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Chapter 1


An Approximation of Victorian London, England, Cozplai, Underworld
Date: 2422

If you believed half of what the manufacturers claimed, anyone with an optical hook could tell when a mosquito farted. And for the first time in her life, Redcholate wished she had one. An optical hook, not a farting mosquito.

She stopped across the street from the long row of stone and brick buildings. A horse pulling a cart ambled past, blocking her view. The horse pooped. She backed away from the street one long step, and peered up again. If she had an optical hook, she might be able to peer through the code of the building and orb its innards. But instead, she’d have to go in blind.

OS, she said, play the request again.

Redcholate did have an eyescreen, obvs. It was just a tiny implant to display vid and text in her right eyecube, instead of an entire eyecube replacement like the optical hook. For some reason, the thought of having an entire body part replaced had always heebed Redcholate’s gibs.

Her OS played the client’s vid on her eyescreen. In the vid, a black blob, vaguely humanoid, stood against an anonymous dark purple background. “I have a job for you, Redcholate Parise,” the blob said. “Come see me at my office. 221b Baker Street, Cozplai, Underworld.”

A grubby young girl with bare feet ran over to Redcholate from the opposite side of the street and swept away the horse poop with a broom. The girl grinned and raised her right thumb. She wanted real creds for sweeping digital poop. Redcholate approved a transfer of one cred and touched her right thumbnail to the girl’s.

“I’m on the pig’s back today,” the girl said, and ran away down the sidewalk.

What does that mean? she asked. On the pig’s back?

It is Victorian slang, said her OS. From Earth. It means to have good luck.

What the necrotic weevil nostril hairs is this place? She’d stuck mostly to Dirtburg during her three years of working intel in the Underworld. Obvs she’d never visited Cozplai. Filled with dilettantes.

This is an envisioning of Victorian London, Earth.

Is the address signiffy? 221b Baker Street?

Affirmative. This is the address of a Dark Ages detective by the name of Sherlock Holmes, and his biographer, Dr. John Watson.

Shutters opened in the house above Redcholate’s head. A woman leaned out, tossed the contents of a bucket out the window. Dirty water splashed all over the sidewalk, the street, and Redcholate. The woman peered down and grinned as if she were having fun. Redcholate shook her head and spouted a few licks, removing the splashes of dirty water from the fussy dress her avatar wore. This Victorian London node had strict codes, like every other node in Cozplai. No non-human avatars, no hambones—not that the lack of hambones was anything to complain about—no ‘discordant’ clothing. She couldn’t even use holohair, and it was her signature style, so in protest she’d used an OTS avatar for this node. Utterly generic.

All these people playacting instead of using the Underworld for serious business. It irked her entrepreneurial soul. Well, she was no Underworld dilettante. She had to get to work.

Redcholate dashed across the street, just in front of a pelting carriage.

The driver shouted, “You oughta get a oner over the gash!”

She ignored him and his stupo slang, and pushed the doorbell of 221b. Yes, this was the Underworld, and yes, she could spout a few licks and dissolve this digital representation of a door. But people were loops about maintaining their fictions. So she waited.

A proggie opened the door. It looked like a middle-aged woman, pale, greying hair in a bun. Its dress covered it from neck to floor. Someone had written this proggie better than most. No artifacting around its edges.

“I’m, ah…” Redcholate didn’t know who to ask for. The client’s vid had been 100 percent anonymous.

“Right up there, dear.” The proggie pointed up the stairs.

“Thanks.” Redcholate had a policy. Always treat a proggie like a human. Nice to a proggie, no probs. Snub a human avatar by mistaking it for a proggie, your mistake could snipe your asteroid. If the human knew good licks.

She walked up the stairs. They looked like dark wood, with a red patterned carpet running down the center. And they squeaked. At the top of the stairs stood a door. She knocked. Once again, waiting for real-flesh conventions in a digital world.

The door opened. A woman stood there. Well, her avatar. She was about Redcholate’s height. Golden skin. Wavy brown hair, pulled back. Kind of chestnut-colored. And brown eyes. She wore a brown pinstripe suit.

“Come in, Redcholate. Nice to meet you.”

She sidled past the client. “Thanks.”

Sunlight streamed in from the two large windows at the front of the room. Lots of furniture only an old farty gas giant would like. Redcholate glanced at the fireplace, then did a double-take. There was some sort of curly-toed shoe nailed to the mantel. She pointed at it. “What’s that?”

The client looked at where Redcholate was pointing. “What is what?” she asked, like she couldn’t see the shoe. Weird.

“This. This.” Redcholate poked at the shoe. “What’s this shoe doing here?”

“Oh. The slipper. It’s my mentor’s. Let’s sit.”

They settled on facing chairs in front of the fireplace.

“What’s your name?” Redcholate asked.

The client gave a small smile. “Call me Watson.”

“Watson? Like Dr., ah…” her OS helpfully displayed a few lines of intel on her eyescreen, “Dr. John Watson?”

Watson’s eyecubes narrowed. “How do you know his name?”

“I asked my OS about the address. Why?”

“Oh.” Watson puffed her cheeks and blew a breath out pursed lips. “Never mind that. I’ve asked you here to give you a job. A very well-paying job.”

Redcholate smiled. Things were suddenly looking better. “K. I have no probs with being well-paid. What’s the job?”

“I want you to get a piece of information. From the Forger.”

“K,” Redcholate drawled. “That’s what I do. I’m an intel broker for the Forger. Tell me what you want to know, and I’ll get it from him. What’s with all this secrecy? I couldn’t even poof into this room, I had to walk all the way down the street.”

“What is a poof?”

“Poofing’s when you jack in and visit the Underworld. Your avatar poofs into being. You know.”

“Oh. I didn’t know. I’ve never been to the Underworld before.”

“You’re a vergie? Heol. And you’re so old. Unless you’re a bogus.”

“I’m hardly old. I’m only twenty-one. In fact,” Watson cocked her head, “I seem to be a few years younger than you. Anyway, what is a bogus?”

“You know. Someone whose avatar doesn’t look anything like them.”

“No, I’m not a bogus. But let’s focus on the job.”

“K. Just tell me what you want.”

Watson took a deep breath—as if avatars needed to respire—and said, “I need to know the identity of the Butcher.”

Redcholate collapsed back into her chair. “Holy arthritic space ponies. You’re loops.”

“Why?”

“The Forger’d never do it.”

“Why not? One mononymous person against another. Forger versus Butcher. The master of information against the worst mass murderer the galaxy has ever known.”

Redcholate rolled her eyecubes. “Yeah, what about worst mass murderer the galaxy’s ever known don’t you understand? The Forger never messes with him. Never even researches the murders.” And what’s a mononymous person? she asked her OS. She didn’t want to be like Watson, asking stupo questions every digisecond.

Someone known by only one name. E.g. the Forger.

Watson stood and paced across the patterned red carpet. “I’ve thought about this for a long time. And the Forger’s the only one who can help me stop the Butcher.”

“Um, just because you want to stop the Butcher doesn’t mean you have to drop distro in the Forger’s bucket.”

“What does—”

“You don’t need to drop all your problems on his cranial embed. Or mine, either. I don’t want to be yoinked out through my own anus.”

Watson narrowed her eyecubes again. “How… how would that even work?”

“I don’t know, but I’m sure the Butcher could figure it out.” Redcholate stood to go. “Sorry, but no.”

“Wait!” Watson sounded so authoritative that Redcholate stopped. “If you help, I’ll give you 25,000 creds. Enough to take you anywhere in the galaxy.” She was breathing deeply, as if she’d run a millio kilis. And avatars didn’t even need to respire. Serious loops.

But 25,000 creds was a fortune. At the thought, an intense desire to travel to a distant planet, to see a strange horizon, filled Redcholate. As if someone else were controlling her emotions. Which was impossible. Yet… With that many creds she could travel to any other planet. The thought made her shiver a little. But she had to pretend to be koo. Couldn’t let Watson know right off the launchpad that this was the best payout she’d ever hope to earn in her life. “Even if you pay all that, I’d just get my standard finder’s fee.”

Watson shook her head. “Over and above what I’d pay the Forger. You’d get 25,000 creds all to yourself.”

“Loops,” Redcholate whispered. But she knew she was going to bring the request to the Forger, because she was already making excuses. Like, the Forger was such a good intel mogul that the Butcher would never find out he was being investigated. Or even if he did, by the time he came to Bituminous Tarsi to mort the Forger, Redcholate would be halfway across the galaxy. Or—

“But you must do one thing for me,” Watson said.

“What?”

“You have to talk to the Forger in person. You can’t discuss the job with him in the Underworld or by any other technological means.”

“You mean… You don’t mean you want me to meet him real-flesh?”

“That’s exactly what I mean. You must meet him in person.”

“Why?” Redcholate put all her dizda into that one word, but it didn’t seem to bother Watson.

“We all know the Butcher is a master of code,” said Watson. “Data pushing this request to the Forger would be like sending the Butcher an invitation.”

Redcholate looked around. “Aren’t you dreadly he’s listening to us right now?”

Watson shrugged. “We’re just two random avatars among trillions, discussing him. He doesn’t have time to eavesdrop on everyone. But I’m sure he would be interested in anything the Forger has to say about him.”

Redcholate peered around the room again, then shrugged. “It’s impossible, anyway. The Forger doesn’t meet anyone real-flesh. I’ve been working for him for three years, and I’ve never even seen him real-flesh.”

“Yet, you must if you want the 25,000 creds.”

At the thought of all those creds, amazed joy flooded Redcholate’s body. She could go anywhere. Build a new life she hadn’t wanted until a few minutes ago, but was now the only thing she could ever imagine. “I don’t know how I’ll convince him to meet,” she whispered, half to herself.

Watson smiled. “I have confidence in you, Redcholate. So, we have a deal?”

Redcholate looked at Watson, who stood with her hands in her pockets, leaning against the mantel. An aching sense of familiarity twinged Redcholate’s innards. “Have we met?”

“I’ll tell you when you come back with my information,” said Watson. As if it had all been decided. Which it had. 25,000 creds’ worth of decisions.

Redcholate walked toward the door. Something felt bizzo about this entire thing. She put her hand on the door handle, then turned back to Watson. “Why’d you ask me? Specifically? The Forger has twelve other intel-brokers. Why me?”

“I’ll tell you when you return with my information,” Watson said again. “I promise.”

“And you’ll give me 25,000 creds,” Redcholate said, halfway between a statement and a question.

“When you bring the information back, you can have every cred I own, Redcholate Parise. That, I promise.”

“K. I’ll message you when I get the intel.”

Watson nodded and ushered her out, closed the heavy wood door between them.

Redcholate started down the stairs. Halfway down, she paused and looked over her shoulder. That was loops, right?

The situation contained a number of oddities, her OS said.

She made it all the way down the stairs before she realized she’d forgotten the numero hana thing. She ran back up the stairs and opened the door. “Watson, how’m I supposed to contact you when I get the intel?”

For a split digisecond, the room was empty. And then Watson poofed in the middle of the room. “Come in, Redcholate. Nice to meet you.”

Redcholate huffed. “What? We already met.”

“We haven’t met before, I’m certain,” said Watson. “Come in and sit. I’ve asked you here to discuss a job. A very well-paying job.”

Redcholate’s gibs shivered. “I… I think I’m in the wrong place.” She backed out of the room, ran down the stairs, burst open the door to the outside. The digital warmth of the sunlight blazed over her avatar skin. She shook herself. She’d never bring this job to the Forger. Although 25,000 creds was a fortune, the client was a spacenutter.

A short, stout man had stopped in front of 221b Baker Street. He held a huge painted cube on a stick with one hand, and turned a handle on one side of the cube with the other. An awful sound emerged, vaguely approximating music. A monkey sat on the man’s head, screeching at Redcholate in time with the melody.

“Loops,” Redcholate muttered under her breath. “You’re all loops.”

She fled across the road, away from the sound. But by the time she’d reached the opposite sidewalk her braincase was emptying of all objection to the job, and she was already planning how to convince the Forger to meet her real-flesh.





Chapter 2


Hampton Beach, Terry’s New Earth
Date: September 40, 2411—Eleven Years Earlier

Twelve-year-old Armintor Vess always remembered that day as one of sun, and sand, and the smell of sun/sand-repellant. The death came later.

“Bye!” she called through the open window to her mom, who was tinkering in her office and didn’t respond.

She ran through the open door into the kitchen. “Bye,” she said, kissing her dad’s cheek as he sipped from his mug at the sunny kitchen table. The scent of fresh-brewed chostim swirled around him, a smell she equated with her dad’s prickly, not-yet-shaved cheek and his crinkle-eyed grin.

“Bye, sweetie. Be careful.”

Banging open the front door, she grabbed the handlebars of her h-bike and leaped astride. Although it was a hand-me-down from her older brother, it still looked new. He’d stenciled red and orange flames up its sides. She felt faster on it than on any of her friends’ h-bikes, and steadfastly resisted offered trades for various electronic tidbits or copied homework. But nowadays, only the younger kids asked to trade with her. All her friends now had real hoverbikes, not limited to one meter in altitude.

After a fast ten minutes’ pedaling, she skidded to a stop, descended to ground level, and parked her h-bike at the beach racks, not bothering to lock it. If someone dared to steal it, everyone else in town would know who’d done it before dinnertime. At the sun-sand booth she sprayed herself head-to-toe in repellant, not forgetting this time to coat the soles of her feet. She grabbed her flake and her lunch from her h-bike’s basket and trotted down the rough wooden stairs to the beach.

Her best friends Barta and Salli already lay sprawled on their towels. They were experiencing an immersible in the Underworld, grinning like idiots and oblivious to her and everything else.

Armintor dug her bare toes into the gritty sand, which felt pleasantly cool to her repellant-coated feet. “Heya,” she said. Barta and Salli, of course, were deep under and didn’t hear.

She shrugged and plopped down beside them. Grabbing her flake—another hand-me-down from her brother—she continued tweaking the reminder program she’d been working on for the past two weeks.

Less than ten minutes later her friends twitched, gasped almost in unison, sat up.

“You’re here,” Barta said. “It’s such a great day, isn’t it?” She stretched and yawned. “No one told me how sore you get from too many immersibles.”

“It’s because you don’t shift at all when you’re in an immersible,” Salli said. “It hijacks your motor cortex.”

Barta rifled in her bag for a drink. “How’s your mom, Armintor?”

“The same. You know. Morose.”

“You’re still working on that reminder prog for her?”

Armintor lifted her flake. “I’m pretty much done. The house reminder prog is really cringy. It just says, Hae-na, time to take your pills in this meek little voice. This new prog’ll flash the lights in the kitchen one day, open and slam the front door the next. You know, things like that. To shock her into reality.”

“Why doesn’t she just ask her OS to remind her?”

“She won’t let it talk to her about anything but work.” Armintor shrugged. “I just need a cranial hook and tie-in socket to modify house progging.”

“We all have to wait until we’re thirteen to get cranial hooks,” Salli said. “Our brains need time to mature.”

Armintor tried not to roll her eyes. “I know.”

Barta took a long drink of water, then wiped her mouth. “But it’s loops that you’re the last one in our entire class.”

Armintor shrugged and dug her toes in the sand. “At least my birthday is in—

“Ten days!” shouted Barta and Salli in unison.

Though she tried to stifle it, Armintor’s laughter broke through her scowl. Her friends tackled her, and they all rolled around making a sandy mess out of their towels.

It was almost the same as it used to be.

But then Salli and Barta shared a look. “Is it okay if we, you know?” Barta gestured vaguely. “Go back under again?”

Salli was already flapping the towels to shake off the sand. “There’s a sequel to the one we just expied. We really need to know what happens.”

In a few minutes, her friends were once again dead to the world.

Armintor pushed to her feet. Everyone else in her class sprawled on the beach, slack-jawed, immersed in the Underworld. She stepped over Sally and Barta, then stomped around the rest, not being careful to avoid getting sand on anyone.

A group of younger kids played volleyball down the beach. “Armintor, come play with us,” they shouted.

“No thanks,” she called and slouched off into a nearby stand of trees.

Almost every tree growing on the planet was a Blue Mist poplar. They were native to Terry’s New Earth. Over seventy-five meters tall at their full height, their bark was an almost luminescent grey-silver, and their leaves were a translucent purply-blue the size of elephant ears. Off-worlders were always amazed at the trees. Not even her mom, the best dendrologist on the planet, had been able to discover any seed, seedling or offshoot. It was a complete mystery how the trees managed to reproduce. Dendrologists had even tried and failed to get transplants to grow on other planets.

At least there was something she had that others didn’t, she thought. Even if it was just enjoying some stupid trees. Her smile felt sour on her lips.

A few weeks ago she’d given a big presentation in her speech class, on how much sense it would make to just waive the Hooks at 13 law in her case, because she was holding up the entire class by not having a cranial implant. She’d shown brain scans of twelve year olds and thirteen year olds, showing the modicum of difference between them, developmentally speaking. She’d even interviewed a neurologist at Charles Town University, who’d agreed that, medically, a few months would not make a difference.

On the day of her presentation, she’d been shaking with righteous joy. But the speech teacher’d laughed at her. “Enjoy yourself while you can. It’s all downhill from here.”

Whatever that meant.

Her parents had been a little more sympathetic.

“If I’d known how much fitting in meant to you, I’d have held you back a year when you were young,” her mom said.

She knew her mom was trying to make her feel better. But the thought of being one year back didn’t make Armintor any happier.

Her dad was the only one who understood. He’d listened to her practice her speech, and made suggestions. He’d greeted her at the door when she’d come home from school in tears, and held her and patted her back when she cried in frustration.

“Don’t let it get to you,” he said in his gentle voice. “You tried your best.”

“It’s not fair!”

“But someday it won’t matter so much. Someday, perhaps soon, perhaps later, you’ll have a problem, a misery, something will happen in your life that will put this in perspective. Then you’ll know that this was just a temporary thing.”

Despite herself, she laughed. “Is that supposed to make me feel better, Dad?”

He chuckled. “Not sure. It worked though, didn’t it? I made you laugh.”

He’d made her a grilled tomato sandwich, and they’d sat on the back deck and watched the sun glinting over the lake, waiting for her mom to get home from work.

Yet now here she was, standing in the forest, waiting for each slow minute to pass.

She kicked the nearest Blue Mist poplar. It shuddered, the shudder rising all the way up its bole and into its leaves. The leaves twisted and turned, showing their purply-blue tops and fuzzy grey undersides.

That grey fuzz on the underside of the leaves was new this year. Her mom and all the other dendrologists and botanists over at the university had gone loops, taking samples every week. It’d been big news, that perhaps this was the propagation, and maybe the trees would be the new cash crop that would cause Terry’s New Earth to become fabulously wealthy.

And in the next moment, her world turned suddenly gorgeous. At first she thought it was a freak snowstorm, those falling great white puffs. But they weren’t cold, and they didn’t melt. They fell rapidly, drifting into massive piles in just a few moments.

She looked up. The fuzz had fallen off all the poplars. Sunlight shone through the leaves again, turning the forest a beautiful shade of pink-lavender. Drifts of poplar fuzz piled up against the silvery tree boles like unmelty snow. A faint scent of honey filled the air.

The wind caught a few puffs, wafting them toward the beach. They looked so pretty, like lace.

It was then that the idea popped into her mind. It was the weekend. The Hook Clinic would be closed, because of course having hooks installed wasn’t ever emergency surgery. She’d done a lot of research for her speech, and knew exactly how the patient was prepped.

And, she’d even written an override prog for the mecha-doctor, so that after her speech when everyone agreed that she’d get her cranial hook early she could triumphantly march forward with the override already written. But none of that’d happened.

Armintor ran to her h-bike and pedaled furiously toward the hook clinic. She would get her cranial implant installed right now. She winced as she thought of how angry her mom and dad would be. But they’d never remove the hooks from her cranium if they’d already been installed, because that was almost guaranteed to cause brain damage.

Dark and empty, the clinic seemed much creepier than it should have. The door was unlocked, because the law said any clinic with a mecha-doctor had to be accessible so people could use it in emergencies. She plugged her flake into the multi-input control panel. The control panel kept asking for authorization, and she worked on it for ten minutes in vain. Armintor glanced out at the street. A skimmer flew past and she ducked reflexively, but it didn’t even slow. Reluctantly, she opened an infiltration prog she’d been working on. She’d written it to… well… just to fool around. Not really to use. But if she’d already gone this far… She took a deep breath, and downloaded the infiltration prog into the control panel. It dinged.

“Welcome,” it said.

“Hi.” She downloaded the second prog, the one to override the Hooks at 13 law. She’d have to erase that one before she left.

“I’m here for my hook installation,” she said. “Are my cranial embed and tie-in socket in stock?”

“Affirmative,” said the hook clinic. “Proceed to decontamination.”

She stripped and stepped into the decontamination chamber.

It took a long time, longer than she’d thought it would, to wash her hair three times with the brown, astringent shampoo, to scrub off the sun/sand repellant, to stand underneath the antiseptic spray. After all that, the exit sensors still detected contaminants underneath her fingernails, and she had to re-scrub herself and use the antiseptic spray again. Once dry, she pressed a button and a sterile gown popped out of a chute like a soft bullet, hitting her in the stomach. Wrapping it around herself, she emerged into the operating room.

The mecha-doctor rolled in, faceless, silent. It was a three-meter tall wheeled metal cylinder with a multitude of appendages. A wave of terror rolled over Armintor, and she felt an automatic, reflexive need for her parents.

“Patient, prepare for anesthesia.” One of its metal appendages extended toward her.

“Wait,” she gasped.

Without comment, the mecha-doctor paused its metal appendage. A needle almost too thin for human vision waited mere centimeters from Armintor’s arm.

Her parents would be disappointed in her. Salli and Barta might even be miffed. And what if her teachers decided to just start teaching via data push tomorrow, instead of waiting until her birthday? It wouldn’t matter, then, that she hadn’t waited, because she’d barely have any time left for all her projects.

“I…” She cleared her throat. “I’m not sure I want to do this.”

“Patient, I cannot provide assistance or advice for mental processes.”

“I know.” Armintor rubbed her face, sighed, then sat up straight. “Okay. Do it.”

The mecha-doctor immediately extended its metal appendage again. “Patient, prepare for anesthesia.”

The needle was actually touching her arm, was actually creating the tiniest of dimples against her skin, when the mecha-doctor paused. It retracted its appendage, whirled, and rolled silently from the room.

Armintor’s jaw gaped. “Hey!” she yelled. “Hey! What are you doing? I… I’m thirteen, you know!”

Nothing answered her but silence.

She slipped from the cold metal table and walked slowly out of the operating room. The front door of the clinic closed silently. The mecha-doctor was nowhere in sight. There was only one reason a mecha-doctor would leave its station: a catastrophic medical emergency.

Fear tightened all the skin on her body. Still in her hospital gown, she slipped her feet into her sneakers, ran out to the street, vaulted onto her h-bike. A commotion at the street corner drew her closer. Three skimmers had crashed together, creating a mess of blood, plazstik and metal.

Such a terrible accident was enough to create a medical emergency, and yet the clinic mecha-doctor had passed right by and was rolling down the street toward the town center. Like there was some other, more terrible emergency elsewhere.

She skidded to a stop and hopped off her h-bike, ran through a low drift of white poplar fluff to the nearest skimmer. It’d crumpled against the side of a building. The two people inside… were they people? They were blackened corpses. She backed away, ran to the next skimmer, and then the third. Everyone was blackened and shriveled and smoking as if they’d been burned to a crisp, although there was no heat.

“What’s happening?” she whispered, but there was no one to answer.

She jumped back on her h-bike and pedaled the few blocks to the beach. The pack of younger kids who’d been playing volleyball ran past as if chased by the galaxy’s worst monster, their mouths rigid and terrified. She threw the bike down and ran across the soft sand.

Everyone on the beach, everyone… They were all turning black. From their heads down to their necks, shoulders, their torsos. She ran to Salli and Barta.

“Armintor,” croaked Barta through black, cracking lips. Her mouth was filled with blue fungus.

“Help.” Salli’s crisping hands grabbed her ankle.

Armintor screamed and fell back hard onto the sand. Pain stabbed up her right elbow to her shoulder. She kicked her foot free, only to find Salli’s smoking hands already crumbling apart. Her best friends’ blackened and shriveled heads smoked slightly, as if they’d been burning mere moments before but the flames had now been put out.

Her parents. This couldn’t be happening to her parents. She wouldn’t let it. Scrambling across the sand on hands and knees, she went back to her h-bike. But she was trembling so much she fell off, landing hard on the ground. She abandoned it and ran through the chaotic streets, poplar fluff eddying behind her, heart pounding, breath dry in her lungs.

“Dad! Dad!” she screamed as she burst through the door. She ran through the empty kitchen, the bedrooms, the bathrooms.

In her mother’s workroom, Armintor found a blackened corpse slumped over a workbench. Her eyes filled with tears. She reached out with hesitant fingers. “Mom?”

Her touch caused her mother’s shoulder to crumple into fine black dust that sprinkled the worktable and wafted into the air.

“Mom.” Armintor’s voice didn’t even sound familiar. It was too thick, too strained. “I never… you never…” They’d never said the words I love you. Now it was too late.

She walked slowly through the house again. Her body felt as if it were moving through syrup. She found her father in the garage, in the skimmer. His charcoal body sat composedly, erect, hands in lap. She crumpled into the passenger seat. Her head felt heavy, her limbs clumsy.

“Dad,” she whispered. “Please. Don’t leave me alone. I need you.” He was the only one who could comfort her, and he was gone. She curled up beside him and wept.

[image: Scene Separator]

It became known across the galaxy as the Blue Mist plague. It was caused by a toxin enclosed in the pollen of the Blue Mist poplars, and entered the cranium through the microscopic openings available via tie-in socket hooks. Everyone, absolutely everyone thirteen or older. Dead.
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Members of the Alphahood from the planet Variegor were dispatched to gather up the surviving children, to decontaminate them of any spores, to take them away from Terry’s New Earth, to set the quarantine warning beacons in orbit at 5,000 kilometers and again at 8,000.

No one could confirm Armintor’s older brother had died, but of course he must have. Those first few days she couldn’t help but look for him in any crowd, but soon she abandoned even that hope.

Whenever Armintor thought of her home, she remembered it not as it was during her childhood, but as it must be now, with its crumpling corpses slowly becoming dust, h-bikes abandoned at the beach, homes with meals sitting uneaten on the table and slowly petrifying.

The Alphahood, a culture of teknophobes, agreed to take the Blue Mist plague orphans back to their planet Variegor. And since the Alphahood did not allow anyone to be hooked on their planet, they were the perfect storehouse for these thousands of obviously hook-shy, and possibly contaminated, children no one else wanted.

Armintor was sent with the other children to Variegor, to live in teknological poverty.




Chapter 3


A Vague Greyness, Underworld
Alessandro City, Bituminous Tarsi
Date: No Time Resolution Possible / 2422

But the Forger didn’t want to meet Redcholate. At least, not real-flesh.

Redcholate met him at their usual rendezvous point: a niche he’d carved out in the Underworld, filled with grey fog and deadened acoustics.

As soon as she’d left Cozplai she’d nixed the OTS avatar and wore her usual, which looked just as much like her meatsack as her skill level made possible. One hundred seventy-eight centimeters. Brown eyes. Cuteish face. Chin a little too strong for cuteness, but she yenned that. And her hair. Her style was holohair theme weeks. This week’s theme was beetles. Today Redcholate’s hair was scuttling green scarabs all over her head, and making chains of themselves midway down her back. She could almost feel their tiny tootsies on her braincase. Almost.

“Heyeoo, Forger,” she said.

“Redcholate.” In the Underworld, the Forger presented himself as a matte black cuboid. Faintly reminiscent of a coffin.

In his presence, all her well-rehearsed explanations seemed stupo, and slipped out of her mind like water. “I, ah, I have a job.”

“Tell me.” His voice filled the space, strong, deep, and resonant.

She shifted from avatar foot to avatar foot. “It’s, well, you know. Sensitive.”

The cuboid sighed. “I have a limited amount of time to spend upon this interaction.”

“I can’t talk about this job in the Underworld,” she blurted. “The client says it’s too sensitive.” There. She’d said it.

The cuboid snorted. “Every job is sensitive. Here, we are protected from infiltrators.”

She wasn’t a rubie. She knew the grey fog enveloping them was a representation of the Forger’s kahuna code, protecting him from… well… everything. Maybe she should just tell him. Just, The client wants you to find the Butcher.

But something shivered her gibs. It was the Butcher.

OS, how many people has the Butcher killed?

Counting humans only, the Butcher has killed 11,169,322,198. Including humanoid and all other sentient species, 14,977,489,335.

He’d killed almost fifteen billio. Entire planets’ populations massacred, each with its own terrible, unique flair. The last forger—not a Bituminous Tarsi forger, but still pretty slick—to investigate him had been killed, along with her entire planet, when a hundred giant Yobbo attack cats had been let loose on their planet. Cats had killed the curiosity.

The Butcher, along with being the galaxy’s worst murderer, was also rumored as a maestro of tek. He had to be, or he’d’ve been caught by now. Maybe Watson was right. She shouldn’t say the Butcher’s name in the Underworld. She stared at the cuboid. She could stare at it for 1,000 years and never get any feedback.

“If you can’t clearly state the needed intel, then I can’t find it,” the Forger said.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “But I can’t say it here. I have to meet you real-flesh.”

“Well then, if you insist.”

Her heart leaped in her avatar chest. Half exulting, half painful. He’d get the intel. She’d get the 25,000 creds, and travel offworld.

“If you insist upon impossible terms,” he continued, “your client can just find the intel themself”

“No, the client’s desperate.”

“When they’re desperate enough to follow my protocols, we will do business. Until then…” The cuboid disappeared. One moment here, next moment a coffin-shaped hole quickly filled with fog.

Redcholate closed her avatar eyecubes. Rotting Womoronian citrus fruits. That had not gone well. OS, disconnect me.

Her OS didn’t answer, but she immediately felt her separation from the Underworld and her entry into real-flesh. She could always tell. This time there were no visual cues, because her avatar eyecubes had been closed, and of course her meatsack eyecubes were also closed. Sound… okay, maybe the sound gave it away a little. The hushed tones of the Forger’s niche were replaced by the ambient hum of her real-flesh room. But as always, the heaviness of her meatsack gave it away. In the Underworld, you could run forever, dance forever, swim forever, and your avatar would never tire. In the real-flesh world, gravity still worked.

She groaned and opened her eyecubes, pushed up to sitting. The holobeads strung in her hair clacked against each other. Here in real-flesh, they still made her hair look like iridescent green scarabs. In the Underworld, of course, she didn’t need holobeads clacking together around her ears.

Her tiny bed, just large enough to hold her motionless body, was crammed into a windowless closet. She reached up behind her left ear and unplugged the tie-in jack from her socket, then knocked on the door. “Chinya?”

No answer.

She slid off the mattress, staying hunched over so she wouldn’t doff her head on the shelves, and eased open the door. “Chinya?”

“Here out,” Chinya called.

Redcholate walked through Chinya’s bedroom and into the lounge.

Chinya sat on the floor in front of a low table, peeling yellow squirters. “Come some and have,” she said, holding one out.

Redcholate sat on the floor beside her and took the squirter. “Why don’t you just have the nutrition panel peel these?”

Chinya grinned. “Peeling them reminds me of my granma.” She never used Getho Sector 1 street dialect when she talked of her family. Maybe my ancestors’re listening, and I want them to understand me, she’d say.

Redcholate was sometimes jealous of Chinya’s family. They all lived nearby, and got together for weekly real-flesh dinners. Dark ages behavior, but not cringy. Kinda sweet. Redcholate couldn’t even mem any of her grandparents. She tore the thick peel off the squirter and popped it in her mouth, squealing at the sourness.

Chinya laughed as she reached for another squirter. “You’ll get used it to. You just snack up for a? You going under back?”

Redcholate shook her head. How to explain Watson’s bizzo intel request, or her reset to jero when Redcholate’d gone back to the room a milli later? Or the Forger’s refusal to meet real-flesh? Everything was so bizzo. “I got a job to do meatsack style.”

Chinya finished peeling the squirter and bit into it. Through the pucker, she said, “But meatsack style style isn’t your.”

“I know.” Any normal intel request, she’d still be under, and probs already be bringing the intel back to the client. But the Forger’d said he wouldn’t take the job. First time he’d ever done that. Maybe she should just jack back in and just tell him what she wanted. Intel on the Butcher. How hard was it to say those words? But even as she considered disobeying Watson’s stipulation, pain stabbed her cranium and her gibs quivered. She felt the blood drain from her face.

“Sick you?” Chinya asked. “Squirters sour too?”

“No, I’m K.” Redcholate pushed to her feet. “Meatsack style isn’t my style, but for this payout, I’ll change my style so fast it’ll rip your socks off at the scalp.”

Chinya laughed. “One good. K, I’ll be here back when get you.”

***

At night, the Getho quarter of Alessandro City was 100% humid, 100% stinky, and 100% dead. Everyone who was everyone spent their nights in the Underworld. Cozplayas and rubies went to the Underworld for fun. Entrepreneurs like her went for work. Bituminous Tarsi was the galaxy’s intel hub, and tens of thousands went under to deal, steal and peel.

K, the Forger didn’t want to meet real-flesh. He was the primo forger on Bituminous Tarsi. But she’d met dozens of forgers in Dirtburg, the Underworld’s intel business sector, and she’d never met any real-flesh. And she didn’t know 99.999% of them well enough to ask them to unjack. She only dared to ask Tanto. Barely. Just a simple transaction in Dirtburg, made a millio times more diffy by Watson.

So she sloggo’d down the street like a numbseed.

Finally she got to a moving walkway. Chinya could only afford an apartment deep in the Getho, five blocks away from the nearest moving walkway. When Redcholate’d arrived on-planet three years ago, poor and friendless, she could only afford to rent a closet in Chinya’s apartment. But they’d become best friends, which was daebak, so Redcholate didn’t move out even though she could afford to now. Chinya’s friendship was more important than a fancy trou apartment or nearby skimmercabs.

The moving sidewalk whisked her free from the snaggly, dark plazstik buildings of the Getho, toward the shiny jewel at the northern edge of Alessandro City. Skimmers started passing overhead. Soon, another people mover swept up from the left and joined with hers. Passengers from LoRen to the south crowded on, and the people mover hummed under the new load. Something about the LoRenners—shab clothing, doldrous faces—reminded Redcholate about something, but she could never mem what it was. Anyway, they were all headed north. Just like her.

Up ahead, the shiny jewel resolved into beautiful, slender towers of silver plazstik. Silvery trees. Silver lights. Silvery skimmers. All looking out over the edge of silvery cliffs to the ocean. The HiRenDist, where all the fancytrou forgers lived. Probably the Forger lived there too. But she obvs wasn’t going to see him.

Of all the forgers she’d met, she respected Tanto most. He was brillio. The night two years ago when she’d finally made it into Forkin—the most exclusive forger bar in the Underworld—he’d laughed, clapped her on her avatar back, and bought her first digital bag of beer. He was a full-fledged forger himself. Not in the Forger’s league, but still he held his braincase above the flood. And he never looked down on intel brokers like Redcholate.

OS, she said, query Tanto’s OS for his address. Meatsack address.

Her OS didn’t reply. On a range of 1 to 10, she’d set its pleasantries settings to 1. No yes ma’ams or right aways. Less braincase chatter. It wouldn’t answer until it got the intel she needed.

As she entered the outskirts of the HiRenDist, she got off the moving walkway. No use traveling any further just to potentially double back. So she strolled down the nearest static walkway, looking up. Up was where most of the life in HiRenDist happened. Ground level was for the late-night insomniacs and shamblers no one living in the HiRenDist wanted to see. The walkways didn’t shiver her gibs or anything, mechas kept them clean and evaced anyone from another dist who attempted to set up house on the streets. But the shops accessible to foot traffic catered to people like her. Tie-in sockets for rent by the hour in dremacaves. Budget hook booths. Cheap food in silver-glitz stands. Selling a tiny piece of the HiRenDist to people who then went back home to LoRen or the Getho, feeling as if they’d lived in luxury for a few millis.

Tanto’s OS has responded with his address, her OS said. A small arrow appeared at the bottom of her vision, pointing to the left. Take the moving walkway one stop east.

She traveled deeper into HiRenDist. Her OS directed her to one of the tallest buildings. She went inside to the security corral, a plazstik floor to ceiling cage. A security mecha, boxy and black on a long, looping track, let a group of three people enter, then zipped over to her position.

“Scan or purpose,” it said.

“Purpose. I’m here to see Tanto.” She suddenly realized she didn’t know his last name. She didn’t even know if Tanto was his real-flesh name. But the mecha seemed to know who she meant.

“Present thumbnail,” it said. She told her OS to authorize access to her bifile and lifted her right thumb. The mecha scanned her thumbnail implant, then said, “Tanto is waiting for you. Third floor. Suite 3001.”

After a swift elevator ride, she pressed her right thumb on the pad at the door to 3001. A milli later the door opened.

A view of the cliffs and the silver-capped Thaumaturge Ocean wrapped around the entire apartment. The sound of waves crashed against the hard surfaces. “Heol,” she said. She’d never been inside a proprietary view apartment before.

“This view,” said Tanto, unseen from a view-facing couch, “makes it almost pleasant to unjack.”

Redcholate walked around the edge of the couch and puddled beside him. She studied him out of the corner of her eyecubes. Another meatsack she’d never seen. He looked almost like his avatar. Short. Compact. Pleasant. But there were two differences. Hana, he had masses of crinkles around his eyes and dark stubble all over his face, unlike his smooth-faced avatar. And deul, he was missing that brisk professionalism he exuded in the Underworld. Real-flesh, he was low-energy, scruffy, deflated. Kinda like an empty bag of beer. All for all, he skirted the edge of bogus. But probs he’d created his avatar when he’d still had meatsack energy.

Far below, thirty meter waves crashed against the cliffs, then fell back, defeated. Everything silver: sky, clouds, cliffs, sea. As if she and Tanto were looking into a sterile future.

Tanto sniffed, rubbed his nose, then sighed. “I don’t know why I bought the 100 meter view upgrade. I’m almost never unjacked to see it.”

“It’s koo, though.” She held her breath as a pod of 5 massive waves—at least twice as large as the others—rose up and crashed against the cliffs, one after the other, in quick succession. A twirl of silver and purple sea birds rose up from the cliffs and circled, calling. They sounded lachry. Like they knew something sad she didn’t yet.

If she had a view like this, maybe she wouldn’t need to go off-planet. She could buy an apartment like this one. With the proprietary view upgrade. And Chinya could move in too, and all her family. They’d all be happy together. But the joy she felt at that vision of her future was engulfed and washed away by a joy twice as large. Joy about traveling off-planet. Of leaving Bituminous Tarsi. An insistent joy, barging in where it wasn’t needed. Just like in the Underworld with Watson, it was as if someone else were feeling the emotion instead of her.

Tanto glanced at her, then back to the view. “Why the real-flesh?”

The question startled her out of her brooding. “A job that needs flesh-to-flesh transmission.”

Tanto nodded once, long and slow. “And the Forger won’t meet you real-flesh. So what is it?”

She hesitated, then leaned close, whispered, “Intel on the Butcher.”

He drew back like she’d just smacked him. “I’m not touching that job.”

At his refusal, her lumen twisted, heaved. She tried to hide her gagging, but he saw.

“Red, you sick?”

She shook her head. That wasn’t important now. “But, the payout is… loops.”

He stared at her, bloodshot eyecubes wide. “You cray, Red? You wanna end up like Alae Mestro and her entire planet? Eaten alive by cats the size of skimmers?”

“But… but you’re better than she is. You’re a Bituminous Tarsi forger.”

“Not as good as the Butcher. And even the Forger won’t touch this, so what does that tell you? Look, you know that the best forgers can track someone in the Underworld by their personality.”

She nodded.

“Well, the Butcher’s the best of the best. The Butcher’s got personality lookouts on all the best Bituminous Tarsi forgers: the Forger, me, Tickle-Me-Foot. As soon as any of us start scouring around for intel on the Butcher, we’re dead.”

“I know all that, but—”

He didn’t let her finish. “Don’t get involved in this job. All I can say. Unless you want your braincase scoured. Permanently.”

Pain lanced her eyecubes. “But I need the glims.”

Tanto sighed again, then held out his thumb. “Here. Take this. It’s a forger I know. Used to be good. Even taught me a thing-a-three. But he’s lost all his clients. So maybe he’ll agree.”

“Thank you!” Redcholate approved incoming data with her OS, then touched her thumb to Tanto’s. A bifile appeared in her cranial embed. As soon as it did, the pain in her cranium disappeared. She sighed in relief, and stood to take one last look down at the Thaumaturge Ocean. Then she turned back to him.

“Tanto, why’d he lose all his clients?”

He laughed, already pulling the jack out of its outlet. “If you want the intel enough, does it matter? Just watch your spine, Red.”

He stretched out on the couch and plugged the jack into his tie-in socket. His body seemed to lose all cohesion as he went under.

“Thanks, Tanto,” she said softly before she left, though he couldn’t hear.




Chapter 4


Variegor
Date: 2412

Armintor stumbled off the shuttle gangplank and onto the hot stone of the spaceport. The air smelled of sweat and terror.

A man with eyes that reminded her of shiny black beetles stood, hands behind his back, waiting. Flanking him stood two groups of adults. One group had fancy uniforms like him, with shiny buttons, and shiny shoes, and shiny hair. The other group wore dingy coveralls, scuffed shoes, ragged expressions.

In another life, this might have made her giggle, for the man looked too stern for his own good. Yet today all she felt was sick fear, and the now-familiar prickle of tears in her eyes. Her head felt heavy all the time, as if it were filled with the blue fungus. Perhaps she was infected with Blue Mist Plague but no one knew it yet.

She stood, numb, watching the man as he strode slowly down the line. He scanned each Blue Mist Plague orphan with a bulky handheld device, then directed each child to one or the other group of adults.

Soon the man stopped in front of her and scanned her with his device. He made a sound halfway between pity and scorn. “Beta. G-class. Subdamaged.”

The word made an impression on her. “Subdamaged?” Her voice sounded weak, trembly, tearful.

He inspected her down the long sharp line of his nose. “Never address an Alpha again without being addressed, Subdamaged.” He shoved her toward the shabby group. A coveralled woman steered her into their midst.

Armintor followed the group to a sad barrack. She pulled on a dingy beige coverall. The woman cut her hair with a pair of scissors. And she began work that day.
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The first several months went by without much impact on Armintor’s psyche. She worked in the kitchen of an Alpha restaurant, where she consistently failed to comprehend even simple instructions. Gradually she received less and less intellectually strenuous work until she was monitoring a dishwasher, which was the most unchallenging job besides mopping the floor. Just enough intellect remained from the fugue to allow her to understand her tasks.

Her only safe place was her bunk, the middle bunk of a three-stack in a Beta barrack. She fell into it every night as soon as she got home from the kitchens, and didn’t get up in the morning until an older Beta pushed her onto the floor.
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Armintor’s job monitoring a dishwasher included ten-minute cycles where she could wander away from the mecha to go to the bathroom, to step outside, to chat with her friends—if she’d had any friends.

“If you’re not back at your machine when the cycle ends,” she vaguely remembered someone saying to her, “you’d better either be dead, or wishing you were dead.”

This threat had not made much of an impression. In fact, she tried not to think at all.

A fellow Terry’s New Earther tended a dishwashing mecha two down from hers. She didn’t know him, for he’d grown up in Charles Town, but she recognized the misery coiling off him in invisible waves. Habitually late, he also slunk away from his dishwasher at every opportunity.

One month after Armintor had been assigned to her dishwasher, the boy’s mecha was making its usual strident notification that its cycle had ended. An Alpha strode in: tall, muscular, imperative. “Whose dishwasher is this?”

“B-bil,” a nearby Beta answered.

“And where is this Bil? Is he dead?”

The Beta shook his head.

Bil slunk back into the kitchens just as that moment.

“Is this yours?” the Alpha asked.

Bil hunched his shoulders and nodded.

“You must be an offworlder.” The Alpha cocked his head. “Bil. Do you understand why Alphas have to force Betas to work?”

Bil shook his head. Armintor looked from Bil to the Alpha. An echo of her former curious nature wanted to know why Alphas forced Betas to work as well.

“It’s because Betas are naturally unable to survive without Alphas organizing their lives.” The Alpha glanced around the room, and Armintor felt a spike of cold fear when his eyes briefly met hers. He raised his voice. “Offworlders might look at our system and assume Betas work to benefit Alphas. But that’s not true. It’s the opposite of true. You need us more than we need you. The essence of an Alpha is to help Betas. We help you become the best version of yourselves you can be.”

The Alpha drew a short black stick from a holster at his side. With a practiced wrist flick he telescoped the stick to a half-meter length. “Bil. You understand why I need to punish you, right?”

Armintor’s breath rasped in her lungs. She had thought she couldn’t feel anything, but she now realized she could still feel fear.

Bil turned white. “No,” he whispered.

“We only punish Betas to help you learn. Sometimes we must punish you to death, to teach others. That’s the option I’m going to choose for you, Bil. Your death will allow these other Betas to learn. Some are experiential learners. Others learn by listening or seeing. Your death will teach them all. You should be proud.”

When Bil turned to run the Alpha lunged forward and tripped him. Bil crashed to the ground and tried to scrabble away on all fours. The Alpha shoved his black stick into Bil’s back. A harsh sizzle filled the kitchen, followed an instant later by Bil’s screams.

The screams etched themselves into Armintor’s brain. His writhing seared her eyes. Her throat scraped against her own screams until another Beta came up behind and clapped a hand over her mouth. Armintor fought against the hold, her body on fire with rage, with terror, with a hopeless knowledge that this was what life was truly like.

The Alpha kept his stick jammed into Bil’s back until Bil stopped screaming, stopped moving.

Armintor’s ears rang with the echoes of screams. Air rasped against her raw throat.

“It occurs to me,” the Alpha said, “that the experiential learners might not have absorbed this death as well as the other types. Line up here. All of you.” He drew an invisible line on the floor with his black stick.

Trembling, Armintor formed a line with the other Betas.

The Alpha strode up and down the line. “Which one of you wants to go first?” He stopped and stroked the cheek of an elderly woman who worked clearing tables in the dining room. “I’m doing this because I care about you.” He pressed the stick into her stomach. She screamed and collapsed to the floor.

The Alpha bent and stared into the woman’s glazed eyes. “Everyone has something to learn, including you,” he said softly. He stroked her cheek with the stick, then stood, raising his voice. “Trying to get away with anything is a fallacy. You must work as if we are watching you every second.” The Alpha went up and down the line, gently pressing the agony stick into everyone’s stomachs, watching with a terrible, benevolent expression as they all screamed, collapsed, writhed.

Urine trickled down Armintor’s leg when he stopped in front of her, even before he stuck the stick into her stomach.

It was the worst ten seconds of her life. Worse than the agony of her parents’ death, than being taken from Terry’s New Earth. Every cell in her body vibrated with agony. It felt like she was being torn apart with endless variation, and yet endlessly the same.

When the pain ceased she found herself scrabbling and drooling on the ground. The Alpha stood and watched her with his sickening benevolent expression. Armintor didn’t dare move, in case he decided to torture her again.

The Beta to her left nudged her with his shoe. “Get back to work,” he hissed.

Adrenaline coursed through her body. She could never do anything again to be touched with an agony stick. With trembling arms she shoved to her feet and staggered to her dishwasher.

The Alpha followed, and came up right behind her. She felt his breath in her hair. “Now, here is a perfect example of the inability of Betas to survive on their own. This one thinks it’s appropriate to work with clean dishes when she reeks of urine.”

Armintor turned to him. He had a healthy-looking sheen, clear brown eyes, a proud, uplifted jaw. Looking at him, she not only felt fear, but anger. How dare he be so proud of his terrible actions?

He placed a hot, heavy hand on her shoulder. “Go to your barrack and change your clothes. Before I cease to see the benefit of being so considerate.”

She ran through the almost empty streets to the barracks. A few Alphas look at her haste with disapproval, but none stopped her. After she changed she ran back to the restaurant. Her dishwasher wasn’t screaming; someone had emptied, filled and started it again. She glanced around but no one met her gaze. She understood. It wasn’t her they’d been protecting, but themselves.

 



Chapter 5


Variegor
Date: 2412

As she stood in the shower that evening, letting the sour-smelling water fall over her, Armintor heard her two stack-mates talking.

“She’s so gross!”

Laughter.

“I hate her laying there over me. I feel like she’s going to die of stupidity one day, and I’ll’ve been sleeping under her corpse.”

“Ew! Don’t say that.”

Her stack-mates were talking about her. They were calling her, Armintor, gross and stupid. Hot, searing shame burned through her body. She dispensed a smear of soap and scrubbed it over herself, stinging her eyes and not caring. How had she let herself become so pitiful? How had she just given up? It was as if she’d crawled away from her body and expected it to continue living, breathing, succeeding, while she curled up in a corner of her own braincase.

For over an hour she scrubbed herself in the shower. Her hair was only ear-length, but it had formed an almost comically large knot at the back of her head. She worked at it with a comb, at first patiently, then aggressively, then finally tore through it with one painful, fatalistic jerk that pulled out a large clump of strands. Dirt encrusted the space underneath her fingernails. She had no brush, so she ripped off a piece of one fingernail and used it like a trowel to obsessively pick each fingernail clean. Then she crouched and worked on her toenails.

Finally, she crept to her bunk and saw it with her newly-awakened eyes. Her bedding was filthy. Crusted bloodstains from her period, smears of dirt where she’d gone to bed with dirty feet. Hot shame again engulfed her. Shame, and anger. How had she slept on such filth? Why had she only thought she was worth that? Why had she become so helpless? Maybe the Alphas were right. She did need someone to manage her life. But at that thought, indignant rage blossomed in her chest. She didn’t need anyone to tell her what to do. She was smart. Her father had told her so. Even her mother had admitted it, once.

As she remembered her father’s hugs, his smile, his quiet encouragement, her heart twisted in her chest. Her parents were dead. No one would ever take care of her again, or love her no matter what she did. And her grief sat ready and waiting to take her back inside its numbing embrace. It would be so easy to just climb onto her filthy bed and squeeze her eyes shut. But she forced herself to gather her bedding and bring it to the laundry pile, get new sheets and blankets, and remake her bed. There was nothing she could do about the bloodstains on the thin mattress, but she flipped it over so she wouldn’t have to see them.
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At work the next day, she felt almost insane from boredom at a job which, the day before, had been almost beyond her comprehension. Her dishwasher was a huge mecha, with padded appendages stowed at its sides while Armintor herself did the loading and stacking.

Her supervisor, a thin, older Beta who seemed to disappear inside her coveralls, passed by. “Why am I even doing this job?” Armintor asked her. “Why can’t the mecha do it?”

Her supervisor looked her up and down with watery, protruding eyes. “You’re finally put in a job you can manage, and it takes you a month to ask why you need to do it.” She walked away, shaking her head.

Armintor turned back to her work. This entire job could be done by the mecha itself. Why did Alphas consider some mecha functions safe and not others? Their dishwasher in the nutrition panel at home…

A memory of sitting at the family dining table on Terry’s New Earth engulfed her senses. She saw her father, smelled the chostim in his mug, tasted the lingering sweetness of strawberry crepes. Her father sipped from his mug, then smiled at her. His generous, loving smile.

He was dead. Everyone she loved was dead.

She clutched at the dishwasher, panting from the agony in her chest. “No,” she whispered. She forced herself to focus on something other than her memories. What was it that the Alphas considered unsafe about the dishwasher arms? And the answer came to her.

It was decision-making. That was the criterion.

The dishwasher’s washing and drying cycles were acceptable since they performed the exact same functions day after day. But a machine deciding by itself how best to scrape food and other debris, sort knives from teacups, load itself, and stack the cleaned dishes, was anathema to the Alphas and their teknophobia.

Her entire job could be replaced by a simple program and two arms of padded metal. That was what she had become. An ancillary function of a dishwasher.

When her shift ended, she emerged into the late afternoon, blinking. She had to do something—anything—to prevent her brain from stagnating. She headed to the Beta library. It was a small building almost exactly halfway between the restaurant she worked at and her barrack. She’d passed it every day she’d lived in Varie City, but until now it hadn’t occurred to her to enter. When she stepped inside, the books seemed to greet her with a strange, hushed gravity. She’d only seen two paper books before in her life. They’d been displayed inside a case in the small museum on Terry’s New Earth. She’d visited that museum with her father.

Armintor crowded out the pain of her memories by hurrying into the long, warm stacks of books and pulling one out at random, The Art of Computer Programming, vol. 1. She opened it to reveal pages of words. Words that she’d have to pry into her cranium one by one instead of having them data pushed into the cranial embed she should have by now. But that was impossible. As impossible as ever seeing her father again. She crowded her rising grief out by murmuring the words on the page out loud.

In the third place, we may observe that the LTAG field, which indicates whether a node is terminal or not, is redundant, since “⌋” occurs only at the end of the forest and just preceding every downward pointing arrow.

As the words permeated her brain, her anxiety and grief ebbed. She now had something else to concentrate on. Something outside herself, outside her present experience. Unconnected to Variegor, or Terry’s New Earth, or Armintor herself. She clutched the book to her chest.
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On her walks to and from the library and work, Armintor began to notice everything. She lived in Variegor’s only city, Varie City, perpetually warm and somewhat dusty from the surrounding agricultural fields. She dared to take a walk one evening, in the small span of daylight between the ending of her shift and sunset. An enormous complex hulked on a low ridge to the south. She grabbed the arm of a passing Beta.

“What’s that up there?”

The small man, so nondescript that he seemed to fade into the walkway, glanced to the south. “The university,” he said in a hesitant voice.

“It’s so large. I didn’t think there were that many people on this planet.”

“All the Alphas go there. Lots of offworlders, too. Anyone unable to get cranial implants.”

“So they don’t teach by data pushing?”

“The only university in the galaxy that doesn’t.”

Long after the Beta had hurried away, Armintor stared up at the university. Back in pre-Blue Mist Plague times, she’d wanted to go to Charles Town University like her older brother. At the memory of his laughing face, the air froze in her lungs and her heart hammered in her chest. The need to do something—anything—to crowd out her terror and loneliness propelled Armintor to walk toward the university. She couldn’t get far, as a set of gates barricaded the walkway leading up to the ridge. Only Alphas, and those Betas who worked to clean and repair the facilities, were admitted.

The Alphas didn’t think she was capable of learning. They didn’t think she was capable of anything. Because of some stupid plague, she was stuck here on this terrible planet. Why had the plague happened? Why hadn’t her mom found out about the plague sooner? She’d wasted time moping around the house when she was supposed to be working, and she’d let the plague happen.

Tears streamed down Armintor’s cheeks, and she choked on her sobs. There was a university right in front of her, and she couldn’t get inside. But maybe she could get transferred there. Maybe she could clean the lecture halls and listen to the lectures. Could Betas even be transferred?

She wiped her tears away. She didn’t have time for crying. There had to be a way to work at the university. First, she’d have to excel at her current job and become noticed. She’d have to become the best dishwasher on the planet of Variegor. And when she got to the university, she’d show them all. Somehow.

Her days changed. She devoted herself to her work. Each dish, every glass, every fork, was placed in the cleaning trays with optimal precision. Her dishwasher barely began to beep before she had it open. Her supervisor often walked past, and Armintor was positive she’d noticed. Once she’d become just as precise as a mecha herself, everything would change.





Chapter 6


Bituminous Tarsi
Date: 2422

Redcholate skirted a defunct hook booth—door torn off, mecha missing and presumably sold for parts—and into the dremacave. The interior was almost as dark as a black hole. Which made sense. No one in a dremacave was awake, except for the entry mecha. Everyone who came into a dremacave crawled into an empty pod, jacked in, and remained there until their creds ran out. She’d had to use dremacaves when she’d first arrived on Bituminous Tarsi, but she’d never stayed more than a few hours. And she’d always brought a tube of tie-in sanitizer. Dirty jacks shivered her gibs.

“Pod?” asked the mecha.

She could hardly see it in the dim light. Her eyescreen couldn’t help her see in low-light situations. If she had an eyehook, she’d be able to see almost as well as in full light. But to do that, she’d have to rip out her eyecube. Well, have it ripped out by a hook mecha. And she didn’t want to do that.

“Pod?” the mecha asked again, with the exact same inflection, tone, volume.

“No. I want to speak to Sylvey. He’s in pod 623.” She wasn’t a forger, being just an intel broker, but she wasn’t a dilettante. She deffo had enough licks to crack a simple dremacave for its current client list.

“Our guests cannot be disturbed unless the situation meets or exceeds the level of their wishes.”

“Which option did he pick?”

“In the case of the current pod 623 resident, he has selected the most restrictive interruption option. Our facility needs to be on fire, with pod 623 in danger of imminent destruction, before I am authorized to cut his connection.”

For the briefest of millis, Redcholate considered setting fire to the ‘cave. But no. Save that for an all-else situation. She could dive back into the ‘cave’s code and sever Sylvey’s connection herself. But it’d be a big pain in the asteroid. Plus, severing someone’s connection was tantamount to a slap in the face with a wet kidney. Not the best opening gambit in a hopefully fruitful professional relationship.

Her eyes had adjusted to the light level. A dim glow arose from the aisles, so faint she hadn’t seen it at first. It illuminated the stacks of dark purple pods, one atop another, slotted into dingy grey racks. 8,000 pods in this one location. Pod numbers jumbled into random order. And the pods didn’t even have numbers on them. Ulto anonymity.

Near the back of the rectangular room, a pod hissed open. In the distance, she heard the mecha’s faint voice. “Thank you for podding with us. We hope you have enjoyed your Underworld experience. Please feel encouraged to leave a review in the Meat Needs board on the sphere, or the next time you go under.”

She heard a groan, then someone get up with a creaky sort of stuffy stiffness. Each sound echoed in the preternaturally quiet space.

She turned to the mecha. “Well, can you tell me how much time Sylvey has left?”

“Four hours, seventeen seconds.”

Her OS helpfully began a countdown clock on her eyescreen that displayed in the bottom of her right eye. “I’ll be back then.”

“Warning. The client may re-up his under time.”

“Can you tell him he has a guest waiting?”

“I cannot disturb this client. He has selected the most restrictive—”

“K. I understand.”
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Four hours later, she returned. A man stumbled out the door and turned the other way as she approached. He had stooped shoulders and dust-colored hair. Even though she knew what Sylvey looked like from his bifile—and this gentleman did not resemble him in the least—she had to stop herself from calling out to him. He reached the main walkway and melted into the stream of LoRen foot traffic. She entered the ‘cave.

“Pod?” the mecha asked.

“No, I’m here to meet Sylvey. Pod 623. He’s due to unjack in,” she consulted the display on her OS, “fifty-three seconds.”

“That client has departed the facility.”

“What? Why? He still had time on the pod.”

“This client unjacked one minute and four seconds before his time expired.”

“Son of a hypergolic booster.” Redcholate turned and ran out the door and down to the main walkway.

OS, trace him.

There is no trace of Sylvey, formerly of dremacave pod 623. CC has been jammed north and south 200 meters on this walkway.

Of course there wasn’t any trace. Sylvey was a forger. He knew how to hide from CC. She turned left at random and pelted down the walkway, dodging the cleaning mechas, the aimless, and the unreasonably hopeful seekers that comprised mid-morning LoRen foot traffic. No sign of Sylvey. She ran forward another hundred meters, dodging other peds, then stopped, huffing for breath. She had to use some noodle grease instead of running around like an angry duck. K, so Sylvey had been under for… however much time he had creds for. What would he want to do now he’d left the ‘cave? He’d want to eat, to go pee, drink a mug of chostim. With his shab clothing and slumped shoulders, he must spend all his creds on ‘cave pods. So that meant he probs couldn’t even afford a meal in one of the cheap restaurants nearby.

Location for the nearest COM:SAN?

The nearest Community Obligation-free Menu: Sandwich is seventy-five meters behind you.

Redcholate hurriedly retraced her steps. Her OS directed her to a narrow, doorless entryway. She took a deep breath, eased her shoulders, and walked down an unlit corridor. It opened up into a room without a back wall, looking out on Alessandro City’s recycling center. Crashes and crunches punctuated the dour silence inside. Long communal tables filled the room. A nutrition panel sat against an inside wall. Resisting the urge to find Sylvey first, she approached the nutrition panel and ordered a grilled tomato sandwich and a cup of chostim. The smell of chostim always made her feel a cozy nostalgia, like a warm hug.

She gathered her wrapped sandwich and steaming plazstik cup from the panel as each emerged, and turned to look for a seat. They were all filled. Brillio excuse to eyecube everyone. Lots of people sat on the floor between the long tables, and a few leaned against the walls. She scrutinized every face. Since everyone looked pretty much the same—dingy clothing, maudlin expressions—it took her several millis to find Sylvey. He sat hunched over his meal, facing half away from her. She could barely see the curve of his right cheek.

Skirting the small line that had formed for the nutrition panel, she sidled through the narrow strip between Sylvey’s table and the one next to it. She set her chostim mug on the inside corner of the table, right next to a woman wrapped in a bodysheet three decades out of date. Leaning her shoulder blades against the wall, Redcholate studied Sylvey as she peeled a strip of wrapper from her sandwich. He barely resembled his bifile vid. Firm, healthy skin had grown sallow and pouchy. Black hair had thinned and drooped and turned dust-colored. Eyes glassy and kinda hopeless.

Is this him? she asked her OS.

If I run an aging and hopelessness algorithm on his previous visage, it approximates the individual in question. Her OS helpfully displayed a pic showing an aged Sylvey.

She looked back and forth from the pic to the reality. You didn’t get the pouches under his eyecubes.

I apologize. I will attempt perfection next time.

She absently chewed on a bite of sandwich, considering how to approach him. It felt strange enough to be doing business meatsack style, so she shouldn’t make it any more bizzo. She should just introduce herself.

Being as casual as she could manage, she leaned forward to pick up her drink from the table. She looked at him, pretended to do a double-take. “Sylvey?”

He immediately jumped to his feet. His sallow face bloomed with unhealthy red blotches. “I paid everyone back,” he said, his voice strangled.

She put down chostim and sandwich and lifted her hands, palms outward. Peacey-no-fighty. “I’m not here for creds.”

“Leave him alone,” said the woman in the bodysheet. Her skin was shiny pink. She looked angry.

Sylvey sidled away from the table. Redcholate started to follow, but the bodysheet woman shoved her chair into Redcholate’s path. Redcholate tried unsuccessfully to squeeze past the woman’s chair. “I’m not here for creds!” Redcholate shouted. “I’m here to give you a job!”

But Sylvey disappeared out the door, into the clanging and crunching of the alleyway.

A burble of panic roiled her lumen. If she didn’t get those 25,000 creds, her life wouldn’t be worth living. She had to get that intel. Had to.

Redcholate bent her knees, placed her hands strategically on the bodysheet woman’s chair, and shoved it forward fifteen centimeters. Before the woman could react she slipped through the gap and ran after Sylvey. The recycling center’s fence blocked access to the right, so she turned to the left and sprinted. For someone with droopy skin and hunchy shoulders, he could heave shanks. But she was faster. She centimetered up behind, reached out and grabbed his shirt.

He struggled, trying to tear free without looking back. “No! I don’t have nothing left!”

“Wait,” she gasped. “I… want to… hire you.”

It took a milli, apparently, for her words to register in his cranium. Then he fell to his hands and knees, dragging in ragged breaths. “Why’d you chase me?” he gasped.

“Why’d you scamp out in the first place?” She eyecubed him. “Are you going to mort, or something? Want me to call a mecha-doctor?”

He shook his head, and after another puffing breath, struggled to his feet. Up close, he looked even worse. His sallowness had a grey undertone that couldn’t be good. He shambled over to the fence around the recycling center and leaned against it. The fence, made of beautifully pearlized plazstik with eyecube-shaped holes, towered three meters around the recycling center. High above, monstrous mechas strode around the wreckage of Bituminous Tarsi society, refurbishing plazstik and metal.

“What’d you want?” Sylvey asked.

She walked over to join him with exaggeratedly slow steps. She didn’t want to spook him. Kinda like he was a bunny. “I want to hire you. I said it a billio times.”

“What for?”

Now that he was receptive to her offer, she narrowed her eyecubes and looked him over. “Why’d you lose all your clients? What’d you do?”

He gave a sort of snorty half-chuck. “It’s too late for that. You only running after Sylvey if Sylvey’s the last one you ever gonna ask.”

“Still.”

He took a deep breath, glanced at her, then nodded. “Still.”

She looked away, to make it easier for him to speak. The eyecube-shaped holes in the pearlized fence were more than just decorative: they let her look directly into the recycling operation. A cargo-carry flew by overhead, momentarily covering them with its shadow, and banked over a relatively empty stretch of ground. Its belly doors opened and it deposited a pile of metal with a deafening crash.

“I useta be a good forger,” Sylvey said into the relative silence.

She nodded, still looking out at the recycling operation. A 10 meter tall mecha with red arms and legs and a sort of zebra-stripe body approached the new pile. “Tanto gave me your bifile. He said you kinda… you know. Other forgers looked up to you.”

He gave another half-chuck. “He’s right. They did.”

The zebra-stripe mecha swept its arms over the new pile. Masses of magnetic metal jumped up to adhere to its hand-like appendages. “So? What happened?” She was half-morting from curiosity, and half wanting him to continue stalling so she could concentrate on watching the recycling mechas.

After a long pause, he said, “I did the one thing I never’ve should done. Biggest error.”

Redcholate’s jaw dropped—she knew she was codfishing, but she couldn’t help it—and she turned to look at him. “You don’t mean… the Big Bad No?”

He nodded slowly, mournfully. “I sold out a client.”

A thrill of horror went through her. That was the cardinal sin of the intel business. No one—ever—sold out a client. No wonder everyone dizda’d him now. She took one giant step to the right, away from him. “I don’t think—”

Sylvey pushed off the fence, shuffled closer. “Please. I learned my lesson. I’d never, ever do it again. Honest Abe.”

Redcholate didn’t know what to say. She turned and looked through the eyecube-shaped holes. The zebra-striped mecha was walking toward a low plazstik building, its hands and arms covered with magnetic parts. A smaller, pea-green mecha on treads rolled up to the pile. Several dainty-looking appendages emerged from its body and it began swiftly sorting the remaining metal into piles.

“How could I ever trust you?” she asked.

He didn’t answer for several millis. She resisted looking at him, and instead took the time to admire the pea-green mecha’s utter focus. Of course, what else did a mecha have to concentrate on other than its progged task?

Perhaps it has more than one directive, her OS said.

She started to ask what it meant, but Sylvey interrupted. “I used to own a penthouse. Top floor of Silver Sunsurf.”

“Heol,” Redcholate breathed in admiration. Silver Sunsurf was the second tallest building in Alessandro City. Ulto-lux. “What’s its proprietary view like?”

“I had fifteen proprietary views. Primo scene-o.”

“Heol,” she said again.

“I don’t even care about it no more,” he said. “Now I’d be happy with a tiny place of my own. A pod, even. But I lost everything. Bituminous Tarsi don’t lollygag when a forger faults. They took every last one of my creds. I barely kept the clothes on my meatsack. I get my food from COM:SAN’s. I spend my base income creds at ‘caves, looking for jobs in the Underworld. But no one hires me. So if you gimme a job, I’ll never sell you out.”

Redcholate winced. Base income was 37 creds a month. Just about enough for five hours of Underworld. The rest of the month, Sylvey was just killing time. She couldn’t even imaggio.

The pea-green mecha finished its sorting and trundled away. A long, low, fire-orange mecha took its place, its wide axle track easily spanning the different piles of metal. Separate hatches opened in its belly, and arms descended to scoop up the various piles. Then it too trundled back toward the building.

“They’re goina test me,” Sylvey said.

She pressed her forehead against the pearlized fence. “Test?”

“The forger guild’ll test me. If you give me a job. So you know. I’m straight chatting you right now.”

She turned to him. “And what’ll that test mean? For me? And my client?”

He shook his head, wide exaggerated sweeps of his cranium. “Absolutely zero. Well, maybe a delay. A small one. They’ll try to force me to give you up. And I won’t.” His voice changed, fervent and low. “I solemnly curse that I would never give you up. Honest Abe.”

She huffed a breath through her nostrils. He sounded so earnest. And, well, what did she have to lose? Only 25,000 creds. And she’d fail Watson. At the thought—losing those creds she didn’t even possess yet, and not getting Watson’s intel—a cold wrongness shuddered up from her toes, twisting her innards. She spun away from Sylvey just in time to yack her lumen all over the pearlized fence, the ground, and her own shoes.

Through her misery, she felt a soft pat on her shoulder. “You all right?” Sylvey asked. “You want me to call a mecha-doctor?”

“No,” she mumbled. They both sidled to the left, away from the pile of vomit. “I… I got to get those glims,” she whispered.

“I understand,” Sylvey said. “Just tell me. What intel does your client want?”

She looked him full in the eyecubes. “The Butcher. His identity.”

And Sylvey blanched. The bags under his eyes stood out dark in the sudden pallor. “Of course,” he said in a slow, maudlin voice. “It’d be the Butcher.”

Redcholate nodded.

“Only a few forgers can personality-track in the Underworld,” Sylvey said. “The Forger can do it. I think Tanto can. I can.” He swallowed. “The Butcher can. So the Butcher’ll know if any of us start looking for their identity.”

Swallowing down her lumen, she said, “I want to learn to personality-track.”

He nodded. “It’s a top lick. So that tells you just how dangerous the Butcher is.” His face was already starting to close off. He was going to say no.

“But maybe they stopped tracking you,” Redcholate said. Anything to get him to agree.

His eyes kinda brightened. “Maybe. I been out of the forger game for years.”

“If you do it, I’ll pay for free unlimited podding for a month,” she said.

Sylvey’s mouth opened into a perfect circle.

“Please.” Tears gathered in the corners of Redcholate’s eyecubes, runneled down her cheeks. “Will you do it?”

“I will,” he said in a voice like gravel, like the sound of recycled metal crunching into concise bricks. “I will.”

And ecstasy replaced the sick nausea. Redcholate’s lumen ceased feeling as if it were trying to escape out her esophagus. The strange tension in her temples melted away. She grasped Sylvey’s thin wrist. “Thank you. Thank you.”




Chapter 7


Variegor
Date: 2412

Josie and Dil, Armintor’s stack-mates, stood at the foot of the three-stack. It was a few minutes before lights-out.

“I bet I’m going to be chosen,” Josie said. “Everyone says so.”

Armintor had managed to pilfer a few crackers from the restaurant. During her working day, she tried to become as mecha-like as possible. Each fork and spoon strategically placed to maximize cleaning potential, every plate stack balanced with ultimate precision. Stealing a little food was her small daily act of defiance. The crackers were delicious; savory, herbaceous, crispy. She raised her book in front of her face and ate one surreptitiously.

Her stack mates glared at her. “We can hear you eating, sub-damaged.” Dil said, kicking the leg of the three-stack. After a moment, they turned away.

“Once I’m chosen, no more working in the laundry!” Josie said.

Armintor lowered her book enough to peek at her stack-mates. Chosen for what? She was so curious she almost dared to ask.

“And you won’t have to deal with sub-damaged,” said Dil, glaring at Armintor again, who raised her book to hide everything but her eyes. “Maybe she’ll be culled.”

Josie jabbed her elbow into Dil’s side and glanced around. “Don’t say that word too loud.”

“What’s culling and choosing?” Armintor asked.

They both stared at her, as if astounded that she could talk. Then Dil lunged forward, snatched the book from Armintor’s hands, and threw it on the floor. “Shut up. Don’t talk to us. You’re gonna get culled, anyway.”

Armintor slid to the floor, rescued her book and tossed it on her bunk. Her two stack-mates slouched off toward the bathroom. Culling and choosing sounded ominous, somehow. She’d had enough surprises. She needed to understand what was happening. She followed her stack-mates, hoping to hear more.

“I’m not going to be culled. Or you. Sub-damaged will,” Dil was muttering as they walked past rows of bunks.

“But I heard it’s the more aggressive Betas that get culled,” Josie said, barely loud enough for Armintor to hear.

“Where’d you hear that?” Dil asked, aggressive as always.

“Mela.”

“Mela? She works trash. What does she know?”

Dil and Josie rounded the corner into the bathroom. Armintor pressed against the wall right by the open entrance and strained her ears to hear.

“But Mela even got chosen for breeding and had two children,” Josie said, her voice resonating in the enclosed space. “She knows things. She said there aren’t going to be many choosings this year.”

“Why?” Dil cried, as if her heart were breaking.

“Because of off-planet freaks like sub-damaged.”

A faucet started running, drowning out their voices. Armintor went back to their three-stack and grabbed her toothbrush, but waited until Dil and Josie left the bathroom to go inside herself. It was empty and echoey, just how she liked it the most. But as she bent over the sink to rinse her mouth, someone grabbed her from behind in a chokehold.

Armintor punched the arm around her neck, scrabbled her feet on the floor searching for purchase. Was she being culled? Was she going somewhere to die?

Someone laughed in her ear. Dil. “Were you following us, sub-damaged? Were you gonna try and make friends? Too stupid to realize we hate you?”

Armintor tore at Dil’s arm but didn’t have any leverage. She dug her nails into Dil’s forearm. Dil cursed and punched Armintor on the side of the head. Sickening pain bloomed and her vision blurred.

“I saved this for you.” Dil pushed Armintor into a stall and pushed her face toward a toilet bowl filled with feces.

Adrenaline cleared Armintor’s head. Gagging, she grabbed the toilet seat and braced her arms. Dil shoved her but Armintor didn’t budge.

“Josie!” Dil panted. “Help me.”

“We’ll get in trouble,” Josie said from outside the stall.

Armintor’s neck felt as if it would break from the downward pressure. Nose centimeters from the filthy toilet, she didn’t dare open her mouth, didn’t dare shout. She panted through her nose and flailed with all her desperate strength. Dil’s grip loosened.

“Josie!” Dil shouted.

“Someone’s coming!” Josie shouted back.

The pressure on Armintor’s head loosened a fraction. Using the space, Armintor twisted and kicked with her right leg. She felt a gratifying jolt as her foot connected with Dil’s ankle.

Dil cursed and let her go. She ran, but was back in a moment with Armintor’s toothbrush, which she threw in the toilet.

“Don’t ever talk to us again, sub-damaged.”

Gagging, Armintor pushed to her feet and stumbled out of the stall and ran into another Beta, who eyed her with tired disdain. “Don’t fight in the bathroom,” she said in a worn-out voice. She looked into the stall and shook her head. “You ruined your toothbrush. You won’t get a new one until next month. Take care of it better next time.”

Shaking with nausea and rage, Armintor locked herself in a stall and leaned against the wall. She’d let others define who she was. Tell her she was a Beta, that she was sub-damaged. But that wasn’t what she was. She’d show them all. And she’d get revenge on Dil and Josie. Somehow.
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The next morning, as Armintor was eating a hurried breakfast in the nearest cramped Beta cafeteria, someone approached. She looked up to see a girl about her own age, with skin so dark her teeth and eyes gleamed in contrast.

Armintor gave the smallest of smiles. A smile that, if it was rejected, she would be able to convince herself that she hadn’t really meant.

The girl set her tray on the table across from Armintor, and slid onto the bench. They ate together in silence, and didn’t even say goodbye. But the next day the girl joined her again. Armintor derived strength from the voluntary nearness of another human being.

In her former life on Terry’s New Earth, she wouldn’t have even recognized it as friendship. She and the other girl didn’t laugh or trade secrets. They hadn’t even spoken. Yet this girl became the most important person in the universe. And Armintor didn’t even know her name.

“Friend,” she whispered into her fist in the shower, so low she herself couldn’t even hear it. “I have a friend.” Something inside her had melted a little. She could still trust, still feel the effects of kindness. She wasn’t completely dead inside.

Later that same week she arrived at the cafeteria for breakfast a few minutes early, and saw her friend wheeling a cart filled with dirty plates to the kitchen. So her friend worked there. That evening after work Armintor ran back to the cafeteria and stood at the door until her friend stepped outside. They walked toward the Beta barracks in companionable silence.

At the barrack closest to Armintor’s own, the girl stopped. “This is mine.”

They stood for a moment in silence while three Betas passed by. Then Armintor said, “My name’s Armintor.”

The girl smiled. “Sikayla.”

As she walked the dozen meters to her own barrack door, Armintor was unable to hide her smile.
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After her shift the next day, Armintor ran to the Beta cafeteria and waited for Sikayla. They walked toward the barracks together. Armintor pulled two cookies out of her pocket and gave one to her friend. They ate the cookies as they walked. They tasted caramelly-sweet. Just like friendship.

“You’re one of the offworlders, right?” Sikayla asked, licking her fingers. Whenever she spoke, a tiny dimple appeared beside her mouth.

Armintor nodded.

“Those plague offworlders?”

Armintor nodded again.

“I’m an offworlder too. I’m a nonnie, you know. I can’t get any implants.”

“Really?” Armintor had never met a nonnie before. “Why?”

Sikayla gave a wry smile. “I have an allergic reaction to some of the metals in cranial embeds. I’d die if I got one. When my parents died, I got sent to Variegor. But I got here a long time ago. When I was five. So no one’s mad at me. But they’re all mad at you plaguers. You shouldn’t let anyone else know you’re a plaguer. If you can.”

All around them, Betas hurried to work, or walked listlessly back to their barrack. Alphas rode past in skimmers, or promenaded down the walkways looking pleased with themselves.

“Why can’t I let anyone know?” Armintor asked.

“All this trouble your offworlder Alphas are causing.”

Sikayla was saying the same thing Dil and Josie had. “What did you hear?” Armintor asked. “What trouble?’

Sikayla grabbed her hand and pulled. “Come with me.”

Armintor followed Sikayla down a narrow pathway between two buildings. They emerged into a tree-filled courtyard. Leaves rustled in the evening breeze. In one corner, a fountain burbled, lit by an underwater light source. Alphas strolled in small groups between the plantings.

Armintor hissed and backed away, but Sikayla refused to release her hand. “If we sit quiet in the corner, they don’t bother us.”

Heart pounding, Armintor allowed Sikayla to pull her down a pathway and push her onto a bench almost completely hidden beneath a feathery tree.

“Why are we here?” Armintor whispered. “We’re going to get killed!”

“I told you,” Sikayla whispered, peering between the branches, “if we just sit on the benches they don’t bother us.”

A pair of Alphas approached. Armintor lowered her voice even more. “But what are we doing here?”

Sikayla bent close and whispered in Armintor’s ear as the Alphas walked right past them. “They’re so used to ignoring us. Sometimes you can hear things.”

Armintor drew back and studied Sikayla. The set of her jaw, the proud posture of her shoulders, the assured mien reminded her of something. Who? Someone from Variegor? Or Terry’s New Earth? Memories of her parents’ crumbling bodies filled her mind. As the familiar aching grief threatened to overwhelm her again, she blurted out the first thing in her head. “You remind me of an Alpha. Why are you a Beta?”

Sikayla smirked and threw herself back against the bench. “I don’t know either. I think I’m going to be chosen.”

Chosen. That word again. “What does that mean?”

“It’s when an Alpha chooses a Beta. Kind of to be their servant. And sometimes their Betas get retested.”

Armintor clutched Sikayla’s arm. “Retested? You mean to see if they’re Alphas? You can change?” So it was possible. She, Armintor, could be retested, could become an Alpha. Could take terrible vengeance on Dil, and Josie, and everyone else who’d made her suffer.

Sikayla shrugged. “I don’t know. You can change, maybe. Or maybe we were never Betas in the first place. I’m an Alpha is all I know.”

“And what happens if you fail the test? If you’re still a Beta?”

Sikayla shrugged again. “You’re culled, I guess.”

“And what’s—”

“Be quiet!” Sikayla hissed. And as Armintor watched, she melted into herself, grew meek and submissive. In front of Armintor’s eyes, Sikayla became a Beta.

A group of Alphas walked down the path on the other side of the feathery tree, barely a meter away.

“…been delayed again?” someone was asking in a querulous voice. “My Beta’s getting too old. I need to trade it for a new one.”

A second voice laughed. “I don’t think you’re getting a new one this year, Kizlerga.”

“Why not?” Kizlerga demanded.

“It’s been canceled. Didn’t you hear?”

“Why?”

“It’s because of these damnable plaguers and their demands.” The voices faded into a murmur as the group moved out of hearing range.

“Did you hear what they were saying?” Sikayla hissed in Armintor’s ear. She was back to her usual, confident self.

Armintor nodded. “But what about the Alpha plaguers? What are they demanding?”

“Not sure exactly. But they’ve made everyone angry.”

“And what’s culling?” Armintor asked. “It sounds worse than choosing.”

“No one knows, really. You just disappear. Now everyone’s saying that there’re going to be more cullings this year. So that’s why I’m saying don’t tell anyone you’re a plaguer.”

Armintor let the sweet night air waft over her as she considered the ramifications. So to protect herself, she couldn’t continue to be classified as a plaguer. She had to get transferred to the university. To be known as something other than a subdamaged Beta. To be recognized for her mind. She couldn’t waste any more time.




Chapter 8


Variegor
Date: 2412

“Culling’s going to murfl mondsuf” Sikayla said around a massive bite of sandwich at lunch the next day.

“I didn’t understand that last part,” Armintor said.

Sikayla swallowed so large a mouthful her eyes bugged out. “I said, get ready for lots of Betas to disappear overnight.”

“Why?”

“The culling. Haven’t you been listening? It’s going to happen any day.”

When Armintor started to say something Sikayla cut her off. “And before you ask again, no one knows what happens. Betas just disappear.” Sikayla crammed the rest of the sandwich in her mouth.

Armintor ran back to work. She had to put her plan into action. If she were seen as important enough to be transferred to the university, maybe she wouldn’t be culled. She hurried through two loads of dishes, timing her mecha’s cycles so that she had a free ten minutes at exactly the time her supervisor walked through the kitchen for her afternoon inspection. As the older Beta woman walked past, looking harried and exhausted as usual, Armintor jumped in her path.

“I—” she started.

“What do you want this time?” Her supervisor regarded her with a narrow, bitter expression. “Dishwashing too hard for you now?”

Armintor took a step backward. “No, I… haven’t you noticed I’ve been doing such a good job lately?”

“No.” Her supervisor spoke with blunt finality.

“But I’ve been working so hard.” Armintor hated the pleading in her voice, but she couldn’t help it. “You haven’t noticed?”

“Why would anyone notice if you do your job?”

“But I’ve been…” Armintor forced herself to stop. That wasn’t important right now. “I was thinking I want to be transferred to the university.”

The woman rolled her protruding eyes. “Oh, you thought that, did you?”

Armintor stepped forward to grab her supervisor’s forearm, but at the last moment didn’t dare. “It’s… it’s a better place for me.”

Her supervisor shook her head slowly and exaggeratedly, as if she couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “You too good for this place?”

“No,” Armintor said. But she had been saying that. She looked around, saw disdain and hostility in the eyes of the other Betas. She hunched away from their stares. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean—”

Her supervisor lunged closer. Her breath stank of something rotten. “Just do your job. Don’t talk to me.” She turned and walked away.

Tears of mortification, anger and frustration rolled down Armintor’s cheeks. Her dishwasher started beeping. She mashed her finger on the button to quiet it and stood, hands on the mecha’s corners, head bowed. But she couldn’t give up. There was no possibility that she could spend her life standing in front of a dishwasher. She had to be able to be transferred. She wasn’t confident like Sikayla. She had to impress Alphas with her mind.

Her dishwasher started beeping again. She opened it with a jerk and unloaded the dishes, hardly feeling her fingers burn from the too-hot plates. Her shift seemed to encompass a lifetime, but finally it ended. She grabbed two brownies and stuck them in her pocket, not bothering to hide her theft, and walked out into the fading light of sunset. Sikayla was waiting for her. It was the first time her friend had come to see her instead of the other way around. She breathed deeply for the first time all day.

Sikayla smiled, showing the small dimple on her left cheek near her mouth. She stretched out her arm, wiggled her fingers. Armintor grabbed her hand.

“What’d you bring us?” Sikayla asked. “Some of those brownies again?”

When Armintor took them out of her pocket, she was rewarded with a sweet smile.

They went back to the same park with the fountain, and sat underneath what Armintor was already considering their tree. Other than two Betas sharing another bench, the courtyard was empty. As if all the Alphas had someplace better to be that evening.

Sikayla leaned back and braced her arms on the edge of the bench. “What do you want to do with your life?”

Armintor almost laughed. She’d had dreams before Variegor. She’d wanted to be a programmer. Write slick licks. Have a job in the Underworld. But that dream was dead. She didn’t have a tie-in socket or a cranial embed. Even if she did, there weren’t any tie-in jacks on Variegor. There wasn’t even an information sphere. “I don’t know anymore.”

“Well, I know what I want to do. Whatever I want, whenever I want, with whoever I want.”

Those words sounded so naïve that Armintor almost laughed. But she didn’t want to offend her friend. “Does anyone really get that?” she asked, trying to keep her voice gentle.

Sikayla gave her a sharp look. “Some.” Then she smiled. “I’ll get it for both of us. You wait and see. When I get retested as an Alpha, I’ll choose you as my assistant.”

And even as sore as Armintor’s heart felt, it leapt with desperate hope. She grinned. “Okay. And then you’ll retest me, and I’ll become an Alpha too.”

They listened to the water splash in the fountain. Time passed, but seemed to do so kindly, as if stretching itself out into an endless moment. Armintor felt her shoulders easing for what seemed like the first time since the attack in the bathroom. She no longer felt afraid. Even if Dil and Josie tracked her down here, she and Sikayla would be able to handle them together.

Sikayla touched her shoulder. “Let’s go. Curfew’s soon.”

Armintor looked around. The other Betas had left. Stars twinkled in the sky. The night air felt silent and still. “Just one more minute.”

When Sikayla grinned and ruffled Armintor’s hair, Armintor leaned into the touch, turning her head to kiss the soft crease of her wrist. Sikayla’s eyes glinted in the dark as she leaned close. Their lips met. Soft, yet hard. Yielding, yet unyielding.

“What are you doing here past curfew?” An Alpha stood in front of them, a shadowy, stocky figure, legs planted wide.

Sikayla jumped to her feet, half-shielding Armintor. “We aren’t past curfew. There’s still ten minutes.”

“I’m sorry,” Armintor whispered, “we’re leaving right now.” She stood and pulled her friend’s arm.

But Sikayla pulled away. Unlike last night, she hadn’t switched into Beta mode. She raised her chin in defiance. “We’re not doing anything wrong.”

The Alpha drew his agony stick. “Did you just talk back to me?”

“It’ll be you who makes us late for curfew if you use that,” Sikayla said.

The Alpha raised the agony stick high overhead. Armintor stumbled backward and fell onto the bench. She was going to die. Sikayla had killed them with her bravery. With her foolishness.

But unlike Armintor, Sikayla stood tall, proud, unflinching. The Alpha stopped the agony stick mid-swing. He stared at Sikayla hard for a moment, then laughed. “You’re a feisty one, aren’t you? Not even scared. Where do you work?”

Sikayla raised her chin. “The cafeteria on Heroika.”

“Heroika. I’ll remember that. Now get back to your quarters.”

Armintor looked from the Alpha to her foolhardy friend and back again. She couldn’t believe he was really letting them go. She stood hesitantly, expecting him to swing the agony stick at her legs, to topple her to the ground, to kill her like an unloved animal. But he just jerked his head at the garden entrance. “Get out of here.”

Sikayla grabbed her hand and pulled her out of the park. They ran through the almost-empty streets hand in hand until Armintor pulled to a stop. Her heart hammered in her chest, but she couldn’t tell if it was from terror or exultation. She pressed her hand to her chest. “Why did you talk back? I thought he was going to kill us.”

Sikayla grinned. “I always knew it. I was right. You can’t be afraid of them. If you think you’re as good as they are, they treat you like an Alpha.”

“I could never have done what you did.”

Sikayla grabbed her hand again. “Don’t worry. I’ll teach you.”

At the barracks they parted with a hurried wave. Just as she reached the door of her own barrack, the lights went out. She had to stumble in the dark to her three-stack. Still riding high on adrenaline, she barely cared when she stepped on Dil’s hand getting into her bunk. Even Dil and Josie’s hissed insults didn’t frighten her. If they tried anything again, she and Sikayla would punish them.

For the first time in she didn’t remember how long, she fell asleep with a smile on her lips.
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When she arrived at work the next morning, the dishwasher to her left stood unattended. The woman at the one to her right answered Armintor’s unasked question. “He’s been culled.”

“But what’s…” The woman turned her back on Armintor and lifted a stack of dirty plates. After Armintor had said she wanted to be transferred yesterday, the other Betas had started ignoring her. She was an outcast at work and in the barrack. But she had a secret weapon: her fierce friend’s bravery.

A few minutes passed before Armintor glanced at the unattended dishwasher again. An uneasy thought occurred to her. The young man who’d worked to her left had been tall and muscled, with a loud laugh. Aggressive, for a Beta.

Aggressive, just like Sikayla.

Josie’s words from a few days ago repeated in her mind. I heard it’s the more aggressive Betas that get culled. Armintor had never met a more aggressive Beta than Sikayla. Fear cramped her belly. She wanted to run straight to the cafeteria on Heroika. Only the fear of death kept her at her station. She despised each chostim-stained cup, each smeared plate, every dirty tine on every fork.

When her midday break came, she ran to the cafeteria. Their accustomed table was empty. Dizziness swirled her vision. Sikayla couldn’t have been taken away from her, just as they’d found each other. She ran into the kitchen, ignoring the mild protests from the other Betas.

“Sikayla!” she shouted. But her friend didn’t answer.

The Alpha’s words last night replayed in her mind. You’re a feisty one, aren’t you? I’ll remember that.

Armintor grabbed the nearest Beta’s arm. “Where is she?” He shook his head and backed away.

Her afternoon shift was an agony of alternating hope and despair. As soon as her shift ended, she ran to Sikayla’s barrack. Her friend’s bunk—the bottom of a three-stack right near the front door—was empty. The bedding had been stripped.

Armintor grabbed the shoulders of the young girl, barely ten years old, sitting on the opposite bunk. “Where is she?” She could feel the bones of the girl’s shoulders sharp and pitiful through the coverall.

“I don’t know,” the girl whispered. She was pale, with wispy blond hair. “He came for her at dawn.”

“Who? Who came for her?”

“An Alpha.”

Armintor drew in a ragged breath, collapsed onto the bunk beside the girl.

“What’s wrong?” the girl whispered. “Do you need help?”

“No.” Armintor didn’t even recognize the ragged, strained voice as her own. “No one can help me.”
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That night Armintor lay wide awake. Even Dil’s repeated kicking of her mattress from below barely registered in her consciousness. She finally understood. There wasn’t anything good in the universe that wouldn’t be taken away.




Chapter 9


Bituminous Tarsi
Date: 2422

When she got back home from the dremacave, Redcholate puddled onto her bed in the closet. An entire half hour had passed, and Sylvey hadn’t pinged her with Watson’s intel. Not that she was expecting a miracle, but ever since she’d hired Sylvey the low-grade pain in her cranium hadn’t gone away.

She spent a few millis reprogging her holobeads for the final iteration of Beetle Week. Jewel beetles, wearing tiny pink tutus, standing on her braincase and dancing the minuet. Best for last, and all that.

She idly pulled the tie-in jack in and out of its outlet, listening to the cord’s quiet whirring. It was stupo to lay around oxidizing. K, she couldn’t receive any intel from Sylvey in the Underworld, but that didn’t mean she had to wait here in the overworld while he worked. His ping’d reach her just as well over or under.

Redcholate nodded once, pulled the tie-in jack from its outlet, and smeared it with jack sanitizer from her bedside tube. She threaded the cord through the slot in her mattress and plugged the jack into the socket behind her left ear.

Take me under, she said to her OS.

Nothing happened.

Take me under, I said.

I am attempting to, but it is not working.

Is something wrong with the jack? My tie-in jack bill is current, right?

Affirmative. I have already confirmed you have no outstanding balance on your tie-in jack. I have queried a service mecha about the viability of this jack, and will receive an answer in approximately two seconds.

Two seconds passed.

The service mecha has confirmed that your jack is performing optimally.

Redcholate sat up, almost doffing her cranium on the closet shelf. Is there something wrong with my socket?

You must visit a mecha-doctor or hook booth for an analysis.

She slid off the bed, opened the door, and ran into the bedroom, calling Chinya’s name. But Chinya wasn’t there, so she ran to the bathroom, activated the full-body hologram mirror—always kinda creepto looking at a full-size replica of herself standing in the center of the bathroom, but also kinda koo—and checked behind her hologram’s left ear. Her tie-in socket didn’t look red or inflamed. She touched behind her own left ear with hesitant fingers as her hologram mimicked her movements. The flesh around her socket felt like normal. She sighed in relief. So at least she wasn’t about to mort from an infected socket. But if it wasn’t working, how was she going to find Sylvey? Or get the intel to Watson once she found him?

At the thought of failing Watson, a deep shuddering nausea rushed up from her toes. She turned just in time to yack her lumen right into the toilet.

“Bullseye,” she croaked, wiping her mouth, trying to laugh. The toilet’s cleaning mecha emerged from its niche. As she watched it zip around the bowl, another wave of nausea made her yack again, all over the cleaning mecha.

I don’t feel so good, she said. Do I have a virus?

Her OS said, I can detect a virus in neither your cranial embed, nor your thumbnail implant, nor your eyescreen.

So she had to visit a mecha-doctor for her nausea and headaches, stop at a hook booth for her tie-in socket failure, and then drag Sylvey out of his ‘cave pod. She stumbled to the entryway, pulled shoes on, and opened the door. Running errands. Meatsack style.
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Two mecha-doctors and one hook booth agreed that nothing was wrong with either Redcholate’s body or her tie-in socket. But they couldn’t get her socket to work despite their claims.

With her still nonfunctional tie-in socket riding around in her cranium, she went to the dremacave where she’d opened the account for Sylvey. Over four hours’d passed since she’d hired him. So he must’ve gotten some intel. A twinge in her tum and a slight worsening of the pain in her cranium reinforced that idea.

“Pod?” the mecha asked.

“No, I’m here to see Sylvey. Pod 4487. There’s an exception on his account for me to interrupt him.” That’d been one big benefit from her spending several hundred creds on an open-ended account for him to forge intel on the Butcher. She could pull him out of the Underworld whenever she wanted.

“Scan,” said the mecha. She held out her thumbnail and authorized access her bifile. “Pinging client,” the mecha said, “requesting his presence in the overworld.”

“I’ll wait for him outside,” said Redcholate, backing out the door. It was bad manners to witness someone’s groany, moany unjacking.

Three minutes, thirty-two seconds later, Sylvey emerged, blinking.

“Heyeoo,” said Redcholate softly.

He gawk-a-blocked her braincase. “Your hair. It’s… they’re dancing.”

Her standard response’d usually be a high-level discussion of the licks she’d used, but this was no time to indulge. “How’s the search?”

“I been making real progress.”

She sighed in relief. Her headache receded. “That’s daebak.”

He grinned a wry, kinda excited, kinda wistful grin. “I been having… it’s been… I love having unlimited under time. Not that I’m… not that I’m stalling.”

“Let’s go get you something to eat,” said Redcholate, feeling a little uncomfy with her new role as boss. “You can jabber all about it.”

They went to the COM:SAN, and for old times’ sake brought their sandwiches out to the back alley to eat, accompanied by the crashes and clangs of the recycling center.

“I been gathering intel on all his atrocities,” said Sylvey.

Redcholate winced. She needed real intel. Not general intel she could’ve just ordered from Twiney’s Chostim Shop herself. She knew what her stupo cranium would think of Sylvey’s lack of progress, and braced herself for a redoubling of the pain. But when it came, it was way worse than double. It felt like her cranial embed was trying to wrench free of her braincase. She dropped her half-eaten sandwich and groaned, clutching her temples.

“You all right? You gonna yack again?”

“No,” she croaked. “But I need more intel than that.”

“Course you do. I just gotta get the base, then I build layer by layer. Each layer makes the next one sturdier. That’s my style. A pyramid of intel.”

She nodded. At this logical answer, her headache lessened. “But you have to hurry. The client’s desperate.”

“I can’t go too fast. I gotta be slow and low.”

At the words slow and low, Redcholate’s braincase throbbed again. She needed to get him to cogik her desperation.

Or bribe him.

“If you get me the intel in twenty-four hours,” she said, “I’ll set you up with an unlimited dremacave account for a year.” Year! she shouted at herself. I wanted to say month. If she paid for a year of ‘caving, it’d take all Watson’s 25,000, plus almost every cred Redcholate’d saved over the last three years. When she tried to correct herself, pain shot from the top of her cranium all the way down to her tailbone.

Sylvey dropped his own sandwich. It tumbled onto the alleyway beside her own. “A… a year?”

She tried to shake her head, but the pain increased exponentially. What was she doing, agreeing to give away all her creds? As the millis ticked by and she didn’t say anything, the pain lessened. Relief flooded her body. Suddenly, no amount of creds seemed worth suffering this much pain. She’d give everything she owned away. Anything to make the pain stop.

“But twenty-four hours?” Sylvey said. “My pyramid won’t be very sturdy. It might fall over and crush me.”

“It’s K,” she whispered, trying not to move her head. “It’ll be daebak. Please.”

He jumped to his feet. “I’ll do it. For a year of free podding.”

She gasped in relief as her headache entirely receded. Tears filled her eyecubes. “Thank you.”

“I’ll get us new sandwiches.” He scooped up their dropped ones and hurried back to the COM:SAN.

Redcholate cradled her braincase in her hands. She didn’t yen how she felt about bribing Sylvey. But all was fair in love and intel.




Chapter 10


Variegor
Date: 2412

Since it didn’t matter what she did, since bad things happened no matter how hard she tried, Armintor adopted a new fatalism. She didn’t seek out Dil or Josie, but she stopped avoiding them. If they attacked her again, she’d decided she’d fight to the death. She’d stab their eyes out with her fingernails. She’d kick the sides of their knees to shatter the joints. She didn’t become careless at her job, but she no longer agonized about becoming as efficient as possible. They’d never let her transfer to the university. That had been a foolish dream. If an Alpha came at her with an agony stick, she’d grab it and hit them back. Even if it cost her life.

Dil and Josie seemed to sense something. Although they continued making malicious comments, they stopped meeting her gaze. They didn’t even retaliate for Armintor stepping on Dil’s hand in the dark.

Armintor continued to visit the Beta library. It became her only solace. People couldn’t be trusted. But she could trust books. They could never betray her. She read everything. Computer Science. Science. Mathematics. Economics. Medical texts. If she couldn’t ever visit the university, she could at least pretend she was attending one.

One evening a few months later, Armintor was reading and nibbling on a cracker in her bunk. Her book—Terraforming Basics, a new acquisition by the Beta library—was only a hundred years out of date.

A babble arose near the door. A strong, resonant voice said, “Don’t accompany me. I’ll walk through myself.”

Dil and Josie scrambled from their bunks. An older Beta from the next stack over nudged Armintor in the ribs. “Stand up, sub-damaged. An Alpha’s coming.”

As Armintor slid from her bunk, Josie snorted. “You’ve got cracker crumbs all over yourself.”

Armintor took a swipe at her coveralls, but stumbled when Dil shoved her against the three-stack.

Dil raised her arm to hit Armintor. “You’ll get us all in trouble.”

Armintor forced herself not to shrink back. Bad things happened no matter what she did. Since it didn’t matter, she should fight back. She caught Dil’s arm mid-swing.

At that moment the Alpha rounded the foot of their three-stack.

Dil froze, palm halfway to Armintor’s cheek. Josie froze, a sneer still on her face. Armintor froze, gripping Dil’s arm.

The Alpha looked them all up and down. “A thrilling tableau. But perhaps you should stand at attention.”

More than a head shorter than Armintor, the Alpha wore her steel-grey hair cut close to her scalp. Her uniform was covered in shiny epaulettes, medals, stripes and embroidery. Her gait suggested the grace of a leopard or, conversely, a gazelle. She wore an agony stick at her waist.

Armintor released Dil’s arm and straightened. She longed to brush away the rest of the crumbs, but didn’t dare move.

After a long, tense moment, the woman turned to Dil and Josie. Armintor quickly swiped at the front of her coverall, then stood straight with her chin up. Something about the Alpha made her want to show her best side.

The Alpha examined each of their bunks in turn. Josie’s top bunk was neatly made, its covers taut and wrinkle-free. The Alpha nodded once, presumably at the orderliness. The middle bunk, Armintor’s, was a wrinkled, cracker-strewn mess. Her book had landed cover-side down. The Alpha unholstered her agony stick. Armintor gasped and stumbled backward a few steps. But instead of shoving the agony stick into Armintor’s stomach, the Alpha used it to flip the book closed and then leaned close to read the title. Without comment she bent to inspect the bottom bunk. Though not quite as orderly as the top one, it was decorated with white plazstik wings surrounding the letter A that Dil had affixed to the foot of her bunk.

The Alpha straightened. “Whose is this bunk?”

Dil stepped forward, chest puffed. “Mine.”

The Alpha lifted one brow. “What is the title of the book you’ve been reading?”

Dil’s face fell into such despair that Armintor almost felt pity. “B-book? There’s no book in my bunk.”

“Then clearly your bunk is not the one to which I’m referring.” The Alpha turned to face Armintor. “And as you are just as crumb-strewn as your bunk, I assume it is yours. Tell me why you are reading a book on terraforming. And such an outdated treatise as Terraforming Basics.”

Again, she was being presented with a choice. She could just murmur something unintelligible. Or say she didn’t understand. But those tactics hadn’t saved her in the past. “I, ah…” She cleared her throat. “Well, it’s the most up to date book on the subject in the B-beta library.”

The Alpha gave a crisp nod. “Logical answer. Tell me what you’ve gleaned. What are these basics the book posits?”

Armintor’s breath felt short, as if the oxygen in the room were disappearing. “The f-first step is heating or cooling the planet.”

“Go on.”

“Um, then stabilizing the atmosphere, and reigniting the magnetosphere. But only,” she paused to gasp for breath, “if it’s missing. Then you have to introduce lifeforms.”

“What lifeforms? Mitochondria?”

Even as terrified as she was, Armintor almost laughed at the naïve question. “No. That word needs context, you couldn’t use it in this situation. Instead, use primary producers.”

Silence fell, thick as a blanket. Dil and Josie stared at her with mouths agape. Their shock helped her realize what she’d done. She’d just said no to an Alpha. She’d just corrected an Alpha. And she was no Sikayla, able to brazen it out. She was still scared, uncertain Armintor. She stared at the agony stick in the Alpha’s hand, wondering if she’d only be tortured until she vomited, or if she’d be killed.

“Interesting,” the Alpha said. She stared at Armintor with a wry expression. Caught by the woman’s piercing brown gaze, Armintor found she couldn’t look away.

The Alpha stepped forward, nudged a crumb from Armintor’s shoulder with the agony stick. “Follow me.”

Was she being culled right now? Armintor glanced around for help. Shock slackened Josie’s face, and an unrecognizable emotion distorted Dil’s. The other nearby Betas turned away.

The Alpha prodded Armintor’s ribs. “Come.”

She’d let her guard down. She’d been stupid enough to bring a library book to her bunk. She’d eaten forbidden food in bed. She’d been caught fighting. She’d dared to talk back to an Alpha. It had gotten her culled.

They emerged from the barrack into warm night air. Since it didn’t matter what she did anymore, she asked a question. “Where are you taking me?”

The Alpha halted, turned to her. She still held the agony stick, but at her side. “You’re an offworlder. A so-called plaguer.”

Armintor nodded. “How’d you know?”

“If you’d grown up here, you’d know what just happened.” The Alpha began to turn away.

Again, Armintor dared to speak up. “What did happen?”

The woman turned back, one eyebrow raised. “Think, child. Use your brain for something besides a paperweight. You’ve been chosen.”

Armintor staggered and pressed her palm against the cool plazstik exterior of the barrack. She’d been chosen by an Alpha. She’d go live with an Alpha. With this Alpha. She had no idea what that really meant. All she did know was that her life would never be the same.

“If you’re quite ready, child, follow me.”

She followed the Alpha through the city, her senses on high alert. The air smelled sweet and almost spicy. Humidity made her skin tingle. Insect-hunting night birds swooped overhead, singing complicated trills. Alphas sauntered through the streets, singly or in groups. They had nothing to fear. And in that instant, neither did Armintor. But only because she was under this Alpha’s protection. If this Alpha decided to abandon her here after curfew, Armintor could be killed for anything. Or nothing.

After a walk of almost fifteen minutes, the Alpha turned toward an elegant apartment building. Twin red plazstik towers rose up into the sky, warm lights sparking several windows. They rode an elevator to the top floor of the east tower. Armintor followed the Alpha down a corridor, watched her place her hand against the security pad beside a door. The pad dinged. The door opened.

The Alpha gestured to the pad. “Press your palm here.”

Armintor obeyed. The pad dinged again.

“Now you can open the door too.” The Alpha smiled for the first time. It was a strange smile, guarded, a little grim, and condescending. Yet it somehow made Armintor feel secure. No. She shouldn’t feel secure. Couldn’t. She could never trust anyone.

The Alpha led her inside and gestured to a closed door. “There’s your room. Go sleep.”

“But…”

“Yes?”

“What’s your name?”

The Alpha put her head back and laughed almost noiselessly. “No one’s asked me that in decades. No one’s needed to. Everyone knows me. And yet, you do not. The question is good for my ego. My name, child, is Twomanrie Ohetto. You may address me as Twomanrie. Now, go to sleep. We’ll start in the morning.”

Start what? But she couldn’t ask. She’d already dared too much. Twomanrie had laughed at her boldness once, but there was no telling how she would react to boldness dared twice.

Armintor scurried into the bedroom and shut the door softly. The room held a bed, an empty bookcase, and a long, wide window. She stepped to the window and looked out over Varie City. From here, she could almost believe there were no Alphas, no Betas. No misery.

If she’d been born on Variegor, she’d already know what she’d be expected to do tomorrow. But that excuse wouldn’t work. It never worked with Alphas. If Twomanrie Ohetto wasn’t happy with her performance, she’d die.

She pressed her forehead against the cool plazstik of the window. A visceral longing for the simple kindness of human touch made her keen softly. She hadn’t been hugged since her father died. She’d never hugged Sikayla. Now it was too late.

A long time passed before she crawled under the covers of her new bed.




Chapter 11


Bituminous Tarsi
Date: 2422

Twenty-four hours passed, and Sylvey didn’t ping.

Redcholate barely had the mojo to reprog her holobeads. This was the first day of Bird Week version 4.0, which usually’d thrill her but now felt ulto-unimportant. So she chose an easy one: the ladybirds of Timmon 5. Sky blue needle-thin plumage radiating out in a puff, each with a tiny pink micropuff at the tip.

With her still nonfunctional tie-in socket riding around in her cranium, she went back to the dremacave where she’d opened the account for Sylvey.

“Pod?” the mecha asked.

“No, I’m here to see Sylvey. Pod 4487. There’s an exception on his account for me to interrupt him.”

The mecha said, “There is no one with the name Sylvey in pod 4487.”

An ominous new twinge developed behind her left eyecube. “What, did he change pods?”

“There is no one with the name Sylvey in this facility.”

Redcholate took a step back, and peered into the dim, cavernous room as if it could tell her all its secrets. “He left?”

“I…” and in an utterly bizzo occurrence, the mecha paused. “I have no record of Sylvey departing this facility. I am checking my progging for errors.”

She sighed as she turned toward the door. “That’s K. Sylvey’s a forger. He knows how to escape detection.”

Her next stop was the COM:SAN where she’d first found Sylvey. There, she made friends with the woman in the bodysheet by buying her an hour’s time back at the nearby dremacave. The bodysheet woman told her all about Sylvey’s sandwich preferences, his two favorite jokes, the IB:SLEEPY where he usually spent the night, and even a story about him chasing away another man who’d threatened to cut off her thumb to steal her creds.

“And Sylvey, he’s a nice man,” the bodysheet woman said. She kept glancing at the dremacave door even though the mecha had assured her it wouldn’t start the hour until she was jacked in.

“But where would he go?” Redcholate asked for what felt like the millionth time.

The bodysheet woman shrugged. “I told you everything I know.”

Redcholate rubbed her forehead. “K. Thanks anyway.”

The woman gave a sort of half-wave and disappeared inside the dremacave. Redcholate slouched against the wall. Her low-grade nausea had just upscaled itself to medium-grade, and her head was morting. But standing here doing jero was not going to make her feel any better. She took the moving walkway one stop north. Just like the bodysheet woman had said, an Itinerant Barrack: Sleepytime sat right on the corner. She tried to enter but the door wouldn’t open.

A mecha’s voice appeared in the air near the door: “We do not accept customers until 8:01 pm local time. If you are in need of sustenance, visit the COM:SAN one stop south. Medical attention can be obtained at the clinic across the walkway.”

Redcholate crossed the walkway and inquired in the mecha-doctor clinic for Sylvey. The mecha-doctor denied seeing anyone matching his bifile.

“Well,” Redcholate said, “can you look at my tie-in socket, then? It’s mort.”

But the mecha-doctor could find nothing wrong, with either her body or her socket. So she walked out again. The sun felt too bright and hot, yet she shivered from chills. A sweat broke out on her forehead. She had to find Sylvey, or get another forger. One more hour. That was it. If she couldn’t find him, she’d hire someone else. There had to be one other desperate forger on Bituminous Tarsi.

As soon as she made that decision, her headache lessened and her nausea disappeared. K, then that was the correct choice. But it was creepto that her meatsack was telling her what to do. Maybe she’d obtained a magical power which made her feel sick whenever she was doing something stupo. She smiled for a split milli, but then remembered her tie-in socket wasn’t working. That one piece of intel made her magical power utterly malevo.

“I don’t want you anymore, magical power,” she said. But her headache, though it’d stopped hurting so much, didn’t leave. And her stomach gave a tiny lurch. So it was still there.

But there was no time to worry about that. She had to find Sylvey. Meat or mort.

Meat or mort… Wait, unless he was mort, why would Sylvey leave a dremacave where he had an unlimited account? No reason. That meant he was probs still inside this ‘cave.

But still, she should check around. Just in case he’d needed to transfer to another pod. OS, search all the dremacaves in LoRen. For Sylvey.

This will take an appreciable amount of time.

How long? And use my backstreet prog.

Approximate time to completion is seven minutes. I will update you if the completion time changes more than plus/minus one minute. I will utilize your backstreet program to infiltrate the dremacave client lists.

K.

Redcholate reentered the ‘cave. The mecha said, “Pod?”

“No.” She casually leaned up against the wall. “I’m waiting for the bodysheet woman. She’s due to get off in…” Her OS said, Six minutes, fourteen seconds. “Six minutes, thirteen seconds.”

“Have a seat if you require rest.” The mecha became quiescent.

Redcholate eyed the mecha, then opened an old infiltration prog. It used to require that she jack in, but she’d upgeed it to work over the sphere. In this case, with her dizda’d socket, putting in the noodle grease to make the upgrade made her seem like a supogenius.

Her backstreet prog that her OS was using was good at scooping off surface-level intel. But this prog went much deeper. It allowed her to seep into another prog’s innards. She didn’t like using it, because progs like this were as illegal as anything got on Bituminous Tarsi, and she wasn’t as good at hiding her tracks as a real forger would be. But so far, so smooth.

Using the infiltration prog, she found pod 4487. Supposedly empty, just like the mecha had said. But forgers could do almost anything, including making a mecha think a pod was empty when it wasn’t. Pod 4487 was near the left wall, about two thirds of the way to the back. So she popped open the door of pod 1836, which was the top one in the far right corner.

The mecha zipped toward the right-most aisle, already telescoping its body to be able to reach the top level pods. Redcholate scurried down the left aisle, tracking her progress with a map superimposed on her right eyecube’s vision. There was pod 4487, down at ground-level, which was good because she didn’t have a telescoping option. She squatted and popped the lid.

On a scale of 1 to 100, she was 72% sure she’d find Sylvey’s droopy face in there, with him casually jacked in. But his droopy face wasn’t in there. But neither was there just a reflexive-cushioning pillow and a tie-in jack. No. The pod had a mummified corpse inside.

Redcholate fell back and clapped her hands over her mouth to keep from screaming. She looked toward the far back corner. The mecha had already checked on the pod, closed its door, and was now whizzing its way to the front. She popped the lid again. It immediately headed back. The front door opened.

“Hello?” someone called. “I want a pod. Hello?”

“I will be with you momentarily, customer,” said the mecha. It closed the errant pod door and once again zipped toward the front.

Shoulders hunched, even though she was sure no one could see her, Redcholate peered into the pod again. It really was a mummy. Sylvey, presumably. Had the Butcher morted Sylvey for investigating him? If so, Sylvey’s death was her fault. He’d been desperate for a client, and she’d hired him to find the galaxy’s most feared person, and then forced him to hurry. She hadn’t threatened, she’d just bribed him. Well, maybe she’d begged too. So it was her fault. She felt terrible.

Then she peeked into the pod again. Maybe… maybe this wasn’t Sylvey. Maybe there’d been a mistake, and someone else had been locked in this pod for… she checked the mummy’s face… about a hundred years. So she should verify it was Sylvey. Maybe she should take its head so she could extract intel from its cranial embed. Wincing, she reached out for it, but then saw a telltale scorching on the skull’s right side. She peered in and checked the tie-in cord. It was charred. Sylvey’d been caught by the Dark Destro. It’d fried his embed. If this mummy really was him.

But maybe his thumbnail implant was still intact. She could at least extract the mummy’s bifile. She held back a squeal as she reached inside and gripped the right thumb. Closing her eyes, she snapped it off.

She gagged as she stuck the thumb into her bag. “Sorry, Sylvey,” she whispered. Only polite to apologize if one was breaking off a body part of a recent acquaintance.

“Pod?” the mecha asked from the front. The customer answered in an irritated tone.

During the ensuing transaction, she crept toward the front.

I have checked all dremacaves in LoRen and have not found Sylvey. I can expand my search to include the Getho and downtown Alessandro City.

K.

She ducked and peered through the pods toward the front of the room. As long as the mecha didn’t assign the new customer a pod in the left aisle, she was fine. But of course, it did.

“Pod 1212, customer, right this way.” The mecha zipped toward the far left aisle. Right toward where she was crouching.

Using her infiltration prog, Redcholate morted the mecha’s power supply. It stopped. She stood and hurried to the front.

The customer, a tall man with a ponderous chin, kicked the mecha as she rounded the corner. “Thing’s a piece of Vega-7 junk.”

“Don’t kick it again,” she said. “It’ll come back online in a milli. I’ve seen it happen before.”

The man grunted and kicked it again.

“Sorry,” she whispered at the hapless mecha as she passed by. She restarted its power supply.

“Pod?” it said.

“I already paid!” the man shouted. “Pod 1212.”

“Right this way.”

Redcholate stepped out the door and leaned against the front of the ‘cave. She dug the mummified thumb out of her bag and studied it. Members of the constabulary could pull bifiles from corpses, she knew. They could strip eyehook recordings, cranial embed files… whatever they wanted. But she’d never latched that tek. It took real forger skill. Which she didn’t have on tap anymore. Presumably. If this really was Sylvey’s thumb. And any intel he’d gained on the Butcher had died with him.

A terrible, twisting feeling hit her stomach. Cold sweat drenched her shirt. She staggered two steps away from the door and yacked her lumen all over the walkway. Pedestrians exclaimed in disgust and skirted around her.

“Sorry,” she whispered, wiping her mouth. Her braincase was morting worse than ever. Her stupo magical power blew supernovae. “I’ll get the intel,” she told it, “even if I have to search for it myself. Stop making me yack. Or I won’t be able to do anything.”

The pain in her braincase lessened, and her stomach stopped twisting.

Someone pinged her. For a split milli, she hoped against hope that it was Sylvey, that he’d somehow escaped and left a decoy in the pod. But it wasn’t Sylvey. It was the Forger.

Come see me. That was all his ping said.

She puddled onto a bench and did a few mental calcs. Obvs she couldn’t go see the Forger. She didn’t know his real-flesh address, and her socket was still mort. She almost pinged him back to tell him all this, but at the last milli she reconsidered. Wasn’t he the one who’d said he’d never do the job? So what did he want to do, yell at her? She didn’t need any more malevo at the mo.

Still, she didn’t have many other options. And the Forger’d been her employer for three years. Maybe he felt bad that she was in trouble. She snorted. That wasn’t possible. The Forger had jero sympathy.

Tanto, though, had sympathy. He might help her again. Find another forger, or even scoop a little intel himself. So she’d go see Tanto. She winced, expecting her stupo magical power to object. But other than a small lurch in her innards, nothing got worse. Obvs it wasn’t the worst idea she’d ever had.

She blew air out through puffed cheeks and headed down the walkway.




Chapter 12


Variegor
Date: 2412-2413

Painfully bright light flooded the room. Armintor pried open her eyes. Twomanrie stood at the side of the bed, staring at her. She was wearing her agony stick at her hip.

Armintor stared at the stick. Fear froze her to the mattress.

“You should wake up when someone comes into your room.” Twomanrie snapped a shirt against her cheek.

Armintor recoiled.

Again, Twomanrie snapped the shirt against her cheek. “When someone attacks you, either retreat or fight back.”

Armintor scrambled out of the foot of the bed and stood panting, half hunched over. Twomanrie was angry with her. She’d already failed, somehow. She’d be tortured, then sent back to the barrack. Or worse.

But instead of reaching for her agony stick, Twomanrie tossed Armintor the shirt and a pair of loose pants. “Get dressed. Wash your face. Brush your teeth. Two minutes. Meet me out in the main room.”

Armintor scurried out to the main room with a few seconds to spare. Twomanrie’s front room was large, but held only two armchairs and a small table against one wall. The rest of the space was empty. Without preamble Twomanrie assumed what looked like a fighting stance. Armintor gave a little gasp and raised her arms defensively.

Twomanrie raised one eyebrow. “Good. At least you reacted. And yet I am not going to attack. We’re merely practicing our morning exercises. This is an ancient form of martial art. We’ll begin with its very basic forms.”

“What’s it called?”

“Taich.”

For two hours, Twomanrie taught her Taich. Each posture moved into the next with such exacting slowness that at first Armintor was painfully bored, but by the end of their session every muscle in her arms and legs trembled with fatigue.

Finally, Twomanrie’s arms settled at her sides. Armintor let her chin fall to her chest and tried to catch her breath. Right about now, she’d have been a few hours into her shift in the kitchen. Which one was worse, here or there? She didn’t have enough information to decide. Not yet.

Twomanrie eyed her with an inscrutable expression. “Your physical conditioning needs work.”

Armintor tried to swallow in a dry throat. Was Twomanrie’s hand moving toward her agony stick? No, she was just gesturing.

“You have twenty minutes to shower and change.” Twomanrie pointed to a bright alcove. “Breakfast is in there.”

Armintor didn’t know what to do, so she gave a sort of half-bow, then turned and ran into her room. Even with the door closed, she felt the weight of Twomanrie’s evaluative gaze, and the looming menace of her agony stick.
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They visited the Alpha library. Armintor kept her gaze on the floor and followed exactly in the footsteps of Twomanrie, this tiny woman who had the absolute power of life and death over her.

They walked into the hushed stacks. Armintor inhaled book dust, a smell she’d never experienced before Variegor. The air of the Alpha library smelled rich, fragrant, rarefied. Twomanrie ran her fingers over the book spines, then plucked a thick volume from the shelves.

“Hold out your arms.” When Armintor obeyed, Twomanrie dropped the heavy volume onto her outstretched arms. “If another Alpha approaches, remember that all these books are for me. Not that they’d expect you to speak a word.”

“A-aren’t they?”

Twomanrie stared at her. “Aren’t they what?”

Armintor shied away from the gaze. It felt heavier than the books. “F-for you?” she stammered. “These books?”

“Of course not. They’re for you.”

A half hour later, Armintor staggered outside behind Twomanrie, carrying a tower of books. Science, mathematics, philosophy, fiction, some obviously never even read before. She spent the afternoon engrossed in a fascinating biography of the inventor of SplitDrive FTL, the motion generator that had opened up the galaxy to human colonization over 350 years ago.

After a mostly silent dinner, Armintor brought the dishes to the galley.

“Load them into the back of the nutrition panel,” said Twomanrie. “They’ll get washed for reuse. You’ll be responsible for loading the raw ingredients into the nutrition panel as well. Delivery arrives weekly. I’m sure you’ll figure it out.” She waved her hand with negligent benevolence.

Armintor hid a smug smile by ducking her head. As if anyone—even Twomanrie—could teach her anything about a dishwasher. And as a plaguer, she knew all about nutrition panels, of course. But it went further than that. When Armintor had been a child fascinated with mechas, she’d opened up her family’s nutrition panel to see what was inside, and how it worked.

“I see,” said Twomanrie. Armintor glanced up and saw the Alpha sitting with her head cocked. “From your smug expression, I infer that you investigated the inner workings of your family’s nutrition panel, and know all about it. So you knew how a dishwasher worked before you even came here. Your curiosity is a small clue that I chose wisely.”

Armintor flushed. Not only did Twomanrie seem to be able to read her expression, but she was also using Armintor’s own traits to congratulate herself. Not knowing exactly how she felt about that, she struggled to make her expression neutral as she placed the dirty utensils in their slot, shut the panel’s rear compartment, and started the wash cycle.

Standing there in the small access area, she suffered an onslaught of memories. Her mother, too busy to eat unless Armintor brought her something. Her father, welcoming her home from school with a snack. Blood rushed into her head and her vision darkened. To chase away the memories, she blurted out the first question she could think of. “Why do Alphas go out to restaurants when you have nutrition panels in your apartments?”

Twomanrie cocked her head. “You’re not much of a people person, are you?”

Armintor turned away, confusion twisting her stomach. She used to be a people person. But knowing what she did now of human nature, if she were given the safe harbor of this apartment, she’d find excuses not to leave.

She stabbed the button to activate the rinse cycle and peeked at the dining table. Twomanrie sat still, staring out the window. Armintor let out a trembling breath. As quietly as she could, she slipped from the tiny galley and headed toward her room.

“Come back,” Twomanrie called. “Fetch us drinks. Red wine for me—the nutrition panel has my favorite—and whatever you want.”

Keeping her gaze lowered, Armintor fetched Twomanrie’s wine and a glass of apple juice. Her hands shook and apple juice sloshed over her fingers. She set the wine glass in front of Twomanrie with such slow care that even she was impatient with herself.

With imperious exasperation, Twomanrie motioned her to sit. “Tell me about that biography you spent the entire afternoon reading.”

Surreptitiously, Armintor wiped her sticky hand on the leg of her coverall. What should she say so Twomanrie would let her go to her room? “It was good.”

“Even just knowing me a day, you must understand that you can’t get away with such an inadequate answer.”

“Well, it was pretty good, but…”

“But what?”

If she didn’t please Twomanrie, she’d be killed. She knew this. But since she didn’t know what Twomanrie—or any Alpha—wanted from their Beta assistant, she should just tell the truth. “Well, how did the author know all that? I mean, like when she played with dolls in her childhood she was pretending to visit other planets?”

Twomanrie cocked her head. “Perhaps she told the author.”

“No. I mean, she never said that, or they would have had a quote.”

“Then her parents might have said it.”

Armintor shook her head. “They were both dead when the biography was written. And she had no siblings.”

Twomanrie leaned forward. “Maybe they made the dolls confess.”

“Uh…” Armintor squeezed her hands together. What should she say? Should she laugh? Respond as if it were a serious comment? What wouldn’t get her in trouble?

Twomanrie stifled a laugh. “I’m sorry. I was joking, Armintor. A little too early in our relationship for jokes, I see. I commend you for your logical answers. That’s exactly correct. The author did fabricate that detail.”

Armintor’s hands unclenched a millimeter. She’d survive another minute.

“What was the inciting incident referred to in the final chapter?” Twomanrie asked.

Sparks flew across Armintor’s brain. She’d sort of skimmed the final chapter, to finish it before dinner. Did she dare confess that? Or would Twomanrie be angry? Tears prickled her eyes. She’d fail at this, as she did everything.

“I want you to learn to dissect each word,” Twomanrie said. “To wring all the meaning—or the lack thereof—from each page. Come. Sit. Let’s discuss this further.”

Over two hours passed before Twomanrie leaned back against her chair. “Good work, Armintor. I’ll make you a critical thinker yet. You have a great natural talent. All I have to do is nurture it. Remember, as Dr. John Watson once wrote in an attempt to contextualize Mr. Sherlock Holmes’s exactitude: desultory readers are seldom remarkable for the exactness of their learning.”

“Who?”

“Mr. Sherlock Holmes. My mentor. Well, across the ages. He was a remarkable man, living in a remarkable age. But more of that another night.”

Armintor picked up her sticky juice glass and stood to go. Finally she’d be able to be alone.

“No, stay a little longer. We can finally relax. Our mind-work is done for the day.”

Sinking back into her chair, Armintor swallowed in her dry throat. Relax? What was she was supposed to say now? Twomanrie was looking at her with a strange expression. Had she done something wrong?

“You know,” Twomanrie said, “you don’t have to act like a Beta while we’re alone.”

That was a lie. Betas always had to act like Betas. “O-okay.”

“It’s something to work on.” Twomanrie took another sip of wine. “So, Armintor, what was it like on your planet? Terry’s New Earth?”

Terry’s New Earth. The view of poplars out her bedroom window. The smell of her father’s chostim. Her mother’s sad smile. Puffy clouds of snow-not-snow. Charred bodies. Ringing in her ears. Bile in her throat.

Words came from far away. “Armintor? Are you feeling ill?”

Blackness blotted out her vision. Her heart hammered in her chest. She jumped to her feet. She had to run away from this feeling. Shout. Cry. Something. But she didn’t dare. Twomanrie wouldn’t like it.

A hand gripped her right forearm. The touch grounded her.

“It’s all right, Armintor. It’s all right.” Twomanrie repeated over and over.

The sick blackness slowly receded. Nausea replaced it. She bent and pressed her head on the cool table. “I’m sorry,” she whispered so softly even she could barely hear it.

“No need.” Twomanrie patted her arm.

And in that moment, some tiny part of her heart melted enough to trust Twomanrie. Or at least enough to consider considering whether or not to trust her.
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Their days formed an instant pattern. Early morning Taich practice was followed by breakfast and then errands. Afternoons were filled with study. After dinner each evening, they lingered at the table with a glass of wine for Twomanrie and juice for Armintor, and discussed what Armintor had been reading.

It was completely different from the life she’d longed for just a few months ago. Then, she’d thought that if she worked at the university, she might be able to sneak into an occasional lecture, to somehow get someone to notice how she understood the subjects. But now, she had access to vast quantities of books, and hours each day to read them. And the promise of more as soon as she wanted. Armintor felt as if her brain were a giant sponge and the world filled with water.

But then the worst part of her day would happen. What was it like in your school? Who were your friends? Tell me about your mother, your father, your brother. What did you want to be when you grew up?

She knew Twomanrie wanted to know what Armintor had been like before the plague. But Armintor couldn’t expose herself like that. Not wouldn’t, but couldn’t. It was as if her old self were locked inside and she’d lost the key.

She trusted Twomanrie, but not really. Or, she tried to, but couldn’t. She wasn’t sure which. You don’t have to act like a Beta while we’re alone. Twomanrie kept repeating those words. But Armintor didn’t believe them. Twomanrie had an idea of how Armintor was supposed to act, somewhere between a Beta and an Alpha. Maybe Twomanrie wasn’t even aware of it. And what would happen if Armintor did something Twomanrie really didn’t like? Well, she knew the answer. Twomanrie wore an agony stick on her belt. All day. Every day. Whether they were outside the apartment or inside. And there was only one reason she would wear an agony stick inside the apartment; she was willing and able and ready to use it on Armintor.

Despite her fears, Armintor decided to act differently in little spurts. One morning she chose her own breakfast instead of just having whatever Twomanrie had. That behavior passed without comment. So that was allowed.

Her next experiment was arriving exactly ten seconds late for Taich practice. Twomanrie punished her for that, by making her hold a difficult posture until she fell down. So, she couldn’t be late. There was a lesson here: she didn’t necessarily need to act like a Beta, but she couldn’t deny Twomanrie’s right to dictate like an Alpha.

After her Taich punishment, it took her several days to dare to make her next behavior experiment. She’d finished reading her latest stack of books and suggested over breakfast that she go to the library alone, bringing along a list of subjects ostensibly from Twomanrie.

“An excellent idea,” said Twomanrie. Then she glared at Armintor over her cup of hot ginger tea. “But remember to act like a Beta.”

“Of course,” Armintor said.

Twomanrie continued, as if she hadn’t responded. “You must always act slightly stupid. If you have an original thought, you must never reveal it.”

“Why?” Armintor dared to ask.

“Because,” Twomanrie said, filliping her middle finger against Armintor’s forehead. “You’re always at an advantage if people underestimate you.”

Armintor rubbed at the stinging spot on her forehead, digesting this idea.

“Unfortunately,” Twomanrie said, “no one underestimates me. Mediocrity knows nothing higher than itself; but talent instantly recognizes genius, as those brilliant detectives who revered Mr. Sherlock Holmes knew.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Let me put it this way. I’ve got a reputation for genius. Consequently, I have to continually train to be better, smarter, faster, or I’ll be eaten alive by my colleagues. You… well. If you act as stupid as everyone presumes you to be, no one will expect anything else.”
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One morning, a few months later, someone knocked on the door during their Taich practice. Twomanrie looked at Armintor and nodded toward the entrance. Armintor walked to the door with trepidation. Had Twomanrie expected a visitor and not said anything?

When she opened the door, her fears were realized when she saw the Alpha that stood there, a stern expression on her face. Armintor froze, sweaty hand gripping the handle. Was she going to be taken away?

The Alpha made a scornful noise and brushed past. Armintor shut the door and scurried after her, afraid of Twomanrie’s anger if she shouldn’t have let the woman in.

The strange Alpha saluted when she saw Twomanrie. Her deep-set eyes flicked around the room, absorbing it. “I hope I’m not disturbing you?” she said, her voice as respectful as her expression had been contemptuous toward Armintor.

“Yes you are, but no matter,” said Twomanrie. “What is it?”

“Someone’s been murdered,” the strange Alpha said. Her hair was black, and short, and so shiny it looked like it had been sculpted from dark glass. “The constabulary has requested your help.”

Armintor crept to the couch and sat, trying to make herself small. She’d thought sharing this space with Twomanrie was difficult enough, but being in the room with two Alphas was exponentially worse. Despite Twomanrie’s diminutive size and the fact that the strange Alpha towered over her, they seemed like a matched pair.

“Who was murdered?” Twomanrie asked.

“Theethee Rustar.”

Only a slight widening of Twomanrie’s eyes showed her surprise. “Theethee. How… odd. I’ll change and be with you in a few minutes. Armintor,” she said, turning to the couch, “serve her whatever she wants to drink.” With that, she turned and disappeared inside her room.

Armintor stood, knees shaking slightly. “W-what would you like?”

The Alpha ignored her and sprawled on the couch to clearly signify that it was now her domain. Armintor crept close to the nutrition panel, in case the Alpha changed her mind. Had she said something wrong? Was she not supposed to ask the question? She stared through her lashes at the Alpha, hyperaware of every small movement the woman made.

In a few minutes, Twomanrie came out in her trim uniform. Without a word, she and the other Alpha left.

Although she had never been inside Twomanrie’s office or bedroom and felt curious about how they looked, Armintor showered and changed, then resolutely remained in the living area reading and studying. She couldn’t help but wonder if Twomanrie had a recording device, or some other way to tell if her privacy had been invaded. Armintor did, though, relax to a degree she didn’t remember feeling since… well, since she’d been twelve years old.

Several hours passed before Twomanrie returned. “Bring me some tea,” she said as she sat at the dining table.

Armintor ran to the nutrition panel. As she brought the cup to the table, she noticed Twomanrie looked tired, and a little sad. “What happened?” she dared to ask.

Twomanrie sighed. “A sad day. One Alpha took the life of another.” She shook her head. “Physical desire is one of the most base motives for murder. Luckily I caught the culprit before he fled off-planet.”

Armintor felt her eyes widen. “You caught him?”

“Of course.” Twomanrie looked at her with a wry expression. “Armintor, what do you think my profession is?”

All Armintor could do was gape. Wasn’t being an Alpha a profession in itself?

The corners of Twomanrie’s lips twitched. She disappeared into her office, and emerged in a moment with a giant pile of paper which she set down on the table. While Twomanrie disappeared back into her office, Armintor leafed through the pages.

“People from other worlds have written to you!” she called to Twomanrie. “On paper!” When she started reading the first letter, Armintor was utterly shocked. She glanced over at Twomanrie, who was now standing in her office door, leaning against the frame.

“I was wondering how long it would take you to figure out what my job is,” Twomanrie said. “You’re intelligent. You have curiosity. But I’m realizing your curiosity is limited to abstract ideas, or of people you don’t know.”

Sweat bloomed on Armintor’s palms. She dropped the letter and rubbed her hands against her coverall legs. Twomanrie wouldn’t be happy if she sweated all over the letters. “I’m sorry.”

Twomanrie shook her head. “No need. I’m a detective. The galaxy’s only consulting detective. Read that first letter aloud.”

Armintor picked up the letter and read.

Twomanrie Ohetto;
My father has been killed, and the local police can’t find the killer. They’ve said that since there’s no vid of the crime and no cellular evidence, they have nothing to go on. They’ve even hinted my father must have killed himself. But tell me how my father managed to cut his own body to pieces?

Armintor looked up. “She wants you to come solve the murder of her father?” She imagined what she would feel like if someone had killed her father, if someone had chopped him into pieces. Some person, not a mindless plague. “When do we leave?”

Twomanrie shook her head. “I’m not going.”

“Why not?”

Twomanrie set a heavy red tome on the table beside the letters and sat next to Armintor. She slid a few of the letters to herself and riffled through them. “To quote my mentor, Man, or at least criminal man, has lost all enterprise and originality. As to my own little practice, it seems to be degenerating into an agency for recovering lost lead pencils and giving advice to young ladies from boarding-schools.”

“I-I’m sorry,” Armintor said, then admitted the one thing she hated above all else to admit to Twomanrie. “I don’t understand.”

But Twomanrie only shook her head and gave her faint smile. “I’m comfortable here. My days of traveling are over. And nothing sounds intriguing anymore. I’ve solved so many crimes that there aren’t any new ones.”

Armintor looked back at the letter. “You used to do this, though? Go to other planets and solve crimes? Why?”

Twomanrie shrugged. “Everyone’s completely reliant on technology. Detectives get implants in their fingertips to lift prints and DNA from crime scenes. Their nose implants can sample the air to learn who stood there hours before. They can delve into anyone’s cranial embeds to extract information and memories. They can download optical hook recordings. Given all that, it’s easy to figure out what happens to their deductive powers.” She waited a moment, then raised one brow at Armintor in an unspoken question.

“Uh…” Armintor thought for a moment. “They can’t solve crimes anymore if they don’t have physical evidence?”

“Indubitably.”

“What’s ind—”

Twomanrie raised a hand palm-outward. “Look it up later, on your own time. Anyway, in my younger years I worked for the police here on Variegor. Word of my abilities spread off-planet. I spent the second half of my career traveling from one planet to the next, solving crimes the local constabulary deemed unsolvable.”

Flipping through the stack of letters, Armintor asked, “But there are all these people begging you to go help them. How do you say no?”

With a sigh, Twomanrie leaned back in her chair. “It is difficult sometimes. The suffering of others is what motivated me in the first place. But there are crimes here on Variegor, too, and I do help if our police can’t solve them. As you have just witnessed. And, as Mr. Sherlock Holmes once said, on general principles it is best that I should not leave the country. Scotland Yard feels lonely without me, and it causes an unhealthy excitement among the criminal classes.”

“What’s Scotland Yard? And what’s criminal classes? Is it something they study at West Quadrant University?”

Without a word, Twomanrie pushed the red-bound book in front of Armintor. “All your answers are in here.”

The book’s spine read: The Collected Work of Sherlock Holmes. “This is your mentor’s book? So was he a detective too?”

Twomanrie laughed.

“What’s funny?”

“What’s funny is you spent three and a half months with me, and this is the first time we’ve discussed my life before we met.”

Armintor’s face turned hot. It was true. She’d never asked Twomanrie about her past. But she never dared to. And, she realized, she didn’t dare tell Twomanrie she didn’t dare. Every movement, every word, every look… if Twomanrie didn’t like it, Armintor could be killed. It was too much pressure. She felt sometimes that she’d go insane. Even in bed at night, she felt as if someone were looking at her. Judging her.

Twomanrie patted her on the shoulder. Her touch was cool, and light, like an autumn leaf. “It’s all right, Armintor. We’ll just keep going. We’ll be friends some day.”

Friends. She’d had friends before. Barta. Salli. Sikayla. And she didn’t see how Twomanrie would ever become one of them. She glanced at the agony stick strapped to Twomanrie’s hip, then turned back to the correspondence. She had a job to do. Or a nesting series of jobs. The smallest job, right now, was to read this book, so she could understand whenever Twomanrie talked about Mr. Sherlock Holmes. Then came the larger job of continuing little things that made Twomanrie’s life easier. Like maintaining the nutrition panel, or going to the library to pick up books by herself. And then came the even larger job of being Twomanrie’s apprentice. Of being unlearned enough to need Twomanrie’s tutelage, and of being malleable enough to change when Twomanrie judged she should change. But the largest job—the largest in her series of nests—was to always be the perfect Beta to Twomanrie’s Alpha. To be intelligent enough to intrigue Twomanrie, but not intelligent enough to challenge her. To be independent enough to not bother Twomanrie with details, but not to take unapproved initiative. To be the ancillary person. The pocket servant. The one who made Twomanrie feel needed.




Chapter 13


Bituminous Tarsi
Date: 2422

It was a stupo holiday in Alessandro City. Everyone who was everyone was out on the streets. Free food and ‘cave time for every resident. Chomping and dreaming. The perfect recipe.

Well, K, up until a few weeks ago, Redcholate’d yenned holidays as much as the next person. But right now she felt too terrible to eat anything. And she couldn’t even get her free hour of under time, as her tie-in socket was mort.

She fought against the masses of people shambling onto the moving walkways. They were headed down to Getho Center, for the best food and ‘caves this side of HiRenDist.

The Forger pinged her again. Come see me. Maybe he’d changed his mind. Maybe he’d decided to find Watson’s intel. Maybe she was suffering for nothing.

“Hey,” she told her stupo magical power, “you should fix my socket. If I go under and the Forger still won’t do this job, I’ll find the Butcher’s identity myself.”

But the stupo magical power didn’t listen. Her head kept on low-grade morting, and her stomach lurched. Why was everything so terrible? It was all Watson’s fault.

She finally broke free of the stream of people and took the almost empty moving walkway north toward HiRenDist.
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The boxy security mecha at the entrance to Tanto’s building said she wasn’t allowed inside. “You are on the do-not-let-in, but do-not-be-rude-to list.”

“Well,” said Redcholate, “it’d be rude to not ask his OS one more time if I can go inside.”

The mecha paused a milli, probs to run a manners algorithm, and then said, “I will inquire.” Redcholate barely had time to take a deep breath before the mecha said, “Tanto’s OS has reconfirmed. You are on the do-not-let—”

“K,” Redcholate half-shouted. “I understand.” She went off to the side a few meters, pretending to consult her OS, as the mecha let in another few people. But really, she was cogiking on whether she should do what she really wanted to do. Which was snipe the mecha’s asteroid.

Using her infiltration prog on the security mecha for an actual building where forgers lived was different than slagging a LoRen ‘cave bot. And she didn’t know exactly how good her prog was. It seemed daebak to her, but she was no forger. Redcholate glanced at the mecha again. No. She didn’t dare use her prog at an actual forger’s domicile. She turned to leave.

Agony tore through her body, contracting her muscles, wrenching her bones out of alignment. Her brain twisted, as if trying to move independently from her body. Redcholate stumbled against the wall and leaned over, clutching her braincase and gasping for breath. Please, she said to her stupo magical power. I’ll do it. I’ll sneak inside and get Tanto’s help.

The pain receded, cautiously, as if it suspected she wasn’t telling the truth. But she was telling the truth. She had to get inside. Had to.

She took a deep, shuddering breath and looked around. No one was coming inside or leaving. With a desperate bravado, she shot her infiltration prog through the sphere and deactivated the security mecha. The mecha, already being stationary, didn’t give any outward signs of being under her control.

Did it work? she asked her OS.

All indications point to the security mecha’s immobilization.

Redcholate crept forward. The mecha didn’t respond. Via her infiltration prog, she unlatched the gate and hurried to the elevator. Once the doors closed, she scrubbed the last several millis of secuvid and reactivated the mecha. Then she cleared her mind of that prob. She had worse things to worry about ahead.

The ride to the third floor seemed to take a millio years, but finally she emerged and scamped to Tanto’s door. Using her infiltration prog one last time, she popped 3001’s door.

“Tanto?” she whispered, eyecubing the innards of his apartment through a four-centimeter-wide crack. “Are you up?”

No answer.

She slid inside, shut the door. Unless Tanto was having a little chew ‘n’ poo break, he’d be under. The small dining table was empty, the nutrition panel quiescent. The bathroom sat open and dark. She crept forward, barely noticing the proprietary view. The ocean would have to admire itself right now.

Rounding one end of the couch, she saw Tanto exactly where she’d seen him last: lying supine, jacked in.

She had two options. Hana, she could grab a pillow and suffocate him. He’d deffo wake up before he died. Everyone’s OS monitored their vitals when they were under. The failsafe. But after he woke up, he’d probs toss her into the Thaumaturge Ocean. And then do something worse.

So that left her with the other option. Mainlining into his tie-in jack. Sharing his connection. All three mecha-doctors and the hook booth had said there wasn’t anything broken in her socket, so her connection must be jammed somehow. But if she mainlined, she’d be using an already established connection.

Mainlining was almost as unforgivable as setting off someone’s failsafe. She could just wait for Tanto to come up on his own. But it’d probs take hours for him to come up, and the only reason her head wasn’t morting her was because she was doing something right now. Taking action. So she ran to the nutrition panel and ordered a sharp knife and a spoon. The machine deposited them on the tray, glistening clean from the panel’s internal dishwasher. She took them to the couch, sat on the floor right near the tie-in jack, paused a milli to take a deep breath.

“If you act up,” she said to her magical power, “I’ll make a mistake. So don’t.”

The last wisps of headache cleared. Her stomach stopped fluttering. She pulled some slack into the tie-in cord, and pierced the insulation with the knife. Carefully as if she were carving into her own skin, she made a 2.5 centimeter slit in the insulation, then carefully wedged the handle of the spoon into the fat cable’s innards.

She lay down on the floor, then sat up and stole the pillow from under Tanto’s knees. Might as well be comfy.

“Sorry, Tanto,” she whispered. She settled her head on the pillow, then touched the bowl of the spoon to her tie-in jack. Metal was conductive, almost by definition.

Do I have a connection? she asked her OS.

Affirmative.

Take me under.




Chapter 14


Variegor
Date: 2414

He arrived in the middle of their Taich practice, a big man with gray and black hair and a deep, silvery voice. Medals and pins coated his jacket. A golden agony stick was holstered at his hip.

Armintor had never met him, but over the last almost four years she’d lived on Variegor, she’d seen his face on screens all over Varie City. His name was Leader Yarr. He held the Supreme Office. He ruled Variegor.

Yarr stalked around the living room, ignoring Armintor so assiduously that he was obviously aware of her. And just as obviously, he wanted her to leave his presence.

Since they’d been in the middle of Taich practice, Armintor reflexively clasped her hands at her chest and bowed at Twomanrie, who nodded and flapped her hands. “That’s fine. Go to your room.” But when Yarr turned his back, Twomanrie winked.

Armintor hid a smile as she walked silently to her room and eased the door closed. If Twomanrie was winking, then there was no reason to be afraid. Surely. Yet even with the door closed, there was no getting away from Yarr’s voice. It boomed through the plazstik. “When are you going to take an Alpha apprentice?”

Alpha apprentice? Armintor’s heart skipped a beat. She’d never even heard of such a thing. What would that mean? Would the apprentice live with them? Take all of Twomanrie’s time? Supplant Armintor herself?

Twomanrie’s answer was too low to hear.

“I’ve already asked you twice,” said Yarr. “I won’t ask again.”

Even though Armintor crammed her ear against the door, Twomanrie’s answer was again too low for her to distinguish the words.

“Unacceptable.” Yarr’s voice was louder, even more forceful. “I’ll make it exquisitely clear. You’ve got two days to choose an apprentice, or I’ll assign you one.”

Twomanrie’s voice rose into an audible range. “How dare you try to shame me into this, Yarr?”

“Because it’s shameful that you aren’t passing along your knowledge.”

“What’s this sudden craze for apprenticeships? I was never an apprentice. You never were.”

Yarr’s voice grew louder and softer in turns, as if he were pacing back and forth. “It’s all these impatient plaguer Alphas. And over the last four years, they’ve infected our own Alpha children with their impatience.”

“And who,” said Twomanrie, her voice rising with indignation, “told you we shouldn’t accept all those offworlders? That such a huge influx of offworld ideas would cause problems?”

Twomanrie’s words felt like a slap across Armintor’s cheek. Twomanrie hadn’t wanted Variegor to take in her and the other plaguer children. Would she have wanted to leave them all on Terry’s New Earth, amongst their dead families?

Yet, when the time had come to choose an assistant, she had chosen Armintor—a plaguer.

“Yes, yes,” said Yarr. “You were correct. But they have a point. If we continue to insist on individual accomplishments, we’re making them invent the SplitDrive over and over. And you’re a legendary figure. What does it say when you refuse to take an apprentice?”

“It says that I have no desire to condone your new system, Yarr. And why are you insisting in the first place? You’re acting like the essence of an Alpha is taking orders.” Yarr started to speak but she cut him off. “And if I am a legend, then the younger Alphas will think about why I’m refusing to take an apprentice.”

“And what’s your reason?”

“You can’t create an Alpha.”

“Is that it? Or are you afraid having a younger Alpha around will make you feel weak in contrast?”

Twomanrie laughed. “I hardly know how to answer that, Yarr. How could anyone be a threat to me?”

Silence fell in the front room. Armintor could picture the glare Twomanrie was giving Yarr. But was Twomanrie defending Armintor’s right to be her Beta, or Twomanrie’s own right to not have an apprentice?

Yarr broke the silence. “Is that what you think you have in there, Twomanrie? An Alpha? A mislabeled Alpha?”

Armintor’s heart skipped another beat. She, as an Alpha?

“No.”

Twomanrie’s negative answer pierced Armintor’s heart more painfully than a knife. But was it uncertainty she’d heard in her mentor’s voice? If so, it would be the first time she’d heard her mentor sound uncertain about anything.

“In that case,” Yarr said, “maybe she should be culled.”

“Get out, Yarr. Now.”

“You have two days.” Yarr sounded cold and furious. “Two days.”

The front door opened and closed. Silence filled the front room.

Armintor turned and pressed her back against the door. Her heart throbbed uncomfortably in her chest. She felt like she’d been in a fight herself, rather than just listening to one. And no matter what happened to her, the two Alphas who decided her fate would survive and thrive.

“Armintor,” Twomanrie called. “Come out.”

Armintor swallowed in her dry throat, then stepped out into the front room, eyes lowered.

“Let’s resume our practice. Tornado kick.” Twomanrie spun and kicked at the padded practice stand. She moved with explosive power. As if an infinite energy source had been momentarily unleashed.

Armintor had never been able to match her mentor’s powerful kicks, even though she was almost twice her size. But today, she felt an overwhelming need to prove she was better than any Alpha apprentice. That she—Armintor—was a misclassified Alpha. She spun and kicked. Instead of a solid hit, she struck the stand a glancing blow. She stumbled backward, stunned. Just when she should be perfect, she couldn’t even do something she’d practiced thousands of times.

“Again,” said Twomanrie.

Armintor tried to sense her internal power source. She channeled it, then spun and kicked, but this time her foot missed the practice stand entirely. She struck her calf against the corner of a table. Wincing, she hopped, pressing her hand to the stinging red mark.

Twomanrie rested her hand on Armintor’s shoulder. “That’s enough. Go wash and change.”
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Armintor tried in vain to control her breathing as she pulled on her Beta coverall. What a ridiculous time to fail at Taich practice.

She rubbed her face, then ran her hands through her still-damp hair. She didn’t want to return to the main room, but Twomanrie would never tolerate deviation from their schedule. They ate breakfast after Taich. So what if Taich had been interrupted? They would still eat breakfast. She stepped into the living room.

Instead of standing at the nutrition panel choosing her breakfast, Twomanrie stood in the doorway of her own bedroom.

Armintor felt the blood drain from her face. Twomanrie had come to a decision. She knew the signs. There was an even sharper set to Twomanrie’s shoulders, yet she exuded an air of insouciance. Armintor pressed her palm against the wall to steady herself.

Twomanrie’s clear brown eyes held an indiscernible emotion. “I know what you fear. It isn’t coming to pass. If you were to apply logic to this situation, you wouldn’t be afraid. Remember, to the logician, all things should be seen exactly as they are, to quote Mr. Sherlock Holmes.”

Armintor hid a convulsive swallow by brushing her hair out of her eyes.

Twomanrie held out a stack of folded clothing. “These are yours.”

Mechanically, Armintor stepped forward and took them. They weren’t Beta coveralls, but real clothes, like she would have worn back on Terry’s New Earth. At the memory, a hollow pain made her heart ache. Almost four years had partially filled the old abyss of despair, but it would never be gone.

“Where will I wear these?” she asked.

“We don’t have time for questions.” Twomanrie led Armintor inside her bedroom and removed two bags from the compression closet. They popped out flat as Armintor’s morning crepes. Twomanrie snapped them into shape with one quick flip. “Pack those clothes in this one.”

Armintor obeyed. Meanwhile, Twomanrie packed some of her own clothing and a few books into the other bag with almost inhuman neatness.

“Ready?” Twomanrie said. “Do you have anything in your room that you wish to bring?”

Armintor shook her head. Other than library books, she had nothing in there besides a few coveralls.

“Come, then.” Twomanrie closed the bag along its self-healing seam and headed for the front door. Armintor pushed the hoverfunction on the bags, grabbed their tethers, and followed.

Twomanrie led them out to the street and hailed a skimmercab. “Are you ready to know where we’re going?” she said as they slid into the seats of the skimmer.

Armintor nodded. She felt dizzy, sick, desperately hopeful.

Twomanrie grinned, then leaned forward and called, “Spaceport,” into the speaker.

“We’re leaving?” Armintor’s own words rang in her ears. “We’re leaving Variegor?”

Twomanrie sighed as if disappointed. “What other logical conclusion could you draw upon learning our destination?”

Fat tears spilled from Armintor’s eyes and scalded down her cheeks. She was leaving Variegor. It was like a dream. A dream she’d woken up to experience.

As the human pilot eased them up in a smooth, practiced glide, she looked down. Glittering Alpha apartments. Long, smooth sidewalks and people movers. Luxurious Alpha shops. And as their skimmer moved forward, two dismal Beta barracks came into view. The dichotomy, so long seen from the ground, seemed a hundred times more apparent from above.

“Leaving?” she whispered again. She’d lived on Variegor for almost four years. Four terrible years. She hadn’t had a choice as to whether to come, and she wasn’t being given a choice to leave. As they approached the spaceport, Twomanrie nudged her impatiently in the ribs. Armintor wiped her face and snuffled.

Soon they were being lifted offplanet to a giant interstellar transport ship in orbit. All interstellar craft were required to stay in orbit instead of landing upon Variegor’s surface, for of course the hitek systems in a spaceship could never be allowed on the teknophobe planet.

During the ship’s entry processing, Twomanrie was required to surrender her agony stick.

“Please retrieve your banned item before you disembark at your destination planet,” said the ship’s security mecha.

“No need to hold it for retrieval,” said Twomanrie, with that disdainful look she wore whenever required to interact with a thinking mecha. “It’s banned on almost every planet except for Variegor.”

Armintor watched, eyes wide, as the mecha deposited the agony stick into a secure locker in its innards. Although that particular agony stick had never been used upon her, it had figured loudly in her nightmares. In the first instant away from Variegor, that feared, hated instrument of torture had been taken away from Twomanrie. No, that wasn’t right. Rather, a sane society had taken it away from Twomanrie.

Variegor’s system was evil. And there was some sanity, some goodness, remaining in the universe.

Armintor was free.

She moved through the ship as if in a dream. How many times had she daydreamed of escaping Variegor? She kept touching the walls of the ship’s hallways, the objects in their tiny shared berth, her own shocked face. This was real. She was awake. She had left that planet. Never to return.

From their small window, she looked down on Variegor. It seemed so innocuous, a planet consisting of one large brown and green continent and a blue sea with no polar ice caps. Far enough that all its miseries were smoothed away.

The ship left orbit. Slowly, Variegor receded until it became a blue sphere in a field of black, and then a faint dot, and then nothing.




Chapter 15


Interstellar Transport Go Go Vega-2!, A Moving Point in the Galaxy
Las Vega, Vega-2
Date: 2415

The interstellar transport ship and its other passengers fascinated Armintor. Even on Terry’s New Earth, disfiguring hooks had been uncommon. On this ship filled with wealthy travelers, disfigs were everywhere: blatantly inhuman eyes, routed voiceboxes, prosthetic hands turned into mechanical claws.

It was only when she and Twomanrie were eating dinner in the utilitarian dining room that her mind returned to Variegor. She asked, “What is the culling?”

Twomanrie inhaled deeply through her nose, then exhaled in a long deliberate stream as if the air had somehow offended her, or been judged as subpar. “I will not reveal anything about the culling. I will only say that it is the Alpha tradition most steeped in honor.”

Honor. Once each year, she’d watched Twomanrie disappear on the night of the culling, only to return in the morning flushed and smelling of excitement. Would Twomanrie have been there when Sikayla was culled? Whatever that meant? Some horrible death, that was for certain. Had Twomanrie been the one to torture Sikayla to death with an agony stick?

Sikayla. The only other person on Variegor besides Twomanrie who had ever shown Armintor any affection. After the alphas stole Sikayla, Twomanrie had replaced her with remote benevolence.

Anger surged in Armintor’s breast. At that moment, she would have traded this new life opening up before her for one more moment with Sikayla. One last touch from her true friend. She leaned forward. “If it’s so honorable, then why did you get angry with Yarr for suggesting I be culled?”

Twomanrie lifted one eyebrow, leaned back in studied disdain. “Because as soon as an Alpha chooses a Beta, that Beta is off-limits to any other Alpha. That custom is sacrosanct. And no matter how much I respect the culling, Alphas have always prided individual freedom above even the collective good of the Alphas.” She looked away, narrowed her eyes. “Yarr has no right to anything I’ve laid claim to.”

Laid claim to. Twomanrie really saw her as a piece of property. Yet that very ownership had saved her life. She could feel the anger in her own expression, so she tucked her chin as she asked her next question. “Why are there Alphas and Betas? Why do I have to be a Beta? Why does anyone?”

Twomanrie set her fork beside her plate. “Armintor. You’ve been out in the world. It’s chaos. People doing whatever comes into their head. Do you even know what the driving principle of Variegor is?”

Armintor shook her head.

“It’s this: everyone must be given the chance to live their most fully actualized life.” Twomanrie sighed and tapped one index finger against the table. “The one thing that ties humanity together is chaos. We take chaos out of the equation. Anyone without sufficient drive and intelligence is sorted into the Beta class. As Alphas, it’s our job to not only give you enough structure to live productive lives, but also to model exemplary behavior. It’s an enormous responsibility.”

Armintor knew anger suffused her face, but she still dared to glance up. Twomanrie had resumed eating, seemingly unmoved. She twisted her fingers together in her lap. Her stomach roiled. She couldn’t eat. Why would an owned person eat?
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After a week’s travel, they landed at the Las Vega spaceport on Vega-2. Twomanrie led them outside, across two walkways, and straight into a busy restaurant. “This is one of my favorite places to eat in the universe.” She led Armintor to an empty table crammed into a corner. “Sit here and hold the table. I’ll order our food.”

While Twomanrie disappeared into the scrum at the counter, Armintor looked around. The restaurant was filled with humans of infinite variation. She’d never been on any planet besides Terry’s New Earth and Variegor, but of course she’d heard of Vega-2. Everyone had. The enormous planet was a hub of space travel, and a vacation and shopping mecca. And it also had more kilometers of coastline than any other known habitable planet.

Armintor’s gaze was caught by the young woman at the table to her right, who had a series of dark plazstik panels covering her skull. A short tube rose out of each panel. Tufts of hair sprouted up between the panels, dyed bright pink.

The woman saw her staring and smiled. “It’s a Virtuo. I just got it last year.”

Armintor felt herself blushing.

“It’s okay. Everyone stares at my hook pack.” The woman touched one of the panels. “These are direct lines into my frontal, parietal and temporal lobes and my prefrontal cortex.” The woman clenched her right hand into a fist. “I also have an eyehook and a prosthetic hand. But I didn’t get the routed voicebox. My medium is visual rather than audial.”

Armintor felt her jaw drop. After a moment, she asked, “What does it do? The Virtuo?”

The woman’s flesh eye was a beautiful brown. Her hook eye was a flat black panel. “You mean, what does it allow me to do, right? I’m an artist. The Virtuo lets me download my artwork in hypereality straight into the Underworld for monetization and consumption.”

Armintor felt gauche, bumpkiny. “I… I’ve never heard of a Virtuo.”

“Why not? It’s at least three years old. I got mine a year ago, as soon as I turned eighteen.”

A twang of envy twisted Armintor’s stomach. This woman was only two years older than she was right now. This confident, hooked woman with an apparently lucrative career. “I’ve never been to the Underworld.” As soon as Armintor spoke, she cringed at her own admission.

The woman gaped. “Never? Why not?”

“Just, well, I haven’t got a cranial implant. I’m going to get one soon, though.”

The woman smiled. “It’s never too late.”

At that, Armintor’s heart blossomed. It wasn’t too late. She could do something important with her life, like this woman had. All she needed was a cranial implant.

At that moment Twomanrie appeared with a handful of colorful thumbnail-sized squares. She scattered them over the table. “Take one,” she said.

Armintor tentatively picked one up. It was yellow, and slick. “Do I just eat it?”

Both Twomanrie and the young artist burst into laughter.

“No, child.” Twomanrie picked up a blue square. Scraping her fingernail over the edge, she teased out a blue fiber and handed it to Armintor. “Pull on this.”

Armintor took the fiber between her fingernail and thumbnail and tentatively pulled. The square almost exploded out of her hand, expanding into a giant oblong sandwich at least a third of a meter long. Armintor bobbled the sandwich, barely keeping hold of it. Tomato and onion slices plopped all over the table.

“How…” she asked.

The two women looked at each other and laughed again. “She hasn’t traveled much, has she?” the artist asked.

Twomanrie shook her head as she teased a fiber from another blue square.

A surge of intense anger cramped Armintor’s belly. Twomanrie was laughing at her because she hadn’t known what the squares were. But it was Alphas like her that prevented Armintor and the other Betas from ever leaving the planet or using tek. How could Twomanrie be so blind to the inequity she herself perpetuated?

Yet the sandwich smelled so herbaceous and spicy. It was impossible to resist. She took one bite, then another. It was the most delicious meal she’d eaten in years.

Twomanrie leaned close. “It’s delectable, isn’t it.” She said it as a statement, not a question. Always so full of conviction. Suddenly the bread seemed to swell up in Armintor’s mouth and become inedible. She turned away so Twomanrie wouldn’t see.

[image: Scene Separator]

Armintor watched through the window of a hook booth as a woman of about fifty received a storage upgrade on her cranial embed. Just a brief decontamination fog, then the mecha-doctor’s appendages whirred, cutting into the woman’s skull faster than human eyesight could process. All the while, the woman sat slouched in the patient’s chair, seeming utterly unconcerned. Things were much more hitek than in the relatively lotek hook clinic back on Terry’s New Earth. No wash three times with antiseptic soap and shampoo, no scrubbing of fingernails, no sterile gown.

Four short years ago, she’d desired a cranial embed more than anything else. How naïve her younger self had been to think having one would solve all her problems.

And she remembered her dad’s words: Someday, perhaps soon, perhaps later, something will happen in your life that will put this in perspective. Then you’ll know that this was just a temporary thing.

She’d have been dead if she’d gotten a cranial hook that day four years ago. But in the ensuing years, life had passed her by. Though she was almost an adult, she was still almost as helpless as a child.

Variegor had stolen her childhood. But she couldn’t let it steal her future. She could still do something with her life. She could become an Underworld artist, or maybe even something more hitek. All she needed was an implant.

Twomanrie came up beside her at that moment. Armintor clutched her sleeve. “Can I get a cranial implant?”

Twomanrie jerked her arm free. “Of course not. You are still of Variegor. And you are perfectly capable of surviving in this world without artificial help.”

But Armintor knew she needed a cranial hook. Twomanrie was so intelligent that she could function—even thrive—without one. “I’m not smart enough.”

Twomanrie gripped her shoulders, hard. Her fingers felt as rigid as plazstik. “You are intelligent, Armintor. You’re a kind, good, intelligent, thoughtful person. Don’t ever think you’re not good enough.” She walked on, past three dingy men begging for cred transfers. “How can these people stand living in such conditions?”

One of the men stepped in front of Armintor and held out his thumb. Her heart squeezed with an odd mixture of pity and fellow-feeling. “I don’t have any credits. I’m sorry.”

“Piss-warm liar,” he snarled and turned away.

Armintor bowed her head and hurried to catch up to Twomanrie. She understood the man’s disdain. She had clean clothes—real clothes, not a Beta coverall—and she looked well-fed. Anyone looking like she did should have credits. But in reality she had nothing other than her thumbnail implant inserted at birth, an interrupted education, and no meaningful work experience.

The crushing weight of servitude slammed back down on Armintor’s shoulders. The servitude she’d fooled herself into thinking she’d escaped. Even though they’d left Variegor behind, she was just as dependent on Twomanrie as ever.

And if Twomanrie ever deserted her, she’d be out begging for credits herself.




Chapter 16


Undefined Ocean, Underworld
Date: 2422

Redcholate appeared in an ocean. Underwater. As a dolphin. She tried to scream, and bubbles flew out of her snout.

In point of fact, her OS said, dolphins do not generally breathe through their mouths. Therefore, bubbles coming out of your mouth is inappropriate.

I’m a dolphin! she screamed.

Yes.

I don’t want to be a dolphin!

I cannot help you. You are mainlining Tanto’s connection. You will share his experience the entire time you are under.

Their conversation was over in millis, which was good, because a very angry dolphin had rounded on her and snout-butted her right in the eyecube.

The proper name for a dolphin’s snout is rostrum.

Not now! she shouted as the dolphin slammed into her left side.

“T-tanto,” she tried to say through her dolphin snout… rostrum… but it came out sounding like trnt.

He must have understood her, because he paused. “Who are you?”

His rostrum seemed to change shape as he talked. So maybe she could do it too. She inspected the licks constituting her rostrum, rewrote a few to closer resemble her avatar mouth, and tried again.

“Tanto.” There. That was better. “It’s Redcholate.”

The dolphin—Tanto—backed away with one slick flick of his tail.

That is a fluke.

A fluke? Why?

That part of a dolphin’s anatomy is called a fluke.

I don’t need any more intel on dolphins right now.

“Red?” Tanto swam closer, touched her rostrum briefly with his. “It really is you. What are you doing here? How’d you find… wait. You didn’t.” His voice was full of reproach.

She winced, wondering how that expression looked on her dolphin face. “I’m sorry, Tanto. I mainlined you. I couldn’t find another way. Something’s morted my socket. And Sylvey’s been mummified. And I’ve got some sort of stupo magical power that makes me yack my lumen every five millis.”

“Sylvey’s mummified?”

So Redcholate told him all about her past week and a half. The only thing she left out was that the object of the intel search was the Butcher’s identity, and that, of course, Tanto already knew.

Tanto listened to it all, slightly waving his tail—fluke—and by all evidence cogiking deeply. “You’re in over your head, Red.”

Redcholate tried to nod, but it didn’t work with her dolphin physique. “And the Forger’s been pinging me every five millis, but I can’t visit him because my jack is morted.”

He studied her with his round dolphin eyecube. “Well, I’m not going to take you to him. I want no part of this. You should never’ve taken this job.”

“I know.” Redcholate winced at her own stuponess. Her magical power wouldn’t like that she’d said she shouldn’t’ve taken the job. She waited for her stomach to twist and her braincase to feel as if it were going to split open, but nothing happened. “Wait, I don’t think my magical power works in the Underworld.”

Tanto gave a dolphin-sigh. “I don’t have time for this.” He turned and started swimming.

A dolphin’s head is called a melon, said her OS in a quiet voice.

That’s… that’s daebak! So my melon doesn’t hurt right now. She laughed, bubbles floating upward. She followed them up with her gaze. Above, the ocean surface glinted. She admired it for a milli, then followed Tanto. It took work to figure out how to swim as a dolphin, and by the time she modified her fluke and other parts back there, whatever they were called—

Peduncle.

Peduncle? It’s like dolphin body-part names were made for me.

By this time she’d caught up with Tanto. “Wait,” she said. “Can’t you send me another forger’s bifile? Then I’ll unjack and you can continue whatever you’re doing.”

He sighed a dolphiny sigh. “You never mainlined before, did you, Red?”

“No.”

“Well, you can’t unjack until I do. And I ain’t gonna. You know how hard I worked to get all the way here?”

She looked around. “Where are we?”

Tanto sighed, glanced at her. She wondered if he knew that his cranium was currently known as a melon. “Well, I suppose since you’re here.”

She tried to narrow her eyecubes, but again, it didn’t work well with dolphin body parts. What are dolphin eyecubes called?

Eyes.

She snorted. Unfun. “What do you mean by that?” she asked Tanto. “‘Because I’m here’?”

They swam through a school of bright purple fish about the size and shape of chostim mugs. The fish swam with side-to-side rocking motions of their bodies, propelled by dinky little side fins. They parted like she and Tanto were in a giant bubble. Each fish had a cute little underbite.

Instead of answering her question, Tanto said, “Did you ever wonder how forgers become forgers?”

Redcholate shook her head, which again, didn’t work. No, she tried to shake her melon.

“A forger becomes a forger when she or he infiltrates another forger’s intel,” said Tanto. “Or in your case, my tie-in jack. How’d you get inside my apartment?”

Below, the ocean floor began to rise from the murky depths. Though still too far down to see much detail, she saw some wavey things growing out of the floor. Like sea spaghetti.

She tried unsuccessfully to shrug her shoulders. Dolphins didn’t really have shoulders. “Just an infiltration prog I wrote a long time ago.”

“It’s a slick lick. It infiltrated my custom defenses. You, Redcholate, are now my apprentice.”

“Daebak,” she breathed. “So you’ll help me, right? We should go right now and get the intel on the—” she barely stopped herself in time. She couldn’t use the Butcher’s name in the Underworld. “You know, Watson’s intel.”

“No, you can help me.” He swam forward, fast.

She struggled to catch up. “What’re we doing?”

“Do you notice anything about this water, Red?”

“It’s, ah… no.”

“Look at it. Don’t use an inspection prog. Use your noggin.”

“My melon. A dolphin’s braincase is called a melon.”

“Be serious, Red. We don’t have time for jokes.”

She sighed, sending up a few bubbles, and studied the water as they swam. It looked like water. But it had strange currents, now that she noticed. She turned back. The mug-esque fish had lumbered around and were following them, but they were hampered by a strong current, flowing opposite to the rest of the current. Redcholate wiggled all her dolphin items to turn around again. The current seemed to be following her and Tanto. No, enclosing her and Tanto.

“We’re in a pipz!” she said. A personal protection zone. A forger’s mark.

Tanto nodded. He seemed to know how to do that, dolphin style. “But a pipz is monkey-play to a forger. This is serious.”

Redcholate looked around the ocean. “Where are we?”

“The data protection barrier for Traveler Planetary Financials.”

Her mouth popped open. Two bubbles lazily escaped her mouth and drifted upward. She was codfishing… as a dolphin.

“Businesses like Traveler Planetary Financials,” said Tanto, “have to be in the Underworld just like anyone else. They can’t just be off by themselves, or no one could do business with them.”

“I know.”

“So they create these elaborate defenses around their data.”

Redcholate rolled her eyecubes. “I know.”

“Haven’t you ever wondered how forgers get the deep-level intel?”

“Of course. I just thought they, you know… used infiltration progs.”

Tanto shook his dolphin melon. “Not with high-level data, and not on multi-planetary operations like Traveler Planetary Financials. That means we, forgers, using our own avatars, have to penetrate their defenses.”

Redcholate’s mouth popped open again.

In a slick move, Tanto spun around, flicked her mouth shut with his fluke, and then raced ahead. “Keep up, Red.”

“But… but… Traveler Planetary,” she shouted after him. “They’re going to scour us so hard our past’ll disappear.”

Instead of answering, he turned and gave her the dolphin approximation of a grin. “You always said you wanted to be a forger, right? Well, this is where the sharks swim. Keep up.”

They swam through blue water. “If you stray out of this current, you’ll be slagged immediately,” said Tanto. Sunlight glinted on the surface above. “Stay below the surface. The ocean surface is the easiest for forgers to navigate, and it’s where the majority of Traveler’s secuforgers patrol.” The thin, frondy tubes drew nearer as the sea floor continued to rise. “And watch out for that sea spaghetti.”

Redcholate struggled to keep up. “What does the sea spaghetti do?” She was rewriting licks on the fly, modifying her dolphin body to better move through the water-not-water.

“It’s a visual representation of the Dark Destro.”

“The Dark Destro,” Redcholate breathed. The worst of the worst. A worm that destroyed someone’s real-flesh cranial embed. Some recent splices even exploded eyehooks and thumbnail implants. If the Dark Destro got you, you were morter than mort. Like what happened to Sylvey, only without the mummification.

But even the Dark Destro couldn’t distract her from the blood-red orb emerging from the watery distance. It looked immense. And surrounded by dreadly sea spaghetti.

Another flock—

School.

—school of purple mug fish swam toward them. This time they were immense, about 10-person-skimmer size. And aggressive. Their underbites, so cute when the fish were mug-sized, were now suposcary huge and filled with needle-sharp teeth. The mug fish surrounded Tanto’s protective ocean current and started head-butting it.

“Looks like they got an upgrade,” Tanto said. He started mumbling some licks, so fast his dolphin mouth blurred trying to keep up.

Redcholate ran her inspection mode prog. It turned every lick in the Underworld visible to her. Now Tanto, the mug fish, and Tanto’s protective ocean current had scrolling white code superimposed on them like an extra skin.

She inspected Tanto’s protective current, trying to find some way to strengthen it. But his progging was so intricate she didn’t dare change anything. So she inspected the mug fish. They were blunt instruments, with one mission: find and destroy. To stymie forgers like Tanto—and apprentice forgers like Redcholate—their essential progging was hidden in lick after lick of meaningless code.

Tanto gave a strangled cry. “They’re breaking through!”

The immense mug fish rocked back and forth, their fins flapping in crazy blurs. Their toothy jaws snapped open and closed, as if they were already munching on Redcholate’s melon.

Her mind raced through her options. They’d obvs just been reprogged, or Tanto’d know about it. The new licks wouldn’t be integrated like the previous ones.

Run my syntax distinction prog, she shouted at her OS.

Two of the giant mug fish broke through the current. Tanto darted away and they chased him, jaws snapping. She had to protect him. He was her ticket to the golden land of forgery intel.

Her OS finished running the prog. Now all the different forgers’ licks were color coded. She ran a recent syntax trends finder prog, and two colors remained: green and pink. So two forgers had added recent updates.

“Hurry, Red,” Tanto yelled. The fish were centimeters away from his fluke. If they touched him, he’d be blasted in the braincase. His cranial embed scoured. And she needed his braincase to be whole, and unslagged, and willing to help.

She scrolled madly. There. Upgeed infiltration licks.

To her right, two more mug fish broke halfway through the current’s protection. She backed away from their huge purple jaws.

Change that semicolon to a period! she shouted.

Her OS made the change. All the mug fish instantly ceased moving. Their code turned from white to red. She’d just sniped their asteroids.

“Red,” shouted Tanto. “Hurry.” He swam as if he were still being chased.

“I got them,” she said.

He turned, saw the mug fish that had been chasing him now listing in the water. “Oh. Good job.” He muttered a lick and his current expelled the four mug fish.

“Wait. You could’ve defeated them,” said Redcholate.

He nodded. And when she started to protest, he said, “It’s your first test as my apprentice. You passed. So be happy.”

She tried to hide her smile. Wait. Dolphins didn’t smile—or were they always smiling? So she grinned as much as she wanted. She’d passed the first test. Tanto’d help her find Watson’s intel. And then help her become a real forger herself. She was going to become the best forger on Bituminous Tarsi.

“Let’s go,” said Tanto. “We gotta break into a multiplanetary conglomerate and steal some vital intel without getting scoured by spaghetti.”

They swam toward the red orb.




Chapter 17


Llyl, Gallawaygg
Date: 2419

They arrived at the planet Gallawaygg on a cold, misty afternoon.

“Tell me why we didn’t ask for our client to arrange for someone to meet us,” Twomanrie said as they stood in the departure lounge of their interstellar transport.

“Because whoever she sent would tell us all about the murder,” Armintor said.

“Precisely correct.”

Armintor bit her lips together to hide a grin at the praise.

“Invariably,” said Twomanrie, “we would be encumbered by that person’s preconceptions. Tell me what our mentor has to say about preconceptions,” she continued as they followed the crowd to an autopilot shuttle.

“I never guess,” Armintor recited from their detecting manual. “It is a capital mistake to theorize before one has data. Insensibly one begins to twist facts to suit theories, instead of theories to suit facts.”

Twomanrie nodded as they crammed into the departure shuttle. “Exactly correct. Take advantage of any time you can move through a new place without listening to others’ preconceptions.”

Again, Armintor felt a rush of pleasure at the acknowledgement. Gaining Twomanrie’s praise was the reason she studied so hard, observed so intently, and read so widely. Her mentor’s approval was the currency she dealt in.

They sped over the short, flat marsh between the spaceport and the ocean-hugging city of Llyl. Wisps of fog gathered near the shore and hid the ocean from view. Mist-obscured, the city was barely visible through the smeared front window. The shuttle banked as the autopilot began its approach into the city. Over the heads of those standing closer to the windows, the mist-shrouded city gained definition. Buildings of buff-colored sandstone emerged from the fog. A new city. A new mystery. She’d come a long way from the Armintor who, four years ago, didn’t even know that a small yellow square expanded into a sandwich.

Since leaving Variegor, Armintor and Twomanrie had traveled from one planet to the next, solving what the local constabularies had judged unsolvable crimes. Over the first three and a half years, Twomanrie had progressively involved Armintor in the investigations. The past four months, something had changed. Twomanrie now asked Armintor for her opinions and observations about every detail. She’d obviously reached a new level in Twomanrie’s estimation.

The shuttle disgorged its passengers on a landing pad at the corner of the city’s central park. Armintor pressed the hoverfunction on their bags and grabbed their tethers. They walked north past the cluster of shops to the fancier hotel district.

“We’re taking a better hotel this time,” Twomanrie said as they navigated the nearly deserted walkways. “Tell me why.”

A skimmer passed silently overhead, momentarily shielding them from the mist.

“Because our client isn’t the constabulary this time. She’s a wealthy woman, and she’ll judge us by where we stay.”

Twomanrie nodded. “And how we dress, and what company we keep.”

Heavy mist gathered upon Armintor’s shoulder-length hair, making her feel bedraggled by the time they entered the lobby of the chandeliered and brocaded hotel. A tall, willowy, non-humanoid mecha whisked her and Twomanrie upstairs to two rooms on the next-to top floor. Armintor was fascinated by its short, multi-jointed legs and twelve toes extending in every direction from its circular feet. She wished she could take it apart and see how it worked, but she learned four years ago that if Twomanrie caught her inspecting mechas, it would mean a month’s worth of silent, profound disapproval.

“This suite is right below the penthouse level,” the mecha said as it showed them around Twomanrie’s rooms. Once Twomanrie gestured her satisfaction, the mecha led Armintor to an almost identical suite across the hallway.

The mecha showed her the large bed and tiny balcony, then extended a narrow look-c appendage into the bathroom. “I will have more towels sent up.” It retracted its appendage and moved to the door. “Alert staff if your needs are not being met.”

“Can I look at your feet?” Armintor blurted.

“Copulation mechas are available for hire via the sphere,” the mecha said.

“No. I mean, I’m not interested in that. I just want to see how your feet work.”

“I am not permitted to be tampered with.”

“I won’t touch you, just look.”

The mecha paused a moment, perhaps consulting hotel regulations. Then it said, “I must comply with all reasonable requests, and this is not on the list of unreasonable requests.”

For a moment she felt badly at how it was forced by its programming to do what she asked, but her curiosity overcame that feeling and she knelt in front of the mecha. “Can you lift your foot?”

The mecha lifted its left foot as far as it could off the ground, which was about a third of a meter.

“Can all twelve of your toes articulate separately?

“Yes.”

“Can you show me?”

It moved its toes in a strange undulating pattern that resembled the ambulation of an underwater creature.

“And can you just bend all three of your—”

“My presence is required downstairs,” the mecha said.

“Sorry.” She stood. “Go. Thank you.”

After the mecha departed, Armintor opened the door to the balcony. Cold air invaded the room. Even though the sun was still ostensibly in the sky, it had darkened so much the streetlights had turned on and the mist seemed to be gathering around them. She knew it was an illusion, that mist was everywhere in the air although she could only see what was illuminated by the lights. However, it seemed significant. A harbinger of things to come. As if something warned her that danger lay everywhere, though mostly out of view.

The doorbell chime broke into her musings. She opened the door, expecting Twomanrie. Instead, a compact, four-legged mecha entered, bearing a stack of fluffy towels which it disseminated in the bathroom with spare efficiency. She watched its delicate appendages work in silence.

After it departed, she sprawled on the reflexive cushioned bed, trying to pretend she didn’t still taste the acridity of danger in her mouth.
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Their client, a slender woman in her middle years, met them in a small meeting room on their hotel’s ground floor. She stood a few centimeters taller than Twomanrie, barely at Armintor’s breastbone. No visible hooks marred her body. Her brown hair accentuated the dark circles underneath her eyes.

“Roxanya Sixer,” she said, inclining her head at both of them. She walked the few steps to a chair, moving like a dancer. Thin and supple, almost childlike. Quite similar to Twomanrie.

“Ms. Sixer—”

Their client held up one graceful hand. “Roxanya, please.”

“Roxanya. Please tell me about the day before your husband’s death.”

“The day of, you mean. The day of his death.”

“No, I’m quite sure what I’m asking.”

Armintor glanced at Twomanrie, saw the tiny smile of self-satisfaction. Her mentor wanted unrehearsed information, not rote facts chosen to convey a pre-concluded storyline. Making people talk about the day before was a good way to get them off their script.

After a pause, Roxanya narrated her movements on the day before her husband’s death. Twomanrie leaned back against her chair’s reflexive cushioning, steepling her hands. Armintor concentrated on listening correctly, opening her mind to any crucial hints.

“And so,” said Twomanrie, “you didn’t see each other all day?”

“That’s right. We both had meetings all day. He’d left before I got up. We didn’t see each other until the evening meal the next day—”

“Let’s take the days one at a time. What did you have for dinner?”

Roxanya paused a blink’s span to access her cranial storage, then related the dishes she’d been served. She made barely any extraneous movements. No brushing a stray lock of hair aside, no shifting in her seat, no glancing around the room. She barely even blinked.

“Would you like a drink of water?” Twomanrie asked after Roxanya had finished. When the woman shook her head, Twomanrie said, “Then let’s move on to the next day.”

Roxanya leaned forward, eager to begin her rehearsed recitation. “Well, the first thing I need to tell—”

“What time did you awaken in the morning?” Twomanrie interrupted.

“Time?” Another brief pause as Roxanya again queried her OS. “Six-thirty. Local time.”

“And what did you do upon awakening?” asked Twomanrie.

“I had my morning coffee.”

“Who brought you your morning coffee?”

Roxanya gave the most miniscule of huffs. “Don’t you want to just download the recording of my day? Like the constabulary did? It will give you all this information without having to ask.”

“Did the local constabulary download your information?”

“Yes. Full optical hook recordings. From me, my husband, our—”

“And did the local constabulary find anything?”

“No.”

“Well then. If it were that easy, I’m sure they would have. You’ve asked me here because my methods are unorthodox, so you must trust me to employ those methods.”

After a long moment, Roxanya Sixer nodded once. “You’re right, of course.”

“Good. Now, your morning coffee. Did a mecha bring it to you?”

“I… well, I have a nutrition panel in my room.” As Roxanya said this, she tucked her chin slightly and looked away from Twomanrie. As if she were embarrassed. Armintor filed that fact away to try and impress Twomanrie with later.

“All right,” said Twomanrie. “So you retrieved your own coffee. Did you hear or see anything unusual?”

Roxanya shook her head.

“Who was the first person you saw that morning?”

“My maid. She helped me bathe and dress, and brought me my breakfast—”

“She? Your maid is real-flesh?” interrupted Twomanrie.

“Why, of course,” Roxanya said, with the disdain that could only mean, anyone can have a mecha, but only a few of us employ real-flesh maids.

“All right. How did your maid seem that morning?”

“Seem? She seemed like the maid.”

“Did she say or do anything unusual? Drop something? Seem distracted? Excited?”

“No.”

“Consider this deeply for a moment. Any little thing, like dropping something, or stuttering, or mishearing you.”

Roxanya started to shake her head, then paused. Armintor held her breath and watched as the woman narrowed her eyes and bowed her head slightly, obviously recalling something she hadn’t considered important until now. She finally raised her head. “She did do something odd. You just reminded me. But it wasn’t that morning. Rather, it was that morning that she didn’t do it.”

Armintor noticed the almost imperceptible tightening of the skin around Twomanrie’s eyes. “And what was that?” Twomanrie asked.

“Well, for the past several weeks, she has gone to the window and looked out over the street while I take my bath. She didn’t do that on the morning my husband… on the morning in question.”

Twomanrie immediately moved on to the next question, not allowing Roxanya time to expand mentally on the maid’s actions, to embellish them, to assign them values that they might not hold.
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After the interview ended and Roxanya departed—in a skimmer piloted by a real-flesh chauffeur—Twomanrie stood in the hotel lobby staring outside where the skimmer had been parked. “It’s almost like living on Variegor, to be wealthy on Gallawaygg,” she said. “The fashion here is to employ real people, because they’re more expensive than mechas.”

“But they have mechas here. So only the wealthiest employ real-flesh servants.” Armintor had to force herself not to add, Right? She knew why she constantly sought Twomanrie’s approval, because she was utterly dependent upon her mentor’s good graces. Yet she’d begun feeling more and more resentment. Twomanrie seemed to want Armintor to remain her assistant all her life.

“Of course they use mechas here,” Twomanrie said, in that voice that meant Armintor wasn’t saying anything new, interesting, or relevant. “Even thinking mechas. They are not as erudite as Variegor, after all. But it’s quite unusual for someone of her status to have a nutrition panel in her room, and to use it herself.”

“I noticed that she was embarrassed to tell us about it,” Redcholate blurted, before Twomanrie could rob her of that small victory. “Because they don’t want to have to do something for themselves, right? They’d rather pay someone to do it for them.” She winced as she realized she’d said right?

Twomanrie nodded, but didn’t answer.

They walked through the park. Tall trees, their boles fuzzed with moss and miniscule ferns, lined the park pathways. Budding leaves decorated the high, ponderous branches. Even though it wasn’t raining, the trees dropped water onto their heads. Armintor looked up at them as they passed underneath. She had a complicated relationship to trees. She loved them… and hated them. They had stolen her family, but they hadn’t meant to. And they were so beautiful.

Twomanrie said, “Tell me what you thought of the interview.”

Armintor considered the question a moment. “I think you did a good job making her forget about her rehearsed speech.”

Twomanrie waved her hand. “Yes, yes. But what did you think of what we learned?”

“It’s strange that she didn’t see her husband at all either morning. I know they sleep separately, and that they have maids and stuff, but it still seems strange that they wouldn’t even take one minute to say goodbye.”

Twomanrie nodded. “I agree. Not sleeping together is rather common. Not saying goodbye, however, is a little bizarre. They are married, after all. Did they despise each other, I wonder? Tell me what else you noticed.”

Sifting through the information they’d learned, Armintor said, “Well, she said she believed her husband was murdered, but the reason for it never came out.”

“No, it didn’t,” said Twomanrie with a smug expression.

“I know you did it on purpose—her not telling us, I mean—but I’d like to know what she would’ve said.”

Twomanrie shrugged. “Her story is always waiting in her brain, if I ever need to access it.”

At that moment a ray of sunlight snuck through the clouds at the western horizon and illuminated the park. Everything turned lucid, fresh, luminous. Droplets of water shimmered upon the leaf buds. Armintor felt a bittersweet longing. For a home, for affection, for a true place in the universe.

In the next instant the clouds closed in again, and it began to rain. And she felt the same premonition of doom as she had earlier in the afternoon. The skin on her neck crawled. She looked behind them, but no one was there.

Twomanrie made a sound of annoyance. Had she felt the premonition too? “Did you feel that?” Armintor asked.

“Of course I feel it. We should have brought our rain-repeller jackets.”

“I wasn’t…” Armintor wanted to say, I wasn’t talking about the rain, but she stopped herself. Twomanrie didn’t like it when she spoke about anything not factual and verifiable.

“Finish your sentence. You know I hate it when you trail off in the middle of speaking.”

“I’m sorry I didn’t remember the jackets.” It was her job to bring those necessities. To facilitate Twomanrie’s life, so Twomanrie herself could concentrate only on those things she wanted to.

“I am not angry. It’s part of your nature to be forgetful,” Twomanrie said.

I’m not forgetful, Armintor wanted to say. But she didn’t. Twomanrie hated to be gainsaid. Even more than she hated when Armintor didn’t finish her sentences. Even more than when Armintor wanted to go anyplace alone—however brief—that wasn’t Twomanrie’s idea. Even more than she hated when Armintor noticed something that she herself hadn’t. But that had only happened once, and it had been trivial, and hadn’t even mattered in the investigation.

But it had happened. Once. Armintor smiled, and ducked her chin to hide it.

“Come.” Twomanrie took a new path. “Hurry, before we get soaked to the skin.”




Chapter 18


Gallawaygg
Date: 2419

The next day dawned overcast and cool. They went to Roxanya Sixer’s residence to interview the human staff.

“We’re going to interview the maid first, right?” Armintor asked.

“No,” Twomanrie said. “I want her to be thinking about our interview and getting more and more nervous.”

Armintor thought back to a few months ago, when they’d been back on Vega-2 to investigate the deaths of ten politicians. Then, Twomanrie had wanted to interview the most important witness right away. She’d said it was because she didn’t want to give them time to get a cover story straight. Armintor didn’t see any difference between then and now, but she didn’t say anything. She didn’t want to give Twomanrie any excuse to still think she was dealing with a Beta.

The other interviews went quickly in the small room they’d been given in Roxanya Sixer’s house. All the servants were adamant that Roxanya Sixer and Ted Tamobi were a committed couple.

“They just sleep apart so’s they get a good night’s sleep. Mr. Tamobi, he thrashes—” The elderly butler cleared his throat. “He thrashed horrible in his sleep. That’s the only reason.”

After he left, Twomanrie leaned forward. “What do you think?”

Armintor shared the most succinct and biting answer she’d thought of during the interview. Twomanrie always liked one or two sentence answers the most. “If I were him, I’d say anything to not get Roxanya Sixer into trouble. She’s his sole employer now.”

Twomanrie nodded with approval. “Exactly. To misquote Mr. Sherlock Holmes, you’re using that head of yours for logic as well as ornament.”

Armintor couldn’t hide her smile. It was the ultimate, rare compliment when Twomanrie actually used a quote from Mr. Sherlock Holmes to praise her.

After the other human servant, a cook, was interviewed, the maid entered the small room they’d been given, her eyes downcast.

“Hello, child,” Twomanrie said with a kind voice. “Sit. Have some water if you’d like.”

The maid perched on the edge of the seat across the table from Twomanrie, reached out for a glass of water, then withdrew her hands and shook her head.

“Just take a deep breath, all right? Good,” Twomanrie used what Armintor thought of as her Calming Friend voice. “I want you to go back to the day before your master died.”

The maid, who’d been studying the pristine surface of the table, snapped her head up. “D-do you mean the day of?”

“No, the day before.”

A small flush crept up the maid’s neck. She blinked several times.

Twomanrie leaned forward. Excitement vibrated her body. “I want you to tell me exactly what you did that day, from the time you awoke in the morning.”

The maid blinked several more times, then in a hesitant voice she began, “I got up at my usual time. Six local. And then I went up to the kitchen, to—”

“In your pyjamas?”

“N-no, of course not!” the maid said.

“Then you’re leaving something out, aren’t you?” Twomanrie changed to the voice Armintor thought of as Shaming Teacher.

The maid met Twomanrie’s gaze, still blinking rapidly. She then told Twomanrie each detail of her morning routine. “And then I went to the kitchen,” she finished.

“Whose breakfast tray did you bring up first?” Twomanrie asked.

“The master’s. I always do—did—the master’s first, since he don’t need me to do anything else for him and it’s just in and out. So I set it up on the table like I always do, and he said he’d get to it in a minute. Then I went back to the kitchen.”

Twomanrie nodded, leaning over to pat the maid on her arm like a dog. “Good. And then?” She had switched to what Armintor called her Exacting But Fair Employer demeanor.

The maid leaned back slightly. “And then I took Ms. Sixer’s tray up. She was already awake and sitting up, ready for her breakfast.”

“Did you see anything unusual?”

“Nope.”

“Did she do anything unusual?”

The maid started to shake her head, but then shifted in her seat. “She was sitting up in bed. Like she was already up for a long time.”

“Did you do anything unusual?”

The maid startled a little. “Me? No.”

Twomanrie switched to what Armintor thought of as her Concerned Friend demeanor. “And you looked out the window. What did you see?”

The maid paled. She stopped blinking. “People,” she whispered finally. “Walking. That’s all.”
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They visited the local constabulary.

“All molecules in the house were tested,” said the detective assigned to talk with them. He had the Constabulary Regular, a hook pack that among other things replaced his fingertips with plazstik ones capable of lifting fingerprints and DNA from surfaces and siphoning DNA from the air. One of his eyes had been replaced by a flat black panel that covered his entire eyesocket. As with anyone who had a disfig hook, Armintor found it difficult to look him in the face.

“We also found no trace of anyone entering the house,” the detective continued, “except for the three servants, Ms. Roxanya Sixer and Mr. Ted Tamobi himself for the fifteen days before Mr. Tamobi’s death.”

“And the food he consumed?”

“We scanned every molecule in the kitchen. Nothing.”

Twomanrie leaned forward slightly. “I presume you downloaded data from his optical hook?”

The detective nodded. “We downloaded data from everyone he came into contact with for the month before his death. We found no one he hadn’t known for many years. No one who’d had any contact with the compounds that killed him.”

“And what, exactly, killed him?”

“Every molecule of glucose in his body had been turned to ethanol and carbon dioxide.”

Twomanrie looked taken aback. “You mean he… he fermented?”

The detective nodded. “He fermented.”
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This is the strangest case,” said Twomanrie as they walked through the park. “Though it gives me much to go on. For as Mr. Sherlock Holmes once said, the most commonplace crime is often the most mysterious, because it presents no new or specific features from which deductions may be drawn.” She nodded her head once, decisively. “I need to consult the library.”

But those words revealed merely the preoccupation of Twomanrie’s thoughts, for of course there was no library in the city, or indeed on the planet. The government kept some historical paper documents in cryostorage, but that was all. Anyone under the age of twelve used a flake or other handheld to access the sphere. Everyone over the age of twelve used the sphere, data pushing or the Underworld.

Unfazed as far as Armintor could tell, Twomanrie asked the hotel’s front-desk mecha to make an appointment with a chemist at the university, and to help them hail a skimmer. “I want you to interview the chemist,” she said on the way to the university.

“Me? By myself?” Armintor flushed with joy.

“I will be in the room, but yes. I believe you are ready to take the lead on an interview.”

Armintor flushed again. Twomanrie was trusting her to interview an important source. After all these years, finally she was acknowledging that Armintor wasn’t stupid.
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“What do you know about fermentation?” the chemist asked, peering at them with overly large brown eyes above a thin nose. They all sat on stools in one corner of a small, white lab.

The chemist reminded Armintor of her mother, with her cold, intelligent stare. But she shouldn’t let that distract her right now. She glanced at Twomanrie before she said, “I only know that—”

“Not much,” interrupted Twomanrie. “As my mentor once said, I consider a man’s brain originally is like a little empty attic, and you have to stock it with such furniture as you choose. Until now, I’ve never considered facts about fermentation useful enough to store.”

The chemist nodded twice, as if she were confirming the limited intelligence of the general populace, and of unhooked people in specific. “Well, the yeast molecule is actually a fascinating organism.” The chemist turned away slightly, as if lecturing to herself. “It’s boundlessly energetic. As long as it has fuel it will happily go along converting one thing into another. It won’t stop until it runs out of fuel.”

“What exactly does it convert?” Armintor asked.

“It converts carbohydrates—sugars—into gases, alcohol or acids.”

“So if it converts—” Armintor began.

“Does it need to be a closed system to work?” Twomanrie interrupted.

The chemist jolted back to the present and stared at Twomanrie. “Do you mean to ask if yeasts need an anaerobic environment?” She shook her head emphatically. “No. Yeasts are quite forgiving. They love their little processes so much that they’ll take almost any environment as long as it meets their basic needs. The environment can be aerobic, although the yeast prefers to ferment rather than aerobically respirate.”

“What about the human body?” Armintor asked quickly, before Twomanrie could ask another question.

“Ah. The human body.” The chemist’s prosthetic hand grasped at air, as if itching to perform an experiment. “Yeasts are present in the human body. Between the toes of some people, for instance.”

Armintor glanced at her feet.

The chemist gave a small chuckle. “Don’t worry. Those yeasts are relatively benign. And, of course, we have yeasts in our gut microbiome.”

Armintor opened her mouth to ask about the microbiome, but Twomanrie got her question out first. “So yeasts are integral to human survival?”

The chemist shrugged. “Some are beneficial. But I’m not convinced they’re crucial. Human biology is complex enough that if gut yeasts didn’t exist, we would still find a way to thrive.”

“Are they ever dangerous?” Armintor asked.

The chemist nodded. “There are yeasts that can colonize the body. Infect us. Kill us, with the right catalyst and under the correct conditions.”

“So could a yeast—”

“So a death by yeast is common?” Twomanrie interrupted.

Armintor’s eyes burned from unshed tears. This was supposed to be her first interview. Why couldn’t her mentor see her as capable?

“Not common,” the chemist said. “But it does happen. Mostly to the immunocompromised, the aged. And a yeast colony takes a long time to progress.”

Armintor leaned forward, forced her question into the pause while Twomanrie was still inhaling. “Then why did Ted Tamobi die so quickly?”

The chemist focused her large brown eyes on Armintor and smiled. “That was no common yeast. It was manufactured—indeed, carefully crafted—to kill humans. It devastated the victim’s body. A pity, really. Mr. Tamobi was a donor to the chemistry department.”

Armintor wracked her brains to try and think of the perfect follow-up question, but she couldn’t come up with one before Twomanrie asked, “And who, in your mind, could have created such a thing?”

The chemist shrugged. “No way to tell. And don’t forget, whoever gave it to him merely needed to purchase it.”

Armintor saw Twomanrie’s nostrils flare in irritation. Obviously the chemist didn’t know that Twomanrie hated being told things she’d already realized.

Good, she thought. I hope you realize how annoying it is to be condescended to. Then she ducked her head, worried that her mentor would see the thought in her eyes.

To her surprise, instead of asking more questions, Twomanrie stood to go. Armintor saw regret in the chemist’s face. As if the conversation hadn’t progressed far enough. As if there were something still interesting in her brain that she wanted to share.

“Is there anything else you can tell us about the person who dosed Mr. Tamobi?” she asked.

The chemist smiled, revealing a different facet of her personality. She suddenly seemed kindhearted. “That is a good question. I have to say that it might not have been one person. It could have been a them.”

Armintor slid to the edge of her stool. “What do you mean?” She heard the eagerness in her own voice. She hoped Twomanrie did too. She was asking the questions Twomanrie had missed.

“Mr. Tamobi must have been primed. He died almost instantly—for a person who ferments from the inside—so he had to have been primed for the fermenting agent. The catalyst.”

Terrified exultation shivered through Armintor’s entire body. She didn’t dare look to gauge Twomanrie’s reaction to her successful questions. “So you’re saying he was primed outside the home? And then he got the catalyst inside the home?”

“Well, perhaps. How long had he been home when he died?”

“About two hours.”

“Then most certainly he’d been primed before that. The yeast worked devastatingly quickly. I’d say he was primed at least forty-eight hours previously. And it could have been months beforehand.”

“Does the constabulary know this?” Armintor asked.

“The constabulary doesn’t consult with us at the university.” The chemist’s tone said that it was the constabulary’s crucial mistake. “But whoever did it, we should just hope they’ll never turn this yeast loose upon the general populace. It would cause devastation as bad as the Blue Mist Plague. Not that we…”

The Blue Mist Plague. A rushing sound flooded Armintor’s mind. The chemist’s voice drowned.

She jumped to her feet. “Thank you for your time.” She stumbled to the door. She couldn’t let her first interview—her sort of first interview—fail. But her vision darkened and the lab door disappeared. She collapsed against a table.

“I can’t breathe,” she gasped. Her lungs burned as if they were filled with water, as if she’d never breathe again.

Hands gripped her head, gently pushed it forward and down. Easing the pressure. Allowing air to flow into her lungs.

“Breathe,” a voice said, patting her head. “Breathe.” Twomanrie.
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Later, she came to stark awareness in her hotel room. Gasping for breath, she sat up.

“There, there,” Twomanrie said, sitting on a chair at the side of the bed. “Are you feeling better?”

“I ruined the interview.”

“Of course you didn’t. You even helped me discover the crucial clue.”

“I—” Armintor cut off her angry words. She hadn’t helped. She’d done the discovering herself. But she couldn’t tell Twomanrie that.

“Finish your sentence. You know I hate it when you do that.”

Armintor wanted to tell her, Stop treating me like a child. You wouldn’t have gotten that clue if it weren’t for me. Give me credit instead of hoarding it all to yourself. But she didn’t dare. Instead, she asked, “You aren’t angry?”

Twomanrie gave a small smile. “What kind of monster would be angry at you for grieving for the death of an entire planet’s worth of human life?”

At Twomanrie’s kind answer, Armintor’s anger disappeared under a wave of gratitude. Easing back down upon the pillow, she made a sound halfway between a sigh and a sob. “I thought I’d gotten over it.”

“Well,” Twomanrie said with slow thoughtfulness, “doesn’t that sound unrealistic? I have no idea how one could get over something like what you went through.”

A long silence fell, in which Armintor could only hear her own breathing. Twomanrie’s compassion was temporarily erasing all her frustrations, all her resentments.

“Do you want to talk about it?” Twomanrie asked finally.

Armintor shook her head, and in doing so her cheeks touched her pillow. It was soaked and cold. She’d been crying in her sleep.

“What do you think of our case so far?” asked Twomanrie.

Armintor cleared her throat, to rid it of the sandy grit of sorrow. When Twomanrie asked questions about a case, she expected all other considerations to disappear. “From what that chemist said, the catalyst was almost as crucial as the yeast itself.”

Twomanrie nodded. “I concur.”

“But the constabulary tested everything in that house including the air, and they couldn’t find any traces of either the yeast or the catalyst.”

Twomanrie leaned back against her chair. “Of course, those of a more minatory nature among us invent apparatuses to keep stray molecules from escaping into the air. Our criminal may have easily employed such a device.”

Armintor nodded. “But not in the last month, because they watched Ted Tamobi’s and Roxanya Sixer’s and the servants’ and everyone else’s optical hook recordings.”

“Still,” said Twomanrie, “my mind keeps going back to the maid. To her not looking outside the morning of his death.”

“What does that mean?”

“I’m thinking that Roxanya Sixer could have been made to give him that dose. Against her will. Or even against her knowledge.”

Armintor had no idea how Twomanrie leapt from the maid’s not looking out the window to Roxanya’s unintentional poisoning of her husband, but she didn’t ask. Twomanrie would just tell her to figure it out for herself.




Chapter 19


Underworld
Date: 2422

Redcholate dodged dreadly sea spaghetti. “How much longer?” she shouted.

“Right through here. Follow me quick!” Tanto darted through two spaghettis—they had a circle of teeth on their tube ends, looking like a round mouth of death—and disappeared.

Redcholate thrashed her peduncle to come to a halt. The gap was too narrow. She’d never make it.

The spaghettis turned to her. She shuddered. All around her, round mouths opened and closed, teeth flashing. They reached for her. Were they… were they moving? Yes. They were moving across the ocean floor. Slowly. They were closing in on her. She’d be so morted that she’d look worse than Sylvey’s thumb.

“Come on, Redcholate,” she whispered. “You’re a real forger now. You can’t be scared by spaghetti. Even if it can scour your cranial embed.”

If she waited any longer, she truly wouldn’t be able to make it through the gap… no, it was too late already. They’d moved too close together. And the spaghettis behind her had already closed off her escape route.

Tanto’d be so disappointed that he’d fire her as his apprentice. And he’d refuse to help her get Watson’s intel. Then she’d yack her gibs out, literal-style. She had to join him. But she’d waited too long.

Wait. Her dolphin avatar was customizable. What if she could move like a… like a chain? Link by link? She reprogged her spinal column to disconnect, and reconnect into links. Then she darted forward. Her body moved in an absolutely un-dolphin-like way. Kinda like if dolphin spines were made of letter Z’s. The spaghettis snapped onto empty water. She was through. She’d made it into… a cold blue bubble of nothingness.

“Tanto?” she whispered.

“Here.”

Redcholate spun around. There he was, surrounded by a teensy layer of light. The only light in the bubble of nothingness.

“Good job, Red.”

She grinned and waggled her peduncle with happiness. And her peduncle kept on waggling. Things back there seemed less… structurally sound than before.

“You should reprog your spine back. Unless you want to become a sea slug.”

She murmured a few licks, and felt her spine restructure itself to her orders. “Where are we?”

“The blue expiry. Where all forgers go to die. All around us is the intel I need, but it’s hidden by the expiry.”

“Noooo,” she groaned. “Why did we come here? And how do we get out?”

“Don’t you know? You can’t escape the expiry, or pierce it, or anything.”

Dreadly shivered her dolphin spine. “Then—” She stopped herself. He was kinda grinning. “What do I do?”

“Well, I know what to do. What would you do?”

She huffed and waggled around. Nothing. She ran her inspection prog. Nothing. “Tanto, I can’t see any licks.”

“Exactly.”

OS, she said, run my hidden threats prog.

There are no hidden threats.

I’m trapped in a blue bubble of death!

I should have stated that there are no hidden threats unmasked by your hidden threats program.

“Can you give me a hint?” she asked.

Tanto seemed to consider this, then spoke. “Think about what water does. Traveler Planetary Financials chose to situate its headquarters in this watery world. So it has to play by the watery rules, even with its defenses. It can take liberties, like we do with our dolphin avatars—like we don’t need to breathe—but we couldn’t set our avatars on fire. Traveler Planetary Financials has to play by the same rules.”

“Water, flows. And it… drips. And has currents.” She studied Tanto. He didn’t respond. So that wasn’t it. “Water… um… wait, it separates. Like when I swim through it. Just like air. And this expiry had to part to let us in.”

He nodded. “Excellent. Even when I first met you, I knew you were smart. So, what do we need to do?”

“Part it more?” She probs should’ve told him instead of asking, to seem more serious and forger-like. But he nodded his melon and seemed pleased.

“Do you have any progs for that?” he asked.

“No. I could write one.”

“No time for that. Hold out your right fin. And authorize a data transfer.”

They waggled together so their right fins were touching. OS, data transfer authorized.

Incoming packet, said her OS. An executable program. Scanning for viruses.

Just run it.

Her OS ran the prog. And a teensy layer of light appeared around her. “It’s a pipz!” she said.

Correct, said her OS. This is a personal protection zone program. But it has been altered. It is vast in scope. And intricate.

“Try expanding it,” said Tanto.

She searched the prog, found the requisite licks, and expanded their scope. Her pipz expanded. And within the pipz, her already-running inspection prog showed code filling every square millimeter.

“Now, Red,” said Tanto, talking quickly, “Expand it to cover me. And protect it. Traveler’s forgers’ll attack our pipz licks as soon as I start forging. You can’t let the pipz fail. I was fooling about the purple fish, but this time I’m serious. You’re all that’s between us and being scoured.”

“Me?” she squeaked.

He nodded. “This was just supposed to be a reconnoiter-and-unjack mission, but since I got double the forger-power, I’ll forge out the intel right now.”

She nodded her melon. Tanto waggled around and got as close to her side as possible, then she expanded the prog’s scope to cover him. He started spouting licks faster than she’d ever heard anyone. A kinda hazy bubble of indigo surrounded his melon. Pure, sweet intel.

Something long, swift and dark shot past in the blue nothingness outside their pipz. Another went by. And then doubled back. Three. Then four.

Flashes of giant mouths, of teeth, of side gills. Sharks.

They started bumping the pipz with their bodies. Immediately, the pipz began to glitch, as if it were shorting out. The pipz’s code started corrupting. The first lick already had a missing semicolon. She added it back.

Run a syntax highlighter! she shouted at her OS. Fix the syntax. I’ll fix the other stuff.

Her OS began a continuous sweep-and-fix on the syntax, while she started scrolling from the beginning.

The largest shark slammed its body against the pipz. An asm declaration appeared before her eyecubes. Telling the pipz’s prog to run as if it were all written in assembly language. A strange language of the ancients. She sniped it, but it reappeared immediately. She sniped it again.

Three sharks slammed into the pipz at once. Dozens of other probs appeared all over the prog. Their pipz glitched more.

“Tanto, I can’t keep up,” she shouted.

“Ten more seconds,” Tanto murmured. He swam in place, back and forth just like the sharks. Obscured by the indigo bubble of intel, his eyecubes were closed.

She sniped fifteen more bugs, but a hundred more appeared.

Nine seconds.

A shark reared up out of the blue expiry and tore a chunk out of their pipz. Redcholate screamed and flailed backward.

Tanto’s fluke started disappearing. Tanto, her only chance to find Watson’s intel. And her only way out of this blue expiry.

She had to save him.

What can I do? she shouted. I can’t maintain the pipz and protect Tanto at the same time.

Her OS said, I will attempt to maintain the pipz. You protect Tanto.

Seven seconds.

She abdicated the pipz to her OS. Tanto’d already disappeared up to his waist. Dolphins didn’t have waists, but there was no time for that. His avatar’s licks twisted and merged before her eyes. She shouted a lick to freeze the prog. It held for a half-second, then the twisting got worse.

A shark emerged from the blue expiry and tore another chunk of their pipz away, right near Tanto’s head. His melon started to flicker inside the intel bubble.

Five seconds. Five seconds too long.

Redcholate wracked her melon. She had to save him.

She could enter kernel mode and fix everything. If Tanto trusted her enough. It’d give her access to the most basic functions of the pipz, his avatar, his cranial embed. His life.

Three seconds.

Inside the indigo intel bubble, Tanto’s rostrum disappeared. If the forgers got to his melon, he’d be morted.

She shouted the lick to enter kernel mode. For a terrible milli, Tanto’s OS resisted.

You are an unauthorized user, it said.

Le me in! she shouted. Or he’ll mort. You both will.

His OS let her in. She jeroed in on the essence of Tanto’s avatar and restored it.

One second. A shark loomed up ahead. Its mouth was open wide. Its teeth were yellow and black and long. It would chomp on Tanto, and Redcholate, and mort them both. All her defensive licks jumbled up in her cranium and died in her dolphin mouth.

The indigo intel bubble surrounding Tanto’s melon disappeared. “I’ve got it!” he shouted. “Unjack!” He disappeared.

Her OS didn’t wait for her to confirm. It disconnected her. She came up to the overworld in Tanto’s apartment, lying on the floor with a spoon touching her tie-in socket.

“Yeehaw!” she shouted.

“Outstanding,” said Tanto.

Everything, or almost everything, had worked. She’d become an apprentice forger. She’d experienced her first real forger mission. She’d even succeeded in saving Tanto from loops forger sharks.

But she still had the most important task, which was finding Watson’s intel. At that realization, the now-familiar agony split her braincase. Her lumen lurched. She rolled over and yacked all over Tanto’s floor.

A cleaning mecha emerged from its berth, siren flashing. “Biohazard alert! Biohazard alert!”
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They’d both showered, and changed, and were sitting on either end of Tanto’s couch. The reflexive cushioning on his couch was almost as daebak as the proprietary view.

“Let’s go back under so I can fix your tie-in socket,” said Tanto.

They did the whole spoon-in-the-tie-in-cord thing. Redcholate followed Tanto, ones and jeros style, to his lair. Which was surprisingly mundane. A lakeshore kinda thing. Little waves lapped at the shoreline. A red chair sat at the edge of the water.

“Oops,” said Tanto. “I only got one chair. Lemme just…” He spoke a few licks, and another chair appeared. Blue and pink striped.

“Daebak colors,” said Redcholate.

He grinned. His avatar was as small and compact as real-flesh Tanto, but having just seen his meatsack, she appreciated the differences once again. No yellowy-pale skin on his avatar, no wrinkles, no pouchy pouches under his eyecubes. Just clear skin, and dark eyecubes, and the limitless energy of an avatar.

They sat. A large white bird with a neck like a tie-in jack waded out of some green plants to their left.

“I never had someone in my lair before,” Tanto said.

She leaned back against the blue and pink chair. The air smelled minerally of water, sun on hot skin, photosynthesis. Every sight, sound, sensation, a complex lick.

He reached out, plucked a little yellow flower, handed it to her. The scent arising from the flower was the manifestation of another series of licks he’d spouted some time in the past.

“If you wanna be a forger,” he said, “every detail needs to matter to you.”

She nodded vigorously. “It does. I do.”

“If you wanna be an intel forger, you got to constantly upgee your defensive licks. If you wanna be a secuforger, it’s your offensive licks you gotta construct. If you wanna be a tainment forger, you gotta make every flower smell sweet.”

She sniffed the flower, then tossed it into the lapping water. It floated. He’d constructed his lair to be realer than real. And until now, no one had seen it but Tanto himself. He was a true forger.

“I understand,” she said. “I leveled up. Now I got to put in the noodle power.”

He nodded once. “Now, let’s look at your tie-in socket.”

She turned so he could see behind her left ear, and pulled her avatar-hair out of the way. Her own avatar obvs looked just like her real-flesh body. Or as much as she could make it. Holohair—still all sky blue and pink puffball, ladybirds of Timmon 5-style. Golden skin. And brown eyes.

“Whoa. You got a total corker on your socket. Keeping you from getting a connection to the Underworld.” Tanto leaned closer. “Odd. This looks a lot like your code, Red.”

“I didn’t do it,” she said.

“Yeah. It looks a little juvenile. You’ve moved past this kinda work. If you’da been able to get to the Underworld, you’da fixed it yourself. But you couldn’t.” He was silent a few millis. “There. You’re good to go under.”

“Thank you.” She turned back to him. “So, what do we do now?”

He cocked his head. “We? If you didn’t notice, forgers’re a solitary breed. You got a client when you were an intel broker. Now you’re a forger. You got to get the intel yourself now.”

Redcholate gaped. “Me?”

He nodded. “It’s a big askii. I know. This is the job no forger’ll touch. But, well, you took the job. Now you gotta get the intel. Or tell your client you can’t.”

“I’ll try.” Redcholate felt like lacrying. “It seemed easier when someone else was going to do the dangerous part.”

He nodded, long and slow. “Truth, Red. You’re a forger now. We’re always the end of the line. Everyone brings us their biggest and dirtiest probs.” A breeze ruffled his short black hair. A breeze that he himself had forged into existence.

“K.” She stood. An effortless, wondrous motion as an avatar. “I’ll look for the intel myself. And… and I’ll try to extract the bifile from Sylvey’s thumb myself, too.”

He looked up at her, squinting against the sunlight. “Zero shame in saying you can’t. But if you’re committed, I won’t stop you. You gotta promise you’ll come see me when you need advice. I’m your mentor now.”

“I promise. Thanks, Tanto.” She couldn’t find more words, but he seemed to understand.

She wanted to return to her own tie-in cord. For her first job as a forger. The job no other forger would touch. If she didn’t get Watson’s intel, maybe her stupo magical power would mort her. And then do something even worse.

She took one final look out over the blue lake, then said, OS, disconnect.




Chapter 20


Gallawaygg
Date: 2419

The next morning, Twomanrie asked Roxanya to send her maid on a long errand. As soon as she’d departed, they went to her room to search it.

Armintor had no idea what she should be looking for. She ran idle fingers along the wall, along the windowsill, along the slats of window shades. “Why do they use window shades? We had self-darkening glass on Terry’s New Earth, and this planet is much wealthier.”

Twomanrie snorted. “This couple could afford to build their entire mansion out of self-darkening glass without another thought. But they’re enamored with the old ways so they use shades and curtains, and have the maid open the curtains in their bedrooms each morning and draw them at night. Another way to pretend they’re in the past.”

Which Armintor thought was kind of like choosing a mentor from the ancient times. Using Mr. Sherlock Holmes’s work as a detection manual was a way for Twomanrie to hang onto a past that wasn’t even hers. A way to say, Look, universe. I am unique and special.

She kept her chin tucked and faced away from Twomanrie—she was convinced her mentor could read uncharitable thoughts in her expressions—and ran her hand over the heavy bottommost slat of the window shade. It was provided for ballast, she saw, so the shades would operate smoothly. It was an interesting lotek solution. A slight roughness made her hand pause. She inspected the edge. It felt as if someone had pried open this part of the slat. Glancing at Twomanrie, who seemed preoccupied with the ornate bedframe, Armintor wedged her right thumbnail into the roughness and pried at the slat.

It came apart all at once. A white ampoule clattered onto the floor.

Twomanrie turned at the noise. “The ampoule. You found it. Excellent.”

“How did you know it was here?”

“Because I was expecting to find one in this room.”
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“It was a scientific miracle, he said!” the maid sobbed. “Something that tastes just like sugar but has no calories. People’ve been trying to make it for centuries. And when he found out who I worked for, he said, ‘Ms. Sixer is one of the pickiest on the planet. If she can’t tell the difference between my sugar and the real thing, then no one can.’”

“So he asked you to put his sugar in Ms. Sixer’s coffee?”

“He gave me that little ampoule you have there and then said he’d have to work up the nerve to have me test it. He had to go on a trip for two months. When he came back, if I saw him walking in front of the house that morning wearing a green rain-repeller coat, then I should do it. And then dispense it into her coffee without looking at it, so my eyehook wouldn’t record it. I practiced for two weeks in my room to get it right.” She sounded momentarily proud of her accomplishment, but then realization hit her and she sobbed again.

The constables extracted the pertinent hook recordings. When they showed the face of the suspect to Roxanya Sixer, she gasped. “That’s Aom Howrd. My husband’s business partner. But that’s can’t be true. They’ve been best friends since they were children.”

“But it has to be true,” said the lead detective. “The evidence is irrefutable.”

Twomanrie, Armintor, the lead detective and three other constables packed into two skimmers and rushed to Mr. Tamobi’s office. On the way, the lead detective, somewhat chagrined, said, “I’m at a loss as to how we missed the ampoule.”

“You weren’t looking for it,” Twomanrie said without much pity. “That’s what you get when you lose the art of detection and instead rely on mechas to do your work for you.”

“But,” Armintor said, “how did they not detect this sugar? They said they tested every molecule in the house.”

“Well, that ampoule has molecule retrieval. It will automatically retrieve any loose molecules from the air after it has dispensed its contents.” Twomanrie waggled her fingers. “A veritable miracle for the criminal class.”

“But,” the detective said, “why did the maid have to poison Roxanya Sixer and not her husband?”

“That’s where your professionally uncurious nature let you down. We talked with a chemist, and learned it wasn’t a poison. Aom Howrd primed Ted Tamobi with the yeast, outside the home. It could have been months ago. It waited within him like a silent sentinel of death. And then he tricked Roxanya Sixer’s maid to administer the catalyst. It didn’t harm her, as she hadn’t been primed. And Aom Howrd knew that Roxanya Sixer wouldn’t see her husband until the day after, until all traces of that sugar substance would be washed away from the dishes. And then, she kissed him. And he died.”

“How did we miss this?” the detective asked.

“Now that,” Twomanrie said, catching Armintor’s gaze, wanting an audience for her long-suffering genius, “is the real question.”

They stepped inside the office building, built of stone with big holes in it like sourdough bread, all rounded at the edges as if it had been rained and blown and shined on for many decades.

A large older man blustered into the lobby. Aom Howrd. “What are you doing here?” The three constables grabbed him. Aom Howrd’s face turned red. “What is this about?”

“Mr. Aom Howrd, it was you all the time,” the lead detective said, wrapping a slim black cord around the man’s hands while a constable stuck an opaque sticker over his hook eye. The lead detective removed a dizrup from his belt and inserted it into Aom’s tie-in socket with a kind of creepy pleasure.

Aom looked wildly from Twomanrie to the detective. “You think I murdered my best friend? I never did such a thing. I—”

“Quiet,” said the lead detective.

“Ted was like my brother,” Aom whispered.

“If you don’t remain silent,” said the lead detective, “I’ll put a stasis field on you. Then everyone at your work will be able to record you being hovered out like a corpse.”

Aom Howrd staggered, and the constables struggled to hold him up. Armintor felt a stab of pity. He seemed so earnest. She could see nothing fake in his grief and consternation. But Twomanrie gazed stoically at the man, obviously convinced of his guilt.

Twomanrie allowed the detective to laud her for another few moments. Then with a small wave she led Armintor out of the office and into the cool drizzle of the late afternoon.
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They ate a celebratory dinner. As usual, Twomanrie ordered for both of them, allowing Armintor a half glass of cherry-red wine, which Armintor didn’t much like. A mecha musical group played in the corner for the amusement of the diners. Armintor watched the other customers and sipped her water. But the next time she glanced at her mentor, she saw a strange look on her face. A look of chagrin, perhaps, or self-doubt.

“What’s wrong?” she asked.

Twomanrie met her gaze. “You really are growing quite observant.”

“You didn’t answer my question.”

Twomanrie sat back against her chair and laughed. “I should be feeling proud of myself. I’ve turned you from an unobservant, unmotivated, unresponsive person into a shrewdly observant and self-assured person. Yet I’m not sure I like how you’re treating me right now. We are not equals.”

Armintor felt a rush of anger, which drowned out any hint of fear that she might have otherwise felt. Every time before, she swallowed those insults that Twomanrie liked to bestow upon her like fertilizer. But something inside her had altered. This time, she couldn’t not respond. “So you’ve been lying to me all these years? You don’t want me to change?”

Shaking her head, Twomanrie leaned forward. “We are still of Variegor. Even though we’ve been living off-planet for years. You’re still a Beta, and I’m an Alpha. We are not equal.”

“You may be of Variegor, but I’m not.”

The skin around Twomanrie’s eyes tightened. “What did you say?”

Armintor’s entire body tightened. She leaned forward. “I’m not of Variegor.”

Twomanrie’s eyes flew wide. “Of course you are. We took you in. We saved you from death on that planet of yours. We treated you the same as our own children.”

All her years of resentment, shame and frustration expanded inside her until she couldn’t contain it. “But almost everyone on Variegor is a slave!”

Twomanrie scoffed and looked away. “Slave. Ha! We give everyone a job. A job perfectly suited for their skills and intelligence. How is that being a slave?”

“Before you made me your apprentice, I stood around looking at a dishwasher all day. Are you saying that’s all I could have managed in my life?”

“If I hadn’t taken you in, yes. That’s all you would have managed in your life.”

Armintor felt tears gather in her eyes. She scrubbed them roughly with the heels of her hands. “Really? But now I’m magically able to understand complex concepts? I don’t think you gave me an intelligence transplant, did you?”

“No, but I gave you drive. You had absolutely none. You were letting those two girls in your dormitory bully you, obviously. You couldn’t even muster up enough will to stop them.”

Armintor felt her face crumple. Dil and Josie. Left behind so long ago, and yet never forgotten. “I was grieving!” she cried, ignoring the staring diners at the other tables. “I’d lost my entire life.”

Twomanrie shrugged. “Others lost their families too, and yet they managed to not become utterly incapacitated.”

A tear trickled down Armintor’s cheek. “That’s what you think of me?”

“Armintor. I just told you I was proud of the woman you’ve become.”

“But you still treat me like a servant.”

“How, exactly, do I treat you like a servant?”

All the resentment she’d hidden came out. “You’ve never given me one credit. Not one! I’ve never bought anything for myself since I was twelve years old!”

Shock slackened Twomanrie’s face. “Credits? That’s what this is all about? You just want some credits?” She dug her credchip—a non-incorpo substitute for a thumbnail implant—out of her pocket and tossed it on the table. “Transfer as many credits as you want to yourself.”

Armintor knew that Twomanrie expected her to demur, to push the credchip back across the table. So instead, she grabbed it and punched in a 10,000 credit transfer. She held it up to her thumbnail. The credchip chimed.

“Thanks,” she said. “I’ll take that as a first payment on my years of work for you.”

Twomanrie bit her cheek as she leaned forward to drag her credchip back toward herself. “And when are you going to pay me for all the work I’ve done for you? What about me losing my entire life to save you? I lost everything I’d worked for, gave it all up to travel around the galaxy so you wouldn’t be culled. But perhaps you forgot that.”

The crushing weight of guilt settled onto Armintor’s heart. “I’m sorry.”

Waving her hand, Twomanrie said, “The only reason I mentioned it is to calm the concern of all these eavesdropping people around us who now consider me a monster.”

Armintor looked around. As she met their gazes, the other patrons looked away. Her cheeks flushed hot. She leaned forward. “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “Let me give you back the credits.”

To Armintor’s relief, Twomanrie’s face softened. “No, that’s not necessary. Truthfully, I didn’t even think to give you any credits this entire time, and that was not right of me. This isn’t Variegor, where you can get all your needs met for free, whether you’re an Alpha or a Beta.”

“What needs are you talking about?”

“All the basic needs. Food, clean clothing, shelter.”

Armintor stared at her mentor. How could Twomanrie even suggest that Betas could get anything they wanted? The arrogance and callousness of that statement astounded her. She wanted to argue again, but she didn’t want Twomanrie to be angry anymore.

“We Betas couldn’t ever choose what we wanted to do,” she dared to say in a low voice.

“But Armintor, you would never have wanted to do anything worthwhile.” Twomanrie smiled. “You needed me.”

The mecha waiter brought them dessert. Twomanrie had ordered what looked like floating chocolate bubbles, tethered to the plate with silver strings. Armintor plucked one and popped it in her mouth. The bubble burst, and intense chocolate and almond flavors exploded onto her tongue.

The diners next to them departed, and three people took their place. Armintor noticed Twomanrie looking askance at them, and studied them herself. One of the men bore a strong resemblance to Aom Howrd, the man they’d captured that afternoon in Ted Tamobi’s office. It made her remember how shocked—almost ill—Aom Howrd had looked when the constabulary had arrested him. His reaction felt unlike the dozens of criminals Twomanrie had captured over the past four years. She realized she didn’t think Aom Howrd was guilty.

She plucked another chocolate bubble. This one tasted like chocolate and sweet-tart aramansa berries. “These are delicious,” she said. When Twomanrie didn’t answer, she noticed that her mentor was leaning against the chair back with a disturbed expression.

“Twomanrie? Do you really think…” She didn’t dare finish her sentence. She didn’t want to crush their fragile-seeming truce.

“What? You know I find it extremely irritating when you don’t finish your sentences.”

“Do you really think Aom Howrd is guilty?”

Twomanrie turned back and cocked her head. “Why do you ask?”

“Just a feeling. It feels to me like he didn’t do it.”

To Armintor’s surprise, Twomanrie gave a slow nod. “I’m beginning to think the same way. It just doesn’t feel right. And, Armintor, one of the benefits of not having hooks is to be able to recognize and act on these feelings. They aren’t drowned out by teknological blather.”

“What are we going to do?” Armintor asked.

“Do? Well, we’re going to find out who really did it. And if Aom Howrd really did kill Ted Tamobi, then we’ll give him a prize for acting.”

“That’s what I thought! So what are we going to do first? Check his optical recordings?”

Twomanrie flipped her hand. “The constabulary’s already downloaded them. If there was anything relevant, they’d have contacted me already.”

“Then what?”

“We’re going to have to look into his movements. Chart them over the past two months for a start. If that doesn’t bring something to light, we’ll requisition every single hook recording of everyone he passed by on the street, if we have to.”

“The constabulary won’t be happy if we find out he didn’t do it after all.”

“I’m not the constabulary’s tame pet that they can call out to give them an easy answer. Or to quote Mr. Sherlock Holmes, I am not retained by the police to supply their deficiencies. And just like Mr. Sherlock Holmes, I’d rather let a hundred murderers free than to send one person to an undeserved doom.”

“You won’t catch the true culprit like that,” said someone in a low voice.

Both Armintor and Twomanrie looked up, startled. A woman stood beside their table. A woman without distinguishing features. Beige hair cut short but not excessively so. Beige skin like the hide of an animal whose primary survival mechanism was stealth. Beige clothing which seemed to have been chosen to match both skin and hair. A pair of eyes which, had they been a color other than beige, Armintor didn’t notice.

“Yes?” Twomanrie asked. Armintor knew her mentor well enough to know she was feigning mild interest. But she could tell by the set of Twomanrie’s shoulders and the tension around her eyes that she was almost unbearably eager.

“I am here for your help.” The beige woman spoke with grim determination.

“All right. Tell me what you want.”

The beige woman shook her head. “Not here. Not now.”

Twomanrie lifted her eyebrows in feigned shock. “What does this have to do with?”

The beige woman leaned forward and whispered two words. “The Butcher.”




Chapter 21


Underworld
Bituminous Tarsi
Date: 2422

Redcholate approached the Underworld café known as Twiney’s Chostim Shop.

In deference to her secret-agenty mission, she wore an OTS avatar known as the Velma Dane. Short hair, square face, freckles. But she couldn’t let a little thing such as undercover work keep her from good style choices, so she wore an eleven-planeted solar system that rotated around her breasts and partially obscured them, and a blazing sun at her crotch. Anyone could see every detail about her avatar… if they could hold their eyecubes open while staring into the sun. And they couldn’t. Which was the entire idea.

Twiney’s Chostim Shop had an outside patio, with about fifty seats. They were all filled. To a rubie, the shop would look dinky: only fifty customers among potential billios. But if you stared at the patron avatars, you’d see they were flickering from one to the other so fast as to appear almost static. Thousands and millios from all over the Milky Way. Twiney’s had the largest client base of any business in the Underworld.

Redcholate herself had only visited Twiney’s a few times. A single espresso here, a double shot there, but nothing more intellectually caloric. She was usually too busy to pay attention to the news.

The Forger pinged her.

Ignore, she told her OS.

This ping makes it—

I don’t want to know how many times he’s pinged me. I’m my own forger now. I need to get some intel on my own before I go see him. Prove that I’m just as good as he is.

But… Her OS drifted into silence. She wanted to ask what it was going to say, but she didn’t want to keep standing here like a dunderbobble while avatars streamed past her by the millio, walking into the shop.

She stepped inside and up to a long white counter. Defying the number of avatars she’d just seen enter, the shop appeared utterly empty.

“Special order,” she said to the pleasantly featureless, long-limbed, pea-green avatar.

It gestured with its triple-jointed fingers to its right. “One station to the left, please.”

Redcholate took a giant step left. A squat, red, featureless avatar almost as freckled as hers leaned forward. “Is your news request confidential?” it asked in a delightfully low voice.

“Ye—” Redcholate started to say, then cut herself off. Any confidential transactions about the Butcher might spark an increased interest from the Butcher. Millios all around the galaxy must ask for intel about him. The Butcher couldn’t look into every single person with a modicum of curiosity. So she’d just take a gander at the basic facts. Sylvey’d been fine when he was doing fundamental research. It was only after she pressed him to go after more valuable intel that he’d been caught. A guilty shiver ran through her avatar. She couldn’t think about that. Not now.

“No,” she said. “Not confidential.”

The red avatar nodded. “State your order.”

“Intel on the Butcher.”

The red avatar froze a milli. “The Butcher?” Its voice rose an octave.

“Just the, you know, the facts. Like the things he’s done.”

The red avatar’s shoulders sagged in relief. “That is not a special order. Merely step to the right and order the triple chostim shot with crème caramel fluff.”

Redcholate nodded her thanks, stepped to the right, and ordered. It was ready in a split milli: a steaming cup of intel.

She carried it out to the patio and sat on a chair already seemingly occupied, becoming to the outside observer one of a millio flickering avatars, and brought the cup to her lips. Sweetness and fluffy cloudlike crème caramel flooded her avatar tastebuds, and the intel appeared in her cranium.

Scanning through the Butcher’s confirmed kills made the crème caramel curdle in her avatar tum. There was the Yobbo Attack Cat Massacre where the Butcher had released giant Yobbo wildcats on a planet. They’d killed the entire human population, including the forger stupo enough to try and catch them. Then there was the Self-Evisceration Genocide, where she couldn’t even really orb the pics. And then there was one of the most horrible—at least in Redcholate’s cranium—the Drowning of Planet Ezed. The Ezedians were a society where each extended family had built their own dome habitation. The Butcher had sealed the exits of their domes and flooded them. Everyone inside the domes had drowned. There had been injuries on many of the corpses consistent with people pushing others down to save themselves. She couldn’t even imagine the last live Ezedians’ final few breaths, breathed at the very top of the domes. Those people had killed their family members for a final few millis, a final few breaths.

But there wasn’t any real intel on the Butcher themself. About them as a person. And no speculizing about how they’d done any of the terrible mass murders. Pithy official statements from the Milky Way’s Joint Armed Forces investigators, descriptions of the devastations, details about exactly where they’d found the creepto signature the Butcher always left. The intel’s unusefulness was why, she knew, the Butcher allowed Twiney’s to sell it.

Twiney’s Chostim Shop included a related file gratis, said her OS.

Redcholate perused the gratis file. It included massacres and genocides that were believed not to be related to the Butcher, or that the M-JAF claimed weren’t conclusive enough. She read through the accounts, shaking her head a little. The Butcher obvs imagined themself too great to murder without letting everyone know. So that would eliminate things like the Cracked Planet, or Terry’s New Earth’s Blue Mist Plague. Which sounded lachry. Thousands of orphaned tots. It kinda made her heart do a Newton, and not in a good way.

She sighed, stood, and tossed her empty cup into the pixel recycler. Kinda a waste of millis. But maybe Sylvey’d been right. She had to build the pyramid layer by layer.

The Forger pinged her again. Come see me.

That made it about two millio times by now. No, don’t tell me how many exactly, she said, to stop her OS from supplying the facts. I’m going to do some research on the Yobbo Attack Cat Massacre.

I’m not sure that is wise, said her OS.

Then it’s a good thing I don’t care what you think, she said. Why was her OS acting so bizzo? He had jero time for me when I was his intel broker, she added, so now that I’m a forger too, he can just wait.

Her OS didn’t say anything else.

She stepped off the patio and into Mainframe Street. Since the Cat Massacre’d—

The Forger interrupted with a short and bitter message: Are you sure that was Sylvey you found in pod 4487?

The thought stopped Redcholate dead in her avatar tracks. What the necrotic weevil nostril hairs did he mean by that? Who else would it’d’ve been? she sent back.

Come see me in my niche. Bring me his bifile. Now.

She rolled her eyecubes. Delete the Forger’s messages, she told her OS. She had better things to do than go see him. Namely, forgery things in exciting Underworld locales a la Tanto.

But the Forger’s interest in Sylvey’s thumb was creepto. Shouldn’t she… shouldn’t she see if it really was Sylvey? Probs. If she cogiked about it, Sylvey’s—or not-Sylvey’s—corpse was her first real lead.

Unjack me, she said.

The overworld obtruded, with its weight, its smells, and its dull reality. After a few groany, moany real-flesh millis, she dug into her bag for Sylvey’s thumb, bouncing it on her palm a few times. It was crumbling a little. Though she’d never extracted a bifile before, she knew how it was done. If you didn’t have those fingertip hooks like a constable, you needed a non-incorpo sub. It was sold in the higher end forger shops.

Redcholate slipped into a multicolored lint dress, borrowed Chinya’s shoes with the live fish microcosms inside each hollow plazstik platform sole, and went out the door.

Twenty minutes later she stood outside her local forger shop, pressing the tiny non-incorpo bifile extractor to the mummified thumb, then to her own thumb.

Incoming packet, said her OS. Scanning for viruses. Then, Bifile is clean, but encrypted.

Redcholate’s entire set of gibs shivered. No one encrypted their bifile. This must’ve been… it must’ve been the murderer’s doing. The Butcher’s doing.

Run my unencrypto prog, she told her OS.

I have already run your unencryption program. It did not work.

She needed help. Real forger help, not her own apprentice forger licks. The Forger wanted to see her now, so he’d presumy help, but she didn’t want to see him. His sudden interest seemed way too creepto. She should go see Tanto. He’d know what to do.
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“The Butcher is behind Ted Tamobi’s murder,” said the beige woman.

They were in Twomanrie’s room. The beige woman and Twomanrie sat on the reflexive cushioning chairs, facing each other. Armintor perched on the couch.

Twomanrie leaned forward on her chair, hands set precisely on her knees. “How do you know?”

“His ego,” said the beige woman.

“Explain.”

The beige woman didn’t seem to mind being addressed like a Beta. “I’m the mecha tech for the city of Llyl—”

“The mecha tech?” Armintor interrupted. “You mean you’re the only one?”

Both women stared at Armintor. “Mechas are self-sustaining,” the beige woman said. “Only a few ever encounter a problem strange enough that they can’t figure out how to deal with it.”

“I know they’re self-sustaining, but…” Armintor drifted into silence. She wanted to ask how many mechas Llyl had, but it didn’t seem like the proper time. Twomanrie didn’t even berate her for not finishing her thought, and instead gestured for the beige woman to continue.

“Earlier today the morgue’s hook harvesting mecha flagged an anomaly on Ted Tamobi’s body,” said the beige woman. “It was a level 2 technical glitch, well under any threshold that would trigger a glance by the constabulary.”

“And what did this mecha find?” Twomanrie asked. Armintor could feel her mentor’s barely controlled excitement.

“Well, I pride myself on checking all my mechas’ flags. No matter what priority. It had identified a miniscule tattoo on the nape of the victim’s neck. The mecha scanned the area in preparation for harvesting the victim’s storage, which is actually quite large, and—”

“What’s the tattoo of?” Twomanrie interrupted.

“A woman, reclining on a couch. A picture from an ancient clock.”

Twomanrie jumped to her feet, eyes bright with excitement.

A shiver ran through Armintor’s body. “It’s the ormolu clock,” she said into the silence. “The Butcher’s calling card. Right?” She winced at her plea for affirmation.

“Are you positive?” Twomanrie asked, breathless, ignoring Armintor’s question.

The beige woman shook her head. “It wasn’t absolutely clear. Microscopic outline, really. The harvest-mecha just got the go-ahead from the constabulary to recycle Ted Tamobi’s body this afternoon, and during harvesting it flagged the tattoo.”

“So the Butcher didn’t want the tattoo to be noticed, but his ego couldn’t let him forego it,” Twomanrie said.

“But the autopsy mecha would have already scanned the body, right?” asked Armintor.

“Head to toe,” said the beige woman. “It would have flagged anything, even an ingrown toenail. Which means that tattoo wasn’t there before.”

“So what does that mean?” Armintor asked. “The tattoo was given post-mortem?”

The beige woman shook her head. “Even more intriguing than that. Melatonin levels were slightly increased in that area immediately after death, which the autopsy mecha did flag, but there was no tattoo. Now, the melatonin levels have decreased back to normal and the tattoo appeared.”

“The Butcher used his victim’s melatonin to create the tattoo?” Despite herself, Armintor was impressed with their ingenuity.

The beige woman nodded. “Stimulated the melatonin somehow, so that it would create the tattoo at a later date. Not sure if I should actually be calling it a tattoo, but I don’t have a better word for it.”

“So what are we going to do?” Armintor asked.

Twomanrie glanced at Armintor with suppressed excitement tinged with annoyance. “I think I want to see this tattoo myself,” she said to the beige woman.

“I was expecting you to say that. I have an appointment, but I can meet you in one hour at the morgue.”

“Shouldn’t we let the constabulary know?” Armintor asked.

“No.” Twomanrie’s voice was firm and final. “We’ve already learned they can’t handle a simple murder investigation. How would they handle an inquiry into the Butcher?”

Armintor subsided. She wondered, in later years, if she’d pressed Twomanrie on the point whether it would have made any difference. But she would never know.

[image: Scene Separator]

Twomanrie led Armintor back to their hotel. “Change into something sober,” she said. “We need to appear as… wait, we didn’t even get her name, did we?”

“The Beige Woman?” Armintor asked.

“Perfect. We want to appear as the Beige Woman’s colleagues. We need to pass unnoticed.”

Armintor nodded and entered her own room. Twenty minutes later, she knocked on Twomanrie’s door. There was no answer. She knocked again, and thought she heard something inside the room.

She pressed her ear to the door and heard a faint garbled sound. “Are you all right?” she called.

The sound intensified for a moment, then grew weaker.

“Twomanrie?” Armintor called. There was no answer.

Movement caught her eye, and she looked down. A slow-moving puddle was emerging underneath the bottom of the door. Black fluid. No, not black. Red.

Blood.

Armintor surged backward, hiked up her grey skirt, and with a spin to gain momentum—that same spin-and-kick she’d practiced countless times with Twomanrie—kicked the door. The plazstik locking mechanism shattered. She ran inside.

Twomanrie lay on the floor less than a meter inside the room. As if she’d fallen while standing at the door. Blood covered her face and puddled around her head. She stared up at Armintor with wide, panicked eyes.

Armintor fell to her knees. “Help!” she screamed into the hallway. “Help!” She had no cranial hook to call a mecha-doctor herself.

She gathered her mentor’s slight body into her arms. Twomanrie trembled, and her body already felt cold. She made a choked, garbled sound. When her mouth opened, Armintor saw that her tongue had been severed at the base.

“Don’t try to speak,” Armintor sobbed. “Help!” she screamed again.

A man finally appeared at the door. He summoned the hotel’s mecha-doctor, but even as it whirred down the hallway toward them, Twomanrie sighed. Her body sagged in Armintor’s arms. Her head turned. A last mouthful of blood spilled to the floor.

“No!” Armintor gathered Twomanrie’s slight body closer.

The mecha-doctor arrived, extracting Twomanrie’s body from Armintor’s grasp. It sutured Twomanrie’s severed tongue stump. It transfused liters of blood into her veins. It attempted resuscitation.

Twomanrie would find it the ultimate insult to be handled by a thinking mecha. To be resuscitated by a thinking mecha. But even if Armintor had to face Twomanrie’s unending wrath, it would be worth it to have her back.

“Please save her,” she begged the mecha-doctor.

But all its efforts were in vain.

“Time of patient decease 9:78 post meridian local time,” the mecha said. “All reasonable life-saving measures have been employed. The patient’s advanced age and the presence of an unidentified substance in the patient’s veins complicated resuscitation efforts. This death is classified as suspicious. Local constabulary has been informed.”

“No. Try again.” Armintor clutched at one of its retracting appendages. “Stay and try again.”

“I will request a grief counseling mecha to visit.” With that, the mecha-doctor whirled around and departed.

Armintor was left with Twomanrie’s cooling body. She reached out with one tentative, blood-stained hand, and touched her mentor’s flaccid arm.

“What am I going to do? What am I supposed to do?”
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The lead detective from Ted Tamobi’s death came to investigate Twomanrie’s murder. Armintor explained that the beige woman had wanted to show them something strange on Ted Tamobi’s body, but didn’t mention anything about the Butcher. Even in her grief, she felt beholden to honor Twomanrie’s wish to keep the knowledge from them.

Armintor and the detectives went to the beige woman’s place of business only to find that she hadn’t come back after her appointment. Without her to reauthorize a hold on Ted Tamobi’s body, it had already been recycled.

They rushed to the beige woman’s small house in the suburbs of Llyl. They found her inside. Her head sat proudly on the floor, surrounded by a moat of blood and small pieces of chopped bones and flesh. Armintor stared at the head for a long time. Its optical hook and cranial embed had been fried beyond repair. What kind of intel had it held?

If he’d known what he was looking for, the detective would find the Butcher’s calling card. But she kept silent. Not only out of loyalty, but also because if he did learn the Butcher was involved in the murders, he’d be killed too.
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Twomanrie’s credchip also held her bifile, and her end of life wishes. The lead detective extracted the intel from the chip and told Armintor that Twomanrie had requested her body be brought back to Variegor.

“I’ve already sent a notification to Variegor. Two representatives are coming to pick up her body. They’ll be here in five days.” He eyed her with compassion.

“F-five days?” Armintor’s voice sounded rough and reedy.

“I had to confiscate her credchip. She left Variegor’s government all her worldly possessions. Are you all right for creds? I do know something about Variegor’s society.”

She nodded, throat too thick to answer. If she hadn’t taken those 10,000 creds, Twomanrie’s death would have left her destitute. Twomanrie would have left her destitute.

Armintor walked slowly back to the hotel. The trees dripped water constantly. Like tears. But she shouldn’t feel sad. In the end, Twomanrie had chosen Variegor over Armintor. She’d never shed another tear. Only two steps later, she started sobbing, and braced her forearm against a tree trunk to keep from collapsing. Twomanrie, who had replaced her father, her mother, her brother, her friends… everyone…. Twomanrie was dead.

Once again, Armintor was alone.




Chapter 23


Bituminous Tarsi
Date: 2422

At least it was gratifying that the security mecha in Tanto’s building let Redcholate in immediately. It seemed she was now on the let-in-and-be-nice-about-it list.

Tanto’s OS popped his door for her, and told her via the house speakers that Tanto’d unjack in about twenty. So she got a chostim from the nutrition panel and lounged on the floor, staring out over the silvery cliffs at the mercury-colored ocean.

You are due to reprogram your holobeads, said her OS.

She reached up to touch her hair. Obvs it just felt like hair, with the holobeads clacking together. It still had the Timmon 5 ladybird style. Needle-thin blue feathers in a giant puff around her head, each with a pink micropuff. Boro. And she’d never missed a day of reprogging her beads in three years. But she couldn’t muster up enough forgery mojo to reprog them at the milli.

A groan sounded behind her. She sipped her chostim, pretended not to notice. Ignoring someone’s unjacking blues was just good manners.

He visited the bathroom, got a cup of coffee, plopped back down on the couch and sipped it before he spoke. “Red, how are you?”

She turned. “Are you good at breaking encryptions?”

“You know.” He shrugged. “Pretty good. You’re too, from what I remember.”

“Not good enough for this. I have Sylvey’s—” She tried to say bifile, but couldn’t. Something was preventing her from speaking. Her stupo magical power.

“His what?”

“A… a file,” she gritted out. What are you doing? she hissed. Why can’t I tell him it’s his bifile? But her magical power didn’t answer. It never answered.

“From who?” Tanto asked.

“S-sylvey.”

“He sent you a file before he got mummified?” Tanto held out his right thumb. “Gimme. I’ll take a look at it.”

Her right hand moved as if of its own volition. Something… something must be really wrong with the bifile. Something her stupo magical power knew about. No! she tried to shout. But her stupo magical power—her hateful magical power—held up her thumb.

Stop the file! she shouted at her OS.

I… I cannot. I must obey it. The OS shared the file with Tanto.

“Don’t…” she croaked before a pain hit her eyecubes so hard her brain felt as if it had split into two hemispheres. She dry heaved into the empty chostim mug.

“You gonna yack again, go to the bathroom,” Tanto said in a distracted voice. “What kind of encryption is this, anyway….”

Tanto, she mouthed. Don’t. But he wasn’t looking. She started to crawl forward. Her legs cramped, then became as rigid as plazstik cylinders. She dragged forward using only her arms. He didn’t even notice. His eyecubes were glazed. He was immersed in intel.

“Tanto,” she gasped.

His body stiffened, then convulsed, then stilled. He took a raspy inhale. His eyecubes unglazed, focused on her face. He gave her one terrible, reproachful look. “Red, what have you done?”

His cranial embed exploded. Flames erupted from his tie-in socket. Bits of bone, silicon and flesh mushroomed up, then showered down on the couch, the floor, Redcholate, and Tanto’s own corpse.

“No,” Redcholate whispered. “I didn’t mean… I didn’t want…” Her voice dwindled to nothingness.

Tanto sat there on his couch. His cranium had a giant hole in it. His eyecubes were still open. Still staring. Right at her.

Everything was destro. Two people’d been morted. No, she’d morted two people. All because of the terrible Watson. And Redcholate’s own incompetence.

The Forger sent her a message. Come see me. Now. He included his address. His real-flesh address. Now.

Redcholate stumbled to the bathroom, washed her face. She didn’t look in the mirror. Didn’t want to see her reflection. The face of a murderer.

There was no question as to what she was going to do now. She didn’t even bother to try and resist anymore. She took the elevator down and left the building. OS, directions to the Forger’s.

An arrow appeared in her bottom right eyecube. She followed it to the moving walkway.




Chapter 24


Gallawaygg
Date: 2419

Outside the entrance to Armintor’s hotel sat a Grade A hook booth. She stood in the frigid rain, hot tears still trickling down her cheeks, and stared at it for a long time. Her mind churned. What did she have to her name? A mere 10,000 creds. They would accomplish nothing if she just kept them in her thumbnail. She could go somewhere, eke out an existence doing… what? She’d been trained to be a detective. But who would hire her without Twomanrie?

What if she solved Twomanrie’s murder? What if she… if she caught the Butcher? Then she’d be acknowledged as the galaxy’s best detective. She’d be able to work whenever and wherever she wanted.

But was she just Watson, foolishly desiring to take over the consultancy after Mr. Sherlock Holmes’s death at the Reichenbach Falls? She shook her head. Twomanrie had been allowing her more and more autonomy during their last several cases. Pride bolstered her for a moment, then her spine slumped. Twomanrie hadn’t really trusted Armintor. Things like the interview with the chemist, when Twomanrie had taken over, proved that. She’d obviously thought Armintor wasn’t good enough to get the needed information.

But it had been Armintor herself who had gained the crucial facts from the chemist, that allowed them to solve Ted Tamobi’s murder. She could do this. She would do this. She would become a detective, and avenge her mentor’s death.

Finally the hook booth asked, “Customer, can I assist in your decision making? All our hooks are virgin.”

Armintor wiped her eyes with her forearm. “You don’t use harvested hooks at all?” The chance that she could have Ted Tamobi’s harvested cranial hook installed made her feel dizzy.

“Llyl regulations state that any Grade A hook booth cannot offer pre-owned hooks for sale.”

She took a deep breath and stepped inside.

The hook booth sealed the door. “State your needs,” it said.

Armintor sat on the only chair, a reclining reflexive cushioning chair in a burnt-caramel color that almost matched her hair. “I need a cranial embed and a tie-in socket.”

“That is our Binary Pac. We have a special offer this week.”

“Good. I’ll take that.”

“You are a geriatric embed customer—”

“Geriatric? I’m only twenty.”

“Any cranial embed customer over 13 is a geriatric customer,” said the hook booth with what Armintor was sure she was only imagining to be a fussy tone.

“Are there any complications for a geriatric customer?” she asked.

“You may experience disorientation, dizziness, nausea, vomiting, blackouts, depression, hives, anaphylaxis, migraines, tinnitus, aphasia, or hearing loss.”

Armintor scrubbed her face with her hands, then pushed her wet hair back. “Do it.”

“May I suggest you also install a hook eye? We have a special offer for our customers, the Triplicity Pac. Our artisan mechas have created a wide variety of naturally-pigmented eyehooks. We have a 99.5% success rate in matching our client’s flesh eye—”

“No.” Armintor shuddered in disgust. She could not bear to have a part of her body permanently removed. A holdover from Variegor’s prejudices, she knew, yet one she couldn’t overcome. “Absolutely no hook eye.”

“Then, customer, I will suggest you consider an eyescreen. We have a special on eyescreens this week, called the Fifty Percenter.”

An eyescreen was a small chip installed in a flesh eye. With it, her cranial embed would be able to display text or vid over her normal vision. “I… All right. Yes. Also an eyescreen.”

“One Binary Pac, One Fifty Percenter. That will be 6,054 creds.”

More than half her creds. Yet she needed these things to take vengeance on Twomanrie’s murderer. She swallowed hard, then held out her right hand.

“Extracting 6,054 creds,” said the hook booth. A dainty appendage emerged from the curved wall and hovered over her right thumb for an instant. It retracted, and a different appendage emerged from the ceiling. It misted a disinfectant fog onto her head. The air smelled like lavender and a medicinal bitterness. “Customer, prepare for anesthesia.”

Sorrow and memories flooded Armintor’s body. “Wait,” she grated. Those words took her back to the distant past, seven years ago. The day of the Blue Mist Plague, when she’d broken into the hook clinic. Her body seemed to contract with a visceral sorrow she hadn’t felt in years. That day… that day. When her entire life had been shattered.

And now it was as if she were regressing to her thirteen-year-old self. Was she doing the right thing? She wanted a cranial embed—she always had—yet Variegor’s prejudices lingered.

“Customer, I must have your authorization to proceed.” The hook booth retracted its disinfectant appendage and turned quiescent.

A movement caught her eye. A little girl, perhaps ten, wearing a pink rain-repeller hat and orange bulbdress, stood just outside the door. The girl looked into the hook booth with eyes filled with longing. The forbidden fruit. The girl met Armintor’s gaze. What are you getting? she mouthed.

Cranial embed and tie-in socket, mouthed Armintor, pointing at her skull.

The girl’s mouth opened with surprise and joy. She pressed the pads of her thumbs together and then flicked them apart, a mannerism that had recently spawned from Vega-2. It meant, do it!

Armintor smiled. The expression felt rusty and painful, but also cathartic. The girl seemed to be her very own self from seven years ago, longing for what she’d always wanted.

The girl pointed at her eyes, then at Armintor.

Armintor nodded. Yes, you can watch, she mouthed. Then she said, “Booth, I’m ready.”

“Customer, prepare for anesthesia.”




Chapter 25


Bituminous Tarsi
Date: 2422

Redcholate slunk in through the door of the Forger’s real-flesh address. A skinny boy behind a desk orbed her.

“I’m here to see the Forger,” she said, her voice all croaky.

He pointed with his chin toward a chair. “Wait there.”

It was one of those shab old molded chairs. No reflexive cushioning. She perched on it, stared at the boy. He stared back.

“Haven’t seen you lately,” he said.

“Lately? Who are you?”

He snickered. “I’m Juan.”

“Juan?” He was another of the Forger’s intel brokers. Before today, she’d never seen him real flesh. His avatar didn’t look anything like this skinny boy. But was she even memming him right? Maybe her braincase had been distro’d by grief.

OS, she said. Show me Juan’s avatar.

Her OS retrieved a mem from her cranial storage, showing Juan as he appeared in the Underworld. Muscles piled upon muscles, and a thick black mustache to top it all off. Nothing like his meatsack. Real-flesh Juan bit his nails, too. Juan was a true bogus. Cringy.

She peered around him to the plain plazstik door which led to, presumably, the inner office. “Is he… is he in there?”

“Yuh.” He stared at his big tradscreen, one hand fingering the rash of pimples on his neck. Like he had the brains of an antediluvian mollusk.

She peered at the inner door again. What would the Forger look like, real-flesh? Nothing like a matte black cuboid, presumably. Her hands twisted in her lap. At least her head wasn’t morting. Now that it was getting what it wanted—attention from the Forger—her magical power seemed happy. Well, she wasn’t happy. She felt like she was going to lachry and yack and mort all at once. Tanto’s face seemed to be playing on loop in her mind. Red, what have you done? he asked. And then his cranial embed exploded. Raining flesh and bone all over her head.

She should’ve been the one to mort. Not Tanto. And not Sylvey. This was all her fault. No, it wasn’t. It was all Watson’s fault. She hated Watson.

Juan snuffled a quantity of snot into the back of his throat, then hawked and spit it into a reservoir on his desk. With a quiet whir his optical hook focused on her. He pointed down. “I got a NutriSling.”

Curiosity overcame her self-recriminations and she stood to peer over his desk. His chair was reflexive cushioning, generous around the head and armrests so he’d be supported during Underwork.

“What’s so daebak about a NutriSling?”

“This.” At some unheard command from Juan, a sheathe emerged from the seat of the chair and cradled itself around his entire groin. A tube snaked out of the right armrest like a cobra and inserted itself into a port in his forearm. “Full life- and elimination-support. I can stay Under for a week at a time.”

Gross, she thought. “How nice,” she said. “And how do you get to be the one who works here in the office? Isn’t he afraid you’ll lead someone here?”

He mumbled something that sounded like heather peas.

“Heath… wait. You mean you never leave?”

He nodded. “I’ve been in this office for,” he paused, obvs to query his OS, “3 years, 18 days, 1291 minutes, 47 seconds, 653 milli—”

“All right, all right, I cogik.” She glanced around. “What do you do here day and night?”

He codfished, his jaw dropping so much she could peer into his mouth and see the indifferent state of his dental hygiene. “The Underworld. Befo you got here, I’d been under for over five days straight. It’s why I have a NutriSling.” He stroked his chair. “Oh, I didn’t finish telling you about it. Orb this, it’s also got—”

The door to the inner office swung open.

After a milli, Juan said, “He’ll see you now.”

This was it. What she’d wanted. No, what Watson’d wanted. But now that she had permission to enter the Forger’s office, she had to force each leg to move, one by one. Left, right, left.

The inner office was dim. She could only make out vague shapes. Everything felt bizzo. Menacing, almost. She clenched her hands and stepped inside. The door swung shut behind her. She forced herself forward a few steps so she wouldn’t look so cringy standing there with her back pressed against it.

Squinting, she made out a massive desk near the back wall. A huge tradscreen hung centered over the workspace. Vid and text pulsed in strange staccato patterns, as if not meant for human understanding.

Behind the screen a hulking figure stood. The Forger. He gestured toward a chair in front of his desk. “Sit.”

His voice sounded tinny for such a large man. When he stepped out from behind the screen, she saw why. He was completely hooked. Both eyes had been replaced by implants. The left eyesocket held a many-faceted orb still able to receive real-world visual data, but the space where his right eyecube had once been was nothing more than a flat black panel.

Redcholate stared. She knew she was codfishing like a rube, but she couldn’t help it. That flat eye-panel was part of the Hexagon implant, the full connection of eye, ear, hands, mouth, nose, groin. A full Hex cost over 600,000 creds. At least. An ulto reimagining of the human nervous system. Even more if you got the sex-sensury upgrade. She’d never seen anyone with a Hex real-flesh.

“Sit,” the Forger said again. He leaned his rump against the corner of his desk. She couldn’t place his accent, and his words came stilted through the speaker that rode on his left shoulder. His voicebox was completely routed into the Hexagon.

She crept to the orange chair that looked like no visitor had ever sat upon it before. “Forger,” she said, “um, my client, Watson?” She hated how she sounded. She was a forger too. She didn’t have to sound so cringy. “Remember? She wants—”

“You have caused too much destruction in your ill-advised quest for intel.”

Tanto. His reproachful look. Red, what have you done?

“I know,” she whispered, shivering with guilt.

“You were not supposed to go see Tanto with that bifile. You were supposed to come see me.”

She didn’t know what to say. She felt dreadly. Tanto, orbing her with reproach. Red, what have you done?

The Forger leaned back and crossed his arms, which ended in metal nubs where his wrists used to be. “Your greed for intel has caused the death of two forgers. Sylvey was a lost cause. But Tanto was not. I groomed him as my successor.”

Tanto’d been the Forger’s own apprentice? She hadn’t known he was that good. “He picked me as his apprentice.”

The Forger snorted. “Don’t tell such stupid lies.”

Aggrieved indignation temporarily overcame her grief and fear. “It’s not a lie. I mainli—”

“Enough.” The Forger chopped through the air with his handless arms. “You’ve brought attention to Bituminous Tarsi that never should have been here. You’ve brought the Butcher.”

She jumped to her feet. “The Butcher’s here?” Her voice sounded like a squeaky mouse.

The Forger shook his head. “Not in actual fact. But they might as well be. And if I don’t take action against you, the Butcher will come here and deal with you themself.”

She sobbed, sank back onto the chair. “Everything’s wrong. And it’s all Watson’s fault. She made me do it.”

A musical trill emerged from his speaker. Was it a gasp, a laugh, a grunt of confirmation? “Watson made you do it. Now there is a joke.”

His tone made her stiffen. “A joke? Sylvey died. Tanto died. And it’s a joke?”

The Forger pushed to his feet, minced around his desk and sat. “You’re the joke.”

Redcholate squinted, trying in vain to peer through his tradscreen. She scooched her chair to the left to see around it. “Why’re—”

He talked over her. “Tell me what this Watson looks like.”

“Watson? She’s got longish hair. Kinda chestnut colored.”

He motioned with his hand stumps for her to continue.

“Well, brownish eyes. And she’s got an okay figure.”

“You’ve got an okay figure.”

“What does that have to do with anything?”

“And her hair’s about the same length as yours. And the same color. Underneath all that holobead commotion.”

She brought one hand to her hair, making the holobeads clack together. “Why does it matter?”

He banged his stumps on his desk, making her jump. “Answer.”

“All right, all right! Yeah, about the same.”

“You’ve got brown eyes. And an okay figure.”

“And?”

“You’re the client.”

A painful laugh stuck in Redcholate’s craw. “Me?”

“You cannot expect me to believe she didn’t look even slightly familiar,” the Forger asked.

She shook her head, but unfortunately her OS accessed the mem file. She was looking at Watson standing with her hands in her pockets, leaning against the mantel. An aching sense of familiarity twinged mem-Redcholate’s innards. “Have we met?” she’d asked.

But Watson couldn’t be her. That’d be too bizzo.

“And I suppose nothing strange happened during your meeting with Watson,” the Forger said.

“N-no.” But it had. Watson hadn’t been able to see the shoe nailed to the mantel. That meant it hadn’t been preprogged into her responses. And then, after Redcholate had come back into the room, Watson’d poofed into existence and started talking like they hadn’t already met. Redcholate had to admit the truth, at least to herself.

“She was a pictula,” she whispered. “Wasn’t she?” A snapshot of a person, created to act as an autonomous temp avatar. Unconnected to a meatsack in the real world. Used for suposcary Underworld work. But the prob was, pictulas were only as good as their creator’s foresight. Any intel not preprogged into a pictula just wasn’t there.

The Forger snorted, which made his speaker sound like it was being grated to bits from the inside. “It took you disappointingly long enough to realize the truth.”

“But I never created a pictula.” A desperate hope welled up inside her. “No, wait! Watson said she was only twenty-one! And I’m twenty-four. So she couldn’t be me.”

The Forger slumped his shoulders and hung his head. As if she were disappointing him. “Oh, Redcholate. All that means is you created it three years ago. And that your pictula was too honest.”

“But I don’t have any mem of creating one!” Right? she asked her OS.

Affirmative. We have no memories of such a happening.

“Look up here.” The Forger gestured to the tradscreen above his desk. She turned to look at the vid, and saw an image of herself following a creepto old lady down a hallway. Redcholate’s hair lifted on the back of her neck. She had no mem of this event. She leaned forward, examining her image. “That’s not me. Has to be faked.”

He shook his head. “I’d be able to tell.”

“A pictula?” she whispered.

“This vid is from the real world,” he said.

“Then it has to be a clone.”

“Tell me who would bother to clone you.”

“I don’t know,” she whispered.

He leaned back in his chair. “Three years, two months ago, Standard Terran, a young woman arrives on Bituminous Tarsi.”

She vividly remembered that day. The spaceport had been hot. Something about the heat, and the ships, and the crowds, had made her feel like she was going to yack her lumen. Kind of like how she felt now.

“This young woman immediately puts out feelers for me,” the Forger said, “claiming to be an intel broker looking for a job. But her tie-in socket has a trace of fresh scarring around it, as if it’s brand new. I suppose you wouldn’t like to tell me why.”

Redcholate reached up and touched her socket. Her fingers were trembling slightly. “I had it installed on my thirteenth birthday. Just like everyone else in the galaxy.”

“Tell me about that day. Your thirteenth birthday.”

“I…” Her mind was a blank. Why couldn’t she remember anything about her thirteenth birthday?

He gestured at the tradscreen. “I’m curious what you were doing in that hotel, with that woman. Tell me what mystery the galaxy’s greatest detective came to investigate.”

She shook her head. “I’m telling you I don’t know! Who is that old creepto?”

“For years you traveled the galaxy with the famous teknophobe Twomanrie Ohetto. Investigating crimes. Tell me about her and I can sell the intel for a high price.”

At the name Twomanrie Ohetto, her brain again felt like it was just about to split into two hemispheres. She groaned, cradling her forehead. “Why does that name sound familiar?”

“Watch this,” said the Forger.

She looked up. The vid showed a close-up of the old woman walking down a sterile corridor. Her skin looked like wrinkled cloth, but she still moved like a young woman.

Redcholate’s vid self follow close behind. The two women spoke a few words, then each entered a separate room.

The Forger rapped one handless forearm on the desk. “Pay attention! You come out twenty minutes later.”

The picture jumped, and Redcholate watched herself emerge into the hallway. She’d changed into a frumpy grey suit. She’d never wear anything that ugly. But why would the Forger lie? She wracked her braincase to remember where she’d lived before she’d come to Bituminous Tarsi three years ago, but her mind skittered across a void. Like her past wasn’t there. Why hadn’t she ever wondered about her own past? Fear roiled her lumen.

She watched her vid-self knock on Twomanrie’s door, then lean down to stare at the floor. With a sudden ferocity, vid-Redcholate kicked the door open, screamed, and ran into the room.

Redcholate licked her dry lips. “Wh-what happened? What was inside that room?”

“Oh, the Butcher got the old lady.” The Forger’s voice held no emotion. “Good vid from the local authorities. Look what he did to her body.”

She covered her eyes with her hands. Her cranium throbbed.

The Forger gave his dying-sea-creature chuckle. “Look at this.”

Despite her better judgement she peeked between her fingers. The screen showed a glass a quarter full of red liquid. Something pink and bumpy sat inside it.

“W-what is that?” Her voice sounded thready and weak.

“The old lady’s tongue. The Butcher cut it right out.”

Her gibs tried to crawl up her throat.

“The Butcher is famous for killing the populations of entire planets,” said the Forger. “So I was curious as to why he only killed one person this time. Tell me what you and your mentor were working on when she was killed.”

Redcholate shook her head. “That wasn’t me.” She knew it was false even as she said it. That had been herself she’d just watched. She just couldn’t mem it.

“You recorded that pictula before you went undercover.”

“I’m not undercover! I’m Redcholate Parise. Intel-broker. Best friend Liefe Chinya. Address—”

His sigh brought to mind a piglet with laryngitis. “I feel for you. A pawn of your own making.”

She ran her hands through her hair, her fingers snagging in tangles. “If you know what’s happening, just tell me.”

“You are a construct persona of one Armintor Vess.”

Armintor Vess. The name resonated within Redcholate. Not in a good way. As if she had a toothache, but in her heart.

“…sent here inside her own body for deep undercover work,” the Forger was saying. “Once you’ve received the intel you were sent for, Armintor Vess will no doubt reinstate herself into your body. Or her body, depending upon one’s point of view.”

“But what’ll happen to me?”

He drew one hand stump across his throat with dramatic finality. Static crackled from his speaker.

She pummeled her braincase for memories of her mother, her father. But it was all a black void. With a piercing pain in her cranium a hazy memory came through and she latched onto it; trees towering high overhead, a skimmer crash, bodies burning on a beach. The pain became almost too much to bear. She groaned and closed her eyes.

“I suppose,” the Forger said, “I should be flattered that a protégé of Twomanrie Ohetto sacrificed three years of her life so you could live in her body and get close enough to gain my trust. But she didn’t plan well enough. You have blundered around, broadcasting your intel search. Sylvey is dead. Tanto is dead. And you are next.”

She tried to swallow but her mouth was too dry. “What should I do?”

“You have to leave,” the Forger said. “The Butcher has a penchant for tying up loose ends.”

Tying up loose ends. “I don’t want to die,” she whispered.

“I acknowledge your fear. But you did this to yourself. And I have worked too hard for too long to have an unpopped kernel like you endanger my operation. You will leave this planet, so that when the Butcher takes his revenge upon you, it will be somewhere else.”

Redcholate’s head rang. Everything felt hollow, unreal. She slid from the chair and slumped against the Forger’s cold desk.

He continued speaking, a pitiless voice deciding her fate from above. “This is what will happen. You will take the bus straight to the spaceport. A ticket will be waiting there for you at ShuntHop. The shuttle leaves at midnight for StarCruise’s embarkation planet. I have booked you on a cruise ship.”

At the realization that he was sending her away without giving her the intel, Redcholate’s entire body convulsed. She fell to her back, doffing her head on his desk. Pain blossomed through her cranium, and she saw white lights like stars.

“No,” she grated between clenched teeth. She didn’t know if she was denying the Forger’s words, or her stupo magical power, or her situation. With a supreme effort she twisted to her tum and raised up to her hands and knees.

“Please,” she said, crawling around the desk toward him. “Please. I need the intel.”

Without warning the Forger lunged forward and captured her right wrist with a metal loop that had emerged from one stump. Wrenching her arm almost out of its socket, he forced her right thumb to his forearm.

OS! she screamed, desperate. Deny all incoming data!

His kahuna code bypassed her OS’s custom defenses in a milli. The intel packet he pushed through her thumb implant strained the capacity of her cranial embed.

He released her and she fell backward.

I apologize, said her OS. It sounded slightly stunned. I was overwhelmed.

“You need a memory upgrade, Armintor Vess,” he said.

Redcholate stared at the Forger. “What did you just send me?”

He laughed. “I sent you the intel you need. All the intel that will satisfy the compulsion Armintor Vess put upon you. Only I doubt you are intelligent enough to find it. Now, go straight to the spaceport.”

At his words, the pain in her cranium and the shivering of her gibs ceased. Redcholate gasped with relief. She felt… normy. She had the intel. And now she had it, she didn’t have to listen to the Forger. And the compulsion to travel off-planet, that compulsion she’d felt as soon as Watson’d told her about the 25,000 creds, returned. But she wasn’t going to go on a cruise. Only fringe-dwelling yokels and old farty gas giants went on cruises. She’d sell the berth, go somewhere else. Maybe Vega-2. Or Forest.

“You will go on that cruise,” he said, as if he’d read her mind. “As of a minute ago, I stripped all your accounts. You don’t have a single cred to your name.”

“But that’s not fair!”

“What is not fair is that you brought the Butcher’s wrath down on two innocent people. Well, neither was innocent, yet neither was deserving of death.”

Redcholate looked up at him. “Did I… did I really do all this to myself?”

He nodded his scarred, inhuman head.

So she’d created an undercover persona, given it no useful intel, and set it up as a sucker. No. That wasn’t right. She hadn’t done it. Armintor Vess had.

She hated Armintor Vess.

The door to the Forger’s office slid open. “Go,” he said.

Redcholate pushed to her feet and steadied herself against the desk. Her body felt strange, as if it already weren’t her own. But there was nothing here for her anymore. The Forger wouldn’t help her.

“Go,” he repeated. “If you remain on Bituminous Tarsi, I will kill you myself to prevent the Butcher from coming here to find you.”

Redcholate dashed from the Forger’s office, hurried past the silent Juan, and emerged into the pale orange sunshine.




Chapter 26


Gallawaygg
Date: 2419

I am your OS, said an androgynous voice in Armintor’s head, as she emerged from the hook booth.

Armintor muffled a surprised scream. She had voluntarily installed a mecha inside her body. Of course, she understood that in theory. The practical ramifications, though, made her shiver in fear that she’d made a terrible, irrevocable mistake.

“P-please,” she stammered, “don’t talk to me out loud.”

The words, May I converse with you via written word? appeared at the bottom of her right eye’s field of vision.

Armintor hurried into the lobby of her hotel and sank onto the closest chair. “Okay.”

You do not have to speak aloud for me to understand, her OS wrote.

“I know,” Armintor said aloud, then grimaced. “It’ll just take me a little time.”

Her OS didn’t answer. Perhaps it could sense her utter overwhelmedness. She took a moment to breathe, and run her hands through her hair. When her fingers came to the still-tender incision site on the right side of her head, she hissed.

The cranial embed incision site and the area around your tie-in socket will be sore to the touch for several days, her OS wrote.

“I know,” Armintor gritted between clenched teeth.

“Do you require assistance?” a voice asked.

Armintor looked up to see the mecha with the round, twelve-toed feet standing at the side of her chair. “No,” she said. “I’m fine.” She stood and hurried toward the elevator.

Back in her room, she sat gingerly on the couch. OS, she experiment-thought.

The words, Yes, I am ready to assist you, appeared.

Just… just checking. Nervous energy coursed through her body. She jumped to her feet, cracked open the front door, and peered out.

The door across the hallway had been repaired, and now hung securely in its frame. All Twomanrie’s possessions were inside there. All the possessions she’d left to the Alphahood. Everything, including her most recent journal. And her copy of The Collected Work of Sherlock Holmes. For some reason, having the Alphahood take possession of Twomanrie’s annotated copy of her detection manual felt worse than anything else. How could she get inside? Maybe the round-footed, twelve-toed mecha would let her in. No. Mechas never broke the rules, unless you reprogrammed them. And then, they still wouldn’t be breaking rules. They’d just be following new ones.

Her mind went back to that terrible day long ago on Terry’s New Earth. She’d written a program to get inside the hook booth. An infiltration program.

OS? she asked.

Yes.

I… I should have an, um, a few programs I stored in my thumbnail drive.

Yes, I see them.

She shifted her weight from one foot to the other. One is an infiltration program I wrote a long time ago. Can you look at it? And tell me if I could use it to break into the room next door?

After a moment, the OS wrote, This program seems capable of overriding the locks in this hotel.

Okay, use it.

This program is incapable of working over the sphere. You will need to jack in to the room’s control panel.

Armintor winced. She’d forgotten that.

The room’s control panel had a tie-in jack with a short cord. It wasn’t capable of connecting with the Underworld, just interfacing with the hotel. She pulled out the jack. A long black hair was twisted around its base, and it had several grimy orange fingerprints. She shuddered.

I can order a tube of jack sanitizer from the hotel, offered her OS.

She nodded, relieved at the reprieve, and spent the time before the sanitizer arrived in disentangling the hair and scrubbing off the fingerprints.

To her disappointment, it wasn’t the twelve-toed mecha who delivered her sanitizer, but a low boxy wheeled mecha who popped its lid to reveal the tube inside its otherwise empty cavity.

“Thank you,” she said.

“You are welcome, guest,” it replied as it departed.

Armintor wished she could find another excuse not to plug the ominous-seeming jack into her socket, but none occurred. She’d have preferred to sit on the couch and obsess over the monumental-seeming decision, but she had a mecha inside her head, and she felt like it was watching her. And judging her.

I am incapable of judging human behavior, wrote her OS.

“Don’t read my thoughts,” she whispered, opening the tube and smearing sanitizer all over the jack.

That is my purpose, the OS said. If I cannot read your thoughts, I cannot assist you.

Irritation spurred Armintor to yank the control panel’s cord out from the wall. “Well,” she said, “am I going to have any adverse effects from jacking in?”

That is doubtful, yet conceivable.

She closed her eyes and huffed out her mouth. “All right. I’m doing this.” Taking the jack in her left hand, she drew her long hair away from her neck, and then winced. She was going to stick a five-centimeter piece of metal straight into her cranium.

“Just do it, Armintor,” she said. Squeezing her eyes shut, she jammed the jack into her socket.

Nothing happened. No text or images appeared on her eyescreen, no voices appeared in her head.

My socket isn’t working! she said.

It is working. I am blocking the aud/vid from the hotel, as I infer that you would find it overwhelming at this time. I am currently running your infiltration program. The door to the room across the hallway is unlocked.

Thank you, she said, grateful.

You are welcome.

Armintor unjacked and tiptoed back to the door, peered out. Nothing seemed different about the door. She should just go across the hallway and open it like she belonged in there.

Um, OS? Can you tell if anyone’s coming?

I would have to use your infiltration program to access the hotel aud/vid.

She shivered. She didn’t want to jack in again. No, that’s okay. Taking a deep breath, she stepped across the hallway and entered Twomanrie’s room.
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The child is finally improving into a truly useful assistant. Sadly, she lacks enough intellectual capacity, as well as a certain spark, that would allow her to become truly exceptional. Alas, she is no Alpha.

Armintor stared at the words. Twomanrie had written them in her journal mere days before her murder. She lacks enough intellectual capacity. So Armintor had always been right. Her mentor considered her stupid. But why was she surprised? Twomanrie had admitted as much the evening of her death. It was the tenet upon which the entire society of Variegor existed: there were Alphas, and then everyone else.

Yet the words burned deep in her heart. She lacks enough intellectual capacity. Twomanrie had written those words. About Armintor.

She angrily riffled through the journal, stopped at an earlier entry.

I miss the company of other Alphas. Of course I’ve come across wild Alphas on other planets, but even a wild Alpha is not steeped in our traditions. I miss all the anticipation in Varie City the night before the culling. I miss the excitement of choosing season. The dusty nighttime air once the crops have been harvested. I miss Variegor.

Tears burned Armintor’s eyes, but she was too resentful to let them fall. She lifted the journal. “You longed for the company of murderers,” she hissed at its closely-written pages. But of course there was no answer.

She flipped through the pages in a slow, mournful cadence, reluctant to see any more unflattering references to herself, yet unwilling to set it down. Near the end, a name caught her eye. Butcher. Flipping back, she scanned the page.

Once again, the Butcher’s ingenuity has surprised me.

Twomanrie had then described the destruction of the vacation planet Kêr Ys, which had fifteen moons of varying hues and sizes. Its seven continents were home to thousands of species of moths and nocturnal butterflies, which fed on fragrant night-blooming flowers and trees. Armintor had heard Kêr Ys described as the most beautiful planet in the known galaxy. Two months ago the Butcher had deorbited all the moons. One by one, they crashed into the planet’s surface. In a wrenching twist, many of the inhabitants had escaped. It hadn’t been the human population the Butcher had been targeting, but the planet itself.

As she’d written, Twomanrie had dwelt on the most bizarre or gruesome details, almost sounding as if she’d admired the Butcher.

I have often thought that I must someday turn my sights on the Butcher, and now, I think, is the time. The destruction of Kêr Ys is a rampant display of nihilism that I cannot allow.

The skin tightened on Armintor’s scalp. The Butcher had been inside this very room. Had murdered Twomanrie in this spot. She looked around as if the Butcher would step out from the shadows. No one was there. She turned back to the journal, scanned the final few pages.

The Butcher will be the culmination of my career. Catching this scourge of the galaxy will, perhaps, even upstage Mr. Sherlock Holmes. And when I succeed, I will be able to once again retire. This time for good.

Had the Butcher known that Twomanrie was planning to try and catch them? Had they lured her here to Gallawaygg with Ted Tamobi’s murder? Maybe they'd lain in wait for her to arrive, and watched her solve the murder—or at least think she had—before killing her. Had the Butcher laughed at her before cutting her tongue out? Had she begged for her life?

The interview I transcribed in my previous journal takes on added importance. Without speaking to the witness, I would never have learned the location of the Butcher’s home world. A suspect’s early life often holds the secret to where they are now. So I will start there.

The location of the Butcher’s home world? Armintor sat back, astounded. Twomanrie had interviewed someone who knew where the Butcher spent their childhood. She’d never mentioned it. Armintor turned to the beginning of the journal. Its first entry was dated October of 2418. So if it had been written in her previous journal, it would most likely have happened last year. Had it been on Proxima Centauri b? True North? Dwarf Harrow? Unless Armintor saw the journal, she’d never know.

But that was impossible. Twomanrie always sent her completed journals to her apartment on Variegor. Any secrets about the Butcher’s past were now the property of the Alphahood.

She read Twomanrie’s next words.

I am unsure whether I should trust Armintor with such an important task as assisting me as I catch the Butcher. There can be no room for error. Perhaps I might send her back to Variegor to wait for me. She will not like it or understand it, poor child, but it is for the best.
And, after all, she does not need to understand. She will only need to obey.
Capturing the Butcher will be my greatest achievement. I cannot allow anyone, even Armintor, to hinder me.

Hot tears trickled down Armintor’s cheeks, and she turned her head to prevent them from falling on the pages. Once again, Twomanrie was able to make her disdain for Armintor obvious. She’d contemplated sending Armintor back to Variegor like she was no more important than one of her filled-up journals. Scrubbing her face with her hand, Armintor placed the journal back on the table and searched the room. Nothing else but clothing, toiletries and a few reference books. There was no sign of Twomanrie’s detection manual. She searched again and again, but finally had to admit it wasn’t in there.

Had Twomanrie taken the manual somewhere and left it? Impossible. It was her most treasured possession. Even more treasured a possession, obviously, than Armintor had been.

At last she stopped searching. She stood motionless for several minutes, listening to the silence.

“Goodbye,” she finally whispered into the room. Did she feel something? A faint whisper? A brief coldness? No. There was nothing left for her here.

She turned and walked out the door.




Chapter 27


Gallawaygg
Date: 2419

Five days after Twomanrie’s death, two Alphas arrived on Gallawaygg. Armintor watched them enter Twomanrie’s room on the vid feed from her room’s control panel. They exited with a bag presumably filled with Twomanrie’s clothing and books.

As she stared at the bag, she thought again of Armintor’s well-worn copy of The Collected Work of Sherlock Holmes. All her mentor’s annotations. All the notes. Had it been in the room after all, but she’d somehow missed it? Was it in the bag the Alpha was carrying? No. That was impossible. She’d searched too thoroughly. If it had been inside that room, she’d have found it.

One of the Alphas banged on Armintor’s door. “You’re coming with us,” he shouted.

She cowered against the wall.

“Let’s go, Magga,” the second Alpha said in a bored voice.

“You can’t survive out here alone, Beta,” yelled Magga. “We’ll take you back to Variegor.”

Armintor’s entire body rebelled. To return to Variegor after she’d retasted the freedom of other planets? To be a Beta again? Never.

“I’d rather die,” she whispered.

“Magga,” the second Alpha said. “Let’s go. We don’t have time for this.”

But Magga kept yelling. A mecha arrived and attempted in vain to intercede. Magga punched it in its humanoid head. A few minutes later the lead detective from Twomanrie’s case arrived. After a long and tensely-worded conversation, he convinced the Alphas to leave.

After they’d left, the constable came to Armintor’s door. “You and Twomanrie did good work for us,” he said through the room’s aud/vid. “And we don’t have an extradition treaty with Variegor. No one does. You can stay on Gallawaygg as long as you want.”

There was one thing Twomanrie had left undone. She tried to hide the trembling in her voice. “I wanted, I mean, she wanted to let you know that she’s not sure anymore that Aom Howrd did it. Murdered Ted Tamobi, I mean.”

His face turned grave. “I know she had a poor impression of me, but even I’ve concluded that. The murderer was someone much more formidable than Aom Howrd, if the legendary Twomanrie Ohetto died investigating.”

After he left, Armintor stumbled to the bed and curled into a ball. The act of living without her mentor once again seemed insurmountable. She had no direction, no goal. Maybe what Twomanrie had always said, that Armintor would never have amounted to anything without her help, had been true.

Terry’s New Earth was uninhabitable. Variegor had never been a home. And Gallawaygg was just another in a long line of briefly-visited locales. She felt adrift in the galaxy.

Whenever Twomanrie had been at a loss, she’d looked for inspiration in her detection manual. Every quote from Mr. Sherlock Holmes that Twomanrie had ever mentioned spun around in Armintor’s overloaded brain.

“One’s ideas must be as broad as Nature if they are to interpret Nature,” Twomanrie had told her countless times. What wisdom lay hidden in those words?

And, “When one tries to rise above Nature one is liable to fall below it. The highest type of man may revert to the animal if he leaves the straight road of destiny.”

What did that one mean? Even though the sense behind the words escaped her, they kept repeating in her mind as if convinced they carried the weight of truth.

She still had almost 4,000 credits from what Twomanrie had given her the night she’d died. Well, from what Armintor herself had taken. The credits would dwindle quickly. She had to make a decision before she ran out of funds. What did she possess? The credits, her body, and her mind. That was it.

All she could think of was the Butcher out in the galaxy somewhere, laughing while she was miserable and Twomanrie was dead. What she truly wanted was to find the Butcher, and prevent them from ever murdering even one more person.

One’s ideas must be as broad as nature…. What did that mean? Or more importantly, what did it mean in her situation? The Butcher hadn’t killed her. Why? Because she was so unintimidating? So ineffectual?

But they’d killed Twomanrie, because she’d been a real threat. Rage seized her heart. She needed to do something drastic, something unexpected. What did she need to go after the Butcher? Intel about their real identity. Where could she find it? On Variegor, in Twomanrie’s journals. But going there was impossible.

One of Twomanrie’s own oft-repeated sayings came to Armintor. If information exists in one place, it will exist in others.

Where could she go to find the information? The galaxy’s mecca of intel was a planet called Bituminous Tarsi. All the intel in the galaxy was said to reside there. Their planetary sphere alone was said to comprise over 900 YB.

But the Butcher was a master of intel as well. And, like the best of the best forgers, the Butcher could track people in the Underworld via their personalities.

If she went to Bituminous Tarsi as Armintor, the Butcher would realize she was taking on the failed task of her mentor. And then they’d kill her, too.

So how could she get the intel she needed without dying?

One’s ideas must be as broad as nature….

And then, as if her memory of Twomanrie had become impatient, yet another Mr. Sherlock Holmes quote popped into her mind. The best way of successfully acting a part is to be it.

And just like that, Mr. Sherlock Holmes’s genius seemed to reach across the eons and give her a friendly tap on the shoulder.

She had to go to Bituminous Tarsi, but not as herself. She had to become someone else.
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With her OS’s help, Armintor booked an anonymous berth on a commuter transport departing the next day from Llyl to Bituminous Tarsi. With that purchase, her credits dropped to 3,019.

OS? I need to create a pictula.

There are several OTS pictulas available. Her OS displayed some on her eyescreen. One was named the Betty Sue, another the Billy Bob, there was the Cum Ando and the Lush Eos. They all looked like caricatures of caricatures.

Are these any good? she asked.

They are suitable for short-term, basic transactions.

But I want this pictula to be better than that. I need to customize it.

So she created a custom pictula, and with her OS’s help, populated it in a corner of the Underworld called Cozplai. It felt therapeutic to lovingly craft the pictula’s background from her memories of Twomanrie’s detection manual. She left it there. Watson. Waiting to be deployed in three years. Plenty of time for her plan to come to fruition.

In front of the mirror, she drew apart her hair on the right side of her scalp. There was already only a faint scar where her cranial hook had been implanted. The skin around her tie-in socket, though, was still a little inflamed.

Once again she remembered her father’s words when she’d been so unhappy the week before her 13th birthday. Someday, this disappointment won’t matter so much. Someday, you’ll have a problem in your life that will put this in perspective. Then you’ll know that this was just a temporary thing.

How right he’d been. How sad he’d have been to know how right he’d been.

She wasn’t remembering her father’s words verbatim, and that bothered her. But that wouldn’t have to happen to her anymore. Entire swathes of memory could be stored in her cranial embed. She’d never have to forget anything again.

Easing herself down on the bed, she rearranged the pillows until they weren’t pressing on her tie-in socket. Breathing deeply, she folded her hands over her chest and closed her eyes.

OS? she thought tentatively.

A word superimposed itself in her lower right vision: Yes?

I want to create a new persona. An undercover persona.

An undercover persona?

Yes. Set up a folder for me to store parts of myself. Make it redundant. Five times redundant.

She’d heard of people hiding parts of themselves inside their cranial embed. Storing bad memories away, for instance. But they were still the same person, with the same mannerisms and the same accents.

But all that assumed that someone was the same person from the day they were born. That they followed a trajectory constrained—or bolstered—by their core personality. Yet she, Armintor, had been different when she was a child. Confident. Tek-loving. Happy. Well, mostly happy. What would she have been like if the Blue Mist Plague had never appeared?

Predators like the Butcher tracked people in the Underworld via their personalities. If she were to store away all those parts of her persona that she’d acquired after the Blue Mist Plague had struck her home planet, wouldn’t she be different enough from the current version of herself to escape detection? Yes. She was sure of it.

Her OS’s response remained in her lower right vision. Interacting with it still made her uncomfortable. She minimized the eyescreen with a thought. It shrank to a small, transparent tab.

Her socket still ached with a cold, toothachy tenderness. Only seven years later than she’d expected for her first hook surgery. She was now twenty years old. How much she’d longed to experience an immersible in the Underworld with Sally and Barta that day so long ago on the beach on Terry’s New Earth.

There. That was where she should start. Younger. More immature. No tek hangups.

And with that, Armintor began to store vast parts of herself in her cranial embed. She started with the earliest memories she wanted to purge from her new persona. Lots of details about her childhood. All her grief at losing her parents, her brother, her friends, her life. The terrifying time on Variegor. The teachings of Twomanrie.

She left her younger self’s love of tek, her sense of adventure, her friendly demeanor, a little bit of her petulance.

Then she purged the memories of herself and Twomanrie traveling the galaxy. But she left the love of travel. That would be helpful later for her Watson pictula to use. She stored away her recently-gained knowledge of the Butcher, but left a lingering curiosity about him.

Next, she stored the knowledge of the plans she’d just made. She retained her desire to travel to Bituminous Tarsi and get a job with an intel forger there.

She partitioned all the unneeded memories into a file in the corner of her cranial embed, closed it away, and saved it. All of this seemed much easier now, as if some sort of limiter had been erased inside her braincase. She didn’t remember why that would be, or why it made her happy. She needed a password for the memory file. Mr. Sherlock Holmes, her brain supplied. She wasn’t sure anymore what that referenced, so it sounded like the perfect password to keep it safe.

Lastly, she created another program to unlock the file containing all the memories she’d stored away. She created specific triggers that would cause it to unlock, such as if she left the planet Bituminous Tarsi, or if she learned certain information about the Butcher. She had just enough memory of her core mission left to do that, and then she added even that memory to her stored data, and forgot she’d just done it.

She needed to get some sleep before she boarded the commuter transport to Bituminous Tarsi tomorrow. She hoped the ship wasn’t filled with old farty gas giants like a cruise ship would. But a commuter transport wasn’t fancy-trou. Hopefully she’d find someone un-boro enough to talk to on the trip.

When she got to Bituminous Tarsi, she’d get a job with a forger. But not any old borsloggidy forger. She’d only work with the Forger. And she’d learn all his tricks, and become the best forger the galaxy’d ever orbed.

She rolled over onto her left side, then winced. Her tie-in socket was infected or something. Shit-clusters. How had that happened? It hadn’t ever gotten infected before. Had she used a shab tie-in jack somewhere? She couldn’t remember. As that thought drifted around in her strangely expansive braincase, Redcholate fell asleep.

[image: Scene Separator]


Armintor's and Redcholate's stories continue in the
second novel in the Galaxia Mortem series:

The Voyage of the Norm Bissonnette
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