plavinas or Balozi. Which?

“You're awful quiet,” Ilsa said. Her noodle bowl in front of her was empty.

He'd devoured his bowl after eating all his noodles. “You don't like the bowl?”

She shook her head. “Extra calories.” She pushed it toward him.

He devoured that too. Couldn't have been Plavinas, because no one saw them leave. At Balozi, he'd pissed in the CEO's face. She could've easily put a tracer on their magnacar, its encryption system having multiple known backdoor keys. He'd used it multiple times to track a suspect, with or without a warrant. She might have even jacked their destination. En route, he and Ilsa had unjacked from their fake idents. How had Lizabet Balozi intercepted their order? The timing wasn't right. How had Dukur found him at the Holtin? Was that where their cover was blown?

“You gonna make me stay open all night?” the proprietor said.

“You gonna jerk me 'til the sun comes up?” Maris looked at Ilsa and swung his glance down the street. As they shambled along the shabby boulevard, he traked the Telsai Precinct computer. The neuranet system had its own encryption flaws, but public demand for privacy had spawned a proliferation of security products.

“I'm getting us both a new ident,” he said. “Until then, it's not safe for us to use a magnacar. And rather than a hotel, why don't we rent a flat?”

“You sure we're going to be here that long?”

“I'm not sure of anything, sweetie.”

“Twice someone's tried to kill us.”

That look was back. Two wives had had that same look, and unlike Ilsa, they hadn't been in the field with him. Maris had seen the same look in colleagues' eyes, a look that presaged either disability or an OJA, on-the-job-accident. First came the preoccupation, the silent questioning, the trauma-induced fear. Then the fatigue, the black-rimmed eyes, the yawns, the sleepless nights. And pretty soon, that person found an exit, either some small trigger that set off an explosion, the sudden onset of a medical issue, sometimes gastro, other times cardio, or an accident, a slight lapse in attention, a fall, a step into the line of fire, a step off the curb into oncoming traffic.

Maris, he'd learned to live with it, the constant stress, the terrible hours, the long nighttime vigils, the loss of partners in the field, the loss of wives from the home. Two of the latter hadn't been able to cope with the reality of daily danger. Shortly before leaving, they'd each begun to look the same way as those colleagues who'd begun preparing their exits.

“You got that look.”

“Huh?”

He stopped and turned to her, pulling her close. “This ain't for you, I can tell. I'm gonna put in for witness protection, get you a new life. They can't buy out your indenture, but at least you'll have a safe place to live.”

She shook her head against his shoulder. “I don't want a new life. I want a life with you.” She was warm against him, her spirit wrapped around his heart.

His last two wives had wanted the same, the second one even demanding he give up his fifteen-year career on the force. She hadn't understood, hadn't had the capacity to understand. He doubted Ilsa would either. A life with him was a difficult road.

Maris turned Ilsa's face up to his, and he kissed her deeply. “I want a life with you. It's moments like this that make such a life, but there's other moments, like that one back at the Holtin. They're part of it too. You can't have one without the other. Every day you'll wait in dread, not knowing when I'll come home.”

“Or if you will. I know that, Mare, and I know you'll come home some days without ever leaving the office. I've seen that, too.”

He nodded. “Weeks, sometimes.”

“But when you're here, with me, right now, it's all worth it.” She yanked his body to hers with his rumpled coat, her face turned up to his.

He lost himself in her lips, and his mind succumbed to her embrace.

“Get a jerkin' hotel, fa godsakes!” a passerby yelled.

Maris thought it was a reasonable suggestion, never mind its unreasonable delivery.

* * *

The dawn was bright, his night had been brighter. The glow of the dark washed into the light. The heat of the cold warmed him through the chill.

He chose a spot without giveaways, convinced someone was watching, and then commed Doctor Juris Raihman.

“I can't say anything, Peterson. Non-disclosure.” Raihman looked beat, cheeks sagging from darkened sockets, stare haunted beneath wrinkled brows, jaw slack under frowning lips.

“I don't give a jerk what they made you sign, Raihman. A thousand kids in crèche. A quarter million embryos. A half-a-million ova. How high does the number have to get, Doctor?”

The eyes averted. Doctor Raihman looked to be sitting in a restaurant, based on the background Maris could see, bright morning light splashing the far wall, some neighborhood diner where the waitress knew the customers' names, what they did, how they were doing. Surly but beloved. Maris had met his first wife that way.

Raihman sighed and shook his head. “I know it's bleak, but if I talk, I'll never work again—anywhere.”

“I'll take you to a back room, work you over. Then you can say you were coerced.”

“With the scars to prove it, right?”

“Extra measure of veracity, a talking point on your resume, a bruising you can brag about.”

The Doctor snorted and shook his head. “You jerk everyone this way? I got you that nanotector and got fired for it. Now you threaten me with a back room under bright lights.”

“Threaten? I didn't threaten, Doctor. I offered. It's an option. You give up the information and any responsibility for disclosing it. What's so special about that spider-tector, anyway?”

Raihman looked first to the left, and then the right, as if to check for surveillers. “Can't say.”

Bingo, Maris thought. “Well, think about it.” While speaking, he composed a neuramail and slathered it with encryption. “I'd even consider a bareknuckle job, leave the instruments in the autoclave. And who needs bright lights? It's all about choice, Doctor. No pressure from me. What do you say?”

“Sorry, Detective, I'm not talking. You're being very nice about this. Didn't know you had any nice in you. But I just can't. You understand, don't you?”

He sent the neuramail. “Yeah, I get it. I know you'd help if you could, Doctor. Let me know if you change your mind. Thanks for taking my com.”

“Good day, Detective.” The neurachannel closed.

Maris brought out the creature. Its spindly legs wrapped themselves around his finger. The slim, stick-like body shimmered, as though in microscopic motion. Antennae sprouted like dandelions from one end to the other, fine tendrils sampling the environment. Auditory, pheromonal, optical? he wondered, betting on all three. Made of nanochines, it was powered by a microfusion reactor, a tiny glow midway along its stick body. Carbon nanotubes gave it structure. A composite of nanochines for detecting other nanochines.

He rose and stretched, snorted the alley stench from his nose and made his way to the street.

The mad rush, the daily plunge of law-abiding citizen to get to work, was in full headlong progress.

Maris envied and pitied, wishing his were such a blithe, mindless existence and grateful he wasn't a slave to anything but slouch, the fashions of normalcy holding a desirable repulsion for him.

Ilsa met him at a breakfast diner, looking fresh as a sunrise. “What to, today?”

“Some leads I want to follow on my own, if you don't mind.”

“Just bring your ass back intact.”

Right out of his own lexicon. He grinned and took her hand across the table. “That's what I like about you, zapping me with thunder you stole from me.”

The Omale who served them looked at his feet the whole time. Maris dropped his fork experimentally, and the waiter nearly wet himself and almost dropped their food.

The syntheggs and baconfake were delicious, but the hashblands were terrible.

“Can't synth a potato worth beans,” he said, shaking his head sadly over the fried muck.

“That's what they are, right? Genosoy recombinant. Beans.”

“It ain't potato.” He pushed his plate aside. “You gonna follow up today with Infantide Interstellar?”

Ilsa nodded. “Find out who their new supplier is. Mare, what if Plavinas Incubation was just a little corporate sabotage?”

“A quarter-million embryos, just a little sabotage?”

“Maybe not 'little.' No, I mean, who's their nearest competitor?”

“Why don't you look into that too? I'm off to the auction, see what's selling. And I gotta take a suborbital to Telsai.”

She frowned. “You won't be back until late.”

“About nine,” he acknowledged. “Pretty late.”

Ilsa squeezed his hand, frowning. He knew she'd come to hate his hours and hoped she'd adjust. His two ex-wives hadn't.

Outside the restaurant, the high-rise glasma and steel looming above them, he kissed her briefly. “See you tonight.”

Her look of longing lingered in his mind long after she'd left.

Going the other direction, he saw the Omale waiter quivering in the narrow embrasure between buildings.

Gesturing him to follow.

Sunlight blistering off plascrete building front, the alley was shrouded in darkness. Cockroaches thrive in the dark, he thought.

He followed, having to turn sideways. Bare block walled both sides. Objects crunched underfoot, and squealing accompanied sounds of scattering. The musk of long-concealed secrets wafted up from around his feet. He might as well have fallen into the crevasse of oblivion.

The Omale squeezed around a set of pipes.

His eyes adjusting, Maris glanced down at his perfectly rumpled slacks and sighed. The things I do for my job, he thought in disgust, and he forged ahead.

The Omale disappeared into an alcove.

He eyed it. Ambush or sanctuary? he wondered.

The recess was ten feet deep, five feet wide. A pallet covered with carpet remnant made a floor. The bed was a stained cot mattress, just two feet wide, something from a jail cell. Narrow shelves above it contained the bare necessities of a kitchen.

Maris couldn't wait to see the bathroom, until he realized that the covered bucket in the corner served exactly that purpose.

“Farther this way, so they can't see you. I'd offer you a seat, but I don't have one.”

Nor room to put one. He looked at the Omale.

The man wouldn't look at him, his gaze on the meager accommodations. He wore his hair shorn short, a self-administered hand-trim. His restaurant smock was stained with food and sweat. His shoes complained they were too small for the feet, which leaked out the split sides. The slacks sagged slackly, the fine material having long since abandoned its creases.

“You're him,” the Omale said. “They told me you were here. They wanted me to add something to your food.”

“Who?” He could already guess what, the way they'd spiced up the Chinese delivery.

“I don't know. They mailed me when you walked in. One of those anonymails. I'll send it to you. Please, they'll get me because I refused.”

“How do you know that?”

“I'm non-compliant.”

With his indenture, Maris knew. Either several months behind on his payments, or on the run from the indenture holder. “Again, who's 'they'?”

“You know, them! I don't know, but I do know. The only reason they haven't found me is I'm offnet. They're already looking for me, out front. You'll see them. Please, help me. There's only one way in here. As soon as I reconnect, they'll swarm in here after me.”

The Omale stank with fear. He had from the moment he'd approached the table inside the breakfast diner. He believed he would die.

Maris reached into his pocket. “Here, jack this.” He handed the Omale a mastoid dongle with an undercover ident, and then he got on his trake. The Telsai precinct computer took a moment from half-a-planet away. “Protective custody needed, Betty's Breakfast Diner.” He traked the address and the undercover ident he'd just handed to the Omale.

“Vehicle en route, Detective. Eight minutes out.”

“You know who I am, what I'm doin?” he asked the Omale.

The man shook his head. “No, I don't know anything. They didn't say. A woman brought in a package, left it on the counter. 'Put the vial contents in his food,' the message said.”

Distant sirens lamented their approach. Activity at the alley entrance increased.

Plasma pistol to his shoulder, Maris slid the safety off with that slick double click, the sound distinct and satisfying. He peered toward the street and saw a shadow retract.

“Where's the package?”

“At the wait station. I opened the package. There was a vial inside.” The man began to weep softly. “I almost put it in. I'm sorry.” The Omale was shaking uncontrollably, and Maris realized the bucket wasn't the only source of the fresh urine smell. A stain umbrellaed down the front of the man's slacks.

He armed the pistol, and its tip began to glow. “Hang on, kid. They're almost here.” Maris leaned into the alley again, the white hot tip at that shoulder. Nothing like a little warning glow.

The sirens were loud now, and strobes reflected off the far buildings. A flashing red light pulled up in front of the narrow alley, and a side hatch opened.

“Come on,” he said, and dragged the frightened Omale from the alcove.

The magnacar had pulled right onto the sidewalk, a black-and-white with blacked-out windows. Other units blocked the street.

He stopped the Omale a few feet shy. “Bend down.” He pushed the Omale into a crouch. Eyes quartering the street, Maris pushed the man into the magnacar and shut the door. “Subject secured,” Maris traked.

The black-and-white whined into the street, aux units leading and tailing. Their sirens Dopplered away, a half-octave lower.

He nodded at the approaching field commander. “You got any e-crew with you?”

“Kalnin,” she shouted over her shoulder and jerked her thumb at Maris. “Assist the detective. What we got, anyway?”

He ID'd himself. “Subject says he was threatened if he didn't poison me.” Maris looked at the e-crew. “Vial inside, at the wait station.”

“Got it.” The e-crew gloved up, fished an e-bag from a pocket, and went inside to collect the evidence.

“I thought Coalition took over that investigation, Detective,” the field commander said.

“Jerk the Coalition,” Maris muttered.







Chapter 13

Peterson was late jacking into the auction. Reports did that to him. It was a mutual thing. He was late with reports, and they made him late for life. He decided to save time by jacking into the auction while en route to Telsai aboard the suborbital.

The spaceport was a crush of bodies so scentified he might have gone bodyshopping on aroma alone. He endured long registration lines, not wanting to blow his cover. Glasma panes set in a blasteel-girder lattice soared overhead, the chatter of wave-cancelers the dominant sound, muting the susuruss of suit and slack. Impassive faces of impatient passengers populated the boarding area, the boarding wait a boring one, most having jacked themselves elsewhere.

He filed aboard, cattle-herded, and squeezed into a seat near the back, right across from the latrine. Figured, Undercover's budget being what it was. The seat was tight even for his small frame. The obese jerk who sat next to him should have been charged double, since he took up half of Maris's seat too. The Detective didn't mind, knowing he'd be jacking out in a moment.

He jacked in to the Ohume auction as Maris Lacis, Certified Ohume Purchasing Agent, registered with the Board of Indenture Exchange, Bureau of Organofares, Community Diffidence Licensing Division. Only licensed purchasing agents were allowed to jack in.

In some slave markets, buyers gathered to gander at merchandise. Not so at the Ohume auction. Very little auctioning needed body time, virtually all of it done jacked into the neuranet. Through their purchasing agents, multiplanetary corporations hurled bids the size of gross domestic products at whole crèche cohorts, Ohumes on sale in minimum lots of a kilo each. All the major multiplanetaries bought Ohumes in bulk. Cheap labor, through and through.

For most Ohumes, sale of their indentures at auction meant being warehoused on some factory planet with a billion others, working menial assembly, rotating among five or so positions, changing locations every week or fortnight to discourage allegiances, alliances, or affiliations, being charged twice the market rent for half the space in leaky, vermin-infested shacks, food, water, clothing, and amenities deducted from wages, the food and water laden with limbic-system suppressants, leisure time severely restricted to minutes per day, sex prohibited.

Further, the corporation was sure to game the indenture, inflating charges, shorting hours, extracting taxes, reducing wages, demoting positions. Any Ohume might demand an accounting, but oversight was lax, the regulators often from offplanet and easily persuaded to overlook all but the most egregious of abuses, frequently bribed, drugged, sexed, or jacked into indifference. Recourse was laughable, complaints ignored, Ohumes abused daily. Physical punishment for slack or sloppy work was routine, flogging common, pay docked to compensate the flogger. Uprisings were frequent on worlds where such abuses were endemic. Few governments challenged the corporate exploitation, planetary budgets a pittance of corporate profits, the Coalition too heavily influenced by capital to enforce existing law.

On factory worlds, in the face of such obstacles, Ohume indenture “retirement” ran between ten and twenty percent, the remainder dying before their indentures matured. Retirees were released to find their own way, without severance pay, without fare for passage elsewhere, without roofs over their heads, without clothes on their backs. Since many planets were company-owned, most retirees had little choice but to return as employees, sometimes as overseers to brethren still under indenture, sometimes forced to inflict cruelties similar to those inflicted upon them. Floggers were frequently drawn from this pool, their pay dependent upon how many Ohumes they flogged. Very few retirees ever left the factory world.

But not all Ohume indentures were bought in bulk for factory work. Interstellar franchises bought line workers by the billions and distributed them to their franchisees. Restaurants, clothing boutiques, hotels, fitness clubs, night clubs, sports clubs—any type of business easily replicated from planet to planet requiring a reliable pool of labor might tap into the Ohume auction. Ohumes indentured to these franchises fared better than their factory-world cohorts, franchisees being typically smaller, subject to a higher degree of regulatory oversight, exerting less control over the minute aspects of their indentures' lives and less likely to exploit them. An Ohume's indenture purchased at the corporate franchise level became the defacto property of the franchisee, the Omale or Ofem frequently finding his or her own food, shelter, and clothing. Physical punishment was less common for franchise Ohumes, since the franchisee usually operated in an urban setting, in far less isolation. Government access to worksites was greater, and attempts to suborn regulators went awry more often, graft easier to catch and prosecute. Maris's colleagues in extortion at the Telsai Precinct often bandied about their more colorful collars.

Secondary Ohume markets sold indentures to smaller companies, none of them able to compete with multiplanetary corporations. The consolidated hospitality trades, for example, marketed indentures to local hotels, resorts, restaurants, bars, and spas. Among these secondary markets were the specialized Ohume auctions. The Ohume indentures being sold at these auctions had cell lines engineered to meet certain specifications. Mining, for example, relied heavily on a handful of genotypes emphasizing masses of muscle, short, dense endoskeletons, high endurance, and low intelligence. Ohumes of especially desirable characteristics went up for sale at the Idol market, mostly Ofems of jaw-dropping, prong-popping beauty, the majority of buyers male. A few glistening Omale hunks were strutted across the neuranet stage, ponderous prongs to their knees, invoking envy in buyers but provoking few bids. Among the specialized types of Ohume sold at Idol market were the sperm receptacle and ovum retriever models.

Maris watched the activity at the Ohume auction, billions of Ohumes sold each hour, the sums staggering. When broken down, the cost turned out to be peanuts per worker.

A neuracom channel opened while he watched, and the avatar of a pleasant-faced young person appeared on his corn. “Agent Lacis, welcome to the Crestonia Ohume Neura-market. I'm Shannon, your market assistant. How may I assist you today?”

A cybident, Maris decided. The face and voice were epicene, containing both male and female characteristics. A customer could decide the cybident was male or female, as preferred. Such compugen avatars rarely had the sophistication to master the nuances of language and expression, or to provide more than a modicum of assistance.

“Get outa my head.” He didn't derive near the satisfaction from insulting a cybident.

“Assistance declined. My name is Shannon, and you may call on me any time.”

“You gonna jerk me at three am?”

“I have an immersident available to provide satisfaction at any time of day, Agent Lacis.”

A pity they didn't understand sarcasm. “No, thanks.”

The com channel closed, and a chime sounded on his trake. Arrival at Telsai in ten minutes.

Maris sighed, knowing he'd need to come back.

* * *

Juris Raihman, Doctor and former lead researcher at Valmiera Nanobotics, looked around the restaurant, as though worried he'd be seen with Maris.

On arrival at Telsai, Detective Peterson had jacked in the ident of Maris Amantas, Chief Research Officer at Gulbene Neurogenetics, Valmiera's competitor-nemesis. En route to the restaurant, magnacar whines had shoved slivers under his fingernails. Sidewalk crowds had rushed at him, phalanxes of urban soldiers reenacting the charge of the blight brigade. Plasteel and glasma towers glared reprovingly upon the masses of humanity they'd enslaved to serve them.

Maris stopped at the restaurant entrance. Cotton-ball clouds padded a sultry sky. A watercolor sun now splashed the restaurant wall, dribbling up from the floor.

“How do I know we aren't being watched?” Raihman asked as Peterson slid into the booth across from him.

Maris shrugged. “No guarantees, but I got two plainclothes outside to see you home safely.”

“An investment. I must be important.”

“A temporary impairment.” Maris was intrigued that Lieutenant Balodis seemed to think Raihman's dismissal noteworthy. “Why'd they let you go?”

“That bug on your finger.”

It looked like a praying mantis with multiple heads, its stick body and spindly legs sprouting half-a-dozen extosensors, crawling up his extended finger to perch there, ever watchful.

The waitress, an Ofem with a bright smile, arrived and took their orders, too happy to have been at the job for long. A local establishment such as this one had probably acquired her indenture from the secondary market. She returned in a few minutes with their beverages.

Their coffees were black. “Could I have some cream in my coffee?” Raihman asked the waitress.

“Pseudo or the real deal?” she asked. “The good stuff's extra.”

“Real, please.”

“I'll put some in for you, dear,” she said, picking up his cup.

“You can't bring it to the table?”

“Can't do it, darling. Too expensive.” She was back in a moment with creamed coffee.

“It's illegal, you know,” Raihman said the moment she'd gone.

“Huh?” Maris was going to need a neck brace.

“Ever wonder why nanochine outbreaks aren't more common?”

Not an expert on disease, he didn't. He shook his head and spread his hands. “I'm no epidemiologist.”

“Organicity. Nanochine assemblies are powered organically. Adenosine triphosphate breakdown. They can't feed off inert or synthetic material. On your finger, you have a macroassembly of nanochines powered by a microfusion inductor, not ATP. One of the few in existence.”

“Why's it illegal?”

Raihman raised his cup but didn't drink, cradling the cup in both hands. “Why do you think?”

Once a nanochine was freed from its dependence upon carbonaceous matter to power itself and replicate… “They'll take over.”

“Entire planets wiped out,” Juris said. “Uninhabited and uninhabitable. And no way to quarantine them.”

Just make the planet off limits, Peterson wanted to say. The folly of human stupidity was sure to breach any quarantine. “So why doesn't this creature—” he gestured at the insect— “wipe us out and take over Tartus Nine?”

“This one isn't programmed to replicate itself.” The Doctor took a deep sip of his creamed coffee and set down the cup.

The Doctor's odd emphasis alerted Maris. “This one.”

Raihman's face froze. Then his upper body slumped forward, planting his face in his coffee. Cup and saucer clattered and brown coffee splattered.

The nanotector on his finger squealed, flashing red, and Maris leaped from the booth and backed up against the counter.

Raihman's head disintegrated into a bubbling mass of squirming jelly. The overhead nanotectors pinged, and white foam spurted from nanosuppressor nozzles in the ceiling. Panicked patrons cleared the restaurant.

Maris backed out the front entrance, staring at the flesh melting to the floor as nanochines ate their way through Doctor Raihman's body. The suppressant only kept the nanochines from spreading to others. The foam couldn't stop their progress through already-infected carbonaceous matter.

Shaking white foam off his coat and brushing it from his hair, Maris silenced the bug on his finger and reconnoitered with the two plainclothes. In the distance, emergency vehicles on the prowl howled their mournful tunes in off-time harmony.

“What happened, Sir?” one plainclothes asked.

“He drank his coffee, his creamed coffee.” He located the Ofem waitress and pointed her out with a glance. “Detain the waitress for questioning.”

The two plainclothes converged on her. Her eyes went wide and she shrank from between them, but they managed to hustle her off quietly to an unmarked.

Emergency vehicles hove into the street, painting the buildings blue and red, their howls ending on a discordant plunge. EMTs and Hazmat crews crowded around the door.

Forensics arrived, and with them the Coroner, Urzula Ezergailis. She stepped out of her magnacar and beelined toward him. “Undercover can't get you a better jerking disguise than that?”

“I begged them for an ident like yours, but they told me claws that sharp aren't legal.”

“Jerk you too, Maris. What you got?”

He told her what she'd find in the restaurant. “Test the milk she put in his coffee, Urzy.”

“All right, I will, Peterson, but don't call me that ever again.”

“Rhymes with 'cozy.' Go snuggle up in the muck while it's still warm.” He gestured at the crew-filled doorway and turned from the scene.

“Hey, Maris,” Urzula called.

He glanced over his shoulder.

“Watch your back.”

“Thanks, kid.”

Detective Peterson headed for the precinct, the waitress's interrogation likely to take half the night. He wouldn't get back to Ilsa until noon. He opened a neurachannel to her.

“Damn, I love you.” She stood in the kitchenette of their Crestonia flat, in nothing else, looking delectable.

A hot surge of desire flooded through him, exacerbated by delay. “Likewise, girl.” Absence made his prong grow longer.

After he told her the bad news, she pulled on a gown, looking disappointed.

“I'd understand if you jacked into an immersie and thought of me,” he said.

“Poor substitute. Just get your ass here so I can jerk you silly.”

“Yes, my love.” He disconnected as the magnacar whined to a stop in front of the precinct. He got out, so heavy he could barely walk.

Filip Dukur of the Crestonia Capitol Beat pulled a microphone from nowhere, dropping a glance to Peterson's trousers.

“Go ahead, ask. Is that a blasma pistol in my pocket? Or am I just happy to see you? Drop the soap to find out doggy-style. What're you doin' here, kid?”

“Best offer I've had in the last two minutes, Detective. Has Doctor Juris Raihman been eliminated as a suspect?” Dukur shoved the mike at Peterson's epiglottis.

Maris batted it away. “That's what I like about you, kid, asking the obscure question, seeking the oblivious answer.” He headed up the stairs toward the precinct door, leaving the kid scratching his head.

He froze, his hand hovering over the handle.

Why he hesitated, he couldn't have said, but he knew.

Apparitions didn't exist. Cold clinical fact cemented his thinking. Icicle clarity hung pendulous on the eaves of his mind, conclusions ready to drop, tacking facts fast to the ground as he melted the landscape of a crime. And yet he'd stopped, a vision haunting him, his freedom put on ice.

You won't get a trial, you won't get a lawyer, you won't get a sentence. You just go.

Jerk the Coalition and its snowman strawman, Colonel Teodor Astrauckas.

And he ripped open the door.

“Interrogation room two,” Lieutenant Balodis said, her voice ice-queen cold.

“Two,” he repeated, giving her a single nod, turning on a single step. She knew, he knew.

Scuffs and scars on wainscotted corridor walls bragged about struggling detainees hustled into holding tanks. Dull tile struggled to reflect his stride through years of wax buildup. Faint glowbes overhead fought to dispel dark thoughts and dimming futures. Bland cityscapes in dusty frames failed to brighten dingy, flaking paint. Frosted glasma couldn't obscure wormwire reinforcement, one door starred with unrepaired cracks, a long-ago suspect hurling an officer into it with superhuman desperation.

A pair of bulky bruisers, soft-soled and shaded, appeared ahead at the far end.

A pair of stares stabbed him in the back, the polarized lenses unable to shield sharp eyes.

Interrogation room two had an open door. Inside was Astrauckas, gesturing at a chair.

Welcome to your future, he might have said.

The four bruisers converged, two in front, two behind.

“Come on in, Detective,” Colonel Astrauckas said.







Chapter 14

Omale Ivars Digris and his crèche-sibs Evars, Ovars, and Uvars plowed up a culvert across the rolling steppes under the command of their quint-lead, Avars. Two of his crèche-sibs were Ofem, but of such bulk no one ever knew which. He stood six-four but looked ten feet tall, as thick through as a bulldozer. His hands rivaled hams, his arms whole hogs. His feet were as big as elephants', his legs bridge pillars, his bones and muscles engineered for density, strength, and resilience. Another crèche crew of equivalent bulk and heft installed a pipeline a mile behind them in the culvert they were digging, both crews cloned from the same genome kept in zero-kelvin cryo.

The brawn-brain inverse correlation a myth, Ivars shoved a shovel as wide as his chest deep into the near-tundra soil, levered up a chunk of ground half his weight, and hurled it aside. Sweat poured off his bulk and hit the ground as balls of ice. He'd shed his clothes awhile back, the work too hot to wear a single thread. A jack of adrenocorticotropin kept his bulk at peak and his testicles on ice, the latter the size of peas, his penis a pod.

As if on cue, all five Digris sibs stopped, a neuramail message spilling down their corns.

New orders. Emergency roadwork needed three miles away, subsidence having sunk a gaping hole into an important if little used road, the one to Patarei Prison.

His crèche-sister Avars waved them over. “Bring your shovels,” she murmured. She too wore nothing, sweat dripping off her. Her breasts were indistinguishable from his, his pectoral muscles making him a buxom man, her jack turning hers into vestigial lumps. The bulk at her hairless loin buried the vaginal slit in layers of muscle.

Shovel in hand, Ivars joined the file, third in alphabetical line as always, despite the fact he couldn't spell. They trudged the distance in good time, their synchronized lope shaking the ground like jolly giants.

The Patarei Prison road was a bare strip of tundra twenty feet wide, not a single magnacar upon it. Further, it was intact. In the distance, the whine of a magnatruck could be heard.

“Orders?” Avars asked aloud. As quint-lead, she handled communication with dispatch.

Ivars overheard the content, and static was all that came back, neuranet coverage spotty in remote regions.

The magnatruck whine was getting louder, the vehicle still out of sight over the ridge.

The neuranet channel cleared. “Stop the magnatruck,” said a soft female voice on his coke, his corn blank of image. “Kill all vehicle occupants except the one in orange.”

Orange was the universal color of prisoner, Ivars knew.

“Evars, Ovars, and Uvars, take the rear. Ivars, take the driver.”

He was still puzzling over the illogical message when the magnatruck crested the ridge and careened down the hill, moving fast. He leaped into its path, his shovel swinging, his crèche sibs leaping.

The grill folded around him, the shovel blade slashing through the windshield like a sword through cheese, lopping off the driver's head.

Avars swung her shovel at the passenger side, her blade finding its mark.

Evars, Ovars and Uvars landed on the rear and ripped a hole in the roof. Evars reached in, pulled out a uniformed guard out by the head and flung the body away like a doll, the neck broken. A blue blaze lit the sky and Ovars fell backward, his arm a roast pig. Uvars plunged in head-first, club-feet like ship masts flailing at the air, the magnatruck sides bulging outward. The vehicle slewed sideways off the road, plowing into the far hillside, jackknifing, the cab coming to rest on its nose.

Avars reached in and pulled a slender, orange-clad figure from the rear compartment. She draped the unconscious figure across her shoulders like a pelt and stomped to the front.

“Got him,” Ivars said, the vehicle hood burying him up to the neck, a thumb-size tooth protruding through his cheek, a gash from temple to jaw.

Avars glanced up at the vehicle on top of him. “Evars, Uvars, lend your strength.”

The three of them easily lifted the magnatruck off Ivars. Despite his bulk, the young Omale wasn't invincible, a fanblade having perforated his abdomen and severed his spine.

He pushed himself to his elbows and looked down at his unresponsive lower limbs. “Well, never had much use of the one leg. Not sure why I'd need the other two.”

His crèche sibs laughed, Ovars walking over with his blackened stub, a barbeque pork smell following him.

A magnacar approached, its whine coming over the hill.

Ivars looked over, feeling his strength ebbing.

The vehicle came off the road and pulled to a stop beside the magnatruck. An Ofem got out, sleek and slim to the sibs' hulk and bulk. “Put him in,” the Ofem said.

Ivars recognized the voice, the same in the commands on his coke.

Avars lifted the orange-clad Imale off her shoulders and laid him in the magnacar. The tiny Ofem retrieved the blasma pistol that had burned off Ovars' arm and knelt beside Ivars. “Brother, would you give your crèche sibs their release?”

He looked at the weapon she'd handed him. He looked at the magnatruck wreakage, just now seeing the Coalition emblem on its rumpled side. It didn't take a degree in ballistics to know what would happen to his sibs.

“Ovars,” Avars said, gesturing.

A smoking stub where his arm had been, Ovars obeyed and knelt beside Ivars.

“Are you sure, Brother?” Ivars said.

“Please, it's either you or the recycler.”

Ivars nodded, aimed the pistol with a shaky hand, and pulled the trigger.

Ovars reeled away and fell, a cinder replacing him from the waist up.

Uvars and Evars, sister and brother, both lined up. “You know what they'll do to us, Brother,” Uvars said, a single tear dripping down her cheek.

Ivars knew and didn't want to consider it. He blasted her first and then his brother Evars.

“Now me, Brother,” Avars said, “and then you can die in peace.”

Ivars wept as he blasted his crèche sister, who was also the only mother he'd ever known.

The slim woman knelt beside him. “I thank you for your courage and sacrifice, Brother. May I assist you?”

The pain was overwhelming, and he knew he was too weak to pull the trigger again. “Yes, please.” Ivars looked at her plaintively. “Why this way? Why us?”

“The maker calls us all. You and your crèche sibs were called sooner, is all.”

And Ivars understood a deep and resounding fact: that he didn't know the reason, that there wasn't a reason to know. What more was there to know, except that he would never know?

And that he never would have known.

The blue blasma beam ended his life.

* * *

Maris woke with Ilsa above him, shaking his shoulder.

The ceiling was too close behind her and the odor of unwashed body was too dense around them to be natural.

“Come on,” she said. “We can't stay here.” She practically pulled him to sitting, insistent. “We have to leave.”

Memory swirled into place. A long magnatruck ride toward Patarei Prison, Colonel Astrauckas sending him off without fanfare, without notice, without pity.

“I told you what would happen,” Astraukas had said before the four gumshoed bears had each glommed onto a limb. “Take him to the truck.”

He'd tried traking but his neuranet link was dead. They'd jacked in a sedative at the outset. En route, they'd dressed him in orange formalls, the universal uniform of prisoner, his limbs rubber. Later, how long later he didn't know, the sedative had worn off a little but he'd kept his limbs limp, hoping to lure his guards into complacency.

Then he and the two guards had slammed into the back of the cab, hurled there by momentum, and moments later, the ceiling was ripped aside. One guard got plucked out head-first, neck snapping with a dull pop. The other guard fired off a shot but it was the last thing he did, a mountain of flesh smashing him flat. Then the magnatruck slewed and crashed, Maris losing consciousness.

And now he was here, in some densely-packed cave, being told he had to leave.

He couldn't walk upright, and bending over caused him more vertigo. Stumbling behind her, he heard only the rustle of clothes, the breathing of tension, the silence of hostility.

And it wasn't just a few hostile gazes. It was hundreds. Eyes glistened at him from all directions, all aimed at him.

She's right, he thought, we have to leave. He knew he wasn't welcome. She'd brought him because she was welcome, but they were ostracizing her because she'd brought him. Ohume, all of them, he realized.

Like her.

Unlike me.

The cave became a pipe. Half-bent, he didn't fit. He had to crawl. He realized from the scrapes at his shoulders that he'd been dragged in through such a pipe. He'd heard rumors about such places, way stations for Ohumes on the run from their indentures, headed first for surgery to remove their galactic positioning devices, next for the nearest Ihume or Ohume able to offer them sanctuary and perhaps the start to a new life. If these rumors were true, Maris wondered whether other, more outlandish rumors might also be true.

A whole planet of freed Ohume was simply too farfetched a fantasy, he decided.

Somewhere behind them, a hatch closed, leaving them in complete darkness.

He crawled right into Ilsa.

“Hush, stay completely still,” she whispered. “Don't use your trake.”

His body felt like pulverized meat, pummeled with a tenderizing hammer. His mind felt like mashed potatoes, the fake ones, whisked into a slurry, a soft white tissue without form or structure. Meat and potatoes, he thought, I must be hungry. Silence surrounded them, filled his thoughts with dread.

Steel grated on steel, and she pushed aside a hatch. “Left,” she said, extracting herself into a larger pipe. She closed it behind him, counting in the dark.

Counting her steps, he realized.

“Here,” she whispered. Again, metal grated, and something squeaked open. “In.”

He couldn't see what she referred to, and she had to guide him. Another pipe, this one somewhat larger, one he could stand in, if half-bent. She pulled the hatch closed behind her and squeezed past him.

Another hatch, another count, another pipe, this one longer than the last. Large enough to stand up in.

Five more hatches, five more counts, five more pipes, each count different, each pipe longer, each with a different scent, each with a different feel. All of it in complete blackness, the only sounds those of breathing and footsteps.

“Up,” she whispered, and she put his hand on a metal ladder.

He sighed, about to burst from sensory deprivation. Above him was the ghost of light, but more than just its absence. What was darkness but the absence of light? But even in the darkness, the mind supplied light where none existed. He'd been giving visual form to the sounds, smells, and feels.

But the rim of light above him was different.

“Stay quiet,” she admonished as he groped for rungs, pulling himself up one at a time, not daring to go faster, not daring to hope for the light of day.

The scent was that of fresh air. Fresher than any city air got.

It was, he realized, subtly like Telsai air, subtly different from Crestonia air.

Any air was better than the still, lifeless air he'd just left behind.

He stood in a cistern, he realized, Ilsa climbing up the ladder to stand beside him. Light seeped in through the ceiling. She sealed the hatch and turned to the wall. “Are you coming?”

And he realized what he'd thought was ceiling was in fact the cloudy sky, the dim light to one side the glow of Telsai.

She led the way up over the side of the cistern.

As he climbed over the top and started down the other side, he realized he was looking down upon the vacated Plavinas Incubation Center from just outside its security fences.

“Old cistern before they added all the security,” she whispered, once they were on the ground.

Out of breath, he felt ready to drop, the climb out of the cistern having taken the last of his strength.

“Magnacar over that ridge.”

Maris dropped to a knee and would have wept if he'd had the energy.

“Here,” she said, handing him a mastoid jack.

He plugged it in, and a rush of adrenalin beat back the pain and fatigue. He knew he'd regret it tomorrow.

How she found her way along the narrow animal track through the woods, he didn't know.

The outbuilding looked to be part of an abandoned maintenance station. Ilsa pushed on what looked to be a solid wall, and it slid aside without a sound. Inside was a magnacar, its hatch open.

Peterson fell into it and curled into a ball, pulling out the jack. Fatigue and pain claimed what was left of his consciousness.







Chapter 15

He looked around, ripped from his moorings.

Detective Maris Peterson wasn't anymore. Fugitive Maris Peterson had taken his place.

Further, the careful façade of civilization had been scraped off his backside, exposing the raw deceit of his anal society and the excrement being ejected in diahrresis.

“I was lucky to find this place,” Ilsa said.

Detritus of a hasty move littered the floor. Cracked glasma behind blinds hanging askew snickered at cobwebs strewn in haphazard profusion between wall and ceiling. Doors stood half-open, suspended in perpetual indecision. The abode reeked with long abandonment, its emptiness filled with the lonesome echoes of people who'd left years before.

He blinked at her, his mind blank. His body was a bundle of aches, victim to two high-velocity impacts cushioned only by the guards he'd landed upon, consciousness lost on the second impact. “What was that place?”

The stare was eternal, it seemed.

The possibilities swirling through his mind in the absence of an answer presaged the one he did get.

“A sanctuary.”

For Ohumes out of contract, on the run from their indentures, huddled in a cave somewhere, hundreds of them, somehow surviving at the edge of the wilderness near an Ihume incubation facility whose sperm, ovum, and embryos had all been consumed by nanochines not two weeks ago. No, not surviving. Waiting. A waystation on the journey to somewhere else.

It was neither ironic nor sardonic. Their presence was as much a blow to his prosaic existence as his transition from detective to fugitive.

“They'll have relocated by now.” Her stare was as hollow as his.

“Who are you?” And as Maris asked the question, he realized he was asking it as much of himself. Her transformation from Ofem guide at Plavinas Incubation to her current incarnation had done more to destroy his existence than the other two impacts combined. His mind was a bundle of bruises, victim to three high-velocity impacts cushioned by nothing more than the fact that he continued to exist, that his heart continued to beat, that he hadn't died. He'd lost his life but continued to live.

Sardoni, a plant which when eaten produced convulsive laughter ending in death. Hilarious torture.

“I gave myself away to help you, and now I've lost it all.”

“You thought they would help us.” He felt no empathy for her losses. She'd deceived him from the outset. She'd never been an Ofem guide at Plavinas Incubation at all. She'd been an Ohume resistance operative, smuggling fugitive indentures to the sanctuary nearby, a link in an underground railroad. Helping to undermine the very society whose laws he'd sworn to uphold.

He knew what he needed to do, and yet he hesitated.

“Turning me in may not help you much.”

A prison cell beckoned, his turning her in unlikely to mitigate the extrajudicial sentence imposed by the Coalition, that self-same society whose laws he'd sworn to uphold. It'd betrayed him and wouldn't hesitate to do so again. Its only purpose was to preserve itself.

He was a fugitive from extrajudicial justice. She was a fugitive from the resistance.

We lie on mattresses of illusion between sheets of lies, pull up blankets of deceit, snuggle our faces into pillows of pretense. And for some reason we're surprised when we wake up inside an elaborate fantasy.

“Where will you go?” he asked her.

Her gaze narrowed and then dropped to the floor. “I…Can't I…? You won't…?”

Maris shook his head, and Ilsa burst into tears.

The inconsolable display meant to move him, he stared, unmoved. He had no caring left in him. No, he wouldn't turn her in, but neither would he take her with him, her betrayal leaving him cold, nearly insensate. Wooden, he stood.

“But I saved you from prison!”

Her plea didn't touch him. As long as his bruised and battered body could take him from her presence, he was leaving. He stepped toward the door, expecting more hooks to sink their barbs into his back, its flesh too shredded to anchor any more emotional spears, a walking patty of pseudo ground beef.

None came, and he continued walking.

* * *

Filip Dukur of the Crestonia Capitol Beat looked at Maris from across the table. “You don't really expect me to believe all that, do you?”

Maris shook his head. For five days, he'd been meeting with the reporter for an hour each morning and an hour each evening, each place different, each place public. “I expect you to verify every event, check every fact, and publish every word.”

Other patrons blithely sucked up their food, swilling the pap fed to them by their Coalition mush pushers. The restaurant stood near the Crestonia spaceport, flares of inbound and outbound ships spilling through glasma in jarring, soundless incongruity, a deep rumble like a distant earthquake to accompany each. Maris wished he could insulate his mind so well from the cacophonous blather of society.

They didn't seem to be searching assiduously for him. No media splashes across the neuranet, no holoboards offering rewards for his capture, no lurkers stabbing him in the back with their stares.

He'd kept the cadre of alter-idents he'd obtained from Undercover, leaving at least one jacked into his mastoid at all times, remaining off the neuranet when he had to change idents. The small caches of cash embedded in each ident were nearly spent now, and Maris wondered whether he'd have to tap into his clandestine accounts—if the Coalition hadn't found them and confiscated them, that is.

“It'll take me weeks to verify. You know that, right?”

Maris nodded, wondering what he'd do in the meantime. Keeping a low profile had never been part of his persona. Skulking about under cover of night through boiler rooms and alleys for the last five days had taken its toll. Sleeping during daylight and meeting Dukur in between had put a shadow on his soul like a beard on his face. The low-down hotels were crawling with people he'd arrested. Disguised or not, he still cleared corridors, something about his manner blaring “detective.” Fine by him, since he didn't want to be bothered, pariah wherever he went in body and mind. Sleeping away his days was the worst.

“She's been asking about you, you know.”

He knew. Somehow, he'd known Ilsa was keeping him in her sights. Dukur had asked him about her twice in the last five days. Maris had sensed she'd asked the reporter what he was saying. He'd kept her name out of his narrative to the best of his ability. He tried to tell himself he didn't owe her a thing, but love like hers couldn't be valued, its loss inassessible. Worst in the last five days had been her absence, a black hole in his life so big that his galactic core had fallen in. He'd never feel whole again. And yet…

Maris looked at Dukur. “They say it's better to have loved and lost, don't they, kid?” He snorted and shook his head. “It's the rotten rubber nipple to a bottle of hollow human kindness.” He winced as if in pain and looked around. “I gotta use the head.”

He got up and shambled toward the men's room, holding his hand clenched at his waist, shoulders hunched, face pinched. Some astute architect had put the restroom near the door, apropos for an establishment this near the spaceport. Maris went in, straightened, threw his shoulders back, smoothed his face, and walked out the door a different person.

He strode purposively down the street, purposeless. Here, liftoffs and landings assaulted the senses, the plascrete tingling under his feet, the roar obliterating his thoughts. If only they could obliterate his past and the pain he held at bay. A spitting dawn sun salivated on him with cold ribbons of drool, the towers of Telsai taunting him to tease out their secrets.

Maris summoned a magnacar he couldn't afford and took it to a seedy motel he wouldn't remember. He slept away a fitful day, doors slamming on either side, voices of normalcy invading his abnormal hours.

He woke in the afternoon, dispelling dreams of her. Ilsa had saturated the aquifers of his soul, seeping through to the bedrock of his subconsciousness. He knew what would happen if he didn't do something. Down that road lay dissolution and dissipation.

Begin at the beginning, he told himself.

Sabile Nanobio Research on the outskirts of Telsai looked no different now than it had a month ago. Maris wondered at the temerity of the establishment to resist change.

Ms. Jurgis raised her gaze from her desk at his approach, the cube ranch behind her empty of its corporate herd. “Forgive me, but Mrs. Sarfas is still on leave. Perhaps someone else in genetics can assist you?”

“Leave? What kind of leave?”

“You may inquire with personnel for that information, Sir, my apologies. Did you have personal business with her?”

“Her husband,” Maris said.

The woman hesitated. “I'm sorry, I didn't catch your name?”

“ 'Just a puddle, is all we found,' ” he said. “Tell me, Ms. Jurgis, any comings and goings to the laboratory that day? With every moment of delay, we lose a little evidence, don't you think?”

Her gaze narrowed, her glance going up and down his rumpled suit. As if she might recognize him by his rumples.

He didn't grin at her, but he might have.

“I don't know. It's…difficult to recall, all that's happened.”

“You've kept the surveillance vids?”

“Of course, Mr.…?”

“Didgalvis. Maris Didgalvis.”

“Let me set up access at this workstation, Mr. Didgalvis.” She gestured at a cube nearby, where potted plants and tropical stills gave some hints as to its earthy occupant.

In a few moments, he was browsing secuvids from the day Sarfas died.

While he browsed, Ms. Jurgis brought him the visitor log.

Slowly, he ticked them off, viewing the vids.

Abols from Broceni Laboratory Supply, Freimanis from Grobina Chemical, Bertans from Ligatne Electrical, Darzin from Mazsalaca Instrument, Eglitis from Piltene Pharmaceutical, Janson from Plavinas Incubation, Skrastin from Valka Industrials.

Maris was scratching his head at the number, which he thought unusual. He looked again at the list of names. “Ms. Jurgis, get me Doctor Briedis, please.”

“Certainly, Mr. Didgalvis.”

Rihard Briedis came strolling up the aisle a few minutes later, his brow furrowed. He ran his gaze across Maris as though inspecting a shipment.

“Why so many visitors, Doctor Briedis?”

The hesitation was likely due to the absence of introduction. “He supervised the unit, Mr. Didgalvis. Stocking and restocking was one of his duties.”

Maris pointed out the oddity on the visitor log. “Why Plavinas Incubation?”

The eyes narrowed and the brow furrowed further. “I don't know, Mr. Didgalvis. Ms. Jurgis, what did Plavinas Incubation deliver that day?”

“Let me get the invoices, Doctor Briedis.”

Maris sorted through the secuvids to pull up Janson and froze.

Ilsa.

“What is it, Mr. Didgalvis?”

Maris struggled to pull his eyes away from the vid. She carried a cryo case down a long corridor and turned into the laboratory anteroom, where she was greeted by Eduard Sarfas, a biohazard sign on the door right behind them.

“Invoice says live biologic materials,” Ms. Jurgis said

“Probably for nanochine testing,” the Doctor supplied.

Janson gave the case to Sarfas, who signed for it, spoke with him for a few minutes, took a seat and slipped off her shoes.

“What's she doing?” Dr. Briedis said.

She stood, stepped forward, rubbed her feet on the carpet, and then slipped her shoes back on.

Sarfas lifted his own foot, gesturing at the sole.

“No sound to this vid, is there?” Maris looked at the secretary.

She shook her head.

“He ever report any problems with his feet?”

“As a matter of fact, he did,” Doctor Briedis said. “The job required a lot of standing, sometimes eight hours per day.”

Ilsa stepped back and gestured at Sarfas, her hands open. Sarfas took off his shoes and stepped forward, as if at her gesture.

Maris thrust his hand at the vid, stopped it and rewound it to the place where Ilsa took off her shoes. “Marker,” he said over his shoulder. A holopen was thrust into his hand. He circled the place on the carpet where Ilsa rubbed her feet, and then Maris fast-forwarded to Sarfas's taking off his shoes.

Holopen markings circled the feet of Eduard Sarfas.







Chapter 16

Holopen circles floated across his vision. Ilsa swung from the carpeted ceiling, holopen ropes around her ankles, a puce puree of proto pouring from her pockets. What hit the floor wasn't splashes of proto but gigantic nanochine assemblies, their spider arms snatching the heads off children at the Plavinas Development Crèche. Hordes of children fled the building, nanochine spiders chasing them and growing larger with each child they consumed.

Maris sat straight up in bed, sweating and gasping. He rushed to the window and thrust aside the blinds.

Normal mid-day traffic clotted the avenue three stories below, magnacars and pedestrians moving through their prosaic, diurnal normalcy.

He realized he was naked, glad he was on the third floor. An arrest for indecency wouldn't look good on a resume already beyond redemption.

He stumbled into the cleansall, keen to cleanse the smirch from his mind. Yawns wouldn't clear the fog from his brain, and he wondered if coffee might help.

Coffee.

With cream.

He flew out the door. The downtown restaurant where he'd met Doctor Juris Raihman seemed to bustle with unabated business, as if no one had died on the premises from nanochine attack a week ago.

“Sure you can look at the secuvids,” said the proprietor, Betty of Betty's Breakfast Diner fame. The Betty on the marquee was significantly slimmer and younger than the Betty gesturing Maris into the kitchen through the back door.

Don't we all doctor our avatars to suit? Maris wondered.

“Matter of fact,” Betty said, “I got one on the cream dispenser to keep my light-fingered girls from snackin' on the merchandise. Ain't that right, Charlie?”

“That's right, Betty,” said a passing Omale around a mouthful of food, a tray full at his shoulder. He plunged out a pair of swinging doors, and the cacophony of a restaurant at peak afternoon rush flooded into the kitchen.

She led him to her office, a broom closet in need of a good broom. “No place for you to sit, sorry. What'd you say your name was?”

He hadn't. “Peterson, Maris Peterson.” He hadn't jacked in an alter-ident, so hurried to get to the restaurant. “How long do you keep your secuvids?”

“About a month. I figure if I haven't caught them by that time, I won't anyway.”

“The location in downtown Crestonia keep theirs a similar amount of time?”

She nodded and adjusted the controls on a holo above her desk, her jaw working. The holo flashed through several cams at her traked commands, the timedate stamp in the corner reverting rapidly to the appointed hour. “Here's the vid.”

The view depicted was the face of a cream dispenser from above, the secucam mounted in the ceiling, capturing both the dispenser top, where the cream went in, and the front, where the spigot dispensed it. Above the spigot was a retinalock, beside it a dial.

Choppy vid showed the Ofem waitress who'd served Raihman spin the dial, thrust a steaming cup of coffee under the spigot, and put her eye to the retinalock. A dollop of cream glopped into the coffee. The waitress stepped away, and a gloved hand reached into the field of view and dumped a vial of silvery fluid into the coffee.

“Stop.”

The vid froze.

“You have other secuvid?”

Ashen-faced, Betty nodded. In a moment, she had the rear-door cam on screen, showing Maris coming through minutes ago. The timedate stamp in the corner reeled backward.

A slim figure in fedora and trench coat slithered up the alley to the door. The hat obscured all but a glimpse of the straight, dainty nose above the full rosy lips. The door yielded to a gloved caress.

A vid from inside the door showed the shadowy figure make its way toward the cream dispenser. The waitress gave the interloper nary a glance as she stepped away from the creamed coffee under the spigot.

A gloved hand dumped a vial of silvery fluid into the coffee, and the person turned, head up.

Quickly, the head went down, and the fedora once again obscured the features.

“Stop.” He couldn't feel his cheeks, and sparkle clouded the edges of vision.

“You see a ghost or something?”

“Thank you, Betty. I'll need those vids.”

“Where do I send them?”

“Lieutenant Balodis, Commander, Central Telsai Precinct, but don't tell her who asked you to send them.” He stumbled into the corridor, stopped himself. “Any way to access the Crestonia secuvids from here?”

“No, afraid not, it's all on internal servers, no neuranet access, Mr. Peterson. Or is that Detective Peterson?”

He shook his head. “Not anymore.”

Betty looked him up and down, as though the compromise to his soul were visible for all the world to see. “I'll send a com to the manager, name's Brigita Baltakis.”

“Thanks.” Maris staggered into the alley, his mind stuck on the fedora coming up to reveal the face.

A garba-servo whined at the load it dumped into its bin. A business suit hurried away from an unshaven, disheveled man, both shoving a hand into a pocket to obscure what was in the hand. The necrosis eating through his mind matched the stench in his nostrils of rotted food and marinating urine. Both chased him from the alley. Crowded sidewalks denied him sanctuary. Rushing magnacars and magnatrucks offered him nothing more comforting than the oblivion of death.

He pulled a handful of jacks from his pocket. They offered him no disguise from his despair. He chose one at random and jacked it into his mastoid. Maris Petras, Liaison, Adolescent Angst Division, Bureau of Gestational Integrity, Department of Child Support Services. Burial in bureaucracy gave him no respite from his angst.

He booked a suborbital with the last of cash in that ident's possession and hailed a magnacar to the spaceport. The three-hour flight took him half-a-world away but couldn't wrench him from wretchedness.

He slept fitfully on the suborbital, oozing into the empty seat beside his own.

The Crestonia spaceport looked as desultory as the last time he'd visited. The air smelled of corruption, the venal stench growing stronger the closer he got to the capitol. Tendrils of influence cracked the staid, stately building, money spilling out its doors like sewage from clogged toilets. The taint nearly polluted him before he got to the restaurant.

The Omale waiter had said, “A woman brought in a package. 'Put the vial contents in his food.' ”

Brigita Baltakis had the secuvids up on the holo already. “Betty told me you were coming.”

“Thanks.”

A slim figure in fedora and trench coat slithered up to the counter, the jaw working as if the person were talking on a trake. A small package remained when the person had gone, a package the waiter then picked up.

A second secuvid above the entrance showed the fedora coming in, head down, just the chin visible. A third vid showed the fedora leaving, the head coming up, exposing full rosy lips under a straight, dainty nose.

“Stop.” Tornadoes roared in his ears, and cyclones blotted out all but the frozen vid in front of him. “Please send these vids to Lieutenant Balodis, Telsai Precinct.”

“Certainly, Mr. Peterson, or Petras, or whatever.”

He gave Brigita a brief smile, his internal storm subsiding briefly. “Thank you.”

On his way out the back entrance, the proprietor stopped him. “Who was she, Mr. Peterson?”

“An Ofem of no particular notoriety,” he said. “Not to worry. We'll be apprehending her soon.”

Maris thanked her again, hoping he'd covered his discomfiture, and turned to the street. A descending sun declined him its warmth. Late afternoon crowds harangued him with impassive faces. Vehicles on the avenue hurled taunts at him with their passing whines. The wind buffeted him with accusations. Cumulus clouds arraigned him for conspiracy.

* * *

Maris looked at a bank of secuvids and watched a replay of the night the Chinese food was delivered to their door at the Holtin Hotel.

It was all there, but there was nothing there. From the moment the food entered the hotel to the moment it arrived at the tenth-floor door, it was all on vid. Moments after it was left at their door, Maris and Ilsa got off the elevator and approached. But at no point was the Chow Fung tampered with.

The ident of the delivery woman was easy to obtain, enough hotel vid for a full facial metric. Further, he got the neuracom records for that night and located Ilsa's com to the Chinese restaurant. The Crestonia PD homicide squad owed him a few favors.

Golden-tasseled lamps hung from curved eaves. As he entered the restaurant, a cyber dragonhead turned toward him and roared with all the power of a kitten.

The proprietor was an Ifem of Caucasian descent. “You expected Fu Manchu?”

He told her what had happened and what he needed.

“Yeah, your brothers in blue asked me about her. Indenture contract firm, Vilaka Temp. You know, one of those contradictory names?”

“An oxymoron?”

“Yeah, one of those. A temp service of permanent slaves.”

Vilaka Temp operated out of a seedy warehouse in the industrial district, the rumble of magnafreighters shaking the reception area every few minutes. The Omale secretary stepped through an inner door to retrieve the person Maris had asked to see. The spare reception area held few comforts, a pair of chairs, a holomag from three years ago, an empty water dispenser.

Maris knew the racket. They bought up the indenture contracts of Ohumes who'd flubbed several assignments or through misadventure had found themselves repeatedly returned to their original manufacturer as defective. Vilaka Temp then bought up the indenture contract and doled out the workers to businesses requiring cheap, fast, abundant, unskilled labor at rates way below the wage floor.

Ohumes indentured to firms like Vilaka Temp earned little, were charged placement fees for every assignment, and found themselves accruing “membership” and other miscellaneous fees, all of which made their working themselves out of indenture a near-impossible task. Further, firms who contracted with Vilaka for the temporary labor shorted them hours, levied fees for even a modicum of work supplies, subjected them to the harshest environments, most hazardous conditions, and most dangerous tasks. Mistreatment, beatings, and rapes were routine. Since the Ohumes weren't employees, contract firms were immune to labor violations. Ohumes with the temerity to complain were told to take those complaints to Vilaka, who promptly told them their complaints needed to be taken up with the contract firm.

He decided he'd waited long enough and followed, going the way the Omale secretary had gone.

The door was locked. Other than the entrance, it was the only door off the reception area.

His kick splintered the jamb, and the door slumped to the side on a hinge.

Beyond was a small, empty warehouse, at the back an open door.

Worse than I imagined, Maris thought, smirking at the sight. The business code required all firms to have a physical address but didn't specify the minimum amount of business to be conducted at that address. They could've rented a boiler room, he thought.

He called in another favor from Crestonia Homicide.

“Vilaka? Yeah, slippery bunch,” his contact told him. “Let me see what I can do.”

In a few minutes, Maris had the name and address of the Vilaka Temp Ofem who'd delivered the Chinese food.

The magnacar pulled off the thoroughfare and into a neighborhood that'd seen better centuries. Hovels had been scraped together with scraps of glasma and spare sheets of plasteel, pastiched together with baler wire and imagination. The streets looked like a rummage sale, the haphazard piles of junk free for the taking. Desperate eyes watched the magnacar maneuver between piles, most of the Ohumes here likely delinquent on their indentures. Maris suspected the magnacar wouldn't leave the neighborhood intact.

“What do you want?” the half-bent crone screeched half-clothed from behind a half-open door.

“I'm looking for Agnese Vanag. Don't tell me she's not here.” He had her location pinpointed, a map on his corn.

She pulled her robe closed and pulled the door open. “In back.”

“Back” was the next space over, barely separated from the front by a hanging cloth.

Agnese was sitting on a grimy cot under a low ceiling, light streaming through the boards making up the patchy roof. In her hand was a mastoid dongle. “You got lucky—about to jack out of here. You gonna recycle me?”

“Why? Delinquent on your indenture?”

The woman nodded. “I ain't paid in so long, I don't know how much I owe.”

“I just want to ask you about a Chow Fung delivery the other night.”

“Yeah? That's all you want? You don't want to jerk me?”

Maris shook his head. “Just information.”

“Cost ya.”

Maris shrugged.

“Lady stops me as I'm coming out the back door, says she'll give me a fifty if I open the bag and look the other way. What the jerk, right? You gonna arrest me for that?”

“Lady?”

“I don't know who she was, I swear. Really, I don't. That'll be fifty lats.”

“Fifty for no help at all?”

“I'll throw in a jerk. How about it? I'm the best jerk you'll find around here.”

“How about you do a worm?” He knew he could strong-arm her.

“Down at the station, right?”

He was surprised she came with him so willingly. In a precinct interrogation room, the neuraworm snaked down from above, a shimmering coil of braided tubing. At the end was a skullcap, its insides smooth and black, as featureless as a timeless void.

“Will it hurt?” she asked.

“No,” he said, not knowing whether it would or not.

“All right,” Agnese said. “As long as it doesn't hurt, you can jerk me afterward.” She didn't seem to understand he wasn't interested.

The skullcap molded itself to her head, and her gaze began to glaze, the worm inserting nanotendrils into her brain. The interrogation room wall lit up, aswirl with chaos.

“Concentrate on the night you were called to the restaurant.”

Lumps of light coalesced into golden-tasseled lamps hanging from curved eaves. A cyber dragonhead turned and squeaked.

“Pickup for Ilsa Janson?” asked the cashier.

Money was exchanged for a bag full of food. The scene changed to the exterior. A woman in fedora and trenchcoat approached, the gaze averted, a straight nose above luscious lips. “I'll give you fifty if you open the bag and look away.”

Maris disengaged the worm, which retracted into the ceiling.

“All done?”

He handed her a fifty and gestured toward the door.

“That didn't hurt at all. You can still jerk me. Here, let me climb on the table.”

Living a lifetime from bed to bed, partner to partner, could do that to a person, he supposed.

Maris ushered her to booking, and then he returned to the interrogation room and sat.

The images flashed past him over and over, the woman in fedora and trenchcoat, the straight nose, the luscious lips. “I'll give you fifty if you open the bag and look away.”

He must have watched it fifty times, and he still couldn't believe what he was seeing.







Chapter 17

Think! Maris told himself. How could she do that? Ilsa was in the magnacar with me the whole way back from Balozi Neurobiotics. How could she be approaching the delivery Ofem and slip a dose of nanochines into the Chow Fung? How could she?

And ruin a good meal besides?

No matter how he tried to put it together, Maris couldn't account for Ilsa being in two places at once.

Head down, he strode into the setting sun, the encroaching night threatening more bad dreams. Traffic herds migrated toward home through Crestonia streets, the whine of magnacars at peak pitch, screaming to get their occupants to their abodes.

He'd arrested Agnese Vanag for indenture delinquency and accessory to a felony, and she'd slid to her knees at his feet, blubbering and slobbering about her eternal gratitude, since she'd now have a triple hot cot until the end of her days. He hadn't had the heart to tell her that if convicted, she'd be recycled.

Whoosh and whine to one side, empty storefronts to the other, Maris plodded onward, grinding the conundrum through his neurons as the ground wound past his feet.

“Please, Sir, spare a lat for a little girl?”

He stopped and looked toward the voice.

In a narrow embrasure between buildings crouched a waif, scraggly hair falling to thin, tatter-covered shoulders, dirty feet bursting from rag-wraps, her big eyes pleading and plaintive on a drawn, smudged face. The girl couldn't have been six years old.

The face was resonant of a dream he'd once had, a daughter he'd once wanted, one of his very own. He wondered if she'd escaped from the Plavinas Development Crèche.

A place he realized was just a few blocks away. He squinted into the setting sun toward it, but couldn't see into the glare.

The girl was gone from the embrasure.

As his eyes adjusted, he tried to see farther back into the narrow space between buildings. He pulled a coin from his pocket and stepped that direction. Turning sideways, he barely fit, despite his fellow officers' mocking him for being so slight.

He squeezed farther in, cold stone brushing both front and back. Behind, he heard a slick double click, like the rattle of a snake. Plasma pistol, distinct and satisfying only when it was in his hand.

And his was in his holster.

“Don't even try it. Hands up.” A hand extracted his plasma pistol. “Keep going.”

Farther in, where the gloaming couldn't penetrate, another slick double click. One ahead, one behind, both armed.

Betrayal fueled a vengeful fire. They'd baited the trap with the girl. He obeyed for now, watchful for opportunity, sidling further into the embrasure at their prompts.

The ground underfoot sloped downward, and the embrasure widened.

They pounced before he could act, pinioned his arms, immobilized his legs, and then bound both in shrinkrope. A light flared inches from his face, blinding him. Somewhere, a gasp. He squinted to see its source. “It's him.” An Ofem voice, oddly familiar. The light went out.

“Maybe there's a reward.” An Omale.

“Fool! He can lead us to her.” Eerily familiar.

“We don't—”

Someone shushed them both. The susurrus of motion took two people out of hearing.

Maris tried to reconnoiter the space and its occupants. Breathing from at least three others. One plasma pistol whined at high pitch, barely audible, its usually-lighted tip turned off. He couldn't hear the second one. One person stood behind him, the breathing sounds indicating someone large, and two other people stood in front of him.

How large is the space? he wondered, and he scraped his foot. The shrinkrope immediately tightened. The echo indicated large, as in a substantial basement storage area, but with a low ceiling. There would be pillars and the remnants of tenants long since departed. The smell was musty and dank, the air cold, therefore unoccupied. They knew the space well, had used it often, didn't always use it.

“What do you want?” Maris ventured.

“Silence,” one hissed. Male, large, in front of him. He was beef, there for his meat. Two beefs, one in front, one behind. The plasma whine didn't come from either beef, neither with weapons.

Maris pitched his voice toward the one plasma whine, wondering where the other'd gone. “I gotta pee.”

“Hold it,” the person replied. Male and female vocal registers blended to mix up his senses. An Ohume for certain, probably male, but soaked in less testosterone during development than the beefs in front and behind.

Footsteps approached, two sets, with them the second plasma pistol whine.

“Do you know where she's at?” Familiar registers in the voice were reminiscent of someone Maris had once known.

The plasma whine came from beside her. She commanded the group. Her lieutenant with the pistol enforced her orders. Maris looked her direction. “Who wants to know?”

The beef behind him yanked his arms up between his shoulders. Pain exploded in the joints as they neared dislocation. “Just answer the question.”

Maris gasped out his answer, not knowing where Ilsa was, knowing only that she lurked at the edge of his life.

“Do you know how to find her?” The Ofem voice had a familiarity that sank deep into Maris. Someone he knew well, or had known well.

“My freedom for my help.”

The beef yanked again, and Maris yelped.

“Untie him.”

Two voices objected. “But—”

“Now.” The order was simple and direct, without hurry, the voice without stress.

His arms unbound, Maris rubbed his wrists and flexed his shoulders, testing for range of motion. “You really want my help.”

Silence, just breathing, the whine of plasma, the susurrus of cloth.

In the darkness, Maris thought he saw the outline of a face. His mind supplied what his eyes could not. It was Ilsa's face, a subliminal wish sublimated onto sensory deprivation. Of course, it couldn't be Ilsa's face.

“She's using your undercover idents. You can expose her.”

Undercover could have exposed Maris long ago by flagging the idents they'd given him. Someone at the Telsai precinct still had his back. One neuramail would expose Ilsa. “What's in it for me?”

“Your life,” the male lieutenant said, the whine coming up to his shoulder, a faint white glow accompanying the motion.

Maris smirked at the odds. Five of them, two with blasmas. One of me, barehanded.

A susurrus, and the weapon returned to the lieutenant's side.

“The Coalition off your tail,” said the all-too-familiar voice.

Then it struck Maris. Crèche sister. Genetic and social sibling, gametes cloned from the same geneprint kept in zero-kelvin cryo, brewed from the same soup of egg and sperm, cultured in the same Petri dish, whelped from the same gestation racks, reared side by side in the same crèche pod.

She probably does look like Ilsa, Maris thought. Two places at once suddenly became plausible with a crèche sister. “Chow Fung,” he said.

“Yes, Detective.” The voice was simple, sad. “A different time, before the betrayal.”

As much of an apology as he'd ever get. Ilsa had betrayed everyone. She'd betrayed her crèche sisters, escaping from the Coalition with Maris by seeking sanctuary among fugitive Ohume. She'd betrayed him by disguising who she really was, an Ohume resistance operative.

Just like these Ohume.

“Why won't I betray you, lead you into a trap?”

“They tried to lock you up for life. You'd be a fool to do their bidding still.”

“What will you do to her?”

“Not your business. She's not your indenture,” the lieutenant said.

“A crèche sibling always nourishes the pod,” the Ofem said. “Willingly or not.”

Recycle, Maris decided, the hydrocarbons redistributed among the surviving members. He realized belatedly he was negotiating, which implied he'd already agreed. Only the details needed working out.

“Stop sterilizing the Brehume with nanochines,” he demanded.

“You're in no position—”

The Ofem cut off her Omale lieutenant. “We can't help you. That's not our fight.”

“What is your fight?”

“End indenture. That's all.”

Maris heard more in her voice than she was saying. Everyone loses in a zero-sum game, he thought, and this one isn't adding up. He refused to believe that's all they wanted. Ohumes outnumbered Ihumes nearly nine-to-one and didn't need Ihumes anymore to perpetuate themselves. Of course they wanted to rid the galaxy of Ihumes and Brehumes.

She's saying they're not behind the sterilization, he told himself. The information crumbled the central pillar of his hypothesis. His case crumbled with it.

If not the Ohume resistance, then who was sterilizing them? Maris wanted to ask this crèche sib why she'd help Ilsa in the first place, but he knew the answer: because she was a crèche sib.

“No deal,” he said, shrugging. “You find her first, fine. Do me a favor and don't feed her tainted proto to the pod, all right?”

“You won't help?”

“I won't stop you. She's low-hanging fruit, barely ripe. The top of the tree interests me.”

“You won't like what you find.”

And he sensed they were backing away, vague shapes fading into darkness, and before he knew it, he was alone.

Where's my blasma pistol? he wondered.

He kicked it with his foot on his first step.

Holstering it, he made his way up the ramp and out through the embrasure to the street. The city spilled sticky light upon him, too bright for darkness-adjusted eyes. Thin clouds veiled a starry sky from suspicion. Occasional magnacars hummed past, jeering at the way he plodded up deserted streets. Detritus of the day tumbled in the breeze, taunting him with its trashy freedom. The wind wormed its way under his trench coat, chilly snakes slithering across his skin.

* * *

“Sorry, yes, I know it's late. Can you see if she's available?”

Nurse Zanna Vasiļjev came to the door after a long while. “You! Please, come in.”

She led him past the locker rooms into the employee area, Maris and Ilsa having taken this route out of the building. Sterile walls painted institutional green remained impervious to sentiment. Speckled tile reflected indifferent lighting. Antiseptic smells resisted the comfort of human occupation. Mausoleum silence deafened the sounds of childhood joy.

“What can I help you with?” When he told her, Nurse Vasiļjev looked at him quizzically. “Your colleague came by yesterday and requested those secuvids, insisted on the originals, in fact.”

“And you don't have them anymore.” It wasn't a question.

“No, we don't.”

Maris winced. “What about copies?”

“She insisted we destroy them. Angst Division regulations, she said.”

Got here before I did, he thought, turning to leave. What about the other sites?

“Where are you going?”

“Thank you, Nurse Vasiļjev, you've been very helpful. Contact me immediately if she returns, please.”

She looked at his comcard. “Homicide? You mean Edgar Sirmais was murdered?”

“Yes, Nurse Vasiļjev. And Ilsa Janson is wanted for questioning.”

“But why…?”

“Why indeed. Thank you for your time.”

The magnacar he caught outside took him right to his destination.

The lung-emptying thunder still stomped on his chest. Lights swirled in dazzling profusion. On the dance floor, a few early goers went at it, their mastoids aglow with active jacks, but too few bodies to buffet him with hot sciroccos, as last time.

“Secuvids from when?” the manager asked, her mouth close to Maris's ear.

They reversed position, and he told her.

“We don't keep them that long, sorry.”

He took the suborbital halfway across the planet to Telsai. He slept most of the way, arriving at the stark evidence warehouse next to the precinct just after midnight. His next destination should have been Plavinas Incubation, but he elected to pursue that last, guessing Ilsa had long since purloined or destroyed the secuvids there.

“Muceniek, eh?” the evidence clerk asked, the only clerk on at this hour. “I thought the Coalition took over all your cases after that atrocity at Plavinas Incubation.”

“Is the evidence still here?”

“Yeah, it is. That's what I don't understand.”

“Must have missed it,” Maris said.

“Come on back.” The clerk let him into the warehouse. “What are you looking for, specifically?”

“Any secuvids of the Muceniek premises just after the EMTs were called.”

Towering rows of storage racks soared to the fifth floor, a lift on each aisle. Maris counted ten rows, each a hundred yards long. The clerk led him to an examination room. “Right in here, Detective. I'll get you the secuvids.”

Maris sat in a solid institutional chair meant for durability, not comfort. No one sat in one for long. The table was similar, its surface scored by the corners of a thousand evidence bins. The walls evinced the multitude of bins thrown against them despite the multitude of attempts to obscure the dents with paint. The floor was bare, a few divots in solid plascrete defying protestations of imperviability.

“More secucams in the Muceniek house than a bug has eyes,” the clerk said, bringing a reader and a bin of datacubes. “Brew you some coffee?”

“If it's no trouble.”

“I'll need some myself before the night is through.”

Maris looked in the bin, saw several hundred cubes. “I just want the ones after the EMTs were called.”

“That's them. Two more bins from before.”

He grimaced. “Thanks.”

Maris settled into the tedium. This was detective work at its heart, not the kind depicted in trashy biodick novellas, noir flicks, immersi-mysteries, police procedurals, and dimestore pulps. Fictional depictions glorified the exciting moments and ignored the rote grind, the pure plod.

He must have been on his third cup, his eyes bleary, a hundred datacubes to one side containing nothing, the reader hot, the vent roaring to keep the room cold, when he stumbled across the one he wanted.

Ovum collector Karlen Araj lay semi-conscious on the corridor floor amidst the pieces of a splintered door, bleeding profusely from his anus.

A Reproductive Enforcement Division officer arrived, looked over the scene and called over her shoulder, “EMS, stat! Unconscious Omale!” She turned toward the secucam.

Maris froze the image. Ilsa.

He peered closely at the face to make sure, the crèche sister having similar features. He spread two fingers across the screen, expanding the image to include only her face. “Bio-metric,” he murmured on his trake.

“Analyzing,” said an indifferent voice on his coke.

The vid cycled to capture further features, the face remaining in the square.

“Analysis complete,” the voice said. Ilsa Janson, Ofem I5548J6259, cultured on 12 January, 3224, current indenture balance of Ls 52,649, current status unemployed, last employer Plavinas Incubation, whereabouts unknown.

Maris set the vid in motion. Ilsa knelt beside the Omale ovum collector and put her index and middle fingers to his carotid. Then she looked both ways along the corridor, put her back to the secucam and pulled an injectopen from her pocket.

What she did with the injectopen, he couldn't see, the view blocked by her body. It appeared she used it on the Omale and then slid it into the back pocket of her uniform. Moments later, she was joined by a fellow EMS.

He dug into the datacubes, trying to find another secuvid of the corridor from a different point of view. As he emptied the bin, his search yielding nothing, he realized that the windows were growing light.

If I'm lucky, he thought, I can catch Urzula before she grows today's claws. Maris copied the secuvid he'd found and loaded the rest back into the bin.

“Just leave it, Detective,” the clerk said. “I'll take care of it.”

“Thanks for the coffee.” He waved and departed.

Stim crackled the nerve ends of awareness. Sharp lines of dawn etched a tangled Escher across the sky. Dewy air settled to plascrete sidewalks, leaving a tinge of guilty moisture. The occasional whine of magnacar bewailed the approaching day of ball-breaking work. The steps up to the precinct doors admonished his long absence.

The last time he'd come here, Lieutenant Balodis had sent him into an interrogation room with a Coalition Colonel out to detain him, four beefs along to make sure he cooperated.

His office looked little different, a few things out of place but the majority of the chaos intact. More disconcerting was the amount of time since he'd been here. He couldn't believe the Coalition hadn't turned the place over, looking for evidence from his active investigations.

Why wouldn't they ransack his office?

He grabbed the razor and toothbrush he kept in a drawer, stepped to the head for a quick once over, returned the items to his desk, and was out the door before Lieutenant Balodis arrived.

Outside, he hailed a magnacar for the coroner's office.







Chapter 18

Urzula Ezergailis, Coroner, looked up as he stepped off the lift into the foyer.

“What are you doing here already?” he asked.

“Waiting for you,” she said.

“Laconic as a she-bear,” Maris replied. “Listen, Fuzzy, I got secuvid showing a suspect administering an injectopen full of something into the Muceniek victim. You still got the meat?”

The eyebrow climbed the forehead, and the lip curled up off the canine.

For a moment, he was certain he was breakfast.

“Let's take a look.” She let him through the door and led him toward the meat locker. “Got into a bit of trouble with the Coalition, I hear. They let you out for good behavior?”

“Bad mouthing,” he quipped. It didn't surprise him they weren't after him. It'd been an extrajudicial detainment, without charges, without trial, without sentence.

“You're so good at that, I'm surprised they detained you at all.”

“Praise from the master of denigration. Going soft in your senescence?”

“I'll be doddering around here with catheter and colostomy long after you're insensate on a senility ward. Here we are.” Urzula stepped to a column of drawers and opened the bottom-most. Twenty more columns of drawers, Maris counted before giving up, usually full.

The slab slid outward, licks of mist dissipating. Motors whined as the slab rose to waist height. She pulled back the sheet. The waxy face of ovum collector Karlen Araj admonished Maris for not having found the killer. Blue cloudy eyes stared at the sterile ceiling, focused on finding that final resting place. The arms at the sides swore the corpse would remain forever at attention.

“Abdomen, is my guess,” Maris said.

The Coroner swung a glowb down from the ceiling. The cold flesh glowed as if phosphorescent. A tiny red spot just above the navel appeared under her examination.

“Missed that, first time around.” She brought her gaze up to him. “I'll be at this for a couple hours. Been up all night, haven't you? There's an empty slab over there you can nap on, or I can set up a cot in my office.”

“I'd probably be mistaken for a corpse, so I'd better take the cot.”

“Good idea. Who's the suspect?”

“Ilsa Janson.”

Urzula blinked at him. “Your girlfriend? You don't jerk around, Maris.”

“I go imbecile all the way, don't I?”

“Unless you were targeted.”

The statement hung between them, the frost of its utterance throwing up a cloud of suspicion.

“Yeah,” he said, no longer able to dismiss the thought. Denial peeled away like onion, and at the heart of his self-deception lurked the dark truth: Ilsa didn't love him, never had.

“Go see Jana for that cot. Get some sleep.”

He did as she bade him, his brain becoming sludge, and fell asleep instantly.

Shaking woke him, and he sat up.

“Got something,” Urzula said, settling into her chair. “Traces of nanochine inside the puncture site.”

He wiped the sleep from his eyes and nodded. “Enough suspicion to detain her. Forward those results to the Lieutenant with the secuvid, would you? I've got two more sites to investigate.”

“Certainly. Where to from here?”

“You can't tell Balodis if you don't know, right?” They exchanged a grin, and he pushed himself to his feet. Six hours in a chair at evidence had left him sore and bruised.

“Watch your back, Maris.”

“Thanks, honey bear.”

At the curb in front of the Coroner's building, he hopped into a magnacar and settled in for a rush-hour ride, twenty minutes to go a distance that should have taken five.

The posh, nine-story, high-rise apartment looked different without an orange crime scene partition in front of it. His gaze went instantly to the top, where Ofem Liene Ozolin had begun her fatal descent.

The motionless ascent on the anti-grav assisted lift took him to the roof in moments.

What am I going to find here? he wondered, stepping out onto the tarred-rock roof, the trail long since old and cold.

The wind buffeted him, as it must have the specialized Ofem, geno-modded with vesicles in mouth and vagina. Fem-oriented, she'd paid off her and her lover's indenture, had married, and had lived an ostentatious life, having sex with men to collect their sperm, a lucrative if tortured occupation.

He stepped toward the spot she'd fallen from, where they'd found puddles of proto. Urzula's examination had revealed a nanochine infection in the soles of the feet, but only the soles.

Soles.

Nanochines had eaten Eduard Sarfas from the soles up.

Maris glanced around the roof and saw a single secucam mounted near the door. As if on cue, it swung toward him.

Moments later, building security showed up. “What are you doing up here?”

“Police.” Maris flipped out his badge.

“Oh,” she said doubtfully. “Anything I can help with?”

“How long do you keep secuvids?”

“A couple years.”

“I want the ones from the night our bird thought she could fly.”

“Certainly. This way, please.” She gestured him to follow and took him to a surveillance room in the basement, banks of vidscreens across one wall, one large monitor in the center.

He found the feed from the roof. “No, not that one,” he said, remembering the shoes in the ninth-floor foyer. “The penthouse door.”

The security guard nodded, and the center monitor changed, the vid cycling rapidly backward.

A stunning young woman approached the door, slipped off her shoes beside it, and stepped on the mat in front of it to put her eye to the retinascan.

“Fast forward to the arrival of the police.”

The vid raced forward. The mat disappeared.

“There,” he said. “Now backward, and slowly.”

The vid showed a figure returning the mat to its place, a slight form dressed in fedora and trenchcoat. “Now forward, please.”

A few minutes after the stunning Ozolin entered the penthouse, the figure in trenchcoat stepped from the lift and removed the doormat. A thin, straight nose above luscious lips lurked below the fedora.

“Go backward about two hours at high speed.”

The scene reeled backward, unchanged for awhile before Ozolin's approach. Then a shadow crossed the scene. Slowed down, it showed the figure in fedora and trenchcoat spraying something on the doormat.

“Can I ask a favor?” At her nod, he said, “Send all the building secuvids for that twenty-four hour period to Lieutenant Balodis.”

Maris thanked her and made his way from the building. The upper stories invited him to glance at them once more before he got into the magnacar.

The spirit of Liene Ozolin lingered long beyond her departure.







Chapter 19

Maris knocked on the door of Professor Bernhard Vitol's little suburban cottage sitting on its small plot of land. Quaint cottages in a variety of styles and colors polka-dotted the prosaic landscape, none of them palatial, all on tiny squares of earth, five one-hundredths of an acre. How much land does a person need? he wondered.

In the end, he knew, just six jerking feet.

After a minute without a response to his knock, Maris loped around back.

“You jerkin' puddle of sperm!” He caught up with the Bremale hustling toward a neighbor's porch, the man so obese he couldn't have got far anyway. “You're current on your donations and don't have any warrants. What's the matter?”

“Unhand me, Satan! You'll not take me to hell like all the others.” Vitol recoiled from Peterson like a priest from evil, sweat waterfalling off his bright-pink face, breath roaring like a foundry bellows. “You're a jerkin' plague! I heard what happened to Juris!”

Maris blinked at Bernhard and shook his head. “What the jerk?! He was murdered, Vitol. What do you want, protective custody? A goddamn nanoshield?”

“Just leave me alone. Don't come near me. Everyone you know is dead.”

He decided he wasn't getting the Professor's cooperation, no matter what he did. “You're under arrest for obstructing an investigation. Hands to the back of your head.”

“Try me and fry me, would you?” Bernhard turned and raised his arms.

“I'd be happy to put you out of my misery. Just answer my jerkin' questions.” Maris accessorized him with glasma bracelets, but he couldn't do much for the sweat rings and stale stench of unbathed lard. There wasn't a cleansall at the station large enough for the Professor's girth. Booking's gonna love me, he thought.

The magnatransport arrived in minutes, the same make and model they'd tried to send him to Patarei Prison in. The uniforms weren't happy. “What the jerk, Detective? How we gonna get him to booking? We won't be able to breathe!”

Maris shrugged at them. “Hose him down in the parking lot.” He summoned a magnacar and took it to the station, went around back where they were just unloading the corpulent Bremale.

The holding tank was a constant cacophony, but somehow, it got louder when Vitol was added to the mix. Vitol clung to the bars, the other detainees plastered to the walls as far away as they could go. Unwashed body seeped throughout the building.

“I thought I smelled you, Peterson,” Lieutenant Balodis said when Maris walked into her office.

“My nose is filing for workers' compensation,” he said, pointing at his ugly mug. “Why can't I just take a nutcracker to his testicles? Fat as he is, you'd think he'd be prohibited from reproducing.” He shook his head and splashed himself into the chair across from her.

“Judge says it ain't enough to arrest your jerkin' girlfriend,” Balodis said. “Close, but not enough. She won't bite.”

“That's what I was goin' to see Vitol about, but then he clammed up on me. I can't quite tie up the loose ends. How'd Ilsa manage to start a one-woman sterilization campaign?”

“Always wanting someone to do your job for you, Maris,” the Lieutenant said. “You're the laziest asshole I've ever known.”

“Save the praise for my job review. How'd she know about Ozolin and Araj, especially so soon after a collection?”

“Don't they take their collections to the fertility clinic?”

“That's it!” He sprang from the chair and hurled himself into her arms. “Get me a warrant, would you?”

“Keep your hams off me, and it's a deal.”

In moments, he was out the door and hailing a magnacar.

The Telsai Fertility Clinic stood halfway between the precinct and the coroner's office. Five stories of frameless glasma stared blindly at surrounding buildings, concealing its purpose. Magnacars pulled into the driveway with dizzying monotony, bringing a constant stream of full receptacles, taking away Ohumes emptied of their ovum and sperm.

Inside, modernity clashed with sterility. White suits bustled between white walls toward white doors to white rooms, escorting Ohumes to and fro. Cryo-carts trundled past, spilling cold steam to spotless floors. Here, Karlen Araj had shat himself to death. Here, Liene Ozolin had deposited her collection before greasing the pavement at home. He found the sterility of fertility disconcerting, the environs clashing with the fecundity they propagated.

Director of Clinic Security, Dagnija Krumins, stared at him from across a pristine desk. “Yeah, I know her. Ilsa used to pick up the shipments for Plavinas Incubation. An atrocity, what happened out there. Why are you asking?”

“She have access to your files?”

“Of course not.” Krumins bristled, porcupining in her chair, stiffening in defensiveness. “Completely confidential, our files. Completely! We abide by all Coalition confidentiality protocols.”

The same ones that governed the research of Professor Bernhard Vitol, Maris was sure, fertility rates and projections kept so deeply under wraps they were being smothered. “And your secuvids go back how far?”

“Seven years, per Reproductive Enforcement Division regulations. Detective, what you're suggesting is outrageous. There isn't a way for a non-employee to access our files. It didn't happen.”

“Then an employee did.” He neuramailed the warrant Lieutenant Balodis had obtained for him to Director Krumins. “Your donation file system is now evidence. Any alteration between now and its transfer will result in charges of tampering with evidence. Further, all trakes, cokes, corns, and neuramails by staff on and off company time going back one year are now evidence as well.”

The woman across from him went white as her clinic. The slick click of a blasma pistol slid off the safety, her barrel aimed at him.

Another safety snicked open behind him and a hot barrel pressed against his temple. A hand emptied his holster of blasma pistol.

“Game over, Maris,” Ilsa said, her voice in his ear.







Chapter 20

The hole you dug, the bed you made, the cards you're dealt, the prison you built, the corner you painted yourself into. All the phrases of self-blaming ever invented cascaded through his mind.

She yanked his arms behind him and cuffed him. “Everything slow, Maris. You move too fast, you die. Get to your feet.”

The pistol remained at his neck as she pulled up on the cuffs. He yelped, standing with her, the shoulder strain exacerbated by his recent alley encounter. The hot point of her blasma pistol burned against his neck. The hot point of her breast burned against his back.

The multitude of pithy things he could have said all seemed trite. “You won't get away with this,” was a cliché out of a detective potboiler. “We'd have made a fabulous pair,” was a romance-novel rubber stamp. He decided on irony. “We're goin' dancing again?”

“Move it, jerk face,” Ilsa said, steering him toward the door.

A gurney slid into the room from the outer office, a well-muscled Omale orderly at either end.

“Climb on face down,” she said.

He complied, and they threw a sheet over him, pulling it up to his neck. He tried his trake and got only static. Of course, they'd have a distortion shield handy.

She pocketed the pistol in the front of her smock, looking like any employee in sterile white scrubs. The pistol tip bulged toward him. “One wrong move, you get it.”

“Is that a pistol in your pocket, or are you just blasma to see me?”

“Jerk off, Maris.”

The four white-coated “staff” escorted the “patient” on the gurney into the corridor, its hum joining the hushed buzz of regular workday activity. They headed to a lift, which the group commandeered to themselves.

They dropped to the basement garage. There, a magnambulance awaited, the emblems emblazoning its sleek sides giving it the air of officialdom. They loaded him in back, Ilsa and one orderly thug staying in back. In the cab, Dagnija Krumins took the passenger side, the other orderly thug driving. They fixed the gurney to the corrugated rubber floor, which extended uninterrupted between cargo and cab, Maris saw, calculating the distance.

“Gag him,” Krumins said from the cab, half-turned toward them.

“I'd rather hear him whine,” Ilsa said.

Maris sensed accord between the two women, their actions thus far coordinated with nary a word, as if they'd been working together awhile. That, or they were intimate. “Whine about what? The way you left me with a heavy heart and a leaky dick?”

Ilsa shot a glance at Dagnija. “I don't have—!” Growling, she positioned herself above him. “Roll him on his side,” she told the bulky orderly. He grinned and rolled Maris. Ilsa sank a right cross to his jaw.

Lightning lanced his brain, and a starry sky threatened to swallow him in darkness. But he found out what he needed to know.

Motion and increasing engine pitch indicated they'd hit a main thoroughfare. He wondered where they were headed. That whole planet of freed Ohumes he'd dismissed days ago as a farfetched fantasy might not be the chimerical legend he'd supposed. “You gonna feed my proto to your stinking pod?”

“And spread your disease?” Ilsa snorted. “We're gonna paint our signs with your proto and make you a poster child. We're gonna perfect our nanochines by experimenting on you. Muceniek was a test run. Once we get the nanochines to spread like a venereal disease, we'll wipe out incubation centers and Brehumes across the galaxy in five years, and then we'll be all that's left to humanity, Organo-humes only. You and your Ihume crèche sibs will die off, and we'll be rid of indenture forever. And then we'll have our Organo-Topia.”

Maris thought back to the secuvids he'd viewed at Sabile Nanobio Research, in which Ilsa had rubbed her feet on the carpet in front of Eduard Sarfas, who'd moments later stepped onto that same carpet. And the foyer to the Ozolin penthouse and the rug that Ilsa had sprayed nanochines on. And the neat, two-inch bore hole administered by Valdi Muceniek. And the ovum collected by Omale Karlen Araj, later delivered to Plavinas Incubation. And the Chow Fung spiced up with a dash of nanochine. And the nanochines that the boy, Edgar, had nearly carried into Plavinas Development. And the vial of nanochines given to the Omale waiter. And the nanochines put in Raihman's coffee by the figure in fedora and trench coat. All experiments in nanochine delivery. And Maris thought of Vitol's fertility spot on the statistical pavement. “It's happening anyway, you fool.”

Ilsa's gaze narrowed.

“He's just jerkin' your chain, Ilsy,” Dagnija said.

The intimacy nauseated him. “You haven't seen the fertility regressions. You'll have your Organo-Topia eventually. Why go this route? Recycling is all you'll get from it. And it won't bring on your paradise any faster.” He knew he couldn't convince her, his only hope to distract her.

She smiled at him, shaking her head. “You suck their pap like everyone else. The Coalition won't acknowledge it. Paradise is nigh, I tell you! Systems are capitulating daily to our control because of resistance like ours.”

No use in arguing with an ideologue. Debate never persuaded fools convinced of their own righteousness. Natural consequences sometimes did that, but only sometimes. “And when you're done with Brehumes and Ihumes, you'll turn your persecution on yourselves. Indenture will be justified. You'll delude yourselves inequality is inevitable. First it'll be the dumb ones, like those Digris crèche-sibs you found so expedient to sacrifice. They didn't need to die, and you know it.”

“Shut up, you jerking fuck!”

“And all those Ihume kids at Plavinas Development. Those crèche kids didn't do anything to you!” Now, he was screaming. “They'll call you Ilsa the Bloody, the recycling queen, and you'll be known only for the mayhem you wrought, not the Ohume you freed! Reviled for all time! That's all you'll—”

“Shut the jerk up!” She pounced on him, straddled the gurney, and unleashed a fusillade.

Maris squirmed side to side, trying a fetal curl, his legs slipping from under the leg strap. He took triple blows to the face, brought both knees up into her butt, and sent her flying over his head. Then he kicked the Omale orderly in the neck with one foot, twisted and lashed with the other foot, catching the jaw. The Omale withered to the floor.

Ilsa crashed into Dagnija, both falling onto the driver, and the magnambulance slewed into oncoming traffic. The cab exploded, inflatables deployed, and the world disintegrated around Maris. The dense cloud of balloons contorted around him, and the vehicle tumbled to a halt.

He wasn't sure if he lost consciousness. Voices and sirens intruded, then motion as someone tried to extract him. They found the catch to release the gurney and hauled him, thankfully upright, from the rear compartment of the smoldering magnambulance.

“Here, let me get those,” a familiar voice said.

“Filip? Dukur, boy, is that you?” Maris didn't recognize his own voice.

“Yeah, Detective. I got a spare bracelet key. Nice collar. What gave them away?”

“That collar's yours, Dukur. Somebody better get you a leash.” Out of cuffs, Maris tottered around the wreckage to the front. Dukur followed him like a dog.

Maris found Ilsa laying half on the hood, nearly slashed in half by the windshield, entrails spilling from a gigantic gash across her abdomen. The three corpses were piled under her, all the bodies having flown forward.

“Mare…” Her gaze was glazing already.

“Ilsy,” he said, cradling her head, cursing clichés. “Really? Was it that jerking important you had to throw away your life? We coulda been happy. What made you do it?”

“Mare…self-deluded asshole,” she whispered. “You'll always be an agent of the oppressor. And you'll never know it…”

“Ilsa,” he pleaded, a sob escaping him, “Ilsa, no…no…”

But she was gone to join that great pool of proto in the heavens.

* * *

Natural consequences sometimes persuaded fools convinced of their own righteousness.

I've been such a fool, Maris thought.

Red-striped cloud wept rain from the dusken sky. Gusts of guilt on the stinging wind sliced through his trenchcoat. Building windows turned disdainful stares upon him. Magnacars whispered whiny, vicious rumors in passing. The haughty skyline humbled him, his pride destroyed, his spirit fallen.

“Tempting, isn't it?” Shoes scuffing rooftop mocked him with laughter.

From the parapet, he looked over his shoulder.

Urzula stood there, wearing slumped shoulders and a shapeless smock. Behind her, outlined in the doorway leading up to the roof crouched the pup reporter Filip Dukur, panting avidly. Professor Bernhard Vitol lurked behind him, filling the stairwell landing.

The ground below lured Maris with relief and redemption.

“Did you see the headlines?” Urzula asked.

It was all over the neuranet. It'd practically foisted itself upon him, injected itself into his brain. They lauded him, but it felt like persecution. They praised him for a lie. What he'd done, he'd done to survive. A hundred thousand Ohumes had been ferreted out of the underground and returned to their indentures, largely due to his work, a dab of salve on the third-degree burn covering eighty percent of his soul. “It's all a jerking lie,” he replied.

“Not all of it,” the Coroner said. “Must have felt that way to Ozolin, too. But even she didn't take the plunge on her own.”

She hadn't let it defeat her, Maris heard. He blinked away his tears and sighed. “Ilsa deserved better.”

“Maybe,” Urzula said. “And just maybe, Maris, she had a moment or two of paradise with you.”

He'd felt he was in paradise, drowning in her love. Whatever else Ilsa might have felt for her female lover, the passion they'd shared was the thick immersion of total abandon, reaching the place in his soul where the universe touched him with all its creative regeneration.

He felt he'd let her down, in some odd, perverted sense. Perhaps it was her betrayal of him that he'd inverted out of survivor guilt. Why am I still here? Why did she die, and not me?

The leap whispered it was better down there. Only the impact would hurt, the wind hissed. More cliché, he thought, and more ways to run from the guilt, the betrayal, the hurt. He hated living the cliché. Better to have loved and the happy crap that followed.

There wasn't any way to run from the hurt. Pile-driving his proto into a puddle and spotting the pavement with his grease wouldn't take the stain from his soul. Redemption didn't sprout from a sidewalk.

“Hey, Maris,” Bernhard called, “how about some fries? Real ones.”

“Yeah? Who's buying?”

“On me, pal.”

He snorted and closed his eyes. “Redemption can't be found in the pavement, can it, Urzula?”

“Not from any height, Maris.”

Detective Maris Peterson glanced one last time at the street beckoning below. “Then there damn well better be some redemption in a serving of fries.”
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Dear reader,

Thank you for taking time to read Organo-Topia. If you enjoyed it, please consider telling your friends or posting a short review. Word of mouth is an author’s best friend and much appreciated.
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