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Inhuman Garbage
Kristine Kathryn Rusch
DETECTIVE NOELLE DERICCI opened the top of the waste crate. The smell of rotting produce nearly hid the faint smell of urine and feces. A woman’s body curled on top of the compost pile as if she had fallen asleep.
She hadn’t, though. Her eyes were open.
DeRicci couldn’t see any obvious cause of death. The woman’s skin might have been copper colored when she was alive, but death had turned it sallow. Her hair was pulled back into a tight bun, undisturbed by whatever killed her. She wore a gray and tan pantsuit that seemed more practical than flattering.
DeRicci put the lid down and resisted the urge to remove her thin gloves. They itched. They always itched. Because she used department gloves rather than buying her own, and they never fit properly.
She rubbed her fingers together, as if something from the crate could have gotten through the gloves, and turned around. Nearly one hundred identical containers lined up behind it. More arrived hourly from all over Armstrong, the largest city on Earth’s Moon.
The entire interior of the warehouse smelled faintly of organic material gone bad. She was only in one section of the warehouse. There were dozens of others, and at the end of each was a conveyer belt that took the waste crates, mulched them, and then sent the material for use in the Growing Pits outside Armstrong’s dome.
The crates were cleaned in a completely different section of the warehouse, and then sent back into the city for reuse.
Not every business recycled its organic refuse for the Growing Pits, but almost all of the restaurants and half of the grocery stores did. DeRicci’s apartment building sent organic food waste into bins that came here as well.
The owner of the warehouse, Najib Ansel, stood next to the nearest row of crates. He wore a blue smock over matching blue trousers, and blue booties on his feet. Blue gloves stuck out of his pocket, and a blue mask hung around his neck.
“How did you find her?” DeRicci asked.
Ansel nodded at the ray of blue light that hovered above the crate, then toed the floor.
“The weight was off,” he said. “The crate was too heavy.”
DeRicci looked down.
“I take it you have sensors in the floor?” she asked.
“Along the orange line.”
She didn’t see an orange line. She moved slightly, then saw it. It really wasn’t a line, more a series of orange rectangles, long enough to hold the crates, and too short to measure anything beside them.
“So you just lifted the lid….” DeRicci started.
“No, sir,” Ansel said, using the traditional honorific for someone with more authority.
DeRicci wasn’t sure why she had more authority. She had looked him up on her way here. He owned a multimillion-dollar industry, which made its fortune charging for waste removal from the city itself, and then reselling that waste at a low price to the Growing Pits. She had known this business existed, but she hadn’t paid a lot of attention to it until an hour ago. She had felt a shock of recognition when she saw the name of the business in the download that sent her here: Ansel Management was scrawled on the side of every waste container in every recycling room in the city.
Najib Ansel had a near monopoly in Armstrong, and had warehouses in six other domed communities. According to her admittedly cursory research, he had filed for permits to work in two new communities just this week. So the fact that he was in standard worker gear, just like his employees, amazed her. She would have thought a mogul like Ansel would be in a gigantic office somewhere making deals, rather than standing on the floor of the main warehouse just outside Armstrong’s dome.
Even though he used the honorific, he didn’t say anything more. Clearly, Ansel was going to make her work for information.
“Okay,” DeRicci said. “The crate was too heavy. Then what?”
“Then we activated the sensors, to see what was inside the crate.” He looked up at the blue light again. Obviously that was the sensor.
“Show me how that works,” she said.
He rubbed his fingers together—probably activating some kind of chip. The light came down and broadened, enveloping the crate. Information flowed above it, mostly in chemical compounds and other numbers. She was amazed she recognized that the symbols were compounds. She wondered where she had picked that up.
“No visuals?” she asked.
“Not right away.” He reached up to the holographic display. The numbers kept scrolling. “You see, there’s really nothing out of the ordinary here. Even her clothes must be made of some kind of organic material. So my people couldn’t figure out what was causing the extra weight.”
“You didn’t find this, then?” she asked.
“No, sir,” he said.
“I’d like to talk with the person who did,” she said.
“She’s over there.” He nodded toward a small room off to the side of the crates.
DeRicci suppressed a sigh. Of course he cleared the employee off the floor. Anything to make a cop’s job harder. “All right,” she said, not trying to hide her annoyance. “How did your ‘people’ discover the extra weight?”
“When the numbers didn’t show anything,” he said, “they had the system scan for a large piece. Sometimes, when crates come in from the dome, someone dumps something directly into the crate without paying attention to weight and size restrictions.”
Those were hard to ignore. DeRicci vividly remembered the first time she’d tried to put something of the wrong size into a recycling crate. She’d dumped a rotted roast she had never managed to cook (back in the days when she actually believed she could cook). She’d placed it into the crate behind her then-apartment building. The damn crate beeped at her, and when she didn’t remove the roast fast enough for the stupid thing, it had actually started to yell at her, telling her that she wasn’t following the rules. There was a way to turn off the alarms, but she and her building superintendent hadn’t known it. Clearly, someone else had.
“So,” DeRicci said, “the system scanned, and…?”
“Registered something larger,” he said somewhat primly. “That’s when my people switched the information feed to visual, and got the surprise of their lives.”
She would wager. She wondered if they thought the woman was sleeping. She wasn’t going to ask him that question; she’d save it for the person who actually found the body. “When did they call you?” she asked.
“After they visually confirmed the body,” he said.
“Meaning what?” she asked. “They saw it on the feed or they actually lifted the lid?”
“On the feed,” he said.
“Where was this?” she asked.
He pointed to a small booth that hovered over the floor. The booth clearly operated on the same tech that the flying cars in Armstrong used. The booth was smaller than the average car, however, and was clear on all four sides. Only the bottom appeared to have some kind of structure, probably to hide all the mechanics.
“Is someone in the booth?” she asked.
“We always have someone monitoring the floor,” he said, “but I put someone new up there, so that the team that discovered the body can talk to you.”
DeRicci supposed he had put the entire team in one room, together, so that they could align their stories. But she didn’t say anything like that. No sense antagonizing Ansel. He was helping her. “We’re going to need to shut down this part of your line,” she said. “Everything in this part of the warehouse will need to be examined.”
To her surprise, he didn’t protest. Of course, if he had protested, she would have had him shut down the entire warehouse. Maybe he had dealt with the police before.
“So,” she said, “who actually opened the lid on this container?”
“I did,” he said quietly.
She hadn’t expected that. “Tell me about it.”
“The staff contacted me after they saw the body.”
“On your links?” she asked. Everyone had internal links for communication, and the links could be set up with varying degrees of privacy. She would wager that the entire communication system inside Ansel Management was on its own dedicated link.
“Yes,” he said. “The staff contacted me on my company link.”
“I’d like to have copies of that contact,” she said.
“Sure.” He wasn’t acting like someone who had anything to hide. In fact, he was acting like someone who had been through this before.
“What did your staff tell you?” she asked.
His lips turned upward. Someone might have called that expression a smile, but it wasn’t. It was rueful. “They told me that there was a woman in crate A1865.”
DeRicci made a mental note about the number. Before this investigation was over, she’d learn everything about this operation, from the crate numbering system to the way that the conveyer worked to the actual mulching process. “That’s what they said?” she asked. “A woman in the crate?”
“Crate A1865,” he repeated, as if he wanted that detail to be exactly right.
“What did you think when you heard that?” DeRicci asked.
He shook his head, then sighed. “I—we’ve had this happen before, Detective. Not for more than a year, but we’ve found bodies. Usually homeless people in the crates near the Port, people who came into Armstrong and can’t get out. Sometimes we get an alien or two sleeping in the crates. The Oranjanie view rotting produce as a luxury, and they look human from some angles.”
The Port of Armstrong was the main spaceport onto the Moon, and also functioned as the gateway to Earth. Member species of the Earth Alliance had to stop in Armstrong first before traveling to Earth. Some travelers never made it into Earth’s protected zone, and got stuck on the Moon itself.
Right now, however, she had no reason to suspect alien involvement in this crime. She preferred working human-on-human crime. It made the investigation so much easier.
“You’ve found human bodies in your crates before,” she clarified.
“Yeah,” he said.
“And the police have investigated?”
“All of the bodies, alien and human,” he said. “Different precincts, usually, and different time periods. My grandmother started this business over a hundred years ago. She found bodies even way back then.”
DeRicci guessed that someone would think it made sense to hide a body in one of the crates.
“Do you believe that bodies have gotten through the mulching process?” It took her a lot of strength not to look at the conveyer belt as she asked that question.
“I don’t think a lot got through,” he said. “I know some did. Back in my grandmother’s day. She’s the one who set up the safeguards. We might have had a few glitches after the safeguards were in place, before we knew how well they worked, but I can guarantee nothing has gone through since I started managing this company twenty-five years ago.”
DeRicci tried not to shudder as she thought about human flesh serving as compost at the Growing Pits. She hated Moon-grown food, and she had a hunch she was going to hate it more after this case.
But she had to keep asking questions.
“You said you can guarantee it,” she repeated.
He nodded.
“What if someone cut up the body?” she asked.
He grimaced. “The pieces would have to be small to get past our weight and size restrictions. Forgive me for being graphic, but no full arms or legs or torsos or heads. Maybe fingers and toes. We have nanoprobes on these things, looking for human DNA. But the probes are coating the lining of the crates. If someone buried a finger in the middle of some rotting lettuce, we might miss it.”
She turned so that he wouldn’t see her reaction. She forced herself to swallow some bile back, and wished she had some savings. She wanted to go home and purge her refrigerator of anything grown on the Moon, and buy expensive Earth-grown produce.
But she couldn’t afford that, not on a detective’s salary.
“Fair enough,” she said, surprised she could sound so calm when she was so thoroughly grossed out. “No full bodies have gone through in at least twenty-five years. But you’ve seen quite a few. How many?”
“I don’t know,” he said. “I’d have to check the records.”
That surprised her. It meant there were enough that he couldn’t keep track. “Any place where they show up the most often?”
“The Port,” he said. “There’s a lot of homeless in that neighborhood.”
Technically, they weren’t homeless. They were people who lived on the city’s charity. A lot of small cubicle sized rooms existed on the Port blocks, and anyone who couldn’t afford their own home or ended up stranded and unemployable in the city could stay in one of the cubicles for six months, no questions asked.
After six months, they needed to move to long-term city services, which were housed elsewhere. She wanted to ask if anyone had turned up in those neighborhoods, but she’d do that after she looked at his records.
“I’m confused,” she said. “Do these people crawl into the crates and die?” The crate didn’t look like it was sealed so tightly that the person couldn’t get oxygen.
“Some of them,” he said. “They’re usually high or drunk.”
“And the rest?” she asked.
“Obviously someone has put them there,” he said.
“A different someone each time, I assume,” she said.
He shrugged. “I let the police investigate. I don’t ask questions.”
“You don’t ask questions about dead people in your crates?”
His face flushed. She had finally gotten to him.
“Believe it or not, Detective,” he snapped, “I don’t like to think about it. I’m very proud of this business. We provide a service that enables the cities on the Moon to not only have food, but to have great food. Sometimes our system gets fouled up by crazy people, and I hate that. We’ve gone to great lengths to prevent it. That’s why you’re here. Because our systems work.”
“I didn’t mean to offend you,” she lied. “This is all new to me, so I’m going to ask some very ignorant questions at times.”
He looked annoyed, but he nodded.
“What part of town did this crate come from?” she asked.
“The Port,” he said tiredly.
She should have expected that, after he had mentioned the Port a few times.
“Was the body in the crate when it was picked up at the Port?” she asked.
“The weight was the same from Port to here,” he said. “Weight gets recorded at pick-up, but flagged near the conveyer. The entire system is automated until the crates get to the warehouse. Besides, we don’t have the ability to investigate anything inside Armstrong. There are a lot of regulations on objects that are considered garbage inside the dome. If we violate those, we’ll get black marks against our license, and if we get too many black marks in a year, we could lose that license.”
More stuff she didn’t know. City stuff, regulatory stuff. The kinds of things she always ignored. And things she would probably have to investigate now.
“Do you know her?” DeRicci asked, hoping to catch him off balance.
“Her?” He looked confused for a moment. Then he looked at the crate, and his flush grew deeper. “You mean, her?”
“Yes,” DeRicci said. Just from his reaction she knew his response. He didn’t know the woman. And the idea that she was inside one of his crates upset him more than he wanted to say. Which was probably why he was the person talking to DeRicci now.
“No,” he said. “I don’t know her, and I don’t recognize her. We didn’t run any recognition programs on her either. We figured you all would do that.”
“No one touched her? No one checked her for identification chips?”
“I’m the one who opened the crate,” he said. “I saw her, I saw that her eyes were open, and then I closed the lid. I leave the identifying to you all.”
“Do you know all your employees, Mr. Ansel?”
“By name,” he said.
“By look,” she said.
He shook his head. “I have nearly three hundred employees in Armstrong alone.”
“But you just said you know their names. You know all three hundred employees by name?”
He smiled absently, which seemed like a rote response. He’d responded to this kind of thing before.
“I have an eidetic memory,” he said. “If I’ve seen a name, then I remember it.”
“An eidetic memory for names, but not faces? I’ve never heard of that,” DeRicci said.
“I haven’t met all of my employees,” he said. “But I go over the pay amounts every week before they get sent to the employees’ accounts. I see the names. I rarely see the faces.”
“So you wouldn’t know if she worked here,” DeRicci said.
“Here?” he asked. “Here I would know. I come here every day. If she worked in one of the other warehouses or in transport or in sales, I wouldn’t know that.”
“Did this crate go somewhere else before coming to this warehouse?” DeRicci asked.
“No,” Ansel said. “Each crate is assigned a number. That number puts it in a location, and then when the crate fills, it gets swapped out with another. The crate comes to the same warehouse each time, without deviation. And since that system is automated, as I mentioned, I know that it doesn’t go awry.”
“Can someone stop the crate in transit and add a body?”
“No,” he said. “I can show you if you want.”
She shook her head. That would be a good job for her partner, Rayvon Lake. Rayvon still hadn’t arrived, the bastard. DeRicci would have to report him pretty soon. He had gotten very lax about crime scenes, leaving them to her. He left most everything to her, and she hated it.
He was a lazy detective—twenty years in the position—and he saw her as an upstart who needed to be put in her place. She wouldn’t have minded if he did his job. Well, that wasn’t exactly true. She would have minded. She hated people who disliked her. But she wouldn’t be considering filing a report on him if he actually did the work he was supposed to do.
She would get Lake to handle the transport information by telling him she wasn’t smart enough to understand it. It would mean that she’d have to suffer through an explanation later in the case, but maybe by then she’d either have this thing solved or she’d have a new partner. A woman could hope, after all.
“One of the other detectives will look into the transport process,” DeRicci said. “I’m just trying to cover the basics here, so we start looking in the right place. Can outsiders come into this warehouse?”
“And get into one of our crates?” Ansel asked. “No. Look.”
He touched the edge of the lid, and she heard a loud snap.
“It’s sealed shut now,” he said.
She didn’t like the sound of that snap.
“If I were in there,” she asked, “could I breathe through that seal?”
“Yes,” he said. “For about two days, if need be. But it doesn’t seal shut like that until it leaves the transport and crosses the threshold here at the warehouse. So there’s no way anyone could crawl in here at the warehouse.”
“All right,” DeRicci said. “So, let me be sure I understand you. The only place that someone could either place a body into a crate or crawl into it on their own is on site.”
“Yes,” Ansel said. “We try to encourage composting, so we allow bypassers to stuff something into a crate. We search for non-organic material at the site, and flag the crates with non-organic material so they can be cleaned.”
“Clothing is organic?” DeRicci asked.
“Much of it, yes,” Ansel said. “Synthetics aren’t good hosts for nanoproducts, so most people wear clothing made from recycled organic material.”
DeRicci’s skin literally crawled. She hadn’t known that. She wasn’t an organic kind of woman. She preferred fake stuff, much to the dismay of her friends.
“All right,” she said. “I’m going to talk with your people in a minute. I’ll want to know what they know. And I’ll need to see your records on previous incidents.”
She didn’t check to see if he had sent her anything on her links. She didn’t want downloads to confuse her sense of the crime scene. She liked to form her own opinions, and she did that by being thorough.
Detectives like Rayvon Lake gathered as much information as possible, multitasking as they walked through a crime scene. She believed they missed most of the important details while doing that, and that led to a lot of side roads and wasted time. And, if she could prove it (if she had time to prove it), a lot of false convictions. She had caught Lake twice trying to close a case by accusing an innocent person who was convenient, rather than doing the hard legwork required of a good investigator.
Ansel fluttered near her for a moment. She inclined her head toward the room where the staff had gathered, knowing she was inviting him to contaminate her witnesses even more, but she had a hunch none of them were going to be useful to the investigation anyway. “Before you go,” she said, just in case he didn’t take the hint, “could you unseal this crate for me?”
“Oh, yes, sorry,” he said, and ran his fingers along the side again. It snapped one more time, then popped up slightly.
DeRicci thanked him, and pulled back the lid. The crate was deep—up to DeRicci’s ribs—and filled with unidentifiable bits of rotting food. The woman lay on top of them, hands cradled under her cheek, feet tucked together. DeRicci couldn’t imagine anyone just curling up here, even at the bidding of someone else. But people did strange things for strange reasons, and she wasn’t going to rule it out.
She put the lid down and then looked at the warehouse again. She would need the numbers, but she suspected thousands of crates went through Ansel’s facilities around the Moon daily. Done properly, the crates would be a perfect way to dispose of bodies and all kinds of other things that no one wanted to see. She wondered how many others knew about this facility and how it worked.
She suspected she would have to find out.
 
GETTING THE CRIME scene unit to a warehouse outside of the dome took more work than Ethan Broduer liked to do. Fortunately, he was a deputy coroner, which meant he couldn’t control the crime scene unit. Someone with more seniority had to handle requisitioning the right vehicle from the police department yards outside the dome, and making certain the team had the right equipment.
Broduer came to the warehouse via train. The ride was only five minutes long, but it made him nervous. He was born inside the dome, and he hated leaving it for any reason at all, especially for a reason involving work. So much of his work had to do with temperature and conditions, and if the body had been in an airless environment at all, it had an impact on every aspect of his job.
He was relieved when he arrived at the warehouse and learned that the body had never gone outside of an Earth Normal environment. However, he was annoyed to see that he would be working with Noelle DeRicci. She was notoriously difficult and demanding, and often asked coroners to redo something or double-check their findings. She’d caught him in several mistakes, which he found embarrassing. Then she had had the gall to tell him that he should probably double-check all of his work, considering its shoddy quality.
She stood next to a crate, the only one of thousands that was open. She was rumpled—she was always rumpled—and her curly black hair looked messier than usual.
When she saw him approach, she glared at him.
“Oh, lucky me,” she said.
Broduer bit back a response. He’d been recording everything since he got off the train inside the warehouse’s private platform, and he didn’t want to show any animosity toward DeRicci on anything that might go to court.
“Just show me the body and I’ll get to work,” he said.
She raised her eyebrows at the word “work,” and she didn’t have to add anything to convey her meaning. She didn’t think Broduer worked at all.
“My biggest priority at the moment is an identification,” DeRicci said.
And his biggest priority was to do this investigation right. But he didn’t say that. Instead he looked at the dozens of crates spread out before him. “Which one am I dealing with?” he asked, pleased that he could sound so calm in the face of her rudeness.
She placed a hand on the crate behind her. He was pleased to see that she wore gloves. He had worked with her partner Rayvon Lake before, and Lake had to be reminded to follow any kind of procedure. But Broduer didn’t see Lake anywhere.
“Have you had cases involving the waste crates before?” DeRicci asked Broduer.
“No,” he said, not adding that he tried to pass anything outside the dome on to anyone else, “but I’ve heard about cases involving them. I guess they’re not that uncommon.”
“Hmm,” she said looking toward a room at the far end of the large warehouse. “And here I thought they were.”
Broduer was going to argue his point when he realized that DeRicci wasn’t talking to him now. She was arguing with someone she had already spoken to.
“Can you get me information on that?” DeRicci asked Broduer.
He hated it when detectives wanted him to do their work for them. “It’s in the records.”
DeRicci made a low, growly sound, like he had irritated her beyond measure.
So he decided to tweak her a bit more. “Just search for warehouses and recycling and crates—”
“I know,” she said. “I was hoping your office already had statistics.”
“I’m sure we do, Detective,” he said, moving past her, “but you want me to figure out what killed this poor creature, right? Not dig into old cases.”
“I think the old cases might be relevant,” she said.
He shrugged. He didn’t care what was or wasn’t relevant to her investigation. His priority was dealing with this body. “Excuse me,” he said, and slipped on his favorite pair of gloves. Then he raised the lid on the crate.
The woman inside was maybe thirty. She had been pretty, too, before her eyes had filmed over and her cheeks sunk in. She had clearly died in an Earth Normal environment, and she hadn’t left that environment, as advertised. He would have to do some research to figure out if the presence of rotting food had an impact on the body’s decomposition, but that was something to worry about later.
Then Broduer glanced up. “I’ll have information for you in a while,” he said to DeRicci.
“Just give me a name,” she said. “We haven’t traced anything.”
He didn’t want to move the body yet. He didn’t even want to touch it, because he was afraid of disturbing some important evidence.
The corpse’s hands were tucked under her head, so he couldn’t just run the identification chips everyone had buried in their palms. He used the coroner’s office facial recognition program instead. It had a record of every single human who lived in Armstrong, and was constantly updated with information from the arrivals and departures sections of the city every single day.
“Initial results show that her name is Sonja Mycenae. She was born here, and moved off-Moon with her family ten years ago. She returned last month to work as a nanny for….”
He paused, stunned at the name that turned up.
“For?” DeRicci pushed.
Broduer looked up. He could feel the color draining from his face.
“Luc Deshin,” he said quietly. “She works for Luc Deshin.”
 
LUC DESHIN.
DeRicci hadn’t expected that name.
Luc Deshin ran a corporation called Deshin Enterprises that the police department flagged and monitored continually. Everyone in Armstrong knew that Deshin controlled a huge crime syndicate that trafficked in all sorts of illegal and banned substances. The bulk of Deshin’s business had moved off-Moon, but he had gotten his start as an average street thug, rising, as those kids often do, through murder and targeted assassination into a position of power, using the deaths of others to advance his own career.
“Luc Deshin needed a nanny?” DeRicci sounded confused.
“He married a few years ago,” Broduer said, as he bent over the body again. “I guess they had kids.”
“And didn’t like the nanny.” DeRicci whistled. “Talk about a high stress job.”
She glanced at that room filled with the employees who’d found the body. There was a lot of work to be done here, but none of it was as important as catching Deshin by surprise with this investigation. If he’d killed this Sonja Mycenae, then he would be expecting the police’s appearance. But he might not expect them so soon.
Or maybe he had always used the waste crates to dump his bodies. No one had ever been able to pin a murder on him. Perhaps this was why.
She needed to leave. But before she did, she sent a message to Lake. Only she sent it using the standard police links, not the encoded link any other officer would use with her partner. She wanted it on record that Lake hadn’t shown up yet.
Rayvon, you need to get here ASAP. There are employees to interview. I’m following a lead, but someone has to supervise the crime scene unit. Deputy Coroner Broduer is here, but he doesn’t have supervisory authority.
She didn’t wait for Lake’s response. Before he said anything, she sent another message to her immediate supervisor, Chief of Detectives Andrea Gumiela, this time through an encoded private link.
This case has ties to Deshin Enterprises, DeRicci sent. I’m going there now, but we need a good team on this. It’s not some random death. It needs to be done perfectly. Between Broduer and Lake, we’re off to a bad start.
She didn’t wait for Gumiela to respond either. In fact, after sending that message, DeRicci shut off all but her emergency links. She didn’t want Gumiela to tell her to stay on site, and she didn’t want to hear Lake’s invective when he realized she had essentially chastised him in front of the entire department.
“Make sure no one leaves,” DeRicci said to Broduer.
He looked up, panicked. “I don’t have the authority.”
“Pretend,” she snapped, and walked away from him.
She needed to get to Luc Deshin, and she needed to get to him now.
 
LUC DESHIN GRABBED his long-waisted overcoat and headed down the stairs. So a police detective wanted to meet with him. He wished he found such events unusual. But they weren’t. The police liked to harass him. Less now than in the past. They’d had a frustrating time pinning anything on him.
He always found it ironic that the crimes they accused him of were crimes he’d never think of committing, and the crimes he had committed—long ago and far away—were crimes they had never heard of. Now, all of his activities were legal. Just-inside-the-law legal, but legal nonetheless. Or so his cadre of lawyers kept telling the local courts, and the local judges—at least the ones he would find himself in front of—always believed his lawyers.
So, a meeting like this, coming in the middle of the day, was an annoyance, and nothing more.
He used his trip down the stairs to stay in shape. His office was a penthouse on the top floor of the building he’d built to house Deshin Enterprises years ago. He used to love that office, but he liked it less since he and his wife Gerda brought a baby into their lives.
He smiled at the thought of Paavo. They had adopted him—sort of. They had drawn up some legal papers and wills that the lawyers assured him would stand any challenge should he and Gerda die suddenly. But Deshin and Gerda had decided against an actual adoption given Deshin’s business practices and his reputation in Armstrong. They were worried that some judge would deem them unfit, based on Deshin’s reputation.
Plus, Paavo was the child of two Disappeareds, making the adoption situation even more difficult. The Earth Alliance’s insistence that local laws prevailed when crimes were committed meant that humans were often subjected to alien laws, laws that made no sense at all. Many humans didn’t like being forced to lose a limb as punishment for chopping down an exotic tree, or giving up a child because they’d broken food laws on a different planet. Those who could afford to get new names and new identities did so rather than accept their punishment under Earth Alliance law. Those people Disappeared.
Paavo’s parents had Disappeared within weeks of his birth, leaving him to face whatever legal threat those aliens could dream up.
Paavo, alone, at four months.
Fortunately, Deshin and Gerda had sources inside Armstrong’s family services, which they had cultivated for just this sort of reason. Both Deshin and Gerda had had difficult childhoods—to say the least. They knew what it was like to be unwanted.
Their initial plan had been to bring several unwanted children into their home, but after they met Paavo, a brilliant baby with his own special needs, they decided to put that plan on hold. If they could only save Paavo, that would be enough.
But they were just a month into life with the baby, and they knew that any more children would take a focus that, at the moment at least, Paavo’s needs wouldn’t allow.
Deshin reached the bottom of the stairwell, ran a hand through his hair, and then walked through the double doors. His staff kept the detective in the lobby.
She was immediately obvious, even though she wasn’t in uniform. A slightly disheveled woman with curly black hair and a sharp, intelligent face, she wasn’t looking around like she was supposed to. Most new visitors to Deshin Enterprises either pretended to be unimpressed with the real marble floors, the imported wood paneling, and the artwork that constantly shifted on the walls and ceiling. Or the visitors gaped openly at all of it.
This detective did neither. Instead, she scanned the people in the lobby—all staff, all there to guard him and keep an eye on her.
She would be difficult. He could tell that just from her body language. He wasn’t used to dealing with someone from the Armstrong Police Department who was intelligent and difficult to impress.
He walked toward her, and as he reached her, he extended his hand. “Detective,” he said warmly. “I’m Luc Deshin.”
She wiped her hands on her stained shirt, and just as he thought she was going to take his hand in greeting, she shoved hers into the pockets of her ill-fitting black pants.
“I know who you are,” she said.
She deliberately failed to introduce herself, probably as a power play. He could play back, ask to see the badge chip embedded in the palm of her hand, but he didn’t feel like playing. She had already wasted enough of his time.
So he took her name, Noelle DeRicci, from the building’s security records, and declined to look at her service record. He had it if he needed it.
“What can I do for you then, Detective?” He was going to charm her, even if that took a bit of strength to ignore the games.
“I’d like to speak somewhere private,” she said.
He smiled. “No one is near us, and we have no recording devices in this part of the lobby. If you like, we can go outside. There’s a lovely coffee shop across the street.”
Her eyes narrowed. He watched her think: did she ask to go to his office and get denied, or did she just play along?
“The privacy is for you,” she said, “but okay….”
She sounded dubious, a nice little trick. A less secure man would then invite her into the office. Deshin waited. He’d learned that middle managers—and that was what detectives truly were—always felt the press of time. He never had enough time for anything and yet, as the head of his own corporation, he also had all the time in the universe.
“I’m here about Sonja Mycenae,” she said.
Sonja. The nanny he had fired just that morning. Well, fired wasn’t an accurate term. He had deliberately avoided firing her. He had eliminated her position.
He and Gerda had decided that Sonja wasn’t affectionate enough toward their son. In fact, she had seemed a bit cold toward him. And once Deshin and Gerda started that conversation about Sonja’s attitudes, they realized they didn’t like having someone visit their home every day, and they didn’t like giving up any time with Paavo.
Both Gerda and Deshin had worried, due to their backgrounds, that they wouldn’t know how to nurture a baby; Sonja had taught them that training mattered a lot less than actual love.
“I understand she works for you,” the detective said.
“She worked for me,” he said.
Something changed in the detective’s face. Something small. He felt uneasy for the first time.
“Tell me what this is about, Detective,” he said.
“It’s about Sonja Mycenae,” she repeated.
“Yes, you said that. What exactly has she done?” he asked.
“Why don’t you tell me why she no longer works for you,” the detective said.
“My wife and I decided that we didn’t need a nanny for our son. I called Sonja to the office this morning, and let her know that, effective immediately, her employment was terminated through no fault of her own.”
“Do you have footage of that conversation?” the detective asked.
“I do, and it’s protected. You’ll need permission from both of us or a warrant before I can give it to you.”
The detective raised her eyebrows. “I’m sure you can forgo the formalities, Mr. Deshin.”
“I’m sure that many people do, Detective,” he said, “however, it’s my understanding that an employee’s records are confidential. You may get a warrant if you like. Otherwise, I’m going to protect Sonja’s privacy.”
“Why would you do that, Mr. Deshin?”
“Believe it or not, I follow the rules.” He managed to say that without sarcasm.
The detective grunted as if she didn’t believe him. “What made you decide to terminate her position today?”
“I told you,” Deshin said, keeping his voice bland even though he was getting annoyed. “My wife and I decided we didn’t need a nanny to help us raise our son.”
“You might want to share that footage with me without wasting time on a warrant, Mr. Deshin,” the detective said.
“Why would I do that, Detective? I’m not even sure why you’re asking about Sonja. What has she done?”
“She has died, Mr. Deshin.”
The words hung between them. He frowned. The detective had finally caught him off guard. For the first time, he did not know how to respond. He probably needed one of his lawyers here. Any time his name came up in an investigation, he was automatically the first suspect. But in this case, he had nothing to do with Sonja’s death. So he would act accordingly, and let the lawyers handle the mess.
“What happened?” he asked softly.
He had known Sonja since she was a child. She was the daughter of a friend. That was one of the many reasons he had hired her, because he knew her.
Even then, she hadn’t turned out as expected. He remembered an affectionate, happy girl. The nanny who had come to his house didn’t seem to know how to smile at all. There had been no affection in her.
And when he last saw her, she’d been crying and pleading with him to keep her job. He actually had to have security drag her out of his office.
“We don’t know what happened,” the detective said.
That sentence could mean a lot. It could mean that they didn’t know what happened at all or that they didn’t know if her death was by natural causes or by murder. It could also mean that they didn’t know exactly what or who caused the death, but that they suspected murder. Since he was facing a detective and not a beat officer, he knew they suspected murder.
“Where did it happen?” Deshin asked.
“We don’t know that either,” the detective said.
He snapped, “Then how do you know she’s dead?”
Again, that slight change in the detective’s face. Apparently he had finally hit on the correct question.
“Because workers found her in a waste crate in a warehouse outside the dome.”
“Outside the dome…?” That didn’t make sense to him. Sonja hadn’t even owned an environmental suit. She had hated them with a passion. “She died outside the dome?”
“I didn’t say that, Mr. Deshin,” the detective said.
He let out a breath. “Look, Detective, I’m cooperating here, but you need to work with me. I saw Sonja this morning, eliminated her position, and watched her leave my office. Then I went to work. I haven’t gone out of the building all day.”
“But your people have,” the detective said.
He felt a thin thread of fury, and he suppressed it. Everyone assumed that his people murdered other people according to some whim. That simply was not true.
“Detective,” he said calmly. “If I wanted Sonja dead, why would I terminate her employment this morning?”
“I have only your word for that,” the detective said. “Unless you give me the footage.”
“And I have only your word that she’s dead,” he said.
The detective pressed her hands together, then separated them. A hologram appeared between them—a young woman, looking as if she had fallen asleep in a meadow. Until he looked closely, and saw that the “meadow” was bits of food, and the young woman’s eyes were open and filmy.
It was Sonja.
“My God,” he said.
“If you give me the footage,” the detective said, “and it confirms what you say, then you’ll be in the clear. If you wait, then we’re going to assume it was doctored.”
Deshin glared at her. She was good—and she was right. The longer he waited, the less credibility he would have. “I’m going to consult with my attorneys,” he said. “If they believe that this information has use to you and it doesn’t cause me any legal liabilities, then you will receive it from them within the hour.”
The detective crossed her arms. “I suggest that you send it to me now. I will promise you that I will not look at anything until you or your attorneys say that I can.”
It was an odd compromise, but one that would protect him. If she believed he would doctor the footage, then having the footage in her possession wouldn’t harm him.
But he didn’t know the laws on something this arcane.
“How’s this, Detective,” he said. “My staff will give you a chip with the information on it. You may not put the chip into any device or watch it until I’ve consulted with my attorneys. You will wait here while I do so.”
“Seems fine to me,” the detective said. “I’ve got all the time in the world.”
 
SHE DIDN’T, OF course. DeRicci was probably getting all kinds of messages on her links from Lake and Gumiela and Broduer and everyone else, telling her she was stupid or needed or something.
She didn’t care. She certainly wasn’t going to turn her links back on. She was close to something. She had actually surprised the Great Luc Deshin, Criminal Mastermind.
He pivoted and moved three steps away from her. He was clearly contacting someone on his links, but using private encoded ones.
A staff member approached, a woman DeRicci hadn’t seen before. The woman, dressed in a black suit, extended a hand covered with gold rings.
“If you’ll come this way, Detective DeRicci….”
DeRicci shook her head. “Mr. Deshin promised me a chip. I’m staying here until I get it.”
The woman opened her other hand. In it was a chip case the size of a thumbnail. The case was clear, and inside, DeRicci saw another case—blue, with a filament thinner than an eyelash.
“Here is your chip, Detective,” the woman said. “I’ve been instructed to take you—”
“I don’t care,” DeRicci said. “I’ll take the chip, and I’ll wait right here. You have my word that I won’t open either case, and I won’t watch anything until I get the okay.”
The woman’s eyes glazed slightly. Clearly, she was seeing if that was all right.
Then she focused on DeRicci, and bowed her head slightly.
“As you wish, Detective.”
She handed DeRicci the case. It was heavier than it looked. It probably had a lot of protections built in, so that she couldn’t activate anything through the case. Not that she had the technical ability to do any of that, even if she wanted to.
She sighed. She had a fluttery feeling that she had just been outmaneuvered.
Then she made herself watch Deshin. He seemed truly distressed at the news of Sonja Mycenae’s death. If DeRicci had to put money on it, she would say that he hadn’t known she was dead and he hadn’t ordered the death. But he was also well known for his business acumen, his criminal savvy, and his ability to beat a clear case against him. A man didn’t get a reputation like that by being easy to read.
She closed her fist around the chip case, clasped her hands behind her back, and waited, watching Luc Deshin the entire time.
 
DESHIN HADN’T GONE far. He wanted to keep an eye on the detective. He’d learned in the past that police officers had a tendency to wander and observe things they shouldn’t. He had staff in various parts of the lobby to prevent the detective from doing just that.
Through private, encoded links, he had contacted his favorite attorney, Martin Oberholtz. For eight years, Oberholtz had managed the most delicate cases for Deshin—always knowing how far the law could bend before it broke.
Before I tell you what to do, Oberholtz was saying on their link, I want to see the footage.
It’ll take time, Deshin sent.
Ach, Oberholtz sent. I’ll just bill you for it. Send it to me.
I already have, Deshin sent.
I’ll be in contact shortly, Oberholtz sent, and signed off.
Deshin walked to the other side of the lobby. He didn’t want to vanish because he didn’t want the detective to think he was doing something nefarious.
But he was unsettled. That meeting with Sonja had not gone as he expected.
Over the years, Deshin had probably fired two hundred people personally, and his staff had fired even more. And that didn’t count the business relationships he had terminated. Doing unpleasant things didn’t bother him. They usually followed a pattern. But the meeting that morning hadn’t followed a pattern that he recognized.
He had spoken quite calmly to Sonja, telling her that he and Gerda had decided to raise Paavo without help. He hadn’t criticized Sonja at all. In fact, he had promised her a reference if she wanted it, and he had complimented her on the record, saying that her presence had given him and Gerda the confidence to handle Paavo alone.
He hadn’t said that the confidence had come from the fact that Sonja had years of training and she missed the essential ingredient—affection. He had kept everything as neutral and positive as possible, given that he was effectively firing her without firing her.
Midway through his little speech, her eyes widened. He had thought she was going to burst into tears. Instead, she put a shaking hand to her mouth, looking like she had just received news that everything she loved in the world was going to be taken away from her.
He had a moment of confusion—had she actually cared that much about Paavo?—and then he decided it didn’t matter; he and Gerda really did want to raise the boy on their own, without any outside help.
“Mr. Deshin,” Sonja had said when he finished. “Please, I beg you, do not fire me.”
“I’m not firing you, Sonja,” he had said. “I just don’t have a job for you any longer.”
“Please,” she said. “I will work here. I will do anything, the lowest of the low. I will do jobs that are disgusting or frightening, anything, Mr. Deshin. Please. Just don’t make me leave.”
He had never had an employee beg so strenuously to keep her job. It unnerved him. “I don’t have any work for you.”
“Please, Mr. Deshin.” She reached for him and he leaned back. “Please. Don’t make me leave.”
That was when he sent a message along his links to security. This woman was crazy, and no one on his staff had picked up on it. He felt both relieved and appalled. Relieved that she was going nowhere near Paavo again, and appalled that he had left his beloved little son in her care.
The door opened, and then Sonja screamed “No!” at the top of her lungs. She grabbed at Deshin, and one of his security people pulled her away.
She kicked and fought and screamed and cried all the way through the door. It closed behind her, leaving him alone, but he could still hear her yelling all the way to the elevator.
The incident had unsettled him.
It still unsettled him.
And now, just a few hours later, Sonja was dead.
That couldn’t be a coincidence.
It couldn’t be a coincidence at all.
 
IT TOOK NEARLY fifteen minutes before Luc Deshin returned. DeRicci had watched him pace on the other side of the lobby, his expression grim.
It was still grim when he reached her.
He nodded at the chip in her hand. “My staff tells me that you have a lot of information on that chip. In addition to the meeting in my office, you’ll see Sonja’s arrival and her departure. You’ll also see that she left through that front door. After she disappeared off our external security cameras, no one on my staff saw her again.”
He was being very precise. DeRicci figured his lawyer had told him to do that.
“Thank you,” she said, closing her fingers around the case. “I appreciate the cooperation.”
“You’re welcome,” Deshin said, then walked away.
She watched him go. Something about his mood had darkened since she’d originally spoken to him. Because of the lawyer? Or something else?
It didn’t matter. She had the information she needed, at least for the moment. She would deal with Deshin later if she needed to.
 
DESHIN TOOK THE stairs back to his office. He needed to think, and he didn’t want to run into any of his staff on the elevator. Besides, exercise kept his head clear.
He had thought Sonja crazy after her reaction in his office. But what if she knew her life was in danger if she left his employ? Then her behavior made sense. He wasn’t going to say that to the detective, nor had he mentioned it to his lawyer. Deshin was going to investigate this himself.
As he reached the top floor, he sent a message to his head of security, Otto Koos: My office. Now.
Deshin went through the doors and stopped, as he always did, looking at the view. He had a 360-degree view of the City of Armstrong. Right now, the dome was set at Dome Daylight, mimicking midday sunlight on Earth. He loved the look of Dome Daylight because it put buildings all over the city in such clear light that it made them look like a beautiful painting or a holographic wall image.
He crossed to his desk and called up the file on Sonja Mycenae, looking for anything untoward, anything his staff might have missed.
He saw nothing.
She had worked for a family on Earth who had filed monthly reports with the nanny service that had vetted her. The reports were excellent. Sonja had then left the family to come to the Moon, because, apparently, she had been homesick.
He couldn’t find anything in a cursory search of that file that showed any contradictory information.
The door to his office opened, and Koos entered. He was a short man with broad shoulders and a way of walking that made him look like he was itching for a fight.
Deshin had known him since they were boys, and trusted Koos with his life. Koos had saved that life more than once.
“Sonja was murdered after she left us this morning,” Deshin said.
Koos glanced at the door. “So that was why Armstrong PD was here.”
“Yeah,” Deshin said, “and it clarifies her reaction. She knew something bad would happen to her.”
“She was a plant,” Koos said.
“Or something,” Deshin said. “We need to know why. Did anyone follow her after she left?”
“You didn’t order us to,” Koos said, “and I saw no reason to keep track of her. She was crying pretty hard when she walked out, but she never looked back and as far as I could tell, no one was after her.”
“The police are going to trace her movements,” Deshin said. “We need to as well. But what I want to know is this: What did we miss about this woman? I’ve already checked her file. I see nothing unusual.”
“I’ll go over it again,” Koos said.
“Don’t go over it,” Deshin said, feeling a little annoyed. After all, he had just done that, and he didn’t need to be double-checked. “Vet her again, as if we were just about to hire her. See what you come up with.”
“Yes, sir,” Koos said. Normally, he would have left after that, but he didn’t. Instead, he held his position.
Deshin suppressed a sigh. Something else was coming his way. “What?”
“When you dismissed her and she reacted badly,” Koos said, “I increased security around your wife and child. I’m going to increase it again, and I’m going to make sure you’ve got extra protection as well.”
Deshin opened his mouth, but Koos put up one finger, stopping him.
“Don’t argue with me,” Koos said. “Something’s going on here, and I don’t like it.”
Deshin smiled. “I wasn’t going to argue with you, Otto. I was going to thank you. I hadn’t thought to increase security around my family, and it makes sense.”
Koos nodded, as if Deshin’s praise embarrassed him. Then he left the office.
Deshin watched him go. As soon as he was gone, Deshin contacted Gerda on their private link. Koos might have increased security, but Deshin wanted to make sure everything was all right.
He used to say that families were a weakness, and he never wanted one. Then he met Gerda, and they brought Paavo into their lives.
He realized that families were a weakness, but they were a strength as well.
And he was going to make sure his was safe, no matter what it took.
 
IT HAD TAKEN more work than Broduer expected to get the body back to the coroner’s office. Just to get the stupid crate out of the warehouse, he’d had to sign documentation swearing he wouldn’t use it to make money at the expense of Ansel Management.
“Company policy,” Najib Ansel had said with an insincere smile.
If Broduer hadn’t known better, he would have thought that Ansel was just trying to make things difficult for him.
But things had become difficult for Broduer when DeRicci’s partner, Rayvon Lake, arrived. Lake had been as angry as Broduer had ever seen him, claiming that DeRicci—who was apparently a junior officer to Lake—had been giving him orders.
Lake had shouted at everyone except Broduer. Broduer had fended a shouting match off by holding up his hands and saying, “I’m not sure what killed this girl, but I don’t like it. It might contaminate everything. We have to get her out of here, now.”
Lake, who was a notorious germaphobe (which Broduer found strange in a detective), had gulped and stepped back. Broduer had gotten the crate to the warehouse door before Ansel had come after him with all the documentation crap. Maybe Ansel had done it just so that he wouldn’t have to talk with Lake. Broduer would have done anything to avoid Lake—and apparently just had.
Broduer smiled to himself, relieved to be back at the coroner’s office. The office was a misnomer—the coroners had their own building, divided into sections to deal with the various kinds of death that happened in Armstrong.
Broduer had tested out of the alien section after two years of trying. He hated working in an environmental suit, like he so often had to. Weirdly (he always thought), humans started in the alien section and had to get a promotion to work on human cadavers. Probably because no one really wanted to see the interior of a Sequev more than once. No human did, anyway.
There were over a dozen alien coroners, most of whom worked with human supervisors, since many alien cultures did not investigate cause of death. Armstrong was a human-run society on a human-run Moon, so human laws applied here, and human laws always needed a cause of death.
Broduer had placed Sonja Mycenae on the autopsy table, carefully positioning her before beginning work, and he’d been startled at how well proportioned she was. Most people had obvious flaws, at least when a coroner was looking at them. One arm a little too long, a roll of fat under the chin, a misshapen ankle.
He hadn’t removed her clothing yet, but as far as he could tell from the work he’d done with her already, nothing was unusual. Which made her unusual all by itself.
He also couldn’t see any obvious cause of death. He had noted, however, that full rigor mortis had already set in. Which was odd, since the decomposition, according to the exam his nanobots had already started, seemed to have progressed at a rate that put her death at least five hours earlier. By now, under the conditions she’d been stored in, she should have still been pliable—at least her limbs. Rigor began in the eyes, jaw, and neck, then spread to the face and through the chest before getting to the limbs. The fingers and toes were always the last to stiffen up.
That made him suspicious, particularly since liver mortis also seemed off.
He would have thought, given how long she had been curled inside that crate, that the blood would have pooled in the side of her body resting on top of the compost heap. But no blood had pooled at all.
He had bots move the autopsy table into one of the more advanced autopsy theaters. He wanted every single device he could find to do the work.
He suspected she’d been killed with some kind of hardening poison. They had become truly popular with assassins in the last two decades, and had just recently been banned from the Moon. Hardening poisons killed quickly by absorbing all the liquid in the body and/or by baking it into place. It was a fast death, but a painful one, and usually the victim’s muscles froze in place, so she couldn’t even express that pain as it occurred.
He put on a high-grade environmental suit in an excess of caution. Some of the hardening poisons leaked out of the pores and then infected anyone who touched them.
What he had to determine was if Sonja Mycenae had died of one of those, and if her body had been placed in a waste crate not just to hide the corpse, but to infect the food supply in Armstrong. Because the Growing Pits inspections looked at the growing materials—the soil, the water, the light, the atmosphere, and the seeds. The inspectors would also look at the fertilizer, but if it came from a certified organization like Ansel Management, then there would only be a cursory search of materials.
Hardening poisons could thread their way into the DNA of a plant—just a little bit, so that, say, an apple wouldn’t be quite as juicy. A little hardening poison wouldn’t really hurt the fruit of a tree (although that tree might eventually die of what a botanist would consider a wasting disease), but a trace of hardening poison in the human system would have an impact over time. And if the human continued to eat things with hardening poisons in them, the poisons would build up, until the body couldn’t take it any more.
A person poisoned in that way wouldn’t die like Sonja Mycenae had; instead, the poison would overwhelm the standard nanohealers that everyone had installed, that person would get sick, and their organs would slowly fail. Armstrong would have a plague but not necessarily know what caused it.
He double-checked his gloves, then let out a breath. Yes, he knew he was being paranoid. But he thought about these things a lot—the kinds of death that could happen with just a bit of carelessness, like sickness in a dome, poison through the food supply, the wrong mix in the air supply. He had moved from working with living humans to working with the dead primarily because his imagination was so vivid. Usually working with the dead calmed him. The regular march of unremarkable deaths reminded him that most people would die of natural causes after a hundred fifty or more years, maybe longer if they took good care of themselves.
Working with the dead usually gave him hope.
But Sonja Mycenae was making him nervous.
And he didn’t like that at all.
 
DESHIN HAD JUST finished talking with Gerda when Koos sent him an encoded message:
Need to talk as soon as you can.
Now’s fine, Deshin sent.
He moved away from the windows, where he’d been standing as he made sure Gerda was okay. She actually sounded happy, which she hadn’t ever since Paavo had moved in.
She said she no longer felt like her every move was being judged.
Paavo seemed happier too. He wasn’t crying as much, and he didn’t cling as hard to Gerda. Instead, he played with a mobile from his bouncy chair and watched her cook, cooing most of the time. Just that one report made Deshin feel like he had made the right choice with Sonja.
Not that he had had a doubt—at least about her—after her reaction that morning. But apparently a tiny doubt had lingered about whether or not he and Gerda needed the help of a nanny. Gerda’s report on Paavo’s calmness eased that. Deshin knew they would have hard times ahead—he wasn’t deluding himself—but he also knew that they had made the right choice to go nanny-free.
He hadn’t told Gerda what happened to Sonja, and he wouldn’t, until he knew more. He didn’t want to spoil Gerda’s day.
The door to Deshin’s office opened, and Koos entered, looking upset. “Upset” was actually the wrong word. Something about Koos made Deshin think the man was afraid. Then Deshin shook that thought off: he’d seen Koos in extremely dangerous circumstances and the man had never seemed afraid.
“I did what you asked,” Koos said without preamble. “I started vetting her all over again.”
Deshin leaned against the desk, just like he had done when he spoke to Sonja. “And?”
“Her employers on Earth are still filing updates about her exemplary work for them.”
Deshin felt a chill. “Tell me that they were just behind in their reports.”
Koos shook his head. “She’s still working for them.”
“How is that possible?” Deshin asked. “We vetted her. We even used a DNA sample to make sure her DNA was the same as the DNA on file with the service. And we collected it ourselves.”
Koos swallowed. “We used the service’s matching program.”
“Of course we did,” Deshin said. “They were the ones with the DNA on file.”
“We could have requested that sample, and then run it ourselves.”
That chill Deshin had felt became a full-fledged shiver. “What’s the difference?”
“Depth,” Koos said. “They don’t go into the same kind of depth we would go into in our search. They just look at standard markers, which is really all most people would need to confirm identity.”
His phrasing made Deshin uncomfortable. “She’s not who she said she was?”
Koos let out a small sigh. “It’s more complicated than that.”
More complicated. Deshin shifted. He could only think of one thing that would be more complicated.
Sonja was a clone.
And that created all kinds of other issues.
But first, he had to confirm his suspicion.
“You checked for clone marks, right?” Deshin asked. “I know you did. We always do.”
The Earth Alliance required human clones to have a mark on the back of their neck or behind their ear that gave their number. If they were the second clone from an original, the number would be “2.”
Clones also did not have birth certificates. They had day of creation documents. Deshin had a strict policy for Deshin Enterprises: every person he hired had to have a birth certificate or a document showing that they, as a clone, had been legally adopted by an original human and therefore could be considered human under the law.
When it came to human clones, Earth Alliance and Armstrong laws were the same: clones were property. They were created and owned by their creator. They could be bought or sold, and they had no rights of their own. The law did not distinguish between slow-grow clones, which were raised like any naturally born human child, and fast-grow clones, which reached full adult size in days, but never had a full-grown human intelligence. The laws were an injustice, but only clones seemed to protest it, and they, as property, had no real standing.
Koos’s lips thinned. He didn’t answer right away.
Deshin cursed. He hated having clones in his business, and didn’t own any, even though he could take advantage of the loopholes in the law.
Clones made identity theft too easy, and made an organization vulnerable.
He always made certain his organization remained protected.
Or he had, until now.
“We did check like we do with every new hire.” Koos’s voice was strangled. “And we also checked her birth certificate. It was all in order.”
“But now you’re telling me it’s not,” Deshin said.
Koos’s eyes narrowed a little, not with anger, but with tension.
“The first snag we hit,” he said, “was that we were not able to get Sonja Mycenae’s DNA from the service. According to them, she’s currently employed, and not available for hire, so the standard service-subsidized searches are inactive. She likes her job. I looked: the job is the old one, not the one with you.”
Deshin crossed his arms. “If that’s the case, then how did we get the service comparison in the first place?”
“At first, I worried that someone had spoofed our system,” Koos said. “They hadn’t. There was a redundancy in the service’s files that got repaired. I checked with a tech at the service. The tech said they’d been hit with an attack that replicated everything inside their system. It lasted for about two days.”
“Let me guess,” Deshin said. “Two days around the point we hired Sonja.”
Koos nodded.
“I’m amazed the tech admitted it,” Deshin said.
“It wasn’t their glitch,” Koos said. “It happened because of some government program.”
“Government?” Deshin asked.
“The Earth Alliance required some changes in their software,” Koos said. “They made the changes and the glitch appeared. The service caught it, removed the Earth Alliance changes, and petitioned to return to their old way of doing things. Their petition was granted.”
Deshin couldn’t sit still with this. “Did Sonja know this glitch was going to happen?”
Koos shrugged. “I don’t know what she knew.”
Deshin let out a small breath. He felt a little off-balance. “I assume the birth certificate was stolen.”
“It was real. We checked it. I double-checked it today,” Koos said.
Deshin rubbed his forehead. “So, was the Sonja Mycenae I hired a clone or is the clone at the other job? Or does Sonja Mycenae have a biological twin?”
Koos looked down, which was all the answer Deshin needed. She was a clone.
“She left a lot of DNA this morning,” Koos said. “Tears, you name it. We checked it all.”
Deshin waited, even though he knew. He knew, and he was getting furious.
“She had no clone mark,” Koos said, “except in her DNA. The telomeres were marked.”
“Designer Criminal Clone,” Deshin said. A number of criminal organizations, most operating outside the Alliance, made and trained Designer Criminal Clones for just the kind of thing that had happened to Deshin.
The clone, who replicated someone the family or the target knew casually, would slide into a business or a household for months, maybe years, and steal information. Then the clone would leave with that information on a chip, bringing it to whoever had either hired that DCC or who had grown and trained the clone.
“I don’t think she was a DCC,” Koos said. “The markers don’t fit anyone we know.”
“A new player?” Deshin asked.
Koos shrugged. Then he took one step forward. “I’m going to check everything she touched, everything she did, sir. But this is my error, and it’s a serious one. It put your business and, more importantly, your family in danger. I know you’re going to fire me, but before you do, let me track down her creator. Let me redeem myself.”
Deshin didn’t move for a long moment. He had double-checked everything Koos had done. Everything. Because Sonja Mycenae—or whatever that clone was named—was going to work in his home, with his family.
“Do you think she stole my son’s DNA?” Deshin asked quietly.
“I don’t know. Clearly she didn’t have any with her today, but if she had handlers—”
“She wouldn’t have had trouble meeting them, because Gerda and I didn’t want a live-in nanny.” Deshin cursed silently. There was more than enough blame to go around, and if he were honest with himself, most of it belonged to him. He had been so concerned with raising his son that he hadn’t taken the usual precautions in protecting his family.
“I would like to retrace all of her steps,” Koos said. “We might be able to find her handler.”
“Or not,” Deshin said. The handler had killed her the moment she had ceased to be useful. The handler felt he could waste a slow-grow clone, expensive and well trained, placed in the household of a man everyone believed to be a criminal mastermind.
Some mastermind. He had screwed up something this important. He bit back anger, not sure how he would tell Gerda. If he would tell Gerda.
Something had been planned here, something he hadn’t figured out yet, and that planning was not complete. Sonja (or whatever her name was) had confirmed that with her reaction to her dismissal. She was terrified, and she probably knew she was going to die.
He sighed.
“I will quit now if you’d like me to,” Koos said.
Deshin wasn’t ready to fire Koos.
“Find out who she answered to. Better yet, find out who made her,” Deshin said. “Find her handler. We’ll figure out what happens to you after you complete that assignment.”
Koos nodded, but didn’t thank Deshin. Koos knew his employer well, knew that the thanks would only irritate him.
Deshin hated to lose Koos, but Koos was no longer one hundred percent trustworthy. He should have caught this. He should have tested Sonja’s DNA himself. And that was why Deshin would put new security measures into place for his business and his family. Measures he designed.
He’d also begin the search for the new head of security.
It would take time. And, he was afraid, it would take time to find out what exactly Sonja (or whatever her name was) had been trying to do inside his home.
That had just become his first priority. Because no one was going to hurt his family.
No matter what he had to do to protect them.
 
BRODUER HAD SIX different nanoprobes digging into various places on the dead woman’s skin when a holographic computer screen appeared in front of him, a red warning light flashing.
He moaned slightly. He hated the lights. They got sent to his boss automatically, and often the damn lights reported something he had done wrong.
Well, not wrong, exactly, but not according to protocol.
The irony was, everything he had done in this autopsy so far had been exactly according to protocol. The body was on an isolated gurney, which was doing its own investigation; they were in one of the most protected autopsy chambers in the coroner’s office; and Broduer was using all the right equipment.
He even had on the right environmental suit for the type of poison he suspected killed the woman.
He cursed, silently and creatively, wishing he could express his frustration aloud, but knowing he couldn’t, because it would become part of the permanent record.
Instead, he glared at the light and wished it would go away. Not that he could make it go away with a look.
The light had a code he had never seen before. He put his gloved finger on the code, and it created a whole new screen.
This body is cloned. Please file the permissions code to autopsy this clone or cease work immediately.
“The hell…?” he asked, then realized he had spoken aloud, and he silently cursed himself. Some stupid supervisor, reviewing the footage, would think he was too dumb to know a cloned body from a real body.
But he had made a mistake. He hadn’t taken DNA in the field. He had used facial recognition to identify this woman, and he had told DeRicci who the woman was based not on the DNA testing, but on the facial recognition.
Of course, if DeRicci hadn’t pressed him to give her an identification right away, he would have followed procedure.
Broduer let out a small sigh, then remembered what he had been doing.
There was still a way to cover his ass. He had been investigating whether or not this woman died of a hardening poison, and if that poison had gotten into the composting system.
He would use that as his excuse, and then mention that he needed to continue to find cause of death for public health reasons.
Besides, someone should want to know who was killing clones and putting them into the composting. Not that it was illegal, exactly. After all, a dead clone was organic waste, just like rotted vegetables were.
He shuddered, not wanting to think about it. Maybe someone should tell the Armstrong City Council to ban the composting of any human flesh, be it original or cloned.
He sighed. He didn’t want to be the one to do it. He’d slip the suggestion into his supervisor’s ear and hope that she would take him up on it.
He pinged his supervisor, telling her that it was important she contact him right away. Then he bent over the body, determined to get as much work done as possible before someone shut this investigation down entirely.
 
DERICCI SAT IN her car in the part of Armstrong Police Department parking lot set aside for detectives. She hadn’t used the car all day, but it was the most private place she could think of to watch the footage Deshin had given her.
She didn’t want to take the footage inside the station until she’d had a chance to absorb it. She wasn’t sure how relevant it was, and she wasn’t sure what her colleagues would think of it.
Or, if she were being truthful with herself, she didn’t want Lake anywhere near this thing. He had some dubious connections, and he might just confiscate the footage—not for the case, but for reasons she didn’t really want to think about.
So she stayed in her car, quietly watching the footage for the second time, taking mental notes. Because something was off here. People rarely got that upset getting fired from a job, at least not in front of a man known to be as dangerous as Luc Deshin.
Besides, he had handled the whole thing well, made it sound like not a firing, more like something inevitable, something that Sonja Mycenae’s excellent job performance helped facilitate. The man was impressive, although DeRicci would never admit that to anyone else.
When DeRicci watched the footage the first time, she had been amazed at how calmly Deshin handled Mycenae’s meltdown. He managed to stay out of her way, and he managed to get his security into the office without making her get even worse.
Not that it would be easy for her to be worse. If DeRicci hadn’t known that Sonja Mycenae was murdered shortly after this footage was taken, the detective would have thought the woman unhinged. Instead, DeRicci knew that Mycenae was terrified.
She had known that losing her position would result in something awful, most likely her death.
But why? And what did someone have on a simple nanny with no record, something bad enough to get her to work in the home of a master criminal and his wife, bad enough to make her beg said criminal to keep the job?
DeRicci didn’t like this. She particularly did not like the way that Mycenae disappeared off the security footage as she stepped outside of the building. She stood beside the building and sobbed for a few minutes, then staggered away. No nearby buildings had exterior security cameras, and what DeRicci could get from the street cameras told her little.
She would have to get the information from inside police headquarters.
Um, Detective?
DeRicci sighed. The contact came from Broduer, on her links. He was asking for a visual, which she was not inclined to give him. But he probably had something to show her from the autopsy.
So she activated the visual, in two dimensions, making his head float above the car’s control panel. Broduer wore an environmental suit, but he had removed the hood that had covered his face. It hung behind his skull like a half-visible alien appendage.
News for me, Ethan? she asked, hoping to move him along quickly. He could get much too chatty for her tastes.
Well, you’re not going to like any of it. He ran a hand through his hair, messing it up. It looked a little damp, as if he’d been sweating inside the suit.
DeRicci waited. She didn’t know how she could like or dislike any news about the woman’s death. It was a case. A sad and strange case, but a case nonetheless.
She died from a hardening poison, Broduer sent. I’ve narrowed it down to one of five related types. I’m running the test now to see which poison it actually is.
Poison. That took effort. Not in the actual application—many poisons were impossible to see, taste, or feel—but in the planning. Someone wanted this woman dead, and then they wanted to keep her death secret.
That’s a weird way to kill someone, DeRicci sent.
Broduer looked concerned. Over the woman? He usually saw corpses as a curiosity, not as someone to empathize with. That was one of the few things DeRicci liked about Broduer. He could handle a job as a job.
It is a weird way to kill someone, Broduer sent. Then he glanced over his shoulder as if he expected someone to enter his office and yell at him. The thing is, one of these types of poisons could contaminate the food supply.
What? she sent. Or maybe she said that out loud. Or both. She felt cold. Contaminate the food supply? With a body?
She wasn’t quite sure of the connection, but she didn’t like it.
She hadn’t liked the corpse in the compost part of this case from the very first.
Broduer took an obvious deep breath and his gaze met hers. She stabilized the floating image so she wasn’t tracking him as he moved up, down, and across the control panel.
If, he sent, the poison leaked from the skin and got into the compost, then it would be layered onto the growing plants, which would take in the poison along with the nutrients. It wouldn’t be enough to kill anyone, unless someone’d been doing this for a long time.
DeRicci shook her head. Then I don’t get it. How is this anything other than a normal contamination?
If a wannabe killer wants to destroy the food supply, he’d do stuff like this for months, Broduer sent. People would start dying mysteriously. Generally, the old and the sick would go first, or people who are vulnerable in the parts of their bodies this stuff targets.
Wouldn’t the basic nanohealers take care of this problem? DeRicci was glad they weren’t doing this orally. She didn’t want him to know how shaken she was.
If it were small or irregular, sure, he sent. But over time? No. They’re not made to handle huge contaminations. They’re not even designed to recognize these kinds of poisons. That’s why these poisons can kill so quickly.
DeRicci suppressed a shudder.
Great, she sent. How do we investigate food contamination like that?
That’s your problem, Detective, Broduer sent back, somewhat primly. I’d suggest starting with a search of records, seeing if there has been a rise in deaths in vulnerable populations.
Can’t you do that easier than I can? she sent, even though she knew he would back out. It couldn’t hurt to try to get him to help.
Not at the moment, he sent. I have a job to do.
She nearly cursed at him. But she managed to control herself. A job to do. The bastard. She had a job to do too, and it was just as important as his job. This was why she hated working with Broduer. He was a jerk.
Well, she sent, let me know the type of poison first, before I get into that part of the investigation. You said there were five, and only one could contaminate the food supply. You think that’s the one we’re dealing with?
I don’t know yet, Detective, he sent. I’ll know when the testing is done.
Which will take how long?
He shrugged. Not long, I hope.
GREAT, she sent again. She wanted to push him, but pushing him sometimes made him even more passive-aggressive about getting work done.
Well, you were right, she sent. I didn’t like it. Now I’m off to investigate even more crap.
Um, not yet, Broduer sent.
Not yet? Who was this guy and why did he think he could control everything she did? She clenched her fists. Pretty soon, she would tell this idiot exactly what she thought of him, and that wouldn’t make for a good working relationship.
Um, yeah, he sent. There’s one other problem.
She waited, her fists so tight her fingernails were digging into the skin of her palms.
He looked down. I, um, misidentified your woman.
You what? He had been an idiot about helping her, and then he told her that he had done crappy work? This man was the absolutely worst coroner she’d ever worked with (which was saying something) and she was going to report him to the Chief of Detectives, maybe even to the Chief of Police, and get him removed from his position.
YEAH, Broduer sent. She’s, um, not Sonja Mycenae.
You said that, DeRicci sent. Already, her mind was racing. Misidentifying the corpse would cause all kinds of problems, not the least of which would be problems with Luc Deshin. Who the hell is she, then?
Broduer’s skin had turned gray. He clearly knew he had screwed up big time. She’s a clone of Sonja Mycenae.
A WHAT? DeRicci rolled her eyes. That would have been good to know right from the start. Because it meant the investigation had gone in the wrong direction from the moment she had a name.
A clone. I’m sorry, Detective.
You should be, DeRicci sent. I shouldn’t even be on this investigation. This isn’t a homicide.
Well, technically, it’s the same thing, Broduer sent.
Technically, it isn’t, DeRicci sent. She’d had dozens of clone cases before, and no matter how much she argued with the Chief of Detectives, Andrea Gumiela, it didn’t matter. The clones weren’t human under the law; their deaths fell into property crimes, generally vandalism or destruction of valuable property, depending on how much the clone was worth or how much it cost to create.
But, Detective, she’s a human being….
DeRicci sighed. She believed that, but what she believed didn’t matter. What mattered was what the law said and how her boss handled it. And she’d been through this with Gumiela. Gumiela would send DeRicci elsewhere. Gumiela hadn’t seen the poor girl crying and begging for her life in front of Deshin. Gumiela hadn’t seen the near-perfect corpse, posed as if she were sleeping on a pile of compost.
Wait a minute, DeRicci sent. You told me about the poisoning first because…?
Because, Detective, she might not be human, but she might have been a weapon or weaponized material. And that would fall into your jurisdiction, wouldn’t it?
Just when she thought that Broduer was the worst person she had ever worked with, he manipulated a clone case to keep it inside DeRicci’s detective division.
I don’t determine jurisdiction, she sent, mostly because this was on the record, and she didn’t want to show her personal feelings on something that might hit court and derail any potential prosecution.
But check, would you? Broduer sent. Because someone competent should handle this.
She wasn’t sure what “this” was: the dead clone or the contamination.
Just send me all the information, DeRicci sent, and let me know the minute you confirm which hardening poison killed this clone.
I’ll have it soon, Broduer sent and signed off.
DeRicci leaned back in the car seat, her cheeks warm. She had gone to Luc Deshin for nothing.
Or had she?
Which Sonja Mycenae had Deshin fired that morning? The real one? Or the clone?
DeRicci let herself out of the car. She had to talk to Gumiela. But before she did, she needed to find out where the real Mycenae was—and fast.
 
DESHIN WASN’T CERTAIN how to tell Gerda that Sonja had been a plant, placed in their home for a reason he didn’t know yet. He wandered his office, screens moving with him as he examined the tracker he had placed in Sonja. Then he winced. Every time he thought of the clone as Sonja, he felt like a fool. From now on, he would just call her the clone, because she clearly wasn’t Sonja.
So he examined the information from the tracker he had placed in the clone’s palm the moment she was hired. She hadn’t known he had inserted it. He had done it when he shook her hand, using technology that didn’t show up on any of the regular scans.
He wished he had been paranoid enough to install a video tracker, but he had thought—or rather, Gerda had thought—that their nanny needed her privacy in her off time.
Of course, that had been too kind. Deshin should have tracked the clone the way he tracked anyone he didn’t entirely trust.
Whenever the clone had been with Paavo, Deshin had always kept a screen open. He’d even set an alert in case the clone took Paavo out of the house without Gerda accompanying them. That alert had never activated, because Gerda had always been nearby when the clone was with Paavo. Deshin was grateful for that caution now. He had no idea what serious crisis they had dodged.
He was now searching through all the other information in the tracker—where the clone had gone during her days off, where she had spent her free time. He knew that Koos had been, in theory, making sure she had no unsavory contacts—or at least, Deshin had tasked Koos with doing that.
Now, Deshin was double-checking his head of security, making certain that he had actually done his job.
The first thing Deshin had done was make certain that the clone hadn’t gone to the bad parts of town. According to the tracker, she hadn’t. Her apartment was exactly where she had claimed it was, and as far as he could tell, all she had done in her off hours was shop for her own groceries, eaten at a local restaurant, and gone home.
He had already sent a message to one of the investigative services he used. He wanted them to search the clone’s apartment. He wanted video and DNA and all kinds of trace. He wanted an investigation of her finances and a look at the things she kept.
He also didn’t want anyone from Deshin Enterprises associated with that search. He knew that his investigative service would keep him out of it. They had done so before.
He had hired them to search before he had known she was a clone. He had hired them while he was waiting for his attorney to look at the footage he had given that detective. With luck, they’d be done with the search by now.
But he had decided to check the tracker himself, looking for anomalies.
The only anomaly he had found was a weekly visit to a building in downtown Armstrong. On her day off, she went to that building at noon. She had also been at that building the evening Deshin had hired her. He scanned the address, looking for the businesses that rented or owned the place. The building had dozens of small offices, and none of the businesses were registered with the city.
He found that odd: usually the city insisted that every business register for tax purposes. So he traced the building’s ownership. He went through several layers of corporate dodges to find something odd: the building’s owner wasn’t a corporation at all.
It was the Earth Alliance.
He let out a breath, and then sank into a nearby chair.
Suddenly everything made sense.
The Earth Alliance had been after him for years, convinced he was breaking a million different Alliance laws and not only getting away with it, but making billions from the practice. Ironically, he had broken a lot of Alliance laws when he started out, and he still had a lot of sketchy associates, but he hadn’t broken a law in years and years.
Still, it would have been a coup for someone in Alliance government to bring down Luc Deshin and his criminal enterprises.
The Alliance had found it impossible to plant listening devices and trackers in Deshin’s empire. The Alliance was always behind Deshin Enterprises when it came to technology. And Deshin himself was innately cautious—
Or he had thought he was, until this incident with the clone.
They had slipped her into his home. They might have had a hundred purposes in doing so—as a spy on his family, to steal familial DNA, to set up tracking equipment in a completely different way than it had been done before.
And for an entire month, they had been successful.
He was furious at himself, but he knew he couldn’t let that emotion dominate his thoughts. He had to take action, and he had to do so now.
He used his links to summon Ishiyo Cumija to his office. He’d been watching her for some time. She hadn’t been Koos’s second in command in the security department. She had set up her own fiefdom, and once she had mentioned to Deshin that she worried no one was taking security seriously enough.
At the time, he had thought she was making a play for Koos’s job. Deshin still thought she was making a play for Koos’s job on that day, but she might have been doing so with good reason.
Now, she would get a chance to prove herself.
While Deshin waited for her, he checked the clone’s DNA and found that strange mark embedded into her system. He had never seen anything like it, either. The Designer Criminal Clones he’d run into had always had a product stamp embedded into their DNA. This wasn’t a standard DCC product stamp.
It looked like something else.
He copied it, then opened Cumija’s file, accessed the DNA samples she had to give every week, and searched to see if there was any kind of mark. His system always searched for the DCC product stamps, but rarely searched for other evidence of cloning, including shortened telomeres.
Shortened telomeres could happen naturally. In the past, he’d found that searching for them gave him so many false positives—staff members who were older than they appeared, employees who had had serious injuries—that he’d decided to stop searching for anything but the product marks.
He wondered now if that had been a mistake. His search of Cumija’s DNA found no DCC product mark, and nothing matching the mark his system had found in the clone’s DNA.
As the search ended, Cumija entered the office.
She was stunningly beautiful, with a cap of straight hair so black it almost looked blue, and dancing black eyes. Until he met Cumija, he would never have thought that someone so very attractive would function well in a security position, but she had turned out to be one of his best bodyguards.
She dressed like a woman sexually involved with a very rich man. Her clothing always revealed her taut nut-brown skin and her fantastic legs. Sometimes she looked nearly naked in the clothing she had chosen. Men and women watched her wherever she went, and dismissed her as someone decorative, someone being used.
On this day, she wore a white dress that crossed her breasts with an X, revealing her sides, and expanding to cover her hips and buttocks. Her matching white shoes looked as deadly as the shoes that she had used to kill a man trying to get to Deshin one afternoon.
“That nanny we hired turns out to have been a clone,” Deshin said without greeting.
“Yes, I heard.” Cumija’s voice was low and sexy, in keeping with her appearance.
“Has Koos made an announcement?” Deshin asked. Because he would have recommended against it.
“No,” she said curtly, and Deshin almost smiled. She monitored everything Koos did. It was a great trait in a security officer, a terrible trait in a subordinate—at least from the perspective of someone in Koos’s position.
Deshin said, “I need you to check the other employees—you, and you only. I don’t want anyone to know what you’re doing. I have the marker that was in the cloned Sonja Mycenae’s DNA. I want you to see if there’s a match. I also want a secondary check for Designer Criminal Clone marks, and then I want you to do a slow search of anyone with abnormal telomeres.”
Cumija didn’t complain, even though he was giving her a lot of work. “You want me to check everyone,” she said.
“Yes,” he said. “Start with people who have access to me, and then move outward. Do it quickly and quietly.”
“Yes, sir,” she said.
“Report the results directly to me,” he said.
“All right,” she said. “Are links all right?”
“No,” he said. “You will report in person.”
She nodded, thanked him, and left the office.
He stood there for a moment, feeling a little shaken. If the Alliance was trying to infiltrate his organization, then he wouldn’t be surprised if there were other clones stationed in various areas, clones he had missed.
After Cumija checked, he would have Koos do the same search, and see if he came up with the same result.
Deshin went back to his investigation of that building that the clone had visited regularly. He had no firm evidence of Earth Alliance involvement. Just suspicions, at least at the moment.
And regular citizens of the Alliance would be stunned to think that their precious Alliance would infiltrate businesses using slow-grow clones, and then dispose of them when they lost their usefulness. But Deshin knew the Alliance did all kinds of extra-legal things to protect itself over the centuries. And somewhere, Deshin had been flagged as a threat to the Alliance.
He had known that for some time. He had always expected some kind of infiltration of his business. But the infiltration of his home was personal.
And it needed to stop.
 
ETHAN BRODUER LOOKED at the information pouring across his screen, and let out a sigh of relief. The hardening poison wasn’t one of the kinds that could leach through the skin. He still had to test the compost to see if the poison had contaminated it, but he doubted that.
The liver mortis told him that she had died elsewhere, and then been placed in the crate. And given how fast this hardening poison acted, the blood wouldn’t have been able to pool for more than a few minutes anyway.
He stood and walked back into the autopsy room. Now that he knew the woman had died of something that wouldn’t hurt him if he came in contact with her skin or breathed the air around her, he didn’t need the environmental suit.
Hers was the only body in this autopsy room. He had placed the clone on her back before sending the nanobots into her system. They were still working, finding out even more about her.
He knew now that she was a slow-grow clone, which meant she had lived some twenty years, had hopes, dreams, and desires. As a forensic pathologist who had examined hundreds of human corpses—cloned and non-cloned—the only differences he had ever seen were the telomeres and the clone marks.
Slow-grow clones were human beings in everything but the law.
He could make the claim that fast-grow clones were too, that they had the mind of a child inside an adult body, but he tried not to think about that one. Because it meant that all those horrors visited on fast-grow clones meant those horrors were visited on a human being that hadn’t seen more than a few years of life, an innocent in all possible ways.
He blinked hard, trying not to think about any of it. Then he stopped beside her table. Lights moved along the back of it, different beams examining her, trying to glean her medical history and every single story her biology could tell. Now that it was clear that the poison that killed her wouldn’t contaminate the dome, no one would investigate this case. No one would care.
No one legally had to care.
He sighed, then shook his head, wondering if he could make one final push to solve her murder. Detective DeRicci had asked for a list of bodies found in the crates. Broduer would make her that list after all, but before he did, he would see if those bodies were “human” or clones.
If they were clones, then there was a sabotage problem, some kind of property crime—hell, it wasn’t his job to come up with the charge, not when he gave her the thing to investigate.
But maybe he could find something to investigate, something that would have the side benefit of giving some justice to this poor woman, lying alone and unwanted on his autopsy table.
“I’m doing what I can,” he whispered, and then wished he hadn’t spoken aloud.
His desire to help her would be in the official record. Then he corrected himself: There would be no official record, since she wasn’t officially a murder victim.
He was so sorry about that. He’d still document everything he could. Maybe in the future, the laws would change.
Maybe in the future, her death would matter as more than a statistic. Maybe in the future, she’d be recognized as a person, instead of something to be thrown away, like leftover food.
 
THE CHIEF OF Detectives, Andrea Gumiela, had an office one floor above DeRicci’s, but it was light years from DeRicci’s. DeRicci’s office was in the center of a large room, sectioned off with dark movable walls. She could protect her area by putting a bubble around it for a short period of time, particularly if she were conducting an interview that she felt wouldn’t work in one of the interview rooms, but there was no real privacy and no sense of belonging.
DeRicci hated working out in the center, and hoped that one day she would eventually get an office of her own. The tiny aspirations of the upwardly mobile, her ex-husband would have said. She couldn’t entirely disagree. He had the unfortunate habit of being right.
And as she looked at Gumiela’s office, which took up much of the upper floor, DeRicci knew she would never achieve privacy like this. She wasn’t political enough. Some days she felt like she was one infraction away from being terminated.
Most days, she didn’t entirely care.
Andrea Gumiela, on the other hand, was the most political person DeRicci had ever met. Her office was designed so that it wouldn’t offend anyone. It didn’t have artwork on the walls, nor did it have floating imagery. The décor shifted colors when someone from outside the department entered.
When someone was as unimportant as DeRicci, the walls were a neutral beige, and the desk a dark woodlike color. The couch and chairs at the far end of the room matched the desk.
But DeRicci had been here when the governor-general arrived shortly after her election, and the entire room shifted to vibrant colors—the purples and whites associated with the governor-general herself. The shift, which happened as the governor-general was announced, had disturbed DeRicci, but Gumiela managed it as a matter of course. She was going to get promoted someday, and she clearly hoped the governor-general would do it.
“Make it fast,” Gumiela said as DeRicci entered. “I have meetings all afternoon.”
Gumiela was tall and heavyset, but her black suit made her look thinner than she was—probably with some kind of tech that DeRicci didn’t want to think about. Gumiela’s red hair was piled on top of her head, making her long face seem even longer.
“I wanted to talk with you in person about that woman we found in the Ansel Management crate,” DeRicci said.
Gumiela, for all her annoying traits, did keep up on the investigations.
“I thought Rayvon Lake was in charge of that case,” Gumiela said.
DeRicci shrugged. “He’s not in charge of anything, sir. Honestly, when it comes to cases like this, I don’t even like to consult him.”
Gumiela studied her. “He’s your partner, Detective.”
“Maybe,” DeRicci said, “but he doesn’t investigate crimes. He takes advantage of them.”
“That’s quite a charge,” Gumiela said.
“I can back it with evidence,” DeRicci said.
“Do so,” Gumiela said, to DeRicci’s surprise. DeRicci frowned. Had Gumiela paired them so that DeRicci would bring actual evidence against Lake to the Chief’s office? It made an odd kind of sense. No one could control Lake, and no one could control DeRicci, but for different reasons. Lake had his own tiny fiefdom, and DeRicci was just plain contrary.
“All right,” DeRicci said, feeling a little off balance. She hadn’t expected anything positive from Gumiela.
And then Gumiela reverted to type. “I’m in a hurry, remember?”
“Yes, sir, sorry, sir,” DeRicci said. This woman always set her teeth on edge. “The woman in the crate, she was killed with a hardening poison. For a while, Broduer thought she might have been put there to contaminate the food supply, but it was the wrong kind of poison. We’re okay on that.”
Gumiela raised her eyebrows slightly. Apparently she hadn’t heard about the possible contamination. DeRicci had been worried that she had.
“Good….” Gumiela said in a tone that implied … and…?
“But, I got a list from him, and sir, someone is dumping bodies in those crates all over the city, and has been for at least a year, maybe more.”
“No one saw this pattern?” Gumiela asked.
“The coroner’s office noticed it,” DeRicci said, making sure she kept her voice calm. “Ansel Management noticed it, but the owner, Najib Ansel, tells me that over the decades his family has owned the business, they’ve seen all kinds of things dumped in the crates.”
“Bodies, though, bodies should have caught our attention,” Gumiela said. Clearly, DeRicci had Gumiela’s attention now.
“No,” DeRicci said. “The coroner got called in, but no one called us.”
“Well, I’ll have to change this,” Gumiela said. “I’ll—”
“Wait, sir,” DeRicci said. “They didn’t call us for the correct legal reasons.”
Gumiela turned her head slightly, as if she couldn’t believe she had heard DeRicci right. “What reasons could those possibly be?”
“The dead are all clones, sir.” DeRicci made sure none of her anger showed up in the tone of her voice.
“Clones? Including this one?”
“Yes, sir,” DeRicci said. “And they were all apparently slow-grow. If they had been considered human under the law, we would have said they were murdered.”
Gumiela let out an exasperated breath. “This woman, this poisoned woman, she’s a clone?”
“Yes, sir.” DeRicci knew she only had a moment here to convince Gumiela to let her continue on this case. “But I’d like to continue my investigation, sir, because—”
“We’ll send it down to property crimes,” Gumiela said.
“Sir,” DeRicci said. “This pattern suggests a practicing serial killer. At some point, he’ll find legal humans, and then he’ll be experienced—”
“What is Ansel Management doing to protect its crates?” Gumiela said.
DeRicci felt a small surge of hope. Was Gumiela actually considering this? “They have sensors that locate things by weight and size. They believe they’ve reported all the bodies that have come through their system in the last several years.”
“They believe?” Gumiela asked.
“There’s no way to know without checking every crate,” DeRicci said.
“Well, this is a health and safety matter. I’ll contact the Armstrong city inspectors and have them investigate all of the recycling/compost plants.”
DeRicci tried not to sigh. This wasn’t going her way after all. “I think that’s a good idea, sir, but—”
“Tell me, Detective,” Gumiela said. “Did you have any leads at all on this potential serial before you found out that the bodies belonged to clones?”
DeRicci felt her emotions shift again. She wasn’t sure why she was so emotionally involved here. Maybe because she knew no one would investigate, which meant no one would stop this killer, if she couldn’t convince Gumiela to keep the investigation in the department.
“She worked as a nanny for Luc Deshin,” DeRicci said. “He fired her this morning.”
“I thought this was that case,” Gumiela said. “His people probably killed her.”
“I considered that,” DeRicci said. “But he wouldn’t have gone through the trouble of firing her if he was just going to kill her.”
Gumiela harrumphed. Then she walked around the furniture, trailing her hand over the back of the couch. She was actually considering DeRicci’s proposal—and she knew DeRicci had a point.
“Do you know who the original was?” Gumiela asked.
DeRicci’s heart sank. She hadn’t wanted Gumiela to ask this question. DeRicci hadn’t recognized the name, but Lake had. He had left a message on DeRicci’s desk—a message that rose up when she touched the desk’s surface (the bastard)—which said, Why do we care that the daughter of an off-Moon crime lord got murdered?
DeRicci then looked up the Mycenae family. They were a crime family and had been for generations, but Sonja herself didn’t seem to be part of the criminal side. She had attended the best schools on Earth, and actually had a nanny certificate. She had renounced her family both visibly and legally, and was trying to live her own life.
“The original’s name is Sonja Mycenae,” DeRicci said.
“The Mycenae crime family.” Gumiela let out a sigh. “There’s a pattern here, and one we don’t need to be involved in. Obviously there’s some kind of winnowing going on in the Earth-Moon crime families. I’ll notify the Alliance to watch for something bigger, but I don’t think you need to investigate this.”
“Sir, I know Luc Deshin thought she was Sonja Mycenae,” DeRicci said. “He didn’t know she was a clone. That means this isn’t a crime family war—”
“We don’t know what it is, Detective,” Gumiela said. “And despite your obvious interest in the case, I’m moving you off it. I have better things for you to do. I’ll send this and the other cases down to property, and let them handle the investigation.”
“Sir, please—”
“Detective, you have plenty to do. I want that report on Rayvon Lake by morning.” Gumiela nodded at her.
DeRicci’s breath caught. Gumiela was letting her know that if she dropped this case, she might get a new partner. And maybe, she would guarantee that Lake stopped polluting the department.
There was nothing DeRicci could do. This battle was lost.
“Thank you, sir,” she said, not quite able to keep the disappointment from her voice.
Gumiela had already returned to her desk.
DeRicci headed for the door. As it opened, Gumiela said, “Detective, one last thing.”
DeRicci closed the door and faced Gumiela, expecting some kind of reprimand or admonition.
“Have you done the clone notification?” Gumiela asked.
Earth Alliance law required any official organization that learned of a clone to notify the original, if at all possible.
“Not yet, sir,” DeRicci said. She had held off, hoping that she would keep the case. If she had, she could have gone to the Mycenae family, and maybe learned something that had relevance to the case.
“Don’t,” Gumiela said. “I’ll take care of that, too.”
“I don’t mind, sir,” DeRicci said.
“The Mycenae require a delicate touch,” Gumiela said. “It’s better if the notification goes through the most official of channels.”
DeRicci nodded. She couldn’t quite bring herself to thank Gumiela. Or even to say anything else. So she let herself out of the office.
And stopped in the hallway.
For a moment, she considered going back in and arguing with Gumiela. Because Gumiela wasn’t going to notify anyone about the clone.
Gumiela probably believed that crime families should fight amongst themselves, so the police didn’t have to deal with them.
DeRicci paused for a half second.
If she went back in, she would probably lose her job. Because she would tell Gumiela exactly what she thought of the clone laws, and the way that property would screw up the investigation, and the fact that people were actually dying and being placed in crates.
But, if DeRicci lost her job, she wouldn’t be able to investigate anything.
The next time she got a clone case, she’d sit on that information for as long as she could, finish the investigation, and maybe make an arrest. Sure, it might not hold up, but she could get one of the other divisions to search the perpetrator’s home and business, maybe catch him with something else.
This time, she had screwed up. She’d followed the rules too closely. She shouldn’t have gone to Gumiela so soon.
DeRicci would know better next time.
And she’d play dumb when Gumiela challenged her over it.
Better to lose a job after solving a case, instead of in the middle of a failed one.
DeRicci sighed. She didn’t feel better, but at least she had a plan.
Even if it was a plan she didn’t like at all.
 
THE PLACE THAT the clone frequented near the Port was a one-person office, run by a man named Cade Faulke. Ostensibly, Faulke ran an employment consulting office, one that helped people find jobs or training for jobs. But it didn’t take a lot of digging to discover that that was a cover for a position with Earth Alliance Security.
From what little Deshin could find, it seemed that Faulke worked alone, with an android guard—the kind that usually monitored prisons. Clearly, no one expected Faulke to be investigated: the android alone would have been a tip-off to anyone who looked deeper than the thin cover that Faulke had over his name.
Deshin wondered how many other Earth Alliance operatives worked like that inside of Armstrong. He supposed there were quite a few, monitoring various Earth Alliance projects.
Projects like, apparently, his family.
Deshin let out a sigh. He wandered around his office, feeling like it had become a cage. He clenched and unclenched his fists.
Sometimes he hated the way he had restrained himself to build his business and his family. Sometimes he just wanted to go after someone on his own, squeeze the life out of that person, and then leave the corpse, the way someone had left that clone.
Spying on Deshin’s family. Gerda and five-month-old Paavo had done nothing except get involved with him.
And he would wager that Sonja Mycenae’s family would say the same thing about her. He stopped. He hadn’t spoken to the Mycenae family in a long time, but he owed them for an ancient debt.
He sent an encoded message through his links to Aurla Mycenae, the head of the Mycenae and Sonja’s mother, asking for a quick audience.
Then Deshin got a contact from Cumija: Five low-level employees have the marker. None of them have access to your family or to anything important inside Deshin Enterprises. How do you want me to proceed?
Send me a list, he sent back.
At that moment, his links chirruped, announcing a massive holomessage so encoded that it nearly overloaded his system. He accepted the message, only to find out it was live.
Aurla Mycenae appeared, full-sized, in the center of his floor. She wore a flowing black gown that accented her dark eyebrows and thick black hair. She had faint lines around her black eyes. Otherwise she looked no older than she had the last time he saw her, at least a decade ago.
“Luc,” she said in a throaty voice that hadn’t suited her as a young woman, but suited her now. “I get the sense this isn’t pleasure.”
“No,” he said. “I thought I should warn you. I encountered a slow-grow clone of your daughter Sonja.”
He decided not to mention that he had hired that clone or that she had been murdered.
Mycenae exhaled audibly. “Damn Earth Alliance. Did they try to embed her in your organization?”
“They succeeded for a time,” he said.
“And then?”
So much for keeping the information back. “She turned up dead this morning.”
“Typical,” Mycenae said. “They’ve got some kind of operation going, and they’ve been using clones of my family. You’re not the first to tell me this.”
“All slow-grow?” Deshin asked.
“Yes,” Mycenae said. “We’ve been letting everyone know that anyone applying for work from our family isn’t really from our family. I never thought of contacting you because I thought you went legit.”
“I have,” Deshin lied. He had gone legit on most things. He definitely no longer had his fingers in the kinds of deals that the Mycenae family was famous for.
“Amazing they tried to embed with you, then,” Mycenae said.
“She was nanny to my infant son,” he said, and he couldn’t quite keep the fury from his voice.
“Oh.” Mycenae sighed. “They want to use your family like they’re using mine. We’re setting something up, Luc. We’ve got the Alliance division doing this crap tracked, and we’re going to shut it down. You want to join us?”
Take on an actual Earth Alliance Division? As a young man, he would have considered it. As a man with a family and a half-legitimate business, he didn’t dare take the risk.
“I trust you to handle it, Aurla,” he said.
“They have your family’s DNA now,” she said, clearly as a way of enticement.
“It’s of no use to them in the short term,” he said, “and by the time we reach the long term, you’ll have taken care of everything.”
“It’s not like you to trust anyone, Luc.”
And, back when she had known him well, that had been true. But now, he had to balance security for himself and his business associates with security for his family.
“I’m not trusting you per se, Aurla,” he said. “I just know how you operate.”
She grinned at him. “I’ll let you know when we’re done.”
“No need,” he said. “Good luck.”
And then he signed off. The last thing he wanted was to be associated in any way with whatever operation Aurla ran. She was right: it wasn’t like him to trust anyone. And while he trusted her to destroy the division that was hurting her family, he didn’t trust her to keep him out of it.
Too much contact with Aurla Mycenae, and Deshin might find himself arrested as the perpetrator of whatever she was planning. Mycenae was notorious for betraying colleagues when her back was against the wall.
The list came through his links from Cumija. She was right: the employees were low-level. He didn’t recognize any of the names and had to look them up. None of them had even met Deshin.
Getting the clone of Sonja embedded into his family was some kind of coup.
He wouldn’t fire anyone yet. He wanted to see if Koos came up with the same list. If he did, then Deshin would move forward.
But these employees were tagged, just like Sonja’s clone had been. He decided to see if they had been visiting Faulke as well.
And if they had, Faulke would regret ever crossing paths with Deshin Enterprises.
 
DETECTIVE DERICCI LEFT Andrea Gumiela’s office. Gumiela felt herself relax. DeRicci was trouble. She hated rules and she had a sense of righteousness that often made it difficult for her to do her job well. There wasn’t a lot of righteousness in the law, particularly when Earth Alliance law trumped Armstrong law.
Gumiela had to balance both.
She resisted the urge to run a hand through her hair. It had taken a lot of work to pile it just so on top of her head, and she didn’t like wasting time on her appearance, as important as it was to her job.
Of course, the days when it was important were either days when a major disaster hit Armstrong or when someone in her department screwed up.
She certainly hoped this clone case wouldn’t become a screw-up.
She put a hand over her stomach, feeling slightly ill. She had felt ill from the moment DeRicci mentioned Mycenae and Deshin. At that moment, Gumiela knew who had made the clone and who was handling it.
She also knew who was killing the clones—or at least authorizing the deaths.
DeRicci was right. Those deaths presaged a serial killer (or, in Gumiela’s unofficial opinion, proved one already existed). Or worse, the deaths suggested a policy of targeted killings that Gumiela couldn’t countenance in her city.
Technically, Gumiela should contact Cade Faulke directly. He had contacted her directly more than once to report a possible upcoming crime. She had used him as an informant, which meant she had used his clones as informants as well.
And those clones were ending up dead.
She choked back bile. Some people, like DeRicci, would say that Gumiela had hands as dirty as Faulke’s.
But she hadn’t known he was killing the clones when they ceased being useful or when they crossed some line. She also hadn’t known that he had been poisoning them using such a painful method. And he hadn’t even thought about the possible contamination of the food supply.
Gumiela swallowed hard again, hoping her stomach would settle.
Technically, she should contact him and tell him to cease that behavior.
But Gumiela had been in her job a long time. She knew that telling someone like Faulke to quit was like telling an addict to stop drinking. It wouldn’t happen, and it couldn’t be done.
She couldn’t arrest him, either. Even if she caught him in the act, all he was doing was damaging property. And that might get him a fine or two or maybe a year or so in jail, if the clones’ owners complained. But if DeRicci was right, the clones’ owners were the Earth Alliance itself. And Faulke worked for the Alliance, so technically, he was probably the owner, and property owners could do whatever they wanted with their belongings.
Except toss them away in a manner that threatened the public health.
Gumiela sat in one of the chairs and leaned her head back, closing her eyes, forcing herself to think.
She had to do something, and despite what she had said to DeRicci, following procedure was out of the question. She needed to get Faulke out of Armstrong, only she didn’t have the authority to do so.
But she knew who did.
She sat up. Long ago, she’d met Faulke’s handler, Ike Jarvis. She could contact him. Maybe he would work with her.
It was worth a try.
 
OTTO KOOS LED his team to the building housing Cade Faulke’s fake business. The building was made of some kind of polymer that changed appearance daily. This 101 Asimov’s Inhuman Garbage day’s appearance made it seem like old-fashioned red brick Koos hadn’t seen since his childhood on Earth.
Five Ansel Management crates stood in their protected unit in the alley behind the building. They had a cursory lock with a security code that anyone in the building probably had.
It was as much of a confession as he needed.
But the boss would need more. Luc Deshin had given strict orders for this mission—no killing.
Koos knew he was on probation now—maybe forever. He had missed the Mycenae clone, and, after he had done a quick scan of the employees, he’d discovered he had missed at least five others. At least they hadn’t been anywhere near the Deshin family.
The Mycenae clone had. Who knew what kind of material the Alliance had gathered?
Faulke knew. Eventually, Koos would know too. It just might take some time.
He had brought ten people with him to capture Faulke. The office had an android guard, though, the durable kind used in prisons. Koos either had to disable it or get it out of the building.
He’d failed the one time he’d tried to disable those things in the past. He was opting for getting it out of the building.
Ready? he sent to two of his team members.
Yes, they sent back at the same time.
Go! he sent.
They were nowhere near him, but he knew what they were going to do. They were going to start a fight in front of the building that would get progressively more violent. And then they’d start shooting up the area with laser pistols.
Other members of his team would prevent any locals from stopping the fight, and the fight would continue until the guard came down.
Then Koos would sneak in the back way, along with three other members of his team.
They were waiting now. They had already checked the back door—unlocked during daylight hours. They were talking as if they had some kind of business with each other.
At least they weren’t shifting from foot to foot like he wanted to do.
Instead, all he could do was stare at that stamp for Ansel Management.
It hadn’t been much work to pick up the Mycenae clone and stuff her into one of the crates.
If Deshin hadn’t given the no-kill order, then Koos would have stuffed Faulke into one of the crates, dying, but alive, so that he knew what he had done.
Koos would have preferred that to Deshin’s plan.
But Koos wasn’t in charge. And he had to work his way back into Deshin’s good graces.
And he would do that.
Starting now.
 
GUMIELA HAD FORGOTTEN that Ike Jarvis was an officious prick. He ran intelligence operatives who worked inside the Alliance. Generally, those operatives didn’t operate in human-run areas. In fact, they shouldn’t operate in human-run areas at all.
Earth Alliance Intelligence was supposed to do the bulk of its work outside the Alliance.
Gumiela had contacted him on a special link the Earth Alliance had set up for the Armstrong Police Department, to be used only in cases of Earth Alliance troubles or serious Alliance issues.
She figured this counted.
Jarvis appeared in the center of the room, his three-dimensional image fritzing in and out either because of a bad connection or because of the levels of encoding this conversation was going through.
He looked better when he appeared and disappeared. She preferred it when he was slightly out of focus.
“This had better be good, Andy,” Jarvis said, and Gumiela felt her shoulders stiffen. No one called her Andy, not even her best friends. Only Jarvis had come up with that nickname, and somehow he seemed to believe it made them closer.
“I need you to pull Cade Faulke,” she said.
“I don’t pull anyone on your say so.” Jarvis fritzed again. His image came back just a little smaller, just a little tighter. So the problem was on his end.
If she were in a better mood, she would smile. Jarvis was short enough without doctoring the image. He had once tried to compensate for his height by buying enhancements that deepened his voice. All they had done was ruin it, leaving him sounding like he had poured salt down his throat.
“You pull him or I arrest him for attempted mass murder,” she said, a little surprised at herself.
Jarvis moved and fritzed again. Apparently he had taken a step backward or something, startled by her vehemence.
“What the hell did he do?” Jarvis asked, not playing games any longer.
“You have Faulke running slow-grow clones in criminal organizations, right?” she asked.
“Andy,” he said, returning to that condescending tone he had used earlier, “I can’t tell you what I’m doing.”
“Fine,” she snapped. “I thought we had a courteous relationship, based on mutual interest. I was wrong. Sorry to bother you, Ike—”
“Wait,” he said. “What did he do?”
“It doesn’t matter,” she said. “You get to send Earth Alliance lawyers here to talk about the top-secret crap to judges who might’ve died because of your guy’s carelessness.”
And then she signed off.
She couldn’t do anything she had just threatened Jarvis with. The food thing hadn’t risen to the level where she could charge Faulke, and that was if she could prove that he had put the bodies into the crates himself. He had an android guard, which the Chief of Police had had to approve—those things weren’t supposed to operate inside the city—and that guard had probably done all the dirty work. They would just claim malfunction, and Faulke would be off the hook.
Jarvis fritzed back in, fainter now. The image had moved one meter sideways, which meant he was superimposed over one of her office chairs. The chair cut through him at his knees and waist. Obviously, he had no idea where his image had appeared, and she wasn’t about to tell him or move the image.
“Okay, okay,” Jarvis said. “I’ve managed to make this link as secure as I possibly can, given my location. Guarantee that your side is secure.”
Gumiela shrugged. “I’m alone in my office, in the Armstrong police department. Good enough for you?”
She didn’t tell him that she was recording this whole thing. She was tired of being used by this asshole.
“I guess it’ll have to be. Yes, Faulke is running the clones that we have embedded with major criminal organizations on the Moon.”
“If the clones malfunction”—she chose that word carefully—“what’s he supposed to do?”
“Depends on how specific the clone is to the job, and how important it is to the operation,” he said. “Generally, Faulke’s supposed to ship the clone back. That’s why Armstrong PD approved android guards for his office.”
“There aren’t guards,” she said. “There’s only one.”
Jarvis’s image came in a bit stronger. “What?”
“Just one,” she said, “and that’s not all. I don’t think your friend Faulke has sent any clones back.”
“I can check,” Jarvis said.
“I don’t care what you do for your records. According to ours”—and there she was lying again—“he’s been killing the clones that don’t work out and putting them in composting crates. Those crates go to the Growing Pits, which grow fresh food for the city.”
“He what?” Jarvis asked.
“And to make matters worse, he’s using a hardening poison to kill them, a poison our coroner fears might leach into our food supply. We’re checking on that now. Although it doesn’t matter. The intent is what matters, and clearly your man Faulke has lost his mind.”
Jarvis cursed. “You’re not making this up.”
It wasn’t a question.
“I’m not making this up,” she said. “I want him and his little android friend out of here within the hour, or I’m arresting him, and I’m putting him on trial. Public trial.”
“Do you realize how many operations you’ll ruin?”
“No,” she said, “and I don’t care. Get him out of my city. It’s only a matter of time before your crazy little operative starts killing legal humans, not just cloned ones. And I don’t want him doing it here.”
Jarvis cursed again. “Can I get your help—”
“No,” she said. “I don’t want anyone at the police department involved with your little operation. And if you go to the chief, I’ll tell her that you have thwarted my attempts to arrest a man who threatens the entire dome. Because, honestly, Ike baby, this is a courtesy contact. I don’t have to do you any favors at all, especially considering what kind of person, if I can use that word, you installed in my city. Have you got that?”
“Yes, Andrea, I do,” he said, looking serious.
Andrea. So he had heard her all those times. And he had ignored her, the bastard. She made note of that too.
“One hour,” she said, and signed off.
Then she wiped her hands on her skirt. They were shaking just a little. Screw him, the weaselly little bastard. She’d send someone to that office now, to escort Jarvis’s horrid operative out of Armstrong.
She wanted to make sure that asshole left quickly, and didn’t double back. She wanted this problem out of her city, off her Moon, and as far from her notice as possible. And that, she knew, was the best she could do without upsetting the department’s special relationship with the Alliance.
She hoped her best would be good enough.
 
UP THE BACK stairs, into the narrow hallway that smelled faintly of dry plastic, Koos led the raid, his best team members behind him. They fanned out in the narrow hallway, the two women first, signaling that the hallway was clear. Koos and Hala, the only other man on this part of the team, skirted past them, and through the open door of Faulke’s office.
It was much smaller than Koos expected. Faulke was only three meters from him. Faulke was scrawny, narrow-shouldered, the kind of man easily ignored on the street.
He reached behind his back—probably for a weapon—as Koos and Hala held their laser rifles on him.
“Don’t even try,” Koos said. “I have no compunction shooting you.”
Faulke’s eyes glazed for a half second—probably letting his android guard know he was in trouble—then an expression of panic flitted across his face before he managed to control it.
The other members of Koos’s team had already disabled the guard.
“Who are you?” Faulke asked.
Koos ignored him, and spoke to his team. “I want him bound. And make sure you disable his links.”
One of the women slipped in around Koos, and put light cuffs around Faulke’s wrists and pasted a small rectangle of Silent-Seal over his mouth.
You can’t get away with this, Faulke sent on public links. You have no idea who I am—
And then his links shut off.
Koos grinned. “You’re Cade Faulke. You work for Earth Alliance Intelligence. You’ve been running clones that you embed into businesses. Am I missing anything?”
Faulke’s eyes didn’t change, but he swallowed hard.
“Let’s get him out of here,” Koos said.
They encircled him, in case the other tenants on the floor decided to see what all the fuss was about. But no one opened any doors. The neighborhood was too dicey for that. If anyone had an ounce of civic feeling, they would have gone out front to stop the fight that Koos had staged below.
And no one had.
He took Faulke’s arm, surprised at how flabby it was. Hardly any muscles at all. No wonder the asshole had used poison. He wasn’t strong enough to subdue any living creature on his own.
“You’re going to love what we have planned for you,” Koos said as he dragged Faulke down the stairs. “By the end of it all, you and I will be old friends.”
This time Faulke gave him a startled look.
Koos grinned at him, and led him to the waiting car that would take them to the Port.
It would be a long time before anyone heard from Cade Faulke again.
If they ever did.
 
DERICCI HATED DAYS like today. She had lost a case because of stupid laws that had no bearing on what really happened. A woman had been murdered, and DeRicci couldn’t solve the case. It would go to property, where it would get stuck in a pile of cases that no one cared about, because no one would be able to put a value on this particular clone. No owner would come forward. No one would care.
And if DeRicci hadn’t seen this sort of thing a dozen times, she would have tried to solve it herself in her off time. She might still hound property, just to make sure the case didn’t get buried. Maybe she’d even use Broduer’s lies. She might tell property that whoever planted the clone had tried to poison the city. That might get some dumb property detective off his butt.
She, on the other hand, was already working on the one good thing to come out of this long day. She was compiling all the documents on every single thing that Rayvon Lake had screwed up in their short tenure as partners. Even she hadn’t realized how much it was.
She would have a long list for Gumiela by the end of the day, and this time, Gumiela would pay attention.
Or DeRicci would threaten to take the clone case to the media. DeRicci had been appalled that human waste could get into the recycling system; she would wager that the population of Armstrong would too.
One threat like that, and Gumiela would have to fire Lake.
It wasn’t justice. It wasn’t anything resembling justice.
But after a few years in this job, DeRicci had learned only one thing:
Justice didn’t exist in the Earth Alliance.
Not for humans, not for clones, not for anyone.
And somehow, she had to live with it.
She just hadn’t quite figured out how.
 
DESHIN ARRIVED HOME, exhausted and more than a little unsettled. The house smelled of baby powder and coffee. He hadn’t really checked to see how the rest of Gerda’s day alone with Paavo had gone. He felt guilty about that.
He went through the modest living room to the baby’s room. He and Gerda didn’t flash their wealth around Armstrong, preferring to live quietly. But he had so much security in the home that he was still startled the clone had broken through it.
Gerda was sitting in a rocking chair near the window, Paavo in her arms. She put a finger to her lips, but it did no good.
His five-month-old son twisted, and looked at Deshin with such aware eyes that it humbled him. Deshin knew that this baby was twenty times smarter than he would ever be. It worried him, and it pleased him as well.
Paavo smiled and extended his pudgy arms. Deshin picked him up. The boy was heavier than he had been just a week before. He also needed a diaper change.
Deshin took him to the changing table and started, knowing just from the look on her face that Gerda was exhausted too.
“Long day?” he asked.
“Good day,” she said. “We made the right decision.”
“Yes,” he said. “We did.”
He had decided on the way home not to tell her everything. He would wait until the interrogation of Cade Faulke and the five clones was over. Koos had taken all six of them out of Armstrong in the same ship.
And the interrogations wouldn’t even start until Koos got them out of Earth Alliance territory, days from now. Deshin had no idea what would happen to Faulke or the clones after that. Deshin was leaving that up to Koos. Koos no longer headed security for Deshin Enterprises in Armstrong, but he had served Deshin well today. He would handle some of the company’s work outside the Alliance.
Not a perfect day’s work, not even the day’s work Deshin had expected, but a good one nonetheless. He probably had other leaks to plug in his organization, but at least he knew what they were now.
His baby raised a chubby fist at Deshin as if agreeing that action needed to be taken. Deshin bent over and blew bubbles on Paavo’s tummy, something that always made Paavo giggle.
He giggled now, a sound so infectious that Deshin wondered how he had lived without it all his life. He would do everything he could to protect this baby, everything he could to take care of his family.
“He trusts you,” Gerda said with a tiny bit of amazement in her voice.
Most people never trusted Deshin. Gerda did, but Gerda was special.
Deshin blew bubbles on Paavo’s tummy again, and Paavo laughed.
His boy did trust him.
He picked up his newly diapered son and cradled him in his arms. Then he kissed Gerda.
The three of them, forever.
That was what he needed, and that was what he ensured today.
The detective could poke around his business all she wanted, but she would never know the one thing that calmed Deshin down.
Justice had been done.
His family was safe.
And that was all that mattered.



What Has Passed Shall in Kinder Light Appear
Bao Shu
(translated by Ken Liu)
 
1.
MY PARENTS NAMED me “Xie Baosheng,” hoping I would live a life full of precious memories. I was born on the day the world was supposed to end.
Mom and Dad told me how strange flashing lights appeared in the sky all over the globe, accompanied by thunder and lightning, as though the heavens had turned into a terrifying battlefield. Scientists could not agree on an explanation: some said extraterrestrials had arrived; some suggested the Earth was passing through the galactic plane; still others claimed that the universe was starting to collapse. The apocalyptic atmosphere drove many into church pews while the rest shivered in their beds.
In the end, nothing happened. As soon as the clock struck midnight, the world returned to normality. The crowds, teary-eyed, embraced each other and kissed, thankful for God’s gift. Many petitioned for that day to be declared the world’s new birthday as a reminder for humanity to live more honestly and purely, and to treasure our existence.
The grateful mood didn’t last long, and people pretty much went on living as before. The Arab Spring happened, followed by the global financial crisis. Life had to go on, and we needed to resolve troubles both big and small. Everyone was so busy that the awkward joke about the end of the world never came up again. Of course, I had no memory of any of this: I was born on that day. I had no impressions of the next few years, either.
My earliest memory was of the Opening Ceremony of the Olympics. I was only four then, but nonetheless caught up in the excitement all around me.
Mom and Dad told me, China is going to host the Olympics!
I had no idea what the “Olympics” were, just that it was an occasion worth celebrating. That night, Mom took me out. The streets were packed and she held me up so that I could see, overhead, immense footprints formed by fireworks. One after another, they appeared in the night sky, as if some giant was walking above us. I was amazed.
The neighborhood park had a large projection screen, and Mom brought me there to see the live broadcast. I remembered there were many, many people and it was like a big party. I looked around and saw Qiqi. She was wearing a pink skirt and a pair of shoes that lit up; two braids stuck out from the top of her head like the horns of a goat. Smiling sweetly, she called out: “Bao gege!”
Qiqi’s mother and Mom were good friends from way back, before they both got married. I was only a month older than Qiqi and had almost certainly seen her lots of times before that night, but I couldn’t remember any of those occasions. The Opening Ceremony of the Olympics was the first memory I could really recall with Qiqi in it—it was the first time I understood what pretty meant. After we ran into Qiqi and her parents, our two families watched the live broadcast together. While the adults conversed, Qiqi and I sat next to a bed of flowers and had our own chat. Later, an oval-shaped, shiny gigantic basket appeared on the screen.
What’s that? I asked.
It’s called the Bird’s Nest, Qiqi said.
There were no birds inside the Nest, but there was an enormous scroll with flickering animated images that were very pretty. Qiqi and I were entranced.
How do they make those pictures? Qiqi asked.
It’s all done with computers, I said. My dad knows how to do it. Someday, I’ll make a big picture, too, just for you.
Qiqi looked at me, her eyes full of admiration. Later, a little girl about our age sang on the screen, and I thought Qiqi was prettier than her.
That was one of the loveliest, most magical nights of my life. Later, I kept on hoping China would host the Olympics again, but it never happened. After I became a father, I told my son about that night, and he refused to believe China had once been so prosperous.
I had no clear memories of kindergarten, either. Qiqi and I went to the same English-immersion kindergarten, in which half the classes were conducted in English, but I couldn’t recall any of it—I certainly didn’t learn any English.
I did remember watching Pleasant Goat and Big Big Wolf with Qiqi. I told her that I thought she was like Beauty, the cute lamb in the cartoon. She said I was like Grey Wolf.
If I’m Grey Wolf, I said, you must be Red Wolf. Red Wolf was Grey Wolf’s wife.
She pinched me, and we fought. Qiqi was always ready to hit me to get her way, but she also cried easily. I only pushed back a little bit and she started sobbing. I was terrified she might tattle on me and rushed to the fridge to get some red bean flavored shaved ice for her, and she broke into a smile. We went on watching Chibi Maruko Chan and The Adventures of Red Cat and Blue Rabbit while sharing a bowl of shaved ice.
We played and fought, fought and played, and before we knew it, our childhood had escaped us.
Back then, I thought Qiqi and I were so close that we’d never be apart. However, before we started elementary school, Qiqi’s father got a promotion at work and the whole family had to move to Shanghai. Mom took me to say goodbye. While the adults became all misty eyed, Qiqi and I ran around, laughing like it was just some regular playdate. Then Qiqi got on the train and waved at me through the window like her parents were doing, and I waved back. The train left and took Qiqi away.
The next day, I asked Mom, “When’s Qiqi coming back? How about we all go to Tiananmen Square next Sunday?”
But Qiqi wasn’t back the next Sunday, or the one after that. She disappeared from my life. I didn’t get to see her again for many years, until my memories of her had blurred and sunk into the depths of my heart.
In elementary school, I made a good friend—everyone called him “Heizi” because he was dark and skinny. Heizi and I lived in the same neighborhood, and his family was in business—supposedly his dad had made his fortune by flipping real estate. Heizi wasn’t a good student and often asked to copy my homework; to show his gratitude, he invited me over to his house to play. His family owned a very cool computer hooked up to an ultra-high-def LCD screen that took up half a wall—fantastic for racing or fighting games, though the adults didn’t let us play for long. But when we were in the third grade, SARS was going around and some kid in the neighborhood got sick, so we all had to be taken out of school and quarantined at home. We ended up playing games the whole day, every day. Good times.
During those months in the shadow of SARS, the adults had gloomy expressions and sighed all the time. Everyone hoarded food and other consumables at home and seldom went out—when they did, they wore face masks. They also forced me to drink some kind of bitter Chinese medicine soup that supposedly provided immunity against SARS. I was old enough to understand that something terrible was going on in China and the rest of the world, and felt scared. That was my first experience of the dread and panic of a world nearing doom. One time, I overheard Mom and Dad discussing some rumor that tens of thousands of people had died from SARS, and I ended up suffering a nightmare. I dreamt that everyone around me had died so that I was the only one left, and the United States was taking advantage of the SARS crisis to attack China, dropping bombs everywhere … I woke up in a cold sweat.
Of course, nothing bad really happened. The SARS crisis ended up not being a big deal at all.
But it was a start. In the days still to come, my generation would experience events far more terrifying than SARS. We knew nothing of the future that awaited us.
 
2.
DURING THE SARS crisis, I dreamt of an American attack on China because the U.S. had just conquered Iraq and Afghanistan, and managed to catch Saddam. They were also looking for a man named bin Laden, and it was all over the news. I watched the news during dinnertime and I remember being annoyed at America: Why are the Americans always invading other countries? I felt especially bad for Saddam: a pitiable old man captured by the Americans and put on trial. And they said he was going to be executed. How terrible! I kept hoping the Americans would lose.
Amazingly, my wish came true. Not long after SARS, the news reports said that something called the Iraqi Republican Guard had mobilized and rescued Saddam. Saddam led the resistance against the American invasion and somehow managed to chase the U.S. out of Iraq. In Afghanistan, a group called Tali-something also started an uprising and waged guerrilla war against the American troops in the mountains. Bin Laden even succeeded in planning a shocking attack that brought down two American skyscrapers using airliners. The Americans got scared and retreated in defeat.
Two years later, I started middle school. Heizi and I were in the same school but different classes.
My first year coincided with another apocalypse predicted by an ancient calendar—I had no idea back then why there were so many apocalyptic legends; maybe everyone felt living in this world wasn’t safe. Those were also the years when the world economy was in a depression and lots of places had difficulties: Russia, a new country called Yugoslavia, Somalia…. The desperate Americans even decided to bomb our embassy in Belgrade. People were so angry that college students marched to the American embassy and threw rocks at the windows.
However, the life of middle-school students was very different. The costume drama Princess Pearl was really popular and they showed it all the time on TV. Everyone in my class became addicted, and all we could talk about was the fate of Princess Xiaoyanzi. We didn’t understand politics and paid very little attention to those world events.
Gradually, though, the effects of the worldwide depression became apparent in daily life. Real estate prices kept crashing; Heizi’s father lost money in his property deals and turned to day-trading stocks, but he was still losing money. Although prices for everything were falling, wages dropped even faster. Since no one was buying the high-tech gadgets, they stopped making them. The huge LCD screen in Heizi’s home broke, but they couldn’t find anything similar in the market and had to make do with a clumsy CRT monitor: the screen was tiny and convex, which just looked weird. My father’s notebook computer was gone, replaced by a big tower that had much worse specs—supposedly this was all due to the depressed American economy. Over time, web sites failed one after another, and the new computer games were so bad that it was no longer fun to mess around on the computer. Street arcades became popular, and kids our age went to hang out at those places while the adults began to practice traditional Chinese meditation.
There was one benefit to all this “progress”: the sky over Beijing became clear and blue. I remembered that, when I was little, every day was filled with smog and it was difficult to breathe. Now, however, other than during sandstorm season, you could see blue sky and white clouds all the time.
In the summer of my second year in middle school, Qiqi returned to Beijing for a visit and stayed with my family. She was tall and slender, almost 5’3”, and wore a pair of glasses. With her graceful manners and big eyes, she was closer to a young woman than a girl and I still thought she was pretty. When she saw me, she smiled shyly, and instead of calling me “Bao gege” like a kid, she addressed me by my given name: “Baosheng.” She had lost all traces of her Beijing accent and spoke in the gentle tones of southern China, which I found pleasing. I tried to reminisce with her about the Olympics and watching Pleasant Goat and Big Big Wolf. Disappointingly, she told me she couldn’t remember much.
I overheard Mom and Dad saying that Qiqi’s parents were in the middle of a bitter divorce and were fighting over every bit of property and Qiqi’s custody. They had sent Qiqi away to Beijing to avoid hurting her while they tore into each other. I could tell that Qiqi was unhappy because I heard her cry in her room the night she arrived. I didn’t know how to help her except to take her around to eat good food and see interesting sights, and to distract her with silly stories. Although Qiqi was born in Beijing, she was so young when she left that she might as well have been a first-time visitor. That whole summer, she rode behind me on my bicycle, and we toured every major avenue and narrow hutong in the city.
We grew close again, but it wasn’t the same as our childhood friendship; rather, our budding adolescence colored everything. It wasn’t love, of course, but it was more than just friendship. Qiqi got to know my good friends, too. Heizi, in particular, came over to my home much more frequently now that a young woman was living there. One time, Heizi and I took Qiqi to hike the Fragrant Hills. Heizi paid a lot of attention to Qiqi: helping her up and down the rocky steps and telling her jokes. While Qiqi and Heizi chatted happily, I felt annoyed. That was when I first noticed I didn’t like others intruding between Qiqi and me, not even Heizi.
Near the end of summer break, Qiqi had to go back to Shanghai. Since neither of my parents was free that day, I took her to the train station. The two of us squeezed onto the train half an hour before departure time, and I made up my mind and took from my backpack a gift-wrapped parcel I had prepared ahead of time.
Hesitantly, I said, “Um, this … is a … present for … for you.”
Qiqi was surprised. “What is it?”
“Um … why don’t you … open it … um … later? No!—”
But it was too late. Qiqi had torn open the package and was staring wide-eyed at the copy of High-Difficulty Mathematical Questions from the High School Entrance Examination with Solutions and Explanations.
“Well, you told me you had trouble with math….” I struggled to explain. “I like this book … I figured … um … you might find it helpful….”
Qiqi was laughing so hard that tears were coming out of her eyes. I felt like the world’s biggest idiot.
“Whoever heard of giving a girl a test-prep manual as a gift?” Still laughing, Qiqi opened the book to the title page. Her face froze as she read the Pushkin poem I had copied out:
 
Life's deceit may Fortune's fawning
Turn to scorn, yet, as you grieve,
Do not anger, but believe
In tomorrow's merry dawning.
 
When your heart is rid at last
Of regret, despair, and fear,
In the future, what has passed
Shall in kinder light appear.1
 
After the poem, I had written two lines:
To my friend Zhao Qi: May you forget the unhappy parts of life and live each day in joy. Love life and embrace ideals!
I felt very foolish.
Qiqi held the book to her chest and gave me a bright smile, but tears were spilling out of the corners of her eyes.
 
3.
QIQI LEFT AND my life returned to its familiar routines. But my heart would not calm down.
When Qiqi visited, she brought a book calledSeason of Bloom, Season of Rain, which was popular among middle school girls back then. She had wrapped the book’s cover carefully in poster paper and written the title on it in her neat, elegant handwriting. Curious, I had flipped through it but didn’t find it interesting. Qiqi left the book behind when she returned to Shanghai, and I hid it in the deepest recess of my desk because I was afraid Mom would take it away. The book still held Qiqi’s scent, and I pulled it out from time to time to read until I finished it. Afterward, I couldn’t help but compare myself and Qiqi to the high school students involved in the novel’s complicated love triangles: Was I more like this guy or that one? Was Qiqi more like this girl or that girl? One time, I brought up the topic with Heizi and he almost died from laughing.
Just because boys weren’t into romance novels didn’t mean we weren’t interested in the mysterious emotions portrayed in them. Anything having to do with love was popular among my classmates: everyone copied love poems, sang romantic ballads, and watched Divine Eagle, Gallant Lovers, imagining we were also star-crossed martial arts heroes and heroines. “Matchmaking” by astrology became a popular game. Once, one of the girls in my class, Shen Qian, and I were assigned classroom cleanup duty together, and somehow that inspired everyone to think of us as a couple. I vociferously denied this, not realizing that this only made the game even more fun for others. I resorted to ignoring Shen Qian altogether, but this only led all our classmates to postulate that we were having a “lovers’ spat.” I didn’t know what to do.
In the end, Shen Qian came to my rescue. She made no secret of her interest in a high school boy known for his wit and generated a ton of juicy gossip—as a result, rumors about Shen Qian and me naturally died out.
Shen Qian’s early attempt at romance soon ended when parents and teachers intervened, alarmed by this distraction from our academic development. Afterward, she acted aloof and cold to all of us, but spent her time reading books that appeared profound and abstruse: contemplative essays about Chinese culture, collected works of obscure philosophy, and the like. Everyone now said that Shen Qian was going to become a famous writer. However, her class compositions often took original and rebellious points of view that led to criticism from the teachers.
Despite the rumors about us, I didn’t grow closer to Shen Qian; instead, I became even more convinced of the depth of my feelings for Qiqi. I thought: She might not be the prettiest girl and she’s far away in Shanghai, but I like her, and I’m going to be good to her. Unfortunately, with thousands of kilometers dividing us, I only heard news about her from occasional phone calls between our mothers. After the divorce, Qiqi lived with her mother, and though they were poor, Qiqi did well academically and managed to place into one of the best high schools in the city.
Oh, one more thing: During my middle school years, a short man named Deng Xiaoping rose to prominence and became a member of the Central Committee. Although Jiang Zemin was still the General Secretary, Deng held all the real power. Deng started a series of reforms aimed at nationalizing industry, and he justified his policies with many novel theories: “Socialism with Chinese Characteristics”; “it doesn't matter whether it is a white cat or a black cat; a cat that catches mice is a good cat”; and so on. Lots of people became rich by taking advantage of the new opportunities, but many others sank into poverty. Because the economy was doing so poorly, the small company Dad worked for had to shut down, but with the Deng-initiated reforms, he got a job with a state-owned enterprise that guaranteed we’d at least have the basic necessities. Honestly, compared to the rest of the world, China wasn’t doing too badly. For example, I heard there was a financial crisis in Southeast Asia that affected the world; Russia’s economy collapsed and even college students had to become streetwalkers; there was a civil war in Yugoslavia and a genocide in Africa; the United States had pulled out of Iraq but maintained a blockade and sanctions….
None of this had much to do with my life, of course. The most important things in my life were studying, cramming for the college entrance examination, and sometimes thinking about Qiqi.
During my first year in high school, many people had “pen pals,” strangers they corresponded with. This wasn’t all that different from the web-based chats we used to have when we were little, but the practice seemed a bit more literary. I missed Qiqi so much that I decided to write her a letter in English—full of grammatical errors, as you might imagine—with the excuse that I was doing so to improve my English skills. Email would have been easier, but computers had disappeared from daily life, and so I had no choice but to write an actual letter. As soon as I dropped it into the mailbox I regretted my rash act, but it was too late. The following two weeks crept by so slowly they felt like years.
Qiqi answered! She’d certainly made more of that English-immersion kindergarten experience than I had: her letter was much better. Leaving aside the content, even her handwriting was pretty, like a series of notes on a musical score. I had to read that letter with a dictionary by my side, and I ended up practically memorizing it. I did feel my English improved a great deal as a result.
Qiqi’s letter was pretty short, just over a page. She mentioned that the math book I had given her more than a year earlier had been helpful, and she was grateful. She also recommended New Concept English to me, and told me some simple facts about her school. But I was most pleased by her last paragraph, in which she asked about my school, Heizi, and so on. Her meaning couldn’t be clearer: she was looking forward to another letter from me.
We corresponded in English regularly after that. We never said anything all that interesting: school, ideals in life, things like that. But the very fact that we were writing to each other made me incredibly happy. Just knowing that someone far away, practically on the other side of the world, was thinking about you and cared about you was an indescribably wonderful feeling. Qiqi told me that her mother had gotten married again. Her stepfather had a child of his own and was rather cold to her. She didn’t feel that her home was her home any more, and wanted to leave for college as soon as possible so that she could be independent.
I finished high school without much trouble and did really well on my college entrance examination, so I could pick from several schools. Summoning my courage, I called Qiqi and asked her what schools she was picking. She said she didn’t want to stay in Shanghai, and filled out Nanjing University with a major in English as her first choice.
I wanted to go to Nanjing as well: one, I wanted to be with Qiqi; and two, I wanted to be away from my parents and try to make it on my own. But my parents absolutely would not allow it and insisted that I stay in Beijing. We had a huge fight, but in the end I gave in and filled out Peking University with a major in Chinese as my top choice. Heizi never made it into a good high school and couldn’t get into college at all, so he joined a department store as a sales clerk. Still, all of us believed that we had bright futures ahead of us.
 
4.
COMPARED TO THE close supervision we were under back in high school, college was practically total freedom. Although the school administrators, in loco parentis, weren’t keen on the idea of students dating, they basically looked the other way. Boys and girls paired up quickly, and the Chinese Department was known as a hotbed of romance. Several of my roommates soon had beautiful girlfriends, and I was very envious.
Shen Qian also got into Peking University, majoring in Politics. Our high school classmates all predicted we would end up together, but Shen Qian soon published some outrageous poems and articles in the school paper and became part of the artsy, literary, avant-garde crowd. Other than occasionally seeing each other at gatherings of old high school friends, she and I ran in completely different circles.
Qiqi and I continued our correspondence, but we no longer needed writing in English as an excuse. We wrote to each other every week and our letters ran on for dozens of pages, covering everything silly, interesting, or even boring in our lives. Sometimes I had to use extra stamps. I really wanted to make our relationship formal, but just couldn’t get up the courage.
By the time we were second-years, the name of some boy began to appear in Qiqi’s letters. She mentioned him so casually—without even explaining who he was—as though he was already a natural part of her life. I asked her about him, and Qiqi wrote back saying he was the class president: handsome, fluent in English, and also in the Drama Club with her.
Reading her response, I was not happy. I tried writing a reply but couldn’t find the words. I would have pulled out my cell phone to call her, but by then no one used cell phones anymore. China Mobile had long since gone out of business, and the cell phone in my desk—a birthday present from my father when I turned ten—was just a useless piece of antique junk.
I went downstairs to use the public phone. Every residential hall had only one phone, and the woman who picked up on the other end was the matron for Qiqi’s residential hall. She interrogated me for a long while before she agreed to go get Qiqi. I waited and waited. One of Qiqi’s roommates eventually picked up.
“Qiqi is out with her boyfriend.”
I dropped the phone and ran to the train station to buy a ticket to Nanjing. I was at the door of her residential hall at noon the next day.
Qiqi came down the stairs like a graceful bird in a white pleated skirt, her hair tied back in neat braids. She appeared to be glowing with the warm sunlight. Other than a few pictures through the mail, we hadn’t seen each other since that summer in middle school. She was no longer a girl, but a tall, vivacious young woman. She didn’t look too surprised to see me; instead, she lowered her eyes and chuckled, as though she knew I would be here.
That afternoon, she took me to the famous No-Sorrow Lake, where we rented a boat and rowed it to the center of the jade-green water. She asked me whether I had seen a popular Japanese TV drama called Tokyo Love Story.
I had heard about the show, but since my roommates and I didn’t own a TV, I had only seen some clips when I visited my parents and read some summaries in the TV guide. But I didn’t want to show my ignorance.
“Yes,” I said.
“So … who do you like?” Qiqi asked, very interested.
“I … I like Satomi.” Honestly, I wasn’t even sure who the characters were.
Qiqi was surprised. “Satomi? I can’t stand her. Why do you like her?”
My heart skipped a beat. “Uh … Satomi is the female lead, right? She has such a pretty smile.”
“What are you talking about? The female lead is Rika Akana!”
“Wait! I read the synopsis, and they said that Satomi grew up with the male lead, and then the two of them ended up together … doesn’t that make her the female lead?”
“That’s ludicrous.” Qiqi laughed. I loved the way she wrinkled her nose. “Why would you think such a thing?”
“Because … because I feel that people who knew each other when they were young ought to end up together. For example … uh….” I couldn’t continue.
“For example?” She grinned.
“You and me,” I blurted out.
Qiqi tilted her head and looked at me for a while. “What a silly idea.” She slapped me.
It wasn’t a real slap, of course—it was so light it was more like a caress. Her slender fingers slid across my face and I shivered as though they were charged with electricity. My heart leapt wildly and I grabbed her hand. Qiqi didn’t pull away. I stood up and wanted to pull her into an embrace, except I had forgotten we were on a boat, and so—
The boat capsized, and as Qiqi screamed, we tumbled into the water.
We giggled like fools as we climbed back into the boat. Qiqi was now my girlfriend. Later, she told me that the class president really was interested in her, but she had never cared for him. She wrote about him in her letters to me on purpose to see if she could finally get me to express myself clearly. She didn’t quite anticipate that I would be so worried I’d come all the way to Nanjing—as she said this, I could tell how pleased she was.
We held hands and visited all the big tourist attractions of Nanjing that day: Xuanwu Lake, Qinhuai River, Confucian Temple, Sun Yat-sen’s Mausoleum…. I spent the day in a honey-flavored daze.
For the remainder of our time in college, we only got to see each other occasionally during breaks, but we wrote to each other even more often and were completely in love. My parents, after finding out about Qiqi and me, were pleased because of the friendship between our families. Mom spoke of Qiqi as her future daughter-in-law and joked that she and Qiqi’s mother had arranged for our marriage before we were even born. We planned to find jobs in the same city after graduation and then get married.
 
5.
JUST AS HAPPINESS appeared to be within reach, it shattered into a million pieces.
The economies of Russia, Ukraine, and some other countries collapsed so completely that the unimaginable happened: a man named Gorbachev emerged as a powerful leader and convinced more than a dozen independent states to join together to form a new country called the “Union of Soviet Socialist Republics,” dedicated to the implementation of socialism. The new country became very powerful very quickly and thwarted the Americans at every turn, instantly adding tension to the international situation. The Soviet Union then encouraged revolutions in Eastern Europe—and even Germany, whose eastern and western halves weren’t at the same level of economic development, split into two countries, with East Germany joining the Soviet bloc.
In China, Deng’s planned economic reforms weren’t successful and the economy continued to deteriorate. More and more people grew unhappy with the government. The machinery of the state was corrupt, ossified, authoritarian, and full of misadministration. College students still remembered how prosperous and strong the country had been when they were children, and comparing the past to the present filled them with rage. Rumors were full of tales of corrupt officials, of misappropriation of state funds for private gain, of attempts to fill public administration posts with family members and loyal minions—although few could explain clearly the root causes of the problems, everyone appeared to agree on the solution in debates and discussions: the country was in trouble and the political system had to be fundamentally reformed to implement real democracy. The incompetent leaders had to go! A political manifesto composed some twenty years earlier, simply called “Charter ’08,” began to spread secretly among college students.
Right before my graduation, the factional struggles within the Communist Party grew even more intense. It was said that the leader of the reformists, Zhao Ziyang, had been relieved of his duties and placed under house arrest. The news was like the spark that set off a powder keg, and the long-repressed rage among the population erupted in a way that shocked everyone. Students at all the major universities in Beijing went into the streets to march and protest, and with the support of Beijing’s citizens they occupied Tiananmen Square, which drew the attention of the world. A city of tents sprouted in the square, and some protestors even erected a statue of the Goddess of Liberty in front of the Gate of Heavenly Peace itself.
The drafter of Charter ’08, Liu Xiaobo, returned to China from overseas. He made a speech at the square vowing to go on a hunger strike until there was true reform. The whole nation was inspired. Young people began to arrive from everywhere in China and the mass movement gained momentum. Even ordinary citizens in Beijing mobilized to support the students. Heizi, for example, often came by on his tricycle to bring us food and water.
“Eat and drink!” he shouted. “You need your strength to fight those fucking bums sitting in Zhongnanhai.”
Shen Qian had published some provocative essays in the past and she was a fan of Liu Xiaobo. Her influence among the students made her one of the leaders in the movement. She came by to discuss with me how to motivate the students in the Chinese Department to play a more active role. Stimulated by her fervor, I felt I had to do something for the country, and in the famous triangular plaza at the heart of Peking University’s campus, I made a speech denouncing the corrupt, bureaucratic student council and calling for all students to free themselves from government control and to form a democratic, independent, self-governing body. Amazingly, many professors and students applauded my speech, and a few days later the Students’ Autonomous Federation came into existence. Shen Qian was elected one of the standing committee members, and because she felt I had some talent, she asked me to join the Federation’s publicity department. Thus I became a core member of the movement. I felt as though my talent had finally been properly recognized.
We created a command center in the square where our daily routines resembled those of a mini-government: receiving student representatives from all across the country, announcing various proclamations and programs, issuing open letters, and engaging in vigorous debate over everything as though the future of the entire nation depended on us. News that our compatriots in Hong Kong and Taiwan were also supporting us and donating funds filled us with even more zeal. We laughed, we cried, we screamed, we sang, all the while dreaming of forging a brand-new future for China with our youth and passion.
One day, at the beginning of June, I was in a crude tent at the edge of the command center writing a new program for the movement. The weather was humid and hot, and I was drenched in sweat. Suddenly, I heard Shen Qian call out, “Baosheng, look who’s here to see you!”
I emerged from the tent. Qiqi was standing there in a sky-blue dress, carrying a small pack on her back and looking tired from her journey. Overcome by joy and surprise, I couldn’t speak, and Shen Qian made fun of us.
Since Shen Qian had never met Qiqi before, she gave her a careful once-over and said, “So this is Baosheng’s mysterious girlfriend….”
Qiqi blushed.
Finally, after getting rid of Shen Qian, I peppered Qiqi with questions: “How did you get here? Did you come with other students from Nanjing University? That’s great! I heard about the protests in Nanjing, too. Who’s in charge of your group? I’ve just drafted a new program for the movement and it would be useful to get some feedback—”
“Is this all you have to say to me after all this time?” Qiqi interrupted.
“Of course not! I’ve really missed you.” I hugged her, laughing, but soon turned serious again. “But the movement is running out of steam and the students are splitting into factions…. The hunger strike isn’t sustainable, and I’ve been discussing with Liu Xiaobo how to develop the movement and extend it…. Come, take a look at my draft—”
“Baosheng,” Qiqi interrupted again. “I stopped by your home. Your mother asked me to come and talk to you.”
A bucket of cold water had been poured onto the fire in me. “Oh,” I said, and nothing more.
“Your mother is really worried about you….” Qiqi’s voice was gentle. “It’s almost time for you to receive your post-graduation job assignment. You know how important that is. Stop messing around with these people. Come home with me.”
“Qiqi, how can you say such a thing?” I was disappointed as well as angry. “‘Messing around’? Look at the tens of thousands of students assembled in this square! Look at the millions of citizens beyond them! All of Beijing—no, all of China—has boiled over. Everyone is fighting for the future of our country. How can we go back to studying in a classroom?”
“What can you possibly accomplish? You’ll never overcome the government. They have the army! Also, some of your proposals are too radical; they’re impossible—”
“What do you mean, impossible?” I was very unhappy with her. “The army serves the people. The soldiers will never point their guns at us. Some of the students are talking to them already. Don’t worry. I’ve heard that the bureaucrats in the central leadership are terrified. They’ll soon be willing to compromise.”
Qiqi sighed and sat down, looking miserably at me.
We talked and talked, but there was no resolution. In the end, I refused to leave the square, and Qiqi stayed with me. That night, we slept in the same tent. We talked about the national and international situation and the movement’s prospects, but we couldn’t agree on anything and started to argue. Eventually, we stopped talking about these matters and simply held each other.
We reminisced about our childhood together, and then I could no longer hold back. I kissed her, first her face, then her lips. That was the first time we really kissed. Her lips were soft and chapped, which broke my heart. I kissed her deeply and would not let go….
In the dark, it happened naturally. With so many young people in the square, our lovemaking was an open secret. Normally I despised such behavior, and felt that couples who engaged in it tarnished the sacred nature of our protest. But now that it was happening to me, I couldn’t resist, and felt our actions were a natural part of the movement itself. Maybe some nameless anxiety about the future also made us want to seize this last moment of total freedom. Every motion, every gesture was infused with awkwardness and embarrassment. We were clumsy and raw, but passion, the irresistible power of youthful passion, eventually brought that fumbling, ridiculous process to a conclusion of sweet intimacy that surpassed understanding.
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THE NEXT DAY, we heard the news that troops had arrived just outside Beijing to enforce martial law. A vanguard had already entered the city, preparing to clear the square.
Should we retreat? The command center held a meeting and opinions were divided. Liu Xiaobo advocated retreat to prevent the loss of lives. Due to Qiqi’s influence, I also supported Liu’s suggestion. But the commander in chief, Chai Ling, was indignant and refused to budge. She even called us cowards and said that we must resist to the utmost, even with our lives. Her words inspired all the other attendees and those advocating retreat were silenced. In the end, most of the students stayed to follow Chai Ling’s orders.
That night was especially hot. Qiqi and I couldn’t fall asleep, and so we lay outside the tent, whispering to each other. “You were right,” I said. “Chai Ling is too stubborn. I don’t think any good will come of this. I’ll tell Liu Xiaobo tomorrow that we’re going home.”
“All right.” She leaned her head against my shoulder and fell asleep. I followed soon after.
I startled awake with the noise of the crowd all around me. The stars in the summer sky overhead were eerily bright. It took me a moment to realize that all the lamps on the square were extinguished and darkness engulfed us, which was why the stars shined so bright and clear. People were shouting all around us and loudspeakers squawked. I couldn’t understand what was going on.
“Baosheng!” Someone ran at us with a flashlight and the glare made me squint. A blurry figure came closer: Shen Qian. She was sobbing as she said, “Hurry! You have to leave! The army is clearing the square.”
“What? Where’s Chai Ling? She’s supposed to be in charge!”
“That bitch was the first to run away! Go, go! I still have to find Liu Xiaobo.”
Later, I found out that a large number of armed police had come into the square with batons to break down the tents, beating any students who resisted. But we couldn’t see anything at the time and everything around us was utter chaos. I didn’t know what to do, so I grabbed Qiqi by the hand and tried to follow the flow of the crowd.
A few students from the provinces ran past us, screaming, “Tanks! Tanks! Someone got crushed by the tanks!” They collided into us and separated Qiqi from me.
I heard Qiqi calling my name and ran toward her, shouting her name. But I tripped over a tent and couldn’t get up for some seconds while others ran over me, kicking me back down. By the time I finally struggled up, I could no longer hear Qiqi and didn’t know where she was. Helpless, I tried to continue in the same direction I’d been headed. A chaotic crowd surrounded me, but there was no Qiqi. I screamed her name. Then someone started singing “The Internationale” and everyone joined in. I couldn’t even hear my own voice.
Caught up in the tumultuous crowd, I left Tiananmen Square.
In this manner, we were forcefully removed from the square—at least no shots were fired. However, elsewhere in the city, there were more violent encounters between the army and the protestors, and gunshots were heard from time to time. I returned home, hoping against hope, but Qiqi had not been there. Ignoring the objections of my parents, I ran back toward the city center.
By then it was dawn, and scattered tanks and soldiers could be seen in the streets. Bloody corpses lined the roads, many of them young students. I felt as though I was in the middle of a battlefield and terror seized me. But the idea that something had happened to Qiqi terrified me even more. Like a crazy man, I looked everywhere for her.
At noon, I ran into one of my friends from the command center. He brought me to a secret gathering, where I found Shen Qian and Liu Xiaobo. Many were wounded, and Shen Qian, her face drained of blood, shivered as Liu held her. I asked them if they had seen Qiqi.
Shen Qian started to sob. My heart sank into an icy abyss.
Tearfully, Shen Qian explained that Qiqi had found them as the square was being cleared, and they retreated together. They encountered a column of soldiers at an intersection, and, not fully understanding the situation, they denounced the soldiers. The soldiers responded by firing upon them and a few of the students fell. They turned to run again, only realizing after a while that Qiqi was no longer with them. Shen retraced their steps and found Qiqi lying in a pool of blood, not moving. They had wanted to save Qiqi, but the soldiers were chasing them and they had no choice but to keep running.
She was sobbing so hard by now that she could no longer speak.
I demanded that Shen Qian tell me the exact location and then dashed madly toward the address. At the intersection, I saw the smoking, burnt remnant of an army truck. Inside was the charred corpse of a soldier. In a pool of blood next to the intersection lay a few more bodies, but I didn’t see Qiqi. Forcing down my nausea, I searched all around, though I was hoping to find nothing.
But then I saw Qiqi’s sky-blue dress under one of the wheels of the army truck. Blood had stained it purple, and protruding from the skirt was a section of her perfect calf, ending in a bloody mess.
Shivering, I approached. An overwhelming stench of blood filled my nose. I felt the sky and the earth spin around me and could no longer stand up. Everything was speeding away from me, leaving only an endless darkness that descended over me, extinguishing my last spark of consciousness.
By the time I woke up, it was dark again. I heard the sound of occasional gunshots in the distance. A column of soldiers passed no more than two meters from me, but they ignored me, probably thinking I was just another corpse. I lay still, stunned, and for a moment I forgot what had happened—until the terrifying memory returned and crushed me with despair.
I couldn’t blame Chai Ling, or the students who had run into Qiqi and me and separated us from each other, or even the soldiers. I knew that the real culprit responsible for Qiqi’s death was me, because I didn’t listen to her.
That night, I became a walking corpse. I dared not look at Qiqi’s body again. Wandering the city on my own, I paid no attention to the fearsome soldiers or the criminals who took advantage of the chaos to loot and rob. Several times I saw people fall down near me and die, but somehow, miraculously, I was spared. The world had turned into a nightmare from which I could not awaken.
The next day, as a long column of tanks rolled down the Avenue of Eternal Peace, I stepped in front of them. Passersby watched, stunned. I wanted the tanks to crush me beneath their treads….
But I didn’t die. Plainclothes officers grabbed me and pulled me off the street. I was thrown into a dark room and interrogated for a few days. By then I had recovered some of my senses and managed to tell them what had happened. I was certain I would be sentenced to death or at least be locked away for years. My heart had already died, and I didn’t care.
Unexpectedly, after a few months of detention, I was released without even a trial. My punishment was quite light: expulsion from Peking University.
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BY THE TIME I was released, order had been restored. After the violent crackdown that ended the protests, the government became unexpectedly magnanimous. General Secretary Jiang stepped down, and although Deng Xiaoping retained power, the reformist Zhao Ziyang became the new General Secretary, and another reformist leader with a good reputation, Hu Yaobang, also took up an important political post. Most of the participants in the protests were not punished. Even Liu Xiaobo was allowed to continue teaching at a university, though he would no longer be permitted to leave the country. The government’s final summary of the protests was this: the university students made legitimate demands; however, international forces took advantage of them.
Supposedly, the international forces were working against the entire socialist camp, not just China. They stirred up trouble in Eastern Europe, too, hoping to encircle and contain the Soviet Union. In the end, the Western powers failed utterly in this plan. The Soviet Union not only survived, but also installed socialist governments in Czechoslovakia, Poland, and several other Eastern European countries. These satellites formed the Warsaw Pact with the Soviet Union to counteract the power of NATO. The U.S. and the U.S.S.R. thus began a “Cold War.”
After my release from prison, Qiqi’s mother came to our home and demanded to know where her daughter was. During the interim months, she had almost gone mad with the lack of any news about Qiqi. She came to Beijing only to find that I had been locked up as well.
I fell to my knees in front of her and tearfully confessed that I was responsible for Qiqi’s death. At first she refused to believe me, but then she kicked and beat me until my parents pulled her off. She collapsed to the ground and sobbed inconsolably.
Qiqi’s mother never forgave me, and she broke off all contact with my family. Later, I went to Shanghai a few times, but she refused to see me. I heard that she had fallen on hard times and I tried to send her some money and necessities, but she always returned my packages unopened.
On the day of Qiqi’s death, my mental state had broken down so completely that I didn’t even remember to collect her body. Now it was too late even to give her a decent burial. No doubt she had been cremated en masse with the other unclaimed corpses. A spirited young woman in the spring of her life had disappeared from the world, and it was as if she had never existed.
No, that was not quite true. I did find a purple hairclip in my pocket. I remembered Qiqi taking it off the night when we were in the tent together, and I had pocketed it without thinking. This was my last memento of her.
I found everything in my home that held memories of Qiqi and put them together on the desk: the hairclip, bundles of letters, little presents we had given each other, a few photographs of the two of us, and that copy of Season of Bloom, Season of Rain…. Every day, I sat in front of this shrine and tried to relive all the moments we had shared, as though she was still by my side. I spent half a year like this—maybe I had gone a bit mad.
At the Spring Festival, as the family gathered for New Year’s dinner, my mother broke down in tears. She said she couldn’t bear to see me like this. She wanted me to stop living in the past and go on with my life. I sat at the table dully for a long while.
I steeled myself and carefully packed up all the objects on my desk and placed them at the bottom of my trunk. I kept the bundle with me always but seldom looked at those mementos again. Life had to go on, and I did not want to experience that heart-rending pain and sense of guilt anew.
Though I was expelled from school, General Secretary Zhao indicated that he was interested in a more enlightened administration that would let bygones be bygones, and the professors in my department who sympathized with my plight managed to give me my diploma through back channels. I couldn’t find a job, though. When I was younger, companies recruited on campus for graduates, but after the reforms, all jobs were assigned by the state. Since my record was stained by my participation in the protests, I was no longer part of the system and no job would be assigned to me.
Heizi had also lost his job because of his support for the students. The two of us got together and figured we’d try our luck at starting a business. Back then, Zhao Ziyang was pushing through price reforms aimed at addressing the transition from market economy to planned economy, and prices for everything had skyrocketed. Everybody around the country was hoarding and life was becoming harder for the average person. Since many everyday goods were in short supply, the government started to issue ration tickets for food, clothing, and so on, to limit the amount anyone could purchase. If we were clever and bought and sold goods at the right times, we stood to make a good profit.
Heizi and Iplanned to go to Guangdong in the south, which was more developed than the rest of China. Although my parents didn’t want me to be so far away from home, they were glad to see me trying to get my life back on track and gave us their life savings as starting capital. There were many opportunities in those days, and Heizi and I quickly brought some T-shirts back to Beijing, which we sold at a significant markup. Not only did we recoup all our capital, we even managed to make tens of thousands in profit. And thus we became two so-called “profiteers” who traveled all over China, searching for opportunities. Sometimes Heizi and I struck gold, but other times we were so poor we didn’t know where our next meal would come from.
After spending a few years traveling around and interacting with all segments of society, I realized how immature we had been back at Tiananmen. China was an overladen freight train burdened with the weight of the past as well as the present. A few students fervently shouting slogans could not change the complicated conditions of the country. But how might things be improved? I had no answers. All I knew was that although China had recovered its tranquility and the people appeared to be focused only on the concerns of daily life, there were strong currents and countercurrents of competing social interests. Together, they formed a powerful hidden whirlpool that might pull the nation into an abyss that no one wanted to see. Yet the process wasn’t something that could be controlled by anyone or any authority. No one could control history. We were all simply parts of a great vortex that was greater than any individual.
Two years after Heizi and I started our business, I bumped into Shen Qian while searching for something to buy in Guangzhou. After the protests, I stayed away from the literary elites and rarely got to see her, although I had heard that she became Liu Xiaobo’s lover. Although Liu was married, Shen Qian was willing to be his mistress because she truly loved him. Later, the rumors said Liu had divorced his wife and I thought he would marry Shen Qian. I certainly didn’t expect to find her so far from Beijing.
Meeting an old friend a long way from home always made me emotional. Reminded of Qiqi, I felt my eyes grow wet. Shen Qian told me that she had arrived in Guangzhou hoping to stay with an old friend and get back on her feet, but the friend was nowhere to be found and she didn’t know what to do. I promised I’d help her.
I took Shen Qian to a restaurant to welcome her to Guangzhou. We talked about the old times, but both of us avoided any mention of Tiananmen. After a few rounds of drinks, Shen Qian’s lips loosened and she told me tearfully about how Liu Xiaobo had taken advantage of her trust. He had promised to divorce his wife and marry her, but she caught him with another student. They had a fight and broke up…. As she told her story, she kept on drinking, straight from the bottle, and I couldn’t stop her. Later, she began to sing loudly, and everybody in the restaurant stared at us. I quickly paid the bill and hurried her out of there.
Shen Qian was so drunk that I had to hold her up. Since she had nowhere else to stay, I brought her back to my room. I left her to recover in my bed while I slept on the floor.
The next morning, I needed to get out early to browse the markets, and so I left without waking up Shen Qian. By the time I got back, I expected she would be gone. However, when I came in the door, I saw that my messy room had been cleaned up and everything was neatly and logically arranged. There was a new cloth on the small kitchen table, and Shen Qian, in an apron, was carrying a plate of steaming scrambled eggs with tomatoes out of the kitchen.
We looked at each other; she smiled shyly.
I knew that my life was about to start a new chapter.
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SHEN QIAN CONTINUED to stay in my rental unit. She made the place feel like home, a feeling I had long missed. And so the two of us, both with pasts that we wanted to forget, leaned against each other for warmth. Heizi had just gotten married, and after finding out that Shen Qian and I were together, he was very happy for us. He treated Shen Qian as though we were already married.
Since Shen Qian couldn’t find a job, she helped us with our business. She was nothing like the young radical student rebel she had been. After all she had gone through, she had abandoned her dreams of revolutions and literary fame and turned all her attention to family. Who was to say this wasn’t a self as true as her former image?
Half a year later, my mother came to Guangzhou for a visit and my relationship with Shen Qian could no longer be kept a secret. My mother didn’t like Shen Qian at first, but after living with us for a while, she began to accept this future daughter-in-law and urged us to get married. Society was turning more conservative by then, and since we were no longer so young, we returned to Beijing to apply for a marriage license. At our wedding, a few old classmates joked that they always knew we would end up together.
After a year, Shen Qian gave birth to our son, Xiaobao. The wounds of the past were gradually healing. Though I couldn’t say we were happy or that everything was perfect, our life wasn’t without warmth or simple pleasures.
The leadership in Beijing was now deepening the economic reforms and gradually pushing planned economy to displace the market. One of the policies was a dual-price system, which involved one price for goods set by the economic planning authorities and another price set by the market. Many officials with the right connections could become “official profiteers” by buying goods at the low planned economy price and selling them on the market at an enormous profit. Low-level peddlers like Heizi and me, on the other hand, suffered due to our lack of connections. Business became harder and harder. One time, we managed to acquire a bunch of color televisions, but the official profiteers were a step ahead of us and cornered the market. We had no choice but to sell at a loss. We ended up owing a bunch of money and had to close up shop and head back to Beijing.
One of Heizi’s uncles was a shift foreman at a factory, and he managed to get Heizi a job as a driver there. By carrying private goods for people on official trips, Heizi made good money. I couldn’t find any such opportunity, and I was exhausted after years spent struggling in business. I decided to return to university, and began to prepare to take the examination for graduate school.
As a graduate of Peking University, I thought the exam would be a piece of cake. But after being away from a classroom for so many years, it wasn’t easy to get back into the right mind-set. I took the exam two years in a row and couldn’t pass. Since Xiaobao was getting older and our savings were nearing depletion, we relied on help from my parents. Shen Qian finally managed to get a job at a newspaper, which at least guaranteed us a base salary and benefits like housing and healthcare.
Then she began to complain about my lack of accomplishments.
“Look at you! When we got together, I thought you had some business savvy and might make it big. But in the end, you’re just a bookworm who can’t even manage to get into grad school. The Chinese Women’s Volleyball Team has won the world championship three times, which is as many as you’ve failed!”
Faced with this nagging tirade, I felt lost. What had happened to that passionate, idealistic, revolutionary leader I once knew?
Of course I knew that wasn’t Shen Qian’s fault. This was what happened after life subjected us to its endless grind. The world wasn’t a fairy tale or the setting for an adventure—even if it were, we would not be the protagonists. No matter what ideals and hopes we once harbored, the most we could hope to accomplish, in the end, was to survive.
Since I was feeling low during that time, I sought refuge in fiction and got intowuxia fantasies. The remake of Legend of the Condor Heroes, produced in Hong Kong, was very popular on TV. I had seen an older version when I was little but thought the remake was better, even though the budget clearly wasn’t as big. I borrowed wuxia books by Jin Yong, Gu Long, Liang Yusheng—I would have read Huang Yi’s books, too, but I couldn’t find them anywhere.2
Xiaobao was now old enough that he spent every day practicing “Eighteen Stages to Subdue a Dragon” along with the heroes on TV. Shen Qian got mad and told me that I was rotting our child’s mind. I had to switch to reading something else.
Science fiction was also popular. Ye Yonglie’s Little Know-it-All Roams the Future sold millions of copies, and Zheng Wenguang’s Toward Sagittarius was flying off the shelves. I gradually became a fan—only science fiction could liberate me from the weight of daily life and allow me to enjoy a little pleasure. It was too bad that there were so few Chinese science fiction books, and not many foreign works were being translated. I soon finished all the ones I could find.
Inspired by my reading, I tried my hand at writing and ended up with a book called Little Know-it-All Roams the Universe, which was a sequel to Ye Yonglie’s famous work. At first, I passed the draft among friends, but then I got to know a young man named Yao Haijun who helped me obtain Mr. Ye’s permission and found me a publisher. The story gained me a bit of fame and I was called a “rising star of science fiction.” Encouraged, I wrote another book called Little Know-it-All Roams the Body, which was meant to teach readers some interesting facts about the human body. Unfortunately, this book caused a lot of controversy: some argued that I was stealing too much from Ye Yonglie; some suggested I was tarnishing Chinese science fiction with portrayals that encouraged lascivious thoughts; still others claimed that my work was an example of capitalist liberalism and contained metaphors criticizing the Communist Party….3
I was writing at a fairly turbulent time when ideological debates were on the rise. There were even sporadic student movements again. The central leadership probably wanted to create the opportunity for another purge, so they initiated an effort to cleanse society of “spiritual pollution.” I became a target and was severely criticized. Luckily, the government wasn’t interested in having the “pollution-cleaning” spin out of control, and I wasn’t punished much. However, it was impossible for me to be published any more. I had to go back to the textbooks and prepare for the graduate school examination again.
It was only later that I understood how fortunate I had been. The country was also undergoing a movement of “intensive crackdown.” This involved every aspect of life: purse-snatchers were handed death sentences, while public dancing carried a charge of indecency. Liu Xiaobo found himself in trouble because he had several lovers and was executed by firing squad. When she heard the news, Shen Qian was depressed for a long time.
After the intensive crackdown, society grew even more conservative. Many things that used to be common became crimes: cohabitating without being married, kissing in public, wearing revealing clothes, and so forth. Given the shift in mainstream culture, I dared not write about sensitive areas again. Thus did my career as an author come to an end.
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JUST AS WEAL can lead to woe, misfortune can also lead to lucky breaks. A prominent professor turned out to be a fan of my novels and specifically requested me during the admission process. As a result, I became his graduate student and returned to school the next year.
At my mentor and advisor’s suggestion, I chose Sartre’s existentialism as my topic. Although many people had been studying it, most explanations were half-baked. After so many years wasted drifting in society, I treasured the opportunity to study in depth. I read many foreign books in the original languages—taught myself French—and published a few papers that were well received. Eventually, with my advisor’s recommendation, I was given the precious opportunity to study overseas at a famous university in America at the government’s expense.
This was the first and last time in my life I lived outside China. Visiting this country on the other side of the Pacific, that people both loved and hated, was quite an experience. The university was in New York, the greatest city on Earth. When I was little, I saw a ton of TV shows and movies set in New York: Beijinger in New York, Godzilla … and I had long wanted to visit. The sights and sounds of the city—skyscrapers, overpasses, highways, subways—were overwhelming.
I remembered the Beijing of my childhood as a prosperous city comparable to New York, but for some reason, after a few decades, New York remained a modern metropolis while Beijing had declined precipitously. I saw in America many goods that had long ceased to be findable in China: Coca-Cola, KFC, Nescafé…. These were the brands I grew up with and I indulged in a bit of nostalgia. I finally understood why so many people preferred to leave China for the U.S. and not return.
However, I could also see signs that America was on the decline. At the time of my visit, a new blockbuster had just been released: Star Wars Episode IV: A New Hope. I remembered seeing Episodes I through III when I was little and had always wanted to find out what would happen next. To re-experience the wonder of my childhood memories, I bought an expensive ticket. But Episode IV turned out to be far less spectacular than the previous three, and the special effects were so bad that you could almost see the strings on the spaceships. I was really disappointed. Apparently the Cold War had drained America’s resources into the arms race and the economy wasn’t doing so well.
Unlike in the past, opportunities for exchanges between America and China were growing scarce. It was almost impossible to visit America on your own, and even government-sponsored trips were rare. There were only a handful of Chinese from the mainland in the entire university. To celebrate my arrival, they held a party for me, and as we enjoyed our French fries, they asked me how things were in China. Since it took almost a full month for international mail to reach the recipient and phone calls were extremely inconvenient, they got most of their information about China from English-language news reports, which tended to be so narrow in scope that it was like trying to understand a beach by observing a few pebbles. We reminisced about how when we were little we could chat with friends on the other side of the globe just by opening a window over the web, and it felt like another age, another world.
While we were discussing rumors about the transition of power from Deng Xiaoping to Hua Guofeng, a dark horse about whom little was known, the doorbell rang. A woman stood up and said, Oh, it must be so-and-so—but I didn’t catch the name. She went and opened the door and a woman came in, limping with the aid of a cane. I gave her a curious glance, and when I saw her face, I froze.
She looked at me, unable to speak.
It was a dream. A dream.
Qiqi, my Qiqi.
In a moment, everything around me—no, the entire universe—disappeared. Only Qiqi and I remained between heaven and earth. We gazed at each other, our eyes saying what our lips could not. Fate had played a cruel game with us. After the trials and tribulations of more than ten years, we had found each other again on the other side of the Pacific.
Trembling, we came together and held on to each other for dear life. Tears poured from our eyes as sobs wracked our bodies. The others realized that something extraordinary was happening and left so that we could be alone together.
Qiqi told me that when she was shot that night, she lost consciousness. When she woke up, she saw a car passing by and screamed for help. A few foreigners from the car came to her aid, but she passed out again…. The car turned out to belong to an American news crew who had planned to film a live report, but the danger of the situation had forced them to retreat, which was when they saw Qiqi. They brought her back to the American embassy, where the embassy doctors dressed her wounds.
Later, Qiqi met Chai Ling and the others hiding in the embassy. They told her that I had died. Chai Ling and the rest were wanted by the authorities and, while Qiqi was still recovering, their request for political asylum was approved. Under the protection of the embassy, Qiqi left Beijing, a city of sorrow, and came with the others to New York.
At first, Qiqi didn’t know what conditions were like in China, and she dared not make contact with anyone in the country lest they suffer as a result. After a few years, Qiqi managed to return to Shanghai once to visit her mother, who told her that I had gotten married in Guangzhou. Not wanting to disturb my life, she told her mother not to let me know that she was still alive.
The bullets had left her with a permanent handicap and deprived her of the ability to become a mother. Helpless in this country, she married an old man who abused her. After her divorce, she managed to apply for and win a scholarship and came to study in this university.
We spent the whole night recounting to each other our experiences during the intervening years, and we held each other and cried. What should have been the most wonderful decade of our lives had been lost to the vicissitudes of fate. I said, “I’m so sorry,” countless times, but what was the use? I vowed to devote the rest of my life to making it up to her, to giving her the happiness that should have been hers.
Naturally, ignoring the gossip, we moved in together. We barely spent any time apart, trying to make up for our lost youth. Qiqi had her green card. As long as I stayed with her, I should be able to remain in the United States. Since conditions in China had deteriorated further and China was now engaged in a war with Vietnam, Qiqi told me not to go back. But I couldn’t just forget about Shen Qian and my son. Ever since I started grad school, Shen Qian had been living like a single mother, struggling to keep the whole family afloat, pinning her hopes on my success. To simply abandon her felt to me an unforgivable betrayal.
Although Qiqi and I had recovered some measure of our happiness, my heart was conflicted. But I was a coward. All I cared about was the joy of the present, and I dared not think about the choice I had to make.
 
10.
I STAYED FOR more than a year in New York. After our lives had settled down somewhat, I threw myself into my work. I read many books of literary theory, politics, and philosophy, and felt my understanding grow by leaps and bounds. Often, I pushed Qiqi’s wheelchair and took walks with her in Battery Park, where we both gazed at the distant figure of the Statue of Liberty and debated the fate of China and the future of the world.
My American advisor thought highly of my paper. He told me there was a teaching position open to those with a literary background that might be a good fit for me. If I got the job, I could stay and finish my Ph.D. Excited, I handed in my application right away. But then I received the letter from Shen Qian.
There isn’t a wall in the world that doesn’t have a crack. Even divided by the Pacific, rumors about Qiqi and me had managed to make their way back to China. Shen Qian was polite but firm in her letter, demanding an explanation. I finally decided to make a short trip back to China to clarify the situation with her.
Qiqi originally wanted to accompany me, but I asked her to stay put for now. Having her show up at the door with me might be too much for Shen Qian, and I wanted to talk to her alone. We said goodbye at the airport, and Qiqi, in a bright green jacket, leaned against the railing with her cane and watched me go through border control. I turned back to look at her.
Even decades later, the sight of her watching me—like the woman from that old legend who turned to stone waiting for her husband by the sea—would remain with me like a brand burned into my heart.
Back in China, Shen Qian was happy to see me. She made no mention of the question she’d asked me in her letter. Wearing her apron, she busied herself about the kitchen preparing my favorite dishes, many of which were not available in the U.S.: sautéed shredded pork with soybean paste, pork with bamboo shoots, steamed chicken with mushrooms…. At dinner, she didn’t ask me about my life in the U.S. and only talked about the domestic news: ration tickets were now required for most goods; farmers were no longer allotted individual plots of land, but had to work collectively in communes; her newspaper was in the middle of a debate about the proper authority for Marxist philosophy…. Xiaobao was playing at my feet, absolutely delighted with the toy robot I had brought him. Faced with my innocent son and tender wife, I just couldn’t bring myself to say the word “divorce.”
That night, as we lay in bed, Shen Qian held me and passionately kissed me. I could feel her body trembling. Steeling myself, I gently pushed her away. “Qian, I need to tell you something.”
“What’s the rush?” Her arms went around my neck again as she murmured, “The night is still young. Why don’t we first—”
“I want a divorce,” I blurted out before I lost my nerve.
Her body stiffened. “Stop it. That’s not funny.”
“I’m not kidding. Qiqi is in America, and we….” I couldn’t continue, but Shen Qian understood.
“You’ve decided?” She sat up.
“Yes.”
“I understand.” As she continued, her eyes flared with anger and her voice gradually grew harsh. “I know you were living with Zhao Qi. I know you used to be a couple. I knew that ten years ago! But what about me? What about all the years I’ve put into this marriage? Without me slaving away to take care of you and your son, do you think you could have gotten the chance to leave China? To see your old lover? Now that you’ve finally made it, do you think you can discard me like a pair of old shoes?”
“No! Listen … I will make it up to you … I will pay….” I had planned a whole pretty speech but couldn’t remember any of the words. What I did say sounded so cold, so heartless. I was disgusted by my own hypocrisy and clumsiness.
Shen Qian laughed mirthlessly. She slid off the bed and, without even putting on her shoes, headed out.
“Where are you going? It’s the middle of the night.” Afraid that she might leave the apartment, I got up as well.
She went onto the balcony and locked the door behind her. She stood facing me with her hands behind her. Her white nightgown trembled with her breath and she looked like a ghost in the night. I was terrified that she was going to jump.
“Don’t, please!” I begged. “Let’s talk about this.”
“What are you afraid of?” Shen Qian said mockingly. “If I died, wouldn’t that be perfect for you and Zhao Qi? Don’t worry, I’m not going to grant your wish.”
She raised her arms and tossed something over the edge of the balcony. I saw pieces of paper drifting in the wind, falling like snowflakes.
My passport, and other documents.
Behind me, Xiaobao, who had been awakened by our argument, started to cry.
Shen Qian left with Xiaobao and went to her parents’ home. The next day, her parents and uncle came to our place to scream at me, and I had no choice but to hide in my room. It was impossible to keep something like this secret, and soon all my neighbors and colleagues at the university had heard the news. The rumors mutated as they spread: some were saying that I had found a wealthy, powerful woman overseas, and I was going to abandon my wife and child like one of those villains in the old folk operas. The denunciations were so oppressive that I couldn’t even leave home without feeling fingers pointed at me behind my back. Even my mentor, for whom I held deep respect and affection, gave me a tongue-lashing, and I could say nothing in my defense. My father fell ill because of what was happening.
This was how life made you helpless. If you tried to swim against its currents, you’d feel resistance at every step. I regretted coming back—it would have been easier if I’d had the strength to stay overseas. But now it was impossible to leave. To replace my passport would require a great deal of paperwork, and now that my reputation was ruined, I couldn’t even get a recommendation letter from my department. I was stuck: I lacked the strength to continue the struggle, yet I was unwilling to give up.
It took half a year before the situation changed. In the end, as much as Shen Qian hated me, she wasn’t going to shackle us together for the rest of our lives. She agreed to a divorce but demanded full custody of our son. I agreed, and also promised her monetary compensation. Finally, after everything was resolved, I placed a long-distance call to Qiqi, and she was overjoyed by the news. Since I still couldn’t leave the country for the time being, she said she would come back the next month so that we could get married in China and then leave together.
I waited and waited for her flight, but it never arrived.
The next month, the era of Mao Zedong began.
 
11.
FOR YEARS, THE government had been following a policy of “buy rather than build.” This created the false appearance of prosperity in the economy but hollowed out China’s industrial infrastructure. The gap between the wealthy and the poor grew, and anger at the government grew along with it. Everywhere, a specter-like name haunted China, a name that grew gradually in prominence. People said, This man will bring China fresh hope.
He was called Mao Zedong. A few years earlier, he had held the post of Secretary of the Sichuan Provincial Committee in the provincial capital of Chongqing, and his various policies—known by the slogan “Sing Red Songs, Strike Black Forces” and involving public displays of Communist zeal and intensive government intervention—had made Chongqing into a prosperous city. Many ordinary citizens, especially poor peasants in the rural areas, supported him. The paramount leader of China, Hua Guofeng, was deeply influenced by Mao Zedong, and once Hua had gotten into power, he initiated the Great Proletariat Cultural Revolution, which sought to mobilize the people to bring down the capitalist roaders within the Communist Party. The mass movements swept the entire country, and political power within China was redistributed overnight. Deng Xiaoping, Ye Jianying, Hu Yaobang, and others in their faction all fell from prominence, and with the entire country behind him, Mao Zedong was elected Chairman of the Communist Party.
After he became the Chairman, Mao continued the Cultural Revolution, focusing on criticizing Deng and opposing rightist tendencies, especially Deng’s “foreigners’ slave” political philosophy. He abolished Deng’s policy of keeping China open to outside influences and essentially cut China off from the rest of the world. Soon after, the United States terminated all diplomatic relations with China. I could no longer go to America, and Qiqi could not come to China.
And so, once again, history divided us.
During the early stages of the Cultural Revolution, the personality cult of Mao was extreme, but the movement itself wasn’t too violent. With my mentor’s recommendation, I became an instructor at the university after grad school. Although colleges were no longer admitting students and the social status of intellectuals had declined, it was at least possible to make a living by writing theory papers on Marxism–Leninism, criticizing traditional Confucian philosophy, and reinterpreting Chinese history through a Communist lens as directed by the central leadership. The Cultural Revolution also interrupted the divorce proceedings, and so Shen Qian and I ended up living together again, doing our best to get along.
Year after year, we went to work, we came home, and we studied the required political readings. The Revolution was going well, as was proclaimed in public at every opportunity, but life itself had become as still as a pool of dead water. During those years, even bright-colored clothing was forbidden. No forms of culture or entertainment were permitted—since they were all corrupted by feudal, American-capitalist, or Soviet-revisionist influences—except for the eight model revolutionary operas. One time, I found a dirty, ragged copy of Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone abandoned in a public bathroom and tears filled my eyes. I took it home and read it, in secret, several times. But, in the end, terrified of being accused of harboring contraband, I burned it.
Sometimes, as I studied the latest directives from the paramount leader, I would think: What happened to all the eras I have lived through? When I was a young man, the streets were packed with bellbottoms and “profiteers”; when I was a teenager, TV dramas from Hong Kong and Taiwan filled the airwaves; when I was a child, it was possible to play games on the web, to go and see the latest movies from Hollywood, and there were the Olympics and 3D films…. Did those times really exist? Where did they come from, and where have they gone? Or was all this just a dream?
Maybe everything was simply a game played by time. What was time? What was there besides nothingness? Before us had been nothingness, and after us will be nothingness.
Sometimes, in the middle of the night, I thought of the woman I loved on the other shore of the Pacific and pain wracked my body. Those days when I was half-mad with love, when I was a stranger in a strange land—they felt so real and yet so much like a fantasy. What would have happened if I had listened to Qiqi and stayed in America? Would I be happier than now? Or would I simply be mired in an even deeper illusion?
At least I would then be with the person I loved.
In reality, America was no paradise, either. The People’s Daily explained that because the United States was addicted to militarism, it had sunk into the quagmire of the Vietnam War. Racial conflicts within America were intensifying and the crisis in the Middle East was causing an oil shortage. The capitalists were likely not going to last much longer, and American radical leftist movements were gaining momentum.
The Soviet camp, meanwhile, was growing stronger every day. The Cold War grew heated, and on almost every continent proxy wars were fought between the two superpowers. Ballistic nuclear submarines patrolled the sea depths, and every warhead they carried was capable of destroying an entire city. Even more missiles rested in their silos, awaiting the order that would launch them soaring through the air to rain destruction upon us. Death itself roamed overhead, poised to send all of humanity into hell. Regardless of whether you were Chinese or American, you were headed for the same place.
Sometimes, I recalled the rumors about the end of the world from my childhood. Maybe the prophecy had been true—except that perhaps the apocalypse didn’t arrive in a single instant, but took decades or even centuries to descend. Or perhaps the world had already been destroyed by the time I was born, and all that I had experienced was nothing but a shadow of a fantasy that was slowly dissipating. Who knew what the truth was?
In the fourth year of the Cultural Revolution, I received a letter from the U.S. The very sight of the American stamps on it frightened me—corresponding with foreigners was an activity subject to intense scrutiny. However, the letter’s contents seemed harmless enough, consisting of a few words of greeting cobbled together with some revolutionary language in an unnatural manner.
 
Comrade Xie Baosheng:
First, let us express together our fondest wish that the brightest, reddest sun in our hearts, Chairman Mao, live ten thousand years! As the Chairman wrote in his poem, “The seas roil with rage, and the continents shake in fury!” In America, under the leadership of Mao Zedong Thought, the civil rights movement and leftist revolutionaries have made the capitalists of Wall Street tremble before the awakened power of the people! Chairman Mao was absolutely correct when he wrote that the revolutionary conditions are not just good, but great!
All right, then, how are you doing…?
 
Of course the letter came from Qiqi. It had been delivered to my department, where the head of the workers’ propaganda team4 intercepted it. This man read the letter suspiciously and then looked up at me, glaring.
He slammed his hand down on the desk. “Xie Baosheng, the people’s eyes can see everything! Now, confess the number of foreign contacts you have! What kind of secrets exist between you and the woman who wrote this letter?”
I laughed. “That’s enough of that. You know everything there is to know about Qiqi and me. Now hand me the letter.”
By an incredible stroke of luck, I was talking to my old friend Heizi. Formerly just an ordinary factory worker, the Cultural Revolution had turned him into a member of the workers’ propaganda team that, pursuant to directives issued by the Chairman, came to supervise my university. In this manner, a man who had never even gone to college became the most important person in one of China’s most prestigious universities. Without him, the letter would have gotten me into deep trouble.
Heizi handed the letter to me and told me to burn it after reading. I read Qiqi’s words over and over until I figured out what she was trying to say between the lines. First, she explained that she had obtained her degree and was now teaching Chinese literature at an American college. Second, she was still unmarried and wanted to come visit me in China. I sighed and wiped my eyes. It had been five years since my parting from Qiqi, and she still wanted me. But what could I do? Even if she returned, the most we could hope for was to be like the hero and heroine in The Second Handshake, an underground novel we passed around in handwritten copies, who could only gaze at each other, knowing that they could never be together.
In the end, it didn’t matter what I thought. I had no way of sending a letter to Qiqi.
I hid her letter in a stack of documents I took home. I didn’t want Shen Qian to find it, but I also couldn’t bear to burn it. Finally, I decided to conceal it between the pages of the copy of Season of Bloom, Season of Rain that had once belonged to Qiqi. Although the book itself was also an example of feudal, capitalist, and revisionist thinking, I just couldn’t imagine getting rid of it. I wrapped the book in a bundle of old clothes and kept it at the bottom of the trunk.
 
12.
RATIONALLY, I KNEW that Qiqi shouldn’t come back, but a corner of my selfish heart continued to harbor the hope that she would. Around that time, President Nixon visited China, hoping to form an alliance with China against the Soviet Union. As the Sino-American relationship improved, hope reignited within me. However, somehow Nixon and Mao couldn’t come to an agreement, and the Americans were so angry that they took revenge by manipulating the U.N. Security Council to expel the People’s Republic of China and hand its seat at the U.N. to Taiwan as the “legitimate” representative for all of China. What little connection had existed between the U.S. and China was completely cut off.
Qiqi didn’t return, and I received no more news about her.
In the sixth year of the Cultural Revolution, my father passed away. A few days before his death, China launched the satellite The East Is Red. It had been many years since China had sent an artificial satellite into orbit, and the occasion was marked with a great celebration. As my father lay dying, he held my hand and muttered, “When I was young, China had so many satellites in space I lost count. We even had manned spaceships and a space station. But this single little satellite is now seen as some remarkable achievement. What has happened to the world?”
I had no response. That world of my childhood, a world that had once existed, now felt even more impossible than science fiction. My father closed his eyes and let out his last breath.
To be fair, there were some advances in technology. The next year, the Americans managed to land on the moon with the Apollo mission—an unprecedented achievement—and the Stars and Stripes flew on lunar soil, shocking the world. This was not good news for China. Chairman Mao had come up with the proposal that China should lead the revolution of the Third World against the developed nations and the Soviet Union. As a result, bilateral relations between China and the U.S. and China and the Soviet Union were tense. China was also in a border conflict with the Soviet Union over Zhenbao Island and was completely isolated internationally. I only heard about the American moon landing by secretly listening to banned American radio broadcasts.
Two years later, my son was old enough to be called a young man. His generation was different from mine. They had no memory of the relative openness of Deng’s reformist years and grew up under a barrage of propaganda centered on Mao Zedong Thought. They had little exposure to Western culture, and no knowledge of China’s traditional culture, either. They worshipped Chairman Mao with true zeal and believed it was their duty to die to protect his revolutionary path. They passionately declared that they would fight until they broke through the walls of the Kremlin, until they leveled the White House, until they liberated all of humankind.
My son disliked the name “Xiaobao,” which meant “Precious,” because it wasn’t revolutionary enough. He renamed himself “Weidong,” which meant “Defend the East.” He became a Red Guard, and before he had even graduated from high school, he wanted to quit school and go on revolutionary tours around the country with his friends, sharing the experience of rebelling against authority with other Red Guards. Shen Qian and I did not like the idea at all, but this was something promoted by the leadership in Beijing. As soon as we started to object, our son brought out the Little Red Book and denounced us as though we were class enemies. We had no choice but to let him go.
None of us knew that a more violent storm lay in waiting.
The Red Guard movement grew, and young men and women turned on their teachers as “reactionary academic authorities.” At every school, Red Guards held mass rallies called “struggle sessions” to torture and denounce these enemies of the revolution. My mentor, a famous professor who had studied overseas, naturally became a target, and I was brought along to the struggle sessions as a secondary target. Half of the hair on our heads were shaved off; tall, conical hats were stuck on top; and then our arms were pulled back and held up to force us to bow down to the revolutionary masses who hurled abuse at us. My mentor was beaten and tortured until he collapsed and lost consciousness. Only then did the mass rally end.
I held my old teacher and called his name, but he didn’t wake up. Heizi helped me bring him to the hospital, but it was too late. He died a few days later.
The Red Guards were not satisfied with having murdered my mentor. They imprisoned me and demanded that I confess to all my past sins—what they really had in mind was my participation in the Tiananmen protests twenty years ago. I debated them by putting my academic skills to good use: “I was protesting against the dark path Deng Xiaoping wanted for China. We spoke loudly, wrote openly, and demanded true revolutionary democracy. This was absolutely in line with Mao Zedong Thought. We were supported by the masses of Beijing, the ordinary workers and laborers who also participated in the movement. How could you call such protests counterrevolutionary?”
The Red Guards lacked sufficient experience in this style of argument to win against me. They couldn’t get me for having foreign contacts, either, because I had burned or buried anything having to do with America, and there was now no proof of my relationship with Qiqi. But ultimately, I was probably saved because of my friendship with Heizi.
After I was finally released and allowed to go home, I found out that Shen Qian had been taken away by the revolutionary rebels who had taken over her newspaper.
Someone at the newspaper, it turned out, had revealed Shen Qian’s long-ago affair with Liu Xiaobo in a big character poster. Liu Xiaobo was without a doubt one of the worst counterrevolutionary rightists—he had once claimed that China could only be saved by three centuries of Western colonization; had drafted the capitalist legalistic screed “Charter ’08”; and had been utterly corrupt in his sexual relationships. Although he was dead, his influence continued to linger. Since Shen Qian had been his lover for several years, she must have known many of his secrets. The revolutionary rebels salivated at the prospect of interrogating one of Liu’s mistresses. They held her in a “cowshed”—a prison set up at the newspaper—and demanded that she write her confession.
Shen Qian was locked away for a whole week and I was not allowed to see her. By the time she returned, her hair had all been shaven off and her face and arms were littered with scars. She stared at me dully, as though she no longer recognized me. Finally, she recovered and sobbed uncontrollably as I held her.
She never told me what she suffered during her interrogation and I never asked. However, not long after, many people who had once known Liu Xiaobo were imprisoned and interrogated, and the rumor was that Shen Qian’s confession had been used as the foundation for accusations against them. I knew it was wrong to blame Shen Qian. In this age, survival was the only goal, and conscience was a luxury few could afford.
In this manner, both Shen Qian and I were stamped with the label of counterrevolutionaries. By the time our son returned from his revolutionary tour, he found his parents to be bona fide, irredeemable class enemies. This meant that he was also considered impure. To remedy the situation, he went to the school and hung big character posters denouncing Shen Qian and me, and revealed some so-called “sins” that he knew we had committed. While others watched, he slapped me in the face and declared that he was no longer my son. He turned around and walked away, proud of his steadfast revolutionary ardor. I almost fainted from rage.
After our son left, we were angry for a few days, but then began to worry. We asked around for news about him but heard nothing for a couple of months. Then Heizi’s son, Xiaohei, came to visit.
“Um, Uncle Xie … I have to tell you something. Please sit down.”
Xiaohei and my son were good friends. I realized something was wrong. I took a deep breath and said, “Go ahead.”
“Weidong … he….”
My heart sank and the world seemed to wobble around me. But I insisted that he continue.
My son and Xiaohei had joined a faction of Red Guards called the “April 14th Brigade.” He had been promoted to squad leader, but because of my status and his mother’s, he was demoted and almost expelled. To show that he had completely cast us away and was a dedicated revolutionary, my son decided to take on the most dangerous tasks and always led every charge. A few days ago, his faction fought a battle against another faction at the university; my son rushed ahead with an iron bar, but the other side had obtained rifles from the army, and with a bang, my son’s chest exploded and he collapsed to the ground….
The world blacked out around me before Xiaohei could finish.
 
13.
THE DEATH OF our son destroyed the only hope left for Shen Qian and me. Our hair turned white almost overnight. My mother died from the shock and grief. Although Shen Qian and I weren’t even fifty, we looked much older. We sat in our home with nothing to say to each other.
I didn’t know how we survived those dark years. I didn’t really want to recall the time. Like two fish tossed ashore, Shen Qian and I lay gasping, trying to keep each other’s gills wet with the foam from our mouths. But eventual suffocation was our certain fate.
One year later, the Cultural Revolution ended.
Mao decided to retire behind the scenes and Liu Shaoqi became the President of China. Working with Premier Zhou Enlai, Liu tried to lead an economic recovery by instituting limited free markets and allocating land to individual families instead of collective farming by communes. Slowly, the country recovered, and colleges opened their doors again to new students. Intellectuals were treated better, and after a few years, Shen Qian and I were rehabilitated and no longer labeled rightists.
The ten years of the Cultural Revolution had decimated academia and my department lacked qualified faculty. I had the respect of my colleagues and years of experience, but since I wasn’t a member of the Communist Party (due to my political history), I was passed over for promotions. Summoning my courage, I wrote a letter to the authorities demanding the country make better use of the few intellectuals it had left, but I heard nothing.
A year later, when I had already given up all hope, my fortunes took an abrupt turn: I was promoted to full professor and given membership in the Communist Party. Even more amazingly, I was elected the department chair by a landslide.
In my new position of power, I began to get to know some elite intellectuals. One time, I met Guo Moruo, President of the Chinese Academy of Sciences. He told me in confidence that Premier Zhou Enlai had read my letter and given the directive to promote me despite my flawed background. Guo told me to work hard and not disappoint the Premier. Sometime later, the Premier visited our school and asked specifically to meet me. Anxiously, I expressed my gratitude to him, and the Premier laughed. “Comrade Baosheng, I know you’re a talented man. The country is trying to get back on her feet and we have to focus on science and technology. Didn’t you once write science fiction? Why not write more and get our young people interested in science again?”
Since the Premier and Guo Moruo had both given the green light, the novels I had written were reissued in new editions. Readers had not had access to such books in a long time and the response was overwhelming. Magazines began to approach me and commission new stories, and eventually I published a few collections. Fans began to call me a “famous writer.”
I knew very well that these new stories were nowhere near as good as my old ones. I no longer dared to write about politically sensitive subjects, and these new offerings were affected works that praised the regime without articulating anything new. But who said the world was fair? I knew I was unlikely to accomplish anything great during what remained of my career. I decided I would use the little bit of influence I had to try to help talented young people, and to that end, I began to actively participate in social functions.
The good times didn’t last. Soon, the country hit another rough patch. China conducted another nuclear test, and once again, both the Soviet Union and the United States imposed sanctions. Food shortages became rampant and everyone’s rations were reduced. The streets were full of hungry people, and it was said that even Chairman Mao had stopped eating meat.
But even so, those of us in the big cities were lucky. Heizi told me that people were starving to death in the countryside. But since no news of this kind could be published, no one knew the truth. We didn’t dare to speculate or say much, either. Although the Cultural Revolution was over, the political climate was still very severe. Rumor had it that when Marshal Peng Dehuai dared to offer some opinions critical of official policy at the Lushan Conference, he was severely punished.
The next year, Shen Qian died. No, not from starvation. She had liver cancer. As the wife of a high-status intellectual, she could have received treatment that would have prolonged her life, but she refused it.
“We stuck with each other … all these years…. Life has been so exhausting, hasn’t it? We are like those two fish … in that Daoist parable … rather than struggling to keep each other alive on land, wouldn’t it have been better … if we had never known each other at all, but lived free in the rivers and lakes? Don’t be sad … I’m not sad to go….”
I held her hand, and tears made it impossible to speak. I remembered something from our youth: back then, everyone in middle school said we were a pair because we had classroom cleanup duty, but I didn’t like her, and she didn’t like me. When we worked together, it was very awkward because we refused to talk to each other. One time, I was standing on a chair to wash the windows and started to fall. She rushed over to help and I ended up falling on her. As we both limped to see the school nurse, the absurdity of the situation struck us and we laughed as we blamed each other…. That faded memory now felt like a preview of our time together.
“I really want to … hear that old song again.” Shen Qian’s voice was fading. “I haven’t heard it in such a long time. Can you … sing for me?”
I knew the song she was talking about: “Rain, Hail, or Shine,” by the Taiwanese singer Wakin Chau. We used to sing it all the time when we were in high school. I had forgotten most of the lyrics, and the best I could do was to recall a few fragments about love, about the pain and pleasure that dreams brought us, about regrets. I sang, my voice trembling, tears flowing down my face, and my cracked voice not sounding musical at all.
But Shen Qian moved her lips along with mine. She could no longer make any noise, but she was lost in the silent music of yesteryear. The rays of the setting sun shone through the window and fell upon her, covering her gaunt face with a golden glow.
We sang together like that for a long, long time.
 
14.
THE YEARS OF starvation finally came to an end. The Soviet Union and China repaired their broken bond and trade began to grow. The Soviet Union provided us with a great deal of assistance and the domestic economy slowly recovered. But I was now almost sixty and felt much older. I resigned from the position of department chair, thinking I’d use what little time was left to write a few books. But I was nominated assistant dean of the university and became a standing committee member for the China Writers Association. In addition, I was picked as a delegate to the National People’s Congress. I was too busy to write.
One day, I received a call from Mao Dun, the Minister of Culture.
“The Premier has asked you to attend a diplomatic function. There’s a group of avant-garde Western writers visiting and he thinks you know one of them.”
“Who?”
“I don’t know the details. I’ll send a car for you.”
That evening, a car took me to the Beijing Hotel, which had one of the country’s best Western-style restaurants. Many important people were in attendance, including the Premier himself, who gave a welcome address. As I surveyed the foreign visitors, I recognized the writer I was supposed to know right away. I couldn’t believe my eyes.
After a series of boring speeches and a formal dinner, finally the time came to mingle and converse. I walked up to that man and said, in my terrible French, “Bonsoir, Monsieur Sartre. ”
He gazed at me curiously through his thick glasses and gave me a friendly smile.
I switched to English and introduced myself. Then I told him how much I admired L'Être et le néant and how I had written papers on it. I had never expected to see him in China.
“Well.” Sartre quirked an eyebrow at me. “I never expected anyone in China to be interested in my work.”
I lowered my voice. “Before the Cultural Revolution, your work was very popular in China. Many people were utterly entranced by your words, though they—myself included—could not claim to truly understand your philosophy. However, I’ve always tried to understand the world through it.”
“I’m honored to hear that. But you shouldn’t think so highly of my words. Your own thoughts about the world are the most precious thing—really, thinking itself is the only thing that is important. I must admit I’m surprised. I would have expected you to be a socialist.”
I smiled bitterly. “Socialism is our life, but this form of life has turned me and many others into existentialists. Perhaps in that way the two are connected.”
“What is your thought on existentialism?”
“To quote you, ‘L'existence précède l'essence.’ The world appears out of an essenceless abyss. Other than time, it depends on nothing, and it has no meaning. All meaning comes after the world itself, and it is fundamentally absurd. I agree with this. The existence of the world is … absurd.”
I paused, and then, gaining courage, continued with the puzzle that had plagued me for years. “Look at our world! Where does it come from? Where is it headed? When I was born, the Internet had connected all parts of the globe, and high-speed railways crisscrossed the country. The store shelves were full of anything one might desire, and there were countless novels, films, TV shows…. Everyone dreamt of a more wonderful future. But now? The web and mobile phones have long disappeared, and so has television. We appear to live in a world that is moving backwards. Is this not absurd? Perhaps it is because our existence has no essence at all.”
“Sir,” said a smiling Sartre, “I think I understand what is troubling you. But I don’t understand why you think this state is absurd.”
“If the existence of the world has meaning, the world must advance, don’t you think? Otherwise what is the point of generation struggling after generation? The world appears to be a twisted shadow of some reality.”
Sartre shook his head. “I know that the Chinese once had a philosopher named Zhuangzi. He told this story: if you give a monkey three nuts in the morning and four nuts in the evening, the monkey will be unhappy. But if you give the monkey four nuts in the morning and only three nuts in the evening, the monkey will be ecstatic. In your view, is the monkey foolish?”
“Uh … yes. Zhuangzi’s monkey is a byword for foolishness among the Chinese.”
A mocking glint came into Sartre’s eyes. “But how are we different from the monkey in that story? Are we in pursuit of some ‘correct’ order of history? If you switch happiness and misfortune around in time, will everything appear ‘normal’ to you? If evil exists in history, does it disappear merely by switching the order of events around?”
I felt like I was on the verge of understanding something, but I couldn’t articulate it.
Sartre continued, “Progress is not a constant. It is merely a temporary phase of this universe. I’m no scientist, but the physicists tell us that the universe expands and then collapses and then expands again, not unlike the cosmic cycles envisioned by your Daoist philosophers. Time could easily flow in another direction … or in one of countless directions. Perhaps events can be arranged in any of a number of different sequences, because time may choose from an infinite set of options. Remember the aphorism of Heraclitus: ‘Time is a child playing dice; the kingly power is a child’s.’
“But so what? Whichever direction time takes, what meaning does all this have? The world exists. Its existence precedes essence because its very existence is steeped in nothingness. It is absurd regardless of the order of the events within it. Perhaps you’re right—had time picked another direction, the universe would be very different: humanity would progress from darkness to light, from sorrow to joy, but such a universe would not be any better. In the end, joy belongs to those who are born in times of joy, and suffering belongs to those born in times of suffering. In the eyes of God, it makes no difference.
“Some say that if war were to break out between the Soviet Union and the United States, the world would end. But I say the apocalypse has long since arrived. It has been with us since the birth of the world, but we have become inured to it by familiarity. The end of the world comes not with the destruction of everything, but with the fact that nothing that happens around us has any meaning. The world has returned to primordial chaos, and we have nothing.”
Sartre stopped, as though expecting me to say something. My mind was utterly confused, and after a long while, I said, “What, then, is the hope for humanity?”
“Hope has always existed and always will,” he said solemnly. “But hope is not the future because time does not have an inevitable direction. Hope is now: in existence itself, in nothingness. The truth of nothingness is freedom. Man has always had the freedom to choose, and this is the only comfort and grace offered to humanity.”
“I understand that’s your theory. But do you really think the freedom to choose belongs to humanity?” My voice grew sharper. “Thirty years ago, I was separated from the woman I loved on the other side of an ocean. Then I returned here. I do not know where she is or whether she is still alive. Can I choose to go find her? A few years back, tens of millions of people died from starvation in this country. If possible, they would all have chosen to survive. But could they have survived? Let me tell you something: many honorable and great men and women chose Communism, believing it would save humanity from suffering, but have you seen the results of their choice? Have you seen what has happened to China? The freedom of mankind is but a fantasy, a cheap consolation. Our state is despair.”
Sartre was silent for a while. Then he said, “Perhaps you’re right. But the meaning of freedom is that you can always choose, though there is no promise that your choice will become reality. Maybe this is a cheap consolation, but other than this, we have nothing.”
I don’t know if I really understood Sartre, or maybe even he couldn’t express himself clearly. He stayed in China for more than a month and we saw each other often. He said he would try to think about what I said and write a new book, but then he left China and I never saw him again.
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THE NEXT FEW years were a golden age for the People’s Republic. The Cultural Revolution was a distant memory and the later anti-rightist movements were also deemed historical errors. As the cultural sphere grew more animated and open, dissent was tolerated and many different opinions could be voiced. The central leadership adjusted the socialist economic model through new democratic reforms that permitted some measure of private enterprise. The Soviet Union and China entered a honeymoon period, and with Soviet aid, China announced a new five-year plan of full-scale development. Everywhere people were excited and threw themselves into their work with passion. Once again, we began to hope for a better future.
But hope did not last. After the Cuban Missile Crisis, the Cold War heated up again. An American plot overthrew Cuba’s Castro and the dictator Batista came into power. The Communist forces were driven from the Americas, and then the Korean Peninsula became a new flashpoint. Along the 38th parallel, both sides amassed forces, and war broke out without anybody knowing who had fired the first shot. China could not help but become involved, and young men from China had to go to Korea to fight for the survival of the Republic.
This was the first time in living memory that China and the United States fought directly. The Americans had picked a moment in China’s history when China was at her weakest, when she needed peace and recovery the most. Every sign indicated that China was going to lose. Incredibly, however, the Chinese Volunteers, who possessed nothing except courage, pushed back the American assault and forced the American army to a standstill along the 38th parallel. This was not achieved without great cost. It was said that hundreds of thousands, perhaps even millions, gave their lives. I didn’t know the exact figure, but considering that even Chairman Mao’s son died in battle, one could imagine how desperate and fierce the fighting was.
The war caused the economy to collapse. Prices soared and more hardships were added to people’s lives. Dissatisfaction with the government grew and a name long forbidden began to surface in conversations: Chiang Kai-shek.
He was a hardened anti-Communist. Although the situation across the Taiwan Strait had long been tense due to the mainland’s overwhelming advantage over the island, Taiwan’s leaders had always pursued a policy of de facto independence, only passively resisting any mainland advances. But twenty years ago, after Chiang Kai-shek came to power, he declared that he would reclaim the mainland. Since the war in Korea had reached a stalemate, the Americans encouraged Chiang to join the conflict. He thus declared his intention to carry out his old promise.
With American support, Taiwan’s fighters and warships encroached upon the mainland coast and pamphlets were dropped in Guangzhou, Shanghai, and other cities. Taiwan’s army entered Burma and harassed the border with China. It was said that parts of Yunnan Province had already fallen to Chiang’s forces. Tibet declared independence and would no longer heed orders from Beijing. Bandits under the flag of the “Nationalist Army” killed and looted the rural countryside. Spies in various cities began to put up anti-Communist posters.
The government responded by cracking down on counterrevolutionaries, but the effects appeared slight. Rumors were rampant and the population grew restless. The central leadership signed a cease-fire with the Americans and pulled the army back into China in an attempt to stabilize the domestic situation.
Chiang Kai-shek then launched an all-out assault, and the peace across the Taiwan Strait that had lasted my entire lifetime ended as the Chinese Civil War began.
With the help of the American Seventh Fleet, the Nationalist Army landed in Guangdong. They headed north and conquered Nanjing. The central leadership pulled the troops that had returned from Korea to the southern front, but the troops were tired of fighting and surrendered to the Nationalists en masse, raising the flag of the Republic of China, a blue sky with a white sun. In little more than a year, all territories south of the Yangtze had fallen to the Nationalists, and even the north appeared to be teetering on the precipice.
During that time, through my connections in the Soviet Union, I unexpectedly received a copy of Sartre’s new book, which recorded his impressions of China. Sartre also sent me a long letter in which he discussed some further thoughts about our conversations. It was highly technical and rather hard to read. However, near the end, an almost casually tossed-off line shocked me:
“Recently, a Chinese-American scholar came to Paris to visit me. Her name is Zhao Qi, and she has been away from China for many decades….”
Qiqi! My Qiqi! The world spun around me. I forced myself to be calm and continued to read.
“She is an excellent scholar, and she wishes to return to her homeland to do what she can to help. I mentioned you to her, and she said she would like to visit you in Beijing.”
The letter went on to discuss other matters I did not care about.
For a long while, my mind was utter chaos. When I finally calmed down, I figured out what Sartre really meant. During the month we spent together, I told him about Qiqi and asked for his help to find out news about her if he ever visited the United States. The reason he had crafted his letter to make it sound as if Qiqi and I were strangers was an attempt to protect us in the event the letter were read by others.
The important news was that Qiqi was going to return to Beijing to find me. This was actually a consequence of the present crisis. The reason that Qiqi couldn’t return to China before was because of the Cold War, but if the political situation changed, the barrier between us would be lifted.
Sartre’s real message to me was simple: If you want to see Qiqi again, find a way to stay in Beijing!
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WHILE I WAITED excitedly in Beijing, another piece of shocking news arrived: Chiang Kai-shek proclaimed that the Republic of China was reasserting its sovereignty over the entire country. The capital would be returned to Nanjing, and Beijing renamed Beiping. He vowed to cross the Yangtze and slaughter every last Communist until China was unified.
The next day, Heizi came to find me, holding a pamphlet in his hand. “What is wrong with you? Why are you still here?”
“Where am I supposed to go?” I was baffled.
“Don’t you know?” Heizi handed the pamphlet to me. “A Nationalist airplane dropped this earlier today.”
I read the pamphlet. Basically, it said that the Nationalists were winning victory after victory in their advance north and they would soon conquer Beiping. Everyone would be pardoned, with the exception of a list of major war criminals. The pamphlet went on to urge Communist officers and soldiers to surrender.
“What does this have to do with me?” I asked.
“Look at the back.”
I flipped the sheet of paper over. It was a list of “Major Communist War Criminals.” I glanced through the names: Mao Zedong, Zhou Enlai, Liu Shaoqi…. There were at least a hundred names, and most were important figures in the Party or the government. The penultimate name was Guo Moruo, my old friend. The last name on the list was even more familiar: Xie Baosheng.
“What … is my name doing here?”
“Of course you’re on there,” said Heizi. “Have you forgotten who you are? You’ve been the dean of the university, the Secretary-General of the China Federation of Literary and Art Circles, standing committee member of the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference, and you are always showing up at state banquets. As far as the cultural sphere is concerned, you and Guo Moruo are the two biggest fish.”
“Those are just honorary titles. I’ve never done anything.”
“It really doesn’t matter. They need a name on there to show they mean business, and it might as well be yours.” Heizi sighed. “I heard that Chiang Kai-shek has started purges in the south. Anybody connected with the Communists is executed, and he’s killed enough people to make the rivers flow red. He hung many of the bodies from lampposts to instill terror. Since you’re on the list, if Beijing were to fall…. You’d better get out.”
I smiled bitterly. “I think it’s too late for that. What are your plans?”
“My wife and I will follow our son, of course. Xiaohei is still in the army. In fact, he’s a member of the guard for the central leadership. He’s already arranged for us to go to the Northeast. We leave in two days. Old friend, I really think you need to plan for this.”
A few days later, the Nationalists were almost at the city. Artillery shells were already exploding in Beijing. Someone passed me a copy of an article published in a newspaper in Nanjing, which was supposed to describe the “Crimes of Communist Bandit Leaders.” The section on me claimed I had betrayed Liu Xiaobo after my arrest post-Tiananmen; that I had served as a tool of the regime during the Cultural Revolution; that after coming into power, I had abused my authority to suppress anyone who disagreed with me; that I had written science fiction novels spreading propaganda about Communism and advocating corrupt sexual practices; that I had emboldened and invigorated the totalitarian system…. In a word, I must be executed to pacify the people’s anger.
I had to laugh at this. Here was I, thinking I had accomplished nothing in my life, but in this article I was an amazing villain with extraordinary powers.
That night, a squad of fully armed soldiers woke me by banging on the door. They were members of the guard for the central leadership and the officer in charge was Xiaohei.
“Uncle Xie, we are here with orders to escort you out of the city.”
“Where are you going?”
“The commander of Beijing’s peripheral defenses has betrayed us,” Xiaohei said. “That bastard surrendered and the Nationalists are now attacking the city. To avoid the destruction of the city’s cultural artifacts and ancient buildings, the central leadership has decided to retreat. We’ve got to go now.”
“No. I’m too old to run. I’ll wait here. Whatever happens is fate.”
“Uncle Xie, you’re on the list of war criminals. If you stay here, you’ll die for sure.”
He continued trying to change my mind, but I refused to budge. One of his soldiers got impatient and pointed his gun at me. “Xie Baosheng, if you don’t leave, then you’re trying to betray the revolution and surrender to the enemy. I’ll kill you right now.”
Xiaohei pushed the gun barrel down. “Uncle Xie, I’m sorry, but we’re under strict orders. You must leave with us. If you don’t come willingly, we’ll have to resort to cruder measures.”
I sighed. “Fine. Give me a few minutes to pack some things.”
An hour later, deep in the night, the soldiers and I got into a jeep and drove west. Many buildings along the way had already collapsed from artillery fire and the road was filled with pits. Electricity had been shut off and all the streetlights were dark. Other than columns of soldiers, I saw almost no pedestrians. Tanks passed by from time to time and I could hear the distant rumble of cannons.
I was reminded of another bloody night forty years ago.
The car drove past Tiananmen along the Avenue of Eternal Peace. Under the cold light of the moon, I saw that on this square that had once held tens of thousands of idealistic young hearts, the Great Hall of the People and the Monument to the People’s Heroes had both been reduced to heaps of rubble. A bare flagstaff stood in the middle of the square, but the red flag with five golden stars was no longer flying from it; instead, it lay crumpled on the ground. A few soldiers were working on the Gate of Heavenly Peace itself, taking down the portrait of Chairman Mao so that it could be carried away. I still couldn’t believe I was witnessing the end of the country in which I was born.
I thought I had been through too much ever to be moved by the shifting vicissitudes of fortune. But I was wrong. In that moment, my eyes grew blurry. Tiananmen became an old watercolor painting, dissolving in my hot tears. One time, the entire country celebrated the founding of the People’s Republic with a parade through this very square; one time, students from around the country gathered here to demand democracy; one time, Chairman Mao stood here and surveyed the Red Guards—where were they now? Had it all been a dream?
Equally broken, lay the dream of reuniting with Qiqi. I had waited so long in this city for her, but by the time she managed to return to her homeland, in which corner of China would I find myself? Perhaps we would never meet again until death….
No one spoke. The car bumped along and left war-torn Beijing, heading for the Western Hills.
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A lamp is lit on the mountain in the east,
The light falls on the mountain in the west.
The plain between them is smooth and vast,
But I can’t seem to find you …
 
THE LOESS PLATEAU of central China lay before us. The yellow earth, deposited by dust storms over the eons, stretched to the horizon. Thousands of years of erosion had carved countless canyons and channels in it, like the wrinkles left by time on our faces. The barren terraced fields bore silent testimony to the hardships endured by the people eking out a living on this ancient land. Baota Mountain, the symbol of the town of Yan’an, stood not far from us, and the Yellow River flowed past the foot of it. The folk song echoed between the canyons, lingering for a long time.
“People enjoy love songs, even in a place like this,” said Heizi. “Oh, do you remember that popular song about the Loess Plateau from when we were young? Back then, I was so curious what the place really looked like. I never got to see it until now, when it’s become my home. Fate is really funny sometimes.”
For the last few years, as the civil war raged on, I had followed the People’s Liberation Army first to Hebei, and then to the liberated regions in the center of the country, and finally here, to Yan’an, where I unexpectedly bumped into my old friend. Heizi had been in the Northeast until he followed his son here, but his wife had died during the Siege of Changchun.
Although the PLA had begun the civil war with a series of crushing defeats, under the leadership of Lin Biao, Peng Dehuai, and Liu Bocheng, the PLA soon rallied and pushed back. Chiang Kai-shek became the President of the Republic of China in Nanjing, but his dream of unifying China couldn’t be realized. The more he tried to “exterminate” the Communists, the more his own hold on power appeared to waver. The Communists managed to hold on to some liberated zones in northern China, and the two sides settled into a seesawing stalemate. Since both factions were tired of the fighting, they declared a cease-fire and began negotiations in Chongqing, hoping to form a new coalition government. But since neither side was willing to compromise, the talks went nowhere.
While China was embroiled in this civil war, extreme militarists came to power in Japan and launched an invasion of China. They advanced quickly and forced Chiang Kai-shek to leave Nanjing and move the capital temporarily to Chongqing. The Japanese then invaded the Philippines and opened a new Pacific front against the American forces stationed there. The Americans were completely unprepared and fled before the might of Japan. In distant Europe, a madman named Hitler rose to prominence in Germany with the support of the army and instantly declared war on the Soviet Union. The German forces reclaimed East Germany and invaded France. The whole world had descended into the first truly global war in history.
The Cold War dissolved before this new threat. The Americans and the Soviets, erstwhile enemies, formed an alliance against the new Axis Powers of Germany, Italy, and Japan. Meanwhile, in China, the Nationalists and the Communists had to put aside their differences to fight together for the survival of the Chinese people against the Japanese slaughter. Thus did history turn over a new page.
After arriving in Yan’an, I didn’t want anything more to do with administration or politics. I dedicated myself to collecting folk songs and preserving traditional arts, which I enjoyed. Although my life was no longer comfortable—I lived in a traditional cave dwelling and subsisted on coarse grains just like all the local peasants—I counted myself lucky. It was a time of war, after all.
While Heizi and I reminisced, a young student ran up the mountainous path toward us.
“Teacher! Someone is here looking for you!” He struggled to catch his breath.
“Who?” I didn’t even get up. I was too old to be excited.
“An old lady. I think she’s from America.”
I jumped up and grabbed him. “An old lady? What’s her name? How old is she?”
“Um … I’m not sure. I guess over sixty? She’s talking with the dean of the Arts Academy. The dean said you know her.”
From America … over sixty … an old lady … my Qiqi. She’s here. She’s finally here!
I started to run. But I was too old; I couldn’t catch my breath and I felt dizzy. I had to slow down and Heizi caught up to me.
“Do you really think it’s Qiqi?” he asked.
“Of course it is. Heizi, slap me! I want to be sure I’m not dreaming.”
Like a true friend, Heizi slapped me in the face, hard. I put my hand against my cheek, savoring the pain, and laughed.
“Don’t get too excited,” said Heizi. “Zhao Qi is your age, isn’t she? She’s not a pretty young lady any more. It’s been decades since you’ve seen her. You might be disappointed.”
“That’s ridiculous. Look at all of us. We’re like candle stubs sputtering in our last moments of glory. Seeing her one more time before I die would be more than enough.”
Heizi chuckled. “You might be old, but you’re still in good health—I bet the parts of your body that matter, still work pretty well. How about this? If you two are going to get married, I want to be the witness.”
I laughed and felt calmer. We chatted as we descended the mountain, and then my heart began to leap wildly again as I approached the Arts Academy.
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I DIDN’T RECOGNIZE her.
She was Caucasian. Although her hair was turning white, I could tell it had once been blonde. Blue eyes stared at me thoughtfully out of an angled, distinctive face. Although she was not young, she was still beautiful.
I was deeply disappointed. That foolish student hadn’t even clarified whether he was talking about a Chinese or a foreigner.
“Hello,” the woman said. Her Chinese was excellent. “Are you Mr. Xie Baosheng?”
“I am. May I ask your name?”
“I’m Anna Louise Strong, a writer.”
I recognized the name. She was a leftist American author who had lived in Beijing and written several books about the China of the Mao era. She was friends with both Mao Zedong and Zhou Enlai. Though I knew who she was, I had never met her. I heard she had moved back to the U.S. around the time Shen Qian died. Why was she looking for me?
Anna looked uncomfortable and I felt uneasy. She hesitated, and then said, “I have something important to tell you, but perhaps it’s best to speak in private.”
I led her to my cave. Anna retrieved a bundle from her suitcase, which she carefully unwrapped. Anxiously, I watched as she set a crude brown ceramic jar down on the table.
Solemnly, she said, “This holds the ashes of Miss Zhao Qi.”
I stared at the jar, unable to connect this strange artifact with the lovely, graceful Qiqi of my memory.
“What are you saying?” I asked. I simply could not make sense of what she was telling me.
“I’m sorry, but … she’s dead.”
The air in the cave seemed to solidify. I stood rooted in place, unable to speak.
“Are you all right?” Anna asked.
After a while, I nodded. “I’m fine. Oh, would you like a cup of water?” I was surprised I could think about such irrelevant details at that moment.
I had imagined the scene of our reunion countless times, and of course I had imagined the possibility that Qiqi was already dead. I always thought I would howl, scream, fall to the ground, or even faint. But I was wrong. I was amazed by how calmly I accepted the news. Maybe I had always known there would be no happily-ever-after in my life.
“When?” I asked.
“Three days ago, in Luochuan.”
Anna told me that Qiqi had been looking for me for years. Although I had some notoriety as a war criminal, because I was part of the Communist army and always on the march, it was impossible to locate me. Once war broke out with Japan, the Nationalists and the Communists both became American allies and it was no longer difficult to travel to China. Qiqi finally heard that I was in Yan’an and bought a ticket on the boat crossing the Pacific. On the voyage, she met Anna and the two became friends. On the long ride across the ocean, she told Anna our story.
Anna and Qiqi arrived in Hong Kong, but as most of eastern China had fallen to Japanese occupation, they had to get on another boat to Guangxi, from whence they passed through Guizhou and Sichuan, and then continued north through Shaanxi to arrive finally in Yan’an.
“But Zhao Qi was no longer a young woman,” Anna said, “and with her handicap, the journey was very tough on her. By the time she arrived in Xi’an, she fell ill, and yet she forced herself to go on so that she wouldn’t slow us down. In Luochuan, her condition deteriorated…. Because of the war, we couldn’t get the medicine she needed…. We tried everything, but we couldn’t save her.” Anna stopped, unable to continue.
“Don’t blame yourself. You did your best.” I tried to console her.
Anna looked at me strangely, as if unable to comprehend my calmness.
“Why don’t you tell me what her life in America was like following our separation?” I asked.
Anna told me that after I left, Qiqi continued her studies in the U.S., waiting for me. She wrote to me several times but never received any replies. Once she was awarded her Ph.D., she taught in college and then remarried. Ten years ago, after her husband died, she wanted to return to China, but the civil war put those plans on hold. Finally, only days from Yan’an, she died. Since they couldn’t carry her body through the mountains, they had to cremate her. Thus I was deprived of the chance to see her one last time—
“No,” I interrupted. I picked up the jar of ashes. “Qiqi and I are together now, and we’ll never be apart again. Thank you.”
I ignored Anna’s stare as I held the jar against my chest and muttered to myself. Tears flowed down my face, the tears of happiness.
 
Coda
THE SETTING SUN, red as blood, floated next to the ancient pagoda on Baota Mountain. It cast its remaining light over northern China, veiling everything in a golden-red hue. The Yan River sparkled in the distance, and I could see a few young soldiers, barely more than boys, playing in the water.
I sat under a tree; Qiqi sat next to me, resting her head on my shoulder.
The pendulum of life appeared to have returned to the origin. After all we had witnessed and endured, she and I had traversed countless moments, both bitter and sweet, and once again leaned against each other. It didn’t matter how much time had passed us by. It didn’t matter if we were alive or dead. It was enough that we were together.
“I’m not sure if you know this,” I said. “After your mother died during the Cultural Revolution, I helped to arrange her funeral. She had suffered some because of her relationship to you, but she died relatively peacefully. In her last moments, she asked me to tell you to stay away from China and try to live a good life. But I always knew you would return….
“Do you remember Heizi? He’s in Yan’an, too. Even at his age, he’s as goofy as when he was a boy. Last month, he told me that if you came back, we’d all go climb Baota Mountain together, just like when we were kids. Don’t worry, the mountain is not very high. I can carry you if you have trouble with your leg….
“It’s been twenty years since my mother’s death. There used to be two jade bracelets that had been in my family for generations. My mother planned to give one each to you and me. Later, she gave one to Shen Qian, but the Red Guards broke it because it was a feudal relic…. I hid the other, hoping to give it to you. Have a look. I hope you like it.”
I opened the bundle that had been on my back and took out a smooth jade bracelet. In the sun’s last rays, it glowed brightly.
“You want to know what else is in the bundle?” I chuckled. “Lots of good things. I’ve been carrying them around for years. It hasn’t been easy to keep them safe. Look.”
I took out the treasures of my memory one by one: the English letters Qiqi had written to me in high school; the New Concept English cassette tapes she gave me; the posters for Tokyo Love Story; a lock of hair I begged from her after we started dating; the purple hairclip she wore to Tiananmen Square; a few photographs of us taken in New York; the “revolutionese” letter she sent me during the Cultural Revolution….
I examined each object carefully, remembering. It was like gazing through a time telescope at moments as far away as galaxies, or perhaps like diving into the sea of history in search of forgotten treasures in sunken ships. The distant years had settled deep into the strata of time, turning into indistinct fossils. But perhaps they were also like seeds that would germinate after years of quiescence and poke through the crust of our souls….
Finally, at the bottom of the bundle, I found the copy of Season of Bloom, Season of Rain. She left it in my home after visiting my family during middle school, but I hadn’t read it in years. More than fifty years later, the pages had turned yellow and brittle. I held it in my hand and caressed the cover wrap Qiqi had made, admiring her handwriting. The smooth texture of the poster paper felt strangely familiar, as though I was opening a tunnel into the past.
I opened the book, thinking I would read a few pages. But my hand felt something strange. I looked closely: there was something trapped between the poster paper wrap and the original cover of the book.
Carefully, I unwrapped the poster paper, but I had underestimated the fragility of the book. The cover was torn off and a rectangular card fell out like a colorful butterfly. It fluttered to the ground after a brief dance in the sunlight.
I picked it up.
It was a high-definition photograph, probably taken with a digital camera. Fireworks exploded in the night sky, and in the distant background was a glowing screen on which you could make out the shape of some magnificent stadium. I recognized it: the Bird’s Nest. In the foreground were many people dressed in colorful clothes holding balloons and Chinese flags and cotton candy and popcorn. Everyone was laughing, pointing, strolling….
In the middle of the photograph were two children about four years old. One was a boy in a gray jacket, the other a girl in a pink dress. They stood together, holding hands. Illuminated by the fireworks exploding overhead, the smiles on their flushed faces were pure and innocent.
I stared at the photograph for a long time and then flipped it over. I saw a graceful line of handwritten characters:
Beauty is about to go home. Take care, my Grey Wolf.
More than fifty years earlier, Qiqi had hidden this present to me in a book she had “forgotten.” I had never unwrapped it.
I remembered the last conversation I had with Anna.
“What did she say before she died?”
“She was delirious … but she said she would return to the past you two shared, to the place where she met you for the first time, and wait for you. I don’t know what she meant.”
“Maybe all of us will return there someday.”
“Where?”
“To the origin of the universe, of life, of time…. To the time before the world began. Perhaps we could choose another direction and live another life.”
“I don’t understand.”
“I don’t, either. Maybe our lives are lived in order to comprehend this mystery, and we’ll understand only at the end.”
“It’s time, isn’t it?” I asked Qiqi. “We’ll go back together. Would you like that?”
Qiqi said nothing.
I closed my eyes. The world dissolved around me. Layer after layer peeled back, and era after era emerged and returned to nothingness. Strings of shining names fell from the empyrean of history, as though they had never existed. We were thirty, twenty, fifteen, five … not just me and Qiqi, but also Shen Qian, Heizi, and everyone else. We returned to the origin of our lives, turned into babies, into fetuses. In the deepest abyss of the world, the beginning of consciousness stirred, ready to choose new worlds, new time lines, new possibilities….
The sun had fallen beneath the horizon in the east, and the long day was about to end. But tomorrow, the sun would rise in the west again, bathing the world in a kinder light. On the terraced fields along the slope of the mountain, millions of poppy flowers trembled, blooming, burning incomparably bright in the last light of dusk.
 
Author’s Postscript:
MANY INTERESTING WORKS have been written about the arrow of time. This one is perhaps a bit distinct: while each person lives their life forward, the sociopolitical conditions regress backward.
This absurd story has a fairly realist origin. One time, on an Internet discussion board, someone made the comment that if a certain prominent figure in contemporary Chinese politics came to power, the Cultural Revolution would happen again. I didn’t agree with him at the time, but I did think: What would it be like if my generation has to experience the conditions of the Cultural Revolution again in our forties or fifties? More broadly, I wondered what life would be like if society moved backward in history.
The frame of this story might be seen as a reversed arrow of time, but strictly speaking, what has been reversed isn’t time, only the trends of history.
This story was written as a work of entertainment, and so it should not be read as some kind of political manifesto. If one must attribute a political message to it, it is simply this: I hope that all the historical tragedies our nation has experienced will not repeat in the future.

1. Translator’s Note: English translation courtesy of Anatoly Belilovsky, © 2014. Used here with permission.↩
2. Translator’s Note: In our timeline, Jin Yong, Gu Long, and Liang Yusheng are three of the acknowledged masters of wuxia fantasy, and most of their best works were written before 1980. Huang Yi’s works rose to prominence later, in the 1990s.↩
3. Translator’s Note: This is a bit of an inside joke for Chinese SF fans. In our timeline, Yao Haijun is the assistant chief editor for Science Fiction World, China’s most prominent sci-fi magazine. Bao Shu, the author of this story, began his career as a fanfic author in the universe of Liu Cixin’s “Three Body” series.↩
4. Translator’s Note: In our timeline, “workers’ Mao Zedong Thought propaganda teams” were a unique creation of the Cultural Revolution. They consisted of teams of ordinary workers installed at colleges and high schools to take over the administrative functions and to put a stop to the bloody Red Guard factional wars. For the most part, they stabilized the chaos introduced by the early stages of the Cultural Revolution.↩



The New Mother
Eugene Fischer
 
THE GIRLS WERE spayed. That is the only word for it. Four sisters, the oldest five and the youngest barely two, with dirt-crusted fingers and baggy T-shirts, huddled next to a police van. They are identical in the way of twins; different sizes but, excepting perhaps some scars and birthmarks, their bodies are the same. The picture of them standing together next to the van is like a textbook illustration of early human development. And hidden under their shirts, carved low across the belly, the one scar they all share.
None of the many news services that reported the story said that the girls had been spayed like bitches. In the articles, they were “subjected to hysterectomies,” or similar overly clinical distortions. But the video of the police raid on the Charismatic Church of the Redeemer shows the Reverend Kenny Kendall’s eyes wheeling in their sunken sockets as he is led out in handcuffs. While there are no known videos of the sermons he delivered to his followers in their South Texas compound, if they were anything like the screeds on his website then he told his congregation that “a person in whom a seed has not been planted cannot have a soul, and so is not a person true, but an animal grown obscenely person-shaped.” It seems clear that what Reverend Kendall saw growing up and wearing out shoes in his perfect community were not little girls. They were vermin. Only a matter of years away from becoming a pestilence. What he had ordered done was a veterinary procedure.
Interviewed in prison, Reverend Kendall explains. “It took a while to realize what we had, of course. What they were. I’d imagine it takes a while for everyone, you know. And how could we suspect? None of us knew what Candace had done.” Candace Montross, the girls’ mother and former member of Kendall’s congregation. “But once Johnnie had his accident, everyone knew it weren’t his seed showing in Candace. Then the truth came out, as it is wont to do.”
Candace was taken to Camp Kendall (as locals in nearby Wharton call the church compound) by her parents at age eleven. At seventeen she ran away and hitchhiked to Houston, but found herself ill-equipped for independent living and called her parents to beg money. She was tracked down, taken back to the compound, and married to Johnnie Montross. Her oldest daughter was born nine months later. She’s now twenty-three and still legally married to Johnnie, fifteen years her senior and paraplegic since falling off a roof a year and a half ago. She’s also pregnant again, for the second time since Johnnie’s accident.
“She whored herself in Houston, obviously, and caught it and brought it back with her. Couldn’t do anything to her directly with her parents right there in the pews, a man and a woman. But even they eventually came to understand it weren’t an abortion. They were as disgusted as anyone at the idea of Candace bearing more of those monsters. All with their own daughter’s face! What does it mean, I ask you, for the institution of motherhood, for all of us, if we let that sort of thing happen?”
There are certainly monsters in this world. Sometimes they ask valuable questions. What does it mean, indeed?
 
THE LIGHT SLANTING through the windows had dimmed to nothing while Tess typed. A moth landed on the screen of her huge new monitor, now the brightest thing in the room. She had spent years of her life submerged in her recliner, cup of coffee at hand, ancient heavy laptop balanced on her stomach. Judy had long offered to replace the battered machine, but Tess was attached. She liked how solid it was, the familiar heat of it, every well-earned scratch in the plastic. She’d swapped out the keyboard twice and the screen hinges once. No other laptop felt right to her. But when Tess finally started to show, Judy came home with a new TV stand, wireless keyboard, and that thirty-inch beast of a monitor.
“Your computer is a fetus panini press,” she said. “You can have it back in five months. Until then, it’s living on the stand.”
Judy had developed a brooding concern for Tess’s physical well-being. Judy’s sister had quipped it was “typical Daddy anxiety,” but Tess knew it was also partly guilt over having won the donor argument. Judy’s position that they should use an unknown donor, that it was more important to control for all-too-common legal risks rather than astronomically unlikely medical ones, had eventually won Tess over. But in the aftermath of that victory, she had become overprotective of Tess’s health, solicitously interrogating every groan and sniffle. Tess had told her to knock it off, but it was kind of gratifying.
So now Tess typed her articles on keys that felt fragile under her fingers. And the mug by her side was just milk with a splash of coffee for flavor. Her obstetrician had recommended that she quit coffee entirely. Something about her chronic borderline anemia. The first trimester was supposed to be bad enough all on its own, but she had a private theory that the worst of her troubles, from muscle aches to nausea, had really been due to caffeine withdrawal.
Tess got up to turn on some lights and brush away the moth. The screen was radiating a haze of heat and she flushed with mild resentment. She leaned over the laptop on the stand to review her words. Tess guessed that her editor might complain about the “spayed like bitches” line. She moved to change it to something tamer, then stopped herself and left the line intact.
It was her first time working for this editor. She had spent the last four years freelancing for the alternative press, building an audience writing articles for The Hiccup and Bentedge and The Stage Left. An audience that apparently included Lynette Robin, features editor for American Moment, who had contacted her out of the blue with a contract offer for a story on HCP. The police raid on Camp Kendall had gotten a lot of attention and Lynette wanted to publish an overview article on what had befallen Candace and her daughters while the news was still hot. Tess had been reporting on the issue for long enough and was Texas-local; could she, Lynette had asked, meet an aggressive deadline for a feature story? If she could, the job was hers.
Tess turned on networking, and all the new email alerts popped up in the corner of her screen. There was no sign of the message she was hoping for, the one from Candace Montross’s attorney saying that his client had finally consented to an interview. But right at the top of her inbox was Lynette, writing back about the outline proposal she’d requested Tess send.
 
OUTLINE LOOKS GOOD. Just a few things: I’m not sure about a whole section on the Chinese one-child policy. Not because it isn’t relevant, but just because American Moment has something of a mandate to focus on contemporary American culture. Maybe we could include a condensed version of that content as a sidebar? Or spin it into a follow-up article once we’ve built interest? Let me know what you think. Also, you need a section detailing the mechanisms of the disease. I know that sort of thing wasn’t necessary when you were writing for The Hiccup, but for much of our readership your article will be their introduction to this condition. I think it’s worth nailing down the specifics. Other than that, green light all the way. I’ve attached the travel reimbursement form, just fill in the blanks for your expenses. And start sending me copy when you have it. I’m excited about this one. 
—LR
 
SHE WAS SO hands-on. Cheerful about it, but still Tess bristled. She’d never been asked to submit in-progress copy before. The request felt invasive, like she was being asked to spread her closet out on the front lawn. The readership was worth it; an article for American Moment would get ten times as many readers as anything else she’d written. More, even. But the thought of several weeks of back-and-forth made her tired.
Everything made her tired. She slapped her laptop closed, and the monitor spasmed through a handful of test screens before settling sullenly to black.
Upstairs, in the glass and cherry wood cavern of their bedroom, Tess found Judy already in bed. She was propped up on a pile of pillows, reading glasses tight under her eyes, pallid in the wash of light from her bedside lamp and her tablet. When Tess came in, Judy gestured at a suitcase standing in the corner.
“I packed your bag,” she said without looking up from her screen. “We’ll throw it in the car and I can take you straight to the airport from the party. Look through it. See if I forgot anything.”
Tess dragged her fingertips over the rough nylon of the suitcase. She rocked it back on its wheels and pinched the black rubber trim. “Did you forget anything?”
“No.”
Tess abandoned the bag and wandered off toward her nightclothes. “What are you working on?”
“Schools. Still schools. Not sure there’s a preschool in this city that’ll do. Three visits this week, and I’ve come away three different flavors of disappointed. I’m on the verge of deciding to just start my own.”
Tuesday night, and already three more visits. “Do you know anything about how to run a school?” asked Tess, shrugging into her pajamas.
“Nothing. Yet. But somewhere in this city there’s a brilliant educator who’s spent a decade banging her head against incompetent administration. She knows. Probably there’s a dozen of her. I’ll find them all and pick the best one. If I get started in the next six months, by the time Decaf is three we’ll own the best preschool in town.” She clicked off her tablet and dropped it on the charging mat by her bedside. “I think I’d do this one as a nonprofit. I’ve been wanting to do a nonprofit.”
Tess got into bed and flopped over, buried her face in Judy’s hip. She felt Judy’s fingers comb across her scalp and inhaled an atmosphere of fabric softener and banana body wash. Judy always showered at night. Tess usually showered in the morning. “Suppose this was inevitable,” she mumbled toward the mattress.
Judy had a habit of turning personal obstacles into entrepreneurial opportunities. Inspired by her own turbulent youth, her first company was a child access center, providing supervised exchanges and visitation for the children of violently estranged couples. When the private ambulance company for which her stepsister worked as an EMT collapsed under the weight of an embezzling scandal, Judy bought three of the vans in liquidation and founded a replacement, moving her sister behind a desk to handle the day-to-days. When she built her house, she’d worked with an architect willing to study up on sustainable building practices, then partnered with her on a consulting company for green renovations and remodels. Tess had profiled Judy after that company’s winning bid on a convention center renovation. “I like service industries,” Judy had explained to Tess in their first interview. “Business contexts change, but people are a constant.” The two of them met up later that week in a sushi bar, then again the very next night at a wild game restaurant Judy knew about in a one-hundred-year-old log cabin. Tess moved into Judy’s house when the lease on her apartment expired eight months later.
“Did the editor write back?” asked Judy.
“Yeah. I’ve got a fancy travel spreadsheet to fill out and everything. It’s all covered. Except for China.”
“Were you planning on going to China?” She slipped her glasses to the tip of her nose and stared down at Tess over the rims. “You’re supposed to tell me before you go to China.”
“Take those off. I was going to write about it. But everything else is a go. Including the interview with the Montross girl that I don’t actually have yet. I think her attorney’s ignoring me now.” Tess rolled over on her left side and felt marginally more comfortable. “I promised I could get her.”
Judy planted a reassuring palm on the round of Tess’s hip. “You’ll get her.”
“What if I can’t?”
“Then you’ll have to rework the article. But you will. You got an interview with the guy in prison, didn’t you?”
Kenny Kendall had talked to Tess against his attorney’s advice. Before the interview, she thought it was because her article was the biggest microphone available to a man in love with his own voice. And maybe that was part of it; he’d struck her as someone who’d been waiting his whole life to paint himself as martyr to a cause. But it wasn’t just that. He’d recognized Tess. Knew her by name. Had leaned back in his orange jumpsuit, pinched at his eyebrows, and said he’d expected someone bigger.
Tess tried to put it out of her mind. Being part of the story, rather than just reporting it, would make talking to Candace even more complicated. Her inability to find Candace at all was enough to worry about for now.
“Are you still using the light?” she asked.
Judy turned the lamp off and the soft LED gloaming of idle electronics filled the room. Tess stole pillows from Judy’s hoard, one for her head and one for between her knees. The comforter flapped against her body and Tess felt Judy’s arm slip under her own and drape across her ribs, warm breath on the back of her neck. Tess moved Judy’s wrist so it wasn’t pressing on her breast.
“How important is it that I go to the party?” Tess asked.
“You have to go to the party. It’s for you.”
“It’s going to be crowded,” she said.
Judy didn’t answer.
“I’m too focused on this trip.”
“You can handle it,” Judy said. “It’s gifts and sitting, you’ll be fine.”
Was there anything more awful than gifts and sitting? Tess curled in her knees. “I wish I could take a pill.”
“No flippers for Decaf.”
“No flippers for Decaf.” It was a phrase worn smooth, a call-and-response begun in the months since Tess learned that she had to quit her anti-anxiety medication for the duration of her pregnancy.
Judy’s breath slowed and evened. Tess shifted, twisted onto her back. Judy stirred but didn’t wake, just tucked her narrow nose into the pillow and pressed pale knuckles to her mouth. Judy’s was an accommodating sleep that came when called. Tess’s sleep, like her ability to enjoy her friends, came usually from a medicine bottle. The pills used to sit out on her nightstand, but were now shut away in the bathroom cabinet. Tess wondered what, if any, meds would be in the bag Judy had packed for her. None of her normal ones. She wouldn’t be surprised to find instead one of the herbal supplements with which Judy decorated their pantry. Valerian or something. Tess had no faith in substances she couldn’t imagine being synthesized in gleaming, sanitary laboratories, surrounded by starched white coats and lasers. Taking one of those grassy capsules was like eating off the floor.
Without her prescription bottles, all she had left were words. Pliant letters on the page. The story was what mattered. Losing the cross-cultural angle would change the balance of the piece. She let the article fill her mind, then experimentally plucked out China. She shut the country away in the cabinet and watched her words twist and flow to fill the hole. Contexts shifted, sentences blossomed, and paragraphs slid over and through each other until, eventually, they began to blur into dreams.
 
CANDACE MONTROSS’S CONDITION has yet to be definitively named. It was first called Human Asexual Reproduction Syndrome, or HARS, a term that proved less than fully accurate with the discovery that the disease is sexually transmitted. The name is no longer used within the medical community, though it remains in use online, where reactionary commenters still make references to “HARS whores.” Terms in more common use are Human Communicable Parthenogenesis (HCP) and Gamete Diploidy Syndrome (GDS). HCP is the popular term among the affected; the most widely read news site for this growing culture is titled The Hiccup. But GDS has become the preferred nomenclature in the medical journals, and is the term that will be used in this article.
All of these names are attempts to capture precisely how it is that babies are being made now in a way they have never been made before. Recall the old, familiar recipe: two cells, a sperm from a man and an egg from a woman, fuse into a single cell that grows into a baby. The sperm and the egg can fuse this way because they are, at a genetic level, different from all the other cells in the body. Every cell contains our complete genetic code, split up into twenty-three chromosomes. Most cells have two copies of each chromosome (one from Mom, the other from Dad) for a total of forty-six. This property of having two copies of every chromosome is called “diploidy.” Almost every cell in the human body is diploid. The lone exception are the gametes, the sperm and the egg. Gametes are “haploid”—they only have one copy of each chromosome. Being haploid is what allows two gametes to fuse into a single diploid cell with a new mix of chromosomes that will develop into a genetically distinct person. This is sexual reproduction, the way human beings have made more human beings from the beginning of the species until sometime in the last six years.
Candace Montross’s eggs, like the eggs of a growing number of women around the world, are not haploid. They are diploid. Her eggs are fully capable of implanting in her womb and growing into a baby that shares every one of Candace’s genes, a perfect clone of her only biological parent. They weren’t always that way. Her gametes were altered after she was raped by a man in Houston who also had diploid gametes, and who also wasn’t born that way. They both, now, have GDS. Since diploid sperm are nonviable, Candace’s rapist is a sterile carrier of the disease, which renders all men who contract it sterile. But they can still transmit it to women, whose diploid eggs will put them at risk for pregnancy whenever they ovulate. Their genetically identical children will themselves be carriers, and will similarly begin auto-impregnating when they reach puberty. This is a new form of reproduction that crowds out the old, and only time will tell which method is more robust.
 
THERE WERE GIANT ants in the Atlanta airport, six feet long at least. They stretched across the ceiling in a curious, seeking line that curled down the wall of baggage claim. One lone ant had been installed on the floor, and Tess ran a hand over its copper and urethane carapace as she walked by on her way to the car rental desks. When she got to her hotel room, she found ants there too. These were alive and more traditionally sized, clumsy brown specks swarming the lid from a pudding cup that had fallen behind the nightstand and been overlooked by the housekeeping staff. The second room she tried stank of cigarettes and sent her, retching, back into the hall. The third was tolerable.
In the morning, Tess found that her lavender blouse didn’t fit right anymore. She wasn’t that much bigger in the chest, but still the fabric gaped between the buttons and pulled tight around her shoulders. Her skirt sat lower than she was used to, also. She tugged and adjusted, but there was no fixing it. At least her jacket still fit, if she wore it open. The sides hung down like a charcoal frame for her belly. It hadn’t made sense to Tess to buy a whole new professional wardrobe for something that would be done within a few months. And how often did she need to get this dressed up for work anyway? Before the Kendall raid, almost never. The last time she’d talked to Dr. Long-Kamal it’d just been a day of intermittent emails. She’d done the whole thing in sweatpants. Tess gave her hems a final tug in front of the mirror, then looked over her notes until it was time to head to Emory.
Eleanor Long-Kamal. Forty-six, unmarried, no kids. Undergrad at UC Santa Barbara, Ph.D. in epidemiology from the University of Colorado. Discovered what she called at the time “Human Asexual Reproduction Syndrome” a little under two years ago, while faculty at the University of Texas Health Science Center. “Discovered” in that she was the first scientist to notice the disease; thousands of women, of course, knew about it already. Tess was one of them. But Dr. Long-Kamal’s discovery was the tipping point for the medical community. This would be Tess’s first face-to-face encounter with her, and their first full interview.
Dr. Long-Kamal was out when Tess arrived. “She’s on joint fellowship with Rollins and the CDC,” the department secretary explained. “There’s an off-site lab where she spends a lot of time. Can’t be she’s gone long though, sweetie. I know she’s expecting you.” She led Tess to a break room with a long folding table, an assortment of orphaned chairs, and a love seat where a grad student napped with his knees bent over the armrest, blue and gray sneakers dangling. The secretary rousted him and gave the seat to Tess.
“You want some coffee? Or there’s usually some Cokes in the fridge.” She yanked open the refrigerator. “There’s no Cokes. But can I get you coffee? Or some water?”
“No, it’s all right. I probably shouldn’t drink anything.”
“Oh, I know how it is. I’ve got three myself, two boys and a girl. The bathroom’s out this way, end of the hall on the left. You come and say if you need anything. Or send Derek. He’s not doing much, is he?”
The grad student had dragged three chairs into a row and stretched himself over them, trying to get comfortable enough to go back to sleep. When the secretary left, he shrugged into a seat back and said, “I’ve got two hours left on my protocol before the centrifuge.” Tess nodded, and the grad student closed his eyes.
The walls of the break room were covered in posters and announcements. There were false color micrographs of cells, cutting-edge smears in neon blue and green. There were handwritten signs and notices. “Please rinse out coffee mugs thanks.” “This fridge is for FOOD ONLY!” Taped up on the wall near Tess’s head was a printout of a graph with the words “FUCK YES.” written above in marker. The figure, all dots and trend lines, was utterly incomprehensible.
Tess shifted in her seat, chased an itch under the edge of her shoe. She felt a stretching bulge, a brief squirming that she still couldn’t quite convince herself was Decaf moving inside, and not just some intermittent digestive insult. She glanced at the grad student, dozing again with a white-sleeved elbow creased over his eyes. She realized she was holding herself frozen, taking shallow sips of air, like this was his bedroom and she was tiptoeing through. She dug her phone from her purse. IN A WAITING ROOM AT EMORY, she texted Judy. FEEL LIKE A SPECIMEN FOR DISSECTION. BUTTERFLIES AND PINS.
Her phone buzzed a moment later. YOU’RE THE JOURNALIST. YOU’RE THE ONE WITH THE SCALPEL. DID YOU TAKE A PILL?
Judy had packed one of her alternative remedies. Homeopathic, it looked like. Tess had found it the night before in a plastic bag with her soap, shampoo, and the new toothpaste that didn’t make her gag, as the flavor of mint now did. In there too was a brown glass bottle around which Judy had taped a label in her own neat script reading, “Placebos. Take for anxiety.”
Tess texted back, NO, BUT I SAW THAT. FUNNY.
THE EFFECT IS REAL. THAT’S SCIENCE, sent Judy.
WHY’D I EVEN FLY OUT HERE? CAN GET ALL I NEED FROM YOU.
A woman in a striped polo appeared in the doorway, hands braced across the frame. She had a name badge dangling from her shirt by a shiny metal clip and vibrant red frames resting on the deep cheekbones that Tess recognized from photographs. There was a streak of gray in her tied-back hair, though, that wasn’t in her faculty headshot. “You must be Ms. Mendoza,” she announced. She tumbled forward into the room and scooped Tess’s hand in warm, strong fingers. “I’m Eleanor Long-Kamal.”
“Tess.”
“It’s a pleasure, Tess. So glad we’re finally doing this. I’m terribly sorry about the delay, I….” she stopped as she noticed the grad student lying across the chairs. She pulled away the one supporting his legs, and Tess started at the sound of his soles slapping the floor. Eleanor said, “Derek, is that a lab coat in the break room?”
The grad student hunched up on his elbows. “It hasn’t been in the lab. It’s an extra. Clean from my office.” He glanced up at the wall and added, “I’ve got two hours left on my protocol.”
Eleanor loomed over him. “Sure, you know it’s clean. Anyone else walking by just sees one of my researchers napping in a lab coat. Do you want the undergrads thinking that’s okay? Or any reporters that should happen by, like our guest here?”
“I only grabbed it ’cause they keep this place freezing.”
“Bring a jacket. I can’t have the press thinking I don’t care about contamination in my lab.” Eleanor turned back to Tess. “Come on down to my office.”
Once they were out of earshot of the break room, Eleanor said, “Hope I didn’t make you feel on the spot, using you to bludgeon Derek like that.”
“So he’s not supposed to wear a coat outside the lab?”
“God no. The stuff we work with? He should have known better. I’m big on lab safety. When I was in grad school I used to see people eating in lab coats sometimes. Turned my stomach.”
Eleanor’s office was a long, shallow room dominated by an ornate mahogany desk. The desktop was immaculate, but the floor surrounding was a shantytown of papers, journals, and books in teetering piles. Eleanor hefted some binders out of a cracked leather wingback by the wall and dragged the chair over, nudging stacks out of the way with the side of her boot.
“I’m a pretty organized person at home,” she said. “I’ve only been in this office five months. I guess that’s a long time, actually. But you know how things get away from you. Sit, please. So,” she said, lowering herself into her desk chair, “before we begin, if it’s not an indelicate question, can I ask how much of a personal stake you have in this topic?” She gestured with her chin at Tess’s abdomen and leaned back in her seat so the springs creaked.
“I don’t have it, if that’s what you mean,” said Tess, sitting down. The wings of the chair jutted in her peripheral vision like broad palms waiting to squeeze her skull. She felt a press of claustrophobia. She swallowed it back, but inched forward in the seat and leaned to retrieve her voice recorder. “But everyone has a personal stake, I think. Some people just don’t know it yet.”
“It’s so nice to do an interview with someone who gets it,” said Eleanor. “You know, you were the first to look for me. I’m surprised you’re writing for American Moment, though. Their science reporting is usually terrible. No offense. I mean, obviously I still read it.”
“It’s my first time writing for them,” said Tess. “And this won’t be a science article. I’m focusing on the social implications of the disease. The future of motherhood. Things like that.” She put her recorder on the desk between them. “May I?”
“Absolutely. I’m happy to answer any questions I can.”
Tess turned on the recorder. “Okay. So you were the first to discover GDS. Tell me how that happened.”
“I began looking into it about, oh, twenty months ago. This was back in San Antonio. I was primarily researching Toxo at the time — that’s Toxoplasma gondii—and I read an article in the LA Times about a new psychological condition that was hitting pregnant women and new mothers, where they refused to believe their children really belonged to them. People were calling it ‘maternal dissociative disorder.’ As a Toxo researcher, I was used to thinking about possible infectious causes for psychological changes, so this was pretty interesting.” Eleanor leaned sideways in her chair and plucked something off the floor behind her desk. A plastic ball that expanded when she tugged on the sides. She played with it in her lap, colorful struts thrumping together as she spoke. “Of course, in the end it turned out not to be psychological at all. That initial misconception made people miss it for a long time.”
“That’s my next question. Why did it take so long for the medical community to realize this was something new? Because, as I understand it, we now think that GDS has been spreading for at least six years. Are you saying that the whole time it was just doctors who wouldn’t listen to their patients? It really took six years for someone to believe that women knew what they were talking about when they said there was something strange about their pregnancies?”
“That’s a little unfair,” said Eleanor. “You have to understand that there was nothing about this disease that would show up on the radar of the public health community. Even my initial interest was purely speculative. The only solid evidence for GDS was demographic. A slight bump in the birthrate and more girls being born than boys. No scientist looks at that data and thinks infectious disease. You see that and you look for social and environmental factors. Abstinence-only education and hormones in beef. We’re talking here about an STI whose only visible symptom is sexually active women getting pregnant. It was impossible to figure out what was happening until we started seeing it in infusion patients. Before that, there was no way to tell.”
“You can’t say there was no way to tell,” Tess said. “You could tell by listening to what women were saying. The alternative press started reporting on unexplainable pregnancies four years ago. I know, I wrote some of the stories.”
Eleanor shrugged. “They started being right about it four years ago. Fringe publications have been writing about virgin births a lot longer than that. As a scientist, you don’t start writing a grant proposal until you see it happen five times in the same hospital.”
Tess jotted grant prop in her notebook, a reminder to quote that line. Profit motive. Perverse incentive? She felt flush with uncharitable objectivity. “Okay, then. So now that you do know the condition exists, are you any closer to understanding what causes it?”
“I can’t answer that, actually. I have a paper on the subject under review right now. I can’t discuss results that are pending publication.”
“So you have learned something new about the cause.”
Eleanor gave a thin smile. “I promise, I’m not just being coy. I really can’t talk about that. Come back and ask me again in a few months.”
“All right. So then, officially at least, we still have no idea what’s causing it. Everyone thinks it’s a virus but—I know, you can’t comment on that. But we do know what it does. So what happens now? How do you see this situation developing?”
“That’s a multivariate question,” said Eleanor. She put down her toy, went to a bookcase, and started scanning titles. “It could develop a lot of ways, and will certainly develop differently in different places. For the U.S., the best case scenario is still that GDS turns out to be a curable condition.”
“So things could go back to normal?”
Eleanor laughed, a single sharp breath. “What do you mean by ‘normal’? If normal means how things were before GDS, not a chance. There’s a way for women to reproduce without men now, and thousands of people already have it. That genie isn’t going back in the bottle. Ah, here it is.” Eleanor pulled a thick oversized paperback off the shelf and brought it back to the desk. “But in the U.S., best case, we could have a new normal. One where individual women choose whether or not to be parthenogenetic. This raises a whole host of political questions, though. Should sexual reproduction be considered the default? Should girls born with GDS be compulsorily cured, or allowed to choose for themselves when they reach puberty? If we let them choose, what do we do in cases where girls begin ovulating before the age of informed consent? Put them on birth control? If we don’t, they’ll never experience what we consider a normal childhood, but handing out the pill to children is going to be controversial.” She wheeled her fingers in dismissive circles. “It just goes on. Even if we can cure it, things stay complicated. And that’s for our country. Look at this.”
Eleanor flipped through the book, found a chart, and turned it around for Tess to read. “This is Trends in Maternal Mortality. The World Health Organization publishes it every couple years. For every country they calculate the maternal mortality ratio, the number of maternal deaths per number of live births. In the developed world it’s negligible, but in places like Sub-Saharan Africa, giving birth is one of the most dangerous things a woman can do. If you’re a woman in Chad, your estimated lifetime risk of dying in childbirth, today, is one in fourteen. And that’s with only, on average, six children per woman. Call it….” Eleanor flipped the book back around and looked up something in an appendix. “Call it seven or eight pregnancies total. A girl born with GDS could naturally experience over thirty pregnancies during her reproductive years. At those rates, if you happen to be a woman in Chad, you might as well just expect to die during childbirth.”
Eleanor turned the book toward Tess again and went back to her chair. “Barring both a cure and a revolutionary change in the way we do foreign aid, the best-case scenario is that in thirty years the world’s undeveloped countries overflow with orphans. Picture NGOs setting up quonset huts packed with tiny bunk beds. Soup lines of just little girls. That sort of thing. The famine is going to be on a whole new scale.”
Tess pressed down the glossy page so she could look over the tables. Afghanistan, 1 in 11. Congo, 1 in 24. Haiti, 1 in 93. United States, 1 in 2,100. She copied down numbers and flipped to another page. “What’s the worst case?” she asked.
“In the undeveloped world? Short term, infanticide, maybe genocide of the infected. Long term, extinction of the male population and massive reduction in average life expectancy,” Eleanor said. “You can take that book if you want. They’ll be putting out a new one soon.”
Tess closed the book and put it in her bag. The follow-up article Lynette had proposed was already taking shape in her mind. “And in the developed world? What’s the worst case scenario here?”
“Ah. I wish I could answer that one. It’s something I think about a lot. But this is where I have to remember to wear my CDC hat,” said Eleanor. “The CDC is a federal agency, and I’ve got three grad students and a post-doc working on money from the NIH. The truth is that for a wealthy nation like us, what constitutes the worst case scenario is a policy question, not a science question. It’s important for me to stay nonpartisan or I could put my funding at risk.” She spread her hands in a mea culpa. “I think I’m more effective as a researcher than I would be as an advocate. I’m sorry. I know that’s an unsatisfying answer.”
“I understand,” said Tess. She scratched another dollar sign in her notebook, out of fidelity to her earlier impulse to cast Eleanor as a kind of disease profiteer. But her heart wasn’t really in it anymore.
“What I can tell you,” said Eleanor, “is that our limiting factor won’t be poverty. It’ll be consensus. We have hospitals and access to hormonal birth control. However things end up, it’s going to be the result of a series of collective decisions about values. So our job—I’m talking yours and mine now—is to try and make sure those decisions are as informed as possible.”
Tess raised her pen and swirled it between her fingertips. “Working on it.”
“And of course, there’s nothing stopping you from advocacy, is there? I’m looking forward to seeing what you write. I promise not to call it terrible.” Eleanor grinned, then shook a large rubber watch down her wrist and checked the time. “Do you have any more questions? I have a meeting, but I can go a few minutes more if you need.”
“I think I’ve got enough here.” Tess stopped the recorder and put it back in her bag. “I can get back in touch with you if I need to?”
“Oh, sure.” They got up, and Eleanor shoved Tess’s chair back against the wall. “Are you parked in the lot off Clifton?” she asked. “My meeting’s across the street. I’ll walk down with you.” Eleanor grabbed a small backpack and slung it over one shoulder. “Who else do you have on your dance card while you’re in town?”
“Tomorrow I sit down with Donald Noyce of AABB,” Tess said. “Then I spend a week in D.C. Talking with people who can go on the record about policy.”
“I know Don a little. He’s a good guy. A good guy with a bit of a talent for rubbing people the wrong way. But he knows his stuff.”
“I’ve heard good things.”
At the end of the hall Eleanor turned toward the stairwell. Tess paused by the elevators. It took a moment for Eleanor to notice.
“Wait, what am I thinking. We’ll take the elevator.” She came back and pressed the button. “Habit. Sorry.”
“It’s okay.”
“So when are you due?” Eleanor asked.
“October twenty-second,” said Tess.
“A little Libra. Unless he shows up late. Do you know what you’re going to name him?”
The elevator chimed and the doors slid open. “My partner and I have been calling it Decaf. We don’t know the sex yet. I’m scheduled to get a sonogram when I get back from this trip.”
“Oh,” said Eleanor. “Sorry. From what you said earlier, I just assumed you already knew.”
“Not yet. Not for a bit. I think I’d be fine with not knowing, but my partner. She couldn’t handle it.”
The elevator counted down the floors with soft beeps. Neither of them said anything more, the first time Eleanor had stopped talking all afternoon. Tess leaned against the wall, letting the steel handrail press comfortingly into her lower back, until the elevator spat them out at ground level.
As they walked outside into the Georgia sunshine, Eleanor asked, “So did you use a known donor?”
Oh. “No. No, it was an unknown donor. It’s much safer. Legally safer, I mean. There’s no risk that years later the guy decides he wants to try being your kid’s father.”
“Right. Of course.” Eleanor nodded. “That makes sense.”
Eleanor visored her hand over her glasses and scanned the sky. Then she caught Tess’s eyes again.
“Okay, this is none of my business, but given what you said before … I mean, you’re going to talk to Don about the blood banks, so you’ve probably thought of it already. But you do know there’s a chance the sperm banks are going to be a problem too, right? That’s another thing we might have to deal with.”
Did she know about the sperm banks? Of course she knew. She and Judy had argued for weeks. It was almost certain that the sperm banks were contaminated to some degree. For Tess, at least at first, how great that degree was didn’t matter. Any chance was too much. The amount of time you’ve spent researching this has you paranoid, Judy had countered. Every medical procedure has some risk. We’re in a state hostile to gays. The most important thing is to protect our family. In the end Tess had conceded. Judy was right that, of all the dangers associated with pregnancy, GDS would be the most minor. She was right that their legal risks as same-sex parents dwarfed their medical ones. She was right that they could, if Tess was worried, reduce the chances even further by selecting sperm that had been frozen for several years. And she was so invincibly certain when she said whatever happens, we can handle it, that she was probably right about that too. But still.
“Do you have any statistics?” Tess asked.
“On sperm banks?” said Eleanor.
“Or demographic data. Anything unpublished. If it’s out there, I’d have seen it already. I’ve looked.”
“I can’t discuss unpublished—”
“Off the record. Please.”
Eleanor probed at a pebble of asphalt with the toe of her boot and wiped sweat from the back of her neck. “Census data isn’t granular enough, is the problem. There’s a longitudinal study underway. Where are you from?”
“South Texas. Houston.”
“The birth rate bump in Texas has been slightly higher among Hispanics. Probably that’s attributable to the Catholic distaste for condoms. But to do any meaningful risk analysis, you’d need to account for selection bias. What cross section of men choose to donate, and what, if anything, do the banks disproportionately screen for? I’m not sure we have that data.”
“Yeah,” said Tess, “I didn’t think it was out there.”
“The chances are really low. Honestly, almost all pathogens are taken care of by the sperm washing process. Usually sexually transmitted infections are due to exposure to semen, not sperm. With this one, though….” Eleanor seemed lost for what to do with her hands, and pushed them down into her back pockets. “I just wanted to make sure you were aware.”
Tess sighed. “I think I know about as much as anyone does.”
Eleanor nodded, and paused again. Tess was ready for goodbyes, but then Eleanor said, “‘Off the record’ means you absolutely can’t publish it? Under any circumstances?”
“Yeah. Don’t worry, I won’t write up any of this.”
“It’s not a virus.”
“What?”
“GDS. It isn’t a virus. It’s a massively drug resistant bacterium. An obligate intracellular parasite. Like chlamydia,” said Eleanor.
“Chlamydia?”
“It’s not chlamydia, that’s just another organism with a similar life cycle. Kind of like a bacterium that wants to be a virus. It lives in the cytoplasm of the host cell and reproduces there. So if sperm washing doesn’t work, that’ll be the reason why. That’s all I can say for now, but we’re figuring this thing out. Seriously, come back and talk to me in a few months. I’ll have things to tell you. Ones you can publish.”
Tess reached out for a handshake. “Thanks for sitting down with me,” she said.
“Good luck with your article.” Eleanor lingered a moment. “And on the rest of it. Good luck.” She let go of Tess’s hand and headed off.
Tess went to her car. She thought about her trip to the sperm bank with Judy. The two of them had looked through the database and decided on an unknown Anglo donor. (Anglo so that their child would share an ethnic heritage with both of its parents. Though the scrubs-wearing teenager who handled their paperwork at the clinic had helpfully informed them that “mixed-race sperm” was available, in case Tess wanted her baby to look just like her. Ha.) They’d settled on a five-year-old sample, the oldest the clinic could provide. They’d taken every reasonable precaution. And maybe, in a few months, Eleanor would tell her that it wasn’t a problem anymore. A shot for her, a shot for Decaf. Perhaps a shot for Judy, too, if it was even necessary. There was just no way to be sure.
Tess got out her phone to map the way off the campus and found a text from Judy, a stale response from their earlier conversation: THAT’S WHAT I ALWAYS TELL YOU.
She put the phone away.
There was some event going on in the school’s auditorium, and Tess ended up in a long, creeping line of cars, most of them turning one by one into a parking structure. The single-file inching reminded her of the giant worker ants in the airport. She wondered if there was any way to tell, as they swarmed the building in their statue stillness, whether they were supposed to be taking the place apart or putting it together.
 
DONALD NOYCE IS a forty-year veteran of the blood industry. He has been a phlebotomist, worked for the American Red Cross, and now works for AABB, a nonprofit that promotes safety standards for blood-based medicine. He says there are two words being whispered behind closed doors in his field: profiling and speciation.
“The real question we are struggling with is: when are we going to bifurcate the blood banks? I can tell you, we’re going to have to sooner or later.”
The first cases of GDS to get widespread attention from the medical community were the result of blood transfusions. One might expect, then, that donations and transfusions would be primary areas of focus as our healthcare institutions adapted to this new reality. That turns out not to be the case. In the nearly two years that the medical community has been aware of the problem, there have been no changes to national policy on blood collection and distribution.
“We’re all still waiting for an assay,” says Noyce, meaning a blood test that can identify GDS. “Once we know what the bug looks like, things will be a lot easier. But you can’t just put transfusions on hold while the science gets done. And if you can’t screen blood directly, the only ethical choice is profiling. Now that’s a dirty word, right there. But it’s a lesser of two evils thing. It’s more important that you don’t get sick when you need blood than it is that everyone who wants to can donate.”
The profiling Noyce refers to is the practice of barring members of statistically high-risk groups from giving blood. During the early years of the AIDS epidemic, that meant deferring intravenous drug users and homosexual men. Noyce worked for the Red Cross at the time, but was driven to resign by what he saw as the organization’s inability to react in a timeframe necessary to save lives.
The nonprofit Red Cross didn’t start deferring homosexuals until several years after the for-profit companies that buy blood and process it into expensive medications. “And then,” says Noyce, “they forgot to ever switch back after we had a blood test, but that’s a whole ’nother kettle.”
Today the high-risk populations would be women who have given birth to daughters in the last six years and fathers of those daughters. (Girls younger than six would technically be on the list, too, and will have to be added if there still isn’t a blood test when they are old enough to donate.) The more daughters a woman has recently had, the higher risk she is. Companies in compliance with AABB recommendations are now deferring women with three or more daughters under the age of six. There are no mechanisms currently in place to defer potential male carriers.
“It’s not a perfect solution,” Noyce admits, and runs a hand over his bald scalp. “Profiling is just a stopgap, anyway. We’ll get an assay eventually. But when we do, we can’t just throw away the positive blood. There are going to be a lot of these people. Eventually we’re going to have to store their blood just to keep up with the population boom. But we can’t get started on updating our infrastructure because of the [expletive] FDA.”
The Blood Products Advisory Committee of the Food and Drug Administration is responsible for setting the guidelines that publicly funded collection agencies are required to follow. They commissioned a white paper on GDS, which ended up recommending precisely what Donald Noyce wants to see happen: the establishment of a dedicated infrastructure for collecting and storing GDS-infected blood. The recommendation became controversial, due to what Noyce identifies as an impolitic choice by the paper’s authors.
“The poor bastard who wrote it never realized the trouble he was causing. His heart was in the right place, really. You read the report. The projections in there are sound, the timeframe is perfectly reasonable. It was just the words he used.”
Enter “speciation.” The white paper used this term to describe why it was necessary to double the number of categories in the blood industry, implying that, due to their different reproductive strategy, women with GDS should be considered a different species than men and women without. The debate over the accuracy of that assessment has incapacitated the FDA.
“No one wants to pull the trigger now. They’re all [expletive] terrified of being the person who officially splits the human race down the middle.” Noyce has several unpublishable alternatives for what the letters of the organization stand for. On the subject of speciation, though, he is agnostic. “I’m happy to leave that one to folks who have a better idea of what a species is than me. What I think about is that, whatever they are, they’re people. And there’s bound to be a lot of them. And they’re going to need blood.”
No one disputes that there will be a lot of them, but not everyone agrees that those who have GDS are people. While the FDA is paralyzed by fear of endorsing the idea that those with GDS constitute a different species, in other branches of government there are already attempts underway to enshrine the notion in law.
 
TESS WAS DAUNTED by the access afforded her in D.C. as a reporter for American Moment. As she sent her bag through the x-ray machine at the Hart Senate Office Building and spread her arms for the wand-wielding security guard, she felt the familiar, irrational queasiness that all the eyes and sensors would peer through her credentials and spot an impostor. No matter her rituals of reassurance, the anxiety had only mounted during her time in the city, through all the meetings she’d already taken. She’d interviewed three representatives involved in GDS legislation and had an appointment with a fourth. There were lobbyists seeking her out, fighting each other for face time. And now she was about to sit down with Bailey Rogers, senior senator from Texas, who had unexpectedly found a free quarter-hour in her schedule. Members of her own family were harder to get ahold of than the politicians she wanted to see. After years of “could not be reached for comment,” it made Tess feel as though she’d tricked her way into a sudden, fragile celebrity. But just as all the others had, the security guard waved her through without incident.
Tess consulted the building directory, then leaned her face close to the glass of a door so she could smooth down flyaway hair in her reflection. It wasn’t really about her, of course, she thought as she headed for the Senator’s office. It wasn’t even that she was working for American Moment. It was because she was writing a profile on the Montross case, that was what people cared about. Anyone involved in GDS legislation wanted a chance to shape the conversation around the disease, and the infuriatingly absent face of that conversation was Candace Montross. Candace was the celebrity. Tess was, at best, her influential surrogate.
If Tess were actually a celebrity, Bailey might have deigned to touch her. Instead she waved off her assistant and cooed honey-voiced delight at Tess’s presence while standing an arm’s length away, then said, “Forgive me for not shaking your hand. It’s not personal, you understand.” She beckoned Tess to a seat in front of her desk. “My husband says I might as well quit, announce I won’t run again, if I’m not going to kiss babies anymore. I told him, my career’s okay, I can still kiss the ones in blue!” Bailey’s wide hoop earrings jounced when she laughed, a contrast to her pile of silvering hair, which barely moved at all. The wall behind her was covered in framed photos. A campaign victory party in Dallas with Bailey surrounded by her four sons. Bailey in a cranberry pantsuit, shaking hands with the former secretary of state. Bailey sitting on a bipartisan panel at a breast cancer fundraiser.
“One of your staffers shook my hand when I came in,” said Tess, sitting and getting out her things. “Might want to have a chat with him about it.”
Bailey sat too, and laced her fingers together in what looked to Tess like a practiced pose. “We’re all struggling to get used to these changes. That’s why leadership on this issue is going to be so important.”
Tess flipped past her notes on Bailey to a blank page of her book. The notes weren’t extensive; Bailey’s motivations for sitting down with her were transparent. The Senator was a member of the appropriations committee for Health and Human Services, where she was working to keep tax dollars from going to GDS patients. Unfortunately for her, GDS patients had an inconvenient tendency to be pregnant women. Tess believed that Bailey had only agreed to the interview because she was worried about tarnishing the family-first reputation she had spent her career cultivating, and which was so critical to the electoral success of female politicians in Texas. Tess had voted against her two years prior.
“Let’s go on the record now,” she said, and clicked on the recorder. “How long have you been aware of the spread of GDS?”
“It was first brought to my attention three months ago.”
“How did you learn about it?”
“An aide briefed me. I have my staff keep me informed about what our former colleagues in Austin are doing. Can’t lose touch with state-level needs while I’m stuck out here in D.C. It was Texas research that discovered GDS, you know. We’ve been a leader on this issue from the start.”
“I know,” said Tess, scribbling leader!! in her book and adding a wavy underline for absurd emphasis. “You’ve put language into the latest HHS funding bill that would prohibit federal funds from going to any organization that provides prenatal care for women known to have GDS. Can you explain the reasoning behind that for me?”
“Absolutely. This is a measure consistent with the track record I’ve shown my entire career. I have always promoted solid public health policy, with a special focus on women’s health issues. That’s what this new regulation is.”
“How is it in the interest of public health to deny care to pregnant women?”
“You’re looking at it completely backward,” said Bailey. “The question is, how is it in the public interest for the government to subsidize the spread of a plague? Because that’s what we’ll be doing if we let taxpayer money go to increasing the number of cases of this disease.”
“But you’ve campaigned on child welfare. Surely this is a child welfare issue.”
Bailey nodded. “I agree. It is.”
“Then how can you reconcile that with an amendment that will necessarily mean higher infant mortality?”
“There’s nothing to reconcile, Ms. Mendoza. My voting record is perfectly consistent. I’m protecting the normal, healthy children in those hospitals. We can’t risk the health of the majority of mothers and children by exposing them to a disease we’re just beginning to understand. One which, from all appearances, will warp their entire lives.” Bailey placed manicured fingers gently atop the monitor on her desk. “I could show you dozens of letters from women in Texas distraught that they or their daughters may never have the opportunity to be normal mothers now. I could show you even more from men who fear that they’ll never get to father children at all. Until we know exactly what this disease is, the situation calls for the utmost caution. If we don’t handle this correctly, it could literally be the end of mankind.”
It was nothing Tess hadn’t heard before. The tune was so familiar she could sing along if she wanted. The only difference with Bailey was a little more polish, a better memory for the talking points. It actually made her a less interesting interview than the representatives, who occasionally slipped up in interesting ways. Gale Schoening of North Carolina had distinguished women with GDS from those without by referring to the latter as “real mothers.” Matthew Hock had said outright that his constituency were “the natural-born citizens of Houston.” When Tess observed that in just twelve years the first girls born with GDS would reach voting age, he had said, “We’ll see. A lot can change in twelve years.” But aside from personal quirks, responses were so alike Tess could practically write her notes in advance. GDS is a disease. We have to protect healthy people. Men could become extinct. Think of the at-risk men.
Given Bailey’s facility for staying on message, there was only one interesting question left to ask. “Have you read Governor Buford’s article?”
Bailey’s eyes dipped and she pushed a sigh through her nose. “I have.”
“And do you agree with his interpretation of pro-life politics?”
Cal Buford, former governor of Virginia and now senior partner of a conservative think tank, had just published an op-ed titled “Life Without Conception?” in which he mused that his long opposition to abortion stemmed from his belief that human life began at the moment of fertilization. He concluded that the lack of any such clear moment, combined with the risk that GDS posed to the male population, was enough to constitute an exception to the standard pro-life reasoning. He came out in favor of abortion for GDS daughters, and urged conservative lawmakers to do the same.
Some were already describing Buford’s piece as representative of a split in conservative ideology, but to Tess the response looked more like a scramble. Everyone she’d spoken with had dodged the question. Even Representative Hock had limited himself to saying, “Cal is a smart man, and his opinion deserves weighty consideration of a kind I’ve not yet had time to devote to the issue,” and refused to comment further.
Bailey, though, actually answered. “I’ve always prided myself on voting my conscience. I’ve broken with my party in the past, on occasion. On certain matters of principle. I respect the governor a great deal, and can only imagine that’s what he thinks he is doing now. But there is no practice more contrary to the well-being of children than abortion. I’ve opposed it my entire career, and I continue to oppose it. I find it unfortunate that Governor Buford, intentionally or not, is supporting those who would exploit this disease to roll back the measures to protect children we’ve managed to pass in the last few years.”
Her willingness to take a firm position was a surprise. But then, Tess supposed Bailey had been playing the game longer than anyone else she’d interviewed. In addition to her time in the Texas legislature, Bailey had spent eight years in the House before moving up. She didn’t need to wait for the safety of consensus. She was entrenched, with solid connections, deep-pocketed backers, and a well-trained staff. After the interview concluded, Tess was able to walk out of Bailey’s office without having to pretend to ignore the whispers and sideways glances that had followed her around Capitol Hill.
She was certain she was still being talked about, though. They were just courteous enough to wait until she was out of earshot to start speculating. The reporter from American Moment isn’t just pregnant. She has it. She’s a carrier. That’s why the magazine sent her. Tess felt like people were wiping down the seats the minute she was out the door. Matthew Hock’s office had been the worst, men shuddering inside their suits and gawking as she passed. On the Metro people saw her belly and deferred to her on the platforms, gave up their seats in the cars. It was whiplash, going from being coddled on the trains to being Typhoid Mary on the Hill.
Tess decided she’d had enough of being around people, friendly or fearful, and hailed a taxi to take her back to her hotel. She could expense it. She was meeting with a spokesperson from the American Family Association later, but needed time to recuperate from her morning. In the back of the cab she unwrapped the half-sandwich she’d saved in her purse. She was starving, and carried a taut discomfort under that hollow hunger, like she was an instrument Decaf was learning to play. Tess tucked the seatbelt under her arm and read through email on her phone as she ate.
Lynette had sent back the first round of edits, and a general note that Tess needed to tone down her rhetoric. You’ve been on the story longer than anyone, she wrote. It’s only natural for you to be opinionated. And I love your passion, but you have to hide it under a bushel for us. As expected, Tess was losing the “spayed like bitches” line. She also couldn’t talk about “HARS whores,” or use the word “rapist” to describe someone who’d never even been charged with a crime unless she preceded it with “alleged.” And she couldn’t call Kenny Kendall a monster. Lynette had changed that line to a list of charges he’d be found guilty of “if convicted.”
He was going to be convicted. Kendall had pled not guilty, but seemingly just as a formality; the man wanted a trial. Outside the courtroom he’d all but admitted to it. To sterilizing pre-school-aged girls. Tess sent Judy a furious text. She wondered if she could have gotten away with calling him an alleged monster.
When she’d gone to see him, he had been thrilled to talk to her about GDS. To her, specifically. He’d recognized the name Intessar Mendoza from her articles. Apparently, before his arrest, he used to trawl left-leaning news sites for topics to inveigh against in sermons. “You’re smaller than I imagined you,” he said. “You write big, but you’re just a slip of a thing.”
Eventually, everyone would know. GDS was going to change the world. Children would grow up knowing about it. Would grow up having it. It wouldn’t be a secret for much longer. But Kenny Kendall had learned about it from her. Everything after — the brutalization of Candace and her daughters, the contract from Lynette, the conversations with congressmen—was a result of her articles.
It was almost appropriate, then, that the one person Tess couldn’t get in touch with was Candace herself. In addition to Lynette’s email there were messages from two more lobbyists, a reminder from her OB-GYN’s office about her sonogram appointment, and some mailing list background noise. But still nothing from Candace’s attorney.
There were supposed to be other ways in. If you can’t interview the subject, interview neighbors. Coworkers, teachers, relatives. A real professional is able to find the story. But everyone who had known Candace since she was a little girl was locked away, either behind the high steel fence of a religious compound or in prison. The court records were sealed. Tess had been so confident with Lynette, had told her how the HCP community was tightening, how everyone knew each other. But her normal contacts had been useless. No one had heard from Candace. She, apparently, wasn’t interested in trying to meet other people like herself.
So Tess was left emailing Candace’s attorney over and over again. It was like trying to open a jar with wet hands, but it was all she had. Maybe if, in the next letter, she revealed some information about Matthew Hock’s opinions of her family, Candace would be moved to provide a counterpoint.
Judy texted as Tess was pushing through the revolving door to her hotel lobby. DON’T WORRY ABOUT THE EDITS. SOME THINGS SPEAK FOR THEMSELVES. DID YOU CALL YOUR MOTHER?
PHONE TAG, Tess sent back.
TRY AGAIN. TELL HER BABY SHOWER GIFT ARRIVED. CAR SEAT. V. NICE.
After her two children were out of the house, Tess’s mother had abandoned the southern California home where she’d raised them and moved to D.C., where she worked in human resources for a polling company. Tess had arranged to extend her travel an extra day to spend time with her. Tess didn’t consider herself close to her mother, but it was still a different class of relationship than she had with her father, who hadn’t been a meaningful part of her life since her parents divorced when she was four. And Judy’s parents—though she had worked hard as an adult to establish functional, if not always amicable, relationships with them—weren’t people Judy or Tess wanted having any influence on their child. So when the two of them decided that it might be important for there to be a grandparent involved in Decaf’s life, Tess’s mother was the default choice.
Ensconced in her room with the blackout curtains drawn, though, that decision seemed very distant. Tess remembered the conversation, that they had agreed readily enough. But now her conviction seemed slippery, diffuse.
Rest first, she decided. She shed her clothes and started a bath running. Rest, and then the lobbyist. She set an alarm on her phone for half an hour before she was supposed to meet with the AFA guy. Sparring with an intractable special-interest ideologue would be a fine warm up for dealing with her mother again.
 
IN THE PAST two months the legislatures of Arizona, Tennessee, Texas, Kansas, and California have all seen bills that would make it a criminal offense to intentionally contract or transmit GDS. Most of these aim to classify it as a form of aggravated assault, but the Arizona bill calls for transmission of GDS to constitute manslaughter, and explicitly references speciation. Thomas Conklin, the bill’s author, argues that GDS makes one nonhuman, therefore it reduces the number of humans, therefore spreading it is something akin to murder. He justifies a provision against intentionally contracting the disease as an extension of the laws against suicide.
In thirteen states there have been efforts to criminalize the sale of GDS-infected biological products. The sponsors of these bills say that it is an obvious, pragmatic public health measure. But these measures, so far, have less political support than the bills based on speciation, as they would effectively shut down the $16 billion private blood industry until a test is developed.
Nine states are in the process of revising their laws on maternity leave. Fifteen have held hearings on what do to about letting GDS children into public schools. None have an answer yet, but they all agree it’s an issue. On the judicial side, the American Civil Liberties Union is pursuing several test cases designed to establish a precedent of equality under the law for GDS infected women and their children.
Even within political parties, opinion is sharply divided. There has been a split inside Texas’s Republican-dominated legislature, with the Senate passing GDS exceptions to the state’s tight restrictions on abortion that the House refuses to support. If we are, as a society, moving towards consensus on this issue, it remains a distant target. But while no broad agreements are yet forthcoming, the terms of the debate itself, in Washington at least, are starting to become clear. The battle lines are shaking out as a woman’s right to choose versus a man’s right to exist.
Those whose focus is on protecting the rights of women argue that GDS is not inherently different than the birth control pill, or in-vitro fertilization. It’s just one example of the many ways that human reproduction has changed, fundamentally unrelated to personhood. If those with GDS are to have fewer personal freedoms, the argument goes, then why not also test tube babies, or those conceived with the help of fertility drugs? No one has ever seriously suggested that these individuals are not people, and so neither should personhood be an issue in the case of GDS.
The men’s rights camp argues that the crucial difference is that GDS, left unchecked, will necessarily make the male population dwindle to zero. This side sees GDS as an existential threat that permits no peaceful coexistence.
Their fear is markedly similar to Reverend Kendall’s dark vision of a feminine pestilence. Or, as Nancy Forsythe, a lobbyist for the National Organization for Women, explains it, “Feminism isn’t merely a threat to male privilege anymore. Now a woman’s right to biological self-determination is viewed as targeting not just the patriarchy, but the very existence of men.”
Some of the methods these supposedly endangered men (and, as Bailey Rogers would remind us, no small number of women) favor for self-preservation harken back to controversial periods of our history. Colin Langley of the American Family Association has begun making speeches re-imagining the eugenics movement, in which he attempts to knock the stigma off of forced sterilization. He is fond of saying things like, “A sane society will not allow itself to be swallowed whole,” and, “‘All men are created equal’ is an idea worth protecting.” Other proposals take as their spiritual antecedent the Japanese internment camps of World War II, arguing that people with GDS should be rounded up and quarantined. Not forever, of course, but until a cure is found. A more modern twist on what is essentially the same idea would have people diagnosed with GDS fitted with tracking devices, like those locked around the ankles of criminals on probation.
Forsythe views the claims that men face potential extinction as empty fear-mongering. “Even the most virulent of STDs has never infected anywhere near one hundred percent of the population,” she says. “Heterosexual men and women are going to keep on breeding, just as they always have. What men are facing is not extinction, but a demographic shift into minority status. And like any historically powerful majority facing a demographic shift, they’re scared of being marginalized. So they’re over-reacting. These proposed laws are nothing more than an attempt to retain power.”
But not all who advocate legislation to curb the spread of GDS cite the need to protect men. Some of them say that new laws are necessary to protect women, and motherhood itself. Representative Matthew Hock of Texas argues that motherhood draws its virtue from being an unconditional loving relationship with a genetically distinct child. Of women with GDS and the children born to them, he says,“It’s wrong to call it motherhood. Mothers are women who bring a new person into the world. But these aren’t new people, are they? Just younger versions of people we already have. This disease takes a mother’s love and turns it into the grandest narcissism.”
Hock has sponsored legislation that would require known GDS carriers to register their movements with the government, in a manner similar to the National Sex Offender Registry. Women’s rights groups have already dubbed Hock’s proposal the Asexual Offender Registry, and say that he is attempting to criminalize having a medical condition. Hock counters that GDS carriers have been altered on such a fundamental level that simple prudence demands that they be watched. He notes that his legislation carries no requirements other than that those with GDS be monitored, with specifics of implementation and punishment for noncompliance left up to the states.
Hock’s opinions—that GDS women aren’t real mothers, that people with GDS are fundamentally different than those without—are especially worth noting, as he is the representative for Texas’s 22nd congressional district, covering a significant chunk of the city of Houston. Hock makes plain that he does not consider the GDS community to be among his constituency, but the fact remains that Houston is home to some of his grand narcissists. Candace Montross is one of them. By now she should be used to the leaders of her community claiming that she is not really a mother, nor her children human beings. It certainly is not a first for her.
 
MS. MONTROSS HAS no further statements for the media, and asks that her family’s privacy be respected.
Candace’s attorney had finally written back, and that was the entirety of his message. Tess had read it a half dozen times, hopelessly revisiting it over and over in search of some ambiguity or hidden opening. But there was nothing. The short sentence was a barrier with no chinks or cracks. This was the final denial, an ultimate dead end. Still, she kept pulling it out and parsing it anew.
Tess was looking at it outside the hotel lobby when her mother Layla pulled up. She rolled down the passenger-side window of her teal sedan, propped her sunglasses above her eyebrows, and called, “Is that my daughter I see?” She came around the car. “Look at you.” She gripped Tess’s shoulders and looked her up and down. “Let yourself go, huh?” She gave Tess a kiss on the cheek.
“Yeah, I just keep eating and eating. No reason for it. Can’t help myself, I guess,” said Tess.
“Well hop in, then,” Layla said. “Let’s enable you.”
Tess stuffed her phone away, swung her suitcase up onto the back seat, and got in the car with her mother. They crept along the narrow street near the hotel, then out onto a wider avenue. Layla turned down the radio chatter and said, “So how are you? How’s your woman?”
“I’m fine. Judy’s fine too. Going a little overboard about schools, but she’s always happiest when she’s going overboard about something.”
It was quiet in the car for a moment. “Shopping first or food first?” asked Layla.
“Food.”
“I’m taking you to the new best Lebanese place for lunch. This one’s a hole in the wall, but the best restaurant kafta I’ve had in years. And their mujaddara.”
“Funny how the best one is somewhere different every time I visit.”
“They go through their ups and downs,” her mother said. “Plus, it’s not like you visit that often.”
The row houses slid by like a flip book, whole blocks of fake stone and plaster in a dozen colors, masking the dull uniformity of identical facades that huddled behind perfunctory patches of lawn. There were grungy-looking convenience stores and liquor marts on the corners, and the sidewalks were populated with laconic dog walkers and midday stroller jockeys.
“So,” Layla said, flicking the turn signal and swiveling to check her blind spot, “What are you all worked up about?”
“Excuse me?”
“What’s pissing you off?”
Tess felt an old, familiar empty space open in her chest. “I’m fine, Mom.”
“You’re stiff as a plank and I can hear you grinding your teeth. Are you going to tell me what’s wrong, or are we going to spend the day cordial and bored?”
Tess’s mother had always been like this. It wasn’t that she didn’t believe in privacy, it was that she didn’t seem to think Tess specifically was entitled to any. Her brother Emilio got a long leash, but her whole childhood her mother had insisted on total access. She offered guidance for each grade school intrigue, opinions on every middle school disaster. By Tess’s teenage years, her mother’s ubiquitous advice had sparked a cold war between them. Or maybe lukewarm. “Cordial and bored” was new, but Layla had no shortage of ways to call her petulant. Her mother’s many disappointed dictums had been swirling in Tess’s head for months, a mental inventory of things to remember not to say when Decaf was older. “Do you think families are built on secrets?” was one she used to like. “I’m just trying to provide perspective,” was another.
When Tess came out at sixteen, her mother’s response was that she was too young for those kinds of labels. That she wouldn’t really know what she liked until she was older. In the face of Tess’s self-righteous fury, she’d invoked it again and again: the perspective of age. The words still rang sharp in Tess’s ears a decade and a half later.
She thought about Judy’s advice, her key to interacting with her own parents: don’t let their presence turn you back into a child. Hold on to the knowledge that the hurts are old, while you’ve become something new. Tess breathed deep and let her jaw fall slack in her mouth.
Her mother wasn’t wrong. She was upset. And it wasn’t because of anything between them. “I just got some bad news,” she said. “Work news. For the GDS story I’m writing.”
“That’s the same one you’ve written about before? The disease that lets women have babies without a man?”
“Don’t say it like that.”
“What?”
“It’s nothing new to have a baby without a man. I’m having a baby without a man.”
“Come on, Tess. Don’t be difficult.”
“It’s the same subject,” said Tess. “But I’m writing for American Moment now. They read my earlier work. I’m making a name for myself in STDs.”
“That’s repulsive,” her mother said, smiling. “What’s the bad news?”
“I’m not going to get to interview someone important. Have you heard about Candace Montross?”
Layla thought, and shook her head. “Not ringing for me.”
It was oddly pleasurable, her mother’s ignorance. A reminder, despite how they had swallowed her life, of how fringe the issues still were. “Well. She’s kind of the heart of the story. But I just heard from her lawyer that I can’t talk to her.”
“You’ve started taking ‘no’ for an answer now?”
“I’ve been at it for a while, Mom. After a certain point, the line between tenacity and harassment starts to blur.” Tess put her forehead against the window, then pulled back, wiped at the face-print with her sleeve. She tucked her head into the hollow of her elbow instead. “I don’t know. It’s getting to me more than it should. I’ll be happy when the hormone flood is over.”
Her mother just laughed.
They went past an old building with a new sign that read Mashawi Lebanese, and Layla announced “Here we are.” She turned up a side street and looked for a spot to parallel park, passing up two that Tess thought were manageable before finding one to her liking. They walked back around the block and up to the flaking green door of the restaurant. Inside the tables were all four-tops with plastic tablecloths and silverware rolls in paper napkins. There were no customers, but there was a man in an apron standing near the door, with half-receded hair and a lined face. He smiled when they came in.
“Back again?” the man said.
“I brought my daughter Intessar with me this time.”
“A pleasure,” the man told Tess. “Your mother is one of our best customers. She comes here all the time.”
“She knows what she likes,” Tess said.
He led them to a table, poured two cups of water, and handed them a pair of laminated menus. Layla gave hers right back without a glance. She ordered kafta and labneh and said that they both wanted bowls of adas bis silq. “And tea for me, and I’ll bet my daughter wants coffee.”
“We only have instant,” the man said.
“That’s okay, Mom,” Tess declined.
“What, it’s good enough for you to hide in your room, but no good now?” her mother said, and turned to the server. “Instant will be fine.”
When Tess was fourteen years old, her burgeoning coffee addiction had been a scandal between them. Her mother thought it some kind of unconscionable toxin, one that would ruin her complexion, her attitude, her entire life. She’d reacted to finding a stash of red canisters under Tess’s bed as though they’d been packed with drugs.
Sitting across a table, watching her mother be so forcefully considerate, Tess wondered how much it was Layla’s disapproval that fueled her earliest affections for the stuff.
“You know we’re calling the baby Decaf, right? I’m not supposed to drink coffee.”
“Aren’t you in the second trimester now?” her mother asked. Tess nodded. “Then you’re out of the danger zone. Don’t let them push you around. Drink what you want.”
Tess recognized the olive branch hidden in her mother’s thorny insistence. And Judy wasn’t around to judge. She conceded and handed over her menu. “Mother knows best.”
Layla grinned and ordered for them both. The man withdrew to the kitchen and returned with a teapot and teacup for Layla and crazed brown mug of coffee for Tess. She took a sip, and felt every cell in her body pucker to attention, welcoming a long-absent friend. Not just four months absent; it had been years since she’d last had instant coffee. Judy hated the taste of it. At home they had a fancy German coffee robot that ground beans individually for every cup. But to Tess it was the flavor of sneaking out her second-floor window and staying up until sunrise. The flavor of road trips and finals week and late internship nights. It was being alert and capable in a way she always used to feel, but now never did. Even Decaf seemed thrilled, kicking an enthusiastic tattoo as the warmth from the drink suffused her. It was too fast to be a reaction to caffeine. Had to just be that when Mommy’s happy, Baby’s happy.
Tess downed the rest in two gulps and handed the mug back for more when the man arrived with their soups. “Well? Still with us?” her mother said.
“Yeah. I think I should have enough time left for a last meal, at least.”
“It’s a good one,” she said, and picked up her spoon.
The soup was all soft lentils and onions glowing against dark green wilted leaves, garnished with a wedge of lemon. Tess squeezed in the lemon juice, stirred, and tasted. It was good beyond all reasonable measure. If the coffee had been an overdue reconciliation, then the soup was an epiphany. Tess thought, not for the first time, that her pregnancy had turned eating into something she felt like she shouldn’t be allowed to do in public.
“It’s impossible to describe how good this is.”
“Aren’t you supposed to be the writer?”
“The words for this don’t exist.”
The kafta and labneh were just as good, and the entrees when they arrived. Over dinner they talked about their work, Tess about her meetings with politicians and Layla about the internal bureaucracies at Samplemetrics. Layla described the software she’d just bought to try to resuscitate her Arabic. Tess catalogued all the new things she’d gotten at her baby shower.
“Oh, Judy told me that a car seat arrived from you. She said it was nice. Thank you.”
“It’s green. I didn’t know if I was buying for a boy or a girl, so I just got one to match your car. You still have the green car?”
“For now. Might need something bigger soon. But green’s still fine. The whole point of having the shower before we learned the sex was so we wouldn’t get gendered gifts.”
“It was the earliest shower I ever heard of.”
“We missed you there, Mom. Why didn’t you come down?” They’d invited her. Judy had even offered to buy her ticket and put her up in a hotel if she liked. But Layla had declined.
“I work, Tess. A regular nine to five. We don’t all get to make our own hours. And not everyone is as comfortable living off generosity as you are.”
Tess’s food went down wrong and she went into a fit of coughing. She had to duck her face into her napkin, then swallowed half her water in one go.
“Are you okay?” her mother asked.
Finally Tess was able to choke out, “What does that mean?”
“What? Just that I don’t need your girlfriend buying me plane tickets.”
“No, the living off Judy thing. I don’t live off her. I work too. That’s the whole reason I’m here.”
“But who bought your plane ticket?”
“American Moment bought my plane ticket. I’m writing for one of the biggest news magazines in the country. I have an expense budget.”
“Well that’s very convenient. But I’m sure she would have flown you out if the magazine had made you pay your own way.”
“Why is that a bad thing, Mom? Judy supports my career. We’ve been together for years. We’re having a baby.”
“You’re having a baby, not her. Why do you think that is?”
“Because she’s ten years older than I am.”
Layla shook her head. “It’s because she holds the purse strings. I’m sure Judy supports your career, but she’s sharp. People don’t get where she is without being smart. She knows what she’s buying with her money.”
Tess’s eyes already burned from the coughing. Now her focus wavered and started to slip. Echoes bounced around the hollow place in her chest, sending tremors through her body.
“Give me the car keys,” she said.
“Oh, come on Tess.”
“Give me the keys!” She held a trembling hand across the table, and her mother sighed, and dropped the keys into her palm.
Tess went outside and walked back around the block to the car. When she was a child, this is when she would have run away entirely. Out the front door or, if that wasn’t possible, through her window. And back then she wouldn’t have been crying, just too furious to speak. The crying was a new thing, one that seemed to draw energy from reflection. Thinking about it made the tears come more strongly, which made her angrier still.
It was several minutes before her mother joined her. Layla slid into the driver’s seat, but didn’t say anything, just listened to Tess’s bitter sniffling and reached behind Tess’s seat for a packet of tissues to offer.
Tess took the package and said, “I’ll reimburse you for the food.”
But her mother didn’t take the bait. Instead, she said, “I cried all the time when I was pregnant with you.”
“Why? Did someone tell you your spouse was a conniving manipulator?”
“No one had to tell me. It was obvious.”
Tess barely remembered the divorce, but knew that it hadn’t been amicable.
“Still,” Layla continued, “that’s not why I cried. Not the only reason, anyway. I never cried with your brother, but with you. There’s something awful about carrying a daughter. With a son it’s not so hard to pretend that the world will stand aside and let him through. But with a daughter it’s impossible. Sometimes I would think, what right do I have, when I know what it will be like? So I cried.” She put a hand on Tess’s knee. “I was crying when I picked your name. Strongest one I knew. Your father hated it, but I’d let him name your brother after himself, so it was my turn.”
Tess’s name meant “victory.” Her mother’s meant “dark-haired beauty,” though her hair had gone mostly white. The name had fit her when she was young. And the laugh lines cracking her face suited now. She’d been born with an acid jocularity that finally showed on the surface.
“Judy’s not like you think,” Tess said, blinking her eyes dry against a tissue. “And our daughter wouldn’t need the world to stand aside. She’d knock it out of the way.”
“Maybe. And if you have a son?”
“Shouldn’t make any difference,” Tess said. But she thought of her brother.
Emilio had anxiety issues that far exceeded her own. As a child he reacted so poorly to conflict that in grade school he got permission to stay inside during recess. He always preferred solitude to company; the two of them spent the summer Tess was seven communicating entirely through long letters slipped under bedroom doors, the start of her writing career. These days he worked for the national forestry service, living in a park, checking in with the family a few times a year.
If men really were an endangered species destined for a future in zoos and on preserves, then her brother was ahead of the curve.
“Have you heard from Emilio?” Tess asked.
“He called me. A few weeks ago,” Layla said.
“Did you tell him he’s going to be an uncle?”
“I thought the news should come from you.”
The car was beginning to get stuffy. Tess gave the keys back to her mother, and she started the engine running. Tess said, “Sometimes I think about going to visit him. Maybe when the kid’s old enough we can all go on vacation.”
“It’s a lovely notion,” Layla said. “I can’t honestly say I think he would enjoy it, though. It’s funny. I spent so much time when you were young worried about things that might hurt you. It never occurred to me to worry about how you’d hurt yourselves.”
“You don’t think Emilio’s happy where he is?”
“I think you can be happy and still hurt yourself.”
They sat a while longer watching cyclists and joggers pass on either side. When the thunder of their fight had died away it left a stillness, where cordiality was a comfort rather than a bore. Layla took them to her favorite shops of antiques and vintage knick knacks, where she looked at but didn’t buy a set of wrought iron drawer pulls. She insisted, though, that Tess buy herself some bookends that caught her eye.
After that they went home, back to Layla’s two story townhouse, pink brick with bars over the windows. They folded out and dressed the sofa bed in the living room, and then Layla said goodnight and disappeared up the stairs. She’d always been an early to bed, early to rise type, and it had only gotten more severe with age. She said she’d try not to wake Tess up when she rose with the sun, but wouldn’t make any promises.
Tess sat on the bed and looked around. Her mother’s living room was a confetti contrast of artifacts and styles, like an anthropologist’s fever dream. Floral pattern couch. Calligraphy prints on the walls. Lurid santo from New Mexico. Decorative hookah from Morocco. A painted earthenware pot that Tess had given her, and a hand-carved gourd covered in Arabic script from Emilio. Layla had reasonable taste, but she never got rid of anything, and she cared more about individual objects than she did about combinations. Anything colorful, intricate, or recognizably ethnic was sure to catch her eye. The only thing that really looked out of place were the plain white sheets on the mattress.
Tess felt a buzzing alertness that meant the caffeine had hit her bloodstream. And there was a bar running across the middle of the bed frame that pressed up under her weight. Tonight, for once, her trouble sleeping would be due purely to externalities. She got out her computer and read the email from Candace’s attorney again. It was ridiculous, she decided, that everything should hinge on this one woman. There were so many. They were everywhere. And except for Candace, Tess knew them all.
She started a new typing for Lynette.
 
LYNETTE
Candace’s attorney says she is categorically uninterested in talking to the media. Since everything about her life is either locked up in court records or behind the fence at Kamp Kendall, I’m changing the plan for the final section. We can keep the rest the same though; open with Montross family, then general principles, and return to case studies. Just different case studies. Houston is home to plenty of Hock’s grand narcissists. Here are a few I know I could get:
Sophie Bryant—landscaper, caught GDS from her husband who caught it from another sexual partner. (They’re swingers.) Raising their three GDS daughters together, with the son and daughter they already had. She has topiaries of all the kids in the front yard, and lets them do seasonal decorations of themselves.
Kelli Fernandez—lawyer, caught GDS during a kidney transplant. Single, no children (she had a hormonal IUD), but does family law. A lot of custody work. Focuses on GDS cases now, and can speak very knowledgeably about them.
Christina Rickards—teenager who caught GDS from her boyfriend. Her dad beat her up and threw her out of the house after her second pregnancy. She’s on number three now, says she plans to have them all. Moved in with an aunt and graduated high school a year early, now in a pharmacy tech program.
Dorothea Velazquez—comatose after a scooter accident in San Antonio, now in long-term care in Houston. She got GDS from a blood transfusion, has had two babies that she’s never seen. Her family considers them miracles, a way for Dorothea to return to them. Devout Catholics. They are committed to raising the children as long as she keeps having them. Her older brother is a very caring, enthusiastic, and quotable kind of slightly insane.
Chloe Pitt—piano teacher at a conservatory and keyboard player in a succession of post-rock bands. She and her partner Steph, a CPA, decided to contract GDS intentionally. First couple I know who did that. They each had one kid, then opted for surgical birth control.
Intessar Mendoza—Me. I don’t have it probably. But I’m pregnant from an unknown sperm donor. I’ll be having a baby in about five months, and I don’t know if it’s a boy or a girl. But I do know that the whole generations-long history of social baggage, the whole framework for how we understand what having a boy means or having a girl means—that’s all irrelevant now. Everyone thought it was settled, but GDS has put what having a kid means up for renegotiation. There’ve always been precious few constants for the world to offer a new person, and now there are even fewer. The non-GDS perspective on parenthood in a GDS world has got to be of general interest. I’m willing to talk about it.
I could go on. That’s just in Houston. You want a humanizing face for GDS, take your pick. It’s the new human condition. We’re spoiled for choice.
—Tess
 
TESS SENT HER ideas for the new closing section the next day, emailing Lynette over expense-accounted wifi in the D.C. airport. On the plane she found that someone had pushed chewing gum into the powerpoint by her seat, and her old laptop’s battery gave out before she touched down in Dallas. She searched out a plug in the airport to recharge it during her short layover, then checked her phone. Lynette had already responded.
 
THIS ISN’T SUPPOSED to be an op-ed. The feature standards of American Moment do not admit the kind of authorial self-insertion you suggest. We publish investigative journalism, not meandering autobiographical rumination. Besides, when was the last time you saw a Pulitzer Prize winner that used the personal pronoun?
You got this contract and this deadline because you claimed to be able to write me a feature to capitalize on the attention of the Montross case. I could have gotten any of my normal writers to do general overview. I do not want an alternate case study from you, I want an article that follows your original outline. For that you need access to Ms. Montross. If you can’t get it, then your piece is irreparably broken.
Let me know when you have it.
—LR
 
SHE WANTED TO scream. She wanted to throw her phone against a tall airport window and watch one or both of them shatter to rubble. She filtered down the jet bridge and onto her next plane, people in the aisle deferring to her belly. She was in the seat at the back, next to the engine, where the noise and vibration swamped everything save her own futile thoughts.
By the time she landed in Houston, she was disconsolate. She stood puffy-eyed and travel sick on the curb until Judy pulled up.
“How was your trip?” Judy asked as she climbed into the car.
“Apparently a complete waste of time!” She told Judy what had happened, then got out her phone and read Lynette’s response aloud, shouting the words meandering and normal and irreparably.
Judy asked, “Is that line about the Pulitzer supposed to be funny?”
“I don’t know what the fuck she expects me to do,” said Tess. “The court records are sealed, and her lawyer’s stonewalling. There’s no access. I’ve been tearing my heart out on this.”
“I think you should calm down,” said Judy, easing them out of the airport. “It’s going to be okay.”
“No it isn’t. Okay is meeting my deadline. Okay is not having the bottom drop out of everything right at the very end. This is not how we get to okay.”
But Judy was right. When they got home, she said to Tess, “I got you a present.” She went to the tall table by the door that they used for mail and keys, and removed from its small drawer a scrap of green construction paper, which she handed to Tess.
The paper had an address written on it, and above that, Florence Montross.
While Tess was out of town, Judy had continued her hunt for Houston’s greatest early childhood educators. Eventually her search took her to the kindergarten where Candace’s oldest daughter had been placed. Judy had recognized her from Tess’s pictures.
“I asked for some parent references, and the assistant principal just led me into the office and let me watch over her shoulder as she looked through the address book. I could have taken cell phone pictures of the whole thing if I’d wanted,” Judy said. “I wasn’t impressed by the professionalism there overall, frankly. I doubt I’ll hire any of them.”
Tess gaped. “And you were holding out on telling me all this why?”
“I was driving,” said Judy. “I couldn’t look at your face.”
The next day Tess made her way out to a sprawling complex of stucco apartments, some of the buildings five stories high. There were retirees and college students. There were towels hung from balcony railings, incensed dogs barking from behind front doors, and shrieking children jostling for space in a minuscule pool. Heat mirages shimmered off the cars in the vast parking lots.
Candace’s unit was on the third floor of building 22. For all the difficulty she had learning where to look, Candace’s place wasn’t hard to find. The numbers were screwed to the door over a dozen glossy coats of paint, bright and obvious. But there was no answer when Tess knocked.
She sat down next to the door, and felt a small relief that she could stall the meeting for a little while longer.
Ever since Kenny Kendall had said from across a pane of Plexiglas, “I know who you are,” Tess had known she would have to confront Candace someday about their connection. But she felt no more ready to do so now than she had in the prison. And her first goal couldn’t be to apologize, anyway. She needed Candace to agree to the profile first. She needed Candace’s story. The other could come later.
Tess’s plan for what she would say when Candace showed up was only two layers deep. The first layer began and ended with “please.” “Please talk to me, even though you’ve been telling me for weeks with your silence that you don’t want to.” “Please let me do a thing that will help me immensely and you perhaps not at all.”
The second layer was basically a guilt trip. “If you tell your story, you’ll be protecting others. Even your own daughters.” Tess wasn’t sure she really believed in layer two, and though it might be effective, she didn’t want to use it.
After that, there was what. Begging? Tess feared that she would be just as easy to dismiss in person as she had been from afar. In that way, too, sitting and waiting was better than forcing the encounter. When she was rebuffed, it would be like falling from a lesser height.
People’s footsteps sounded on the concrete stairs with reverberating thumps. They passed by in both directions, but paid Tess very little mind. It seemed to be the sort of place where people didn’t concern themselves with their neighbors’ business. Maybe that’s why Candace was here. Tess wondered how many people in this complex read American Moment. Would her story upend Candace’s world again? Make her feel more singled out than she already did? What right did Tess have to do that, really? Only, she supposed, as much right as Candace was willing to give her. Tess continued to wait.
Candace arrived eventually, of course. Up the steps thumped a young woman with wispy blonde hair and doughy cheeks. She was in a loose-fitting dress and immensely pregnant. A plastic grocery sack dangled from the knuckles of one hand, and in the other she held the fingers of a small child. A little girl in pink overalls, with wispy blonde hair and tiny, doughy cheeks. When Candace saw Tess, she stopped.
“Who are you?” said Candace.
“My name is Tess Mendoza,” said Tess. She struggled back onto her feet, knees grown recalcitrant during her wait. “I’m a reporter. I’ve been trying to get in touch with you for a while.”
“You’re the one who keeps emailing Randy,” said Candace. “I told him I was done talking to reporters. I think all the others gave up already.”
“Well, I guess before I gave up, I wanted to hear it from you. Directly.”
Candace looked Tess over. Her daughter picked her nose bashfully and practiced standing on one foot. Candace asked, “Are you like me?”
“I’m pregnant,” said Tess. “Probably not like you though. Except sometimes I’m certain that it is. It’s scary. There’s no way to know for sure.”
Candace climbed the rest of the way up the stairs and fished in the grocery sack for her door key. “It’s not that scary. There are lots of scary things, but not that.”
“Maybe you can teach me.”
Candace’s daughter said in a small voice, “Momma, need to wee.”
“Justa second, honey,” Candace answered. She slid her key into the lock and turned back to Tess. “Do you have a car? I could use help picking up the other girls if you have a car.”
“I have a car.”
“Okay. I guess you should come in, then,” said Candace, and opened the door.
 
FOR A TIME after she was rescued from Camp Kendall, Candace lived alone. Her children were initially placed in a shelter, awaiting foster care. It took weeks for the attorneys general to determine that she was in no way complicit in the mutilation of her four daughters. But now the family is back together, living in an apartment on court-supplied housing vouchers.
Her oldest child, Florence (Johnnie Montross’s mother’s name), has started kindergarten. The two middle children, Lauren and Emily, spend their days in nursery school. Amanda, currently the youngest, stays with her mother. Amanda likes lizards and Band-Aids, hates wearing socks, and expresses ambivalence about her younger sister, whom she doesn’t yet know, but who will be showing up in less than a month. Candace plans to name her newest daughter Hope, and the explanation she gives for why she chose the name, and what it means to her, is unimpeachably sincere.
“I’ll go on the pill after Hope is born,” she says. “I don’t know if for forever, but I’ve got a lot on my plate right now.”
It’s true. In the evening, as Florence fills a dinosaur coloring book and Lauren and Emily play an imagination game using dish towels and Amanda as props, Candace studies for her GED. She does this every night before she puts her daughters to bed. The family lives in a two bedroom apartment, and all the children sleep together in one of the rooms, on a pair of bunk beds. Candace is going to put a crib in her bedroom when Hope arrives.
Candace doesn’t agree with Representative Hock’s assessment that her daughters are merely younger versions of her. When asked about it, she doesn’t discuss epigenetics, or use the phrase “nature versus nurture.” She says, “No one’s gonna take them to church when they’re eleven and never let them leave. That happened to me, and it’s not gonna to them.” She puts her hand on her pregnant belly. “And there’s stuff happened to them that didn’t happen to me. And they have each other, but I only had myself. So it’s not the same at all.”
Candace doesn’t lose any of her day worrying that her children may fail to develop unique identities. She’s too busy keeping Amanda’s shoes tied, consoling Emily that not every night can be macaroni and cheese night, comforting Lauren when a pen leaks on her favorite shirt, and convincing Florence not to use the profanity she’s learning at school. “They look a lot alike, but not that much, because they’re different ages. I never confuse them. I bet it’s worse with twins.”
During the day, when three of her girls are at school, Candace does all of the same budgeting and cleaning and logistics that get done by single mothers everywhere in the country. And when she’s not doing that, she’s meeting with attorneys and preparing to testify in court. Candace is a witness in two ongoing criminal trials.
She is a witness for the prosecution in the trial against Kenny Kendall, who made the decision to have her previous pregnancy aborted and her children sterilized. Since the surgeon among Kendall’s flock who actually performed the operations took his own life in the police raid on the compound, Kendall is the only one on trial for that crime. He is charged with five felony counts, and under Texas law he will face life in prison if convicted. “It’s what he wanted for me,” says Candace of Kendall’s potential fate. “Life in prison. I’m just trying to return the favor.”
The other trial Candace is involved in is that of her father. In her father’s trial, however, she is a witness for the defense.
“It’s not that I like him,” she explains, “That’s not the point.”
The point is that, of all the horrors Candace has experienced—in many of which her father was, in fact, complicit—the one he is charged with never actually happened.
The police, as a matter of course in a child abuse raid, took DNA samples from the suspects and victims. Candace’s children share her genetic code. As a result, a standard paternity test will identify Candace’s father as her children’s father as well. Remarkably, the district attorney has chosen, on the basis of this evidence, to charge Candace’s father with incest.
The case is ludicrous. It is an attempt to punish the guilty not through accountability, but by using legal precedent to subvert reality. But why is Candace, specifically, coming by choice to her father’s defense?
“It’s part he didn’t do it. There’s enough things that actually happened, why go making up ones that didn’t. But it’s also,” she pauses, looks for the words. “It’s also that he has no claim on them. On my girls. He doesn’t have a claim, and Johnnie doesn’t have a claim, and no one does. No one but me.”
So it is that Candace goes to court, defending a father she hates to protect the children she loves, as a statement to the world that she is their mother, she alone, and no one is ever again allowed to come between them.
 
“HAVE YOU FORGOTTEN there’s somewhere we need to be? Let’s go!” said Judy.
“I’m coming,” Tess called down the stairs. “I was still getting ready.”
Tess met Judy in the garage, resigned but bitter.
“What are you wearing?”
Tess had changed clothes a half-dozen times, stripping outfits off as soon as she finished putting them on. There was no pattern to it. When Judy’s forbearance had stretched as far as it could, Tess finally found herself downstairs, wearing a beige cashmere sweater. No particular reason why. She said, “I was cold. This is comfortable.”
“It’s ninety degrees out.”
“Why do you care what I’m wearing? Aren’t you the one in a big hurry to get this done?”
They got in the car and headed towards BioPeek, an ultrasound imaging center in a nearby strip mall. Tess had delayed and delayed her sonogram, and finally cancelled. She claimed she was too focused on writing the article. Then that she was too stressed waiting for the article to run. But it was up now, and Tess had no more excuses, and Judy no more patience. The obstetrician couldn’t see her for another week, so BioPeek it was.
As they rode to the mall, Tess said, “It’s a lie. People will be able to tell it’s a lie.”
“It’s not a lie. Why this again?”
“There were things I left out. Similarities. Lots of them. Those girls finished each other’s sentences, but I didn’t write about that.”
“Of course there were similarities. They’re all twin sisters, sort of. You’d expect there to be similarities. You and your brother have similarities, don’t you? Hell, my stepsister and I have similarities, and we’re not even related.” Judy pounded the horn and swerved lanes. “That part doesn’t matter. What you wrote matters.”
But ever since the article ran, Tess couldn’t stop thinking about what she might have missed. She thought about the uncanny moments when the children would laugh in unison. About how Florence sneezed the same truncated squeak as her mother, just higher pitched. How did she know that was just normal twin stuff? Normal daughter stuff? She’d worked so hard to be authoritative, but what could you tell from a child? How would she even know normal if she saw it?
No one could say for sure how GDS kids were going to grow up. It had never happened before. There could be clear, obvious changes, ones that only manifested with age. Everything she’d written could end up looking quaint. Laughable. Catastrophically wrong.
Tess thought of Candace’s reaction when she finally told her about Kendall. How Kendall had recognized her and why. They were sitting on Candace’s narrow balcony, eating pasta out of blue plastic bowls. Through the sliding glass door Tess could see the little blonde heads of the children, shrieking as they scurried across the thin carpet in their last ecstatic burst before bedtime.
“Just like a herd of puppies,” Candace said. “Way they run over each other.” She ate another forkful of noodles. “There were dogs all over at the camp. Always puppies around.”
The interviews were over. Tess had all she needed to write the article. She put her bowl down and said, “There’s something you need to know.”
“What is it?”
“It’s about Kenny. I’ve been writing about people like you, like the kids, for a long time. I have a lot of stories about it online. And Kenny, he used to get on the computer and go looking for things he didn’t like.” Tess paused, listened to the muffled giggles and declarations from inside the apartment. “He told me that he learned about it from my stories,” Tess told Candace. “He figured out what was happening with you because of me. So, in a certain way … I mean. I had a role in what happened. So I’m sorry for that.”
Candace hadn’t thought much of the coincidence. She tucked her hair behind her ear, hugged her belly and said, “If not you, it would have been somebody else. I was different. Kenny didn’t like things different. Something was bound to happen eventually.”
The more Tess thought about it, the more true it was. Candace was the future because the world was full of people who didn’t like things to be different. Tess had argued, as forcefully as she knew how to, as forcefully as Lynette would let her, that in every way that mattered they were the same. That there were no real differences.
But what if the truth was actually that there were just no important differences? And what if unimportant but visible was really all it took? How could you know it wasn’t futile to counter novelty with humanity? How could you know that, for all your intentions, you weren’t setting yourself up for a fall?
Under the chilly blast from the car’s air conditioning, Tess was sweating.
When they got to BioPeek and signed in, Judy waved away the clipboard of forms. She produced from her bag a set she’d downloaded, printed, and already filled out. They nurses had Tess in the back and on the exam table in under five minutes.
“This is going to be a bit gooey,” said the ultrasound technician as she squirted gel onto Tess’s skin and spread it around with the end of the wand. Some of the gel got on her sweater, and Tess could feel Judy biting back commentary. Her grip tightened around Judy’s hand. The wand could have been the flat of a blade and Tess didn’t think she would feel any differently.
When Tess was sufficiently slimed, the technician started up the machine. Ghostly shadows resolved on the screen. It looked like nothing in particular, a confusion of internal architecture, until the technician pointed to a part of the haze and said, “There’s the head.” Then suddenly the image resolved into a moving cross-section of a fetus, and it was impossible to see it as anything else. The plane of the scan swept through the baby’s body, forward and back, hands and feet coalescing into view and then dissolving again. The technician pushed some buttons, and a 3-D computer rendering appeared on the screen. It looked like a clay model put under running water. She panned the image to get a view between the legs.
“And there we have it. It’s a girl.”
“Look at that.” Judy’s voice was a rush of astonished delight. “Decaf’s a girl. We have a lumpy little daughter.”
Tess felt the startled-fish flutter of Decaf moving, and simultaneously watched her on the screen twist her hips out of view, as if shy. A motion, Tess realized, she knew. A gesture she’d felt so many times.
“We can burn a movie of this to DVD for you to buy, if you want,” said the technician.
A noise escaped from Tess’s chest. A wracked sound that convulsed her body and scrambled the image on the screen. It happened again, and then again.
“What is it?” said Judy. “Are you okay?”
Tess started to answer, but the words got caught and bubbled in her nose. She clapped her hands to her face in embarrassment. Her cheeks were wet.
“Leave us alone for a minute,” Judy told the technician, who put down the wand and started for the door.
“No,” Tess finally got out. “Come back. It’s fine.” She couldn’t tell if the technician listened or not. Her vision was too watery to see. Under Judy’s hand on her shoulder, her body still shook with sobs.
“It’s all right,” she gasped. “There’s nothing wrong. Nothing is wrong.”
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The living being is only a species of the dead, and a very rare species.
—Nietzsche
 
When a long shot is all you have, you’re a fool not to take it.
—Romany saying
 
 
for Cheryl
 
1.
THE LAUNCH OF Earth’s first starship went unremarked. The crew gave no interviews. No camera broadcast the hard light pulsing from its tail. To the plain eye, it might have been a common airplane.
The media battened on multiple wars and catastrophes. The Arctic Ocean was open sea. Florida was underwater. Crises and opportunities intersected.
World population was something over ten billion. No one was really counting anymore. A few billion were stateless refugees. A few billion more were indentured or imprisoned.
Oil reserves, declared as recently as 2010 to exceed a trillion barrels, proved to be an accounting gimmick, gone by 2020. More difficult and expensive sources—tar sands in Canada and Venezuela, natural gas fracking—became primary, driving up atmospheric methane and the price of fresh water.
The countries formerly known as the Third World stripped and sold their resources with more ruthless abandon than their mentors had. With the proceeds they armed themselves.
The U.S. was no longer the global hyperpower, but it went on behaving as if. Generations of outspending the rest of the world combined had made this its habit and brand: arms merchant to expedient allies, former and future foes alike, starting or provoking conflicts more or less at need, its constant need being, as always, resources. Its waning might was built on a memory of those vast native reserves it had long since expropriated and depleted, and a sense of entitlement to more. These overseas conflicts were problematic and carried wildly unintended consequences. As the president of Venezuela put it just days before his assassination, “It’s dangerous to go to war against your own asshole.”
The starship traveled out of our solar system at a steep angle to the ecliptic plane. It would pass no planets. It was soon gone. Going South.
 
SOPHIE (2043)
TRYING TO RISE up out of the cold sinking back into a dream of rising up out of the…. Stop, stop it now. Shivering. So dark. So thirsty. Momma? Help me?
 
HER PARENTS WERE wealthy. They had investments, a great home, they sent her to the best schools. They told her how privileged she was. She’d always assumed this meant she would be okay forever. She was going to be a poet.
It was breathtaking how quickly it went away, all that okay. Her dad’s job, the investments, the college tuition, the house. In two years, like so many others they were penniless and living in their car. She left unfinished her thesis on Louis Zukofsky’s last book, 80 Flowers. She changed her major to Information Science, slept with a loan officer, finished grad school half a million in debt, and immediately took the best-paying job she could find, at Xocket Defense Systems. Librarian. She hadn’t known that defense contractors hired librarians. They were pretty much the only ones who did anymore. Her student loan was adjustable rate—the only kind offered. As long as the rate didn’t go up, she could just about get by on her salary. Best case, she’d have it paid off in thirty years. Then the rate doubled. She lost her apartment. XDS had huge dorms for employees who couldn’t afford their own living space. Over half their workforce lived there. It was indentured servitude.
Yet she was lucky, lucky. If she’d been a couple of years younger she wouldn’t have finished school at all. She’d be fighting in Burma or Venezuela or Kazakhstan.
At XDS she tended the library’s firewalls, maintained and documented software, catalogued projects, fielded service calls from personnel who needed this or that right now, or had forgotten a password, or locked themselves out of their own account. She learned Unix, wrote cron scripts and daemons and Perl routines. There was a satisfaction in keeping it all straight. She was a serf, but they needed her and they knew it, and that knowledge sustained in her a hard small sense of freedom. She thought of Zukofsky, teaching for twenty years at Brooklyn Polytech. It was almost a kind of poetry, the vocabulary of code.
 
CHIRPING. BIRDS? WERE there still birds?
No. Tinnitus. Her ears ached for sound in this profound silence. Created their own.
 
SHE WAS A California girl, an athlete, a hiker, a climber. She’d been all over the Sierra Nevada, had summited four 14,000-footers by the time she was sixteen. She loved the backcountry. Loved its stark beauty, solitude, the life that survived in its harshness: the pikas, the marmots, the mountain chickadees, the heather and whitebark pine and polemonium.
After joining XDS, it became hard for her to get to the mountains. Then it became impossible. In 2035 the Keep Wilderness Wild Act shut the public out of the national parks, the national forests, the BLM lands. The high country above timberline was surveilled by satellites and drones, and it was said that mining and fracking operators would shoot intruders on sight, and that in the remotest areas, like the Enchanted Gorge and the Muro Blanco, lived small nomadic bands of malcontents. She knew enough about the drones and satellites to doubt it; no one on Earth could stay hidden anywhere for more than a day.
The backcountry she mourned was all Earth to her. To lose it was to lose all Earth. And to harden something final inside her.
One day Roger Fry came to her attention—perhaps it was the other way round—poking in her stacks where he didn’t belong. That was odd; the login and password had been validated, the clearance was the highest, there was no place in the stacks prohibited to this user; yet her alarms had tripped. By the time she put packet sniffers on it he was gone. In her e-mail was an invitation to visit a website called Gypsy.
When she logged in, she understood at once. It thrilled her and frightened her. They were going to leave the planet. It was insane. Yet she felt the powerful seduction of it. How starkly its plain insanity exposed the greater consensus insanity the planet was now living. That there was an alternative—!
 
SHE SAT UP on the slab. Slowly unwrapped the mylar bodysuit, disconnected one by one its drips and derms and stents and catheters and waldos and sensors. Let it drift crinkling to the floor.
Her breathing was shallow and ragged. Every few minutes she gasped for air and her pulse raced. The temperature had been raised to 20°C as she came to, but still she shivered. Her body smelled a way it had never smelled before. Like vinegar and nail polish. It looked pale and flabby, but familiar. After she’d gathered strength, she reached under the slab, found a sweatshirt and sweatpants, and pulled them on. There was also a bottle of water. She drank it all.
The space was small and dark and utterly silent. No ports, no windows. Here and there, on flat black walls, glowed a few pods of LEDs. She braced her hands against the slab and stood up, swaying. Even in the slight gravity her heart pounded. The ceiling curved gently away a handsbreadth above her head, and the floor curved gently upward. Unseen beyond the ceiling was the center of the ship, the hole of the donut, and beyond that the other half of the slowly spinning torus. Twice a minute it rotated, creating a centripetal gravity of one tenth g. Any slower would be too weak to be helpful. Any faster, gravity would differ at the head and the feet enough to cause vertigo. Under her was the outer ring of the water tank, then panels of aerogel sandwiched within sheets of hydrogenous carbon-composite, then a surrounding jacket of liquid hydrogen tanks, and then interstellar space.
What had happened? Why was she awake?
 
LOOK, OVER SEVENTY plus years, systems will fail. We can’t rely on auto-repair. With a crew of twenty, we could wake one person every few years to perform maintenance.
And put them back under? Hibernation is dicey enough without trying to do it twice.
Yes, it’s a risk. What’s the alternative?
What about failsafes? No one gets wakened unless a system is critical. Then we wake a specialist. A steward.
That could work.
 
SHE WALKED THE short distance to the ship’s console and sat. It would have been grandiose to call it a bridge. It was a small desk bolted to the floor. It held a couple of monitors, a keyboard, some pads. It was like the light and sound booth of a community theater.
She wished she could turn on more lights. There were no more. Their energy budget was too tight. They had a fission reactor onboard but it wasn’t running. It was to fire the nuclear rocket at their arrival. It wouldn’t last seventy-two years if they used it for power during their cruise.
Not far from her—nothing on the ship was far from her—were some fifty kilograms of plutonium pellets—not the Pu-239 of fission bombs, but the more energetic Pu-238. The missing neutron cut the isotope’s half-life from twenty-five thousand years to eighty-eight years and made it proportionately more radioactive. That alpha radiation was contained by iridium cladding and a casing of graphite, but the pellets still gave off heat, many kilowatts’ worth. Most of that heat warmed the ship’s interior to its normal temperature of 4°C. Enough of it was channeled outward to keep the surrounding water liquid in its jacket, and the outer tanks of hydrogen at 14 Kelvins, slush, maximally dense. The rest of the heat ran a Stirling engine to generate electricity.
First she read through the protocols, which she had written: Stewards’ logs to be read by each wakened steward. Kept in the computers, with redundant backups, but also kept by hand, ink on paper, in case of system failures, a last-chance critical backup. And because there is something restorative about writing by hand.
There were no stewards’ logs. She was the first to be wakened.
They were only two years out. Barely into the Oort cloud. She felt let down. What had gone wrong so soon?
All at once she was ravenous. She stood, and the gravity differential hit her. She steadied herself against the desk, then took two steps to the storage bay. Three quarters of the ship was storage. What they would need at the other end. What Roger called pop-up civilization. She only had to go a step inside to find a box of MREs. She took three, and put one into the microwave. The smell of it warming made her mouth water and her stomach heave. Her whole body trembled as she ate. Immediately she put a second into the microwave. As she waited for it, she fell asleep.
 
SHE SAW ROGER, what must have happened to him after that terrible morning when they received his message: Go. Go now. Go at once.
He was wearing an orange jumpsuit, shackled to a metal table.
How did you think you could get away with it, Fry?
I did get away with it. They’ve gone.
But we’ve got you.
That doesn’t matter. I was never meant to be aboard.
Where are they going?
Alpha Centauri. (He would pronounce it with the hard K.)
That’s impossible.
Very likely. But that’s where they’re going.
Why?
It’s less impossible than here.
 
WHEN SHE OPENED her eyes, her second meal had cooled, but she didn’t want it. Her disused bowels protested. She went to the toilet and strained but voided only a trickle of urine. Feeling ill, she hunched in the dark, small space, shivering, sweat from her armpits running down her ribs. The smell of her urine mixed with the toilet’s chemicals and the sweetly acrid odor of her long fast.
pleine de l’âcre odeur des temps, poudreuse et noire
full of the acrid smell of time, dusty and black
Baudelaire. Another world. With wonder she felt it present itself. Consciousness was a mystery. She stared into the darkness, fell asleep again on the pot.
 
AGAIN SHE SAW Roger shackled to the metal table. A door opened and he looked up.
We’ve decided.
He waited.
Your ship, your crew, your people—they don’t exist. No one will ever know about them.
Roger was silent.
The ones remaining here, the ones who helped you—you’re thinking we can’t keep them all quiet. We can. We’re into your private keys. We know everyone who was involved. We’ll round them up. The number’s small enough. After all your work, Roger, all their years of effort, there will be nothing but a few pathetic rumors and conspiracy theories. All those good people who helped you will be disappeared forever. Like you. How does that make you feel?
They knew the risks. For them it was already over. Like me.
Over? Oh, Roger. We can make “over” last a long time.
Still, we did it. They did it. They know that.
You’re not hearing me, Roger. I said we’ve changed that.
The ship is out there.
No. I said it’s not. Repeat after me. Say it’s not, Roger.
 
BUFFER OVERFLOW. SO that was it. Their datastream was not being received. Sophie had done much of the information theory design work. An energy-efficient system approaching Shannon’s limit for channel capacity. Even from Alpha C it would be only ten joules per bit.
The instruments collected data. Magnetometer, spectrometers, plasma analyzer, cosmic-ray telescope, Cerenkov detector, et cetera. Data was queued in a transmit buffer and sent out more or less continuously at a low bit rate. The protocol was designed to be robust against interference, dropped packets, interstellar scintillation, and the long latencies imposed by their great distance and the speed of light.
 
THEY’D DEBATED EVEN whether to carry communications.
What’s the point? We’re turning our backs on them.
Roger was insistent: Are we scientists? This is an unprecedented chance to collect data in the heliopause, the Oort cloud, the interstellar medium, the Alpha system itself. Astrometry from Alpha, reliable distances to every star in our galaxy—that alone is huge.
Sending back data broadcasts our location.
So? How hard is it to follow a nuclear plasma trail to the nearest star? Anyway, they’d need a ship to follow. We have the only one.
You say the Earth situation is terminal. Who’s going to receive this data?
Anybody. Everybody.
 
SO: SHACKLETON CRATER. It was a major comm link anyway, and its site at the south pole of the Moon assured low ambient noise and permanent line of sight to the ship. They had a Gypsy there—one of their tribe—to receive their data.
The datastream was broken up into packets, to better weather the long trip home. Whenever Shackleton received a packet, it responded with an acknowledgement, to confirm reception. When the ship received that ACK signal—at their present distance, that would be about two months after a packet was transmitted—the confirmed packet was removed from the transmit queue to make room for new data. Otherwise the packet went back to the end of the queue, to be retransmitted later. Packets were time-stamped, so they could be reassembled into a consecutive datastream no matter in what order they were received.
But no ACK signals had been received for over a year. The buffer was full. That’s why she was awake.
They’d known the Shackleton link could be broken, even though it had a plausible cover story of looking for SETI transmissions from Alpha C. But other Gypsies on Earth should also be receiving. Someone should be acknowledging. A year of silence!
Going back through computer logs, she found there’d been an impact. Eight months ago something had hit the ship. Why hadn’t that wakened a steward?
It had been large enough to get through the forward electromagnetic shield. The shield deflected small particles which, over decades, would erode their hull. The damage had been instantaneous. Repair geckos responded in the first minutes. Since it took most of a day to rouse a steward, there would have been no point.
Maybe the impact hit the antenna array. She checked and adjusted alignment to the Sun. They were okay. She took a routine spectrograph and measured the Doppler shift.
0.056 c.
No. Their velocity should be 0.067 c.
Twelve years. It added twelve years to their cruising time.
She studied the ship’s logs as that sank in. The fusion engine had burned its last over a year ago, then was jettisoned to spare mass.
Why hadn’t a steward awakened before her? The computer hadn’t logged any problems. Engine function read as normal; the sleds that held the fuel had been emptied one by one and discarded as the fuel had been burned—all as planned. So, absent other problems, the lower velocity alone hadn’t triggered an alert. Stupid!
Think. They’d begun to lag only in the last months of burn. Some ignitions must have failed or underperformed. It was probably antiproton decay in the triggers. Nothing could have corrected that. Good thinking, nice fail.
Twelve years.
It angered her. The impact and the low velocity directly threatened their survival, and no alarms went off. But loss of comms, that set off alarms, that was important to Roger. Who was never meant to be on board. He’s turned his back on humanity, but he still wants them to hear all about it. And to hell with us.
When her fear receded, she was calmer. If Roger still believed in anything redeemable about humankind, it was the scientific impulse. Of course it was primary to him that this ship do science, and send data. This was her job.
 
WHY ALPHA C? Why so impossibly far?
Why not the Moon? The U.S. was there: the base at Shackleton, with a ten-thousand-acre solar power plant, a deuterium mine in the lunar ice, and a twenty-gigawatt particle beam. The Chinese were on the far side, mining helium-3 from the regolith.
Why not Mars? China was there. A one-way mission had been sent in 2025. The crew might not have survived—that was classified—but the robotics had. The planet was reachable and therefore dangerous.
Jupiter? There were rumors that the U.S. was there as well, maybe the Chinese too, robots anyway, staking a claim to all that helium. Roger didn’t put much credence in the rumors, but they might be true.
Why not wait it out at a Lagrange point? Roger thought there was nothing to wait for. The situation was terminal. As things spiraled down the maelstrom, anyplace cislunar would be at risk. Sooner or later any ship out there would be detected and destroyed. Or it might last only because civilization was shattered, with the survivors in some pit plotting to pummel the shards.
It was Alpha C because Roger Fry was a fanatic who believed that only an exit from the solar system offered humanity any hope of escaping what it had become.
She thought of Sergei, saying in his bad accent and absent grammar, which he exaggerated for effect: This is shit. You say me Alpha See is best? Absolute impossible. Is double star, no planet in habitable orbit—yes yes, whatever, minima maxima, zone of hopeful bullshit. Ghost Planet Hope. You shoot load there?
How long they had argued over this—their destination.
Gliese 581.
Impossible.
Roger, it’s a rocky planet with liquid water.
That’s three mistakes in one sentence. Something is orbiting the star, with a period of thirteen days and a mass of two Earths and some spectral lines. Rocky, water, liquid, that’s all surmise. What’s for sure is it’s twenty light-years away. Plus, the star is a flare star. It’s disqualified twice before we even get to the hope-it’s- a-planet part.
You don’t know it’s a flare star! There are no observations!
In the absence of observations, we assume it behaves like other observed stars of its class. It flares.
You have this agenda for Alpha C. You’ve invented these criteria to shoot down every other candidate!
The criteria are transparent. We’ve agreed to them. Number one: twelve light-years is our outer limit. Right there we’re down to twenty-four stars. For reasons of luminosity and stability we prefer a nonvariable G- or K-class star. Now we’re down to five. Alpha Centauri, Epsilon Eridani, 61 Cygni, Epsilon Indi, and Tau Ceti make the cut. Alpha is half the distance of the next nearest.
Bullshit, Roger. You have bug up ass for your Alpha See. Why not disqualify as double, heh? Why this not shoot-down criteria?
Because we have modeled it, and we know planet formation is possible in this system, and we have direct evidence of planets in other double systems. And because—I know.
They ended with Alpha because it was closest. Epsilon Eridani had planets for sure, but they were better off with a closer Ghost Planet Hope than a sure thing so far they couldn’t reach it. Cosmic rays would degrade the electronics, the ship, their very cells. Every year in space brought them closer to some component’s MTBF: mean time between failures.
 
WELL, THEY’D KNOWN they might lose Shackleton. It was even likely. Just not so soon.
She’d been pushing away the possibility that things had gone so badly on Earth that no one was left to reply.
 
SHE REMEMBERED WALKING on a fire road after a conference in Berkeley—the Bay dappled sapphire and russet, thick white marine layer pushing in over the Golden Gate Bridge—talking to Roger about Fermi’s Paradox. If the universe harbors life, intelligence, why haven’t we seen evidence of it? Why are we alone? Roger favored what he called the Mean Time Between Failures argument. Technological civilizations simply fail, just as the components that make up their technology fail, sooner or later, for reasons as individually insignificant as they are inexorable, and final. Complex systems, after a point, tend away from robustness.
 
OKAY. ANY RECEIVERS on Earth will have to find their new signal. It was going to be like SETI in reverse: she had to make the new signal maximally detectable. She could do that. She could retune the frequency to better penetrate Earth’s atmosphere. Reprogram the PLLs and antenna array, use orthogonal FSK modulation across the K- and X-bands. Increase the buffer size. And hope for the best.
Eighty-four years to go. My God, they were barely out the front door. My God, it was lonely out here.
The mission plan had been seventy-two years, with a predicted systems-failure rate of under twenty percent. The Weibull curve climbed steeply after that. At eighty-four years, systems-failure rate was over fifty percent.
What could be done to speed them? The nuclear rocket and its fuel were for deceleration and navigation at the far end. To use it here would add—she calculated—a total of 0.0002 c to their current speed. Saving them all of three months. And leaving them no means of planetfall.
They had nothing. Their cruise velocity was unalterable.
All right, that’s that, so find a line. Commit to it and move.
Cruise at this speed for longer, decelerate later and harder. That could save a few years. They’d have to run more current through the magsail, increase its drag, push its specs.
Enter the Alpha C system faster than planned, slow down harder once within it. She didn’t know how to calculate those maneuvers, but someone else would.
Her brain was racing now, wouldn’t let her sleep. She’d been up for three days. These were not her decisions to make, but she was the only one who could.
She wrote up detailed logs with the various options and calculations she’d made. At last there was no more for her to do. But a sort of nostalgia came over her. She wanted, absurdly, to check her e-mail. Really, just to hear some voice not her own.
Nothing broadcast from Earth reached this far except for the ACK signals beamed directly to them from Shackleton. Shackleton was also an IPN node, connecting space assets to the internet. For cover, the ACK signals it sent to Gypsy were piggybacked on internet packets. And those had all been stored by the computer.
So in her homesick curiosity, she called them out of memory, and dissected some packets that had been saved from up to a year ago. Examined their broken and scrambled content like a torn, discarded newspaper for anything they might tell her of the planet she’d never see again.
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LOST, DISTANT, DESOLATE. The world she’d left forever, speaking its poison poetry of ruin and catastrophe and longing. Told her nothing she didn’t already know about the corrupt destiny and thwarted feeling that had drawn humankind into the maelstrom Gypsy had escaped. She stood and walked furiously the meager length of the curved corridor, stopping at each slab, regarding the sleeping forms of her crewmates, naked in translucent bodysuits, young and fit, yet broken, like her, in ways that had made this extremity feel to them all the only chance.
 
THEY GATHERED TOGETHER for the first time on the ship after receiving Roger’s signal.
We’ll be fine. Not even Roger knows where the ship is. They won’t be able to find us before we’re gone.
It was her first time in space. From the shuttle, the ship appeared a formless clutter: layers of bomb sleds, each bearing thousands of microfusion devices, under and around them a jacket of hydrogen tanks, shields, conduits, antennas. Two white-suited figures crawled over this maze. A hijacked hydrogen depot was offloading its cargo.
Five were already aboard, retrofitting. Everything not needed for deep space had been jettisoned. Everything lacking was brought and secured. Shuttles that were supposed to be elsewhere came and went on encrypted itineraries.
One shuttle didn’t make it. They never learned why. So they were down to sixteen crew.
The ship wasn’t meant to hold so many active people. The crew area was less than a quarter of the torus, a single room narrowed to less than ten feet by the hibernation slabs lining each long wall. Dim even with all the LED bays on.
Darius opened champagne. Contraband: no one knew how alcohol might interact with the hibernation drugs.
To Andrew and Chung-Pei and Hari and Maryam. They’re with us in spirit.
Some time later the first bomb went off. The ship trembled but didn’t move. Another blast. Then another. Grudgingly the great mass budged. Like a car departing a curb, no faster at first. Fuel mass went from it and kinetic energy into it. Kinesis was gradual but unceasing. In its first few minutes it advanced less than a kilometer. In its first hour it moved two thousand kilometers. In its first day, a million kilometers. After a year, when the last bomb was expended, it would be some two thousand astronomical units from the Earth, and Gypsy would coast on at her fixed speed for decades, a dark, silent, near-dead thing.
 
AS SOPHIE PREPARED to return to hibernation, she took stock. She walked the short interior of the quarter-torus. Less than twenty paces end to end. The black walls, the dim LED pods, the slabs of her crewmates.
Never to see her beloved mountains again. Her dear saw-tooth Sierra. She thought of the blue sky, and remembered a hunk of stuff she’d seen on Roger’s desk, some odd kind of rock. It was about five inches long. You could see through it. Its edges were blurry. Against a dark background it had a bluish tinge. She took it in her hand and it was nearly weightless.
What is this?
Silica aerogel. The best insulator in the world.
Why is it blue?
Rayleigh scattering.
She knew what that meant: why the sky is blue. Billions of particles in the air scatter sunlight, shorter wavelengths scatter most, so those suffuse the sky. The shortest we can see is blue. But that was an ocean of air around the planet and this was a small rock.
You’re joking.
No, it’s true. There are billions of internal surfaces in that piece.
It’s like a piece of sky.
Yes, it is.
It was all around her now, that stuff—in the walls of the ship, keeping out the cold of space—allowing her to imagine a poetry of sky where none was.
 
AND THAT WAS it. She’d been awake for five days. She’d fixed the datastream back to Earth. She’d written her logs. She’d reprogrammed the magsail deployment for seventy years from now, at increased current, in the event that no other steward was wakened in the meantime. She’d purged her bowels and injected the hibernation cocktail. She was back in the bodysuit, life supports connected. As she went under, she wondered why.
 
2.
THEY DEPARTED A day short of Roger Fry’s fortieth birthday. Born September 11, 2001, he was hired to a national weapons laboratory straight out of Caltech. He never did finish his doctorate. Within a year at the Lab he had designed the first breakeven fusion reaction. It had long been known that a very small amount of antimatter could trigger a burn wave in thermonuclear fuel. Roger solved how. He was twenty-four.
Soon there were net energy gains. That’s when the bomb people came in. In truth, their interest was why he was hired in the first place. Roger knew this and didn’t care. Once fusion became a going concern, it would mean unlimited clean energy. It would change the world. Bombs would have no purpose.
But it was a long haul to a commercial fusion reactor. Meanwhile, bombs were easier.
The first bombs were shaped-charge antiproton-triggered fusion bunker busters. The smallest was a kiloton-yield bomb, powerful enough to level forty or fifty city blocks; it used just a hundred grams of lithium deuteride, and less than a microgram of antimatter. It was easy to manufacture and transport and deploy. It created little radiation or electromagnetic pulse. Tens of thousands, then hundreds of thousands, were fabricated in orbit and moved to drop platforms called sleds. Because the minimum individual yields were within the range of conventional explosives, no nuclear treaties were violated.
Putting them in orbit did violate the Outer Space Treaty, so at first they were more politely called the Orbital Asteroid Defense Network. But when a large asteroid passed through cislunar space a few years later—with no warning, no alert, no response at all—the pretense was dropped, and the system came under the command of the U.S. Instant Global Strike Initiative.
More and more money went into antimatter production. There were a dozen factories worldwide that produced about a gram, all told, of antiprotons a year. Some went into the first fusion power plants, which themselves produced more antiprotons. Most went into bomb triggers. There they were held in traps, isolated from normal matter—but that worked only so long. They decayed, like tritium in the older nuclear weapons, but much faster; some traps could store milligrams of antiprotons for many months at a time, and they were improving; still, bomb triggers had to be replaced often.
As a defense system it was insane, but hugely profitable. Then came the problem of where to park the profits, since there were no stable markets anywhere. The economic system most rewarded those whose created and surfed instabilities and could externalize their risks, which created greater instabilities.
Year after year Roger worked and waited, and the number of bombs grew, as did the number of countries deploying them, and the global resource wars intensified and his fusion utopia failed to arrive. When the first commercial plants did start operating, it made no difference. Everything went on as before. Those who had the power to change things had no reason to; things had worked out pretty well for them so far.
Atmospheric CO2 shot past 600 parts per million. The methane burden was now measured in parts per million, not parts per billon. No one outside the classified world knew the exact numbers, but the effects were everywhere. The West Antarctic ice shelf collapsed. Sea level rose three meters.
Some time in there, Roger Fry gave up on Earth.
But not on humanity, not entirely. Something in the complex process of civilization had forced it into this place from which it now had no exit. He didn’t see this as an inevitable result of the process, but it had happened. There might have been a time when the situation was reversible. If certain decisions had been made. If resources had been treated as a commons. Back when the population of the planet was two or three billion, when there was still enough to go around, enough time to alter course, enough leisure to think things through. But it hadn’t gone that way. He didn’t much care why. The question was what to do now.
 
FANG TIR EOGHAIN (2081)
THE ANCESTOR OF all mammals must have been a hibernator. Body temperature falls as much as 15 Kelvins. A bear’s heartbeat goes down to five per minute. Blood pressure drops to thirty millimeters. In humans, these conditions would be fatal.
Relatively few genes are involved in torpor. We have located the critical ones. And we have found the protein complexes they uptake and produce. Monophosphates mostly.
Yes, I know, induced hypothermia is not torpor. But this state has the signatures of torpor. For example, there is a surfeit of MCT1 which transports ketones to the brain during fasting.
Ketosis, that’s true, we are in a sense poisoning the subject in order to achieve this state. Some ischemia and refusion damage results, but less than anticipated. Doing it more than a couple of times is sure to be fatal. But for our purposes, maybe it gets the job done.
Anyway it had better; we have nothing else.
 
HER DA WAS screaming at her to get up. He wasn’t truly her father; her father had gone to the stars. That was a story she’d made up long ago. It was better than the truth.
Her thick brown legs touched the floor. Not so thick and brown as she remembered. Weak, pale, withered. She tried to stand and fell back. Try harder, cow. She fell asleep.
 
SHE’D TRIED SO hard for so long. She’d been accepted early at university. Then her parents went afoul of the system. One day she came home to a bare apartment. All are zhonghua minzu, but it was a bad time for certain ethnics in China.
She lost her place at university. She was shunted to a polytechnic secondary in Guangzhou, where she lived with her aunt and uncle in a small apartment. It wasn’t science; it was job training in technology services. One day she overheard the uncle on the phone, bragging: he had turned her parents in, collected a bounty and a stipend.
She was not yet fifteen. It was still possible, then, to be adopted out of country. Covertly, she set about it. Caitlin Tyrone was the person who helped her from afar.
They’d met online, in a science chatroom. Ireland needed scientists. She didn’t know or care where that was; she’d have gone to Hell. It took almost a year to arrange it, the adoption. It took all Fang’s diligence, all her cunning, all her need, all her cold hate, to keep it from her uncle, to acquire the paperwork, to forge his signature, to sequester money, and finally on the last morning to sneak out of the apartment before dawn.
She flew from Guangzhao to Beijing to Frankfurt to Dublin, too nervous to sleep. Each time she had to stop in an airport and wait for the next flight, sometimes for hours, she feared arrest. In her sleepless imagination, the waiting lounges turned into detention centers. Then she was on the last flight. The stars faded and the sun rose over the Atlantic, and there was Ireland. O! the green of it. And her new mother Caitlin was there to greet her, grab her, look into her eyes. Goodbye forever to the wounded past.
She had a scholarship at Trinity College, in biochemistry. She already knew English, but during her first year she studied phonology and orthography and grammar, to try to map, linguistically, how far she’d traveled. It wasn’t so far. The human vocal apparatus is everywhere the same. So is the brain, constructing the grammar that drives the voice box. Most of her native phonemes had Irish or English equivalents, near enough. But the sounds she made of hers were not quite correct, so she worked daily to refine them.
O is where she often came to rest. The exclamative particle, the sound of that moment when the senses surprise the body, same in Ireland as in China—same body, same senses, same sound. Yet a human universe of shadings. The English O was one thing; Mandarin didn’t quite have it; Cantonese was closer; but everywhere the sound slid around depending on locality, on country, even on county: monophthong to diphthong, the tongue wandering in the mouth, seeking to settle. When she felt lost in the night, which was often, she sought for that O, round and solid and vast and various and homey as the planet beneath her, holding her with its gravity. Moving her tongue in her mouth as she lay in bed waiting for sleep.
Biochemistry wasn’t so distant, in her mind, from language. She saw it all as signaling. DNA wasn’t “information,” data held statically in helices, it was activity, transaction.
She insisted on her new hybrid name, the whole long Gaelic mess of it—it was Caitlin’s surname—as a reminder of the contingency of belonging, of culture and language, of identity itself. Her solid legs had landed on solid ground, or solid enough to support her.
 
CAREFULLY, ARDUOUSLY, ONE connector at a time, she unplugged herself from the bodysuit, then sat up on the slab. Too quickly. She dizzied and pitched forward.
Get up, you cow. The da again. Dream trash. As if she couldn’t. She’d show him. She gave all her muscles a great heave.
And woke shivering on the carbon deckplates. Held weakly down by the thin false gravity. It was no embracing O, just a trickle of mockery. You have to do this, she told her will.
She could smell acetone on her breath. Glycogen used up, body starts to burn fat, produces ketones. Ketoacidosis. She should check ketone levels in the others.
 
ROGER CAME INTO Fang’s life by way of Caitlin. Years before, Caitlin had studied physics at Trinity. Roger had read her papers. They were brilliant. He’d come to teach a seminar, and he had the idea of recruiting her to the Lab. But science is bound at the hip to its application, and turbulence occurs at that interface where theory meets practice, knowledge meets performance. Where the beauty of the means goes to die in the instrumentality of the ends.
Roger found to his dismay that Caitlin couldn’t manage even the sandbox politics of grad school. She’d been aced out of the best advisors and was unable to see that her science career was already in a death spiral. She’d never make it on her own at the Lab, or in a corp. He could intervene to some degree, but he was reluctant; he saw a better way.
Already Caitlin was on U, a Merck pharmaceutical widely prescribed for a new category in DSM-6: “social interoperability disorder.” U for eudaimoniazine. Roger had tried it briefly himself. In his opinion, half the planet fit the diagnostic criteria, which was excellent business for Merck but said more about planetary social conditions than about the individuals who suffered under them.
U was supposed to increase compassion for others, to make other people seem more real. But Caitlin was already too empathic for her own good, too ready to yield her place to others, and the U merely blissed her out, put her in a zone of self-abnegation. Perhaps that’s why it was a popular street drug; when some governments tried to ban it, Merck sued them under global trade agreements, for loss of expected future profits.
Caitlin ended up sidelined in the Trinity library, where she met and married James, an older charming sociopath with terrific interoperability. Meanwhile, Roger kept tabs on her from afar. He hacked James’s medical records and noted that James was infertile.
 
IT TOOK FANG several hours to come to herself. She tried not to worry, this was to be expected. Her body had gone through a serious near-death trauma. She felt weak, nauseous, and her head throbbed, but she was alive. That she was sitting here sipping warm tea was a triumph, for her body and for her science. She still felt a little stunned, a little distant from that success. So many things could have gone wrong: hibernation was only the half of it; like every other problem they’d faced, it came with its own set of ancillaries. On which she’d worked.
In addition to her highly classified DARPA work on hibernation, Fang had published these papers in the Journal of Gravitational Physiology: Serum leptin level is a regulator of bone mass (2033); Inhibition of osteopenia by low magnitude, high frequency mechanical stimuli (2035); The transcription factor NF-kappaB is a key intracellular signal transducer in disuse atrophy (2036); IGF-1 stimulates muscle growth by suppressing protein breakdown and expression of atrophy-related ubiquitin ligases, atrogin-1 and MuRF1 (2037); and PGC-1alpha protects skeletal muscle from atrophy by suppressing FoxO3 action and atrophy-specific gene transcription (2039).
When she felt able, she checked on the others. Each sleeper bore implanted and dermal sensors—for core and skin temperature, EKG, EEG, pulse, blood pressure and flow, plasma ions, plasma metabolites, clotting function, respiratory rate and depth, gas analysis and flow, urine production, EMG, tremor, body composition. Near-infrared spectrometry measured hematocrit, blood glucose, tissue O2 and pH. Muscles were stimulated electrically and mechanically to counteract atrophy. The slabs tipped thirty degrees up or down and rotated the body from supine to prone in order to provide mechanical loading from hypogravity in all directions. Exoskeletal waldos at the joints, and the soles and fingers, provided periodic range-of-motion stimulus. A range of pharmacological and genetic interventions further regulated bone and muscle regeneration.
Also, twitching was important. If you didn’t twitch you wouldn’t wake. It was a kind of mooring to the present.
Did they dream? EEGs showed periodic variation but were so unlike normal EEGs that it was hard to say. You couldn’t very well wake someone to ask, as the first sleep researchers had done.
All looked well on the monitor, except for number fourteen. Reza. Blood pressure almost nonexistent. She got to her feet and walked down the row of slabs to have a look at Reza.
A pursed grayish face sagging on its skull. Maybe a touch of life was visible, some purple in the gray, blood still coursing. Or maybe not.
Speckling the gray skin was a web of small white dots, each the size of a pencil eraser or smaller. They were circular but not perfectly so, margins blurred. Looked like a fungus.
She went back and touched the screen for records. This steward was long overdue for rousing. The machine had started the warming cycle three times. Each time he hadn’t come out of torpor, so the machine had shut down the cycle, stabilized him, and tried again. After three failures, it had moved down the list to the next steward. Her.
She touched a few levels deeper. Not enough fat on this guy. Raising the temperature without rousing would simply bring on ischemia and perfusion. That’s why the machine gave up. It was a delicate balance, to keep the metabolism burning fat instead of carbohydrates, without burning too much of the body’s stores. Humans couldn’t bulk up on fat in advance the way natural hibernators could. But she thought she’d solved that with the nutrient derms.
It was the fortieth year of the voyage. They were two light-years from home. Not quite halfway. If hibernation was failing now, they had a serious problem.
Was the fungus a result or a cause? Was it a fungus? She wanted to open the bodysuit and run tests, but any contagion had to be contained.
They’d discussed possible failure modes. Gene activity in bacteria increased in low gravity; they evolved more rapidly. In the presence of a host they became more virulent. Radiation caused mutations. But ultraviolet light scoured the suits every day and should have killed bacteria and fungus alike. Logs showed that the UV was functioning. It wasn’t enough.
 
JAMES—THE DA, as he insisted Fang call him—had black hair and blue eyes that twinkled like ice when he smiled. At first he was mere background to her; he’d stumble in late from the pub to find Caitlin and Fang talking. Ah, the Addams sisters, he’d say, nodding sagely. Fang never understood what he meant by it. For all his geniality, he kept her at a distance, treated her like a houseguest.
Caitlin was more like an older sister than a mother; she was only twelve years older. It was fun to talk science with her, and it was helpful. She was quick to understand the details of Fang’s field, and this dexterity spurred Fang in her own understanding and confidence.
After a couple of years, James grew more sullen, resentful, almost abusive. He dropped the suave act. He found fault with Fang’s appearance, her habits, her character. The guest had over-stayed her welcome. He was jealous.
She couldn’t figure out why a woman as good and as smart as Caitlin stayed on with him. Maybe something damaged in Caitlin was called by a like damage in James. Caitlin had lost her father while a girl, as had Fang. When Fang looked at James through Caitlin’s eyes, she could see in him the ruins of something strong and attractive and paternal. But that thing was no longer alive. Only Caitlin’s need for it lived, and that need became a reproach to James, who had lost the ability to meet it, and who fled from it.
The further James fled into drink, the more Caitlin retreated into her U, into a quiescence where things could feel whole. All the while, James felt Fang’s eyes on him, evaluating him, seeing him as he was. He saw she wasn’t buying him. Nothing disturbed him more than having his act fail. And he saw that Caitlin was alive and present only with Fang. They clung to one another, and were moving away from him.
James was truly good to me, before you knew him.
On U, everyone seems good to you.
No, long before that. When I failed my orals he was a great support.
You were vulnerable. He fed on your need.
You don’t know, Fang. I was lost. He helped me, he held on to me when I needed it. Then I had you.
She thought not. She thought James had learned to enjoy preying on the vulnerable. And Caitlin was too willing to ignore this, to go along with it. As Fang finished her years at Trinity, she agonized over how she must deal with this trouble. It was then that an offer arrived from Roger’s lab.
Come with me to America.
Oh, Fang. I can’t. What about James? What would he do there?
It was James’s pretense that he was still whole and competent and functional, when in fact his days were marked out by the habits of rising late, avoiding work in the library, and leaving early for the pub. Any move or change would expose the pretense.
Just you and me. Just for a year.
I can’t.
Fang heard alarms. If she stayed and tried to protect Caitlin, her presence might drive James to some extreme. Or Fang might be drawn more deeply into their dysfunction. She didn’t know if she could survive that. The thing Fang was best at was saving herself. So she went to America alone.
 
THERE WAS A second body covered with fungus. Number fifteen. Loren.
Either the fungus was contained, restricted to these two, or more likely it had already spread. But how? The bodysuits showed no faults, no breaches. They were isolated from each other, with no pathways for infection. The only possible connection would be through the air supply, and the scrubbers should remove any pathogens, certainly anything as large as a fungus.
In any case, it was bad. She could try rousing another steward manually. But to what purpose? Only she had the expertise to deal with this.
She realized she thought of it because she was desperately lonely. She wanted company with this problem. She wasn’t going to get any.
Not enough fat to rouse. Increase glycogen uptake? Maybe, but carbohydrate fasting was a key part of the process.
They had this advantage over natural hibernators: they didn’t need to get all their energy from stored body fat. Lipids were dripped in dermally to provide ATP. But body fat was getting metabolized anyway.
Signaling. Perhaps the antisenescents were signaling the fungus not to die. Slowing not its growth but its morbidity. If it were a fungus. Sure it was, it had to be. But confirm it.
 
AFTER SHE CAME to the Lab, Fang learned that her adoption was not so much a matter of her initiative, or of Caitlin’s, or of good fortune. Roger had pulled strings every step of the way—strings Fang had no idea existed.
He’d known of Fang because all student work—every paper, test, e-mail, click, eyeblink, keystroke—was stored and tracked and mined. Her permanent record. Corps and labs had algorithms conducting eternal worldwide surveillance for, among so many other things, promising scientists. Roger had his own algorithms: his stock-market eye for early bloomers, good draft choices. He’d purchased Fang’s freedom from some Chinese consortium and linked her to Caitlin.
Roger, Fang came to realize, had seen in Caitlin’s needs and infirmities a way to help three people: Caitlin, who needed someone to nurture and give herself to, so as not to immolate herself; Fang, who needed that nurturing; and himself, who needed Fang’s talent. In other words: Roger judged that Caitlin would do best as the mother of a scientist.
He wasn’t wrong. Caitlin’s nurture was going to waste on James, who simply sucked it in and gave nothing back. And Fang needed a brilliant, loving, female example to give her confidence in her own brilliance, and learn the toughness she’d need to accomplish her work. That’s what Caitlin herself had lacked.
If Fang had known all this, she’d have taken the terms; she’d have done anything to get out of China. But she hadn’t known; she hadn’t been consulted. So when she found out, she was furious. For Caitlin, for herself. As she saw it, Roger couldn’t have the mother, so he took the daughter. He used their love and mutual need to get what he wanted, and then he broke them apart. It was cold and calculating and utterly selfish of Roger; of the three of them, only he wasn’t damaged by it. She’d almost quit Gypsy in her fury.
She did quit the Lab. She went into product development at Glaxo, under contract to DARPA. That was the start of her hibernation work. It was for battlefield use, as a way to keep injured soldiers alive during transport. When she reflected on this move, she wasn’t so sure that Roger hadn’t pulled more strings. In any case, the work was essential to Gypsy.
Roger had fury of his own, to spare. Fang knew all about the calm front. Roger reeked of it. He’d learned that he had the talent and the position to do great harm; the orbiting bombs were proof of that. His anger and disappointment had raised in him the urge to do more harm. At the Lab he was surrounded by the means and the opportunity. So he’d gathered all his ingenuity and his rage against humanity and sequestered it in a project large enough and complex enough to occupy it fully, so that it could not further harm him or the world: Gypsy. He would do a thing that had never been done before; and he would take away half the bombs he’d enabled in the doing of it; and the thing would not be shared with humanity. She imagined he saw it as a victimless revenge.
Well, here were the victims.
 
A DAY LATER, Pseudogymnoascus destructans was her best guess. Or some mutation of it. It had killed most of the bats on Earth. It grew only in low temperatures, in the 4–15°C range. The ship was normally held at 4°C.
She could synthesize an antifungal agent with the gene printer, but what about interactions? Polyenes would bind with a fungus’s ergosterols but could have severe and lethal side effects.
She thought about the cocktail. How she might tweak it. Sirtuins. Fibroplast growth factor 21. Hibernation induction trigger. [D-Ala2, D-Leu5]-Enkephalin. Pancreatic triacylglycerol lipase. 5’-adenosine monophosphate. Ghrelin. 3-iodothyronamine. Alpha2-macroglobulin. Carnosine, other antisenescents, antioxidants.
Some components acted only at the start of the process. They triggered a cascade of enzymes in key pathways to bring on torpor. Some continued to drip in, to reinforce gene expression, to suppress circadian rhythms, and so on.
It was all designed to interact with nonhuman mammalian genes she’d spliced in. Including parts of the bat immune system—Myotis lucifugus—parts relevant to hibernation, to respond to the appropriate mRNA signals. But were they also vulnerable to this fungus? O God, did I do this? Did I open up this vulnerability?
 
SHE GAVE HER presentation, in the open, to DARPA. It was amazing; she was speaking in code to the few Gypsies in the audience, including Roger, telling them in effect how they’d survive the long trip to Alpha, yet her plaintext words were telling DARPA about battlefield applications: suspending wounded soldiers, possibly in space, possibly for long periods, 3D-printing organs, crisping stem cells, and so on.
In Q&A she knew DARPA was sold; they’d get their funding. Roger was right: everything was dual use.
 
SHE’D BEEN UP for ten days. The cramped, dark space was wearing her down. Save them. They had to make it. She’d pulled a DNA sequencer and a gene printer from the storage bay. As she fed it E. coli and Mycoplasma mycoides stock, she reviewed what she’d come up with.
She could mute the expression of the bat genes at this stage, probably without disrupting hibernation. They were the receptors for the triggers that started and stopped the process. But that could compromise rousing. So mute them temporarily—for how long?—hope to revive an immune response, temporarily damp down the antisenescents, add an antifungal. She’d have to automate everything in the mixture; the ship wouldn’t rouse her a second time to supervise.
It was a long shot, but so was everything now.
It was too hard for her. For anyone. She had the technology: a complete library of genetic sequences, a range of restriction enzymes, Sleeping Beauty transposase, et cetera. She’d be capable on the spot, for instance, of producing a pathogen that could selectively kill individuals with certain ethnic markers—that had been one project at the Lab, demurely called “preventive.” But she didn’t have the knowledge she needed for this. It had taken years of research experimentation, and collaboration, to come up with the original cocktail, and it would take years more to truly solve this. She had only a few days. Then the residue of the cocktail would be out of her system and she would lose the ability to rehibernate. So she had to go with what she had now. Test it on DNA from her own saliva.
 
NOT EVERYONE STUCK with Gypsy. One scientist at the Lab, Sidney Lefebvre, was wooed by Roger to sign up, and declined only after carefully studying their plans for a couple of weeks.
It’s too hard, Roger. What you have here is impressive. But it’s only a start. There are too many intractable problems. Much more work needs to be done.
That work won’t get done. Things are falling apart, not coming together. It’s now or never.
Regardless, the time for this is not now. This, too, will fall apart.
 
SHE WROTE THE log for the next steward, who would almost surely have the duty of more corpses. Worse, as stewards died, maintenance would be deferred. Systems would die. She didn’t know how to address that. Maybe Lefebvre was right. But no: they had to make it. How could this be any harder than getting from Guangxhou to Dublin?
She prepared to go back under. Fasted the day. Enema, shower. Taps and stents and waldos and derms attached and the bodysuit sealed around her. She felt the cocktail run into her veins.
The lights were off. The air was chill. In her last moment of clarity, she stared into blackness. Always she had run, away from distress, toward something new, to eradicate its pain and its hold. Not from fear. As a gesture of contempt, of power: done with you, never going back. But run to where? No world, no O, no gravity, no hold, nothing to cling to. This was the end of the line. There was nowhere but here. And, still impossibly far, another forty-four years, Alpha C. As impossibly far as Earth.
 
3.
ROGER RECRUITED HIS core group face to face. At conferences and symposia he sat for papers that had something to offer his project, and he made a judgment about the presenter. If favorable, it led to a conversation. Always outside, in the open. Fire roads in the Berkeley hills. A cemetery in Zurich. The shores of Lake Como. Fry was well known, traveled much. He wasn’t Einstein, he wasn’t Feynman, he wasn’t Hawking, but he had a certain presence.
The conferences were Kabuki. Not a scientist in the world was unlinked to classified projects through government or corporate sponsors. Presentations were so oblique that expert interpretation was required to parse their real import.
Roger parsed well. Within a year he had a few dozen trusted collaborators. They divided the mission into parts: target selection, engine and fuel, vessel, hibernation, navigation, obstacle avoidance, computers, deceleration, landfall, survival.
The puzzle had too many pieces. Each piece was unthinkably complex. They needed much more help.
They put up a site they called Gypsy. On the surface it was a gaming site, complex and thick with virtual worlds, sand-boxes, self-evolving puzzles, and links. Buried in there was an interactive starship-design section, where ideas were solicited, models built, simulations run. Good nerdy crackpot fun.
The core group tested the site themselves for half a year before going live. Their own usage stats became the profile of the sort of visitors they sought: people like themselves: people with enough standing to have access to the high-speed classified web, with enough autonomy to waste professional time on a game site, and finally with enough curiosity and dissidence to pursue certain key links down a critical chain. They needed people far enough inside an institution to have access to resources, but not so far inside as to identify with its ideology. When a user appeared to fit that profile, a public key was issued. The key unlocked further levels and ultimately enabled secure e-mail to an encrypted server.
No one, not even Roger Fry, knew how big the conspiracy was. Ninety-nine percent of their traffic was noise—privileged kids, stoked hackers, drunken PhDs, curious spooks. Hundreds of keys were issued in the first year. Every key increased the risk. But without resources they were going nowhere.
The authorities would vanish Roger Fry and everyone associated with him on the day they learned what he was planning. Not because of the what: a starship posed no threat. But because of the how and the why: only serious and capable dissidents could plan so immense a thing; the seriousness and the capability were the threat. And eventually they would be found, because every bit of the world’s digital traffic was swept up and stored and analyzed. There was a city under the Utah desert where these yottabytes of data were archived. But the sheer size of the archive outran its analysis and opened a time window in which they might act.
Some ran propellant calculations. Some forwarded classified medical studies. Some were space workers with access to shuttles and tugs. Some passed on classified findings from telescopes seeking exoplanets.
One was an operator of the particle beam at Shackleton Crater. The beam was used, among other purposes, to move the orbiting sleds containing the very bombs Roger had helped design.
One worked at a seed archive in Norway. She piggybacked a capsule into Earth orbit containing seeds from fifty thousand unmodified plant species, including plants legally extinct. They needed those because every cultivated acre on Earth was now planted with engineered varieties that were sterile; terminator genes had been implanted to protect the agro firms’ profit streams; and these genes had jumped to wild varieties. There wasn’t a live food plant left anywhere on Earth that could propagate itself.
They acquired frozen zygotes of some ten thousand animal species, from bacteria to primates. Hundred thousands more complete DNA sequences in a data library, and a genome printer. Nothing like the genetic diversity of Earth, even in its present state, but enough, perhaps, to reboot such diversity.
At Roger’s lab, panels of hydrogenous carbon-composite, made to shield high-orbit craft from cosmic rays and to withstand temperatures of 2000oC, went missing. Quite a lot of silica aerogel as well.
At a sister lab, a researcher put them in touch with a contractor from whom they purchased, quite aboveboard, seventy kilometers of lightweight, high-current-density superconducting cable.
After a year, Roger decided that their web had grown too large to remain secure. He didn’t like the number of unused keys going out. He didn’t like the page patterns he was seeing. He didn’t consult with the others, he just shut it down.
But they had their pieces.
 
SERGEI (2118)
EAT, DRINK, SHIT. That’s all he did for the first day or three. Water tasted funny. Seventy-seven years might have viled it, or his taste buds. Life went on, including the ending of it. Vital signs of half the crew were flat. He considered disposing of bodies, ejecting them, but number one, he couldn’t be sure they were dead; number two, he couldn’t propel them hard enough to keep them from making orbit around the ship, which was funny but horrible; and finally, it would be unpleasant and very hard work that would tire him out. An old man—he surely felt old, and the calendar would back him up—needs to conserve his strength. So he let them lie on their slabs.
The logs told a grim story. They were slow. To try to make up for lost time, Sophie had reprogrammed the magsail to deploy later and to run at higher current. Another steward had been wakened at the original deployment point, to confirm their speed and position, and to validate the decision to wait. Sergei didn’t agree with that, and he especially didn’t like the handwaving over when to ignite the nuclear rocket in-system, but it was done: they’d gone the extra years at speed and now they needed to start decelerating hard.
CURRENT INJECTION FAILED. MAGSAIL NOT DEPLOYED.
He tapped the screen to cycle through its languages. Stopped at the Cyrillic script, and tapped the speaker, just so he could hear spoken Russian.
So he had to fix the magsail. Current had flowed on schedule from inside, but the sail wasn’t charging or deploying. According to telltales, the bay was open but the superconducting cable just sat there. That meant EVA. He didn’t like it, but there was no choice. It’s what he was here for. Once it was done he’d shower again under that pathetic lukewarm stream, purge his bowels, get back in the mylar suit and go under for another, what, eight more years, a mere nothing, we’re almost there. Ghost Planet Hope.
He was the only one onboard who’d been a career astronaut. Roger had conveyed a faint class disapproval about that, but needed the expertise. Sergei had been one of the gene-slushed orbital jockeys who pushed bomb sleds around. He knew the feel of zero g, of sunlight on one side of you and absolute cold on the other. He knew how it felt when the particle beam from Shackleton swept over you to push you and the sleds into a new orbit. And you saluted and cut the herds, and kept whatever more you might know to yourself.
Which in Sergei’s case was quite a bit. Sergei knew orbital codes and protocols far beyond his pay grade; he could basically move anything in orbit to or from anywhere. But only Sergei, so Sergei thought, knew that. How Roger learned it remained a mystery.
To his great surprise, Sergei learned that even he hadn’t known the full extent of his skills. How easy it had been to steal half a million bombs. True, the eternal war economy was so corrupt that materiel was supposed to disappear; something was wrong if it didn’t. Still, he would never have dared anything so outrageous on his own. Despite Roger’s planning, he was sweating the day he moved the first sled into an unauthorized orbit. But days passed, then weeks and months, as sled followed sled into new holding orbits. In eighteen months they had all their fuel. No traps had sprung, no alarms tripped. Sophie managed to make the manifests look okay. And he wondered again at what the world had become. And what he was in it.
This spacesuit was light, thin, too comfortable. Like a toddler’s fleece playsuit with slippers and gloves. Even the helmet was soft. He was used to heavy Russian engineering, but whatever. They’d argued over whether to include a suit at all. He’d argued against. EVA had looked unlikely, an unlucky possibility. So he was happy now to have anything.
The soles and palms were sticky, a clever off-the-shelf idea inspired by lizards. Billions of carbon nanotubes lined them. The Van der Waals molecular force made them stick to any surface. He tested it by walking on the interior walls. Hands or feet held you fast, with or against the ship’s rotational gravity. You had to kind of toe-and-heel to walk, but it was easy enough.
Пoйдем. Let’s go. He climbed into the hatch and cycled it. As the pressure dropped, the suit expanded and felt more substantial. He tested the grip of his palms on the hull before rising fully out of the hatch. Then his feet came up and gripped, and he stood.
In darkness and immensity stiller than he could comprehend. Interstellar space. The frozen splendor of the galactic core overhead. Nothing appeared to move.
He remembered a still evening on a lake, sitting with a friend on a dock, legs over the edge. They talked as the sky darkened, looking up as the stars came out. Only when it was fully dark did he happen to look down. The water was so still, stars were reflected under his feet. He almost lurched over the edge of the dock in surprise.
The memory tensed his legs, and he realized the galactic core was rotating slowly around the ship. Here on the outside of the ship its spin-induced gravity was reversed. He stood upright but felt pulled toward the stars.
He faced forward. One tenth of a light-year from Alpha, its two stars still appeared as one. They were brighter than Venus in the Earth’s sky. They cast his faint but distinct shadow on the hull.
They were here. They had come this far. On this tiny splinter of human will forging through vast, uncaring space. It was remarkable.
A line of light to his left flashed. Some microscopic particle ionized by the ship’s magnetic shield. He tensed again at this evidence of their movement and turned slowly, directing his beam over the hull. Its light caught a huge gash through one of the hydrogen tanks. Edges of the gash had failed to be covered by a dozen geckos, frozen in place by hydrogen ice. That was bad. Worse, it hadn’t been in the log. Maybe it was from the impact Sophie had referred to. He would have to see how bad it was after freeing the magsail.
He turned, and toed and heeled his way carefully aft. Now ahead of him was our Sun, still one of the brightest stars, the heavens turning slowly around it. He approached the circular bay that held the magsail. His light showed six large spools of cable, each a meter and a half across and a meter thick. About five metric tons in all, seventy kilometers of thin superconductor wire. Current injection should have caused the spools to unreel under the force of the electric field. But it wasn’t getting current, or it was somehow stuck. He was going to have to … well, he wasn’t sure.
Then he saw it. Almost laughed at the simplicity and familiarity of it. Something like a circuit breaker, red and green buttons, the red one lit. He squatted at the edge of the bay and found he could reach the thing. He felt cold penetrate his suit. He really ought to go back inside and spend a few hours troubleshooting, read the fucking manual, but the cold and the flimsy spacesuit and the immensity convinced him otherwise. He slapped the green button.
It lit. The cable accepted current. He saw it lurch. As he smiled and stood, the current surging in the coils sent its field through the soles of his spacesuit, disrupting for a moment the molecular force holding them to the hull. In that moment, the angular velocity of the rotating ship was transmitted to his body and he detached, moving away from the ship at a stately three meters per second. Beyond his flailing feet, the cables of the magsail began leisurely to unfurl.
As he tumbled the stars rolled past. He’d seen Orion behind the ship in the moment he detached, and as he tumbled he looked for it, for something to grab on to, but he never saw it or the ship again. So he didn’t see the huge coil of wire reach its full extension, nor the glow of ionization around the twenty-kilometer circle when it began to drag against the interstellar medium, nor how the ship itself started to lag against the background stars. The ionization set up a howl across the radio spectrum, but his radio was off, so he didn’t hear that. He tumbled in silence in the bowl of the heavens at his fixed velocity, which was now slightly greater than the ship’s. Every so often the brightness of Alpha crossed his view. He was going to get there first.
 
4.
THEIR BIGGEST SINGLE problem was fuel. To cross that enormous distance in less than a human lifetime, even in this stripped-down vessel, required an inconceivable amount of energy. Ten to the twenty-first joules. Two hundred fifty trillion kilowatt hours. Twenty years’ worth of all Earth’s greedy energy consumption. The mass of the fuel, efficient though it was, would be several times the mass of the ship. And to reach cruising speed was only half of it; they had to decelerate when they reached Alpha C, which doubled the fuel budget. It was undoable.
Until someone found an old paper on magnetic sails. A superconducting loop of wire many kilometers across, well charged, could act as a drag brake against the interstellar medium. That would cut the fuel requirement almost in half. Done that way, it was just possible, though out on the ragged edge of what was survivable. This deceleration would take ten years.
For their primary fuel, Roger pointed to the hundreds of thousands of bombs in orbit. His bombs. His intellectual property. Toss them out the back and ignite them. A Blumlein pulse-forming line—they called it the “bloom line”—a self-generated magnetic vise, something like a Z-pinch—would direct nearly all the blast to exhaust velocity. The vise, called into being for the nanoseconds of ignition, funneled all that force straight back. Repeat every minute. Push the compression ratio up, you won’t get many neutrons; neutrons were bad for living things.
In the end they had two main engines: first, the antiproton-fusion monster to get them up to speed. It could only be used for the first year; any longer and the antiprotons would decay. The magsail would slow them down as they approached the system.
For the last leg they had a gas-core nuclear rocket, to decelerate in the system. It required carrying a large amount of hydrogen. They discussed scooping hydrogen from the interstellar medium as they traveled, but Roger vetoed it: not off the shelf. They didn’t have the time or means to devise a new technology. Anyway, the hydrogen would make, in combination with their electromagnetic shield, an effective barrier to cosmic rays. Dual use.
And even so, everything had to be stretched to the limit: the mass of the ship minimized, the human lifetime lengthened, the fuel leveraged every way possible.
The first spacecraft ever to leave the solar system, Pioneer 10, had used Jupiter’s gravity to boost its velocity. As it flew by, it stole kinetic energy from the giant planet; its small mass sped up a lot; Jupiter’s stupendous mass slowed unnoticeably.
They would do the same thing to lose speed. They had the combined mass of two stars orbiting each other, equal to two thousand Jupiters. When Gypsy was to arrive in 2113, the stars in their mutual orbit would be as close together as they ever got: eleven astronomical units. Gypsy would fly by the B star and pull one last trick: retrofire the nuclear rocket deep in its gravity well; that would multiply the kinetic effect of the propellant severalfold. And then they’d repeat that maneuver around A. The relative closeness of eleven AU was still as far as Earth to Saturn, so even after arrival, even at their still-great speed, the dual braking maneuver would take over a year.
Only then would they be moving slowly enough to aerobrake in the planet’s atmosphere, and that would take a few dozen passes before they could ride the ship down on its heat-shield to the surface.
If there was a planet. If it had an atmosphere.
 
ZIA (2120)
AS A CHILD he was lord of the dark—finding his way at night, never stumbling, able to read books by starlight; to read also, in faces and landscapes, traces and glimmers that others missed. Darkness was warmth and comfort to him.
A cave in Ephesus. In the Qur’an, Surah Al-Kahf. The sleepers waking after centuries, emerging into a changed world. Trying to spend old coins.
After the horror of his teen years, he’d found that dark was still a friend. Looking through the eyepiece of an observatory telescope, in the Himalayan foothills, in Uttar Pradesh. Describing the cluster of galaxies, one by one, to the astronomer. You see the seventh? What eyes!
Nothing moved but in his mind. Dreams of tenacity and complication. Baffling remnants, consciousness too weak to sort. Every unanswered question of his life, every casual observation, every bit of mental flotsam, tossed together in one desperate, implicate attempt at resolving them all. Things fell; he lunged to catch them. He stood on street corners in an endless night, searching for his shoes, his car, his keys, his wife. His mother chided him in a room lit by incandescent bulbs, dim and flickering like firelight. Galaxies in the eyepiece faded, and he looked up from the eyepiece to a blackened sky. He lay waking, in the dark, now aware of the dream state, returning with such huge reluctance to the life of the body, that weight immovable on its slab.
His eyelid was yanked open. A drop of fluid splashed there. A green line swept across his vision. He caught a breath and it burned in his lungs.
He was awake. Aboard Gypsy. It was bringing him back to life.
But I’m cold. Too cold to shiver. Getting colder as I wake up.
How hollow he felt. In this slight gravity. How unreal. It came to him, in the eclipsing of his dreams and the rising of his surroundings, that the gravity of Earth might be something more profound than the acceleration of a mass, the curvature of spacetime. Was it not an emanation of the planet, a life force? All life on Earth evolved in it, rose from it, fought it every moment, lived and bred and died awash in it. Those tides swept through our cells, the force from Earth, and the gravity of the sun and the gravity of the moon. What was life out here, without that embrace, that permeation, that bondage? Without it, would they wither and die like plants in a shed?
The hollowness came singing, roaring, whining, crackling into his ears. Into his throat and nose and eyes and skin it came as desiccation. Searing into his mouth. He needed to cough and he couldn’t. His thorax spasmed.
There was an antiseptic moistness in his throat. It stung, but his muscles had loosened. He could breathe. Cold swept from his shoulders down through his torso and he began to shiver uncontrollably.
When he could, he raised a hand. He closed his eyes and held the hand afloat in the parodic gravity, thinking about it, how it felt, how far away it actually was. At last, with hesitation, his eyes opened and came to focus. An old man’s hand, knobby, misshapen at the joints, the skin papery, sagging and hanging in folds. He couldn’t close the fingers. How many years had he slept? He forced on his hand the imagination of a clenched fist. The hand didn’t move.
Oh my god the pain.
Without which, no life. Pain too is an emanation of the planet, of the life force.
It sucked back like a wave, gathering for another concussion. He tried to sit up and passed out.
 
NIKOS KAKOPOULOS WAS a short man, just over five feet, stocky but fit. The features of his face were fleshy, slightly comic. He was graying, balding, but not old. In his fifties. He smiled as he said he planned to be around a hundred years from now. His office was full of Mediterranean light. A large Modigliani covered one wall. His money came mostly from aquifer rights. He spent ten percent of it on charities. One such awarded science scholarships. Which is how he’d come to Roger’s attention.
So you see, I am not such a bad guy,
Those foundations are just window dressing. What they once called greenwash.
Zia, said Roger.
Kakopoulos shrugged as if to say, Let him talk, I’ve heard it all. To Zia he said: They do some good after all. They’re a comfort to millions of people.
Drinking water would be more of a comfort.
There isn’t enough to go round. I didn’t create that situation.
You exploit it.
So sorry to say this. Social justice and a civilized lifestyle can’t be done both at once. Not for ten billion people. Not on this planet.
You’ve decided this.
It’s a conclusion based on the evidence.
And you care about this why?
I’m Greek. We invented justice and civilization.
You’re Cypriot. Also, the Chinese would argue that. The Persians. The Egyptians. Not to mention India.
Kakopoulos waved away the first objection and addressed the rest. Of course they would. And England, and Germany, and Italy, and Russia, and the U.S. They’re arguing as we speak. Me, I’m not going to argue. I’m going to a safe place until the arguing is over. After that, if we’re very lucky, we can have our discussion about civilization and justice.
On your terms.
On terms that might have some meaning.
What terms would those be?
World population under a billion, for starters. Kakopoulos reached across the table and popped an olive into his mouth.
How do you think that’s going to happen? asked Zia.
It’s happening. Just a matter of time. Since I don’t know how much time, I want a safe house for the duration.
How are you going to get up there?
Kakopoulos grinned. When the Chinese acquired Lockheed, I picked up an X-33. It can do Mach 25. I have a spaceport on Naxos. Want a ride?
The VTOL craft looked like the tip of a Delta IV rocket, or of a penis: a blunt, rounded conic. Not unlike Kakopoulos himself. Some outsize Humpty Dumpty.
How do you know him? Zia asked Roger as they boarded.
I’ve been advising him.
You’re advising the man who owns a third of the world’s fresh water?
He owns a lot of things. My first concern is for our project. We need him.
What for?
Roger stared off into space.
He immiserates the Earth, Roger.
We all ten billion immiserate the Earth by being here.
Kakopoulos returned.
Make yourselves comfortable. Even at Mach twenty-five, it takes some time.
It was night, and the Earth was below their window. Rivers of manmade light ran across it. Zia could see the orange squiggle of the India-Pakistan border, all three thousand floodlit kilometers of it. Then the ship banked and the window turned to the stars.
Being lord of the dark had a touch of clairvoyance in it. The dark seldom brought surprise to him. Something bulked out there and he felt it. Some gravity about it called to him from some future. Sun blazed forth behind the limb of the Earth, but the thing was still in Earth’s shadow. It made a blackness against the Milky Way. Then sunlight touched it. Its lines caught light: the edges of panels, tanks, heat sinks, antennas. Blunt radar-shedding angles. A squat torus shape under it all. It didn’t look like a ship. It looked like a squashed donut to which a junkyard had been glued. It turned slowly on its axis.
My safe house, said Kakopoulos.
It was, indeed, no larger than a house. About ten meters long, twice that across. It had cost a large part of Kakopoulos’s considerable fortune. Which he recouped by manipulating and looting several central banks. As a result, a handful of small countries, some hundred million people, went off the cliff-edge of modernity into an abyss of debt peonage.
While they waited to dock with the thing, Kakopoulos came and sat next to Zia.
Listen, my friend—
I’m not your friend.
As you like, I don’t care. I don’t think you’re stupid. When I said my foundations make people feel better, I meant the rich, of course. You’re Pakistani?
Indian actually.
But Muslim. Kashmir?
Zia shrugged.
Okay. We’re not so different, I think. I grew up in the slums of Athens after the euro collapsed. The histories, the videos, they don’t capture it. I imagine Kashmir was much worse. But we each found a way out, no? So tell me, would you go back to that? No, you don’t have to answer. You wouldn’t. Not for anything. You’d sooner die. But you’re not the kind of asshole who writes conscience checks. Or thinks your own self is wonderful enough to deserve anything. So where does that leave a guy like you in this world?
Fuck you.
Kakopoulos patted Zia’s hand and smiled. I love it when people say fuck you to me. You know why? It means I won. They’ve got nothing left but their fuck you. He got up and went away.
The pilot came in then, swamp-walking the zero g in his velcro shoes, and said they’d docked.
The ship massed about a hundred metric tons. A corridor circled the inner circumference, floor against the outer hull, most of the space taken up by hibernation slabs for a crew of twenty. Once commissioned, it would spin on its axis a few times a minute to create something like lunar gravity. They drifted through it slowly, pulling themselves by handholds.
This, Kakopoulos banged a wall, is expensive. Exotic composites, all that aerogel. Why so much insulation?
Roger let “expensive” pass unchallenged. Zia didn’t.
You think there’s nothing more important than money.
Kakopoulos turned, as if surprised Zia was still there. He said, There are many things more important than money. You just don’t get any of them without it.
Roger said, Even while you’re hibernating, the ship will radiate infrared. That’s one reason you’ll park at a Lagrange point, far enough away not to attract attention. When you wake up and start using energy, you’re going to light up like a Christmas tree. And you’re going to hope that whatever is left on Earth or in space won’t immediately blow you out of the sky. This insulation will hide you somewhat.
At one end of the cramped command center was a micro-apartment.
What’s this, Nikos?
Ah, my few luxuries. Music, movies, artworks. We may be out here awhile after we wake up. Look at my kitchen.
A range?
Propane, but it generates thirty thousand BTU! That’s insane. You’re not on holiday here.
Look, it’s vented, only one burner, I got a great engineer, you can examine the plans—
Get rid of it.
What! Kakopoulos yelled. Whose ship is this!
Roger pretended to think for a second. Do you mean who owns it, or who designed it?
Do you know how much it cost to get that range up here?
I can guess to the nearest million.
When I wake up I want a good breakfast!
When you wake up you’ll be too weak to stand. Your first meal will be coming down tubes.
Kakopoulos appeared to sulk.
Nikos, what is your design specification here?
I just want a decent omelette.
I can make that happen. But the range goes.
Kakopoulos nursed his sulk, then brightened. Gonna be some meteor, that range. I’ll call my observatory, have them image it.
Later, when they were alone, Zia said: All right, Roger. I’ve been very patient.
Patient? Roger snorted.
How can that little pustule help us?
That’s our ship. We’re going to steal it.
Later, Zia suggested that they christen the ship the Fuck You.
 
EIGHTY YEARS LATER, Zia was eating one of Kakopoulos’s omelettes. Freeze-dried egg, mushrooms, onion, tarragon. Microwaved with two ounces of water. Not bad. He had another.
Mach nine hundred, asshole, he said aloud.
Most of the crew were dead. Fungus had grown on the skin stretched like drums over their skulls, their ribs, their hips.
He’d seen worse. During his mandatory service, as a teenager in the military, he’d patrolled Deccan slums. He’d seen parents eating their dead children. Pariah dogs fat as sheep roamed the streets. Cadavers, bones, skulls, were piled in front of nearly every house. The cloying carrion smell never lifted. Hollowed-out buildings housed squatters and corpses equally, darkened plains of them below fortified bunkers lit like Las Vegas, where the driving bass of party music echoed the percussion of automatic weapons and rocket grenades.
Now his stomach rebelled, but he commanded it to be still as he swallowed some olive oil. Gradually the chill in his core subsided.
He needed to look at the sky. The ship had two telescopes: a one-meter honeycomb mirror for detail work and a wide-angle high-res CCD camera. Zoomed fully out, the camera took in about eighty degrees. Ahead was the blazing pair of Alpha Centauri A and B, to the eye more than stars but not yet suns. He’d never seen anything like them. Brighter than Venus, bright as the full moon, but such tiny disks. As he watched, the angle of them moved against the ship’s rotation.
He swept the sky, looking for landmarks. But the stars were wrong. What had happened to Orion? Mintaka had moved. The belt didn’t point to Sirius, as it should. A brilliant blue star off Orion’s left shoulder outshone Betelgeuse, and then he realized. That was Sirius. Thirty degrees from where it should be. Of course: it was only eight light-years from Earth. They had come half that distance, and, like a nearby buoy seen against a far shore, it had changed position against the farther stars.
More distant stars had also shifted, but not as much. He turned to what he still absurdly thought of as “north.” The Big Dipper was there. The Little Dipper’s bowl was squashed. Past Polaris was Cassiopeia, the zigzag W, the queen’s throne. And there a new, bright star blazed above it, as if that W had grown another zag. Could it be a nova? He stared, and the stars of Cassiopeia circled this strange bright one slowly as the ship rotated. Then he knew: the strange star was Sol. Our Sun.
That was when he felt it, in his body: they were really here.
 
FROM THE BEGINNING Roger had a hand—a heavy, guiding hand—in the design of the ship. Not for nothing had he learned the Lab’s doctrine of dual use. Not for nothing had he cultivated Kakopoulos’s acquaintance. Every feature that fitted the ship for interstellar space was a plausible choice for Kak’s purpose: hibernators, cosmic-ray shielding, nuclear rocket, hardened computers, plutonium pile and Stirling engine.
In the weeks prior to departure, they moved the ship to a more distant orbit, too distant for Kak’s X-33 to reach. There they jettisoned quite a bit of the ship’s interior. They added their fusion engine, surrounded the vessel with fuel sleds, secured antiproton traps, stowed the magsail, loaded the seed bank and a hundred other things.
 
THEY WERE THREE hundred AU out from Alpha Centauri. Velocity was one thousandth c. The magsail was programmed to run for two more years, slowing them by half again. But lately their deceleration had shown variance. The magsail was running at higher current than planned. Very close to max spec. That wasn’t good. Logs told him why, and that was worse.
He considered options, none good. The sail was braking against the interstellar medium, stray neutral atoms of hydrogen. No one knew for sure how it would behave once it ran into Alpha’s charged solar wind. Nor just where that wind started. The interstellar medium might already be giving way to it. If so, the count of galactic cosmic rays would be going down and the temperature of charged particles going up.
He checked. Definitely maybe on both counts.
He’d never liked this plan, its narrow margins of error. Not that he had a better. That was the whole problem: no plan B. Every intricate, fragile, untried part of it had to work. He’d pushed pretty hard for a decent margin of error in this deceleration stage and the subsequent maneuvering in the system—what a tragedy it would be to come to grief so close, within sight of shore—and now he saw that margin evaporating.
Possibly the sail would continue to brake in the solar wind. If only they could have tested it first.
Zia didn’t trust materials. Or, rather: he trusted them to fail. Superconductors, carbon composite, silicon, the human body. Problem was, you never knew just how or when they’d fail.
One theory said that a hydrogen wall existed somewhere between the termination shock and the heliopause, where solar wind gave way to interstellar space. Three hundred AU put Gypsy in that dicey zone.
It would be prudent to back off the magsail current. That would lessen their decel, and they needed all they could get, they had started it too late, but they also needed to protect the sail and run it as long as possible.
Any change to the current had to happen slowly. It would take hours, possibly days. The trick was not to deform the coil too much in the process, or create eddy currents that could quench the superconducting field.
The amount of power he had available was another issue. The plutonium running the Stirling engine had decayed to about half its original capacity.
He shut down heat in the cabin to divert more to the Stirling engine. He turned down most of the LED lighting, and worked in the semidark, except for the glow of the monitor. Programmed a gentle ramp up in current.
Then he couldn’t keep his eyes open.
 
AT DAVOS, HE found himself talking to an old college roommate. Carter Hall III was his name; he was something with the UN now, and with the Council for Foreign Relations—an enlightened and condescending asshole. They were both Harvard ’32, but Hall remained a self-appointed Brahmin, generously, sincerely, and with vast but guarded amusement, guiding a Sudra through the world that was his by birthright. Never mind the Sudra was Muslim.
From a carpeted terrace they overlooked a groomed green park. There was no snow in Davos this January, an increasingly common state of affairs. Zia noted but politely declined to point out the obvious irony, the connection between the policies determined here and the retreat of the snow line.
Why Zia was there was complicated. He was persona non grata with the ruling party, but he was a scientist, he had security clearances, and he had access to diplomats on both sides of the border. India had secretly built many thousands of microfusion weapons and denied it. The U.S. was about to enter into the newest round of endless talks over “nonproliferation,” in which the U.S. never gave up anything but insisted that other nations must.
Hall now lectured him. India needed to rein in its population, which was over two billion. The U.S. had half a billion.
Zia, please, look at the numbers. Four children per household just isn’t sustainable.
Abruptly Zia felt his manners fail.
Sustainable? Excuse me. Our Indian culture is four thousand years old, self-sustained through all that time. Yours is two, three, maybe five hundred years old, depending on your measure. And in that short time, not only is it falling apart, it’s taking the rest of the world down with it, including my homeland.
Two hundred years, I don’t get that, if you mean Western—
I mean technology, I mean capital, I mean extraction.
Well, but those are very, I mean if you look at your, your four thousand years of, of poverty and class discrimination, and violence—
Ah? And there is no poverty or violence in your brief and perfect history? No extermination? No slavery?
Hall’s expression didn’t change much.
We’ve gotten past all that, Zia. We—
Zia didn’t care that Hall was offended. He went on:
The story of resource extraction has only two cases, okay? In the first case, the extractors arrive and make the local ruler an offer. Being selfish, he takes it and he becomes rich—never so rich as the extractors, but compared to his people, fabulously, delusionally rich. His people become the cheap labor used to extract the resource. This leads to social upheaval. Villages are moved, families destroyed. A few people are enriched, the majority are ruined. Maybe there is an uprising against the ruler.
In the second case the ruler is smarter. Maybe he’s seen some neighboring ruler’s head on a pike. He says no thanks to the extractors. To this they have various responses: make him a better offer, find a greedier rival, hire an assassin, or bring in the gunships. But in the end it’s the same: a few people are enriched, most are ruined. What the extractors never, ever do in any case, in all your history, is take no for an answer.
Zia, much as I enjoy our historical discussions—
Ah, you see? There it is—your refusal to take no. Talk is done, now we move forward with your agenda.
We have to deal with the facts on the ground. Where we are now.
Yes, of course. It’s remarkable how, when the mess you’ve made has grown so large that even you must admit to it, you want to reset everything to zero. You want to get past “all that.” All of history starts over, with these “facts on the ground.” Let’s move on, move forward, forget how we got here, forget the exploitation and the theft and the waste and the betrayals. Forget the, what is that charming accounting word, the externalities. Start from the new zero.
Hall looked weary and annoyed that he was called upon to suffer such childishness. That well-fed yet kept-fit form hunched, that pale skin looked suddenly papery and aged in the Davos sunlight.
You know, Zia prodded, greed could at least be more efficient. If you know what you want, at least take it cleanly. No need to leave whole countries in ruins.
Hall smiled a tight, grim smile, just a glimpse of the wolf beneath. He said: Then it wouldn’t be greed. Greed never knows what it wants.
That was the exact measure of Hall’s friendship, to say that to Zia. But then Zia knew what he wanted: out.
 
AS HE DRIFTED awake, he realized that, decades past, the ship would have collected data on the Sun’s own heliopause on their way out. If he could access that data, maybe he could learn whether the hydrogen wall was a real thing. What effect it might—
There was a loud bang. The monitor and the cabin went dark. His mind reached into the outer darkness and it sensed something long and loose and broken trailing behind them.
What light there was came back on. The computer rebooted. The monitor displayed readings for the magsail over the past hour: current ramping up, then oscillating to compensate for varying densities in the medium, then a sharp spike. And then zero. Quenched.
Hydrogen wall? He didn’t know. The magsail was fried. He tried for an hour more to get it to accept current. No luck. He remembered with some distaste the EVA suit. He didn’t want to go outside, to tempt that darkness, but he might have to, so he walked forward to check it out.
The suit wasn’t in its cubby. Zia turned and walked up the corridor, glancing at his torpid crewmates. The last slab was empty.
Sergei was gone. The suit was gone. You would assume they’d gone together, but that wasn’t in the logs. I may be some time. Sergei didn’t strike him as the type to take a last walk in the dark. And for that he wouldn’t have needed the suit. Still. You can’t guess what anyone might do.
So that was final: no EVA: the magsail couldn’t be fixed. From the console, he cut it loose.
They were going far too fast. Twice what they’d planned. Now they had only the nuclear plasma rocket for deceleration, and one fuel tank was empty, somehow. Even though the fuel remaining outmassed the ship, it wasn’t enough. If they couldn’t slow below the escape velocity of the system, they’d shoot right through and out the other side.
The ship had been gathering data for months and had good orbital elements for the entire system. Around the A star were four planets, none in a position to assist with flybys. Even if they were, their masses would be little help. Only the two stars were usable.
If he brought them in a lot closer around B—how close could they get? one fiftieth AU? one hundredth?—and if the heat shield held—it should withstand 2500°C for a few hours—the ship could be slowed more with the same amount of fuel. The B star was closest: it was the less luminous of the pair, cooler, allowing them to get in closer, shed more speed. Then repeat the maneuver at A.
There was a further problem. Twelve years ago, as per the original plan, Alpha A and B were at their closest to one another: eleven AU. The stars were now twenty AU apart and widening. So the trip from B to A would take twice as long. And systems were failing. They were out on the rising edge of the bathtub curve.
Power continued erratic. The computer crashed again and again as he worked out the trajectories. He took to writing down intermediate results on paper in case he lost a session, cursing as he did so. Materials. We stole our tech from the most corrupt forces on Earth. Dude, you want an extended warranty with that? He examined the Stirling engine, saw that the power surge had compromised it. He switched the pile over to backup thermocouples. That took hours to do and it was less efficient, but it kept the computer running. It was still frustrating. The computer was designed to be redundant, hardened, hence slow. Minimal graphics, no 3D holobox. He had to think through his starting parameters carefully before he wasted processor time running a simulation.
Finally he had a new trajectory, swinging in perilously close to B, then A. It might work. Next he calculated that, when he did what he was about to do, seventy kilometers of magsail cable wouldn’t catch them up and foul them. Then he fired the maneuvering thrusters.
 
WHAT SOLD HIM, finally, was a handful of photons.
This is highly classified, said Roger. He held a manila file folder containing paper. Any computer file was permeable, hackable. Paper was serious.
The data were gathered by an orbiting telescope. It wasn’t a photograph. It was a blurred, noisy image that looked like rings intersecting in a pond a few seconds after some pebbles had been thrown.
It’s a deconvolved cross-correlation map of a signal gathered by a chopped pair of Bracewell baselines. You know how that works?
He didn’t. Roger explained. From earth, any habitable planet around Alpha Centauri A or B would appear a small fraction of an arc-second away from the stars, and would be at least twenty-two magnitudes fainter. At that separation, the most sensitive camera made, with the best dynamic range, couldn’t hope to find the planet in the stars’ glare. But put several cameras together in a particular phase relation and the stars’ light could be nulled out. What remained, if anything, would be light from another source. A planet, perhaps.
Also this, in visible light.
An elliptical iris of grainy red, black at its center, where an occulter had physically blocked the stars’ disks.
Coronagraph, said Roger. Here’s the detail.
A speck, a single pixel, slightly brighter than the enveloping noise.
What do you think?
Could be anything. Dust, hot pixel, cosmic ray….
It shows up repeatedly. And it moves.
Roger, for all I know you photoshopped it in.
He looked honestly shocked. Do you really think I’d….
I’m kidding. But where did you get these? Can you trust the source?
Why would anyone fake such a thing?
The question hung and around it gathered, like sepsis, the suspicion of some agency setting them up, of some agenda beyond their knowing. After the Kepler exoplanet finder went dark, subsequent exoplanet data—like all other government-sponsored scientific work—were classified. Roger’s clearance was pretty high, but even he couldn’t be sure of his sources.
You’re not convinced, are you?
But somehow Zia was. The orbiting telescope had an aperture of, he forgot the final number, it had been scaled down several times owing to budget cuts. A couple of meters, maybe. That meant light from this far-off dim planet fell on it at a rate of just a few photons per second. It made him unutterably lonely to think of those photons traveling so far. It also made him believe in the planet.
Well, okay, Roger Fry was mad. Zia knew that. But he would throw in with Roger because all humanity was mad. Perhaps always had been. Certainly for the past century-plus, with the monoculture madness called modernity. Roger at least was mad in a different way, perhaps Zia’s way.
 
HE WROTE THE details into the log, reduced the orbital mechanics to a cookbook formula. Another steward would have to be awakened when they reached the B star; that would be in five years; his calculations weren’t good enough to automate the burn time, which would depend on the ship’s precise momentum and distance from the star as it rounded. It wasn’t enough just to slow down; their exit trajectory from B needed to point them exactly to where A would be a year later. That wouldn’t be easy; he took a couple of days to write an app to make it easier, but with large blocks of memory failing in the computer, Sophie’s idea of a handwritten logbook no longer looked so dumb.
As he copied it all out, he imagined the world they’d left so far behind: the billions in their innocence or willed ignorance or complicity, the elites he’d despised for their lack of imagination, their surfeit of hubris, working together in a horrible folie à deux. He saw the bombs raining down, atomizing history and memory and accomplishment, working methodically backwards from the cities to the cradles of civilization to the birthplace of the species—the Fertile Crescent, the Horn of Africa, the Great Rift Valley—in a crescendo of destruction and denial of everything humanity had ever been—its failures, its cruelties, its grandeurs, its aspirations—all extirpated to the root, in a fury of self-loathing that fed on what it destroyed.
Zia’s anger rose again in his ruined, aching body—his life-long pointless rage at all that stupidity, cupidity, yes, there’s some hollow satisfaction being away from all that. Away from the noise of their being. Their unceasing commotion of disruption and corruption. How he’d longed to escape it. But in the silent enclosure of the ship, in this empty house populated by the stilled ghosts of his crewmates, he now longed for any sound, any noise. He had wanted to be here, out in the dark. But not for nothing. And he wept.
And then he was just weary. His job was done. Existence seemed a pointless series of problems. What was identity? Better never to have been. He shut his eyes.
 
IN BED WITH Maria, she moved in her sleep, rolled against him, and he rolled away. She twitched and woke from some dream.
What! What! she cried.
He flinched. His heart moved, but he lay still, letting her calm. Finally he said, What was that?
You pulled away from me!
Then they were in a park somewhere. Boston? Maria was yelling at him, in tears. Why must you be so negative!
 
HE HAD NO answer for her, then or now. Or for himself. Whatever “himself” might be. Something had eluded him in his life, and he wasn’t going to find it now.
He thought again of Sergei. Well, it was still an option for him. He wouldn’t need a suit.
Funny, isn’t it, how one’s human sympathy—Zia meant most severely his own—extends about as far as those most like oneself. He meant true sympathy; abstractions like justice don’t count. Even now, missing Earth, he felt sympathy only for those aboard Gypsy, those orphaned, damaged, disaffected, dispossessed, Aspergerish souls whose anger at that great abstraction, The World, was more truly an anger at all those fortunate enough to be unlike them. We were all so young. How can you be so young, and so hungry for, yet so empty of life?
As he closed his log, he hit on a final option for the ship, if not himself. If after rounding B and A the ship still runs too fast to aerobrake into orbit around the planet, do this. Load all the genetic material—the frozen zygotes, the seed bank, the whatever—into a heatshielded pod. Drop it into the planet’s atmosphere. If not themselves, some kind of life would have some chance. Yet as soon as he wrote those words, he felt their sting.
Roger, and to some degree all of them, had seen this as a way to transcend their thwarted lives on Earth. They were the essence of striving humanity: their planning and foresight served the animal’s desperate drive to overcome what can’t be overcome. To escape the limits of death. Yet transcendence, if it meant anything at all, was the accommodation to limits: a finding of freedom within them, not a breaking of them. Depositing the proteins of life here, like a stiff prick dropping its load, could only, in the best case, lead to a replication of the same futile striving. The animal remains trapped in the cage of its being.
 
5.
AN OLD, OLD man in a wheelchair. Tube in his nose. Oxygen bottle on a cart. He’d been somebody at the Lab once. Recruited Roger, among many others, plucked him out of the pack at Caltech. Roger loathed the old man but figured he owed him. And was owed.
They sat on a long, covered porch looking out at hills of dry grass patched with dark stands of live oak. The old man was feeling pretty spry after he’d thumbed through Roger’s papers and lit the cigar Roger offered him. He detached the tube, took a discreet puff exhaled very slowly, and put the tube back in.
Hand it to you, Roger, most elaborate, expensive form of mass suicide in history.
Really? I’d give that honor to the so-called statecraft of the past century.
Wouldn’t disagree. But that’s been very good to you and me. That stupidity gradient.
This effort is modest by comparison. Very few lives are at stake here. They might even survive it.
How many bombs you got onboard this thing? How many megatons?
They’re not bombs, they’re fuel. We measure it in exajoules.
Gonna blow them up in a magnetic pinch, aren’t you? I call things that blow up bombs. But fine, measure it in horse-power if it makes you feel virtuous. Exajoules, huh? He stared into space for a minute. Ship’s mass?
One hundred metric tons dry.
That’s nice and light. Wonder where you got ahold of that. But you still don’t have enough push. Take you over a hundred years. Your systems’ll die.
Seventy-two years.
You done survival analysis? You get a bathtub curve with most of these systems. Funny thing is, redundancy works against you.
How so?
Shit, you got Sidney Lefebvre down the hall from you, world’s expert in failure modes, don’t you know that?
Roger knew the name. The man worked on something completely different now. Somehow this expertise had been erased from his resume and his working life.
How you gone slow down?
Magsail.
I always wondered, would that work.
You wrote the papers on it.
You know how hand-wavy they are. We don’t know squat about the interstellar medium. And we don’t have superconductors that good anyway. Or do we?
Roger didn’t answer.
What happens when you get into the system?
That’s what I want to know. Will the magsail work in the solar wind? Tarasenko says no.
Fuck him.
His math is sound. I want to know what you know. Does it work?
How would I know. Never got to test it. Never heard of anyone who did.
Tell me, Dan.
Tell you I don’t know. Tarasenko’s a crank, got a Ukraine-sized chip on his shoulder.
That doesn’t mean he’s wrong.
The old man shrugged, looked critically at the cigar, tapped the ash off its end.
Don’t hold out on me.
Christ on a crutch, Roger, I’m a dead man. Want me to spill my guts, be nice, bring me a Havana.
There was a spell of silence. In the sunstruck sky a turkey vulture wobbled and banked into an updraft.
How you gone build a magsail that big? You got some superconductor scam goin’?
After ten years of braking we come in on this star, through its heliopause, at about five hundred kilometers per second. That’s too fast to be captured by the system’s gravity.
Cause I can help you there. Got some yttrium futures.
If we don’t manage enough decel after that, we’re done.
Gas-core reactor rocket.
We can’t carry enough fuel. Do the math. Specific impulse is about three thousand at best.
The old man took the tube from his nose, tapped more ash off the cigar, inhaled. After a moment he began to cough. Roger had seen this act before. But it went on longer than usual, into a loud climax.
Roger … you really doin’ this? Wouldn’t fool a dead man?
I’m modeling. For a multiplayer game.
That brought the old man more than half back. Fuck you too, he said. But that was for any surveillance, Roger thought.
The old man stared into the distance, then said: Oberth effect.
What’s that?
Here’s what you do, the old man whispered, hunched over, as he brought out a pen and an envelope.
 
ROSA (2125)
AFTER SHE’D SUFFERED through the cold, the numbness, the chills, the burning, still she lay, unready to move, as if she weren’t whole, had lost some essence—her anima, her purpose. She went over the whole mission in her mind, step by step, piece by piece. Do we have everything? The bombs to get us out of the solar system, the sail to slow us down, the nuclear rocket, the habitat … what else? What have we forgotten? There is something in the dark.
What is in the dark? Another ship? Oh my God. If we did it, they could do it, too. It would be insane for them to come after us. But they are insane. And we stole their bombs. What would they not do to us? Insane and vengeful as they are. They could send a drone after us, unmanned, or manned by a suicide crew. It’s just what they would do.
She breathed the stale, cold air and stared up at the dark ceiling. Okay, relax. That’s the worst-case scenario. Best case, they never saw us go. Most likely, they saw but they have other priorities. Everything has worked so far. Or you would not be lying here fretting, Rosa.
 
BORN ROSE. MAMÁ was from Trinidad. Dad was Venezuelan. She called him Papá against his wishes. Solid citizens, assimilated: a banker, a realtor. Home was Altadena, California. There was a bit of Irish blood and more than a dollop of Romany, the renegade uncle Tonio told Rosa, mi mestiza.
They flipped when she joined a chapter of La Raza Nueva. Dad railed: A terrorist organization! And us born in countries we’ve occupied! Amazed that Caltech even permitted LRN on campus. The family got visits from Homeland Security. Eggs and paint bombs from the neighbors. Caltech looked into it and found that of its seven members, five weren’t students. LRN was a creation of Homeland Security. Rosa and Sean were the only two authentic members, and they kept bailing out of planned actions.
Her father came to her while Homeland Security was on top of them, in the dark of her bedroom. He sat on the edge of the bed, she could feel his weight there and the displacement of it, could smell faintly the alcohol on his breath. He said: My mother and my father, my sisters, after the invasion, we lived in cardboard refrigerator boxes in the median strip of the main road from the airport to the city. For a year.
He’d never told her that. She hated him. For sparing her that, only to use it on her now. She’d known he’d grown up poor, but not that. She said bitterly: Behind every fortune is a crime. What’s yours?
He drew in his breath. She felt him recoil, the mattress shift under his weight. Then a greater shift, unfelt, of some dark energy, and he sighed. I won’t deny it, but it was for family. For you! with sudden anger.
What did you do?
That I won’t tell you. It’s not safe.
Safe! You always want to be safe, when you should stand up!
Stand up? I did the hardest things possible for a man to do. For you, for this family. And now you put us all at risk—. His voice came close to breaking.
When he spoke again, there was no trace of anger left. You don’t know how easily it can all be taken from you. What a luxury it is to stand up, as you call it.
Homeland Security backed off when Caltech raised a legal stink about entrapment. She felt vindicated. But her father didn’t see it that way. The dumb luck, he called it, of a small fish. Stubborn in his way as she.
Sean, her lovely brother, who’d taken her side through all this, decided to stand up in his own perverse way: he joined the Army. She thought it was dumb, but she had to respect his argument: it was unjust that only poor Latinos joined. Certainly Papá, the patriot, couldn’t argue with that logic, though he was furious.
Six months later Sean was killed in Bolivia. Mamá went into a prolonged, withdrawn mourning. Papá stifled an inchoate rage.
She’d met Roger Fry when he taught her senior course in particle physics; as “associated faculty” he became her thesis advisor. He looked as young as she. Actually, he was four years older. Women still weren’t exactly welcome in high-energy physics. Rosa—not cute, not demure, not quiet—was even less so. Roger, however, didn’t seem to see her. Gender and appearance seemed to make no impression at all on Roger.
He moved north mid-semester to work at the Lab but continued advising her via e-mail. In grad school she followed his name on papers, R.A. Fry, as it moved up from the tail of a list of some dozen names to the head of such lists. “Physics of milli-K Antiproton Confinement in an Improved Penning Trap.” “Antiprotons as Drivers for Inertial Confinement Fusion.” “Typical Number of Antiprotons Necessary for Fast Ignition in LiDT.” “Antiproton-Catalyzed Microfusion.” And finally, “Antimatter Induced Continuous Fusion Reactions and Thermonuclear Explosions.”
Rosa applied to work at the Lab.
She didn’t stop to think, then, why she did it. It was because Roger, of all the people she knew, appeared to have stood up and gone his own way and had arrived somewhere worth going.
 
THEY WERE SUPPOSED to have landed on the planet twelve years ago.
Nothing was out there in the dark. Nothing had followed. They were alone. That was worse.
She weighed herself. Four kilos. That would be forty in Earth gravity. Looked down at her arms, her legs, her slack breasts and belly. Skin gray and loose and wrinkled and hanging. On Earth she’d been chunky, glossy as an apple, never under sixty kilos. Her body had been taken from her, and this wasted, frail thing put in its place.
Turning on the monitor’s camera she had another shock. She was older than her mother. When they’d left Earth, Mamá was fifty. Rosa was at least sixty, by the look of it. They weren’t supposed to have aged. Not like this.
She breathed and told herself it was luxury to be alive.
 
SMALL PARTS OF the core group met face to face on rare occasions. Never all at once—they were too dispersed for that and even with travel permits it was unwise—it was threes or fours or fives at most. There was no such thing as a secure location. They had to rely on the ubiquity of surveillance outrunning the ability to process it all.
The Berkeley marina was no more secure than anywhere else. Despite the city’s Potemkin liberalism, you could count, if you were looking, at least ten cameras from every point within its boundaries, and take for granted there were many more, hidden or winged, small and quick as hummingbirds, with software to read your lips from a hundred yards, and up beyond the atmosphere satellites to read the book in your hand if the air was steady, denoise it if not, likewise take your body temperature. At the marina the strong onshore flow from the cold Pacific made certain of these feats more difficult, but the marina’s main advantage was that it was still beautiful, protected by accumulated capital and privilege—though now the names on the yachts were mostly in hanzi characters—and near enough to places where many of them worked, yet within the tether of their freedom—so they came to this rendezvous as often as they dared.
I remember the old marina. See where University Avenue runs into the water? It was half a mile past that. At neap tide you sometimes see it surface. Plenty chop there when it’s windy.
They debated what to call this mad thing. Names out of the history of the idea—starships that had been planned but never built—Orion, Prometheus, Daedalus, Icarus, Longshot, Medusa. Names out of their imagination: Persephone, Finnegan, Ephesus. But finally they came to call it—not yet the ship, but themselves, and their being together in it—Gypsy. It was a word rude and available and they took it. They were going wandering, without a land, orphaned and dispossessed, they were gypping the rubes, the hateful inhumane ones who owned everything and out of the devilry of ownership would destroy it rather than share it. She was okay with that taking, she was definitely gypsy.
She slept with Roger. She didn’t love him, but she admired him as a fellow spirit. Admired his intellect and his commitment and his belief. Wanted to partake of him and share herself. The way he had worked on fusion, and solved it. And then, when it was taken from him, he found something else. Something mad, bold, bad, dangerous, inspiring.
Roger’s voice in the dark: I thought it was the leaders, the nations, the corporations, the elites, who were out of touch, who didn’t understand the gravity of our situation. I believed in the sincerity of their stupid denials—of global warming, of resource depletion, of nuclear proliferation, of population pressure. I thought them stupid. But if you judge them by their actions instead of their rhetoric, you can see that they understood it perfectly and accepted the gravity of it very early. They simply gave it up as unfixable. Concluded that law and democracy and civilization were hindrances to their continued power. Moved quite purposely and at speed toward this dire world they foresaw, a world in which, to have the amenities even of a middle-class life—things like clean water, food, shelter, energy, transportation, medical care—you would need the wealth of a prince. You would need legal and military force to keep desperate others from seizing it. Seeing that, they moved to amass such wealth for themselves as quickly and ruthlessly as possible, with the full understanding that it hastened the day they feared.
 
SHE SAT AT the desk with the monitors, reviewed the logs. Zia had been the last to waken. Four and a half years ago. Trouble with the magsail. It was gone, and their incoming velocity was too high. And they were very close now, following his trajectory to the B star. She looked at his calculations and thought that he’d done well; it might work. What she had to do: fine-tune the elements of the trajectory, deploy the sunshield, prime the fuel, and finally light the hydrogen torch that would push palely back against the fury of this sun. But not yet. She was too weak.
Zia was dead for sure, on his slab, shriveled like a nut in the bodysuit; he had gone back into hibernation but had not reattached his stents. The others didn’t look good. Fang’s log told that story, what she’d done to combat the fungus, what else might need to be done, what to look out for. Fang had done the best she could. Rosa, at least, was alive.
A surge of grief hit her suddenly, bewildered her. She hadn’t realized it till now: she had a narrative about all this. She was going to a new world and she was going to bear children in it. That was never a narrative she thought was hers; hers was all about standing up for herself. But there it was, and as the possibility of it vanished, she felt its teeth. The woman she saw in the monitor-mirror was never going to have children. A further truth rushed upon her as implacable as the star ahead: the universe didn’t have that narrative, or any narrative, and all of hers had been voided in its indifference. What loss she felt. And for what, a story? For something that never was?
 
LYING NEXT TO her in the dark, Roger said: I would never have children. I would never do that to another person.
You already have, Rosa poked him.
You know what I mean.
The universe is vast, Roger.
I know.
The universe of feeling is vast.
No children.
I could make you change your mind.
 
SHE’D LEFT ROGER behind on Earth. No regrets about that; clearly there was no place for another person on the inside of Roger’s life.
The hydrogen in the tanks around the ship thawed as they drew near the sun. One tank read empty. She surmised from logs that it had been breached very early in the voyage. So they had to marshal fuel even more closely.
The ship’s telescopes had been watching, and the computers processing, so the system’s orbital elements had been refined since Zia first set up the parameters of his elegant cushion shot. It wasn’t Rosa’s field, but she had enough math and computer tools to handle it. Another adjustment would have to be made in a year when they neared the A star, but she’d point them as close as she could.
It was going to be a near thing. There was a demanding trade-off between decel and trajectory; they had to complete their braking turn pointed exactly at where A would be in a year. Too much or too little and they’d miss it; they didn’t have enough fuel to make course corrections. She ran Zia’s app over and over, timing the burn.
Occasionally she looked at the planet through the telescope. It was there. Still too far away to see much. It looked like a moon of Jupiter seen from Earth. Little more than a dot without color, hiding in the glare of A.
It took most of a week to prep the rocket. She triple-checked every step. It was supposed to be Sergei’s job. Only Sergei was not on the ship. He’d left no log. She had no idea what had happened, but now it was her job to start up a twenty-gigawatt gas-core fission reactor. The reactor would irradiate and superheat their hydrogen fuel, which would exit the nozzle with a thrust of some two million newtons.
She fired the attitude thrusters to derotate the ship, fixing it in the shadow of the sunshield. As the spin stopped, so did gravity; she became weightless.
Over the next two days, the thermal sensors climbed steadily to 1000°C, 1200, 1500. Nothing within the ship changed. It remained dark and cool and silent and weightless. On the far side of the shield, twelve centimeters thick, megawatts of thermal energy pounded, but no more than a hundred watts reached the ship. They fell toward the star and she watched the outer temperature rise to 2000.
Now, as the ship made its closest approach, the rocket came on line. It was astounding. The force pulled her out of the chair, hard into the crawlspace beneath the bolted desk. Her legs were pinned by her sudden body weight, knees twisted in a bad way. The pain increased as g-forces grew. She reached backwards, up, away from this new gravity, which was orthogonal to the floor. She clutched the chair legs above her and pulled until her left foot was freed from her weight, and then fell back against the bay of the desk, curled in a fetal position, exhausted. A full g, she guessed. Which her body had not experienced for eighty-four years. It felt like much more. Her heart labored. It was hard to breathe. Idiot! Not to think of this. She clutched the chair by its legs. Trapped here, unable to move or see while the engine thundered.
She hoped it didn’t matter. The ship would run at full reverse thrust for exactly the time needed to bend their trajectory toward the farther sun, its nuclear flame burning in front of them, a venomous, roiling torrent of plasma and neutrons spewing from the center of the torus, and all this fury not even a spark to show against the huge sun that smote their carbon shield with its avalanche of light. The ship vibrated continuously with the rocket’s thunder. Periodic concussions from she knew not what shocked her.
Two hours passed. As they turned, attitude thrusters kept them in the shield’s shadow. If the shield failed, there would be a quick hot end to a long cold voyage.
An alert whined. That meant shield temperature had passed 2500. She counted seconds. The hull boomed and she lost count and started again. When she reached a thousand she stopped and shut her eyes. Some time later the whining ceased. The concussions grew less frequent. The temperature was falling. They were around.
Another thirty minutes and the engines died. Their thunder and their weight abruptly shut off. She was afloat in silence. She trembled in her sweat. Her left foot throbbed.
They’d halved their speed. As they flew on, the sun’s pull from behind would slow them more, taking away the acceleration it had added to their approach. That much would be regained as they fell toward the A star over the next year.
She slept in the weightlessness for several hours. At last she spun the ship back up to one tenth g and took stock. Even in the slight gravity her foot and ankle were painful. She might have broken bones. Nothing she could do about it.
Most of their fuel was spent. At least one of the hydrogen tanks had suffered boil-off. She was unwilling to calculate whether enough remained for the second maneuver. It wasn’t her job. She was done. She wrote her log. The modified hibernation drugs were already in her system, prepping her for a final year of sleep she might not wake from. But what was the alternative?
It hit her then: eighty-four years had passed since she climbed aboard this ship. Mamá and Papá were dead. Roger too. Unless perhaps Roger had been wrong and the great genius of humanity was to evade the ruin it always seemed about to bring upon itself. Unless humanity had emerged into some unlikely golden age of peace, longevity, forgiveness. And they, these Gypsies and their certainty, were outcast from it. But that was another narrative, and she couldn’t bring herself to believe it.
 
6.
THEY’D NEVER DEBATED what they’d do when they landed.
The ship would jettison everything that had equipped it for interstellar travel and aerobrake into orbit. That might take thirty or forty glancing passes through the atmosphere, to slow them enough for a final descent, while cameras surveyed for a landing site. Criteria, insofar as possible: easy terrain, temperate zone, near water, arable land.
It was fruitless to plan the details of in-situ resource use while the site was unknown. But it would have to be Earth-like because they didn’t have resources for terraforming more than the immediate neighborhood. All told, there was fifty tons of stuff in the storage bay—prefab habitats made for Mars, solar panels, fuel cells, bacterial cultures, seed bank, 3D printers, genetic tools, nanotech, recyclers—all meant to jump-start a colony. There was enough food and water to support a crew of sixteen for six months. If they hadn’t become self-sufficient by then, it was over.
They hadn’t debated options because they weren’t going to have any. This part of it—even assuming the planet were hospitable enough to let them set up in the first place—would be a lot harder than the voyage. It didn’t bear discussion.
 
SOPHIE (2126)
WAKING. AGAIN? TRYING to rise up out of that dream of sinking back into the dream of rising up out of the. Momma? All that okay.
Soph? Upsa daise. Пoйдем. Allons.
Sergei?
She was sitting on the cold, hard deck, gasping for breath.
Good girl, Soph. Get up, sit to console, bring spectroscope online. What we got? Soph! Stay with!
She sat at the console. The screen showed dimly, through blurs and maculae that she couldn’t blink away, a stranger’s face: ruined, wrinkled, sagging, eyes milky, strands of lank white hair falling from a sored scalp. With swollen knuckles and gnarled fists slow and painful under loose sheathes of skin, she explored hard lumps in the sinews of her neck, in her breasts, under her skeletal arms. It hurt to swallow. Or not to.
The antisenescents hadn’t worked. They’d known this was possible. But she’d been twenty-five. Her body hadn’t known. Now she was old, sick, and dying after unlived decades spent on a slab. Regret beyond despair whelmed her. Every possible future that might have been hers, good or ill, promised or compromised—all discarded the day they launched. Now she had to accept the choice that had cost her life. Not afraid of death, but sick at heart thinking of that life, hers, however desperate it might have been on Earth—any life—now unlivable.
She tried to read the logs. Files corrupted, many lost. Handwritten copies blurry in her sight. Her eyes weren’t good enough for this. She shut them, thought, then went into the supply bay, rested there for a minute, pulled out a printer and scanner, rested again, connected them to the computer, brought up the proper software. That all took a few tiring hours. She napped. Woke and affixed the scanner to her face. Felt nothing as mild infrared swept her corneas and mapped their aberrations. The printer was already loaded with polycarbonate stock, and after a minute it began to hum.
She put her new glasses on, still warm. About the cataracts she could do nothing. But now she could read.
They had braked once, going around B. Rosa had executed the first part of the maneuver, following Zia’s plan. His cushion shot. But their outgoing velocity was too fast.
Sergei continued talking in the background, on and on as he did, trying to get her attention. She felt annoyed with him, couldn’t he see she was busy?
Look! Look for spectra.
She felt woozy, wandering. Planets did that. They wandered against the stars. How does a planet feel? Oh yes, she should look for a planet. That’s where they were going.
Four. There were four planets. No, five—there was a sub-Mercury in close orbit around B. The other four orbited A. Three were too small, too close to the star, too hot. The fourth was Earth-like. It was in an orbit of 0.8 AU, eccentricity 0.05. Its mass was three quarters that of Earth. Its year was about two hundred sixty days. They were still 1.8 AU from it, on the far side of Alpha Centauri A. The spectroscope showed nitrogen, oxygen, argon, carbon dioxide, krypton, neon, helium, methane, hydrogen. And liquid water.
Liquid water. She tasted the phrase on her tongue like a prayer, a benediction.
It was there. It was real. Liquid water.
 
BUT THEN THERE were the others. Fourteen who could not be roused. Leaving only her and Sergei. And of course Sergei was not real.
So there was no point. The mission was over however you looked at it. She couldn’t do it alone. Even if they reached the planet, even if she managed to aerobrake the ship and bring it down in one piece, they were done, because there was no more they.
The humane, the sensible thing to do now would be to let the ship fall into the approaching sun. Get it over quickly.
She didn’t want to deal with this. It made her tired.
 
TWO THIRDS OF the way there’s a chockstone, a large rock jammed in the crack, for protection before the hardest part. She grasps it, gets her breath, and pulls round it. The crux involves laybacking and right arm pulling. Her arm is too tired. Shaking and straining she fights it. She thinks of falling. That was bad, it meant her thoughts were wandering.
Some day you will die. Death will not wait. Only then will you realize you have not practiced well. Don’t give up.
 
SHE AWOKE WITH a start. She realized they were closing on the sun at its speed, not hers. If she did nothing, that was a decision. And that was not her decision to make. All of them had committed to this line. Her datastream was still sending, whether anyone received it or not. She hadn’t fallen on the mountain, and she wasn’t going to fall into a sun now.
 
THE PLANET WAS lost in the blaze of Alpha A. Two days away from that fire, and the hull temperature was climbing.
The A sun was hotter, more luminous, than B. It couldn’t be approached as closely. There would be less decel.
This was not her expertise. But Zia and Rosa had left exhaustive notes, and Sophie’s expertise was in winnowing and organizing and executing. She prepped the reactor. She adjusted their trajectory, angled the cushion shot just so.
Attitude thrusters halted the ship’s rotation, turned it to rest in the sunshield’s shadow. Gravity feathered away. She floated as they freefell into light.
Through the sunshield, through the layers of carbon, aerogel, through closed eyelids, radiance fills the ship with its pressure, suffusing all, dispelling the decades of cold, warming her feelings to this new planet given life by this sun; eyes closed, she sees it more clearly than Earth—rivers running, trees tossing in the wind, insects chirring in a meadow—all familiar but made strange by this deep, pervasive light. It might almost be Earth, but it’s not. It’s a new world.
Four million kilometers from the face of the sun. 2500°C.
Don’t forget to strap in. Thank you, Rosa.
At periapsis, the deepest point in the gravity well, the engine woke in thunder. The ship shuddered, its aged hull wailed and boomed. Propellant pushed hard against their momentum, against the ship’s forward vector, its force multiplied by its fall into the star’s gravity, slowing the ship, gradually turning it. After an hour, the engine sputtered and died, and they raced away from that radiance into the abiding cold and silence of space.
 
OH, SERGEI. OH, no. Still too fast.
They were traveling at twice the escape velocity of the Alpha C system. Fuel gone, having rounded both suns, they will pass the planet and continue out of the system into interstellar space.
Maneuver to planet. Like Zia said. Take all genetic material, seeds, zygotes, heatshield payload and drop to surface, okay? Best we can do. Give life a chance.
No fuel, Sergei. Not a drop. We can’t maneuver, you hear me?
Дерьмо.
Her mind is playing tricks. She has to concentrate. The planet is directly in front of them now, but still nine days away. Inexorable, it will move on in its orbit. Inexorable, the ship will follow its own divergent path. They will miss by 0.002 AU. Closer than the Moon to the Earth.
Coldly desperate, she remembered the attitude thrusters, fired them for ten minutes until all their hydrazine was exhausted. It made no difference.
She continued to collect data. Her datastream lived, a thousand bits per hour, her meager yet efficient engine of science pushing its mite of meaning back into the plaintext chaos of the universe, without acknowledgement.
The planet was drier than Earth, mostly rock with two large seas, colder, extensive polar caps. She radar-mapped the topography. The orbit was more eccentric than Earth’s, so the caps must vary, and the seas they fed. A thirty-hour day. Two small moons, one with high albedo, the other dark.
 
WHAT ARE THEY doing here? Have they thrown their lives away for nothing? Was it a great evil to have done this? Abandoned Earth?
But what were they to do? Like all of them, Roger was a problem solver, and the great problem on Earth, the problem of humanity, was unsolvable; it was out of control and beyond the reach of engineering. The problems of Gypsy were large but definable.
We were engineers. Of our own deaths. These were the deaths we wanted. Out here. Not among those wretched and unsanctified. We isolates.
 
SHE BEGINS TO compose a poem a day. Not by writing. She holds the words in her mind, reciting them over and over until the whole is fixed in memory. Then she writes it down. A simple discipline, to combat her mental wandering.
 
In the eye of the sun
what is not burned to ash?
 
In the spire of the wind
what is not scattered as dust?
 
Love? art?
body’s rude health?
memory of its satisfactions?
 
Antaeus
lost strength
lifted from Earth
 
Reft from our gravity
we fail
 
Lime kept sailors hale
light of mind alone
with itself
is not enough
 
THE TELESCOPE TRACKED the planet as they passed it by. Over roughly three hours it grew in size from about a degree to about two degrees, then dwindled again. She spent the time gazing at its features with fond attention, with longing and regret, as if it were the face of an unattainable loved one.
It’s there, Sergei, it’s real—Ghost Planet Hope—and it is beautiful—look, how blue the water—see the clouds—and the seacoast—there must be rain, and plants and animals happy for it—fish and birds, maybe, and worms, turning the soil. Look at the mountains! Look at the snow on their peaks!
This was when the science pod should have been released, the large reflecting telescope ejected into planetary orbit to start its yearlong mission of measuring stellar distances. But that was in a divergent universe, one that each passing hour took her farther from.
We made it. No one will ever know, but we made it. We came so far. It was our only time to do it. No sooner, we hadn’t developed the means. And if we’d waited any longer, the means would have killed us all. We came through a narrow window. Just a little too narrow.
She recorded their passing. She transmitted all their logs. Her recent poems. The story of their long dying. In four and a quarter years it would reach home. No telling if anyone would hear.
So long for us to evolve. So long to walk out of Africa and around the globe. So long to build a human world. So quick to ruin it. Is this, our doomed and final effort, no more than our grieving for Earth? Our mere mourning?
Every last bit of it was a long shot: their journey, humanity, life itself, the universe with its constants so finely tuned that planets, stars, or time itself, had come to be.
Fermi’s question again: if life is commonplace in the universe, where is everyone? How come we haven’t heard from anyone? What is the mean time between failures for civilizations?
Not long. Not long enough.
Now she slept. Language was not a tool used often enough even in sleep to lament its own passing. Other things lamented more. The brilliance turned to and turned away.
 
SHE REMEMBERS THE garden behind the house. Her father grew corn—he was particular about the variety, complained how hard it was now to find Silver Queen, even the terminated variety—with beans interplanted, which climbed the cornstalks, and different varieties of tomato with basil interplanted, and lettuces—he especially liked frisee. And in the flower beds alstroemeria, and wind lilies, and Eschscholzia, the California poppy. He taught her those names, and the names of Sierra flowers—taught her to learn names. We name things in order to love them, to remember them when they are absent. She recites the names of the fourteen dead with her, and weeps.
 
SHE’D BEEN AWAKE for over two weeks. The planet was far behind. The hibernation cocktail was completely flushed from her system. She wasn’t going back to sleep.
 
ground
rose
sand
 
elixir
cave
 
root
dark
 
golden
 
sky-born
 
lift
earth
fall
 
THE RADIO RECEIVER chirps. She wakes, stares at it dumbly.
The signal is strong! Beamed directly at them. From Earth! Words form on the screen. She feels the words rather than reads them.
We turned it around. Everything is fixed. The bad years are behind us. We live. We know what you did, why you did it. We honor your bravery. We’re sorry you’re out there, sorry you had to do it, wish you …  wish … wish…. Good luck. Goodbye.
Where are her glasses? She needs to hear the words. She needs to hear a human voice, even synthetic. She taps the speaker.
The white noise of space. A blank screen.
 
SHE IS IN the Sierra, before the closure. Early July. Sun dapples the trail. Above the alpine meadow, in the shade, snow deepens, but it’s packed and easy walking. She kicks steps into the steeper parts. She comes into a little flat just beginning to melt out, surrounded by snowy peaks, among white pine and red fir and mountain hemlock. Her young muscles are warm and supple and happy in their movements. The snowbound flat is still, yet humming with the undertone of life. A tiny mosquito lands on her forearm, casts its shadow, too young even to know to bite. She brushes it off, walks on, beyond the flat, into higher country.
 
thistle daisy cow-parsnip strawberry clover
mariposa-lily corn-lily ceanothus elderberry marigold
mimulus sunflower senecio goldenbush dandelion
mules-ear iris miners-lettuce sorrel clarkia
milkweed tiger-lily mallow veronica rue
nettle violet buttercup ivesia asphodel
ladyslipper larkspur pea bluebells onion
yarrow cinquefoil arnica pennyroyal fireweed
phlox monkshood foxglove vetch buckwheat
goldenrod groundsel valerian lovage columbine
stonecrop angelica rangers-buttons pussytoes everlasting
watercress rockcress groundsmoke solomons-seal bitterroot
liveforever lupine paintbrush blue-eyed-grass gentian
pussypaws butterballs campion primrose forget-me-not
saxifrage aster polemonium sedum rockfringe
sky-pilot shooting-star heather alpine-gold penstemon
 
FORGET ME NOT.



The Citadel of Weeping Pearls
Aliette de Bodard
 
The Officer
THERE WAS A sound on the edge of sleep: Suu Nuoc wasn’t sure if it was a bell and a drum calling for enlightenment, or the tactics-master sounding the call to arms in that breathless instant—hanging like a bead of blood from a sword’s blade—that marked the boundary between the stylized life of the court and the confused, lawless fury of the battlefield.
“Book of Heaven, Book of Heaven.”
The soft, reedy voice echoed under the dome of the ceiling, but the room itself had changed—receding, taking on the shape of the mindship—curved metal corridors with scrolling columns of memorial excerpts, the oily sheen of the Mind’s presence spread over the watercolors of starscapes and the carved longevity character at the head of the bed. For a confused, terrible moment as Suu Nuoc woke up, he wasn’t sure if he was still in his bedroom in the Purple Forbidden City on the First Planet or hanging, weightless, in the void of space.
It wasn’t a dream. It was the mindship: The Turtle’s Golden Claw, the only one addressing Suu Nuoc with that peculiar form of his title, the one that the empress had conferred on him half out of awe, half out of jest.
The Turtle’s Golden Claw wasn’t there in his bedroom, of course: she was a Mind, an artificial intelligence encased in the heartroom of a ship, and she was too heavy to leave orbit. But she was good at things; and one of those was hacking his comms and using the communal network to project new surroundings over his bedroom.
“Ship,” he whispered, the words tasting like grit on his tongue. His eyes felt glued together; his brain still fogged by sleep. “It’s the Bi-Hour of the Tiger.” People plotted or made love or slept the sleep of the just; they didn’t wake up and find themselves dragged into an impossible conversation.
But then, of course, The Turtle’s Golden Claw was technically part of the Imperial family: before her implantation in the ship that would become her body, the Mind had been borne by Thousand-Heart Ngoc Ha, the empress’s youngest daughter. The Turtle’s Golden Claw was mostly sweet, but sometimes she could act with the same casual arrogance as the empress.
“What is it this time?” Suu Nuoc asked.
The Turtle’s Golden Claw’s voice was thin and quivering; nothing like her usual, effortless arrogance. “She’s not answering. I called her again and again, but she’s not answering.”
Ten thousand words bloomed into Suu Nuoc’s mind; were sorted out as ruthlessly as he’d once sorted out battalions. “Who?” he said.
“Grandmother.”
There were two people whom the mindship thought of as Grandmother; but if the Keeper of the Peace Empress had been dead, Suu Nuoc’s quarters would have been in effervescence, the night servants barely containing their impatience at their master’s lack of knowledge. “The Grand Master of Design Harmony?”
The lights flickered around him; the characters oozed like squeezed wounds. “She’s not answering,” the ship said again, sounding more and more like the child she was with every passing moment. “She was here; and then she … faded away on the comms.”
Suu Nuoc put out a command for the system to get in touch with Grand Master of Design Harmony Bach Cuc—wondering if that would work, with the shipmind hacked into his comms. But no; the progress of the call appeared overlaid on the bottom half of his field of vision, same as normal; except, of course, that no one picked up. Bach Cuc’s last known location, according to the communal network, was in her laboratory near the Spire of Literary Eminence—where the radio comms toward The Turtle’s Golden Claw would be clearest and most economical.
“Did you hack the rest of my comms?” he asked—even as he got up, pulling up clothes from his autumn chest, unfolding and discarding uniforms that seemed too formal until he found his python tunic.
“You know I didn’t.” The Turtle’s Golden Claw’s voice was stiff.
“Had to ask,” Suu Nuoc said. He pulled the tunic over his shoulders and stared at himself in the mirror by the four seasons chests: pale and disheveled, his hair hastily pulled back into a topknot—but the tunic was embroidered with pythons, a mark of the empress’s special favor, bestowed on him after the battle at Four Stations: a clear message, for those who affected not to know who he was, that this jumped-up, uncouth soldier wielded authority by special dispensation.
The call was still ringing in the emptiness; he cut it with a wave of his hands. There was a clear, present problem, and in such situations he knew exactly what to do.
“Let’s go,” he said.
 
GRAND MASTER BACH Cuc’s laboratory was spread around a courtyard: at this late hour, only the ambient lights were on, throwing shadows on the pavement—bringing to mind the old colonist superstitions of fox shapeshifters and blood-sucking demons.
It was the dry season in the Forbidden Purple City, and Bach Cuc had set up installations on trestle tables in the courtyard—Suu Nuoc didn’t remember what half the assemblages of wires and metal were and didn’t much care.
“Where was she when you saw her last?” he asked The Turtle’s Golden Claw.
The ship couldn’t descend from orbit around the First Planet, of course; she’d simply animated an avatar of herself. Most mindships chose something the size of a child or a Mind; The Turtle’s Golden Claw’s avatar was as small as a clenched fist, but perfect, rendering in exquisite detail the contours of her hull, the protrusions of her thrusters—if Suu Nuoc had been inclined to squint, he was sure he’d have caught a glimpse of the orchids painted near the prow.
“Inside,” The Turtle’s Golden Claw said. “Tinkering with things.” She sounded like she’d recovered; her voice was cool again, effortlessly taking on the accents and vocabulary of the court. She made Suu Nuoc feel like a fish out of water, but at least he wouldn’t have to deal with a panicked, bewildered mindship—he was no mother, no master of wind and water, and would have had no idea what to do in such a situation.
He followed the ship into one of the largest pavilions: the outside was lacquered wood, painstakingly recreated identical to Old Earth design, with thin metal tiles embossed with longevity symbols. The inside, however, was more modern, a mess of tables with instruments: the communal network a knot of virtual messages with cryptic reminders like PUT MORE KHI AT G4 and REDO THE CONNECTIONS, PLEASE, notes left by researchers to themselves and to each other.
He kept a wary eye on the room—two tables, loaded with instruments; a terminal, blinking forlornly in a corner; a faint smell he couldn’t quite identify on the air: charred wood, with a tinge of a sharper, sweeter flavor, as if someone had burnt lime or longan fruit. No threat that he could see; but equally, a slow, spreading silence characteristic of a hastily emptied room.
“Is anyone here?” Suu Nuoc asked—superfluous, really. The network would have told him if there were, but he was too used to battlefields, where one could not afford to rely on its presence or its integrity.
“She’s not here,” The Turtle’s Golden Claw said, slowly, patiently; an adult to a child. As if he needed another patronizing highborn of the court…. But she was his charge; and so, technically, was Grand Master Bach Cuc, the Citadel project being under the watchful eye of the military. Even if he understood next to nothing about the science.
“I can see that.” Suu Nuoc’s eye was caught by the door at the furthest end of the room: the access to the shielded chamber, gaping wide open, the harmonization arch showing up as deactivated on his network access. No one inside, then.
Except … he walked up to it and peered beyond the arch, careful to remain on the right side of the threshold. Harmonization arches decontaminated, making sure the environment on the other side was sterile, and the cleansing of extraneous particles from every pore of his skin was an unpleasant process he would avoid if he could. There was nothing and no one, no virtual notes or messages, just helpful prompts from the communal network offering to tell him what the various machines in the chamber did—pointing him to Grand Master Bach Cuc’s progress reports.
Not what he was interested in, currently.
He had another look around the room. The Turtle’s Golden Claw had said Grand Master Bach Cuc had vanished mid-call. But there was nothing here that suggested anything beyond a normal night, the laboratory deserted because the researchers had gone to bed.
Except….
His gaze caught on the table by the harmonization arch. There was an object there, but he couldn’t tell what it was because Grand Master Bach Cuc had laid her seal on it, hiding it from the view of anyone who didn’t have the proper access privileges—a private seal, one that wouldn’t vanish even if the communal network was muted. Suu Nuoc walked toward it, hesitating. So far, he had done Bach Cuc the courtesy of not using his accesses as an Official of the First Rank; hadn’t broken into her private notes or correspondences, as he would have been entitled to. Long Quan would have called him weak—behind his back when he wasn’t listening, of course, his aide wasn’t that foolish—but he knew better than to use his accesses unwisely. There were those at the court that hadn’t forgiven him for rising so high, so quickly; without years of learning the classics to pass the examinations, years of toiling in some less prestigious job in the College of Brushes until the court recognized his merit. They called him the empress’s folly—never mind his successes as a general, the battle of Four Stations, the crushing of the rebel army at He Huong, the successful invasion of the Smoke People’s territory: all they remembered was that he had once slept with the empress and been elevated to a rank far exceeding what was proper for a former (or current) favorite.
But The Turtle’s Golden Claw wasn’t flighty, or likely to panic over nothing. Suu Nuoc reached out, invoking his privileged access—the seal wavered and disappeared. Beneath it was….
He sucked in a deep breath—clarity filling his mind like a pane of ice, everything in the room sharpened to unbearable focus; the harmonization arch limned with cold, crystalline light as cutting as the edges of a scalpel.
The seal had hidden five pellets of metal; dropped casually into a porcelain bowl like discarded food, and still smelling, faintly, of anesthetic and disinfectant.
Mem-Implants. Ancestor implants. The link between the living and the memories of their ancestors: the repository of ghost-personalities who would dispense advice and knowledge on everything from navigating court intrigues to providing suitable responses in discussions replete with literary allusions. Five of them; no wonder Grand Master Bach Cuc had always been so graceful, so effortless at showing the proper levels of address and languages whatever the situation.
To so casually discard such precious allies—no, you didn’t voluntarily leave those behind, not for any reason. But why would an abductor leave these behind?
“She wouldn’t remove—” The Turtle’s Golden Claw said. Suu Nuoc lifted a hand to interrupt the obvious.
“I need to know where the Grand Master’s research stood. Concisely.” There wasn’t much time, and evidence was vanishing as they spoke. The ship would know that, too.
The Turtle’s Golden Claw didn’t make the mocking comment he’d expected—the one about Suu Nuoc being Supervisor of Military Research and with barely enough mathematics to operate an abacus. “You can access the logs of my last journeys into deep spaces,” she said, slowly. “I brought back samples for her.”
Travel logs. Suu Nuoc asked his own, ordinary implants to compile every note in the room by owner and chronological order.
“Did Grand Master Bach Cuc know where the Citadel was?” he asked. That was, after all, what those travels were meant to achieve: The Turtle’s Golden Claw, Bach Cuc’s masterpiece, diving into the furthest deep spaces, seeking traces of something that had vanished many years ago, in a time when Suu Nuoc was still a dream in his parents’ minds.
The Citadel of Weeping Pearls—and, with it, its founder and ruler, the empress’s eldest and favorite daughter, Bright Princess Ngoc Minh.
The Citadel had been Ngoc Minh’s refuge, her domain away from the court after her last, disastrous quarrel with her mother, and her flight from the First Planet. Until the empress, weary of her daughter’s defiance, had sent the Imperial Armies to destroy it—and the Citadel vanished in a single night with all souls onboard, never to reappear.
“There were … trace elements from orbitals and ships,” The Turtle’s Golden Claw said, slowly, cautiously; he had the feeling she was translating into a language he could understand—was it mindship stuff, or merely scientific language? “Images and memories of dresses; and porcelain dishes….” The ship paused, hovering before the harmonization arch. “Everything as fresh as if they’d been made yesterday.”
“I understood that much,” Suu Nuoc said, wryly. He didn’t know what arguments Grand Master Bach Cuc had used to sway the empress, but Bach Cuc’s theory about deep spaces was well known. Perhaps at the furthest corners, where time flowed at a different rate and folded back onto itself, the past was but a handspan away. If so, then the Citadel, which had vanished without a trace thirty years ago, might be found in the vastness of space.
If you were a mindship, of course; humans couldn’t go in that deep and hope to survive.
“Then you’ll understand why she was excited,” The Turtle’s Golden Claw said.
“Yes.” He could imagine it—Grand Master Bach Cuc would have been cautious, the ship ecstatic. “She thought you were close.”
“No,” The Turtle’s Golden Claw said. “You don’t understand, Book of Heaven. There were a few analyses to run before she could pinpoint a—a location I could latch onto. But she thought she had the trail. That I could plunge back into deep spaces, and follow it to wherever the Citadel was hiding itself. She thought she could find Bright Princess Ngoc Minh and her people.”
Suu Nuoc was silent, then, staring at the harmonization arch.
He wasn’t privy to the thoughts of the empress anymore; he didn’t know why she wanted Bright Princess Ngoc Minh back.
Some said she was getting soft and regretted quarrelling with her daughter. Some said she wanted the weapons that Bright Princess Ngoc Minh had designed, the technologies that had enabled the Citadel to effortlessly evade every Outsider or Dai Viet battalion sent to apprehend the princess. And still others thought that the empress’s long life was finally running to an end, and that she wanted Ngoc Minh to be her heir, over the dozen daughters and sons within the Purple Forbidden City.
Suu Nuoc had heard all of those rumors. In truth, he didn’t much care: the empress’s will was absolute, and it wasn’t his place to question it. But he had listened in enough shuttles and pavilions, and his spies had reported enough gossip from poetry club competitions and celebratory banquets to know that not everyone welcomed the prospect of the princess’s return.
Bright Princess Ngoc Minh had been blunt, and unpleasant; and many had not forgiven her for disregarding her mother’s orders and marrying a minor station-born; and still others didn’t much care about her but thought she would disrupt court life—and thus threaten the privileges they’d gained from attending one or another of the princes and princesses. One was not meant, of course, to gainsay the empress’s orders; but there were other ways to disobey….
“Book of Heaven?”
Suu Nuoc swallowed past the bile in his throat. “We must report this to the empress. Now.”
 
The Engineer
DIEM HUONG HAD been six when the Citadel of Weeping Pearls had vanished. Her last and most vivid memory of it was of standing on the decks of one of the ships—Attained Serenity, or perhaps Pine Ermitage—gazing out at the stars. Mother held her hand; around them, various inhabitants flickered in and out of existence, teleporting from one to another of the ships that made up the city. Everything was bathed in the same cold, crisp air of the Citadel—a feeling that invigorated the bones and sharpened the breath in one’s lungs until it could have cut through diamonds.
“It still stands,” Mother said, to her neighbor: a tall, corpulent man dressed in robes of indigo, embroidered with cranes in flight. “The Bright Princess will protect us, to the end. I have faith….”
Diem Huong was trying to see the stars better—standing on tiptoe with her arms leaning on the bay window, twisting so that the ships of the Citadel moved out of her way. Thuy had told her that, if you could line things up right, you had a view all the way to the black hole near the Thirtieth Planet. A real black hole—she kind of hoped she’d see ships sucked into it, though Thuy had always been a liar.
The man said something Diem Huong didn’t remember; Mother answered something equally unintelligible, though she sounded worried. Then she caught sight of what Diem Huong was doing. “Child, no! Don’t shame me by behaving like a little savage.”
It had been thirty years, and she didn’t know—not anymore—which parts of it were true, and which parts she had embellished. Had she only imagined the worry in Mother’s voice? Certainly there had been no worry when she and Father had boarded the ship back to the Scattered Pearls orbitals—enjoy your holiday, Mother had said, smiling and hugging them as if nothing were wrong. I will join you soon.
But she never had.
On the following morning, as they docked into the central orbital of the Scattered Pearls, the news came via mindship: that the Citadel had vanished in a single night with all its citizens, and was nowhere to be found. The empire’s invading army—the soldiers tasked by the empress to burn the Citadel to cinders—had reached the designated coordinates, and found nothing but the void between the stars.
Not a trace of anyone aboard—not Mother, not the Bright Princess, not the hermits—everyone gone as though they had never existed.
As time went on, and the hopes of finding the Citadel dwindled, the memory wavered and faded; but in Diem Huong’s dreams, the scene went on. In her confused, fearful dreams, she knew every word of the conversation Mother had had; and every single conversation she had ever listened to—playing with her doll Em Be Be on the floor while Mother cooked in her compartment, with the smell of garlic and fish sauce rising all around them, an anchor to the childhood she had lost. In her dreams, she knew why Mother had chosen to abandon them.
But then she would wake up, her heart in her throat, and remember that she was still alone. That Father was never there; drowning his sorrows in his work aboard a merchant ship, coming home from months-long missions stupefied on fatigue, sorghum liquor, and Heaven knew what illegal drugs. That she had no brother or sister; and that even her aunts would not understand how crushingly alone and frightened she was, in the darkness of her cradle bed, with no kind words to banish the nightmares.
After a while, she started adding her own offerings to the ancestral altar, below the hologram of Mother, that treacherous image that would never change, never age; her tacit admission that Mother might not be dead, but that she was as lost to them as if she had been.
But that didn’t matter, because Diem Huong had another way to find the answers she needed.
Thirty years after the Citadel disappeared, Diem Huong woke up with the absolute knowledge that today was the day—and that, whatever she did, the trajectory of her life would be irrevocably altered. This time, it would work: after Heaven knew how many setbacks and broken parts. She wasn’t sure where that certainty came from—certainly not from her trust in a prototype made by a handful of half-baked engineers and a disorganized genius scientist in their spare time—but it was within her, cold and unshakeable. Perhaps it was merely her conviction that she would succeed: that the machine would work, sending her where she needed to be. When she needed to be.
She did her morning exercises, flowing from one Piece of Brocade to the next, effortlessly—focusing on her breath, inhaling, exhaling as her body moved through Separating Heaven and Earth to Wise Owl Gazing Backward; and finally settling on her toes after the last exercises with the familiar, energized feeling of sweat on her body.
They didn’t have a lab, of course. They were just private citizens with a hobby, and all they’d managed to get hold of on the overcrowded orbital was a deserted teahouse, cluttered with unused tables and decorative scrolls. Lam, always practical, had used some of the celadon drinking cups to hold samples; and the porcelain dishes with painted figures had turned out to withstand heat and acid quite nicely.
The teahouse was deserted: not a surprise, as most of the others were late risers. In the oven—repurposed from the kitchen—she found the last of the machine’s pieces with the ceramic completely hardened. The bots scuttling over the surface to check on the piece withdrew as she reached for it. The etching of circuits was perfect, a silvery network as intricate as woven silk.
Diem Huong turned, for a moment, to look at the machine.
It wasn’t much to look at: a rectangular, man-sized frame propped with four protruding metal struts, reminiscent of a high-caste palanquin with its all-but-obsolete bearers. They had used tables and chairs to get the materials, and some of the carvings could still be seen around the frame.
It had a roof, but no walls; mostly for structural reasons: all that mattered was the frame—the rods, cooled below freezing temperature, served as anchors for the generated fields. A lot of it was beyond her: she was a bots-handler, a maker and engraver of circuits on metal and ceramic, but she wasn’t the one to design or master the machine. That was Lam—the only scientist among them, the holder of an Imperial degree from the prestigious College of Brushes, equally at ease with the Classics of Mathematics as she was with the Classics of Literature. Lam had been set for a grand career, before she gave it all up and came home to take care of her sick father—to a small, insignificant station on the edge of nowhere where science was just another way to fix failing appliances.
The machine, naturally, had been a welcome challenge to her. Lam had pored over articles from everywhere in the empire; used her old networks of scientists in post in various branches of the Imperial Administration, from those designing war mindships to the ones on far-flung planets, tinkering with bots to help the local magistrate with the rice harvest. And, somehow, between all their late-night sessions with too much rice wine and fried soft crabs, between all their early-morning rushes with noodle soup heavy and warm in their bellies, they had built this.
Diem Huong’s fingers closed on the part. Like the previous one, it was smooth: the etchings barely perceptible, the surface cold. Would it be unlike the other one, and hold the charge?
She knelt by the machine’s side, finding by memory and touch the empty slot, and gently slid the piece into its rack. She could have relied on the bots to do it—and they would have been more accurate than her, to a fraction of measure—but some things shouldn’t be left to bots.
Then she withdrew, connected to the room’s network, and switched the machine on.
A warm red light like the lanterns of New Year’s Eve filled the room as the machine started its warm-up cycle. She should have waited, she knew—for Lam and the others, so they could see what they had labored for—it wasn’t fair to them, to start things without their knowledge. But she needed to check whether the piece worked—after all, no point in making a ceremony of it if the piece snapped like the previous one, or if something else went wrong, as it had done, countless times before.
Put like that, it almost sounded reasonable. But, in her heart of hearts, Diem Huong knew this wasn’t about tests, or being sure. It was simply that she had to see the machine work; to be sure that her vision would come to fruition.
The others wouldn’t have understood: to them, the Citadel of Weeping Pearls was an object of curiosity, the machine a technical challenge that relieved the crushing boredom of mining the asteroid fields. To Diem Huong, it was her only path to salvation.
Mother had gone on ahead, ancestors only knew where. So there was no way forward. But, somewhere in the starlit hours of the past—somewhere in the days when the Citadel still existed, and Bright Princess Ngoc Minh’s quarrel with the empress was still fresh and raw—Mother was still alive.
There was a way back.
The temperature in the room plummeted. Ice formed on the rods, became slick and iridescent, covered with a sheen like oil—and a feel like that of deep spaces permeated the room, a growing feeling of wrongness, of pressures in odd places the body wasn’t meant to experience. The air within the box seemed to change—nothing obvious, but it shimmered and danced as if in a heat wave, and the harmonization arch slowly revved up to full capacity, its edges becoming a hard blue.
“Up early?”
Lam. Here? Startled, Diem Huong turned around and saw her friend leaning against the door, with a sarcastic smile.
“I was—” she said.
Lam shook her head. Her smile faded; became something else—sadness and understanding, mingled in a way that made Diem Huong want to curl up in a ball. “You don’t need to explain.”
But she did. “I have to—”
“Of course you do.” Lam’s voice was soft. She walked into the laboratory, stopped, and looked at the machine with a critical frown. “Mmm.”
“It’s not working?” Diem Huong asked, her heart in her throat.
“I don’t know,” Lam said. “Let me remind you no one’s tried this before.”
“I thought that was the point. You said everyone was wrong.”
“Not in so many words, no.” Lam knelt by the rods, started to reach out a hand, and changed her mind. “I merely said some approaches had no chance of working. It has to do with the nature of deep spaces.”
“The mindships’ deep spaces?”
“They don’t belong to the mindships,” Lam said, absent-mindedly—the role of teacher came to her naturally, and after all, who was Diem Huong to blame her? Lam had built all of this; she deserved a little showing off. “The ships merely … cross them to get elsewhere? Space gets weird within deep spaces, that’s why you get to places earlier than you should be allowed to. And where space gets weird, time gets weird, too.”
She called up a control screen: out of deference to Diem Huong, she displayed it rather than merely keeping it on her implants. Her hand moved in an ever-quickening dance, sliding one cursor after the other, moving one dial after the next—a ballet of shifting colors and displays that she seemed to navigate as fast as she breathed, as utterly focused and at ease as Diem Huong was with her morning exercises.
Then she paused—and left the screen hanging in the air, filled with the red of New Year’s lanterns. “Heaven help me. I think it’s working.”
Working. Emperor in Heaven, it was working. Lam’s words—she knew what she was talking about—made it all real. “You think—” Diem Huong hardly dared to imagine. She would see the Citadel of Weeping Pearls again—would talk to Mother again, know why she and Father had been abandoned….
Lam walked closer to the harmonization arch, frowning. Without warning, she uncoiled, as fluid as a fighter, and threw something she held in her hand. It passed through the door—a small, elongated shape like a pebble—arched on its descent downward, and faded as it did so, until a translucent shadow settled on the floor and dwindled away to nothing.
On the display screen, a cursor slid all the way to the left. Diem Huong looked at Lam, questioningly. “It’s gone back? In time?”
Lam peered at the display and frowned again. “Looks like it. I entered the time you gave me, about ten days before the Citadel vanished.” She didn’t sound convinced. Diem Huong didn’t blame her. It was a mad, unrealistic adventure—but then, the Citadel had been a mad adventure in the first place, in so many ways, a rebellion of Bright Princess Ngoc Minh and her followers against the staidness of court life.
A mad, unrealistic adventure—until it had vanished.
Lam walked back to the display. Slowly, gently, she slid the cursor back to the right. At first, Diem Huong thought nothing had happened. But then, gradually, she saw a shadow; and then a translucent mass; and then the inkstone that Lam had thrown became visible again on the floor of the machine, as sharp and as clearly defined as though it had never left. “At least it’s come back,” Lam said. She sounded relieved. “But….”
Back. So there was a chance she would survive this. And if she didn’t—then she’d be there, where it mattered. She’d have her answers. Or would, once and for all, stop feeling the shadow of unsaid words hanging over her.
Diem Huong moved—as though through thick tar—and made the gestures she had been steeling herself to make since this morning.
“L’il sis?” Lam asked, behind her. “You can’t—”
Diem Huong knew what Lam would say: that they weren’t sure. That the machine was half-built, barely tested, barely run through its paces. For all she knew, that door opened into a black hole; or in the right time, but into a vacuum where she couldn’t breathe, or on the edge of a lava field so hot her lungs would burst into cinders. That they could find someone, or pay someone—or even use animals, though that would be as bad as humans, really, to use other living souls. “You know how it is,” Diem Huong said. The door before her shimmered blue, and there was a wind on her face, a touch of cold like the bristles of a brush made of ice.
Answers. An end to her nightmares and the fears of her confused dreams.
“I’ve known, yes,” Lam said, slowly. Her hands moved; her arms encircled Diem Huong’s chest. “But that’s no reason. Come back, l’il sis. We’ll make sure it’s safe, before you go haring off into Heaven knows what.”
There was still a chance. Diem Huong could still turn back. If she did turn back, she would see Lam’s eyes, brimming with tears—would read the folly of what she was about to do.
“I know it’s not safe,” Diem Huong said, and, gently disengaging herself from Lam’s arms, stepped forward—into a cold deeper than the void of space.
 
The Empress
MI HIEP HAD been up since the Bi-Hour of the Ox—as old age settled into her bones, she found that she needed less and less sleep.
In these days of strife in the empire, sleep was a luxury she couldn’t afford to have.
She would receive the envoys of the Nam Federation at the Bi-Hour of the Horse, which left her plenty of time to discuss the current situation with her advisors.
Lady Linh pulled a map of the nearby star system, and carefully highlighted a patch at the edge of Dai Viet space. “The Nam Federation is gathering fleets,” she said.
“How long until they can reach us?” Mi Hiep asked.
Lady Linh shook her head. “I don’t know. The Ministry of War wasn’t able to ascertain the range of their engines.”
Mi Hiep looked at the fleet. If they’d been normal outsider ships, it would have taken them months or years to make their way inward—past the first defenses and straight to the heart of the empire. If they’d been normal outsider ships, she would have deployed a mindship in their midst, moving with the deadly grace of primed weapons; a single pinpoint strike that would have crippled any of them in a heartbeat. But those were new ships, with the La Hoa drive, and her spies’ reports suggested they could equal or surpass any mindships she might field.
“What do you think?” Mi Hiep asked, to her ancestors.
Around her, holograms flickered to life: emperors and empresses in old-fashioned court dresses, from the five-panels after the Exodus to the more elaborate, baroque style of clothing made possible by the accuracy of bots.
The first ancestor, the Righteously Martial Emperor—hoary, wizened without the benefit of rejuv treatments, was the one who spoke. “This much is clear, child: they’re not here to be friends with you.”
The ninth ancestor, the Friend of Reform Emperor—named after an Old Earth emperor who had died in exile—frowned as he studied the map. “Assuming they can move through deep spaces—” he frowned at the map—“I suspect their target is the Imperial Shipyards.”
“It makes sense,” Lady Linh said, slowly, carefully. She looked older than any of the emperors around her, and the twenty-third emperor, who stood by her side, had once imprisoned her for treason. Mi Hiep knew well that none of them made her comfortable. “It would enable them to capture mindships—”
“Who wouldn’t serve them,” Mi Hiep said, more sharply than she’d intended. “They would still remember their families.”
“Yes,” Lady Linh said, weighing every word. She looked at Mi Hiep, a little uncertainly: an expression Mi Hiep recognized as reluctance. It had to be something serious, then; Lady Linh had never been shy about her opinions—indeed, a misplaced memorial had been the cause of her thirty-year imprisonment.
“Go on,” Mi Hiep said, inclining her head. She braced herself for the worst.
Lady Linh reached out to the screen. There was a brief lag while her implants synchronized with it—a brief flowering of color, the red seal of an agent of the Embroidered Guard clearly visible—and then something else appeared on the screen.
It was a mindship—looking almost ordinary, innocuous at first sight. There was an odd protuberance on the hull, near the head, and a few more scattered here and there, like pustules. Then the ship started moving, and it became clear something was very, very wrong with it. No deadly grace, no ageless elegance, but the zigzagging, tottering course of a drunkard; curves that turned into unexpectedly sharp lines, movements that started closing back on themselves.
What had they done? Oh ancestors, what had they done?
“It’s a hijack,” Lady Linh said, curtly. “Plug in a few modules at key points, and you can influence what the ship sees and thinks. Then it’s just a matter of … fine manipulation.”
There was silence, for a while. Then a snort from the first emperor, who had taken the reign name Righteously Martial after ascending to the throne over the ruins of his rivals. “That doesn’t look like fine movements to me. If that’s all they have against us….”
“That,” Lady Linh said, gently, almost apologetically, “is almost a full year old. We’ve had reports that the technology has evolved, but no pictures or vids. It has been harder and harder to get Embroidered Guard undercover. The Nam Federation are suspicious.”
Suspicious. Mi Hiep massaged her forehead. Vast movements of troops. A technology to turn their own mindships against them. The Imperial shipyards. It didn’t take a Master of Wind and Water to know which way things lay.
“I see,” she said. The envoys of the Nam Federation were not due for another two hours, but she already knew what they would say. They would make pretty excuses and tell her about military maneuvers and the necessity to maintain the peace on their fractious borders. And she would smile and nod, and not believe a word of it.
The ninth emperor turned, a ghostly shape against the metal paneling. “Someone is coming,” he said.
The sixteenth empress raised her head, like a hound sniffing the wind. “Suu Nuoc. The child is in a hurry. He is arguing with the guards at the entrance. You had left orders not to be disturbed?”
“Yes,” Mi Hiep said, disguising a sigh. None of the ancestors liked Suu Nuoc—it wasn’t clear if they thought he had been an inappropriate lover for an empress, or if they resented his lower-class origins. Mi Hiep was no fool: she had not promoted her former lover to the Board of Military Affairs. She had promoted a smart, resourceful man with utter loyalty to her, and that was what mattered. The ancestors could talk and talk and disapprove, but she was long since inured to being shamed by a mere look or stern talking-to.
Sometimes, she wondered what it would be like, to be truly alone—not to be the last descendent of a line of twenty-four emperors and empresses, her ancestors embodied into simulations so detailed they needed an entire wing of the palace to run. Sacrilege, of course; and the ancestors were useful, but still….
Of course, in truth, she was lonely all the time.
“Let him in,” she sent to her bodyguards.
Suu Nuoc came in, out of breath, followed by the small, fist-sized avatar of The Turtle’s Golden Claw. He took one quick glance around the room, and slowly lowered himself to the floor, his head touching the slats of the parquet.
“Your Highnesses,” he said. The emperors and empresses frowned, the temperature in the room lowered by their disapproval. “Empress.”
“General.” Mi Hiep gestured at him to rise, but he remained where he was, his gaze stubbornly fixed on the floor. “Something bad?” she asked. The disapproval of the ancestors passed to her—her choice of words too familiar for a relationship between empress and general.
Lady Linh used the commotion caused by Suu Nuoc’s arrival to slowly and discreetly slide out of the room—correctly judging Mi Hiep’s desire to be alone, or as alone as one could be, with twenty-four ancestors in her thoughts.
Suu Nuoc was in the mindset she’d jokingly called “the arrow”—clear and focused, with little time for propriety or respect. “Grand Master Bach Cuc has disappeared,” he said. “The ship here says she had found the trail of the Citadel.”
Oh.
“Close the door,” Mi Hiep said to the guards outside. She waited for them to comply, and then turned her vision back into the room. She, too, was deadly focused, instantly aware of every single implication of his words. “You mean she found my daughter. And her Citadel.”
Suu Nuoc was still staring at the floor—all she could see of him was an impeccably manicured topknot, with not a grey hair in sight. How young he was; thirty-five full years younger than her at least—even younger than Ngoc Minh. A lover to remind her of life and youth, which she’d lost such a long time ago; a caprice, to sleep with someone who was not one of her concubines—one of the few impulses she could allow herself.
“Did she leave out of her own volition?” Mi Hiep asked.
Suu Nuoc said nothing for a while. “I—don’t think so. The timing is convenient. Too convenient.”
“Then you think someone abducted her. Who?” Mi Hiep asked.
“I don’t know,” Suu Nuoc said. “I judged it pertinent to inform you ahead of every other consideration.” She probably didn’t imagine the faint sarcasm in his voice—he had never been one for common courtesies. Without her support, he would not have risen far at court.
“I see.” There were many reasons people disapproved of Grand Master Bach Cuc and The Turtle’s Golden Claw—thinking it unnatural that Bach Cuc should create a mindship who was part of the Imperial Family; fearing the return of Bright Princess Ngoc Minh and what it would mean to court life; even disapproving of her policy of war against the Nam Federation. Some advocated passionately for peace as the only way to survival.
She didn’t begrudge them their opinion; the court would think as it desired, in a multiplicity of cliques and alliances that kept the scholars busy at each other’s throats. But acting against Grand Master Bach Cuc….
“You will find her,” she said to Suu Nuoc. “Her, or her corpse. And punish whoever has done this.”
Suu Nuoc bowed, and left the room. The Turtle’s Golden Claw didn’t; it hovered closer and said, in a calm and dispassionate voice, “Grandmother.”
Mi Hiep nodded, noting with a sharp pang of perverse pleasure the discomfort of the gathered ancestors at this acknowledgement of their relationship. “You are sure of what you told the General Who Read the Book of Heaven?”
The ship bobbed from side to side, thoughtfully. “Bach Cuc sounded confident enough. And she usually—”
Never sounded confident until it actually worked. Grand Master Bach Cuc had been cautious, unlikely to give in to fancies or announce results ahead of time solely to please an empress or the Board of Military Affairs. Everything Mi Hiep valued in a research scientist. “I see,” she said. And, more softly, “How are you?”
Bach Cuc had been her Grand Master of Design Harmony, after all, the other grandmother The Turtle’s Golden Claw could count on—the only family that would accept her and trust her. Mi Hiep’s other children had not been so welcoming. Even Thousand-Heart Princess Ngoc Ha, who had carried The Turtle’s Golden Claw in her womb, was not affectionate.
“I will be fine,” The Turtle’s Golden Claw said, slowly, carefully. “She is alive, isn’t she?”
Mi Hiep could have lied. She could have nodded with the same conviction she’d bring into her interview with the envoys of the Nam Federation; but it wouldn’t have been fair, or kind, to her granddaughter. “I hope she is.”
“I see,” The Turtle’s Golden Claw said, stiffly. “I will help Book of Heaven in his investigations, then.”
“It will be fine,” Mi Hiep said—she only had an avatar, nothing she could hold or kiss for reassurance. Mindships were machines and blood and flesh, and they felt things as keenly as humans. “We will find her.”
“Thank you, Grandmother.”
Mi Hiep watched the ship go—she moved as smoothly as ever, but of course with an avatar it was difficult to determine what she truly felt, wasn’t it? How hurt or screaming she could be, inside?
She thought again of the picture Lady Linh had presented; the crippled ship tricked into believing lies: hijacked, Lady Linh had said. Blinded until their only purpose was to serve their new masters—and she felt a fresh stab of anger at this. This wasn’t the way to treat anyone, whether human or mindship.
But, if she couldn’t halt the progress of the Nam Federation, this would happen. They would take ships and twist them into emotionless tools with forced loyalties.
Her people needed weapons: not merely war mindships, but something more potent, more advanced; something to strike fear into their enemies’ hearts and dissuade them from ever entering Dai Viet space.
They needed Ngoc Minh’s weapons—and Grand Master Bach Cuc and The Turtle’s Golden Claw had been meant to find them for her.
The Citadel of Weeping Pearls had gone down in history as a refuge of peace; as a place that taught its denizens the serenity that came from not fearing anything—not bandits, or corrupt officials, or apathetic scholars. But such things—the serenity, the lack of fear—did not happen unless one had powerful means of defense.
Mi Hiep remembered visiting Ngoc Minh in her room once—not yet the Bright Princess, but merely a gangly girl on the cusp of adulthood, always in discussion with a group of hermits she’d found on Heaven knew what forsaken planet or station. Her daughter had looked up from her conversation and smiled at her: a smile that she’d always wonder about later, about whether it was loving or forced, fearful or genuinely serene. “You haven’t come to your lessons,” Mi Hiep had said.
“No,” Ngoc Minh had said. “I was learning things here.”
Mi Hiep had turned a jaded eye on the horde of hermits—all of them lying prostrate in obedience. As if obedience could make them respectable—their dresses varied from torn robes to rags, and some of them were so withdrawn from public life they were all but invisible on the communal network, with no information beyond their planet of birth showing up on her implants. “You will be Empress of Dai Viet one day, daughter; not an itinerant monk. The Grand Secretary’s lessons are on statecraft and the rituals that keep us all safe.”
“We are safe, Mother. Look.” Ngoc Minh took a vase from a lacquered table: a beautiful piece of celadon with a network of cracks like a fragile eggshell. She pressed something to it—a lump that was no bigger than a grain of rice—and gestured to one of the monks, who bowed and took it out into the adjoining courtyard.
What in Heaven?
“This is pointless,” Mi Hiep said. “You will go to your lessons now, child.” She used the sternest voice of authority she could think of; the one she’d reserved for her children as toddlers, and for sentencing prisoners to death.
Ngoc Minh’s face was serene. “Look, Mother.” She was looking at the vase, too, frowning; some Buddhist meditation exercise, focusing her will on it or something similar—not that Mi Hiep had anything against Buddhism, but its philosophy of peace and acceptance was not what an emperor needed. The empire needed to fight every day for its survival, and an emperor needed to choose the hard answers, rather than the most serene ones.
“If you think I have time for your nonsense—”
And then the vase winked out of existence.
There was no other word for it. It seemed to fracture along the seams of the cracks first, even as a soft radiance flowed from within it as if it had held the pure, bottled light of late afternoon—but then the pieces themselves fractured and fractured into ever-smaller pieces, until nothing but a faint, colorless dust filled the courtyard; a dust that a rising wind carried upward, into the empty space between the pagoda spires.
That was … Mi Hiep looked again at the courtyard: still empty and desolate, with the dust still rising in a fine, almost invisible whirlwind. “That’s impossible,” she said, sharply.
Ngoc Minh smiled; serene and utterly frightening. “Everything is possible, if you listen to the right people.”
Looking back, that was when she’d started to be scared of her daughter. Scared of what she might do; of what she was thinking, which was clearly so different than what moved Mi Hiep. When Ngoc Minh had married her commoner wife, they’d fallen out; but the root of this last, explosive quarrel lay much earlier, in that tranquil afternoon scene where her small, quiet world bounded by ritual and habit had been utterly shattered.
She’d been a scared fool. Ngoc Minh had been right: anything that could safeguard the empire in its hour of need was a boon. What did it matter where it came from?
It was time for war—and, if anyone had dared to harm her Grand Master of Design Harmony, they would feel the full weight of her fury.
 
The Younger Sister
THOUSAND-HEART PRINCESS Ngoc Ha found Suu Nuoc and her daughter The Turtle’s Golden Claw in the laboratory, at the tail end of what looked to be a long and grueling series of interviews with everyone who had worked with Grand Master Bach Cuc. By his look, the Supervisor of Military Research was not having a good day.
Suu Nuoc acknowledged her with a brief nod. He was in one of his moods where he would eschew ritual in favor of efficiency, a frequent source of complaints and memorials against him. Normally, Ngoc Ha would have forced him to provide proper respect: she knew the importance of appearances, and the need to remind people of her place, as an Imperial Princess who was not the heir and only had honorary positions. But today she needed to see something else.
The laboratory had been cleanly swept. The only virtual notes attached to objects were the ones with the seal of the army, officially warning people of the penalty attached to tinkering with an ongoing investigation. The shielded chamber with its harmonization arch was swarming with bots, supervised in a bored fashion by an old technician with a withered hand. Ngoc Ha walked closer to the arch, but saw nothing that spoke to her.
“Mother!”
Of course, it was inevitable that The Turtle’s Golden Claw would see her, and churlish of her, really, to ignore the ship. “Hello, daughter.”
Ngoc Ha knew she was being irrational when she saw the ship and didn’t feel an ounce of maternal love—merely a faint sense of repulsion, a memory of Mother overwhelming her objections to the implantation of the Mind in her; the scared, sick feeling she’d had during most of the pregnancy; and the sense of exhausted dread when she realized that having delivered the Mind merely meant she was now the mother, stuck in that role until the day she died.
And, if she was honest with herself, it wasn’t the pregnancy, or motherhood, or even the Mind that was the issue—it was that, seeing The Turtle’s Golden Claw, she remembered, once again, that everything in her life had been twisted out of shape for her elder sister’s benefit. Thirty years since Ngoc Minh had disappeared, and still she haunted Ngoc Ha’s life. Even the name bestowed on Ngoc Ha by the court—the Thousand-Heart—was not entirely hers: she was named that way because she’d been filial and dutiful, unlike Ngoc Minh; because she had set up proper spousal quarters and regularly slept with her concubines—even though none of them brought her much comfort; or alleviated the taste of ashes that had been in her mouth for thirty years.
“I’m sorry about Grand Master Bach Cuc,” Ngoc Ha said to The Turtle’s Golden Claw. “I’m sure General Suu Nuoc will find her. He’s good at what he does.”
“I’m sure he is,” the ship said. Her avatar turned, taking in the laboratory. “Mother….”
Ngoc Ha braced herself—surely that sick feeling of panic in her belly wasn’t what one was meant to feel when one’s child came to them with problems? “Yes, child?”
“I’m scared.” The Turtle’s Golden Claw’s voice was barely audible. “This is too large. How could she disappear like that—with no warning, in the heart of the Purple Forbidden City?”
Meaning inside influence. Meaning court intrigues; the same ones Ngoc Ha stepped away from after Ngoc Minh’s disappearance. “I don’t know,” she said. “But not everyone wanted Ngoc Minh to come back.” Including herself. She was glad to be rid of her sister the Bright Princess; to never have to be compared to her again; to never look at her and realize they had so little in common—not even Mother’s love. But she wasn’t the only one. Lady Linh was loyal to Mother; but the rest of the scholars weren’t, not so much. Huu Tam, Mother’s choice of heir, was dutiful and wise: not wild, not incomprehensibly attractive like Bright Princess Ngoc Minh, but safe. “Not everyone likes their little worlds overturned.”
“What about you?” the ship asked, with simple and devastating perspicacity.
“I don’t know,” Ngoc Ha lied. She didn’t know what she’d do, if she saw Ngoc Minh again—embrace her, shout at her, show her how much her life had twisted and stretched in the wake of her elder sister’s flight?
“Princess,” Suu Nuoc said. He stood by her, at quiet ease. “My apologies. I was busy.”
“I can imagine,” Ngoc Ha said.
“I’m surprised to see you here,” Suu Nuoc said, slowly. “I thought you had no interest in what Grand Master Bach Cuc was doing.”
“The Turtle’s Golden Claw is my daughter,” Ngoc Ha said.
“Of course,” Suu Nuoc said. He watched her, for a while, with that intent expression on his face that made her feel pierced by a spear. “But that’s not why you’re here, is it?”
Ngoc Ha said nothing for a while. She watched the harmonization arch, the faint blue light playing on its edges. “I did follow what Bach Cuc was doing,” she said, at last. It had taken an effort: Grand Master Bach Cuc was proud, and sometimes unpleasant. “Because it mattered. To me, to my place in court.” It wasn’t quite that, of course. She’d needed to know whether Ngoc Minh would come back. Whether what had passed had been worth it—the agony of being pregnant with The Turtle’s Golden Claw; of giving birth in blood and pain and loneliness, all because her mother, the empress, had ordered it.
“How did you think things would change?”
“I don’t know,” Ngoc Ha said. He was assessing her, wondering what she was worth as a suspect. It would have been amusing, if she hadn’t been so nervous already. “I wanted to know what you’d found, but I assume you won’t share it while you’re still working out if I harmed her.”
“Indeed,” Suu Nuoc said. He made a small, ironic smile, and turned to embrace the lab. “Or perhaps I simply have nothing to share.”
Ngoc Ha steeled herself—better to tell him now than later, or else she’d become a suspect like everyone else. And she knew better than to expect Mother’s influence to protect her.
After all, it hadn’t worked for Ngoc Minh.
“I know who saw Grand Master Bach Cuc last,” she said, slowly, carefully. “Or close to last.”
There was silence, in the wake of her words.
“Who?” Suu Nuoc asked, at the same time as The Turtle’s Golden Claw asked “Why?”
Ngoc Ha smiled, coldly; putting all the weight of the freezing disapproval she sometimes trained on courtiers. “As I said—I was interested. In whether Ngoc Minh would come back. Someone came to me with information on the Citadel of Weeping Pearls.”
Suu Nuoc’s face had frozen into a harsh cast, as unyielding as cut diamonds. “Go on.”
“He was a man named Quoc Quang, part of a small merchant delegation that was doing a run between the Scattered Pearls belt and the First Planet.” She’d had her agents check him out: a small, pathetic man addicted to alcohol and a few less savory things: hardly a threat, and hardly worth bringing to her attention, as the chief of her escort had said. Except that he’d said something about Grand Master Bach Cuc.
Ngoc Ha had her work administering the Twenty-Third Planet—trying to bring Lady Linh’s home back to the glory it had had before the war, building graceful pagodas and orbitals from a pile of ashes and dust. But it was mostly a sinecure to keep her busy; and so, curious, she had made time to see Quoc Quang.
“He said his daughter was doing something to find the Citadel of Weeping Pearls—her and a woman named Tran Thi Long Lam, a Distinguished Scholar of Mathematics who returned home to mind her sick father. Apparently they thought they could do better than Grand Master Bach Cuc. He said”—she closed her eyes—“he needed to speak to Bach Cuc, to warn her.”
“Warn her of what?”
“He wouldn’t tell me.”
Suu Nuoc’s impeccably trimmed eyebrows rose. Ngoc Ha went on as though she’d seen nothing—after all, it was only the truth, and demons take the man if he didn’t believe it. “And you believed him?” Suu Nuoc asked.
If Ngoc Ha closed her eyes, she could see Quoc Quang; could still smell the raw despair from him; could still hear his voice. “My wife disappeared with the Citadel. We were away, thirty years ago, when it happened. I apologize for my presumption, but I share your pain.” And she hadn’t been quite sure what to answer him; had let the emotionless, hardened mask of the imperial princess stare at him and nod, in a way that conveyed acceptance, and a modicum of disapproval. But, in her mind, she’d heard the dark, twisted part of her whisper: What pain? You were glad Ngoc Minh disappeared.
“He was very convincing,” she said.
“So you sent him to Grand Master Bach Cuc,” The Turtle’s Golden Claw said. “And then … Bach Cuc disappeared.”
Ngoc Ha shook her head, irritated at the implications. “Credit me with a little thoughtfulness, General. I sent guards with him; and though he had his interview with Bach Cuc without me, they watched him all the while, and escorted him back to his quarters in the Fifth District. The interview ended at the Bi-Hour of the Dog; Grand Master Bach Cuc was still within the Forbidden City long after that.”
“It was the Bi-Hour of the Tiger,” The Turtle’s Golden Claw said. “Eight hours after that, at least.”
“Right,” Suu Nuoc said, in a way that suggested he didn’t believe any of her intentions, or her words—he could be so terribly, so inadequately blunt some times. “And where is this—Quoc Quang now?”
She had checked, before coming. “He left this morning, with his ship. The destination he announced was his home on the Scattered Pearls belt. I have no reason to disbelieve that.”
“Except that he left in rather a hurry, after Bach Cuc disappeared?”
Ngoc Ha did her best not to bristle, but it was hard. “I checked. There was no extra passenger on board. Apart from him, nothing was taken onboard; not even a live woman or a corpse. The airport bots would have seen it otherwise.” She felt more than heard The Turtle’s Golden Claw tense. “Sorry. I had to consider all eventualities.”
“That’s all right,” The Turtle’s Golden Claw said. “I’m sure she’s alive. She’s resourceful.”
Suu Nuoc and Ngoc Ha exchanged a long, deep look; he was as skeptical as her, but he wouldn’t say anything. For her sake, she mouthed, and Suu Nuoc nodded.
“Fine.” Suu Nuoc was silent, for a while. He stared at the harmonization door, his face hard again; his gaze distant, probably considering something on the network via his implants. He had no mem-implants from ancestors—but then, Ngoc Ha, the unfavored daughter of the family, had none either. “I will check, and let you know.”
“I see,” Ngoc Ha said. And, to the ship, “Will you come with me to my quarters? We can have tea together.”
“Of course!” The Turtle’s Golden Claw said—happy to spend an afternoon with her mother, a rare occurrence for her. Once again, Ngoc Ha fought a wave of shame. She should be more present in the ship’s life; should see her through her tumultuous childhood and into adulthood—surely it wasn’t easy for her either, to have been born only for the purpose of finding someone else.
“Thank you for your evidence. You will be apprised, one way or another.”
And she wasn’t sure, as she walked away with the ship in tow, if she ought to be relieved or scared, or both.
 
The Officer
SUU NUOC FOUND the entrance to his chamber crowded with officials, and his mailbox overflowing with a variety of memorials from the court—from those chastising him for his carefree behavior to short messages asking for the results of his investigation. They were all so fresh from the Grand Secretarial office that he could still see the marks of the rescripts—it was bad, then, if even he could see it: the court had to be in disarray; the Grand Secretariat overwhelmed.
“General, General.” A chorus of voices; but the ones that stood out belonged to Vinh and Hanh, two of the heir Huu Tam’s supporters. “What happened to Grand Master Bach Cuc?”
“Are we safe?”
“How soon will we know?”
He closed his eyes, and wished, again, for the serenity that had come over him on the edge of the battlefield. It wasn’t his world. It would never be his world—except that being a general was sleepless, dirty nights in the field with ten thousand bots hacked into his feeds, sending him contradictory information and expecting a split-second decision—and pay that came too slight and too late to make any difference to his family’s life. Whereas, as a court official, he could shower his relatives with clothes and food, and jewelry so beautifully fragile it seemed a mere breath would cut it in half.
And he could see the empress—and hide the twinge of regret that took him whenever he did so; that deep-seated knowledge that no lover he’d had since her had ever filled the void she’d left.
It wouldn’t last, of course. It couldn’t last. The empress was old, and the heir Huu Tam had no liking for her discards. Suu Nuoc would go home in disgrace one day, if he was lucky, or rot away in a jail somewhere if he was not. He lived with that fear as he’d lived with the fear of losing his battles when he’d been a general. Most days, it didn’t affect him. Most days, he could sleep quietly in his bed and reflect on a duty carried to its end.
And sometimes, he would look at these—at the arrogant courtiers before him—and remember they would be among the ones baying for his head after the empress died.
“You have no business infringing on an imperial investigation,” Suu Nuoc said. “The empress, may she reign ten thousand years, is the one who will decide who is told what, and when.”
Winces, from the front of the mob—Courtier Hanh was clearly sniggering at this upstart who could not even speak proper Viet, and her companion Vinh was working himself up for a peremptory answer. Meanwhile, in the background of Suu Nuoc’s own consciousness—in the space where he hung motionless, connected to a thousand bots crawling all over the palace, a churning of activities—a taking apart of messages and private notes, an analysis of witnesses’ testimonies, and a forensic report on the state of the laboratory.
Later.
He watched the courtiers Vinh and Hanh; dared them to speak. As he had known, they did not have his patience; and it was the florid, middle-aged man who spoke first. “There are rumors that Grand Master Bach Cuc is dead, and Bright Princess Ngoc Minh forever lost.”
“Perhaps,” Suu Nuoc said, with a shrug, and watched the ripples of that through the crowd. Neither Vinh nor Hanh seemed much surprised, though they could not have sweated more if it had been monsoon season. “That is none of my business. I will find Grand Master Bach Cuc, and then all will be made clear.”
Again, he watched them—there was no further reaction, but the air was charged, as if just before a storm. Ngoc Minh’s return was not welcome, then. Not a surprise. “I suggest you disperse. As I said—you will be apprised, one way or another.”
Quick, furtive glances at him; he remembered he’d said much the same thing to Ngoc Ha—had he meant it with her as well? She was an odd one, the younger princess—mousy and silent, by all accounts a dull reflection of her elder sister. They might not have liked each other; but then again, would Bright Princess Ngoc Minh’s return change anything for the worse in her situation? Ngoc Ha was isolated and in disfavor, and her prospects were unlikely to improve.
“You have heard the general. I would highly suggest you do disperse.” A sharp, aged voice: Lady Linh, with a red seal of office imprinted into her clothes that made it clear she spoke as the empress’s voice; and flanked by two ghost-emperors—the twenty-third and the thirteenth, if Suu Nuoc remembered correctly. The bots scuttling around her held the folds of her robe in a perfect circle.
Lady Linh gestured for him to enter his own room. “We need to talk,” she said, gracefully.
Inside, the two dead emperors prowled, staring at the rumpled bed and the half-closed chests of drawers as if they were some kind of personal insult. Suu Nuoc did his best to ignore them as he offered tea to Lady Linh, but from time to time one of the emperors would make a sharp sound in his throat, like a mother disapproving of a child’s antics, and he would freeze, his heart beating like the wings of a caged bird.
Not his world. Did they know about his relatives—his cousins and aunts and uncles, greedily asking for favors from the court and never understanding why he couldn’t grant them? Did they know about Mother, the poor bots-handler who held her chopsticks close to the tip and slurped her soup like a laborer?
Of course they did. And of course they would never forgive him that.
“Tell me,” Lady Linh said. She shook her clothes; in the communal network, the seal unfolded, spreading until it covered the entire room—a red filigree peeking underneath the painted floor, its edges licking at the base of the walls like flames. Bao Hoa. Keeper of the Peace.
Not so different from the battlefield, after all. Suu Nuoc shut off the bots for a moment, and called to mind all that they’d poured into his brain on the way back from Grand Master Bach Cuc’s laboratory.
“She removed the implants herself,” he said, finally. “It might have been under duress, all the same—for someone who was skilled with bots, it’s a shoddy job—bits of flesh still sticking to the connectors, and a few wires twisted. Nothing irreplaceable, of course. If I were to guess—”
“Yes?”
“I think she was about to do something that needed absolute focus, and that’s why the implants were removed. No distractions.” No ancestors whispering in her mind; no ghostly manifestations of the past—he could only imagine it, of course; but it would be a bit like removing all his network syncs before leaping into battle.
“Go on,” Lady Linh said, sipping her tea.
“Her correspondence is also interesting. The mails taper off: I think she was so busy with her work, so close to a breakthrough, that she wasn’t answering as quickly as usual. I asked, but nothing seemed to be going on in her personal life—she had a girlfriend and a baby, but the girlfriend didn’t see anything wrong.”
“The girlfriend?” Lady Linh asked.
Suu Nuoc knew what she meant. The partner was often the first suspect. “I don’t think so,” he said. He’d interviewed her—Cam Tu, a technician in a city lab, working so far away from court intrigues she hadn’t even had any idea of who he was or what he wanted. “She wasn’t in that night, nor was she aware of any of the context behind Grand Master Bach Cuc’s research.” It was—sad, in a way, to see this hunched woman with the child at her breast, and realize that Bach Cuc had deliberately shut her out of her life. But then again, he barely talked about the court when he did go home, so who was he to criticize? “Whatever happened to her, it was linked to the court.”
“You talked of a breakthrough. The trail of the Citadel?”
“I think so, yes,” Suu Nuoc said, slowly. “But that’s not all.” Something felt off to him, and he couldn’t pinpoint what. “I’m still analyzing the communications.” It was the one thing the bots couldn’t do for him; and he wasn’t too sure he would be able to do it by himself either—where were the mem-implant ancestors when one needed them? A lot of it was abstruse mathematics; communications with other scientists in faraway labs, discussing methods and best practices, and screen after screen of equations until it felt his brain would burst. He was a soldier, a general, a passable courtier, but certainly never a mathematician. “There is … something,” he said. He hesitated—looking at the two emperors, who had stopped walking around the room, and come to stand, like two bodyguards, by Lady Linh’s side. “I’m not sure—”
Lady Linh set her teacup down, and looked at him for a while, her seamed face inexpressive. “I was forty years old when I wrote my memorial,” she said, with a nod to the twenty-third emperor. “The one that sent me to trial. I’ve never regretted speaking up, Suu Nuoc; and you don’t strike me as the type that would regret it, either.” Her voice had lost the courtly accent, and taken on the earthy tones of the outlying planets—he couldn’t quite place it, but of course there were dozens of numbered planets, each of them with a multitude of provinces and magistrate fiefs.
The twenty-third emperor spoke—still in the body of an adolescent, his youthful face at odds with the measured voice, the reasonable tone. “Speaking up is sometimes unwise,” he said, with a pointed look at Lady Linh. “But one should always tell the truth to emperors or their representatives.”
“Indeed,” Lady Linh’s face was, again, expressionless. A truth that had sent her to jail for years; but that wasn’t what Suu Nuoc feared.
He looked again at her, at the two emperors. Someone at court might be responsible for Grand Master Bach Cuc’s disappearance, and they wouldn’t take too kindly to efforts to make her reappear. Who could he trust?
It was a sacrilegious thought, but he wasn’t even sure he could trust the dead emperors. Yet, because he would not disobey a direct order, or the intimation of one: “A man came to see Grand Master Bach Cuc. A merchant from the Scattered Pearls belt named Quoc Quang, who said he needed to warn her.”
“Warn her? Why should he need to warn her? A peasant from the outreaches of the empire, to see the best Grand Master of Design Harmony in the empire?” The twenty-third emperor asked.
“I don’t know,” Suu Nuoc said. “But he did see her; and she disappeared after that. And then he disappeared, too. With your permission, I would like to go to the Scattered Pearls belt and question him.” He’d thought long and hard about this: the belt was a few days’ journey from the First Planet via mindship; and, should he leave now, he wouldn’t be far behind Quoc Quang.
“You assume he will return home,” Lady Linh said.
“I see no indication he won’t,” Suu Nuoc said. His intuition—and he’d had time to learn when to trust his intuition—was that Quoc Quang was a witness, not a killer. He’d left well before Grand Master Bach Cuc disappeared, and the analysis of Bach Cuc’s mem-implants showed, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that she’d removed them hours after her meeting with him. But whatever he’d said to her—it had struck home, because he had a record of her pacing the laboratory for half an hour after Quoc Quang had left—the only video he could grab from the feeds. After that, Bach Cuc herself had turned everything off.
Absolute focus. What had she been doing—or been forced into doing?
“I see,” Lady Linh said. “You could send the Embroidered Guard to arrest him.”
“Yes,” Suu Nuoc said. “I could. But I’m not sure he would arrive here alive.” Fast, and blunt, like a gut punch. He saw the other emperor, the thirteenth, wince, his boy’s face twisted and rippling like a visage underwater.
“Court intrigues?” Lady Linh said, with a slight smile—Heaven only knew how many intrigues she’d weathered. On whose side did she stand? Not with the emperors, that was for sure—she was loyal to the empress, perhaps, seeking only the return of Bright Princess Ngoc Minh. And yet, if Ngoc Minh did come back, her small, comfortable world where she was once more esteemed and listened to might vanish….
Lady Linh’s eyes unfocused, slightly, and the red seal on the floor blinked, slowly, like the eye of some monster. “The empress is informed. She agrees with your assessment. You will take The Turtle’s Golden Claw to the Scattered Pearls belt, and interrogate this … Quoc Quang.” Lady Linh’s tone was slightly acerbic and slightly too resonant: clearly she was still in contact with the empress. “You will also take Thousand-Heart Princess Ngoc Ha with you.”
What? Suu Nuoc fought the first imprecation that came to his lips. He didn’t need a courtier with him; no, worse than a courtier, a princess who might have direct interest in burying her sister for good. You can’t possibly—He took a deep, shaking breath. “Respectfully—”
“You disagree.” Lady Linh’s face was the empress’s serene, otherworldly mask, the one she wore when passing judgment; the same one she’d probably worn when exiling Bright Princess Ngoc Minh—though he hadn’t been there to see it, of course, and he wouldn’t have dared to ask her about those events. He was—had been—the lover of an empress—pleasant, good in bed—but in no way a close confidante or a friend. He’d smiled and never admitted how much it hurt to do so. “That is not a possibility, I’m afraid, General.”
The thirteenth emperor leant over the table, his hand going through the teapot. “You will need someone versed in court intrigues.” He’d been eight when he’d died; a boy, crowned by the ruling officials because they needed someone malleable and innocent. But in the implants he sounded older and wiser than both of them.
“I don’t know where Ngoc Ha stands,” Suu Nuoc said, stiffly.
“The Thousand-Heart Princess stands exactly where I need her, as I need her,” Lady Linh said, except it was neither her voice, nor her expression.
Suu Nuoc bowed to the face of his empress. “Of course, Empress. As you desire.”
 
The Engineer
WHEN SHE’D STEPPED through the harmonization arch, Diem Huong had expected to die. In spite of what Lam had said—that the door did indeed open into the past—it could have led to so many places; an inhabitable planet, the middle of the vacuum, the deadly pressured heart of a star….
Instead, she’d found herself in a wide, open corridor, with the low, warm light typical of space habitats—and the same sharp, familiar tang of recycled air in her nostrils. She turned and saw the outline of the arch in the wall behind her, half-hidden beneath the scrolling calligraphy of Old Earth characters, spelling out words and poems she could not read.
So there was a way back, at least. Or something that looked like one.
The corridor was deserted and silent. She reached out, cautiously, for the wall, and felt the surface slightly give way to her; the text flowing around her outstretched hand, and then back again once she withdrew her hand. She was here, then; for real. Wherever this was, or whenever—but she remembered the smell, that faint memory of sandalwood and incense that was always home to her, and that sense of something large and ponderous always hovering in the background, that feeling of calm before words of condemnation or praise were uttered.
The Citadel.
At last.
Mother….
She was back, standing in what would become the memories of her childhood home, and she didn’t know what to feel anymore—if she should weep or shout or leap for joy. She simply stood, breathing it all in, savoring that feeling. For a moment, she was a child again—running down the corridors with Thuy and Hanh, reprogramming the kitchen’s bots to manufacture fireworks they could set off in the little park—secure in the knowledge that she’d find Mother in the kitchen, her hands smelling of garlic and lime and fish sauce, and there would be rice on the table and broth boiling away on the stove, clinging to her hands and clothes like perfumed smoke.
A moment only; but in so many ways, she was no longer a child. She had lived six years on the Citadel in blissful ignorance, but ignorance was no longer bliss.
She needed to find Mother.
In the alcove by her side was a little altar to gods with fruit and sticks of burning incense. She reached out and touched it, feeling the stickiness on her hands; the smell clinging to her clothes—whispering a prayer to whoever might be listening. Her touch set the mangos slightly askew, and she did not dare touch them again: superstition, but who knew what might help her, in this strange place that was neither now nor then?
Lam had given her a speech, once, about going back in time; about paradoxes and the fact she wouldn’t be able to affect anything; but Diem Huong hadn’t been paying enough attention. She wished she had. She wished she knew what would happen, if she met herself; if she harmed Mother, one way or another.
There was a stack of eight incense sticks by the altar: on impulse, she lit one, and kept one with her, for good luck. As she did so the screen above the altar came alive, asking her what she wanted—as if it had seen her, recognized her as a citizen, even though she didn’t have the implants that would have enabled such a thing. She felt a thrill run through her, even as she told the screen to go dark.
The Citadel.
She wanted to leap, to rush to where Mother would be, to talk to her before it all disappeared, before whatever miracle had brought her here vanished, before Lam somehow found a way to bring her back, before she died. She forced herself to stop; to hold herself still, as if Mother were still standing with her, one hand steadying her shoulder, her body tranquil beside her, absorbing all her eagerness to move. She needed….
She needed to think.
As she walked out of the corridor and onto a large plaza, she saw people giving her odd looks—she wore the wrong clothes, or walked the wrong way. As long as she didn’t stop for long, it wouldn’t matter. But, eventually….
Diem Huong closed her eyes. Once, thirty years ago, Mother had had her memorize the address and network contact for the house, in case she got lost. She’d had so many addresses and contacts since then; but this was the first and most treasured one she’d learnt.
Compartment 206, Eastern Quadrant, The Jade Pool. And a string of numbers and symbols that, input into any comms system, would call home.
The network implants she’d had as a child had been removed six months after the Citadel vanished, when Father finally decided there was no coming back—when he started the long slow slide into drinking himself to death. She’d been too young to be taught by the hermits, and couldn’t teleport or weaponize her thoughts, the way the others did.
She would need to ask someone for help.
The thought was enough to turn her legs to jelly. She wanted to keep her head down—she didn’t need to be noticed as a time traveler or a vagrant, or whatever they’d make of her.
To calm herself down, she walked further. The plaza was flanked by a training center: citizens in black robes went through their exercises—the Eight Pieces of Brocade, the same ones she still did every morning—under the watchful eyes of a yellow-robed Order member. At the furthest end, an old woman was staring at sand; eventually the sand would blow up, as if there had been a small explosion; and then she’d stare at some other patch.
Who to ask? Someone who would take her seriously, but who wouldn’t report her. So not the order member, or the trainees. The noodle seller on the side, watching negligently as her bots spun dough into body-length noodles, and dropped them into soup bowls filled with greens and meat? The storyteller, who was using his swarm of bots to project the shadows of a dragon and a princess on the walls?
Something was wrong.
Diem Huong looked around her. Nothing seemed to have changed: the noodle seller was still churning out bowl after bowl; the same crowd of people with multiple body mods was walking by, idly staring at the trainees.
Something—
She opened her hand. The incense stick she’d taken was no longer in it—no, that wasn’t quite accurate. It had left a faint trace: a ghost image of itself, that was vanishing even as she stared at it, until nothing was left—as if she’d never taken it from the altar at all.
That was impossible. She ran her fingers on her hand, over and over again. No stick. Not even the smell of it on her skin. And something else, too: her hands had been sticky from touching the ripe mangos on the altar, but now that, too, was gone.
As if she’d never touched it at all.
No.
That wasn’t possible.
She ran, then. Heedless of the disapproving stares that followed her, she pelted back to the deserted corridor she’d arrived in—back to that small altar where she’d lit an incense stick and disturbed the fruit.
All the while, she could hear Lam’s lecture in her mind—spacetime projections, presence matrices, a jumble of words bleeding into each other until they were all but incomprehensible. It had been late, and Diem Huong had been on her fiftieth adjustment to a piece’s circuits—waiting by the side of the oven for her pattern to set in, absent-mindedly nibbling on a rice cake as a substitute for dinner. She hadn’t meant to shut Lam out, but she’d thought she could ask again—that there would be another opportunity to listen to that particular lecture.
The altar was there. But other things weren’t: the incense stick she’d lit had disappeared, and the fruit were back to the configuration she’d originally found it in. Her heart madly beating against her chest, she turned to the stack of incense sticks. Eight. Not seven, or even six. Eight, exactly the number she had found.
Bots could have done it, she supposed—could have brought back the missing sticks and straightened out the altar, for some incomprehensible reason—but bots couldn’t remove a stick from her hands, or wash the mangos’ sugar from her skin. No, that wasn’t it.
Her heart in her throat, she turned toward the space in the wall, to see the imprint of the arch.
But that, too, was gone; vanished as though it had never been.
 
YOU WON’T AFFECT anything. That’s the beauty of it. No paradoxes. Don’t worry about killing yourself or your mother. Can’t be done.
Later, much later, after Diem Huong had walked the length and breadth of the ship she was on (The Tiger in the Banyan’s Hollow, one of the smaller, peripheral ones that composed the Citadel), she measured the full import of Lam’s words.
She was there, but not there. The things she took went back to where she had taken them; the food she tasted remained in her stomach for a few moments before it, too, faded away. She wasn’t starving, though; wasn’t growing faint from hunger or thirst—it was as if nothing affected her. In her conversations with people, their eyes would start to glaze after anything simpler than a question—forgetting that she stood there at all, that she had ever been there. She could speak again, and receive only a puzzled look—and then only puzzled words as the conversation started over again, with no memory of what had been said before. If she made no effort to be noticed—if she did not run or scream or make herself stand out from the crowd in any way, people’s gazes would pause on her for a split second, and then move on to something else.
You won’t affect anything, Lam had said, but that wasn’t true. She could affect things—she just couldn’t make them stick. It was as if the Universe was wound like some coiled spring, and no matter how hard she pulled, it would always return to its position of equilibrium. The bigger the change she made, the more slowly it would be erased—she broke a vase on one of the altars, and it took two hours for the shards to knit themselves together again—but erasure always happened.
She moved plates and vases, turned on screens and ambient moods, and saw everything moving back into place, everything turning itself off, and people dismissing it as nothing more than a glitch.
At length, she sat down on the steps before the training center and stared at nothing for a while. She was there, and not there—how long would she even be in the Citadel? How long before the Universe righted itself, and she was pulled back—into Lam’s laboratory, or into some other nothingness? She stared at her own hands, wondering if they were turning more ghostly, if her whole being was vanishing?
Focus. She needed to. Focus. She looked at the screens: time had passed from morning to later afternoon, and the light of the ship was already dimming to the golden glow before sunset. Ten days before the Citadel vanished—nine and a half, now. And if she was still onboard….
If it was all for nothing, she might as well try to get the answers she’d come here for.
She got up and went to one of the monks in the training center: she picked one who was not teaching any students, and simply seemed to be sitting in a bench in the middle of the gardens, though not meditating either: simply relaxing after a hard day’s work. “Yes, daughter?” he asked, looking at her. His eyes narrowed; wondering what she was doing there—she stood out in so many painful ways.
She had perhaps a handful of moments before he started forgetting that she was there. “I was wondering if you could help me. I need to get to The Jade Pool.” Compartment 206, Eastern Quadrant.
“You need to get elsewhere. Like the militia’s offices,” the monk said. He was still watching her, eyes narrowed. “You’re not a citizen. How did you steal onboard?”
“Please,” she said.
His eyes moved away from her, focused again, with the same shocked suspicion of the first look. “How can I help you, daughter?”
“I need to get to The Jade Pool,” Diem Huong said. “Please. I’m lost.”
“That’s not a matter for me. I need to report this to the Embroidered Guard.”
She felt a spike of fear, and then remembered that no one would remember the report minutes after he had made it. “You don’t need to do this.” But his eyes again had moved away. It was useless. “Thank you,” she said.
She walked away from him, feeling his eyes on the back of her head, and then, as time passed, the gaze lessen in intensity, and he looked right past her, not remembering who she was or that he had talked to her.
A ghost. Worse than a ghost—a presence everyone forgot as soon as she left their life. A stranger in her own childhood, fighting against the spring of the Universe snapping back into place. How was she ever going to get to Mother?
Lam. Help me. But it was useless. Her friend couldn’t hear her. No one could.
Unless—
She wasn’t really here, was she? She walked and took things like anyone else, except nothing stuck. She didn’t have the implants everyone had that enabled them to teleport from one end of the Citadel to another. She didn’t really have any presence here, and yet she could still move things for a while; could still make screens respond to her.
Mother had talked about teleportation, and so had Father, in his cups or on the long nights when he railed against the unfairness of the world. It had been a matter of state of mind, they’d both said—of being one with the mindships that composed the Citadel—to see the world in their terms until everything seemed to be connected—until the world itself was but a footstep away. And of implants; but perhaps it wasn’t about implants after all. Perhaps the rules of the past were different from those of the present.
Compartment 206, Eastern Quadrant. The Jade Pool.
Diem Huong closed her eyes, and concentrated.
 
The Empress
MI HIEP PREPARED for her audience with the envoys of the Nam Federation as if she were preparing for war. Her attendants gave her the dress habitually reserved for receiving foreign envoys: a yellow robe with five-clawed dragons wending their ways across her body; a headdress bedecked with jewels. For the occasion, she had the alchemists alter her body chemistry to grow the fingernails of her two smallest fingers on each hand to three times their usual size, encasing them in long, gold protectors that turned her fingers into claws.
Huu Tam, her heir, waited by her side, decked in the robe with the five-clawed dragons that denoted his position. He looked nervous—she’d had him leave his usual mob of supporters at the door, and she knew it would make him feel vulnerable, a small child scolded for wrongdoing. Good, because he needed vulnerability; needed to be off-balance and question himself to negate his tendency to be so sure of himself that he didn’t stop to consider what was best for the empire. “Mother,” he said, slowly, as Mi Hiep dismissed the attendants. “I’m not sure—”
“We’ve been over this,” Mi Hiep said. “Do you think peace is worth any sacrifice?”
“We can’t fight a war,” Huu Tam said. He grimaced, looking for a moment much older than he was.
“No,” Mi Hiep said. “And I’ll do my best to see we don’t. But we might have to, nevertheless.”
Huu Tam nodded, slowly. He didn’t like war; an occupation unworthy of a scholar. But he’d never been faced with decisions like these—wasn’t the one who’d looked into Ngoc Minh’s face and sent ships toward the Citadel of the Bright Princess with the order to raze it—wasn’t the one who’d lain down on his bed afterward, waiting for the sound of his heartbeat to become inaudible again, for the pain against her ribs to vanish into nothingness.
He was her heir. He had to learn; and better early on, while she was still flesh-and-blood and not some disembodied, loveless ancestor on the data banks.
Mi Hiep sat on her throne, and waited—muting the communal network, as it would be a distraction more than anything else. She didn’t need to see the banners above her head to know her full name and titles, and neither did she need access to her implants to remember everything Lady Linh and her advisors had told her.
The envoys would deny everything; dance and smile and pretend nothing was wrong. She, in turn, would have to make it clear that she was ready for war; and hint that she was not without resources, in the hopes the Nam Federation would seek easier prey.
Huu Tam moved to stand on her left, and she summoned, with a gesture, all of her ancestors’ simulations, from the first emperor to her mother, the twenty-fourth empress: her chain of uninterrupted wisdom, all the way since the beginning of the dynasty, her living link to the past. Her true ancestors might well be dead, spun by the Wheel of Rebirth into other lives, but their words and personalities lived on, preserved with the same care Old Earthers had preserved poems and books.
They stood, on either side of her, as the envoys approached.
It was a small delegation: a florid, rotund woman flanked by a pinch-faced man and another, more relaxed one who reminded Mi Hiep of the hermits that had once attended Bright Princess Ngoc Minh. They both knelt on the floor until Mi Hiep gave them permission to rise: they remained on their knees, facing her—though there was nothing servile or fearful in their attitude. They looked around the lacquered pillars of the hall, at the proverbs engraved on the floor, and the exquisite constructs of the communal network—and their eyes were those of tigers among the sheep.
The woman’s name was Diem Vy; after the exchanges of pleasantries and of ritual gifts, she spoke without waiting for Mi Hiep to invite her to do so. “We are pleased that you have accepted to receive us, Empress. I understand that you have expressed some … concerns about our exercises.”
Interesting. Mi Hiep expected dancing around the evidence, but Vy clearly did not care for this. Two could play this game. “Indeed,” Mi Hiep said, wryly. “Massive movements of ships entirely too close to my borders tend to have this effect.”
Vy’s face crinkled in a smile—a pleasant, joyful one. Mi Hiep didn’t trust her one measure. “Military exercises happen at borders,” she said. “Generally, doing them near the capital tends to make citizens nervous.”
“Fair point,” Mi Hiep said. “Then this is nothing more than the norm?”
Vy did not answer. It was the other envoy, the serene-faced hermit—a man named Thich An Son—who answered. “A federation such as ours must always be ready to defend itself, Empress; and our neighbors have had … troubling activities.”
“Not us,” Mi Hiep said. If they were determined to be this transparent, she would not obfuscate. “We have no interest, at this time, in cryptic military games.” Let them make of that what they willed.
Thich An Son smiled. “Of course not, Empress. We know we can trust you.”
As if anyone here believed that, or the reverse. Mi Hiep returned the smile. “Of course. We will honor the treaties. We trust that you will do the same.” And then, slowly, carefully, “I have heard … rumors, though.”
Vy froze. “Rumors?”
Mi Hiep gestured to Lady Linh, who handed her a ghostly image of a folder stamped with the seal of the Embroidered Guard: a gesture merely for show, as she knew the contents of said folder by heart and had no need to materialize it in the communal network. “Troubling things,” she said, coldly, as if she already knew it all. “Ships that look like distorted versions of mindships.”
“Copying designs is not a crime,” Vy said, a touch more heatedly than the occasion warranted.
“Indeed, not,” Mi Hiep said. “If that is all there is to it.” She opened the folder in network space, making sure that it was as theatrical as possible—letting them see blurred images of ships and planets seen in every wavelength from radio to gamma rays.
“I assure you, Empress, you have no reason to be afraid,” Vy said, sounding uncommonly nervous.
“Good,” Mi Hiep said. “We are not, as you know, without resources. Or without weapons. We have, indeed, made much progress on that front, recently.”
“I see,” the hermit delegate Thich An Son said, his serene face almost—but not quite—undisturbed. The interview had not gone quite as planned. Good. “If I may be so bold, Empress?”
“Go ahead,” Mi Hiep said.
“On an unrelated matter … there are rumors that you might be …” He paused, seemingly to pick his words with care—but really more for show than for anything else. “… considering changes at court?”
Reconsidering your choice of heir. Locating Bright Princess Ngoc Minh and her errant weapons. Mi Hiep glanced at Huu Tam, knowing everyone would do the same. Her son still stood by her side, with no change in his expression. He believed his sister dead for many years, and the lack of a body, or the recent search, had not changed his mind. At least, Mi Hiep hoped it hadn’t; hoped he wasn’t the one responsible for Grand Master Bach Cuc’s disappearance. Whatever happened, his position at court was secure; and he knew it.
But, nevertheless, she had to make her point. She’d known she might have to do this beforehand, and had prepared both herself and Huu Tam for this moment.
“I believe there will be changes at court,” Mi Hiep said, coldly. “Though if you’re referring to my choice of heir, I see no reason to alter it.”
The envoys looked at each other. “I see,” Thich An Son said. “Thank you for the audience, Empress. We will not trouble you any further.”
After they had left, Lady Linh approached the throne and bowed. “It’s bad, isn’t it?” she said, without preamble.
Mi Hiep did not have the heart to chide her for the breach of protocol, though she could see a few of the more hidebound emperors frown and make a visible effort not to speak up to censure either her or Lady Linh. “You said you didn’t know about how far away their fleet was.”
“Yes,” Lady Linh said.
“It’s close,” Mi Hiep said, trying to loosen the fist of ice that seemed to have closed around her stomach. Close enough that they would send these envoys—not the ones that would lie and prevaricate better, not the ones that would buy time. The Nam Federation had seen no reason to do so, and that meant they expected to make an imminent attack.
“You gave them something to think about,” the twenty-fourth empress said. Every time she spoke up, Mi Hiep’s heart broke a little—it was her mother as a younger woman, but the simulation had preserved none of what had made her alive—simply collated her advice and her drive to preserve the empire into a personality the alchemists had thought would be useful—never thinking that the child who would become empress would need love and affection and all the support that could not be boiled down to appropriate words. It was one thing to know this for the old ones, the ones she’d never known; but for her own mother…. “They think you have the Bright Princess’s weapons, or something close.”
“But we don’t,” Huu Tam said. “Her Citadel and weapons died with her.”
Mi Hiep said nothing for a while. “Perhaps.”
“Ngoc Minh has been dead thirty years, Mother,” Huu Tam’s voice was gentle but firm. “If she could, don’t you think she would have sent you a message? Even when she was in rebellion against the throne she sent you communications.”
She had; and in all of them she was bright and feverish with that inner fire Mi Hiep so desperately wanted to harness for the empire and couldn’t.
Ngoc Minh, the Bright Princess, who only had to stare at things to make them detonate—her little tricks with vases and sand had expanded to less savory things: to people who moved through space as though it were water, who would implant trackers and bombs on ship hulls as easily as if they’d been bots; to substances that could eat at anything faster than the strongest acid; and to teleportation, the hallmark of the Citadel’s inhabitants. It had given Mi Hiep cold sweats, thirty years ago—the thought of an assassin materializing in her bedchambers, walking through walls and bodyguards as though they’d never been there….
But now she desperately needed those weapons; or even a fraction of them. Now the empire was at risk, and she couldn’t afford to turn anything down, not even her errant daughter.
“Has there been any word from Suu Nuoc?” she asked.
Lady Linh shook her head. “Some of your supporters are getting quite vocal against him,” she said to Huu Tam.
He looked affronted. “I’m not responsible for what they choose to say.”
Lady Linh grimaced, but said nothing. Mi Hiep had no such compunction. “They follow your cues,” she said to Huu Tam. And Huu Tam didn’t like Suu Nuoc—he never had. She didn’t know if it was because of Suu Nuoc’s bluntness or because he had once been her lover and thus close in a way Huu Tam himself never had been.
“No accusations yet,” the first emperor said. “But a couple strongly worded memorials making their way upward to the Grand Secretariat.” He looked at Huu Tam with a frown. “Your mother is right. It is your responsibility to inspire your followers by your behavior—” it was said in a way that very clearly implied said behavior had not been above reproach, and Huu Tam visibly bristled—“or, failing that, reining them in with your authority.”
“Fine, fine,” Huu Tam said, sullenly. “But it’s all nonsense, and you know it, Mother. It’s not delusions that will help us. We need to focus on what matters.”
“Military research and intelligence?” Mi Hiep asked. “That is also happening, child. Don’t underestimate me.”
“Never,” Huu Tam said; and she didn’t like the look in his eyes. He was … fragile in a way that none of her other children were; desperate for approval and affection, even from his concubines. But, out of all of them, he was the only one who had the backbone to rule an empire spanning dozens of numbered planets. The best of a bad choice, as Suu Nuoc would have said—trust the man to always find the most tactless answer to everything. No wonder Huu Tam didn’t like him.
“We’ll get through this,” Mi Hiep said, with more confidence than she felt. “As you said, we are not without resources.”
Huu Tam nodded, slowly and unconvincingly. “As you say, Mother. I will go talk to my supporters.”
After he was gone, Lady Linh frowned. “I will ask the Embroidered Guard to keep an eye on him.”
He’s innocent, Mi Hiep wanted to say. A little weak, a little too easily flattered; but surely not even he would dare to go against her will?
But still … one never knew. She hadn’t raised him that way, and even he was smart enough to know that being family would not protect him against her wrath. He had seen her send armies against Ngoc Minh when the threat of the Citadel had loomed so large in her mind she’d known she had to do something, or remain paralyzed in fear that Ngoc Minh herself would act. She would weep if she had to exile or execute him, but she would not flinch. The empire could not afford weakness.
Mi Hiep erased the folder from the communal network, and tried to remember what the next audience was—something about water rights on the Third Planet, wasn’t it? She had the file somewhere, with abundant notes on the decision she’d uphold—the district magistrate had been absolutely correct, and the appeal would be closed on those terms. But every time she paused, even for a minute, she would remember her daughter.
Ngoc Minh had said nothing when Mi Hiep had exiled her. She’d merely bowed. But though she’d lowered her eyes, her gaze still burnt through Mi Hiep’s soul like a lance of fire, as if she’d laid bare every one of Mi Hiep’s fears and petty thoughts.
Officially, the Bright Princess had disobeyed court orders one too many; had refused to set aside her commoner wife as a concubine and set up proper spouses’ quarters. It was one thing to take lovers, but fidelity to one particular person was absurd: those days, it wasn’t the risk of infertility—alchemists’ implantations had all but removed it—but merely the fact that no one could be allowed to own too much of an empress’s heart and mind. Favorites were one thing; wives quite another.
Unofficially—Mi Hiep had seen the vase, over and over; the monks teleporting from one end to another of the courtyards, and thought of what this would do the day it was turned against her.
“I will obey,” Ngoc Minh had said. Had she known? She must have; must have guessed. And still she had said nothing.
“You’re thinking of Ngoc Minh,” the twenty-fourth empress said.
“Yes. How do you know?” She wasn’t meant to be so perceptive.
“I’m your mother,” the twenty-fourth empress said, with the bare hint of a smile; a reminder of the person she had been, once, the parent Mi Hiep had loved.
But she was none of those things. An empress stood alone, and yet not alone—with no compassion or affection; merely the rituals and rebukes handed on by the ghosts of the dead. “I guess so,” Mi Hiep said. And then, because she was still seeing her daughter’s gaze, “Was I unfair?”
“Never,” the first emperor said.
“You are the empress,” the sixteenth empress said.
“Your word is law,” the twenty-third emperor said, his adolescent’s face creased in a frown. “The law is your word.”
All true, and yet none of it a comfort.
Lady Linh said nothing. Of course she wouldn’t. She had been imprisoned once already; she wasn’t foolish enough to overstep her boundaries again. What Mi Hiep needed was one of her lovers or former lovers—Suu Nuoc or Ky Vo or Hong Quy—to whisper sweet nothings to her; to hold her and reassure her with words they didn’t mean or couldn’t understand the import of. But there was a time and place for that, and her audience room wasn’t it.
But then, to her surprise, Lady Linh spoke up, “I don’t know. You did the best you could, with what you had. An empress should listen to the wisdom of her ancestors, her parents, and her advisors—else how would the empire stand fast? This isn’t a tyranny or a dictatorship where one can rule as whim dictates. There are rules, and rituals, and emperors must abide by them. Else we will descend into chaos again, and brother will fight brother, daughter abandon mother, and son defy father. You cannot do as you will. Ngoc Minh … didn’t listen.”
No. She never had.
But that wasn’t the reason why Mi Hiep had exiled her. That wasn’t the reason why, years later, Mi Hiep sent the army to destroy her and her Citadel.
Perhaps the rumors were right, after all; perhaps Mi Hiep was getting old, and counting the years until the King of Hell’s demons came to take her; and wishing she could make amends for all that had happened.
As if amends would ever change anything.
 
The Younger Sister
NGOC HA HAD always felt ill at ease on The Turtle’s Golden Claw. It was there that she’d given birth; panting and moaning like some animal, bottling in all the pain of contractions until a primal scream tore its way out of her like a spear point thrust through her lungs—and she’d lain, exhausted, amidst the smell of blood and machine-oil, while everyone else clustered around the Mind she’d borne—checking vitals and blood flow, and rushing her to the cradle in the heartroom.
Alone. On The Turtle’s Golden Claw, Ngoc Ha would always be alone and vulnerable, abandoned by everyone else. It was a foolish, unsubstantiated fear, but she couldn’t let go of it.
But Mother had ordered her to come, and of course her orders were law. Literally so, since she was the empress. Ngoc Ha swallowed her fear until it was nothing more than a tiny, festering shard in her heart, and came onboard.
The Turtle’s Golden Claw was pleased, of course—almost beyond words, her corridors lit with red, joyous light, the poems scrolling on the walls all about homecomings and the happiness of family reunions. She gave Ngoc Ha the best cabin, right next to the heartroom—grey walls with old-fashioned watercolors of starscapes. Clearly the ship been working on decorating it for a while, and Ngoc Ha felt, once more, obscurely guilty she couldn’t give her daughter more than distant affection.
She had taken an escort with her, and her maid—she could have kept them with her, but they would have brought her no company—not onboard this ship. So she left them in a neighboring room and stared at the walls, trying to calm herself as The Turtle’s Golden Claw moved away from the First Planet and plunged into deep spaces—the start of their week-long journey toward the Scattered Pearls belt.
An oily sheen spread over the watercolors and walls, and everything began throbbing on no rhythm Ngoc Ha could name. She logged into the network, and spent the next day watching vids—operas and family sagas, and reality shows in which the contestants sang in five different harmonies or designed increasingly bizarre rice and algae confections with the help of fine-tuned bots. That way, she didn’t have to look at the walls; didn’t have to see the shadowy shapes on them; to see them slowly turning—watching her, waiting….
“Mother?” A knock at the door, though the avatar could have dropped straight into her cabin. “May I come in?”
Ngoc Ha, too exhausted and drained to care, agreed.
The small avatar of The Turtle’s Golden Claw materialized next to her, hovering over the bedside table. “Mother, you’re not well.”
Really. Ngoc Ha bit off the sarcastic reply, and said instead, “I don’t like deep spaces.” No one did. Unless they were Suu Nuoc, who seemed to have a stomach of iron to go with his blank face. And at least they were normal spaces—not the other, higher-order ones the ship had accessed during her search for Ngoc Minh. “I need to stay busy.”
“You do,” a voice said, gravely. To her surprise, it was Suu Nuoc—who stood at the open door of her room with two Embroidered Guards by his side. His face was set in a faint frown, revealing nothing. Hard to believe Mother had seen enough in him to—but no, she wouldn’t go there. It had no bearing on anything else.
“I have vids,” Ngoc Ha said, shaking her head. “Or encirclement games, if you feel like you need an adversary.” She hated encirclement games; but she needed a distraction—they’d forced her to cut the vids; to pay attention to what was going on in the cabin….
Suu Nuoc shrugged. “You knew Grand Master Bach Cuc.”
“A little,” Ngoc Ha said, warily.
“How were her relationships with the rest of the court?”
Mother had said something about court intrigues, which had made no sense to Ngoc Ha. Then again, she supposed it was a case of the one-eyed man in the land of the blind—Suu Nuoc was a disaster at anything involving subtlety. “She was like you.” She hadn’t meant to be so blunt, but the faint smell of ozone, the slight yield to the air, the twisting shapes on the walls—they were doing funny things to her. “Blunt and uninterested in anything that wasn’t her mission.” And proud, with utter belief in her own capacities as a scientist in a way that could be off-putting.
“I see.” Suu Nuoc inclined his head. “But she must have had enemies.”
“She was no one,” Ngoc Ha said. Oily shadows trailed on the wall, unfolded hands like scissors, legs like knives. They were going to turn, to see her…. “But her mission—that made her friends and enemies.”
“Huu Tam?”
“Maybe.” She hadn’t had a heart-to-heart talk with Huu Tam since he became the heir—ironic, in a way, but then she and her brother had never been very close.
Unlike her and Ngoc Minh—a memory of fingers, folding her hands around a baby chick, of laughter under a pine tree in a solitary courtyard. She breathed in, and buried the treacherous thought before it could unmake her. She’d never grieved for Ngoc Minh. Why should she, when she’d always believed her sister to be alive?
But sometimes, the hollows left by absence were worse than those left by death.
Focus. The last thing she needed was for this grief to intrude on her interview with Suu Nuoc—who would see her hesitation and interpret it as guilt or as Heaven knew what else. “If Ngoc Minh had come back, things would have changed. But you know this already.”
“Yes.” Suu Nuoc’s face was impassive. “What I want to know is how they would have changed for you.”
“I don’t know,” Ngoc Ha said, and realized it was the truth. Why did Mother want Ngoc Minh back—for a change of heir, with the wolves and tigers at their doors, or simply because she was old, and wanted reconciliation with the Bright Princess, the only child she’d ever sent away? “Who knows what Mother thinks?”
“I did, once,” Suu Nuoc said. It was a statement of fact, nothing more.
“Then guess.”
“That would be beyond my present attributions.”
“Of course,” Ngoc Ha said. “Fine. You want to know what I think? I didn’t much care, one way or another.” Untrue—the thought of seeing Ngoc Minh again was a knot in her stomach that only tightened the more she pulled at it. “I wasn’t going to rise higher. We all know it, don’t we? I don’t have the ruthlessness it takes to become empress.” Huu Tam was too amenable to flattery—and his brothers were too weak and too inclined to play favorites. Ngoc Minh … Ngoc Minh had been intensely focused, dedicated to what she felt was right. But what was right had not included Mother’s empire.
“You might still not be very happy to be relegated to the background again. She was your mother’s favorite, wasn’t she?” Suu Nuoc’s voice was quiet. The shadows on the walls were stretching, turning, reaching for her…. “Would you have been happy to see her back in your life?”
It wasn’t that. She remembered a night like any other, when she had been tearing her hair out over an essay assigned by the Grand Secretary—remembered Ngoc Minh coming to sit by her—the rustle of yellow silk, the smell of sandalwood. She’d been busy by then—establishing her court of hermits and monks and mendicants, fighting the first hints of Mother’s disapproval. “You’re too serious, l’il sis,” Ngoc Minh had said. “This isn’t what matters.”
Ngoc Ha wished she’d been smart enough then to ask the unspoken question; to ask her what truly mattered.
“Leave her alone,” The Turtle’s Golden Claw said: a growl like a tiger’s, sending ripples into the patterns on the wall.
Suu Nuoc looked surprised, as if a pet bird had bitten him to the bone.
“You know my orders.”
“Yes,” The Turtle’s Golden Claw said. “Go to the Scattered Pearls belt and find and arrest Quoc Quang. Nowhere in this do I see a justification for what you’re doing now, Book of Heaven.”
Suu Nuoc’s eyes narrowed at the over-familiar choice of nickname. “I do what needs to be done.”
The Turtle’s Golden Claw did not answer, but the atmosphere in the room tightened like an executioner’s garrote. Ngoc Ha, drained, merely watched—were they going to have it out? Such a stupid, wasteful idea to argue with a mindship in deep spaces.
At length, Suu Nuoc looked at Ngoc Ha. “I will leave you then, Your Highness.” He bowed and left the room, and the tension in the air vanished like a burst bubble—leaving only the oily sheen and faint background noise of deep spaces around them, a cangue she could not escape.
“Thank you,” Ngoc Ha whispered.
“It’s nothing, Mother.” The Turtle’s Golden Claw’s avatar materialized in the center of the room, spinning left and right. “Just filial duty.”
And what about motherly ones? Ngoc Ha suppressed the thought before it could undo her. No point in rehashing old wounds. “You wanted to find Ngoc Minh,” she said. “How—”
The ship spun like glass blown by a master, gaining substance with every spin. “Grand Master Bach Cuc thought that deep spaces could be used—to go further. That there was something—” she stopped, picked her words again, “some place that was as far beyond them as deep spaces are to normal space. Places where time ceased to have meaning, where thirty years ago was still as fresh as yesterday.”
“That’s—” Ngoc Ha tried to swallow the words before they burnt her throat, and failed. “Esoteric babble. Unproved nonsense. I’m sorry.” Grand Master Bach Cuc sounded as though she’d taken lessons from Ngoc Minh—like the Bright Princess, listened to hermits in some remote caves for far too long.
“That’s all right.” The Turtle’s Golden Claw sounded disturbingly serene—Ngoc Minh again, standing in the courtyard by her room, smiling as Ngoc Ha shouted at her to behave, to see the plots being spun around her, the growing disenchantment of officials for an heir who did not follow Master Kong’s teachings. “I knew you’d say that. That’s why I brought you this.”
She wanted nothing of this—nonsense. She recoiled, instinctively, before realizing that The Turtle’s Golden Claw had given her nothing tangible: just a link to a database that hovered in the air in front of her. It was labelled QUOC TUAN’S PERSONAL FILES: Suu Nuoc’s personal name, as grandiloquent as he had been obscure. “You can’t.”
“Of course I can.” The Turtle’s Golden Claw laughed, childish and almost carefree. “You forget—he stored everything in my databanks. I have the highest access credentials here.”
Suu Nuoc would kill her—drag her so far down into the mud she’d never breathe again, with a few well-placed words in Mother’s ears. “You can’t do that,” Ngoc Ha said, again. “I’m a suspect in that investigation.”
“Are you?” The avatar of her daughter shifted, for a moment; became the head of a woman who took her breath away—a heartbreakingly familiar face with Mother’s thin eyebrows and Ngoc Minh’s burning eyes—a gaze that pierced her like a lance of fire.
No, Ngoc Ha thought, no. She had wished many things; some of them unforgivable—but she had never acted against anyone, let alone Grand Master Bach Cuc.
“I will leave you,” The Turtle’s Golden Claw said, and out of courtesy, opened the door and crossed through it rather than gradually fading away. The link remained in Ngoc Ha’s field of vision, shifting to a turtle’s scale, then a polished disc of jade, and other things of value beyond measure. The Turtle’s Golden Claw really had a peculiar sense of humor.
Ngoc Ha stared at it for a while, and thought of the last time she had seen her sister—a brief message on the night before the Citadel vanished, asking news from her and assuring her everything was well. She dragged it up from her personal space, where she’d sat on it all those years, and stared at it for a while. Nothing seemed to have changed about Ngoc Minh in the years she’d been away from the First Planet—the same burning intensity, the same eyes that seemed to have seen too much. She had to know about Mother’s army on its way to her; had to know that her Citadel would soon be embroiled in a war with no winners; but nothing of that had shown on her face.
Ngoc Ha had not answered that message. She had gone back to bed, telling herself she would think of something, that she would find words that would make it all better, as Ngoc Minh had once done for her. By morning, the Citadel was gone, and Ngoc Minh forever beyond her reach.
Where was the Bright Princess now—hiding somewhere she wouldn’t be perceived as a threat to Mother’s authority? Dead all those years? No, that wasn’t possible. Ngoc Ha would have known—surely there was something, some shared connection remaining between them that would have told her?
And then she looked again at that last communication, and realized, with a wrench in her stomach like the shutting of doors, that Ngoc Minh’s face had become that of a stranger.
 
IN THE END, as The Turtle’s Golden Claw had known, Ngoc Ha couldn’t help herself. She took the link, and everything that the ship had given her, and started reading through it.
The bulk of the early pieces was Grand Master Bach Cuc’s correspondence: her directions and discussions with her team, her memorials to Suu Nuoc, her letters asking other scientists on other planets for advice—buried in there, too was an account of The Turtle’s Golden Claw’s conception, implantation, and birth, which Ngoc Ha gave a wide berth to—no desire to see herself as a subject of Bach Cuc’s scientific curiosity, dissected with the same precision she’d put into all her experimental reports.
What interested her were the last communications. The earlier reports had been verbose, obfuscating the lack of progress. Those were terse to the point of rudeness—but it wasn’t rudeness that leapt off the page—just a slow rising excitement that things were moving, that Bach Cuc’s search would succeed at last, that she would be honored by her peers for her breakthrough, her discovery of spaces beyond deep spaces where time and individuality ceased to have meaning.
Esoteric nonsense, Ngoc Ha would have said—except that Grand Master Bach Cuc was one of the most pragmatic people she had ever met. If she believed it….
She read the correspondence from end to end, carefully. She wasn’t a scientist, but unlike Suu Nuoc her broad education had gone deep into mathematics and physics, and the understanding of the rituals that bound the world as surely as Master Kong’s teachings bound people. She could—barely—understand what it had been about from skimming the reports, and from what Bach Cuc had told her, before and after she’d carried The Turtle’s Golden Claw.
And Bach Cuc had written a few reports already. She’d found a trail from the samples The Turtle’s Golden Claw had brought back: trace elements that could only come from the Citadel’s defenses; clouds of particles from the technology Ngoc Minh had used to blast vases to smithereens in the courtyard of the palace. Bach Cuc had started to draw a plan for following these to a source, hoping to reconstitute the path the Citadel had taken after it had vanished from the world.
Hoping to find Ngoc Minh.
And then something had happened. Was it Quoc Quang? Ngoc Ha remembered the man’s despair, his quiet, strong need to convince her that he needed to see Grand Master Bach Cuc. It had been that—the entreaty with no expectations—that had convinced her, more than anything.
What had he said? That, in the Scattered Pearls belt his daughter and Tran Thi Long Lam were working on something to do with the Citadel? She hadn’t recorded the conversation for future use, but she remembered the name.
Tran Thi Long Lam. She had the profile on her implants: a scholar from the College of Brushes, the kind of brilliant mind that would never work well within the strictures of the imperial civil service. It was, in many ways, a blessing for her that she’d left to take care of her sick parent. But….
Yes, there were several communications from a Tran Thi Long Lam—or, more accurately, from her literary name, The Solitary Wanderer. Addressed to Grand Master Bach Cuc, and never answered—opened and read with a glance, perhaps? They didn’t come from a laboratory or a university; or anyone Bach Cuc would have recognized as a peer—she could be a snob when she wanted to, and Lam might be brilliant, but she was also young, without any reputation to her name beyond the abandonment of what Bach Cuc would perceive as her responsibilities to science.
Ngoc Ha gathered all the communications, and stared at them for a while. The first few sentences of the first one ran, “I humbly apologize for disturbing you. A common colleague of ours, Moral Mentor Da Thi from the Laboratory of Applied Photonics, has forwarded me some of your published articles on your research….”
No, Grand Master Bach Cuc would not have read very far in this kind of inflammatory statement, which barely acknowledged her as a superior before going on to question her research—the things that were going to make her fame and wealth. But Ngoc Ha was not Bach Cuc.
When Ngoc Ha was done reading, she stared at the wall, barely seeing, for once, the twisting, oily shadows that moved like broken bodies in slow motion. Warn Grand Master Bach Cuc, Quoc Quang had said, and now she understood a little of what he had meant.
Lam had been interested in Bach Cuc’s research—possibly because whatever she was doing on her isolated orbital intersected it. She’d read it, carefully, applying everything she knew or thought she knew, and thought it worth writing to Bach Cuc.
Your research is dangerous.
Not because it could be weaponized; not because it was things mankind wasn’t meant to know or any arrant outsider nonsense. No, what Lam had meant was rather more primal: that Grand Master Bach Cuc was wrong, and that it would kill her. Something about stability—Ngoc Ha read the second to last letter again—the stability of the samples The Turtle’s Golden Claw was bringing back to the laboratory. Because they came from spaces where time had different meanings, they would tend to want to go back to those spaces. Lam thought this might happen in a violent, exothermic reaction—that all the coiled energy from the samples would release in one fatal explosion.
No, not quite. That wasn’t what she’d said.
“Things disturbed have a tendency to go back to their equilibrium point. In this particular case, I have reasons to believe this would be in a single, massive event rather than multiple small ones. I hold the calculations of this at your disposal, but I enclose an outline of them to convince you….”
Things disturbed. She hadn’t been saying “be careful, your samples might explode.” She had been saying “be careful, do not experiment on your samples.” She’d told Grand Master Bach Cuc that the manipulations she was doing in her shielded chamber could prove fatal.
That was the warning Quoc Quang had passed on to Bach Cuc, with enough desperation and enough personal touch to make her pay attention.
Except….
Except Grand Master Bach Cuc was proud, wasn’t she? Unbearably so. She had listened, but she’d done the wrong thing. Ngoc Ha would have put the project on hold while she worked out the risks, but she wasn’t the one whose reputation had been impugned by an uppity young scholar and her drunken failure of a father.
She knew exactly what Bach Cuc had done. She had shown Quoc Quang out with a smile and her thanks—hiding the furious turmoil that must have seized her at receiving such a warning. She had sat for a while, thinking on things—staring at the wall, just as Ngoc Ha was doing, trying to collect her thoughts, to think on the proper course of action.
And then she’d gone into the shielded chamber. She’d taken off her mem-implants because she’d needed absolute focus on what she was going to do; because she’d believed there might be a danger, but not to the level Lam was describing. Because she’d wanted to show the young outworlder upstart that she was wrong.
And it had killed the Grand Master.
She had to—no, she couldn’t tell that to The Turtle’s Golden Claw—couldn’t distress the ship without any evidence.
But she had to tell Suu Nuoc.
 
The Officer
SUU NUOC WAS surprised by the Scattered Pearls belt. He couldn’t have put his finger on what he’d expected—something both larger and less pathetic, more in tune with his mental image of what the Citadel had been?
It wasn’t grand, or modern: everything appeared to have been cobbled together from scraps of disused metal, the walls looking like a patchwork of engineering, the communal network so primitive it required hard-wiring implants to have access to it—Suu Nuoc had refused, because who knew what they’d put in if he allowed them access?
Beside him, Ngoc Ha was silent, her escort trailing after her with closed faces. She had walked up to him earlier, on the shuttle taking them from the mindship to the central orbital, and had asked to speak with him in private. What she had then said….
He wasn’t sure what to think of it. It sounded like the weakest chain of evidence he’d ever seen—wrapped into a compelling story, to be sure, but anyone could spin words, and especially a princess educated by the best scholars of the empire. He’d read the research, and Lam’s emails to Grand Master Bach Cuc—and had noticed none of this. But he knew his weaknesses, and unlike scholars, he didn’t have any mem-implants to compensate his lack of education.
He’d thanked Ngoc Ha, and told her he’d think on it. “Don’t tell my daughter,” she’d said. For some reason, this had shocked him into silence—only after she’d gone had he realized that it was one of the only times she’d referred to the ship in those affectionate tones.
According to Ngoc Ha, Grand Master Bach Cuc was dead; which he wouldn’t admit. It would mean a setback in the search for Bright Princess Ngoc Minh, at a time when they could not afford setbacks. He needed to be sure, before he told anyone of this—Heaven, he wasn’t even sure Ngoc Ha was entirely innocent in this. She’d hated her sister: that much was clear from her own words.
Focus. He needed to do his duty to the empress and the empire, and flights of fancy were unhelpful.
The Scattered Pearls belt was governed by a council of elders, and a local magistrate who, like many of the low-echelon officials, looked stressed and perpetually harried. Yes, he knew of Quoc Quang, had always known he would be in trouble one day—it was the drugs, and the drink; he’d never been the same since his wife’s disappearance. Yes, he’d come back recently from a voyage into the heart of the empire, and of course he would be happy to help the honored General Who Read the Book of Heaven in any way required.
The magistrate’s obsequiousness, and the missing attempt to defend Quoc Quang, made Suu Nuoc feel faintly ill; but he tried not to let it show on his face. “Bring him to us,” he said, more brusquely than he’d meant to, and was perversely glad to see the man flinch.
He watched as the magistrate intercepted a pale-looking clerk, and mentally tallied the time it was going to take to find Quoc Quang with their overstretched resources. Too much. “On second thought, cancel that order. Take us to him. It will be faster.”
“He has a daughter, hasn’t he?” Ngoc Ha asked, as the magistrate’s clerks escorted them to another shuttle.
“Diem Huong,” the magistrate said—with a frown. Clearly, he was about to add the daughter’s behavior to a list of perceived sins against the empire, too. Coward; and a malicious one at that.
Suu Nuoc wouldn’t stand for that. “Are you going to tell us about the daughter’s failures, too?” he asked, conversationally.
The magistrate blanched—and Ngoc Ha winced. “No, of course not,” he said—Suu Nuoc heard him swallow, once, twice, as his face went the color of ceruse. “It’s just that … Diem Huong has always been odd.”
“Odd?”
“Obsessed,” one of the clerks said, a little more gently than the magistrate. “Her mother was on the Citadel. She vanished when Diem Huong was six, and Diem Huong never quite recovered from it.” Her eyes were grave, thoughtful. “If I may—”
“Go on,” Suu Nuoc said, though he wasn’t fooled. The delivery was gentler, and meant more kindly, but it was the same, nevertheless.
Heaven, how he missed the battlefield, sometimes. Soldiers and bots wouldn’t prevaricate, and whatever backstabbing might occur was short and clean.
“People break, sometimes,” the clerk said. “Diem Huong … does her job, correctly. Helps her orbital with the hydroponics system. No one’s ever had a complaint against her. But it’s an open secret she and Lam, and a couple of other youngsters, were obsessed with the Citadel.”
“Lam? Tran Thi Long Lam?” The Turtle’s Golden Claw asked.
The clerk, startled, looked at the small avatar of the ship—hadn’t even noticed it floating by her side. “Yes,” she said. “A graduate of the College of Brushes—”
Suu Nuoc tuned her out as she started to list Lam’s qualifications. The orbital was proud of Lam, as they hadn’t been of either Quoc Quang or his daughter—because Lam was the local girl who had succeeded beyond everyone’s wildest dream; granted, she’d had to return home, but everyone understood the necessity of caring for a sick father. Lam was cool-headed and competent and probably managed an important segment of her orbital—a position beneath her, but which she’d taken on without complaining on returning home. He’d seen it a thousand times already, and it was of no interest.
What mattered was Grand Master Bach Cuc, and Bright Princess Ngoc Minh.
He let the clerk drone on as their shuttle moved from the central orbital to the Silver Abalone orbital—focusing again on the messages Lam had sent Grand Master Bach Cuc. Warnings, using a language too obscure for him to make them out. Was Ngoc Ha right? He didn’t know. He knew that she was right in her assessment of Bach Cuc: that the Grand Master was proud of her achievements, and hungry for recognition. A young person like Lam, daring to question her…. No, she wouldn’t have listened to her. It was a wonder she’d received Quoc Quang at all, but perhaps she had not dared to refuse someone introduced by Ngoc Ha herself.
It galled him to even entertain the thought, because one did not speak ill of the disappeared or the dead, but he had not cared much for Bac Cuc.
Quoc Quang’s compartment turned out to be a small and cozy one—the kitchen showed traces of use so heavy the cleaning bots hadn’t quite managed to make them disappear, and a faint smell of sesame oil and fish sauce clung to everything.
It also did not contain Quoc Quang, or his wayward daughter. The aged aunt who lived with them—quailing in the face of the Embroidered Guard—said he had gone out.
“Running away?” The Turtle’s Golden Claw asked.
Suu Nuoc shook his head. Getting drunk, more likely. “Scour the teahouses,” he said. “Can someone access the network?” Without it, everything seemed curiously bare—objects with no context or feelings attached to them. He ran a finger on the wok on the hearth, half-expecting information to pop up in his field of vision—what brand it was, what had last been cooked in it. But there was nothing.
The clerk nodded.
“Anything interesting?”
Silence, for a while. “A message from his daughter,” she said at last. “Diem Huong. She says she’s gone to work with Lam, at the teahouse.”
Diem Huong. Long Lam. Suu Nuoc didn’t even pause to consider. “Where is the teahouse?”
“I don’t know—” the clerk started, and then another of her colleagues cut her off. “It’s the old teahouse,” he said. “Where the youngsters hang out, right by the White Turtle Temple on the outer rings.”
“Take us there,” Suu Nuoc said. “And keep looking for Quoc Quang!”
It was all scattering out—that familiar feeling he had before entering battle, when all the bots he was linked to left in different directions, and the battlefield opened up like the petals of flowers—that instant, frozen in time, before everything became rage and chaos; when he still felt the illusion of control over everything.
But this wasn’t battle. This didn’t involve ships or soldiers; or at least, not more than one ship. He could handle this.
He just wished he could believe his own lies.
 
THE WHITE TURTLE Temple was a surprise, albeit a provincial one: a fragile construction of rafters and glass that stretched all the way to a heightened ceiling, a luxury that seemed unwarranted on an orbital—though the glass was probably shatter-proof, or not even glass. It had a quaint kind of prettiness; and yet … and yet, in its simple, affectless setup, it felt more authentic and warm than the hundred more impressive pagodas on the First Planet. When all this was over, Suu Nuoc should come there; should sit, for a while, in front of the statues of Quan Vu and Quan Am, and meditate on the fragile value of life.
The building next to the temple, squat and rectangular, had indeed been a teahouse—some tables were still outside, and the counter was lying in two pieces in the corridor. But that wasn’t what raised Suu Nuoc’s hackles.
The building glowed.
There was no other word for it. It was a faint blue radiance that seemed to seep through everything, making metal and plastics as translucent as high-quality porcelain—light creeping through every crack, every line of the walls until it seemed to be the glue that held it together. And it was a light that thrummed and throbbed, like….
He had seen this somewhere before. He gestured to the Embroidered Guard, had them position themselves on either side of the entrance. It didn’t look as though there was any danger they could tackle—“unnatural light” not exactly being in their prerogatives. He’d been too cautious: he should have asked at least one of them to plug into the communal network—they would be blind to local cues. It had been fine when they’d just been on a mission to pick up a witness, but now….
He looked again at the light, wishing he knew what it reminded him of. That annoying buzz, just on the edge of hearing—like a ship’s engine? But no, that wasn’t it. How long had it been spreading? “I want to know if the monks of the temple filed a report,” he said.
The magistrate looked at one of his clerks, who shook her head. “Not in the system.”
Not so long, then. Perhaps there was still time.
But time for what?
“I can go in,” a voice said. “Have a look.” The Turtle’s Golden Claw.
“Out of the question.” Ngoc Ha’s voice was flat and almost unrecognizable from the small, courtly woman who seldom spoke her mind so bluntly. “You have no idea what’s in there.”
“I’m not here,” The Turtle’s Golden Claw said. “Not really. It’s just a projection—”
“There’s enough of you here,” Ngoc Ha said. “Bits and pieces hooked into the communal network. That’s how you work, isn’t it? You can’t process this fast, this quickly, if you’re not here in some capacity.”
“Mother—”
“Tell me you’re not here,” Ngoc Ha said, relentless. Her hair was shot through with blue highlights—lifted as though in an invisible wind, and her eyes—her eyes seemed to burn. Did everyone look like that? But no, the clerks didn’t seem affected to that extent. “Tell me there’s no part of you here at all, and then I’ll let you go in.”
“You can’t force me!” The Turtle’s Golden Claw said. “Grand Master Bach Cuc—”
Ngoc Ha opened her mouth, and Suu Nuoc knew, then, exactly what she was going to say. He found himself moving then—catching the heated words Ngoc Ha was about to fling into her daughter’s face and covering them with his own. “The Grand Master is probably dead, Ship. And what killed her might be inside.”
There was silence; and that same unnatural light. At length the ship said—bobbing up and down like a torn feather in a storm—“She can’t be. She can’t—Mother—Book of Heaven—”
“I’m sorry,” Ngoc Ha said.
“We’re not sure—” Suu Nuoc started.
“Then there’s still a chance—”
“Don’t you recognize what this is?” Ngoc Ha asked.
“I’ve seen it before—”
Her voice was harsh, unforgiving. “It’s the light of a harmonization arch, General.”
She was right. Suu Nuoc suppressed a curse. Harmonization arches were localized around their surrounding frames—the biggest one he’d seen had been twice the size of a man and already buckling under the stress. They certainly never cast a light strong enough to illuminate an entire building. Whatever was going on inside, it was badly out of control.
“I need your help,” he said, to The Turtle’s Golden Claw.
“Yes?”
“Tell me if the illumination is stable.”
The ship was silent for a while; but even before she spoke up, Suu Nuoc knew the answer. “No. The intensity has been increasing. And….”
More bad news, Suu Nuoc could tell. Why couldn’t he have some luck for a change?
“I would need more observations to confirm, but at the rate this is going, it will have spread to the entire orbital in a few hours.”
“Do you know what’s inside?”
“Not with certainty, no. But I can hazard a guess. Some volatile reaction that should have required containment—except that the explosion has breached the arch,” The Turtle’s Golden Claw said.
Which was emphatically not good for the orbital, whichever way you put it. Suu Nuoc’s physics were basic, but even he could intuit that. He took in a deep, trembling breath. The battle joined, again; the familiar ache in his bones and in his mind, telling him it was time to enter the maelstrom where everything was clean-cut and elegantly simple—where he could once more feel the thrill of split-second decisions; of hanging on the sword’s edge between life and death.
Except it wasn’t a battle; it wasn’t enemy soldiers out there—just deep spaces and whatever else Bach Cuc had been working on, all the cryptic reports Suu Nuoc had barely been able to follow. Could he handle this? He was badly out of his depth….
But it was for the empress, and the good of the empire, and there was no choice. There had never been any choice.
He gestured to the Embroidered Guard. “Set up a perimeter, but don’t get too comfortable. We’re going in.”
 
The Engineer
THE WORLD AROUND Diem Huong shifted and twisted, and vanished—and, for a moment, she hung in a vacuum as deep as the space between stars, small and alone and frightened, on the edge of extinction—and, for a moment, she felt the touch of a presence against her mind, something vast and numinous and terrible, like the wings of some huge bird of prey, wrapping themselves around her until she choked.
And then she came slamming back into her body, into a place she recognized.
Or almost did. It was—and was not—as Diem Huong remembered: the door to Mother’s compartment, a mere narrow arch in a recessed corridor, indistinguishable from the other doors. From within came the smell of garlic and fish sauce, strong enough to make her feel six years old again. And yet … and yet it was smaller, and diminished from what she remembered; almost ordinary, but loaded with memories that threatened to overwhelm her.
Slowly, gently—not certain it would still remain there, if she moved, if she breathed—she raised a hand, and knocked.
Nothing.
She exhaled. And knocked again—and saw the tip of her fingers slide, for a bare moment, through the metal. A bare moment only, and then it was as solid as before.
She was fading. Going back in time to Lam’s lab? To the void and whatever waited for her there?
No use in thinking upon it. She couldn’t let fear choke her until she died of it. She braced herself to knock again, when the door opened.
She knew Mother’s face by heart; the one on the holos on the ancestral altar, young and unlined and forever frozen into her early forties: the wide eyes, the round cheeks, the skin darkened by sunlight and starlight. She’d forgotten how much of her would be familiar—the smell of sandalwood clinging to her, the graceful movements that unlocked something deep, deep within her—and she was six again and safe; before the betrayal that shattered her world; before the years of grief.
“Can I help you?” Mother asked. She sounded puzzled.
She had to say something, no matter how inane; had to prevent Mother’s face from creasing in the same look of suspicion she’d seen in the monk’s eyes. Had to. “I’m sorry, but I had to meet you. I’m your daughter.”
“Diem Huong?” Mother’s voice was puzzled. “What joke is this? Diem Huong is outside playing at a friend’s house. She’s six years old.”
“I know,” Diem Huong said. She hadn’t meant to say that, but in the face of the woman before her, all that came out was the truth, no matter how inadequate. “I come from another time,” she said. “Another place.”
“From the future?” Mother’s eyes narrowed. “You’d better come in.”
Inside, she turned, looked at Diem Huong—every time this happened, Diem Huong would wait with baited breath, afraid that this was it, the moment when Mother would start forgetting her again. “There is a family resemblance,” Mother said at last.
“I was born in the year of the Water Tiger, in the Hour of the Rat,” Diem Huong said, slowly. “You wanted to name me Thien Bao; Father thought it an inappropriate name for a girl. Please, Mother. I don’t have much time, and I’m running out of it.”
“We all are,” Mother said, soberly. She gestured toward the kitchen. “Have a tea.”
“There is no time,” Diem Huong said, and paused, scrabbling for words. “What do you mean, ‘we’re running out of time’?”
Mother did not answer. She turned back, at last, and looked at Diem Huong. “Oh, I’m sorry, I hadn’t seen you here. What can I do for you?”
“Mother—” the words were out of Diem Huong’s mouth before she could think, but they were said so low Mother did not seem to hear them. “You have to tell me. Why are you running out of time?”
Mother shook her head. “Who told you that?”
“You did. A moment ago.”
“I did not.” Mother’s voice was cold. “You imagine things. Why don’t you come into the kitchen, and then we can talk.” She looked, uncertainly, at the door. She wouldn’t remember how Diem Huong had got in—she was wondering if she should call the militia, temporizing because Diem Huong looked innocuous, and perhaps just familiar enough.
Don’t you recognize me, Mother? Can’t you tell? I’m your daughter, and I need to know.
The corridor they stood in was dark, lit only by the altar to Quan Am in the corner—the bodhisattva’s face lifted in that familiar half-smile—how many times had she stared at it on her way in or out, until it became woven into her memories?
“Please tell me,” Diem Huong said, slowly, softly. “You said the Citadel still stood. You said you didn’t know for how long.” She should have started over; should have made up some story about being a distant relative, to explain the family likeliness—or even better, something official-sounding, an investigation by a magistrate or something that would scare her enough not to think. But no, she couldn’t scare Mother. Couldn’t, wouldn’t.
Mother’s face did not move. Diem Huong could not read her. Was she calling the militia? “Come into the kitchen,” she said, finally, and Diem Huong gave in.
She got another puzzled look as Mother busied herself around the small kitchen—withdrawing tea from a cupboard, sending the bots to put together dumplings and cakes that they dropped into boiling water. “I’m sorry,” Mother said. “I keep forgetting you were coming today.”
“It’s nothing,” Diem Huong said. The kitchen was almost unfamiliar—she remembered the underside of the table, the feet of chairs, but all of it from a lower vantage. Had she played there, once? But then she saw the small doll on the tiling, and knelt, tears brimming in her eyes. Em Be Be—Little Baby Sister. She remembered that; the feel of the plastic hands in hers; the faint sour, familiar smell from clothes that had been chewed on and hugged and dragged everywhere.
Em Be Be.
“Oh, I’m sorry,” Mother said. “My daughter left this here, and I was too lazy to clean up.”
“It’s nothing,” Diem Huong said again. She rose, holding the doll like a fragile treasure, her heart twisting as though a fist of ice were closing around it. “Really.” She wasn’t going to break down and cry in the middle of the kitchen, she really wasn’t. She was stronger than this. “Tell me about the Citadel.”
Mother was having that frown again—she was in the middle of a conversation that kept slipping out from under her. It was only a matter of time until she called the militia—except that the militia wouldn’t remember her call for more than a few moments—or asked Diem Huong to leave, outright—something else she wouldn’t remember, if it did happen.
Diem Huong watched the doll in her hands, wondering how long she had before it vanished; how long before she, too, vanished. “Please, elder aunt.” She used the endearment; the term for intimates rather than another, more distant one.
“It’s going to fall, one way or another,” Mother said, slowly, carefully. “The empress’s armies are coming here, aren’t they?” She put a plate full of dumplings before Diem Huong and stared for a while at the doll. “I have to think of this. We’re not defenseless—of course we’re not. But the harm….” She shook her head. “You don’t have children, do you?”
Diem Huong shook her head.
“Sometimes, all you have are bad choices,” Mother said.
Diem Huong carefully set the doll aside, and reached for a dumpling—it’d vanish too, because Mother had only baked it for her. All traces of her presence would go away, at some point; all memories of her. “Bad choices,” she said. “I understand, believe me.” The dumpling smelled of dough and meat and herbs, and of that indefinable tang of childhood, that promise that all would be well in the end; that the compartment was and forever would be safe.
All dust, in the end; all doomed to vanish in the whirlwind.
“Do you?” Mother’s voice was distant. Had she forgotten, again? But instead, she said, “One day, my daughter will grow up to be someone like you, younger aunt—a strong and beautiful adult. And it will be because I’ve done what I had to.”
“I don’t understand,” Diem Huong said.
“You don’t have to.” There were—no.
Mother—
There were tears in Mother’s eyes. “No one leaves. We stand, united. Always. For those of us who can.”
Mother, no.
Mother smiled, again. “That’s all right,” she said. “I didn’t feel you’d understand, younger aunt. You’re too young to have children, or believe in the necessity of holding up the world.” And then her gaze unfocused again; slid over Diem Huong again. “Can you remind me what I was saying? I seem to be having these frightful absences.”
She was crying; young and vulnerable and so utterly unlike Mother. Diem Huong had wanted … reassurances. Explanations. Embraces that would have made everything right with the world. Not—not this. Never this. “I’m sorry,” she said, slowly backing away from the kitchen. “I’m really sorry. I didn’t mean—”
It was only after she passed it that she realized her arm had gone through the door. She barely had enough time to be worried, because, by the time she reached the street, the Embroidered Guard was massed there, waiting for her with their weapons drawn.
 
The Empress
MI HIEP SAT in her chambers, thinking of Ngoc Minh, of weapons, and of lost opportunities.
Next to her, a handful of ancestors flickered into existence. They cast no shadow: below them, the ceramic tiles displayed the same slowly changing pattern of mist and pebbles—giving Mi Hiep the impression she stood in a mountain stream on some faraway planet. “There is news,” the first emperor said. “Their fleet has jumped.”
The La Hoa drive. “How far?” Mi Hiep asked.
“Not far,” the ninth emperor said, fingering his bearded chin. “A few light-days.”
Not mindships, then.
“They’re going to jump again,” Mi Hiep said, flatly. It wasn’t a question.
“Yes,” the first emperor said. “They’re still outside the empire; but they won’t be for long.”
“There has been no news from the Scattered Pearls belt,” the ninth emperor said, with a disapproving frown. “You shouldn’t have sent Suu Nuoc on his own.”
Again, and again, the same arguments repeated with the plodding patience of the dead. “I sent Ngoc Ha with him.”
“Not enough,” the first emperor said.
The door to her chambers opened; let through Lady Linh and Van, the head of the Embroidered Guard; followed by Huu Tam, and two servants bringing tea and dumplings on a lacquered tray. “You wanted to see us,” Lady Linh said. She carried the folder Mi Hiep had toyed with, which she laid on the table. In the communal network, it bulged with ghostly files. Linh wouldn’t have put anything in it unless she had a good reason.
“You have something,” Mi Hiep said, more sharply than she’d intended to.
Huu Tam bowed to her: he didn’t look sullen, for once—and Mi Hiep realized the glint in his eyes was all too familiar.
Fear. The bone-deep, paralyzing terror of those on the edge of the abyss.
“I have intelligence,” Van said, briefly bowing to Mi Hiep. Van, the head of the Embroidered Guard, was middle-aged now, with a husband and two children, but still as preternaturally sharp as she had been, twenty years ago, when a look from her had sent scholars scattering back to their offices.
“I told her about the fleet,” the first emperor said, with a nod to Van. The emperors liked her—she was scary and utterly loyal; and with the kind of contained imagination that didn’t challenge their worldviews.
Mi Hiep gestured: the pattern on the floor became a dark red—the color of blood and New Year’s lanterns—and the pebbles vanished, replaced by abstract models.
Van opened the folder and spread the first picture on the table before Mi Hiep, over the inlaid nacre dragon and phoenix circling the word “longevity.” It was an infrared with several luminous stains; even with the low definition it was easy to see that they didn’t all have the same heat signature. “This is what we have on the fleet,” she said.
“The different stains are different ships?” Mi Hiep asked. She bent closer, trying to keep her heartbeat at a normal rate. They’d leapt, but not far—they wouldn’t be there for a while.
Van took out two other pictures—still infrared, but close-ups in a slightly different band. One was a ship Mi Hiep had already seen—the squat, utilitarian design of Nam engineers, with little heat signature that she could see, everything slightly blurred and unfocused as if she watched through a pane of thick glass. The second one…. She’d seen the second one, too, before, or its likeliness: twisted and bent and out of shape, something that had once been elegant but was now deformed by the added, pustulous modules.
They take ships, Lady Linh had said. Influence what they see and think, with just a few modules. They took living, breathing beings, with a family, with love—and they turned them into unthinking weapons of war.
“Their ships, and their hijacked mindships.” She was surprised at the calm in her voice. She couldn’t afford to be angry, not now. Van had laid the last picture on top of the first one, but in the communal network it was easy enough to invert the transparency layers so that she was staring at the fleet again.
Three hijacked mindships, twenty Nam ships. “Do you know anything about the mindships?” Huu Tam asked.
Van shook her head. “We have asked the outlying planets for any reports on missing mindships. One of them fits the profile of The Lonely Tiger, a mindship that disappeared near the twenty-third planet. We haven’t apprised the family yet because we’re not sure.”
Not sure. What would it do to them—what kind of destruction would it wreak among them? Mi Hiep thought of The Turtle’s Golden Claw; but it was different. She’d ordered the ship made for a cause, and that cause outweighed everything else; even the love she might have been able to provide.
“I see.” Mi Hiep took a deep breath.
“We need to evacuate,” Huu Tam said.
Mi Hiep nodded. “Yes. That too. But first, I need you to capture one of these.”
“The mindships?” Van grimaced. “That’s possible, but we’ll sustain heavy losses.”
“Yes,” Mi Hiep said. The time for cautiousness—for dancing with diplomats and subtle threats—had long since passed. “I know. But they found a way to turn those against us, and to make them follow the fleet. Did they leap at the same time as the others?”
“Insofar as we can tell, yes,” Van said. “Not as far as the others—it was very clear they were waiting for them to play catch-up.”
Which meant they weren’t as efficient as they could be, yet—that they couldn’t harness the full potential of a mindship; leaping any distance they wanted when they wanted. Which was good news, in a way. “They’re not up to speed yet,” Mi Hiep said. “Which means we can study their shunts, and find a way to break them.”
Van looked dubious. “With respect—”
“I know,” Mi Hiep said. It wasn’t so much the research—Grand Master Bach Cuc hadn’t been the only genius scientist she’d had available, and there were plenty of war laboratories knowledgeable in Nam technology. “We don’t have much time.”
“And we’ll pay a horrendous price.” Van grimaced. She knew all about the calculus of cruelty, the abacuses that counted losses and gains as distant beads, ones that could not cause grief or sorrow or pain. “I’ll send the order. You do realize this is a declaration of war.” Huu Tam looked sick, but he said nothing. She hadn’t misjudged him: alone of her surviving children he had the backbone to realize what must be done, and to carry it through.
“Then war it is,” Mi Hiep said. “Round up the Nam envoys, will you? And send them home.” The Galactic outsiders considered them untouchable, but both the Nam and the Dai Viet took a different position: they were their master’s voices, and as such, the letters they bore, the words they uttered, were sacred. Their persons were not. But in this case, executions would not achieve anything, and it wasn’t as though they had seen much that they could take back to their masters.
Van shrugged. She was more bloodthirsty than Mi Hiep. “As you wish.”
The ninth emperor fingered the image, frowning. “Are they headed for the Imperial shipyards?” he asked.
“Too early to tell with certainty,” Lady Linh said. She gestured, and another image—of the ships’ trajectories—was overlaid over the old one. “The trajectory is consistent, though.”
Mi Hiep watched the red line, weaving its way through the outer reaches of the numbered planets. There was not, nor had there ever been, much choice. “There are ships at anchor, in the shipyards?”
“And Mind-bearers,” the simulation of her mother said. “They’re heavily pregnant: they won’t be in a state to travel.”
“They will have to,” Huu Tam said. His face was harsh—good, he was learning. One did not become emperor of the Dai Viet by being squeamish. “How many are there?”
“Six.”
“They’ll fit onboard one of the ships.” She spared a thought for what they were about to do; a shred of pity: she’d been pregnant, though not with a ship-mind—and she remembered all too well what it had felt like—deprived of sleep, gravid and unable to move without being short of breath. “Have them evacuate the station. Don’t let the ship into deep spaces.”
Everything got weird in deep spaces—and something as fragile as a fetus or the seed that would become a ship-mind would probably not bear it. “Probably”—no one had run experiments, or at least no one had admitted to it, though the sixteenth empress—who’d had a fondness for questionable science ethics—had come dangerously close to admitting it in Mi Hiep’s hearing.
Lady Linh was looking at something on the network—a list of names. “There are four ships at anchor in the yards,” she said. “The Dragons in the Peach Gardens. The Blackbirds’ Bridge. The Crystal Down Below. The Bird that Looked South.” She moved text around and remained for a while, absorbing information. “The first two were here for refits. The others are young.”
Young and vulnerable; still being taught by their mothers—children, in truth. Children whom she would have to send to war. Unless—“What about the military mindships?”
Van grimaced. “They’re here already—we sent them a while ago. I’ve deployed them as protection.”
“Good,” Mi Hiep said. “Have the women and their birth-masters board The Dragons in the Peach Gardens.” An experienced ship was what they needed; not a younger, more panicked one who would be more likely to make mistakes. “Keep the young ships at anchor until the military ships have arrived.” They wanted ships and the building facilities of the yard; she had to provide bait. Like Van, she had long since gotten used to making ruthless decisions in a heartbeat: two young ships against a chance to turn the tide—against the protection of dozens of others? It was an easy decision.
“Oh, and one more thing,” Mi Hiep said. “The shells for those ship-minds?” The beautiful, lovingly crafted bodies, the shells of ships into which the Minds would be inserted after birth—months and months of painstaking work by the alchemists and the Grand Masters of Design Harmonies, fine-tuning every turn of the corridors to ensure the flow of khi would welcome the Mind within its new carapace. “Destroy them.”
“Your highness,” Van said, shocked. That stopped her, for a moment: she hadn’t thought it was possible to shock Van.
To her surprise, it was Huu Tam who spoke. “The empress is right. They’ve come here for our technologies. Let us leave nothing for them to grasp.”
Technologies. Mindships. Weapons. How she wished they had something better—everything she’d feared from Ngoc Minh. If only they had the Bright Princess on their side.
But they didn’t, and there was no point in weeping for what was past or hoping for miracles. Whatever Suu Nuoc found in the Scattered Pearls belt, it would be too late. War had come to her, as it had thirty years ago, and, as she had done in the past, she met it head-on rather than let it cow her into submission. She nodded to Huu Tam. “You understand.”
Her son bit his lip, in an all too familiar fashion. “I don’t approve,” he said. “But I know what has to be done.”
Good. If they didn’t agree on most things, they could at least agree on this. “Send word to Suu Nuoc,” Mi Hiep said, ignoring Huu Tam’s grimace. “Tell him we’re at war.”
 
The Younger Sister
SUU NUOC TOOK the head of a detachment of three men and stepped forward, into the maelstrom of light. Ngoc Ha watched him from behind one of the overturned tables—something crackled and popped when he stepped inside, like burning flesh on a grill, but he didn’t seem to notice it.
He said something, but the words came through garbled—he moved at odd angles; faster than the eye could see at moments, slow enough to seem frozen at others, every limb seemingly on a different rhythm like those nightmarish collages Ngoc Ha had seen as a child—a narrow, lined eye of an old Dai Viet within the pale, sallow face of a horse, the muzzle of a tiger with the smiling lips and cheeks of a woman, the familiar boundaries shattered until nothing made sense. Children’s fancies, they had been, but what she saw now dragged the unease back into daylight, making it blossom like a rotting flower. “Suu Nuoc? Can you hear me?”
The Turtle’s Golden Claw was hovering near the boundary, bobbing like a craft in a storm. “There’s a differential,” she said. “Different timelines all dragged together. If you gave me time—”
“No,” Ngoc Ha said. She didn’t even have to think; it came welling out of her like blood out of a wound.
Silence. Then The Turtle’s Golden Claw said, sullenly, “I’m not a child, you know. You can’t protect me forever.”
“I wasn’t trying,” Ngoc Ha said, and realized, with a horrible twist in her gut, that this was true. She hadn’t abandoned the ship—had played with her, taught her what she knew—but it had always been with that same pent-up resentment, that same feeling that the choice to have this child had been forced upon her, that Ngoc Minh was reaching from wherever she was and deforming every aspect of Ngoc Ha’s life again. Thirty years. The Bright Princess had been gone thirty years, and in that time she had tasted freedom.
And loss; but the word came in her thoughts so quickly she barely registered it.
The Turtle’s Golden Claw, heedless of her hesitations, was already skirting the boundary, making a small noise like a child humming—except the words were in some strange language, mathematical formulas and folk songs mingled together. “A to the power of four, the fisherman’s lament on the water—divide by three times C minus delta, provided delta is negative—the Citadel was impregnable, the Golden Turtle Spirit said, for as long as his claw remained in the crossbow, and the crossbow remained in the Citadel….”
But the Citadel had fallen, and her sister was forever silent. Except, perhaps, inside, where all the answers awaited.
Ngoc Ha was hardly aware of moving—hardly aware of her slow crawl toward the boundary, until she stood by the side of The Turtle’s Golden Claw—her hand trailing on what should have been air—feeling the hairs on her skin rise as if in a strong electrical current.
“Deep spaces,” The Turtle’s Golden Claw said. Her voice came out weird; by turns tinny and booming, as if she couldn’t quite make up her mind at which distance she stood.
“Here? That’s not possible—”
“Why not?” The Turtle’s Golden Claw asked, and Ngoc Ha had no answer.
Ngoc Ha pushed; felt her hand go in as though through congealed rice porridge. Deep spaces. Shadows and nightmares, and that sick feeling in her belly; that fear that they would take her; swallow her whole and change her utterly.
And yet….
Yet, somewhere within, were people who might know where her sister was.
“Can we go in?” she asked; and felt more than saw the ship smile.
“Of course, Mother.”
 
INSIDE, IT WAS dark and cool—everything limned with that curious light—everything at odd angles, the furniture showing part of asteroids and metal lodes, and the flames of workshops; and legs and blank polished surfaces; and fragments of flowers lacquered on its surface at the same time—different times, different points of view merged together in a way that made Ngoc Ha’s head ache.
She looked at The Turtle’s Golden Claw, but the ship was unchanged, and her hands were the same, veined and pale. Perhaps whatever had a hold there didn’t apply to them, but she felt, in the background, some great pressure; some great presence awakening to their presence—a muzzle raised, questing; eyes like two supernovae turned their way….
“Here,” The Turtle’s Golden Claw said, and waited, patiently, for her to follow. She heard muffled noises: Suu Nuoc’s voice, coming from far away, saying words she couldn’t make out, and noises of metal against metal—and the same persistent hum in the background, and the shadows on the walls, the same as on the ship, stretching and turning and changing into claws….
She took a deep, shaking breath. Why had she charged in?
As they went deeper in, the furniture straightened up. Things became … almost normal, save that everything seemed still charged with that curious, pent up electricity. “Time differentials,” The Turtle’s Golden Claw said. “Like the eye of the storm.” She whispered something, and after a while Ngoc Ha realized it was the same singsong incantations she’d said outside: “Integrate the quotient over the gradient lines—the princess’ blood became pearls at the bottom of the river, and her husband committed suicide at her grave—four times the potential energy at the point of stability, divided by N….”
There was a door, ahead, and the light was almost blinding. Little by little—though it felt she was making no progress—they walked toward it, even as The Turtle’s Golden Claw wove her equations together; her curious singsong of old legends and mathematics.
The lab reminded her of Grand Master Bach Cuc’s: every surface covered with objects and odd constructs—pieces of electronics, half-baked, discarded ceramics; the light playing over all of them, limning them in blue. It was filled with Suu Nuoc’s escort, the Embroidered Guards, standing ill at ease, wedged against bits and pieces of machines.
Ahead, another door: a harmonization arch, the source of all the light, and Suu Nuoc, kneeling by the side of a young, panicked woman who was putting two bits of cabling together. “It’s overloading,” she said.
“Turn it off,” Suu Nuoc said. He glanced up, and nodded at Ngoc Ha as she knelt by his side.
The Turtle’s Golden Claw was still humming—more warily, avoiding the edges of the harmonization arch. “You set up an access to deep spaces here?”
“As I said—” the young woman—Lam—took a brief, angry look at the mindship—“I didn’t expect this to work!”
“Turn it off,” Suu Nuoc said.
“I can’t,” Lam’s voice was hard. “I have someone still inside.”
“Diem Huong?” Ngoc Ha asked, and knew she was right. There was something about the arch; about what lay beyond it—there was something in the lab with them, that same vast presence she’d felt earlier, slowly turning toward them. “The disruption is spreading to the orbital.”
“Yes,” Lam said. “I know. But I’m still not leaving Diem Huong in it.”
The Turtle’s Golden Claw followed the boundary of the harmonization arch, slowly tracing its contours, whispering words Ngoc Ha could barely hear. “It’s not stabilized, that’s the issue.”
“You can talk,” Ngoc Ha said, more sharply than she’d meant to. “Grand Master Bach Cuc didn’t stabilize anything either, and it killed her.”
“We will not talk of Bach Cuc here,” The Turtle’s Golden Claw snapped.
Lam looked vaguely curious, but, through what appeared to be a supreme effort of will, turned her attention back to the door. Through the light Ngoc Ha caught glimpses and pieces—a hand, an arm, a fragment of an altar with incense sticks protruding from it, the face of a yellow-robed monk. Another place, another time. “What was it supposed to be?”
Lam finished clinching together her two cables—with no perceptible difference. She looked up, her face gleaming with blue-tinged sweat. “The Citadel. Diem Huong’s always wanted to go back.” She snapped her fingers and bots rose up from the floor, though they were in bad shape—missing arms and with live wires trailing from them. “A time machine sounded like a good idea, at the time.”
A time machine. Summoning deep spaces on an orbital. “And you thought Grand Master Bach Cuc was imprudent?”
“At least I’m still here,” Lam snapped. “Which isn’t, I understand, what happened with the Grand Master.”
“Please stop arguing about Bach Cuc,” Suu Nuoc said, in a low but commanding voice. “And turn this thing off. I don’t care about Diem Huong. This is going to destroy the orbital.”
“I’m not doing anything until Diem Huong walks out that door,” Lam said.
Ngoc Ha stood, watching the door. Watching the light, and the presence without, and her daughter, the mind-ship, prowling around the machine like a tiger. A time machine. A window on the Citadel. On Ngoc Minh and the empire and the distant past—the past that had twisted her life into its present shape and continued to hang over her like the shadow of a sword.
She reached out before she could stop herself—heard, distantly, Suu Nuoc’s scream, felt Lam’s arm pulling at her—but it was too late, she was already touching the arch—she’d expected some irresistible force to drag her in, some irreversible current that would have taken her to Diem Huong and the Citadel, amidst all the hurt she’d been bottling up.
Instead, there was silence.
Calm spread from the machine, like oil thrown on waves; a deafening lack of noise that seemed to still everything and everyone in its wake. And, like a huge beast lumbering toward its den, the presence that had been dogging Ngoc Ha ever since she’d entered the deep spaces turned its eyes toward her, and saw.
I am here.
It was a voice like the fires of stars torn apart, like the thunder of ships’ engines, like the call of a bell in a temple beyond time.
I am here.
And it was a voice Ngoc Ha had heard, and never forgotten, one that rose in the holes of her heart, each word a twisting hook that dragged raw, red memories from the depths of the past.
Ngoc Minh.
 
The Engineer
DIEM HUONG STOOD, paralyzed. The Embroidered Guards were staring at her; the commander raising a gun toward her. “There’s been a report of an intruder here, harassing Madam Quynh.”
Reports whose memories wouldn’t last more than a few moments; but sometimes, a few moments was all that it took for a message to travel along a chain of command and—like everyone else, the Embroidered Guards could teleport from the palace to any place in a heartbeat.
Diem Huong could teleport, too, but she was frozen, trying not to stare at the muzzles of five weapons aimed at her. They would shoot, and it didn’t take that long for energy arcs to find their mark.
“Look,” she said, “I can explain—” If she had enough time, they would forget her—why she was here, why she mattered. If she had enough time.
They all had their weapons raised—trained on her—and the commander was frowning, trying to see what to make of her. He was going to fire. He was going to—
There was only one thing for it.
Run.
Before she could think, she’d started pelting away from them—back toward the compartment, back toward Mother, who wouldn’t recognize or acknowledge her, or answer any of her questions.
“Stop—”
At any moment, she would feel it; the energy going through her, the spasms as it travelled through her body—would fall to the floor screaming and twitching like a puppet taken apart—but still, she ran, toward the illusory, unattainable safety of a home that had long since ceased to be hers….
Run.
There was a wave of stillness passing over the faces of the soldiers, catching them mid-frown and freezing them in place—an invisible wind that blew through the station, laying icy fingers on her like a caress.
In front of her, the door opened; save that it was wreathed in blue light, like that of the harmonization arch. The wind blew through it, carrying the smell of fried garlic and fish sauce and jasmine rice—so incongruously familiar Diem Huong stopped. Surely that wasn’t possible….
The wind blew through the door, carrying tatters of light toward it, each gust adding depth and body to the light, until the vague outline of a figure became visible—line after line, a shape drawn by a master’s paintbrush—the outline of a face surrounded by a mane of black hair; of silk clothes and jade bracelets as green as forest leaves.
Lam. Had to be. Lam had finally found a way to rescue her.
But it wasn’t Lam. The clothes were yellow brocade—for a moment only, and then they became the saffron of monks’ robes. The hair was longer than Lam’s, the face older and more refined—and the eyes were two pits of unbearable compassion. “Child,” the woman said. “Come.”
“Who are you?” Diem Huong asked.
The woman laughed; a low, pleasant sound with no edge of threat to it. “I am Ngoc Minh. Come now, there isn’t much time.”
Ngoc Minh? The Bright Princess? “I don’t understand—” Diem Huong said, but Ngoc Minh was extending a hand as translucent as porcelain, and, because nothing else made sense, Diem Huong took it.
For a moment—a dizzying, terrifying moment—she hung again in the blackness, in the void between the stars, brushed by a presence as terrible as a mindship in deep spaces, something that wrapped huge wings around her until she choked—and then it passed, and she realized the terrible presence was the Bright Princess herself; that the wings weren’t choking her, but holding her as she flew.
“It’s going to be fine,” the Bright Princess whispered, in her mind.
“Mother—”
There were no words in the darkness, in the void; just the distant, dispassionate light of stars and the sound of beings calling to each other like spaceships in the deep. There were no words, and no illusions left. Only kindness. And the memory of tears glistening in Mother’s eyes.
“Your mother loved you,” the Bright Princess said.
It still stands. But for how long?
It’s going to fall, one way or another.
Sometimes, all you have are bad choices.
Make a stand, or be conquered. Kill, or be killed. Submit, or have to subjugate others.
Mother had sent them away—packing her daughter and her husband, hiding what it had cost her. She had known. She had known the Citadel had no other choice but to vanish; that Ngoc Minh would never fight against her own people. That she would gather, instead, all her powers—all her monks and hermits and their students, for one purpose only: to disappear where no one would ever find them.
“You told her,” Diem Huong said. “What was going to happen. What you were going to do.”
“Of course,” the Bright Princess said. “It’s a Citadel, not a dictatorship; not an Imperial Court. My word is law, but I wouldn’t have decided something like this without asking everyone to make a choice. The cost was too high.”
Too high. Mother had made her bad choice; to have her family survive; to have her daughter grow into adulthood. “Where is she?”
“Nowhere. Everywhere,” the Bright Princess whispered. “Beyond your reach, forever, child. She made her choice. Let her be.”
I didn’t feel you’d understand, younger aunt. You’re too young to have children or believe in the necessity of holding up the world.
“I do understand,” Diem Huong said, to the darkness, but it was too late. It had always been thirty years too late, and Mother was gone and would not come back no matter how hard she prayed or worked. “I do understand, Mother,” she whispered; and she realized, with a shock, that she was crying.
 
The Empress
MI HIEP SUMMONED Huu Tam to her quarters; in the gardens outside her rooms, where bots were maintaining the grottos and waterfalls, the pavilions by the side of ponds covered with water lilies and lotuses, the arched bridges covered by willow branches, like a prelude to separation.
“Walk with me, will you?”
Huu Tam was silent, staring at the skies; at the ballet of shuttles in the skies. His attendants walked three steps behind them, affording them both the illusion of privacy.
“We are at war,” Mi Hiep said. In the communal network, every place in the gardens was named; everything associated with an exquisite poem. It had been, she remembered, a competition to choose the poems. Ngoc Minh had won in several places, but Mi Hiep couldn’t even remember where her daughter’s poems would be. She could look it up, of course, but it wouldn’t be the same. “You’re going to have to take more responsibilities.”
Huu Tam snorted. “I’m not a warrior.”
Two ghost emperors flickered into life: the first, the Righteously Martial Emperor, who had founded the dynasty in floods of blood, and the twenty-third, the Great Virtue Emperor, who had hidden in his palace while civil war tore apart the empire. “No one is,” the twenty-third emperor said.
“I know.” Huu Tam’s voice was curt.
“You will need Van,” Mi Hiep said. Then, carefully, “And Suu Nuoc.”
He sucked in a breath and looked away. He wouldn’t contradict her—what child gainsaid their parents?—but he didn’t agree. “You don’t like him. You don’t have to.” She raised a hand, to forestall any objections. How was she going to make him understand? She had tried, for decades, and perhaps failed. “You like flattery, child. Always have. It’s more pleasant to hear pleasant things about yourself; more pleasant never to be challenged. And more pleasant to surround yourself with friends.”
“Who wouldn’t?” Huu Tam was defiant.
“A court is not a nest of sycophants,” the first emperor said, sternly.
“Flattery will destroy you,” the twenty-third emperor—sallow-faced and fearful—whispered. “Look at my life as an example.”
Huu Tam said nothing for a while. He would obey her, she knew; he was too well bred and too polite. He wasn’t Ngoc Minh, who would have disagreed and stormed off. He would talk to Suu Nuoc, but he wouldn’t trust him. She couldn’t force him to.
There was a wind in the gardens; a ripple on the surface of the pond bending the lotus flowers, as if a giant hand from the heavens had rifled through them, discarding stems and petals—and the world seemed to pause and hold its breath for a bare moment.
Mi Hiep turned and saw her.
The Bright Princess stood in the octagonal pavilion in the middle of the pond—not so much coalescing into existence, but simply here one moment, as if the Universe had reorganized itself to include her—almost too far away for Mi Hiep to make out the face, though she would have recognized her in a heartbeat—and then, as Mi Hiep held a deep, burning breath, the Bright Princess flickered out of existence, and reappeared, an arm’s length away from Huu Tam and her.
Huu Tam’s face was pale. “Elder sister,” he whispered.
The Bright Princess hadn’t changed—still the same face that Mi Hiep remembered; the full cheeks, the burning eyes looking straight at her, refusing to bend to the empress her mother. Her hair was the same, too; not tied in a topknot, but loose, falling all the way to the ground until it seemed to root her to the soil.
“Child,” she whispered. “Where are you?” She could see the pavilion through Ngoc Minh’s body, and the pink lotus flowers and the darkening heavens over their heads.
Nowhere, whispered the wind. Everywhere.
“There are no miracles,” Huu Tam whispered.
Yes. No. Perhaps, said the wind. It doesn’t matter.
Mi Hiep reached out and so did Ngoc Minh—one ghostly hand reaching for a wrinkled one—her touch was the cold between stars; a slight pressure that didn’t feel quite real—the memory of a dream on waking up.
Ngoc Minh smiled, and it seemed to fill up the entire world—and suddenly Mi Hiep was young again, watching an infant play in the courtyard, lining up pebbles and fragments of broken vases, and the infant looked up and saw her, and smiled, and the entire Universe seemed to shift and twist and hurt like salted knives in wounds—and then she was older, and the infant older too, and she tossed and turned in her bed, afraid for her life—and she woke up and asked the army to invade the Citadel….
“Child….” I’m sorry, she wanted to say. The emperors had been right—Huu Tam had been right: it had never been about weapons or war; or about technologies she could steal from the Citadel. But simply about this—a mother and her daughter, and all the unsaid words, the unsaid fears—the unsolved quarrel that was all Mi Hiep’s fault.
Ngoc Minh said nothing, and merely smiled back.
I forgive you, the wind whispered. Please forgive me, Mother.
“What for?”
Greed. Anger. Disobedience. Good-bye, Mother.
“Child….” Mi Hiep reached out again, but Ngoc Minh was gone, and only the memory of that smile remained. And then even that was gone, and Mi Hiep was alone again, gasping for breaths that burnt her lungs, as the Universe became a blur around her.
Huu Tam looked at her, shaking. “Mother—”
Mi Hiep shook her head. “Not now, please.”
“Empress!” It was Lady Linh and Van, both looking grim. Mi Hiep took a deep breath, waiting for things to right themselves again. Mercifully, none of the ghost emperors had said any words. “What is it?” she asked.
Van made a gesture, and the air between them filled with the image of a ship—battered and pocked through like the surface of an airless moon, with warmth—oxygen?—pouring out of a hole in the hull.
One of the Nam mindships.
“We have one,” Van said. “But the rest jumped. Given their previous pattern, they’ll be at the Imperial shipyards in two days.”
Huu Tam threw a concerned look at Mi Hiep—who didn’t answer. She didn’t feel anything she said would make sense, in the wake of Ngoc Minh’s disappearance. “How soon can you work on the ship?”
“We’re getting it towed to the nearest safe space,” Lady Linh said. “And sending a team of scientists on board, to start work immediately. They’ll find out how it was done.”
Of course they would. “And the shipyards?” Mi Hiep asked, slowly, carefully—every word feeling as though it broke a moment of magical silence.
“Pulling away, as you ordered.” Van gestured again, and pulled an image into the network. The yards, with the shells of mindships clustered among them, and bots pulling them apart in slow motion, dismantling them little by little. As Van gestured, they moved in accelerated time—and everything seemed to disintegrate into nothingness. Other, whole ships moved to take the place of those she’d ordered destroyed: warships, bristling with weapons, and civilian ships, looking small and pathetic next to them, a bulwark against the inevitable. “They’ve already evacuated the Mind-bearers. The other ships are waiting for them.”
There would be a battle—many battles, to slow down the Nam fleet in any way they could—waiting until they could gather their defenses; until they could study the hijacked ship and determine how it had been done, and how it could be reversed. And even if it couldn’t … they still had their own mindships, and the might of their army. “We’ll be fine, Mother,” Huu Tam said, softly. “One doesn’t need miracles to fight a war.”
No. One needed miracles to avoid one. But Ngoc Minh was gone, her technologies and her Citadel with her, and all that remained of the empress’s daughter was the memory of a hand in hers, like the caress of the wind.
Where are you?
Nowhere. Everywhere.
Mi Hiep stood, her face unmoving, and listened to her advisors, steeling herself for what lay ahead—a long slow slog of unending battles and feints, of retreats and invasions and pincer moves, and the calculus of deaths and acceptable losses. She rubbed her hand, slowly, carefully.
Forgive me, Mother. Good-bye.
Good-bye, child.
And on her hand, the touch of the wind faded away, until it was nothing more than a gentle balm on her heart; a memory to cling to in the days ahead—as they all made their way forward in the days of the war, in an age without miracles.
 
The Younger Sister
NGOC HA STOOD, caught in the light—her hand thrust through the door, becoming part of the whirlwind of images beyond. She didn’t feel any different; more as if her hand had ceased to exist altogether—no sensation coming back from it, nothing.
And then she did feel something—faint at first, but growing stronger with every passing moment—until she recognized the touch of a hand on hers, fingers interlacing with her own.
I am here.
She didn’t think, merely pulled, and her hand came back from beyond the harmonization arch and, with it, another hand and an arm and a body.
Two figures coalesced from within the maelstrom. The first, bedraggled and mousy, her topknot askew, her face streaked with tears, could only be the missing engineer.
“Huong,” Lam said, sharply; and dropped what she was holding, to run toward her. “You idiot.” She was crying, too, and Diem Huong let her drag her away. “You freaking idiot.”
But the other one … the one whose hand Ngoc Ha was still holding, even now….
She had changed, and not changed. She was all of Ngoc Ha’s memories—the hands closing hers around the baby chick, the tall, comforting presence who had held her after too many nights frustrated over her dissertations, the sister who had stood on the viewscreen with her last message, assuring her all was well—and yet she was more, too. Her head was well under the harmonization arch, except that there was about her a presence, a sense of vastness that was far greater than her actual size. She was faintly translucent and so were her clothes, shifting from one shape to the next, from yellow brocade to nuns’ saffron, the jewelry on her hands and wrists flickering in and out of existence.
“Elder sister.” Nothing but formality would come past her frozen lips.
“L’il sis.” Ngoc Minh smiled and looked at her. “There isn’t much time.”
“I don’t understand,” Ngoc Ha said. “Why are you here?”
“Because you called,” Ngoc Minh said. With her free hand, the Bright Princess gestured to The Turtle’s Golden Claw: the ship had moved to stand by her side, though she said nothing. “Because blood calls to blood, even in the depths of time.”
“I—” Ngoc Ha took a deep, trembling breath. “I wanted to find you. Or not to. I wasn’t sure.”
Ngoc Minh laughed. “You were always so indecisive.” Her eyes—her eyes were twin stars, their radiance burning. “As I said—I am here.”
“Here?” Ngoc Ha asked. “Where?” The light streamed around her, blurring everything—beyond the arch, the world was still shattered splinters, meaningless fragments.
The Turtle’s Golden Claw said, slowly, softly. “This is nowhere, nowhen. Just a pocket of deep spaces. A piece of the past.”
Of course. They weren’t like Grand Master Bach Cuc, destroyed in the conflagration within her laboratory. But were they any better off?
“Nowhere,” Ngoc Minh said, with a nod. She looked, for a moment, past Ngoc Ha at the two engineers huddled together in a corner of the laboratory, holding hands like two long-lost friends. “That’s where I am, l’il sis. Everywhere. Nowhere. Beyond time, beyond space.”
No. “You’re dead,” Ngoc Ha said, sharply, and the words burnt her throat like tears.
“Perhaps,” Ngoc Minh said. “I and the Citadel and the people aboard—” She closed her eyes, and, for a moment, she wasn’t huge, or beyond time but merely young, and tired, and faced with choices that had destroyed her. “Mother’s army and I could have fought each other, spilling blood for every measure of the Citadel. I couldn’t do that. Brother shall not fight brother, son shall not slay father, daughter shall not abandon mother….” The familiar litany of righteousness taught by their tutors in days long gone by. “There was a way out.”
Death.
“Nowhere. Everywhere,” Ngoc Minh said. “If you go far enough into deep spaces, time ceases to have meaning. That’s where I took the Citadel.”
Time ceases to have meaning. Humanity, too, ceased to have any meaning—Ngoc Ha had read Grand Master Bach Cuc’s notes—she’d sent The Turtle’s Golden Claw there on her own because humans who went this far dissolved, turning into the dust of stars, the ashes of planets. “You’re not human,” Ngoc Ha said. Not anymore.
“I’m not human either,” The Turtle’s Golden Claw said, gently.
Ngoc Minh merely smiled. “You place too much value on that word.”
Because you’re my sister. Because—because she was tired, too, of dragging the past behind her; of thirty years of not knowing whether she should mourn or move on; of Mother not giving her any attention beyond her use in finding her sister. Because—
“Did you never think of us?” The words were torn out of Ngoc Ha’s mouth before she could think. Did she never see the sleepless nights, the days where she’d carefully molded her face and her thoughts to never see Ngoc Minh—the long years of shaping a life around the wound of her absence?
Ngoc Minh did not answer. Not human. Not anymore. A star storm, somewhere in the vastness of space. Storms did not think whether they harmed you, or care whether you grieved.
There isn’t much time, she’d said. Of course. Of course no one could live for long, in deep spaces.
“Goodbye, l’il sis. Be at peace.” And the Bright Princess withdrew her hand from Ngoc Ha’s, turning back toward the light of the harmonization arch, going back to wherever she was, whatever she had turned into. The face she showed now, the one that didn’t seem to have changed, was nothing more than a mask, a gift to Ngoc Ha to comfort her. The real Ngoc Minh—and everyone else in the Citadel—didn’t wear faces or bodies anymore.
But still, she’d come; for one last glimpse, one last gift. A moment, frozen in time, before the machine was turned off or killed them all.
Be at peace.
If such a thing could ever happen—if memories could be erased, wounds magically healed, lives righted back into the proper shape without the shadow of jealousy and love and loss.
“Wait,” Ngoc Ha said, and Bright Princess Ngoc Minh paused and looked back at her, reaching out with a translucent hand, her eyes serene and distant, her smile the same enigmatic one as the bodhisattva statues in the temples.
The hand was wreathed in light; the blue nimbus of the harmonization door; the shadow of deep spaces where she lived, where no one could survive.
Nowhere. Everywhere.
“Wait.”
“Mother—” The Turtle’s Golden Claw said. “You can’t—”
Ngoc Ha smiled. “Of course I can,” she said and reached out, and clasped her sister’s hand to hers.
 
The Officer
FROM WHERE HE stood rooted to the ground, Suu Nuoc saw it all happen, as if in some nightmare he couldn’t wake up from: Ngoc Ha talking with the figure in the doorway, The Turtle’s Golden Claw screaming, and Lam cursing, the bots surging from the floor at her command, making for the arch.
Too late.
Ngoc Ha reached out, and took the outstretched hand. Her topknot had come undone, and her hair was streaming in the wind from the door—for a moment they stood side by side, the two sisters, almost like mirror images of each other, as if they were the same person with two very different paths in life.
“Princess!” Suu Nuoc called—knowing, with a horrible twist in his belly, what was going to happen before it did.
Ngoc Ha turned to look at him, for a fraction of a second. She smiled; and her smile was cold, distant already—a moment only, and then she turned back to look at her sister the Bright Princess, and her other hand wrapped itself around her sister’s free hand, locking them in an embrace that couldn’t be broken.
And then they were gone, scattering into a thousand shards of light.
“No,” The Turtle’s Golden Claw said. “No. Mother….”
No panic. This was not the time for it. With an effort, Suu Nuoc wrenched his thoughts back from the brink of incoherence. Someone needed to be pragmatic about matters, and clearly neither of the two scientists, nor the mindship, was going to provide level-headedness.
“She’s gone,” he said to The Turtle’s Golden Claw. “This isn’t what we need to worry about. How do we shut off this machine before it kills us all?”
“She’s my mother!” The Turtle’s Golden Claw said.
“I know,” Suu Nuoc said, curtly. Pragmatism, again. Someone needed to have it. “You can look for her later.”
“There is no later!”
“There always is. Leave it, will you? We have more pressing problems.”
“Yes, we do.” Lam had come back, and with her was the engineer—Diem Huong, who still looked as though she’d been through eight levels of Hell and beyond, but whose face no longer had the shocked look of someone who had seen things she shouldn’t. “You’re right. We need to shut this thing down. Come on, Huong. Give me a hand.” They crouched together by the machine, handing each other bits and pieces of ceramic and cabling. After a while, The Turtle’s Golden Claw drifted, reluctantly, to join them, interjecting advice, while the bots moved slowly, drunkenly, piecing things back together as best as they could.
Suu Nuoc, whose talents most emphatically did not lie in science or experimental time machines, drifted back to the harmonization arch, watching the world beyond—the collage of pristine corridors and delicately painted temples; the fragments of citizens teleporting from one ship to the next.
The Citadel. What the empress had desperately sought. What she’d thought she desperately needed—and Suu Nuoc had never argued with her, only taken her orders to heart and done his best to see them to fruition.
But now…. Now he wasn’t so sure, anymore, that they’d ever needed any of this.
“It’s gone,” Diem Huong said, gently. She was standing by her side, watching the door, her voice quiet, thoughtful; though he was not fooled at the strength of the emotions she was repressing. “The Bright Princess took it too far into deep spaces, and it vanished. That’s what really happened to it. That’s why Grand Master Bach Cuc would never have found it. It only exists in the past, now.”
“I know,” Suu Nuoc said. Perhaps, if another of the empress’s children was willing to touch the arch—but his gut told him it wouldn’t work again. Ngoc Ha had been close to Bright Princess Ngoc Minh; too close, in fact—the seeds of her ultimate fate already sown long before they had come here, to the Scattered Pearls belt. There was no one else whose touch would call forth the Bright Princess again; even if the empress was willing to sanction the building of another time machine, after it had killed a Master of Grand Design Harmony and almost destroyed an orbital.
“There!” Lam said, triumphantly. She rose, holding two bits of cable at the same time as The Turtle’s Golden Claw reached for something on the edge of the harmonization arch.
The light went out as if she’d thrown a switch. When it came on again, the air had changed—no longer charged or lit with blue, it was simply the slightly stale, odorless atmosphere of any orbital. And the room, too, shrank back to normal, the furniture simply tables and chairs and screens, rather than the collage monstrosities Suu Nuoc and his squad had seen on the way in.
Suu Nuoc took a deep, trembling breath, trying to convince himself it was over.
The Turtle’s Golden Claw drifted back to the machine—now nothing more than a rectangle with a deactivated harmonization arch, looking small and pathetic, and altogether too diminished to have caused so much trouble. “I’ll find her,” she said. “Somewhere in deep spaces….”
Suu Nuoc said nothing. He’d have to gather them all; to bring them back to the First Planet, so they could be debriefed—so he could explain to the empress why she had lost a second daughter. And—if she still would have him, when it was all accounted for—he would have to help her fight a war.
But, for now, he watched the harmonization arch and remembered what he had seen through it. The past. The Citadel, like some fabled underground treasure. Ghostly apparitions, like myths and fairytales—nothing to build a life or a war strategy on.
The present was all that mattered. The past’s grievous wounds had to close or be ignored, and the future’s war and the baying of wolves could only be distant worries. He would stand where he had always stood; by his empress’s side, to guide the empire forward for as long as she would have him.
The Citadel was gone, and so were its miracles—but wasn’t it for the best, after all?
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