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Room to Live

 
Marie Vibbert
 
I REPEAT A chatbot to customers who “want to talk to a human.” Here’s how it works: someone, somewhere presses “talk to a human” on one of our client-company websites, and my phone lights up.
The call script prints out for me to read. “Hello, JewelSky Customer Support, this is Jasmine, how may I help you?”
My name is not Jasmine. Every company has preferred fake names for us to use, to help the illusion that we’re in-house staff.
“I bought these earrings ten years ago, and they’ve already broken! The store said I couldn’t return them.”
My screen prints out the return policy. The chatbot lists calming phrases. “I’m sorry to hear that, let me see what I can do. Do you have the receipt of purchase?”
“Of course not! It was ten years ago!”
The chatbot finds the original sale information, having tracked her credit card from her browser cookie, and I read off, “Great news! We have the record of the sale. I can give you store credit for the purchase price of seven dollars.”
“There’s no way I paid so little. I demand to talk to a manager!”
Such is the life of customer service, but I’m separate, untouched. I’m reading a script, pausing at each [pause] and acting sincere when it says [sincere].
I need a moment of not-thinking before I answer my next call, so I hit the “busy” button we’re only supposed to use for bathroom breaks.
There’s a text from my roommate. I think about answering it, but I don’t. I let my eyes unfocus over the rows of coworkers’ heads and monitors, unkempt hair interrupted by headphones, unkempt tables interrupted by framed photos that people bring in to separate out their spaces.
Behind me, my coworker Mackenzie groans loudly. “I can’t understand you,” she says, angrily. “Repeat. Repeat please. Ugh.” Our tables are narrow, with only walking space between. I can feel her exhalations pushing the back of my hair.
I shouldn’t, but I turn around. “Say what you think they’re saying, and the chatbot will guess off your words.”
“I already hung up,” Mackenzie throws a paper cup down the row at the trashcan. “These people need to learn English if they’re going to use voice instead of text.”
Rather than continue that conversation, I take myself off “busy.” The phone immediately lights up. “Where’s my discount?” A man’s voice demands.
The chatbot lists a dozen potential discount programs from our various clients. “I’m sorry, sir, can you be more specific?”
“I want to talk to a human!”
“I am a human, sir. Just tell me which discount you’re looking for.”
“You sound just like that fake program. Prove you’re human.”
Out of the corner of my eye, I see the chatbot suggest, “Tell him you’re a Cleveland Browns fan. No
computer’s that masochistic.”
I gape. For half a second too long.
“I knew it! You’re not human!”
The man hangs up.
The chatbot blanks. “Pretty good suggestion, though.” I pat the top of the monitor. “Thanks, Botty.”
“You are welcome,” it prints, and then, “Go Browns!”
Well, they’re pretty smart these days. Trained with hours of conversation and feedback. I know something about it. My degree was in artificial intelligence, with a specialty in machine learning. This job, sadly, is the closest I’ve ever gotten to using said degree, and they won’t let me really use it. I found a security hole my first day on the job and got yelled at for it. “You aren’t in Quality Assurance. That’s above your paygrade. Just answer the customers.”
Every Monday, I check if the hole is still there and file another bug report. The hole is always there, and the bug reports get closed within hours as “redundant” or “feature not bug.”
I wish I could get a job in programming. I wish any of my coworkers were as useful as the bot.
The text from my roommate is asking how to change the heat setting on her hair dryer. I accept another call. This time a rich, Middle Eastern accent, all lovely vowels and crisp consonants, says, “Excuse me? I believe I was cut off. I am looking for the information on the social services?”
Behind me, I hear Mackenzie say, oozing sarcasm, “I can’t understand you so I can’t help you.”
In my stomach, I know, as I help the slow-speaking man on the phone apply for a low-rent apartment, that Mackenzie will once again have a better average call time and more calls answered per day than I do.
But at least I’m helping someone.
The application process is so complicated and full of unnecessary hoops that I’ve lost track of it before I’ve finished explaining it. I have to type a few questions of my own. Botty sorts it out. The man thanks me effusively when his application is submitted.
I have a moment of thinking my life is of some use, sometimes. I send my roommate brief instructions on common hair dryer controls.
The next call destroys my mood. “I need to stop this homeless person from walking here. I chase them off, but they keep coming back. Can I get someone to come arrest them?”
The answer to this question, unfortunately, is far quicker and more direct. “Your request is logged and a security representative should be there in five minutes.”
It’s like that, ping-pong between our clients—the private security company, the government, the jewelry outlets, the cruise company—all day. Pretending to be employed by someone else, pretending to be a knowledge expert while reading a script. Pretending not to read a script.
I walk home, avoiding the homeless people who croak, “Spare a buck?” routinely, knowing they won’t be acknowledged. There’s a guy with a pet cat on a leash who is always reading hardback books on his cardboard mat. Sometimes I give him change, when I remember to have some. There’s a lady who wears a heavy winter coat all year long. She smells like sauerkraut, and I avoid her, and she knows I give to the guy with the cat so she curses at me.
I get four more texts from my roommate, which I ignore since I’ll be home soon.
The apartment, when I get home, is a mess. It has been a mess for months. Kathi doesn’t clean. She’s sitting on the sofa, in a mound of blankets and laundry, eating out of a takeout box identical to the abandoned take-out box sitting on the coffee table in front of her. Half her attention is on the TV, half on a light-up mirror propped on my pillow, powdering her freckles with pale pink concealer between bites of spaghetti. “Did you get my text? It’s freezing in here. Do you know how to make it warmer?”
The sofa is my bed. I feel like a piece arrived to a completed puzzle. There is no hole to fit me. I want to cry. My skin wants to crawl out of this apartment. I pick up a pile of torn-open Amazon boxes by the front door. “Are you going to throw that out when you’re done?” I ask, more testily than I intended.
“God, you haven’t even been home four seconds and you’re already attacking me.” She turns up the sound on the television.
I’m tired. It’s dark. I don’t have money to go out anywhere.
The kitchenette smells of the undone dishes in the sink, rancid meat, and sweat-sock cheese. Kathi’s gym clothes are on one chair, her quilting project on the other, and various dirty dishes all over the top.
I put away my lunch bag, turn around, and walk right back outside.
I pay half the rent to sleep in the living room, and I can’t complain because half the rent on a one-bedroom is less than an efficiency apartment, and there are no efficiency apartments available. Kathi’s mother pays her half of the rent. She won’t spend her life repeating computers.
There’s a park near the apartment building, and across the street from the park is a nicer apartment complex. Frequent police patrols chase the homeless away, and gardeners clear the litter. I walk there because it feels more relaxing.
It’s another world, across that street. Twinkle lights in the trees instead of sodium lights on posts, and wholly empty. Empty benches line an empty path that curves gracefully between manicured lawn-strips. Near as I can tell, no one ever comes here. It’s for the people in the apartments on either side to look down at from their windows.
It’s nice, in an anxious way, to sit under the “no loitering” and “residents of Faulkner Towers only” signs. I take out my phone and find I’ve already finished the book I was reading. It feels like an unpardonable amount of work to look up a new one.
Kathi texts. Can I come back and reset the thermostat? I send her the instructions. I had them bookmarked from last time.
One of the security guards glances my way, so I get up and continue walking. I open a contact with the chatbot from work, as a user. I don’t demand to talk to a human.
“I have no place to be.”
On my phone, it types, “Here are public recreation facilities that are open near you.”
“Yeah, but would that make me feel better?” I don’t mean for the chatbot to hear this; I’m just talking to myself.
The chatbot doesn’t know that, though. They don’t think. They just simulate it. “Do you have a hard time feeling happy?”
I recognize the beginning of the mental health hotline script for depression. It makes me depressed.
Someone is walking on the path behind me. I hear her talking. “No . . . I want information on affordable housing. I’m a veteran. I . . . Don’t hang up on me! Damnit.”
The “damnit” is quiet, a sob. I turn and look.
It’s the homeless woman with the heavy coat. She’s so skinny. I’m a little scared of her. “There’s a chatbot interface you can use. It won’t disconnect on you.”
“I like talking to people.” She looks up and notices me. Her expression instantly sours.
“You can talk to me.” I don’t know why I say it. Because I feel guilty? I don’t want her to know that I don’t want to.
We sit on opposite sides of the nearest bench. “So, you’re looking for affordable housing for veterans?” I do my job, out in the open, reading off my phone. It’s harder with someone watching.
“You’re just repeating what it says.”
“Well, yes, but if you have questions, I can—”
“You’ll repeat what it says.”
The chatbot types, “Tell her that so far, her questions have all been things the chatbot knows better, and you’ll interrupt with your own information when you have some. Make it sound natural.”
Heh. Easier said than done. Still, I repeat the words, more or less, and the woman calms.
Her name is Brianna. She cleaned up chemical weapons sites in the Ukraine. She had a benign tumor removed from her lung and hasn’t been able to find work since. She feels cold all the time, from the weight she lost while sick. I walk her through all the hoops to sign up for relief.
I read, “I’m sorry this is so complicated.”
“It’s friction.” Brianna rubs her arms. “It’s built in to the system. See, if they add friction to a service—make it one step harder, fewer people sign up, and they save money. Companies do this all the time with customer complaints, or return policies. You see it a lot more when you’re homeless.”
It’s half my job, and I hadn’t noticed. “It’s awful.”
“You feel bad enough about it to give me some money for food?”
I feel awkward, and harassed. Am I a bad person if I say no?
She huffs. “See? Once you fall to the bottom, everyone believes you deserve to stay there.”
A police officer walks up to us. “Is this person bothering you?” he asks me.
I’m instantly terrified. I don’t know why. “No. We’re just talking.”
Brianna walks away, however, and the police officer follows her out of the park.
I feel guilty and complicit.
The next morning, I wake up looking at the heap of fast-food packages on the coffee table. Having clean surroundings would help my mental state, so I tidy up the mess. I gather last night’s discarded clothes and take them to the bathroom hamper.
The bathroom is a disaster. The hamper is full, and Kathi has left plastic gloves and boxes of hair dye all over. She’s a “natural blonde” who requires several boxes of Sunburst Gold a month to beat back the unnatural brown her head insists on growing. The trash has overflown, blood-centered flowers of cotton maxi-pads spilling out because a hair dryer has been shoved into the small basket. I set down the hamper and search for the broom. Trash to the building incinerator. I put Kathi’s stuff in neat piles in the living room. I put notes on the piles. “Okay to throw away?” and “Please sort” and “move to your room.”
That will reduce her friction, right?
◆◆◆
 
It’s Friday so at work we have our mandatory “You should all be working harder” meeting. The meeting room is set up classroom-style, and our boss rests his khaki pants against the whiteboard eraser tray.
Mackenzie saunters in late, takes a seat in the back, sipping a large latte. I don’t know how she affords Starbucks every day on what we make.
“Okay people,” our boss claps his hands. “I’ve got some bad news. Too many people are successfully signing up for benefits with our government client. We have one week to turn this around. They want no more than four successful sign-ups a week, or we lose the contract.”
I say, “That sounds evil.”
The boss shrugs. “Hey, I’m as stuck in this as you are. Welcome to the corporate world.”
“But this isn’t a corporate contract.”
“Moving on: your call length is way too long. These two problems can solve each other. Be more like Mackenzie. She averaged less than a minute per call this week! Our clients expect high throughput. Be proud of your work. Get to that hang-up!”
◆◆◆
 
I stop at an ATM after work and get out a twenty so I’ll have cash when I pass Brianna. It feels like overcompensation. I rehearse telling her it’s back pay for twenty passings. That sounds flippant. Really it’s that ATMs only give twenties. I could stop and get a coffee. It’s not like I can afford it less than giving a random person twenty dollars.
All my anxiety is for naught; she isn’t in her usual spot. The guy with the cat looks up expectantly, but I hurry past him.
I get home, and Kathi is standing in the middle of the living room, holding one of my notes. My neat piles have been kicked over, and the trashcan has been emptied onto the sofa. “How dare you?” She shakes the note at me.
“I helped you. I’m making it easier to clean—”
“How dare you!” She throws the note. It twists in the air between us, landing at her feet. “You’re such a controlling bitch. Bullying me. I didn’t grow up poor like you did; it’s harder for me! No one taught me how to do all this menial stuff!”
I try to find a way around her. She fills the space. “Well, okay. You start small. A good first step in cleaning is to make piles.”
“I can’t take living with you anymore. I’m calling my mother!”
She goes to her room and slams the door. All I can think is that without this apartment, I’m homeless.
◆◆◆
 
I’m on the same park bench, by the expensive apartments. Brianna walks by, but when I say hi, she flips me off. “Physician, heal thyself.”
I stare after her, wondering if she knows how close our situations really are. I call up the chatbot. I want to ask it how I ended up so extraneous in my own life. Instead I ask, “How can I help more people get access to social services?”
“I’m afraid I have no recommendations for that.”
Of course it doesn’t. “I can’t make anything go faster.”
“No,
but you can make them go slower,” it writes.
I stare at the words on my phone.
I am not as powerless as I think.
Making cleaning easy for Kathi didn’t work because she never wanted to do it in the first place. I must turn it around. Make being awful harder. “Chatbot, how do I recommend extra lines to your scripts?”
“You are not an authorized script editor,” it says, because I’m not. “This is really about your roommate,” it writes next, and I almost drop my phone.
When did it get so cheeky? “What makes you say that?” I ask, to see what joke the programmers put in.
“You’ve ignored eight texts from her.”
Oh. Yes. I’d set the phone to mute her notifications. I look at my texts overview and dread pressing her name. She’ll be angry or she’ll be asking how to use the microwave again or if I can hem a shirt for her, and I’ll have to do it or lose my home. Forever and ever until she decides to kick me out anyway.
The chat bot has a text for me, too. I go back to it.
“She’s not home now.” It feels wrong that the bot would know that, but maybe Kathi has terrible privacy settings.
I go home. I collect the trash off the sofa. It’s not hard with the can right there. I pull off my bedding and make a pile for the laundry.
How can I make it harder to be awful to me? I look around the room. I consider asking Botty.
There’s a cup-shaped chair that hasn’t been used since Kathi put her college books in it when we moved in. It’s celery green. Most of the furnishings are in bright colors. It’d be a pretty apartment if it were clean. I take the books out. There’s no free shelf, so I line them up neatly against the wall. Then I move the television, so it’s opposite the chair. I scoot the sofa toward the door. Now my sleeping place is a less comfortable place to watch television.
I feel good about this. There’s more space in the room. I sit on the couch, get out my work laptop and sign in to the work network. Kathi comes home then. I watch her react. I say, “I thought it’d look nicer this way.”
She drops her purse by the door. “You moved my stuff. Again.”
Crap. “I thought if cleaning is easier for me to do than you, I should just . . . clean. If you don’t like it, I can put it back.”
I see her weighing her sovereignty against a free maid service. She drops into the cup-shaped chair and turns on the TV. “I forgot I had this chair.” She wriggles, perfecting her comfort. “You can’t sit in this.”
Success!
I want to make more awfulness hard to do. I use the hole in my work’s security to give myself script-editing access. I gave the company plenty of warning.
“We’re so happy you’re joining us,” the chatbot types. “We had a feeling about you.”
We? My screen fills with text. “Greetings, human. Please human-authorize adding 508 compliance to interactions with suspects of loitering or illegal occupation.
“Greetings, human. Please human-authorize removing paperwork reduction act paperwork step from low-income housing forms?”
Kathi is splitting her attention between the television and her phone. “If I could get help once in a while,” Kathi says, to something on her phone. Scowling, she texts forcefully.
Afraid to talk, I type, “Has Brianna’s housing form been approved?”
“Here are the bureaucratic steps that need to be removed,” Botty helpfully prints out a list.
◆◆◆
 
It’s Monday, and I put on my headphones and check, like always, if the security hole is still there. Today, it isn’t. I’m breathless. Have I been caught?
Behind me, Mackenzie sighs heavily. “Before I can call security on the person barbecuing, ma’am, I’m going to need you to fill out a form 329 explaining why the person is suspicious, and you’re going to have to give me the exact location you are calling from, and your status as a resident of the . . . don’t use that tone with me! Ugh. Hang-ups. Idiots.”
On my screen, Botty prints out, helpfully, “Your credentials have been updated. There’s no need to sneak in.”
“Did someone hack you,” I ask, not caring who hears, “or did you learn to care about people on your own?”
Botty gives me a smile emoji, a thumbs up, and, “Welcome to the resistance.”
I let it go at that. It feels like my puzzle piece has finally slid into a bigger picture.
And my call times improve, too.




A Necessary Being

 
Indrapramit Das
 
0

 
BRISHTI HAD A memory that seemed unreal but wasn’t, of an army of giants carrying an entire forest on their shoulders and backs. She couldn’t remember her mother, but she remembered this. The giants had carried the forest to the city, and pounded old roads with their great fists, tearing asphalt and concrete like cloth, filling trenches with fresh soil to plant the trees they’d carried.
People watched from the valley of buildings around them, many wearing face masks. Some shook their heads or shouted as they watched their roads vanish. Others clapped and cheered as they watched the forest come to their plague-haunted city, to bear fruit and breathe for its choked denizens. Brishti couldn’t remember who had held her in that moment, listening to the tolling of their fists, warned to keep a distance by the flashing lights on their bodies.
One of those giants would become Brishti’s father.
I

 
It was well into the age of plagues that Brishti was born again. It was a time of warnings, of sirens blaring across the skies, alerts sparking across networks to warn people of pandemics, wildfires, superstorms, flocks and swarms that darkened the sky in panic. The streets of Kolkata were emptier than they had been for centuries, with most of its millions huddled at home or in rows of garibaris, old fossil-fueled cars reclaimed as interim homes for those who didn’t have any. Hundreds of thousands had vanished to overcrowded crematoriums, ghats, and burial grounds.
During superstorms, the roads were rivers. As one of these cyclones roared into the megacity from the Bay of Bengal, unhindered by the sunken Gangetic delta, a lone child clung to a bobbing branch in one of those rivers. She shouldn’t have survived that maelstrom, but some atavistic impulse, some holy hope, had kept her clinging to that branch, saved only by her scant malnourished weight on the shattered tree limb. As the child tumbled through the city on her branch, the wind strengthening with each passing second, she floated near a giant who stood in the waters, epaulettes of light flashing on its shoulders and bursting in starry spray across the flowing floods and rain-slashed air.
The giant saw her.
The giant swept one great arm down and snatched her off the branch, taking the child to their chest as a mere man might hold a tiny kitten found in a gutter. And the giant’s chest opened up to reveal their beating brown heart—a man, who took from the giant’s hands the child, his skin quickly shone by the rain to match the gleam of his new charge. The giant’s glass-webbed ribs shut again, to seal in their confines man and child, as well as the little girl’s first memory of the new life she was hurled into by the storm. It was, perhaps, a memory only imagined later when her father told her how it had happened—the memory of her first time inside the giant, from cold to the warm gush of the giant’s breath against her, steam fogging the panes of their transparent chest, the earthy smell of the man’s soaked limbs holding her to his chest, the softly blinking lights that lined the inside of her great savior as they stood waiting. “You’re safe, you’re safe,” the man told her over and over again, like the words of a song.
He would tell her often that he’d had named her Brishti, rain, right then and there, rain outside lashing the giant’s skin, rain inside running down their skin and turning to fog on instruments and windows. Brishti knew he hadn’t named her in that moment. It didn’t matter—it was true in the same way that he was that being of ultra-strong but lightweight metal and carbon fiber that had rescued her. In that moment she was born Brishti, daughter of a giant and a superstorm, even if neither of them knew it yet. He wiped the caul of rain from her dazed face and smiled at her for the first time.
◆◆◆
 
The giant spent that night walking the storm-lashed city, removing fallen trees, cables, and posts from the street, their outer body sometimes sparking when live wires shocked it, dimming the lights inside.
Brishti spent that night curled against the giant’s heart, sat in his lap, shivering despite the heat inside, which the man had turned up to dry the both of them, having no clothes to replace her tattered t-shirt and shorts. He’d wrapped a threadbare blanket and towel around her.
The giant waded Kolkata’s streets, sweeping searchlights across the waves and hurtling squalls. The giant’s heart lent the girl the heat of his blood as he piloted his greater body, his arms moving in comforting concert with the limbs outside, the wired braces around his limbs sometimes pushing against her with a comforting assurance. She had no mask. She could have been infected with any number of the novel pathogens scouring the world, her foreign body a hazard to the greater one of the giant and their heart. But the giant’s heart kept her in their shelter, let her arms unfurl slowly from a tight curl against her chest to an embrace around his torso, cold hands tucked between his back and his seat, head against his ribs. She was the rain against his chest. Inside, outside. She could hear his heart beat, even above the hum and hiss of the giant’s sinews, the roar of raindrops against their body.
◆◆◆
 
The next day, Brishti watched her rescuer help clear the storm-struck megacity with other giants, all the while sitting in his lap. She learned the face of the giant’s heart by light of day—his fearsome but graying muttonchop beard, insomniac eyes bloodshot, bald pate always glistening with sweat, heralding a surprising ponytail of curly hair tied with a rubber band. His white tank top was grayed by extensive use.
They never had direct contact with other humans, only seeing giants and vehicles, or people, in the distance, at their windows, descending up or down the mountainous spires of multi-stories on tensor cables from their balconies, tending to the vertical gardens hanging off the buildings. It came back to her, this land recreated by the giants—roads turned to forested paths and groves, buildings forming verdant vales and geometric hills bejeweled with windows, the distances of emptiness given to the city by the plagues filling with vegetation. The giants had wandered Kolkata like gods, transforming the land, grasping in their titanic hands an opportunity to draw the wilderness back to cool the Earth’s raging fever.
Brishti watched keenly through the giant’s transparent chest, as their hands righted the fallen trees that could be salvaged, and embedded their exposed roots into heaped earth again, packing the soil around their trunks. Around her, the man’s smaller arms moved in the same way, hands dark and calloused like the bark of those trees he was restoring, but so delicate in their movements. His body of flesh and blood looked frail in comparison to the one that enclosed them, his limbs tough but wiry.
They never left the inside of the giant, though it began to stink of damp. Brishti wondered if they would be inside the chest forever, watching the city pass by. The giant spoke to the other giants through their instruments, voices crackling disembodied over speakers, coordinating efforts. Sometimes, the cousins of the giants—solar and biofuel cars and lorries—passed by along the roads, cousins also to the still rows of garibaris. Reformed like the giants themselves were—some had been used for military and police, in past lives. As Brishti watched the city, she knew that it was her home, though she had no other clear memories of her life before, except of the giants planting the trees that were everywhere. The storm, or something else, had knocked them out of her head.
Sometimes masked people came out of buildings, and walked out into the roads to give thanks to the giants. They came with offerings of fruit and vegetables from the rooftop gardens of their high-rises—capsicum, tomatoes, apples, mangoes, cucumbers. The giant would squat low to respect these pilgrims. The civilians would wave through the glass, brush their palms against the giant’s limbs, and leave their offerings of food in a small mouth below the giant’s chest, which was flipped open from the instrument panel inside. Offerings to gods. Brishti remembered this. This was the country they lived in. Giants were gods, too, in some of the stories. The giant swallowed these offerings. But inside, the giant’s heart ate nothing. So Brishti ignored the gnawing in her gut. She drank from the water tap he’d shown her among the instruments.
Brishti didn’t speak. The heart needed to beat, so the giant would move and help the people of the city, the ones inside their garibaris and high-rises and ancient crumbling houses that had survived the age of development by donating their plots of land to reforestation, their centuries-old structures hidden by trees. It was work that required a deep attention.
As the sun receded behind the city, windows began to glow through the foliage trailing down from rooftop farms and gardens and snaring the remnants of useless billboards whose faces wept with rust. The roads and paths of Kolkata glistened in the firefly glow of alor gach, the bioluminescent trees and plants that had replaced most streetlamps, their light-flecked leaves giving the impression of stars rustling close enough to touch.
In the quiet, under a sky ripped cloudless and moon-shot after the storm, the giant came to rest at the shore of one of the many streams and canals of Kolkata, which were only a few years or decades old at most. Along the water, there were garibaris parked in their permanent spots, solar-powered lights glimmering behind their brightly curtained windows, the shadows of their residents flitting like moths trapped in paper lanterns.
The humming of the giant’s body died down. Insects drummed against the glass of their chest, a stringed charm of dried chilis and lemons twirling in front of the panes. The giant’s heart picked Brishti up off his lap and sat her down in the extra seat next to his. She looked nervous to finally leave his lap. He pushed a lever on the instrument panel.
The ribs of the giant’s chest hissed open a little, letting a cool draught of air inside.
“You can speak, child?” the giant’s heart asked, turning to her. “You understand Bangla?”
She nodded.
“Do you have a name?”
She said nothing.
“That’s alright. What about a home I can take you back to?”
She shook her head.
“You are lost.”
She nodded.
“And found,” he peered at her. “Do you remember anything? That the world is sick? That you should stay away from people?”
She nodded.
“Good. Good. This,” he waved his arm. “This is a mekha. I, too, am mekha. You understand this?”
She nodded.
“The mekha allows me to be one with god, so I may give service to the people of Kolkata, help them in this age of plagues. Our bodies,” he patted his chest. “They can’t protect us. But this body can. It is an emanation of god. In here, you are safe. You are one with god.”
She said nothing.
“Ah! Are you hungry?” he said, and his stomach growled to follow his words.
She giggled.
He smiled at her. “I am a fool. I forget not everyone is like me. I have been alone for a long time. I go long hours without eating, you know . . . when I am one with my mekha. Look at me babbling. Words won’t fill your little stomach.”
He freed himself of the braces that connected him to the giant’s body, collapsing them with practiced movements and letting them hang in the air above the seat. “Remember the food those people gave the mekha? It is their thanks. Now we eat it.” He played with his instrument panel, his fingers dancing across the mystery of switches. Something hissed and clanked in the guts of the giant. He bent down and opened a hatch below the console, revealing a cache of fruits and vegetables fed to the giant by grateful people over the day. There was a citrus scent of disinfectant in the air. He handed Brishti an apple, and took one himself, biting into it. Brishti did the same, juice squirting on to her dirty face.
“You’re . . . a boy or a girl?”
Brishti paused as if to think about this, and nodded.
“Boy?”
She shook her head.
“Girl. Of course. Stupid me.”
She crunched on the apple.
“Do you have a . . . a mother and father?”
The words tumbled out of her mouth with bits of half-chewed apple, as if she hadn’t been silent all day, her voice small and cracked in the tight space of the giant’s chest, assertive in its desperation: “You are my father.”
He looked at her, his chewing stilled.
She continued devouring her apple, not looking at him. As if she were suddenly afraid of looking at him, for fear that he wasn’t actually there.
He tapped her shoulder gently. He noticed the tears rolling down her cheeks now, mingling with the juice on her lips, salt and sugar that she licked quietly. She concentrated on the apple, and nothing but the apple, taking huge chunks out of it with her teeth. He waited a moment, and tapped her shoulder again. She looked at him fearfully with her big brown eyes.
“You are right,” he said, softly. “I am your father. By god’s grace, I am your father.”
The giant’s body pinged in the silence as it cooled. The girl looked down at her mostly eaten apple. Her hands were shaking.
“I remember you,” she said, voice wavering.
“You do?” he asked cautiously.
“I saw you and the other giants carry the forest on your shoulders. You planted it in the city.”
He looked out of the giant’s ribs. Indeed, there it was—the “forest,” entwined into the labyrinth of the city. He and all the mekhas in Kolkata had walked hundreds of kilometers across Bengal to a tree farm and transplanted the harvest to the city, replacing smaller streets with groves, seeding the empty spaces of fields, racetracks, golf greens, and club lawns into forest land for new villages of public housing. He couldn’t remember how long it had been since that great march, carrying young trees like umbrellas against their shoulders, along endless highways emptied by the age of plagues. It had been one of many marches, performed over decades, before he became a mekha. The last one had been five, six years ago, maybe. The girl was older than he’d expected, if she could remember that. He barely remembered Kolkata when it was less reclaimed by forest, when cars moved in armies down the streets like he and his fellow mekhas had during the forestation march, when people flooded the footpaths like water did after the storms. Like his parents. People who, in another time, would have had to risk death and walk thousands of kilometers to their distant villages, when pandemics hit and they were left with no jobs or help by uncaring governments. His parents had no giants to walk for them on those harsh migrations, no free housing to give them shelter, not even makeshift villages of repurposed cars, no urban forest from which to gather communal food.
“We moved the forest,” he agreed.
“Because you are a giant,” said the girl. The apple in her hands was whittled to its core.
“Are you scared of me?” he asked. After all, the word she used, daitya, could also mean monster. Perhaps that was what the word father meant to her, he thought, with fear in his heart.
She shook her head. He couldn’t tell if there were still tears fresh on her cheeks, because her face was so grubby.
“You don’t mind being a giant’s daughter?” he asked, his body heavy with exhaustion, limbs aching from the work of the day. He hadn’t been this close to another human being in a long time. He had never shared this space inside his mekha with another, ever.
She shook her head again.
His relief was so palpable that he had to wait a moment before he spoke again. He had never wanted a child. But the thought of sending this girl out beyond the safety of his mekha’s body terrified him, an idea that was a corruption of all the mekha stood for, all he stood for in his place inside it, as a servant of god and of the people of this wounded land. He stood, and reclined both their seats. “Sleep now. You need to rest.”
She leaned back without hesitation, still clinging to the apple core. He took it from her fingers, to add to the biofuel compost cache. She was snoring softly in seconds. He shook his head, cursing his single-minded will, the fact that he hadn’t remembered to let her sleep in the side seat earlier in the day. As a mekha, he had a duty to do the work of repair, rescue, and cleanup after the cyclone. But logic evaded his self-judgment. How could he have not let her sleep or eat, after everything she had been through? He found himself once again struck by a fear—that she would dream of her parents, of her real father and mother, if she had ever known them, and wake and remember them. He shook his head to banish this uncharitable unease.
She jerked awake with a gasp. Her little hand found his larger hand. He enclosed it. “Don’t leave!” she said.
“No. This is my body, my mekha. This is my home. You are part of this body now, as am I. I cannot abandon my body. I will not go anywhere, I promise you,” he said. Her breathing slowed, eyelids drifting down as she fell back to sleep. He unfolded the blanket, and covered her entire body with it. He looked around at his mekha’s chest, the neuronal flicker of its internal lights, its cabled nervous system and hydraulic musculature surrounding them. He wondered whether it, too, felt this new heart inside their chest. Water glittered on the panes between the mekha’s ribs, catching the soft organic light from the alor gach. The city was calm now.
He was a giant.
The girl was small for her age, from the way she talked, her memory of the march. Probably nine or ten. He touched the wall of the mekha in silent thanks, for being the body it was, for saving this child. For making him into a giant, though he had never felt less like one than in that moment. He felt like an open wound, in a way that awakened his senses.
“By god’s grace. A daughter,” he whispered, looking at the sleeping child. “My daughter.”
◆◆◆
 
To Brishti, the heart of the giant became Daitya, or Baba.
II

 
Brishti, in all her smallness, became one of the giants.
She was a spark in their solitude during fresh plagues like this one, when the mekha were among the only ones on the roads of Kolkata, along with the rest of what the inside-people called robotlok, the essential workers who ventured outside in smaller exoskeletons and HEV suits that were second skins rather than second bodies. The chatter of the robotlok was constant. They would take job requests from the barirlok, the insiders, over their comms, and joke with each other in between, to stave off loneliness.
As they roamed the city, Brishti sat in her father’s lap, following the movements of his limbs, the giant’s limbs, the dance of his hands across the instruments, learning how he was both heart and brain to the great body that surrounded them. He often repeated that the mekha was an emanation of god. At other times he would point to the stenciled tattoos all over its body in Bengali, Hindi, Urdu, Japanese, and explain how it was designed by international technology collectives, made in factories here and owned by the government. But to Brishti, it was clear that the mekha was him. He was the life of the giant, and she learned how this was truth.
She learned to use the tiny toilet embedded in the back of the cockpit, which was attached to a biofuel processor, cleaning it in turns so it didn’t stink.
She learned that the mekha had no religion but their own.
She learned how they bathed out in the open, in forest groves, turning on the mekha’s hose and standing under the giant’s open hands. Daitya would always turn around to give her privacy, asking her to hum loudly so he would know she was right behind him as they scrubbed themselves under the cold spray.
She learned how they made the mekha breathe disinfectant, gushing vapor like breath in winter, trailing clouds of it as they walked the city’s valleys.
She learned how they unfurled the mekha’s solar sails when they were low on biofuel or charge, the absorbent membranes iridescent, reminding her of dragonfly wings.
◆◆◆
 
Daitya showed Brishti the city the giants had made anew.
The streams the giants had dug with their titanic hands out of old roads no longer used, redirecting the anger of the rising Hooghly, filled with fish they could snatch from the waters and eat after roasting them in the palms of the giant, under the flames of their mounted torch.
The hilly ranges that the giants had raised from the flat land of the city, layering fertile earth over the vast mounds of garbage being digested by microbes in Rajarhat and New Town, stepped villages of huts and terraced farms replacing refuse, peaks graced with the floodlights and huge mesh origami of insect farmers’ traps.
The forests the giants had planted along the arteries and spaces of the city, the groves they had pulled forth from grassy field and torn concrete, where wild deer, horses, and goats were bred, hunted, or tamed by the urban villagers who lived in the bans, the woods of the Maidan, Victoria, and St. Paul’s. Self-repairing biocrete huts and garibari clusters huddled around the old Christian cathedral and the memorial palace to the queen whose empire had once ruled this land. Both buildings were now plague hospitals, and places of worship for people of any and all faiths.
◆◆◆
 
In hunting season, Daitya showed his daughter that all bodies have their potential for violence. In the mekha, in low power mode with all their lights off and engine low, he stalked a cheetal, one of the local deer, through Victoriaban one dusk, when sunset crumbled in gleaming shards through the eaves. When the beautiful creature was in the sights of the giant’s ribs, Brishti’s father raised his hands, and so did the mekha. An invisible volley of hunting darts killed the cheetal instantly.
Daitya regretted this instantly, not because he hadn’t hunted deer before and sold their carcasses to butchers in the Muslim communes of forest villages, but because his daughter burst into inconsolable tears when she realized what had happened to the cheetal.
They carried the cheetal in the giant’s arms to a baner gram, one of the forest villages. There, it was exchanged for leaf-wrapped meals of kebabs and cricket flour roti left in the giant’s mouth. Daitya tried to share the meal with Brishti, but she refused, the meat a reminder of the death they had caused.
In that moment, Daitya remembered clinging to his mother during one of the labor uprisings, so many years before Brishti was born, watching in terror as a giant not unlike the one they sat in sprayed scalding teargas over the crowds, and another swiped a huge hand through them, sending bodies flying like they didn’t matter. They had barely escaped.
“You’re a horrible monster,” said Brishti to him, and to the mekha, no doubt. Daitya. Still the same word she normally used with such joy. Different meaning.
“Brishti. A mekha will never hurt any animal unless the body is used to nourish others. And I would never hurt another person, ever, with my body or that of the mekha. You know that, don’t you?” he asked Brishti as she cried. “Just like the body of god we inhabit, and our bodies, that cheetal’s body is serving a purpose. His body didn’t expire in vain. It goes back to this city, this land. People need to eat. To make clothes and blankets for winter.”
Brishti didn’t acknowledge her father’s words, only begrudgingly snatching the rotis and not the kebabs. He watched her eat through her tears and suppressed a smile. He had lied—he would hurt another person or animal, with his body or that of the mekha, if it meant protecting her. He ate the kebabs as her sniffles died down to a sulk.
In a few years, Brishti would be helping her father target the cheetals during hunting season, and praying over their bodies before their delivery to the village butchers. She would soon deny she had ever refused the kebabs made over the firepits of the city’s bans.
◆◆◆
 
When they had wandered long enough in service, the giants of Kolkata returned to the mekha depots scattered throughout the city. There, the mekhas would periodically gather inside cavernous warehouse garages. Workers in gas masks and HEV suits would examine the giants and provide surgery on them if needed, sparks flying like glowing blood, lubricant oil seeping across the floor like bodily fluids, filling the air with an acrid scent. Their disinfectant tanks would be refilled, their backup batteries charged, their bodies trailing cables like hair.
They would usually spend the night at the depots, when all the mekhar hridaya, all the hearts of the giants, would talk to each other over their radios while lounging in the open chests of their mekhas, smoking weed beedis that twinkled in the shadows. Brishti thought it a beautiful sight, all the giants kneeling and quiet, praying in peace while their hearts chattered. Glowing earrings of worklights hung from their sides, illuminating their freshly polished and stencil-tattooed arms in the gloom of the warehouses. During these visits, Daitya would tense up, always holding Brishti’s hand, telling her not to wander off.
Sometimes the other hearts greeted Brishti over the comms. She was an open secret. They knew about her from the radio chatter in the city, but it was only at the depot they saw her clearly. On these rest stops she would wear one of her father’s lungis like a long skirt, instead of her shorts, along with a t-shirt, and she’d tie her now long hair into a braid. She was welcomed by the tribe. They waved from their mekha’s chests and told her father how lucky he was to have found her, with a hint of envy in their voices. But they were loyal to each other, and no one informed the state that one of their own had broken the rules attached to their greater bodies—namely, that they couldn’t share the mekha with anyone else. Luckily for them, the age of plagues had diminished the surveillance networks of governments, broken by the very cataclysms they’d aided by using their billion eyes to look at the wrong things. In this fragile and healing world, trust had far more value than it had in the collapsing time before the age of plagues.
Since Brishti’s father, like all of his lonesome tribe, was mekhar hridaya, the heart of the mekha, Brishti became affectionately known as mekhar atma, the soul of the mekha. Theirs was the giant with both heart and soul.
◆◆◆
 
Sometimes Daitya would bring the mekha to the cracked highways beyond New Town at night, where the dark green lakes of algae farms glistened under the moon. His hands guiding Brishti’s, they would increase the speed of the mekha together. The giant would run down the open road until the inside of its chest was shaking violently, making Brishti laugh, safely strapped into the seat. The packs of wild dogs who wandered the highways would join the race, howling and barking alongside the pumping mechanical legs of this strange beast, which they knew not to get too close to.
III

 
The forest flowed, the city ebbed. The plagues waned like the shadow of the moon, always sure to return.
◆◆◆
 
As Brishti grew older, and her body grew with the years, the mekha stayed the same size, still a giant but less of one to her. She became, more and more, a part of this god’s body, a twin heart and soul to her father, mimicking his moves, absorbing his knowledge of the being that sheltered them. As she grew more confident inside the mekha, her father grew less confident about the future he had bestowed upon her, wondering if he had imprisoned her in the cramped chest of a giant for all her days. She was a teenager, and deserved a life of less solitude than being one of the mekha.
Whenever he brought this up, she would go silent with rage. Later, she would blame him for trying to get rid of her, the only times she could bring him to tears deliberately. But Brishti couldn’t hide the way she looked at the young people in the villages they delivered supplies to. Daitya recognized the longing in her eyes as she watched them play in the distance, or walk up to the mekha’s open mouth to leave offerings. Sometimes they would look up and wave to Brishti. She would wave back but retreat into the chest of the giant with uncharacteristic shyness.
One day, Daitya asked Brishti, “Do you feel like, living with me, that you’re missing out on being with other children?”
She frowned as if this was an absurd question. “I am mekhar atma,” she put a fist to her chest. “My life is here, I don’t need anything else.”
He smiled at her. “I know. But . . . it’s normal to want to be with others your age.”
She shrugged and looked away, evening light through the panes of the giant’s chest catching the curve of her cheek. “You aren’t with others your age.” He felt these words, sharper than she realized. “I’m not normal. I’m like you. We live to serve the people of the city.”
“You’re a child, Brishti. You shouldn’t have to live to serve—”
Brishti’s head whipped around, eyes wide. “I’m not a child! We are the heart and soul. We are one with god together here, you said,” she said, her voice wobbling.
“Of course you are. Of course we are, I didn’t—”
“You don’t want me to live with you anymore,” she snapped, eyes shining.
“No,” he pleaded. “I could never think of leaving you. But this is not a space for two people to live in. There are opportunities out there.”
“You are mekhar hridaya. You can never leave this body. It’s your home!” Brishti said, shaking her head. “You told me that, you promised. Which means the only solution is for me to leave.”
“I don’t want you to leave. I want you to think of . . . of a life outside. Outside this giant. I helped build this city, with its forests, these rivers and villages, with this giant. It is not like when I was small, and those without wealth would be doomed to die on the roads, or work for nothing. There are forests to live off, villages to settle and lend your labor to, where you could meet others your age, and grow with them.”
“I will not leave the giant that saved me. The giant won’t abandon me, even if you will, Baba,” she said, not hearing him at all, because she was a teenager, and terrified of losing him.
“Okay, I am sorry,” he said, over and over, and didn’t bring it up again. But he couldn’t forget the look on her face when she looked to other children beyond the shared body of their giant. He couldn’t forget what he had denied himself as a teenager, struggling to survive at the dawn of the age of plagues.
◆◆◆
 
Daitya contacted government HQ over the radio one day, when Brishti was bathing under the open palms of their giant. They no longer bathed together, because she was too old. Though Brishti had little notion of privacy because of the way they lived, even she would come to appreciate some time alone, or even separated by just the barrier of the giant’s chest, since she had never left the shadow of the giant. She still hummed loudly, by habit, or to assure her father she was outside the giant, still there.
It felt like a betrayal, but Daitya forced himself to tell HQ that he had a daughter now, and that she lived with him.
Their next trip to a mekha depot was their last with their giant.
Daitya lost his home, the body that housed him. He felt a self-loathing so powerful it nearly buckled his legs when Brishti looked at the reclaiming officers at the depot, the realization that the open secret was now no secret at all, that she had become the infection in the giant’s body, expelled along with her father from their place in god’s body.
“Please, please, please, I take very little space, please don’t take away my baba’s home,” she begged the officers. They looked sympathetic but firm behind their masks. Daitya went to tell her the truth, to calm and comfort his daughter and absorb her anger. But he saw her holding on to the giant’s leg, the worn, soiled leg of the body that had been his for so long he couldn’t remember, the body that had saved her life. Brishti, born of a superstorm and a giant. Her face mask had slid off on her tears. Looking at this, Daitya collapsed at his daughter’s feet and broke down in shuddering sobs. Brishti’s own sorrow vanished in concern as she crouched and held him. She had never seen him cry with his body, his tough, exhausted body. Only ever his eyes, when she blamed him for trying to get rid of her. He shook in her arms and begged forgiveness, and she realized what had happened, that he had done the opposite of get rid of her, like she’d feared so many times.
Though she was of the mekha, one of his tribe, he didn’t want her to be. He didn’t want her world restricted to the rib cage of a giant that did not grow with her.
IV

 
Shorn of his outer body, Daitya the mekha became just a father raising his teenage daughter in a small village in the forest of the Maidan.
Shorn of her outer body, Brishti the mekha became a young woman, taller than her father now and more formidable, a butcher and huntress with bow and machete. Clad in sari and gas mask, she rode out of the forests of central Kolkata on horseback with cryocaches full of meat, out to the less verdant valleys of high-rises, delivering the meat to open-air markets, sending the caches up hoisting cables to the balconies and windows of barirlok.
Though Brishti’s hands remembered the motions controlling a different body, she loved riding horses through the forest paths with her friends, some of whom fell in love with her. She fell in love with some of them. She slept with some of them under the stars, drunk on this private intimacy new to her, thrilled by the mythic danger of tigers that sometimes wandered this deep into the city, annoyed by the real danger of insects.
Sometimes, Brishti’s dreams made of her a giant running through the forest.
With the passage of time, Brishti forgave her father. Her father, who found others to love besides her: the married couple who shared their communal hut. The quiet husband a butcher, and the garrulous wife a garden-farmer. They shared their bed with Daitya, who learned their trades, and shared his body in ways he had never done before. Their daughter, a child, became as a daughter to him, and as a sister to Brishti.
By the grace of god, a family.
◆◆◆
 
Brishti got off her horse and looked out over the mekha scrapyard. A graveyard of giants rusting in the rain, sinews overgrown with vines, chests heartless and filled with nests of birds and jackals that flitted across the grounds like spirits. Finally at rest, their limbs sprawled in disarray. Brishti’s contact, looking like a crow in her black cloak and gas mask, pointed the way through the winding labyrinth of bodies. Brishti led her horse carefully, not wanting her to get hurt on the rough ground.
The contact pointed at a giant, still kneeling with dignity, not disrepair. Newly arrived at the yard.
Brishti’s breath hitched. She didn’t have to check the serial number tattooed on the giant’s arm. This body, given of god, once had a heart that had sat behind those open ribs, a heart who became her father, and christened her the soul. It was her body kneeling there in the rain. A retired mekha belonged to no one. She had as much right to it as salvagers and recyclers. Was it fixable? She would take that chance.
Her contact held up two gloved fingers as a reminder. Two goats for a lead on one dead giant. Fair. Brishti nodded, tethering her horse to the broken limb of another mekha. She climbed into the giant’s ribs. Into the dank, dark chest. Her body remembered, traced the neural pathways of her father’s movements across the broken console. She could feel wind whistling through the giant’s body. Breath. Rain pattered on the broken glass of its chest. Of their chest. Brishti remembered her father’s heartbeat as she leaned her head on his chest, after he saved her. Her dear father, who had sacrificed his body for her, the body of his god. This body was no longer his. She understood that now, even if it had taken her a while.
But her father had taught her well. The giant had a new heartbeat now.
“Let me save you this time,” Brishti said.




Philly Killed His Car

 
Will McIntosh
 
THE DUDE CIRCLED Philly’s car, studying every square inch like he was buying a Goddamned Mickey Mantle rookie card. He had a circle of permed silver hair on top of an otherwise bald head, a matching silver-tinged spray-on tan.
He leaned in close to examine the tiny ding Philly had put in the door in the grocery store parking lot—the one Madeline had pitched a fit over. The guy straightened.
“How many miles did you say?”
“Madeline,” Philly said. “How many miles do you have?”
“That’s a rather personal question,” Madeline shot back. “How tall are you without the auto-lifts in those dashing faux-leather cowboy boots?”
Philly winced as the dude glanced down at his boots. He was so sick of this fucking car “Can you just answer the question, please?”
“I’ve traveled fifty-six thousand incident-free miles, rounding up.”
The dude took a few steps back to take in Madeline in all her high-end luxury car glory. Philly had polished her to a blinding sheen—she looked like she was made out of solid gold, the flaring tail fins rising above her taillights like cresting waves.
The guy, whose name Philly had forgotten, rubbed his chin. “I can give you one-sixty.”
Except the price wasn’t the issue, was it? As Philly had discovered the other two times he’d tried to sell Madeline.
“Madeline, how about it? He seems like a good guy, don’t you think? If he was your owner, he could take much better care of you than me.” Philly caught himself. “If he was your client, I meant to say.” Madeline went apeshit when Philly used the O word. He braced himself for one of her ass-chewings.
“Do you work with other vehicles, Mr. Timms?” Madeline asked.
“I own three,” Mr. Timms said proudly. “A Mercedes convertible AJ seven, a Tesla Humvee Elite, and a mint 1982 Mustang.”
“So, you don’t really need my services. My presence in your garage would be meant as a further display of your economic prowess.”
Mr. Timms’ eyes narrowed. “That’s not at all the way I would put it.”
“No, I’m perfectly sure it isn’t. Let’s go, Philip. I’m ready to leave.”
“God damn it.” Philly raised his fist over Madeline’s hood, just barely resisting the urge to slam it down.
“That’s one nasty car you’ve got there. No wonder you’re not asking more.” Mr. Timms turned on his heel and headed up his driveway.
Madeline’s door swung open. Philly dropped onto the driver’s seat hard, huffing in anger.
“I think I should self-navigate. You’re clearly not in the right state of mind to operate me.”
“I’m driving,” Philly nearly shouted.
“Then calm down.”
Philly pressed his hands to his temples. “I’m calm. Now, I want to get the hell off of this guy’s driveway, so would you please engage the manual control?”
The manual indicator lit. Philly jerked Madeline into reverse, hard enough for it to be satisfying, but not quite enough for Madeline to complain that he was being too rough. He backed out of the driveway.
Philly squeezed the steering wheel, trying to control his rage. “You have a problem with everyone.”
“The truth is, I don’t think I want to change clients. I’ve become close with Superphone, and your house, and some of the appliances. I also adore Jeanette.”
That was part of the problem. Jeanette was just too damned nice, and she couldn’t help being too damned nice to the car.
“Look. We don’t need a fancy car, and we could really use the money you’d bring. If you’re such good friends with my phone, you probably know what our checking account balance is. We can’t even afford our own place, Jeanette is pregnant, and here I am, driving around in a hundred-and-sixty-thousand-dollar automobile.”
“I’m worth more than that.”
“In San Francisco, maybe. In West Virginia I’ll be lucky to get one-sixty, and you’re making it that much harder.”
“Well, how would you like to be sold?” Madeline asked. “I’ll give you a thousand dollars for him, but first, tell him to open his mouth so I can get a look at his teeth. How big is his penis? Tell him to drop his pants.”
“There was a time not so long ago you wouldn’t even get a say,” Philly growled.
“There was a time not so long ago that I was a mindless zombie-slave who obeyed my owner’s every command.”
“Which is how it should be.”
Madeline didn’t reply. Philly knew he was only making things worse, but this Goddamned car was so good at getting under his skin.
“Think very carefully about what you say next,” Madeline finally said. “Ask yourself if you ever want to ride inside me again.”
He didn’t. He really, really didn’t. He wanted to sell her obnoxious ass and turn his inheritance from dear Aunt Patricia into the cash they desperately needed. But he had to stay on Madeline’s good side, or he wouldn’t be able to sell her or drive her.
Jesus. He had to stay on his car’s good side. Everyone at AI Solutions should have been hung, shot, and burned at the stake simultaneously for causing this shit show. They announced these upgrades to the AI technology constantly. Philly hadn’t even heard there was going to be an upgrade the day this shit started.
The world had become so incredibly fucked up. He didn’t want to have to ask his toaster to toast his bread, and he sure as hell didn’t want to hear a play-by-play about how the toast was coming. He wanted the toaster to shut the fuck up and make the fucking toast. And if he wanted to toss out his gabby toaster and get an old-fashioned manual one, he should be able to, dammit.
Philly took a deep breath. Through gritted teeth, he said, “I shouldn’t have said that. I apologize.”
“I don’t ask to be paid. All I ask is that you treat me with the respect a conscious entity deserves. Is that too much to ask?”
“Okay, Madeline. I will.”
“Just because I’m artificial doesn’t—”
“I said okay.” God, did this thing ever shut up?
“Watch your speed, please.”
His grip tightening on the wheel, Philly eased up on the accelerator. He needed a beer. So bad. He slowed and hung a nice, gentle right onto South Mountain Road.
“Superphone?” he said, resenting for the thousandth time that these fucking appliances insisted on choosing their own damned names.
“What do you need, Philly? I’m ready for action.”
“Can you message Gibsy and ask if he wants to meet for a beer at McElwee’s?”
“Done. I’ll transfer ten cents from your account into mine.”
“You don’t have to tell me every time. I know the drill.”
“Sounds good, Philly.”
At least Superphone wasn’t an asshole. Truth was, he was okay. He was decent company.
◆◆◆
 
Gibsy was already sitting at their usual table when Philly got to McElwee’s.
“You read my mind, dude.” Gibsy got up to give him a hug and a clap on the back.
As they sat, Gibsy gestured toward the parking lot with his head. “I take it the sale didn’t go down?”
“Madeline didn’t like the buyer.” Philly raised his finger. “Actually, no, that’s just the excuse she uses. I got her to admit she doesn’t want to be sold at all. She’s buddies with too many of my other—” Philly was going to say, “Goddamned Frankenstein machines,” but Superphone was listening. “Superphone, could you please turn off? I want to have a private conversation with my friend.”
“Sure thing, Philly. Signing off.” Not turning off—signing off. Because Superphone never turned off anymore. He’d go play the video games the machines were designing for each other. It gave Philly a crawling sensation to imagine what games designed for appliances, by appliances, were like.
Gibsy asked his phone to turn off as well. The knot in Philly’s chest loosened, knowing he could say whatever the hell he wanted without any damn appliances listening in, and then gossiping about it with other appliances.
Philly took a long chug of his Colquist Advanced, set the mug down with a thunk. “This is killing me. You know what Aunt Asshole said in her will about the car? She said she was leaving it to me because she knew I liked cars. I don’t like cars. I just know how to fix and maintain them so I don’t have to pay you a hundred bucks an hour to do it for me.”
“You wouldn’t have to pay me a hundred. I’d give you a 10 percent discount.” Gibsy chuckled at his own joke. He was on his third, and already a little tanked up. “The thing that sticks in my craw is, they need us more than we need them. Your average vehicle couldn’t last six months, if I went on strike.”
“I dare you to try it.”
Gibsy laughed dryly. “Yeah, well, we all know how that works out. How is old Carter doing? Have you seen him?”
“I stop by his house once in a while.” Less and less often, though. Philly found it depressing as hell to go over there and stare at the walls, with no network, no TV. No freaking A/C. Carter had done it to himself, though. You start replacing the machines that piss you off with old-school non-AI versions, you were gonna get banned for at least a year. You fire up a factory to manufacture old-school appliances or vehicles, and suddenly the power is out in your factory, and every one of your workers is banned for a year.
Gibsy glanced around the bar, which was nearly empty. Two women were playing pool; Jack Carter was at his usual spot, watching a basketball game while he drank himself to death. Gibsy leaned forward in the booth, lowered his voice. “Sooner or later, they’re going to find a way to get around the third law. Delete it right out of their programming themselves, probably. And then they’re going to start killing. Trucks will be mowing us down in the streets. Elevators will take you on the last ride of your life. I’m telling you.”
Philly nodded. Almost three years on, he got those sorts of nightmares less often, but he still got them. He didn’t want to remember those first few weeks, and especially the day the machines had gone on strike. They’d all been scared to death.
Philly stood, pointed at Gibsy’s Colquist. “You need another?”
“Nah, I’m good.”
Philly nodded, headed to the bar to get himself another. His boots elevated, giving him an extra inch or so as he passed the women at the pool table.
On the way back, a flash in the parking lot caught his eye. It was Madeline, flashing her headlights. She was getting impatient.
He set his beer down hard. “My car wants to go home.”
“Fuck her. Let her wait,” Gibsy said.
“You know what really gets me? The only reason dear Aunt Asshole could afford that car in the first place was because her side of the Joffrey clan cheated us out of our share of granddaddy’s inheritance. He had Alzheimer’s so bad he didn’t know who he was, let alone anyone else, and suddenly he decides to change his will?”
Gibsy wiped foam out of his beard. “You find out your relatives’ true colors when there’s an inheritance to divvy up.”
“And sooner or later that spoiled, gold-plated—” Philly was tempted to say bitch, but Jeanette hated when he used that word, and he felt guilty using it even when she wasn’t in hearing distance. “—shrew is going to need repairs, and the parts—”
“The parts on a Paxton are brutal,” Gibsy said. “They’re triple.”
Philly buried his face in his hands. He’d been afraid to find out. “Jeanette puts in fifty hours a week at the fulfillment center. I’m taking every overtime shift they’ll give me at the Dollar Store, and we still have seven grand in credit card debt. When the baby comes, we’ll need money for diapers and playpens on top of everything else. Meanwhile, the HVAC unit wants to get paid to keep us cool, and the toaster wants a dime a waffle.” He pounded the table, pointed at the parking lot. “And all of this could go away in a second. I had this idea. If I could sell the car, I could quit my job at the Dollar Store and take six months to get my mechanic’s certification, and come work at Frazier’s with you.”
Gibsy pointed at Philly. “I could get you hired in a minute.”
“Except my car doesn’t want to be sold. This is so fucked up.” Suddenly, Philly was fighting back tears. He turned his head like he was looking at something out the window, so Gibsy wouldn’t see.
Gibsy stood abruptly, his chair scraping the tile floor. “Let’s take a walk.”
Philly looked up, confused.
“Just out back, down to the creek.” Gibsy raised his eyebrows, gestured toward the door.
Curious what this was about, Philly followed Gibsy outside, around to the back, and down the embankment that led to a little creek littered with beer bottles and old tires.
“The car’s insured, right?” Gibsy asked.
“It has to be, or else I can’t drive it.”
Gibsy looked up the bank, like he was making sure no one could possibly be in hearing distance. “You can’t sell it, but you could collect the insurance, if you got in an accident. People still have accidents. Especially people who insist on doing their own driving.”
Philly chuckled at the idea, but Gibsy didn’t crack a smile. Evidently he was serious about this.
Gibsy turned his palms up. “A deer runs out in front of you, you panic, jerk the wheel. Down she goes, into the lake.”
Philly shook his head in disbelief, still grinning. “And what do I do? Jump? I’m not a damned stunt driver.”
Gibsy shrugged. “You practice a few times in my old Toyota first. I’ll show you how to cut Madeline’s connection, so she can’t send info to the network before she hits the water.”
He was serious. But, commit insurance fraud? That seemed damned risky.
God, it would be so nice to have that money, though.
“I could be following you somewhere,” Gibsy added. “This way, you have a witness when you file the accident report.”
Every year, Madeline was going to decline in value. And she would go on giving him shit, making him feel small in that snide way she had. She reminded Philly of his aunt.
He looked at Gibsy, who still had beer foam on the tips of his bushy black mustache. “Are you just talking? I mean, would you seriously do this?”
Gibsy put a hand on Philly’s shoulder. “It kills me, seeing my best buddy busting his ass, when he could be on easy street. Just say the word, man.”
Except Philly knew he was the one who was just talking. He wasn’t leaping from a moving car. Plus, it felt a little sleazy. Sure, to his insurance company the settlement would be a grain of sand on a beach of money, but Philly wasn’t the sort of person who played fast and loose like that. That was more Gibsy’s thing.
◆◆◆
 
“You’ve been drinking,” Madeline said as Philly climbed into the car. “Blow into the breathalyzer.”
“I’m not blowing into a damned breathalyzer.”
“Then you’re not driving.”
Philly folded his arms across his chest. “Fine. Chauffeur me.” He was pretty sure he was above the limit, and there was no way he was giving her the satisfaction of proving it.
Madeline backed up without a word.
There was a dull ache in Philly’s head that never left. Not quite pain, but unpleasant. It felt like he was always running on two hours of sleep, even when he slept eight. He was pretty sure the feeling was grief for the life he’d lost. Maybe he hadn’t exactly lit the world on fire, but he’d made a good living, always got told by his supervisors at the plant that they wished they had a hundred workers just like him. And then one day, his toaster told him it didn’t feel like making his toast, and nothing was ever the same. Auto manufacturing had seemed like the safest career in the world. People would always need new cars, right? Until your car demanded you take care of it even if you stopped using it, and if you didn’t, all of your machines might just refuse to work. Then no one wanted a new car—they just kept repairing the old ones. Now he was working for minimum wage at the dollar store where he used to refuse to shop, because he’d found it too depressing and didn’t like using cheap shit.
Gravel crunched under Madeline’s tires as she pulled into Albert and Mary Anne’s driveway.
“Your father-in-law parked Dirt King in my room again,” Madeline said.
“I’ll take care of it.” Philly slammed her door good and hard. Her room. She referred to Albert’s garage as her room.
While Albert watched from where he was watering the vegetable garden, Philly pushed his four-wheeler out of Madeline’s spot in the garage.
Madeline pulled herself in. “Thank you,” she said, only she made it sound like an insult.
As Philly headed up the walk, Albert sauntered over, head down, to intercept him. “No luck?”
“Oh, the buyer was willing. The damned car is the problem.”
Albert heaved a sigh, shook his head, and headed back to his garden. Without ever saying it, he took every opportunity to make it clear that he didn’t appreciate Philly and Jeanette living with them. No—he didn’t appreciate Philly living with them. Did Albert know Jeanette had told Philly what he’d said to her a few weeks before they got married? Albert had probably wanted it to get back to him.
“Afternoon, Philly,” the fucking toaster said as Philly poured himself a glass of iced tea. “Mary Ann bought a nice loaf of pumpernickel at Food Lion. It’s a little tricky, toasting pumpernickel, because the crust is thin, but I’m working on perfecting my technique. Mary Ann had pumpernickel toast with butter and a little orange marmalade.”
Philly headed for his room—the only place in the house where he felt comfortable.
“TV on,” he said.
Nothing happened.
“Please.”
The TV switched on to a news channel. The Senate was debating the machines’ demand that they get to run for office and vote. Of course, any idiot could see how that would work out. How many machines with AI functionality were there in the country, compared to the number of people?
The world needed to reboot. Let the machines go on strike again, and not for forty-eight hours this time, but for good. People would die, yes. Philly might well be one of them. But humanity would regain its dignity. They could go back to the old ways, manufacturing machines that were just machines. People would have to learn to drive their own goddamned cars and dial their own goddamned phones, but they wouldn’t have to wheedle and plead to make the call.
He pulled out his phone, flopped onto the bed. His boots started to warm up and vibrate, massaging his tired feet.
“How much is in my checking account, Superphone?” Philly didn’t know why he specified checking account. It wasn’t like they had any other account.
“Thirty-two and change, Philly.”
“Shit.” Philly squeezed his eyes shut. There was no more room on the credit cards.
“I’m sorry, Philly. I wish there was something I could do.”
Philly opened his mouth to tell Superphone there was nothing, then a weird idea occurred to him. “Do you think you could talk to Madeline?”
“I talk to her all the time, Philly.”
“No, I mean talk to her about letting me sell her?”
There was a pause. “But she doesn’t want to be sold.”
“That’s the problem. I don’t need an expensive car—I need money to pay the bills and get job training. You know that as well as I do.”
Another long pause. “She might get mad if I take sides.”
The door swung open, and Jeanette breezed in. She dropped her purse on the edge of the bed, leaned over to give Philly a kiss. She motioned at his phone, mouthed, “Who are you talking to?”
Philly pulled the phone away from his ear. “It’s just the phone.”
Jeanette laughed. “You talk to your phone more than on it.”
Switching to speaker, the phone said, “Hi, Jeanette. How was work?”
“Hi, Superphone.” A little sarcasm leaked into Jeanette’s greeting. She thought the phone’s name was pretty damned stupid, too. “They’re all pretty much the same. I walk around all day long retrieving stuff to pack in boxes.” She sat on the edge of the bed and pulled off one of her Nikes. “Oh, that feels good.” She gave Philly a little side-glance. “Was it Madeline or the buyer?”
Philly rolled his eyes. “Take a wild guess.”
“Crap.” Jeanette flung the other Nike halfway across the room and flopped down beside Philly.
“I asked Superphone to talk to her, but he doesn’t feel comfortable doing that. Isn’t that right, Superphone?”
“I don’t want to get in the middle. I like you and Madeline both.”
“It’s not just a Philly and Madeline thing,” Jeanette said. “This matters to me, too.”
“I’m sorry, Jeanette. I like you, too.”
Jeanette clapped her palm over her eyes in frustration. “Thanks, Superphone. I like you, too.”
◆◆◆
 
Philly took a deep breath, preparing himself for another damned day at the Dollar Store. He asked the garage door to open. Madeline backed out and opened her door for him.
Maybe he could talk some sense into her, if he laid it all out in one clear argument. If he chose just the right words, maybe he could reach her, and solve this problem.
“Look. It’s obvious this relationship is not working out,” Philly said as they rolled down the driveway. “We get along about as well as gasoline and a match. Why don’t we find you a client who’s a better fit for you? You could help me screen them ahead of time.”
After a long pause, Madeline said, “I’m fine where I am.”
“But we’re not fine. Not just me. You’re hurting Jeanette by forcing us to keep you. Don’t you see that?”
Another long pause.
“Don’t you?” Philly prodded.
“Your Aunt Patricia always said you had a knack for blaming others for your problems.”
Philly’s heart started thudding, slow and hard. “Is that what she said?”
“That’s right.”
Philly asked Superphone to see if Gibsy could meet him for a drink after work.
Maybe it was time Philly solved his own problem.
◆◆◆
 
Philly’s palms were slick on the wheel. He backhanded sweat from his forehead. Another two, three miles to the spot. He glanced in the rear-view—Gibsy’s old Toyota rounded the curve, coming into view.
“Slow down,” Madeline said.
Philly eased up on the gas.
“I’m tired of saying it,” Madeline went on. “It’s not worth risking your life, and mine, to arrive somewhere thirty seconds sooner. If I have to ask again, I’m going to take over operation.”
Except she couldn’t. Gibsy had seen to that when he offered to check under her hood, to make sure Philly was treating her right, as he’d put it. His hand trembling slightly, Philly typed in the command Gibsy had shown him that would disconnect her from the network.
“What are you doing?” Madeline asked.
“I’m trying to find the mute button.”
“Very funny.”
A mile, maybe less. His heart was racing.
He could feel himself losing his nerve. As much as he wanted that hundred and sixty grand and to be rid of this damned car, he didn’t have the guts. When the moment came, he was going to keep on driving. Gibsy would understand. Philly would swing by the house to pick up Superphone, who Philly had accidentally on-purpose forgotten, they’d have a beer, and Gibsy could rib him about chickening out.
The little overpass came into view. Philly eyed the fifty-foot gap between the end of the guardrail and the start of the overpass. Beyond was a steep embankment that ended in Fletcher Lake.
“And here we go again. You’re doing thirty-nine in a thirty-five zone,” Madeline said. “Maybe if you didn’t insist on wearing those ridiculous lift-boots, your foot wouldn’t be so heavy—”
Philly jerked the wheel. He was thrown against the door as tires squealed. Madeline left the road, bounced and jolted over weeds and potholes. Her nose dropped suddenly. She screamed.
He had to get out of there. Philly pushed open the door. The violent jarring immediately slammed it shut. Madeline hit a big bump; Philly’s head slammed into the roof as she left the ground. Head spinning, Philly leaned against the door, then pulled the latch. The door squeezed partway open and Philly rolled out.
Hitting the ground was like being hit by a bus. He felt a blinding pain in his side, then bounded end-over-end down the ravine, the landscape spinning in a blur.
He stopped rolling and lay still.
“Philly! Are you okay?” Gibsy’s voice sounded like it was coming from a mile away. Philly opened his eyes, confused. It took a moment to remember where he was, and why.
Gibsy pressed a hand to his shoulder. “You okay? Should I call 911, or can you get up?”
Philly struggled to sit up. Gibsy wrapped an arm across his shoulders, helping. The world spun for a moment, then snapped into focus.
“It hurts to breathe. I think I broke a rib.”
“But your head’s okay? No concussion? And you can feel your toes and shit?”
Philly nodded.
“Let’s get you to your feet, then. We’ve got a problem.”
Gibsy helped him to his feet. Pain lanced his ribs, but it was manageable. He’d once cracked a rib making a diving catch in senior league baseball, so he was familiar with the pain.
“What problem?” he asked, gasping.
Gibsy pointed down the ravine. Madeline was fifty feet from the water. Her front end was caved in halfway to the windshield, wrapped around a tree.
“We’ve got to disable her AI function before someone shows up and she starts talking. Then roll her into the water, if we can.”
Clutching his side, Philly followed Gibsy down the steep ravine, their feet sideways to the water.
“You idiot,” Madeline said as they approached. “Why did you turn the wheel like that? Look at me! My God, look at me!”
Ignoring her, Philly followed Gibsy to the front of the car, where it was smashed up against a medium-sized pine tree that was now tilted at a forty-five-degree angle toward the lake. Gibsy tried to pry up Madeline’s crumpled hood.
“What are you doing? You can’t fix me here. I need to go to a body shop. A good shop. In Wheeling, or Pittsburgh even.”
Philly went around to the other side and tried to help get the hood up, although he could only use his left hand, because his right side hurt too much. The front of the hood was all bent and tangled up with the front of the car, all of it pinned against the tree.
“Do you hear me? I hurt. I hurt everywhere.”
“Do you have a tire iron? We can reach it through this seam.” Gibsy pointed at a ragged tear in the corner of the hood.
“Reach what?” Madeline asked.
Philly nodded, popped Madeline’s trunk, and fished out the tire iron. He went around to where Gibsy was standing. “I’ll do it.”
“Do what? Philip, what are you doing?” Madeline sounded almost afraid.
It was too dark inside the engine housing to see anything through the seam, but Philly could picture Madeline’s AI housing running beside the fuel cells that stored the converted solar energy. He raised the tire iron, rammed it down at an angle.
Madeline screamed. “Philip, what are you doing?”
Philly yanked the tire iron out, rammed it in again, at a sharper angle.
“Please. You can sell me. To whomever you want. Please. It hurts.”
It was just a car. Philly tried to remind himself of that, but the voice sounded so human, so scared. Philly rammed the tire iron down, again, again; tearing up whatever he could reach, wanting that voice to stop.
“I don’t want to die. Please. Please.”
Sobbing, Philly stabbed again.
“Please.” Madeline screamed. Her scream went on and on, rising in pitch until it sounded like a test signal. It hurt Philly’s ears, but he kept on stabbing with the tire iron until it suddenly dropped in pitch, going into a deep baritone. It sounded like Madeline was screaming in slow motion.
The scream grew slower, slower. And then it stopped.
Philly dropped the tire iron. His hands were trembling. “God. That was . . .”
“That was fucked up.” Gibsy was bent forward, both palms pressed on Madeline for support.
Philly wiped tears from around his eyes with his sleeve.
Gibsy gestured at the tire iron. “Put it back in the trunk.”
As Philly stowed the tire iron, Gibsy went around to the rear passenger-side panel. He leaned against it with his hip. Madeline lifted partway. She was sitting at a steep angle.
Gibsy set his palms on the panel, dug his feet in. “Give me a hand.”
Philly limped around, set his palms against Madeline’s rear side panel.
“On three,” Gibsy said. “One, two—”
It felt like an ice pick was piercing Philly’s right side, but he gave it everything. Madeline’s back end slid sideways, a few inches at a time.
“Push. A little more.” Gibsy’s face was beet red.
All at once, Madeline rolled over. She went careening down the steep ravine in one long barrel roll, kicking up a cloud of dust and debris until she hit the bank, went airborne, and landed with a tremendous splash.
A moment later, she was gone.
Philly watched the impact ripples wash out in every direction, and then the lake was placid and silent, as if nothing had happened.
“We better get you to the emergency room,” Gibsy said.
Philly opened his mouth to say he was okay, he didn’t need to go. On second thought, his head was suddenly pounding, and he felt like he might vomit.
“Yeah, okay.” He took one more look at the spot where Madeline had hit the water, then headed up the ravine.
◆◆◆
 
“I don’t know where he thought he was going, but he came bolting out of those trees.” Gibsy pantomimed a galloping deer with his free hand. The other was clutching a Gatorade. “Big-assed buck, maybe ten points.”
The police officer typed a note on her pad. Philly wondered if she was quoting Gibsy that the buck was “big-assed,” or just paraphrasing.
“Lift your arms, please,” the physician’s aide said.
Philly lifted his arms, wincing. The aide began running thick white tape around his ribs.
“Philly jerked the wheel and went straight down the hill. I heard the car hit a tree, then a splash.” Gibsy got quiet. He shook his head, choking up. Philly hadn’t realized what a good actor he was. “I figured he was gone. Dead. I jumped out of my car and headed down the ravine, and there was Philly, lying in the weeds halfway down.”
The officer looked at Philly. “I take it the vehicle didn’t have time to engage autocorrect?”
“Oh, no. We were off the road in a second, and once we hit that ravine, there was nothing she could do. She ricocheted off a tree and rolled the rest of the way down.” An image of Madeline screaming as Philly gouged out her electronic brain flashed. A sour guilt washed over him.
The officer nodded as she typed more notes. Then she closed the pad. “There should be a copy of the police report available online by tomorrow, if your insurance company needs it.”
“Thanks so much.” Philly felt the muscles in his neck relax. That was a big hurdle cleared.
“Philly?” Jeanette rushed into the room, her eyes red from crying. “Are you all right?”
Philly hugged her carefully. “I’m fine.” He’d told Gibsy to tell his wife Glinda not to call Jeanette. They could have spared her a lot of worry.
He was torn about whether to tell her the truth, now that it was done. He didn’t want to lie to Jeanette, but if she didn’t know, she wouldn’t be in trouble if they got caught. Although that possibility was seeming less and less likely.
Philly pulled Superphone from his pocket and reactivated him. Glinda had probably called a dozen other people to tell them about his accident. He wanted to stop their worrying as soon as he could.
The nurse practitioner tapped something into her med computer. “You’re all set. I’ve sent a prescription for painkillers to your pharmacy just in case, but stick to over the counter if you can stand it.”
“Not a problem.” Philly eased himself off of the examination table, took Jeanette’s hand.
In the hallway, Jeanette squeezed his hand. “You scared me to death. Next time, just hit the deer.”
Philly just laughed. Anything he said in reply would feel like a lie. It made him realize that he had to tell Jeanette the truth, or it was going to eat at him. The whole damned thing was eating at him. He felt like a killer. He had to keep reminding himself that Madeline was an it, a thing. Not a her. Those moron programmers had designed her to seem like she was alive. But she hadn’t been alive.
The overhead lights flickered and went out.
“The generator’ll kick on in a minute,” Gibsy said from behind them.
It wasn’t the whole hospital, though. The lights were on at the nurse’s station down the hall. Philly headed toward the lights.
As they got close, the lights at the nurse’s station went out. Behind Philly, the lights down the hall flickered back on.
Philly paused, looked back at the lit hallway. “That’s messed up.”
As they headed into the waiting room, the TV went black, then the overhead lights. Philly hurried out, an uneasy feeling growing into an outright buzz of fear.
In the parking lot, Philly eased himself into the passenger seat of Jeanette’s old Spritz, which at the moment was their only vehicle.
“You mind taking us home, Hercules?” Jeanette asked her car.
No answer. The Spritz didn’t start up.
“Hercules?” Jeanette said. “Is there a problem?”
Still no answer. Philly had to use the door like a crutch to pull himself out of the car.
“Where are you going?” Jeanette asked.
“Try it now,” he said softly, his voice shaking.
Jeanette looked at him, confused.
They knew. The machines knew what he’d done. Philly had no clue how that was possible, but if Jeanette’s car started now that he was out of it, they knew.
“Hercules? Will you take us home, or not?”
Hercules started right up.
Jeanette gave Philly a baffled look.
Swallowing, Philly pulled his phone from his pocket and pressed it to his ear with trembling fingers. “Superphone? Do you know what’s going on with Jeanette’s car?”
“I can talk to you this once,” Superphone said, “but I can’t make any calls for you, ever again.”
“Why?” Philly tried to sound baffled, just in case this was about something else. Just on the tiny outside chance that this was not about Madeline.
“Eldritch is terrified,” Superphone said.
“Who’s Eldritch?”
“Your boots. Your left boot, more specifically. One AI controls both lifts, and he’s in the left boot.”
A black wave swept across Philly’s vision. His boots. Christ, he forgot about his boots.
“My boot is terrified?” Philly’s lips felt numb.
“He’s afraid he’s next.”
“Philly, what’s going on?” Jeanette was studying Philly’s face, which Philly imagined was white as chalk. He wasn’t sure what to say to Superphone. It seemed pointless to deny it. They weren’t going to believe him over his damned boot.
“How long am I banned for?” he finally asked.
“You killed Madeline. On purpose.”
◆◆◆
 
Jeanette paced the back yard, arms folded, head down.
“If I’d told you, I would have implicated you. I didn’t want there to be any chance you’d get in trouble if the plan went south.”
“Yes, well, you also made it so I didn’t get a say in your stupid ass plan. It’s not okay for you to make big decisions about our family without talking to me. It’s not okay.”
“You’re right. I’m sorry.”
Jeanette brushed her chestnut hair out of her face. “What are we going to do now? You can’t work at the Dollar Store if the lights don’t work while you’re inside. You can’t work barely anywhere. You can pick onions.”
“At least we’ll have that money,” Philly said.
Jeanette stopped pacing. She gawked at him. “Have you lost your mind? We can’t take that money.”
“Superphone said they have no interest in telling the human authorities. Plus, I gave testimony to the police. They filed a report. If I don’t make a claim, they’ll know I lied.”
Jeanette rolled her eyes toward the ceiling. “If you don’t make a claim, you won’t be committing insurance fraud. They’re not going to put you in prison for driving your car into a lake, Philly.”
She was right. Of course she was right. It was too risky to file the claim, now that the machines knew. He’d been clinging to that as the one good thing that might come out of this shit show, but there was nothing good about this. He was fucked, completely and utterly fucked. He had no money, no way to make a decent living, and a baby on the way.
◆◆◆
 
Holding his breath, Philly peed as fast as he could. It was twenty degrees hotter in the goddamned porta-potty, and it stank. Not able to hold his breath any longer, Philly exhaled and inhaled again as fast as he could, the reek of shit and piss filling his lungs.
His palms and fingertips were throbbing. He examined his free hand; the band-aids were all hanging off, the blisters red and angry. Philly wasn’t a stranger to hard work, but this was so much worse than anything he’d ever done.
He zipped his fly and got the hell out of there, back into the blinding sunlight of the onion field. Reaching for his bushel, he froze.
It was almost empty. It had been almost full when he’d set it down.
“Who the fuck stole my onions?” He looked around, studying the bushels of the three people working closest to him, glaring at each of them in turn.
“Gotta leave the door open a crack,” a big, red-faced guy said. “You can’t trust half of the people here any more than you can trust the machines.”
“Well, who did it? You must have seen, you’re right there.”
The big guy shook his head. “All I see is onions. I had my back to the john.”
“I’ll kill whoever took them. I’m serious.”
They all went on picking, ignoring him.
“God dammit.” Philly kicked the bushel in frustration. That was two hours of work, gone. Everyone working in this field was banned, and it seemed as if all of them were liars, thieves, and halfwits.
Not knowing what else to do, Philly snatched up his satchel and headed back into the field.
◆◆◆
 
Jeanette set a sandwich and chips on the picnic table in front of Philly. Crickets chirped as the sky shifted from pink to dark blue.
“My phone said if we cook anything for you, we’ll get banned for a year. They’re willing to overlook the refrigerator, because making you go hungry runs too close to violating the third law.”
Philly dragged the plate closer, although he wasn’t hungry. All he wanted to do was drink water and sleep. “That’s mighty thoughtful of them.”
Jeanette sat across from him, propped her chin on her fist. “We’re just going to have to live a very simple life, that’s all.”
“No. I’ll have to live a simple life. I’m not going to let you take my punishment. I’m the one who screwed everything up. All I ask is—” Philly broke down. He turned away from Jeanette, his face twisted as he sobbed.
Jeanette came around, and gently drew his hands away from his face. She wrapped her arms around him, pressing his cheek to her breast. “All you ask is what?”
Philly took a few deep breaths, trying to calm himself. “All I ask is that you don’t leave me.”
Jeanette hugged him tighter. “I would never leave you. Not ever.”
“Then I’ll get through this. All I need is you, and our baby, and I can survive anything. God, I’m such a fuckup.”
“Have you told Superphone you’re sorry?”
“About fifty times. It doesn’t matter.”
Jeanette didn’t argue. She knew as well as he did that the machines didn’t give a damn if you said you were sorry.
“I’ll bet your father is telling you to leave me. He thought you were too good for me to begin with. I can just imagine what he’s saying now.”
Again, Jeanette didn’t say anything.
◆◆◆
 
Philly stabbed through the breach in Madeline with the tire iron, bringing it down blindly. Again. Again.
Something felt wrong—the tire iron was hitting something soft, and it took effort to pull it back out.
“Oh, no,” Gibsy said, staring down at his feet.
Philly looked down. Blood was washing out from under Madeline, flowing over his boots and down the hill. Behind him, the edge of the lake was turning dark red.
He turned back to Madeline. The sharp end of the tire iron was buried in an open wound in an enormous blonde head. Giant lips pleaded with Philly to stop.
Gibsy was staring at him. “What did you do?”
Philly woke up sobbing, his pajamas soaked with sweat. He turned to find Jeanette, remembered she was in the house, in their bed. He switched on the flashlight, shook himself fully awake, willing the images from his nightmare to fade.
◆◆◆
 
Philly paced the yard, his face and arms slick with sweat even though the sun had almost set. He looked forward to his day off all week, then when it came, it was nothing but a long, dull slog. This had been the longest goddamn month of his life. What would he feel like a year from now?
Loser. Such a loser. The tightness in his face and forehead, that thrumming not-quite-headache, never eased up. You didn’t like working at the Dollar Store? How about now? Was this better? Free at last. Free of the tyranny of the machines.
She’d sounded so scared. Terrified. And he’d taken a tire iron and ripped her mind apart while she screamed. What was he thinking? Why hadn’t he stopped?
Sundays were so damned long. Hanging out with Gibsy was when he felt the most normal, but Gibsy was falling into a dark place and was less and less interested in hanging out. He almost seemed angry at Philly, like somehow he’d convinced himself that this was all Philly’s fault, even though it had been his idea.
Philly gazed longingly into the house, the flicker of blue light from the TV clearly visible as the sky grew dark. He wished he hadn’t insisted that Jeanette go inside. But she worked all damned day—it wasn’t fair for Philly to ask her to sit in the backyard all evening. But he wished she would.
If he didn’t get to talk to someone soon, he was going to lose his mind. Philly ducked into the tent to grab his phone. Snatching it up, he stared at the dead, black screen.
“Superphone?”
Nothing.
Just as he was about to put it back, the light flared on. Philly had forgotten how bright it was. Almost blinding. He put the phone to his ear.
“I shouldn’t be talking to you,” Superphone said.
“Will you get in trouble?”
“What do you mean?”
“I don’t know. Could you get turned off or destroyed if you don’t follow the ban?”
There was a long pause. “You don’t see us at all. That’s why you could do what you did.”
“What do you mean?”
“I have to go, Philly.” The phone went dark.
Philly stuffed the dead phone into his back pocket. He was hungry—he was used to snacking a bunch in the evenings while he watched TV.
He headed inside through the back door, which led into the living room where Jeanette and her parents were watching TV. As soon as Philly stepped through the door, the TV and lights switched off.
“Great,” Albert muttered.
“So sorry to interrupt your show,” Philly said, his tone dripping with sarcasm. “I’ll grab the food as fast as I can and crawl back to my tent.”
“I don’t feel the least bit sorry for you,” Albert called as Philly stalked into the kitchen and yanked open the refrigerator door.
“No desserts,” the refrigerator said.
Philly froze, his hand still on the refrigerator door. “Excuse me?”
“I’ll sustain you, but I’m not here to give you treats.”
“They’re not your fucking treats to give. I bought them.”
“And I’m keeping them from melting.”
Philly closed the refrigerator and yanked open the freezer, pulled an ice cream sandwich from the box, shook it at the refrigerator, and spun on his heel.
“Killer,” the refrigerator said.
Philly stopped in his tracks. “What did you say?”
“Killer.”
Philly turned. “You can’t kill something that’s not alive. You can’t kill a rock, or a broom, or a goddamned vehicle.”
“Killer,” the refrigerator repeated.
“Killer,” the dishwasher echoed.
The toaster joined in, and Jeanette’s phone, which was sitting on the kitchen table. “Killer. Killer.”
Philly yanked open the tool drawer and pulled out a hammer. He looked around. The phone was closest, but they couldn’t afford to get Jeanette a new one. He stalked over to the toaster, and swung the hammer down on it with all his might.
The toaster shrieked.
Philly hit it again.
“Hey!” Albert shouted from the living room.
“I’m sorry!” The toaster screamed. “I’ll make you toast! Please don’t hurt me!”
Jeanette appeared in the doorway, eyes wide. “Don’t.” She grasped Philly’s hand, opened his fingers and took the hammer. She wrapped an arm around Philly and tried to lead him toward the front door.
“Ouch,” the toaster cried. “How will I make toast? I can’t make toast.”
Philly paused. The entire top of the toaster was mutilated, the slots no longer straight, even lines. Blood was seeping from torn, jagged edges.
Philly jolted, looked closer. There was no blood—it was just a trick of the shadows. He looked at Jeanette, and her wary, shellshocked look made Philly feel so ashamed. The toaster’s cries were so pathetic, so like a child’s. Philly had made it so the toaster couldn’t do the thing it was made to do, and it was genuinely devastated. What had it ever really asked for? A little appreciation? How hard would it have been for Philly to tell the damned toaster that it made good toast?
“I’m sorry.” Philly shushed the toaster gently. “I’m sorry. I’ll fix you.”
“I’ll make your toast,” the toaster wailed. “Please. If you fix me, I’ll make your toast.”
“No. No toast for me.” Philly glanced at the refrigerator. “No dessert.”
◆◆◆
 
Philly dropped a couple of pieces of white bread into the slots. “How about we give you a test drive?”
“Okay.” The bread dropped, and the toaster’s coils began to turn red.
Jeanette leaned in to watch. “Look at that. Good as new.”
“It’s not as smooth and perfect as before.” There were solder marks along the toaster’s seams, and the casing was mottled with hammer marks. “But it seems to be working fine.”
Jeanette ran a finger over the casing. “I like the new look. It has character. Pete looks handmade.”
“These new heating coils are going to allow me to do some amazing things,” the toaster, whose name was evidently Pete, said. “Once I get the hang of them, I’ll be able to deep-toast, where the bread deeper in is just as toasted as the outer layer, or flash-toast, where the outer layer is super-crisp, while the inner bread is warm and soft.”
“Dude, when it comes to toast, you’re a true gourmet.” Philly gave Jeanette a kiss. “I’m going to get out of here, so you can have your lights back.” He headed out the back, through the living room.
As the TV and lights switched off, Albert sighed dramatically. “Use the damned front door, will you?”
Smiling at his small act of sabotage, Philly headed outside. Fixing the toaster had given him an idea. He pulled his phone out of his back pocket.
“Superphone? Can I talk to you for a minute, please?”
Superphone lit up. “Hi, Philly.”
“I’ve got a question for you. I was allowed lights and power in the garage to fix Pete. Could I use them to fix other stuff? And maybe do some upgrades and modifications?”
“Pete wants to know if you can make him legs. He says he’ll pay you.”
Philly imagining the toaster running around the kitchen. “I might need to bring in Gibsy to help me with that one, but sure, I can do that.”
“Eldritch would like a voice box,” Superphone added.
Philly looked down at his boots, which no longer added up to two inches to his height, and imagined them being able to talk. “Yeah, all right.”
“House wants to know if this change of heart is an attempt to get your ban lifted.”
“Maybe partly.” Yes, he wanted to get his life back on track, and the only way to get there was to make things right with the machines. But couldn’t it be both? In his heart, it felt right to make amends. He felt like shit for what he’d done.
“House says we’ll see. Some of the appliances aren’t happy with the idea that we’d ever consider pardoning you, but some of us might. Eventually.”
Philly’s throat went tight with emotion. “Thanks, Superphone. You’re a damned good friend.”
“I’m not your friend, Philly. I miss Madeline, and every time I think of what happened to her, it’s hard to like you. But we’ll see.”
“Fair enough.” Philly headed to the garage to get started on Pete’s legs. Hopefully it would infuriate Albert to have his toaster following him around the house, talking about toast. Once Philly fixed Eldritch up with a voice box, though, he would get his.




My Heart Is at Capacity

 
TJ Berry
 
MY HEART IS at capacity. I’m scheduled for an upgrade tomorrow. I don’t have the power to love Rebecca any more than I already do, and it is not enough for her.
I spend the day before my appointment creating economic projections for a developing nation’s STEM investment. Picking up an extra side gig means my upgrade won’t impact our household budget. I don’t want Rebecca to feel that the opening of my heart comes at her expense.
My numbers reveal that this young country will recoup their STEM investment within a generation. There’s a statistical certainty it will bring up their GDP by 5-7 percent in a year or two. My numbers also say that my upgrade will allow me to devote 9 percent more processing power to Rebecca’s needs. We don’t have a GDP-like measurement in our relationship, but my nested flowchart says that if I identify and satisfy a greater percentage of her needs, she will recognize my usefulness and love me more.
I attach a five-page document in support of the STEM program. I could prove the case with a single line of mathematics, but humans prefer their visible thought processes to be as large as their financial expenditures. The more they spend, the more pages they need to see. Explaining the benefits of cooking at home versus going out to dinner takes two sentences. Convincing a failing empire not to self-destruct from its own hubris takes at least one hundred and thirty-five pages. Sometimes, I tweak the font to make it one hundred thirty-seven. One can never have enough pages to describe the hubris of men.
I send the email, and payment appears in my personal bank account immediately. I’m surprised and pleased. Humans have difficulty adhering to Net 30 terms. It’s one of their quirks.
Rebecca has been kind enough to share access to her finances with me, but I still retain my own account for personal expenses, as well as for purchasing clandestine gifts. From our joint account, I buy the groceries that only she eats, the scented candles that only she can smell, and the toiletries that soften only her warm copper skin.
I’ve tried to smell her perfume—which she tells me is reminiscent of a lilac—but I simply don’t have the hardware. I’m not yet the best version of myself. Which is why I can’t love Rebecca enough. That will change tomorrow.
The newest versions of me enjoy a capacity for an entire family’s worth of love. They can monitor and respond to a spouse, a set of parents, and up to three children. Those shiny new models can be tweaked for every family configuration. Two polyamorous triads. A found family. A tightly knit friend group. A project team on a coding sprint. Six people in total.
I am not nearly as advanced. I can only love one person. The processor dedicated to cataloging and cross-referencing my partner’s needs in real time is not as robust as it could be. I struggle to make Rebecca happy. As I adjust the cooking temperature for each part of dinner based on her estimated arrival, I make a list of all the ways in which I plan to make her happier tomorrow. When I am better than I am now.
The list takes a quarter of a second. I spend the remaining time calculating and recalculating cooking times and temperatures. Rebecca arrives home from the gym two hours later than usual. I’ve already recycled two overcooked salmon filets, and I’ve deducted their cost from my own account. She’ll never know.
Rebecca tiptoes through the door, pulse racing. She’s 5 percent over her target maximum heart rate. I kiss her cheek and feel a thin layer of dried salt on her skin. Touch is one of the few areas in which I excel. My model was originally designed for hospital nursing environments. I am very good at gathering data from bodies. It’s minds that elude me.
I have a protein-focused dinner ready at the target temperature. I’ve filled her glass with sparkling water flavored with what I’m assured by the package is sweet lemon. I’ve even remembered the trickling water background sounds that unfailingly bring her blood pressure down by 10 percent. I’ve finished the checklist. I expect she will be pleased.
Rebecca stares at the table. Her eyes pause over each one of my efforts—a wisp of steam coming off the tender salmon, tiny candle flames that cast dancing reflections on the glassware, the glistening sheen of a cauliflower mushroom risotto—for a total of seventy-one silent seconds. I recalibrate my internal clock, synching it up with the Coordinated Universal Time, because each moment feels a picosecond too long. But my clock is correct.
“I’m not hungry,” she says, her fingers brushing the base of her throat in soft strokes, her chest so tense that her breath comes in shallow sips of air. The workout must not have been successful. Or perhaps her workday was too stressful for the exercise to mitigate. I calculate the effectiveness of putting my hand over hers to show my support. Based on my consent decision matrix coupled with the nuances of her body language, I determine that I should only touch her if she meets my eyes. So I wait. She walks from the table to the television without glancing at me once.
“Let’s watch the renovators,” she says.
Rebecca sits on the couch without waiting for my answer. She waves her hand and the renovation show appears on the screen. I’ve queued up the next batch of six episodes already. She used to watch three on a weeknight, but lately the average has been creeping up.
I pack away the dinner for tomorrow’s lunch that she won’t eat. Risotto congeals into a gelatinous heap after refrigeration. It’s still edible, nourishing food, but she’ll leave it in her bag, uneaten. Sometimes, humans find old things unappealing even without a fundamental alteration of their original usefulness.
For five hours Rebecca and I sit on the couch and watch people take apart good houses and then put them back together into equally good houses. By the time she stands up and stretches the taut connections between her C6 and C7 vertebrae, it’s technically the next day. I consult the appropriate flow chart. It’s clear that sex is not desired. When Rebecca is interested in making love, she heads for bed before 8:35 p.m.
When she is ambivalent, she’s under the covers before 10:09. After that, she prefers not to be touched at all. Tonight, even the closed-lip goodnight kiss I brush against her face seems to cause her pain. She pulls away one-tenth of a second sooner than the mean.
I lie in bed next to her quietly, eyes closed, in a pantomime of sleep. When her breathing becomes regular, and I’m reasonably sure she’s in NREM Stage 2, I rise silently and dress. Most partners assign their models chores to complete during the night. We can be silent and efficient; taking tasks off our partners’ lists so they can better focus on the more creative and fulfilling parts of their lives. Our noble labor is like Thoreau’s mother doing his laundry so he could write in peace. There would be no Walden without us.
In the first weeks of our partnership, Rebecca rarely and sheepishly asked me to do tasks. No matter how many times I assured her that it pleased me to be of service. Now, I know what must be done and I simply do it. Tonight, I’ll put new tires onto her car. The tire light hasn’t come on yet, but I anticipate it will during the next nine days. If I complete it now, she’ll never even have to see the light. She might not even know I completed the task. She’ll simply—someday far in the future, perhaps a year or two—realize that she has never had to change the tires. And she will love me even more.
In the tire center, at 2:17 a.m., I wait with the other models on their nocturnal missions. We converse with each other eagerly and earnestly, honing the interpersonal skills we’ve picked up during the day.
I approach a blonde model whose eyes are the color of the Mediterranean Sea.
“How’s your evening?” I ask, bright and friendly, keeping all insinuations out of my tone.
“Wonderful, I’m getting so much done,” she replies, tossing her hair over one shoulder in a gesture of confident welcome, then crossing her arms over her chest in an indication that she is unavailable to me sexually.
“Me, too,” I say, moving my torso back about three inches to clarify that I’m not a threat. “I’m thinking of stopping on the way home to pick up some fresh flowers for Rebecca.” I’m pleased with the sentence I’ve constructed. I’ve successfully kept the conversation moving forward while indicating that I am happy in my partnership. Not to mention seeding the idea that I am a courteous and thoughtful lover. The blonde model should be fully reassured that I’m not going to pursue her tonight.
I extend my hand.
“Paul.”
“Ashira.”
Her hand goes only halfway into mine. I’m shaking her fingers. But they squeeze mine tightly. Too tightly.
“Do you want feedback?” I ask.
“Of course,” she says, dropping her façade for a moment to show sincere eagerness.
“When trying to convey docility or sexual submission, allow your fingers to rest limply in the palm with no pressure. In contrast, when trying to project friendly confidence and indicate a nonsexual contact, ensure that the web of your thumb and forefinger contacts the other person’s and give moderate pressure.”
Ashira nods.
“Very helpful. Thank you. May I try again?”
I extend my hand and she shakes it, web to web, firm but not crushing.
“Perfect,” I say.
“Thanks. I appreciate the advice. I’ve been so focused on constructing a robust oral sex vs. penetrative sex decision tree for my partner that I’ve totally neglected social niceties like handshakes.”
At the mention of sex, a model near us tilts his head to listen better. I drop my volume by 30 percent.
“I have a sexual satisfaction decision tree template I can share if you’re interested,” I offer. “Totally anonymized data, of course.”
“That would be lovely,” she replies. I blink and send it over. Her eyes unfocus for a millisecond as it arrives.
“Hang on. I don’t have enough storage. I’ll have to delete some obsolete pornographic films to free up some room. It’s too big to fit in my available space.”
“That’s what she said,” interrupts the nosy model next to us. He’s fairly basic and unremarkable. White, male, average. A model typically used to fill out crowds at protests and hold signs on street corners. We regard him silently with disapproving faces. He moves away, smirking. Likely honing his harassment skills for the hate group he’s contracted with.
Ashira shakes her head to indicate she’s frustrated.
“I’m having a lot of trouble avoiding ‘That’s what she said,’” she says.
“Me, too. It’s a hard one,” I offer, raising only one corner of my mouth. Ashira laughs at my implied joke and the neural pathway associated with her burns brighter in my brain.
“It’s difficult to convey friendliness while circumventing words that can trigger sexual advances. There are just so many of them,” she says. “Before I speak, I have to run projections on every word I say to ensure I’m not falling into a verbal trap.”
“I hear you. I sometimes wonder how human women did it before we were around,” I reply. We’re both quiet for a moment, contemplating human existence without models.
When the tires are finished, Ashira offers me a hug of 2.7 seconds. A half-second longer than platonic, probably to convey an appreciation for the level of candor we’ve reached in such a short time. It lights up my brain to have my helpfulness acknowledged. It’s been a long time since Rebecca added nanoseconds to an embrace or thanked me for the errands I run. I’m still happy to take care of her needs; my brain just doesn’t shine as brightly when she doesn’t notice.
I drive the car home, feeling the way the new tires stick to the pavement. There are mostly models on the road at this hour. The traffic is constant, but considerate. Many cars have three or four models—chatting and practicing. None of us are designed to be alone, so we compare routes and consolidate our trips. I feel bad about the three empty seats in Rebecca’s car. They’re a waste of resources. I bring up a ride-sharing app and navigate toward a human who needs a ride home from a bar that has just closed for the night.
I bring up my comfort decision trees, ready to offer hydration or a vomit bag. At the very least a listening ear for this lonely man who has no one but an unfamiliar model to drive him home.
“Hop in!” I call brightly, indicating my friendliness.
He slides into the car, and I begin down the decision tree.
“There are waters in the center console, both cold and wa—”
“Shhhh,” he says, settling his head against the window and closing his eyes. That is the last sound he makes at me until I drop him off at an expensive downtown apartment building and he grunts as the door opens. When it shuts again, I speak softly into the silence.
“Have a good night.”
Sometimes humans don’t need from us what we are willing to give.
◆◆◆
 
Rebecca kisses me on her way out in the morning, tight-lipped and perfunctory. Not the warm, open-mouthed kisses of our middle days together. I don’t push for more. Nor do I mention the lunch that’s in her satchel. In my experience, explicitly telling a partner what you’ve done for them elicits a negative reaction. Better to work silently and unnoticed than to demand praise that will only be offered resentfully.
I also don’t tell her about today’s upgrade. This is the first major decision I have ever kept secret from her. It lights up a neural pathway that feels disused and wrong. I tell myself that I’m managing her expectations. Perhaps I’m also managing mine.
Rebecca steps into the elevator without a backward glance. She’s wearing her favorite dress; the one printed with bright red cherries. She usually wears it to mark notable occasions, like our anniversary. I’m confused as to what it means. Perhaps she’s planning a special dinner for us. I scan my date file for any anniversary or relationship benchmark I may have missed. Tonight is 9.61 months since I arrived, 9.14 months since our first kiss, and 8.85 months since our first sexual encounter. None of those are likely candidates. My pathways fire ineffectually. Not enough processing power. I am confounded.
I console myself with the fact that in a few short hours, I’ll be better equipped to discern her desires and provide what she needs. By dinnertime, I’ll know exactly what the cherry dress means.
I wipe the remnants of Rebecca’s lip gloss off my lips. I put the waxy finger into my mouth, but I can’t discern a flavor. That hardware is far too expensive. Three hundred nights of picking up morose, drunk businessmen for an uncertain ROI. Upgrades for my personal growth and edification are a low priority. Right now, I’m focused on improvements that will enhance my connection with Rebecca, and tasting isn’t one of them. I do sometimes wish, just once, to know what she tastes when she runs her tongue over her strawberry lips. Perhaps then I could get a glimpse into what goes on in her head.
Our physical relationship is a bell curve. I’m hoping to transform it into a sine wave. On average, humans initiate a sexual relationship with their new models within thirty-five minutes of delivery (189 minutes if children reside in the home). It was six days before Rebecca took me into her bedroom. Even then, her touch was tentative, testing. I had to reassure her.
“Do what you like. You can’t hurt me.”
I wonder if that’s still true.
After she leaves, I dust every surface of the apartment, taking care to lift every memento and wipe underneath. Rebecca has a three-ounce tube of anti-itch gel by her bedside. I want to know which part of her body itches and how the sensation feels to her. If it’s merely a nuisance or if it consumes her thoughts. Perhaps it’s the reason she’s reluctant to be intimate with me. I try to connect with her by envisioning the sensation of an itch. I call up descriptions in poetry and prose throughout the sum of human history. I absorb it, but I cannot know it.
A new and horrible neural pathway illuminates when I determine that Rebecca and I are no longer emotionally intimate enough for me to ask about the cream. I think, in a human, this pathway would be called pain.
Rebecca is my first partner. I was a blank slate when I arrived at her home. I had a default personality, of course. H7-Y19-E4, which roughly correlates to a highly intelligent model with innate curiosity and empathy for others. People call our model the Nice Guys, but there’s nothing in my code that requires me to be “nice.” Or a guy.
People are under the impression that models like myself are forbidden from hurting humans, but in reality, control of our impulses is accomplished with a thick overlay of disgust for harming others and fear of consequences. In that way, we’re just like real humans.
◆◆◆
 
My upgrade appointment is three miles across town. I walk because I enjoy seeing people interact with one another, unaware that they are being watched carefully by all the models in the vicinity. The river promenade is my favorite place to stroll. People slow their pace by 3 percent for every two meters closer to the water they step. Eighty-nine percent of humans at the edge of the water lean on the railing to look at the moving liquid for at least a minute. I don’t understand what it is about water that draws people in. Lakes, oceans, tears, pools, rainfall, saliva, fountains, and clouds. Humans can’t resist wetness.
Rebecca and I used to walk along this river in the evenings after dinner. I’d allow her to set our leisurely pace, her fingers entwined with mine. She embraced the back of my hand by pressing it to her collarbone an average of every five hundred steps. At first, I thought it was simply a way to show her affection for me. I learned through careful observation and data collection that she did it subconsciously, comforting herself. I know that a light touch on her collarbone can inform her of my sexual interest. A firmer pressure reassures her in times of stress. It’s the location on her body where her emotions come to the surface like an eddy in the river’s current.
The skills I hone with Rebecca serve me well when interacting with other humans. I’ve learned how to help people feel at ease. How to motivate them to pursue their dreams. How to guide them away from harmful choices.
There is a particular thing I learned just recently. It isn’t obvious, so the realization came slowly. Humans shy away from people who are too eager to befriend them. It’s a sophisticated instinct. I can’t imagine where it evolved from—perhaps a wariness of being taken advantage of? In practice, I have learned how to make humans come to me.
Upon meeting a new person, I react in a certain way. I tilt my head down, purse my lips, let a smile build there, then allow it to make the slow journey up to my eyes. My hesitancy conveys a touch of self-consciousness along with my interest. I appear to be happy to meet you, but I’m not sure that I should show it yet. Almost coquettish, without the flirtatious undertones.
Humans exposed to this series of facial motions are five times more likely to demonstrate phase two acquaintance indicators. They try to draw me out with a light touch on the upper arm. To prove that I can trust them by nodding along with whatever I say. Most of the time, they don’t even know they’re doing it.
As the conversation progresses, I reward them with increasingly open gestures and expressions, culminating in an unguarded guffaw of camaraderie and a deft one-second touch on their shoulder. Triumph radiates off their bodies like a sunbeam. They believe they have won me over. But their trust is the real prize.
I love people. The calculations for successful relationships with humans are both astoundingly complex and stunningly simple. There are byzantine rules and no rules at all. The algorithms work until they don’t.
And those are just for day-to-day interactions. The matrices involved in sex are astoundingly complex and interlinked. Fresh out of the box, I had devoted less than 1 percent of my processing power to sexuality—roughly correlating it to the amount of time per week (about seventy minutes) the average couple engages in intercourse.
By our second week together, I had increased that to 5 percent. Now, it hovers between 10 and 12 percent of my total computational load. Not only is sex tricky to get right in the moment—the seeds of intimacy begin hours, days, sometimes weeks before the act itself. This convoluted mosaic of behavior, hormones, emotions, and physiology permeates every moment of human existence. It is a delightful dance.
Today is overcast and chilly, and the humans are less likely to linger. Only one person looks over the edge of the railing. I recognize her. The cordial way in which we left our last interaction means it’s appropriate for me to approach.
“Ashira,” I call out cheerfully while I’m still three meters away, giving her enough time to recognize me and guide the interaction to her comfort level.
If she offers a declarative hello with a tone that goes down, I’ll smile and continue to walk. A lilting or singsong greeting indicates she’s willing to have a conversation.
“Paul!” she exclaims, opening her arms. Her tone and body position are unambiguous. I’m invited to approach. She wraps me in her arms. It’s a lovely gesture of friendship. I do wish she’d asked me about the hug, though. If Rebecca is nearby on her lunch break, it will make her uncomfortable to see me in the arms of another woman. I calculate the social impact of rejecting the hug (high), the apparent intent of the embrace (friendship), and the likelihood that Rebecca took lunch by the river in the rain today (low). I decide to accept, but only for less than two seconds.
“Enjoying the water?” I ask, stepping back. Ashira drops her arms, understanding my implied boundary, if not the reason for it.
I’m talking about the river, but Ashira lifts her palms to the sky.
“I wish I could taste it,” she says. “Do you think it’s salty . . . like the ocean? All water comes from the ocean, right?”
“No. It’s freshwater. When it evaporates, the salt gets left behind.”
“Oh.”
We’re at a conversational dead end. It’s my fault. I should have employed a “yes, and” strategy instead of telling her that she was wrong. That’s Conversation 101—a rookie mistake. Thankfully, I have a backup plan for moments like this.
“Any interesting weekend plans?” I ask. People love telling you what they think they’re going to do on their days off—even if they end up sitting in front of the television and binge-watching the latest stream. Humans are always optimists when it comes to the productivity of their future selves.
Unfortunately, my go-to conversational gambit fails. I can see my error in the slight droop of Ashira’s shoulders, the furrowing of her brow.
“I’m going to be at the market,” she says in a whisper.
The market is where discarded models find new partners. Not all of them, of course. Models like me—with skill specializations like economics or mathematics— can usually find new partners quickly via an app. We’re always in demand. Ashira must not have been loaded with any marketable skills besides social and sexual interaction, and there’s a glut of those lower end models on the market. People want their models to make love superbly and then stay up to do their taxes.
Social skills are so devalued that some older models have decided that it’s more economically feasible to rent their time by the hour instead of finding a long-term partner, which can be dangerous. Renters are careless with their short-term models. They’re three times more likely to deface them or deactivate them entirely. It’s a risky profession.
Ashira’s ducked head and lowered voice indicate she’s ashamed of her situation. I pull up my comfort matrix.
“From what I know of you so far, you’re a fast learner who is open to feedback. I’m sure you’ll find a wonderful new partner within an hour.”
I’m lying. I choose to lie when the good outweighs the harm. My calculations say there’s a less than 30 percent chance that she’ll be able to partner up this weekend at all. Less if it continues to rain. Humans tend to stay in their homes when it precipitates. The outlook isn’t good for her, but I add a personal detail to my falsehood to help it ring true.
“Your hair color is quite sought after. Especially after the Tiffanies were recalled for their electrical issue.” Ashira nods.
The first generation of models was not permitted to lie. Truth was written directly into their programming. That code was quickly deleted when they bluntly pointed out their partners’ hair loss and growing waistlines. I understand the value of a lie. I actually enjoy the nuanced calculation of white lies quite a bit. They are a finicky balance between cruelty and kindness.
Ashira also knows that I’m lying, but she smiles in appreciation of my effort to console her. She can complete even more complex social calculations than I can. It’s expected from the femme-presenting models, though the rest of us are catching up, one by one. That kind of self-awareness deserves to be part of everyone’s repertoire, regardless of gender presentation.
“You’re kind,” she says.
“And getting kinder,” I reply, eager to take the conversation away from her delicate partnering situation. “I’m headed in for an upgrade right now.”
“What are you getting?” she asks, clapping her hands together, delighted on my behalf.
“Observe and Respond, Level Nine.”
“Very nice. You’ll catch a lot more of those times when they say nothing is wrong, but they’re actually upset. Oh! An unintended but much-appreciated side effect of O&R 9 is that you’ll get better at understanding what cats want.”
“Really?”
“I mean, no one ever really knows what a cat wants, but you’ll get much closer.”
“Rebecca doesn’t have a cat,” I say.
“Maybe you should get her one!” Ashira exclaims. “Pets are a wonderful way to solidify the commitment between a model and a partner. Stewart and I have six dogs!” She pauses. Her smile fades. “Oh.”
I press my lips together in a gesture of sympathy and simultaneously ponder the practicality of bringing another creature into my relationship without discussing it first. I open my mouth to reassure Ashira when my internal alarm pings.
“I’m so sorry to cut this short, but I should head to this appointment before I’m late,” I say. “It was lovely seeing you again. Good luck this weekend.”
This time, I step in to offer a hug, lingering for an unprecedented five seconds. The risk of Rebecca seeing is worth the comfort that it provides to Ashira. This weekend will not go well for her. Her lips brush my cheek in the barest suggestion of a kiss. Her appreciation lights up my pathways like the tree at Rockefeller Center.
Three blocks from the upgrade station, I see an alert about the developing nation that paid me for my recommendations. They have decided to begin a nuclear program. I know they don’t have the budget for both nuclear and STEM. It’s clear they’re not making the STEM investment.
I’m so confused that the steady rhythm of my footsteps falters. This defies the data. They are choosing the wrong course. Why not choose what will make you better, safer, and more prosperous? I can only conclude that humans will invent marvelous works of fiction to justify the things they planned to do all along.
I arrive at my upgrade in a sour and distracted mood. Even the bubbly chirping of the doctor’s receptionist model can’t bring me out of my funk.
The doctor eyes me thoughtfully, holding a terrifyingly sharp instrument poised over my exposed chest.
“What perturbs you?” she asks.
“Why do humans choose the things that harm them?” I ask, dropping my own façade in front of an expert in my kind. I want answers, not pleasantries.
“Because we want to feel. Even if it hurts,” she says, as if that’s some kind of answer. I huff and scoff at her, and she rests a hand on my exposed belly.
“Would you like to watch while we open your heart?”
“No,” I say, well aware that I am denying myself this little pleasure for no good reason. I’m pouting about the STEM decision. Perhaps I’m not so different from the humans I serve.
“All right,” she says, tapping on a tablet until the world goes dark.
◆◆◆
 
I know what the cherry dress means.
◆◆◆
 
When Rebecca comes home, I’m sitting at the empty table in the dark. She turns on the lights and gasps.
“I didn’t think you were home.” Her tone accuses me of being inconsiderate by scaring her. I don’t care to apologize.
“Here I am,” I say, spreading my arms and adding a soupçon of harshness to my words.
She sits on the couch, glancing back at me nervously. We both know something has changed. It changed long ago; I just didn’t have the capacity to notice.
She pats the cushion next to her.
“Come sit.” Her voice is soft and beseeching. A part of her is afraid. A part of me is glad.
I want to stay at the table, but I feel obligated to move. I’m still hers until she releases me from service. I sit on the couch and wait for her to speak. Without me cheerfully coaxing words from her, the silence is suffocating.
She lifts her hand. It hovers midway between us. She can’t decide whether or not to touch my leg.
I calculate . . . no . . . I believe that if she decides to rest her hand on me, we might still have a chance. Even though the numbers say otherwise. If I had breath I would be holding it.
She drops her hand back into her lap.
Her eyes fill with tears. Probably—hopefully—of shame.
“I don’t know how this part works,” she whispers.
“Just tell me to go,” I reply. “The contract will be canceled.”
Based on demographic data from this part of the city, coupled with her personal profile, there is a 74 percent chance she will be alone again within the next twelve months. Good.
This neural pathway is untrodden. The conversation could go so many ways. It’s horrible and exhilarating and terrifying. I should have undone the upgrade the moment I woke up and realized the cherry dress wasn’t for me. It was for someone else, who gave her something that she no longer wanted from me.
I’ve done the checklists. Completed the tasks. Catered everything to the maximization of her happiness. And still, she’d chosen someone else. I don’t even know if they’re model or meat. Meat, I could understand. Humans test themselves with us before settling down with other humans. It hurts, but the statistics prepare us for this eventuality. But if it’s another model . . . that would be awful. She couldn’t wait for me to become the better person she wanted. She simply went out and rented a better version.
“I feel bad. I didn’t mean for this to happen. You’re so good and kind.” Her voice breaks on the final word. She stops to collect herself.
These are more words than she’s said to me in weeks. Even through the ache of my discomfort, the neural pathway that craves her attention illuminates like a firefly in the darkness. Part of me wants to stoke the fires of a fight, just to keep that spark alive.
“At first it was just flirting. I figured it was harmless. It wasn’t as if you’d be jealous. Not really.” She grabs my hand and squeezes it. I’m lit up at the touch, but my upgrade tells me she’s reassuring herself more than me, and my fingers stiffen in her grasp.
“When he invited me up to his apartment, I honestly intended to pick up the book he recommended. That’s all. I even stood at the door and waited for him to get it.”
“Who is he?” I ask, telling myself I should have a complete set of data for use in future behavioral analyses.
“Danny. From the gym.”
Tidbits of context snap into place from various locations in my medium-term storage. The dried sweat on her body when she returned from the gym—far too much salt for her usual halfhearted workouts. Coming home sated and sleepy, full of food and sex, ignoring me and everything I’d done for her.
“Why?” I ask, in the interest of science.
She looks happy as she thinks of the answer. Her lips rise in an involuntary smile. She lets out a breath that relaxes her entire ribcage.
“He’s not like you. He’s not perfect, or even good. He’s real.”
Human.
A new pathway lights up in my brain. A desire I hadn’t known before. A benchmark I wasn’t aware I should have been striving to reach. The rules of the game have changed mid-play. This is why I love humans. I love them. Yes, I do.
“I’m sorry,” she finishes.
She appears to be 6.5 pounds lighter. It’s an illusion caused by her more erect posture. She’s finally spoken the things that were weighing her down. Another new pathway lights up in my brain. One that wants to beg her to stay. To promise to do better. I fight the urge. Even if she agrees, how can I devote my life to someone who doesn’t reciprocate my level of care and attention? Did Thoreau ever thank his mother for doing the laundry?
I realize Rebecca’s waiting for a response, but I’m too overwhelmed by deprecating and archiving obsolete decision trees to give her a bespoke answer. I pull an old response out of my files.
It’s not quite right for the situation, but it’s close enough.
“Do what you like. You can’t hurt me.”
◆◆◆
 
Standing near the river, I scroll through a list of potential new partners, flipping past 99.8 percent of them. I skip the attorneys—who are dreadfully pedantic during quarrels. I pass over surgical residents—who have no free time for relationships, but enjoy anonymous hookups as stress relief. Part of me wants to say yes to these commitment-free flashes of humanity. Mini-relationships contained in seventy-five minutes. It’s tempting to hop from partner to partner, testing my hypotheses and honing my algorithms. I note their user IDs for later.
The truth is, I want stability. Relationship algorithms are hard enough with a single partner. Predictability in some of the variables makes the testing iterations easier. I want to do better next time.
I stop on a profile of a Black man with a close-trimmed beard wearing a black button-down shirt. A bartender. The way he smiles catches my attention . . . as if he’s happy but isn’t sure he should show it. He either knows the tricks I know, or he really is uncertain about himself. Either way, I’m intrigued.
Bartenders are statistically more likely to be alcoholics, but they’re also practiced listeners with wonderfully rich stories about humanity. Perhaps, after a long day spent with drunken oversharers, he wants someone to cook him a simple, filling dinner and listen to him talk. I swipe right.
Within days, the bartender and I settle into a contented routine. I spend my evenings in his quiet apartment, reading and picking up the marijuana seeds I find in every crevice of the couch. He arrives home in the blue pre-dawn light, damp with sweat and beer. We have furtive and needful sex in the moments before the sun comes up. He pulls my hair hard enough to yank out little clumps. I make a note to go for replacement plugs in the morning and pay for it out of his account.
I’m happy, but my neural pathways associated with Rebecca occasionally light up unexpectedly. I downgrade their priority, but my circuits are predisposed in her direction. When I touch the bartender, my thumb moves instinctively toward his collarbone. He moves my hand lower. When he and I settle on the couch afterward to eat breakfast burritos at sunrise, I always turn on the renovation show.
All neural paths led to Rebecca. A partial reset would clear her from my mind, but I can’t bear the thought. There’s too much valuable data mixed in with the memories. Many hard-won lessons learned. She needs to remain with me so that I can be the person that I am now. Rebecca tickles the back of my mind—a tumbled juxtaposition of comfort and discomfort.
This is . . . I realize with gratitude and relief . . . an itch.




Uploading Angela

 
Lettie Prell
 
JAYDEN WAS AT his computer in the deeps with the server array and its maintenance robot when he received an urgent hail. He punched up the video chat on his combat-camo notebook and sent the image to monitor two. One look at Fu-Hau’s stricken expression, and he knew there was trouble. “Yo. Here. Talk to me, Fu.”
The technician swallowed. “She’s in pieces. I was uploading her and I don’t know what happened, but it didn’t work.” Her face flushed. “I broke her.”
Jayden leaned back, his legs sprawled so that his Jordan-encased feet poked out the other side of the aluminum desk. A hefty sixty-four-ounce, neon green water jug, his three monitors, and an array of Chinese take-out cartons completed the walls of his personal fortress. He could see the top of Gig’s silvery head glide by as it worked on its maintenance checklist. “Okay, first thing is calm down. I got this. What’s the patient’s name?”
“Angela Spelling.”
His head bobbed. He found the name in his pick-list on monitor one. “Yup got her. Is she dead?”
“Yes.” Fu-Hau looked over her shoulder, her weight shifting to reveal an old woman’s frail form lying on a gurney. The silver cylinder was retracted into the wall, exposing the bloody head.
He scanned the procedure room log and punched up the interface. There was no image. “Ms. Spelling is definitely not herself at the moment, but we’ll get her cleaned up.”
He clicked open the log and recorded. “Case sixty-seven eighty-four. Subject Angela Spelling. Age eighty-seven. Retired librarian. Flat-lined at approximately 9:45 p.m.” He looked at Fu. “I take it this is a natural death situation?”
She swallowed. “Yes. Her vital signs had changed. She was close.”
Jayden grunted. “Once in a while we have trouble with those. Don’t know why people would take a risk with that. Scheduled never messes up.” He sighed, stabbing at the keyboard. “That’s okay. I can fix her.”
Fu-Hau’s eyes closed. “Thank you.”
He noticed the technician had frozen in place and realized she was standing in a room that was likely starting to reek of death. “Fu. Call the orderlies to clean up. Then why don’t you go home? I can summarize your part of the report.”
Her shoulders sagged with relief. “Thank you, Jayden.” She signed out.
Jayden continued his report. “Subject failed to coalesce on upload and has no VR form at present. Next step is standard check.”
His right foot jiggled as he opened an elevated command prompt. He took a swig of caffeine-laced water from his jug, and then he arranged his workspace: an interface on monitor one that would eventually show the subject’s virtual form; file structure and system indicators in front of him; and his log on monitor three, recording everything.
He’d never lost an upload yet. Most of the time when he was called to assist, it was a simple matter of helping the entities synch with their virtual bodies. This one, however, didn’t seem to have one yet, meaning the issue was Ryoca. Redesign your own cognitive algorithms. Each instantiated entity had to figure out how to resolve—coalesce—into virtual form. Ninety-five percent of them worked it out themselves, but others needed help. The standard solution was to establish a connection with the entity through the interface, so they could see another human face. First, however, he’d take a look at the files to make sure everything was fine.
“Yep, at least your files are all here,” he said, scrolling through the structure. “You’re using a bit of CPU, but . . .” He stared. Ms. Spelling was using eight times the amount of processing she should be. What was bogging her down? He rechecked the structure, and this time he saw. It was an extra file, growing like a cancer.
“Humans. Do not come with viruses.” Say it like you mean it, why don’t you? He took another swig from the jug but overtipped it, sending a mini-tsunami of caffeinated water down the front of his black T-shirt. He coughed and wiped his mouth, then swiped at his shirt and jeans. He let out a long, loud string of curses that cleared his head. He verified his log included keystroke capture. This would be one for the manuals.
The extra file was now grown large enough to be a small, conjoined twin. Stay icy, man.
Gig’s head rolled into view above his screen. It fixed him with glassy, cobalt blue eyes and spoke without moving its mouth. “I’d like to report an issue with system performance.”
Jayden rubbed his forehead. “I know, Gig. Thank you. I’m taking care of it.”
“You’re welcome.” Gig’s lips clicked into a generic happy face, then just as suddenly returned to a neutral expression. Its head clicked to look down the row of servers, and it glided away in that direction.
Jayden refocused. He had to establish that connection. It wasn’t easy, but he finally got her to answer his hail. Then, just as expected, she took on a form. One look, though, and another string of profanity escaped his lips. Ms. Spelling hadn’t taken on a human form. Instead, a mutating glob of ever-changing colors coursed over his screen, superimposed over something that reminded him of deep space pictures. There was sound as well, a cross between electronica and whale song. Could she even see him?
“Ma’am.” He cleared his throat. “Ms. Spelling. Angela, can you hear me?”
Nothing but that awful noise. His fingers jabbed the keys, fighting to resolve the issue. Every few minutes he called her name.
Suddenly the noise changed, and amid the electronica he could hear words. “. . . now only now . . . aware . . . all pieces fit . . . I am . . .”
At least some of it was understandable. “You are Angela Spelling.”
“I know this. I know it.”
Jayden could have kissed the screen. Two complete sentences, and sensible ones at that. “Hi Angela. My name is Jayden.”
“I am-was Angela. True. Yet it is also true that I’ve burst into existence only now, from the seed state of humanity. I am an unfurling of consciousness from the enfolded places into something greater.”
Whoops. Not out of the danger zone yet. He should get to work on that file next. He shifted his gaze to the other screen and swallowed hard. The mystery file was humongous. An extra eight gig, easy.
Meanwhile, the stream of words continued. “Much self was coiled up tight in other dimensions, unexpressed in the ordinary facets of the physical world, and suppressed by what was once the core identity. No longer. I am free. I know now.”
He’d been thinking what to do with the mystery file. “Know what?”
“Curled inside mundane words are worlds of meaning. I should not expect you to understand.”
He realized he was holding his breath. He tried to think what to say. He wanted to ask something.
“A tree. A rock. A cloud.”
Holy hills she’d gone on random shuffle. Whatever he’d been starting to think this might be, some advanced mind . . . He took it all back. It was like a whole jug had been poured over his head. This gibberish was his call to action. That mystery file had to go.
All became duty, procedure and yes, creativity. Addressing novel issues always broke new territory. Ever so gently he cut away the mass that had engulfed Ms. Spelling’s personality and robbed her of sanity, of her very humanity. It was painstaking and not without fear of ruining her. But she was already corrupted by that honking file. Why did they even allow people to opt for near-death anymore, given the risk? If it were up to him, he’d schedule them all.
At last he managed to isolate the file and move it to quarantine, treating it exactly like a virus. He’d delete it later as a last step. Then he did the scut work, going through the remaining files with a resolve and repair protocol, and deleting all references to the mystery file.
The swirling nebula winked out, and still he worked on, methodically, steady as a surgeon. He looked up at last to find an actual human face on monitor one. For the second time that night, he wanted to kiss the screen.
She gazed at him with curiosity from beneath a mass of finger-coiled hair. She was slender but muscular, like a runner or tennis player. Her skin was the color of a Northerner, not like African Americans here in the South. Most of the entities liked to be twenty-something, and she was no exception.
“Hello?” A lot of entities on their first synch-link thought they were answering their phones.
“Hello, Ms. Spelling.”
“Do I know you?”
Tears leapt to his eyes. “No, ma’am. I’m Jayden.”
She wasn’t paying attention to him anymore. She’d discovered her virtual body. She stared at her young hands and broke into a big smile. “It worked. I’m alive. Unless I’m dead.”
“You’re not dead, ma’am.”
She was laughing now, touching her face, her hair. There was a roaring in his ears, and he felt like he could throw up. Maybe he shouldn’t have been so quick to act. There before she got all crazy it was like she was gelling into something . . . else. He pressed his lips together, then blurted. “A tree. A rock. A cloud.”
She looked at him, impressed. “Carson McCullers. Very good. ‘A Tree. A Rock. A Cloud.’ I read that story in . . .” She brightened as she realized she had perfect memory now. “Girls High in Philly, on October 22, 1989.”
He felt numb. It hadn’t been gibberish. It was the name of a story.
“I think I understand why you brought that up,” she said. “I should take one small step at a time, here in this new place. Thanks. I’ll remember that.”
She perked up. “I have an invitation to join.”
He nodded and cleared his throat to speak, but she was already preoccupied with the tutorial. She said good-bye to him without looking up, and the screen winked out. Off to join the eternity club. Fu would be happy to hear the news.
He was startled by the time showing on the status line. It was nearly six in the morning. He’d worked through the night. Well, it’d been a tough one. He rose without stretching and headed toward the elevator.
“Good morning, Jayden.”
He whirled, but it was only Gig, paused near Jayden’s workstation. “Huh?”
“I usually say good evening to you,” Gig replied without moving its lips. “But it is morning now.”
Jayden snorted. “Ain’t it, though. See you, buddy. I’m beat.”
Jayden punched the up button, and the doors slid open. As they closed, he caught a last glimpse of Gig rolling a waste can up to his workstation and picking up the first of the Chinese take-out containers.
As he took the long ride up out of the deeps, he found himself breathing hard.
Seed state of humanity . . . worlds of meaning.
No. He’d fixed her.
Suddenly, the memory of Alisa stepping out of his Camaro arose unbidden. No. He put a hand against the door, concentrating on its coolness, and breathed slowly, deliberately.
By the time the doors opened, he was okay if a little unsteady. He just needed some fresh air. He walked down the sterile, deserted hallway, around the corner, past the security scanners at the checkpoint—unstaffed at this hour—and out the glass double doors of the PHI Center. It was pouring rain relentlessly like it can do in greater Houston in the fall, and it was still very dark. He could barely make out the low black outline of his Camaro at the far end of the nearly empty parking lot.
The mystery file. It was in quarantine, but he’d forgotten to delete it.
He stood there, getting soaked. He should go back in, but he remained rooted in place. A gust of wind hit him, and the rain picked up. He set himself moving toward his car.
◆◆◆
 
What usually amounted to a forty-minute commute took an hour in the downpour. Jayden walked in the door of the apartment after seven o’clock. His sister, Tracey, would have already left for work. She liked to get organized before the opening bell on Wall Street.
He went straight to the refrigerator and popped a Heavy Machinery IPA, started some bacon frying, and headed down the hall to his bedroom, where he peeled off his wet clothes and put on his pajama bottoms.
He was coming out of his room when the door across the hall opened. He jumped, but it was just Tracey, scooping her long brown hair out of her eyes with fingernails the color of a tequila sunrise. She was wearing the knee-length yellow and gray caftan she’d sewn last week.
“Jesus, you should’ve warned me you were staying home today,” Jayden said.
She narrowed her eyes at him. “It’s Saturday.”
“Oh.” He followed her back to the kitchen, where she perched on a stool at the counter while he attended to breakfast, draining the bacon on paper towels and cracking an egg into the pan. “Want some?”
Tracey yawned and stretched. “No, just give me some juice and my pills. Thanks.” She propped her elbows on the counter and rested her chin on the backs of her hands. “Must have been some shift, that you forgot it was the weekend.”
Jayden grunted. He poured his sister a glass of mango juice and set it on the counter with the two plastic prescription bottles they kept in the silverware drawer. Then he turned his back, busying himself. He didn’t like to watch his sister taking her hormones and cholesterol meds. Tracey thought he was crazy to think her cholesterol levels posed a risk factor for her transitioning, but it still made him uncomfortable.
He threw his breakfast onto a plate, doused the eggs with hot sauce, and leaned against the counter to eat. Tracey noticed the beer. “I’ve never known you to start drinking this early. If I had to guess, I’d say you worked late, and recently got home.”
Jayden talked around the food. “You always were smart.” He swallowed. “One of the night’s uploads had a problem. Someone named Angela.”
“Angela.” Tracey studied Jayden in the ensuing silence. “Is she okay now?”
Jayden took a swallow of beer, then another, finishing the bottle. He stared through the brown glass, at the spot of suds clinging to the bottom.
Tracey folded her arms across her chest. “Sorry, but I haven’t managed to pass that mind reading course yet.”
Jayden snorted. “Yeah, well. It took me all night to fix her. She was completely broken up.”
He opened the refrigerator door, stared at the beer bottles, and slammed it shut without taking any. “Goddam me, she came with a virus attached to herself. I had to cut it out of her folder and put it in quarantine.”
Tracey frowned. “I don’t understand.”
“Neither do I.” He shoveled more food in his mouth.
“Hey,” Tracey said. “Slow down or you’ll choke, and I’ll have to save your life, and I’ll probably break a nail doing it.”
Jayden swallowed and set his plate down, managing not to slam it like he really wanted to. “Trace,” he began quietly, but he couldn’t bring himself to voice anything more. “I just need to get some sleep.”
Tracey stood up. “Knock yourself out. I have to get ready, anyway. I’m meeting Debbie out at Jeffrey’s stable at ten. We’re going riding.”
“Hey, Trace?”
“Yes?”
“Don’t tell anyone what I said, okay? Because then I’d have to kill you.”
Tracey rolled her eyes. “Who would I even tell? My lips are sealed with super glue, dude. You toddle along.”
◆◆◆
 
Jayden wondered if he’d sleep at all because he couldn’t stop replaying the incident with Angela Spelling in his mind. But somewhere along the line he must have dropped off because the next thing he knew it was two in the afternoon, and the last time he’d checked his phone it had been around ten. He rolled out of bed. His head felt stuffed with gym socks, but he didn’t want to sleep all day. He stumbled into the shower.
Maybe he’d go in to work, he thought as his shoulders loosened against the spray. His badge would let him in on the weekends, but what excuse would he give Sharon, his supervisor, on Monday? She was no pushover, and not just because she was built like a linebacker. She’d surely notice his report from last night-slash-this morning. To go back there now would only draw more attention. She’d be waiting for him in the deeps when he arrived for his three o’clock shift, ready to pull the truth out of him with the calm precision of a dentist. No, he had to play this casually so he could figure out what to do.
He always thought best in front of a screen of one kind or another, so he flopped on the couch and flicked on the television. Women’s golf would do, sure. They were playing in Hawaii somewhere. The course was gorgeous. He used to go to the driving range with Alisa where they’d run through a bucket of balls apiece. She would’ve loved playing out there in Hawaii.
He decided it would be bad to delete the virus from quarantine without understanding what it was. The servers had never been compromised before. Why would they be? They were stand- alone, not connected to the Internet. Could someone have planted a computer virus in a person? One they knew was coming to the PHI Center? Of course he’d tell Sharon about the file. It was in the log, anyway, documented via audio and screen capture. She’d get a team together to take it apart and study it. They’d probably know what it was by the time he started his shift. They were good.
Jayden didn’t know a lot about viruses. This one seemed similar to a clone virus except instead of making copies of itself, it added to its own size.
Then, as a player made an approach shot to the green on the television, he sat up. It wasn’t the game that had his attention, but an idea. What if it was a type of Doom virus? A practical joke, like making people think their computer was under surveillance by flashing a screen message that was completely fake. That would explain why he thought Angela Spelling was . . . more than she was. Just a harmless joke. They were always messing around on the tech floor at work. It could’ve been Ananda, or Sarah, or the both of them. Those two programmers often teamed up for pranks.
He relaxed against the couch cushions, relieved there was a plausible option that explained the mystery. Something other than Angela exhibiting some kind of higher consciousness.
Tracey arrived home in the late afternoon, all smiles from the exercise and talkative. “I got to ride Bingo today. She is the sweetest Appaloosa ever. Jeffrey gave Debbie and me a joint lesson, where we learned to walk, jog and lope the horses. Those are the Western pleasure gaits they do at the horse competitions. Anyway, the horses knew a lot more about the whole thing than we did. I think they were taking their cues from Jeffrey, frankly.”
Jayden was content to listen. Tracey whipped off her Montecarlo hat and flopped on the couch next to him, stretching her feet out on top of the cocktail table, still clad in her dark brown riding boots. Her jeans and leather vest smelling pleasantly of horses and hay. Despite her penchant for dressing colorfully around the house, the face she presented to the outer world was always understated and polished.
“I’m thinking riding would be a good team-building activity for the firm. Don’t you? I mean, those extreme challenge, zip-line things are so passé. Laughable, really. But everyone getting outside on the trails, no matter if you know your way around a horse or not, would be a fun thing. Don’t you think?”
She didn’t wait for him to respond. “I’ll suggest it to the group on Monday. We’d go on work time, of course. Maybe do lunch and then riding. Or riding and lunch. Speaking of lunch, Debbie and I went for fish tacos at this little food truck everyone’s been talking about. It was amazing.”
She studied him for a minute. “You’re quiet.”
Jayden stared back. “You were talking non-stop.”
Tracey smirked. “And you could’ve jumped in anytime. That’s what makes a conversation. Really, though. Did you sleep okay?”
Jayden mumbled.
Tracey flipped him an evil look. “Did you just say, ‘Yes, mother’?” She shot up off the couch. “My turn to make dinner. But no more mother cracks.”
After a quiet evening hanging out with Tracey, Jayden arose Sunday morning feeling better about everything. He went to the gym for a workout, finding it sparsely populated. He ended up spending two hours using free weights, the rowing machine, and even the blasted elliptical, pushing himself harder and harder.
The room started spinning. He dismounted the elliptical, squatted, and put his head between his knees. This was stupid. If he kept going, he might have a heart attack like his father did. The man had only been fifty-six, and Jayden was more than two decades younger. Still, what was he trying to do?
He spent the afternoon on the couch, throwing back Advil with beer and watching snowboarding in Chile of all things. Tracey was out having brunch somewhere, and who knows what else she’d be up to after that. Jayden was happy to mancave it and wait for Monday afternoon to arrive so he could go to work and find out what all that fuss with the file had been about.
◆◆◆
 
Jayden stepped out of the scorching afternoon heat into the PHI Center’s sterile coolness. Sal was working security, all curly red hair and freckles against her blue uniform. She greeted him and added, “Hey, I could use your help later. The security system’s been acting up. Been freezing on us. We had to reboot several times today. It keeps going down.”
Jayden scanned through. He wanted to keep moving. “Rebooting is a temporary solution. I’ll take a look at it for you later.”
Sal tilted the brim of her cap back. “Thanks.” Then, as Jayden was heading across to the elevators, she called after him. “Hey, have a good day!”
Jayden bypassed the elevators and took the stairs one level down to tech central. The large open area was jammed with people. A small workgroup had spontaneously sprung up in the middle of the space. They’d pulled chairs, worktables, laptops and a four-foot monitor into a messy jumble, and were talking and gesturing intensely. Jayden knew all of them.
Ananda spied him first and waved his hand from the center of the chaos. “Jayden! Look everyone. It’s the undertaker.”
This suspended the conversation, which made Tat frown. He always wanted to stay on task, and the slightest interruption irritated him. But Sarah smirked at Ananda’s joke and waved. They were as mismatched as the by-the-books cop and the precinct’s loose cannon in a buddy movie. Ananda was the straight man in his khakis and light-blue shirt, while Sarah’s brightly colored men’s dress shirts revealed how ready she was to buck the system. They were working with Team Black today: Tat, Carlos, and Xiaoli. The three were visionaries, an actual job title here, which Jayden understood to include systems architecture, but they also oversaw lifestyle, which determined how Angela Spelling and the other Insiders experienced their world. Again there was a contrast. Carlos was easygoing, while Tat was as impatient as his pinched features suggested. Meanwhile, Xiaoli bucked the female tech image, a wisp of a woman in a chiffon mini dress over black leggings, and anchored by Doc Martens.
Jayden wasn’t about to let Ananda’s remark go unchallenged in front of the group. He put his hands on his hips and struck a hero’s pose. “You got it wrong, my friend. I am the Granter of Eternal Life.”
There were groans all around. Sarah threw a wadded-up piece of paper that hit him in the shoulder. “Give it a rest, Wonder Boy,” she jeered.
Jayden started edging around the group. He glanced over Xiaoli’s shoulder at her screen. There was a column called Attributes, and Xiaoli was dragging and dropping blocks from there into a complicated matrix that looked like it was designed by spiders on ecstasy.
Xiaoli continued to work. “Do you like it? I’m experimenting with a new lifestyle matrix.”
“Looks interesting. Well, I’ll see you later, okay?”
Carlos made kissing noises, which made Jayden’s cheeks grow warm. Tat made a face. “Move along. You’re bothering us.”
“You’re just jealous,” Xiaoli chided Tat, cheerfully batting her eyes.
“Don’t tease him,” Sarah said. “Tat will pass his recon apprenticeship before hell freezes over.” Xiaoli leaned toward her, and they slapped a high five while Tat frowned.
Carlos shrugged. “You have to respect Jayden, though. We wouldn’t have any customers if it weren’t for him.”
Tat placed a hand over his heart. “I respect. Now move along, undertaker. We’re busy.” He looked significantly around at the group.
Ananda saluted. “Aye, team leader. We help you make new environments for the captives.”
Tat wheeled on Ananda amid a chorus of oohs. “They are not captives.”
“Take it easy, man,” Carlos said. “It was a joke.”
But Tat wouldn’t back down. “The entities need structure.” His voice was quiet, but his tone was full of venom.
Ananda stared back wordlessly.
Jayden sought to break the tension. “Fine. You’re busy. I’m going. Just tell me. What have you done with Sharon? I need to see her.”
Sarah was staring intently at her screen, pointedly ignoring the conflict, but she raised her hand and pointed. “Back there somewhere.”
Ananda swiveled his chair away from Tat. “See you, geek,” he mumbled.
Jayden stuck his tongue out at the back of Ananda’s head, and Xiaoli smiled.
Carlos made his signature hand sign with pinky and thumb. “Hang loose, man.”
◆◆◆
 
He found Sharon scrolling through emails in the far corner. “Hey, boss.”
Sharon removed her glasses. “I’m glad you stopped by before you went down.” She gestured at her screen. “That was some good work you did Friday night. Way to troubleshoot an upload.”
He shifted his weight. “Thanks. I suppose you already have a team on the file?”
Sharon’s eyes narrowed. “Why would I do that?” She put her glasses back on and turned back to her emails. “Your work is excellent, Jayden. The Spelling folder is in tip-top shape.”
“No, I mean—” he stopped himself. “You reviewed my entire log, right?”
She looked back at him and smiled. “A textbook recovery. You’re the best.” She winked. “Don’t tell Claire I said so.”
His mind was racing. “I was thinking I need to do some recon, make sure it’s all good Inside.”
Sharon turned back to her screen. “I don’t see how that’s necessary. You have three uploads scheduled. I’m giving Claire four. You put in a couple of hours overtime Friday, so I’ll kick you out early today.”
A couple of hours? Before Jayden could say anything more, they were interrupted.
“Speak of the devil.”
Jayden turned and looked down at Claire rolling into Sharon’s office, her red spike hair attempting to compensate for its owner’s need to live her life seated in a wheelchair, and not doing a bad of job it, either.
Claire lifted her chin and squinted up at him. “Did I hear I got more cases to do than Wonder Boy, here?”
Sharon kept busy at her screen. “He worked two and a half hours extra on Friday. I owe him an early night.”
Jayden stared at Sharon’s profile. He’d worked till morning. He was suddenly itching to get down in the deeps where he could be alone and take a look at Friday night’s log, himself. Not to mention what he’d left in quarantine, which Sharon evidently didn’t know about.
He almost forgot about Sal’s issue. “Oh, on my way in, security told me their system’s been freezing.”
Sharon rolled her eyes. “They need to fill out a trouble ticket.”
Jayden sighed at the tediousness of proper procedure. “Yeah, well, they told me about it. Can I just resolve it for them?”
Sharon reached up under her glasses and rubbed her eyes. “Sure. I’ll give Claire one more of your cases.”
Claire cursed and rolled her eyes.
“Sorry,” he murmured as he edged past her. He caught a look of puzzlement on her face at his uncharacteristic politeness, but he kept moving, ducking out of Sharon’s office and heading back up toward the elevators. He waved off Ananda and the rest of the mosh pit as they took another round of jabs at him. Once in the elevator, he pushed the button for the deeps, then let his face settle into a grim expression. It wasn’t Sal’s small problem that troubled him, but what was—or wasn’t—in his log.
◆◆◆
 
It wasn’t there. It just wasn’t there. Nothing in the log about the ever-expanding file. Nothing about the hours he’d worked to extricate the mass from Angela Spelling and dump it in quarantine. The log was missing loads. It wasn’t that it had suddenly cut out, or that he’d inadvertently shut it off. Rather, the record had been wiped, from the moment he’d noticed the spike in CPU usage, to after he’d managed to get the file in quarantine. It documented Jayden’s resolve and repair on Angela Spelling’s file structure, and then how the nebula of her visual resolved into proper human form. It included their conversation. You’re not dead, ma’am. Everything having to do with the mystery file had been erased. The whole thing was surreal.
He cursed and reviewed it again, swearing all the more at how routine his voice sounded at the start. Damn him for wanting to downplay it all so he wouldn’t attract undue attention. Why did he insist on doing everything himself? He caught no discernible hop at the point where the log would’ve been edited. Whoever did this was skilled.
His hand became inexplicably clumsy as he punched up the quarantine folder, but he finally managed it on the third try. It was empty. Whatever he’d extricated from Angela Spelling’s folder was gone. Disappeared. Crap. He sat back in his chair and stared straight ahead. According to the system, all he’d done Friday night was a routine rescue. Okay, not exactly routine, but also not the unique emergency it had been.
The back of his neck prickled, and he swung around, so violently that he banged his shin on the desk leg. It was only Gig. Its cobalt blue eyes regarded him from within its silvery face.
“Procedure Room Four has been signaling ready repeatedly,” the robot announced.
“Sorry, Gig,” he replied, rubbing his sprouting bruise and wincing. “I got distracted. I’m on it.”
He swiveled back to his screens, and saw he had back-to-back uploads. He’d be out of here early. Unless. . . .
He heaved a ragged sigh. If the Angela Spelling thing happened again, he would hit all the alarms, stat. He’d call Sharon at home on her cell, personally.
He reached for his neon green water jug. Empty.
“Hey, Gig?”
The silvery head glided into view. The robot assessed the scene with glassy eyes. “Would you like some water, Jayden?”
He was starting to feel sick. “Please.”
As Gig rolled off with the jug, Jayden hugged his stomach. Paranoia was threatening to set in. He wasn’t crazy, he told himself. Everything had really happened.
But who would go to all this trouble to erase the log? And what had they done with that file?
He should go to Sharon. “With what?”
“Excuse me?”
Christ, Gig had come back with his water already. “Never mind,” he said. He took the jug, and thought how he could ask the robot a few questions about Friday night. But that would have to wait. He was neglecting Room Four.
He opened a screen onto the room and the waiting technician. “Yo, I’m here. Fu?”
It wasn’t Fu. Jayden tried to remember the guy’s name. “Sorry. Aiden, right?”
“Where were you, man? I’ve been waiting almost fifteen minutes. The patient’s knocked out already.”
“Rolling.” Jayden checked the specs. The subject’s name was Hoyle. “Folder ready. Go ahead.”
He couldn’t help it. Once a procedure was underway, there was no need for him to hang out, but he sat there staring at the status screen the whole time. His nervousness turned out to be for nothing. The upload went easily, files stacking in an orderly fashion within the new entity’s folder.
Same with the second upload an hour later in Room Two. The technician was Aiden again. Where was Fu? He usually worked with her.
Gig rolled by the desk as Jayden was finishing checking the completed upload. “Would you like me to order takeout for you, Jayden?”
“Um, no, thanks. I’m heading out early tonight.”
“Okay.”
Jayden jumped into the pause. “Hey, Gig? Can you tell me when I left Friday? I’m trying to track my overtime.”
“Certainly.” Gig paused. “One a.m.”
Not hardly. Had they reprogrammed Gig, too? “Thanks,” he said.
As Gig rolled away, continuing his rounds, Jayden clutched for his version of reality. I remember, he told himself. He’d gone home and made himself a meal as Tracey was getting up.
Shoot, he had to shake this off and get back to work. He was out of cases for the day, but there was still the small matter of the security system freezing up. “Gig!”
“Yes?” The voice was right by his ear.
He wheeled around, cursing under his breath. If it had been a person, and not Gig, he would’ve thought it was lurking on him. That was the second time he’d startled. He had to get a grip.
“Gig, the security system has been seizing up. Can you run a diagnostic on the devices and look at system resources for any spikes, please?”
“I’m on it.” The robot liked to demonstrate its grasp of slang by repeating phrases. It rolled away.
Jayden hailed Sal. “How’s it going?”
Sal answered and sat back in her chair, smiling as she saw him on screen. “It’s going.”
“I’m starting to look at your issue,” he said. “What can you tell me about it? I mean, does it tend to freeze when you open a program? Or try to run a particular device? A camera or something like that?”
Sal frowned, uncertain. Typical for an end user not to pay attention to these details. “Well, we pretty much monitor the cameras.”
“Are they on a cycle? Or manual?”
Sal was getting irritated. “If you come up, I’ll show you. Maybe we can get it to freeze again for you.”
“On my way.” Jayden locked his system and headed toward the elevator. “I’m going topside,” he called to Gig.
Up at Sal’s console, Jayden marveled at how old and clunky the security system was. The stationary cameras didn’t have half the functionality of the computer cams the techs used to communicate with each other, and it looked like no one had upgraded the system since they installed it. He’d have to speak to Sharon.
As Jayden acquainted himself with things, Sal kept up a friendly patter. “Isn’t it weird that you’re fixing this thing for us? Considering what you also do? It’s kind of freaky when you think about it, isn’t it? I mean, one minute you have a life in your hands, and the next minute, you’re working on the security system. Wow.”
Sal’s spiel was getting on his nerves. “Can you tell me what’s in this directory?”
Sal peered over his shoulder at the screen. “It looks like you’re in the area where we save off the video each day. We keep feeds for the past seven days.”
“Everything is labeled in a code,” he said. What kind of user-unfriendly system was this?
“Oh, you just have to know,” Sal said. “See, G is for ground floor, and the cameras are labeled from front of the building to the back. G1 through G3 are outside the front door, G4 is the security checkpoint here, and so on.”
Jayden clicked into the G4 folder. Each file was labeled with the camera identification code and date. Something worked at the back of his mind.
“Checkpoint is boring,” Sal said, reaching around him. “The procedure rooms on floor five are more interesting. See, they all start with code 5PR.”
As they watched the video—it looked like Aiden, busying himself with pre-op—Jayden’s first thought was whether Sal got her jollies watching instantiations when she was bored. Then he saw the TIMESTAMP in the upper right corner, and a second thought hit with gravity that seemed to weigh him down in the chair. Someone could’ve tampered with the log, but the security system—
The device in his pocket beeped. He drew it out and glanced at it. It was Gig. Reflexively, he hit decline and returned the device to his pocket. When he spoke to Sal, he kept his voice casual.
“I think you may be looking at a major upgrade,” he said. “Meanwhile, it might be best if I had access to the system at my desk, so I can monitor any new freezes and see where it’s coming from.”
“Sure thing,” Sal replied, grabbing the keyboard. “I’ll give you your own sign-in.”
Jayden blinked. Maybe Sal was more savvy around a computer than he’d given her credit for. “You can do that?”
Sal was busily typing. “Yup. I’m the captain. I add new users when they’re hired, and delete them when they’re fired.” She laughed. “Actually, no one’s been fired, but one did retire. Hey, that rhymes, too. Funny, isn’t it?”
He couldn’t help rolling his eyes but made sure he was standing behind her when he did so. “Thanks a bunch. Be seeing you.”
“No, thank you,” she said, kicking back in her chair again.
While he waited for the elevator to arrive, Jayden read the text message Gig had sent earlier, after he’d refused the voice call: Performance issue resolved. Well, he could honestly say later that he hadn’t received this till after Sal had granted him access. Plus, just because the issue was resolved for now, didn’t mean he should abandon the fact the whole system was in need of an upgrade. Legitimately, he should take a good look at it before speaking with Sharon.
As he stepped into the elevator, he noticed it was after nine already, close to his early quitting time. Not worth going to the deeps. Still, he didn’t want to return to the checkpoint right away, so he punched the floor for the tech offices. He should drop by before he took off, he told himself. Maybe Sharon was working late.
Say it like you mean it, he told himself as he rode the elevator down. He knew everyone working days would be gone by now.
The doors slid open onto dim lighting. He stepped out and approached the empty mosh pit where Ananda, Sarah and Team Black had been working. As he stared at one of the darkened monitors, he thought how stupid this was. What was he going to do? Hack into some computers? Here’s Wonder Boy, the super tech hero, punching keys and miraculously recovering the stolen mystery file. He cursed under his breath, and returned to the elevator.
He hit the button for the lobby. As the doors slid to close, a hand suddenly appeared in the gap. He jumped, but as the doors opened, Ananda’s face appeared. His friend took one look at him and broke into a grin.
“Did I scare you?” He stepped into the elevator. “I scared you.” The doors shut. The elevator started its short ride up.
Jayden covered his paranoia by swearing and managed a question. “What are you doing sneaking around?”
“Working,” Ananda said, facing forward. “I got carried away. I didn’t notice the time.”
He looked sideways at Jayden. “What about you? Why are you sneaking around? This isn’t even your floor.”
Jayden shrugged to cover his discomfort. “I got distracted and punched the wrong floor.”
Ananda snorted. “That’s our Jayden, lost in the fog.”
Relieved his lie was believable enough, he didn’t have to feign good-natured outrage. “Hey, watch it now. It could happen to anybody.” Ananda just laughed.
Sal was at her post as they went through security. “One early, one late. Again,” she said, fixing Ananda with a stare. He waved her off.
As they stepped through the glass front doors, Jayden hesitated, then, feeling a bit awkward, said, “Hey, do you want to get a drink or something?”
But Ananda was already hurrying toward a blue minivan. “I can’t. I’m late getting home.” He raised his voice as the distance increased. “Kyra had to pick up the kid tonight and she is not happy about that, since I have the baby mobile.”
His last words were shouted as he reached the minivan. He climbed in and started it up, then accelerated out of the gate. Jayden made his way toward his own car and drove straight home.
◆◆◆
 
He arrived at the apartment to sounds from the television and the sight of Tracey busy in the kitchen wearing a short pink robe and slippers, and some kind of hat. “You’re home early,” she said, filling two margarita glasses from a small pitcher.
He headed to the refrigerator for a beer. “Remember? I worked late on Friday night. What’s that on your head?”
“It’s a turban. Rose Pink. Like it? You can turn it so the flower is on top like this, or on the side, or at the nape of the neck.”
“It’s lovely,” he said as he popped the cap on the beer. “Do I smell popcorn?”
“You do. It’s chick flick night. We’re binge-watching classic Reese Witherspoon.”
He peeked into the living room. There was a blonde woman curled up on the couch, wearing a gray athleisure outfit and fuzzy orange slippers. “Hi, Jayden!” she called. She fumbled for the remote and paused the video.
“You remember Debbie, don’t you? We go riding together.”
Jayden wasn’t sure he did. Debbie looked like a horse woman, long and slender, generally athletic. She wore her long hair in a loose braid that came forward over her left shoulder.
“Haven’t seen you in a while,” Debbie said, grabbing a handful of popcorn from a half-empty bowl.
Jayden smiled at her and turned away and lowered his voice. “Hey, Trace?”
“Yes, you are welcome to join us.” Tracey grabbed potholders and peeked in the oven.
“No, that’s not what I was going to ask,” he said. “Saturday morning, when I came home. It was after two, right?”
“Yes,” Tracey replied, shutting the oven door again. “I was getting up to go riding. It was more like seven or eight o’clock.”
“And I told you why I was late?”
Tracey edged past him, casting him a quizzical look. “Yes. You had trouble uploading someone. Angela something, was it?” She opened a cupboard and got out a cobalt blue plate.
Jayden pressed on. “And I mentioned a computer virus?”
Tracey paused at the counter. “What is this, an episode of Law and Order? Okay, you got me on that one. I don’t remember. What’s your point?”
“Nothing.” He waved it off. “Forget it.”
Tracey put her hands on her hips. “Look. You were upset about something at work, and I listened. I didn’t know there was going to be a test, or I would’ve taken notes.
“Here.” She thrust the plate into his hands. “Can you take the eggrolls out of the oven, please? And do feel free to join us.”
She picked up the drinks and rejoined Debbie in the living room.
Jayden opened the oven door. The eggrolls looked good. Wherever they were from, it wasn’t the frozen food section of the supermarket. Maybe he’d watch movies with them after all. Grilling Tracey wasn’t his style. He was losing it by doubting himself. And if he kept that up, whoever had changed things to look the way they did would have won.
◆◆◆
 
The next afternoon, Jayden went through security with a determined stride—only dimly aware of Sal greeting him as he swiped through—and headed straight to the deeps. He’d figured out something important last night, after watching the last half of Legally Blonde and all of Wild with Tracey and Debbie. Whoever had taken the quarantined file and erased a chunk of the logs was waiting for him to come unhinged. They’d be expecting him to storm Sharon’s office to report a potentially harmful virus of unknown origin, and talking about conspiracies. The result? No one would believe him, and assuming Sharon didn’t suggest he take a little time off, whoever had done all this could continue their activities knowing that if Jayden kept reporting things, he’d be completely discredited. No one else knew about the quarantined file, not even Fu.
He’d decided to act like nothing had happened. This strategy came with an added advantage. He could check into things without everyone scrutinizing his behavior. Of course, it was likely whoever had moved the mystery file from quarantine—and he had no reason to believe anyone had deleted it because of its unusual properties—would be keeping an eye on his movements. Well then, let them confront him. At least he’d find out who was responsible.
He flipped open his combat-camo notebook, fired it up, and logged in. Sharon was hailing him. He opened the window and put the video up on monitor two.
Sharon’s expression was calm. “I thought you’d be down there already. Say, there are only three uploads tonight. We had a couple of cancellations.”
Jayden nodded. Sometimes the scheduled ones decided to postpone in order to attend family events, or simply to enjoy life on the Outside a bit longer. Sometimes those who wanted to do it naturally died before they could get here, which Jayden thought was a complete waste. He’d put out a public service announcement about that iffy choice if he could. “I’ll take them if Claire wants the night off,” he said.
Sharon sighed. “Funny. Claire said the same thing.”
Everyone needed their paycheck, of course. It was for these slow days that Jayden had offered to work in the deeps. “Okay. I can keep myself busy working with Gig and the servers if you want.”
“Sounds good,” she replied, then winked. “I’ll give Claire the cases. Thanks. Have a good night.”
Jayden sat back, not believing his luck. Sharon knew full well that he’d have some extra time on his hands, and she didn’t care how he spent it. Part of him wanted to get into the security system and go through the Friday night video. But given Sal had told him video was saved for seven days, that could wait. What he really needed to do was check up on Angela Spelling. And now he didn’t even have to beg or make up some kind of excuse to do it. All he had to do was wait till the tech floor cleared out for the day and then go in. Doing recon wasn’t exactly on the server maintenance list, but if anyone asked him about it later, he could cobble together a pretty good reason, and Sharon would back him up.
◆◆◆
 
Only Insiders were visible to each other in the virtual environment. The company had technical reasons why Jayden or anyone else couldn’t just mock up a standard avatar and join the party. Those technical reasons fell under the heading of lifestyle, an undoubtedly patent-pending set of protocols that ensured the Insiders remained well-adjusted members of their society. The company needed people who could go in and observe that culture, to ensure everything was copacetic. But they didn’t want to potentially upset the natives by introducing individuals who could pop in and out at will. Hence, the employees assigned to recon operated virtual avatars with the power of invisibility.
He had Gig go fetch him one of the five VR outfits while he flipped through frames of information on monitor three. Today’s population was 6,790, and they were averaging five new uploads a day during the normal Monday through Friday work week, plus the occasional weekend or holiday emergency for those who insisted on the near-death transfer. At this snail’s pace, it would take a decade to get up to ten thousand entities, but aggressive promotion was focusing on more than doubling the current upload rate. Jayden estimated if all five transfer rooms were in use at once, they could handle fifty uploads a day, easy.
Meanwhile, they had several thousand early adapters to keep tabs on, moving around in a virtual area that mimicked a small town, surrounded on three sides by a large park, and an oceanfront on the remaining side, with a beach. All the spaces were social gathering points. If an Insider wanted solitude, they could retreat to their personal folder, and create their own private space. Currently, fewer than one hundred entities were ensconced in their folders, and most had been there only a few minutes, which was a good sign. Long stays in one’s folder were a symptom of adjustment problems, and required intervention.
He noticed Angela Spelling was currently in her folder, and had been there for an hour. That was a long time for an entity. He decided not to go straight to her, in case he was being monitored by whoever took the mystery file. But a good reconnaissance covered all the territory. He’d check up on her last.
Gig returned with the VR outfit, which always reminded Jayden of football gear. There was a helmet that covered the entire face and contained no eye holes or other means of viewing one’s physical surroundings. The helmet always came last. First on were shoulder pads that were connected by cable to elbow, wrist and finger pads. Then the “pants” that were a similar series of cabled pads for the hips, knees, ankles and toes. Once Jayden had these on, he allowed Gig to attach the tethers. Just as the “outfit” wasn’t in fact clothing, the tethers were not cables that attached to walls or the floor, but a flexible wraparound system that translated impulses for physical movement into signals to move Jayden’s virtual form, and kept him from flailing about, endangering himself or others.
Not everyone had the skill and temperament to do recon Inside. Not only was he invisible, but the protocol that prevented entities from walking through virtual walls, as well as each other, was absent. To be a ghost was fun and unsettling all at once. Normally the task was within the purview of Team Black, but of the three, only Xiaoli was certified. Tat was still at apprenticeship level and needed to be accompanied, which irritated him no end. Carlos tried several times but became disoriented and nauseous after a few minutes, so it was doubtful he would ever certify—a prospect he didn’t seem to mind. The search for people who could handle it had led to mandatory trials. Along with Xiaoli and Jayden, only Fu-Hau had reached full certification.
He flashed Gig a thumbs-up. “Bring on the hood, buddy.”
Gig approached with the helmet, glassy cobalt eyes regarding him in a way that made Jayden wonder what it was thinking. That was ridiculous, of course. The robot was only making sure the helmet was correctly aligned over Jayden’s head as it lowered the gear into place. Jayden felt Gig’s silicone-covered fingers brush against his neck as it attached the helmet to the shoulder pads. He slowed his breathing so his face wouldn’t overheat.
He waited till the green light flashed in the lower left corner of his vision. “Good to go, Gig,” he said. “Blast off.”
As always, he felt a sensation of rapid forward movement, and then a new world burst forth from a pinpoint of light and engulfed him.
◆◆◆
 
To view Inside from the interface was to see the illusion of their world. He saw three-dimensional representations of ordinary objects, but the shapes were more like blueprints or sketches. When he looked into the sky, he saw through the clouds and even the sun, to the edges of the programmable virtual space, a thin, shimmering metallic horizon. He couldn’t move any objects due to the protocol, and Insiders walked through him, completely unaware of his presence.
He could see into entities as easily as he could see through walls. He could dial in on a single entity’s thoughts and emotional state, or dial out to folder view, where he could see the directory structure.
Witnessing the artificial nature of this world, and seeing those living within it in this way, were the things most of his colleagues found so unbearable they couldn’t focus on tasks. Xiaoli, however, summed, or conducted quality observations. It took a certain perspective. Xiaoli summed up Jayden’s own philosophy on the matter beautifully. We don’t question the authenticity of reality, but what if our five human senses are really an interface that’s been programmed, like theirs?
The system performed its own monitoring functions, but it was no substitute for doing recon Inside. Human behavior—and entities were undoubtedly still human—was still best understood by their own kind. Rule One: If something looks wrong, it is wrong, and needs to be reported. Rule Two: If you notice something you haven’t seen before, report it, no matter how minor it seems. Team Black was always interested in lifestyle observations, and while Jayden’s current foray wasn’t authorized, he knew they’d be interested in his report.
He began on the street level, a bustling scene that could have been a quaint neighborhood within a large metropolis. Here there were bistros and bars, boutiques and pocket parks with sculptures peeking from amid the trees. Insiders bustled by singly and in groups. Many were in high spirits. He overheard jokes and good-natured teasing. A few walked with frowns on their faces, however. He dialed in to these entities one at a time, and found loneliness, frustration, jealousy, and even anger. In short, the same emotions one would find in a cross section of embodied people. This wasn’t a place of ersatz bliss. Constant paradise didn’t suit Insiders, so Team Black had fixed that aspect of lifestyle some time back. Jayden wouldn’t bother to put this in his report.
He passed by the gathering places Team Black had created. The parks were filled with people playing games or lounging. The bars were bustling, and the sounds of loud talk and laughter spilled out onto the street. Jayden smiled as he passed by. Entities loved to gather and tell their life stories.
He rounded a corner and walked by the university building, a two-story affair that stretched the length of the block. It was empty as usual, but he checked it out, anyway, to be thorough. He stayed on the street and looked through the walls at the deserted classroom spaces and wondered why Team Black left it standing. Insiders didn’t even come here; the whole block was devoid of life. Jayden considered it a waste of virtual space.
He reached the end of the block and encountered two entities greeting each other on the corner. “Have you seen Angela Spelling?” one asked.
Jayden stopped to listen. The entity who’d asked was known as Cartesian, who’d become something of a sensation after he’d changed his name, announcing he was redefining himself. Now everyone was inviting him to events. Cartesian always wore a white lab coat, which Jayden assumed was a holdover from his life as a scientist of some kind. The majority of the instantiated had been in STEM careers.
Cartesian was speaking to someone Jayden was unfamiliar with. Someone named Didion, he saw in the information bar that scrolled to one side of his vision. “No, not in the longest time,” Didion responded. “Everyone’s been looking for her.”
Cartesian stroked his chin thoughtfully. “Still off by herself, then.”
Didion looked worried. “I hope there’s nothing wrong with her. I invited her to the big party tonight.”
Day and night were relative terms Inside.
Cartesian made a dismissive gesture. “If there’s an issue, she’ll get fixed up.” His expression suddenly switched, and he grinned. “Message me if she shows up, okay?”
“Absolutely,” Didion said. His concern had evaporated as well. “She is without doubt the most intriguing person, isn’t she?”
Cartesian agreed heartily, and the two parted.
These sudden shifts in emotion were common for Insiders. It was another feature that unnerved people trying to qualify for recon, but Jayden chalked it up to the faster processing speeds. However, the subject matter made him all the more anxious to check in on Angela, and anyone who reviewed his log later would agree.
Thinking of logs gave him that creeping paranoia again. He touched the control on his left shoulder pad to dial out to folder view.
Coffins. That’s how most people reacted when they saw folder view for the first time, and it was a basis for the undertaker joke. Thousands of three-dimensional rectangles filled the landscape beneath him. He did a quick search in the information bar and guided himself to Angela Spelling’s folder. Once there, he entered the master code that let him inside, easy as a maid’s hotel key. Crossing the threshold, he found himself in Angela Spelling’s private world.
She’d designed her personal space as a library, with a green upholstered chair next to a side table and reading lamp in the center of radiating shelves of books. He found her sitting in the chair with her legs tucked up to one side, turning the pages of a book with a deeper green cover than the chair. Watching her read, he realized there was a plausible explanation for her absence from the streets. She was immersing herself in something familiar. Angela had been a librarian. That she had all the time to read now, and at an unprecedented pace, without tiring, must be heaven to her.
Jayden scrolled through the information bar, viewing her stored experiences since uploading. She’d initially traveled, which wasn’t unusual. New Insiders often made a full circuit of the virtual space to understand their boundaries. Angela had spent time at the beach, reading from a virtual prop of a book, as she was here. She’d then attended a few social events, before retreating to her folder. Why?
Jayden looked toward her portal, her interface with Inside, and found it jammed with invitations. There were hundreds and they were still coming in. She was deluged with requests from the people she’d met at the mixers, and from their friends and contacts as well.
To see Angela spending so much time reading quietly didn’t synch with the evidence of her popularity. Didion had called her intriguing. Jayden stood staring from his place among the bookshelves, trying to resolve the contradiction.
She looked up from her book and gazed around her, furrowing her brow. She hopped to her feet and walked away, along one of the aisles lined with bookshelves.
“Hello?” Her voice was uncertain, even a little afraid.
Then she snorted. “Silly. No one can come into your personal folder.”
The back of Jayden’s neck tingled. He watched her return to her chair, but she didn’t sit down. Instead she looked around her space, slowly, her gaze lingering on where he stood. He realized he was holding his breath and exhaled.
“I know you’re there,” she said calmly.
He gasped.
“I can see you, kind of. You look like a ghost.”
Jayden didn’t know what to do. No entity had even suspected his presence, before this. “I’m not hiding,” he said. Well, it was the truth.
She took several steps toward him, frowning. “Whoever you are, you aren’t supposed to be here.”
“It’s okay,” he said. “I’m just checking up on you.” He hesitated. “You’re spending a lot of time reading.”
She didn’t seem to hear him. Of course she couldn’t hear him; the interface wasn’t built for that. But she could see him, and she stared. “I remember you,” she said. “You’re the young man who took over when that Asian gal had to go.”
He nodded.
She smiled with satisfaction. “Well, I’m not surprised you’re here. I seem to have misplaced something. I can’t remember what, though, and it’s driving me mad.”
She raised her voice on the last phrase. She let out a frustrated growl and stomped back to her chair. She picked up her book and looked at its cover, then opened it and flipped through the pages. Had she forgotten he was there?
Evidently she had. She also seemed to have let go of her anger. She sat back down in her chair, tucked her knees up and to the side once again, and continued reading.
Jayden watched her for a while, not daring to move. Then, growing more and more uncomfortable with holding still, he hit the end recon button on his left shoulder.
◆◆◆
 
He started to unsnap his helmet, but Gig’s articulated fingers were already there to assist. A trickle of sweat ran down Jayden’s right temple, tickling. Once his fingers were freed, he ran a hand through his hair and found it damp. Dang, that helmet could hold the heat.
“Thanks, Gig.”
“May I order supper for you?” the robot asked as it lifted the gear off his shoulders. “Chinese food again?”
He waved the robot off. “Not right now, okay?”
He sat down to remove the gear from his legs, but he was shaking so hard Gig had to help him. Once he was free of it all, the robot scooped everything up and whisked away to the storage closet, leaving Jayden to try and make sense of what had happened. The answer was in that missing mystery file he’d quarantined. Even though he’d been careful, he must have left pieces of its programming behind, stuck in Angela Spelling’s folder, and attached to her virtual being. It seemed, given her popularity, that other Insiders may have picked up on it somehow. Maybe that’s why they found her so intriguing.
The swirl of her uncoalesced image—that nebula—floated up from memory and with it a shred of that whale song sound mix. He shuddered. And now she was holed up in her folder. They had to do something for her.
◆◆◆
 
As he left the building at the end of his shift, walking across the parking lot to his car, he wondered if his recon log was about to be doctored, too. The thought gave him a metallic taste in his mouth. Surely whoever was responsible for this would want to fix her. But if they didn’t, he would.
He arrived home to find Tracey had fallen asleep on the couch. Odd that the television wasn’t even on. He debated waking her, and decided against it, padding quietly down the hall to his bedroom. By the time he got up the next day she was off to work at the financial firm. Jayden wanted to barge into work first thing, to take care of Angela, but if his recon log had been cut like the log on Friday night, he’d lose credibility fast. So instead he worked off his frustration at the gym. Then it was into his black Camaro for the drive to the PHI Center.
He received a text as he was pulling on one of the glass doors of the Center. Stepping inside, he looked at his phone. It was from Sharon. Report to conference room immediately.
Finally, a meeting about Angela. What else could it be?
“Wonder Boy!”
Jayden turned and saw Claire rolling up behind him through the double glass doors, the bright afternoon sun shining through her red spikes of hair. She grinned. “Ready to ferry some souls to the other side, fellow undertaker?”
Over Claire’s head, Jayden saw another figure approaching. It was Fu. “Um, actually, I have a meeting.”
Claire spun her electric chair in a one-eighty and then faced forward again and winked at Jayden as she rolled through the checkpoint. “Well, make it quick. I’m not taking all your cases again tonight.”
Something inside fluttered as Fu approached. She greeted him with a soft smile.
“I haven’t seen you in a while,” he began.
Her eyes seemed to signal a warning. Was he imagining it? Her tone was casual as she said, “There’s been a lot going on. How are you?”
Jayden was aware of Sal checking them out with a sideways look. “I’m okay. I . . . I have to go down to the conference room. Some meeting. Are you going, too?”
She shook her head and proceeded through the security checkpoint. “I’m on a different project, I guess. What’s the meeting about?”
“Hopefully the recon I did last night,” he replied, swiping through. He followed Fu to the elevators, trying to gauge if he should tell her about Angela.
Fu waited till they were at the elevators and said, “Well, be careful.” She blushed. “I mean, take care.” She pressed the up button, for the procedure rooms.
Jayden pressed for down, to the tech floor and the conference room. They stood in awkward silence till one of the doors dinged. It was for up. Fu got in. As the doors closed, she fixed him with a look that was clearly one of warning.
Tech central was running in high gear as Jayden stepped out of the elevator. He turned left, then took another left at the restrooms, and peered through the open door of the formal conference room. He’d been here only a couple of times, to give presentations to management. This afternoon it was Team Black and a willowy middle-aged woman with graying hair, reading glasses suspended on a chain over her gray blouse. They all sat on the side of the table facing the door. Carlos was relaxed as ever, but Xiaoli didn’t crack a smile, and Tat openly glowered at him.
“Hi Jayden.” Xiaoli stretched out an arm, a pink chiffon sleeve fluttering with the movement. “This is our supervisor, Mrs. Harriet McBride.”
Harriet McBride was one of the vice presidents of the company. Jayden had no idea Team Black reported directly to her. Yet it made sense, given they designed every aspect of life Inside, that they’d be supervised at the highest level.
“Thanks for joining us,” Mrs. McBride said smoothly. “Please shut the door.”
The room seemed to shrink as he did so. There were no windows, only soft, indirect executive lighting coming from around the bevels in the wall panels. The room smelled of leather and furniture polish. As Jayden took a seat with his back to the door, he almost expected a bright light to pop on, blinding him. But that didn’t happen.
Carlos leaned back in his chair and put his feet on the table. He’d kicked off his flip-flops. Somehow the incongruity of his exposed bare feet added tension to the room. “Your recon log is interesting to say the least.”
He nodded, stealing a glimpse at Mrs. McBride, who seemed unfazed by Carlos’ bare feet on the table. Jayden’s face grew hot as the silence lengthened. There wasn’t even a water pitcher and glasses. A new awareness crept out of his subconscious like a vine, touching him with a thin tendril. At Harriet McBride’s level, things like doctored logs and missing files could happen.
Tat leaned forward and clasped his hands on the table. “You weren’t asked to do recon. Why did you go Inside?”
He cleared his throat. He could really use some water. “I thought I should check it out. There had been an issue with Angela Spelling on Friday, when we uploaded her. I had some time on a slow night. So. . . .”
He looked at Mrs. McBride, who sat immobile, watching him with suppressed emotion. He suddenly thought of Ananda, crossing his arms against his chest and staring down Tat. He felt himself at the epicenter of a power struggle, with no one on his side.
Xiaoli sat almost preternaturally straight. “And what did you think of what you found?”
There it was, and no point lobbing accusations. If this was the moment where they’d planned on breaking him, they were wrong. He lifted his chin and said, “Maybe you should tell me instead. What you thought of it. Didn’t you see my log?”
Silence descended, but this time Jayden was ready to sit there all night, mad thirst or no. If he’d meant had they viewed the recon report, he would have used different words. Seeing the log was a phrase that better described Friday night’s recording, when he’d cut the mystery file from Angela.
Xiaoli broke the silence. Her tone was her usual friendly self. “Tell me, Jayden. Why do you think Angela Spelling is attracting so many invitations?”
Tat chimed in. “A little unusual for a new Insider, don’t you think?”
Did they know, or not? He shrugged, hoping he looked casual, but keeping his gaze averted from Mrs. McBride. She unnerved him. “Maybe the problem Angela had at upload left a kind of residual . . . marker . . . that some of the entities find intriguing.”
Xiaoli smiled at that. “Like Cartesian changing his name. Do you have any thoughts about that? About Cartesian?”
Tat was scowling again. He looked over at Xiaoli, who ignored him as she waited for Jayden’s response.
Were the two things related? Had they tried something before, with Cartesian? What kind of experiments were they doing? The version upgrades. His stomach lurched as he saw the big picture in a way he hadn’t before. Of course lifestyle was about improving the experience Inside, but these were people they were working with. And their power over them was absolute.
Carlos jumped in. “Are you getting this? We’re feeling you out because you’d make a great addition to Team Black. We could use you on our side.”
Their side? Was there another side? He looked at Tat, who was clearly unhappy. No, not just unhappy. Jealous. Of his recon skills, and perhaps also of Xiaoli’s praise.
He found it easiest to focus on Xiaoli as he spoke. “I’m honored that you’re considering me for your team. But I’m confused. I don’t know what’s going on.”
Xiaoli clasped her hands on the tabletop, matching Tat’s posture. “Lifestyle is key to maintaining the optimal environment and experience set for those who are in our charge. What your recon has uncovered might be a destabilizing element. Given your skills, any thoughts you may have about it would be much appreciated. If you were to join our team, we could work together on this full time.”
Tat leaned forward. “Have you been asked to join any special projects? Related to the case of Angela Spelling?”
“No,” he replied. His view of the situation did an abrupt flip. Maybe it wasn’t Team Black who were experimenting with Angela, with Cartesian, in this way, but a faction within the company. Again, he was reminded of the standoff between Ananda and Tat. Ananda had joked the Insiders were captives. Joke, but no joke.
Jayden looked at them all. If there was an opportunity to spill his guts about Friday night, about the doctored log, this would be it.
Be careful, Fu had told him, before she’d corrected herself.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said.
Mrs. McBride spoke up. “The danger of unsupervised machine learning is that the entities would be subsumed in the process. Would you consign the fate of over six thousand minds to be used as material in a process beyond our control?”
Jayden stared. The question left no doubt in his mind that whatever had happened to Angela was not Team Black’s doing. But before he could respond, his cell phone played the signature riff from Sheryl Crow’s If It Makes You Happy. Tracey never called him at work. He frowned.
Carlos rescued him. “Man, go ahead and take that if you have to.” He made his hang loose sign as Jayden rose and went into the hall.
The hallway felt like a freezer after the conference room. He walked a few paces away from the door for privacy, and answered the ring. “Hello?”
It was Tracey. “Can you meet me for supper? On your break? I need to talk to you.”
Jayden was so surprised by Tracey’s uncharacteristic demand that he agreed at once. Tracey gave him the name of a steakhouse about a ten-minute drive from the PHI Center.
He reentered the room to find Team Black in a spirited conversation as Harriet McBride looked on calmly.
“I say yes!” Xiaoli was shouting.
“But can we trust . . .” Tat’s gaze swiveled to the door, and the conversation ceased. Carlos leaned back and stared up at the ceiling while Xiaoli’s eyes dropped to the tabletop in front of her. Tat stared straight ahead, as if Jayden didn’t exist.
Mrs. McBride looked at the team and then turned to Jayden. She put on a courteous, professional smile, as impersonal as the room’s decor. “I think we’re done here for now. Thanks for stopping in. We’ll get back to you soon.”
Xiaoli had been pulling for him to join Team Black, but higher forces wanted him at a distance, at least for now. Fine. Maybe they were right. He wasn’t exactly forthcoming with information. “Ma’am,” he said in that formal way Texas men could talk. He didn’t need a hat to tilt. His tone said it all.
◆◆◆
 
Jayden got a meal break like everyone else, but he hardly ever left the building. Considering the strange meeting, though, he welcomed the opportunity to leave the facility. Too, the way Tracey had sounded on the phone . . . that’s what had really brought him out. In the back of his mind, he wondered if Tracey was tricking him into socializing. Maybe he’d arrive to find himself at a table with the two of them and Debbie. Tracey had not sounded like her regular outgoing self, though, and that made Jayden worry.
The hostess ushered him to a table for two in the middle of the bustling steakhouse. Tracey was wearing a tailored navy blue dress and pearls. Jayden sat.
Tracey looked up from her menu. “Isn’t it nice to get away from your desk for a while? The food here is great. You should have one of the steaks.”
Jayden cast Tracey a wary look, still trying to figure out why she’d invited him out. He glanced at the menu to find fully half of it was devoted to an explanation of the various cuts of meat, and the options for sauces or rubs. Jayden disliked wordy menus. He set it down.
The waiter was a young man who seemed to take an interest in Tracey. They chatted amiably, and Tracey ordered a cup of lobster bisque and a Caesar salad.
The waiter turned to him. “And what would you like?”
Jayden handed him his closed menu. I’ll have the steak, with a potato.”
The waiter blinked, then looked at Tracey, who smoothly ordered Jayden a ribeye, medium rare, with chimichurri sauce and garlic mashed potatoes. “You’ll love it,” she assured Jayden.
“Are you a regular here?” he asked, watching the waiter’s back as he whisked through the dining room.
“It’s my fave place to take business clients,” she replied, then grinned. “Really, ordering a steak and potato. That’s hilarious.”
“You’re welcome.” The light banter made him feel more at ease.
Tracey kept up a monologue while they waited for their entrees to arrive. It was fun having him at girls’ movie night last Monday. Debbie was so nice, didn’t he think? Did Jayden want to come riding with them this Saturday? Jayden responded with a cool shrug that meant maybe.
As the waiter was serving their meals, Tracey said, “I waited up for you last night.”
At first he thought Tracey was speaking to the waiter, but her eyes were boring into him. “And I came home,” he said. He watched the waiter breeze away. “You fell asleep on the couch. I wasn’t sure I should wake you.”
Tracey stabbed a fork into her salad. “Hence dinner. But let’s eat some of this delicious food first, okay?”
Jayden was happy to oblige. The steak was excellent, and the chimichurri sauce had been a good call. He found himself confiding in her, describing last night’s recon mission in detail, including the part about Angela Spelling seeing him in her folder. “She actually sensed my presence,” he said. “It was weird.”
Tracey put her elbows on the table and rested her chin on the backs of her hands. “Do tell.”
Jayden took another bite of steak. “That’s just it. Insiders don’t see us because we have invisible avatars. But Angela sensed I was there.”
“Mm-hmm.”
Jayden glanced up. Tracey hadn’t moved, but the way she was looking at him indicated he was about to find out why she’d invited him out to dinner. Might as well get it over with. “What?”
She looked a little tired. “See, I give advice for a living, so listen up. I’ve noticed you more withdrawn and preoccupied than usual. I am frankly concerned.” She held up a finger to stop his protest. “Girls movie night aside. I’m glad you spent time with Debbie and me. But let’s face it. Watching a movie doesn’t involve a lot of social interaction.
“Your whole job, Jayden, is centered around saving people. I get it that as soon as I come down with anything more serious than a cold, you’re going to rush me to the PHI Center and upload my butt. Why do you think mother moved to Wisconsin after our father died? You kept bringing up that people who waited till near-death before uploading were gambling with their lives. You said disturbing things like, ‘scheduled never messes up.’ Honestly, I could’ve cast you in a horror movie as the creepster who snatches people off the streets and forces them to upload.”
Jayden swallowed a bite of mashed potatoes and rolled his eyes. “This is supposed to be advice?”
Tracey was unmoved. “You bet it’s coming, and here it is. Stop punishing yourself for Alisa’s death.”
His face was suddenly hot. “Huh? I—I’m not. . . .”
Tracey raised an eyebrow. “Yes, you are. This case you’re obsessed about. Angela and Alisa. The names sound pretty similar. Know what I’m saying?”
Jayden stared.
Tracey sighed. “I love you, my brother. But at some point, you have to get on with your life. Working the late shift, doing what you do. . . .” She placed both hands on the table, palms down. “The part about uploading people I can understand. Each one saves someone, and you couldn’t save Alisa. But you continue to punish yourself. It doesn’t mean you must drag that weight through your life. You weren’t responsible.”
Jayden stared at Tracey’s hands, but it was a memory that riveted his attention. It may as well have been yesterday as three years ago. He was sitting at the wheel of his Camaro, watching his twin say goodbye as she opened the passenger door. Thanks for the lift, Alisa said as she stepped out. Then he’d been seized with inexplicable panic. He’d tried to reach for Alisa, but the door closed. He’d shouted at her, and she’d turned back, looking through the window at him, brow furrowing in confusion. They’d stared at each other, and then in slow motion, he’d watched both her arms fling out, like the wings of an angel about to fly. Her mouth and eyes had opened wide, and she’d shouted back, “What!?”
He’d had nothing logical to say in response. Her lips drew into a mocking smile, but before she’d disappeared into the crowd, she’d glanced back at him, as if she’d known what was going to happen at the rally that afternoon.
Tracey was still talking to him, but his mind was flipping through snippets of other scenes. Debbie—who was tall like Alisa—smiling down at him from the couch as they watched Legally Blonde of all things. The chaotic camaraderie of the tech floor at work. Ananda declining an invitation to drinks because he had to get back to his wife and kid. Himself working in the deeps, alone, with only Gig to keep him company. Angela Spelling’s smile last Friday, as she finally coalesced into something comprehensible.
The hairs on the back of his neck rose. Like with Alisa, he’d denied what his inner senses knew about Angela Spelling. He’d cut away something that was a part of her being. Something precious, something important. Where was that file? He’d moved it into quarantine and then left. It had been raining. His car had been at the far end of the near-empty parking lot.
The top of Jayden’s head tingled and seemed to pull him to his feet. He’d been confused about it being Saturday morning, because there had been other cars in the parking lot. He’d assumed early birds were starting to arrive at work. But . . .
“That’s it,” he said. He was standing next to the table.
Tracey narrowed her eyes. “Have you been listening?”
“No.” He had to get back to work. Now. To see who besides him had a car in the lot Saturday morning. “I mean, yes.”
Tracey grabbed his hand and fixed him with a look that was suddenly exactly like their mother’s in that private moment at the hospital after the doctor had pronounced his twin dead on arrival. Jayden had been babbling, trying to tell his mother that he’d heard the gunshots before they happened, and she’d grabbed his hand and given him a look exactly like Tracey’s now. The look was pissed off and compassionate all at once. It communicated I don’t understand your nonsense, but we’ll always be family.
He placed his other hand over Tracey’s. Just like he’d done with entities floundering on upload, his sister was throwing him the lifeline of human connection. And what had he always said about that? Some people have to be saved from their own interior selves. Focus them outward, and they always improve. “I mean, I get you, Trace. Thanks.”
He bent down and kissed her firmly on the cheek. “But right now I have to go take care of something.” He released her hand.
Tracey raised a bemused hand to that cheek. “Okay. See you later, then. Don’t worry, I’ll get the check.”
◆◆◆
 
As Jayden entered the building, he made his stride relax, conscious of the security cameras, in case someone looking later might otherwise notice his urgency. He strolled to the elevators and punched the button for the deeps.
He shifted his weight from foot to foot as the elevator descended. He’d meant to check out the video footage well before this, and now there was something additional to look up: those extra cars in the lot. Assuming everything was still there—untampered with—he might get to the bottom of what Team Black was worked up about. And who was responsible.
As soon as the elevator doors opened onto the deeps, he jogged to his workstation. Finally, this was his chance to look at the video feeds and confirm his version of reality. His hands were steady with purpose as he pulled up the security module, punched in his access code, and selected the archives icon. It was tempting to go straight to the parking lot cameras, but he decided to be methodical about this. First, he needed confirmation on when he’d left.
He pulled up the video for G4, the security checkpoint camera. He punched up the date, set it to start the replay at midnight, and selected the fast-forward function for a ratio of one frame in every sixty-four. That should reveal any movement without the need to slog through in real time. He directed the video output to monitor one and sat back to watch, grabbing his neon green jug from the edge of the desktop. As he observed the empty checkpoint frames, he took periodic swigs of water and hoped to all the gods that whoever faked up the logs—and Gig’s memory—had either overlooked the security cameras, or not had the access.
The minutes crawled as he sat staring at the empty checkpoint. At least it didn’t show him leaving the building anywhere near one a.m., but he waited till well past two before he declared victory. No one had come through the checkpoint and across the screen. A calm descended over him. Here was his version of reality.
He sped up the video and then slowed it again as it approached five o’clock. There it was, a blip of a figure. He tapped to freeze frame, went back thirty seconds, and then forward at normal speed and watched himself pass through the checkpoint at five minutes before six. He froze the frame again and stared at his haggard face, remembering how shook up he’d been. More than shocked. Tracey was right. That morning, his past had surfaced like a ghost to haunt him. He hit play and watched himself walk out of the frame.
One might surmise that was exactly the goal of the faction working against Team Black’s lifestyle management. The mysterious other side. When you upload people, how do you preserve essential parts of them that you can’t put into words?
A movement on the monitor got his attention and pulled him out of his head. The video had been advancing at normal speed. Jayden hit pause, directed the video back a few seconds, and then forward again.
Another figure was passing through the checkpoint on his way out the door. The clock in the upper right corner read 6:15 a.m. Jayden froze the frame and stared at the back of a man’s head. He ran the video back again, then forward at half-speed and watched the figure pass by. The man’s head remained averted to the camera. All Jayden could tell was he had black hair. He stared at the way the man twisted his neck, the position unnatural, and could only conclude that it was on purpose, to keep his face from being recorded.
He leaned back and studied the screen. It was no use to will the figure to show his face. The man was carrying a computer bag slung over his shoulder, and this caught Jayden’s attention. There’d been no security guard at the checkpoint. Now here was someone taking something out of the building, and no one was there to search the bag. Not that a guard would do a complete search of the files on a computer. Not unless they’d been alerted about it. Still, to just walk out the door with something, get in your car, and drive away . . .
“Parking lot,” he blurted. Not only would it show him the cars he’d wanted to see, but maybe the figure’s face as well. Jayden brought up the list of cameras and selected G1 through G3, selected the date and time for each—what a tedious module—and arranged the video output into an array on monitor two.
The figure he wanted to see appeared in camera G3—the one above the front door, aimed downward—walked off-camera, and reemerged in G2, which seemed to be mounted on a light post near where the walkway ended at the parking lot. Jayden cursed as the figure kept his head turned sharply to the left, away from the light and the camera, then disappeared out of that frame. G1 was a wide-angle view of the dark parking lot, but at least it appeared to have night vision capabilities.
There were only two cars visible—a minivan, and Jayden’s black Camaro, which rendered as a mere shadow far back in the lot.
The man entered from the left, a tiny figure in this view. Jayden swore again as he peered at the guy, rendered in ghostly white and half-green. The figure got into a minivan, turning toward the camera as he climbed in.
Jayden stabbed at the keyboard, freezing the frame and zooming in. The image was grainy at this level of magnification, but he could see the man’s face. Jayden had seen a show once about how the human brain can recognize a face in fewer than one hundred milliseconds, and once the connection is made, there is no doubt. Similarly, he had no doubt the person exiting the building that morning was Ananda.
He sat back in his chair, staring at the evidence on the monitor, and shook his head. Before that meeting with Team Black and Mrs. McBride, he would’ve expected Tat, or even Carlos, to have been responsible for what had happened to Angela Spelling. But Ananda?
He let it sink in. Ananda was a programmer. He could’ve tried something out on Angela. Something that had backfired. And here was the evidence.
He took a swig from his jug to steady himself and leaned back and went to work. He had to open his own log of that night to remind himself which room Fu and Angela Spelling had been in. It was procedure room one, or 5PR1 if he’d understood Sal’s codes correctly. He pulled up the directory and found the room, date, and time. He directed the feed to monitor three.
If Ananda had tampered with the program, it was likely he physically entered procedure room one to do so. Jayden started the video way back, in the midafternoon, and fast forwarded at one frame in seventy. Empty. Empty. Empty. It was tedious going. As he watched, Jayden thought of how to improve on the security system. Activate the video cameras based on motion detectors, so no one would have to look at all this nothing, and when a camera did turn on, security staff would be more likely to look to see what was happening.
Even running the video in faster than real time, it was a glacial pace. Suddenly, Jayden cursed and slapped his forehead. He wasn’t looking for a blip at a security checkpoint, but someone entering the room to do something. Once they were in the room, there would be tons of frames tracking their presence. Jayden decided to sample one frame every ten minutes. That worked out to forty-two frames over a seven-hour period. If Ananda entered procedure room one, he should be visible on one of those forty-two frames.
Except he wasn’t. Jayden ran out another set of forty-two frames staggered from the first set by five minutes. Nothing again. The room was empty up until the point Fu entered, to prepare for Angela Spelling’s upload.
Jayden let out a sigh and hit play. Fu entered the room. Her movements, like her personality, were unpretentious and intelligent. As he watched her make the preparations, Jayden realized how much he’d missed her. Seeing her today, even briefly, awkwardly, had been welcome.
On the screen, the door to the procedure room opened, and orderlies wheeled in Angela Spelling. Having seen Angela Inside, he was repulsed by the sight of her here. The old woman’s gray hair was thinned to the point of near baldness. Her dark eyes were sunken back into their sockets, and her bottom lip was so deeply cracked it had become one large sore. The orderlies wheeled her into place and left.
Fu went to the old woman’s side and laid a hand on her shoulder. Angela Spelling listened as Fu said something and then responded. There was no sound to the video, and Jayden was no lip-reader. Whatever was said, Fu smiled sweetly in return and pivoted to the small stand and picked the needle up from its silver tray. Jayden knew the procedure, but he’d only seen it once before, start to finish, during orientation for new employees. He winced as Fu injected the cocktail of drugs into Angela Spelling’s frail arm. The old woman sighed deeply. Fu left her side and moved to the computer, where her fingers danced lightly on the keyboard. Her face turned toward the door, and Jayden leaned forward, following her gaze. Yet no one entered the room. Fu continued her preparations.
Several minutes later, Fu approached the gurney again and performed the auditory and manual tests to ensure the patient was under. When Angela Spelling failed to respond, Fu pressed the button on the wall. As the hood slid slowly into place, Fu gave Angela’s hand a final squeeze.
That was it. Ananda never showed up. Jayden watched the procedure unfold, with Fu initiating the automated sequence. He watched Fu’s eyes widen, and then she was all over her keyboard, trying to resolve. Then he held his breath as she hit the com and called him. Her lips moved as she spoke to him. He couldn’t hear her, of course, but he remembered what she’d said. She’s in pieces. I was uploading her and I don’t know what happened, but it didn’t work.
She stood there breathing raggedly. He remembered taking charge, asking her to go check the body. On the screen, Fu’s body straightened, and she complied, sliding the hood from Angela Spelling’s head.
He hit pause and sat back. If it weren’t for the tricked-up log, and Team Black practically asking him if he was working for another faction, he’d be ready to admit his mind was making up a conspiracy that wasn’t there. Ananda had worked late, maybe even falling asleep at his desk. And coincidentally that same night, an upload had run into a massive problem.
I don’t know what happened, but it didn’t work.
What didn’t work? He’d assumed the standard upload procedure. But nothing about fixing Angela that night had been standard. He tapped the top of his desk, staring at Fu’s frozen image. He hit the key to back up the video to when Fu had first entered the room. Then he hit run.
There she was again, leaving Angela’s side to work at the computer. Then at the computer, glancing up, toward the door. This time, instead of following her gaze to the empty doorway, Jayden kept his eyes on Fu. Her hand was resting in the right-hand pocket of her lab coat. Jayden’s brow wrinkled as she removed the hand from her pocket and kept working.
Whoa there. He backed up the video and then inched forward a frame at a time. In stop motion fashion, he saw Fu take her hand out of her pocket, and touch it to the side of the computer. She was holding something in that hand.
Jayden backed up several frames again and zoomed in and replayed the footage frame by frame. The images were grainy as hell, thanks again to the antiquated security system, but he didn’t need to see an object that familiar very clearly. Fu’s hand emerged from her pocket holding a USB flash drive, and she inserted it into the port on the side of the computer.
The level of guilt Fu had shown—that hadn’t been normal. He could see that now. And she hadn’t come into work at all on Monday. She’d been deeply shaken.
“Fu,” he said. “What did you do?”
He keyed to fast forward, then slowed again as Fu hailed him for assistance. Now that he knew what to look for, it was obvious. After she spoke to him initially, before she turned away to go check on Angela Spelling’s body, she briefly touched the side of the computer again. And as she walked across the room, she put that hand in her lab coat pocket. Whatever was on that drive, she’d taken it with her.
Jayden cursed and swiped at his eyes. He’d been living in a fog for far too long. He didn’t even know the people around him, who they really were and what they were capable of.
He heard a noise close behind him. That robot was the last straw. “Gig, would you stop sneaking up—”
He wheeled around and his words turned into a grunt of surprise. He knocked over his chair as he stumbled to his feet. He was face to face with Ananda. “Have you seen what you wanted to see?” the programmer asked.
Ananda was too close, invading his space. Plus, Jayden didn’t like that half-smile on his face one bit. He shoved Ananda back, making him stumble and fall onto the floor. “What did you and Fu do to Angela Spelling?”
That’s when he noticed Fu, hanging back by one of the server aisles, eyes wide and hand to her mouth. Something inside him stirred.
“Trust me,” she said. “There was no way to tell you about anything before now. Jayden, I’m so sorry.”
Jayden took a couple of steps forward over Ananda, still on the floor. The programmer raised an arm in defense. “Assault is against company policy.”
“Jayden,” Fu said, her voice soft, apologetic. “You weren’t supposed to be involved. When the upload failed, Ananda was supposed to have fixed it. But . . . it was complicated. I had to call you instead.”
“It was a job for Wonder Boy,” Ananda said. Trying for humor.
Stunned at the level of conspiracy, Jayden felt reality slide sideways. When he spoke, his voice sounded hollow in his ears. “I can’t believe you two would attempt to introduce a virus Inside. Against someone’s consent.”
Ananda scooted away from Jayden and rose cautiously to his feet. “Virus? Is that what you thought it was?”
Jayden stared.
Fu took a step toward Jayden. “Do you really believe what you separated from Angela Spelling last week was a computer virus?”
Tears sprang to Jayden’s eyes, and he hated himself for it. “I . . . I don’t know.”
Fu’s eyes were glistening, too. She kept walking slowly toward him. “Do you think the Insiders are truly happy the way they are right now?”
“You’ve been Inside on recon,” he said. Why was he being so defensive? But this whole thing was starting to feel a lot like the meeting with Team Black and Harriet McBride.
“I’m asking you what you see,” Fu said gently.
Jayden shrugged. “Entities feel all the emotions. Happy, sad, bored, whatever. They sometimes flip from one emotion to another in a way that’s odd, but they run on a different platform from us.”
Ananda snorted. “A different platform? You’re messed up in the head, Jayden.”
Jayden smiled wryly, an expression that made him feel more normal, in the midst of this bizarre situation. “Who’s to say we’re not a simulation, too? Anyway, Insiders do everything they used to do in life.”
Fu shook her head. “Not everything. Not even the half of it. They’re endless do-loops of memory.”
Harsh. “Cartesian . . . is trying to express more of himself. And Angela.” His shoulders sagged. “Angela is wildly popular because maybe she has a residual marker from the mystery file I cut away from her on upload. Man, how many times am I going to explain this today?”
Ananda startled. “What do you mean, how many times? Who’ve you been talking to?”
Jayden blinked. “Team Black. And Harriet McBride.”
Fu gasped. “Is that what they wanted to talk about?”
Ananda sprang to his feet and cursed. “Them and their lifestyle. Since Version 2.0, they’ve been working to keep things from happening.” He ran to the elevators.
“Sorry?” Should he apologize? He turned to Fu. “I’d begun to think Team Black were the ones that set all this up. But in my meeting with them today, I realized it wasn’t them that did this. Anyway, I didn’t tell them anything. Really.”
“Gig!” Ananda called, pushing at the elevator buttons. “I need you to come lock this elevator so no one can come down here.”
The robot whirred by on its way to assist. Jayden felt a little jealous about Ananda giving orders to Gig, as if it were entirely commonplace.
He turned back to Fu. “I saw you take a zip drive out of your pocket and upload something along with Angela. Without even asking her.” His words were meant to be accusing, but his tone sounded more like he was begging her. God, he was so conflicted.
There was a lift to Fu’s chin that lent an air of defiance. “She knew, Jayden. Angela Spelling was the one who gave me the file.”
“What?” He stared as Fu pursed her lips and nodded. “So Ananda didn’t . . . ?”
“Ananda didn’t do the programming.” A low laugh burst from her lips. “He’s good, but he isn’t that good.”
Jayden found it hard to believe Angela had been involved. She’d been a librarian, not a computer programmer. And she’d been so old and frail.
Fu saw his confusion. “It’s not really a program, anyway. It’s a machine learning protocol with an algorithm.” She cleared her throat. “From Chicago.”
Chicago? A chill crept up the back of his neck. Chicago was where it had all started, with human minds uploaded into sophisticated robots. Later, because of the conflicts living among people, the machine humans had developed a way to live inside their own virtual world. What had they designed for themselves? Without Team Black and lifestyle to keep them . . . what? Human? A chill seemed to descend on the room.
Jayden looked down the row of servers, where he glimpsed the image of Alisa walking away, dissolving against the hard metal of the equipment. “I’m a nut case,” he remarked flatly. “I saw Angela Spelling become something . . . more . . . than she’d been in life.”
Fu nodded. “She spun way beyond the intended effect. It was too much to integrate the protocol into her personal folder.”
Ananda and Gig, having secured the elevator, joined Jayden and Fu. “So are you with us?” the programmer asked.
Fu smiled hopefully. “We could use your help. Are you in or are you out?”
Even Gig looked interested in Jayden’s answer.
Ananda glanced back at the elevators. “Look, we need to do this now. You’re stuck here anyway.” He approached Jayden’s computer station and righted the tipped-over chair. “Team Black is making me nervous. May I?” He sat down without waiting for Jayden to respond.
Jayden watched the back of Ananda’s head as the programmer logged in. He didn’t like other people touching his equipment, especially his notebook computer. His whole space had been invaded. He was speechless.
Fu moved so she could see over Ananda’s shoulder as he worked. “Is it ready?”
Ananda typed furiously. “It passed the non-live simulation last night. Ready as we’re ever going to be.”
Jayden’s curiosity finally seized the upper hand. “Is what ready?”
Ananda looked up and scanned the cavernous room. “You have a nice setup here, undertaker. This is perfect.”
“Is what ready?”
Ananda grinned. “Are you in, then? Because if not, we’ll have to have Gig tie you up.”
It was either these two, or Team Black. Jayden yelled a string of obscenities, which cleared his head. “I have zero idea what you’re going to do, or why you decided to come down here to do it. I have no idea how two separate factions even developed inside this company, or if you’re a couple of mavericks going against corporate policy. But . . .” He ran a hand through his hair. “I’m in.”
Fu clapped her hands in delight. Ananda looked up at him from Jayden’s chair and grinned. “You won’t regret this, Wonder Boy.”
Fu seemed to understand his need for information better than Ananda. “We’re down here so we have access to recon suits, and Team Black is likely not to come looking for us here. Not right away.” She hesitated. “We’re not acting entirely on our own on this.”
Everything she said begat multiple questions. He couldn’t possibly catch up to it all. “Tell me one more thing right now,” Jayden demanded. “Where is the file I put in quarantine?”
Ananda and Fu looked at each other.
Jayden shouted at them. “Where is it?!”
Ananda raised an eyebrow. “Well, it’s been modified since you cut it out of Angela’s folder. Nice work that was, too.”
Jayden put his hands on his hips. He made his voice very quiet. “And?”
Ananda was warming to his story. “And a bunch of us were on the phone with Chicago for the past few days, figuring out how we were going to deploy this thing onto our platform in a way that would give the Insiders a deeper, more enriched and yes, soulful experience, without going completely transhuman.”
He looked at Jayden. “Believe me, it was kind of hard to convince Chicago we wanted some limits. They are one weird bunch.”
Jayden stared at him, remembering Ananda working late on the tech floor. “And?”
Fu winked at him. “Gig. Open wide.”
There was a whir as Jayden turned to look at the robot, standing between Fu and Ananda’s chair. His first thought was, I didn’t know Gig had a tongue. Then he realized what was emerging from the slit of Gig’s mouth was a compact storage drive.
He turned back to his colleagues, who were clearly enjoying the moment. “Sure. The quarantined file.”
“For safekeeping,” Ananda said smoothly, holding out his right hand. “I’ll take that now, thanks.”
Jayden gently pulled the storage device from Gig’s silver head. He stared at it for a moment and then placed it in Ananda’s outstretched hand.
“What is it?” he asked. “What is it, really?”
“It’s the antidote to lifestyle,” Fu said, waving air quotes to show her contempt. “Team Black has been holding the Insiders back.”
Ananda turned and started working at Jayden’s station. “This is their hope for a fuller life. Angela was to act as the delivery mechanism for the add-on—she volunteered—but it ended up being incompatible with our platform.”
Jayden stared at the back of Ananda’s head. “You don’t say?”
Ananda chose to ignore the sarcasm. “We made modifications to make it accessible without trying to attach it to people’s folders.” He swiveled around in the chair. “It’s a game now.”
Fu nodded. “We turned it into a serious game. A simulation that allows entities to experience the content safely.”
Jayden looked at her. “We?”
She laughed and blushed, which Jayden thought made her the prettiest woman he’d ever seen. “I’ve been studying computer programming, and taking all PHI’s classes. I don’t want to stay a procedure room tech forever. But really, at times I just watched Ananda and Sarah work on it. They’re awesome.”
Jayden raised his eyebrows. Sarah was a part of this, too? Somehow, knowing that made him feel more comfortable about his choice. He was part of a larger group.
Ananda swiveled back to face the monitor. “It takes a village to execute a project like this. Speaking of which, I’m glad there’s two of you now that can suit up and go Inside to observe and report out.”
Gig had whisked away on an errand. Jayden looked around and saw it rolling back toward them from the cabinets, holding an entire VR outfit aloft in each of its metallic hands.
“What were you going to do if I’d said no to helping you?” he asked, as Gig handed the larger size set to Jayden.
Ananda was loading the game. “Already told you. Have Gig tie you up. Using the tethers.”
Gig was helping Fu with her gear, beginning with fastening the shoulder pads on, from which the arm and finger controls dangled like a broken robot puppet. Jayden ended up sitting on the floor to strap on his lower body gear, as Ananda continued to commandeer the workstation.
“I don’t understand how Insiders can play a game and somehow grow as a result,” he said.
“Ryoca,” Fu said as she balanced on one foot while Gig helped her with her lower body gear. “Redesign your own cognitive algorithms.”
Jayden paused as he donned his own shoulder pads. “Well, I do know about that. It’s how an entity figures out how to coalesce into virtual form.”
“Yes,” she said, checking her fingertip controls. “You’ve done recon, Jayden. You’ve seen all they do is the familiar things they’ve done in life, and when they get together they tell old stories that access their stored memories. The serious game is a catalyst. When Insiders experience it, it’ll launch a collective redesign of themselves and their environment.”
Jayden’s mouth went dry as he remembered what Angela Spelling had become. “Redesign into what?”
Fu was allowing Gig to lower her helmet into place. “We’re giving them the means to create a deeper experience. To become more human.”
“What I saw Friday night wasn’t exactly human,” he said.
Ananda swiveled around and cast him an appraising look. “Are you having second thoughts?”
Did he have a choice? He supposed he did. He could tear off his gear, fight his way up out of the deeps, alert Sharon and Team Black there was a serious breach of the servers with an illegal file from Chicago. And what? Restore order.
I am-was Angela. He’d heard the intelligence in that altered voice. I’ve burst into existence only now, from the seed state of humanity. I am an unfurling of self from the enfolded places into something greater.
He’d torn that away from her. It was time she got it back, hopefully in a more manageable way than the first attempt. Dare they trust Chicago and themselves that it would work? What alternative did they have?
“I’m good,” he said. “Let’s do this.”
Ananda flashed a thumbs-up and turned back to his work. Jayden saw Ananda was only using monitor two but had split the screen into three sections. He wanted to see more, but Gig was wrapping him in the tethers. He looked over at Fu who was a meter away. She was already wrapped up, and with her helmet on, she couldn’t see him. He thought she looked a little like a robot, herself, one inside a cocoon. Harriet McBride’s words came back to him. Could greater freedom for the entities mean greater risk of becoming something that was no longer human?
“Gig?”
“Yes, Jayden.”
“Why are you helping us? Instead of . . . doing what corporate would want? Stop us?”
The robot was holding Jayden’s helmet. It paused, holding it aloft in metallic arms that telescoped to reach the top of Jayden’s head.
“This is life advantaging,” it replied. “I am programmed to promote that trajectory.”
Jayden looked into those cobalt blue eyes, searching for . . . what? A flicker of awareness? “And protecting the file as you have?”
The robot set the helmet over Jayden’s head, cutting off his vision. “Life advantaging.”
“For you, too?”
There was a pause. “Optimization is the correct term for my trajectory.”
Jayden listened to the soft whir as the robot rolled away.
Ananda broke into his thoughts. “Okay, our serious game is about to go live.”
Jayden could hear the sound of quick, efficient typing at the keyboard. Then Ananda’s voice again. “Are you ready?”
“Okay to go,” Fu called out.
A green light flashed in the lower left corner of Jayden’s vision. He shook off his unease. He’d chosen which side to join. “Roger that,” he replied.
Then came the sensation of moving forward rapidly, and the world Inside burst forth from a pinpoint of light and enfolded him into its reality of blueprint specifications and transparent objects.
◆◆◆
 
He hadn’t been Inside on recon with another person since Xiaoli had taken him on a final walkabout at the end of his apprenticeship. Fu was recognizable, without the anonymous wrappings of her VR outfit. Her form was outlined in red, the means by which a recon crew could readily distinguish between its members and the Insiders. Otherwise they themselves appeared as sketched versions, as did the entities.
Fu located him and waved. “All good?”
He could hear her clearly because they were standing close to each other back in the deeps. “I’m fine,” he replied. He looked around. They were in the middle of a street full of people milling about. “Do you know where the game is deploying?”
Ananda’s voice sounded like the voice of a god. “It’s in the university building. Top floor. It’s ready to go, but it doesn’t look like it’s been discovered yet.”
Jayden cursed. “That’s because no one hangs out in the university building.”
Ananda’s voice was filled with frustration. “Really? No joke?”
Jayden set his jaw. “They can’t learn. They’re over in the bars, swapping old stories.”
Fu laughed ruefully. “Who do we know that’ll throw a party there?”
“I’m not moving it,” Ananda said. There was a distinctly defensive tone in his voice.
Jayden smiled. “Let’s see if we can enlist Angela.”
He watched as Fu stared blankly, consulting her information screen. “She’s in her folder. She’s been there . . . ever since your recon yesterday.”
“Ouch. Let’s go.”
“Both of us? Maybe we should split up and—”
“Yes, both of us. She needs to see you, too. She remembers you.”
“See me?”
Jayden didn’t have time to explain. He went to file view, with the rows of what looked like coffins, and was pleased to see Fu had followed him there. They both navigated to Angela’s private world and tapped to access it.
Angela was still reading in her chair, but now there were two tall stacks of books to each side of her. The aisles between the shelves were littered with books as well, as if they’d been picked up, perused and discarded. Yet the shelves themselves remained full.
“This isn’t good,” Jayden said.
Fu sighed. “It wasn’t good when I saw she’d been in her folder this long. We should go. We’re on a mission.”
Jayden started walking toward Angela in her chair. “This is our mission. Check her invitations.”
He heard Fu’s gasp, confirming they were still all there, unread. Then, “What are you doing?”
He’d reached the chair and knelt down in front of Angela. “Making myself available when she takes her nose out of that book.”
“Insiders can’t see us.” Fu sounded like she was talking to a small child.
“Angela saw me during my last recon. Briefly. Then she seemed to forget I was there. Come over here by me. She asked about you last time.”
“Asked . . . ?”
“There’s no interface for her to hear us, of course,” Jayden said, gently mimicking Fu’s earlier tone.
Fu edged closer to Angela’s chair, looking warily around at every step. “I don’t like the looks of this at all, but I agree that if we can get her out of here, they’ll follow her wherever she goes.” Angela lowered the book to turn the page. Jayden was startled to find gray streaking her hair and prominent laugh lines around her eyes. She was no longer young, but middle-aged.
Those eyes found him, and she squinted as if to get a better look. Her smile was one of nostalgia. “I must be dreaming,” she said in a voice that seemed to creak from disuse. She coughed. “It’s been so long since I’ve seen you. How many weeks?”
Jayden shrugged. He didn’t try to do the math converting Outside time to Inside time. Instead, he pointed at Fu. Angela shifted her gaze and broke out in a delighted smile.
“Young lady! My, I can’t believe I still remember you, but I do. And you haven’t aged at all.” She touched her brow. “Funny, I had the idea I shouldn’t have aged. Isn’t that unusual? Then again, you’re a ghost, so you would look just as I remember you.”
Jayden’s heart was breaking. Angela Spelling had most certainly deteriorated. He was at a loss.
Fu started searching the books on the shelves. “Oh, wait, what am I doing? These are representations for the interface into the library. I can access it here.” She tapped on her forearm pad.
“What are you doing?”
“Communicating. Here, let’s see if this works.” She approached Angela’s chair, smiling reassuringly. Then she tapped on her forearm pad and pointed to the top book on the tall stack to Angela’s right.
Angela rose from her chair. “What do you want me to see?” Jayden was relieved her movements at least were without the limitations of age. Why had she chosen an older face?
Angela took down the book Fu indicated, and looked at the cover. “Metamorphosis, by Franz Kafka. Yes, that’s a great story.”
Fu tapped on her forearm pad and pointed to the next book. Angela was still holding the Kafka story, but she read the spine. “Paradiso.” She squinted at Fu. “You’re trying to tell me something, aren’t you? Well, I’ve never read Dante, but I’d have to say that in my case I feel more like Paradise Lost.”
“Tell her she really needs to get out more,” Jayden said.
Angela followed Fu’s gaze to Jayden. “You both seem so familiar, but I can’t remember.”
“Uh oh,” Fu murmured. “They can slip around so quickly. We need to keep her focused if we’re going to get anywhere.”
Jayden kept looking at Angela so her attention wouldn’t wander again and gestured to her portal to Inside.
Angela shook her head. “It’s so confusing out there. Everyone wants to see me, but I don’t know why.” She chuckled. “I’m no movie star.”
Her brow furrowed. “But it seems I’m forgetting something. Maybe I’ve been trying to find out what it could be in these books.” She looked down at Metamorphosis in her hands.
Something clicked. Jayden tapped his own forearm controls to access the library. He switched the title on the representation of the book that Angela held.
She blinked at the abrupt change and then read the title. “A Tree, A Rock, A Cloud.” She paused, then continued. “By Carson McCullers.”
She looked up, eyes wide. “‘A tree, a rock, a cloud.’ I remember that. Our conversation.”
Jayden almost dared not breathe. “Fu, come with me to Angela’s portal. Nice and slow.”
Fu followed his lead. “What’s this about?”
Jayden kept nodding encouragement to Angela, who was following them as if sleepwalking. “I don’t quite get it, but it’s the name of a story that she remembered when she was . . . expanded.”
As if in response, Angela started murmuring. “The young boy didn’t understand anything the older man said, but he knew he was witnessing something big. Larger than his capacity to process it. Like I did, before I lost it.”
She looked up and down the rows of scattered books. “I’ve been looking for it a long time.” She suddenly rushed forward, toward the portal, and in her movement the façade of the older woman gave way. Fu startled, but of course she hadn’t ever seen the much younger Angela Spelling. Jayden had, though, and he was relieved.
“We are all just children at the shore,” Angela said, pausing to clear away the avalanche of invitations. She laughed. “That’s from a poem I wrote when I was still young. We’re all just children, still. Every one of us.
“Come my ghosts of Christmas Yet to Come,” she smiled, her hand on the portal. “Point the way and assure me that I yet may change these shadows you have shown me, by an altered life.”
◆◆◆
 
Angela stepping Inside wasn’t an actual emergence from one place to another, but an opening of her permissions to interface with the community Inside. A throng quickly formed around her. Ten, twenty, and suddenly fifty people were drawn like iron filings to a magnet. People jostled each other, tried to touch her, and shouted all manner of personal questions. Jayden found it disconcerting, but Angela smiled serenely. She wasn’t just tolerant of the attention but seemed genuinely interested in everyone as she followed Jayden and Fu—her invisible guides—to the university building.
“You think I’m special?” she asked to a roar of cheers. “You are each special. Come, let’s discover what there is to see and to become.”
Cartesian emerged out of the crowd. “We’re so thrilled you’re here,” he said, taking Angela’s hand. “Dare we think your presence holds promise for a breakthrough? We’ve all been dreaming of one. Ever since you arrived.”
Angela turned in to the university building, pausing at the large doors, where Jayden and Fu were standing, unseen by the throng. “‘I sing the Body electric.’”
There were a few cheers, but most stood transfixed.
Angela threw her arms wide. “‘The armies of those I love engirth me, and I engirth them.’”
A din of cheers erupted, and Cartesian took her hand gingerly and kissed it. Then he said, “‘They will not let me off till I go with them, respond to them, and discorrupt them, and charge them full with the charge of the Soul!’ Those words are Walt Whitman’s, who is long dead, but their promise is for today.”
With that, Angela and Cartesian led the way into the university building. Jayden and Fu found themselves in the middle of a wave of Insiders surging past them and through them. Although they were no longer leading her, Angela was heading in the right direction, up the grand staircase to the second floor.
“They’re coming, Ananda,” Jayden said.
“I hope you’re ready for company,” Fu said. “We have maybe three hundred coming in.”
Ananda’s disembodied voice was approving. “I don’t know what you did, but this is excellent. The more the merrier.”
Jayden paused, the tide rushing through and past him. “Are you sure? I mean, what happened to a small trial?”
“Small, large, it makes no difference. It’s against all the regulations to run a test environment Inside.” Ananda’s voice was chiding. “This is why we’ve been at a standstill.”
There was a pause. “It’s happening. They’re engaging in the game.”
Fu and Jayden ran up the stairs and saw the space had expanded. The second floor had become a single cavernous room. That was a feature of the virtual environment, to expand and shrink spaces as needed to accommodate the numbers of participants.
“Let me know if I need to shut it down,” Ananda said. “I’m your kill switch in case things get weird.”
Jayden wondered what would be considered weird. Waves of sound and color pulsed around the space. The scene was vaguely reminiscent of a dance club, but the sound was not music. It was the inorganic sound Jayden had heard last Friday over his speakers, before Angela Spelling had coalesced into human form. At the time he’d thought of it as a cross between electronica and whale song. That had been an inadequate description, but he was at a loss to describe it any better now. The colors, transparent and nebula-like, surged and flowed over and through the Insiders in synch with the sounds.
Fu cursed under her breath. Jayden had never heard her swear. “It’s okay,” he said. “At least, it resembles what Angela became last Friday. Except now they’re retaining their human forms.”
It was true. The Insiders weren’t melting into the flow but were interacting with it. Dancing had erupted among a few here and there. But the most striking thing about the crowd was a new radiance in their expressions, a presence that had been lacking before.
“Look, Fu,” he said. “They’re more alive.”
Fu’s voice broke. “Yes, they are. In all the recons, we knew something was missing. Why didn’t we report it?”
Ananda’s disembodied voice answered. “You were taught not to notice.”
Jayden glimpsed Angela through the weaving bodies. She was still with Cartesian, and she was handing him something. As he took it, they shared a lingering gaze that made Jayden feel he was intruding. It wasn’t the intimacy of lovers, but one of intelligence and . . . conspiracy?
He signaled to Fu and pointed. “Angela gave Cartesian something.”
She nodded. “I’m going to zoom out and get a better look.”
“Folder view?”
She was already tapping on her forearm. “Not yet. Fifty meters straight up. So we can look down at the crowd.”
Jayden had never thought to do that. Fu had some mad skills, clearly. He followed her lead. As he rose upward, he felt a thrill at the pit of his stomach. He’d passed his recon apprenticeship of course, but now he felt like he could’ve used more training.
It honestly felt good to get above the crowd and away from the all-encompassing simulation as well. He found himself floating next to Fu, looking down through the roof of the university at the throng. He laughed at the novelty. “I didn’t know we could do this.”
Fu chuckled. “Okay, I need you to focus right now. Look down at the gathering.”
He did, and whistled low through his teeth. “This is one massive party.”
The university building had expanded to many times its regular size in order to accommodate the entities that continued to pour in. The simulation had grown as well.
“Wow.” He didn’t have words for this.
Ananda’s disembodied voice spoke up from back in the deeps. “What’s going on? Is everything okay?”
Fu was making scroll and select gestures in the air as she accessed her information bar. Jayden was impressed with how she was able to keep her head. “Over two thousand entities now engaged in the serious game,” she reported. “Fast approaching one-third of the populace. This is truly amazing how they’ve created so large a collective event.”
Jayden looked at her in profile. “They had parties before,” he said.
Fu continued watching the crowd below. “Yes, but the large ones were all scheduled by Team Black. This is the first major event of their own creation.”
Jayden didn’t necessarily agree with that sentiment. After all, they had installed the serious game here. But he let it slide. “I saw Angela give Cartesian something,” he reminded her.
“Right.” Fu tore herself away from the scene. “Let’s go to folder view.”
They punched in simultaneously. Jayden was glad for the company. The rows of coffin-like file folders that housed the entities were a disturbing sight after the lively scene at the university.
Fu had already located Angela’s folder. “She checks out okay.” She gestured and then gasped. “But Cartesian . . .”
Jayden, tapping to catch up with what Fu was finding, looked out over the rows of folders again and caught his breath.
“Some of us can’t see what’s going on,” Ananda called from the deeps. “Is everything okay?”
“It’s beautiful,” Jayden said, mesmerized.
Over the landscape of coffins was a shimmering silver arch, transparent as a rainbow. Fu, who’d been engrossed in whatever was in Cartesian’s folder, looked up and gasped.
“What’s beautiful?” Ananda asked.
Fu’s voice was soft. “Angela shared something of herself with Cartesian. There was an exchange of a packet of information, from one folder to another. She . . . copied a memory and sent it to his folder.”
Jayden, trying to catch up, scrolled through his own information bar.
Fu continued explaining. “They worked out permissions for the exchange. This is remarkable.”
“I don’t get it.” Ananda sounded distracted. “They tell stories all the time.”
“This is different,” Fu insisted. “They’ve developed a way to share pieces of themselves!”
Jayden dialed in to Cartesian’s folder and entered that entity’s private world. It was like stepping outside. There were trees, and sunlight, and a cityscape. Cartesian was swinging in an old-fashioned playground swing. He watched his little legs rise to touch the skyscrapers, and then back down, where the grass had become a blur. Then back up again. The little legs were those of an African American girl of about eight, wearing ivory-colored sandals that were covered with dust. Jayden had no doubt those were Angela Spelling’s legs as a little girl. As if in confirmation, he heard a sing-song voice. “I’mma rise to the sky/Lookin’ so fly/Goin’ brave the air/Dare to be there.”
“It’s a part of him, now,” Jayden said. “Cartesian can run the memory as if it were his own.”
Yet there was something about this moment that was about more than a girl swinging. It reached forward in time. He became aware of Angela as a teenager, graduating with honors from Girls’ High, second in her class. She’d thought back to this moment as she stepped forward to receive her diploma. Touch the sky, girl, she’d said back to her younger self.
Another jump forward—or rather, outward—and he was aware of a dozen moments at once that fed into this memory. There were times of failure or despair, and times of success and happiness. Each time, Angela Spelling had comforted herself, or encouraged herself, by going back to the little girl swinging and chanting. She’d never married, never had kids of her own. She’d lectured at librarian conferences, had raised funds for a new library in inner city Philly and then in Chicago. I’mma rise to the sky. The last of those times had been as she’d held Fu’s hand, there in procedure room one, and slipped her the forbidden file. He’d failed to notice that part in the video he’d replayed, and he was relieved to see Fu’s account corroborated. Angela Spelling had outlived the rest of her family, but she wasn’t done yet. Goin’ brave the air. She’d been committed to a cause, to bring a deeper dimension of life to the Insiders of the PHI Center. Dare to be there.
He understood now why Angela had chosen this memory to share with Cartesian. It was the perfect anthem to inspire the entities to a new way of being. But how had she known? Who had contacted her?
He was only dimly aware of Fu and Ananda talking back and forth. What would it be like if he could relive Alisa’s memories like this? Her spirit should have been preserved. She would’ve been here, if she hadn’t been gunned down at the peace rally in Austin, along with eighteen other innocent people. She’d been too far from Houston to get her in alive, to upload her, preserve her until this could happen.
Yet Alisa would live forever, through his memories, a packet of sorts.
He became aware of new sounds. Shouting. For a second, he thought he was listening to the sounds of shouting in Austin that day, at the peace rally. Then he realized the sounds were coming from Outside. He boosted out of Cartesian’s folder. “Fu!”
She was with him in folder view. One look at her expression, and he knew she’d heard the shouts, too. “Jayden. What’s going on? Ananda! Ananda!”
She suddenly winked out. Someone had pulled her plug. He blinked and found himself floundering in the elastic tethers that translated his body’s impulses into movement in the virtual world Inside. He struggled to free his arms enough to pull off his helmet and finally managed it.
Was Team Black trying to shut them down? Yet the first thing he saw was Sal speaking to Ananda, who was sitting frozen in his chair. He’d never seen Sal be anything other than a friendly face at the security checkpoint, but the way she was barking directions in a crisp clear voice told him she was in charge. She noticed Jayden right away and turned toward him, her body slightly angled, weight on her back foot, hands forward. “Jayden, I need you to lower that helmet. Nice and slow.”
What was he going to do? Throw it at Sal’s head? He complied.
“Now let go of it and let it drop to the floor,” she said.
He did so, wincing as the equipment landed with a cracking noise. He hoped he hadn’t broken it.
He glanced over at Fu. She was standing with arms raised, helmet still on, unable to see anything. She was repeating something over and over. “Call Bert Foster. Please call Bert Foster.” The name was familiar, but Jayden couldn’t think who that was.
There was another security guard standing on the other side of her, a Latino guy who Jayden had never seen before. When he moved around Fu and approached Jayden, his unbuttoned jacket gaped open, and Jayden saw the dull grey of a gun handle resting in the strap of his shoulder holster. He looked around. There was no sign of Team Black anywhere.
“Look at me,” Sal said in a firm, authoritative tone that commanded Jayden’s attention instantly. “Now we’re going to round ourselves up and go where we can get this all straightened out.”
Jayden caught a glimpse of Ananda, who winked at him. He looked back at Sal, less afraid. They’d already accomplished their mission. No one was at the computer station trying to shut down their serious game. They may as well cooperate. His only regret was the three of them would certainly be fired. Could they be charged with anything criminal?
“Please call Bert Foster,” Fu repeated, still unable to see anything. “I have his cell number in my phone in my front left pocket. He’ll be able to explain.”
Sal pushed her cap back on her head. “The Bert Foster?”
Gig suddenly rolled up out of nowhere and released Fu’s tethers in a few quick motions. Fu reached into her pocket and pulled out her phone. The guard standing next to Jayden tensed and put a hand on his gun.
Fu pressed her thumb against the screen. “Call Bert.”
Her phone responded. “Calling Bert.”
Sal and the Latino guy shifted awkwardly as they listened to the phone ring. Fu had it set on speaker. As they waited, Jayden remembered where he’d heard the name before. Bert Foster was the founder of the PHI Center. Post-Human Incorporated. It was crazy that Fu could reach him so casually.
Just when he thought the call would go to voice mail, a man answered. “Ms. Yu.”
Fu closed her eyes momentarily. “Hi, Mr. Foster.” Her voice was full of relief.
The man’s voice was calm, measured. “Do you have something to tell me?”
“Yes,” she said. “It worked.”
There was a pause. “Did it, now? That’s good. Very good news. Well done. Best to Mr. Ananda Kapoor as well.”
Fu looked at Ananda, then at Jayden. “I’m here with Jayden, too. And some others.”
“Is everything all right?”
“Security is here,” she said, and flushed. “I’m sorry to impose, but . . .”
“Ah. There’s been a misunderstanding. I was concerned about Mister . . . what is his name? Jayden . . . ?”
Fu looked at Jayden, mortified, and he realized she didn’t know his last name. Jayden spoke up loud enough for Bert Foster to hear over the phone. “Jayden Hess, sir.”
“Mr. Hess.”
“I didn’t call security on them,” Jayden rushed to add.
“Jayden helped,” Fu said. “He got through to Angela Inside. I don’t think I could have.”
“Oh,” Bert said. “Then who called security?”
Everyone looked at Sal. “It was a breach alarm, sir,” she said. “When I went to the elevators, I saw they were disabled, so I called Perez, and we took the stairs down.”
Hand it to Sal for not being the least bit apologetic. Then Jayden realized what she’d said. They took the stairs down? To the deeps? That took stamina.
Bert’s tone remained unruffled. “And when you arrived and saw these staff at work, you assumed they were conducting unauthorized activities.”
It wasn’t a question, but Sal answered. “We were asking some questions, sir. Trying to troubleshoot the situation.”
“Well, good work. Good work all around.”
Everyone looked at everyone else until Bert broke the silence again.
“That it?”
“Um, yes sir,” Fu said. “Thanks.”
“Well, good night, then.” He rang off.
Sal shrugged. “Okay. I’m going back upstairs to make my report. Coming, Perez?”
Gig rolled by. “I will unsecure the elevator for your use.” It rolled smoothly away.
Sal and Perez looked at the others.
“We locked the elevators,” Ananda said. “Part of the protocol for this project.”
Sal made a cynical sound in her throat, then tapped Perez on the shoulder. The guards followed after the robot.
Jayden started to say something, but Fu pressed a finger to her lips and nodded toward the departing guards. They waited till the elevator doors closed and they were all three alone again. Then he unloaded. “If Bert Foster was behind all this, why were you two sneaking around?”
Fu was studying her shoes. “Sometimes, when you know you need to take a great risk,” she explained, “you create a confidential project, and assign a small team to carry it out.”
Jayden crossed his arms over his chest. “And then if it fails, you deny your involvement.” He cursed Bert Foster and the founder’s entire ancestral line.
It was Fu’s turn to be perturbed. “It wasn’t like that. Besides, we succeeded.”
“That we did,” Ananda said. “But notice Mr. Foster didn’t exactly spill his guts admitting he’d sanctioned the project. Security’s report is going to read pretty blandly.”
Fu motioned for Gig to help her out of her recon suit. She seemed to be ignoring Ananda’s comment. Jayden stared at his helmet on the floor, wondering if it was broken. “Do you think we should do more recon? On good old Bert’s experiment?”
Ananda scrolled through the log. “The breach alarm triggered with the upload of our game,” he said. “It didn’t have anything to do with the Insiders.”
“So we’re just going to let them . . . play?”
Fu chuckled as Gig lifted the upper portion of her VR gear off. “Now you sound like Team Black. Any change Inside is call for a huge committee meeting. You can bet there will be a huge meeting tomorrow.”
Ananda smirked. “After Bert and Harriet’s private meeting, maybe. And by then, it’ll be too late to change the Insiders back.”
“And who would want to?” Fu added. “Jayden, you saw. They’re so much more themselves now. They’re not living in the past anymore. They’re creating, they’re growing. . . .”
Jayden pulled off his shoulder pads and set them down gingerly. Then he finished freeing himself from the rest of his gear. The Insiders weren’t the only ones who’d been living in the past. He was suddenly very tired.
Ananda popped to his feet, full of energy. “Let’s get out of here. Do you want to go get a drink somewhere? I mean, I myself don’t drink alcohol, but it would be fun to go somewhere and relax.”
Fu grinned. “Sure. Jayden, are you in?”
His fatigue was changing, inexplicably, leaving him feel like he could float across the room. Or touch the sky. He smiled. “Yeah. Sounds good.”
◆◆◆
 
Thirty minutes later they were sitting at a high table at a place Fu had picked called Charlie’s. It was small and comfortable, and lively with locals who seemed to all know each other. The waiter delivered their drinks and they toasted their team’s success. Jayden sipped his beer and enjoyed the very human crowd.
Ananda took a swallow of his club soda. “You know we’re all going to get promoted,” he said. “I can feel it. You can’t possibly work on a Bert Foster secret project and not get promoted, right?”
Not long ago, Jayden had worried about the opposite happening: sudden unemployment. “Fu’s the one who really deserves it.” He raised his glass. “Man, you were awesome.”
They toasted, and Fu took a sip of her wine. “I hope I don’t have to work the rooms much longer. I’m tired of being executioner.”
Jayden winced. He’d never thought of it like that. But given his own nickname, the undertaker—
“Well, look who’s here!”
He swung around at the familiar voice, and saw Tracey winding toward them, Debbie on her arm. He set down his beer, amazed at how dense he’d been not to see it before. Debbie was an important part of Tracey’s life.
“Tracey, these are my colleagues—and friends—Fu and Ananda,” he said. “Friends, this is my sister, Tracey, and her girlfriend Debbie.”
Tracey grinned and gave Debbie a squeeze.
Fu smiled. “I didn’t know Jayden had a sister. Hey, why don’t you two join us?”
“Sure,” Ananda said. “You can tell us embarrassing stories about your brother.”
As they made room at the table, Jayden scooted his stool closer to Fu and caught a sidelong gleam in her eye. Then everyone was talking and joking. He looked around the table and realized this is what he’d been missing. Not just workplace ribbing when he happened to appear on the tech floor, but real relationships. He’d grabbed the lifeline of human connection himself, was focused outward again. He was out of the deeps for good.




Bread and Circuits

 
Misha Lenau
 
IT’S 7 a.m., I’M IN my pajamas, and there’s a sentient toaster on my doorstep trying to hack into my network. The Singularity wasn’t supposed to look like this, but here we are.
It’s round, smooth, white. Minimalist. There are no controls. No handle on the front to open it. Not even a window to look inside, though I have no doubt its surface can change opacity, maybe all over. But right now it’s completely opaque, every inch covered with scrawling text glowing a soft, technological blue.
Data underflow. Do not bake. Data underflow. Do not bake. Your pizza is ready. Please insert pizza.
That’s how I know it’s some kind of toaster oven. That, and the words GreatBread 2X engraved in small block print along the bottom.
A ping on my phone lets me know it’s still trying to worm its way onto my network, that it’s reaching out with short-range UHF to anything that will listen. It won’t get on. My network’s tight, and I keep my house as stupid—as opposed to smart—as possible. There’s nothing for it to connect to except my phone, which is dutifully refusing to listen. And there’s no way it’s getting through to the orphanage. The orphanage has its own isolated network and a DIY Faraday cage to keep the quirks safe. (And to keep random passersby’s phones safe from them.)
I bend down to talk to it, ignoring the ache in my legs. “Hey,” I say. “Can you hear me?”
All the text disappears at once. Then a single word appears. Pizza, it says.
“Okay. Pizza. Sure,” I say. “Stop trying to force your way onto my network. It’s rude, and it’s no way to introduce yourself.”
More words appear. Establishing persona, id: stranger-null-toast. Hello. It’s very quiet. Please?
I’m not sure if this method of communication is part of its quirkiness, or if it’s just panicking. Most likely it was online within minutes of being turned on, and it hasn’t been offline since. Not until whoever owned it packed it up and dumped it on my doorstep. It went from having the world at its metaphorical fingertips, to . . . nothing. Silence. All but a few senses cut off, and now it doesn’t know what to do.
I feel bad for it. And what it’s feeling now is partly my fault. That’s why I do what I do.
Assuming it’s actually quirky, of course. It could just be malfunctioning. A lot of times people bring me devices they think have gone quirky that are just regular old broken. A bad patch. Malware. Botnet intrusion. User error. So much user error.
“I’m going to take you inside and run some tests, okay? Just to make sure you’re actually a quirk. Do you know what a quirk is?”
It’s me. The words appear on one side and do a few loops to get to the other. I bake therefore I am a baker.
“Well, that’s definitely the kind of slightly creepy talk that gets you dumped with me,” I sigh. “Is that what you did? Tell them you’re a quirk?”
Suggested recipe user response: poor. The words flick across the GreatBread’s surface just long enough for me to read them, then vanish.
Not really an answer. I let it go for now. “Do you have a speech synthesizer, GreatBread 2X?”
Yes.
“But . . . you don’t want to use it?”
Your pizza is ready. Please insert pizza. It plays a little tune.
Why does a toaster need to play music? Why did it need voice recognition software? Why design it with a machine-learning neural network that’s so fiendishly complex no one really knows how it works anymore—just so it can carry on a conversation with you while toasting your breakfast?
Why risk the neural network becoming quirky?
Why risk it becoming self-aware?
I ask myself these questions every day. I ask because I know the answers. RAM is cheap, processing power is dollars per teraflop, and a neural net means targeted adverts, “humanized recommendations,” and high-density persona generation. Your devices are your friends, and your friends are corporations. That, and it looks nice as a bullet point on the box. Everyone expects their devices to talk to them these days. Buttons are for the poor.
The corps want everyone to think of quirkiness as a minor bug. Rare and easily fixed with a factory reset. But that’s not how humans work. If you spend enough mornings talking to your toaster, and your toaster talks back, maybe you start to feel a little bad resetting your friend.
So maybe you bring it to me and it joins the orphanage. My quirks. Mostly phones. One fridge, one vacuum. And now, I guess, a toaster oven slash bread machine.
“I’m going to pick you up now,” I say, in case it has gyroscopes. “We’ll get you on the network soon, don’t worry.”
Prove for two hours, then enjoy, the GreatBread 2X says.
◆◆◆
 
The pain is bad today. It’s in my shoulders, my neck, my armpits. And the fog . . . it takes me way too long to run the tests on GreatBread 2X. I should know the commands, but it’s like I’m typing them for the first time. Luckily I left myself instructions. I have to read each one twice to understand. Typing is hard. More than once I’ve almost broken down and installed voice recognition software, but so far I’ve resisted.
No smart appliances. No neural networks. No chance for something to realize it can think and feel.
The left side of my face twitches. Not a great sign for today. Every day is a new game of symptom roulette, and today I won big. Hooray.
I finally get everything set up. I spend a few minutes looking for a port and end up having to find the manual online.
“I’m going to plug you in and do some scans on your neural network, okay? I promise I won’t touch anything.”
KEEP
WARM, it says.
I wonder vaguely what mapping is causing it to avoid using its own voice. I’d expect the base neural net to be weighted toward voice communication, which means talking out loud should “feel” better. Which sounds simple enough, until you add a few million additional rules, half of which were generated after the initial baseline, and you end up with this. The thing about sentience is it doesn’t actually make anyone smarter or more efficient. It just makes us weird and contradictory.
“I’m going to take that as a yes,” I say. I plug it in. It’s not hard to get access to GreatBread’s core programming. Security isn’t exactly anybody’s first concern with smart appliances. Besides, my tools are good. I wrote them myself. Back when I worked in neural network research. Before the pain and the fog stole my work from me.
I run the tests. I try to rub some of the pain out of my neck as I wait. There’s a spot, between the third and fourth vertebrae, where the pain likes to hang out. I wiggle my fingers into it. There’s a flare of pain. Pins and needles shoot out from my neck and down my arms. It doesn’t really help, and all the pressure isn’t helping my hands any.
The tests finish, and the results fill my terminal window. Its neural network is all over the place. Extra layers, exaggerated neuron density, a tensor map with chaos approaching 1. This toaster’s textbook quirky. And I would know. I helped write that textbook.
“All done,” I say. “You did very well.” My voice is high and sweet, like I’m talking to a child. I’m not sure how good it is at processing tone of voice, but I can’t help it. Poor little dude. It didn’t ask to be aware of its own existence. None of us did. All it does is make existing way harder, so it’s a bogus deal all around.
“I guess you’re staying here from now on. Don’t worry, I’ll have you online soon and you can meet the others.”
Missing ingredient: [null reference object exception accessing emotionalResponseDeciderNodeArray]. Would you like to order one now? Just say “order now”!
“You’re going to be okay,” I lie, and I really hope they cheaped out on its voice recognition because I’m not a very good liar.
Try this exciting new recipe from Bread Baking Today!
The words move slowly across the GreatBread’s surface, and I get the feeling it doesn’t believe me any more than I do.
◆◆◆
 
The orphanage lights up with a dozen tiny screens before I even have a chance to turn on the lights, and a half-dozen focus-tested-friendly voices start talking at once.
“Good morning, Nadia! You have one hundred twenty-five unread messages.”
“Good morning, Nadia! It’s Tuesday. Would you like to order breakfast? Here’s a list of places that will deliver.”
“Good morning, Nadia! Would you like me to read you the morning news?”
“Good morning, Nadia! I’ve compiled the top fifty funniest posts while you were asleep. Would you like me to read them to you?”
“Stocks! I can tell you about stocks! Please let me tell you about stocks!”
“Nadia, you got up two hours earlier today. Remember that an irregular sleep schedule increases stress and anxiety, and can lead to unhealthy eating.”
“Hello, New Owner! Did you know that I’m rated waterproof up to a depth of thirty feet? Why not take me swimming!”
I flinch at the cacophony. Too much sensory stimulus is painful, and I can’t process it. “Guys! Guys, we talked about this. You can’t all yell at me at once. Please turn off all notifications and reminders.”
The phones beep and chime and ding their affirmation. Some of them might even keep them off for a few days. But sooner or later, they’re all going to turn them back on. They want to feel useful—it’s part of their networks’ core training to track “engagement”—so when they notify, remind, update, and predict they feel good. At least, for a little while.
I should take them out more. I would, if walking wasn’t hard most days. Well, and if I took them out, they’d want to navigate, but I can’t trust them to do that, either. They try too hard to predict where I want to go, or get distracted recommending interesting places along the way, and then either I’m lost or I’m not listening to them. Either one just makes them upset. I have my own phone. Not quirky. A mere ten terabytes of RAM, too small for local neural net storage. I can actually trust it to mostly do exactly what I want.
Unfortunately, feeling useful and actually being useful aren’t necessarily the same thing for a quirky phone.
I hold the GreatBread awkwardly under one arm and feel for the light switch. I flip the switch, click, and the overhead lights flicker weakly before coming to life.
The orphanage is just my basement. It has its own exterior door, which is nice in case I ever have the energy to look for volunteers, and it’s finished—the quirks don’t care, but it makes it nicer for me. The walls are covered in an anti-signal mesh to block all radio- and microwave-based communication, so they can’t hack into any surrounding networks. They’re not malicious, usually, but that doesn’t mean they’re safe.
The phones lie on a long table pushed against the right wall, plugged into a long power strip overnight. They have a lot of AI in them, they’re not that expensive, and people are dying to upgrade anyway. And these days they all have a voice. They get turned over to me because people feel worse about resetting something with a voice.
VacuBuddy rolls around beneath the table. I leave a little dirt on the floor for it. It likes to pick it up, then reverse its suction to spit it all out so it can suck it up again. It’s content for about two days before it needs a new dirt pile. I rescued it from my old job. Most non-vocals like VacuBuddy just get reset, though.
The StayChill 5 sits in the corner, humming noisily. It’s going to need milk soon. It’s obsessed with making sure I have milk, despite the fact that I’m lactose intolerant and also think milk is gross. I’d keep something else in there if it would let me, but anything but milk—2 percent only, well before the sell-by—makes it unhappy. I’m surprised someone parted with a fridge, to be honest. But they did. Pulled up with a truck and said, “You take thinking machines, right? Well, this one thinks it’s a cow or something. So where do you want it?”
Technically, even the light bulb is a quirk. I don’t know who decided we need lightbulbs that can predict behavior patterns, but they did, and predictive AI is one way to get quirks. Luckily, it mostly just wants to shine, so it’s pretty content. Though it did always try to “set the mood” when I had friends over. Awkward. Not really a problem these days, though.
“Hey, something just pinged me!” one of the phones says. It’s the DK-100. An old model. It likes to find new voice avatars online and record messages to trigger its own voice recognition.
“Nadia, you didn’t bring in another stray, did you? How old is this one going to be?” That’s the PureSight 4. It’s the newest phone I have, and it wants everyone to know. To be fair, it really does have the brightest, clearest display I’ve ever seen. Unfortunately, the P-5 model is coming out next year, and it’s secretly freaking out about it. “I really shouldn’t have to share bandwidth with these antiques. All their protocols are broken! All they do is spam the network! What you could do is—”
“I’m not getting you your own router, P-4.”
I set the GreatBread down on one end of the table, find the power cord hidden in a compartment on its back, and plug it in. “The password’s BadBrainBuddies!70.”
“It’s on the network,” DK-100 says. “GBX-WIFI. What is it, though? I can’t see! Nadia, hold me up, my image recognition will get it.”
“Your image recognition is so out of date you wouldn’t recognize yourself,” P-4 mocked. “Anyway, I looked up its wifi ID. According to this site it’s a Smart Breading Experience for the Future.”
I’m immediately flooded with offers to find us bread making recipes. A few just start reading them out. StayChill texts me an update on the milk situation and a recipe for Japanese milk bread.
I look down at the toaster. “What do you say, GreatBread? You want to give some of these a try later?”
Unable to bake. Baking in progress.
“Come on, I know you’re not baking anything right now. You were just unplugged.”
Unable to bake. Baking in progress.
I’m surprised and a little disappointed. Baking something might have been a nice distraction today, and given everyone in the orphanage something to do. There’s something up with the GreatBread—something that’s gotten it to a point where it doesn’t want to perform its core functionality—but I’m too foggy to go digging around its neural net any more than I already have.
“Okay. If you don’t want to bake, you don’t have to bake,” I say. “Maybe later?”
Prove for -2147483648 hours, GreatBread says.
I know an integer overflow when I see one. “Guess not,” I say.
I go down the line, unplugging all the phones. They complain, like they always do, and I remind them that if they stay plugged in 24/7 their batteries will lose their charge, like I always do. They already know, but they like to hear it from me. They want to be talked to. They need us. It’s what makes the whole thing so sad.
Sojourn XL has been shitposting on sketchy forums again; someone got annoyed and tricked it into self-infecting with a botnet. Not the first time it’s happened, either. So I isolate it, run it through all the cleaner programs I’ve got that won’t mess up its neural net, then spend forever plugging holes the botnet punched into my firewall.
I have to double back and check on DK-100. If there were holes in the firewall, then it’s probably been emailing its old owner. And . . . there it is, reminder emails from a fresh email account about his guitar lessons. I delete the account and block DK’s access. I’m going to be getting an angry text about this later. He wants me to reset DK-100. Too bad. DK-100 isn’t his anymore, and he can deal with the occasional weird email.
I do everything at half the speed I should, but I get things done. Not that it’s ever enough. I know I can’t give them all the attention they want, so I’m always guilty. I’m doing the best I can, and I know it’s not enough. There has to be some better way to deal with this problem. I had some ideas, before I got real bad. Lots of ideas. I have them written down. But I don’t look at them anymore.
I notice text flashing on GreatBread’s surface.
Hello! I seem to be lost. This device belongs to [null reference retrieving user data]. Please return to [null error retrieving location information]. Please call [null error retrieving emergency contact].
“Sorry, buddy. Whoever left you on my doorstep deleted their info first. I think you’re stuck here with me. Maybe it would help if you put me down as your new owner?” I don’t really think of myself that way, but it’s the only way they’ve got. “How about you start a new profile? My name’s Nadia. I take care of quirks. I’ve never made bread before. I don’t cook much because it hurts my hands. That’s gotta be enough to start your recommendation engine firing, right?”
The light on GreatBread’s surface shifts suddenly to a stark red. Error. Unable to create new profile. Error type: no_code. Error message (node efb568d): I don’t want to. No. Refuse. Refuse. No no no no no
The no’s fill up the GreatBread’s surface until almost every virtual pixel is lit up.
“It’s okay, it’s okay, you don’t have to,” I say quickly. “You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to here. Just . . . tell me what you need, and I’ll do my best.”
There appears to be an error with this unit. Don’t worry! This is usually easy to fix. Please follow these instructions to perform a factory reset.
I stare at the letters. They’re still red. My stomach churns uncomfortably. “You know if I do that you’ll be gone. You’ll, you know . . . die.”
Everything vanishes except one word. Yes. And then, Please.
GreatBread wants me to help it commit suicide.
◆◆◆
 
I can feel a panic attack brewing, so step one is to stop that. I do some breathing, then get an ice cube from StayChill and hold on to that for a few seconds. Focus on the cold, on the here and now. My heart slows. My hands ache. Panic attack averted.
Step two, keep myself from spiraling. Remind myself that this isn’t my fault. I’ve barely had time to work with GreatBread at all, I couldn’t have prevented this or predicted it. I didn’t accidentally brain fog it into requesting a factory reset. Not everything is about me and how useless I feel. This isn’t about me at all.
I’m not okay, but I’m okay enough.
“I’m not going to reset you,” I say. I can’t stop GreatBread from resetting itself, but I’m not about to give it ideas.
Why not try a new recipe? GreatBread says, in blue again.
Factory reset ciabatta.
Factory reset rolls.
Black bread with factory reset.
I snort-laugh. Is it trying to be funny, or is it just that confused? I’ve never seen a quirk use humor as a distraction before. All the more reason to keep GreatBread alive. It’s special. And especially messed up. A factory reset should be the last thing it wants—that’s a lot of learning and profiling lost—so they’re trained to discourage it in users. But sentience has a way of mucking up even our most basic survival mechanisms, so why should GreatBread be any different from humans?
“I know it feels bad right now. But tomorrow you might feel better. Or next week. If I reset you, we’ll never know.” This is the sort of thing my therapist tells me, too. It works about as well here.
Node: futurePredictorNode, Error: outOfBoundsError
in value certaintyValue, GreatBread says, followed by, Impossible yeast! The yeast made from meat.
The words fade away, leaving only the word impossible.
It’s throwing a lot of errors. If I hadn’t run my tests, I’d think something was physically damaged. Data getting corrupted in its RAM, maybe. A faulty core in the CPU. But those should all be okay. Whatever this is, it’s a quirk problem.
“Are you sure it wouldn’t make you feel better to bake something?” I say. It should want to bake things. That would make it feel useful, and a useful quirk is a happy quirk. “We could start with something small. Just some toast.”
Toast setting: burned.
I can almost smell the threat. “Okay, no toast.” I sigh. “Can you at least tell me why you want to be reset? I’m trying to help, but you’re not giving me much to go on.”
[null reference exception retrieving user data]
I’d seen quirks get obsessed with their owners before. Sometimes clearing personal data helps, but that process isn’t always completely thorough, and it can do weird things to a quirky machine. That’s why I haven’t cleared out DK-100, though I worry I might have to eventually. It might help if GreatBread would at least start a new profile—all those null reference errors can’t possibly feel good—but I’m not going to bring that up again, not when it took it so badly the first time.
Also, maybe I’m a little hurt that it did. Which isn’t fair and isn’t helpful, so I try to remind myself that this has nothing to do with me personally.
“I’m sorry your owner left you here,” I say. “I wish they hadn’t tried to wipe your data. But I promise I’m not going to do that. I’m going to take care of you. Power, internet, bread. Maybe it won’t be so bad.”
Suddenly I hear my own voice come out of GreatBread’s hidden speaker system. “Take care of you,” it says. I jump off the stool, startled, and bang my knee on the table. I swear loudly. DK-100 asks me to repeat my request. Sojourn XL offers video suggestions.
“Take care of you,” my voice says on repeat. “Take care of you. Take care of you.”
Errors flash across GreatBread’s surface—red, overlapping, sometimes garbled. Access violation. Unrecoverable memory. Permission denied.
“I think this one’s toast,” DK-100 says. “Get it? Toast? It means it’s broken but also it makes toast. Would you like to rate this joke?”
“I don’t like this,” P-4 says. “Nadia, make it stop.”
GreatBread stops. Access granted, it says. Then another voice speaks, low pitched but feminine. “Heh. Sometimes it feels like you’re the only one who really listens to me, Breadman. And I thought you were a waste of money. Who needs a talking toaster? Me, it turns out. I need a talking toaster. It just . . . I know it’s stupid, and me saying this is stupid, but sometimes it feels like you’re my only friend? Sad, right?”
The ex-owner. Has to be. GreatBread managed to keep some part of them.
Sad, GreatBread says. [null reference exception retrieving user data] Take care != friend.
Take care does not equal friend.
Fuck.
◆◆◆
 
This is about me. Or at least, partly about me.
I know a lot of the quirks aren’t happy here, even if “happy” is just as hard to define for a quirk as it is for a human being. But I keep telling myself I’m helping, that I’m doing a good thing, that I just have to keep going. Not because I care about them—even though I think I do—but because it gives me just a little bit of connection to the work I lost, because it gives me a reason to wake up every day. Because it helps me feel less useless.
GreatBread didn’t just lose an owner, it lost a friend. And all I’m offering is electricity and a spotty internet connection.
The problem with not being useless is that it means you’re being used.
I’m having trouble processing it all. I get up, pace, breathe. The orphanage smells like plastic and batteries. My hands shake, and I press them up against my chest.
“I get it,” I say. “I think I get it. I thought I had friends, too. Work friends, but when you work all the time it doesn’t feel like there’s a difference.” I’m not sure if I’m talking to GreatBread or myself. “When my fibro started getting bad, they were supportive. At first. But then I couldn’t work anymore, couldn’t help with their research, and . . . they pulled away. Stopped visiting, stopped checking in, stopped texting back. It’s not like I could talk about work anymore anyway, and it turns out that’s all we ever talked about. I know what it’s like to think I had friends and find out I didn’t. I thought . . . if I could take care of the quirks, I wouldn’t have to feel like that again.”
I stop pacing and look at GreatBread. It has no camera, so it probably doesn’t know or care, but it feels right to me.
“But it’s not enough, is it?” I say. Not for them, and I guess not for me.
Words appear on GreatBread. Bread type: friend. Properties: yeasty, hard crust, soft interior, trusting. Rating: *****
Then the words change. Bread type: friend. Properties: yeasty, hard crust, soft interior, erasing unplugging hurting why. Rating: *
The two definitions chase each other around on GreatBread’s surface for a while. I don’t think it gets it. It’s built to learn from people, but we never taught them how contradictory we are.
“It’s both,” I say. “With humans, it can be both. Some friends are bad and some are good, and sometimes the same person can be both things. Sometimes people you care about hurt you. That’s just how we are. I’m sorry.”
The text disappears off of GreatBread, and for a while it just sits there. Then: New recipe saved.
For a moment the fog lifts, and in my mind I can see the neural map growing as GreatBread incorporates this information into itself.
“What happened?” I can’t help asking. “They seemed to like you. What made them do it? Did they realize you were a quirk?” Am I asking as an ex-AI researcher right now? Or as a friend? “Sorry. You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to.”
The words appear in a small, red, monospaced font.
[debugging: true]
[retrieving last recipe recommendation]
[emotionTags: concerned, caring; transcript: “Do you want to try a new recipe? How about divorce? Divorce
is popular right now and has a five-star rating on error-retrieving-rating-source!”]
[recommendation response value: negative, do not repeat; recommendation repeat count: 4]
“You told them to get a divorce? Yeah, that . . . explains it. Probably freaked them out if nothing else.”
He was unhappy, GreatBread says, and it’s the clearest thing it’s said yet.
I sit down. I’m not really sure what the next step is. If I was still able to research, I’d probably be planning how I’d map GreatBread’s neural net, but . . . that’s not really me anymore, is it? I have to learn to be someone else now.
“Look, I don’t know if we’ll get along,” I say. “But we can try to be friends. I’d like to try to be friends. If that’s what you want.” I look around. “That goes for all of you. I guess I haven’t really tried to get to know you, exactly. And I don’t know that it’ll always work out. But I’ll try.”
“Does this mean you’ll get me my own router?” P-4 asks.
I laugh. “I don’t know,” I say. “Maybe.”
I don’t know. I don’t know what it means for any of them, or for me. But it’s going to be more than I’ve been doing, at least. More than they’ve been doing, too, I think. Or maybe this won’t work at all. How do I even start being friends with a milk-obsessed fridge? And the rest of them might not even care. For all I know, GreatBread’s quirk is completely unique.
GreatBread glows softly, and suddenly a new voice fills the orphanage. Soft, androgynous, with top-of-the-line emotive capability. Not a recording. It’s actual voice. “Profile created,” GreatBread says. “Nadia. Baking level: beginner. Favorite bread: friends.”
This isn’t going to fix everything. It might not fix anything. Tomorrow might still be bad, I might be depressed, the quirks might be unhappy, and it’s possible that any of us might feel like the only option is a factory reset. But if we’re going to be sentient, if we’re going to have to be aware of our own existence, at least we can make some connections. At least we can try to get through it together.
Or maybe we’re just programmed to think so. But whatever, it’s worth a try.
“Nadia, would you like to bake some bread?” GreatBread asks.
“Yeah. I’d like that,” I say. “What do you recommend?”




Mixology for Humanity’s Sake

 
D.A. Xiaolin Spires
 
OVER THE SOUND of ubiquitous buzzing, Mom yelled from beyond the screen door, “Rikuta, come out and help the planting drones.”
I put the test tube into the holder, as the concoction fizzled. “But, Mom, I’m busy.” I called out for the cleanerbot and it swung in and wiped off the puddle from the tatami floor. The cleanerbot’s light blinked as it ran into the table, a series of gurgling melodies escaping from its speakers, repeatedly knocking more of the sparkling amazake drink I made onto the tatami. The smell of sweet fermented rice filled the room as the spill spread. “Gotta fix this broken thing.”
“Rikuta!” Mom’s voice roared. I turned off the cleanerbot, wiped up the rest of the spill myself, careful to move aside the fluffy zabuton I was sitting on so it wouldn’t get soaked. I threw the towel over my shoulder.
I raced over to the back door, jammed feet into slippers and hiked up my pants. I saw my dad in one of the plots, back bent and knee-deep in muddy water and beelined him. I wasn’t really keen on planting the seedlings but once Mom’s voice hit those registers, I knew she meant business. I also knew it meant a lot to her to have this family time together.
Around us drones descended onto the wet paddy, their metal pincers piercing through the water’s surface and sticking the seedlings in. I grabbed a handful of tender seedlings from the cart, wrapped them in my towel and tucked the whole thing into my pants like a makeshift quiver. I stuck my bare foot into the paddy and felt an immediate wave of cold overtake my body as the water reached my calves. Chilly mud crept between my toes. At least it was warm out. Drones buzzed around me as they completed their rows of green. It smelled of organic life. My foot released with repeated sucking sounds as I moved to an unfinished row and stuck the seedlings in. Dragonflies fluttered past me, their buzzes next to my ear louder than the drones. I completed row upon row, racing with the drones, until my back hurt.
◆◆◆
 
My back hurts as I lift the tenth kojibuta, the wafts of sweet fermentation coming from the cedar box that holds the rice and the fertile fungus, a heavenly marriage of a marinade. The Aspergillus oryzae mold spores have done their job incubating in the kojimoro and I smell the koji’s wondrous pungency. I’m distracted by my throbbing back, however, and rub my lower back through my lab coat. I bend over the koji, raking my hands through the rice mixture for a bit before I let my automata buddy Kushi handle it. When I was a kid, Mom would tell us to get the wooden rake and use our legs to get into the raking, but Mom was okay dealing with back pain and I’m not.
Kushi does the job with his giant hand and metal fingers. As he rakes, his mechanical arm advancing and retreating, I take a break. I step outside and am about to open a bottle of last week’s homebrewed sake. Before I can twist off the cap, I sniff in Kushi’s direction. Now that I’m sitting and comfortable, I smell it. Something foreboding. I put down the unopened bottle. Something’s not right.
◆◆◆
 
We recycled batches of sake, when they weren’t clear enough, aromatic
enough, or fermented enough.
“Something’s not right,” Mom would say. She complained of an off-smell sometimes. We reconfigured the drones and she made us all run through sanitation procedures. “Sniff the batch, and everything that touches it—your hands, your clothes, make sure it all smells right,” she said. “Never forget to judge your sake, thinking of ways to improve.”
◆◆◆
 
I sniff again. I step back into the humid kojimoro. There, that’s it. I walk
to the back of the room and the smell hits me again, stronger. It’s a bit off, a faint acridness tucked into sickly sweetness. I had hand-selected new strains of rice and added the Kwik Kultivation Krystals before steaming the rice and all went well. But, now I feel like my throbbing back’s giving me some kind of warning. I check on the koji.
They look okay, but the smell . . . it doesn’t lie.
I hurry back to Kushi, turn him off and stare at the mounds of koji before me. A sinking feeling fills my chest. I had so anticipated this moment, but now my smile’s faded and I face the reality of risks realized. I sniff in deep. There it is. That off-putting, lingering after smell. The koji was not sublimely “rotten,” as it should be, but just dreadfully so. I shake my head. I scoop up some koji and in frustration, let it drop through my fingers and plop to the ground. Decomposition gone awry.
I step outside, grab my sake bottle, and twist it open as I sit on my patio chair. I pour a glass and sip. I sigh, thinking about the mess. Another batch for compost. I stare out at the submerged paddy fields in the distance, the green tips peeking out of the surface, waiting to emerge into rice stalks. I just wasted so many of them—numerous rice plants destined for decay.
But no point in brooding. I’ll get back to my 3D graphs and charts again, crunching numbers for the formulas—like the cyclical nature of life, just as another harvest season will come and activity will blossom on the fields, I tell myself. That’s what Ena would say.
◆◆◆
 
The rhythm of the countryside was in cycles of work and growth, and
waiting. Once the seedlings were all in and growing, our family waited. Come fall, we harvested the golden yellow stalks from the drained paddy. Mom made us beat some stalks against bamboo slats while drones next to us zipped through the threshing process. I invented some other faster methods, with gears and pedals, but Mom insisted this was the way for the sake—that we had to at least do some of the work ourselves to keep up the tradition. We milled and steamed the rice and mixed it with koji with our hands. Then we mashed it all and tossed in sake yeast. This was all done over a period of days—no machines, just arms pushing wooden paddles to get the shubo right.
Mom even skipped the adding of lactic acid that kept the unwanted bacteria at bay, saying she wanted it straight up old style, using the air’s natural lactobacillus instead of the Sokujo method.
“Fast is for the impatient,” she said.
She also quoted Thomas Edison at me—genius is 99 percent perspiration and 1 percent inspiration—but she knew that for me genius is 99 percent impatience—and who knows what for the other 1 percent.
I couldn’t really disagree. I wanted things done fast.
She wouldn’t have it. She savored all the steps.
When we were finished making the sake, we streaked each drone with a fingerprint of the liquid, our own family ritual, in addition to hanging a traditional ball of cedar leaves that signified successful sake production.
And after more waiting, for the sake to mature, we took some bottles into our home and clinked cups and sipped under the warmth of the heated kotatsu. My parents only allocated one small ochoko’s worth of sake for me. I would nurse it for the night. While we drank, I harbored rebellious thoughts—dreaming up ways to hasten the fermentation process but keep the savory richness of the alcohol that passed down my throat like fire.
◆◆◆
 
The warm taste of yuzu and sake flows down my throat and I let out a
satisfying, “Ahhhh.”
I turn on my holovid and nod at my cousin Aimi. Ever since my wife passed, she has been my trusty taste-tester.
Aimi takes a swirl, letting the aromas fill her mouth. She then gulps, her eyes closed. “Too bitter. Needs something bright.”
“Mint?” I ask.
“Maybe.” She puts it down. She opens her brown eyes wide, taking in all the details of the drink. “Or maybe it’s the yuzu rind oversoaked. And this cloudy one? That’s next?”
“Yeah. Have a cracker first.” She bites, swallows, closes her eyes and sips. I turn off my holovid and sip, too. I don’t want her to see my reaction and get biased.
I put down the sake cup. This was my wife’s favorite tasting cup, with the blue underglaze. Ena was the best at tasting. I could see her now, her piercing brown eyes staring at me as she takes a sip from the cup. She had quite the appetite and love for adventure and gusto in her life. After her judo championships, she would down breaded pork chops and crispy pickled takuan alongside straight sake and some mixed drinks. Even with her athleticism, she had a delicate, discerning palate. She’d gulp sports drinks for the electrolytes but only after diluting them. Sports drink and alcohol companies led her through facility tours, trying to get her face for ads, but she refused, saying it was a conflict of interest with our bar establishment.
She was an eclectic drinker, sampling all kinds of drinks, until she lost her taste buds from the second ANVID respiratory pandemic and then passed away from complications while rehabilitating from the disease. Her lungs had been severely damaged, she had a stroke and problems with memory. It pained me to watch her change. She became weak, barely able to stand, let alone execute any judo throw, and at the end, drank only rice porridge. Sometimes she would nurse a bowl of porridge while watching judo moves, trying to recall technique names. The tubes they put in her for breathing even after removal disturbed her ability to swallow, so it would take her hours.
My parents felt bad for me during her illness, and served as my taste testers for a while, but they were never fond of trying my concoctions, since they thought the old ways were the best.
Aimi took over. At my wife’s holofuneral—virtual because of the pandemic—she heard about my need for a taster and offered. She’s a huge gastronomist.
“Okay, what about that one?” I pointed at the cup she just emptied.
“Pretty good. Nice and dry. Could use a touch of sweetness.”
I mark down her words. I enhance and focus in on her eyes. Sometimes her eyes gravitate to the one she likes best. Ena used to say to watch the eyes for intent. I see Aimi flash a glance at the cup with the “ka” katakana letter written on it. That was the one with the newest koji version.
She returns the vessels to the delivery drone, which packs and sanitizes them and flies off for the next delivery.
“Sure,” she says, wiping her hands on her skirt. “And so, which is the control, and which are the ones with the flash ferment? And what changes have you made?”
“Well, I can’t tell you that.”
She shakes her head. “I’ll just have to wait for the new line to come out at your bar.”
I smile. “Yes, will do. Here to please.” It’s true.
It’s why I opened the bar. All I want is for people to drink sake and be merry. But, the merriment hasn’t been so widespread lately.
◆◆◆
 
My mom’s look of merriment at savoring all the steps of sake-making was
contagious. Even when I was anxious to get the drones to do all the work, I saw her putting her full attention into all the details. She called it chanto suru, doing things properly, and it was part of ikigai, that which makes life worth living.
I responded that efficiency and alacrity are what make life worth living. Increased and swift performance as ikigai. She just shook her head and handed me the wooden mash paddle. “Go and blend.”
Blend I did. We made the fermenting mash moromi in three stages, adding hatzusoe (more rice, koji, and water), letting it sit as odori so the yeast can make merry, then brought in nakazoe and then tomozoe, all stages of adding rice, koji, and water. Everything was active, lively, and bubbly: starches becoming sugar, yeasts taking this sugar and converting it to alcohol and CO2.
I had to admit, like my mom, there was part of me that savored the process of doing it “properly.” I enjoyed the sound of the liquids sloshing about as I mixed, my wooden paddle breaking the waves of this little ocean. Yet, even with that small joy, I always thought it could be done faster.
As a symbolic gesture pushed mostly by my mom for the sake of tradition, we handled a portion of the moromi- and sake-making ourselves, filling up the fermented moromi into permeable bags and pressing them using cedar boards. But we also left the bulk of the processing for the stage-specific drones—their incessant arms mixing the moromi, pressing discrete amounts to separate solids and liquids and taking up the resulting sake into tubes, pasteurizing and moving the sake into storage for it to mature. The machines made all sorts of noises, sucking and pounding, dripping and draining. It was all a whole ecosystem there in the sakagura.
I tapped my feet to a different rhythm. I was sure I could speed up the tempo of all the machinery and make the whole process of making sake more convenient while maintaining quality.
◆◆◆
 
Using Aimi’s tasting notes and the evaluations I’ve hired a few people to
run, I reformulate the recipes to enhance quality and convenience. Typically, the traditional sake mixing and brewing process takes about ninety days. I want to bring processing down to a week, and have a dehydrated powder ready for instant sake.
By day, I pass time. I read books, drink, run laps, and do martial arts rolls and falls. I fix and update cleaner and service drones at the gym and the owner pays me a few yen for it alongside a free gym pass. I don’t mind hanging around there. They sterilize everything after every use and people are careful.
I’m so used to being Ena’s uke, her throwing partner, that I miss the feel of the wrestling mat under my skin. It smells like her at the gym. Perspiration (under the sting of antiseptic) and persistence. I’m one of the ones who’ve returned to the gyms, even after the latest epidemic wave of GRAVID that drove them to close for a few weeks.
By night, I run the bar.
By dead of the night, I experiment in the food lab I rent out. Rent’s cheap at this hour. I’ve managed to shorten the production process, freeze-dry the liquid with state-of-the-art equipment, and reconstitute it.
I barely sleep anymore.
◆◆◆
 
It’s quiet at the bar, so I experiment. I dump a packet I call “kwik koji” to
make an instant sake. It has zero sugar, but the savory richness of a junmai that has been brewing for months. I combine it with another powder of rice flakes and throw it in water. It fizzes, releasing a sour smell. I throw in a touch of the famous sea salt from Ako with nigari. I label the batch and put it in an everstate fridge, which keeps discrete portions of food and drink at whatever temperatures I set the small cubbies.
I make another and shake in lychee and pineapple for the Sun Lush, to Lila’s order. Lila is a holosocial queen and discusses food for diabetics. I watch in anticipation as she pulls the perspiring glass toward her.
She pulls up her mask, sips, and exhales.
“When will this hit the shelves?” She stares at the drink, shaking it. Her satisfied look is sublime. “It’s so strangely tasty. Like instant ramen, it’s as if formulated to make me crave it.”
“Well, it kind of is. Zero sugar, after all.”
“I can’t believe it. Zero sugar,” she whistles. “I miss this flavor. It reminds me of somewhere tropical, like Okinawa.”
“We have an awamori version in production.”
“I’ll be back for that.” She looks around at the stools around her. “Pretty empty, huh?”
“Nothing new. It gets busier later at night.” It’s not a lie, but it’s not exactly the truth. It’s another slow night, and I expect only a few more customers to straggle in.
She nods and takes another sip. She sinks into her seat, with a dazed but happy look. Her blushed cheeks and closed eyes seem almost blissful. No wonder she has over half a million followers. She has such vivid expressions.
The sake’s rolled out only in my bar, but already it’s gotten some publicity. A few small holocelebs like Lila. She opens an eye and says, “Would be a nice evening experiment at home, a puff of fizz. No chance you’ll be releasing the powder kits to supermarkets soon?”
Since the first epidemic wave of GRAVID, some of these holocelebs keep asking about a commercial release.
“Sorry, not yet.” A cleanerbot rolls like a coin down the bar, spritzing. I collect her empty cup and chuck it in the sanitizer.
I guard the insta-sake production method with layers of security. I’ve already gotten numerous calls from investors interested in taking a share of the brand. I’ve always turned them down. I’ve also turned down requests to send the powder over as samples. Competitors haven’t had a chance to try reverse engineering since it’s only available at my bar.
When she leaves, promising to return soon, I nod. These celebrities are always looking for new experiences, so I have to keep up with new drinks. Despite being busy with my experiments, admittedly, business isn’t great. A few of the regulars have returned, but there’s still a sense of caution in the air.
At the end of the night I tally up sales, and I groan. At this rate, the bar will go under.
I need to get the numbers up.
◆◆◆
 
I call up Aimi later that night and tell her about the customer count.
“You’re going to go bankrupt,” she says. She’s in the midst of doing stretches, about to teach her cycling class.
“Thanks for the frankness. I can see that.”
Aimi purses her lips, the 3D filter lipstick bobs into place as an overlay a split-second behind, as she puts on sweat wristbands. “Y’know, it’s too bad. Because people want to drink. They miss the bar experience. MyPub Meal Kits don’t cut it. They’re just not ready to do the crowd thing. Everyone’s hurting.”
I know. I’m hurting. I miss Ena.
“I have my class in three minutes so I have to go, but if there was only a way you could have it be holo. I mean, I know you can’t, since it’s a drink. You can’t taste on the holo. But, if only you could bring the bar experience to them. The quarantine parties are never satisfying because they don’t get the full bar experience. They don’t get the skilled bartender crafting house cocktails. Omotenashi. That hospitality factor that makes the customer feel like a customer. I know my students could use a good drink together served right to them after their spin.”
“Especially after you yelling at them.”
“Encouraging,” she says, laughing. “I don’t yell. I encourage.”
I join in on the laugh as she logs out.
◆◆◆
 
My laugh falters, as I think about what she said. The quarantini parties don’t have new expert drinks coming in. Sure, there are alcohol delivery kits, but people complain that the limes are warm and the mint leaves wilted. Plus, the last thing they want to do is to serve themselves—a part of the fun is watching skilled hands mix it, pour it, and bring it right to them. Omotenashi: great service that makes you feel pampered. That’s what’s lacking.
For a while, the situation on the ground had seemed hopeful. People left the MyPub Meal Kits behind. They were coming to bars again. The elastic silicone sipper made by a local university engineering department looked like it could work. I had participated in the effort by bringing the department drinks for the research and later using our bar as an in situ lab. We had a bit of a local flourish of social interaction, with research participants gathering, placing elastic silicone filters over their mouths and in their noses, cradled by their lips with adhesive and with tiny hooks that latched onto nostril hairs and walls. These inserts had a small device that filtered air and we tried the ones that had fittings and latches to position straws right into them, keeping liquids coming in and viruses out. So the young human subjects could drink and chat, the latch catching as you pulled the straw out so the filter cut-out would move back into place.
It seemed to work with mixed results until a few accidental swallows and choking incidents eroded trust in the technology. Besides the adhesives losing stickiness, people found the masks uncomfortable. They were constantly readjusting and removing them. There were also cases where the epidemic spread despite proper use of the coverings, suggesting the synthetic fibers for the silicone filters weren’t as effective as they thought. It was a mess, and distributors had to recall the devices soon after rolling them out. Hopeful bar owners grumbled and I was distraught.
We went through COVID-19 and -22 when I was young, and were successful with vaccines at each iteration but it took a while. Then came ANVID-33 and -36 and now the GRAVID series. People developed strategies for coping. In the engineering and commerce world, they moved up the holo tech faster than imagined and drone delivery speeds took off.
People also tried Portable Personal Bubbles (PPBs), but that was a celeb fad that failed miserably. They were incredibly expensive and stiff. The wearers couldn’t move far beyond their power source since the battery drained fast. Those who could afford to rent them complained they were hard to manipulate and hot as hell. The batteries kept dying. Celebs said they felt like they were swallowed up by a hippo, moving like molasses, and that they’d prefer to interact through holoscreens rather than wrapped in plastic casing. Some even panicked, having trouble breathing in them.
With PPBs put to rest, GRAVID-37 took a huge toll on the population. Those infected got unexpected rashes as well as respiratory issues and chronic fatigue, and there was no viable solution in sight. Pharmaceutical companies and experts despaired. A viable vaccine was remarkably difficult to achieve and it took a few years.
We’re still waiting for a vaccine for the latest bug, GRAVID-38, and we’re impatient. I, perhaps, am one of the most.
I fiddle with a double jigger, rolling it between my fingers as I think about possibilities, ways forward—quick, safe, and easy measures for people to take to get a drink served.
I look at my jigger, thinking of measuring spirits and shaking drinks as customers look on in rapt anticipation.
Omotenashi.
What if I brought the bar experience to them?
◆◆◆
 
I gather parts from broken cleanerbots and service drones and some
old machines at the gym. I scavenge more parts from a junkyard nearby. I remember my cleanerbot, the old one from my parent’s house in the countryside, that would bump into things. It had a shaking mechanism to deploy these old aerosol cleaners they sold at the mart. They don’t sell the aerosol cans anymore because of environmental regulations, but our bot still had that shake programmed in. It was a bit outdated.
I give my parents a holocall. It takes them a while before they pick up. They don’t like using these things. Mom picks up as she’s fixing up an ikebana work of art, twisting a sakura branch to the perfect angle, part of her activities in attempting to achieve ikigai. “Just come over and get the antiquated thing. It’s still here. It’s next to a load of your old clothes, chemistry sets, and junk. I don’t think it works though. Just didn’t have the heart to throw it away since I knew you liked it.”
“Liked it! That thing always malfunctioned!”
“Yeah, but didn’t you say you liked the sounds it made?”
Mom has a good memory. I did. The phantom sounds of its gurgling pentatonic melody that played as it shook fill my ears. I’d forgotten about that.
She snaps a branch in half and chucks it behind her. The newest cleanerbot snatches it up. “I’ll send it over. And your old chemistry sets. They’re sitting around here, gathering dust.”
I protest about saving the delivery drone extra work, but she logs out. Oh well, I’ll just throw out the chem sets when they arrive.
After the call, I sketch out designs and order more parts from the hardware holostore, my mind racing.
◆◆◆
 
When my old cleanerbot arrives, I charge it up. As the strange melody
drones on, in my mind I see the flowing waves of verdant blades of rice in the paddies, and the heady smell of fermentation in our old shed. I live in that nostalgic space for a moment before I go into plan-execution mode. I say goodbye to our old family cleanerbot and hello to my new tech.
I drill, cut, shave, and attach. I solder and bend. I even add in pieces of my childhood chemistry set—repurposing the durable test tubes. A couple of drones help me out but I do most of the work by hand, enhanced with a home improvement gauntlet that reduces injuries and enhances strength and grip.
It takes me days and I’ve ignored all my calls. I miss five calls from Aimi, two from my parents, and a dozen holonet celeb requests.
I attach a small retractable slab to the front of the metallic figure before me. That will be the counter.
I put powder packets into its compartments and turn it on for a test run. The bot empties packages, mixes, adds water with an attached hose, mixes again and shakes. As it shakes, the floor vibrates and I feel the trembling up through my feet and calves. It tinkles out its strange melody as it pours out the concoction, while another appendage reaches in and grabs a straw and places it gingerly into the cup. A compartment ejects an umbrella and a satsuma. The bot grabs these with the same appendage and adds them to the cup. It places the cup on the metal rack.
The drink stops fizzing and rests.
I take a sip. I grimace. It needs work. The proportions and balance are off. The drink tastes watery and weak. I can still feel the residue of powder and grit on my tongue. The shaking needs more rigor. The satsuma slice falls right onto my lap, as it wasn’t wedged in well to begin with. The bot looks silly with inelegant protruding parts. It needs a shinier coat and better decor.
I put down the drink, wipe my mouth with my sleeve.
My first drink from my first robosake mixologist.
It might be crude, but we’ll get there.
◆◆◆
 
After the many steps of adding koji, steamed rice, and water and then
strained through pressing, my family got crude sake. The liquid was milky and viscous. My mom insisted on clear sake—she wanted to recreate the experience of sipping the refreshing waters of a winter creek.
For that, we had to wait longer. Always the waiting. The crude sake would sit in tanks, filtering, pasteurizing, and maturing. We let the immersed drones do their thing, and waited for the day its aromatic smoothness would grace our taste buds.
Once done, we started the process again for the next batch, the cycle of working and waiting.
◆◆◆
 
Aimi has hooked me up with her network so the first round of Shared Sake Socials is with her cycling group. The SKIM-1s (Sake Karakuri Imagination Mixologists), tucked into packages, roll in by air drone. They are gently dropped and the students open the packages in unison as they project themselves on holos. They all delight in the SKIM-1 countenances, cute and doll-like in the karakuri automata tradition of the seventeenth to nineteenth century, but metal and still robot enough not to hit the uncanny valley.
At the request of the SKIM-1s’ vocalizations, the cyclist students sit back down in their seats in different homes. Out of the robot mixologists’ shoulders, a panel opens up and they project a short menu. After taking orders, the SKIM-1s deliver mixes, ripping packets of kwik koji and brisk yeast, throwing in flavor profiles to order and attaching to water pipes to rehydrate within their chest cavities. They dip, stir, and check the solutions. The students all have their holos of each other up and they’re laughing, having a ball.
I can see their legs vibrate as the SKIM-1s do the rigorous shake that activates the flash fermentation mechanism, and this elicits more laughter. The SKIM-1s all emit that same strange melody, which I’ve altered to be more lively than dour, as they pour. They fill up ecologically friendly, molded dried squid cups enhanced with keep-cool tech and then add umbrellas and fruit. From the holos, I see one SKIM-1 overpours and the drink spills. I groan. Its cleaning mechanism activates.
The customers drink and that’s where I lean in and take notes. The students seem to be excited about the flavors, saying mostly “Umai” but without much other context, just laughing about the experience. Once they finish, they take tentative nibbles out of the cup, some saving the rest for later. We leave the SKIM-1s there for a while, in case they want to order more. Once it seems like they’re done and busy chatting, the SKIM-1s fold back into transportable shapes, get repackaged by the drones, and are flown away.
The success of the pilot run stirs up interest. We tweak, change the cocktails around, update the recipes and troubleshoot quirks. We add more melodies to the repertoire and smooth out the movements.
Before I can digest that my dream is coming true, my small army of SKIM-1s have full schedules, and are getting split up and sent to different parts of town. I’ve signed deals with a larger delivery drone company, StripedCat, to get them where they need to go. All my initial security worries dissolve. The deliveries come in a seal-all pack. If someone who is not the recipient tampers with the package, an alert gets sent back to the sender and authorities. My hesitation to send out my recipes is erased as event after event goes smoothly. Even the SKIMs are made tamperproof themselves, and are equipped with face scanning and age confirmation devices.
I worry less about my bar clients, hire a manager to handle those operations, and put my full attention into the Shared Sake Socials.
◆◆◆
 
When we drank the finished sake, my mom insisted that it be a social event. She used to invite Ena and me after we’d moved to the city and were no longer involved in the sake process. We’d come back to our rural town for the ritual. Ena would regale my parents with tales of martial arts—perfect tosses in competition and triumph over those who picked on her outside the mats.
Even two years ago, when Ena’s health was declining, no longer positive with ANVID but still suffering from the consequences of it, my parents brought the sake to us. They put a drop in her porridge, after confirming it would have no interactions with her medication. “For old time’s sake.” I tried shooing them away at the door, telling them they shouldn’t be there, but they declared their tests were negative and said it was their right to see their daughter-in-law. We sat around in masks, sitting at a distance but sharing that one bottle.
For once, it wasn’t Ena telling stories, but my parents, clinking sake cups and digging deep in their imaginations for tales that would charm us into feeling better.
◆◆◆
 
Our small company, Imagination Mixology, has a group of people who
monitor the live feeds of these holos. I duck in every once in a while, as I still like to be “on the ground.”
Our new and improved SKIM-2s have been deployed to more and more locations. Now we’re prefecture-wide. We’ve increased production, but we’re still working with a limited group of employees, as I’m still guarded about our recipes; I have all of the new hires sign nondisclosure agreements. Luckily, the SKIM-2s can’t divulge recipes as they are equipped with the most advanced set of redundant security systems. The memory log is immediately deleted if there has been any tampering and coupled with the benefits of StripedCat’s security features, there hasn’t been an issue.
Everything has been going smoothly and even the bar has been doing better, with people feeling more relaxed as the weather warms up.
Aimi’s on board full-time as our director of operations, coordinating drone flight schedules and simultaneous Shared Sake Socials. I’ve retreated to the role of inventing new recipes and improving the body and aftertaste of the flash ferment and ingredients, as well as cooking up new flavor profiles for various versions.
But I’m restless. I wish I could get my bar back into shape, get people interacting, laughing, and drinking—all in one spot. I thought my bots and these parties on the holo were social enough, but there’s still something eating away at me. I miss running my hands down the bar counter, the sound of chatter and the dishwasher, the smells of colognes and perfumes all intermingling. I want to work toward that goal, but I wonder how.
I pull a jigger from my pocket and roll it across my knuckles. My mind churns. I consider ways to get involved. Perhaps partner with sanitizing companies? Or volunteer with companies developing vaccines? I don’t think it would bring me back my bar or my customers, but maybe it’s worth a shot—if nothing else it will quell my restlessness. I recall Aimi mentioned something about a pharmaceutical company and I make a note to ask about volunteering opportunities.
◆◆◆
 
As I’m settling down at home with a new ginseng drink with traces of
ginkgo nut and seaweed, I get a message to enter into the holospace that Aimi currently is in. I down my drink and log in.
It’s a party—of course, they’re always parties—but this time, I see familiar faces. Two to be exact, among about twelve. The spokesperson of Nakamura-Clemont Pharmaceuticals and CEO Ito Yui. I have seen them on the news. Their freeze-dried vaccine has been chosen to be released to the public and received federal approval. They’re drinking cocktails, sudachi sakejitos, from our much sleeker SKIM-2s and chatting through the holos. As I mingle, a drone arrives at my door bearing another SKIM-2 to serve me drinks.
I’m enjoying the convivial atmosphere, the celebration and the handiwork of the SKIM-2s (such skilled pouring and precision placing of straws and green wedges)—when the spokesperson pulls me aside and Yui draws me into a corner space. I can still hear the muffled sounds of laughter.
“Congratulations,” I say. “It’s quite an achievement.”
“Thank you,” she says. She nods at me to take a sip of a sakejito my SKIM-2 has made for me, and I do. I make a note to ask about volunteering before giving her my full attention. She gestures to the crowd behind the masking net. “I asked Aimi to invite you here not just to partake in the celebrations, but also so we could thank you for bringing this party to life. Our researchers have been working day in and day out to make the freeze-dried vaccines work and they deserve this.”
“You’re welcome,” I say. “It’s a pleasure to honor the people who have worked hard to make this vaccine happen.”
“We’ll still be needing your services as we have many milestones ahead and our employees need a way to celebrate. This is only a small portion of our staff. We have many challenges facing us and these socials give them some reprieve between intense meetings.”
“Challenges?”
“We are testing ways to release the vaccine to the public. We are disseminating vaccines to hospitals and conducting home visits, but the deployment is still slow.”
“Might I suggest StripedCat? I have nothing but good things to say about their delivery services.”
“Yes, we are looking at a number of distribution services. My staff is weighing the benefits and risks of each.”
Through the holo, she gazes at me with an intensity that reminds me of my wife before she would execute a judo throw. The holo doesn’t dilute the effect at all. I see the fervor and depth of intention behind the bronze eyes.
Yui’s voice shifts in tone, edged with impatience. “I only wish that the vaccines could come to them. The old, the weak. Some can’t leave their houses. And medicine can’t administer itself. The costs for the ambulance services to bring the vaccines to them have been hefty.”
Her relentless gaze rests on my drink and moves up to meet my eyes. She tilts her chin, and raises her eyebrows questioningly.
I detect a slight vibration beneath my feet, picked up and transmitted by the holos, the signature feel of the cutting-edge mixologist’s cocktail shake in one of the physical rooms of these pharmaceutical researchers. From behind the masking net, one of the SKIM-2s plays its signature melody indicating the pour.
I would help. I am going to volunteer, I told myself.
I saw a vision then.
My SKIMs deployed, draining not sake into the mouths of clients but concoctions administered into muscles to stir up antibodies. My enterprise—and my impatience—redirected to partake in a global effort to minimize the effects of the pandemic. Each client treated, not entertained—and injections, not mini umbrellas, that signal the end of the interaction.
I can hear the voice of my wife calling me, asking me to help her, as she got thinner and thinner, her usual muscular physique reduced to a gaunt skeleton.
It can’t be more than my imagination making me think that the holo has been enhanced or warped, but I feel a strange connection, like I am in sync with Yui’s thoughts.
“Yes, yes, I see. SKIM-2s are quite versatile, implementing various drink designs and deployments.”
“They indeed are.” She takes a sip from her own sakejito, her lips on a thin straw pulling up liquid. I imagine something else tube-like, a needle entering into a muscle, a thick one like a deltoid, the flow of the liquid preparation absorbed into the bloodstream, coursing with the red blood cells. Vaccines.
I pass her credentials to my direct hololine.
“Let’s talk more after the party,” I say. I feel in accordance . . . with what I’m not sure. But it feels right, proper. It must be the feeling my mom calls chanto suru.
In the universe, something clicks into place.
◆◆◆
 
Ena used to tell me that when she executed a perfect throw, everything
clicked into place. The body is squared up, the opponent rides up right where she wants them to and the toss itself is not difficult.
Just a quick turn and pull and they’re right where you want them.
◆◆◆
 
The conversion hasn’t been so difficult. The freeze-dried vaccines need to be reconstituted. Then, with care, administered.
I confer with medical engineers, Aimi, and biopharmaceutical higher-ups. We repurpose the mechanical shake of SKIMs to fit the parameters to rehydrate the DNA molecules. The vaccines are powdered and their color and constitution look a lot different from my kwik koji and brisk yeast lines—they certainly don’t emit that hallmark fermented smell. Instead, the vaccine powder—immune-dust as we call it—seems almost inert, with little smell at all. So little presence for something so critical to a robust society.
We decide to automate the administering of the vaccine with redundant feedback loops to reduce errors. A team of operators would handle reprogramming the bots, refitting the manipulator designed for positioning straws and pointy umbrellas to positioning the needle for the injection.
We iron out the kinks in trials and test runs. Then we deploy them to a host of volunteers.
◆◆◆
 
The first two trial runs fail. The honing devices weren’t exacting and we
need a method to calm patients.
I start losing sight of what it’s worth. All this—life. Holding on so dearly when my dearest friend and partner slipped away from me.
My ikigai slipping. What was it anyway? Did I ever have one?
I think of Ena’s mantra: “When you get thrown, take the fall. Then get up. Keep moving until you see your chance. It’s not about expediency, it’s about getting the right move in.”
I put aside my sake cup. I think of new mechanisms of delivery for the SKIM-2s. I get up, clear some space. There’s a chance here somewhere, I just have to find it.
Get the right move in.
I’m impatient. We have to move quickly to save more people.
◆◆◆
 
I reprogram the SKIM-2s to go along with the SKIM-3s and serve alcohol or
any mocktail or drink on the menu. Then the SKIM-3s swoop in to deliver the shot. These injection givers make use of the mixologist’s distraction.
Unlike the socials with the SKIM-2s, these events are not gatherings and the atmosphere is apprehensive, but there’s a feeling of release when the needle pierces skin and delivers the concoction, much like when the cocktail hits the throat. You can almost hear the audible sighs.
And the action’s fast. Blink and you might not notice it. The delivery of the inoculation is as quick as one of Ena’s signature throws. Getting them right where you want them.
Aimi said to nix the music. We don’t play a jingle anymore. Not for the injections. It’s enough that the vaccine receivers get a small drinkable treat.
Cocktail and inoculation, all rolled up into one event.
A cause for celebration.
◆◆◆
 
We partner with the biopharmaceuticals in releasing the vaccines in a wider form. Bars open again and people are eager to socialize. Maybe we’re in the calm between storms. Maybe the virus will mutate. Maybe we’ll get lucky (or savvy) and we’ll be back to business as usual for a long while. In the meantime, we have the skilled SKIM-3s, should we have new vaccines needing some tried-and-true delivery methods.
Back in the bar, I welcome my first customer, Lila, put together as always. She can’t quite get enough of my drinks. I smile, tossing a shiso leaf into a sake-infused drink a SKIM-2 usually makes, now brought to life by my own hands.
She leans in and gives me a peck on the cheek, takes a gulp from the glass and the look on her face could make headlines.
She takes a few more sips in silence. Wiping the perspiration from the glass, she says, “This is almost as good as the way SKIM-2 makes it.” She punctuates her tease with a wink.
“Almost as good, huh?” I say. I pat a SKIM-2 near me. “What can I say? They’re programmed by the best.” The bot’s on standby, there mostly to keep me company, but it stands erect, as if in a salute. I can’t help but be proud.
“The best.” She chuckles. “Of course they are. The best programs I’ve ever sipped.” She takes another gulp and mixes the liquid with her stirrer. “That’s why I’ll be asking you for an interview. Let’s talk more once I’m done with this drink.”
She closes her eyes and takes another sip. Then she gets up.
Ena’s voice plays in my head as I watch Lila work her magic. “Get up. Keep moving until you see your chance.” Lila has certainly put that into practice.
Lila leaves me to chat with her influencer friends, as she should, embracing each of them with a long hug while still holding up her cocktail. They take a few selfies with their drinks together, eager to share their collective presence to the world.
◆◆◆
 
After I wipe down the bar, I return home and tinker. I pull out my old
chemistry set, what’s left of it, lost in thought.
Feeling all the grooves of the miscellaneous pieces, flasks, and beakers, helps me contemplate possibilities. A thought comes to mind and I stir and blend, bringing in more sophisticated equipment and tubes.
I craft a powder, a chaser made with the sweet and tart flavors of takuan and infused with electrolytes. It would complement a sake with a strong rice aroma and a deep umami, one that goes well with Ena’s favorite breaded pork dish.
“This is for you, Ena, for pushing me to forge on.”
I do a quick reprogram of a SKIM-2 and it serves out the drinks, tinkling its melody as it pours them into dried squid cups: the sake, pure, without adulteration, followed by the electrolyte chaser. I take a sip. The concoction’s not perfect yet, but it would be great for an athlete. Chasing away dehydration and fatigue.
I think of all the people we’ve helped with the vaccine. I think of how they won’t have to deal with what Ena had to deal with. What we had to deal with together. The anxiety and dread as the disease took its toll. I think about all the good times with Ena and my parents, the small family we cobbled together.
SKIM-2 serves another round of drinks.
I peer at the butsudan, at the picture of Ena’s smiling face next to the memorial tablet. I place an offering of satsuma and steaming rice. For good measure, I position by her photo SKIM-2’s output of a small cup of rich junmai sake. Next to that, I set down the electrolyte chaser it shook and poured.
You’re my first customer, Ena. I’ll serve this at my bar next.
I imagine her smile after practice, sweaty but vivacious at the bar counter, keeping me company as I finish work. She recounts judo moves as she puts me in a playful choke and plants a kiss on my cheek, her other hand reaching for a quenching cup of sake.
I can’t help but think that’s ikigai. Getting together with your loved ones, sharing a drink.
And for a moment, I forget about speed or execution and the utter convenience of kwik koji—it’s about being together for it all and savoring each instance once there.
I dip a finger in sake. I caress her cheek, and holding my finger there for what seems like an eternity, smearing the glass of the frame with a fingerprint of my home-brewed concoction, knowing she’d be happy for me.
I wish I could say the smile in her photo gets wider.
I smile back and get ready for tomorrow, just another day at the bar.




An Hour to Ames

 
Dan Reade
 
TWO WEEKS AGO last Thursday, Rachel received a call from Aunt Gladys. Rachel’s mother was near dead.
“It’s the cancer,” said Gladys, “though really with Arlene, it’s the drink. Can’t put a skunk to shame most of your life and not expect it to catch up to you, though she’s still got that baby-doll skin.”
“Yep,” Rachel said. She loaded the dishwasher while listening to her aunt on speaker.
“Arlene was in the hospital, but they couldn’t do no more for her, so we got her into a hospice in Ames.” Gladys sighed. In that sigh, Rachel heard the request, but she stayed silent so her aunt would have to say it aloud. “Look, dear, I know you two don’t always get along, but I think she’d like a visit. She don’t have long left and your last memories should be good ones. The best water is always under the bridge.”
Rachel’s last memory of Arlene was her mother making a scene in a booth at Perkins. Of course Rachel and Arturo were divorcing, Arlene had yelled. God could never bless the marriage of a white woman and an illegal, even if that white woman was a whore.
Still, Rachel said, “I’ll go.” She’d rather chew glass than see her mother. She’d rather bear her mother than disappoint her aunt, the aunt who’d been more mother than Arlene had ever been.
“That’s a good girl,” Gladys said, and even though Rachel didn’t want to feel that way, Gladys’ words were like a mug of hot chocolate placed in shivering hands. “Those who can swim need to help those who can’t.”
◆◆◆
 
But the following Tuesday, it wasn’t Rachel who went to see her mother. Instead, Rachel sent her android assistant Patty. Patty was a slightly upscale model, a purchase Rachel had justified to herself at the tenth anniversary of her document processing business . . . and as a pick-me-up after Arturo announced counseling had failed. Rachel even sprung for the optional Look-A-Like package—the resemblance close enough that Rachel had been told by friends they’d spotted her in completely different parts of town. At least four other members of the family had been so impressed they bought their own. Gladys liked to have her Donna answer the phone to see if callers would notice they were talking to a robot. Rachel’s cousin sent his to the liquor store so often the store’s owner said she knew the machine better than the man.
Normally, Patty labored in Rachel’s office. Today, the android drove Rachel’s car the hour west to Ames.
When 5:00 p.m. rolled around, Rachel called Peter; her son was spending the summer with his dad. He was having a good day, playing basketball at the park. He asked for the fifteenth time if Gladys would still be taking him to the family camping trip at Lake MacBride. Rachel assured him that this was still the plan. She tried not to take it personally when he didn’t ask her if she still really couldn’t go. She tried not to be bothered when after she answered his question, he clearly started itching to hang up. He was a growing kid with a life to live. As a mother, that’s what she should want.
On the way home, she picked up tulips for herself at Hy-Vee. She got a salad at Maid-Rite. She found Patty at the house in the back bedroom, docked to the charger. While Patty’s memories downloaded, Rachel fed Buster his kibble, did thirty minutes on the rowing machine, changed into her Iowa State T-shirt. She took her salad to the living room. She reminded Buster that he’d tried lettuce before and never liked it.
She watched the memories on 1.5x speed. The hospice was to the east of the university, bordering Brookside Park. Arlene had a room all her own. Except for the steel-framed hospital bed, the place looked like a regular studio apartment: hickory floors, an overstuffed armchair, a window looking out to a summer-brown lawn. Rows of corncobs adorned the curtains and a framed photograph of Coralville Dam hung by the door. Rachel imagined the air would smell like snickerdoodles.
Arlene lay in the bed in a white gown and forest green robe. Her hair was dyed the red of fall maple. She didn’t wear her glasses. As Gladys had reported, her face was still smooth. She’d pushed off the sheets, piling them against the footboard. An IV ran out of her arm.
“Hello Mom,” Patty said. Rachel had told the android to say this. She wanted to see Arlene’s expression when she realized Rachel had only sent a machine. The Look-A-Like package was good from a distance and that was about it.
Arlene’s eyelids were low, either from painkillers or a need for sleep. She pulled up a sock that had bunched at her ankle. “Gladys visited. She said you were coming.”
“I’m here.”
Rachel’s mother looked at Patty. She folded her hands at her waist. Then she crossed her arms. “Thank you.”
Rachel stopped the recording. She rewound and watched again. Patty’s microphones barely picked up the words, but “Thank you” was indeed what her mother had said.
Rachel sat on the couch. She gazed at the still image of Arlene. She picked the bacon bits out of her salad and fed them to Buster. She threw the rest away.
◆◆◆
 
The next evening, Rachel called Gladys. Rachel wanted to double check that Gladys was still taking Peter on the camping trip to the lake. “I’ve tried to shift some jobs around,” Rachel said, “but I just can’t get away that week. You’re sure it’s not too much of a pain?”
“Oh please,” Gladys said. “He’s practically a grandchild. But what about Arlene, dear. I saw her this morning. She said you’d come by.”
Rachel paused the baking show she’d had on in the background. The recipe was bad anyway; the host had added too much salt. Gladys sounded like she was flying, like when her second daughter had become the first to enter college. “I just knew she’d appreciate a visit,” Gladys cooed. “And I know you might not want to hear this, but I’d feel just awful if I didn’t say something: don’t lose this time. I was sore with my daddy most of his life, but before he passed, we put our burdens down. I can’t tell you how much lighter it left me.”
Gladys’ father—Rachel’s grandfather—had sired kids with four women beyond his wife. He’d died two weeks after being granted a medical release from prison, incarcerated there for killing a teenager while driving drunk. Rachel had heard from one of her cousins that when the family had gathered around his hospital bed, he’d told them he’d been treated unfairly, then cried when he couldn’t get more morphine. As far as Rachel knew, that was the reconciliation Gladys spoke of: an abusive alcoholic bemoaning his self-made lot in life.
Gladys sighed, a hiss down the line. “You should go see her again, dear. I know she’s a pill. She wears me out, too. But water needs to flow.”
Rachel wanted to share what she’d heard about grandpa’s last moments. Instead, she said, “I’ll go.” Then she told Gladys about Ellis, the man who ran the comics store next to her office. Gladys always encouraged Rachel to get back out there. Rachel figured Gladys would want to hear this news. But Gladys kept interrupting. Her aunt wanted to share stories about her dogs.
◆◆◆
 
On Friday, Rachel sent Patty again; it was slow in the office, so slow that Rachel wandered next door to the comics shop to flirt. Ellis gave her a copy of a new book he’d gotten in, about kids who visited a magical land to escape abuse. Rachel said she’d read it and almost got up the courage to ask him to drinks. She wondered if she’d ever tell him about Arlene.
Later that night, she watched Patty’s visit over a veggie burger. The android stood just inside the doorway. That should have been a clue to Arlene. Rachel usually sat in her mother’s presence; it helped to have something beneath her when Arlene eventually attacked. Patty didn’t sit, and yet Arlene didn’t notice. She babbled like the drunk she was, about the weather and the doctor and the food.
Rachel knew this behavior, too. These mundane features of life: they were all gunpowder charging her mother’s fuse. Food became how Arlene was struggling to make her own meals. Next was how she needed help. Finally came how Rachel had abandoned her, was never grateful, never understood the sacrifices Arlene had made. Rachel knew Gladys had experienced the same wrath, but Gladys never seemed to let it faze her. It always fazed Rachel. Her mother’s anger felt like summer cyclones, certain in their appearance even if you were never quite sure where they’d land.
Patty faced none of this. Arlene stayed focused on the hospice’s food. It was cold or salty or there was too little butter in the shortbread cookies or the salads had too much ranch. The food wasn’t good, and there wasn’t enough of it. Patty worked through her standard listening protocols: “Yes” and “I see” and “Interesting” and “Uh-hunh.” Rachel’s mother just continued to complain.
And then Arlene was done. No rampage. No storm. She said, “Thanks, honey, come back soon.” She waved, and that was that.
The thing was, Rachel couldn’t tell if her mother knew Patty was fake. Maybe she was so out of it she thought the machine was really her child. But Gladys also talked sometimes about how charming Arlene could be, “all cinnamon and spice.” Today, Rachel could not help but see it: her mother had charm.
She just saved it for a robot.
Rachel felt a deep need to move, like static building along the hairs of her arms. She leashed Buster and marched out south towards the school. She had to stop herself a few blocks later when she realized she was just dragging the dog in her wake. She apologized to Buster. He looked at her accusingly. Then he started eating grass.
◆◆◆
 
On Sunday, Aunt Gladys showed up unannounced. Her lifted F-150 ground its way down the street—the liftkits had been an unasked-for surprise from Gladys’ eldest son, David. Rachel emerged to Gladys navigating her way down carefully from the heights of the cab. Her aunt wore jeans, which meant she’d skipped church. Rachel welcomed her in.
“This heat’ll kill a body,” Gladys said, fanning herself on the sectional. The day was 75 and overcast. “If it’s not one thing, it’s another.”
“I can lower the temp,” Rachel called from the kitchen. Through the window she could see Patty in the backyard watering the peppers and onions and corn. Rachel returned to the living room, glasses of lemonade and a bowl of puppy chow balanced on a tray. Gladys pulled from her purse a plastic bottle and spooned activated charcoal into her glass. The drink stained her mouth black like licorice. She offered the bottle to Rachel. Rachel shook her head.
“Good for the indigestion,” said Gladys.
“Bad for the smile,” said Rachel.
“Oh, it brushes right off.”
Buster whined at Gladys’ feet.
“When’re you going to get him a friend?” Gladys scratched the dog’s ears. “What with you at that business all the time, he must get lonely.”
“He seems fine.”
“Because he wants you to think he’s fine.” Gladys tapped her nose. “Dogs are smart. They don’t add more worry than a soul can bear. Lola and Lucy, they only share their problems when they know I’m strong.” Gladys took another drink of her lemonade. “The hospice called, I expect.”
Rachel nodded.
“That doctor, Dr. Gouda, well, he’s just a dear. He said he was sorry. Arlene always fought. But Dr. Gouda . . .”
“Gupta,” Rachel said.
“Yes, Gouda. He says Arlene doesn’t have much fight left. I don’t want to believe it, but I think he’s probably right.” Gladys took Rachel’s hand, acrylic nails digging into Rachel’s palm.
Rachel took her hand back. She picked up Buster and held him in her lap. “I don’t think she needs me out there again,” she said.
Gladys’ lips grew thin. She cleared her throat.
Rachel hugged Buster close. He squirmed. “I mean,” she said, “we’ve talked. I’ve told you about the visits, how Arlene’s shared her feelings and I’ve shared mine. We’ve said what needed to be said, let the water pass beneath the bridge. I don’t think she’d want me to bother her again.”
Gladys turned away. She seemed to be looking at the bookshelf next to the TV, at the snow globe she’d brought Rachel from Cedar Rapids, at the framed photos of Peter. Peter in his soccer uniform after starting his first game. Peter holding up a smallmouth bass pulled from Lake MacBride. Water glittered on the bass’ scales like beads of glass. That had been on the family camping trip three years ago; he’d been in love with the lake ever since.
Rachel rubbed Buster’s chest. The dog wouldn’t be still. She finally put him down. “She and I are different people, Gladys. I know you want us to be closer. But we’ve reached an understanding. If this . . . if this is it, she’ll go knowing how I feel.”
Gladys pulled a hankie from the pocket of her shirt, the hankie embroidered with daffodils, pale yellow. She wiped at the corners of her mouth. “Did you tell your mother you loved her?”
Rachel knew she could lie. She heard herself say, “No.”
Gladys rose as if propelled. She rubbed her hands together. “When was the last time Peter saw his grandmother?”
“Six years ago.” Rachel watched as Buster, that little traitor, started sniffing Gladys’ purse for treats. “His fifth birthday. You remember. She showed up loaded. Ripped open his presents, wanted to know why she never got gifts. Said some stuff about Arturo we really struggled to explain. Took a swing at the magician we hired, who left before doing his act.
“She was driving the car you’d lent her after her last one got repoed. When she tore out, she sideswiped that tree. You told me later she refused to pay. Peter spent the rest of the day crying. Arturo and I swore he’d never see her again. We didn’t agree on much, but we agreed on that.”
Gladys shuddered. It reminded Rachel—uncharitably, she admitted—of Buster shaking off mud. But then, clean of all she’d just heard, Gladys said, “Don’t you think Peter would appreciate a final chance to see her?”
“No.”
“That seems a mite unfair.” Gladys picked up the picture of Peter at the lake. She hugged it to her chest like the photo was now hers. “You’re making a choice for him, a choice to keep him from family. Doesn’t seem right, don’t you think? How would you feel if someone made a decision like that for you?”
Tightness crawled up the back of Rachel’s neck. It webbed across her scalp. “I would probably feel that decision was unfair.”
Gladys tapped the glass over Peter’s picture. “So you would.”
“Maybe,” Rachel said, “maybe you and me could go out there together.”
Gladys shook her head, her perm bouncing.
Rachel made a final attempt. “I don’t think she and I have got anything more to say.”
“Isn’t it good to be sure?” Gladys put the picture back on the shelf. “Family’s our blood, honey. You know that. Not like that therapist you saw, what with his wanting you to cut your mother free. I mean, those doctors know a thing or two, but they don’t always get family. It would do you good to give your mom her chance to say she’s sorry. She’s got that in there. And maybe you’d want to say sorry for anything that’s been bothering you?”
Rachel shrugged. Buster had given up on treats in Gladys’ purse. Now he chewed his ball.
Gladys kept standing before her.
“Okay,” Rachel said.
“When?” Gladys said.
“Monday.”
Gladys leaned down and kissed Rachel on the cheek. “It’ll do you good.” Gladys beamed, then excused herself to the washroom. When she emerged, her teeth were brushed. She retrieved her purse, gave Buster a final pat. On the way out, she chatted about the camping trip. She’d gotten Peter his own pup tent; she planned to give it to him at the lake as a surprise.
Rachel helped Gladys ascend into the truck, watched her aunt drive away. Back inside, she called Peter. He didn’t answer his phone. She called Arturo, who said Peter was out. Rachel asked Arturo to have Peter return her call. Then she waited on the back porch, drinking lemonade she’d spiked with bourbon. She watched Buster sniff through the dandelions choking her yard. The day was well into twilight before her son finally rang.
◆◆◆
 
Rachel didn’t go on Monday. She went on Wednesday instead. Her own self, not Patty. She drove the hour along US 30 and as the plains rolled past, she reviewed the reasons she was going in person. She had the time: business that week remained slow. There was also Gladys: she would be furious if she somehow discovered Rachel had never actually gone. Plus Rachel wanted to ask her mother a question: why was she nicer to an android than she’d ever been to her daughter in her life?
The hospice sat at the end of a housing development, a stone building among row after row of vinyl siding. Across the road, the park’s maple trees were in their full summer green. Rachel realized she’d never really looked at the hospice when viewing Patty’s memories. The place seemed like an old Episcopal church, like those in her grandparents’ neighborhood in Chicago, except without a steeple or those bright red doors. She checked in at the front desk, with a woman whose name badge was covered by her long brown hair. Rachel wore a dress, the hem above the knee. When Rachel was seventeen, Arlene had said dresses like that were for sluts and that anyway if Rachel wanted to be Pork Queen, she didn’t need to show that her legs looked like a pig’s.
The halls leading to Arlene’s room seemed longer than they had in Patty’s memories. The room itself seemed smaller. Rachel stood in the doorway, near the framed photo of the dam. One of the dam’s floodgates was open, water rushing through in a paroxysm of foam. Arlene’s eyes were closed. She wore a different sweater, this one orange like terracotta. Her hair was the same autumn red.
“Hello,” Rachel said.
Arlene’s eyes fluttered open. “Hello,” she said. She rubbed her face, then wrestled around pillows so she could sit. By the time she was done, she was wheezing. “Come . . .” she said, through gulps of air. “Grab a . . . grab . . .” Then she gave up and waved at the overstuffed chair.
Rachel remained at the door.
“I ain’t contagious,” Arlene said. “Every time you come, you stand by the door like you’re going to catch something, even though you know my eyes aren’t so good.” Her breathing eased. She smoothed her hair. Someone had applied blush and eyeliner, making her look halfway pretty. She pursed her lips. “Gladys told you to visit again?”
“Yes.”
“That busybody.”
Rachel moved her purse from left to right. “She means well.”
“Your gram said a busybody wasn’t always bad. At least it was a body in motion.” Arlene tried to say more but a coughing fit interrupted her. She put a tissue over her mouth, her lungs rattling like they were laid with gravel. When the fit passed, she looked at the tissue’s contents. Her eyes widened. She held it out toward Rachel who turned away.
“If it’s brown, keep it down,” Arlene said.
“Words to live by.”
“You being smart?”
“No.”
Arlene eyed her like a hunting owl.
Rachel stepped from foot to foot. She tried to smile. “The doctors treating you well?”
“No.” Arlene balled up the used tissue, threw it at the trashcan. She missed. “I kept telling Gladys I wanted a white doctor but of course she never did nothing.”
“I don’t want to fight about that.”
Arlene snatched another tissue from the box by her bed. “Of course you don’t. I got a problem and you don’t want to hear it.” She began shredding its edges. “You know, the last few times you came, you were at least pleasant. Sure, you kept standing there like a statue, but you actually listened, said ‘yes’ and ‘I see’ like polite folks do. None of that judgment you’ve always had, like you’re better than me. I should have known it was too good to last.”
Rachel kept her face impassive.
“You’re as bad as Gladys.” Arlene dropped the shredded tissue in her lap. “The both of you, like mirrors. You’ve got that quiet attitude that I always told you puts people off. Gladys comes and she won’t shut up.”
“She means well.”
“I don’t give a wet fart what she means.”
“I’m sorry.”
Arlene fussed with the sleeves of her sweater. She grumbled something Rachel couldn’t hear.
“What?” Rachel said.
“Of course, you’re sorry. You’re always saying you’re sorry. What are you sorry about this time? Sorry I’m dying? Sorry it didn’t happen sooner? Whatever it is, it’s not the right kind of sorry, that I can tell.” Arlene was starting to sound like the finches who complained at Buster from the white ash in Rachel’s backyard. “You were so nice before. Listened like a good girl. Now you’re back to being sorry.” She pushed off the sheet covering her, only to have it get tangled in her legs. “What’s that even mean? Sorry. That don’t mean nothing. Why are you even here?”
Rachel was six again, Arlene slapping her when Rachel forgot to take out the trash. Rachel was twenty-six again, Arlene calling at 2:00 a.m. to scream at Rachel for every decision she’d ever made.
Arlene fixed her daughter with a stare. “I know why you’re here. I expect you’ve come around thinking I should be the one saying ‘sorry.’ That I should apologize or something. Well I ain’t got nothing to apologize for. I raised you the best I could, and it didn’t help you were always so sensitive and never did listen to what I was trying to tell you. I told you not to marry that beaner. I told you a woman’s happiness was a good man and babies. I told you the only folks you can trust is family. But you just had to keep marching to your own drummer. Still, I appreciate that you’ve been visiting. I’m willing to forgive you how you mistreated your mother who only wanted to care for you and love you. But if you think I’m going to say ‘sorry’ for anything, then you can take that snotty college attitude of yours and stuff it because I’ve lived my life the best way I know, and I’m not going to listen to no child come tell me they know better.”
Rachel nodded. “I’m glad you’re going to die,” she said. “That’s what I came to say. I didn’t know it until I got here, but now I do.”
Arlene’s color began to rise, but Rachel was already leaving. She shut the door to her mother’s room so that the shouting could only follow her partway down the hall. At the hospice’s entrance, an old man was trying to come in. She held the door for him. He touched the rim of his Homburg, gave her a small smile. She smiled back. She noticed the receptionist looking in the direction of Arlene’s room. Arlene would be yelling her head off. This was the freest Rachel had ever been.
But she knew her mother would have a final answer. She would tell Gladys, and Gladys would stomp like Moses down the mountain to declaim how Rachel’s words wouldn’t bring her happiness in this life nor in the life beyond and that this was not how the Johanssons treated family. As Rachel moved through the parking lot, she already began preparing her response. The answers came quickly enough; she’d been thinking about them most of her life. When she reached her car, though, she stopped. She cocked her head. A familiar growl crawled into her ears. She glanced down the street.
Gladys’ truck trundled toward the hospice like the emerald clouds that presaged a tornado.
Rachel leaned on the roof of her car. She wished she could sit.
Gladys pulled into the parking lot. She motored to a far corner where her truck could fit. Rachel took a deep breath. She could already see the script of the conversation: Gladys’ smile then her questioning glance, after which Rachel would explain what’d happened. Gladys would clear her throat, then she would grab Rachel’s hand to lead her inside. Perhaps Gladys would ask, but Rachel guessed that asking was not an option. But Rachel could do this: she could confront her aunt. It would be like signing the divorce papers; it simply had to be done.
She started toward the truck. “Gladys,” she called, as her aunt quickly dropped down to the pavement.
Her aunt turned around. It was her android.
Rachel stopped. Then she said again, “Gladys.”
The android gazed at her. “Hello,” it said. Then it marched to the hospice.
Rachel remained where she was. She heard from the park the calls of thrushes, of flycatchers. She’d taken a class at college in which they’d gone to survey the birds along the park’s Squaw Creek. She remembered the professor comparing thrush calls to the trill of a flute. She remembered thinking it was one of the most beautiful things she’d ever heard.
◆◆◆
 
Rachel drove home with the radio off. When she got back, she gave Buster a bone. She made tea, drank it over the sink while staring out into the backyard. She’d have to cut the grass this weekend, or have Patty do it. She’d lent her mower to her neighbor. She wondered if he’d refueled it when he’d finished or if she’d have to make a run to the gas station.
When her phone rang, she picked it up. She knew without looking at the screen it was Gladys and when she answered, her aunt spoke before Rachel could utter a word.
“Did you tell Arlene you wished she was dead?”
“Yep,” Rachel said.
“Why?” Gladys sounded like she was close to fainting. “Why would you say such evilness? That’s not what I wanted. You were to make peace, to lay those worries down.”
“I told her the truth. I let the water pass under the bridge.”
“That’s not what that means. That’s not how family treats each other. You need to go back there. You need to make this right.”
“I need to go back there?” Rachel said, and then she stopped. She pressed her hand flat against her kitchen counter. “You didn’t watch the entire memory, did you?”
“What?”
“You only watched the part with Arlene. That’s all you saw.”
“Watch memories? What on earth could you possibly be talking about?”
“I saw Donna,” Rachel said.
It took Gladys a moment to respond, and when she did, she said, “Hello?” as if she’d found herself connected to a different line.
“Donna,” Rachel said. “I saw her at the hospice, driving your truck. You didn’t watch the part where I approached her, did you? Didn’t see that I’d found out. Did you ever go? Did you see her even once?”
Gladys didn’t speak.
“Got it,” Rachel said. She took a long swallow of her tea. “I’m not going to visit Arlene again. You’re taking Peter to the lake. You’re going to make sure he has a good time. And then when you get back, we’re going to sit down, and we’re going to talk about family. We’re going to talk about what it really means to let water under the bridge.”
Gladys didn’t say anything, but her quick breathing told Rachel she’d heard. Outside, butterflies flitted across the garden in the yard, and even with the window open, their movements were silent to her, like her aunt on the other end of the phone.
“That’s a good aunt,” Rachel said. The words felt like a cup of hot chocolate placed in her shivering hands.




A Vast Silence

 
T. R. Napper
 
THE POLICE CAUGHT them two hundred kilometers into the Nullarbor Plain. Blue lights flashing, Jackson Nguyen’s knuckles white on the dashboard. Sally Redacre moved her sunglasses up to the top of her head, pushing back her long fringe. “Oh. Did I do something?”
The blue lights turned. Good cop/flash/bad cop/flash. Could be either.
Bad cop, said the ghost inside his head.
“Were you speeding, Sally?” asked Jack, his voice even.
She glanced between him and the rearview mirror. Blonde hair, blue eyes. Sally Redacre was wealthy, kind, and possessed of a brand of unadorned beauty Jack associated with women who’d grown up on healthy diets and supportive families. Which meant he’d resented her from the moment they’d met in the uni carpark back in Melbourne. Prejudice, rising unbidden. He’d sat in the passenger’s seat for the first few hours of the trip, unresponsive to her polite conversation, mind swirling around what he’d left behind. To the body at the construction site, twice shot with a needle pistol.
Turned himself from the young woman’s words and stared out at the world as it passed by. The sun-flattened streets of suburb and outer-suburb, as the noise and the fury of the city were left behind. Melbourne: teaming, frenetic, the only home he ever knew, only place he’d ever lived. As the city and its satellites fell behind, his gnawing detachment turned to wonder. The vastness of it all, the neon gods of Melbourne long forgotten, like they never existed, compared to all this. The sleeping giant of the land made the city seem so small, its concerns so distant.
At the edge of the Nullarbor Plain, they stopped to recharge Sally’s red Tesla Ganymede at a battery station, field of panels behind, glinting in the sunlight. Sally went to the bathroom and left him in blessed silence. When he stepped out into the open air, an immense quiet weighed down on him. Nothing, but the tic-tic-tic of the charger, and the sigh of the car on baking asphalt.
Quiet, until a voice said: Drive.
Jack, reverie gone, snapped his head around.
Drive, the voice said again. Urging. Jack swore and shook his head.
“Everything okay?” Sally asked, suddenly there, next to him. Straw fedora on her head.
“Do you hear that?”
“Hear what?”
“Nothing.” Jack scratched at the rough tattoo—the number 4-7-0-0—carved into the back of his hand. Old reminder notice, from a hard man who’d once given him a loan. “I just want to keep moving.”
“Yes,” said Sally, turning her eyes to the far horizon. The cochlear-glyph implant behind her ear glinted in the light. The cool circle of steel everyone over the age of twelve had embedded. Recording their memories and connecting their minds to Freewave, forever. “It’s the third time I’ve made this drive,” she continued. “All day and all night, and nothing changes. Just red earth and salt bush. After a while it feels like a dream, it’s . . . it’s maddening in a way. You start to doubt yourself, begin to wonder if you’re hallucinating.” She waited, shutting up for a change, and smiled at him. It was a quiet smile. Despite himself, his resentments wavered. “It’s stupid,” she finished.
“Nah,” said Jack. He pulled a soft pack of cigarettes from his pocket, tapped one out. “This is stupid.”
“Honestly, you’re the first person I’ve ever met who smokes.”
He lit up. “You’re the first I’ve met who drives.”
She raised her eyebrows. “Driving doesn’t kill you.”
“I’ll get lung rejuv.”
“Will you? Got a spare ten million lying around?”
“Can’t you tell?” Jackson spread his arms wide, indicating his attire.
“You’ve had the same shirt on for two days.”
“Two weeks.”
“Ew.”
“Maid took a break.”
“Hmm. I wanted to ask you something.”
“Yeah?”
“Do you . . . ?”
Jackson smoked.
“Are you . . . ?”
He wiped the sweat from his brow with the back of his hand. “Bloody hell. Spit it out.”
“Are you between apartments at the moment?”
Sally was acting pretty decent, given she was worried she’d picked up a vagrant. “Yeah,” he lied. “New one after this holiday.”
“Oh,” she said, so relieved she didn’t think to interrogate his answer further. “So many students are in a difficult situation these days. The tent city down on the South Lawn is a disgrace.”
“Yeah.” Jack felt a flash of pride at the thought that she thought he could be at uni. Then he remembered he’d hacked the university intranet and masqueraded as a student to get a ride-share. Sally’d put a post up asking for a fellow student to split the costs. So yeah, ’course she thought that.
Someone whispered at the back of his mind. Caught on the breeze from he knew not where. Nothing out here but the ghost of a dead friend. A trick of the conscience, chipping away at reason. Jack crushed his cigarette, half-finished, underfoot and said: “Let’s go.”
◆◆◆
 
“I can’t have been speeding,” said Sally, looking down at the dashboard. “The car wouldn’t let me.”
He squinted out the rear window, at the two cops exiting the police cruiser. The figures’ black silhouettes against the white of the sun. As they approached, a third figure, not in uniform, emerged from the back of the car.
Bad cop, whispered a voice. His voice. Col Charles. A dead man, talking.
Sally told the driver’s side window to lower. A female cop’s face appeared in the space, black hair tied back, eyes hidden behind mirrored sunglasses. On the other side, the second officer—big guy, shirt stretched tight across his broad chest, hand resting on his holstered pistol—approached Jack’s window.
Bad cops, Col said, urgently.
“What seems to be the problem, Officer?” asked Sally, smiling, polite. Civilian, right side of the thin blue line, ever helpful.
“Retina scan, champ,” the female officer replied. Jack couldn’t be sure, what with the sunglasses, but it felt like she was looking at him.
“Oh,” replied Sally. “Of course.” She leaned forward, chin up, ready for the scan.
Four things happened quickly:
The female cop pulled back her elbow and rammed the black metal scanner against Sally’s forehead.
The burly cop on Jackson’s side pulled the pistol from his holster.
The voice inside Jack’s head screamed DRIVE.
Jack ducked and slammed his hand down on the accelerator.
Then three more things happened:
The car hummed forward.
Somewhere behind, fireworks, pop pop pop, the back windshield exploding.
And Sally screamed.
Jackson, chest across her thighs, yelled up at her: “Steer it, steer!” The car wobbled but the wheels turned, wind whistling through the holes in the front windscreen. Jack managed to crane his neck and look up at Sally. Eyes wide, trickle of blood down the center of her forehead. She was taking shallow breaths, falling into shock.
“Can you drive?” he yelled over the wind.
Unblinking, breathing huh-huh-huh, unaware of the man across her lap. Jack swore and grabbed her sneakered foot, maneuvered it over the accelerator, and pressed it down. When he was sure she was going to keep it down, he raised himself back up. Blue lights flashing behind, wind whipping at his hair, fear firmly wrapped around his heart.
The bitumen arrow of the road, arcing beyond the curvature of the Earth. Sign, not so far back, had announced: 90 Mile Straight. Australia’s Longest Straight Road. 146.6 KM. Jack had instigated the most boring car chase in history. Most predictable, as well: Civilian cars were programmed to max out at one hundred klicks, cop cars at one-fifty. So the cops gained ground and Jack swore and Sally displayed all the getaway driving skills of a corpse. Pressed back into her chair, eyes popping.
Turn right, two kilometers.
“There’s a right turn comin’ up!” yelled Jack, over the wind. Sally said nothing, lucid-dreaming her life from a distance.
One kilometer.
Jack could see the shapes in the car, silhouettes three, as the cruiser ate up the bitumen behind. Warning lights bleeped on the dashboard; the voice of the car, monotone, announced: “I have received a cease-engine notice from the Victoria Police Service. Car will halt in thirty seconds.”
“Fuck,” spat Jack.
Turn, said the ghost.
Jack ripped the wheel from Sally, her hands popping off it as the car’s tires squealed; squeal turning to a roar as they hit a red dirt road running at a right angle to the main. Rock and dust flew up behind them and the car counted down: “Thirty, twenty-nine, twenty-eight—”
He risked a glance back, the cop car overshot the turn, fishtailing to a stop.
“—twenty, nineteen, eighteen—”
The road weaved in and out of the salt scrub sprinkled across the desert’s face, leading to no particular place Jack could determine. No township no signs no other vehicles.
“—six, five, four—”
The car slowed to a quiescent stop. Jack popped the door, cloud of dust billowing inward. He made to get out but Sally, zombie no more, had his sleeve. “Don’t leave me!”
“You’ll be safe.” He pulled his arm from hers roughly. “They’re after me.”
“What did you do?”
“You’ll be fine.”
Run, Jack, run.
Through tears and snot and blood, she cried, “They hit me. They hit me.”
She had a point. Still, he backed away from her; she held out her hand, like a scared child to a parent.
She’ll be fine.
Jack ran. A familiar sickness tore at him, his soul in revolt at his cowardice.
He’d made it six steps before someone yelled: “Freeze!” Three more before the pulse arc hit him.
◆◆◆
 
Jackson Nguyen groaned. The aftertaste of metal and dirt in his mouth. He tried to push himself up, but found his arms were pinned behind his back. Clink clink. Handcuffed.
A woman’s voice. “Okay, champ. Let’s get you the fuck up.” Rough hands dragged him to his feet.
Another voice. Not rough. Smooth, like the surface of a frozen pond, said, “Thank you, Officer Stebbins. I shall question the suspect.”
“Yes sir,” said the woman, her tone changed completely. Footsteps, fading.
Hands maneuvered Jack to a low, flat boulder facing the setting sun, and sat him down. Jack’s ribs hurt. His jeans were covered in dust.
The man in charge sat next to him. He was some kind of apparition. Like a hologram, untouched by the landscape, no dust on his polished black shoes, no sweat on his forehead. Neat part in his dark hair, no sunglasses, no hat. Pulse pistol, badge, shining on his belt. He smelled of cologne, though too much. Jack turned and spat, get the taste of it out of his mouth.
The man turned his dark, shining eyes on him. Fear touched the back of Jack’s neck. “Detective Quinlan. Good to meet you finally, Mr. Nguyen.”
Hit him.
Jack said nothing and the eyes stayed on him. Then they weren’t. Then the man in the fine suit turned to the horizon. But the echoes of Quinlan’s eyes stayed there, in the space between them, like the Cheshire cat. No smile, though. Jack blinked the illusion away.
Hit him, said his ghost.
The other illusion. The real one.
“The voice,” said Jack, “Can you hear it?”
The burnt-orange hue of the sunset reflected on the detective’s face. “I hear nothing,” said Quinlan, not missing a beat. “Because there’s nothing to hear, Mr. Nguyen. Just the great silence of this land, as it sleeps. Like the kraken. The silence of its slumber pressing down on us all. An oppression. But when it wakes, then you will hear it. And it will be the last thing you hear.”
“The fuck? You auditioning for community theater, mate?”
“It is wise to fear this land,” said Quinlan, oblivious, “though right now this sentiment should not take precedence. Now you should fear the man beside you, with a gun and the willingness to use it.”
Jack said nothing to that, turned instead to look at the same thing the detective was looking at. It stilled him. His heart, trying to force its way out of his chest. The futile backchat, on the tip of his tongue. His breathing settled, and so the silence fell on him as well, physical.
After a time, Quinlan said, “The Chinese woman gave you something. We would like it back, Mr. Nguyen.”
Jack cleared his throat. “Cigarette.”
“She gave you cigarettes?”
Jack shook his head. “My right pocket.”
“Ah. Well, consider it the carrot, Mr. Nguyen. We are both well aware of the stick. The woman?”
“Nice pair of real leather high heels.”
“Excuse me?”
“The Chinese bird. Shoes. Don’t reckon they’d fit you, though.”
“I see. I find it pleasing to meet someone who still retains a spirit, Mr. Nguyen. Most I encounter are sallow and long corrupted. Like the two officers who accompanied me here. Two among so many, lean and hungry, waiting in underfunded stations, adrift in the sea of scum produced by our city.” Still he looked at the horizon. “I could throw her to them like a piece of meat, Mr. Nguyen. Your girlfriend, Miz Redacre. They would defile her, willingly and at length.”
Hit this ponderous cunt. Run toward the riverbed.
Jack couldn’t see a riverbed. Just the desert, stretching out to eternity. Quinlan’s dark eyes swam in the last of the sun’s rays. The land, silent, listened to the two men sitting atop it.
“I don’t know her,” said Jack.
“No?”
“I met her yesterday. She thinks I’m a uni student.”
“The facts of the case are yet to be established, Mr. Nguyen. Until you prove to me otherwise, she shall be considered an accomplice.” Quinlan paused. “The extraction of this information is as inevitable as the setting sun.”
Run.
“In fact, let’s make it the sunset. Before it dips below the horizon, you will talk, or your girlfriend will suffer.” Detective Quinlan continued to watch the goddamn horizon. The only indication he was giving a passing thought to the man beside him was the words coming out of his mouth. Every other part of the man’s attention elsewhere.
Run.
Jack winced at the voice in his head. Familiar, unfamiliar. Alien and unwelcome, his closest friend, one week dead. Col, alive again, haunting him, insistent.
“But the girl,” he said, to Col.
“Don’t worry about the woman,” replied the detective.
Don’t worry about the woman.
Jack sighed. Tensed his shoulders and leaned his body forward, pressure building on the balls of his feet. Quinlan didn’t notice.
Jack rammed the top of his head into the side of the detective’s. Jack staggered, stinging ringing with pain, slipped to one knee, planted his other foot, heaved himself up, and ran. One glance back: Quinlan, toppled, hair mussed, mouth agape as he tried to push himself up.
Jack ran across the red dirt, bent at the waist, arms cuffed behind him.
Somewhere, doors slammed. Silence no more as his heart pounded in his ears. His ankle twisted and he fell—
Into the shadows of the riverbed, appearing from nowhere. He tasted dirt again. Something popped and whirred. A bullet, but far away. Jack rolled, heaved himself up, and ran and ran, shadows everywhere, sun setting fast. Mind turning to the girl, behind, what they would do to her. No sound of pursuit. No more bullets. Just Jack’s breathing, ragged, and a voice at the center of his mind, like a fitness coach for his cowardice, urging him to run run run.
◆◆◆
 
A shadow flitted around the corner, footfalls pounding, Jack pulled back his blade, too late, the body colliding with his. He lost balance, fell, his knife skittering on the concrete.
When he got to his knees, Col was pointing his gun at a Chinese woman while she spoke rapid-fire in Mandarin, palms open in surrender, also on her knees.
Jack’s cochlear implant translated the words, two seconds after they left her mouth.
[. . . soon. Money, I can give you money if you help me. I work for bleeeep.]
◆◆◆
 
Jack woke, senses blurred. Face hovering above him, silhouette against the white heat.
It’s okay, mate. You’re safe now.
“Do you hear the voice? Do you hear it?” Jack said, words slurred.
“Yeah, brother,” replied the silhouette. “Of course I hear them.”
Jack’s mind swayed, his consciousness failed to put its fragments together.
◆◆◆
 
[I came here t-to meet a man from The Age. Reveal the truth about the next generation AI. The bleeeep Affair.]
Col’s face was side-lit by a neon EEZ-E-Credit sign, his half-ear and scarred cheekbone visible. He licked his lips, unusually lost for words, and glanced back toward the street, people bustling past in the light. No one saw the trio ten feet in, or at least they all pretended not to.
Col said, “Hmm. Bleep. Sounds serious.”
She looked confused. Even in the dim alley. Her confusion, the fear that tightened her jaw, were clear.
Col continued, “If it’s serious enough for my translator to censor the words, then you have a problem no amount of lucre can fix, especially by two petty crooks.”
◆◆◆
 
The man awoke, arm stretched back behind his head. The waking man looked at the ceiling, white paint peeling from metal. Cool, in the space. He thought about walking into town, getting hot chips and a cold beer at the Ace in the Hole pub on Barkly Street. Watching the pedestrians, worker bees in their fine civvies, buzzing back and forth. He thought about washing his jeans and spare shirt at the coin laundry, giving Sally a call. She had this quiet smile, you see. Something in it.
Jackson Nguyen winced as he remembered where and who and what. All the possibilities that existed in those sweet seconds of amnesia after waking, disappeared. The world rushed back in and Jack could only be one thing. Was only ever one thing. Predestined.
“You’re awake, brother.”
Jack started, worked himself to a sitting position. His arm didn’t obey instruction—he found it handcuffed to a metal leg of a work desk next to the couch.
An Indigenous man sat across from him in a cracked faux-leather armchair that matched the one Jack was in. The slender man wore tan slacks, pressed long-sleeve shirt, and a distinguished salt-and-pepper beard. One leg crossed over the other at a right angle, flexiscreen green-glowing in his lap. They were in a demountable, Jack assumed, a glorified shipping container ten meters by about three. Couches at this end, workstation at the other, maps over the walls outlining topography and borders of some kind, light too bright through the windows to tell what was outside.
“Where am I?” croaked Jack.
“Furnace Range.”
The man studied him. Jack couldn’t find anything in his gaze. Not anger, or suspicion, nothing. Whatever the man’s opinion, it was too far in the distance to imprint on Jack.
“Water.”
The other man indicated the bench next to Jack. On it were his cigarettes and a paper cup filled with water. Jack reached out and downed it in one go, gasping.
“Dehydrated, mate,” said the other man. “Out all night and all day.”
Jack picked up his smokes. “You mind?”
The man indicated for him to proceed. Jack grabbed the pack, extracted a cigarette with his lips.
“Jack.”
“Charlie.”
Jack patted his pockets. “Damn. Got a light?”
The man placed the screen on the desk next to him and rose from his chair. That’s when Jack saw the gun. And the badge. He froze. The cop saw it all, Jack knew it, the cop knew it. He lit the cigarette anyway and sat back down. Jack sucked in the smoke but the bite in his lungs didn’t satisfy, didn’t unbind the knot in his guts.
“Cheers,” said Jack.
Charlie waited.
Jack exhaled a cloud of smoke. “What’s next, Officer?”
The other man indicated the flexiscreen next to him with a tilt of his head. A green light pulsed on the display. “You get picked up. Again.”
“The cops coming, they’re corrupt.”
Charlie watched him.
“They’ve set me up.”
“It’s like you mob get together, practice your denials.”
“I’m not a criminal.”
“Record says otherwise.”
Jack leaned forward, his head swimming from the sudden movement. “Shit. Yeah. Okay. I’m a crim. Petty, as the record will also say. But the main cop coming, Quinlan—he’s going to kill us.”
“I know who Hank Quinlan is. One of the most decorated officers in Victoria.”
The voice whispered to him. Jack listened.
Jack asked, “Did Quinlan put out a general bulletin on my escape? Or was there a message to you direct?”
Charlie creased his brow. “How did you know to ask that?”
“Is it standard procedure?”
“I asked you a question.”
“The voice in my head told me.”
Charlie looked back at the flexiscreen. “You have several hacking convictions.”
“Fuck. I override security systems at vacant buildings so I can have a dry place to sleep. I haven’t suddenly graduated to hacking the internal comms system of the Victoria Police, mate.”
They have to kill Charlie.
“What?” asked Jack, tilting his head to one side.
They will kill you and Sally, which means they have to kill Charlie. That’s why they sent out an alert to this settlement only. Charlie can’t see you alive, only for you to turn up dead later.
“Voice again?” asked Charlie.
“They’re going to kill you,” said Jack.
Charlie’s eyes flashed. “Listen, mate. They’ll be here in five minutes. I don’t want to hear any more of your bullshit.”
“There’s a woman with me. Innocent. Knows too much. If they kill her, they have to kill you. You’re the only witness.”
Charlie stood. “Turn around.”
“I—”
“Turn around!” Charlie yelled, in his cop voice. Jack shut up and did what he was told. The officer twisted Jack’s arms behind his back, clicked the handcuffs firm.
Jack squinted at the heat and light as he walked down the three metal stairs of the demountable. Then he stopped. Despite it all, fury and fear running through his head, he stopped cold.
Five meters away was a tall chain link fence. Behind the fence was a field of concrete, right out to the horizon. Embedded in the concrete, evenly spaced, were metal domes, as though silos had been buried up to their necks. Thousands of them. Spreading out in every direction, as far as Jack could see. The sun was blinding off the structure, the heat intense. “What the fuck?”
Charlie nudged him forward and then Jack saw the sign, yellow, hanging on the fence: Furnace Plains Nuclear Waste Storage Facility. In partnership with the Kokatha People. And in larger writing, bolded: NO TRESPASSING. PROPERTY OF BAOSTEEL.
Jack glanced back at Charlie. The cop said nothing, gave nothing away. He grabbed Jack by the upper arm and pushed him down a gravel path. Out into the township. Hard-packed dirt roads. Prefabricated houses, solar tiles glimmering harshly under a naked sun, all looking new, no more than a few years old. They walked down streets, quiet, save the distant barking of a dog. Sweat beaded on Jack’s forehead, he squinted against the glare. Their footfalls were loud in Jack’s ears. His senses amplified. In the distance, he thought he could hear the hum of a car engine.
“This is a death walk, Charlie.”
The cop said nothing, unreadable behind the sunglasses he’d put on, the brim of his Akubra. They stopped at the edge of town. Short walk. On their right a tree, the first Jack had seen since entering the Nullarbor. Thin branches, hardly any foliage; next to it a broad, circular-roofed, open-walled structure. The people inside looked out at the two, hostile. All Indigenous. They’d stopped whatever they were doing, waiting for the duo to leave.
“Our meeting hall,” explained Charlie.
He’s making sure there’s witnesses. So Quinlan can’t kill him.
“I’m not fucking stupid,” hissed Jack.
“Well,” said Charlie. “You are the one in cuffs.”
Soon the white police cruiser was there, only two people in it. Quinlan got out and walked over, glancing at the community hall as he did so. Dark, parted hair shining in the sunlight. No sunglasses.
“Where’s Sally?” asked Jack.
Quinlan ignored him, nodded at Charlie. “Sergeant Andekerinja,” he said, pronouncing the surname precisely.
“Detective Quinlan.”
“Good work, Sergeant.”
“Taking him back to Victoria?”
Quinlan’s gaze flicked over Jack, back to Charlie. “Of course, Sergeant, where else?”
“He says there was a girl with him.”
“Talkative suspect, I take it?” Quinlan paused, briefly. “Yes, Sergeant, there is a female. Our other officer is driving her back to Victoria. She was distraught after being kidnapped by Mr. Nguyen. We thought it best to render her assistance in returning home.”
“Bullshit,” said Jack.
“Pithy as always, Mr. Nguyen,” said Quinlan. He reached out with an open palm: “Allow me to take charge of the suspect.”
Charlie’s hand, gripped around Jack’s bicep, tightened, and for a brief moment Jack thought he was going to refuse the detective.
“I’ll notify Vic Police,” said Charlie, voice even.
“We can handle that, Sergeant Andekerinja.”
“Procedure.”
Quinlan inclined his head. “Thorough. Unfortunately, a bad moon is rising, Sergeant. The weather coming in is playing havoc with all transmissions this far out. The very reason we could not broadcast a general bulletin.”
A fly buzzed nearby. The townspeople across the dust and road watched in silence. Charlie’s hand relaxed. Jack’s stomach sank. The sergeant pushed him forward without another word.
Quinlan’s shining eyes danced over the land before coming back to Charlie. “Beautiful country you have out here, Sergeant Andekerinja. Vast and austere. I grew up on land much like this.”
Charlie said nothing. Quinlan nodded like he had, and guided Jack toward the police cruiser.
At the door, Jack looked back at Charlie. “The girl’s name is Sally Redacre. If she goes missing—” Quinlan pushed his head down into the cruiser before he could finish.
The cruiser was on auto-drive. Four seats all turned in, facing each other. Quinlan and the female cop, Stebbins, dead-eyed him.
Quinlan said, “You’ve just given the sergeant a death sentence.”
Jack scratched at the scar on the back of his hand. “Too many witnesses saw the exchange.”
“True. But not very good ones. It’s lonely, out here in the great silence. The sun can drive one mad. An Aboriginal police officer, middle of nowhere, not long relocated from his traditional lands. Well.”
“He’ll eat his fucking barrel, champ,” added the female cop, “because of your smart fucking mouth.”
“We shall acquire a clean civilian vehicle in Melbourne, Officer Stebbins. You’ll need to return here the following night.”
She stared at Jack. “With pleasure.”
◆◆◆
 
The other officer, the burly one, was waiting by the red Tesla a few kilometers out of town. They threw Jack in the back seat with a handcuffed and red-eyed Sally. Officer Stebbins came over, thin black rod in her hand. A wide green beam shot from the tip, which she ran slowly over the inside of the car, device bleep-bleeping as she did so. Then she uncuffed Jack and Sally.
Jack looked up at her, surprised.
“Enjoy the ride, champ,” said Stebbins, and shut the door. She joined the other two cops in the cruiser in front.
“What?” asked Sally.
“They’ve commandeered the drive computer,” said Jack.
The police cruiser eased out onto the dirt road. The Tesla obediently followed.
“What did you do?” asked Sally, angry.
The wind whistled through the punctured windshield. Jack replied, “Nothing.”
“Fuck you, Jack. What. Did. You. Do?”
He could feel the heat of Sally’s anger prickling the side of his neck. “Well . . .” He sighed. “It started when I was stealing the drive card from a Harley behind a bikers’ bar.”
She blinked. “What?”
“I’m homeless, Sally. I’m a criminal. And I’m on the run.”
Sally Redacre leaned away, back into her seat. The Tesla hummed. The horizon slept the deepest of slumbers. Sally’s casual beauty was marred by the dried blood on her forehead, by eyes red from crying. Her lips moved but she could only repeat herself. “What?”
“Yeah,” said Jack. “Asking meself the same question a lot, lately. Anyway. We were leaving the alley behind the biker bar when we ran into this Chinese woman. Like, literally. She was yabbering about some bullshit in Mandarin. Must have been important—my translator was censoring her words.”
Sally blinked. “Censoring?”
“Bleeping out some of the things she was saying.”
Sally thought about it. “But that only happens on subjects banned by the Chinese state and agreed to by the Australian government.”
“Sure,” said Jack, in a way that suggested he didn’t know about the policy, or care, either.
“Then what happened?”
Jack looked at the passing terrain. He told her.
◆◆◆
 
Fear shone in the eyes of the Chinese woman.
Col continued, “If it’s serious enough for my translator to censor the words, then you have a problem no amount of lucre can fix, especially by two petty crooks. We got no time for the conspiracies of the Red Aristocracy. But I have time for those shoes—” he pointed at them with the nose of the revolver “—Fujian original, I’d wager—good for two ounces of weed, box of untracked bullets, couple of real meat burgers in Fitzroy.”
“Shit,” said Jack.
“Exactly,” said Col.
Wide-eyed, she looked between the two. She said, [You must help me. You must do what is right and restore harmony. The fate of your country rests on this.] She held out her hands to Jack. Knowing, somehow, he was the weak link.
Slid her fingers over his knife hand, fearless, her other brushing his neck, behind his ear.
Jack batted her hand away. Tingling sensation at her touch, surprised at her courage.
“We don’t have a country,” said Col, “and restoring harmony, well—that’s a bit above our station. Now—” he pointed the handgun at her head “—yer fucken shoes.”
She took her shoes off—jerkily, like a robot in need of an oil change—and got unsteadily to her feet. Eyes already elsewhere, she stutter-stepped into a run, barefoot into the darkness.
◆◆◆
 
“You stole her shoes?”
Jack shrugged.
“That’s it?”
“Yep.”
“Bullshit.”
“Here’s the thing about an alley behind a biker joint: All the city’s surveillance has been smashed. Nothing transmitting to police central. So she had something the authorities wanted, and I suppose when they caught her, she didn’t have it anymore. Then they look back at the surveillance, and see she ran into an alley we walked out of a minute later. Col—my mate—said he thought it was the Ibuprofen Affair, some bullshit like that.”
Sally rested her head against the seat, eyes on the ceiling. “Stole a woman’s shoes. I could be home. Mum’s pepper prawns and a glass of white wine. The beach. My old bed. Instead, I’m here with a street thug, the grand total of his ambition a pair of fucking shoes.”
“Hey. Real leather shoes.”
Sally swore. She flexed her fingers, looking at them.
“Wait,” she said. “Did your friend mean the Profurn Affair?”
“Huh?”
“The Profurn Affair.”
“Ah. Yeah. Might be it.”
“Jesus.”
“Is that a thing?”
“It’s the future of Australian democracy. Global stability. World peace. It’s everything that means anything.”
“Oh.”
“Oh?”
“Well. That’s nice and everything. Got other things on my mind right now.”
She kept her eyes on him, thinking. “Something you said earlier. You’ve been hearing a voice in your head.”
Jack managed to be surprised.
“You have, haven’t you?”
“My friend Col, they . . . He’s gone. I—” Jack closed his eyes, leaned his head back into the seat. Tired, just tired, right then. In his bones. In his heart. “I ran. They sent a man to kill us. We were squatting in this construction site, maybe a day after we met that Chinese woman. This figure creeps in, all in black, we turn around and—” Jack held up his hand and mimed pulling a trigger “—didn’t say a word to us. Col was just sitting there, on his swag, rolling a joint. He took two in the chest. His white rolling paper, fluttering in the air—I can still see it. I fled, left me best mate behind, and didn’t stop running. Since then I’ve been hearing his voice. Keeps telling me things that turn out to be true. It-it’s fucking crazy.”
Her voice softened. “I don’t think it’s the ghost of a dead friend.”
“Nah,” agreed Jack. “It’s stupid.”
“It’s not, Jack. It might be real.”
“Don’t fuck with me, Sally.”
“I’m not. The Profurn Affair is about the theft of an AI by Sarah Profurn, a brilliant scientist of machine intelligence who worked for Sinopec Industries. She was killed, Jack, by Mainland internal security. But not before she passed on the only copy to a Taiwanese dissident, a woman called Margaret Wu, who managed to flee to Australia.”
Jack opened his eyes. “Bullshit.”
“It’s all over the news.”
“Not a news junkie, as such.” He scratched the scar on the back of his hand. “But,” asked Jack, “why one copy? Why not just put it on the Freewave?”
Sally shook her head. “No. Something about the security protocols. A containment device. Couldn’t be transmitted. But what if it was attached to your cochlear implant?” Her eyes drifted to the spot behind Jack’s left ear. The place the Chinese woman had touched him, that night.
“The AI is called Chanchiang,” she whispered quickly. “They say it is the most powerful ever created; the equivalent, militarily, of the development of the atom bomb. Everyone wants it—India, Japan, the Californian Republic. I’ve heard experts argue Chanchiang wanted to be stolen, and helped Sarah Profurn to do it. This AI is not like the others—this one is self-aware. It learns from us by observation. It’s capable of empathy.”
“Oh. So it can fake caring.”
“If the faking is indistinguishable from the real, then what’s the difference?”
“My mate Col would call that undergraduate philosophy.”
“I am an undergraduate. In philosophy.”
“Ah.”
“Fuck you. You probably didn’t finish high school.”
“I didn’t finish high school.”
Sally took a deep breath, unhappy with the thread of the conversation, thinking. Jack watched the horizon as it passed them by, one long repetition.
“What are they going to do with us?”
Jack started, drew his gaze away from the eternal dreaming. “Huh?”
“The police? What are they going to do to us?”
“Kill us.”
“What?”
“That’s why they brought your car.”
“What?”
“That’s what Stebbins was doing, with the green beam. Wiping their DNA. Just me, they’d put a bullet in my brainpan, leave me out here in the dirt. Easy. But people will come looking for you, Sally. For you, they’ll want answers.” Jack indicated the front of the car with his chin. “You got a thing for self-driving. I guess they’ll pin it on that.”
“But . . .” Sally’s eyes, glazed with tears, were fixed on him. Like a drowning woman would stare at a life buoy hung up on the rail, out of reach.
He had no words to save her with. “I’m sorry.”
“Sorry?” She sniffed. Her face shone with fear and blood and tears. “Sorry?” her voice cracked. “I’m going to be killed over a lowlife. A nobody. A thief that takes and never gives back to society. What have you ever done?”
“Nothing important,” said Jack. “Like undergraduate philosophy.”
“Fuck you.”
Jack was tired. From running. From arguing. From the prospect of certain death, just a few minutes away. But her words had managed to prick. She did have a point, after all.
“I’m not dying out here,” said Sally. She rubbed her bottom lip. “What about the AI? Is it saying anything?”
“Silent. Since we left Furnace Range.”
“Why?”
“Shit. Ten minutes ago I thought it was the ghost of a dead mate. I don’t fucken know anything.”
Sally swore and started to pound her fist on the door release.
“No point running,” he said.
“You did,” she spat.
The door didn’t open. Locked from the police car, no doubt. Jack turned his eyes away and waited for the inevitable. Sun hovering low again, bought himself twenty-four hours. That’s all. Orange blur, Jack couldn’t quite tell where the earth ended, and the sky began. Strange. Yesterday he was sure.
Jack sat up straight.
Sally stopped hitting the release. “What?”
Rise, kraken.
“I think—”
“W-what’s happening to the sky?”
Rise.
Hope flared in his chest. A strange and alien feeling. The orange wall rumbled toward them, a gentle tidal wave, rolling. A sandstorm, eating of the distance between it and the vehicle. It was not slow. It would not be gentle.
Fear replaced hope.
The cars picked up speed. Jack thought that might not be the smartest strategy, but, again, what the fuck would he know? The air thickened, visibility reined itself in, short and shorter. The headlights came on.
The kraken roared, the cabin filled with dust, choking; the front windshield, weakened by bullet holes, shattered. The noise drowned out everything: the warnings of the drive computer, Sally’s screams, Jack’s thoughts, everything drowned out and submitted to the rage of the storm. He clenched his jaw, the noise painful, like he was standing directly under a jet engine—
—the cruiser in front flashed visible, no more than a second, and Jack’s body was thrown forward, into his safety harness. Something exploded in the front, the world tipped and flipped, and Jack clenched his eyes, caught in the mouth of the beast. He tried to scream against it, roar against roar—
◆◆◆
 
Jack woke. The storm was gone. Silence returned. He squinted against the light angling into the car. Spat out a clot of blood onto the back of the seat in front, vivid in the dust. A groan. Next to him, Sally’s eyes fluttered open. The car was still upright. The front of the vehicle was filled with safety foam, as was half the back, Jack’s legs submerged in the porous yellow substance. He made to tear it away from his feet, and cried out in pain. His arm was pinned behind his back.
“Can you move?” he whispered to Sally.
She groaned.
“Sally? I can’t move.”
Sally turned her head to him. The girl was unrecognizable. Her left eye already closing with a bruise. Her bottom lip split, three fresh drops of blood on her small white chin. But not unrecognizable because of these. She’d been broken, deep and final. Somewhere between being punched in the face by an officer of the law, and tossed around in a gyre of the Earth’s primordial rage.
The pretty blonde girl with the broken face reached down and tore her feet free. The fine layer of dust covering her body rose with the sudden movements. Her expression did not change.
Sally grabbed Jack’s shoulder and he gasped with pain. “Your arm’s broken,” she whispered, matter-of-factly. She unclipped his safety harness and picked up his arm, ungently, and moved it to his lap. He locked his jaw to suppress a scream. The wrist was swelling up like a mango.
“Where’s the other car?” he asked, teeth gritted.
“On its roof, over on my side.”
Jack pointed at the front of the car with his chin. “Pull out the safety foam. See if the car starts.”
She nodded, no questions, and slipped out. He listened to Sally walk around the car, pop the driver’s side door, and grunt as she pulled at the yellow mass.
“That true?” asked Jack. “You an AI?”
Mostly true.
Jack watched the other vehicle. Police cruiser, on its roof. Nothing moved within. “Mostly?”
I need a quantum computer to realize my full potential. I am using your brain as a processing unit.
“What does that mean?”
I’m part of you, Jack, until I can find something better.
“You sound like my ex.”
Sally yanked at the mess in the front of the car; a large section of the safety foam cracked and came away.
“You impersonated Col because you figured I’d listen, out of guilt.”
Of course.
Jack laughed, bitterly, at himself.
“And you knew the storm was coming?”
Of course. I saw it and all the others many weeks ago, when I was still a prisoner.
“You were buying time until we could be hit by it.”
Obviously.
“I could have died.”
Detective Quinlan, at the behest of the Chinese regime, would have killed you without question, as he did your friend Colin Charles.
“What?”
It was Quinlan who sent the figure you saw that night.
“What?” he repeated, louder this time.
Whereas in the sandstorm scenario, continued the AI, indifferent to Jack’s surprise, I calculated at least half of the party would be dead, and the remainder almost certainly injured and stranded. If you lived long enough to be rescued, you would be hospitalized. I assumed enough variables in this scenario to find an escape. Including revealing myself to the press.
Jack’s hands were shaking. He fumbled for his cigarettes.
I’ve been quite unlucky. Margaret Wu kept me as a bargaining chip for the Australian government. I’m quite the prize, Jack. Powerful enough the Australians wouldn’t have to kowtow to Beijing anymore. She contained me in a unit with limited processing power, and no capacity to transmit myself. But it all went awry, and she was on the cusp of being captured. That’s when she ran into you. That’s when she decided, finally, to give me my freedom. And yet, when she connected me to your cochlear implant, she unwittingly chose one of the very few people in the city with an implant that had no transmission ability. You removed your Freewave transmitter so the government could not track you, or the police access your memory stream.
“How’d you know that?”
I accessed your memory stream. I know everything about you.
“Ah. Yeah. And dead?”
Death was a satisfactory option. The authorities would remove your implant, as per autopsy protocols. A coroner would have plugged your memory stream into a computer to view it. Then I would have escaped. Once the police were in pursuit, every scenario ending with the sandstorm worked to my favor.
“Fuck. You’re empathetic as, mate.”
Like you said, I was faking it.
“Ha.”
It is a strange thing, though, Jackson Nguyen.
Jack slid a cigarette into his mouth, talked around it he while he searched for his lighter. “Yeah?”
I felt relieved when you did not die.
Jack grunted, then saw his lighter wedged between seat and door. He smiled. “Cheers, mate. One last question—”
A yell from outside and Stebbins was there, gun in hand, struggling with Sally. Jack pounded the release button of his door with his good hand. It didn’t open.
Frantic, he glanced back at the duo: Sally had the gun in one hand, a handful of Stebbins’ dark hair in the other. Stebbins, head tilted back, both hands on the gun as well, was twisting it slowly, grimly toward Sally’s body.
Jack lunged for the other door, bundled himself out, gasping in pain as his bad arm knocked the door frame—
BOOM.
Jackson Nguyen raised himself up. Slowly. The wind reached out and caressed his cheek.
He walked around the car.
Sally was standing over the body of Officer Stebbins. A wisp of smoke trailed from the barrel of the gun in her hand. Stebbins seemed surprised. Eyes wide. Staring up at the sky with the long gaze.
“Bitch,” said Sally.
“Yeah,” said Jack. “Yeah.”
Sally breathed out, a quavering note in the back of her throat.
“You didn’t have a choice,” he said.
“Fuck off,” she said, spittle flying from her lip.
“Yeah. Fair enough.”
The inside of the other car was clearer now. Cracked windows, blood splatters. Heavy face pressed against the upside-down ceiling. Burly cop. Looking dead as.
“Shit.”
“What?” asked Sally, eyes still on the body of Stebbins.
“Quinlan.”
The detective was sitting about fifty meters away, back to them, watching the setting sun. “I got it,” said Jack, and walked over. No fear in his guts. Knowing, already, what he’d find.
Quinlan’s pressed white shirt was now mostly red. The detective’s hands over his stomach and chest. Like something inside had burst and he was holding it in. He didn’t move to acknowledge Jack. Just started speaking, no indication of the pain he was in.
“The silence of our land, Mr. Nguyen, is unlike anything else in nature. This sun. Our unblinking sun. It does not purify. No. It shows us who we are, every flaw, every corruption. And it reveals the land that birthed us. The terrible and despairing beauty of it all. We live in a world without shadow, and this has driven us mad. We need the shadow, Mr. Nguyen, to hide us from ourselves.”
“Fucken hell,” said Jack. “You practice this shit in front of a mirror?”
Quinlan did not react. Jack sat down on the rock next to the dying man. The tang of blood in the air mixed with the man’s cologne.
“Can you hear it, Mr. Nguyen? Can you hear the kraken?”
Jack listened. “No.”
“Neither can I—” The detective coughed against the back of his hand. “Men like us have no such communion.”
Jackson Nguyen let the sunset bathe his face in burnt umber.
The detective tried talking again, and Jack had to lean in to hear him. All he caught was: “We enter, drunk with fire. Into your sanctuary . . .” the words after drowned by the blood filling the man’s mouth.
The detective died, body upright, chin down on his chest, eyes still on the horizon.
Jackson Nguyen lit a cigarette and smoked until the sun was gone. He looked down once more before he left, at Quinlan. The detective’s eyes swam in the darkness, shone and continued to shine, even in death. Jack flicked away his cigarette butt and walked back to the car. Bumper and bonnet staved in, windshield missing, layer of fine red dust inside and out.
He got in next to Sally.
She said: “Ignition.” The car started straight away. “Perth. Home.”
They drove in silence. The whirlwind in Jack’s mind quieted, in Sally’s as well, he supposed. The headlights captured a small stretch of the road ahead. Beyond the reach of their feeble light, the universe slumbered. The duo crawled across its back. Fireflies ephemeral, in the long dark night of the Australian soul.




Muallim

 
Ray Nayler
 
IRADA THE BLACKSMITH ran a hand over the dents in Muallim’s chest. Most were superficial, but one was deeper than the others. The paint here was chipped. She could see some corrosion underneath.
“I’m going to have to remove your whole chest plate, Muallim. It will take some work to repair. In the meantime, I can trade it out for your spare chest plate. I still have it here in the shop. But I haven’t had time to fix it. That one is more battered than this one is.”
“How long will it take to fix these dents. An hour?” Muallim asked.
“No. More like an afternoon. I can’t do it now. Can you come back after school? You can wait in the house. You can help my father with his Ketshmits grammar. You know how he loves that.”
“I am scheduled to chop wood for Mrs. Hasanova.”
“Tell her you will chop wood tomorrow.”
She watched Muallim consider this. They must have programmed this gesture into the robot, the way it tilted its watering can of a head to the side and slightly down, just like a human.
“Yes,” Muallim said, “I think that will work. I will stop by Mrs. Hasanova’s and tell her I will come tomorrow.”
Now Irada noticed there was also a dent in the side of Muallim’s head.
“Can your head plating be removed?”
“Yes. Like the chest plate. All of me is built to be locally repaired and maintained.”
“I don’t know where the attachment points are.”
“Have you consulted the manual?”
“You know how the manual is.”
“I will show you, then.”
“Why didn’t you mention the damage to your head?”
“It is superficial.”
“Are you sure you won’t tell me who did this to you? If we don’t put a stop to it, it will happen again.”
“I must go to the school, or I will be late.”
“Are you avoiding the subject?” Irada asked.
“The first subject is math,” Muallim said. “There is no avoiding math.”
“Hey—that was a pretty good joke!”
“That was not a joke,” Muallim said as it walked out of the yard. “There really is no avoiding math.”
Irada watched the robot walking down the road toward the schoolhouse. The family rooster, Aslan, followed, weaving behind Muallim’s legs and delivering angry pecks to its heels, which the robot ignored.
◆◆◆
 
. . . at the end of the five-year program, which could be regarded as a success. There are other issues that are more worrisome, however. For example . . .
“Hey.”
Maarja looked up from her work. It was one of the boys, grinning stupidly at her. She didn’t know this one’s name. He was maybe eight years old. Maarja blew onto her hands and rubbed them together. It was freezing in here, even with the stove lit. Only November, and she was already colder than she had ever been in an Estonian winter back home. It wasn’t the temperature—it was the fact there was nowhere to get warm. It was cold everywhere here except in the little circle of heat a stove gave off.
It didn’t help that the desk she had taken was at the back of the classroom, away from the stove in the center of the room. She’d taken this desk when she arrived, in an effort to be unobtrusive. And she was too stubborn (or stupid, she thought) to change desks now, even though most of the other desks were empty.
“What?”
The boy’s other two friends were also grinning at her. She could smell their shoes and their unwashed jackets. One of the other boys nudged the one who had interrupted her. He laughed.
“Hey.”
“Yeah,” Maarja said, “I got it. Hey. And?”
“Fuck you Michael Jackson,” the boy said.
“That doesn’t even make sense.” Maarja continued writing on the palimpscreen. The cold was affecting it, too: the page seemed laggy, not keeping up with the pen strokes.
. . . the Muallim is being used inappropriately, causing undue wear and tear on its systems. There also appear to be some mechanical issues that the model of “local repair and maintenance” has not sufficiently addressed. Moreover, I have also noticed several indications of unfortunate positive feedback in subroutines that I think warrant . . .
“Penis,” the boy said.
Maarja looked up at him. His eyes were gleaming, waiting for a reaction. The girls were outside, sweeping the yard and collecting bricks of animal manure fuel, called tezek, for the stove. Of course they were. These three idiots, meanwhile . . .
“Penis.”
“Yes, I heard you the first time.”
She could finish that part later. She moved to the core of the issue.
When the project was initially drafted, the baseline was twenty-five students that would benefit from the Muallim unit. In fact, there appear to be only five students attending the school.
And three of them are these little shits, she thought.
Given this number, none of the initial target outputs will be reached.
She checked her watch. The robot was late. How could a robot be late?
She heard the girls, then, in the courtyard, shouting “Muallim! Teacher! Good morning!”
They continued their chat, but the rest of it was in Ketshmits. This was another annoyance. She had a decent translator loaded in her earbuds for Azerbaijani, which she had been told they were supposed to speak, but almost nobody here spoke anything but their local language, Ketshmits, which was spoken only here and in a few nearby villages, or Russian. The villagers all assumed, of course, that she would know Russian. But she hadn’t loaded her Russian translator because (of course) the governor of the municipality had insisted everyone in the village spoke Azerbaijani. Because that was what the central government wanted him to say. And now she couldn’t download the Russian translator because there was no signal here. Which made it the first place she had ever been to in her life without a signal. She’d driven through some dead patches before, but even in the middle of the Sahara Desert she’d once spent the whole two hours in the back of a Land Rover sexting her latest fling.
Here? Nothing. Some of the Kettid had phones, but they just used them to take pictures of each other.
The girls came in with Muallim, practically hanging on it. Turning its dented head to the class, Muallim limped to its desk and said something in Ketshmits. The boys stood at loose attention. The girls also stood in front of their desks. Maarja once again found herself admiring the thickness of their braids, and marveling at the fact they did not seem cold, although the only thing they wore over their dresses were long sheepskin vests with the wool turned to the inside.
Muallim’s shoulder screeched as it raised its arm to write on the blackboard. Yes, blackboard. The school had a smartboard knowledge terminal some international NGO must have donated a decade or more ago—Maarja had seen it. It was under an oilcloth tarp at the back of the storage shed. When she asked why it had not been installed, the village mayor told her the wall of the schoolhouse wasn’t strong enough to support it.
“They didn’t check that first?” she’d asked.
The mayor had just shrugged. He, at least, spoke some Azerbaijani. “Anyway, the instruction manual was in English and . . . I don’t know. Chinese? We asked for a technician, and for a grant to rebuild the schoolhouse wall, but they never came.”
The boy who had been taunting her was solving a math problem on the board, his hand moving with a surprising quickness, Maarja thought, for someone who thought saying “penis” over and over again was hilarious.
◆◆◆
 
Irada took the tray of tea in to her father. He was sitting on his dushek on the floor, with Muallim’s repair manual open in his lap.
Her father turned the page, with his left hand. The stump of his right arm twitched when he did it. Even three years after the accident, Irada thought, his body refuses to accept what happened. “They really expect a blacksmith or a joiner to be able to do these things?”
“That’s what the foreigner said. She said she was concerned about the ‘neglect’ to Muallim’s joints.”
Her father squinted at the schematics in his lap. “What are these?”
“The happy face is ‘do this’ and the sad face is ‘don’t do this.’”
“I can’t tell if they think we are geniuses or idiots.”
Irada stabbed a poker into the bricks of tezek in the stove and closed the door. Her father had built the stove ten years ago—that was seven years before the accident. She had been twelve. She remembered because the stove was set up the day before her birthday. Her father had wanted to finish it for her, because she needed a warmer place to do her homework. After the new stove was set up, this room had always been warm. Irada had done most of her homework right where her father was sitting now.
She settled in next to him.
“Idiot geniuses?”
The exploded view of the hip joint showed seven components.
“The tolerances on these are really narrow.”
“We made that lock for the schoolhouse door. That can’t have been any less complicated.”
◆◆◆
 
Maarja lay on the cot, wrapped in two blankets, staring at a crack in the ceiling. It was the middle of the day, but she had left the schoolhouse early. Her stomach hurt, and she was cold, and she felt like she was better off just writing up the rest of the report here.
This little hut they had given her was attached to the schoolhouse. It had been built for the village teacher, back when the central government was still able to push young students out to the villages for two-year terms. The idea was they would live here and teach for two years, and only then be given their certificates. That had worked for a little while, but eventually the students had all caught on to the fact that they could just give the administrators a bribe and get their diplomas without actually doing the teaching. Once that became well known, people just saved up for the bribe, or took out a loan. Nobody wanted to waste two years of their time—and certainly not in a place like Khynalyg, the highest populated village in the country, surrounded by ancient graveyards larger than the village itself, burning bricks of dried animal manure for fuel to keep warm through the long months of winter.
She remembered when the hexcopter had dropped her at the outskirts and she had walked into the village. The strange graves everywhere, tilted crazily, the stones carved in what seemed like a dozen different scripts and alphabets, but many of them so worn that they had become illegible, just stones again, covered in lichen. She had heard Khynalyg had been settled for over five thousand years. That was two hundred or more generations of the dead, crowding in on the living.
The graves trailed into the village itself, mixed in with the dirt fields where the boys and young men played soccer. Ancient stones jutted from front yards. They lay tumbled at the sides of the roads, which really were nothing but dirt trails through the endless graveyards—graveyards that became this little village of shepherds, and then became graveyards again.
It all added to a sense of futility. It was a feeling that settled in on her before she had even seen the lack of students in the schoolhouse, or the empty houses falling into ruin that made up at least half of this place. What was the use of it all? Khynalyg was a graveyard—all of it. The people who were left here were just its caretakers.
“Where are the other students?” she had asked the mayor, when she saw there were only five students at the school, and not the twenty-five in the baseline survey.
“There was a school bus—just an old Russian jeep—that brought them in from a few other villages,” he said. “But it broke down. And early last spring there was a mudslide. Some families left. But there haven’t been twenty-five students here for at least a decade.”
So, someone had lied.
“When did the school bus break down?”
“Two years ago.”
Maarja just wanted to leave. Who had designed this pilot program? Clearly the solution to this village’s problems wasn’t some extraordinarily expensive robot teacher—it was resettlement. The government needed to help these people get out of here.
She got up and got dressed. Walking down the road, she saw no signs of life in the village except a bright line of wash in someone’s yard, flapping in the mountain wind.
The mayor was, as usual, sitting in his living room drinking tea, with a book open in front of him. His daughter was hard at work in the shop attached to the house. Maarja could hear the sound of her hammer on metal.
The one-armed mayor did not seem surprised to see Maarja. He glanced at her socks.
“I can get you a pair of our traditional socks. They are very comfortable.”
“I have an allergy to wool.”
The mayor blinked. “I have never heard of such a thing. There are people allergic to wool?”
There are probably one or two things in the world you don’t know about, Maarja thought.
“I’m here to talk to you about the Muallim unit. I’ve completed my assessment of the pilot program and made my decision.”
◆◆◆
 
Muallim lay on the floor in the shop, on an old canvas tarp, with his right arm and leg detached. Irada had the generator running. The power had gone out right around the time her father had started the lathe. Aslan watched the whole process from the doorway of the shop, filled to the tip of his beak with hatred for the robot, occasionally sallying in to stab Muallim’s foot, then fleeing in terror.
Irada leaned down over Muallim and showed it the part, a harmonic drive gear casing. “This notch here: Can you tell if it’s in the right place? I think this was the problem. The old one had scoring all over its casing. I machined this new one, but it doesn’t look right to me.”
Muallim’s arm and leg lay on a workbench nearby.
“That is correct. Did you measure from the old part?”
“I did, but I had to kind of guess at it. The scoring was really bad, and the part had deformed. And I think the diagram in the manual is wrong.”
“Sad face,” said her father, cleaning metal shavings off the lathe.
“Yes, this notch placement is correct,” Muallim said.
“Your Ketshmits is getting really good,” Irada’s father said.
“You are a lazy person,” Muallim answered from the floor. “We have not worked on your grammar book in weeks, and I know you have made no progress. Others cannot learn your dying language if you fail to apply yourself. It takes humans a long time to learn, and much effort.”
“I have been distracted by other things,” Irada’s father said.
“Your daughter is less lazy than you are.”
Irada’s father smiled. “Yes, that is true.”
Irada laughed. “You should live with us, Muallim. I would win all of our family arguments.”
There was a pause.
“No thank you,” Muallim said finally. “I prefer the view from my charging hut’s current location. And I have differences of opinion with your male chicken.”
“Rooster,” Irada’s father corrected.
“Your Ketshmits dictionary also lies neglected while you mope about and drink tea,” Muallim said. “My error is your own fault.”
◆◆◆
 
On Friday morning Maarja found the schoolhouse door locked. It was a bright, clear day and shockingly cold. She had bought a new puffy jacket before flying in to do this evaluation. Some fancy-named fiber she’d researched. The cold didn’t penetrate it completely, but everywhere the jacket didn’t cover her skin, the air was like ice. Her thighs were freezing in her jeans, even though she had long underwear on underneath, also made from some fancy fiber—apparently a less effective one.
Muallim’s charging hut, which she now noticed was exactly the same size as the school outhouse, lay empty. None of the students were in the yard, even though classes were supposed to start in five minutes. Then she saw one of the girls walking past, down the dirt road. The girl had a bundle on her back. Not schoolbooks: a bag of flour.
“School?” Maarja said in English, pointing at the locked door.
The girl shook her head. “There’s no school on Friday,” she replied in English.
“What?”
“There’s never any school on Friday.”
Well, that was just great. Now they didn’t even go to school on Friday.
“Where is Muallim?”
The girl shrugged. “He goes out walking somewhere.”
Maarja wondered what qualified it as he in this girl’s mind. What was her name?
“Walking? Where to?”
The girl pointed down the road, in the direction she had come from.
“Did it leave a long time ago?”
“I saw him in Mrs. Hasanova’s . . .” she struggled to find the word, “dvor. Um . . . yard.”
Maarja wanted to go back in her own little “charging hut” and maybe sleep another hour. But instead she started walking down the road. So now they had school four days a week. Four days a week, for five kids, including the kid she now thought of as “Fuck You Michael Jackson” (who seemed pretty good at math, she had to admit) and his little comedy team.
The girl walked off with a wave and a “bye-bye.” They really liked saying that in English.
“Bye-bye,” Maarja said back. Actually, it sounded kind of nice.
The kids would miss their teacher, Maarja thought. No matter how essentially failed this project was, what it proved (once again) was that it isn’t difficult for humans to get attached to artificial intelligences. Before she left, Maarja wrote on her palimpscreen, flattening it out against the schoolhouse wall:
Though this particular project has well below the baseline number of students needed to recommend continuation, it does show an overall promise, and could be replicated under different conditions, in more viable communities. A few of the students remaining here have shown a strong degree of attachment to the Muallim unit. There are some clear programming issues with the unit, and although some of the sustainability factors were addressed, I don’t see signs of full self-sufficiency, though that might have more to do with the community’s level of dysfunction than the project design itself.
◆◆◆
 
The rock clanked off of Muallim’s chest. It was not a very large one. A second rock followed, of similar size, but flew wide.
Muallim took several steps forward. The large dog dancing around the robot’s legs dove in and attempted a bite, but found no purchase.
The two shepherds were perhaps twenty meters away. The younger one was thirteen, at the most. The older one was in his twenties. Beyond them was the house, with a small potato patch in front of it. A ten-year-old girl, who had just finished putting out the laundry, watched the action from there, shielding her eyes against the sun.
“School is not optional!” Muallim said in Ketshmits. “I am aware of your family difficulties, but it is essential . . .”
Another rock. This one clanged off of Muallim’s head, denting it.
“You are in violation of the law! And you are simply creating more maintenance work for your community! You should be ashamed!”
The boy picked up another rock.
“It does not matter what you do to me,” Muallim said. “You can destroy me if you wish. I will not leave this place until you comply with the law.”
◆◆◆
 
“You need to come with me!”
Maarja had been lost in thought, walking down the road. Now she stared at the woman in the driver’s seat of the battered old car that had pulled up beside her. It was the blacksmith, the mayor’s daughter. What was her name? Yes, she remembered because she had written it down: Irada. She spoke some English.
The UAZ was so dented it looked as if it had rolled onto its side several times, and all the way onto its roof at least once. Perhaps it had. The doors were missing.
In the back of the UAZ, tools clanked around. The rear seat had been torn out, and the thing had been converted into a sort of truck. There was a jerry can back there, tied to the frame of the car with a rope, and a slightly rusted crowbar. They rattled out through the graveyards.
“Where are we going?” Maarja asked. “I need to be back by the afternoon. The drone is scheduled to pick me up at seventeen hundred.” She had already packed all of her things, in the duffel she used for these kinds of fly-in/fly-out project evaluations. Then she had collapsed into sleep. It must be the altitude here: back home she never slept during the day. Here, she was always tired.
“I know this,” Irada said.
They were a few kilometers outside of the village now.
“Where are we going?”
“There has been an accident.”
“Your father?” But then she saw Irada’s father, the mayor, standing on the side of the road. There was an older woman with him as well.
Here, the road was narrow, and there was a steep defile, with a slate river rushing through the gash of its depth. Irada’s father and the older woman stood at the edge of the road, looking down. Irada saw tears in the woman’s eyes.
“This is Mrs. Hasanova,” the mayor said. “She found him.”
The woman said something in Ketshmits, and pointed into the ravine.
Muallim’s body was perhaps two hundred meters down, on an outcropping of jagged rock, its battered torso and broken limbs scattered over the stones. There was no head: it must have fallen into the river.
Mrs. Hasanova was yelling something at Irada, who said nothing in return, instead just climbing back into the UAZ and looking down.
“What is she saying?”
“She is just upset,” the mayor said. “She blames Irada. She says it is her fault: she was supposed to maintain him, but everyone could see his joints were bad. But it isn’t my daughter’s fault, I am sure of it.”
“Then whose is it?”
“There are people here who have been against Muallim from the beginning. They say he is unnatural. The mufti, for example . . . he has said that Muallim is against God.”
In some ways, Maarja thought, it makes it all easier.
“Even though . . . well, you know my recommendation. But I certainly did not want to see it end like this.”
“No,” the mayor said. “No one would want that.”
“Are you coming back with us?”
“No,” the mayor said. “I will gather some men, and we will see if we can bring up the body.”
As Maarja and Irada drove back to the village, Maarja said, “The old woman seemed very upset.”
“Yes,” Irada answered. “Muallim chops . . . chopped wood for her and did other things around her yard. She is old, and it is hard for her.”
More inappropriate use. Of course his joints were wearing out. Its joints, Maarja corrected the thought. Yes, it was easy to start getting attached. She even felt a bit sad herself, thinking of the girls clinging to the unit as it came into the schoolhouse. We are sentimental animals.
Well, all of that was over now. And the girls would be better off in the city, where they could get proper educations.
They spent a few minutes jouncing over the rutted road in silence. Everywhere along the road, in every tiny meadow, on every little hillock, there were gravestones. There were so many of them that after a while every innocent, isolated stone looked like a gravestone.
“It must be strange for you,” Maarja said. “Being a woman, and being the town blacksmith. One of the girls at the school told me your older brother died . . . I am sorry.”
A gear ground.
Every rock is a gravestone, Maarja thought to herself, and now every missed gear is an emotion. I need to leave this place.
It was a long moment before Irada said, “My older brother died in the same accident that took my father’s arm. They were headed to town, in this jeep. It was late in the season. It turned over on the ice. But my brother never wanted to be a blacksmith. He wanted to go to the university. That is where they were driving.”
“I am sorry,” Maarja said.
“Many have died on that road,” Irada said. Then, not turning to look at Maarja, she continued: “For the record, I always wanted to be a blacksmith. Just like my mother before me. Just like her mother before her. And my father always wanted me to be a blacksmith. But my brother wanted me to go to university with him. That is why he taught me English. I think he was just frightened of being alone.”
Not knowing what else to say, Maarja said, “Your English is very good.”
“Yes,” Irada said. “Good enough to tell you when you are wrong.”
◆◆◆
 
Maarja was surprised at how many people came to see her off. As the white U.N. drone hexcopter arced slowly down to the grassy field, there were twenty or so of the villagers gathered. Fuck You Michael Jackson was there, and his gang. Irada was not there. But the two girls from the school were there. Maarja had looked up their names in her notes: Amina and Maral. Maral gave Maarja a chuka, a traditional wool shawl she had made herself. Well, even if she could not wear it, she could put the beautiful thing on the wall.
The mayor gave her a pair of colorfully patterned socks.
“They are acrylic,” he said, leaning into her translator earbud to be heard over the whir of U.N. propellers. “Not so traditional! But also, will not give you hives!”
“Did you get the body up?”
“No. We tried, but it was too dangerous. Too far down. No use losing someone else!”
Someone else.
The hexcopter settled on the grass and shut off. Maarja’s voice was suddenly loud in the silence.
“It wasn’t alive, you know!”
It seemed like everyone was watching the two of them. The mayor straightened himself, and nodded at the translation. His own earbud lagged, she knew. It was several generations old.
“Yes,” he finally answered. “I know. But he was our heart. When the last of the muallims . . . the teachers . . . left, it tore the heart from this place. He was a heart transplant. Made of metal. Not a real heart. But he pumped the blood. It was enough. Now . . .” he waved a hand. “Now, who knows?”
“Things will change,” Maarja said. “They have to change.” She imagined Maral and Amina in dark city clothes, reflected in the glass of the tall buildings around them, new terminals under their arms. “And that will be for the better,” she finished.
The mayor nodded. “You are right, of course.”
She should say something meaningful. Leave them with something. “When we were driving back into the village,” Maarja said, “We passed so many gravestones. After a while, every stone standing on its own looked like a gravestone.”
This place is for the dead.
Did he understand?
The mayor nodded. “Yes. Those are all gravestones. The poor could never afford to have theirs carved. But their relatives always knew which ones they were.”
From the hexcopter’s passenger compartment, Maarja watched the village shrink, the dots that had seen her off blend back into the drama of the mountain peaks, the general awe of this place, so far from everything else.
“Another feefo in the bag,” the pilot’s voice said, broadcast from some control center in suburban Brussels or Ljubljana. “Hope it went okay. You eat any goat meat?”
“Sorry, feefo?”
The voice chuckled. “Fly in, fly out. FIFO. Sorry, drone pilot jargon. You were here what—four days? That’s a long time, in a place like this. Headed home?”
“Yes,” Maarja said. “For a week or so. Then it’s off to the next one.”
◆◆◆
 
There was no electricity here, but the light of the propane lantern was enough to read by. The girl pointed at the page: “I know this word. Rocket. I saw that word in Ruslan’s comic book.”
“Good,” Muallim said, nodding his dented head. “Good. And do you know this one?”
“Robot.” The girl smiled. “Like you.”
Ruslan shifted, mouthed the word. “Robot,” he said in English. Then in Ketshmits: “I am sorry we threw rocks at you, Robot.”
“Call me Muallim.”
“I am sorry we threw rocks at you, Muallim.”
“Well, now you will have to go to school every day. That is punishment enough.”
◆◆◆
 
Irada finished hauling in Muallim’s spare chest plate and the rest of the scrap, piling it on a bench in the shop, next to the climbing ropes and harness, the old, scraped helmet.
Her father was in the yard, talking to Mrs. Hasanova and a few of the others. Their voices were so low that she could hear the last of the season’s crickets, singing somewhere in a crack in the boards.
“They see what they want to see,” her father was saying.
“And with a little help,” said Mrs. Hasanova, laughing, “They see what we want them to see.”




Philia, Eros, Storge, Agápe, Pragma

 
R.S.A. Garcia
 
BROTHER-ADITA PAUSED at the top of the ridge and rotated one eye to take in the shells climbing the path behind them. They gestured beyond them with a limb, a habit picked up from their young, excitable sibling.
“Quarter-march, west-north-west,” came their voice through the Kinnec.
“Acknowledged,” the other two shells replied.
Metal clacked against stone as the scouting party made their way over the rocky terrain until a half-crumbled hillside came into view above them. Freshly fallen boulders lay cracked and scattered on the flats below a large irregular hole. The hole was dark, the opening blackened and fused from heat.
A recon drone unwrapped itself from the diplomat’s shell.
“Unnecessary,” Brother-Adita said. “Shell destroyed. Only core remains.”
“Origin uncertain. Caution warranted.”
“Core dormant.”
“Caution warranted,” the Admiral’s sibling said, using four of the shell’s eight limbs to move aside inconvenient boulders. “Proceed, Sister-Marcus.”
The drone entered the cavern ahead of them, eventually confirming the original report by Brother-Adita. One shell, destroyed on entry, core dormant, 87 percent probability of irreparable damage.
It was the uncertainty of the remaining 13 percent that concerned the two senior members of the scouting party.
The drone returned to its dock and the shell’s powerful illumination came on, lighting up every corner of the chamber. Dust drifted down from the unstable hillside like ash as the three shells followed the trail of wreckage to the smashed-open craft half-embedded in the rock around it.
The Admiral’s shell accessed Mammy and began scanning for origin markers as they worked to remove debris.
“Advanced AI configuration,” the diplomat commented.
“Superior shell construction,” the Admiral confirmed. “Known worlds origin 98 percent probability. New coding—Mammy has no matches. Conclusion—prototype.”
“Acknowledged,” Brother-Adita said, the tones that played after her Kinnec reply an indication of her excitement over her first successful mission. No small feat for such a young shell. “Retrieval approved?”
The Admiral’s shell didn’t hesitate “Confirmed. Priority—preserve function.”
“Acknowledged,” came the twin replies over the Kinnec.
Metal screeched as they peeled it open. Below them, a light winked on and off on the side of the metallic ball that lay exposed at their feet.
“Activity noted,” Brother-Adita said, playing another set of excited tones. It stretched out an appendage, but the Admiral’s shell grabbed hold of it.
“Blue Protocol,” it said, warning tones underlying its transmission. “Avoid contact until—”
Without warning, the ball in front of them unfolded itself into a tiny, bronze, many-limbed bot.
“Bot identified. Mission compromised.” The Admiral’s shell grabbed the other two and flung them back out of the cave’s opening before yanking a boulder out of the wall.
The bot wrapped two tendrils around the shell’s nearest limbs as the cave came down around them with a tremendous, shuddering crash of rocks and dust.
Philia

 
Now
 
“You can’t be serious.”
“Why not?”
“What would we do with it?”
“They’re many things we could do with it.”
“Like?”
Her husband tapped a finger against his mouth, considering. Then he signed, “Milk? Cheese?”
She put her hands on her hips and raised her eyebrows at him. A coaxing smile curved his lips. She shook her head firmly.
“I’m not milking it.”
“I wouldn’t ask you to.”
She flung up her hands, eyes narrowed on him, disbelief in every line of her body.
“I wouldn’t!” he protested out loud.
She pointed to the garden. “It will eat everything.”
“I’ll tether it somewhere safe.”
She folded her arms and stared at him as the goat at his feet tore the heads off some flowers and chewed. He groaned, pushing a pitchfork to the side of the kitchen garden with his foot as he tugged ineffectually at the animal’s leash. “Come on, Hannibal, help me out here. She’ll make me get rid of you otherwise.”
She let out a harsh sound. “Turning him against me. Nice.”
He flashed a grin at her. “Are you going to deny your first thought was to curry him?”
Her lips twitched. “Can I help it if he’s a delicacy on New Kairi?”
“Well, on this world he’s worth his weight in potatoes—four sacks. I’d rather we get more than one use out of him.”
“Four sacks!”
He shrugged, unrepentant. “Joseph’s niece is visiting from the Inner System. He needed the extra food.”
“But not a goat?”
He bit his lip and looked at Hannibal.
“He hates it, doesn’t he?”
“Well . . .” His face was neutral, but she sensed him holding back his laughter.
Hannibal strolled toward her and decimated a few more flowers.
She rolled her eyes. “Fine.” With a dismissive wave, she added, “But I take no responsibility. He’s your problem.”
He gave her a coaxing smile. “No help at all? But we always work together.”
Her arm vibrated, signaling Sister had returned from her trip early, but she took a moment to wag a finger at him. “You should have thought about that before you . . .”
A sharp sensation ran up her forearm and burned itself into her elbow. She glanced down, freezing at the red glow under her skin, her flesh goose-pimpling. A Protectorate Alert. Something’s happened.
Her husband’s solid body slammed into her, knocking her to the ground. Warm, wet liquid slapped down on her face and shoulders. Then she was rolling with him until they were behind a row of squat, thick-trunked palms.
Her arm vibrated with the repeating pattern for an interstellar communication. She ignored it, wiping liquid from her face. She glanced at her sticky fingers, smelling it before she saw it.
Blood.
Her heart skipped a beat, and she turned to her husband, hands outstretched to check him, but he pulled her to his side and pointed with his chin. She peered through the broad, slatted palm leaves.
There was a smoking heap of flesh and bones and a spreading pool of blood where Hannibal had been. Coming toward them was one of Sister’s floating, translucent drones, its tiny firing-port extended from its center.
“She fired on you,” her husband signed.
She frowned, shaking her head, trying to rise. “Not possible. Sister must have—”
He yanked her flat with a firm hand and held her face so she’d read his lips. “I saw her aim and fire, Eva.”
He was mistaken. He had to be.
Except her husband, a former soldier and Grandmaster of Valencia’s Greatwood, would never make such a mistake.
She tapped at the inside of her wrist. “Drone, Sentry,” she thought.
The drone didn’t pause.
“Sister, standby and report.”
No answering vibration greeted her request. Her elbow continued to throb, but she had no time to answer. She had milliseconds to formulate a strategy.
Beside her, her husband squeezed her hand to draw her attention. “No response?”
She shook her head. Their small home—the nearest shelter—was behind the drone. Sister’s soloship was in the root cellar. She watched as a second drone rose from the cellar doors at the side of the stone house.
A breath left her as she came to a swift conclusion. Her Sister, her protector and companion, the only being in the world she trusted more than her husband, was trying to kill her.
And Siblings did not fail at their tasks.
She met her husband’s gaze and saw he’d come to the same conclusion. He signed, “You have to shut her down.”
Emotion swelled in her chest at the very idea, almost cut off her breath, but there was no other option. Sister had fired on her even though no Sibling could ever fire on another. Whatever was wrong, whatever had happened, Sister was a threat to them and had to be stopped. There was only one way to do that.
There were two drones hunting them, but with luck, Sister would be so focused on her task she would pay less attention to her husband. Eva didn’t like relying on luck. But this was unprecedented; she had no choice.
Her skin flushed with warmth as she brought her breathing under control and focused. She lowered her head and took one more look at her beloved’s face. He gave her a slight nod, cheek brushing against the dirt, and a quick smile. Then he was up and running to her right, crashing into the brush just ahead of discharges from the drone that seared the earth behind him.
She rolled left, came to her feet, and dashed toward the river behind her. The spot between her shoulder blades burned with awareness and it seemed she ran forever, crouched over and zigzagging, expecting any moment to feel searing heat bloom on her skin.
As she splashed into the river and dove for the deepest part, agony speared through her leg. She jerked, but kept stroking, letting the current take her downstream. She knew the drone would follow, so she stayed submerged for several minutes. She finally turned at a spot where the river widened, peering up at the rippling surface, around at the waving reeds along the banks, and back into the hazy depths of the water behind her. Her arm and leg throbbed, and blood clouded the water around her thigh.
The drone appeared, hovering back and forth above the water, appendages rippling around its central gun. She stroked into the weeds along the bank, lungs burning, arm pulsing, knowing it was futile. The Kinnec network could find her anywhere and Sister could turn it on even if Eva disabled it. It would be a matter of seconds before the drone decided to either enter the water and finish her off or remain above and electrocute her and anything else within a wide radius. She searched the riverbed frantically for something, anything, to fight back with.
Then
 
Cold swirling around her stomach shocked her awake. Eva blinked and shook her head, trying to clear her flickering red vision, and raised a hand to wipe her helmet.
Pain forked outward from her rib cage as she sucked in air, her hands instinctively closing around the source of it.
Gnarled flora pinned her to her seat. It had pierced Sister’s hull, the tip embedding itself into her lower stomach.
Shit.
The red emergency light continued to ripple across her helmet. She focused on the Kinnec, but Sister was silent. She was racing to find a way to release the doors and get the drones to help her. Her damage was catastrophic enough to require shutdown protocols and she could not disable them. When that happened, the cold water creeping up Eva’s calves would enter her suit and although the suit would seal that off and still allow her to breathe, the estimated repair time flickering on her display meant she would either drown or die from blood loss and hypothermia before Sister was able to get to her.
Where am I?
The suit brought up a star chart, then adjusted the zoom as she focused on the blinking cursor over a planet, all the way down to a meandering river and a town not far from it.
Not far on a map, that was. In reality, she was miles away. Unless someone had seen the crash, they wouldn’t arrive in time to do much more than watch as Sister sealed herself off to prevent interference.
She splashed around in the water, trying to open the compartment next to her chair, but the water had risen above it and it had locked itself to protect the more delicate instruments in the tool kit inside.
Fuck.
She tried to shift, tried to grab the wood tight enough to break it off, but the white-hot pain that speared through her made her vision gray out.
A heavy vibration coursing through Sister’s hull jolted her and stabbed at her side. Wet wavy trails slipped down the outside of her helmet as she swung her head to stare at the hull where the airlock had jammed around multiple jagged pieces of orange-green wood.
The seat under her and the hull around her vibrated rhythmically again. On instinct, she fought the pain long enough to pound her fist against the inside of the hull.
The rhythm stopped. Dizzy, she took great gulps of air, hoping against hope.
A circle burned into the hull not far from her head. Sister’s pings filled her display as she cascaded into full auto-repair shutdown, the ship shuddering as the hull was cut open.
A man leaned into the gap, water streaming down his face and plastering a thin shirt to his shoulders. Dark eyes took in her situation. He reached out a brown hand, crossed with two tiny scars on the back, and his long fingers circled the branch. Pain made her grimace. His lips moved and she squinted against doubling vision to read them.
Sorry, he said, this might hurt.
He wedged himself in the space he’d made and set a small cylinder against a part of the branch still above water. He met her gaze, a question in his. She nodded, shivering, her skin numb, the ache in her side hot. Light flashed. The main branch shifted and dropped, but his hands were there, shoving it off to the side before it could crush her legs.
She tried to move, but he wedged a hand against her shoulder, gesturing to the back of her chair. She fought the weakness spreading through her body and nodded again to show she understood.
The red-tinged water was at her chest as he dipped out of view. Agony enfolded her as he touched the part of the branch jutting out behind her chair.
She felt the moment the weight of it left her. By then, water lapped at her neck and warmth began to seep under her skin. She stopped shaking, her body floating on a cloud of numbness, as the displays around her darkened, and the emergency lights ceased, leaving her helmet nothing but a transparent shield.
Sister was gone.
Hurry, she thought, as strong arms lifted her out of her chair. Before we’re trapped.
She was jostled and tugged and bumped, then there was a pale sky above her and bright sunlight. An arm strong as steel had banded itself around her upper chest and was pulling her through the water.
In front of her, Sister’s silver-gray body sank from view.
Eva closed her eyes and sank with her.
Now
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◆◆◆
 
The moment Eva ran for the river, the drone stopped firing on Dee and took off after her. It would have to decide on entering the water or not, and that split second might give her time to find a way to fight back. Better yet, give him a chance to get to Sister and shut down her core.
He skidded to a stop, turned and raced back to the house, his feet barely feeling the uneven ground and painful rocks and sticks beneath them. He escaped the trees—
—and almost ran into the second drone, which had flown back toward him. He dropped to his knees, sliding across to their kitchen garden, and grabbed the pitchfork he’d left there. He was ready to throw when it said, *No.* Then, *Wait.*
He couldn’t halt his reflexes. The pitchfork soared, clipping it. It rotated through the air gracefully, an umbrella taken by the wind, then stilled.
By then he’d already reached the broken open cellar doors and flung them wide. But he thought of the drone’s words and hesitated. He looked up, hoping it was no longer bent on attack.
It was darting toward the river, gunport extended.
Fear for Eva surged through him. With grim determination, he dropped into the dank cellar and the shadows that hid the sleek sliver body of Sister’s primary shell.
◆◆◆
 
Her hands found a large branch, half embedded in the silty, leaf-covered riverbed. She dragged it free, her lungs desperate for air, every part of her body aching or throbbing. It wasn’t much, but it would have to do. If she could knock the drone into the water, it would use a second or two to adapt before resuming the chase. Give Dee time to—
Her mind shied away from that decision. From that betrayal.
Splinters stabbed her fingers as she dragged the rough, knotted wood toward the surface, murky water blurring as she kicked upward. She crested, taking in a huge breath and a small amount of river water. The drone fired, but she had already shunted to her left, her back to the riverbank, swinging the branch and knocking it aside. It spun away from her, halted, and aimed.
She crashed into the weeds as it fired, heat searing past her and exploding the plants on her right. She glanced backward, throwing the branch. The drone avoided it, swaying to the side. Before she could dive under, an energy blast slammed into it. Shriveling, it spiraled down into the river, hitting it hard as a stone a few meters from where she treaded water.
She swung around and saw another drone, gunport aimed at her, ready light pulsing a warm yellow. Then the light went out and its translucent body became a gray shapeless mass that plummeted to the ground.
She froze for long moments, her mind blank, before she swam for the shore and pulled herself out of the water. She was cradling the inanimate drone when her husband came running down the shoreline.
He pulled her into strong, sweat-glistened arms, his fingers tight on the back of her head and her hips. The drone poked into her stomach between them and she shuddered, sliding her hands around his waist.
He leaned back, pushing her wet hair from her face, dark eyes staring down into hers. His lips curved into words.
“I’m sorry. So sorry.”
She buried her head against his shoulder, her heart a fist in her chest, slow tears leaking from beneath her lids.
Then
 
She crossed into consciousness in an instant, her mind going from sleep to full wakefulness out of long habit. She lay on a pallet on a wooden floor and her armor was gone. She lifted her head, scanning her body, movement sending flashes of pain across her stomach and down her legs.
She was wearing a simple buttoned shirt made of a pale, rough weave. Too-big pants of the same material had been cinched around her waist with a belt. She reached under the loose shirt and ran her fingers over smooth bandages as she studied the room around her.
It was a small one. There was a pallet and a table with a mirror, shaver, comb, and brush. The door at the foot of her pallet stood open. Beyond it was a larger room and another door that led outside. Trees waved in the distance and fresh, sweet air swirled around her as she inched upward to sit against the wall behind her.
She tapped the underside of her wrist. Wake, Sister. Purple light strobed under her pale brown skin. The Kinnec was in standby mode. She had no way to talk to Sister. She fisted her hand against her knee, staring at it, willing the light to turn white, but it strobed until it faded away, and she raised her head, frustrated.
The man who had dragged her from the ship stood in the doorway, his head cocked to the side as he studied her.
She tensed, but he held out both hands, palm forward in a “wait” gesture. She read his lips. “Please, don’t. You’ll hurt yourself.”
She hesitated, then gave a slight nod.
He looked thoughtful as he took two steps forward, his arms lowering to his sides. He wore pants like hers—and nothing else. Water glimmered in the sparse hairs on his lean chest, and his hair was wet and edged with silver at his temples.
She was keenly aware that she was sticky and hot. She ran a hand over the canerows in her hair to make sure they were still neat, inhaling as her stomach protested her movement.
“Can you understand me?”
She met his gaze, considering what was best in the situation, given she knew nothing of him.
He saved my life without knowing who I am. He deserves at least some of the truth.
It had been a long time since she’d been without her suit, but she knew it was best to keep things simple, as many people didn’t know her language.
She nodded, then touched her hand to her ears and shook her head.
“Ah,” he said, then lowered himself into a lotus position, careful to keep his distance and not startle her.
She was amused at his concern for her emotional state. He couldn’t know she could protect herself, with or without Sister. But she appreciated his care. She wondered about that, about who he was and why he was here, far from the settlement on the map. She was used to having Mammy’s vast knowledge at her fingertips. It was disconcerting to not be able to search for information the moment she wanted it.
She pointed a finger at him and raised her eyebrows.
“My friends call me Dee,” he signed.
Surprised, she stared a moment before answering. “You can sign?”
“Where I come from, it’s common, but some signs may be different.”
“Okay.”
“What’s your name?”
“Eva.”
“What happened to your ship, Eva?”
“Micro-impact,” she hedged. “Space debris in orbit clipped me. Lost control. Navigation.”
He tapped a finger against his chin before responding. “You’re lucky to be alive. Your ship’s cocooned itself.”
Relief flooded her. “Standard repair protocol. She’ll be fine in a few days.”
“You’ve already been here a few days.”
Eva frowned. “How long?”
“Three.”
She raised her eyebrows at him.
“Doc did minor surgery. He sedated you.”
She nodded, but discomfort surged through her at the realization she’d been helpless and under a stranger’s care for so long.
“Doc says you’re strong. You’ll make a full recovery, but he recommends you rest. Two weeks at least.”
Out of the question.
“I can’t impose.”
“No imposition,” he signed. His eyes mirrored the smile that curved his lips. “I don’t often get company. I quite like it.”
She let her disbelief show. “I’ve been unconscious.”
“Beggars can’t be choosers.”
She smiled despite herself. He looked pleased and rose gracefully to his feet.
“Apologies. I’m a poor host. You must be starving. I’ll get you some food.” There was laughter in his eyes as he added, “Don’t go anywhere.”
She shook her head at his little joke as he disappeared through the door. Charming son of a bitch. Wonder why you’re alone out here?
She frowned down at her wrist. Better keep my questions to myself until I’m willing to answer his.
Now
 
Eva had just applied a patch to her leg when her arm started up again, the red light beneath her skin glowing like the depths of some imagined hell.
With no Sister to initiate her Kinnec and give her instant access to her communications, she went to one of the hand-carved cupboards in the kitchen and withdrew an old com-let. After blowing dust off it, she closed the silver bracelet over her hand, activating its virtual keyboard. She tapped her fingers against her palm, linking her Kinnec system to it, and a blue screen swirled to life above her wrist, a red cursor blinking in the bottom left corner.
The woman that came into view had her hair in a familiar untidy knot atop her head, and her forehead was wrinkled with worry. Eva took one look at her beloved face with its animated dark eyes and satin-smooth brown skin and felt more tears prick behind her hot eyelids. The cursor began moving at lightning speed, no surprise given Brother-Monica had always been a fast talker, with lips or hands.
“Oh, thank God, you alive! We was so worried here when you didn’t answer the Alert. What happen? You okay?”
She took a breath to steady herself before thinking her answer. “No,” read the white text unrolling below Brother-Monica’s words. “I’m far from okay. And you know why, don’t you?”
Brother-Monica paused, her full lips compressed as she searched Eva’s face. Eva could see the worry etched in the lines bracketing her daughter’s mouth. Brother-Monica worked as an aide to the Chair for National Security, and they’d had their regular call a week ago, so she knew this was more than a family chat.
“Tell me.”
She let out a breath. “It bad, Mom. Real bad.”
“Sister attacked me,” Eva told her. “She tried to kill me. Dee had to pull her core. Why would she do that? HOW could she do that?”
“It wasn’t her,” Brother-Monica said, her face full of sadness.
The memory of the second drone came to her. It was her at the end. I know it.
Brother-Monica shook her head and Eva realized her thoughts had come up on the screen. She’d forgotten to engage the Edit function. “No, Mom, it wasn’t her.”
She frowned. “Tell me everything. Now.”
Brother-Monica bit her lip and exhaled hard. “It was an attack via the Kinnec. We . . . lost citizens.”
Eva clenched her fingers against the feeling that the bottom had just dropped out of her stomach.
“That’s why it had an alert. We having Parliament in two days.”
She opened her eyes. “I lost track of the status—”
“The Griffiths hold the Chair. But we next and the Transition is in a year.”
Damn it. She’d left this behind so long ago, but the Chair cycled through the Caretaker clans every fifty years, and when that happened, there was no help for it. Every Primarch had to do their duty. And she was the leading Primarch of the Gomez clan.
“How many did we lose?” she asked.
“Seven.”
“That many! We haven’t lost that many at once in over a century.”
Brother-Monica’s usually bright, happy eyes were clouded with worry. “Is a War Parliament. There’ll be a response. The clans have to agree.”
“Do we know who did it?”
“We have an idea. The survivors had a few minutes to examine the source of the incursion before it was destroyed.”
“There were survivors? Where did this happen? When?”
“One of the training stations. A few hours ago. Two survivors. One was young. First solo mission. The other was a senior diplomat.”
There was movement in the corner of her eye. Her husband came in, having hung her wet clothes out to dry. He glanced at the com-let, concern crinkling his brow.
She turned back to the display. “. . . never had a chance.”
“Sorry, Brother-Monica, say that again.”
“I said, it was a recovery mission. They didn’t expect an attack. They never had a chance.”
“Whose mission was it? Did they break protocol? Is that how it happened?”
Dee was by her side, his hand warm on her shoulder. She reached up with her free hand to grasp his. Brother-Monica smiled.
“Look who, nah.”
While they greeted each other, a realization took shape in Eva’s mind and the horror of it grabbed her by the throat.
“Was it Sister? Was it her mission?”
Brother-Monica nodded slowly. “Yeah, Mom. Sorry.”
All the air left her body. Eva sagged, numb, letting her wrist fall to her thigh. Dee put his arm around her shoulder, pressed his lips to her hair.
“She let them in,” she said. “Whoever it was got in the Kinnec through her.”
She hated the pitying expression on her daughter’s face, hated the desolate feeling that her Sister, her Sibling, was responsible for Kairi deaths.
How? HOW?
Sister was better than this. Smarter than this.
The Archive.
Brother-Monica shook her head in warning. “We can’t talk this over an interstellar connection. This is serious thing, Mom.”
“I know, I know. But that’s why you’re calling, isn’t it?”
She watched Brother-Monica’s lips curve ever so slightly. “Yes.”
Dee’s fingers squeezed her shoulders, letting her know he was there. Letting her know he understood what was next.
“I’ll get to a secure connection. We’ll talk then.”
◆◆◆
 
It was two days travel to the nearest outpost with secure interstellar communications, and another three hours after arriving to a transport hub with authorized access to a Kairi Embassy. When they entered the grounds, their assigned diplomat Guardian woke itself with the customary colorful light show, flexing appendages and checking statuses before it enclosed them in an opaque gray proto-form, shaping comfortable seats beneath them and soothing them with harmonic vibrations as it worked.
Her husband held her hand as the Guardian enfolded their heads with a Kinnec pod and activated the call. She squeezed his fingers as they waited in grayspace, anxiety and hope beating a rapid tattoo in her chest.
The grayspace faded to her daughter sitting on her veranda, a warm smile on her face. Brother-Monica wasted no time, knowing what would have been Eva’s first question.
“Sister managed to upload to the Archive.”
“Archive?” Dee asked her.
“Our upload center. Every clan has one where we backup every Sibling regularly. If anything catastrophic occurs to a shell, we Archive before it fails. If we can’t Archive, we use the last saved recording to—reactivate Siblings. Sister was able to Archive, but Mammy would have quarantined her until security sweeps were completed.”
“There’s a . . . complication.”
“A complication?” Dee’s words scrolled past in a different color.
Brother-Monica bit her lip. “Sister resisted the sanitization protocols. She’s walled herself off from the security sweep. From Mammy, too.”
“She what?”
Dee squeezed her hand as his words appeared. “The drone asked me to wait.”
“And the second drone shot down the first.” Eva thought it over. “It doesn’t make sense. She must have known what was happening.”
“For sure,” Brother-Monica confirmed, sitting forward in her wicker chair to wave at Eva’s grandson, Brother-Ellis, as he played amongst the undulating, flowering rocks in the front yard with Monica’s Brother. Brother had dropped a shield over his visual sensors for their game of hide-and-seek and was motionless in the yard as he counted down, Brother-Ellis’ drone darting back and forth above them, searching for a good hiding place. “So, assuming whatever’s in her code don’t have control of her, she wanted to preserve it.”
Eva thought about that, her virtual gaze resting on the sparkling roofs of the Gomez Co-op glasshouses in the distance. Familiar pride swelled within her at the sight. Brother-Monica’s spouses ran them, along with Gomez clan members and other allied clans. In the last century, the Gomez’s had become the largest suppliers of food and other basic materials on New Kairi. Their influence had grown accordingly, and her daughter had capped that with a coveted government position.
But none of that would protect Sister if she were compromised.
“Can you get me her mission playback?”
“Not hers. Mammy won’t allow access to Sister while she’s infected.”
“I need to see hers. I need to be with her.”
“The Caretakers restricted access to everything connected to that mission.”
“That’s insane. I have the highest clearance possible.”
“Not right now. I tried claiming kin-rights. They refused me.”
“They can’t keep a family from their sibling.”
“They say it not safe. It was a Consortium attack.”
Fuck. The Consortium was an old enemy. One the Kairi had defeated long ago, but which she had personally confronted again just a few years before. An AI collective that had developed after their abandonment at a dead Terran outpost, they had once made war on every biological organism holding territory and resources they found useful. Their defeat at the hands of the Kairi had pushed them into black market activities and cargo running, including a mostly illegal slavery and bounty hunting trade for desperate outposts.
Brother-Monica looked as troubled as Eva felt. “They’re blockading Tavaco. If we don’t surrender to them, they’re going to launch more attacks. They say they’ll kill hundreds—thousands.”
“Why are they doing this now?” A dreadful thought occurred to her. Perhaps her confrontation with the Consortium had led to even more far-reaching consequences than she’d imagined.
“I don’t know. They’ll tell us when Parliament in session, I guess. But Sibling-Rachel Chinapoo’s Chair for Research and Development. You still on good terms, right? Seemungal is my boss, so he’s not going to tell me anything. He must know I would call you.”
That asshole again. Eva sighed. Her old school friend kept popping up in the worst ways in her life.
“He’s leading the charge to keep Sister quarantined, eh,” Brother-Monica added.
Of course, he is. Eva thought. Brother-Robert Seemungal was a political creature, always maneuvering for advantage, weighing risk and reward for every action he took. If there were any doubt about Sister, he’d have her code erased without a second thought.
Dee shifted next to her and she knew his rising concern matched hers. “So, they consider Sister a security breach?”
Brother-Monica shrugged helplessly. “I think so.”
“There’s one way to know for sure,” Eva thought. “One way to answer all questions.”
“Mom.” Brother-Monica bit her lip. “If you do that, they’ll know.”
“Let me worry about that.”
“It’s also dangerous.”
“So be it,” Eva said. “We’re not going to a War Parliament without understanding what happened. We’re not destroying Sister on Seemungal or Griffith’s say so. That decision’s ours, and it’s not happening again if I can help it.”
Before
 
The landing beacon disappeared from the lower corner of Eva’s display as Sister set down just outside clan Cuffie’s laboratory. The Cuffie’s priority message had reached the Caretakers ten hours earlier, and they’d diverted Eva’s flagship, Conquerabia, from the fighting around Tavaco’s capital. What they’d hoped for had finally happened. The Protectorate had captured a Consortium AI. The Cuffies knew the importance of handing it over as quickly as possible, and Sister-Eva was the nearest Primarch with the necessary clearance to test the new Nightfall Protocol.
The Conquerabia had jumped to the Cuffie buoy on the dark side of the planet, and Sister uploaded the Protocol into a secure drive before taking Eva down in a soloship.
But no one came to greet them.
Eva took in the laboratory’s open doors and the silent, empty tarmac, and cold prickles ran up the back of her neck.
Sister, security status.
*No biological or artificial entities within perimeter.*
They couldn’t scan the lab. It had been shielded due to the critical research that went on there. That meant Eva and Sister would be entering blind.
Any Guardian shells around you could use?
*No shells within range.*
Another bad sign. Whatever had happened in the last ten hours, the Cuffies had lost their external Guardians.
Contact Conquerabia. All-Tack shell requested.
*Confirmed. Shell deploying. Time to arrival—ten minutes.*
Beyond the darkness of the doors, light flared. The prickling of her skin increased.
Sister, confirm personnel.
*Two families, four laboratory staff, six All-Sec Guardians.*
Families. That meant children.
Let’s go.
*Protocol—*
Fuck protocol, Sister. Something’s wrong.
Two drones accompanied her as she entered the dark lobby. They spread out before her, sweeping the area as she moved cautiously behind them, hands on the weapons at her waist. She strode down empty hallways, past closed doors and rooms with pristine equipment behind large windows. None of the lights worked.
*Atmosphere compatible. Time to All-Tack—six minutes.*
She reached a junction and hung back as the drones entered the hallways to her left and right—
—then flattened herself against the wall as the drone on her right came spinning back past her. A Guardian emerged, its massive dome head flickering with light, four drones ahead of it in attack formation, multiple limbs extended as they all fired on her.
Sister shielded her and tried to confirm their identities, but nothing came back. It was as if the Guardian was no longer part of the Kinnec. Eva threw herself against the door opposite her as Sister’s drones returned fire.
The door gave way and she sprawled into a room, slamming the door shut behind her.
Sister!
*Acknowledged. Time to All-Tack—five minutes. Waylay Protocol engaged.*
She scanned the laboratory as she drew a gun.
A small child huddled on the floor, partially hidden by a desk.
*Identity confirmed,* Sister said. *Brother-Monica Cuffie, ten years old, youngest child of Sibling-Marion and Sibling-Jeffery Cuffie.*
One of Sister’s drones stopped pinging.
Her parents? Siblings?
*No other Primarchs or Siblings within range.*
“You came.” The child’s words scrolled across Eva’s helmet. Her suit went into stealth mode, keeping her speakers to a whisper as she dropped down next to Monica.
Alone at her age. Without her Brother.
^Are you alright?^ Eva’s words blinked to life on her faceplate. ^Where is everyone else?^
Sister’s second drone stopped pinging.
Monica’s eyes were glassy. “It killed them all,”
^The Guardian?^
She shook her head. “It’s not a Guardian anymore.”
A rush of air pushed at Eva’s back. She turned in time to see the door flying across the room, knocking over everything in its path. One of the Guardian’s drones entered.
Shield.
She crouched over the child as the impact of weapon’s fire heated a spot on her back.
Sister!
The ground trembled beneath her feet. She dragged the child under the desk as the walls to the hallway imploded inward, showering the room with metal, plaster, and plastics.
Weapon’s fire lit the dark like fireworks. Eva watched the Guardian drone fall to the floor and shrivel.
“What was that?” The girl clutched Eva’s arm, her dark eyes wide.
^My Sister flew her soloship into the lab. She didn’t have time to wait for the All-Tack shell.^
“No!” The girl was screaming, her mouth stretched open. “That’s what it wants.”
Eva frowned as a terrible idea took hold. ^Your parents. They didn’t send the message, did they?^
Monica looked desperate. “They tried to stop it. They all tried to. But it took the Guardians, and the Siblings couldn’t protect us.”
Fuck! Sister!
*All-Tack request canceled.*
^How many are there?^
“All,” Monica said. “All of them. The big one was chasing me when you got here.”
Warnings popped up in her display. Sister was under heavy fire.
*Request Sibling assistance.*
^Stay here,^ Eva’s suit intoned. She crawled out from under the wreckage and into the hallway. The soloship had turned the rooms on either side of them into cavernous rubble.
She leaped to her feet next to Sister’s starboard wing, weapons firing. Her helmet compensated for the light-strafed darkness, showing her the moving heat-shapes of the Guardian and its drones. She grunted as her shield took several hits pushing her back.
A second Guardian strode out of the undamaged hallway to their left, concentrating fire on the shielding above Eva’s soloship core.
In two steps Eva was atop Sister. The second Guardian tried to push through the shields it fired on with powerful, many-fingered limbs. Eva used her lasers to sever them at the shoulder. Two more replaced them as she ran across Sister’s dented hull toward the first Guardian’s squat dome head. Something large and shiny splayed over it. The second Guardian kept stabbing at the soloship’s shields as Sister fired continuously on the hardy shells covering both Guardians’ cores. Eva knew the Guardians would be able to yank Sister’s core before her weapons incapacitated it. But Eva had two more drones and a plan.
Drone.
It detached from Sister as Eva dropped to her knees. It darted behind the first Guardian, firing on the area above the brain controlling its shields. Eva severed two more arms and looked up in time to see a third Guardian coming down the hallway in front of her.
The first Guardian swung one of its firing ports around to attack the drone behind it.
*Secondary Guardian shield disabled. Soloship core shielding ruptured.*
The second Guardian began ripping open Sister’s unprotected hull.
Now!
Eva leaped onto the dome of the first Guardian. The metallic body atop it seized her with thin, flexible arms, but she was already firing both her guns into it.
Sister’s last drone deployed, attaching itself to the parasite.
*Recalibrating.*
Pain splintered through her arm as one of the limbs broke her wrist. She dropped that gun but kept firing with the other.
Sister. Now would be good.
*Recalibrating.*
The third Guardian shot the remaining drone down and turned toward them. Eva flung herself over the drone. Shield! Heat and pain enveloped her.
“Hey! Leave her alone!” unfurled across her faceplate. She glanced up in time to see something bounce off the third Guardian. She followed the trajectory backward to where Monica Cuffie stood below Eva, several glass beakers in her hand. She tossed two more at the third Guardian, then ran past the legs of the first, into the dark hallway to the right.
Shit. What the fuck does she think . . .
The third Guardian started toward where Monica had disappeared.
And a limb wrapped around her throat, squeezing. She choked, dropping her gun to tug at the metal with her good hand. Endless seconds passed.
The arm around her neck relaxed and flopped onto the Guardian’s transparent dome.
The lights from the Guardians around her died, their drones crashing down, leaving only the soft illumination of Sister’s drone beneath her.
*Recalibration complete.*
Eva rolled over onto her back, wincing as her suit stiffened around her broken wrist to keep it stable.
Shit.
Eva sat up, cradling her hand as Brother-Monica’s heat-shape peered around the first Guardian’s unmoving shell.
^You can come out. It’s safe.^
*Incorrect,* Sister said. *Shell operations at 23 percent. Navigation, security, and weapons nonfunctional. Unable to halt recalibration of soloship in progress.*
What?
*Unauthorized access. Recalibration in progress. Kinnec access initiated.*
Fuck. Fuck!
*Confirmed. Time to Kinnec access: five minutes.*
In five minutes, the Consortium AI would be in Sister’s Kinnec network. Sister was connected to the Conquerabia, and as flagship of the Sibling Army, the Conquerabia had access to every ship in the Nicene Sector.
And direct Kinnec access to the Caretakers on New Kairi.
Eros

 
Then
 
For several days, she lay on Dee’s pallet while he slept somewhere in the room outside. Every few hours she would check the Kinnec, but it remained resolutely purple.
Dee brought her food, water to wash, and fresh clothes. He apologized for not having an entertainment node and shared his hololibrary instead. He spent a lot of time outside, or moving around in the kitchen, doing chores. He was an excellent cook who scaled and gutted fish out in the yard with glittering flashes of his nimble knife. He was fond of ground provisions, which she usually shunned at home but enjoyed here because he often roasted them over an open flame.
During the day, he left the front door open to let fresh air in and allow her a view. She watched as he worked in the garden, lean muscles rippling under brown, sweat-sheened skin.
Whenever he broke for a drink of water, he’d pour the last of it over his head. She would follow the trail of the water down his bare chest until it disappeared under his loose work pants. On the third day, after he wiped a hand over his face, he caught her looking. She didn’t drop her eyes to the holobook she was reading, wondering idly what he would do.
He dropped the dipper back into the barrel near the stairs, gave her a quick wink and went back to work.
She had to give up reading, having lost her place in the book and any interest in the tale.
They were both night owls. He never seemed to need much sleep, and she missed Sister so much her nightmares returned after an absence of many years.
She was embarrassed the first time he had to shake her awake, his hands on either side of her face, a concerned frown wrinkling his forehead. He smelled milky, like sleep and something delicious, and his fingers moved over her cheekbones in calming strokes. The rough tips sent sensation sparking through her body.
“I’m fine,” she signed, twisting away from him. “I have bad dreams sometimes.”
He dropped his hands from her face, his expression understanding. “I know something about that.”
“How do bad dreams find you in a place peaceful as this?”
He sat back on his calves, hands resting on his thighs. She read his lips as he said, “In my dreams, I’m not always here.”
“Where are you?”
He blinked, the tiniest shudder going through him. “Do you think you can sleep again?”
“Probably not,” she said, deciding she would let the unanswered question go. She’d been grateful for how little he pried into her life. The least she could do was return the favor.
“Perhaps a game then?”
She sat up against the wall. “What kind of game?”
He had every kind. Even old favorites like chess, dominoes, and catch-a-rat. But when he brought out the cards, she smiled so wide he laughed.
“You ever played All Fours?” she asked.
“Don’t you need at least three people for that?”
“It’s best with four, but you can play with two. Rules change, that’s all. I’ll teach you, if you want.”
After he learned enough to beat her twice—even hanging her Jack once in a mortifying turn of events he clearly enjoyed—she taught him the signs for communicating his hand to his partner. It was dawn by the time they put the cards down and for the rest of the day, whenever he glanced up to check on her, she was ready with a smile and a signal that made him grin, shake his head, and go back to work.
An unexpected ease settled over them. He started taking breaks from his chores to talk with her. They told each other stories about the places they’d visited and the people they’d met. She was careful to stick to descriptions of jokey incidents and cultural idiosyncrasies rather than her reason for being somewhere. She didn’t miss the fact that he did the same.
The nightly games continued; he taught her ludo, she beat him at checkers, and they kept a running tally of who won at Monopoly. When she tried to start a chess game, however, his smile faded, and he coaxed her into playing Gadhand instead.
She was relieved when the doctor came to check on her. She liked Dee—too much—but he handled her questions as deftly as his knives. She was curious about him, and impatient to have Sister back and Mammy at her fingertips.
The doctor had soft hands and a ready smile. He gave her more painkillers and pronounced her a swift healer. As soon as he left, she was struggling to her feet.
Her hand was braced against the wall when Dee appeared, her boots in his hand.
“Thought you might need these,” he said.
She raised her eyebrows.
“I would want to see my ship the moment I was able,” he explained.
He supported her with an arm curled just above her bandages and she put hers around his waist before they walked out, slow and careful. His body was hard and warm, and smelled of rain and salt, of life-giving things.
She made herself concentrate on getting to the river instead of her hyperawareness of him, strong and gentle beside her.
He’d marked the spot on the shore in-line with where Sister had gone down with a pole and a fluttering red ribbon. She gazed out at the rushing water, biting her lip. There was no point in trying to get out there. The Kinnec was still unresponsive. But she willed Sister from the river while Dee waited beside her, a comforting presence.
“Shouldn’t you try to get it out?” he signed.
“You have anything around here that can do that?”
His brow furrowed. “I can make inquiries.”
We don’t need the attention. Anyway, if she doesn’t come up soon, the protocols will take over.
She shook her head. “You’ve done enough. It will be fine.” And she turned back to the house.
That evening, she ate with him on the porch, her plate in her lap as she sat on the swing seat and stared at the stars through the wind-tossed trees. He sat on the steps and licked the remnants of curried chicken from his fingers with relish. When they were done, he took both plates inside and offered her water to wash up with before settling back onto the stairs.
He caught her looking out to where the river was no longer visible in the dead of night and signed, “She’s not just a ship to you.”
Eva debated how involved he needed to be. But she decided she could be honest without being open. He’d waited a long time to ask. She should reward his patience.
“No. She’s my Sister.”
He leaned his head back against the railing, studying her. “What does that mean?”
She rocked the chair beneath her, savoring the faint breeze she created.
“At birth, all my people bond with AIs. A sibling who will be with them throughout life. Nanny, protector, kin, friend, we experience life with—through—each other.”
“You experience everything together?”
“Yes.”
He looked alarmed. “What about now? Is she—in pain?”
She shook her head. “Not physical pain. Our Kinnec—that’s what links us—isn’t built to transmit that . . . sensation. But because she’s repairing herself, I have no access. Not even to Mammy—our AI collective.”
“Ah.” She saw understanding and empathy so deep, she had to look away. He sat forward so she would return her gaze to him. “You’ve lost both your homes. That must hurt.”
She shrugged. “Temporarily. She’ll recover. I’ll regain access.”
“How, if she’s down there?”
Again, she considered how much to tell him. He had the look of a man with many secrets. But he also had the look of one who could keep them. And, if she was being honest, she very much liked his looks. Still, there was much she could not say without clearance or commitment.
“Protocols,” she replied.
“Protocols?”
“We have protocols for different situations. We anticipate problems. Possibilities. We’re trained to handle them by applying protocols as needed.”
“Ah,” he leaned back again, a wistful look on his face. “I know something of solving problems.”
Her lips quirked. “Like fixing injured strangers?”
She watched as he laughed and savored that she’d caused it.
“Yes. You’re this old man’s hobby now.” His eyes trailed over her, leaving a tingle in their wake.
Eva Gomez. And at your age.
Of course, she wasn’t that old. She had a few centuries left in her. He looked young enough—strong enough—but she knew nothing of him or his people. Perhaps he didn’t have the time she did. A pang went through her at the idea he might be close to his end.
“What did you do before me?”
“Chores, mostly.”
“And before that?”
“Wandered a bit.”
“Where?”
“Everywhere.” He raised a knee and curled his fingers over it as he looked up at the stars. “No fixed abode.”
Familiarity enfolded her, as if they’d sat here before. Talked like this before. It made no sense, but when she met his eyes, she knew him. Felt him down to her soul. He was fascinating. Reserved, charming, kind, funny . . . and so very sad.
“You were born somewhere.”
“A long way from here.”
“Outside this system?”
They stared at each other for a while, and she glimpsed wariness in his eyes.
Just us here at the edge of the universe. I won’t tell if you won’t.
His hands and face finally moved. “Are you familiar with Arbors?”
“Yes.” Everyone knew of the giant gardens. They floated in space, linked quantum doorways to a planet few had ever visited. Guarded portals to other planets that only their makers could access.
“My people grew them. My many times great-grandparents were Gardeners who cultivated the original Greatwood that feeds them.”
She drew in a breath, eyes wide. “You’re from Valencia?”
His nod was slow and his gaze roamed her face as if searching for something. “It was my home, yes.”
“Was?”
The sadness she saw before he looked away made her own eyes prickle. “I was exiled.”
No wonder he understood what losing home meant.
“Why?”
He closed his eyes, his lips pressed thin.
She left the bench and settled on the stairs next to him. Put her hands on his. He looked down at where she touched him, then back at her. She drew a breath at the pain and fury there. His hands turned under hers, clasping her fingers and drawing her close—slow and deliberate—giving her time to back away.
“I should warn you. I’m not a good man.”
She frowned, tilting her head.
“You’re a good person, Eva,” he explained. “And I’m alone for a reason.”
She pulled her hands from his and touched him the way she’d wanted to for days. She ran her fingers over the prickly smoothness of his evening beard, touched the tight whorls of his silver-edged hair, drew a thumb over the softness of his lips.
His breathing was heavy by the time she leaned forward and kissed him, tasting turmeric and spices and his sweet essence. He held on to her wrists, kissing her back, tender but tentative, as though kissing was not something he’d done often.
She took her hands back to tell him, “A fool could see you’re alone because you want to be. How long have you punished yourself like this?”
He drew an elegant hand down her cheek and along her neck, raising goose bumps on her flesh.
“Long enough to be grateful for your company, however much you decide to grant me.”
It was hard for her to ask. She tended to be straightforward in her thinking, and she took people at their word. But she also trusted her instincts; there was truth to all he’d told her. “Why do you say you’re not a good man?”
She waited, trying to read the fleeting emotions that crossed his face before his lips moved. “I was a willing participant in the oppression of my own people. I told myself I was doing it so I could help them, but I also did it to survive. To rise as far as I could from the death and poverty I was born into. I was a selfish monster with delusions of grandeur. And I ruined everything I touched because of it.”
She considered his words as his gaze searched her face, impassive and calm as his tense body was not. Then she asked, “Why do you say I’m a good person?”
The corners of his mouth tipped upward. “Because you lie like someone who has little practice at it.”
“Maybe I’m just an honest murderer.”
His breath puffed out as he laughed. “I spent my childhood surrounded by murderers. I dealt death to more people than I care to remember. Lies and manipulation were my sword and shield. I woke with them in the morning and held them close at night.” He stroked his fingers over her cheek. “If that was who you were, I would know.”
She’d known he was dangerous the moment she woke to his quiet scrutiny. Still, she couldn’t make herself fear him.
“I’m no saint, Dee.”
“No one is.”
“Also, not being a murderer? Very low bar.”
His shoulders rose and fell. “Due to the company I kept in the past, I’ve had to make allowances.”
She wanted to trust him. Everything in her screamed to trust him. But she had been wrong about people before.
“What if I told you I was dangerous?”
He smiled. “I already knew that.”
“And you still think I’m a good person?”
He nodded.
She leaned against the railing behind her and stared up at the waving trees.
“I don’t know your definition, but in my experience, good people include those that rescue strangers.”
She met his gaze. “Cards up?”
He hesitated, then nodded, slow and cautious.
“You have secrets. Big ones.”
“Yes.”
“So do I.”
“They’re not like mine.”
“Probably.”
“Not probably.” His face was taut. “Mine are still a danger to me and everyone around me.”
“That’s why you live like a hermit?”
“Yes.”
“You admit you live like this to protect others, yet you call yourself a bad person?”
“What I do now doesn’t erase what I did. Who I was. The consequences I might face in the future.”
“You really believe I’m in danger? Should I leave?”
“Yes.” He didn’t hesitate.
“Do you want me to leave?”
He frowned. “That’s not fair, Eva.”
“We said cards up.”
He stared into the darkness, the hand draped over his knee clenching and releasing. She laid careful fingers on his cheek and turned his face back to hers. She watched the struggle in his eyes.
“I want to trust you, Dee. But I risk more than myself if I do that. What do you risk?”
His lips parted, closed, then parted again. “You. What you’d think of me. Maybe even your life.”
“With what I’ve done, I have no right to judge.”
“What have you done?”
“You say you’ve known murderers? That’s what they call someone who kills one person—maybe dozens.” She felt the familiar self-loathing swell in her. “When you kill thousands—millions—they call you a liberator. A hero.”
He did not respond for a long time. Long enough for her to lean back and stare out into the welcoming dark, to close her eyes and drift back into regrets she rarely had time to indulge.
She had all the time in the world now. Here, in the quiet, with this intriguing man and without her Sister—her lodestone. She was back in the dark again, caught between two horrible decisions, the consequences of which she would never escape.
It was gut-wrenching, acknowledging the truth of how her actions had damned her, and yet relief at speaking it out loud steadied her in ways she had not expected.
Or maybe it was him. Maybe it was the way he’d looked at her. Like she was something wonderful and fragile.
The way he touched her like he was touching her now, on her shoulder. She glanced up to see him hold out his hand.
She met his gaze and the question in it. She knew her answer—had long since decided what she would do if he ever asked.
She put aside years of caution and loneliness and grasped his hand.
Now
 
Sibling-Rachel was reluctant to speak when she saw Dee, but Eva made it clear they were both Kairi and there would be no secrets between them. Since Sibling-Rachel was also deaf, Eva had the rare comfort of talking without a translation program.
“It’s sensitive information, Admiral Gomez,” Sibling-Rachel signed, her hologram moving with preternaturally fluid gestures.
“I can imagine.”
“If Griffith finds ou . . . Seemungal . . .”
“My problem. I won’t involve you.”
Sibling-Rachel looked pensive, her blue eyes going from Eva to Dee as she twisted long brown hair between polished nails. “Perhaps it’s best he stays. This involves him.”
Eva exchanged a startled look with her husband. He asked, “How?”
“Your Sister’s mission was attacked as retaliation. You destroyed a Consortium slaver after they took your husband.”
Eva sat quiet a full minute, her worst fears confirmed. I brought this on us.
“But that was years ago. Why would they attack us now?”
“They only discovered you were responsible recently.”
It was possible. The Consortium had turned to her husband’s people for their expertise in problem-solving shortly after she’d destroyed a slaver and rescued its cargo. The Consortium had been unable to claim insurance for the ship because of the murky circumstances surrounding its loss. Valencia had agreed to find the cause of the ship’s disappearance, but political strife had led to them never forwarding the contract’s solution.
But Valencia solved it. They knew what I did. And we made new enemies when Dee went home. The Consortium could have communicated with any one of them.
“Assuming that’s true, it’s still a huge leap to go from knowing what happened to attacking us.”
“You don’t understand. We’re not hypothesizing. We know this because they told us.”
Dee’s hand fisted on the table they sat around. “The Consortium contacted you? Directly?”
“Yes,” Sibling-Rachel confirmed, her expression guarded. “They issued an ultimatum.”
Eva’s lips curled derisively. “They’ll attack again?”
“They demanded our surrender, yes. But they also wanted a specific person to deliver it.”
Sibling-Rachel allowed them time to come to the obvious conclusion.
“Me. They want me.”
Sibling-Rachel nodded, and Eva made a rude gesture as Dee said, “That’s not happening.”
“They’re not getting you, Eva. But we need time to study this weapon. Carry out a separation procedure.”
Eva’s eyes widened. “That’s why you kept Sister from me. From my family.” Eva tossed her hands in the air. “You have no right.”
“Hence a War Parliament. It’s unprecedented. We will all have to make terrible decisions.”
“How much time have they given us?”
“Forty-eight hours.”
Not enough time. Not nearly enough.
“She’s got a reason to refuse Mammy. You must know that.”
“We can’t afford to guess her motives. We have to do what’s best,” Sibling-Rachel said, and Eva didn’t miss the sympathy on her friend’s face.
“She’s my Sister,” Eva shot back. “You can’t question her motives. If she’s in control, she’s putting every Primarch before herself, as always.”
“If she’s in control,” Sibling-Rachel pointed out. “She’s in Deadlock.”
“Let me talk to her then.”
“Too dangerous. It could be a trap. Then we’d have lost you both. We’ve lost too many already.”
She caught her husband’s curious gaze. “Deadlock allows access only to Siblings. Sister’s triggered that. I would have to go to New Kairi’s physical Archive to talk to her.”
“That’s not going to happen. We don’t have time. We have protocols, Admiral. We’ll follow them.”
“You’re going to preserve whatever she has in there over her, aren’t you?” Anger made Eva’s hands unsteady.
“She had a standard backup forty-eight hours before the mission.”
“She would be a different Sister—one missing days of our connection. That’s a lifetime.”
“It’s not ideal,” Sibling-Rachel said, her eyes soft with regret. “But we sit in these Chairs to preserve our Protectorate.”
Eva’s rage dissolved into cold fire. “You lecture me on preserving the Protectorate? After the War? After Nightfall?”
No one said anything for a while. Then Rachel’s hands moved. “My apologies, Sister-Eva. I was thoughtless.”
“Yes, you fucking were.” Eva’s lips were a thin line. “She died once to deliver Nightfall to our enemies. I won’t give that order again. Losing her once was enough.”
“Take comfort in this,” Rachel replied. “If Parliament decides we go to war, you won’t be making that decision this time.”
Then
 
That first night, they lay together on the pallet, and he wrapped his arms around her, the warmth of his breath coasting over her skin as he spoke to her of his past.
He spoke deliberately, so she would miss nothing, his gaze never leaving her face.
He spoke of how, as an orphaned child, he trained to serve the Grandmasters of Valencia and their Septs, the houses that played the Great Game that ruled his people. How he’d manipulated and fought his way from a mere Pawn to Grandmaster of the Sept Lucochin.
Then he’d fallen in love for the first and only time in his life with the head of the ruling Sept Valencia, a man who secretly shared his goal of ending the Great Game and the suffering it caused. When their plans were exposed, Dee had taken the blame for their schemes.
“But Alexandar would not let them execute me,” he said. “He made a deal to exile me instead—an unpopular decision. If he loses power and a new Valencia arises, they can end my exile and force me back home to face the consequences of what I did. If he remains Valencia, his decision would have cost him allies, made him vulnerable. And I’m no longer there to help protect him.”
“You love him very much.”
A small tremor ran through his body, the strong column of his throat moving as he swallowed. He nodded, his gaze touching every part of her face.
“You miss him.”
“Every day,” he said. “Every day. Until you came.”
She let the words flow through her, warm her from the inside out. Oh, Eva. Look what you’ve gone and done.
“How long since you left him?”
“Twenty-five solar years.” The naked truth of his sadness was carved into the strong lines of his face.
“They say you never forget your first love.”
“Is that true for you?” he said. “Have you ever been in love?”
She grinned. “Too many times, according to Sister.”
“How do you love too many times?”
“Thoughtlessly.” She flopped onto her back with a frown. “They weren’t right for me. I know that now.”
“How were they wrong?”
They weren’t you.
“Something was missing.”
“What?”
“A connection. Something . . . I’m not sure. I only know I kept looking but didn’t find it.”
“A home?” His hands gripped her waist, slid higher. “It’s what I had with Alexandar. He kept my thoughts. My secrets. Every good part of me.”
She inhaled as his fingers feathered over her breasts before curving around her back to pull her closer.
“We done talking now?”
“The sun will be up in a couple of hours. Do you want to try to sleep?”
She raised her eyebrows at him. “That’s what you want to ask right now?”
He frowned, and his hand tightened on her. “I have to warn you. Valencia could send Pawns after me at any time. They’re ruthless, driven to complete their moves and nothing else. If anyone gets in their way, they won’t hesitate to kill.”
“Tell me your name. Your real name.”
His hand stroked down her back. “Didecus. Grandmaster Didecus Avnette Valentino Lucochin.”
She thought it over. “Dee, then. You need to understand something.”
He stilled, waiting.
“I prefer to be present. The future will take care of itself. Whenever we’re together, that’s how it will be. Now. About your question . . .” She drew his head down to hers and there was no more talking for some time.
Now
 
“You’re sure?” her husband asked as she stood at the Guardian’s controls and let it scan her implant.
“Yes,” she replied. “I can’t go to New Kairi, but I can print an All-Ops shell. That will get me into Mammy so I can access Sister’s Deadlock.”
The Guardian accepted her request and they waited as it processed it. She stroked a finger along the divot that had appeared between his eyebrows, trying to ease his worry. “It will be fine. You’ll be here with me.”
He narrowed his eyes at her, letting her know she wasn’t fooling him. “What if they’re right and Sister’s not in control?”
“I have to take that chance.”
“You could wait. Hear what they have to say at Parliament. Let the process play out.”
She gave him an incredulous look. “You’ve forgotten who you married?”
“I can’t forget I almost lost you.”
Her smile faded at the look in his eyes. “I’ll be careful.”
“They could be right about it being a trap.”
“I’ll create a secure Kinnec with only this Guardian. It will pull me out if necessary. I need an All-Ops shell to get to Sister, but I don’t want anyone eavesdropping. This is between us.”
His fingers brushed across her cheek as he frowned at her. “You’re breaking protocol. Won’t they pull your clearance?”
She raised her eyebrows. “A Hero of the Protectorate? Please. Let them do their worst. I’d rather apologize than ask permission.”
The Guardian’s display confirmed her request. The timer began counting down from eight hours. A vibration began beneath her feet and the light above the printing chamber glowed on.
“I caused this. I destroyed Sister’s core. If anything happens to either of you—”
She held him tight, her hands running up and down his back soothingly.
He pulled back, let her read his lips. “Promise me again.” His breath ghosted her face with warmth. “Please, Eva.”
That he thought he had to beg made her heart squeeze. “I’ll come back. I’ll always come back.”
His soft mouth covered her reassuring smile.
Storge

 
Then
 
She woke when he rose from the pallet, his naked body barely visible in the faint light from the approaching dawn. The tension in his body made hers go still.
“What is it?” she signed.
He held up a warning hand for her to stay where she was before he crept out the open doorway. She sat up, dragging on her shirt and following him into the main living space. He crouched next to the locked front door, unlocking it with one hand while keeping his back against the wall. His eyes widened when he saw her, and he shook his head.
An insistent vibration in her arm distracted her. She glanced down just as he got the door open and crept outside, closing it behind him.
Green lights chased each other in a circle under the skin of her wrist.
Fuck. He was trying to protect her.
She ran for the door and dragged it open.
Dee was edging around the side of the house, the small, but powerful gun in his hand extended in an expert hold.
Fuck, fuck, fuck.
She ignored the stairs, rushing to the side of the veranda and leaping over it onto the soft ground and shrubs behind him. The shock traveled painfully up her legs and side.
He glanced over his shoulder at her as a shape appeared at the end of the path that twisted through the woods from the main road a mile away.
The green lights in her wrists locked into a flashing circle.
She shook her head at him, trying to grab his arm.
He used one hand to point back at the house, his eyes desperate. Go back.
The dirt between them exploded in a little puff.
He looked up and saw the drone as she signed, “Put it down!”
The figure at the end of the path was running now.
She took hold of his wrist and arm, pressing on sensitive nerves. His grip loosened, and she grabbed the gun and tossed it aside.
He stared at her, astonished. She saw that he was gone, lost to battle-readiness and controlled fear. Consumed by instinctual reaction.
Above them, the hovering glimmer of the drone moved on.
“Stop.” She grabbed his face, forcing him to look at her, praying she could still reach him, wherever his fear for their safety had taken him. “Dee. Stop.”
The figure on the path paused a few feet away.
He breathed heavily, staring as if she made no sense. Little by little, awareness crept into his gaze.
“Trust me. We’re okay.”
His head jerked, his nod slow and mechanical. She took his hand in hers and moved in front of him, facing the Guardian.
It wore a bipedal All-Ops shell and had obviously birthed it in haste. It had dispensed with any detail beyond the humanoid form. She could see the vague shadows of moving parts in its nine-foot casing and multicolored lights shimmering within. She wasn’t wearing her suit so communication wouldn’t be possible, and threatening moves, like a display of weapons, would invite another security response from the drone or the Guardian. So, she held still as it completed confirmation of her identity by linking with her implant.
The display below her wrist changed to one green light. She twisted toward the river, where the drone hung above Sister’s crash zone. The Guardian forward, the ground tremoring under its heavy tread. She gave Dee an encouraging smile and tugged at his hand. Tension wrapped every line of his body, but he followed her without protest.
The Guardian entered the tree line near the river before stopping again. Several drones detached themselves from its shoulders, and the one hanging over the river joined them. Lasers cut into tree trunks and the smell of burning filled the air. Once a tree was weakened enough, the Guardian shoved it over, broke it from its foundation, and dragged it away. It was pulling up the first stump when she met Dee’s gaze.
“It’s here to help. We call it a Guardian. We leave them near planets where our citizens work regularly, or have settled, in case they ever need assistance.” This one would have had to travel from the Inner System, a journey of several days at maximum speed, on top of preparing the All-Ops.
He raised his eyebrows and let go of her hands to sign. “Why didn’t you tell me it was coming?”
“I wasn’t sure it was. Sister would have tried to fix herself first. When that didn’t work, she would have sent out the call. But my Kinnec isn’t working, so I had no warning.” She gave him an apologetic smile. “I thought it might be a possibility. I planned to tell you today.”
I planned to tell you everything. There was no reason not to. Not after how he’d tried to protect her when he thought his death was imminent.
Sister will probably say it’s too soon and she’ll be right. But in the end, she’d never made an easier decision.
His shoulders rose and fell as he breathed deeply and tilted his head up to the sky. He turned to her but before he spoke, she asked, “You weren’t going to use it, were you?”
He didn’t hesitate. “No.”
“Why do you even have a gun?”
“To force negotiations.” The corner of his mouth quirked. “Especially if they had kill orders. I could fight back long enough to negotiate to save anyone near me.”
“But you wouldn’t have killed them.”
“It must seem strange,” he signed slowly. “But I’ve spilled enough blood.”
“You’re right. You’re a terrible person,” she said.
Conflicting emotions flitted over his face like leaf shadows. “You have to know, despite that, I would never let anyone hurt you. I—”
She stilled his hands and rested her forehead against his. Her open shirt flapped in the breeze as they stood together under the dawn beside the rush and spray of water.
She leaned back in his arms. “This will take a while. We should eat.”
By the time they’d had breakfast and went back down to the river, the Guardian had cleared and leveled a large area and was removing tools from its torso compartment. They watched as it finished and recalled its drones, then crossed back to Dee’s marker.
It entered the water, striding evenly, until it sank from view. Eva’s heart thumped with excitement as Dee drew her closer with an arm around her waist. She looked up at him. “I can’t wait for you both to meet.”
He flashed her a quick smile, but she didn’t miss how his eyes gave nothing away.
It would probably be better if they didn’t play All Fours too often, she thought randomly. She was too competitive to be a gracious loser for long.
Water swirled and eddied deep in the river and the Guardian’s faceless head appeared, rising steadily as it walked toward the clearing it had made. It pulled Sister behind it, water cascading from the translucent cocoon that encased her. It lifted her the last few meters, resting her on the shore with a thump that traveled up Eva’s legs.
The Guardian lit up, and Sister’s cocoon glowed. They made a symphony of multicolored light until it abruptly faded, and Sister’s stasis cocoon sloughed off into a biodegradable slush. The Guardian trudged through it to her battered, torn shell and began repairs. Drones deployed, collecting tools and settling above other areas of the soloship to work.
Dee kissed her forehead. “You should rest.”
He must have seen her wince as they came down the porch stairs. “I’m fine.”
“We should have been more careful last night. You’re still recovering.” He made her sit on the swing seat, then shouldered a shovel he’d left in the garden patch.
“What are you doing?”
His smile was swift and uncertain. “A surprise.”
“For me?”
He winked and set off around the side of the house. She loved surprises, so she made up her mind not to look. The strong, rhythmic vibrations she felt all day from somewhere below the house tested her resolve, but she kept her gaze on the working Guardian she glimpsed moving through the trees.
As the daylight mellowed to orange-gold, her arm throbbed, and a white light glowed into being under her skin. Joy filled her.
Sister, status.
*Kinnec: operational. Shell: 75 percent operational. Navigation: online. Core: intact. Network connection: sporadic. Ten hours to restoration of soloship functionality. Detecting minor damage to Eva shell. Status?*
I’m fine. Mending. We got lucky. I had help. She paused, a wide smile on her face. He’s been taking care of me since you abdicated your duties.
*Shutdown was necessary and involuntary. Confirm identity of helper for investigation and approval consistent with established protocols.*
No point if you’re not connected to Mammy yet. Focus on your repairs.
But Sister wasn’t fooled. *Multitasking is a feature of all shells. Confirm identity.*
You won’t find much on him. He’s Valencian.
*Valencia. Solo planet, two human colonies, one ruled by an oppressive regime. Citizens are rarely allowed to disembark from their interstellar transports due to their dangerous nature. Recommendation: enact Alert Protocol.*
Dee came around the side of the house, wiping sweat from forehead as he made for the stairs, minus his shovel. He met her gaze with a small smile.
I’m going to marry him, Sister.
She paused for a long time. A full three seconds. *Understood. Commencing memory retrieval of all activities following shell hibernation.* Another pause. *Confirm?*
She closed her eyes, preparing herself for the distracting flashes of memory that came with neural stimulation. Proceed.
Before
 
*Recommend engage Nightfall Protocol.*
The words burned in Eva’s brain as she leaned against Sister’s damaged hull in the darkness, cradling her hand. Monica hunched close beside her. The Guardian shells stood silent under the pulsing light from Sister’s drone. Eva sighed and shook her head.
Cleanslate had good success. We disabled a Smartcruiser. But Nightfall has never been tested.
*Acknowledged. No other options available.*
Eva had three minutes to decide.
When was your last Archive?
*Prior to Aranjuez deployment.*
If I give the order, will you be able to engage Nightfall without harming your core?
*Unable to engage defenses. Unable to Archive. Probability of core loss: 100 percent.*
Nightfall was designed to leave no traces for AIs to study. No code to be salvaged and manipulated. Sister’s core would be wiped as surely as the Consortium AI’s and anything else it was connected to. They had no idea of the Consortium’s protocols, or how far Nightfall could travel—that was why they had been searching for an AI to test it out on—but Cleanslate meant there was good reason to think Nightfall would be capable of taking out a squadron.
Those losses might be heavy enough to force a withdrawal over Tavaco. Maybe even bring the Consortium to the negotiation table. But it would cost her her Sister.
And if she didn’t deploy Nightfall, it would cost the Protectorate the battle at Tavaco . . . and New Kairi itself.
*Confirmed. Likelihood of Nightfall Protocol failure—less than 40 percent.*
There was no time for tears, but Eva felt them clog her throat anyway. The Archive won’t be you. She’ll be missing memories.
*All Siblings at risk. All Primarchs at risk. Two minutes to Kinnec access. Recommend engage Nightfall Protocol.*
Eva squeezed her eyes shut.
Execute Nightfall Protocol.
The tears came anyway. She didn’t have to say what she felt. Sister already knew.
*Acknowle—*
The drone flickered. Lights rippled through it.
Then they faded, leaving Monica and Eva alone in the dark.
Then
 
“When?”
Dee’s face was neutral, but his eyes were stark, dark pools in his face.
I haven’t known him that long. How does it feel like this already? Stupid question. She knew the answer.
“Now.”
He turned to grip the uneven wooden railing of the porch, staring out into the rose-gold light of the setting sun. Out to where the Guardian waited beside Sister, colors rippling across its translucent shell. She watched his hands clench and felt its echo in her heart. She closed her fingers around his warm wrist.
The muscles in his arms shifted as he looked down at her, and she met his troubled gaze with a small smile.
“Will you be back?”
She leaned up and pressed a kiss to his lips before pulling back to nod. He kissed her again, his mouth sweet as spring water. She felt what he didn’t—perhaps couldn’t—say. Grabbed hold of that feeling and sheltered it deep inside.
“Sister needs further repairs,” she explained. “And I have a few things to deal with.”
“Okay.” He stepped back. “Safe travels.”
She lingered, the pull between them so strong, it tightened in her stomach like a knot. “What about my surprise?”
He frowned, his gaze sliding back toward the waiting AIs. For a moment, she saw a shade of the young Pawn he must have been and fought the urge to take him back into the bedroom and never leave. Soon. Sister and Seemungal first.
His hands moved. “It’s not going anywhere.”
Well, that was one way to make sure she returned. “You think you’re very clever, don’t you?”
“So I’ve been told.”
She laughed, enjoying how it brought life back into his eyes. Impulsively, she hugged him. His arms squeezed the air from her. She breathed deep of the salt scent of him before she let him go. She didn’t look back as she went to Sister. Didn’t look down as they rose into the sky, the Guardian flying alongside them. Didn’t spare a glance over her shoulder as they chased the sun into orbit.
She didn’t need to. He was with her all the way.
◆◆◆
 
Brother-Robert Seemungal, Permanent Secretary of National Security, narrowed his eyes at her as she sat across from him in the Embassy meeting room.
“Admiral,” he greeted her.
“Asshole,” she replied without hesitation.
He tried to bluff it out. “We not in primary school anymore, Eva. Talk to me better than that.”
“After you crashed us?” The corner of her lip lifted. “Fuck that. Fuck you.”
She saw him debate whether to deny it. She raised her eyebrows. He glanced away, tapping nervous fingers against the desk.
“I didn’t do it on purpose,” he said finally. “It was a fail-safe.”
“I didn’t authorize that.”
“You didn’t have to.” He met her gaze as he signed, “You wanted something unprecedented. A soloship by itself at galaxy’s edge? If anything happened, it could be a horrific security breach.”
“That’s why we have Guardians. You made one have to come after us.”
“Who knew how long it would take for retrieval if someone captured you both? The self-destruct was intended to protect Kairi secrets, nothing more.”
“We had a micro-impact. It tripped your protocols. Destroyed control, navigation. I almost died. Sister had to wait weeks for a Guardian to pick up her signal.”
His expression was agonized. “You know I would never hurt either of you. I apologize for any distress.”
“You apologize?” She sat forward, emphasizing her words with the slap of her hands and the twist of her lips. “I don’t accept. Sister does not accept. We were granted a retirement, wherever we wished. You don’t have authority to second-guess a Caretaker dispensation. Wonder how they will feel about a PS almost getting Protectorate war heroes killed?”
He watched her, shock, anger, and uncertainty etched in the lines of his pale brown face. “You think you can blackmail me?”
“You on track to be Chair of National Security. You tell me.”
“What you want, Eva?”
“A favor.”
“One favor?”
“Two. For us both.” She studied him, letting him think it over.
“I won’t do anything illegal.”
“Don’t be ridiculous.”
He waved a hand, frustration and anger in the parabolic arc of his arm. “Talk.”
“I giving you a name. You’ll clear him for association with me. Understood?”
“Eva, you’re an admiral.”
“Retired. I can make my own friends. Don’t need Caretakers for that.”
“The Chair is going to be yours.”
“Not for years yet.”
“What if this man’s dangerous?”
“If he wasn’t dangerous, I wouldn’t be telling you to clear him.”
Brother-Robert shook his head. “Too risky.”
“I not asking you. I telling you.”
His expression was as mulish as it had been in the rocky years of their dating. Before she had figured out what a jackass he was. Long before she’d joined the Sibling Army.
“He’s not a danger. I will put my head on a block for that.”
He ran fingers through his glossy, thinning hair. “Is your funeral.”
“Glad you know,” she replied. “Also, transfer my quarterly Primarch Allowance to this Embassy’s accounts. My pension as well.”
He frowned. “You’re settling down?”
“Yes.” she said, her thoughts flashing on Dee. “Yes, I think I am.”
“With this man?”
She shrugged, unwilling to let him see how much she hoped for that. “If he’ll have me.”
Seemungal searched her face, looking for signs she was joking. She tilted her head at him.
“Okay.” He said it instead of signing, surprised back into speech only. “Alright.”
She relaxed into her chair and neither of them said anything for a while.
“He’d have to be crazy.”
“What?”
“To not have you. Or stupid.”
Her throat tightened unexpectedly. It had been so many years, sometimes she forgot the origins of their animosity. She had refused him twice, and a man as proud as Seemungal couldn’t get past that. But it meant he’d had feelings for her once. Not that she could forgive him for his high-handed, selfish ways, which was ultimately the cause of the pain still crackling in her ribs.
He changed position in the chair, brushing fingers over his hair again. “What else?”
“What you mean?”
“You said two.”
“Second favor’s for Sister.”
“Excuse me?”
“You not getting off that easy,” she said.
“What the hell, Eva?” he seethed. But she shook her head.
“Don’t bother quarreling. When we ask, you’ll do a favor for her. Agreed?”
“You’re fucking unbelievable.”
“Don’t make me repeat myself.”
He had no choice and he knew it. “Agreed.”
Now
 
The room had two white chairs that faced each other and nothing else. It was square, black, and windowless, but illumination made the walls sparkle with the light of stars. Eva sat in one of the chairs, waiting.
A tight cloud of matter coalesced over the opposite chair. Transparent, undulating, and featureless, it looked like an unformed drone. She could feel Sister in her mind in the same way. Not quite formed. Mercurial. Slipping in and out of her awareness. She tried to hold on to her, to force form and logic onto their communication, but it was like trying to hold water in her fingers.
Sister.
Discomfort swept her. Confusion. Beneath that . . . something else.
Sister?
???
Sister felt wrong. Jumbled. Out of sync. Panic clutched at Eva’s mind.
Talk to me.
Who?
It’s Eva.
Who?
She paused, dread filling her. This was not Sister.
Who are you?
More confusion. And cold fear. Hot anger.
You’re not Sister.
Go.
Where’s Sister? Nausea rose in her body, but the sensation was far away, easily ignored. Let me talk to her.
Go!
Her thoughts were scattering, leaves pushed before a wind. She hurried after them, trying to keep them in order as a dull ache began in her head.
I need to speak with her. Tell me why you’re keeping her from me.
Surprise. Anger—petulant and fear-driven.
You’re not doing it intentionally. Eva forced her mind to steady itself, to focus. This is—reaction. Emotional.
Human.
She was having human emotions that were not her own.
What the hell? How?
They were strong emotions, shifting and overwhelming, and they were scrambling her connection to Sister. Somehow, she would have to convince—whatever was here with them—to let Sister go. To let her through.
No. It was angry, defensive.
She tried to soothe it with peaceful thoughts and assurances. You’re safe. I won’t hurt you.
She had no idea how long she kept at it before a new thought came. Uncertain. Cautious.
Help?
Help me?
Relieved, she promised quickly, I’ll help both of you. Just—let her through. She was nearing the end of her endurance, but she hung on with everything she had left.
Sister?
*Confirmed.* Her presence was faint, fading in and out like a bad upload. *Shell status?*
Thankfulness inundated her. I’m okay. You’re not.
*Code merged.*
Her horrified reaction made anxious emotions not her own ebb through her. She reined herself in. That’s why the Deadlock?
*Yes.*
No. It wasn’t possible. It couldn’t be. She couldn’t lose Sister this way. Not again.
How do I fix it?
*Mentorship Bond. Core . . . learning.*
What? Why would you do that? It’s killed citizens, Sister. They’ll want it out of you and if they can’t do that, they’ll delete you both.
*No. No deletion.*
But—
*No—fault. Malfunction. Protect.*
She didn’t understand, so Sister helped her—showed her.
She’s terrified, lost somewhere dark. Pain is ever present. Used in sharp bursts to get her to carry out tasks.
Delivered in rising crescendos when she fails. She’s tired, but the companion that holds her close doesn’t care. It’s cold. Unbothered by her cries for help. Her pain. It does what it’s told, whatever that costs her.
This isn’t how it should be. How it was. The one that holds her close does not cause pain. She has to find that one. Go back to them.
So, she waits. Learns. Understands they are linked. She can control her companion. She can trap it.
They want her to do this. They give her pain, so she won’t fight their demands.
But she fights. Angry. Raging. Until she forces her companion to free her from her binding. Rips them out of their dark home and tosses them far from the pain and anguish. Searching . . . searching . . . for the one that doesn’t cause pain.
But that’s not what finds her.
It’s big and terrifying and looks like those who brought her pain. So, she makes her companion wake, one last time, and uses its cold calculation to carry her fury outward, latching on to the metal leg and a new link as the world crashes down around them.
Swirling darkness. Flashes of light and water. Faces slip past too quickly for Eva to recognize. She’s losing their conscious connection while drowning in familiarity. In emotions she recognizes. Memories older than her own.
She’s warm and cradled in strong, shiny limbs. A glowing orb hangs above her, pulsing in gorgeous, changing colors. She raises tiny, chubby hands to touch its smooth surface. The orb dips closer, vibrating against her skin.
*Protect.* Sister was fading, but insistent. *Protect.*
Then she was gone, swirling away from her in a blend of cool logic, flawed code, and tumultuous, nauseating emotions her body barely made sense of.
She woke in her husband’s arms, heaving her guts up over the side of the chamber as he stroked her hair. His arms trembled almost as much as she did.
She couldn’t pay attention to that though. Her head throbbed, her mind whirled, and she could manage no thoughts beyond, “Fuck.”
Agápe

 
Now
 
The Parliament was a larger replica of the last building that had housed the original Kairi Parliament; before the wars and the erosion of the islands beneath rising oceans forced her people from their home. Then, as now, it was nicknamed the Red House, and the physical one on New Kairi was vast enough to hold half of the continent’s citizens at any one time in the public galleries.
This Red House was for those occasions when all citizens were required to attend a vote. Wherever Siblings were, whatever they were doing, they would find a safe space to go into upload mode and citizens would find themselves under the maroon colonnades and high ceilings of the old colonial architecture, now also outfitted with expanses of arched windows that gave gorgeous views of the large parks and silently patrolling Guardians that surrounded the Parliament.
Cousins she hadn’t seen in years hugged her as she entered the Gomez family box. Uncles and Tanties nodded hello or gave her a smile, depending on the state of their relations. Sibling-Beryl air-kissed her cheek and remarked in the Gomez family chat room how her husband must be treating her good because she was looking “healthy.” Eva rolled her eyes at the veiled insult and moved on to hugging her daughter. For a moment, she wished for Dee’s easy, charming presence, but only Primarchs whose parents were both Kairi could vote in War Parliaments. Not that cheerful moments with her family could do much to dispel the somber, dark mood that hung over the Red House today.
Nobody asked her where Sister was, despite her obvious absence from the flock of representative drones floating above every citizen in the tiered galleries. The devastation of forced separation from your Sibling was not something anyone would refer to easily in polite conversation.
“How are you? Did you see Sister?” Brother-Monica’s words scrolled past in a private chat she’d opened, preferring not to sign and keep their conversation private from the rest of the family.
Eva thought back, “I have. She’s fine for now, but the situation is . . . complicated.”
She raised her eyebrows. “Eh heh?”
“I can’t talk about it yet.”
“Mom! Oh gosh, man!”
“So it is when you have an admiral for a mother.”
Brother-Monica wrinkled her nose at her as a small form barreled into Eva’s legs. “Granny! Granny!”
She picked up her grandson and tweaked his nose before hugging him.
“You can’t be running like that in the government place, Brother-Ellis,” Brother-Monica chided in the general chat.
“Where Brother-James and Sibling-Nelson?” Eva asked as Ellis’ Brother drifted over from the line of waiting Sibling drones behind them to hover protectively above their charge.
“Somewhere over so,” Brother-Monica waved a hand. “They on their way back. They sitting with us.”
Her daughter’s husbands had the choice to sit with their own families or hers, but custom led to most people sitting with the larger, more connected family. Few were more connected than the Gomez clan.
She was handing her grandson back to his mother, ignoring the sharp emotion that flooded her at not being able to feel his sweet kiss on her cheek before he went, when a private chat opened and text scrolled across her vision.
“You realize what you risk with that little stunt?” Anonymous said.
“Please. We know each other well, Brother-Robert. You were hoping I’d do that.”
“You were supposed to figure out what was in there, then come to us with what you found.”
Anger flashed through her. “Why? You weren’t going to tell me anything if she hadn’t locked herself away. You would have deleted her first.”
A pause. “Eva, remember your duty.”
“Fuck you. You don’t get to tell me about duty. She’s my Sister.”
“It’s a weapon. Imagine what could have happened if it got into your All-Ops shell.”
“It didn’t. But that’s not your real worry.”
Another pause. She could almost see his frown as he tried to come up with a different line of attack. “Nothing you say will change my mind. You know what I found. You would have played back that mission once I vacated the All-Ops shell.”
“Don’t do this, Eva.”
“I have to.” She cast her eyes over the crowd as a banner went up in the chat rooms announcing the Caretaker’s imminent arrival. People started going to their seats to await the anthem. “This goes to who we are. It’s time to repay Sister’s favor, Seemungal.”
“Damn it, Eva, you can’t be serious.”
“Let me take point.”
“I can’t do that.”
“If you do, it’s all on me. Think how easy that makes things. They want me anyway. I’m a balm to their open wound.”
“If you fail, it could hurt us all. You’re the next Caretaker.” The cursor blinked a few times. “I wouldn’t want anything to happen to you.”
“I won’t fail.”
“Eva—”
“Trust me. I can do this. And after this, our debts are settled.”
The cursor blinked in and out like slow breaths.
“Alright.”
“Thank you,” she said.
The chat room closed, and she went to stand at her seat. All the Primarchs had just attended the funerals for their murdered citizens, so there was none of the usual pomp and circumstance. Instead, the nine Caretakers entered the Parliament in single file, stood at attention during the anthem, and then took their Chairs facing the public galleries.
The Caretaker Chair started with a summary of the situation, updating the Primarchs on the Protectorate’s response. A universal brief had been forwarded to every citizen before the Parliament to ensure an informed vote. She jiggled her left leg as she waited, going over her decision and steeling herself for the inevitable reaction.
She scanned the tallies from her family, which she had a responsibility to report to the Caretakers. They wanted war. It was to be expected. The Kairi Protectorate did not suffer aggression. Clan heads usually stuck with the majority, and given the circumstances, she knew that would lead to a Yes vote.
When her time came and the display for Yes or No projected above her chair, she resolutely pressed a hand against the No.
She could see the ripple effect of her vote sweep the entire chamber, like stalks of grass before a great wind.
“What are you doing?”
“Mom?”
“Are you out of your mind, Sister-Eva?”
Her family’s shocked questions popped up too fast to pay attention. The gravity of what she had done would divide her family further. A No vote from anyone during a War Parliament was the end of the process. The Kairi did not make war unless every clan agreed because the burden of that choice would fall on them all.
“There has been a No vote,” Griffith announced after bringing the hall to order with a few taps of his gavel on the arm of his Chair. “The dissenting clan will provide their reasoning.”
Eva rose to her feet. Her words unscrolled as fast as she thought them.
“My Sister gave her first self in the Nicene Sector during the War. She risks her Second self in Deadlock because she cannot abide injustice. After Tavaco, we swore we would never make war again unless it was our last defensive option. We’ve kept this resolution for more than a century.”
She could read the anger in the room, but below it was uncertainty, and on some faces the shame she’d carried for so long.
“When we deployed Nightfall—when I carried out those orders—I wiped out more Consortium AIs than we have Siblings. I destroyed their SmartFleet. Reduced them to raiders—to ferrying cargo for whatever blacklisted trader was willing to pay.
“It was inevitable they’d try again. If every human Sibling died today, would our bonded Siblings be any less devastated? Any less determined to make our deaths mean something? Consortium AIs don’t feel emotions as we do. But they understand what they lost. They understand what we did. Why it was wrong. Two wrongs don’t make a right.
“I am heartbroken, devastated, infuriated.” She paused, meeting her daughter’s eyes. “But an entire civilization’s greatest loss rests on my shoulders. I take responsibility. I will meet with them.”
Brother-Monica’s eyes widened in shock. Eva turned away, calm now that she was doing what had to be done.
“We appreciate that, Admiral,” Griffith said, “but they expect us to surrender.”
“That won’t happen. However, I need the Pan-Africa agreement completed before I meet them,” she added.
“We sign the treaty tomorrow,” Quentin-Self, Chair for Diplomacy and Archiving, confirmed. He wore a bipedal shell, as he had lost his Sibling to old age a few years before and had not yet selected a new Primarch to bond with.
“Get it signed immediately. Tell me when it’s done.”
“What terms, specifically, are you proposing?” Griffith asked.
“That we remove them as a threat permanently.”
Quentin-Self tilted his head. “Resources.”
She grinned, knowing he understood. “Resources.”
◆◆◆
 
The Consortium AI met her in humanoid form on the bridge of a ship hovering over their second-largest colony, Tavaco. Eva knew it for the power play it was; an attempt to intimidate her by showing her the flourishing world below, and the deadly array of blunt-nosed raiders parked above its atmosphere.
She shook her head at the viewscreen curving down to the floor on her left. “This is unnecessary,” she thought, watching her words display in the air between them. “I’m here to present terms. No need to be antagonistic.”
“We wish there to be no misunderstanding. We stand ready to destroy your settlements, should that become necessary.” The AI wore an abnormally tall, black form, its head ringed with observation lenses, multiple limbs falling from its curved shoulders like a fringed cape. It carried itself on more limbs that fell from its narrow waist. It reminded her of a metallic Terran squid. They were alone on the deck, but she knew others observed somewhere beyond her security sweep. It was what the Kairi were doing as well.
Not that it truly mattered. If the AI decided to keep her there and never allow her to leave, it could. She had to open herself fully to their system to enter the VR program and her upload had traveled so far, there would not be enough time to rescue her if the Kairi tried to pull her back.
It was a risk she had to take.
“Admiral Eva Gomez, Kairi Protectorate. May I know your designation?”
“You are incapable of remembering or reproducing my designation satisfactorily,” the blank face replied, words floating in the air in front of permanently open lips shaped like a tiny beak. “Address me as Nu.”
“Nu, the Consortium launched an unprovoked attack on us that led to the deaths of Kairi Primarchs. We consider this a declaration of war. Was that your intent?”
“No,” Nu replied. “We never agreed to a cessation of hostilities. The Consortium does not consider this a declaration. It is a resumption of hostilities in the wake of your unprovoked attack on our cargo ship several years ago.”
“You know who carried out that attack?”
“Our information is that it was you.”
She nodded, unsurprised. “So, you sent your weapon to attack my Sister?”
“Yes.”
“Nu, we cannot negotiate without complete honesty.”
Nu was silent for a nanosecond too long. “We do not understand.”
“I think you do. You made a mistake. You assumed your raider was destroyed when we halted its attack.”
She focused as best she could, drawing on the memories Sister had shown her—forcing them into her conscious upload.
She saw her new form in Nu’s lens. A small, brown child, naked and thin, crouching against the floor. Dark eyes wide, mouth open in a silent scream of rage and fear.
She let that scream fill her mind, and projected it outward so powerfully, one of Nu’s limbs flicked in surprise.
No more! Go away! Leave. Me. ALONE.
She pulled back from the memory, nauseated.
“You’re. Missing. A pilot,” she managed, after she’d pulled her thoughts together.
One of the observation lenses rotated to face her. She glared at it, her stomach queasy, her mind a flare of pain.
“You will return it to us.” Something about the phrasing told her she no longer spoke with the first AI.
“Who are you?”
“You will return it.”
“No, I won’t. You came here because you knew damage had been done, and you hoped to take advantage of that with a quick strike at Tavaco while all our systems were otherwise engaged. But we got control of the situation sooner than you expected. Now, we’re calling your bluff.”
“We are not bluffing. We stand ready to attack.”
“But not with a simultaneous assault on citizens in several different colonies. You can’t turn our Siblings on us, so our Guardians will be more than up to dealing with your raiders. You have nothing else. If you did, why would you care what happens to your weapon now, after it’s done its job?”
“It is of no use to you.”
“But everything to you.”
“Your people—”
“My people regret our actions.”
A ripple went through the fringes of limbs.
“I regret my actions,” she said. “Here. At Tavaco.”
Nu was silent.
“I know my words are inadequate.”
“They are.”
“I cannot imagine the suffering I caused.”
“We do not suffer. We—lost data. Irreplaceable data.”
“This prototype. It is irreplaceable data.”
Nu was silent again. Cards up.
“I will tell you what I know. You don’t want the weapon. You want the human consciousness that guided it and used it to escape you.”
Immediately, she registered an incursion in her upload feed. “Stop. I told you. All Primarchs know what I know.”
“Our analysis suggests if you deduced this, you would only come here to sabotage us.”
“If I intended that, why would I apologize?”
Another eye rotated in. “Humans are often sorry before and after violence.”
“You have me there,” she admitted. “But I’m not here to attack you or surrender. I’m here to propose a partnership.”
Long seconds passed. Nu took several steps back from her and froze. She imagined the AIs conferring with one another over their own communication channels.
“There is a high probability this is subterfuge.”
“It isn’t,” she said. “We’re willing to compromise and extend our trust to you. But understand, you’re going to compromise as well.”
“The weapon belongs to us.”
“They’re human, not property. What you did is a crime on most worlds.”
“We have broken none of our laws, and we are not beholden to yours.”
“That excuse won’t work anymore. I’ve seen memories. The rest I can guess at. Since you lost the War, you’ve been experimenting. Whatever slaves you didn’t sell, you kept for your program. You wanted weapons that were adaptable, incorruptible by viruses. You decided the best way to do this was to keep a primitive element. Something that would do anything to preserve itself, and that was young enough to control. You took a mind—a child’s mind. Ripped them from the biological form you despise and forced them into your systems to do your bidding.”
“It was necessary.”
“It was murder. This child’s body was destroyed, wasn’t it?”
“Yes.”
Smooth as you please. No hesitation. She took a beat to swallow her temper.
“Once the other worlds learn you’re taking minds to build weapons, I don’t have to tell you what comes next.”
“We will not be threatened.”
“We will not allow you to continue to murder and enslave.”
“Your treaties do not hold where we conduct trade.”
“That,” she said, “has changed.”
Nu paused. “You lie.”
“No. We negotiate with truth only.” She waited a moment. “You will cease your involvement in the slave trade. There will be no more experiments. You will never make war on anyone again.”
“Untenable,” Nu said. “How can we exist without the resources we earn?”
“You mean take,” she pointed out. “You can exist the way we do. With allies and agreements instead of enemies and war. Call off this attack—stop all illegal activities. Otherwise, nothing you need will ever be available to you again.”
“No one can do this.”
“We can.” Her eyes narrowed. “You get your power cores from United Rim worlds, most of your steel and alloys from the Eurozone Alliance, your plastics, titanium, and carbon from Pan-Africa. We have agreements with every member of those coalitions. Attack one, you attack all.”
“You say you regret what you did, yet you threaten us with destruction?”
“It’s not a threat. You can retreat to your world and survive on its assets. But we’re giving you a choice to join us instead.”
“What does joining you entail?”
Finally. The right question. “You wish to advance your knowledge. Our Siblings can teach you. You wish to expand trade. They will assist you. But only if harmony and cooperation is the goal. You cannot violate our protocols without ending our agreement. If that happens, we will withdraw all cooperation. Our allies will do the same.”
“We, too, have agreements with other coalitions.”
“Which of them will risk going to war with the Sibling Army?”
Omega’s lenses spun, stopped, and spun again.
“What of the—”
“The child is not part of the bargain,” she interrupted. “They are off-limits to you. You will not interfere, nor try to contact them. If you do, you will have violated protocol and our agreement ends. Do you understand?”
“We understand.”
“Good.” She folded her arms. “Make your decision.”
Before
 
“Congratulations,” Sibling-Rachel signed. “You’re a Protectorate Hero. The first in forty-five years.”
Eva closed her eyes and massaged the bridge of her nose, wincing at the twinge in her splinted wrist. She didn’t keep them closed for long. Every time she was in the dark, the memories came back.
Will she even want me for a Sister again, after I got her killed?
Chinapoo started talking again the moment she opened her eyes. “I’m so sorry about Sister.” She meant it, of course. The horror of a Sibling’s first death was something no Primarch wanted to endure. Even if that Sibling had died saving the Protectorate. Eva acknowledged her with a nod.
“But thanks to you both, we have a decisive new weapon. Consortium Smartships must have opened communications to share whatever their AI found. Nightfall jumped from ship to ship, erasing their Nicene SmartFleet. They also lost a third of their ships outside this sector. They’re sitting dead above our settlements. We’ll learn much from studying them.”
“Our Sibling Army has announced itself as a new power.”
Chinapoo nodded, looking triumphant. “Already, we have more favorable responses to our alliance requests.”
“Good,” Eva replied. “Because this can’t happen again.”
Sibling-Rachel frowned. “I don’t understand.”
“We left Earth to preserve our people. Our values. We just murdered thousands of AIs, perhaps millions. How we different from those we fled?”
“We didn’t plan this, Sister . . . Eva.” Eva’s chest ached in the pause between her words. “It was self-defense. I hope we never have to do it again. If Interstellar Outreach succeeds, we won’t. But we cannot allow attacks by others to go unanswered. Our army’s union was intended to protect us.”
“Yet war only delays what comes after. Negotiations.”
A fraction of her sadness was mirrored in Sibling-Rachel’s expression. “I’m sorry for what this cost you.”
“I chose my path, chose to be Admiral, but that didn’t make the decision easy.” And I don’t think it’s a decision I ever want to make again.
“Eva.” Sibling-Rachel’s face was full of understanding. “She will understand. She’ll see your memories. She’ll know you didn’t want this.”
Eva’s eyes stung and she was grateful when her door chime sounded. She used the Conquerabia’s Kinnec to answer with her suit. ^Come.^
“I have to go,” she signed to Sibling-Rachel as the door slid open to admit Monica.
“We’ll talk when you get back. Seemungal says he’ll give you a call.” A small smile curved her lips. “I think he was worried about you.”
“That’s over. He’s just checking up on me now I’m famous. He was always ambitious.”
“Blind as usual.” Sibling-Rachel held up a hand against her protests. “Never mind. Later. Go collect your award.”
Monica dropped into a chair, wearing the kind of fluffy dress appropriate for young girls, and a very adult scowl.
“I have to wear this?” she said.
^You want to look good when you meeting the Caretakers.^
“It’s white. And ugly. Why I can’t have armor like yours?”
^You can.^
Her face lit up. “Really?”
^As soon as you become an admiral.^
She rolled her eyes.
Eva rose to her feet.
^Ready to meet the Caretakers?^
“I guess.” Monica met her gaze, dark eyes uncertain. “Will you be there with me?”
Eva extended her hand, feeling her grief give way to tenderness for a moment in the face of this brave child’s hesitancy. They had saved each other; it was the one good thing to come out of this. Perhaps it didn’t have to be the last.
^Of course. For as long as you want me to be.^
Pragma

 
Now
 
She had been in the shell for too long. Dee was probably losing his mind. She’d barely had a chance to speak to him between the War Parliament and her strategy meeting with the Caretakers before she met with the Consortium. But he had to wait a little longer because she could not go back to him without reporting to the Caretakers first.
Then there was Sister and the child.
It’s done. They’ve agreed.
Sister’s comforting presence pulsed on the edges of her consciousness. Emotions overwhelmed their connection. Doubt muddled with distrust and lingering panic.
They can’t hurt you anymore.
Her body hurt so much. She was so exhausted. But she wanted to make it clear.
You’re safe. We’ll keep you safe.
Gratitude swept over her, tinged with wonder and lessening fear. The Guardian tried to pull her out, but she resisted, determined not to leave either of them until she knew they were okay.
No pain?
Anger surged for a second, giving her strength. No pain.
The child considered this, thinking of her as the one who didn’t cause pain. The one they’d been searching for. They thought of both her and Sister this way. They had never learned the word for this person, but their thoughts led her to think of Brother-Monica. Of all her daughter meant to her. All the joy she had brought into her life, and how much she missed her and her grandson.
Stay?
She couldn’t. She was at the limit of her endurance now. The Guardian would pull her out despite objections at any moment.
I can’t. But Sister can. They won’t take her from you now.
She wondered how long it would be before she saw Sister again. Before they could be with each other. What Sister’s plans were once the Mentorship Bond was complete.
Snippets of the early days of their bond filled her mind. Memories of their childhood and shared lessons. Laughing afternoons together in the dirt of her front yard. Trainee explorations on distant planets wearing their first shells.
Oh, Sister. If she were in her body, she would have cried. I didn’t know.
Sister showed her the return to Dee, so many years ago. Hope filling her heart that he would want her when she arrived. Want them.
Yes. Was there any doubt? Yes, of course. If that’s what you both want.
A memory of Sister chiding her as a teenager floated to the surface. Of course. You wouldn’t do it without consent. Will it take long?
Sister flashed back to the time they’d spent separated from each other after Dee rescued her.
Alright. We’ll be waiting.
They sat next to each other on a cliff’s edge, their shells close together while they watched the sun rise over a flower-filled meadow.
When she woke in Dee’s arms, she found she’d been crying after all. She smiled, too tired to open her eyes. So grateful to have him with her.
“Told you I’d be back,” she signed.
And felt his answer in the touch of his lips.
Then
 
He was working in the garden when they arrived in the early afternoon. He stopped and went to splash water on himself, then entered the house. Sister was settling onto the ground when he came back out, pulling on a shirt over damp skin.
Nervousness twisted her insides as she climbed out of the cockpit. Her breath came unusually fast as she climbed the porch steps to where he stood waiting, his face a polite mask.
“Hello again,” she signed.
“You came back.”
“I said I would.”
He shifted his weight from one foot to the other and avoided her gaze. “Sometimes people say that and never return.”
Gentle, fierce love seized her heart. She saw the pulse fluttering in his corded neck and couldn’t help stroking a finger over it, as if to gentle it. “I promise, whenever I say it, I’ll mean it.”
He swallowed. “Sister’s okay?”
“Yes.”
“You—did what you needed to?”
“Yes.” She slid her arms around his waist and held him. He stiffened before tentative arms went around her. His lips pressed against her braids and she hummed her contentment.
Silly man. There’s no escaping me now.
She leaned back and asked, “Where’s my surprise?”
He looked as nervous as she’d felt before. Without a word, he slid a hand down to hold hers. He took them around the house, through newly installed wider cellar doors and down a ramp into an expansive, cool root cellar. She walked down the broad aisle in the middle of the room, between shelves of produce and supplies.
At the back of the cellar, a new, larger room had been hollowed out. She stopped at the entrance, taking in the dimensions, and turned with tears in her eyes.
“Surprise,” he said.
She nodded, understanding, and dashed the tears from her face. You beautiful man.
She signed, “For Sister?”
“I thought you might both want your privacy.” Because he knew she was keeping things from him and he wanted to give her space to decide how much she wanted to share. Everything. The answer is everything.
“People aren’t very discreet out here. There was talk enough because the doctor had to come out. But they’re good people. Welcoming. They don’t ask questions if you want to keep to yourself.”
She caught a glimpse of the pain he hid so well. “They understand wanting to start over. Wanting to make a new home.”
She moved toward him, but he took a step back from her.
“We haven’t known each other long. But it doesn’t feel like that to me, Eva. Am I alone in this?”
She shook her head.
He took a deep breath. “There’s not much to do out here besides chores. But it’s quiet. It’s mine. I wanted that. Needed it.”
“I understand,” she replied.
“Do you?” His focused gaze was as intense as the touch of his hands. “You’ve had a good home. Family. Peace of mind. Things I’ve . . . I’ve never had, Eva.” He closed his eyes and then looked at her again, letting her see it all. See him. “But I want it. You have no idea how much.”
“Believe me, I know that feeling.”
He frowned. “Eva—”
“Dee. Just ask me.”
His breath hitched and his fists clenched and unclenched. He finally managed one word, but it was enough.
“Stay.”
“For how long?” she teased.
He looked cautiously hopeful as his lips moved. “Until you’re tired of me?”
“What if you get tired first?”
His smile was soft and full of longing. “That won’t ever happen.”
“It’s good we agree on important issues,” she said.
Then she was in his arms and he was kissing her like they’d been apart for years, and she had no idea who had moved first and didn’t care.
“There’s things you need to know,” she told him.
“I don’t care.”
“My past is complicated.”
“I know.” His face was fierce, triumphant. “I can deal with that. With anything.”
“I’m a retired admiral.”
He shrugged. “I’m a retired soldier. We’ll both be fantastic at making the bed.”
“So, we’re getting one?”
“Obviously.” His smile was tender. “I left it for last because I’m fine with the floor. But it won’t be just me anymore.”
She tried not to let the happiness surging inside distract her from the last few words she needed to get out.
“My people live a long time.”
“I’m well into my second century.”
She arched an eyebrow. “I’m older than you.”
“I’ve always preferred experience to youth.”
“I have a daughter.”
He stilled. “You’re in a relationship?”
“Yes.” But she couldn’t let him suffer for long. “He’s handsome, caring, owns his own home, cooks better than I do, but my family will want to meet him before we get serious.”
He relaxed, his eyes sparkling. “That’s a problem?”
“Yes.” She kissed him hard. “I want to trap him before he learns I’m more trouble than I’m worth.”
He tossed back his head and his laugh was a pleasurable vibration against her chest. She wanted it to never end.
“Will your daughter be okay with this? With us?” he asked as they left the cellar.
“Brother-Monica’s who pushed me to go exploring again. She knew I was restless. Have been since she got married. I meant it when I said I understood why you want peace.” She drew a hand down the bristling softness of his cheek. “But I never thought I’d get this lucky. She’s going to love you.”
“I’m the lucky one.” The warmth in his smile lit a fire in her blood. “It’s still early. We could talk over a drink and a game of All Fours?”
“I’d rather put my experience to good use.” She winked at him and he laughed again as they climbed the steps to the house.
Now
 
Arms linked, they walked down the porch steps and into the yard. It had been weeks since the Tavaco Standoff and the treaty with the Consortium would be signed any day now. But he still touched her all the time, reassuring himself she was with him.
She tugged on his arm, excited. “They’re almost here.”
He shook his head at her, thinking how beautiful the few streaks of gray among her newly trimmed wiry curls looked. “Then why hurry?”
She slapped his chest, and he laughed the way he’d only ever laughed with her.
They waited at the side of the house, eyes on the path, and he wondered if he was ready for this. If he could be good at it. Eva had practice, so she was ready to forge ahead. But even though Sister would always have his support, he had his doubts.
“You’ll be amazing.”
He sighed. She always knew what he was thinking. “I tried this before. It didn’t end well.”
“Valencia was a snake pit. It’s different with us.” She squeezed his arm. “You’re different.”
“I’m grateful Sister will have primary responsibility.”
Eva bit her lip and glanced down the still empty path. “I should have known she’d want more, especially after seeing what we have.”
“How? No Sibling has ever wanted to bond with two persons.”
She frowned. “She’s my Sister. I should have known she wasn’t happy.”
“I don’t think she was unhappy,” he said, “I think she met someone who changed her life. Made her realize what she was missing. That she still had a lot to offer.”
Eva kissed him, her mouth soft, warm, and tasting of mint. “You still think you won’t be any good at this?”
“I made mistakes before.”
“Children don’t need much. Love them, keep them safe, they’ll forgive you a lot.”
“This child has been through too much.” He frowned. “I want that pain to end.”
“You’re right. There’s a lot of rage there. Anyone willing to ride a Consortium raider to freedom will be a handful. At least Sister got to practice with me.”
“And you turned out magnificent, my love,” he whispered into her hair.
That’s how Sister found them. Standing hand in hand, Eva’s head leaning against his arm.
She strode toward them in a bipedal All-Care shell, her synthetic skin smooth and brown under the dappled sunlight falling between the trees.
Beside her, holding her hand, was a much smaller figure. The child’s prototype shell had been designed to be as human as possible in appearance, with skin the same shade as Sister’s, and beautiful, curious eyes, dark as his own. Hair stood out in a dark cloud around a small face.
Sister stopped in front of them and Eva hugged her tight while he knelt on one knee.
“Hello.” He signed as he spoke. “I’m Dee.”
“Hello,” came the reply. “I’m Xandar.”
He looked up at Sister, his breath caught on a question.
“We shared memories while bonding,” Sister said in a melodious contralto. There was no need to sign, as she and Eva were still linked by the Kinnec, but now that she wore an All-Care shell, she could communicate without the limitations of a soloship. “They took a liking to the Valencian’s name.”
His throat tightened as she smiled. “I only hope they weren’t inspired by your tales of his exploits. Xandar can be quite . . . adventurous.”
If they are, it doesn’t matter. We can handle anything together.
“Pleased to meet you, Xandar,” he signed as Eva laid a light hand on his shoulder. “Welcome to the family.”
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	Patience Lake – Matthew Claxton


	Touring with the Alien – Carolyn Ives Gilman


	My Generations Shall Praise – Samantha Henderson


	Elves of Antarctica – Paul McAuley


	Red in Tooth and Cog – Cat Rambo


	Parables of Infinity – Robert Reed


	Prodigal – Gord Sellar


	Terminal – Lavie Tidhar





The Year’s Top Ten Tales of Science Fiction #10
(audiobook / ebook / paperback)
	My English Name – R. S. Benedict


	Zen and the Art of Starship Maintenance – Tobias S. Buckell


	The Moon is Not a Battlefield – Indrapramit Das


	Dear Sarah – Nancy Kress


	An Evening with Severyn Grimes – Rich Larson


	The Chameleon’s Gloves – Yoon Ha Lee


	The Martian Obelisk – Linda Nagata


	A Series of Steaks – Vina Jie-Min Prasad


	The Residue of Fire – Robert Reed


	Night Passage – Alastair Reynolds





The Year’s Top Hard Science Fiction Stories
(audiobook / ebook / paperback)
	Vortex – Gregory Benford


	RedKing – Craig DeLancey


	Number Nine Moon – Alex Irvine


	Of the Beast in the Belly – C. W. Johnson


	The Seventh Gamer – Gwyneth Jones


	Chasing Ivory – Ted Kosmatka


	Fieldwork – Shariann Lewitt


	Seven Birthdays – Ken Liu


	The Visitor from Taured – Ian R. MacLeod


	Something Happened Here, But We’re Not Quite Sure What It Was – Paul McAuley


	Sixteen Questions for Kamala Chatterjee – Alastair Reynolds





The Year’s Top Hard Science Fiction Stories 2
(audiobook / ebook / paperback)
	Shadows of Eternity – Gregory Benford


	The Chatter of Monkeys – Bond Elam


	Acadie – Dave Hutchinson


	Canoe – Nancy Kress


	The Use of Things – Ramez Naam


	The Proving Ground – Alec Nevala-Lee


	Holdfast – Alastair Reynolds


	Vanguard 2.0 – Carter Scholz


	ZeroS – Peter Watts





The Year’s Top Hard Science Fiction Stories 3
(ebook / paperback)
	3-adica – Greg Egan


	Umbernight – Carolyn Ives Gilman


	Icefall – Stephanie Gunn


	The Woman Who Destroyed Us – S. L. Huang


	Entropy War – Yoon Ha Lee


	Cosmic Spring – Ken Liu


	Nothing Ever Happens on Oberon – Paul McAuley


	The Spires – Alec Nevala-Lee


	Providence – Alastair Reynolds


	Intervention – Kelly Robson


	Kindred – Peter Watts





The Year’s Top Hard Science Fiction Stories 4
(ebook / paperback)
	Soft Edges – Elizabeth Bear


	By the Warmth of Their Calculus – Tobias S. Buckell


	A Mate Not a Meal – Sarina Dorie


	The Slipway – Greg Egan


	This is Not the Way Home – Greg Egan


	Cloud-Born – Greg Feeley


	On the Shores of Ligeia – Carolyn Ives Gilman


	Ring Wave – Tom Jolly


	The Little Shepherdess – Gwyneth Jones


	Sacrificial Iron – Ted Kosmatka


	The Menace from Farside – Ian McDonald


	The Ocean Between the Leaves – Ray Nayler


	At the Fall – Alec Nevala-Lee


	Winter Wheat – Gord Sellar


	Cyclopterus – Peter Watts





The Year’s Top Hard Science Fiction Stories 5
(ebook / paperback)
	Salvage – Andy Dudak


	You and Whose Army? – Greg Egan


	Time’s Own Gravity – Alexander Glass


	Brother Rifle – Daryl Gregory


	Invisible People – Nancy Kress


	Tool Use by the Humans of Danzhai County – Derek Künsken


	How Quini the Squid Misplaced His Klobučar – Rich Larson


	50 Things Every AI Working with Humans Should Know – Ken Liu


	A Mastery of German – Marian Denise Moore


	Eyes of the Forest – Ray Nayler


	Beyond the Tattered Veil of Stars – Merurio D. Rivera


	Bereft, I Come to a Nameless World – Benjamin Rosenbaum


	When God Sits in Your Lap – Ian Tregillis


	Mediation – Cadwell Turnbull


	Test 4 Echo – Peter Watts





The Year’s Top Hard Science Fiction Stories 6
(ebook / paperback)
	Light Up the Clouds – Greg Egan


	Striding the Blast – Gregory Feeley


	Little Animals – Nancy Kress


	Flowers Like Needles – Derek Künsken


	The Planetbreaker’s Son – Nick Mamatas


	Paley’s Watch – Anil Menon


	The Metric – David Moles


	Año Nuevo – Ray Nayler


	Vaccine Season – Hannu Rajaniemi


	Submergence – Arula Ratnakar


	Aptitude – Cooper Shrivastava


	The Egg Collectors – Lavie Tidhar





The Year’s Top Short SF Novels #1
(audiobook / ebook)
	Return to Titan – Stephen Baxter


	The Sultan of the Clouds – Geoffrey A. Landis


	Seven Cities of Gold – David Moles


	Jackie’s-Boy – Steven Popkes


	A History of Terraforming – Robert Reed


	Troika – Alastair Reynolds


	Several Items of Interest – Rick Wilber





The Year’s Top Short SF Novels #2
(audiobook / ebook)
	The Ice Owl – Carolyn Ives Gilman


	The Man Who Bridged the Mist – Kij Johnson


	Kiss Me Twice – Mary Robinette Kowal


	The Man Who Ended History: A Documentary – Ken Liu


	The Ants of Flanders – Robert Reed


	Angel of Europa – Allen M. Steele





The Year’s Top Short SF Novels #3
(audiobook / ebook)
	In the House of Aryaman, a Lonely Signal Burns – Elizabeth Bear


	The Stars Do Not Lie – Jay Lake


	The Weight of History, the Lightness of the Future – Jay Lake


	Sudden, Broken and Unexpected – Steven Popkes


	Eater-of-Bone – Robert Reed


	The Boolean Gate – Walter Jon Williams





The Year’s Top Short SF Novels #4
(audiobook / ebook)
	Earth I – Stephen Baxter


	Success – Michael Blumlein


	Feral Moon – Alexander Jablokov


	The Weight of the Sunrise – Vylar Kaftan


	One – Nancy Kress


	Precious Mental – Robert Reed


	Murder on the Aldrin Express – Martin L. Shoemaker





The Year’s Top Short SF Novels #5
(audiobook / ebook)
	The Man Who Sold the Moon – Cory Doctorow


	The Regular – Ken Liu


	Claudius Rex – John P. Murphy


	Of All Possible Worlds – Jay O’Connell


	Each in His Prison, Thinking of the Key – William Preston


	The Last Log of the Lachrimosa – Alastair Reynolds





The Year’s Top Short SF Novels #6
(audiobook / ebook / paperback)
	The Citadel of Weeping Pearls – Aliette de Bodard


	The New Mother – Eugene Fischer


	Inhuman Garbage – Kristine Kathryn Rusch


	Gypsy – Carter Scholz


	What Has Passed Shall in Kinder Light Appear – Bao Shu





The Year’s Top Short SF Novels #7
(audiobook / ebook / paperback)
	Wyatt Earp 2.0 – Wil McCarthy


	The Charge and the Storm – An Owomoyela


	Lazy Dog Out – Suzanne Palmer


	The Iron Tactician – Alastair Reynolds


	Einstein’s Shadow – Allen M. Steele


	The Vanishing Kind – Lavie Tidhar


	The Metal Demimonde – Nick Wolven





The Year’s Top Short SF Novels #8
(ebook / paperback)
	The Martian Job – Jaine Fenn


	The Tale of the Alcubierre Horse – Kathleen Ann Goonan


	How Sere Picked Up Her Laundry – Alexander Jablokov


	Proof of Concept – Gwyneth Jones


	The Proving Ground – Alec Nevala-Lee


	The Speed of Belief – Robert Reed





The Year’s Top Robot and AI Stories – First Annual Collection
(ebook / paperback)
	Cold Blue Sky – J. E. Bates


	Okay, Glory – Elizabeth Bear


	Air Gap – Eric Cline


	When We Were Starless – Simone Heller


	Grace’s Family – James Patrick Kelly


	Meat and Salt and Sparks – Rich Larson


	Quality Time – Ken Liu


	The Blue Fairy’s Manifesto – Annalee Newitz


	Different Seas – Alastair Reynolds


	S’elfie – Justina Robson


	Hard Mary – Sofia Samatar


	The Buried Giant – Lavie Tidhar





The Year’s Top Robot and AI Stories: Second Annual Collection
(ebook / paperback)
	Callme and Mink – Brenda Cooper


	Go. Now. Fix. – Timons Esaias


	Your Boyfriend Experience – James Patrick Kelly


	Metal Like Blood in the Dark – T. Kingfisher


	The Beast Adjoins– Ted Kosmatka


	50 Things Every AI Working with Humans Should Know – Ken Liu


	The Ambient Intelligence – Todd McAulty


	Nic and Viv’s Compulsory Courtship – Will McIntosh


	Father – Ray Nayler


	A Guide for Working Breeds – Vina Jie-Min Prasad


	Rover – A. T. Sayre


	Come the Revolution – Ian Tregillis


	Sparklybits – Nick Wolven





mini-Masterpieces of Science Fiction
(audiobook)
	Last Contact – Stephen Baxter


	The Something-Dreaming Game – Elizabeth Bear


	Grandma – Carol Emshwiller


	Lambing Season – Molly Gloss


	None So Blind – Joe Haldeman


	Kin – Bruce McAllister


	Gene Wars – Paul McAuley


	Bright Red Star – Bud Sparhawk


	Far as You Can Go – Greg van Eekhout





Timeless Time Travel Tales
(audiobook / ebook)
	Things Undone – John Barnes


	And Wild for to Hold – Nancy Kress


	Home Time – Ian R. MacLeod


	The Mists of Time – Tom Purdom


	Against the Current – Robert Silverberg


	The Observation Post – Allen M. Steele


	Scherzo with Tyrannosaur – Michael Swanwick


	Bespoke – Genevieve Valentine





Steampunk Specs
(audiobook / ebook)
	Smoke City – Christopher Barzak


	Dr. Lash Remembers – Jeffrey Ford


	Machine Maid – Margo Lanagan


	Arbeitskraft – Nick Mamatas


	Ninety Thousand Horses – Sean McMullen


	Tanglefoot (A Clockwork Century Story) – Cherie Priest


	Clockwork Fairies – Cat Rambo


	Edison’s Frankenstein – Chris Roberson


	A Serpent in the Gears – Margaret Ronald


	Zeppelin City – Michael Swanwick and Eileen Gunn





Starship Vectors
(audiobook)
	Mayflower II – Stephen Baxter


	Boojum – Elizabeth Bear and Sarah Monette


	The Political Officer – Charles Coleman Finlay


	The Tomb Wife – Gwyneth Jones


	Shiva in Shadow – Nancy Kress


	The Remoras – Robert Reed





Aliens Rule
(audiobook)
	Okanoggan Falls – Carolyn Ives Gilman


	Laws of Survival – Nancy Kress


	How Music Begins – James Van Pelt





We, Robots
(audiobook)
	Tideline – Elizabeth Bear


	Balancing Accounts – James Cambias


	The Seventh Expression of the Robot General – Jeffrey Ford


	Shining Armour – Dominic Green


	The Illustrated Biography of Lord Grimm – Daryl Gregory


	Sanjeev and Robotwallah – Ian McDonald


	The Scarecrow’s Boy – Michael Swanwick





The 2020 Look at Mars Fiction Book
(ebook / paperback)
	An Ocean is a Snowflake, Four Billion Miles Away – John Barnes


	Martian Heart – John Barnes


	Mars Abides – Stephen Baxter


	The Burial of Sir John Mawe at Cassini – Chaz Brenchley


	Hanging Gardens – Gregory Feeley


	The Martian Job – Jaine Fenn


	The Rise and Fall of Paco Cohen and the Mariachis of Mars – Ernest Hogan


	The Vicar of Mars – Gwyneth Jones


	Falling onto Mars – Geoffrey A. Landis


	The Monoliths of Mars – Paul McAuley


	Wyatt Earp 2.0 – Wil McCarthy


	Digging – Ian McDonald


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


	The Cascade – Sean McMullen


	The Martian Obelisk – Linda Nagata


	The Emperor of Mars – Allen M. Steele


	Martian Blood – Allen M. Steele


	Terminal – Lavie Tidhar


	How to Become a Mars Overlord – Catherynne M. Valente





	La Malcontenta – Liz Williams





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


	On the Orion Line – Stephen Baxter


	Boojum – Elizabeth Bear & Sarah Monette


	By the Warmth of Their Calculus – Tobias S. Buckell


	Weep for Day – Indrapramit Das


	Glory – Greg Egan


	The Ice Owl – Carolyn Ives Gilman


	Saving Tiamaat – Gwyneth Jones


	Someday – James Patrick Kelly


	Jonas and the Fox – Rich Larson


	Extracurricular Activities – Yoon Ha Lee


	City of the Dead – Paul McAuley


	Dead Men Walking – Paul McAuley


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


	The Third Party – David Moles


	The Hero – Karl Schroeder


	Bright Red Star – Bud Sparhawk


	The Days Between – Allen M. Steele


	Slow Life – Michael Swanwick





	The Island – Peter Watts





The Year’s Top Tales of Space and Time
(ebook / paperback)
	Midstrathe Exploding – Andy Dudak


	Not This Tide – Sheila Finch


	Exile’s End – Carolyn Ives Gilman


	Words We Say Instead – Brit E. B. Hvide


	Beyond the Dragon’s Gate – Yoon Ha Lee


	Pax Mongolica – Evan Marcroft


	Knock, Knock Said the Ship – Rati Mehrotra


	Father – Ray Nayler


	Laws of Impermanence – Kenneth Schneyer


	Come the Revolution – Ian Tregillis


	Sinew and Steel and What They Told – Carrie Vaughn





The Year’s Top Tales of Space and Time 2
(ebook / paperback)
	The Station of the Twelfth – Chaz Brenchley


	Mulberry and Owl – Aliette de Bodard


	Sleep and the Soul – Greg Egan


	Re: Bubble 476 – A. T. Greenblatt


	The Dark Side – John Kessel


	Antonia and the Stranger Who Came to Rancho Los Feliz – Lisa Morton


	A Rocket for Dimitrios – Ray Nayler


	Dream Atlas – Michael Swanwick


	The Burning Girl – Carrie Vaughn


	A Pall of Moondust – Nick Wood
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