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  John Michael Scalzi II was born on May 10, 1969 in Fairfield, California. One of three children born to a single mother, he grew up in the Los Angeles suburbs of Covina, Glendora, Azusa, and San Dimas.


  Scalzi grew up reading science fiction and mystery, which inspired him to become a science fiction writer—a decision made randomly.


  Scalzi’s childhood was spent in poverty, an experience that inspired him to write his most famous essay, “Being Poor.” He attended the Webb School of California, a boarding school in Claremont, on a scholarship. One of his classmates was blogger and journalist Josh Marshall.


  After high school, Scalzi studied philosophy at the University of Chicago. Scalzi’s thesis advisor, for a brief time, was Saul Bellow. Scalzi abandoned his course of study with Bellow after he was elected Student Ombudsman of the University. Ted Cohen, a philosophy professor, became his next thesis advisor, but Scalzi graduated without completing his thesis project. During his 1989–1990 school year, Scalzi was the editor-in-chief of The Chicago Maroon. He began writing professionally in 1990, while a college student, working freelance for the Chicago Sun-Times. Scalzi graduated from Chicago in 1991 with a Bachelor of Arts.


  After graduating, Scalzi became a corporate consultant and wrote opinion columns and film reviews for the Fresno Bee. His experience as a film critic influenced his writing, particularly his humorous works, as films were meant to be an accessible form of storytelling. In 1996, he and his family moved to the Washington, D.C. area after he was hired as the in-house writer and editor at AOL. He was laid off in 1998, and since then he has been a full-time freelance writer and author.


  Scalzi’s books are known for their humor. His style of writing has been influenced by Robert Heinlein, Orson Scott Card, and Joe Haldeman.


  Scalzi’s first novel, Agent to the Stars, was written in 1997 and published free to read on his website in 1999. He asked readers to donate money to him if they enjoyed the novel and earned around $4,000 over a period of five years.


  Though best known for his science fiction works, Scalzi has written several non-fiction books as well, including a trio for London publisher Rough Guides’ reference line of books. Scalzi is also the author of the “Book of the Dumb” series of books from Portable Press. These books chronicle people doing stupid things. The first book in the series was released in October 2003 with a second following a year later.


  He met his wife Kristine Ann Blauser when he was living in Fresno, and they married in 1995. His only child, a daughter named Athena, was born in 1998.


  John Scalzi and his family live in Bradford, Ohio, where they moved in 2001 to be closer to his wife’s family.
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  1991


  Penelope


  I.


  There is no difference between far and near.


  Perspective is all


  A mountain and a rock that falls from its incline


  Are shaped by the same forces


  Separated only by scale


  And the attentions of the observer.


  I keep this in mind as I unravel my work


  And tear it down to its component thread.


  Today’s design was a masterpiece


  Hours of planning and execution


  Done in by a casual pull at the end of the day.


  It is no matter.


  The action is lost in the larger scope


  Today’s destruction a building block


  For a greater work.


  Down the hall voices call to me


  Insistent suitors demand my presence.


  Soon enough I will join them


  Some honest enough, others something less


  They will ask about the progress of my work


  And I will tell them that it remains unfinished.


  We will not be talking of the same work


  But it is no matter.


  There is no difference between far and near.


  Perspective is all.


  II.


  I don’t know whether to blame you or your stupid war.


  It is easiest to blame the war


  The insistent beating drum


  The pretense of noble purpose


  Masking banality so insipid


  As to stagger the observer.


  But you were always one of the best


  Not the strongest, but the smartest


  Not forceful, but with a craft


  That became its own definition.


  You, who upstaged ten years of anguish


  With one night and a gift.


  You are magnificent


  A prize for poets.


  It’s hard to understand how one of your talents


  Has managed to stay from me for so long.


  I imagined your return so soon after your victory


  A homecoming which would shine to the heavens


  Pure in its emotion and joy.


  Yet now you are as far away as when you began


  Your arrival a distant dream


  Your homecoming unfulfilled.


  Your war is over


  But you are not home.


  If there is blame


  It is yours.


  But it is no matter.


  It makes no sense to talk of blame


  When circumstances rule the day


  No sense for anger


  When chance plots your course


  Whatever mysteries you hide from me


  I know your heart.


  Your homecoming lives there


  Waiting to come true.


  It lives in my heart too


  Two views of the same moment


  Two dreams with the same end.


  III.


  My suitors engage me in idle banter.


  I am sometimes painted as a noble sufferer


  Enduring unwanted attentions


  But in truth, I enjoy the diversions


  My suitors entertain me, amuse me


  And no few arouse me


  Their endless chatter every now and then


  Showing promise of something greater


  Of depths that dare to be plumbed.


  They appear worthy suitors


  And indeed some of them are


  But there is not one who shines so bright


  As to dim the memory of you.


  The curves of their arms and legs


  Call to mind your own sweet body


  Their lips and eyes


  Recall your own gentle face


  Your voice


  Calls distantly from their throats.


  Every one that comes to me


  To cajole, whisper or impress


  Becomes a window


  Through which I see you.


  I smile frequently when I am with my suitors


  And they smile back


  Convinced that the pleasure in my eyes


  Is brought by their form.


  But it is not them I see.


  Perspective is all.


  IV.


  My work is now unraveled


  And my intentions secure for another day.


  Tomorrow I will create another


  And unravel it, each tomorrow


  Until you return to my shore.


  It is a difficult task


  Building a creation from which


  All that is seen is its daily destruction.


  It is a work that only I can see


  Its completion a thing only I desire.


  It is no matter.


  There is no difference between far and near


  Perspective is all.


  Perhaps from the distance where you are


  You can see my larger work.


  Use it as your beacon


  And have your homecoming at last.


  1995


  Chocolate


  Chocolate is God’s way of reminding men how inadequate they are. I am vividly confronted with this fact every time my wife and I go out to a restaurant.


  When it gets to dessert, my wife usually orders the most chocolate-saturated dessert possible: It’s the one called “Unstoppable Double-Fudge Chocolate Mudslide Explosion” or some such thing. I always wonder why anyone would want to eat anything that promises a catastrophic natural disaster in your mouth.


  The dark brown monstrosity arrives at the table, and my wife takes the first bite. Before the fork is even removed from her mouth, a small moan escapes her lips. Her eyes, previously perfectly aligned, first cross slightly and then faze completely, pupils dilating in pure chocolate pleasure before the eyelids clamp down in ecstasy. The hand not holding the fork clenches into a fist and starts pounding the table. The silverware rattles.


  After about six minutes of this, she finally manages to swallow the bite, realign her eyes, and take the next shuttle back from whatever transcendental plane she’s been visiting. Slowly, her sphere of consciousness expands to include me, her husband, her life-long mate, her presumed partner in all things ecstatic.


  “Hey, this is pretty good,” she’ll say. “You want some?”


  No, I don’t. I want nothing to do with an object that does to my wife in one bite what I’ve worked for an entire relationship to achieve. It wouldn’t do any good, anyway. Men just don’t have the same relationship with chocolate that women do. It’s not even close. I wandered around the office today and asked men—“Chocolate. Your thoughts?”—and the result was always the same. First, a confused look as to why they’re being asked about something so trivial, and then some lame, obvious statement: “Uh . . . it’s brown?”


  Ask women the same question, and you get responses like “The ONLY food group,” “ESSENTIAL to life as we know it,” and the ultimate casual swipe at every member of the Y-chromosome brigade, “better than sex.”


  Ouch. Some women will try to make up for that last one by quickly adding that chocolate is supposed to be an aphrodisiac.


  Uh-huh. Chocolate certainly increases desire; problem is the desire is usually for more chocolate. The best a guy can do is buy a box of chocolates and hope he’ll be considered somewhere between the cherry truffle and the strawberry nougat.


  Don’t get me wrong. Guys like chocolate just fine; it’s just not essential to life as we know it.


  Respiration is essential to life as we know it; chocolate is simply one of those nice little bonuses you get. We won’t usually pass it up if it’s offered, but I don’t know too many guys who would get substantially worked up if it were to suddenly disappear from the face of the earth (ironic in a way, as back in the days of the Aztecs, only men were allowed to have the stuff). When I eat a chocolate dessert, I enjoy it, yes. My world view doesn’t narrow to include only the plate that it’s on.


  Maybe we’re missing something. On the other hand, we don’t have to pick up our silverware from the floor after we’re done with our tiramisu. Life is about trade-offs like that. All I know is that come Valentine’s Day, chocolate will be among the things I offer my wife. I can’t truly appreciate it, but I can truly appreciate what it does for her. Which is close enough.


  1998


  Cute Adorable Extortionists


  Yesterday was the last day of summer, and what a day it was. The sun dappled the trees in golden light, and it was just hot enough to remind you that it was still summer, even if only for one more day. Looking down the road, I could see two lemonade stands, children on the standby, ready to sell their last tangy glasses of the season. It was perfect, and I decided to get myself some lemonade.


  “Hey there,” I said to the youngsters, a boy and a girl, sitting behind the stand. “Got any lemonade left?”


  “Sure!” said the boy, smiling up at me with an adorable, gap-toothed grin. “I squoze the lemons myself! You want a cup?”


  “Absolutely,” I said, and the boy grabbed a Dixie cup, while the girl poured the lemonade. They were so cute you could just die. I was whisked back to my own days as a lemonade proprietor—I felt, now as the customer, I was helping continue a generations-long summer tradition. An American Tradition.


  “That’ll be $1.15,” the boy said.


  “What?” I said.


  “That’ll be $1.15,” the boy repeated.


  “Wow,” I said. “$1.15 is kind of steep for a Dixie cup’s worth of lemonade.”


  The boy and the girl stopped smiling and looked at me sort of strange. I immediately felt guilty. “You don’t want the lemonade?” the boy asked.


  “I didn’t say that,” I said. “It’s just that. . . .”


  “We’ll have to throw it out,” the little girl piped up, her voice catching just a little bit. “We already poured it for you, mister. We can’t just put it back.” Now they both looked like they were about to cry. It was terrible, an obvious let-down for what was heretofore the most perfect day of the year.


  So I figured, what the heck. “All right,” I said. “Done deal.” Their adorable faces immediately perked up again, and I fished in my pocket for the change. I was then presented with another problem.


  “I only have 65 cents on me,” I said.


  Their puckish faces darkened again, and this time there was suspicion in their eyes. And who could blame them. Two times, a deal had been struck. Both times, at the end of the deal, I backed away, citing previously undisclosed reservations. Clearly, I was an unreliable customer. Clearly, I was messing with their delightful, cowlicked little heads. I felt slimier than a salted banana slug.


  The two went into a huddle. After a minute or two of whispers, the boy turned to face me. “All right. We don’t normally do this, but we’ve decided to extend you a line of credit.”


  “Great,” I said, reaching for the Dixie cup.


  The boy kept his grip on the lemonade. “You just have to answer a few questions,” he said. The little girl, reaching under the lemonade stand, pulled out a clipboard.


  “Have you ever defaulted on a loan, or have found yourself involved in bankruptcy proceedings?” she asked, the slightest of lisps in her voice no doubt brought on by the absence of a front tooth.


  “Uh . . . no.”


  “Do you rent, or do you own?”


  “I rent,” I said. “Hey, all I wanted was some lemonade.”


  “And you’ll get some, as soon as we’re satisfied with your credit history,” the boy said. “And you’ll love it! I squoze the lemons myself.”


  “That was cuter before you asked if I rent,” I said.


  “How much is your monthly rent payment?” the little girl asked.


  “I’m not going to answer that,” I said, putting my foot down. The two looked at each other, and then at me. Once again, I was imposing deal-breaking conditions. “Oka-y-y-y,” the little girl said, in a tone of voice that expressed, in no uncertain terms, who the jerkwad was in this deal. “I’m phoning this in to the credit bureau. It’ll take a couple of minutes.” She left, leaving me and the boy.


  “So, selling much lemonade?” I asked.


  “Some,” he said. “Well within our sales projections for this month. Lower summer temperatures have depressed the lemonade market in general, and last winter’s citrus freeze meant higher overhead. We’ve had to pass some of the cost on to the consumer.”


  “No kidding,” I said.


  He shot me a look. “Fortunately, we have some leeway thanks to a subsidy from a regulatory entity.”


  “The Department of Agriculture?”


  “No, our mom.” The little girl came back. She didn’t look happy.


  “You missed a payment on a JC Penny credit card eight years ago,” she said. “Why didn’t you tell us about that earlier?”


  “What’s the big deal?” I said. “I made a double payment the next month. And anyway, it was eight years ago. You were a gamete eight years ago.”


  “Well, I’m afraid we’re not going to be able to offer you a line of credit,” she said. “You’re just not an acceptable risk for us.”


  “Fine,” I said. “You know what? I’m going to that other lemonade stand. You kids are about to learn a lesson about the free market.” I walked down the street to the other stand. There was a cheerful little tyke there with an appealing smile.


  “How much for the lemonade?” I asked.


  “It’s just a quarter,” he said.


  “Great,” I said. “I’ll take a cup.”


  “Oh, you want a cup?” he asked. “The cup is $2.50.”


  2001


  Alien Animal Encounters


  Rowenna Morello, Accountant, Staten Island:


  That’s gotta be the time we got the cat high with a glyph. My college roommate worked in the xenobiology lab and brought the glyph home one night in a shoebox. It’s just this little mouse-like thing, so of course the cat wanted at it right away. It’s cat-food-sized. We pushed the cat away from it a couple of times, but then I had to go make a call. I left the glyph alone in its box on the table, and the cat hopped up and started poking at the thing with its paw, you know, poke poke poke.


  Thing is, the glyph is a total predator, and it’s got this mouth that opens up like a little umbrella and surrounds whatever it’s going to eat. So there’s the cat, batting at the glyph, and suddenly the glyph lunges forward, opens its jaws, wraps them around the cat’s paw, and clamps down hard. It’s trying to eat the cat. Well, the cat’s freaking out, of course. It’s scooting backwards, trying frantically to shake this thing off its paw and wailing, you know, like a cat in heat. My roommate had to use a Popsicle stick from the trash to pry the glyph’s mouth open.


  The cat ran away and seemed to be pissed off but okay. Then a half hour later I caught him just staring at a bookshelf and wobbling back and forth. Seems that glyphs paralyze their prey with venom; it kills just about anything on the glyphs’ planet but here it just makes you hallucinate. It’s a chemistry thing. After we realized the cat wasn’t going to die, it was actually pretty funny to watch him bump into walls and stare at his own paws. Although at one point he sprinted right towards an open window and my roommate had to make a lunge to keep him from jumping out. It was a third-floor walkup. I guess the cat thought he could fly.


  Anyway, the glyph went back to the lab the next day. The funny thing is that for the next couple of days, the cat seemed to be looking around to find the glyph, circling the table and poking into boxes and stuff. I think he wanted a fix.


  Alan Jones-Wynn, Copywriter, Manhattan:


  My daughter’s third-grade class was taking a trip to the Bronx Zoo and it was my turn to be a parent assistant, so I got the day off from work and helped her teacher herd a couple dozen kids around the place, which, if you’ve never done it, is just as aggravating as it sounds. This was around the time that the Zoo was just opening their “Alien Animals” exhibit, and the place was jam-packed; it actually helped that we were on an official educational field trip, because otherwise we probably wouldn’t have been able to get through the crowds.


  We filed through and the tour guide pointed out all the popular alien animals, like those omads and the revers and the neyons, right, the ones they make stuffed-animal toys of to sell at the gift shop. But then we came to this one habitat and the tour guide stopped and pointed out what had to have been the ugliest lump of fur in the whole zoo. She told us that the lump we were looking at was called a corou, and that it was an endangered species on Tungsk, and that the Bronx Zoo and others were trying to start a captive breeding program. As she was saying this, her eyes were welling up with tears, and it seemed like she was about to break down right then and there.


  Well, obviously, this seemed like pretty bizarre behavior, but then I looked at the corou, and it swiveled an eye stalk at me, and I swear I was overwhelmed with this wave of sadness and regret that was so overpowering I can’t even describe it. It’s like what you’d probably feel if you’d just heard that a bus carrying everyone you ever knew just went off a mountain trail in Peru. And it wasn’t just me; all those kids, who you couldn’t have shut up if you wired their jaws shut, were all just standing there silently, staring at the corou and looking like they’d just seen their dog run over by a car. One of the kids actually tapped on the glass of the habitat and said “I’m sorry” to the corou, over and over. We had to literally drag some of the kids away. I mean, I wouldn’t call it telepathy or mind control, but something was going on there.


  My kid and I went back a couple of years later and the corou exhibit wasn’t there anymore, and I was sort of glad—it’s never a good thing to worry that you’re going to get clinically depressed at the zoo. At a dinner party a little later I met a vet who worked at the zoo, and I asked him about the corou. He said that one zoologist working with the habitat committed suicide and another was placed on leave after she took the zoo’s breeding pair, drove them up to Vermont, and tried to release them into the wild. She kept telling everyone afterwards that they told her it was what they wanted. They eventually had to get rid of the exhibit altogether. I haven’t heard about the corou since. I think they’re extinct now.


  Ted McPeak, Community College Student, Jersey City:


  Some friends and me heard that if you smoked the skin of an aret, you could get monumentally wasted. So we bought one at a pet store and waited a couple of weeks until it shed its skin. Then we crumbled up the dry skin, put it in with some pot, and lit up. We all got these insane mouth blisters that didn’t go away for weeks. We all had to eat soup for a month. Though maybe it wasn’t the skin; the pot could have been bad or something. We flushed the aret down the toilet after we got the blisters, though, so we’d have to go buy a new one to try it out again. I don’t think we’ll bother.


  Qa’ Hungran Ongru, Cultural Attache for Fine Arts and Literature, Royal Kindran Embassy, Manhattan:


  Well, I am myself an alien here, so I suppose you could say that my most interesting incident with an alien animal was with one of your animals, a dog. Shortly after being assigned to the embassy here, I was given a Shih Tzu by a human friend. I was delighted, of course. He really was an adorable thing, and he was very loving and devoted to me. I named him Fred. I like that name.


  As you may know, the male of the Kindra species is a large non-sentient segmented worm which we females attach across our midriffs during the mating process; the male stays attached while a four-part fertilization process occurs over several days. It’s not very romantic by human standards, but obviously it works well for us. Shortly before one of my ovulatory periods, I had managed to score a rather significant diplomatic coup when I convinced the Guggenheim to tour selections of its collection among the Kindra home planets. As a reward I was allowed to choose a male from the oligarchical breeding stock for my next insemination. The one I chose had deep segment ridges and a nicely mottled scale pattern; again, not something a human would find attractive, but deeply compelling for Kindrae. He was attached to me in a brief conjoining ceremony at the embassy, attended by selected Kindra and human friends, and then I went home to Fred.


  Fred came running to meet me at the door as he always did, but when he saw the male across my belly, he skidded across the tiles and then started growling and barking and backing away slowly. I tried to assure him that everything was okay, but every time I tried to reach for Fred, he’d back away more. At one point he snapped at my tendrils. I was surprisingly hurt; although it seemed silly to want Fred and the male to “get along” (considering that the male was doing nothing but lying there), I did want them to get along. If for no other reason than that the male would be attached to me for the next week or so. But for the next few days Fred would have nothing to do with me. He wouldn’t eat from his bowl until I left the room. He even peed in my shoes.


  On the fourth night of this, I was sleeping when I suddenly felt a sharp pain in my abdomen; it was the male, beginning to unhook himself from me. Then I heard the growling. I snapped on a light, looked down, and saw Fred attacking the male; he had managed to get a bite in between two of the male’s ring segments and punctured an artery. The male was bleeding all over my bed. If the male managed to completely detach himself, it would be disastrous—my impregnation cycle was not yet complete, and it would be highly unlikely after a noble male was attacked in my bed that I would be entrusted with another ever again. So with one arm I lodged the male back onto me and struggled to keep him in place, with another I reached for the phone to call my doctor, and with the third I scooped up Fred and tossed him off the bed. He landed up on the floor with a yelp and limped away, winding up a perfectly charming incident for all three of us.


  I was rushed to the embassy infirmary, where the male’s injuries were sutured and he was sedated to the point where he would again willingly reattach himself to me. By some miracle the fertilization process was uninterrupted; I was confined to an infirmary bed for the rest of the process while doctors made sure everything went as it was supposed to. The ambassador came to visit afterwards and I expressed my shame at the incident and offered my resignation; she declined it, and told me that no one blamed me for what happened, but that it would probably be a good idea to get rid of Fred.


  I did, giving him to a retired human diplomat I had worked with for many years. I visit them both frequently, and Fred is always happy to see me. He’s also always happy to see my daughter. Who is also named Fred. As I said, I like the name.


  Dr. Elliot Morgenthal, Doctor, Stamford:


  Oh, God. I worked the ER as an intern right around the time of that stupid fungdu craze. Here’s the thing about fungdu: they’re furry, they’re friendly, they vibrate when they’re happy, and they have unusually large toothless mouths. You can see where this is going. About two or three times a month we’d get some poor bastard coming in with a fungdu on his Johnson.


  What people apparently don’t know about fungdu is that if they think that what they’ve got in their mouths is live prey, these little backward-pointing quills emerge out of their gums to keep whatever they’re trying to eat from escaping. These dumbasses get it into their heads to get a hummer from their fungdu, and then are understandably surprised to discover that their pet thinks it’s being fed a live hot dog. Out come the quills, and the next thing you know, there’s some asshole in the emergency room trying to explain how his erect penis just happened to fall into the fungdu’s mouth. He tripped, you see. How inconvenient.


  Here’s the truly disgusting thing about this: All the time this is going on, the fungdu is usually desperately trying to swallow. And that animal has some truly amazing peristaltic motion. Again, you can see where this is going. The nurses wouldn’t touch any of these guys. They told them to clean up after their own damn selves. Who can blame them.


  Bill and Sue Dukes, Plumbing Supplies, Queens:


  Bill: There was this one time I was driving through Texas, and I saw the weirdest fuckin’ thing on the side of the road. It looked like an armor-plated rabbit or something. It was just lying there, though. I think it was dead.


  Sue:You idiot. That’s an armadillo. They’re from Earth.


  Bill: No, you must be thinking of some other animal. This thing was totally not Earth-like at all. It had, like, scales and shit.


  Sue: That’s an armadillo. They’re all over Texas. They’re like the state animal or something. Everybody knows that.


  Bill: Well, what the fuck do I know about Texas? I’m from Queens. And we sure as hell don’t got any armadillos in Queens.


  Sue (rolling eyes): Oh, yeah, if it’s not from Queens, it ain’t shit, right?


  Bill: You got that right. Fuckin’ Texas. Hey, what about those things, you know, that got the duck bill?


  Sue: You mean ducks?


  Bill: No, smartass, they don’t look like a duck, they just got a duck bill.


  Sue: What, a platypus?


  Bill: Yeah, a platypus! Where are those things from?


  Sue: They’re from Earth too.


  Bill: No shit? Man, Earth is a weird-ass planet sometimes.


  2004


  The 10 Least Successful Holiday Specials of All Time


  An Algonquin Round Table Christmas (1927)


  Alexander Woolcott, Franklin Pierce Adams, George Kaufman, Robert Benchley and Dorothy Parker were the stars of this 1927 NBC Red radio network special, one of the earliest Christmas specials ever performed. Unfortunately the principals, lured to the table for an unusual evening gathering by the promise of free drinks and pirogies, appeared unaware they were live and on the air, avoiding witty seasonal banter to concentrate on trashing absent Round Tabler Edna Ferber’s latest novel, Mother Knows Best, and complaining, in progressively drunken fashion, about their lack of sex lives. Seasonal material of a sort finally appears in the 23rd minute when Dorothy Parker, already on her fifth drink, can be heard to remark, “one more of these and I’ll be sliding down Santa’s chimney.” The feed was cut shortly thereafter. NBC Red’s 1928 holiday special “Christmas with the Fitzgeralds” was similarly unsuccessful.


  The Mercury Theater of the Air Presents the Assassination of Saint Nicholas (1939)


  Listeners of radio’s Columbia Broadcasting System who tuned in to hear a Christmas Eve rendition of Charles Dickens’ A Christmas Carol were shocked when they heard what appeared to be a newscast from the north pole, reporting that Santa’s Workshop had been overrun in a blitzkrieg by Finnish proxies of the Nazi German government. The newscast, a hoax created by 20-something wunderkind Orson Wells as a seasonal allegory about the spread of Fascism in Europe, was so successful that few listeners stayed to listen until the end, when St. Nick emerged from the smoking ruins of his workshop to deliver a rousing call to action against the authoritarian tide and to urge peace on Earth, good will toward men and expound on the joys of a hot cup of Mercury Theater of Air’s sponsor Campbell’s soup. Instead, tens of thousands of New York City children mobbed the Macy’s Department Store on 34th, long presumed to be Santa’s New York embassy, and sang Christmas carols in wee, sobbing tones. Only a midnight appearance of New York mayor Fiorello LaGuardia in full Santa getup quelled the agitated tykes. Welles, now a hunted man on the Eastern seaboard, decamped for Hollywood shortly thereafter.


  Ayn Rand’s A Selfish Christmas (1951)


  In this hour-long radio drama, Santa struggles with the increasing demands of providing gifts for millions of spoiled, ungrateful brats across the world, until a single elf, in the engineering department of his workshop, convinces Santa to go on strike. The special ends with the entropic collapse of the civilization of takers and the spectacle of children trudging across the bitterly cold, dark tundra to offer Santa cash for his services, acknowledging at last that his genius makes the gifts—and therefore Christmas—possible. Prior to broadcast, Mutual Broadcast System executives raised objections to the radio play, noting that 56 minutes of the hour-long broadcast went to a philosophical manifesto by the elf and of the four remaining minutes, three went to a love scene between Santa and the cold, practical Mrs. Claus that was rendered into radio through the use of grunts and the shattering of several dozen whiskey tumblers. In later letters, Rand sneeringly described these executives as “anti-life.”


  The Lost Star Trek Christmas Episode: “A Most Illogical Holiday” (1968)


  Mr. Spock, with his pointy ears, is hailed as a messiah on a wintry world where elves toil for a mysterious master, revealed to be Santa just prior to the first commercial break. Santa, enraged, kills Ensign Jones and attacks the Enterprise in his sleigh. As Scotty works to keep the power flowing to the shields, Kirk and Bones infiltrate Santa’s headquarters. With the help of the comely and lonely Mrs. Claus, Kirk is led to the heart of the workshop, where he learns the truth: Santa is himself a pawn to a master computer, whose initial program is based on an ancient book of children’s Christmas tales. Kirk engages the master computer in a battle of wits, demanding the computer explain how it is physically possible for Santa to deliver gifts to all the children in the universe in a single night. The master computer, confronted with this computational anomaly, self-destructs; Santa, freed from mental enslavement, releases the elves and begins a new, democratic society. Back on the ship, Bones and Spock bicker about the meaning of Christmas, an argument which ends when Scotty appears on the bridge with egg nog made with Romulan Ale.


  Filmed during the series’ run, this episode was never shown on network television and was offered in syndication only once, in 1975. Star Trek fans hint the episode was later personally destroyed by Gene Roddenberry. Rumor suggests Harlan Ellison may have written the original script; asked about the episode at 1978’s IgunaCon II science fiction convention, however, Ellison described the episode as “a quiescently glistening cherem of pus.”


  Bob & Carol & Ted & Santa (1973)


  This ABC Christmas special featured Santa as a happy-go-lucky swinger who comically wades into the marital bed of two neurotic 70s couples, and also the music of the Carpenters. It was screened for television critics but shelved by the network when the critics, assembled at ABC’s New York offices, rose as one to strangle the producers at the post-viewing interview. Joel Siegel would later write, “When Santa did his striptease for Carol while Karen Carpenter sang ‘Top of the World’ and peered through an open window, we all looked at each other and knew that we television critics, of all people, had been called upon to defend Western Civilization. We dared not fail.”


  A Muppet Christmas with Zbigniew Brzezinski (1978)


  A year before their rather more successful Christmas pairing with John Denver, the Muppets joined Carter Administration National Security Advisor Brezezinski for an evening of fun, song, and anticommunist rhetoric. While those who remember the show recall the pairing of Brzezinki and Miss Piggy for a duet of “Winter Wonderland” as winsomely enchanting, the scenes where the NSA head explains the true meaning of Christmas to an assemblage of Muppets dressed as Afghani mujahideen was incongruous and disturbing even then. Washington rumor, unsupported by any Carter administration member, suggests that President Carter had this Christmas special on a repeating loop while he drafted his infamous “Malaise” speech.


  The Village People in Can’t Stop the Christmas Music—On Ice! (1980)


  Undeterred by the miserable flop of the movie Can’t Stop the Music!, last place television network NBC aired this special, in which music group the Village People mobilize to save Christmas after Santa Claus (Paul Lynde) experiences a hernia. Thus follows several musical sequences—on ice!—where the Village People move Santa’s Workshop to Christopher Street, enlist their friends to become elves with an adapted version of their hit “In The Navy,” and draft film co-star Bruce Jenner to become the new Santa in a sequence which involves stripping the 1976 gold medal decathlon winner to his shorts, shaving and oiling his chest, and outfitting him in fur-trimmed red briefs and crimson leathers to a disco version of “Come O Ye Faithful.” Peggy Fleming, Shields and Yarnell and Lorna Luft co-star.


  Interestingly, there is no reliable data regarding the ratings for this show, as the Nielsen diaries for this week were accidentally consumed by fire. Show producers estimate that one in ten Americans tuned in to at least part of the show, but more conservative estimates place the audience at no more than two or three percent, tops.


  A Canadian Christmas with David Cronenberg (1986)


  Faced with Canadian content requirements but no new programming, the Canadian Broadcasting Company turned to Canadian director David Cronenberg, hot off his success with Scanners and The Fly, to fill the seasonal gap. In this 90-minute event, Santa (Michael Ironside) makes an emergency landing in the Northwest Territories, where he is exposed to a previously unknown virus after being attacked by a violent moose. The virus causes Santa to develop both a large, tooth-bearing orifice in his belly and a lustful hunger for human flesh, which he sates by graphically devouring Canadian celebrities Bryan Adams, Dan Ackroyd and Gordie Howe on national television. Music by Neil Young.


  Noam Chomsky: Deconstructing Christmas (1998)


  This PBS/WGBH special featured linguist and social commentator Chomsky sitting at a desk, explaining how the development of the commercial Christmas season directly relates to the loss of individual freedoms in the United States and the subjugation of indigenous people in southeast Asia. Despite a rave review by Z magazine, musical guest Zach de la Rocha and the concession by Chomsky to wear a seasonal hat for a younger demographic appeal, this is known to be the least requested Christmas special ever made.


  Christmas with the Nuge (2002)


  Spurred by the success of The Osbournes on sister network MTV, cable network VH1 contracted zany hard rocker Ted Nugent to help create a “reality” Christmas special. Nugent responded with a special that features the Motor City Madman bowhunting, and then making jerky from, four calling birds, three French hens, two turtle doves, and a partridge in a pear tree, all specially flown in to Nugent’s Michigan compound for the occasion. In the second half of the hour-long special, Nugent heckles vegetarian Night Ranger/Damn Yankees bassist Jack Blades into consuming three strips of dove jerky. Fearing the inevitable PETA protest, and boycotts from Moby and Pam Anderson, VH1 never aired the special, which is available solely by special order at the Nuge Store on TedNugent.com.


  2005


  New Directive for Employee-Manxtse Interactions


  FoodMaster Supermarkets, Inc.


  To: ALL EMPLOYEES, FoodMaster Supermarkets, Washington DC Area


  From: Jan Goodwin, VP of Public Relations


  Re: New Directives for Employee-Manxtse Interactions


  December 9, 2073


  Dear Employees:


  As you know, FoodMaster Supermarkets has begun stocking Manxtse food and product favorites in our stores, as a way of attracting and retaining as customers the large influx of Manxtse citizens who have recently moved into the area following the free trade agreement between Earth and the Manxtse home planet of Cz’Dhe. While this initiative has largely been met with success both financially and in generating goodwill among the Manxtse, we have become aware of certain incidents and developments that have occurred at a number of FoodMaster stores within the last couple of months that have caused strains in our drive to welcome the Manxtse as full-fledged members of our shopping community.


  Because of this, we are now instituting the following directives regarding employee-Manxtse relations, effective immediately at all Washington DC area FoodMaster supermarkets. Please read this memo carefully and completely! You will be held to the directives herein.


  1. Do not address Manxtse customers as “Sir” or “Madam.” The Manxtse reproductive scheme features two primary and four secondary sexes, none of which is “male” or “female” in any sense lay humans can understand. Thus addressing Manxtse customers by human gender-specific titles is both inaccurate and to them a sign of sloppiness and disregard. While there are Manxtse gender-specific titles, there are no outward signs of Manxtse gender differentiation that humans can perceive, so even if you knew these titles, you’d only have a one in six chance of being correct. This is of course unacceptable from the standpoint of customer relations.


  Upon consultation with the Manxtse Embassy, we direct that employees hereforth refer to all Manxtse customers as “Quv’nehZhu” (pronounced “Koo-Neeh-Choo”), which translates more or less as “honored purchaser,” and is non gender-specific, thus avoiding that issue entirely. Be aware that the Manxtse Embassy suggests employees not use the title “Quv’nehZhu” outside of the supermarket. Use of this title to refer to a Manxtse outside of a clear and obvious commercial setting will be interpreted as an offer of prostitution. Beyond being culturally offensive, of course, humans are emphatically not designed for Manxtsen sexual congress. So please be careful.


  2. Several stores have reported problems with Manxtse adolescents “huffing” nitrous oxide from cans of whipped cream and processed cheese snacks. Be aware that while “huffing” makes human teenagers merely dopey and giggly, nitrous oxide causes the Manxtse brain to release intense “fight or flight” hormones, causing Manxtse adolescents to become both paranoid and aggressive. If you see a Manxtse adolescent acting disoriented or surly near the dairy case (i.e., displaying claws or “vibrating” its shoulder wings), do not approach that individual; rather, call security, who in the coming weeks will receive specialized training to deal with situations such as these.


  In the meantime, we direct employees to stock “huffable” products on the top shelves, where Manxtse adolescents, due to their unmetamorphorized state, should not be able to reach them. If you see Manxtse adolescents stacking themselves on top of each other in an attempt to reach these products, unstack them and escort them from the store. Be aware that Manxtse adolescents have also been known to recruit human teens or homeless people to purchase these products for them. Be vigilant.


  3. Manxtse adolescents have also been approaching our employees and asking, “May I purchase your canned white salmon?” and then fluttering their shoulder wings violently when the employee answers in the affirmative. This has frightened and disturbed a number of employees. Be aware that this fluttering is a Manxtse expression of amusement (similar to human laughing), and that “canned white salmon” sounds close to the Manxtse term “Qun’hua Zamnej,” which translated means “egg-bearing pouch,” a sexual organ on two (and depending on circumstances, three) of the Manxtse sexes. Asking to purchase one’s egg-bearing pouch is an archaic but still understandable way to initiate a betrothal rite, so effectively these Manxtse adolescents are asking the employee to marry them.


  Be aware that this is not a serious marriage proposal; among other things, Manxtse adolescents cannot reproduce, or thereby legally initiate this ritual. Nor is it a serious request for salmon, as Manxtse digestive systems react poorly to most fish oils. Rather it’s a Manxtse variation of the “Do you have Prince Albert in a can” prank call. If asked by a Manxtse adolescent or adolescents for such a transaction, you are hereby directed to answer “no,” and then walk away.


  If a Manxtse adult asks to purchase your canned white salmon, be aware that this adult may in fact be proposing betrothal, and is also probably mentally disturbed in some way. Under no circumstances should you respond affirmatively, as the betrothal ritual begins immediately after an acceptance, and the first act is a loud, piercing bellow that acts to warn away other suitors. Such noise is obviously disruptive of our other customers’ shopping experience.


  4. We are aware that several stockers have become seriously upset when the live Manxtse delicacy known as the dreszeg has begun to speak to them as they placed them in the produce bins, frequently asking about the stocker’s friends or family members, or asking about the latest sports scores. While it may appear that the dreszeg is in fact both intelligent and capable of speech, and thus should be regarded as a sentient being rather than food, both the Manxtse Embassy and the United States Department of Agriculture have assured us that what is occurring is a previously unknown phenomenon, in which the dreszeg’s rudimentary nervous system somehow perceives and processes electrical impulses from the human brain. In effect, the dreszegs are echoing the employee’s own thought processes, either subconscious or conscious. Thus the apparent interest in the stocker’s home life or enthusiasms. The dreszegs apparently do not exhibit this behavior around the Manxtse, who regard them as we would lobsters.


  Stockers who are stocking dreszegs are directed not to talk with the produce in any way. Remember that this creature is not sentient and what you would be doing, in effect, is having a conversation with yourself. Such a conversation would of course fall under the “non-essential discussion” rule and is thus officially discouraged during work hours. We also direct that you do not talk to the dreszeg on your break time either—both human and Manxtse customers find it disturbing when FoodMaster employees talk to the food. Employees with intense personal issues or secrets are advised to avoid the dreszeg if possible, as several employees with secretive personal habits have inadvertently found themselves “outed” by nearby dreszegs. Our legal department tells us federal non-discrimination law protects employees “outed” in such a manner from undue firings or demotions; be that as it may, it’s better for everyone if some things are left unsaid, by humans or by produce.


  5. UNDER NO CIRCUMSTANCES should ANY FoodMaster employee say “Have a nice day” to a Manxtse. This phrase sounds almost exactly like the Manxtse phrase “H’ FaNehtz Ce’Dhe,” which translated means “I defecate enthusiastically upon your home world” (“H’ ”—first person singular; “Fa”—adverb meaning “gladly” or “with great passion”; “Neh”—verb, to defecate; “tz”—suffix indicating directed action—“towards” or “upon”; “Ce’dhe”—the Manxtse home world). As with humans, the implication that one is defecating on something is regarded as a great insult to the thing being voided upon. Inasmuch as the Manxtse can be patriotic to the point of apparent irrationality, telling a Manxtse to “have a nice day” is tantamount to an open challenge for personal battle, and a Manxtse will feel the need to defend the honor of its people and its planet. We have already had three checkout workers gravely injured by enraged Manxtse; this clearly has to stop.


  All employees are instructed to substitute “Have a good day,” “Thanks for shopping” or the Manxtse phrase “Hy Gu’Han Zhu’Fd” (pronounced “Hi Goo-Han Zoo-Fud,” which means “You honor me with your purchases”) and to avoid “Have a nice day” at all costs. In the event that you inadvertently say “Have a nice day” to a Manxtse, you are directed to immediately cease all previous activity, lie on the floor as quickly as possible, and scream “H’ Dughe’Han” (“I abase myself!”) as loudly and as frequently as you can. A supervisor will then come to your location and attempt to soothe the Manxtse. This will typically be accomplished by providing the Manxtse with free shopping, although in rare cases the Manxtse may demand that the supervisor discipline you in accordance to Manxtse custom.


  If so, you may be required to lie still on the ground while the supervisor grips your throat with his or her teeth and growls, thus establishing his or her dominance and assuring a public acknowledgement of your humiliation. Please be understanding of your supervisor’s position during this activity (however, if your supervisor attempts this activity under any other circumstance, please report him or her to his or her immediate superiors). Note that if the Manxtse chooses to receive free shopping instead, your paycheck will be docked a percentage of the total bill. So it is in your interest not to say “Have a nice day” ever again.


  Thank you for your efforts to ensure that all our customers, human and Manxtse alike, enjoy their FoodMaster shopping experience! The final result of your hard work will be a better workplace—and a better universe—for all of us.


  Sincerely,


  Jan Goodwin, VP of Public Relations
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  (21:30:15 LOCAL)——


  ROHIT KULKARNI:


  Please, please, everyone. I see Naren Bhatia setting down his dessert, so I truly know that it is time to move on to the next portion of the evening. (laughter) You have licked that bowl clean, Naren? (laughter) My Anjali will be pleased to know her contribution to the evening met with such success.


  It is not often that our simple village receives a visitor of such esteem as the man I have the honor of presenting to you this evening. As with all of the colonies in the Union, Huckleberry and New Goa remember with horror of the Rraey invasion of Coral, one of the oldest and most precious of our colonies. The Rraey slaughtered all of the colonists there, more than 100,000 lives ended. It was one of the darkest hours in the history of the Union.


  But the Rraey did not hold Coral for long, thanks in part to the efforts of our guest, whose courageous actions in battle caused him to be awarded the Silver Star and the Distinguished Service Cross, as well as the first Order of Coral award. He is here tonight to share some of his experiences as part of the Colonial Defense Forces that keep all of the colonies safe, including our own. With great honor, I present to you Captain John Perry.


  (applause)


  CAPT. PERRY:


  Thank you, and thank you, Administrator Kulkarni. It was your wife who made tonight’s dessert? No wonder you look so happy. (laughter) The whole dinner was wonderful, really. I don’t think I’ve eaten this well in years.


  KULKARNI:


  I don’t doubt you say that everywhere you go.


  PERRY:


  Well, I do, but this time I mean it. (laughter) And I’ve been having a wonderful visit here in New Goa. I have to warn you all that in addition to doing this goodwill tour of the Colonies for the CDF, I also have an ulterior motive: I’m checking out colonies for when I retire. So get a good look at this face; you might have to get used to it one day. (laughter)


  KULKARNI:


  We would welcome you, Captain.


  PERRY:


  You say that now, Administrator. (laughter) I do have to say that one advantage of settling in New Goa is that although I come from a different culture than you back on Earth, we do share a common language, or at least share one common language. Before I came to Huckleberry, I was on Shaw Colony, which was settled by Norwegians. I had to use an interpreter while I was there. I think I accidentally declared war on them at least once. (laughter) There is much less of a chance of that here.


  Now, my understanding is that I’m supposed to stand up here and lecture you all on how the Colonial Defense Forces are working to protect you from the rest of the universe, but I have to say that I did that a couple of times and then I got really bored of hearing my own voice. And everywhere I go, people have questions that they want to ask. So if it’s all right with you, I’m going to suggest we skip whatever bad speech I would give you and go right to the questions. (pause) Since I see about two dozen hands, I’m guessing that means it’s okay with you. (laughter) Yes, ma’am. You here in the front.


  VILLAGER #1:


  Are you married? (Uproarious laughter) Not for me! For my niece. She is about your age.


  PERRY:


  Well, thank you. I’m deeply flattered, although I’m sure your niece would be surprised to find out you’re trying to get her hitched.


  VILLAGER #1:


  Not at all! She’s here in the room! Aparna! Stand up! (more laughter)


  PERRY:


  Hello, Aparna. Please, sit. You’re safe from me. (laughter) To answer the question, I’m not married. But it’s also against CDF policy for soldiers to be married. We ship all over this part of the universe and it would be very difficult to maintain a marriage. In fact, when we sign up for service back on Earth, we’re legally declared dead, which ends any marriage we were in. Some of the people I served with were thankful for that, (laughter) but I don’t think it would have made me happy. I was married before I signed up, but my wife passed away before I left. We had been married for over 40 years.


  Ah, that look. I get that every time I mention something relating to my age. Ladies and gentlemen, I’m 77 years old. So, ma’am, not only am I too old for Aparna, I’m too old for you. (laughter) One of the advantages of joining the CDF is that they give you a new body. I’m older than I look. Yes, sir.


  VILLAGER #2:


  Why are you green?


  PERRY:


  The food was so good, I ate too much. (laughter) The real answer is that these bodies we’re given are engineered to use chlorophyll to give us an extra energy boost, which we need to help maintain other improvements in this body, like more and denser muscles, faster reflexes and other things. We can also go longer without food than most people, although we don’t like it any more than anyone else.


  I can see some of you wish that you could have an improved body, but I want to make you aware of the tradeoffs. First, this body is so modified that it can’t reproduce. That’s definitely not an advantage on a colony. Second, the only way to get a body like this is join the CDF, where you’ll have to serve for ten years. In those ten years eight out of ten of the people you joined with will have died in service. I know for myself that of the people I met and became friends with when I joined up, only two are still alive. Look around you in this room and imagine that sort of mortality rate among the people you love and care for. So you have to ask yourself if the new body is really worth it. Yes, sir. Yes, you.


  VILLAGER #3:


  I am sure you have encountered many alien species. Is there one encounter that is more vivid than others?


  PERRY:


  Well, there was the time I was eaten. (audible muttering)


  VILLAGER #3:


  I believe we would all like to hear about that.


  PERRY:


  All right. It was about a month before the Battle of Coral, and I and my platoon were sent to an unexplored planet to find a colonial survey team that had disappeared. The first tip-off that something was strange about the planet should have been that it looked gorgeous—perfect for human habitation—but it was completely uninhabited. That’s strange because if a planet is perfect for us, it’s perfect for a couple hundred other intelligent species, too. And that means it should have been colonized by then. It’s like that old joke: A doctor and economist are walking down the street when the doctor looks down and says “there’s a $20 bill on the sidewalk.” And the economist says “Impossible! If it were a $20 bill, someone would have picked it up by now!” This planet was a $20 bill on the street if there ever was one. It was impossible that it would be uninhabited. And yet it seemed to be. So they sent out a survey team, and after a couple of days they disappeared.


  We landed at the coordinates where the survey team had been, and there was no sign the survey team had ever been there—I mean, nothing: No portable buildings, no vehicle tracks or hover pressure damage, no litter. And no bodies. It was as if they simply hadn’t landed. All we saw was a long, rolling plain of what looked like some form of grass. It was very pretty, actually. It was like the universe’s biggest front lawn. It was very peaceful, at least until the worms came out of it.


  Have any of you ever seen a blue whale? You’ve seen pictures at least. Imagine something of that size coming up out of the ground right underneath you. We felt a rumbling before they breached the surface—but not as much as you might expect—and then these huge things were all around us. I remember feeling the ground rumbling and then looking over to see one of my platoonmates fall. As she was trying to stand up, the ground lifted up under her. One of those worms had tunneled under her and had opened its mouth just as it was coming up, so about two or three meters of ground on every side of her was already in the thing’s mouth. She was reaching up as the mouth shut on her. I saw her arm and hand dangling out as the worm slid back into the ground, waving like a parody of Moby Dick.


  I and some of my squadmates started running back for the landing craft when one of the worms surfaced behind us and literally jumped into the air to come down on where we were. My friend Alan Rosenthal was directly in front of me, so I shoved him forward as hard as I could. It worked, because the thing missed Alan. But it got me. It was like a big fleshy wall came down on top of my head, and then I was tumbling ass over head—excuse the language—in this thing’s mouth, along with about a ton of dirt. After a minute of this I felt the dirt clearing behind me. The worm was starting to swallow what was in its mouth, dragging me down its throat.


  My Empee—that’s the rifle we use—was somewhere in the worm’s mouth with me, but I didn’t keep a grip on it and it was pitch black in there, so it was useless to me. I tried grabbing onto the side of the mouth to keep from sliding back but I had no traction. Finally I took the combat knife from my belt and jammed it into what I guessed was its lower jaw. That kept me from sliding long enough for me to get out my multi-purpose tool. I don’t know if any of you know about this; it’s a block of nanobots that can take the form of just about any sort of thing you need. It’s like the Swiss army knife of the gods. I ordered it into a barbed hook and jammed it in right next to the combat knife just as worm jostled the knife free. The knife slipped out of my hand and down the worm’s throat, and I hoped the worm would choke on it. No such luck, though.


  I wasn’t in danger of being digested at that minute, but it didn’t mean I wasn’t in trouble. If the worm opened its mouth, there would be a new avalanche of dirt coming in on me, and that could knock me off my hook and down its throat. No matter what, every second I was in the worm was another second I was moving away from my platoonmates. If the worm went deep into the ground, even if I managed to kill it, I would be buried alive. So I had to kill the thing, and kill it fast. I had two grenades on me, so after I got as secure a grip on my hook as I could with my left hand, I activated the grenades and threw them behind me, down the worm’s gullet.


  They didn’t go down as far as I hoped—I was struck in the foot with shrapnel as they detonated—but they did the job, because the worm’s mouth immediately started filling with blood, and the thing stopped moving forward and began twitching. After a few minutes of this the worm stopped moving altogether. I waited a few more minutes to make sure it really was dead, and then I endured the worst part of the whole ordeal: I had to actually force myself down the worm’s throat to get my Empee. Because you don’t leave your rifle behind if you can help it.


  KULKARNI:


  How did you eventually get out of the creature’s mouth?


  PERRY:


  It involved a lot of digging. (laughter) But my experience explained why this world, which seemed so suitable for intelligent life, was in fact entirely clear of any species we’d met before. Any creatures who landed on its surface were turned into worm food in a matter of hours or even minutes. Those vast plains were the worm’s roaming grounds—and not only that, they seemed designed that way. Remember the “grass” I told you about? Within an hour of our worm attacks, that “grass” had completely covered where the worms had come out of the ground. Visually, it was like the attack had never happened. We did sonic tests—unmanned tests—and the ground underneath the plains was hardly packed at all, even hundreds of feet down. It was like topsoil. Which made it easy for the worms. It was like they were swimming in the earth. And these plains covered almost all of the landmass of the planet. Which our scientists said didn’t make sense, because the planet was tectonically active. It should have had mountains and rock formations like any other planet.


  VILLAGER #3:


  Could the worms have changed the entire planet to their liking?


  PERRY:


  See, that’s just it, isn’t it? Did the worms make the planet the way it is, or do the worms exist because the planet is the way it is? And if it’s the first of these, does that mean the worms did it intentionally, and that they’re intelligent? You don’t have to be an intelligent animal to completely change an ecosystem. Back on Earth, animals like sheep or goats could completely strip an area of vegetation, changing the character of the land. Now, they were managed by humans, which means somewhere along the line there was an intelligence at work. But deer, which were not domesticated, could do the same thing: by eating certain young plants, they’d help create forests with only a few plant species in them.


  But even then, we’re talking a forest, or part of a grassland. Here, it’s an entire planet, and the ecosystem isn’t being damaged; it’s being managed. The more we looked at it, the more it seems like conscious engineering.


  KULKARNI:


  Perhaps someone should go back and try to talk to them.


  PERRY:


  Maybe someone should. Just not me. I’d hate to think what would happen if they carried grudges. Yes, ma’am.


  VILLAGER #4:


  Yes, Captain Perry, how would you respond if I told you that the current political structure of the Colonial Union was one of imperial colonialism and totalitarianism, and that you yourself represented the racist, colonial impulses of that system of control? (audible groans)


  PERRY:


  Nice to meet you, too.


  KULKARNI:


  You’ll have to excuse Savitri, Captain Perry. Her parents were political exiles to this colony after the Subcontinental War. Rightly or wrongly. But they indoctrinated their daughter well, even though she was born a colonist. She enjoys rabble rousing, although the rabble here isn’t often roused. Most of us chose to be here.


  VILLAGER #4:


  I don’t need you to excuse me, Administrator. And I don’t need you to patronize me, Captain Perry. All we have to do is look at the reality. The colonists, the people who the Colonial Union is built on, are all from poor countries on Earth, most of which are outside the Western sphere of countries. Only Norway regularly sends colonists from Europe, and we all know of that country’s ecological disasters. But the Colonial Defense Forces are exclusively taken from rich, affluent countries back on earth, most especially your own United States. Americans practically run the CDF as far as we can tell. And the Colonial Union administration is taken from old-line Colonial stock, which is to say Western countries, before the Colonial Union decided only to take colonists from third-world countries. So: Western administration, American military, poor brown people as colonists and pawns. What about this set-up doesn’t stink of colonial imperialism?


  KULKARNI:


  You can ignore her question if you would like, Captain.


  VILLAGER #4:


  That would be entirely in character for the Colonial Union.


  PERRY:


  Why would I ignore her? Maybe she’s right.


  VILLAGER #4:


  Excuse me?


  PERRY:


  Well, aren’t you? Colonists are from third world countries, or except for those from the earliest colonies, come from populations that were. CDF personnel are from the first world, particularly from the U.S., although not always, since I’ve served with people from Argentina, the UK and Japan as well as various parts of Europe. And while no one wants to talk about it, from time to time the CDF is made to step in with colonial issues. One of my dear friends lost her life during a labor uprising on Elysium; some petroleum drillers blew her up and then fed her to a fish while she was still alive, so you can imagine the CDF did not tread lightly when it retaliated. Now, as it happens, Elysium is one of the first generation colonies. I think it’s mostly Greeks there; the name would fit, anyway. But the larger point stands.


  I have to tell you that while I think your point of view makes some sense, those of us in the CDF look at it a little bit differently. Here we are, members of the richest countries on Earth—and we’re told by the Colonial Union we can’t colonize. We’re not given a reason, other than that the Colonial Union simply chooses not to recruit colonists from the US or other rich countries. There’s no appeal, since the Colonial Union enforces its monopoly on space travel. And so we see the citizens of India, of Pakistan, of Ethiopia, of Guatemala and New Guinea filling up the universe while we’re stuck on planet Earth. The only way we get to go is if we agree to fight, and we have to wait until we’re old men and women before they’ll take us. Then we have to wait, and survive, for another ten years before we’re given permission to colonize. Not many of us make it that long.


  So I can understand why you feel that the Western countries are trying to keep the third world in line, even out in the universe. But I can promise you that if most of us had been given the choice between colonizing and fighting, we would have gladly chosen colonizing, and equally gladly would have let others have the military responsibilities we’ve had to take on. Those of us in the CDF are just as much pawns in whatever master plan the Colonial Union has as you are.


  VILLAGER #4:


  Except that you have the guns.


  PERRY:


  Well, there is that. The only thing I can say to that is that at some point in the future, if I live that long, I’ll be putting my weapon down and colonizing myself. Then you and I will be in the same boat. I’d rather colonize than fight, personally. But this was how I was allowed to get out in the universe. For better or worse, I agreed to the terms. If I could change the terms, believe me, I would. But it wasn’t up to me.


  VILLAGER #5:


  Why doesn’t the CDF let colonists sign up to fight, too?


  PERRY:


  You know, I wish they did! (laughter) My understanding of it is that very early on in the Colonial Union, the Union decided that it would be better if the colonists were allowed to focus on building the colonies while the CDF chose recruits who weren’t tied to one colony or another. I’m sure—and here you see me nodding in the direction of my former questioner here—that there are several levels of Machiavellian realpolitik I’m skating over here, and that the true reason for this is more complex than I just gave it. But on the surface this reason makes good sense to me. I’ve been touring the colonies for the last few months. From what I can see, colonizing seems like incredibly hard work, and in many colonies, especially the newer ones, there hardly seem to be enough people to do the work that’s needed. Huckleberry has been colonized for a while now—how long, Administrator?


  KULKARNI:


  We will be celebrating our fifty-eighth anniversary in another two months.


  PERRY:


  Right. Okay, Huckleberry’s been colonized for almost sixty years, which is time enough for the planetary population to fill out some, both from immigration and natural birth rates. That’s enough time for several million people to be here. But some of these new colonies have just a couple thousand people as part of the “seeding” colony; that’s the people who work to prepare things for a second wave of colonists. Those people never stop working. Three stops before I was here, I was on Orton, which is only in its first year. I got tired just watching them work. They certainly can’t afford to ship any of their people off to fight. And to be honest, I don’t see why anyone who is already a colonist would want to sign up for the CDF.


  VILLAGER #4:


  To have control of our own collective destinies, that’s why.


  PERRY:


  She’s back! (laughter) That’s not a bad reason, but I don’t know if the reality of CDF life matches that. Your vision of what it means to be in the CDF—and I mean no disrespect—is romanticized. On a day-to-day basis, you wouldn’t be fighting for your colony, other than in the most generalized sense. You’d be fighting to keep some alien creature from killing you or killing one of your squadmates. You’d be fighting not to die, and to stop other people—some you know and some you don’t—from dying. Destiny gets compressed, you know, into just that small fraction of a second you have right in front of you at any one time. And there’s nothing romantic about keeping your head down to avoid getting shot, or trying to save a friend who’s been injured, or coming face to face with a creature who is as smart and mean and as terrified of dying as you are, and who wants to make sure that if someone is left on the ground there, it’s you and not it.


  I mean, let me say it again, just to make it clear: Eight out of ten CDF members die in ten years of service. Most of those in the first couple of years. It’s one thing to say you’re willing to die to be in control of your own destiny, whether it’s personal or political. But it’s another thing to actually be dead, light-years away from everyone you ever knew, by the hand or paw or claw or whatever of some thing whose motivations for fighting you can hardly begin to understand.


  VILLAGER #5:


  And yet you chose to serve.


  PERRY:


  I did. Although when I look back on it now, if I had known then what I know now, I might have chosen to stay in Ohio and die in my own bed. I would be lying if I didn’t say that when I signed up I had my own romantic notions of what military life would be like. I guess I thought I would be, oh, I don’t know, swashbuckling around and fighting Ming the Merciless and kissing green-skinned maidens. Although, come to think of it, I have kissed green-skinned maidens. (laughter) So maybe it hasn’t been so bad. But to be more serious again, the reality of life in the CDF is far different and far more difficult than I could have imagined.


  Knowing what I know now, I would do it again, if only because I wouldn’t choose not to meet the people I have, and to have missed the opportunity to love them, even if only briefly. But I do wish I had the opportunity to have gone into this with open eyes. Maybe the CDF wouldn’t get as many recruits if they knew what they were getting into, but the ones they would get might be better prepared. And I suppose to come back around to Miss Savitri again, that would be an advantage to having colonials in the CDF. They would know what they’re getting into. Yes, sir.


  VILLAGER #6:


  You were saying earlier that this body you have is improved beyond the normal human limits.


  PERRY:


  That’s right. Improved senses, improved reflexes, improved physical agility. I even smell better. (laughter) You laugh, people, but it’s true.


  VILLAGER #6:


  I am curious, how strong are you?


  PERRY:


  I’ve never really tested it.


  VILLAGER #6:


  Could you break that table behind you? With your hands?


  PERRY:


  I probably could. But I won’t. Because that would hurt. (laughter) They’ve made me stronger, not impervious to pain.


  VILLAGER #6:


  Still, it must be nice to be that strong.


  PERRY:


  It’s useful, is what it is. I don’t notice being stronger or enhanced all that much, to tell you the truth. Most of the people I spend time with are enhanced just as much as I am, so I have no competitive advantage. I lose a lot at arm wrestling. (laughter) The other thing is that the reason we have these physical improvements is that they put us on an equal footing with the aliens we have to go up against. I remember my drill instructor telling us that these new bodies were the bare minimum we’d need to fight, which if you think about it is kind of a terrifying thought. All those alien species out there, each of them with native abilities that are better than our own. Some are faster, some are stronger, some are smarter. Some just plain have more limbs, which is really a problem in hand-to-hand combat. We’re just keeping up. The one real advantage that humans have is that on a pound-for-pound basis, we’re meaner. (laughter) Now, I said that to get a laugh, so I’m glad I got one. But when it gets right down to it, it’s also usually true. I imagine it’s kept our species alive more than once. Should I be wrapping things up now?


  KULKARNI:


  I think we have time for one last question. And if I may be so bold, I see that my Anjali has come into the room, and has a question.


  PERRY:


  So you’re the woman who made dessert.


  VILLAGER #7:


  I am.


  PERRY:


  I love you. (very loud laughter) And I want the recipe before I go. And I will be happy to answer your question.


  VILLAGER #7:


  Thank you. I came in late, but I have heard enough of what you’ve said that I can sense the depth of the violence you confront out there on other worlds. It seems to be a dangerous universe out there.


  PERRY:


  Yes.


  VILLAGER #7:


  My question is simple: Can we ever find peace in this universe?


  PERRY:


  (pause) I’ll share with you a story. About four months before the Battle of Coral, my ship, the Modesto, was part of an attack group bearing down on a colony held by the Ni-ni, who if you don’t know are a reptilian sort of race, about a yard tall, and venomous—not in their personalities, mind you, but in that they genuinely spit poison. It makes them very difficult to fight one on one.


  The colony was Ni-nin, but there had been a human colony on it a decade or so before. The seed colonists had arrived just before a huge volcanic event that killed off the summer and made the winter unimaginably brutal; the colonists that survived abandoned the planet, and no one could have blamed them. So there were no humans when the Ni-nans arrived and set up shop. But it didn’t matter. The Colonial Union had it on the ledgers as our planet, and if it was ours, then anyone else on it was a problem.


  And so there we were, the Modesto and about twenty other ships, with a total of about 20,000 CDF soldiers, which would have been more than enough to wipe out the Ni-nin colony about nine times in a row. We were in the process of suiting up for the attack when a Skip drone popped into our space and broadcast a general cancellation of the invasion. Apparently—in a shocking moment of clarity for both sides—the Ni-nins and the humans realized that they could actually share the planet. The Ni-nin colony was situated on the edge of an equatorial desert, which was blindingly hot for humans but suited the Ni-nins just fine, while the Union was planning a new seed colony in a temperate zone on an entirely different continent. So the Ni-nins and the Union decided to call off the war. It was just that simple.


  The attack group all went home except for the Modesto, which was told to make a courtesy call on the colony. So I and my platoon spent the next three days in the company of the people who earlier we were going to kill. And you know what? We had a great time. The Ni-nins are ugly as hell—they look like exploded lizards—but their body chemistry is close enough to ours that we can eat their food. And these people are great cooks. Just dynamite. We stuffed ourselves silly and held spitting contests, which they are very serious about, by the way, and generally acted like civilized sentient beings.


  And I remember sitting on a sand ridge with a couple of Ni-nans on the last day we were there, watching the sunset with the two of them, and thinking about just how easy it was not to fight every damn creature we came across. Then, of course, we packed up, headed out and found ourselves at a place called Cova Banda, trying to wipe an entirely different species who had a planet the Union decided was actually ours, but this time, no one wanted to share.


  Can there be peace? Sure there can. We made peace with the Ni-ni, and it was a simple thing to do, and now we happily share a planet. But will there be peace? Well, that’s the question, I think. Making peace is often a simple thing, but simple isn’t the same thing as easy. I knew someone who said he believed the Union sometimes thought it was just easier to make war than to bother with peace. I didn’t much like this person, but from time to time I see some truth in what he said.


  And it’s not just the Union—it’s all the races all over this part of the universe, all of them deciding to do the easy thing rather than the simple but difficult thing. Maybe what it will take is a great meeting of all the species, where they decide to share worlds instead of fighting each other for them. But God knows it’s hard enough even trying to get humans to agree on something. Getting all the species together would take a miracle, and about twenty years.


  Still, we can hope. We can certainly hope. And that’s what I’d ask you to do: Hope for peace. Because I know that I would love to be able to lay down my weapon and get to being a colonist. Just like you are. Just like I want to be.


  Thank you, thanks for your attention, and good night.


  (applause)


  ——END TRANSCRIPT——
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  Preface Note to ISC/IRI-003-4530/6(c),


  “The Sagan Diary”


  Col. Blauser:


  As per your instruction in your memorandum of 341.10.07, we have begun processing the BrainPal memory stacks of Colonial Special Forces members who have left that service, whether by death or (rather more rarely) by discharge from service. In both cases BrainPal retrieval was initially via method previously established in our CDF BrainPal retrieval protocol, but per the new directive of 341.10.09 we abandoned physical retrieval of CSF BrainPals and instead began processing BrainPal memory transcriptions as provided by the Special Forces’ own IRI office.


  Let me reiterate again here in this memorandum what I have expressed to you verbally, which is that processing CSF-provided transcriptions is a massively unsatisfactory solution. The first seven CSF memory stacks we processed were rich in information that we then placed into our analysis matrix, and which were beginning to yield intriguing results before we were ordered to remove the data from the matrix and delete all analyses featuring the data. Data from the CSF-provided transcriptions have been notably inferior, and while our own forensic scans can show no overt signs that the CSF is tampering with the data, it is my professional opinion that the transcription data have been redacted in some way. I have requested funds and clearance for a more thorough forensic scanning. That request has been in your queue for several days now; I would greatly appreciate a response to it in one way or another.


  To give you a sample of the sort of “data” that we are limited to processing at the moment, I am submitting this file, which we have informally been calling “The Sagan Diary.” It is a transcription of a series of personal files from the BrainPal of former CSF Lieutenant Jane Sagan, who was discharged from service last week and (somewhat unusually) chose to settle on the established colony world of Huckleberry rather than on Monroe, the colony world set aside for retired Special Forces.


  These diary pieces are taken from the last several days before Sagan transferred her consciousness from her Special Forces body to a standard human-template body. I don’t need to tell you that for IRI purposes, late-term BrainPal files are typically a gold mine of data, as service members reminisce on their time in service, in doing so refreshing critical data for analysis. Lt. Sagan in particular should be a potentially rich trove of data, as she was present at or participated in several key battles/engagements in the last few years, notably the 2nd Battle of Coral and the Anarkiq offensive; she being Special Forces, she undoubtedly participated in actions which are classified but which, (I would remind those in the Special Forces) we here at IRI are rated to know and view.


  Instead, what we have to work with are data-poor bits in which Lt. Sagan thinks about what appears to be a romantic partner of some sort (Cursory investigation suggests a CDF Major, John Perry, who also mustered out of service on the same day and who was on the same shuttle to Huckleberry as Lt. Sagan, accompanied by an unrelated minor, Zoë Boutin. A number of data files for Perry and Boutin are marked classified, which is why I note the investigation was “cursory.”). The diary files are of some anthropological interest, to be sure. It’s nice to know Lt. Sagan is in love; Major Perry seems like a lucky fellow. However, for our purposes these files are near useless. The only data of analytical note are Sagan’s notation of The Third Battle of Provence and the Special Forces retrieval of the Baton Rouge’s ill-fated Company D, about which of course we have a wealth of information, thanks to all the BrainPals that encounter sent our way, and a discussion of her relationship with prisoner of war named Cainen Suen Su, whose stay with and work for the CDF is classified but otherwise well-documented. Beyond this, the data are thin on the ground.


  If I may be frank, Colonel, if the Special Forces are not going to allow us unimpeded access to the BrainPals of its fallen and retired soldiers, then I must question the utility of our processing the data from those BrainPals at all. We process thousands of BrainPals in a month, from regular CDF, and we barely have the staff to keep up with that; spinning our wheels processing bogus data from the Special Forces takes up time and processing power we don’t have from data which can be of actual use to us. Either we’re all working together here or we’re not.


  Colonel, please read these “diaries” carefully; I’m sure you will come to the same conclusion we have down here in the processing labs. These diaries may be a window into Lt. Sagan’s soul, but what we really need is a window into Lt. Sagan’s history. I hope the rest of her life turns out the way she wants. Here in the labs, we need more data.


  Sincerely,


  Lt. Gretchen Schafer, Chief Analyst


  (SubSpec: Psych), CDF/IRI


  1 WORDS


  Words fail me.


  There is a disconnect between my mind and my words, between what I think and what I say; not a disconnect in intent but in execution, between the flower of thought and the fruit of the mouth, between the initiation and the completion. I say what I mean but I do not say all that I mean.


  I am not speaking to you now. These words do not pass my lips or pass out of my mind. I say them only to myself, forming them perfect and whole and interior, and leaving them on the shelf and closing the door behind me. Others may find these words in time but for now they face only toward me, whispering back my image with full description, golems who write the words of life on my forehead.


  These words are my life. Representation of time and counterfeit of emotion, record of loss and celebration of gain. They are not my whole life; words fail me here as they fail anyone, entire worlds slipping through the spaces between words and letters as a life among stars is compressed into this small space. A short life to be sure; and yet long enough to be lost in translation.


  But it is enough. Give us a few lines arranged just so and we see a face and more than a face. We see the life behind it; the terrors and ambivalence, the desire and aspiration—intention in a pattern, a person in a coincident assemblage of curves. This is that: A few lines to follow that in themselves mean little but build on themselves; a crystal lattice using absence to suggest presence, the implication of more pregnant in the gaps.


  I wish I could show these words to you, you who know me only from outward expression. I wish I could fold these words, package them and present them with a flourish, a rare gift I made of myself to you. But these words do not bend—or rather they will not—or perhaps it is that I cannot find the strength to push them through the doors of my mouth and my mind. They are stubborn words and I fear what would happen if I let them go. They stay inside where you cannot come; they are meant for you, but not sent to you. Words fail me and I return the failure.


  But these words exist. These words record, these words stand witness; these words speak, if only to an audience of one. These words are real and they are me, or who I believe I have been; incomplete but truthful, through a mirror darkly but reflecting all the same. I have no doubt that one day you will find these words and that you will find me inside them: a seed to plant in your mind, to become a vine to filigree your memory of who I was and who I was to you. Words fail me but I will use them anyway. And in their failure and despite their failure I will live again and you will love me again, as you love me now.


  ♦♦♦


  You do not remember your birth but I remember mine. I remember the sudden shock of consciousness, awareness flinging itself at me and demanding to be embraced, and me not knowing enough to do anything other than embrace it back. I sometimes wonder if I had a choice, or if I could have known then what I know now, if I would have received its embrace or would have punched it in the throat, and sent it staggering away to pester someone else, to leave me alone in a newborn senescence from which I would not awake. But in this we are all alike, those who remember our birth and those who do not: None of us asked to be born.


  I awoke in perfect awareness and to a voice in my head which spoke “You are Jane Sagan,” and with those words the electric pricking of context, describing the relationship of “you,” and of “are” and of “Jane” and of “Sagan”—putting together the words like pieces of spontaneously generated puzzle, and then clicking them into place so the puzzle made sense, even if we later discovered how much we really hated puzzles.


  But the words were a lie. I wasn’t Jane Sagan at all; I was a changeling, a creature stolen to take the place of someone else. Someone I did not know nor would ever know, someone whose entire life had been set aside for the mere utility of her genes, everything she ever was reduced to a long chemical strand—adenine, thymine, cytosine and guanine—the abrupt tattoo of these four notes replacing a symphony of experience. She was dead but she would not be allowed to rest, because I was needed here.


  I wonder if she was in this body before me, if before my consciousness was dropped in this head she waited sleeping, dreaming of her life before and dreaming of her life to come. I wonder if she’s dreaming still, housed in the interstices and the places in my mind I do not go. If she is here I wonder if she resents me for taking her place, or whether she is glad of the company, and enjoys the world through my eyes. I cannot tell.


  But I dream of her. I dream she and I stand at her grave, standing apart with the headstone between us, close enough to touch although we never do. And she says “Talk to me” and I do, trying to explain a warrior’s life to a woman who never fought, ashamed that I have nothing to share with her but death, which she already knows more about than I.


  But she smiles and I know that she doesn’t begrudge me that. I ask her to tell me about her and she does and speaks of home and children and of a life of connection, things I have not possessed in my own life but which she is happy to share. I wake up and her words dissipate, specifics evaporating and leaving behind a memory of comfort.


  I dreamt of her before we met but I will not tell you that.


  ♦♦♦


  The name “Jane Sagan.” The name itself mere words: The first name bland and common, the second name for a scientist who hoped for a better universe than the one we live in. I wonder if he were alive what he would think of the woman who used it now, and the cosmos in which she finds herself; whether he could embrace one or both, see beauty in either, or only entropy and slight regard; a rebuke on his lips for this demon-haunted world.


  If he demanded his name back it would not matter. The name was random first and last, provided from a list designed to make sure only one Special Forces soldier owned a name at a time. There would not be another Jane Sagan until I bled my life away in battle, the name floating up off my corpse like the spirit of a Buddhist, to be reincarnated on the Wheel of Suffering: returning but learning nothing, repeating the same lessons again and once more, its owners torn from life on different worlds but performing the same actions.


  My name is random but I earned it in time. I became Jane Sagan not through the whim of convention but through breathing and moving and fighting and discovering love—each of these coring through the undifferentiated mass of my existence, paring away that which was not me, shedding what was not essential and sometimes what was, demanding I retrieve what I lost or accept its loss; the diminution of a self only recently defined and still defining itself.


  I lost some of what I should have been and could have been for you. The parts of me that I lent others who then left me unwillingly or willingly, as they earned the names they had, even as those names lifted up from them, their purpose spent—those which they signified already fading against the violence of bone and metal.


  They took part of me with them. I kept part of them with me, to become me in the fullness of time, some of who I could have been replaced by all that was left of them. If you looked you could have seen them in me: discrete objects breaking down, atoms that would not willingly cohere to the molecule, a colloidal suspension of memory and more than memory; part of me and held within me, bound by names they no longer claimed but becoming me, to be called by my name, “Jane Sagan.”


  In the end I am who I am. I am what I have made myself and what has been made of me. Part of who I am is who you are too; I have given you me as well. I would take your name and hold it in me, and whisper my name in your ear.


  2 Killing


  I am not Death. I am killing; I am the verb, I am the action, I am the performance. I am the movement that cuts the spine; I am the mass which pulps the brain. I am the headsnap ejecting consciousness into the air.


  I am not Death but she follows close behind, the noun, the pronouncement, the dénouement and the end. She looks for where I have gone next, and where she is needed, and sometimes where she is wanted; desired as the worlds for those whom I have visited narrow down to a point too heavy to be long borne.


  I have wondered whether death collapses the point into nothingness or expands it into eternity, but I do not wonder long. Death follows me but I do not look back to her and I do not dwell on what she does. I am killing, I am the action, and I have a job to do.


  I am connected to those I kill: a T-shaped joint where their lives intersect mine, the line of their lives terminating in the contact while mine continues on to the next orthogonal encounter, toward the promise and threat of becoming the terminating arm—of the moment when death no longer follows but stands pitilessly before me, expanding or contracting everything I ever was or will be for her own unknowable aims.


  I am connected to those I kill and I long to know them. I long to look down their line to see what has led them to me; whether they chose this moment or had it chosen. If they had chosen it, whether it was love or honor or duty or something else that set their line toward mine; if they had it chosen why they chose to accept it, and whether they would have accepted the choice if they knew I was waiting for them, preparing their final moment, every possible future imploding toward the point of my knife, the grain of my bullet, the grip of my hand.


  I am connected to those I kill and would look past them, down the line of their lives to the originating point, to the other T-joint where their lives intersect with another: to the creature who bore them—to the woman, the female, the she; the verb and action and performance to complement my own, she who is not birth but whose acts allowed it, as I am not death but whose acts permit it.


  When she first held this child who would become what I would kill, did she look for me as I look for her? Did she see me across the line of a life yet unlived? I want to know how I would appear to her: the anti-mother to kill whom she had created, or perhaps a crossbeam with her, to support the entirety of a life, without whom that life would be useless.


  I do not flatter myself to suggest she would approve of what I represent, of what I would do, will do, have done, to the life she created and cherished. But I wonder if she would understand I am connected to her, through the one she bore. I stand facing her, staring across the chasm of time forded by this life between us.


  ♦♦♦


  The first thing I killed was unspeakable. Its species had a name for itself spoken like a hammer thumping onto meat; we could not have spoken it if we had tried.


  We did not try. We called them for their language, for the percussive explosions which passed for their speech and filled the air when we fought them, like the beating of heavy skins. They were talking drums with weapons.


  They were Thumpers and they were our enemy, our nemesis for the crime of landing on a world we said we owned and begging to differ with us on the matter. We sent emissaries to negotiate with them: 16th Brigade, Company D on the ship Baton Rouge. The negotiations did not go well. The Baton Rouge was made to fall into the atmosphere in a sparkling show, as metal and men tore into the sky and the sky tore back, shearing them down in layers that grew into conical sections of ash expanding behind their shrinking mass, ignored by the members of Company D on the skin of the world, who could not look up from their battle to see their friends’ farewell.


  We felt Company D deserved its fate, the negotiations a lie and stupidly done at that; ham-handed arrogance that had gotten them stuck, and pleading for our help. We called them the “The Idiots”; we would have left them to die—an object lesson in

  incompetence—but we were not allowed a vote. We found ourselves on a world we should not have been on, to retrieve those who should not have needed retrieval, to kill those whose lives we should have not been made to take.


  We would not complain about it. This was what we were bred to do. But it did not change the fact; my first mission was fighting someone else’s battle, making it my own by necessity. There was not much of Company D to retrieve; just enough for someone above us to declare victory despite the dead we left behind.


  I will not detail the battle. I am here and that is enough.


  The first thing I killed danced when I killed it, the force of the bullet spreading across its surface even as the slug traveled through its mass. It danced and spun and twisted and fell, shedding blood in a spiraling helix, angular momentum and gravity bartering for its movement and gravity getting the better end of the deal. It fell and lay sodden and I moved on to the next, already the verb and the action, already movement and purpose. My body moved.


  My mind stayed, and in quiet moments in the days that followed returned to the dance, to the spin and slide and the sound of mortality the thing thumped out as it fell. I returned to that sound and imagined what it said: a shout of pain, a brief tattoo of regrets, the name of a lover or a brother or perhaps a mother; a final call backward, a farewell to the one who had given it life or those who filled the life with joy, not to be seen again in the time that remained.


  I have the moment recorded. If I chose I could open that moment again, find a translation and know for certain. I choose not to know. I had killed this thing. It deserved to have its final words fly past me, to find those for whom they were meant.


  ♦♦♦


  I think on what I owe those I kill. Clearly I do not owe them their lives, nor do I owe them individual memory; I have killed far too many to mark each with remembrance. My time with nearly all is too short to note much other than that they are dead and I am alive, even if it was a near thing on both counts.


  I do not owe them guilt or regret. I have done what I have done. I know what I have done well and what I have done poorly, and for whatever I might be judged, I know no one knows better than I for what things I should be called into account. I know my own measure and will not burden those whom I have killed. If they have souls let them go to where they are bound, without my pleas of forgiveness to chain them to me, and to this world.


  What I owe those I kill is understanding. I owe them the courtesy of recognition; acknowledgement that they were something other than just another thing I had to kill on the way to other things I had to kill. I cannot know every creature I have killed; I cannot spare the memory for each of them entire. But I will not pretend they were not my equal. Their lives were their own, and in their way they loved and feared and wondered and hoped. They did not expect me to be the end of all of that.


  I will not pretend that all there was to them was the flesh I wounded, the bones I shattered, the blood I made to spill. I will not pretend that it does not matter to them that their lives are at an end. I grieve the loss of those I love and I will not pretend that those I kill are not missed, were not loved, are not grieved.


  Some would not choose to do this and I do not fault them. Each of us does what we can to accept ourselves and what we do. But to see those I kill as less than myself lessens myself. I do not have enough of myself to lose that way.


  After my first mission I learned of the Thumpers: their culture and ways and world. I learned of their gods and demons, their myths and fables and stories, learned of their art and song and the dances they danced without a bullet to guide them. I became an expert on the creatures I had killed, and when I did the one I made to dance and die took its leave of me.


  I learned of the next people I would kill before I killed them, as I have done every time since. It became my job, along with killing, to learn what I could about those we fought and killed, the better to fight them, and the better to kill them—my need to know and understand and recognize those whose lives I end turned to practical use.


  It is good to be useful for more than just killing. It is better to know that in my way I honor those I kill, as I would hope they would honor me.


  3 Speaking


  Let me speak your name. Let me feel the movement of my tongue within my mouth, of lips stretched and jaw pushed slightly forward, of the breath from my lungs shaped and formed into noise and phonemes and syllables and words; into proper nouns signifying you. Two names with marvelous utility: to recall you from memory, to bid for your attention, to speak your identity into the air and in doing so affirm you in your tangible skin, with vibration and waves and exhalation, with the intimacy of sound spoken aloud; with the pleasure that comes from the physical act of declaring you.


  Let me speak your name and in speaking let me sing, a secret melody whose notes rise like birds and fall into your ears, to turn you toward me, with a smile that anticipates your own hidden song that choruses with my name. Let me speak your name so I may hear my name spoken to me from you.


  You cannot imagine the sensuousness of speech, you who have spoken all your life, you who have mouthed words like bread, a staff of life common on your tongue. You cannot appreciate the luxury speech represents to those of us who have no time for it, we who speed our words, transmitting mind to mind without mediation, not even the briefest pause between mind and mouth to temper what we say or to soften sharp edges.


  To speak without words is to speak fast and cheap, to not have to choose words either wisely or poorly but to send them all without discrimination—all content and no style, function over form, everything being what is said and nothing being how it is said. I talk to those I know, one mind to another, efficient and sure. We say what we need to say and then move on. Words do not mean to us what they mean to you and yours. We have other ways to share our emotions and our care and regard. Words do not carry that freight for us; they are light and fast and hollow. Sparrows with fragile bones.


  Your words are not like this. Your words are filled, their hollows crammed with meaning, things unsaid nested within, jammed with implication. It is a wonder they do not drop to the floor the moment they leave your mouth. I marvel at what you say and even more how you say it, how your words shift their shape and contain their intent until they are inside me and unpack their contents, to leave me in awe of their economy. So much said with so little.


  I cannot do this myself. We speak the same language but build our words differently. Mine are simple and deliberate, yours effortlessly complex. You are not aware of the miracles you make of your words. I cannot do this myself; I do not even try, save when I am speaking your name. With those few words I am your equal, filling the words with complexity and light. Stained glass shining from the inside.


  You are so used to what you do with your words that you do not notice the effort I put into mine. I don’t mind. Take for granted that your name flows from my lips. It is a gift to me that you expect it there. Let me speak your name and fulfill your expectation.


  ♦♦♦


  I was not always in love with the spoken word. Those of you born to speech do not know how you tax the patience of those of us born to thought—how our first thought in hearing one of you speak is to wonder at the extent of your damage, to be curious at what sort of trauma could result in such an obvious and slow moving thing such as stands before us. We listen with politeness and internal pity: You cannot be faulted for the deficiencies to which you are born, and we would not choose to point out that they exist.


  We listen and wait for our turn to speak, and then speak as slowly as you have been afflicted to do so. We try to get done with it as quickly as possible, because we know how much your sort wish to speak again, straining to pass along information along with asides and anecdotes and digressions and irrelevancies, leaving us to filter what you mean from what you say (We are no less verbose but at least we are quicker, when we talk among ourselves through our thoughts). And when you are done, again we speak, briefly and with economy and to the point, speaking what need be said and ignoring that which does not. For our courtesy we are labeled arrogant and curt. It annoys us.


  In time I came to appreciate the spoken word, with its implications and intimations and allusions, with its potential of saying more than mere words, its palette of meaning richer and wider than I first grasped. And with that appreciation came exasperation at those gifted with speaking, who could say so much with what they said and how they said it, and chose to say nothing of consequence; who opened their mouth and allowed banality to fall out and thud to the ground; who were unaware that they could do with their words with the barest minimum of effort what I with all my desire could accomplish only haltingly, if at all. It was like being starved and watching those at a feast ignore the best dishes to fill up on bread.


  If I could have I would have pushed their faces into their words, to make them see the parody they made of them. But they would have only have been confused and I would only have been more exasperated. There is a saying along the lines of not trying to teach a pig to sing because it wastes your time and annoys the pig. I want you to know how many times I have stood in pig-filled rooms, and longed to annoy.


  I did not. I sat and listened to them talk instead, and was amazed to discover more in their words: subtext and overtones, emotional resonances that even those speaking did not know were there, the rhythm and pattern and tone of their speech opening them wide to be read. Books whose messages are not in the text but the footnotes. A library of the human experience.


  It took time to translate the language, and I do not imagine I have mastered it. It will never be my native tongue. But I hear it well enough that in hearing it I see those who speak it anew, and once again I have pity for those who speak aloud. Not because they speak so slowly but because so many of them are deaf to all that they say. If they could hear what I hear they would be amazed.


  ♦♦♦


  My native tongue is not a tongue but the flash of neurons decoded and transmitted by machine instead of muscle. But it is my tongue nonetheless: my tongue, my map, my window, my apprehension of the world to myself. I am leaving it behind to be with you. I am an immigrant whose first language will not be simply unused but amputated, the parts of me I used to speak it left behind, no part of who I will be to speak it, even in the silence of my mind.


  You do not know how this worries me. It is not that I am to be made to speak aloud a language I love and long to hear but which I speak imperfectly. In time I will speak it well enough. I worry that who I am is in how I know to speak; that I am shaped by my words and how I say them, and that in my deprivation, that which is me will diminish and become something other than what I am and what I am to you.


  I am doing something new. I am holding myself in my mind—who I have been and who I am—wordless and silent; no description to resolve into a lexicon spoken or sent, a view of myself immune to travel or translation or amputation. When I move to your world my thoughts will be filled with myself; the measure of my character and deficiencies and desires held mute and in being mute held whole, so that when I am sent to you, I will be who I have been and who I am, so I can be who I will become with you.


  I know you would not begrudge me this, that you would want me to think on myself if by doing so I believed that it would keep me myself. But you should know that as I hold myself in my thoughts, to will myself into being myself once more, the version of me I hold to myself holds you in her thoughts. She holds you wordlessly: who you have been and who you are, and who you will become with her. She holds you in her without words or speech and longs to speak your name.


  4 Friendship


  I rose early the day I killed my friend. I knew that when I killed him I would have to be ready, could not hesitate or be moved by his suffering, but be ready to strike swift and sure, and for that I needed to prepare myself. I needed not to harden myself but to be strong enough to hold myself open, to measure his pain not with detachment but with empathy, to strike him at the precise moment when the balance between his will and his suffering tumbled irretrievably against him; to allow him his struggle but not to struggle needlessly. I was to honor his final moments by judging when they would be, to do what he would not be able to do, and to give him the honor he was due from me and for himself. I rose early and spent the day in silence, and when I was ready and when the time had come, I took my knife and I went to him.


  He did not answer his door; it was too late for that. His disease was untreated and untrammeled, sending the impulses of his nerves to bleed into his flesh, to twitch the muscle and fritter away any semblance of control. A friend let me enter and drew me to the rough mat on the floor, on which our friend sat and shook. I knelt in front of my friend and greeted him; drew my knife for him to see and placed it between us, not as a threat but as a promise, fulfillment of his request and my requirement to end his life.


  He turned his head toward the knife and reached out a palsied hand to touch it, jostling it slightly as he did so. Told me it would serve, then reached the same hand to me, bidding me to take it. I found that I could not, the hand holding itself up for long seconds before retreating to its owner.


  You blame yourself for this still, said my friend. You blame yourself for this disease you gave me, the one that will kill me today. It sits between us like an unwelcome guest.


  I will not ask you to absolve yourself of this guilt. You have willingly picked it up and placed it on your shoulders. Only you will be able to set it down again. But know that I do not ask you to carry it for me. I would not have you think you are unworthy to touch my hand, you who are the only one I can trust and who I will trust in this final hour.


  You afflicted me with this disease, took me far from my home and far from the people I love, and brought me to this moment. But you have also called me friend, understood me, and have given me honor and do me great honor now.


  You have been long forgiven by me, and all that I would have between us now is companionship and love. You are my last and best friend. Remember that when your burden of guilt weighs you down.


  ♦♦♦


  And with those words my friend fell silent, curled himself small and began his wait, holding himself to himself as his body betrayed itself, scattering the messages between body and mind, pushing arms and legs, contorting his silent contemplation into a jester’s pantomime, making a mockery of his dignity—but not so much a mockery that his dignity did not hold.


  It was hard to watch him leak and spasm and grunt. But I would not turn away. I watched every moment, silent and observant, owing him witness for the affliction I gave him and the release I would yet give him, until the moment when I became aware with every sense that my friend had arrived at his moment of release. I did not hesitate. I picked up my knife and prepared to find his heart.


  There is a moment of surface tension when a knife blade presents its demand and the flesh honors it. An instant of pressure before the puncture, the rip before the slide, a small eternity easy to miss but impossible to ignore if you’ve felt it before. I lived in that moment a great while for the small sliver of time it was there.


  And then I moved on, angled my blade in and up, felt its tip pierce its target and slide through the other side, and continued on until the flat of the hilt rested cold on his chest. I moved in close and embraced him, the better to provide leverage to twist the blade, and make the argument to his heart that its work was forever done. The heart did not argue and for that I was grateful.


  My friend gripped me as I gripped him, exhaling at the crystal clarity of the knife, cutting through his diffuse and random pain to rally every thought in his body, every final message that coursed along his nerves, toward the goal of reaching his hand to me a second and final time.


  I took it and held it, and wet it with my tears as I bent to kiss it, an action which surprised me and released me, and let me lay my burden down. I’m sure my friend saw it in his failing last moment of life; his last gift to me and my last gift to him, so that all that was between us in the end was companionship and love. He died in my arms and holding my hand, and after a minute I set him down on his rough mat, stepped back to where his other friend stood waiting, and gave our friend’s soul space to depart.


  ♦♦♦


  I did not say goodbye to my friend then, but some time later, as I held his body in my hands, floating in the cold and dark above the brilliant green world of his birth. A place I had come to fulfill a promise: to see him home, to return him to a place from which my actions had kept him while he was still alive. It was not easy to get there and it would not be easy to return, but I had risked my own death for reasons far more trivial. I would not shame my friend or myself by denying him his return home, because it would be inconvenient for me to take him there.


  And so I floated above this great green world, body in hand, holding it longer than I should have, whispering words to it that would not carry in the vacuum but which I said nonetheless, before letting it go and releasing it to spiral into the gravity well of my friend’s childhood world. My friend and I paced each other a while, sharing the same orbit, until I turned to make my way back to my own world. I did not turn back to see my friend fall away from me. I had said my goodbyes and was content to let him find his own way home.


  I wonder if as he fell those he had loved felt him return home and felt his absence filled, as he shot across the sky and spread himself in it. I like to think they did, not because I am the one who took him from them, but because I loved him too, and in loving him felt his love for them. I hope they looked to the sky, saw him move through it, and were glad to have him home.


  5 Age


  When you were born all you could do was cry. When I was born I woke to a whisper, giving me a name and telling me to come away from my cradle. I walked, one foot and then another, understanding fully without understanding how I understood. I turned to see my birthmates, all walking and all sending out their own names, and receiving names in turn. We were born and we were aware and we would soon be made to fight.


  Our childhoods did not exist, except perhaps in the moment between being given our names and setting our feet on the ground. Once that step was taken we had a purpose, a call to action. We answered it unthinkingly, unaware of our options or that there were options—that concept left packed up for the time being because that was what was required in the moment—no more mind than it took to walk, one foot and then another, into the rest of our lives.


  When you were two you had learned to speak and walk. When I was two I was made an officer—a lieutenant—to replace the one whose body had been bisected in front of me, dorsal and ventral peeling away from each other and falling sideways, the last thought he sent one of surprise at feeling a cool breeze between his front and back. And I, stumbling back with wounds of my own, holding my arm across my abdomen to keep my insides in, at an age when you were pulling the heads off your sister’s dolls.


  When you were four you learned to read and tie your shoes. When I was four I attempted to negotiate a surrender, to keep my soldiers from having to risk their lives by having to take a settlement one hut at a time. There was no surrender and we went through the settlement, killing as we went and dying too, needless deaths all around, needless save to honor the death wish of the settlement leader, who preferred annihilation to life. I made sure I found him, denied him the martyrdom he imagined for himself, made him bury his dead, and gave him a cell to live a life which I hoped would be long enough to sprout regret.


  When you were six you sat in school and learned to add two and three. When I was six I found you, or what remained of you—so much of you strewed behind you, along with the wreckage of your ship and your crew, and what was left of you alive only through luck and will and technology. You should have been dead when we met, and you should have died after we met, in the long minutes between finding you and saving you.


  I remember touching your face and lying to you that you were all right now, seeing you weep and wondering if it might not be more merciful to let you die. But I had my orders to bring you back, so I did, knowing what it would mean for your life but not knowing what it would mean for mine. I was six when I met the person I would love, and became the person you would love again: the person I was made from, whom you met, or so you told me, when you were six.


  ♦♦♦


  Please understand me. I do not mean to belittle you when I note that I was leading soldiers at an age when you could barely control your bladder, or that I stood dazzled by three moons rising over a phosphorescent sea, lacking the poetry to match in my head the song in my eyes, at an age where you enjoyed the taste of paste and boogers and small coins.


  You no more chose how to be born than I did, and your life is no more or less complete because you required two decades to become an adult, and several decades after that to become a soldier, both of which I was from the moment I opened my eyes. I do not mean to demean you when I admit I find some amusement at the idea of you as a child, of you reaching no higher than my waist, of you big-eyed, and your big head wobbly on your neck, looking at the world with curiosity if not comprehension, needing to wait years to know enough to know how little you know.


  I note these differences because they stand between us. When you speak of growing up and growing old, you speak to someone who did not do the first, and can choose not to fear the second. Every day of my life from first to this, in a body that defies both growth and decay, even if one day it cannot defy death. It is not eternal but it doesn’t change, and if I chose I could stay in it for as long as I could manage. Timeless in my way, unyielding to both creation and destruction, and because of this separate from the human stream of age—the arc that bends from development to deconstruction, that gives definition to your days, provides sense of story and an assurance of all things in their season, and all of it coming to an end as natural and complete as its beginning.


  I hear you speak of your childhood as the blind hear someone speak of the color of a flower or of a beloved’s eyes; understanding that the color exists, understanding the emotion color can arouse, but lacking the experience that brings understanding into empathy, understanding a thing without feeling it deep in the brain, where the joy of it will shudder out, down the nerves to one’s very fingertips.


  Childhood is a country undiscoverable to me, something so far removed from me that I cannot even say that it was denied, because it was never something that I was meant to have. Nor is it something I desire, whose absence I resent. I am who I am and that is enough. It is simply that childhood is an experience we do not share, another place where our lives refuse to link, a commonality we do not have. When I think of you as a child it amuses me, and it makes me sad that you do not get to think of me the same way.


  ♦♦♦


  I am nine years old. In those nine years I have seen things that others could spend lifetimes and never once see. I have traveled farther than entire millennia of explorers, their journeys laid end to end and back again. I have been on more worlds than we knew could possibly exist for all but the smallest slice of time our species stared up at the stars. I have measured a life not in teaspoons or tablespoons or ladles or jugs but in inexhaustible gouts of experience, pushing me forward into wonder and terror and being.


  I am nine years old and I have lived in every moment of that life. No time wasted in idleness and futility, in routine and repetition, in grinding gears or marking time. You can’t tell me I have lived less than those who have merely lived longer.


  It does not matter: All these experiences and all this experience make no difference in how I am seen—how all of us are seen, those of us whose lives who begin in medias res. I am nine years old and must be what they remember nine-year-olds to be, seen, at best, as an idiot savant, a useful moron, a little girl in a big girl’s body.


  Those who don’t belittle me fear me, me and mine; grown too fast, made too smart, too far out of their own experience to understand, assumed to be without morals because they would not have been moral at the same age. We are sent to do the things they judge necessary and yet fear to do—fine for us to be given tasks that might cost us our souls when we’re assumed not to have souls at all. We learn quickly not to hold this fear and stupidity against most of the human race, because the alternative is to let you all die.


  When I first decided to love you I needed to know how you would see me. Whether you like so many others would see a child in an oversized body, or someone who was your equal in everything but time. I waited for the moment of condescension, for the casual dismissal, for the instance when you would ask what I could possibly know, given how little time I could have known it in.


  I am waiting still, but I no longer expect its arrival. You are not blind to my age or our differences; you know better than anyone how brief my existence has been, because my life could have only begun after her life ended. Perhaps you see me as a continuation of a life interrupted, or perhaps you simply don’t care and see me as your equal because there is no reason not to. I have time to find out as our lives continue, and we mark time not by what has come before, but by what we have together.


  6 Sex


  I must apologize to you. I am sitting with you and you are talking to me, telling me about the world to which we are going, where you and I will start our lives together. I’m sure what you’re saying is important—critical things I need to know, about a place I have never been but where I will spend the rest of my days. I am sure you are telling me things I need to hear, but I must confess I’m not hearing a single word.


  Instead I am intent on your face, and the movement of your lips, and the memory of how those lips feel when they are on me. While you speak I am thinking of the last time we kissed, and the subtle friction that took place because we were so slightly out of sync, the rush of blood flooding our lips to make them softer, and make us more aware of just how many nerve endings each of us were pressing against the other.


  Your words arrive at ears that are not deaf but disinterested, because although what you say is something I need to know, I know I can make you repeat it some other time. You will oblige me that way. And so I watch your lips purse and thin and tighten and repeat, knowing that the same motions can be used for other ends, and enjoying the memory of those ends achieved.


  I apologize now because I am staring at your hands, which you use as punctuation—another layer of language to illustrate the point you think I am hearing, but which in reality is flying past my head and falling into piles against the wall behind me. I realize that this is not like me, that you prize my seriousness and my ability to focus. You should know I am serious and I am focused, just not on what you’d prefer me to be. It is your hands that have my attention now, their short and choppy movements at the moment belying their startling fluidity as they move over me, and their strength when they lock with mine and press them down as you press your body into me.


  There is an argument to be made as to which of us is stronger, but in the moment is not the time for that. Your strength is a sign of your intent and your request that I honor that intent. I’ve made the same request, and in the same way. I remember that you’ve honored it as well, hands locked and pressed and then released, to move with intent, another layer of language, to illustrate a point I want to hear.


  I apologize yet again. This is a total loss. I am so far downstream from whatever it is that you’ve said that it would be impossible to catch up, and besides I am focused on other topics, about which I intend to make you presently aware. I am sorry that I have been entirely lost in your lips and hands and the memories of each on me. But you should know that I am going to make it up to you, and let you put them to what I feel is better use than the service to which they are put now. I think you will agree that all things considered, the purpose I have for them is a better one for all involved.


  Even so I apologize for the inattention. I also apologize for surprising you just now, by knocking aside the table inconveniently set between us. And now I must apologize for upsetting your chair with you still in it, and for knocking your head on the floor. I will do what I can to make you forget your pain.


  ♦♦♦


  Sex with you is unlike any other sex I’ve had. I do not say this like one of the restless virgins of literature, swept up in swooning tides of bliss. I am not the swooning type. And while you are good, you are not that good; your mere touch is not enough to transport me to fantastical realms of ecstasy, or whatever ridiculous phrase one would use to express such an idea.


  Sex is not a holy or sacred thing or a physical machine to express a separate emotion. I fuck to enjoy myself and to celebrate the fact I am alive. I understand the idea of making love, but it seems a bad way to go about it. I don’t fuck to show my love. I love to show my love and let the fucking be its own thing. I love you and I love fucking you and I have no need to complicate either with the other. They are both true statements and they are both good. I am content to have them remain that way.


  My sex before you was with my own, with those born as I was, who communicate as I do, equally adept at transmitting sensation and emotion whole and unrefined, over the same line as we send words. With us sex is not a matter simply of bodies, and of a pantomime approximation of knowing if what you are doing is working for those you are with. You feel what they feel and they feel what you feel, a positive feedback loop to take every thrust and pull and lick and touch, and magnify it until your nerves ring with your exhaustion, and the exhaustion of your partners.


  It is needless to say what fun it can be. But it’s also worth noting what it lacks. Being inside someone’s head heightens the performance, and it makes you aware it is a performance: moves choreographed to increase pleasure, focused on the mechanics of sex but lacking in connection, ironic when you consider that your lover is inside your head as much as inside your body.


  The first time we were together, I sent toward you to bind our thoughts and realized that your mind was shut to me; that not once had your mind been as open as your body. That you had lacked that dimension in your sex and always had. I pitied you. And then you put your mouth on me, and your hands, and I had nothing to do but focus on how you moved on me, and against me, and inside me.


  And I realized that you lacked nothing; that in place of feeling your thoughts reflected in mine, I felt your desire and your inescapable need to be inside of me, not only with your body and not with your mind, but with every particle of your soul. I laughed and came at the same time, and wept as I tried to devour you, to own you and be every part of you as much as I was myself.


  It was something I had never done before and will not do with anyone else. You opened me to desire, and I desire not to desire anyone but you.


  ♦♦♦


  I regret to say that we have made a mess of the room, but I do not regret to say that you are inside of me. We will reconstruct the room later, but for now I want to focus on what we are doing, which makes me wonder why I am bothering to narrate this in my own head, observing me observing you inside of me.


  Now I remember. I’m observing this because I want you to know how I know the nature of desire, that I have learned it from you, and that I question whether desire is truly what I feel. I have taken the time to read on the nature of desire and have learned the physiology of it—the rush of chemicals through the brain, tunneling pathways and new connections. But among this physiology, the psychology, the warning that desire does not stay, that novelty wanes and desire wanders, looking for someone new to attach to, or simply wanders off leaving behind something else that may be as satisfying in its way, but is not desire.


  If this is true then I am not now feeling desire. What I feel for you has not wandered or waned or lessened, but has grown since the first time you pressed your mouth to mine and served your notice that you had desires of your own. I look at you now even as you are between me, and would push you farther into me until there is no space between us, no gap between where I stop and you begin, but a continuum and a binding, covalent and irrevocable. If it is not desire I do not know what to call it, save to call it love, which I already feel in different ways than this.


  I am without a word to describe what I feel, if it is not desire and is not love. So I will express it how I can, not in words but in action, with lips and hands and bodies and merging, with sex and fucking and release.


  I have never been inside someone as deeply as I am inside you. I love to feel you inside me, the physical complement to my spiritual state, expression made flesh of what I would say to you if I had the words. I press you into me, and draw into a kiss the lips that earlier had been speaking. I take the hands that had earlier moved in the air and bid you move them on me. Later you will tell me again what you had earlier said, and I will listen then, I promise.


  But for now all I can say is that I apologize for wanting you, and in wanting you having you. And I apologize in advance for all the times I will want you between now and the end of our lives. If you can find it in your heart to forgive me I will make it worth your while, and will forgive you for all the times you will want me, and will accept your apologies, as you accept mine now.


  7 Fear


  Fear enters the room and sits down in a chair and with a polite smile asks to open negotiations. Fear is small and hard and patient, and duplicitous, because in asking to negotiate it knows I cannot refuse. I am obliged to accommodate Fear because I am human, and no human is without fear. Fear sits and smiles and is predatory, immobile and silent and serene; an observer who conserves his energy and is content to wait. We watch each other and take our measures, he to undo me and me to avoid being undone. We both sit and measure and stare. And then because I long for other company, I ask him to show me what I should fear.


  To begin he offers me the fear of death, and I laugh. I laugh because I know Death far too well to fear her. Death is my intimate and my companion; I am her messenger and handmaiden. We have walked too many worlds and have become too familiar; close acquaintances if not friends, because you can never befriend Death without embracing her, and for now I keep her at a safe and prudent distance. Even so I know her methods and her means and her agenda. I know her legendary capriciousness is overstated but that her inevitability is not. Death comes to us all, even those who have served her so well.


  It is foolish to fear the inevitable. I know I will die. Fearing Death will not make her come for me later and might send me to her sooner, when a blind rush from her sends me into her arms. I will not fear her and I will not fear going to her when it is time to do so. I tell Fear to show me something else.


  He shows me Pain, myriad as Death is singular, creative in his attention-seeking, and in his desire to overwhelm every scrap of consciousness. The most perfect of egotists.


  I am not impressed. Pain is a tool: a diagnostic instrument in one’s self, a lever in others, and in all things symbolic of something else that better deserves our attention. Pain may represent Death, who I refuse to fear. Pain may represent power, which I also refuse to fear; I am better than those who would use their power to make me fear them, power predicated on the assumption that I will do anything simply to exist. They presume to hold my life in trust; my regret as I would end my life would be that I would not be there as they realized how little power they had over me. I choose not to fear the things Pain represents, leaving pain a process, a signal, a firing of nerves to be endured.


  ♦♦♦


  Of course Fear knows all this. Knows that I fear neither Death nor Pain, or those who use either to divorce me from my will. This is what fear does: presents you with what you can bear, so that when he shows you what is unbearable, you will open wider to let him feed on your heart. I know this and even knowing this does not keep me from a moment of satisfaction, and the hope that Fear will step away from my table. Fear allows you a moment to hope that he doesn’t truly know what will break you. But he does, and he proves it to me by showing me you, and showing you without me.


  This is what I fear. And I confess that part of me hates you a little for it, hates that you have taken my life and so threaded it with yours that I can’t pull away without losing myself; I who had always been whole in myself but who now knows what she stands to lose in losing you.


  It is not your death I fear, or separation. We have been at war as long as we have known of each other. Death follows behind us both, and separation has been what we have had the most of, our time together both trivial and precious measured against our time in absence. Death and separation do not alter what is between us. What I fear is diminishment, and subtle change, and the moment in which a life without you becomes a sustainable thought.


  It seems such a small thing compared to all the other things one may fear. There is no finality here; you and I would continue in our lives, no death or distance to separate us. Just disinterest, and the perception of what we have becoming what we once had, becoming memory and history and remembrance. What was separated from what is and separate from what will be.


  A small thing and a survivable thing. And for all that the thought of it falls on me like wreckage and pulls into me to burn with sickening violence. I look across the table and Fear is gone, not because it has gone but because it has found the thing that will let it live in me. I fear a life without you and you without me.


  ♦♦♦


  I choose not to share this fear with you. You do not deserve to have it put on you. There has never been a time when you have not reached toward me, even when I had pushed you away (or, when we were formally introduced, when I threw you across a table). You never made me ask your forgiveness for being her, and you never loved me simply because I was the only part of her you had left. You have always seen me and you have always seen me with you.


  I feel ashamed I have this fear, based on nothing real, called into existence by my own irrationality. I have so many excuses for it, beginning with my youth, and my inexperience in weaving my life to someone else’s. But I will not rationalize this fear. It is what it is; the serpent in my ear, whispering the promise of the fall.


  I am human. Fear lives in me and sets to make my heart bitter. But I know something about Fear. Fear is a scavenger who feeds on the future; on what may be and what is possible, extending down the line of our lives. Fear lives in me and I cannot change that. But I choose to starve Fear. I choose to live here with you now.


  In the future perhaps we will diminish and we will divide, and all we will have is memory. I accept that this could be what we have in time, and in accepting it set it aside. What is left to me is this moment, and you with me. I choose to be with you in this moment, to love you in the present time and in the present tense. It is all the time we have, have ever had, or will ever have. All of our lives here and now, wherever here and whenever now may be.


  I love you now and will not regret having loved you and will not fear loving you forward. I am here now and I am with you. It is enough for as long as I have it.


  With that thought I accept what I must from Fear and move toward you. Negotiations are closed, and you and I remain.


  8 Endings


  It is time to come to the end of things and to the beginning.


  I am standing in a room where there are two of me. One of them is who I have always been as long as I have had memory of myself. The other is who I will be, someone I will be poured into to become who I must be to start our lives together.


  I cannot stop staring at her. I see myself in the curve of her cheek and the line of her nose and the length of her limbs. Through her I will gain many things I would not have.


  I will gain a husband and a daughter and a new world, which I will not have to meet at the end of a gun, and whose citizens I will not have to defend or kill. I will gain a measure of peace and I will gain an identity that is my own—not one of a soldier or an officer or a killer, but simply Jane Sagan, whoever she may be.


  She offers me so many things, she who is not yet me. And all I have to do for her to become me is to give up myself.


  I give up myself in speed and strength; my new body has only what nature and evolution saw fit to provide, limbs weak enough to force the brain to better them, with spear and sword and bow, gun and gears and engines, every marvelous creation made by man to compensate for a body barely competent to carry its brain in its head.


  I give up myself in mind, abandoning the fluid switch between machine and gray matter that extends myself into others, to disconnect my thoughts to them and theirs to me, to sever the connections that have sustained me. To shut myself off in my own head. To live alone with my thoughts, their echoes muffled in close quarters.


  I give myself up in identity as a soldier and an officer and a killer, as a friend and a colleague, and as one by whose hand humanity keeps its place in the universe.


  Make no mistake that I am weaker for the loss of each. Make no mistake that I will have to learn again how to fit myself into a world that no longer works like it should. Make no mistake that it will be through force of will alone, that my frustration and anger at being less than what I was will not be visited on you—that even in my newly weakened state I am still dangerous and liable to rage at what I have taken from myself, by becoming this new self.


  The woman who opens her eyes in the body I see before me cannot be the same as the one who closes her eyes in the body I have now. Too much changed to remain intact, too much left behind that can’t be brought over. I will hold my image of myself to me, but there is only so much of me that will fit.


  ♦♦♦


  If you knew all of this I know you would ask me to consider what I was doing, whether I was sure I was making the right decision, and that you would rather face a life without me than to have me choose a life I would not choose for myself. I know this is what you would say and do as well as I know myself.


  And this is why I say with all affection that sometimes you can be such a stupid man. I wouldn’t mind you feeling just a little bit greedy for me, that the idea of not having me would make you angry, not heavy-hearted and accepting. There are things you still have to learn about me and this is one of them. It is not that you are too considerate but that I don’t mind when you tell me what you want and put that first instead of last.


  I don’t mind because that is what I am doing now. You should not think I do any of this for you, that I am committing a selfless act or an expression of slavish devotion, that I have signed on for a mermaid’s sacrifice and will walk on knives for dumb love. I am too selfish for that. I want you to know that I am here not for you but for me. I want you for my own. I want the life we will have together for my own. I want the silence of peace and release from being the one who walks ten steps ahead of Death. I want the honor of not being feared or hated, and of not having those be the correct response to my presence.


  I want to be able to say that I have done my part and I have done it well, but that my part is over and now it is time for my reward, and that reward is you and this life. I want all of this and I am willing to pay to get it.


  But it is still hard.


  In this I imagine that I am now your equal: You once gave up a life, leaving behind a world and everything on it, all that you had been and everything you knew, on that single sphere of rock and air and water. You put it behind you and stepped into a new life in which you found me. I can’t imagine that it was easy to do this.


  But was it a sacrifice? Did it take from you more than you could bear? It takes nothing from what you did to say it was not, that you left a life that had nothing left for you except the marking of time. Hard though it may be, it is not a sacrifice to give up that for which you no longer have a use.


  I am at that place now. This life has made me who I am and who I am no longer wants this life. I have seen so much of this universe behind a rifle and a mission. I am ready to see a smaller part of it in depth and in peace. It is not a sacrifice to pay for what you want though the price is high. The price for this new life is everything in the old one. You once gave up everything in your old life and gained me. I am ready to give up this life and keep you.


  ♦♦♦


  I rest in the container that holds everything I am but not anything I will be, and watch as the technician makes her preparations. You are holding my hand and telling me of what it was like for you.


  I smile and I want to kiss you, but not here and not now. I do not want a last kiss in an old body and in an old life. I want a first kiss in a new life, a promise fulfilled and no regrets. I am looking forward to that kiss. I hold it in my thoughts as I hold myself there and you there with me.


  The technician looks at me now and asks me if I want to begin. I look to you and say I do.


  Appendix: Company D in Memoriam


  In the transcription of ISC/IRI-003-4530/6(C) (“The Sagan Diary”), Lt. Sagan briefly recounts her first mission, the rescue and retrieval of 16th Brigade, Company D, which participated in the Third Battle of Provence. Lt. Sagan’s assessment of the tactical qualities of Company D is overly harsh: the official history of the battle ( CDFBA/OHR-003-1800/1(A)) clearly indicates that Company D fought tactically and well against a far superior enemy force, and was key in allowing later CDF forces to retake the planet. As acknowledgment of its sacrifice, we note the fallen members of 16th Brigade, Company D here.


  Thomas W. Aldrich


  Carl Anderson


  LaLani Anderson


  Will Anderson


  Jason Arneaud


  Sgt. Sue Arnie


  Sean Baeza


  Kathryn Baker


  Patrick Baker


  Nathan P. Bardsley


  Kevin Barry


  David Baynham


  Sean Bell


  Spencer Bernard


  Moray Binfield


  Diane Blum


  Eric Bowersox


  Joe Brockmeier


  Justin Brown


  Kevin Brown


  Harvey Byas


  Jose Cabanillas


  Christopher Carrera


  Matthew Carroll


  Howard Carter


  Dave Ciskowski


  Joseph Collins


  Bruce A. Conklin, Jr.


  Karl Cook


  Stephen Crowell


  Rich Daniels


  Christian DeBaun


  Griffin T. Demas


  Parker B. Demas


  Jason Donev


  John Doty


  Christopher M. Downing


  Amanda Dwyer


  Gerard Fievet


  Stephen Fleming


  Steven Frame


  James Franks


  Darren Fry


  Juan Fuentes


  Janice Galeckas


  Matthew Gallagher


  Nathan Gendzier


  Gerald Getz


  Mike Goffee


  Samuel Ray Granade


  Jeremiah J. Griswold


  David Gulick


  Christopher Hamilton


  Christofer Hardy


  Stephen Kennedy Harrison


  Rodney Haydon


  Lorelei Heinmets


  Rein Jacob Bandicoot Heinmets


  Jason Henderson


  Tillman James Hodgson


  Tatiana Hodziewich


  Billy Hollis


  Kristian Holvoet


  Robert Holz


  Jonathan Hoopingarner


  David Horst


  Eric Howald


  Butch Howard


  Glenn Howarth


  D. Geordie Howe


  D. Geordie Howe (no relation)


  Kenneth Hunt


  Robert Jackson


  Melissa Jankovic


  Randy Johnson


  William Johnston


  Jason Julier


  Mary Kay Kare


  Ben Katt


  Adam Kearns


  Jerry Kelleher


  Sean Kelly


  David Kirkpatrick


  Michael Kranjcevich


  Brent Krupp


  John C. Kulli


  Bobby Kuzma


  Ken Nozaki Lacy


  Steve Landell


  Michael LaSala


  Rich Laux


  Mathieu Lavigne


  Jennifer Leo


  Adam Letterman


  Allen Lewis


  James Lewis


  Sean Li


  Stephen Lichtwark


  Matthew Lindquist


  Willem Lohr


  Joshua Lopez


  John Elliott Lowe IV


  Joshua Lowman


  John Lowrance


  Do-Ming Lum


  Susan Mahaffey


  Pedro Marroquin


  Harry Mayo


  Damian McCarthy


  Timothy McClanahan


  Jason McCulley


  Chris McLaren


  Phil Merritt


  Paul Meyer


  Godfrey Milan


  Christopher Miller


  Jason Mitchell


  Stephen Mitchell


  P. Janiece Murphy


  Michael Myers


  Robert Myers


  David Nater


  Benjamin Nealis


  William Nealis


  John Needham


  Michael Nolan


  Patrik Nordebo


  Kelly Norton


  John O’Neill


  Anthony Parisi


  John Peitzman


  Alex Penchansky


  Kurt Perry


  Foster Piekarski


  Michael A. Porter


  Robert Presson


  Bryan Price


  Michael A. Putlack


  Adam Rakunas


  David E. Ray


  Randall Richmond


  John Romkey


  Michael Rowley


  Karl Sackett


  Tomas Sanchez Tejero


  Becky Sasala


  Jack Savage


  James Seals


  Ian Seckington


  John Clive Edmund Sheffield


  Patrick Shepherd


  Chris Shipley


  Neil A. Shurley


  David Smith


  Michael Smith


  Scot Sonderman


  Blaine Spaulding


  Hugh Staples


  Erik Stegman


  Charles Stewart


  Stuart Stilborn


  Gail Stout


  James Courtney Stowe


  Jennifer Strachan


  Abi Sutherland


  Todd Taylor


  Charles Terhune


  Jason Thurber


  Howard Kai-Hao To


  Eric Tolladay


  Doug Triplett


  Lauren Uroff


  George Vaughan


  Patrick Vera


  Lee Walter


  Nik Weisend


  Bradley G. Wherry


  Geraldine Winter


  Paul Wood


  Paul Worosello


  Jody L. Wurl


  Todd Yankee


  Adam Ziegler


  Zane L. Zielinski


  Author Afterword


  On September 25, 2006, science fiction and fantasy author John M. Ford passed away. His loved ones suggested that those who wished to remember him do so by contributing to a book endowment, established in his name, which would benefit the Minneapolis Public Library. I had met Mike Ford only briefly, but a number of good friends and colleagues were close to him, and I wanted to do something to help get the endowment off to a good start. I offered a bound draft version of my novel The Last Colony for auction, and noted somewhat jokingly that if the bidding got to $5,000 or above, I would write a short story for the winning bidder, on the grounds that someone who bid that much deserved a short story.


  As it happens, Bill Schafer of Subterranean Press had been trying to get me to write a story for him, set in my “Old Man’s War” universe. So he asked me if I was serious about writing the short story for a $5,000 bid. I said I was; he bid that amount. And here we are: The John M. Ford Book Endowment is $5,000 richer, and I wrote the story you now have in your hands.


  I don’t want to overstate my relationship with Mike Ford; as I mentioned before, we had met only a few times, although each time was an enjoyable experience. Nevertheless, his warmth and kindness and wit enlightened the lives of people whom I have come to care about in the science fiction community, and their memories and celebration of his life served as an inspiration for me in the writing of this story. I encourage everyone who reads this to seek out his work, which is eminently worth reading.


  I’d also like to give a word of appreciation to Bill, whose positive delight in maneuvering me over a barrel to get a story out of me in no way diminishes the generosity of his contribution, which serves both to honor the memory of Mike Ford and puts books in the hands of readers. Bill’s a good egg, and I’m delighted he got this story out of me.


  —John Scalzi


  December 16, 2006


  How I Proposed to My Wife: An Alien Sex Story


  Everyone wants to know how I proposed to Claire. Well, it’s complicated. I have to set the scene, and the scene begins in the office of Ben Rosenwald, editor-in-chief of New World Man magazine, during the monthly story-planning meeting.


  “All right, everyone,” Rosenwald said, as the meeting lurched to its close. “Time to pick an alien story.”


  There was an audible groan in Rosenwald’s office as the editorial staff registered what I gathered was its ritual disapproval. I was wedged into the corner of the office, taking notes on how the meetings were run and doing my best to keep a low profile while I was getting my bearings. It was my second week on the job—low man on the staff writer totem pole.


  “Yes, yes, yes,” Rosenwald said, mockingly, to the groan. “Poor, poor set-upon editorial staff. How horrible it is for you to have to write something about aliens every month. It’s almost as horrible as having an actual job. You know, one where you’re required to lift something, or ask people if they want fries with that.”


  “Jesus, Ben,” said Nick Venice, the music editor. “Don’t you ever get sick of it? Every goddamn month, another story about aliens.”


  “Of course I get sick of it,” Rosenwald said. “Like I give a crap about the Durangs, or the Cli, or the Sefhuans. But, look, people—”


  “—‘It’s Our Thing,’ ” the editorial staff mumbled with profound lack of enthusiasm.


  “It’s our thing. Yes,” Rosenwald said. “Playboy has boobies, New Yorker has smug little cartoons, New World Man magazine has its monthly goddamn story on what it’s like to be an alien. If we didn’t have that, Nick, we’d be out of business and you’d be back to doing whatever it was you did before I hired you.” Rosenwald paused, thoughtfully. “What were you doing before I hired you, Nick?”


  “I was writing a novel,” Nick said.


  “No, what were you really doing,” Rosenwald said.


  Nick squirmed in his seat and mumbled something into his neck.


  “I’m sorry, Nick, I didn’t quite catch that,” Rosenwald said.


  “I said I walked dogs,” Nick said.


  “Oh, that’s right,” Rosenwald said. “You and your shiny creative writing degree from Vassar were scooping poo from the butt of executive canines.”


  “I went to Sarah Lawrence,” Nick said.


  “It doesn’t matter which small, expensive college you pissed away your parents’ home equity to get a useless degree from, Nick,” Rosenwald said. “The point is without the monthly alien story, you’d still be walking the dogs and taking your WriteMate to the coffeeshop to convince the baristas you were all sensitive. So let’s have a little respect for the monthly alien story, if you please.”


  “Not that trashing Nick isn’t fun,” said Debbie Austin, the managing editor, “But if we actually want to end the meeting, we need to pick a story and a writer.”


  “We could do another sports piece,” said Jerry Sims. “I have a friend whose wife works at Parkerson. You know, where the alien kids go to school. She says the Sefhuan kids there have a sport where they throw daggers at each other.”


  “Like mumbltey-peg?” Debbie asked.


  “I don’t even know what that is,” Jerry said. “But Sandy said these kids chuck the daggers right at each other’s heads. There are knife gouges in the gym walls.”


  “We just did a sports article two months ago,” Rosenwald said. “And it was awful.”


  “It wasn’t that bad,” Jerry said. He’d written it.


  “It sure was,” Rosenwald said. “And anyway, we need to go in an entirely new direction. How long has it been since we did an alien sex piece?”


  All eyes turned to Ted Winston, Rosenwald’s assistant and NWM’s unofficial archivist. “That depends,” he said. “Are we talking same species alien sex, alien sex with aliens from different species, or alien sex with humans?”


  “Alien-human sex,” Rosenwald said. “That sounds like a winner.”


  “Thirteen months ago,” Winston said. “Well, sort of. It wasn’t really human-alien sex. It was more like humans with humans dressed up like aliens.”


  “Now I remember,” Rosenwald said. “Also: Ick. Who wrote that?”


  “I did,” said Brenda Jones, directly in front of me.


  “How was that for you?” Rosenwald asked.


  “I may never be clean again,” Brenda said.


  “Hmmmm,” Rosenwald said. “Maybe something a little less squick-inducing. What do we have on alien courtship?”


  “Courtship?” Winston said. “Actual rituals, or just dating?”


  “Either,” Rosenwald said. “Or actually, just the dating part.”


  “You know, I don’t think we’ve got anything on that,” Winston said.


  “We could do that,” Debbie said. “I have an old college roommate who’s high up in the Xenology department at Columbia. She’d probably know all about that.”


  Rosenwald waved his hand irritably. “No academics. Our readers like models and tech toys. They don’t give a crap about what some PhD has to say about anything and you know it. I have a better idea. One of you should date some aliens.”


  “Excuse me?” Nick said. “Date an alien?”


  “Why not?” Rosenwald said.


  “Is it legal?” Nick said.


  “Ted?” Rosenwald said.


  “Legal in every state but Alabama,” Winston said. “There it’ll get you 15 months.”


  “For dating?” Rosenwald said.


  “Well, no,” Winston said. “For sexual relations. The state legislature refuses to recognize aliens as sentient, so consorting with one of them is technically bestiality.”


  “Alabama,” Rosenwald said, and snorted. “What a shit hole. Look, I don’t want anyone to screw an alien, I just want one of you to go on a date with one. You know, dinner and a show. Or whatever their version of dinner and a show is.”


  “How would you suggest we go about setting up a date?” Debbie said. “I don’t think any of us want to put up a personal ad looking for an alien partner. That sort of thing follows you around.”


  “I have friends at the embassies,” Rosenwald said. “I’m sure we can get some staffer from at least a couple of them to go out on a date. Alien interns. Whatever. So. Who wants this one?” There was a distinct lack of raised hands. “What about it, Brenda?” Rosenwald asked.


  “Hell, no,” Brenda said. “I did my time on the alien sex beat.”


  “It’s the alien courtship beat,” Rosenwald said.


  “Close enough,” Brenda said. “No way. You can fire me.”


  “Nick?” Rosenwald said.


  “I don’t think my wife would appreciate it,” Nick said.


  “You’re married?” Rosenwald asked.


  “To a barista,” Nick said.


  “Well, that’s an awkward conversational nugget,” Rosenwald said.


  “Give it to the new guy,” Jerry said, and pointed over to me. “He hasn’t done an alien story yet.”


  And here’s where I enter the story.


  Rosenwald turned to me. “Charlie. Yes. The second week’s not too early to take on something like this. You’re not married.”


  “Well, no,” I said. “I do have a girlfriend.” That would be Claire.


  “Is it serious?” Rosenwald said.


  “We live together,” I said.


  “I lived with my first wife for six years, and according to her, I wasn’t serious about it the whole time,” Rosenwald said.


  “I think we’re pretty serious,” I said. In fact, I’d been trying to figure out a memorable way to propose. “I don’t know how she’d feel about me dating an alien.”


  “Hmmmm,” Rosenwald said. “Do you like Italian?”


  “What?” I asked. “Sure. Why?”


  “I’m going to get you a reservation tonight at Little Gino’s,” Rosenwald said. “Take your girlfriend, have a nice dinner on the magazine, and convince her that you’re not going to leave her for an alien. Fair enough?”


  Little Gino’s wasn’t just some Italian place; it was the trendiest restaurant in a city of trendy restaurants. If I called to get a reservation on my own, I would get a hearty chuckle out of the Maitre d’ before he hung up on me. I wasn’t entirely sure I even had clothes that would be appropriate. “That would be fine,” I said.


  “Great,” Rosenwald said. “7:30. I’ll call Gino and take care of it.”


  “Hey,” Nick said. “I’ve done an alien story before. How come I didn’t get a reservation at Little Gino’s?”


  “Christ, Nick,” Rosenwald said. “I saved you from a life of shoveling dog shit. I think I’m all paid up, don’t you? Now all of you, get out of my office. I’ve got calls to make.”
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  “They want you to do what now?” Claire asked.


  We were sitting at a table at Little Gino’s. The food was perfect. Claire looked perfect. I had managed to find a sports jacket that was marginally acceptable. It would have been the perfect place to propose, except for the little fact that I was asking Claire for permission to date other creatures.


  “They want me to go on a date with some aliens,” I said. “For a story.”


  “A date,” Claire said. “With a bunch of aliens at once, or one at a time?”


  “I think they want me to do the dates sequentially, one alien at a time,” I said.


  Claire spun her linguini on her fork. “I told you you should have taken that PR job with the hospital.” Claire was an internist at St. Joe’s downtown. “The pay was better. And you’d have health insurance.”


  “I’m dating a doctor,” I said, and smiled. “I think I’m covered. Anyway, I don’t want to do hospital PR for a living.”


  “Oh, and dating aliens is so much better,” Claire said. She was teasing but she was also slightly annoyed. “That’s a story every boy dreams of writing.”


  “I’m not going to run off with one, you know,” I said, spearing one of my eggplant ravioli.


  Claire coughed behind her linguini at that. “I’m not jealous, Charlie,” she said. “I figure if you didn’t sleep with Chuani back in college you don’t have a xenophile thing going.”


  I looked up at that. “How do you know Chuani made a pass at me?” I asked.


  Claire crossed her eyes, fetchingly. “Please,” she said. “Chuani told me about it after it happened. After you turned her down she had three Long Island ice teas and then banged on my door, wailing and apologetic and swearing she’d never do it again. Then she threw up the ice teas and passed out on my floor. A classic moment all around. Chuani was a sordid little thing, you know. She slept with Alison once.”


  “Your roommate?” I asked, surprised. Alison was very conservative.


  “Oh yeah,” Claire said. “Another Long Island ice tea-related incident, I suspect.”


  “Wow,” I said. “Lesbian xenophilia.”


  “I don’t think they got very far,” Claire said. “I came back to the room and they were both semi-naked and comatose. I’d guess they got as far as nipple play before the lights went out. Well. Nipples for Alison. Not really sure what you call those things on Chuani.” She fed herself the linguini on her fork.


  “Still,” I said. “Not something Alison would want to get around. Experimentation like that wouldn’t be looked on very positively where she works.” Alison was currently working as a congressional staffer for a Republican representative from Provo.


  Claire shrugged and swallowed. “It was college,” she said. “That’s what college is for. Which brings us back to your current thing.”


  “What about it?” I said.


  “Well, what are they going to want you to do on these dates?” Claire asked. “If all you’re going to do is go out and get coffee, that’s one thing. But there’s not much of a story in that, is there?”


  “Ben said he doesn’t expect me to attempt sex with any of them, if that’s what you’re getting at,” I said.


  “That’s what he says,” Claire said, and pointed her fork at me. “But you know he wouldn’t mind. It makes good copy.”


  “I don’t care if it won me the Pulitzer,” I said. “I’m not going to have sex with an alien. For one thing, I wouldn’t know where to start. That was part of the problem with Chuani.”


  “Ah ha,” Claire said. “Now the truth comes out.”


  “Seriously, Claire,” I said. “No alien sex.”


  “No sex,” Claire said.


  “No sex,” I said.
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  “Are we to have sex?” Ttan asked me, as we headed for dinner.


  “Uh,” I said. “Why do you ask?”


  “My boss suggested that was to be expected with you,” Ttan said. “And I am ready to do my part for the Sefhuan delegation.”


  Lie back and think of England, I thought. “It won’t be necessary,” I said.


  “Are you sure?” Ttan said. “I lubricated my under-carapace just in case.”


  I thought of all the many ways I so did not want to follow that comment to its logical conclusion. “I’m sure,” I said. “But I thank you for your willingness.”


  “Okay, good,” Ttan said, and visibly appeared to relax. “Because, no offense, but you’re really not my type.”


  “Because I’m human,” I suggested.


  “Because you’re a guy,” Ttan said. “I’m not gay.”


  “You’re a guy?” I asked.


  “I’m a dominant,” Ttan said. “Sefhuan don’t have sexes like humans do. But we have positions.” He held up a segmented claw to tick off the categories. “There’s dominant, sub-dominant, passive and neutral. We don’t usually have sex with other Sefhuans of the same position. Our diplomatic protocol tells us to treat human males as dominant. So we’d have the same position. That would make having sex with you gay sex. And I’m not gay.”


  “So it’s okay to have sex with me because I’m human, but not because I’m a guy,” I said.


  “Basically,” Ttan said. “I mean, I could still do it. I can go sub-dominant if I have to. Or you could play a passive role. But I don’t think you’d really want that. I studied your people’s anatomy before our date. It doesn’t really work. Not without trauma.”


  “I’d like to avoid trauma,” I said.


  “Right,” Ttan said, and then his antennae shot up. “Hey, how hungry are you? Because I’m not really hungry at all, and at the Sefhuan Athletic Club they’re having a jard competition tonight. If we hurry, we can get there before it starts.”


  “Is that something you’d do on a normal date?” I asked.


  “Sure,” Ttan said. “We all love a good game of jard. You and I might even get a chance to play.”


  “I don’t know about that,” I said. “I’ve never played jard before.”


  “You’ve played darts before, right?” Ttan said.


  “Sure,” I said.


  “Same concept,” Ttan said.
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  Claire pulled back the curtain of the emergency room station where I was being stitched up. “Your date stabbed you?” She said.


  I winced as the intern working on my shoulder plunged the needle back into the skin. “I think you have to be holding the knife for it to be considered an actual stabbing,” I said. “The knife that did this was thrown at me.”


  “Your date threw a knife at you?” Claire amended.


  “We were playing a game,” I said.


  “That involved knives?” Claire said.


  “We were playing jard,” I said. “It’s a game where the Sefhuans throw daggers at each other and get points for how they throw and where on their opponent’s carapace the dagger lands.”


  Claire pointed to my shoulder. “I think you might have noticed that you don’t have a hard carapace before someone started flinging knives at you.”


  “Should I give you guys a moment?” the intern said, to me and Claire. “I don’t really want to get in the middle of this.”


  “Hi, Carl,” Claire said. “You’re fine. Sorry. How is his shoulder?”


  “It’ll be fine,” Carl said. “It’s a flesh wound. The knife missed the artery. If you want to you can take over.”


  “I’d better not,” Claire said. “There’d likely be another stabbing.”


  “For the record, I won the jard game,” I said. “Ttan was disqualified because he injured his opponent.”


  “Oh, well, that’s just great,” Claire said. “You’re in the hospital with a knife wound, but at least you’re a winner.”


  “Ttan felt really bad about it,” I said. “Although I think he was more worried about how much trouble he’d get in with his boss for suggesting we play the game.”


  “Are you going to have him charged for assault, at least?” Claire asked.


  “Come on, Claire,” I said. “That’d be like charging someone for assault because they knocked you down with while playing basketball.”


  “You can’t get stabbed with a basketball,” Claire said. “Look at you. You go out for a date and you come back with trauma.”


  “It would have been worse if I slept with him,” I said.


  “Yeah, okay, I think I am going to leave now,” Carl said.


  “Relax, Carl,” Claire and I both said. We were both quiet for a minute while Carl industriously worked on my shoulder and tried his best not to hear anything more.


  “When’s your next stupid date thing?” Claire said, finally.


  “I have one tomorrow,” I said. “With a Cli.”


  “What’s the chance of grievous bodily harm with that one?” Claire said.


  “Pretty low,” I said. “They’re pacifists.”
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  “It’s not that we’re pacifists, actually,” Deputy Ambassador Fad Ronen said to me as I recounted my previous date and Claire’s reaction. “It’s just that as a people we’re not very excitable. All the violence and wars and passion you other intelligent species have. We’re just not much for it.” Ronen led me from the foyer of the Cli embassy into the main portion of the building.


  “Why is that?” I asked.


  “Well, I think at least some of it relates to the reason you’re here,” Ronen said. “We’re not a sexually competitive species. We don’t fight over mates or do reproductive displays or things like that. Don’t get me wrong. It’s all very interesting to us to watch the rest of you perform them and to see how it integrates with your psychology. Back on Clitar a native-language staging of Romeo and Juliet has been running continually for 20 years. And we’re the biggest consumer of human romantic comedies outside of Earth. That’s why we were all very excited that you’re doing this story.” It led me into its office.


  “If you don’t do reproductive displays, how do you date?” I asked.


  “We don’t,” Ronen said, and walked over to a cabinet and opened it. “At least, not like you do. What we do is more of a communal thing. And as coincidence has it, this evening is our monthly get-together here at the embassy. So that’s good timing for you. Ah, here we are.” Ronen came out of the cabinet with two bowling ball-sized dirt-colored spheres. It gave one to me. “You’re going to need this.”


  I took it; it was light and sticky. “What is it?” I asked.


  “It’s a milt ball,” Ronen said. “From one of our junior diplomats who had to go to Geneva for a conference. Shaa will be pleased you’ll be able to stand in. Come on, we don’t want to be late, and everyone is waiting on us.” It headed toward the door; I followed.


  A few minutes later we were in a small circular room with at least twenty other Cli. The room was blindingly white and tiled; in the center was a low table and along the wall was a contoured groove. My suspicion it was a bench of some sort was confirmed when some of the Cli began to unfold themselves into it.


  Ronen introduced me to a few of the other Cli and then pointed at the center table, where several of the milt balls were resting. “We need to put our balls there and take a seat,” it said. We dropped our balls and then settled in against the wall.


  As we took our seat I pointed back to the table with the milt balls. “Do those balls have some sort of ritual significance?” I asked.


  “Ritual? No,” Ronen said. “It’s purely reproductive.”


  “Pardon me?” I said.


  “They’re milt balls,” Ronen said. “We Cli are hermaphrodites. We produce sperm and eggs. The eggs stay in our bodies and stored here in a spicule belt”—it pointed to a stippled region across its abdomen—“and the sperm get excreted in a milt jelly. We can either provide the sperm fresh to a mating partner, who applies it to its spicules, or store it for some time in a milt ball. The milt in the ball dehydrates over time and that causes the sperm to become inactive. It can stay for years that way before it goes bad.”


  My brain was still trying to get around the fact I’d been touching alien sperm. “So what’s going on here, exactly?” I asked.


  “It’s a fertilization party,” Ronen said. “As I mentioned, we Cli don’t really have any sort of reproductive competition; we prefer to do our fertilization communally. That assures a good mix of genetics for our people as a whole. So everyone here at the embassy collects their sperm for a month, and then at the fertilization party we distribute the sperm equally. That’s why everyone’s put a milt ball on the table.”


  “But how does the sperm get distributed from the table to you?” I asked.


  “We just add water,” Ronen said.


  “Water?” I asked, alarmed.


  Ronen looked over at me. “Oh dear,” it said. “I may have made a faux pas. We Cli don’t wear clothes. I should have told you it would be advisable to bring a swimsuit.”
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  “Oh, come on!” Jaaanta said. “You can’t stop the story there. I have to hear the rest of it.”


  “I don’t think so,” I said, and ran my finger over the top of the beer glass. “I don’t think I’ve had nearly enough to drink to spill the rest of the story.”


  “This is just a shameless attempt to get me to buy you a beer,” Jaaanta said.


  “Maybe,” I allowed.


  “Outrageous,” she said. “Outrageous. I’ll remind you, Charlie, that it is you who asked me out on a date. Where I come from—and where you come from, I know that much about earth customs—the person who asks the other person out on a date pays. And, I happen to know for a fact you’re on expense account.”


  “I am not! I am not,” I said. “I get reimbursed after I file the story. So that Mai Tai you’ve got going there, my fair tentacled friend, is coming straight out of my pocket.”


  “Scandalous,” Jaaanta said. “And yet, clearly, I have no choice here, because I have to know what happened. Therefore! I will buy you one beer, but only after you tell me what happens next. If you tell it well, you can get a Guinness. Tell it poorly, and you get Bud Light.”


  “I like Bud Light,” I said.


  “Oh, don’t tell me that,” Jaaanta said. “I’ve had such a high opinion of you so far.”


  “Snob,” I said. “All right. So Ronen says ‘oh dear, I may have made a faux pas,’ and the second he’s done saying that, the ceiling of the room splits open, and like an entire swimming pool worth of water of comes pouring down right on top of that table. The milt balls disintegrate like... like bullion cubes, and I’m suddenly coated from head to toe in milt broth.”


  Jaaanta is laughing so hard she can barely stay on her bar stool. I know how she feels.


  “But that’s not the worst part,” I said.


  “Good lord,” Jaaanta said. “How can that not be the worst part?”


  “Here’s how,” I said. “The worst part is that for the next two days, I smelled like gravy.”


  Jaaanta whooped and smacked out a tattoo on the bar in delight. “You, my friend, are getting an entire keg of Guinness for that.”


  “Why, thank you,” I said. “I’d bow, but I think the vertigo would make me vomit.”


  “What, you’re not actually drunk yet, are you?” Jaaanta asked, signaling the bartender for another round.


  “No,” I said. “Well maybe. Just a little. But, come on. I’ve had a rough week. You don’t know how difficult it is to date aliens.”


  “Gee, thanks,” Jaaanta said. “And here I thought I was doing well.”


  “You are!” I said. “You’re fabulous. You’re funny and nice and you’re paying for my beer—”


  “A whole keg!” Jaaanta said.


  “—but you’re the first,” I said. “As for the rest I’ve been stabbed, covered in sperm and covertly baptised.”


  “Who tried to baptise you?” Jaaanta asked.


  “My date from the Fruden embassy,” I said. “I knew they took their religion seriously, but that one started talking about the Slavering Godhead before we got hors d’oeuvres and was still at it when dessert came. Did you know I am slated to be digested for all eternity?”


  “Luckily, you already smell like gravy,” Jaaanta said.


  “Well, yes,” I admitted. “But you’re slated to be digested too, let me point out, and you hardly smell of gravy at all. We’re all going to be digested, even the saved, which makes you wonder what the point of being saved is, then, doesn’t it?”


  “Did you mention this to your date?” Jaaanta asked.


  “God, no,” I said. “I just wanted to go home. Anyway, as we walked back to the embassy after dinner, I felt some sprinkles at the back of my neck, and as I turned around I saw her put this little shaker back into her purse. It was a drive-by baptism.”


  “It must have been a good date,” Jaaanta said. “Otherwise she would have left you to be digested with the rest of us slobs in the cheap seats. Now you’ll get first-class seating in God’s digestive sac.”


  “I’m just worried that now I’m obliged to get digested for all eternity,” I said. “I’m thinking of converting to Catholicism just to hedge my bets.”


  Jaaanta snerked. “You’re funny, Charlie,” she said. “I don’t mind telling you I was sort of dreading this date. But I’m actually having fun.”


  “It’s the alcohol talking,” I said.


  “Sure,” Jaaanta said. “But my alcohol or yours?”


  “I don’t know,” I said. “Let’s have some more drinks and ask them.”
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  “So this is what an alien apartment looks like,” I said.


  “The apartment’s not alien,” Jaaanta said. “Just the person who lives in it.” She dropped her keys on the coffee table and came over to me, wobbling just a little on her tentacles. “You want a drink?”


  “I’ve had way too many,” I said.


  “Some coffee, then?” Jaaanta said.


  “You drink coffee?” I asked.


  “Sure,” Jaaanta said, retreating into the kitchen. “I worship the god Caffeine like any good young sentient being does.”


  “Isn’t that weird?” I said. “All the different types of sentient species in the universe, and we’re all different, but we all drink coffee.” I turned and was surprised by a very large abstract painting on wall. “Whoa,” I said.


  “We all do a lot of the same things,” Jaaanta said, coming up behind me and putting a tentacle across my shoulder. “We all breathe. We all live. We all die.”


  “You’re going pretty deep for me,” I said. “I was just talking about coffee.”


  “Sorry, I get philosophical when I’m tipsy,” Jaaanta said. “I also get a little horny.”


  “I’d help you with that if I could, but,” I began.


  “Okay,” Jaaanta said, and before I could say anything else, my pants were unzipped and a tentacle was wrapped around my penis, massaging it.


  “Uh,” I said, and turned somewhat awkwardly toward Jaaanta.


  “I’m being forward, aren’t I,” Jaaanta said.


  “A bit,” I said.


  “You know what’s interesting?” Jaaanta said. “The human penis is actually very close in shape and size to our males’ sexual organ. It even grows the same way when stimulated.” Jaaanta stimulated, as if to accentuate the point. “The tentacle you have on you now is actually designed to accommodate our males’ organ inside of it. It’s our version of the vagina. How does it feel to you?”


  “Uh,” I said.


  “You feel good to me,” Jaaanta said.


  “Look, Jaaanta,” I said. “I’ve had a really great time with you tonight, but I don’t think I can do this.”


  “You are doing it,” Jaaanta said. “And from what I can feel, it seems at least part of you isn’t objecting.”


  “I mean I shouldn’t do this,” I said. “I think we should just stop and call it a night.”


  “There’s a small problem,” Jaaanta said.


  “What?” I asked.


  “My physiology,” Jaaanta said. “Once we’ve gripped on with our receiving tentacle, it doesn’t come off until the act is complete.”


  “You’re kidding,” I said.


  “Try getting out,” Jaaanta said.


  Two minutes later I gave up. “Okay,” I said. “What do I have to do now?”


  Jaaanta shrugged off her blouse and led my hand to a tight, flat surface on her chest. “Feel that?” she said. I nodded. “Hit it. Hard.”


  “Excuse me?” I said.


  “We need the vibration to begin the ovulation process,” Jaaanta said. “Our men use their tentacles to beat on the tympanum here. You can use your hands.”


  “This is so not right,” I said. “If I hit a human during sex, they’d cart me off.”


  “I’m not human, Charlie,” Jaaanta said. “And I can guarantee that you can’t hit the tympanum as hard as one of our males can. It doesn’t even have nerve endings that receive pain. You literally can’t hurt me. So hit me, Charlie. Bang on that drum.”


  I reached my arm back and brought my hand down with a hard smack, feeling the hit resonate in her chest. Jaaanta’s chest made a sound like a bongo; her tentacle squeezed in time.


  “Yes,” she said. “More.”
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  I straggled in at 4:30 am. Claire was up. She looked at my face.


  “Oh, Charlie,” she said, sighed, and then went to bed.


  I thought that would be the worst of it, until I saw the rash.
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  Carl pulled back the curtain of the examination room, stopped, and then appeared to look around to see if he could get another intern to take me. Then he came in anyway.


  “So, what’s the problem?” he asked.


  “I have a rash,” I said.


  “Do you know what you got it from?” he asked.


  “From fucking an alien,” Claire said, from the other side of the examination room.


  Carl paused, glanced over to Claire, who was staring at a wall, arms folded. “Okay,” he said, all business-like. “let’s take a look.” I lowered my sweat pants. Carl stared. “Hmmm,” he said, after a minute. “I think I need a consult.” He moved out of the examination room at speed.


  I turned to Claire, who was still resolutely staring at a wall. “I said I was sorry,” I said. “I’ll keep saying it until you believe me. I honestly didn’t intend to have sex with Jaaanta. It just happened.”


  “Aaaagh,” Claire said, shaking her arms in frustration. She turned to me. “You are such an idiot. It’s not about you fucking an alien, Charlie. Okay? It’s about you not thinking. In a week, you’ve been stabbed, covered in goo, baptized and tricked into sex. For what? For a story. Where are your brains, Charlie? Because a smart person probably would have stopped writing this story after the first time he was sent to the hospital.”


  “I said I was sorry,” I said.


  “I don’t want you to be sorry, Charlie,” Claire said. “I want you to think. One of the things I love about you is that you’re smart. But for this whole thing it’s like someone took your brain and hid it in the trash can. I know you’re trying to make a good impression at your new job. But I don’t think this really is the way to do that. Do you? Look at you. The rash has moved up your neck, you know.”


  I reached a hand up. Claire reached over and stopped me. “For God’s sake, Charlie,” she said. “Don’t touch it.”


  The curtain opened again. Carl had returned, with a stumpy man. “This is Dr. Schafer,” he said. “He’s our allergist.”


  Schafer looked at me. “Let me guess,” he said. “She was a Durang.”


  “She was,” I said.


  “Oh, good,” Dr. Schafer said, and left, Carl trailing behind.


  Claire looked at her watch. “My rotation starts in 25 minutes,” she said. “I’m going to catch a shower upstairs before I begin.” She got up. I took her hand.


  “I am sorry,” I said. “For making you angry with me.”


  Claire kissed the top of my head. “Well, I am angry,” she said. “But I’ll get over it. But after all this is done, you damn well better not take another story like this. Because then I’ll have to kill you. And then who will I marry? Which is another thing. I think this whole adventure proves I’m with you for better or for worse. You’d better step up on that.”


  “I could propose to you now,” I said.


  “While you’re covered in a rash from fucking an alien?” Claire said. “I don’t think so, Charlie.” She gave me an affectionate tap aside the head and stepped out of the examining room as Carl and Dr. Schafer came in, Carl bearing a tray loaded down with syringes.


  “The good news is that the rash is harmless and we can get rid of it easily with a series of injections,” Dr. Schafer said. “The bad news is that you’re really not going to like where the injections go.”
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  “Make sure you give us the receipt for your injections,” Debbie Austin said. “Your health insurance won’t kick in for another three months, but since this was a story‑related expense I’ll see if I can get Ben to pay out. Same with the stitches.”


  “Thanks,” I said. “Where is Ben, anyway? I wanted to talk to him about the story.”


  “He’s been out all day,” Debbie said. “Anyway, you don’t talk to him about stories, you talk to me. Are you worried about something?”


  “I don’t think I can do any more research on this story,” I said.


  “Because of the hospital visits?” Debbie said. “Those are par for the course. Nick Venice did a story on alien desserts, and ate one that caused him to hallucinate. He thought cars were made out of marshmallow. Actually walked out in front of a bus.”


  “Nick got hit by a bus?” I asked.


  “No, the bus stopped in time,” Debbie said. “But then he passed out and broke three teeth on the bumper as he fell. We all have stories like that. Now you know why everyone hates doing the alien stories. But Ben’s right: It’s our thing. We stopped running them once for two issues and the circulation dropped 40%. We all hate the alien stories, but we hate being unemployed more.”


  “It’s not just the hospital visits,” I said. “My girlfriend’s tolerance for the story is all used up. Another wacky adventure and I’m going to be unwillingly single.”


  “Well, you did have sex with an alien,” Debbie said. “Even for these stories, that’s sort of above and beyond.”


  “You’re not helping me,” I said.


  Debbie was about to say something but paused when her desk phone rang. Four “uh-huhs” and a glance in my direction later she put the receiver back down. “So, that was Ben,” she said. “Looks like you’re going to talk to him about your story after all. He’s waiting for you.”


  “Where is he?” I asked.


  “At your apartment,” Debbie said.
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  I opened the door and there they all were in the living room: My boss, my girlfriend and my alien lover. I stared.


  “It’s too late to run,” Ben Rosenwald said. “We’ve already seen you. You might as well come in and close the door.”


  “Okay,” I said, closing the door. “I give up. Someone tell me what this is about.”


  “I’m killing the story,” Rosenwald said.


  “What?” I said. “Why? I got myself sent to the hospital twice for this story, and now you’re going to kill it?”


  “It was never going to run,” Rosenwald said. “Sorry, Charlie. It was a cover all along.”


  “A cover? A cover for what?” I asked.


  “For her,” Claire said, pointing at Jaaanta.


  I stared at Claire. “You know what’s going on?” I asked.


  “Not until about an hour ago,” she said. “I came home for lunch and they were waiting here for me.”


  “To explain what was going on,” Jaaanta said. “And to show my appreciation.”


  “For what?” I asked.


  “For making my pregnancy possible,” Jaaanta said.


  I gaped.


  “Relax, Charlie,” Claire said. “You’re not the father.”


  “To begin, my name isn’t Jaaanta,” Jaaanta said. “My real name is Ruthant Gornst Ud.”


  “And since you’re probably not keeping up with Durang politics,” Rosenwald said, “It helps to know that Ruthant is heir-designate to the Durang crown. Indeed, as is custom, she’ll ascend to the throne after she produces her own heir.”


  “And there was the problem,” Jaaanta who was now Ruthant said. “Some time ago my consort had an accident while playing sports. He fell badly and injured his nerve cord. Outwardly he looks fine, but it left his tentacles very weak. He was too weak to drum on me. Artificial fertilization is out of the question for various reasons. And I couldn’t have another Durang drum on me to begin the fertilization process; to work his organ would have to be in my receiving tentacle, and that’s adultery.”


  “And what we did isn’t?” I asked.


  “Not legally,” Ruthant said. “Durang law doesn’t recognize cross-species sex as valid.”


  “Just like Alabama,” Rosenwald said.


  “Performing the mating ritual with you allowed me to prime the physical pump, as it were,” Ruthant said. “Once you started the ovulatory process by drumming on me, I was able to mate with my consort. I’m happy to say I was fertilized almost immediately after you left my apartment. Which, actually, wasn’t my apartment at all. It was just a time-share Ben borrowed for me.”


  I turned to Rosenwald. “And you know her how?”


  “Actually, I didn’t,” Rosenwald said. “But I know the Secretary of State. Skull and Crossbones, back at Yale. The Durang court needed this done and asked Bill for help, and he wanted it done outside the usual channels in order to keep it quiet. And he knew I had contacts with other embassies because of our monthly alien story. I could make it look like one of my staff was doing another alien story; Ruthant could be snuck on-planet, the deed could be done, and she could sneak off-planet and pregnant with no one the wiser.”


  “You’re not worried that someone will figure it out?” I asked.


  “Oh, I’m sure someone might,” Ruthant said. “But accusing the heir-designate of adultery is one thing. Accusing her of mating with a human is quite another. There would be riots. And no one would believe the accusation. That is, as long as the humans involved were to keep quiet.”


  “And now you know why I’m killing the story,” Rosenwald said.


  “You know, you could have just asked me to go along,” I said. “If I knew what was going on I would have said yes.”


  “No, you wouldn’t have,” Claire said. “Because you’re involved with me. Your boss was telling me how he had to bribe you with a dinner at Little Gino’s in order to get you to take the story at all. You didn’t tell me he paid for our dinner, incidentally.”


  “Sorry,” I said. Claire waved it off.


  “We thought it would be best to keep you in the dark as long as possible,” Rosenwald said. “It wasn’t exactly fair to you, but we figured we’d worry about that later.”


  “Then I don’t know why you’re telling me at all,” I said. “I know I would have never made the connection.”


  “Because I felt guilty,” Ruthant said. “You really are a nice guy, Charlie. And I feel really bad about the strain all of this has put on your relationship with Claire.”


  “Not to mention the whole thing with the rash,” Claire said.


  “Yes, there’s that, too.” Ruthant allowed. “Also, to be blunt, you’ve made it possible for me to ascend the throne. That needs to be rewarded in some way. And you can’t be rewarded if you don’t know what the reason is.”


  “A reward,” I said.


  “Well, a combination reward and hush-up money,” Rosenwald said.


  “How much?” I asked.


  “We were just discussing that with Claire before you came in,” Ruthant said.


  I turned to Claire, who had a small smile on her face. “She’s bought a lot of hush-up, Charlie,” Claire said. “Enough for the next two lifetimes.”


  “So now you’re okay with this,” I asked Claire.


  “ ‘Okay with it,’ is not the phrase I’d use,” Claire said. “ ‘Relieved,’ is a little more accurate. If two planetary governments and your boss were actively conspiring to mess with your head, I feel a little better about the fact you were taken in. It says to me that it’s all right that I still think you’re usually a smart guy.”


  “Thanks, Claire,” I said. “I love you, too.”


  “So we have a deal,” Ruthant said.


  “Not yet,” I said. “I have a condition of my own.”


  “What’s that?” Ruthant asked.


  “I want to finish the story,” I said.


  “I already said I was killing it,” Rosenwald said.


  “Don’t kill it,” I said. “People will want to know why you spiked it, and it makes me look bad as the new guy. I’ve visited three other embassies and went on three other dates. We can run with those and just leave out her part of the story.”


  “I don’t know,” Rosenwald said. “Only three dates will make for a slim story.”


  “So we’ll set up one more date,” I said. “There are lots of alien embassies. Someone will say yes.”


  “I don’t know how I feel about this,” Claire said.


  I turned to Claire. “And I’ll make you a deal, Claire. Let me finish this story, and then do me the honor of marrying me and being my wife. And then I swear to you I will never date another alien again, so long as we both shall live.”


  Claire put a hand to her mouth. I thought it might be because she was overcome with emotion, but then I heard her laugh behind her hand. “Charlie, you moron,” she said. “You just proposed to me in a way we can never tell anyone about. My mother is going to kill you. Your mother is going to kill you.”


  And this is why when anyone asks, I tell them that I proposed to my wife Claire on the Eiffel Tower, in Paris, on the trip that we took to celebrate my very first published story in NWM magazine. It’s not true, but it sounds romantic, and at least when we got to the Eiffel Tower I remembered to bring the ring. So it’s true enough.


  So why am I telling you the truth? Because I think our child should know how it actually happened. It’s too soon to tell you, of course. We’ve only just seen you on the ultrasound. But one day you’ll want to know the real story. Here it is.


  Don’t tell.


  Missives From Possible Futures #1: Alternate History Search Results


  Dear Customer,


  Thank you for trying a Sample History Search with Multiversity™, America’s leading Alternate History Research Firm. Thanks to our patented Multiview™ technology, and search algorithms that scour multiple universes with more speed and accuracy, Multiversity™ is able to access nearly 50% more alternate timestreams than either Alternaview or Megapast—for the same cost! And we guarantee our alternate history research with a 100% money back guarantee—we want you to be happy with the accuracy of our alternate pasts, so we can work together in our shared future.


  For your Sample History Search, you asked to see THE DEATH OF ADOLF HITLER on the date of AUGUST 13, 1908 in VIENNA, AUSTRIA. As it happens, THE DEATH OF ADOLF HITLER is one of our most popular requests, and Multiversity™ has developed an impressive pre-cached concordance on the subject, spanning most days of this subject’s entire lifespan. What does this mean for you? Simply that as a pre-researched event, if you were paying for this History Search, we could offer you this information on a substantially discounted basis: Some popular searches are available for as much as 65% off the “new search” price!


  As you did not specify the particular details for THE DEATH OF ADOLF HITLER on AUGUST 13, 1908 in VIENNA, AUSTRIA, we are proud to offer you a random sampler of scenarios relating to the disposition of your search. In it you will see how varying the details of the event you’ve chosen can greatly influence the course of history. This is the famous “Butterfly Effect”—and we’re sure you’ll enjoy seeing the storms these butterflies bring about!


  Because this is a Sample History Search, we regret that we may only provide summaries at this time. But should you wish to explore one or more of these alternate histories in greater detail, Mulitversity™ is proud to offer you a Detailed Historical Statement—a $300 value—for just $59.95. Please contact one of our sales representatives to take advantage of this Special Offer!


  Thanks again for choosing Multiversity™—It’s a great time to be with us™.


  Scenario #1


  Event: ADOLF HITLER is KILLED by MUGGING ATTEMPT ON THE STEPS OF THE ACADEMY OF FINE ARTS VIENNA


  As a result: World War I proceeds; Weimar Republic proceeds; World War II delayed until 1948; US drops atomic bomb on Berlin in 1952; Neil Armstrong first man on the moon, 1972


  Scenario #2


  Event: ADOLF HITLER is KILLED by OPIUM JUNKIE LOOKING FOR MONEY


  As a result: World War I proceeds; Weimar Republic proceeds; World War II averted; Germany and Britain form economic union, declare war on France in 1958; Malcolm Evans first man on the moon, 1975


  Scenario #3:


  Event: ADOLF HITLER is KILLED by RUNAWAY HORSE-DRAWN WAGON FILLED WITH BRATWURST, THE FOURTH SUCH FATALITY IN VIENNA IN SIX DAYS


  As a result: Vienna passes tough horse-drawn vehicle laws, prompting the quick acceptance of automobiles; Austria becomes automotive industrial powerhouse; World War I proceeds, Germany and allies win thanks to technological advances; 30s worldwide depression averted; Willy Brandt first man on the moon, 1958


  Scenario #4:


  Event: ADOLF HITLER is KILLED by MULTIPLE KNIFE WOUNDS BY JEALOUS GAY LOVER WHO THINKS HIS BOYFRIEND IS CHEATING ON HIM WITH HITLER, WHO IN FACT IS TOTALLY INNOCENT AND HASN’T HAD SEX OF ANY SORT IN MONTHS, MUCH LESS GAY VIENNESE SEX


  As a result: The trial of Felix von Weingartner, director of the Vienna Opera and the closeted, murdering gay lover in question, shocks and delights Viennese society; Hitler’s watercolors, formerly unsellable, become a hot commodity on the auction circuit before the novelty wears off. Hitler’s sister awarded a settlement; World War I proceeds, Germany and allies win; 30s depression not averted; virulent flu wipes out 38% of European population; US becomes world power; John Glenn first man on the moon, 1956


  Scenario #5


  Event: ADOLF HITLER is KILLED by SUFFOCATION WHEN INEXPLICABLY ENCASED IN AN ENORMOUS BLOCK OF UNFLAVORED GELATIN


  As a result: Hitler only a random test subject for Gelatin Encasing Weapon, developed by the Russian aristocracy from technology pulled out of the spaceship that caused the Tunguska Event of June 30, 1908; the GEW subsequently used to assassinate enemies of Tsar Nicholas II, and then world leaders; World War I begins when Archduke Franz Ferdinand is spontaneously encased in gelatin while riding in a 1911 Graf und Stift Rois De Blougne tourer in Sarajevo and Young Bosnia opportunistically claims credit; World War I subsequently ends in 1915 when entire German divisions are gelatinized; Russia becomes sole super power. Vladimir Putin first man on the moon, 1988


  Scenario #6


  Event: ADOLF HITLER is KILLED by BULLET WOUND IN CROSSFIRE BETWEEN TIME-TRAVELING ANTI-NAZIS SENT BACK TO KILL HIM AND TIME-TRAVELING NAZIS SENT BACK TO PREVENT HIS ASSASSINATION


  As a result: Causality loop annihilates time and space surrounding Vienna, knocking everyone in the city back to 1529 and the eve of the First Turkish Seige; as the 20th century Viennese use their historical knowledge to help the 16th Century Viennese, time-traveling pro-Viennese forces appear and fight a pitched battle with time-traveling pro-Ottoman forces, pushing everyone back to 955 and the Battle of Lechfeld; when the time-traveling pro-Magyar forces show up, they are slaughtered by everyone else which is tired of all this time-traveling crap, thereby ending the causality loop. Vienna becomes world power; Henry Jasomirgott first man on the moon, 1155


  Scenario #7


  Event: ADOLF HITLER is KILLED by MARATHON FORNICATION BY SIX VIENNESE PROSTITUTES


  As a result: Prostitutes arrested and revealed as libidinous time-travelers from a very sexy future who teach the Viennese their futuristic ways of astro-pleasure; Janine Lindemulder first woman on the moon, 1996


  Scenario #8


  Event: ADOLF HITLER is KILLED by VAPORIZATION WHEN METEOR HITS HIM SQUARE ON THE HEAD


  As a result: No noticeable historical changes arise from event at all. However, as the meteor is a precursor to a massive asteroid cruising toward Earth, human history had only 22 hours, 16 minutes to develop from that point before being obliterated. Humanity wiped out along with Hitler and 93% of all species; society of rats rises and falls; society of frogs rises and falls; society of pillbugs rises and falls; society of squid rises and sticks; Gluugsnertgluug first squid on the moon, 2,973,004,412


  Pluto Tells All


  By Pluto, ex-planet, 4,500,000,000 years old


  As told to John Scalzi


  I don’t want to sound like I was surprised, but yeah, I was surprised. Because just before, they were talking about adding planets, right? Me and Eris and possibly Ceres, and it looked like that proposal was getting good play. So it looked good, and Charon and I thought it’d be okay to take a break and get a little alone time. So there we are relaxing and then suddenly my agent Danny’s on the phone, telling me about the demotion. And I say to him, I thought you had this taken care of. That’s what you told me. And he said, well, they took another vote. And then he started trying to spin the demotion like it was a positive. Look at Phil Collins, he said. He was an ex-member of Genesis but then he had this huge solo career. And I said, first, Phil Collins sucks, and second, I’m not exactly the lead singer of the solar system, am I? This isn’t the Phil Collins scenario, it’s the Pete Best scenario. I’m the Pete Best of the goddamn solar system. So I fired Danny. Now I’m with CAA.


  No, really. Phil Collins does suck. I’m sorry, but there it is. Good drummer, but a lot of his sound is from his producer, Hugh Padgham. You want to sound like Phil Collins? Have your producer drop in a noise gate. Done. And his singing. Oy. Funny thing is, in the 80s, Phil was in talks to play me in a science fiction comedy. He dropped out of it and made Buster instead. The movie deal fell apart after that. I lost some money on that. I have some issues with Phil Collins.


  The funny thing about the demotion is that I never actually wanted to be a planet, you know? I was out here minding my own business and then suddenly Clyde Tombaugh is staring at me. And the next thing I know, people start calling me and telling me I’m the newest planet. And I remember saying, I don’t know if I want that responsibility. And they said, well, you can’t not be a planet now, Walt Disney’s already named a character after you. That’s really what made me a planet. Not the astronomers, but that cartoon dog. People loved that dog.


  Ironically, I’m a cat person.


  I’m not going to sue. Who am I going to sue? You think the International Astronomical Union has any money to speak of? There’s a reason the most popular event at an astronomer’s conference is the free buffet.


  I try to look at it philosophically. Seventy-six years a fine run. And now I’m sort of the spokesperson for an entirely new class of objects: The dwarf planets. I understand it’s meant to be something of a consolation prize, but you know what, there are more of us dwarf planets out here than anything else. If we’re talking “one dwarf planet, one vote,” you’re going to find we’re setting the agenda on a lot of things.I might make a comeback. There are some groups rebelling against the new definition right now. And there are a lot of people telling me they want to work with me. It’s not just NASA anymore. Let’s just say CAA is earning its fee.


  Yes, I’m excited about the New Horizons mission. But I wish you guys could have found a way to get one of the Voyagers my way. I wanted to listen that record.


  I think most people know I had no direct involvement in The Adventures of Pluto Nash. That movie took place on your moon, folks.


  “Dwarf planet” is a misnomer. If I sit in your lap, you’re gonna feel me.


  “Plutoed” ? Has anyone ever actually used that word? Even I don’t use it, and it happened to me. I think it’s some sort of urban myth.


  The worst thing about it all is that Eris feels like it’s her fault, like if she’d never been discovered then they wouldn’t have had an excuse to kick me out. She’s a sweet kid. She shouldn’t have to feel like it has anything to do with her.


  Yes, it’s cold this far out from the sun. But look, I’m mostly made of ice. I get any closer, I’d get melty, and then suddenly I’m the size of Vesta. Then I really will be a dwarf planet.


  No, no. Some of my best friends are asteroids.


  I’ll tell you when I think the problem started. A few years ago the director of the Rose Center for Earth and Space asked for a favor. A big fat unethical favor. I said to him that I was too big to fit in a jail cell but he was just the right size, and I didn’t want that for him. He got snippy, I got snippy back, but I thought that was that–it’s business. A little while later they do that panorama of the solar system of theirs, and I’ve been dropped from it, and the Rose Center spokesman is saying I’m the “King of the Trans-Neptunian Objects” in that patronizing way of his. I should have done the director his favor and let him rot when he got caught.


  It’s not what you think. Just because I’m named for the god of the underworld, it doesn’t mean I have connections.


  I have problems with the new definition, yeah. What is this “sweep your lane” shit? Let me toss Eris at your planet and see what sort of job Earth does sweeping the lane. I don’t think you’d like the result. Look, when people want you gone, they’ll use any excuse. Simple as that.


  Also, highly elliptical orbits are fun. You don’t know what you’re missing, people.


  One thing about something like this is you find out who your friends are. Jupiter couldn’t have been nicer during the whole thing. Saturn’s been a real sweetheart, too. And Neptune–well, we go way back. We’re simpatico, always have been. But some others, eh. Not so nice.


  No, I don’t want to name names. They know who they are.


  Oh, fine. Mercury. I got into the club, and Mercury was suddenly my best buddy. And I thought, well, okay–we’re close to the same size, both of us have eccentric orbits, we’ve both got a 3:2 resonance thing going on. Similarities, you know? So we hang out, get to know each other, fine, whatever. Then the IAU vote comes down and I haven’t heard from him since. Like the demotion might be catching or something. He may be right; he’s not exactly a brilliant lane-sweeper himself.


  Evidence? Well, you know. It’s not that he has an unusually thick iron core; it’s that he’s got an unusually thin silicate skin. Where did the rest of it go? So much for lane-sweeping. See, now you know why he’s so damn twitchy. A perfect example of small planet syndrome. No, I don’t have small planet syndrome. I have dwarf planet syndrome. Didn’t you get the memo?


  You know who else have been nice? Moons. If anyone had reason to be bitter about me being made a planet, it was them. Hell, you can’t tell me Titan doesn’t deserve to be a planet: He’s got an atmosphere, for God’s sake. Not one of them ever said anything against me. The day I got demoted, Titan calls up, says “you wuz robbed” and then tells me dirty jokes until I nearly throw up laughing. We should swap him for Mercury.


  I have nothing bad to say about Earth. Good planet. Friendly. Too bad you people are making her all itchy recently. If I were her I would be considering a topical application of a meteor right about now. You’re lucky she’s tolerant.


  One of the good things about the whole fracas was once it was settled, Eris finally got a permanent name. Being called “Xena” really ticked her off. She said that when Uranus was discovered, his temporary name was “Georgium Sidus,” after King George III of England. He got a national leader, she got a butch tv character. I told her I didn’t really think she wanted to be named “Dubya,” and she said I had a point. Then I said her moon would have been named “Cheney,” and then she hit me.


  It hurts when you’re hit by a dwarf planet. She’s bigger than me, you know.


  I would have preferred the term “ice planet” myself. Some of the “dwarf” planets out here are going to mess with that definition once you discover them.


  No, I won’t tell you where they are. Find them yourself. You guys are good at that.


  Life on other planets? You know, I’m paid really well not to comment about that.


  I will say that if there is life on other planets, that they’d wish you’d stop beaming “lite hits” music stations into space. I’m not the only one out here who has Phil Collins issues. Theoretically.


  2008


  Life on Earth: Human-Alien Relations


  By Sam Mossby


  As most of you know, this column deals with the day-to-day trials and tribulations of living with all the various alien species that are now calling the Washington, DC area their home. But just to mix things up this week, we’re going to focus on the aliens in the office, and how to get along with the extraterrestrial in the cubicle next to you.


  Dear Sam:


  One of my co-workers is a Fusmy. We get along great, and he’s a great guy, but about a week ago I started noticing a rash on his face and neck. I didn’t want to say anything about it, but it’s kept getting worse, and now he’s got all these pussy whiteheads all over his head. It’s just really gross, and the whole office is talking about it, but he doesn’t seem to think anything’s wrong. Some of us have talked about putting a tube of Clearasil on his desk before he comes in, or maybe just some bar soap. Is this an alien thing, or just a hygiene thing?


  —Grossed Out in Sterling


  It’s an alien thing, and what an alien thing it is. And naturally it relates to sex (how could it not?). Here on earth, the females of a lot of animal species go into estrus a few times a year; if you’ve ever had an unspayed female cat you know what that’s about. With the Fumsy (and with other species from their home planet) it’s the males who are on a sexual cycle, not the women—and part of that cycle is what you’re seeing now. Those aren’t zits you’re seeing, those are pheremonal reservoirs: the white heads are exuding a scent that humans can’t smell but which Fusmy women find almost insanely irresistible. If he were back home, he couldn’t go out of his house without being hit on seven times between his door and the curb.


  So while your friend looks like a mess to you, to a Fusmy woman, he’s the most attractive he’s ever been—until the next cycle, which, depending on various genetic and environmental factors, will be anywhere from fifteen to thirty months from now. Which is a long time between hookups. Slipping your friend some Clearasil won’t do any good, and they’ll be gone in about another week anyway. But if you want to make him feel good, tell him he looks hot. Because to the Fusmy, he really does.


  My office mate is a Ghudmat, and recently she’s started doing something weird: about once an hour or so she’ll excuse herself, go to the restroom in the office, and start wailing and thrashing and—excuse the term—explosively farting in one of the stalls for minutes at a time. Then she’ll come out like nothing has happened and just pick up whatever she was doing or saying. It’s beginning to freak us out, and also we’re scared to go into the restroom. What gives? And is there anything we can do to help? She’s freaking us out, but we also like her. We’re worried for her.


  —Concerned in DC


  The problem here seems like it’s physical, but it’s not—according to Hugk Norviz, cultural attaché for the Ghudmat embassy, your friend is in mourning.


  “It sounds like she’s performing the ha’azmat, the ritual for the departed,” said Norviz. “In the ha’azmat, after someone has died, friends and family will once a siz (the Ghudmat equivalent of an hour, which is actually closer to seventy-six minutes) call to the deceased and encourage them onward into the path of rebirth. This goes on for four or five days, depending on religious sect.” Your co-worker is probably performing the ha’azmat in the restroom because it offers her a little privacy, and she wants to be polite.


  Oh, and about that explosive farting: It’s not farting at all, but the expulsion of air from special bladders the Ghudmat use at home to regulate their buoyancy in aquatic surroundings (at home, the Ghudmat are amphibious). The noise is believed to get the attention of the deceased, who, being dead, need a little extra something thrown at them in order to get their attention. Norviz says that while humans might find the noise alarming, as long as the Ghudmat in question is healthy, there should be no extraneous smell involved. So feel free to use the restroom afterward, no air freshener required.


  As for what you can do for your friend—“On our home world, one might offer to join in with the ha’azmat, but that it would be inappropriate for a human,” says Norviz, explaining that the expulsion of air through the bladders is actually a necessary part of the ritual, and to do the ritual incorrectly would be to invite doom to the departed soul. “So instead, they should just offer her their sympathies and possibly a symbolic gift of commiseration.”


  Like what? “Well, a bundt cake would be nice.”


  My boss is Ridpaz and is generally easy to get along with—a stickler for rules, but otherwise fine. But when we have a meeting, whenever I or anyone else disagrees with her, she growls at us, all through whatever we say, even if when we’re done she says “That’s an excellent point, thanks for bringing that up.” You’ve seen Ridpaz. They have all those teeth. It’s getting so none of us ever want to say anything at meetings anymore.


  —Intimidated in Fairfax


  Relax. Your boss isn’t going to rip your throat out. What you’re experiencing is a basic, formal Ridpaz dominance display—sort of an instinctual carryover from the Ridpaz’s carnivorous and pack-oriented past. While Ridpaz as a general rule are open and inviting to suggestions and even disagreements from underlings, they’re also sensitive to the need to make sure everyone understands where they stand in the hierarchy. So while listening to underlings, many Ridpaz will quietly (or not-so-quietly) let their underlings know who is boss by growling while they speak. It’s such a common thing with the Ridpaz that your boss might not even be aware she’s doing it. Not every Ridpaz will do it, but some do, especially if they’ve not been on earth for a long time, or if they’ve not been told that it disturbs their human underlings.


  If you really think it’s having an effect on office morale, you might speak to your boss privately, or even better, have her immediate boss speak to her about it (as you might expect, Ridpaz are generally deferential to suggestions from higher up). But otherwise don’t worry too much about it. From your point of view, it’s perfectly harmless. That is, unless you challenge her dominance formally, by established (and fairly complicated) Ridpazian rituals. Which we don’t suggest you do. Remember those teeth.


  After the Coup


  In a universe of harsh interstellar conflict, the practice of interspecies diplomacy—when possible—is important. So being a Colonial Union officer attached to an interplanetary diplomatic mission sometimes means taking a fall. Literally.


  “How well can you take a punch?” asked Deputy Ambassador Schmidt.


  Lieutenant Harry Wilson blinked and set down his drink. “You know, there are a number of places a conversation can go after a question like that,” he said. “None of them end well.”


  “I don’t mean it like that,” Schmidt said. He drummed the glass of his own drink with his fingers. Harry noted the drumming, which was a favorite nervous tell of Hart Schmidt’s. It made poker games with him fun. “I have a very specific reason to ask you.”


  “I would hope so,” Harry said. “Because as conversational ice breakers go, it’s not in the top ten.”


  Schmidt looked around the Clarke’s officer lounge. “Maybe this isn’t the best place to talk about it,” he said.


  Harry glanced around the lounge. It was singularly unappealing; a bunch of magnetized folding chairs and equally magnetized card tables, and single porthole from which the yellowish green limb of Korba-Aty was glowing, dully. The drinks they were having came from the rack of vending machines built into the wall. The only other person in the lounge was Lieutenant Grant, the Clarke’s quartermaster; she was looking at her PDA and wearing headphones.


  “It’s fine, Hart,” Harry said. “Enough with the melodrama. Spit it out already.”


  “Fine,” Schmidt said, and then drummed on his drink some more. Harry waited. “Look, this mission isn’t going well,” he finally said.


  “Really,” Harry said, dryly.


  “What’s that supposed to mean?” Schmidt said.


  “Don’t get defensive, Hart,” Harry said. “I’m not blaming you.”


  “I just want to know how you came to that conclusion,” Schmidt said.


  “You mean, how did I come to that conclusion despite the fact I’m this mission’s mushroom,” Harry said.


  Schmidt frowned. “I don’t know what that means,” he said.


  “It means that you keep me in the dark and feed me shit,” Harry said.


  “Ah,” Schmidt said. “Sorry.”


  “It’s fine,” Harry said. “This is a Colonial Union diplomatic mission, and I’m Colonial Defense Forces, and you don’t want me seen by the Korba because you don’t want my presence to be interpreted as provocation. So while the rest of you head down to the planet, and get to breathe real air and see actual sunlight, I stay up here in this latrine of a spaceship, training your technicians to use the field generator and catching up on my reading. Which is going well, incidentally. I just finished Anna Karenina.”


  “How was it?” Schmidt said.


  “Not bad,” Harry said. “The moral is to stay away from trains. The point is, I know why I’m kept in the dark. Fine. Fair enough. But I’m not stupid, Hart. Even if none of you tell me anything about the mission, I can tell it’s not going well. All of you deputies and assistants come back to the Clarke looking like you’ve had the crap beat out of you all day long. It’s a subtle hint.” He picked up his drink and slugged some back.


  “Hmm. Anyway, yes,” Schmidt said. “The mission isn’t going well. The Korba haven’t been nearly as receptive to our negotiations as we thought they might be. We want to try something new. A new direction. A new diplomatic tack.”


  “A new tack that is somehow focused on me getting punched,” Harry said, setting his drink back down.


  “Maybe,” Schmidt said.


  “Once or repeatedly?” Harry asked.


  “I think that would depend on your definition,” Schmidt said.


  “Of ‘once’ ?” Harry asked.


  “Of ‘punched,’ actually,” Schmidt said.


  “I already have very deep reservations about this plan,” Harry said.


  “Well, let me give you some context,” Schmidt said.


  “Please do,” Harry said.


  Schmidt produced his PDA and began to slide it over to Harry, then stopped midway through the motion. “You know that everything I’m about to tell you is classified.”


  “Good lord, Hart,” Harry said. “I’m the only person on the Clarke who doesn’t know what’s going on.” Harry reached over and took the PDA. On its screen was the image of a battle cruiser of some sort, floating near a skyscraper. Or more accurately, what was left of a skyscraper; it had been substantially destroyed, likely by the battle cruiser. In the foreground of the picture, small, vaguely-humanoid blotches seemed to be running from the ruined skyscraper. “Nice picture,” Harry said.


  “What do you think you’re seeing there?” Schmidt said.


  “A strong case for not letting trainees drive a battle cruiser,” Harry said.


  “It’s an image taken during the recent Korban coup,” Schmidt said. “There was a disagreement between the head of the military and the Korban civilian leadership. That skyscraper is—well, was—the Korban administrative headquarters.”


  “So the civilians lost that particular argument,” Harry said.


  “Pretty much,” Schmidt said.


  “Where do we come in?” Harry asked, handing back the PDA. “Are we trying to restore the civilian government? Because, to be honest about it, that doesn’t really sound like something the CU would care about.”


  “We don’t,” Schmidt said, taking back the PDA. “Before the coup, the Korba were barely on our radar at all. They had a non-expansionist policy. They had their few worlds and they’d stood pat on them for centuries. We had no conflict with them, so we didn’t care about them. After the coup, the Korba are very interested in expanding again.”


  “This worries us,” Harry said.


  “Not if we can point them toward expanding in the direction of some of our enemies,” Schmidt said. “There are some races in this area who are pushing in on us. If they had to worry about someone else, they’d have fewer resources to hit us with.”


  “See, that’s the Colonial Union I know,” Harry said. “Always happy to stick a knife in someone else’s face. But none of this has anything to do with me getting punched in the face.”


  “Actually, it does,” Schmidt said. “We made a tactical error. This mission is a diplomatic one, but the new leaders of Korba are military. They’re curious about our military, and they’re especially curious about our CDF soldiers, whom they’ve never encountered because our races have never fought. We’re civilians; we don’t have any of our military on hand, and very little in terms of military capability to show them. We brought them that field generator you’ve been training our technicians on, but that’s defensive technology. They’re much more interested in our offensive capabilities. And they’re especially interested in seeing our soldiers in action. Negotiations up to this point have been going poorly because we’re not equipped to give them what they want. But then we let it slip that we have a CDF member on the Clarke.”


  “We let it slip,” Harry said.


  “Well, I let it slip, actually,” Schmidt said. “Come on, Harry, don’t look at me like that. This mission is failing. Some of us need this mission to succeed. My career’s not exactly on fire, you know. If this mission goes into the crapper, I’m going to get reassigned to an archive basement.”


  “I’d be more sympathetic if saving your career didn’t require blunt force trauma for me,” Harry said.


  Schmidt nodded, and then ducked his head a little, which Harry took as something akin to an apology. “When we told them about you, they got very excited, and we were asked by the Korbans’ new leader—a direct request from the head of state, Harry—if we would be willing to pit you against one of their soldiers in a contest of skills,” Schmidt said. “It was strongly implied it would make a real difference in the tenor of the negotiations.”


  “So of course you said yes,” Harry said.


  “Let me remind you of the part where I said the mission was going into the crapper,” Schmidt said.


  “There is a small flaw in this plan,” Harry said. “Besides the part where I get the crap kicked out of me, I mean. Hart, I’m CDF, but I’m not a soldier. I’m a technician. I’ve spent the last several years working in the military science division of the Forces. That’s why I’m here, for God’s sake. I’m training your people to use technology we developed. I’m not training them to fight, I’m training them to twirl knobs.”


  “You’ve still got the CDF genetic engineering,” Schmidt said, and pointed to Harry’s sitting form. “Your body is still in top physical shape, whether you use it or not. Your reflexes are still fast as ever. You’re still as strong as ever. Look at you, Harry. There’s nothing flabby or squishy about you. You’re in as good a shape as any soldier on the line.”


  “That doesn’t mean anything,” Harry said.


  “Doesn’t it?” Schmidt said. “Tell me, Harry. Everyone else on this mission is an unmodified human. Is there any one of us that you couldn’t take in hand to hand combat?”


  “Well, no. But you’re all soft,” Harry said.


  “Thanks for that,” Schmidt said. He took a sip of his drink.


  “My point is whether or not I’m engineered for combat, I haven’t been a soldier for a very long time,” Harry said. “Fighting isn’t like riding a bicycle, Hart. You can’t just pick it up without practice. If these guys are so hot to see CDF in action, send a skip drone back to Phoenix and request a squad. They could be here in a couple of days if you make it a priority request.”


  “There’s no time, Harry,” Schmidt said. “The Korba want a combat exhibition tonight. Actually,”—Schmidt checked the chronometer on his PDA—“in about four and a half hours.”


  “Oh, come on,” Harry said.


  “They made the request this morning, Harry,” Schmidt said. “It’s not like I’ve been keeping it from you. We told them about you, they made the request and ten minutes later I was being hustled off to the shuttle back to the Clarke to tell you. And here we are.”


  “What is this ‘skill contest’ they want me to have?” Harry asked.


  “It’s a ritualized combat thing,” Schmidt said. “It’s physical combat, but it’s done as a sport. Like karate or fencing or wrestling. There are three rounds. You get scored on points. There are judges. From what I understand it’s mostly harmless. You’re not going to be in any real danger.”


  “Except for being punched,” Harry said.


  “You’ll heal,” Schmidt said. “And anyway, you can punch back.”


  “I don’t suppose I can pass,” Harry said.


  “Sure, you can pass,” Schmidt said. “And then when the mission fails and everyone on the mission is demoted into shit jobs and the Korba ally themselves with our enemies and start looking at human colonies they can pick off, you can bask in the knowledge that at least you came out of this all unbruised.”


  Harry sighed and drained his drink. “You owe me, Hart,” he said. “Not the Colonial Union. You.”


  “I can live with that,” Schmidt said.


  “Fine,” Harry said. “So the plan is to go down there, fight with one of their guys, get beat up a little, and everyone walks away happy.”


  “Mostly,” Schmidt said.


  “Mostly,” Harry said.


  “I have two requests for you from Ambassador Abumwe,” Schmidt said. “And she said for me to say to that by ‘request,’ she means that if you don’t do them both she will find a way to make the rest of your natural existence one of unceasing woe and misery.”


  “Really,” Harry said.


  “She was very precise about her word use,” Schmidt said.


  “Lovely,” Harry said. “What are the requests?”


  “The first is that you keep the contest close,” Schmidt said. “We need to show the Korba from the start that the reputation the CDF has is not undeserved.”


  “Not knowing what the rules of the contest are, how it’s played or whether I’m even physically capable of keeping up with it, sure, why not, I’ll keep it close,” Harry said. “What’s the other request.”


  “That you lose,” Schmidt said.


  * * *


  “The rules are simple,” Schmidt said, translating for the Korban who stood in front of them. Normally Harry would use his BrainPal—the computer in his head—to do a translation, but he didn’t have access to the Clarke’s network to access the language. “There are three rounds: One round with Bongka—those are like quarterstaffs, Harry—one round of hand-to-hand combat, and one round of water combat. There are no set times for any round; they continue until all three judges have selected a victor, or until one of the combatants is knocked unconscious. The chief judge here wants to make sure you understand this.”


  “I understand,” said Harry, staring at the Korban, who came up, roughly, to his waist. The Korba were squat, bilaterally symmetrical, apparently muscular, and covered by what appeared to be an infinite amount of overlapping plates and scales. What little information Harry could uncover about the Korban physiology suggested that they were of some sort of amphibious stock, and that they lived some of their lives in water. This would at least explain the “water combat” round. The gathering hall they were in held no obvious water sources, however. Harry wondered if something might not have been lost in translation.


  The Korban began speaking again, and as he spoke and breathed, the plates around his neck and chest moved in a motion that was indefinably strange and unsettling; it was almost like they didn’t quite go back in the same place they started off at. Harry found them unintentionally hypnotic.


  “Harry,” Schmidt said.


  “Yes?” Harry said.


  “You’re all right with the nudity?” Schmidt asked.


  “Yes,” Harry said. “Wait. What?”


  Schmidt sighed. “Pay attention, Harry,” he said. “The contest is performed in the nude so that it’s purely a test of skill, no tricks. You’re okay with that?”


  Harry glanced around the gymnasium-like room they were in, filling up with Korban spectators, human diplomats and Clarke crew members on shore leave. In the crowd of humans he located Ambassador Abumwe, who gave him a look that reinforced her earlier threat of unending misery. “So everyone gets to see my bits,” Harry said.


  “Afraid so,” Schmidt said. “All right, then?”


  “Do I have a choice?” Harry asked.


  “Not really,” Schmidt said.


  “Then I guess I’m all right with it,” Harry said. “See if you can get them to crank up the thermostat.”


  “I’ll look into it.” Schmidt said something to the Korban, who replied at length. Harry doubted they were actually speaking about the thermostat. The Korban turned and uttered a surprisingly loud blast, his neck and chest plates spiking out as he did so. Harry was suddenly reminded of a horny toad back on Earth.


  From across the room another Korban approached, holding a staff just under two meters in length, with the ends coated in what appeared to be red paint. The Korban presented it to Harry, who took it. “Thanks,” he said. The Korban ran off.


  The judge started speaking. “He says that they apologize that they are unable to give you a more attractive Bongka,” Schmidt translated, “but that your height meant they had to craft one for you specially, and they did not have time to hand it over to an artisan. He wants you to know, however, that it is fully functional and you should not be at any disadvantage. He says you may strike your opponent at will with the bongka, and on any part of the body, but only with the tips; using the unmarked part of the bongka to strike your opponent will result in lost points. You can block with the unmarked part, however.”


  “Got it,” Harry said. “I can hit anywhere? Aren’t they worried about someone losing an eye?”


  Schmidt asked. “He says that if you manage to take an eye, then it counts. Every hit or attack with a tip is fair.” Schmidt was quiet for a moment as the judge spoke at length. “Apparently the Korba can regenerate lost limbs and some organs, eventually. They don’t see losing one as a huge problem.”


  “I thought you said there were rules, Hart,” Harry said.


  “My mistake,” Schmidt said.


  “You and I are going to have a talk after all of this is done,” Harry said.


  Schmidt didn’t answer this because the judge had started speaking again. “The judge wants to know if you have a second. If you don’t have one he will be happy to provide you one.”


  “Do I have a second?” Harry said.


  “I didn’t know you needed one,” Schmidt said.


  “Hart, please make an effort to be useful to me,” Harry asked.


  “Well, I’m translating,” Schmidt said.


  “I only have your word for that,” Harry said. “Tell the judge that you’re my second.“


  “What? Harry, I can’t,” Schmidt said. “I’m supposed to be sitting with the Ambassador.”


  “And I’m supposed to be in a bunk on the Clarke reading the first part of The Brothers Karamazov,” Harry said. “Clearly this is a disappointing day for both of us. Suck it up, Hart. Tell him.”


  Schmidt told him; the judge started speaking at length to Schmidt, chest and neck plates shifting as he did so. Harry glanced back over to the seating area provided the Colonial Union diplomats and Clarke crew, who shifted in their rows. The stands were half-sized for humans; they sat with their knees bunched into their chests like parents at a pre-school open house. They didn’t look in the least bit comfortable.


  Good, thought Harry.


  The judge stopped speaking, turned toward Harry, and did something with his scales that caused a wave-like ripple to go around his head. Harry shuddered involuntarily; the judge seemed to take that as a response. He left.


  “We’re going to start in just a minute,” Schmidt said. “Now might be a good time for you to strip.”


  Harry set down his bongka and took off his jacket. “I don’t suppose you’re going to strip,” he said. “Being my second and all.”


  “The judge didn’t say anything about it in the job description,” Schmidt said. He took the jacket from Harry.


  “What is your job description?” Harry asked.


  “I’m supposed to research your opponent and give you tips on how to beat him,” Schmidt said.


  “What do you know about my opponent?” Harry asked. He was out of his shirt and was slipping off his trousers.


  “My guess is that he will be short,” Schmidt said.


  “How do I beat him?” Harry said. He slipped of his shoes and let his toes test the spongy flooring.


  “You’re not supposed to beat him,” Schmidt said. “You’re supposed to tie and then take a fall.”


  Harry grunted and handed Schmidt his pants, socks and shoes. “Am I correct in assuming that there are several species of legume that would do a better job being my second than you, Hart?”


  “Sorry, Harry,” Schmidt said. “I’m flying by the seat of my pants here.”


  “And my pants,” Harry said.


  “I guess that’s true,” Schmidt said. He looked at the nude Harry and counted the number of apparel he was holding. “Where’s your underwear?” he asked.


  “Today was laundry day,” Harry said.


  “You went commando to a diplomatic function?” Schmidt asked. The horror in his voice was unmistakable.


  “Yes, Hart, I went commando to a diplomatic function,” Harry said, and then motioned to his body. “And now, as you can see, I’m going Spartan so a midget can whack me with a stick.” He bent and picked up his Bongka. “Honestly, Hart. Help me out here. Focus a little.”


  “All right,” Hart said, and glanced at the pile of clothes he was holding. “Let me just put these somewhere.” He started off toward the human seating area.


  As Hart did this, three Korba approached Harry. One was the judge from earlier. Another Korban was carrying his own bongka, proportional to his own height; Harry’s opponent. The third was a step behind Harry’s opponent; Harry guessed it was the other second.


  The three Korba stopped directly in front of Harry. The one holding the bongka handed it to his second, looked up at Harry, and then thrust out his hands, palms forward, making a grunting noise as he did so. Harry hadn’t the slightest idea what to do with this. So he handed his bongka to Schmidt, who had just come running up, thrust his own hands forward, and returned the motion. “Jazz hands,” Harry said.


  The Korban seemed satisfied, took back his bongka, and headed toward the other side of the gym. The judge spoke, and held up something in his hand. “He says that they’re ready to begin,” Schmidt said. “He will signal the start of the round with his horn, and will use it again at the end of the round. When the round ends, there will be a few minutes while they set up for the next round. You can use that time to rest and to confer with your second. Do you understand?”


  “Yes, fine,” Harry said. “Let’s get to it, already.” Schmidt responded; the judge walked off. Harry began working with the bongka, testing its balance and warp. It felt like it was made of a hard wood of some sort; he wondered if it would splinter or break.


  “Harry,” Schmidt said, and pointed to where the judge stood, horn raised high. “We’re starting.”


  Harry held his bongka in both hands, chest high, horizontal to the ground. “Any last pieces of advice?” he asked.


  “Aim low,” Schmidt said, and backed off the floor.


  “Great,” Harry said. The judge blasted his horn and moved to the side of the gym. Harry stepped forward with his bongka, keeping his eye on his opponent.


  His opponent raised his bongka, expanded his chest and neck by an alarming amount, emitted a deafening noise somewhere between a belch and a roar, and launched himself at Harry as fast as his little feet could carry him. The Korba in the stands, ringing the gym save for the small section for the humans, cheered mightily in a similar chest-inflating, burping fashion.


  Three seconds later Harry was confronted by the fact that he had absolutely no clue what he was doing. The Korban had set on him with a slashing, dizzying array of bongka maneuvers; Harry blocked about a third of them and avoided the rest by stumbling backward as the Korban pressed his advantage. The Korban was whirling his bongka like a rotor blade. Harry realized that having the longer bongka was not an advantage here; it took longer to swing, block and attack. The little Korban had the upper hand, as it were.


  The Korban lunged at Harry and appeared to overextend; Harry swung his bongka overhead to try to tap him on the backside. As he did the Korban twisted inside the arc of Harry’s attack; Harry realized he’d been played just as the Korban viciously whacked both of his ankles. Harry went down; the Korban jumped back just far enough to begin enthusiastically tenderizing Harry’s midsection as he fell. Harry rolled and blindly thrust his bongka at the Korban; somewhat improbably, it connected, poking the Korban in its snout. The poke fazed the Korban into stopping its attack and taking a step back. Harry poked it back a couple more steps and then stood up, testing his ankles. They complained but held.


  “Keep poking him!” Schmidt yelled. Harry glanced over to snap something back, giving the Korban an opening. He took it, whacked Harry hard upside the head, then reapplied himself to Harry’s ankles. Harry stumbled but kept upright, wheeling in a drunken fashion toward the center of the gym. The Korban followed, swinging merrily at Harry’s already bruised ankle bones. Harry got the distinct feeling he was being toyed with.


  Screw this, Harry thought, and stopped, planted his bongka firmly into the gym mat and hurled himself up the staff. A second later he was doing a handstand at the top of it, balanced by dint of his finely calibrated if disused motor control, courtesy of the Colonial Defense Forces genetic engineering.


  The Korban, clearly not expecting this tactic, stopped and openly gawked.


  “That’s right,” Harry said. “Come whack on my ankles now, you little prick.“


  Harry continued to feel smug about his plan right until the moment the Korban crouched and launched itself into the air with a push of its powerful legs. The Korban didn’t make it as high as Harry’s ankles. He did, however, get right on level with Harry’s face.


  Oh, crap, Harry thought, before the blinding crack of a bongka smashed across the bridge of his nose and robbed him of any further capacity for reaction, commentary or thought. All those things came back to him with blinding pain as Harry’s spinal column compressed into the gym mat as he fell. After that there were a few moments of curiously distant sensation as the Korban’s bongka dug into various parts of his body, followed by an even more distant blast of a horn. The first round was over. The Korba strutted off to the sound of belching applause; Harry propped himself up on his bongka and staggered over to Schmidt, who had found him a water bottle.


  “Are you okay?” Schmidt said.


  “Are you dumb?” Harry said. He took the water bottle and squirted some of the water on his face.


  “I’m kind of wondering what the thinking was on that handstand,” Schmidt said.


  “The thinking was that if I didn’t do something my ankle bones would be a fine powder,” Harry said.


  “What were you going to do then?” Schmidt asked.


  “I don’t know,” Harry said. “I was in a rush, Hart. I was making it up as I went along.”


  “I don’t think it worked the way you wanted it to,” Schmidt said.


  “Well, maybe if I had a second who told me these little bastards could high jump two meters straight up from a squat, I would have tried something else,” Harry said.


  “Fair point,” Schmidt said.


  “Anyway, you want me to lose, remember?” Harry said.


  “Yes, but we want you to lose by just a little,” Schmidt said. “You need to keep it closer than this. Ambassador Abumwe is glaring a hole through the back of your head right now. No, don’t look.“


  “Hart, if I could have made it closer I would have,” Harry said. He drank some water and then stretched, trying to find a place on his body that didn’t hurt. His left instep seemed the most likely candidate. Harry glanced down and was glad the Korban had not seemed aware that human testicles were especially painful when struck; his had managed to escape injury.


  “Looks like they’re ready for the second round,” Schmidt said, and pointed at the judge, who was standing with his horn. On the other end of the gym the Korban was hopping from foot to foot, loosening himself up for the hand-to-hand combat.


  “Swell,” Harry said, and handed the water bottle back to Schmidt. “Words of wisdom for this round?”


  “Mind your ankles,” Schmidt said.


  “You’re a big help,” Harry said. The horn blew and he stepped back onto the gym floor.


  The Korban wasted no time fronting an offensive, charging Harry almost as soon as he was on the floor. A few meters out the Korban kicked and launched himself into the air, claws out; he was aiming for Harry’s head.


  Not this time, you son of a bitch, Harry thought, and pushed himself back and toward the gym floor. The Korban slid just over Harry’s head, slashing as he did so; Harry responded by bringing up a leg and delivering to the Korban’s posterior a truly excellent bicycle kick. The Korban suddenly accelerated head first into the stands, colliding violently into several other Korba, whose refreshments went flying. Harry arched his head from a lying position to see the carnage, then glanced over to Schmidt, who gave him an enthusiastic thumbs up. Harry grinned and picked himself off the floor.


  The Korban burst out of the stands, enraged and refreshment-coated, and launched himself once more and incautiously at Harry. Being suddenly and humiliatingly launched into the stands had apparently simplified the Korban’s attack strategy down to tear the human a new one. Harry didn’t mind.


  The Korban approached and wheeled back to deliver a mighty blow, either to Harry’s midsection or genital region, whichever was closer. Harry responded by holding steady until the last second and then shot out his arm. The Korban’s forward motion smacked to standstill as Harry’s left palm met the little alien’s forehead. It was like stopping a particularly aggressive eight year old. Harry smirked.


  The Korban was not amused at what it registered as a condescending defense maneuver on Harry’s part; it burp-snarled its rage and prepared to shred Harry’s forearm. Harry reared back his right arm to slug the Korban, distracting it, and then quickly retracted his left palm, made a loose fist, and popped the Korban in the face. The Korban snorted in alarm; Harry took that moment to bring his right hook square into the Korban’s snout.


  The scales and plates of the Korban’s face puffed out as if the alien’s head was a flower traumatized into blossom; they settled back as the Korban collapsed onto the ground. Harry kept him on the ground by kicking it viciously every time it so much as puffed a plate. Eventually the judges got bored with this and blew their horn. Harry walked off the floor; the Korban’s second came and dragged him off.


  “I think you might have overdone the kicking,” Schmidt said, handing Harry his refilled water bottle.


  “You’re not the one whose kidneys were mashed into pâté in the first round,” Harry said. “I was just giving him what he gave me. He was still breathing at the end of the round. He’s fine. And now the contest is closer, which is what you wanted.” He drank.


  A door opened on the side of the gymnasium and a forklift-like contraption drove in, carrying what appeared to be a large kiddie pool full of water. The pool was set down near Harry; the forklift then retreated, to reappear a minute later with another pool, which it set down near Harry’s Korban competitor.


  Harry looked over at Schmidt, who shrugged. “For the water combat round?” He ventured.


  “What are we going to do, splash each other?” Harry asked.


  “Look,” Schmidt said, and pointed. The Korban competitor, now somewhat recovered, had stepped into his pool. The judge, standing again in the middle of the gym, motioned at Harry to step into his pool. Harry looked at Schmidt, who shrugged again. “Don’t ask me,” he said.


  Harry sighed and stepped into his own pool; the water, very warm, came up to his mid-thigh. Harry fought back the temptation to sit down in it and have a nice soak. He looked over again to Schmidt. “Now what do I do?” he asked.


  Schmidt didn’t respond. Harry waved his hand in front of Schmidt. “Hart. Hello?” he said.


  Schmidt looked over to Harry. “You’re going to want to turn around, Harry,” he said.


  Harry turned around, and looked at his Korban competitor, who was suddenly about a foot taller than he had been, and growing.


  What the hell? Harry thought. And then he saw it. The level of the water in the Korban’s pool was almost slowly falling; as it did, the scales and plates on the Korban were shifting, sliding against each other and separating out. Harry watched as the scales on the Korban’s mid-section appeared to stretch apart and the join, as the plates that used to be underneath locked into place with the plates that used to be above, expanded by the water flooding into the Korban’s body from the pool. Harry eyes shifted from the Korban’s midsection to its hands, where its digits were expanding by rotating the overlapping scales, locking them together into a previously unknown dance of Fibonacci sequences.


  Harry’s mind thought of several things at once.


  First, he marveled at the absolutely stunning physiology of the Korbans on display here; the scales and plates covering their bodies were not simply integumentary but had to be structural as well, holding the shape of the Korban body in both states; Harry doubted there was an internal skeleton, at least as it was understood in a human body, and the earlier puffing and expanding suggested that the Korbans’ structural system used both air and water to do certain and specific things; this species was clearly the anatomical find of the decade.


  Second, he shuddered at the thought of whatever evolutionary pressure had caused the Korban—or its distant amphiboid ancestors—to develop such a dramatic defense mechanism. Whatever was out there in the early seas of this planet, it had to have been pretty damn terrifying.


  Third, as the Korban forced water into its body, growing to a size now a square of the size and some terrifying cube of the mass of Harry’s own dimensions, he realized he was about to get his ass well and truly kicked.


  Harry wheeled on Schmidt. “You can’t tell me you didn’t know about this,” he said.


  “I swear to you, Harry,” Schmidt said. “This is new to me.”


  “How can you miss something like this?” Harry said. “What the hell do you people do all day?”


  “We’re diplomats, Harry, not xenobiologists,” Schmidt said. “Don’t you think I would have told you?”


  The judge’s horn sounded. The towering Korban stepped out of his pool with a hammering thud.


  “Oh, shit,” Harry said. He splashed as he tried to get out of his own pool.


  “I have no advice for you,” Schmidt said.


  “No kidding,” Harry said.


  “Oh, God, here he comes,” Schmidt said, and then stumbled off the floor. Harry looked up just in time to see an immense fist of flesh, water and fluid dynamics pummel into his midsection and send him flying across the room. Some part of Harry’s brain remarked on the mass and acceleration required to lift him like that, even as another part of Harry’s brain remarked that at least a couple of ribs had just gone with that punch.


  The crowd roared its approval.


  Harry groggily took stock of his surroundings just as the Korban stomped up, lifted up its immense foot, and brought it down square on Harry’s chest, giving him the sensation of involuntary defibrillation. Harry watched as the foot lifted up again and noted two large hexagonal depressions in them. The part of his brain that had earlier marveled at the physiology of the Korba recognized these as the places where the body would take in water; they would have to be at least that large to grow the body as quickly as it did.


  The rest of Harry’s brain told that part to shut the hell up and move, because that foot was coming down again. Harry groaned and rolled, and bounced a little as the impact of the foot on the floor where Harry had just been caused everything to vibrate. Harry crawled away and then scrambled to his feet, narrowly missing a kick that would have sent him into a wall.


  The Korban lumbered after Harry, swinging at him as the crowd cheered. The alien was quick because its size allowed it to cover distance quickly, but as it swung at Harry, he realized that its attacks were slower than they were before. There was too much inertia going on here for the Korban to turn on a dime or make quick strikes. Harry suspected that when two Korba fought in this round, they basically stood in the middle of the gym and beat the hell out of each other until one of them collapsed. That strategy wouldn’t work here. Harry thought back on the first round, where the smaller Korba’s size was an advantage—size and the fact it knew its way around a bongka. Now the situations were reversed; Harry’s smaller size could work to his advantage, and the Korban, in this size, wouldn’t know how to fight something smaller.


  Let’s test that, Harry thought, and suddenly ran at the Korba. The Korba took a mighty swing at Harry; Harry ducked it, got in close, and jammed an elbow into the Korban’s midsection. Whereupon he discovered to his dismay that thanks to their engorgement, hitting the Korban’s plates was just like punching concrete.


  Oops, Harry thought, and then screamed as the Korban grabbed him by his hair and lifted him. Harry caught hold of the arm lifting him so his scalp wouldn’t tear off. The Korban commenced punching him in the ribs, cracking a few more. Through the pain, Harry levered himself on the Korban’s arm and kicked upward, jamming his big toe into the Korban’s snout; clearly it was the one body part of the Korban’s that Harry was having luck with today. The Korban howled and dropped Harry; he flopped down and thudded to the floor on his back. Before he could roll away the Korban stamped on his chest like a piston, once, twice, three times.


  Harry felt a sickening stab. He was reasonably sure he had a punctured lung. The Korban stamped again, forcing fluid out of Harry’s mouth. Definitely a punctured lung, he thought.


  The Korban raised his foot again and this time aimed for Harry’s head, taking a moment to perfect his aim.


  Harry reached up and grabbed the top of the Korban’s foot with his left hand; with his right he formed his fingers into a point and jammed them into one of the hexagonal depressions as hard as he could. As he did, Harry could feel something tear: the fleshy valve that closed to keep the water inside the Korban. It tore, and a spray of warm water pushed out of the Korban’s foot and splashed over Harry.


  The Korban offered an unspeakably horrible scream as the unexpected pain obliterated any other focus and tried to shake Harry off. Harry hung on, jamming his fingers further into the valve. He wrapped his left arm around the Korban’s lower leg and squeezed, juicing the Korban. Water sprayed on the floor. The Korban hopped, frantically attempting to dislodge Harry, and slipped on the disgorged liquid. It fell backward, causing the entire floor to quake. Harry switched positions and now started pushing on the leg from the bottom, forcing even more water out of it; he could actually see the leg deflating. The Korban howled and writhed; he clearly wasn’t going anywhere. Harry figured that if the judges had any brains at all, they would have to call the round any second now.


  Harry looked over to Schmidt. Schmidt looked at him with something akin to raw terror on his face. It took Harry a minute to figure out why.


  Oh, right, Harry thought to himself. I’m supposed to lose.


  Harry sighed and stopped juicing the Korban, letting the leg go. The Korban, still in pain, eventually sat up and looked at Harry, with a look that Harry could only imagine was complete confusion. Harry walked over and knelt down into the Korban’s face.


  “You have no idea how much it kills me to do this,” Harry said, reached out to the Korban’s face and made a grabbing motion. Then he stuck his thumb out from between his index and middle fingers and showed it to the Korban. The Korban stared at him, non-comprehending.


  “Look,” Harry said. “I got your nose.”


  The Korban swung a haymaker straight into Harry’s temple, and the lights went out.


  * * *


  “That’s really not the way we expected you to do that,” Schmidt said.


  From his bunk, Harry tried very hard not to grimace. Facial expressions hurt. “You asked me to keep it close, and you asked me to lose,” he said, moving his jaw as little as humanly possible.


  “Yes,” Schmidt said. “But we didn’t think you’d make it so obvious.”


  “Surprise,” Harry said.


  “The good news is, it actually worked for us,” Schmidt said. “The Korban leader—who, incidentally, you caused to get drenched in fruit juice when you kicked your competitor into the stands—wanted to know why you let your competition win. We had to admit we told you to lose. He was delighted to hear it.”


  “He had money on the other guy,” Harry said.


  “No,” Schmidt said. “Well, probably, but that’s not the point. The point was he said that your willingness to follow orders even when winning was in your grasp showed that you could make a short-term sacrifices for long-term goals. He saw you almost winning as making a point about CDF strength, and then losing as making a point about the value of discipline. And since he seemed quite impressed with both, we said those were indeed exactly the points we had wanted to make.”


  “So you have brains after all,” Harry said.


  “We rolled with the changes,” Schmidt said. “And it looks like we’ll come out of this with an agreement after all. You saved the negotiations, Harry. Thank you.”


  “You’re welcome,” Harry said. “And I’ll bill you.”


  “I have a message for you from Ambassador Abumwe,” Schmidt said.


  “I can’t wait,” Harry said.


  “She thanks you for your service and wants you to know she’s recommended you for commendation. She also says that never wants to see you again. Your stunt worked this time but it could just as easily have backfired. All things considered, you’re not worth the trouble.”


  “She’s welcome,” Harry said.


  “It’s nothing personal,” Schmidt said.


  “Of course not,” Harry said. “But I like the idea that I had choreographed having the crap kicked out of me down to that level of detail. Makes me feel like a genius, it does.”


  “How do you feel?” Schmidt said. “Are you okay?”


  “You keep asking that same very dumb question,” Harry said. “Please, stop asking it.”


  “Sorry,” Schmidt said. He turned to go, and then stopped. “It does occur to me that we know the answer to another question, though.”


  “What’s that?” Harry said.


  “How well you can take a punch,” Schmidt said.


  Harry smiled, and then grimaced. “God, Hart, don’t make me smile,” he said.


  “Sorry,” Schmidt said again.


  “How well do you take a punch, Hart?” Harry asked.


  “If this is what it takes to find out, Harry,” Schmidt said, “I don’t want to know.“


  “See,” Harry said. “I told you you were soft.“


  Schmidt grinned and left.


  —end—


  Denise Jones, Super Booker


  (TRANSCRIPT BEGINS)


  Q: Please state your name and your occupation.


  A: My name is Denise Jones, and I’m the Super Hero Booking Coordinator for the International Society of Super Beings, formerly the National League of Super Beings, formerly The Liberty Friends.


  Q: First off: Do you yourself have any super powers?


  A: Not unless booking counts as a super power, no. I got the job through Craigslist.


  Q: What does a booking coordinator do, in the context of super beings?


  A: Well, as you know, cities and countries all over the world are under constant threat from terrorists, organized crime, natural disasters, arch villains and monsters both alien and supernatural. When these cities and countries find themselves under attack, they’ll give me a call and I’ll find them a super being affiliated with the ISSB to help them deal with whatever crisis they’re dealing with at the moment.


  Q: So you’re saying that if Chicago were attacked by a sewer monster or something, the mayor would have to go through you to get help from ArachnoLad.


  A: No, Chicago keeps ArachnoLad on a retainer. The Evening Stalker, too. Most large cities have one or two super beings under contract.


  Q: So, Chicago pays ArachnoLad for protection?


  A: You make it sound like a mob racket. It’s more like a consulting and services fee. In exchange for certain considerations, Chicago can expect ArachnoLad to be a first responder to any arch villain or monster attack, with a certain number contractually-agreed-to nights and evenings in which ArachnoLad freelances against common thugs and criminals, for deterrence purposes.


  Q: When you say “certain considerations,” you’re talking about money.


  A: Sure.


  Q: That kind of goes against the idea of super beings doing this sort of thing out of the goodness of their heart.


  A: Well, do you work for free?


  Q: No, but I’m not a super being.


  A: Even super beings have to eat.


  Q: I thought that was what secret identities were for. So they could have bill-paying day jobs.


  A: Super beings haven’t had day jobs since pagers and Blackberries hit the market. There’s no way you can get away from work anymore. And when Chicago is being attacked by a sewer monster, it doesn’t want to have to wait for ArachnoLad to find some clever way to sneak out of a sales meeting. That’s just stupid.


  Q: Okay. Chicago and ArachnoLad notwithstanding, walk us through how someone gets a super being out of you.


  A: All right. As I said before, most of the major cities in the US have a super being or two on retainer. So the calls I get are usually from mid-sized cities.


  Q: Like, what, Oklahoma City?


  A: Oklahoma City actually just put The Invisible Avenger under retainer.


  Q: I thought he was in Seattle.


  A: He was. Oklahoma offered him better terms. You know how it is. City gets ambitious. So not Oklahoma City. Let’s say Fresno.


  Q: Fresno it is.


  A: Fresno has no in-house super being, so when disaster strikes, they give me a call. We look at the nature of their issue, who among the ISSB roster is available and appropriate, and then work to find someone who can respond on an expedited basis.


  Q: So, let’s say that Fresno is being attacked by a monster.


  A: What kind of monster?


  Q: A big one.


  A: That’s not specific enough. Is it an alien monster? Is it some sort of mutated animal? Is it shooting laser beams out of its eyes or does it have fire breath? Can it fly? Is it actually a massive colony of smaller creatures that form together and combine intelligences? All of this matters, you know.


  Q: Yeah, but if the city is under attack, I don’t think you’d have time to stop the monster and ask it what its weaknesses are.


  A: Of course not. That’s why we have the standard questionnaire.


  Q: The monster’s attacking and you’re giving a questionnaire?


  A: It’s not that long. And by that point city officials are motivated to respond quickly.


  Q: Okay. It’s a Gila Lizard large enough to stomp a car, that shoots poison from its tear ducts.


  A: Good. That’s a Class Four monster, which is our classification for non-sentient mutated animal species, with the poison-casting sub-classification. Now, if this were a real emergency I would check the ISSB database, but off the top of my head I can tell you that there are three ISSB-affiliated super beings that could respond in under an hour with powers that would be useful for this particular mission: Battling Tiger in Glendale, ElectroBot in Emeryville and Bryan Garcia in San Jose.


  Q: Bryan Garcia?


  A: Yes. What about him?


  Q: It’s just not the usual sort of super being name.


  A: He’s new and he thinks the super being masked identities thing is kind of silly. He fights in jeans and t-shirt. Whatever makes him happy.


  Q: I admire someone comfortable with their own identity, so let’s say I pick him.


  A: Then from there what we do is check his availability, agree on a consulting fee, and fax over waivers to be signed by the appropriate local authorities.


  Q: What kind of waivers?


  A: Indemnity for property damage, mostly.


  Q: Right, because that usually happens.


  A: It depends. Super villains are generally respectful of property, contrary to popular belief, because they usually have some economic goal in mind, and it’s hard to put a city to work if you’ve blown up all the building with lasers. But Class Four monsters? Big time. They claw through skyscrapers looking for people to snack on. A super being shouldn’t be on the hook for that.


  Q: Cities won’t really try to collect from the super being that saved their bacon, would they?


  A: Are you kidding? The owners of the destroyed properties try to collect on their insurance, the insurance companies try to sue the city for negligence, and the city tries to pass the buck onto the super being. Happened in Tempe in 1993. The Crimson Valkyrie defeated the Gelatinous Menace and then lost everything she had. Had to quit. She works in a Jersey tollbooth now.


  Q: That’s awful.


  A: It’s awful for Tempe. Their calls don’t get returned around here. They’ve been swallowed by the Gelatinous Menace six times since then. It’s hell on property values. But the good news is other cities saw Tempe covered in goo and decided that trying to roll the blame for the damage onto the super being just wasn’t the way go.


  Q: Fair enough. Although if they’re totally indemnified, super beings don’t have any motivation not to level a city to get at the monster.


  A: Sure they do. Most of the city contracts offer bonuses to the super being if the overall property damage is below, say, $10 million. The exact figure varies from case to case. But that’s the amount on the standard contract.


  Q: There’s a standard contract?


  A: Sure. When a monster is devouring your citizens like Pez, you want don’t want to haggle too long.


  Q: I guess not.


  A: I mean, this is sort of why super beings join ISSB in the first place. Freelance monster fighting seems appealing at first blush, especially for those super beings who are moody and have problems working in a team setting. But if you show up somewhere and just start cracking skulls, your legal liability goes right through the roof. Seriously, you know what the difference between a super being and super villain is?


  Q: Henchmen?


  A: Contractual indemnification. Really, in a lot of cases that’s just it. The Sinister Glove started out as a super being, you know. Then he started getting charged for damages and had to turn to crime to claw his way out of the debt hole. It’s sad, really. He should have joined the ISSB at the beginning. But he didn’t want to pay our finder’s fee for each mission. Penny wise and pound foolish.


  Q: But the Sinister Glove is now the uncontested master of Andorra, where he rules with an iron fist.


  A: Iron glove.


  Q: Right.


  A: And that’s an object lesson in what happens when a city or in this case a principality tries to cut corners in making a deal with the ISSB. When The Sinister Glove attacked with his army of hyperintelligent cyborg cats, we offered Andorra a really nice package of three super beings plus Sparkles the Robot Dog and his Running Pack, and an optional assist from Extraordinary Man if required—which isn’t something we ever do, he’s booked years in advance—and they tried to haggle. Wanted to pay in an installment plan. And in Euros. We can’t take Euros. It’s part of our tax deal with the US. By the time they were ready to get serious, the cyborg cats had already consumed the Prime Minister and two thirds of the legislature. And of course, by then it’s too late.


  Q: Well, you could have just had Extraordinary Man circle the globe backwards and turn back time, and then try again.


  A: We did. Twice. Same result both times. After a certain point there’s no percentage in trying anymore. And now look at Andorra.


  Q: The world’s smallest villainocracy.


  A: Cyborg cats everywhere.


  Q: Okay, so you help connect super beings to the places that need their services. But what about the downtime? I know the ISSB has something like 400 members in the US alone, but typically there’s only a single arch villain or alien monster attack in the US a day. Even if you double-up some of those contracts, we’re still looking at 99.5% unemployment on a day-to-day basis.


  A: That’s right. So in addition to connecting super beings with cities in need, I also act as a conventional book and schedule our members for corporate and public events.


  Q: So, like, what, exactly?


  A: Motivational speaking gigs are very popular. Encouraging people to live up to their potential, that sort of thing.


  Q: No one seems to mind the irony of someone with super powers lecturing ordinary people on reaching their potential.


  A: What do you mean?


  Q: I’m just thinking of those corporate events where they have people walk on coals as a way to show they can do anything. For a super being, that’s not exactly a great feat.


  A: It depends on the super being, really. LubricantGrrl wouldn’t like that particular event.


  Q: There’s a super being named LubricantGrrl?


  A: She saved Reno last month from the Sandpaper People.


  Q: I missed that one.


  A: She got them before they reached the casinos. Not much of a write-up. But yes, she’s one of our more specialized members.


  Q: I bet she’d be popular at parties.


  A: In fact we do book private parties, although, let me be clear, not the sort you just implied, for which I’m offended on behalf of LubricantGrrl.


  Q: Sorry. What kind of parties?


  A: Birthdays, weddings, bar mitzvahs.


  Q: Instead of, say, a clown.


  A: I wouldn’t put it that way. There’s a certain segment of society that enjoys celebrity appearances at their events. We’ve all heard stories of how some people will get Coldplay or Hannah Montana to play their kid’s birthday party. Same concept, different skill set.


  Q: Are there indemnity riders in those contracts too?


  A: You bet there are. You would not believe how many kids want to go flying with a super being, and then eat a bug at 5,000 feet and go screaming to mommy, who then tries to sue because her precious snowflake got an unexpected six-legged snack.


  Q: Parents.


  A: Well, parents of the sort that hire super beings for parties. They do tend to come with a certain mindset, if you know what I mean.


  Q: Sure.


  A: Not that they aren’t valued partners, whom we are happy to serve.


  Q: Of course not. Although it does bring up the question of what happens when one of your super beings is at a bar mitzvah and a monster attacks.


  A: Obviously our super beings’ availability for parties is contingent on the absence of monster attacks at the time. Unless the monsters are attacking Tempe. In which case, party on, super beings.


  Q: Seriously?


  A: Seriously. Really, screw Tempe. Those people are on their own.


  (TRANSCRIPT ENDS)


  The Secret History of the Last Colony


  Chapter Three (of the second iteration of The Last Colony, now deceased)


  Colonel Janice Dunn, General George Rybicki’s assistant, found the general in a conference theater. He was walking around in a massive projection of local space, stars glowing different colors to signify which races’ colonies lived around them. “General,” she began.


  “Shhh,” Rybicki said, and pointed at the stars. “Looking.”


  “Secretary Bell’s office sent a message,” Dunn said, ignoring her superior’s order to shush. “Your presence is requested for a meeting in ten minutes.”


  “She probably wants an update on Roanoke,” Rybicki said. “I’ve got colony leaders for her now.”


  “You should take a few minutes to prepare,” Dunn suggested.


  “I already have a report ready,” Rybicki said. “I’ll be fine.” We went back to staring up at the projection.


  “If you wanted to look at the stars, you could have just looked out a window,” Dunn said.


  Rybicki snorted. “Shows how often you actually look out a window,” he said. “All the stars get washed out by Phoenix. And when you’re on a part of this station that’s pointed away from the planet, all the station’s exterior lights throw up too much glare.” He pointed up at the display. “This is as good as starwatching gets around here. And anyway, I’m not actually stargazing, I’m thinking.”


  “About what?” Dunn asked.


  “Fermi’s Paradox,” Rybicki said.


  Dunn frowned. “I’m not familiar with that,” she said. “Is that some physics thing?”


  “It’s an extraterrestrial thing,” Rybicki said, and pointed again at the display. “Fermi lived before we knew about all this. He didn’t believe that intelligent life existed anywhere but on Earth. He said, ‘if they exist, why aren’t they here already?’ And no one had a good answer for that. So they speculated that maybe the aliens couldn’t travel fast enough to get to Earth, or maybe they were out there, but they were just waiting until humans were sufficiently advanced before admitting them into some federation of worlds. Crap like that. But none of them ever figured out the real reason.”


  “Which was?” Dunn asked.


  “That they were all too busy beating the Hell out of each other to bother with us,” Rybicki said. “They didn’t get to us because they occupied themselves with worlds they already knew about. Our research arm’s done some archaeology here and there, whenever we take a planet from someone else. You want to know the average lifespan of a colony—any colony, by any species? Try and guess.”


  “I can’t imagine,” Dunn said.


  “75 years,” Rybicki said. “A race finds a planet, sets up shop, has some relatively peaceful decades, gets complacent, and then some other race comes in and wipes the floor with them, and then that species colonizes the planet. The cycle starts over. Wash, rinse, repeat. Some colony planets have gone back and forth dozens of times. Just about the only planets that ever stay the same over any length of time are species home planets, because they’re usually too well-populated and defended to pry a species off of. Everything else is constantly up for grabs.”


  “And yet we have colonies that have been around for a couple of centuries,” Dunn said.


  “Yes, well, we game the system,” Rybicki said. “We’ve made Phoenix humanity’s homeworld for all intents and purposes, so that’s a colony that’s staying put. And we populate our colony worlds faster than most species, because we have a planet overflowing with extra people. Why grow a colony slowly when you can flood it with waves of surplus Pakistanis and Norwegians and Egyptians?”


  “I’m pretty sure the colonists wouldn’t appreciate being called ‘surplus,’ ” Dunn said.


  “I’m sure they wouldn’t,” Rybicki said. “Doesn’t mean they’re not. And we’re glad for it because it makes it easier to keep a foothold. The last old colony we lost was Coral, and that was because we had less than 100,000 colonists on it. We took it back quickly enough, but you see the point. Were you around for Coral?”


  “I think I was still in London at the time,” Dunn said. “Old and fat and hoping I didn’t die before I could get off the planet.”


  “Congratulations,” Rybicki said. “You made it.”


  “Thank you, general,” Dunn said.


  “You’re welcome,” Rybicki said, and with his BrainPal caused the human colony stars to shine a little brighter. “We have a lot of old colonies, but we still lose a fair number of new colonies. You’ve read the report on Everest colony.”


  “I did,” Dunn said. “But Everest wasn’t lost because of attack.”


  “No,” Rybicki agreed. “Although a colony-wide bacterial plague isn’t a much better way to die. Point is, even we conform to the 75-year rule. It’s interesting.”


  “If you say so, general,” Dunn said, and pointed at the stars. “One wonders at how the Conclave will change that average for us.”


  “Shhhhh,” Rybicki said again, sarcasm whistling out. “We’re still not supposed to admit that the Conclave exists. It’s still a state secret.”


  “It’s a very poorly-kept secret,” Dunn said. “You can go down to the promenade and hear the soldiers talking about it.”


  “State secrets are always poorly kept,” Rybicki said. “Yet they still manage to stay secrets. Officially, at least. CDF grunts can talk about the Conclave all they want. What matters is the colonies. We still haven’t explained it them. They still don’t know.”


  “Or don’t want to know,” Dunn said.


  Rybicki nodded. “Always a possibility. But then, there’s a lot we don’t know, either.” A star in the array growed more bright; the star around which the colony of Roanoke would be founded. “Everest aside, Roanoke will be our first colony after the Conclave came together. Our first test to see whether the Conclave intends to enforce its ban on colonization from non-Conclave races.”


  “You don’t seem worried,” Dunn said.


  “That’s not entirely accurate,” Rybicki said. “I’m concerned, but a lot depends on the Conclave itself. Everest was out there and they didn’t do anything about it. Was it because the Conclave was still getting itself together, or because they were simply rattling their sabers and hoping we’d be scared? We’re not the only ones who have colonized between now and then. The question now is how much of a priority we are to the Conclave. Or if we’re a priority at all.”


  “What I want to know is when we will finally go after the humans,” said Lernin Il, once again. And once again, after a moment for the translation into a dozen languages, came the affirmative nods, bobbles, and signifying appendage movement from around the council table.


  General Gau struggled mightily not to sigh in exasperation at the Tand member of the Conclave’s executive council, and lightly tapped the table instead. “There is the small problem that the humans have no colonies founded after the Agreement, Counselor Il,” he said.


  “There’s the colony they call Everest,” Il said.


  “There was the colony they called Everest,” Gau said. “It was wiped out by a native infection. Since then there have been no other attempts by the humans to start a new colony.”


  “The fact Everest was colonized should be enough,” said Wert Ninug, the Dward counselor, and Gau tucked away for future reference that sometime between the time he’d left on his mission to the Whaidian colony and the time he’d gotten back the Dward had somehow slipped into the pocket of the Tand. That was interesting; the two races had a hate that went back hundreds of shar. Prior to this even if Wert had agreed with Il on a policy issue, it would have rather shot off the back of its own head then to say it publicly.


  You wanted races to put away their old hates, some part of Gau’s mind said to him, and Gau had to note the comment with rueful satisfaction. He did want the members of the Conclave to get over their past enmities; he wasn’t entirely sure he wanted them to start new ones against him.


  Gau glanced down the table to see who looked surprised at a Dward offering support for a Tand. It would be the ones who didn’t look surprised that Gau would need to worry about.


  “Should it, Counselor Wert?” Gau said, presently. “The Agreement limits non-Conclave races to worlds they already have. Currently the humans are on the worlds they had prior to the agreement. Where should we attack?”


  “They did colonize after the agreement,” Wert said. “They intentionally tested the will of the Conclave. Intent should matter for something.”


  “I agree,” Gau said. “However, at the moment we have no avenue to respond. Everest was abandoned. All the other worlds the humans have we have all agreed they have a right to live on. And the Conclave is not meant to be merely an instrument of retribution or of punishment.”


  “You had no problems punishing the Whaid,” Il said.


  Gau paused a prudent moment before responding. “No, I didn’t,” he said, finally. “Nor will I the humans. When and if the humans attempt to colonize again.”


  “We could make a special case out of the humans,” said Hafte Sorvalh, the Lalan Counselor. She was not an ally of either Il or Wert, so far as Gau knew. “One could argue their past actions merit a certain level of special attention.”


  “In my experience today’s ‘special attention’ is tomorrow’s standard procedure, counselor Sorvalh,” Gau said. “And this is not a standard procedure I think the Conclave should feel comfortable having. We are so early in time of this union of ours. We should not begin its time by compromising its laws, simply out of convenience.”


  “We could change the law,” said Il. More agreement around the table.


  “We could,” Gau agreed. “This executive council was empowered to do so. Each of you was elected among the governments of the Conclave to represent their interests. So yes, we could change the law. And then we could watch as Conclave members peel themselves away and form new alliances, because this council will have shown that we have no interest in creating the universe we said we were interested in living in. I don’t think we should be in a rush to dissolve the thing we’re supposed to guide. Do you?”


  “You know the humans are dangerous,” Wert said. “They were the movers behind the Counter Conclave. They nearly wrecked the Conclave before it even began. We’re sitting here being judicious in our response to them, but you know as well as any of us, General Gau, that the humans are not returning the favor to us.”


  “I’m not suggesting we ignore the humans, Counselor Wert,” Gau said. “Nor do I think it’s in the nature of the humans not to test our will. We will no doubt have an opportunity to face them again, and I suspect we will, sooner rather than later. What I suggest we remember, however, that the Conclave is more than the sum of its military might. We have other ways to discover the intent and the capabilities of the humans, other tools at our disposal. We want to create the circumstances in which the humans make their move, and we are able to respond—in our way, by our own laws.”


  “Just as we would with any other race,” Sorvalh said.


  “Precisely,” Gau said. “If we make a special case of the humans, we give them significance, and we diminish the Conclave by saying that we have to work outside our own laws to contain them. We give them power, which will attract others to them. We make it harder to defeat them. I’d prefer not to do that. When we defeat the humans, we want that defeat to be unremarkable. They will be just another race, isolated and alone, no longer a threat to anyone, much less the Conclave.”


  The beams of light illuminating the Whaidian colony suddenly snapped off. General Rybicki felt the confusion in the room over that; the video in the room had begun with the colony swathed in light, and most people assumed that the beams would eventually focus into lethality. Shutting them off seemed unnecessarily cruel.


  “Here it comes,” said Secretary of Defense Anthony Crane, who had seen the video before.


  The killing beams were initially hardly detectable, with just the errant occasional flash of an airborne dust mote igniting to suggest the beams were there. But within a fraction of a second the entire colony ignited and exploded, and superheated air blew the fragments and the dust of the colony’s buildings, structures, vehicles and inhabitants up into the sky in a whirling display that illuminated the power of the beams themselves. The flickering fragments of matter mimicked and mirrored the flames that were now themselves reaching up toward the heavens.


  A shockwave of heat and dust expanded out from the charred remains of the colony. The beams flicked off again. The light-show in the sky disappeared, leaving behind smoke and flames. Outside the periphery of the destruction, an occasional solitary eruption of flame would appear.


  “What is that?” asked Karin Bell, the Secretary of Colonization.


  “Some of the colonists were outside the colony when it was destroyed, we think” said Crane. “So they’re cleaning them up.”


  “Christ,” Bell said. “With the colony destroyed those people would probably be dead anyway.”


  “They were making a point,” Crane said.


  “Point taken,” Bell said. “Lights, please.”


  The video shut off; Rybicki felt the tension in his shoulders uncoil.


  The lights came up to reveal a room jammed with people: Crane and Bell with their assistants and staff; Rybicki and several other generals and admirals with theirs. The general officers and the secretaries sat at the circular table; the staff members milled up against the walls.


  The meeting was rather more packed, and packed with different people, than Rybicki had expected it to be. Rybicki had walked into room prepared for a status update meeting on Roanoke; he was going to discuss John Perry and Jane Sagan agreeing to lead the colony. That was not this meeting.


  “How did we get hold of this video?” asked Charlie Garr, Bell’s chief of staff. “Who do we have working inside the Conclave that can get us something like this?”


  Crane cracked a bitter smile. “You’re making the assumption that the Conclave doesn’t want us to see this, Charlie,” he said. “But you’d be wrong about that. This video was hand-delivered to us, and to every non-Conclave-affiliated government, by messengers from the Conclave itself.”


  “I don’t understand,” Garr said.


  “The Conclave has decided that races who aren’t in the Conclave can’t colonize any more,” Crane said. “We knew that already, of course. Only now, it’s clear the Conclave is intending to enforce that decision. If we try to colonize, that’s what’s going to happen to all of our new colonies.” Crane pointed toward where the video had just been playing. “This is their way of making sure we know they’re serious about their policy positions.”


  “This really happened, then,” Colonel Dunn asked, behind Rybicki. “I mean, this isn’t an archive video from some attack in the past.”


  “Along with the video, the Conclave gave us the coordinates of the colony—the former colony—and a three-day window to confirm for ourselves that the attack happened,” Crane said. “We checked. It happened, Colonel.”


  “What colonies of ours are at risk?” Bell asked.


  Crane nodded to his own chief of staff, Lance Wantanabe. “Theoretically, none,” he said. “The Conclave is targeting colonies established after it was founded. That was almost two years ago. We established the Everest colony, but it didn’t stick. As long as the Conclave stays within its own laws, we won’t be a target until we try to found a new colony.”


  “Which we intend to do,” Rybicki said. As he said it he realized he wasn’t entirely sure whether he meant it as a statement or a question.


  “Why did they take so long to start going after new colonies?” Bell asked.


  “There are over four hundred races in the Conclave,” Wantanabe said. “If they’re anything like us, coordinating anything substantial is going to take time. They had to get their own government up and running and stable before they could worry about anyone else. We and at least a couple dozen other races took advantage of that time to found new colonies, but now it looks like the Conclave is determined to back up its threat.”


  “But that can be to our advantage,” Crane said. “The Conclave is going to be busy policing the colonies that were founded in its wake. That gives us time to plan our attack.”


  This got Rybicki’s attention. “ ‘Our attack?’ ” he said. “You’re suggesting that the Colonial Union can go up against the Conclave.”


  “I am, General,” asked Crane. “Do you think otherwise?”


  “As a practical matter, there are 400 races in the Conclave, and one of us,” Rybicki said. “That is not an insignificant matter of scale.”


  “I agree, but I don’t think we really have much of a choice in that matter,” Crane said. “Unless we are willing to join the Conclave, which we are not, or are willing not to colonize, which we are not, the alternative is to fight the Conclave and destroy it.”


  “I’m not disputing that these are our options,” Rybicki said. “I’m simply not sure how we go up against an enemy like that and not get ourselves slaughtered.”


  “Start by changing your frame of reference,” said a voice down the table. Rybicki turned to see General Szilard, head of Special Forces, staring back at him with that disturbingly blank expression the Special Forces had. “You’ve made the mistake of taking the Conclave at its word, General Rybicki. You’re seeing as it would like to position itself to the non-affliated races. Monolithic. Coordinated. Unstoppable and inevitable.”


  “The video we just saw makes a good case for that,” Rybicki said.


  “That was the point, of course,” Szilard said. “What the Conclave doesn’t want you to see is that it’s young, uncertain and filled with political and social faultlines that we can exploit and use to bring it down. It’s a little like a diamond, general. You can’t wear down a diamond. But you can shatter a diamond to dust if you just know where to hit it. We can’t go against the Conclave head-to-head. You’re right about that. But we can destroy it. All we need is the right tool, used at the right time.”


  “And what tool might that be?” Rybicki asked.


  Szilard looked over to Crane.


  “All right, everyone,” Crane said. “Let’s make this official. This meeting and everything said and done in it is covered by the Colonial Union State Secrets Act. Nothing leaves this room. General Szilard, you have the floor.”


  “Thank you, Secretary Crane,” Szilard said. “I’m going to keep this simple. The way to defeat the Conclave is to play by its rules.” From the video output a picture flickered into existence, showing a thin, pale creature.


  “For those of you who don’t know, this is Tarsem Gau, leader of the Conclave,” Szliard said. “He’s a general for the Tsideian race, or was a general, anyway, and still refers to himself that way, although of course he is the de facto leader of that planet as well as of the Conclave. Despite the power that devolves to him alone, Gau is, as far as we can tell, a creature who is genuinely trying to create a lasting political structure and not a prop for his own cult of personality. He’s nation-building.”


  “That’s optimism for you,” Crane said, as a joke. No one laughed.


  “Because of that, our intelligence people suggest he is extraordinarily sensitive to making sure that nothing the Conclave does is above its own laws,” Szilard continued. “This means we believe that the Colonial Union will not be attacked until and unless we attempt to found a new colony—and that the Conclave will only attack that colony.”


  “That means that any new colony we found is going to find the entire Conclave in its sky before it even has time to dig in,” said Secretary Bell.


  “It means, Secretary Bell, that by following the rules the Conclave has established, we will choose the place and time for our confrontation,” General Szilard said. “And that if we do things right, we can weaken the Conclave along the way so that when the confrontation happens, we can strike a fatal blow.”


  “And what will ‘doing things right’ take?” Bell asked.


  “No more than what we already have planned,” Szilard said. “General Rybicki.”


  “Yes?” Rybicki said.


  “I believe that when you came to this meeting today, you were going to provide Secretary Bell with a status update on the Roanoke Colony. Now would be an excellent time to give it.”


  After the council meeting, Hafte Sorvalh asked for a private audience. Gau, though tired, invited her back to his personal office. He was amused when the Lalan, tall even for her own tall race, tried to be diplomatic about its size.


  “This is cozy,” she said.


  Gau laughed, as he sat. “You mean to say it’s impossibly cramped. Please, sit, Counselor Sorvalh.”


  She sat. “I don’t mean any disrespect. I assumed your own office would be larger than this.”


  “I have the large public office for meetings, and to impress people when I have to, of course,” Gau said. “I’m not blind to the power of impressive spaces. But I’ve spent most of my life on starships, even after I began to build the Conclave. You get used to not a lot of space. I’m more comfortable here. And no one can say that I give more to myself than any other counselor on the executive committe.”


  “Indeed,” Sorvalh said. “You are almost arrogant in your humility, general. If you don’t mind me saying.”


  “I don’t,” Gau said. “But we can always go to my public office if you prefer.”


  “I’m fine,” Sorvalh said. “It actually is cozy.”


  “Thank you, Counselor,” Gau said. “Now, please. What’s on your mind.”


  “I’m speaking here primarily for myself,” Sorvalh said.


  “All right,” Gau said.


  “I’m worried about certain influences on the executive council,” Sorvalh said.


  “Ah,” Gau said. “This wouldn’t have anything to do with the strange, sudden marriage of convenience between counselors Il and Wert, would it?”


  “You have to admit they make an unusual pair of allies,” Sorvalh said.


  “I admit it,” Gau said. “I also suspect there is more going on there than either of them would like for me to know about. Suffice to say that I’m already going to be looking into it. But in itself, I’m not entirely sure I should express too much concern. There are a dozen members of the executive council for a reason. To make sure there are a multiplicity of voices, and not all of them telling me what I want to hear.”


  “I appreciate that,” Sorvalh said. “I have taken advantage of that freedom myself. But—with all respect—when others of us have disagreed with you, we’ve still kept the interests of the Conclave at the heart of the matter.”


  “You doubt our two friends are doing that?” Gau asked.


  “I can’t say for sure,” Sorvalh said. “I can say that your destruction of that Whadian colony has motivated them and others. Before you did it, the matter of the Conclave’s military might was entirely theoretical. There was no Conclave military might, just an agreement that if it was used, it should be used in particular ways.


  “But now there is a Conclave military, and you’ve consecrated its use against the Conclave enemies. Composing it of soldiers and ships of every Conclave member was your way of assuring responsibility for its use was shared by all. I suspect some are beginning to wonder if the converse is true—by spreading responsibility around you spread it thin enough that no one has to take responsibility for anything. And that’s an inviting proposition when you have enemies on a list.”


  “Inviting enough to put one’s own interests first,” Gau said.


  “Perhaps,” Sorvalh said. “Allow me to suggest that today’s attempt to get you to attack the humans was less about the humans than it was a probe to see how flexible you are with your power. The humans are an easy target. They have no friends, and everyone knows they mean us harm. But as you said to me, today’s special case is tomorrow’s standard practice.”


  “I thought you might be testing me with that,” Gau said.


  “Testing you? Oh, no,” Sorvalh said. “Merely providing you with an opportunity to make a point. And I was pleased to see you take advantage of the opportunity.”


  “I’m happy to please you, counselor,” Gau said.


  “Then perhaps you’ll consider something else that might please me—and a few others on the council,” Sorvalh said. “I and others are gratified that through the many shars it took to create the Conclave, you have always avoided assuming the powers you could have easily assumed. Time and again you showed that your interest was not in personal power, but in building a lasting peace. But now the Conclave is here, and I wonder whether the democratic impulses that led to its creation might not undermine it as you attempt to bring the remaining races into the fold.”


  “You think I give the executive council too much say,” Gau said.


  “I think the executive council was useful when the Conclave was being born,” Sorvalh said. “I wonder if it will continue to be useful as we progress.”


  “I think it will be,” Gau said.


  “Perhaps it will,” Sorvalh said. “But you should know that when we Lalans chose to join the Conclave, it wasn’t an executive council we trusted to achieve peace. It was you, General Gau. You and your vision.”


  “But part of that vision was the idea that not too much power should rest in any one person, even me,” General Gau said. “I want to lead the Conclave, make no mistake about that. My arrogance extends that far. But I don’t want to do it as an emperor or a tyrant. Empires fall and tyrannies collapse. I’m hoping for something more than that.”


  “People might be suspicious of someone who doesn’t want power for himself,” Sorvalh said. “It’s not normal.”


  Gau smiled. “I’m not pure, counselor,” he said. “I have a the usual amount of personal vanities and flaws. And I enjoy running things. But I hope that if I had to choose between my personal power and the well-being of the Conclave, I could pick the Conclave. So far, it’s been easy for me to say I would pick the Conclave. But I dread the temptation of picking myself. It would be easier. If nothing else, the executive council keeps me from having to make that choice.”


  “Then I hope for your sake you never have to choose between one or the other,” Sorvalh said.


  “Thank you, counselor,” Gau said. “I appreciate the thought. There’s little worse in life than a choice you suffer for. Whatever choice I would make in that situation, I would surely suffer, believe me.”


  Colonel Dunn found General Rybicki alone in the conference theater, staring again at the projection of local space.


  “You were right,” Dunn said. “I tried looking out the window at the stars. I couldn’t see a single one of them.”


  “Well, they’re all here,” Rybicki said, waving dismissively at the display. “All the ones that matter, anyway. All the fucking stars with all the fucking intelligent races around them. Here they are, Colonel. Enjoy them.”


  “I was going to ask you if you were all right,” Dunn said. “But I suspect I already know the answer to that.”


  “I’m fine,” Rybicki said. “I may be slightly drunk and pissed off, however. I’m entitled.”


  “There’s a chance they could change the strategy,” Dunn said. “General Szilard said that there was still some work to be done on the details.”


  “Don’t kid yourself, Colonel,” Rybicki said. “Szilard is Special Forces. Special Forces are bred to be heartless sons of bitches. And he certainly did his job. The strategy is done. They’ll tweak here and there for maximum effect. But we’re moving forward, all right.”


  “But it’s not just Special Forces on this,” Dunn said. “The Secretary of Defense signed off on it. So did the Secretary of Colonization. So did you.”


  “Yes, I did,” Rybicki said. “I sure did. And I will tell you that when I did, I suddenly got religion. At that moment, Colonel, I became convinced there an afterlife, because I became stone cold aware that I was going to Hell.”


  “General,” Dunn began.


  “Thank you, Colonel, that will be all,” Rybicki said. “You’re dismissed. Go away.”


  Colonel Dunn left. Rybicki turned his attention back to the display and watched the stars wheel around an arbitrary central axis.


  “Goddamn Enrico Fermi,” Rybicki said, after a while. “Why couldn’t you have been right.”


  Utere Nihil Non Extra Quiritationem Suis


  When people look at my wedding photos, they often wonder what the pig is doing in the wedding party.


  Well, let me tell you.


  IT all began, like so many things do, on a Monday.


  The first thing I remember is my little sister Syndee poking me in the cheek.


  “Mom says it’s time to get up,” she said.


  I swatted at her with my eyes closed. “It’s too early to get up,” I said.


  “It’s nine thirty,” Syndee said. “Says so right on your alarm clock.”


  “The clock lies,” I said.


  Syndee started poking me in the face again. “Mom told me to tell you if you missed your placement appointment that she would make you regret it.”


  “I’ll be up in a minute,” I said, and then rolled over and tried to go back to sleep. I could hear Syndee stomp off, calling for mom. A couple minutes later, I heard someone come back in the room.


  “Benjamin,” said a lower voice than my sister’s. It was mom. “You have your placement appointment in an hour. Time to get up.”


  “I’m up,” I said.


  “There is no definition of ‘up’ that includes lying in bed with your eyes closed,” mom said.


  “Five more minutes,” I said. “I swear I’ll be up then.”


  “Oh, I know you will be,” mom said, and that’s when she poured a pitcher of water onto my head. I tried to jump out of bed and got tangled in my blankets, and fell head first onto the rug.


  “That’s better,” mom said.


  I rubbed my head. “That wasn’t necessary,” I told mom.


  “No,” mom agreed. “I could have poured hot coffee in your lap instead. But either way, you’re out of bed. Now you get into the shower. You have five minutes for that. After that I switch the shower over to graywater, and I know how much you hate that.”


  I pulled myself off the floor and stomped over to the bathroom. Mom was right; graywater sucked. Technically it was filtered to be just as clean as regular water. Psychologically I didn’t want to bathe in water one filtering process away from someone’s kidneys.


  “Five minutes,” mom said again. “And don’t think I’m not paying attention. You’re not going to miss this appointment, Benji.”


  “I’m not going to miss it,” I said, starting the water.


  “I know,” mom said. “Because I’ll drag you there by the hair if I have to.” She walked off. As she walked off I saw Syndee smirking at me.


  “Should have got up when I said to,” she said.


  “Piss off,” I said. She smirked some more and flounced off. I stripped out of my underwear and stepped into the shower and stayed in it until that sulfur smell told me mom had switched the tank over to graywater. Then I soaped up, rinsed off and got out.


  TEN minutes later I was standing on the curb, waiting for at least one other person to come out of the complex and rideshare. You can take a pod by yourself if you have to, but it comes out of your overall household energy budget, and we were already splurging on the standard water for showering. If I solo’d a pod to my appointment, mom really would drop hot coffee into my lap. So I stood there for a few minutes waiting to see who would come by.


  “Hey, look,” someone said, behind me, stepping into the pod queue. “If it isn’t Benji.”


  I turned and saw Will Rosen, one of my least favorite humans, and Leah Benson, who was one of my favorites. Sadly, Leah and Will were a couple, so spending time with Leah meant having to tolerate Will, and him having to tolerate me. So I didn’t see Leah all that much.


  “Hello, Benji,” Leah said.


  “Hi, Le,” I said, and smiled, and then glanced over next to her. “Will,” I said.


  “You’re up early,” Will said. “It’s not even noon.”


  On cue, a pod swung up on the track and opened the door to let us in. I considered telling them I was waiting for Syndee and taking the next pod.


  “Coming, Benji?” Leah said.


  I climbed in.


  “Parker Tower,” Will said to the destination panel. He was off to work.


  “Kent Tower,” Leah said. She was off to work, too.


  “City Administration,” I said.


  “Running an errand for your mom?” Will said, as we started moving.


  “No,” I said, more defensively than I intended. “I’ve got a placement appointment.”


  Will feigned a heart attack. “I don’t believe it,” he said. “That means you actually took your Aptitudes.”


  “Yeah,” I said, and looked out the window. I was trying to avoid this conversation.


  “Miracles do happen,” Will said.


  “Will,” Leah said.


  “Benji knows I’m kidding,” Will said, the same way he always did when he was doing some serious knife twisting work. “And anyway I think it’s great. He’s the last of our class to do it. He always did things on his own schedule, but I was beginning to wonder how close he was planning to cut it.”


  “Now you know,” I said.


  “Well, congratulations,” Will said. “It’ll be nice to know you’re part of the contributing part of society now. That you’re not just relying on your mom to get you through.”


  That was when I decided I’d had just about enough of Will. “Thanks, Will,” I said, and shifted position. “So, how’s your brother these days?”


  Will got a look that I guessed you might get if you had something very cold and hard suddenly thrust up your ass. I treasured that look.


  “He’s fine,” Will said. “So far as I know.”


  “Really,” I said. “That’s great. I always liked him. The next time you see him, you tell him I said hello.”


  Leah shot me a look that said stop that. I just smiled pleasantly as pie for the next couple of minutes, until the pod slowed down, came to a stop, and then opened to let Will out. He was still sitting there, glaring at me.


  “Your stop,” I said.


  Will snapped out of it, gave Leah a quick kiss, and hustled himself out the door of the pod.


  “That wasn’t very nice,” Leah said to me, as we started moving again.


  “Well, he asked for it,” I said, and motioned back to the platform where Will had gotten off. “You saw it. He was crapping all over me in that ‘I’m just kidding’ condescending way of his. Like he always does. Tell me he wasn’t trying to push my buttons. Like he always does.”


  “He was trying to push your buttons,” Leah said, agreeing with me. “But you don’t do much to stop him, Benji.”


  “I think asking him about his brother stopped him pretty well,” I said.


  “There are better ways,” Leah said.


  “Are there?” I asked. “Leah, you know I love you, dearly, but the guy you’re dating is kind of an asshole. Why are you still with him?”


  “You mean, why am I still with him, and not you?” Leah said.


  “It’s crossed my mind,” I said.


  “I remember trying that,” Leah said. “I don’t remember it working out very well.”


  “I was young and stupid,” I said, and gave her a smile. “I got over it. Really.”


  Leah smiled, which was something I liked to see, and looked out the pod window for a moment. “Benji, you were always very cute,” she said. “But as much as you’d hate to admit it, Will has a point. You’ve been taking longer to grow up than the rest of us did. When the rest of us finished our studies, we took the Aptitudes and got jobs. You spent your time sleeping in and screwing around. Will’s right that you’re the last one in our class to take your Aptitudes and to get placement.”


  “That’s not true,” I said. “There’s Taylor White.”


  Leah fixed me with a look. “You’re really going to compare yourself with a guy who was eating crayons until he was fifteen,” she said.


  “That’s a rumor,” I said.


  “It’s not a rumor,” Leah said. “I saw him do it. Art class. It was a green pastel. He nibbled it, Benji. And then he put it back. I had to share the pastel box with him. It was disgusting.”


  “Nibbling’s not the same as eating,” I said.


  “Does it really matter?” Leah said. “Taylor’s a sweet guy, but we both know he’s going into the assisted job track. You don’t have that excuse. You’re two months off from being twenty, Benji. That really is cutting it close.”


  “I don’t know what that has to do with you going out with Will and not me,” I said. We were coming into Leah’s stop.


  “I know, Benji,” she said. “That’s sort of the problem.”


  The door slid open. Leah reached over and kissed my cheek. “Good luck today, Benji,” she said.


  “Thanks,” I said. Leah slipped out of the pod. “Hey,” I said. She turned back to look at me. “Even if you’re not going to date me, you could still do better.”


  Leah looked like she might say something to that, but the pod door slid shut.


  AND so I landed in the office of Charmaine Lo, Public Assignment Officer for the city of New St. Louis.


  “Ah, Mr. Washington,” she said, from her desk, as I walked in. Behind her was a large monitor that took nearly the entire back wall of her office. “Why don’t you come and have a seat.”


  “Thanks,” I said, and admired the monitor. Lo followed my gaze to the monitor and then looked back at me.


  “It’s a monitor,” she said.


  “I know,” I said. “It’s nice. I need to get one of those for my bedroom.”


  “Not unless you have a special dispensation from the energy board,” she said. She was looking down now at the tablet monitor that held my case file.


  “I’ll have to talk to my mom about that,” I said, trying to make it sound like a joke.


  Lo looked up at this with a look that told me I had failed, badly. “Oh, that’s right,” she said. “You’re the son of Josephine Washington.”


  “I am,” I said.


  “Must be nice having your mother on the executive board of the city,” Lo said.


  “It’s not too bad,” I said.


  “I voted for your mother in the last election,” Lo said.


  “I’ll tell her that when I get home,” I said.


  “I hope you understand, Mr. Washington, that your mother’s stature and influence won’t help you here,” Lo said. “Job assignments in the city are based on merit, not nepotism.”


  “I know,” I said. “Sorry. About the monitor thing, I mean. I was trying to make a joke.”


  Lo looked at me for a moment. I decided not to make any more jokes. “Sorry,” I said again.


  “Well, then, let’s get to it,” she said, and tapped her tablet. The wall monitor sprang to life with thousands of boxes, each with text in them. She pointed at the wall, and looked back at me. “Do you know what this is?” she asked.


  “No,” I said.


  “This is a representation of every single job that is available right now in New St. Louis,” Lo said. “Everything from neurosurgeon right down to janitorial systems maintenance crew. Roughly about one thousand jobs, at the moment. This is a live feed, so you’ll see some jobs disappear as they are filled, and new ones show up as they come online.”


  I looked up again and took a closer look. She was right about it being a live feed; while I watched, one of the text boxes winked out of existence. Somewhere in New St. Louis, someone had a new job as a crèche supervisor, watching bunches of hyperactive two-year-olds while their parents were off at their jobs.


  “As your mother has no doubt told you, New St. Louis has a managed employment economy,” Lo said. “Every adult who lives in NSL is required to work, and all vacancies are filled internally whenever possible. Each new entrant into the NSL workforce, whether through immigration or through graduation from the NSL school system, is required to take a series of aptitude tests that help us place that person into their initial job.”


  “Right,” I said, and remembered the Aptitudes. How I hated them.


  First off, they took two days out of your life, after you’ve already gotten your education certificate. In other places in other times, a high school diploma was all you needed for a job—not especially good jobs, my mom would point out, but even so—but here in New St. Louis, all your education certificate meant was that you were allowed to take your Aptitudes.


  So, two days. The first day was a recap of math, science, history, literature and other school subjects. Which to me seemed a waste of time, these days. Yes, it’s nice to remember all this stuff in your head. But the fact of the matter was even if you didn’t, everything you had to know about anything was a database search away and had been for decades, and out in the real world the chance that you would need to know when New St. Louis was founded or the intricacies of the city’s “zero-footprint” ecological and economic philosophy—and would not have a mini-terminal in your pocket—approached zero.


  You know, I think of myself as a practical person, and in practice, all this memorization just seemed like busy work to me. I know I can find out anything with a query; worrying about stuffing things into my head seems too much.


  That said, I wasn’t completely stupid. I did spend a little time reviewing the basics before my Aptitudes. And because I didn’t want to stress myself overly, I also made sure to have a good time the night before. I think that being relaxed is key. My mother might disagree. So might Leah.


  If the first day was annoying the second day was just mystifying: a series of conversations with a rotating pack of NSL city workers about completely pointless subjects that really had nothing to do with anything as far as I could tell. Sometimes I didn’t understand my hometown’s job protocol.


  “I notice you took your Aptitudes at the last possible opportunity to do so,” Lo said.


  “I’m sure a lot of people do it that way,” I said.


  “No, not really,” Lo said. “Most kids do them right after their schooling is completed, so everything is still fresh in their heads. Most of them are also eager to start contributing to the well-being of NSL as soon as possible—and to start their career paths.”


  I shrugged. After I’d gotten my education certificate schooling, I decided to travel to some of the other cities that shared “open borders” with New St. Louis: The Portland Arcologies and other parts of Cascadia, the Malibu Enclave, Singapore and Hong Kong and the new Helsinki Collective. They kept me busy for a few months, and in a good way, I thought. Travel broadens the mind, and all that.


  Mom wasn’t very happy about this, but I had promised her I’d take the Aptitudes the next time they were offered once I got back. And I did try, but things kept getting in the way. I finally took them because I was coming up on my twentieth birthday, and here in New St. Louis they had a word for twenty-year-olds who hadn’t taken their Aptitudes to get assigned a job: evicted. Even New Louies who went to university outside the city had to take their Aptitudes before their twentieth; they took them remotely and had their scores filed away for later. Miss them, though, and out you go.


  That’s what happened to Will’s brother Marcus. He missed his last chance to take the Aptitudes five years ago, and the City showed up at the door with his Document of Removal, escorted him to the city border, placed a credit card worth sixteen ounces of gold into his hands and waved goodbye. Now Marcus was living outside, in the banged-up ring of suburbs around St. Louis, new and old, that we referred to as “the Wilds,” doing whatever the hell it was people in the Wilds did with their time. I suspected he was scrounging and gardening, not necessarily in that order. And now you know why Will would have been happy to stab me for mentioning his brother.


  Marcus could get back in one day . . . maybe. People who’d been booted out of NSL for missing their Aptitudes could get back in only once they’d taken a new set of tests and waited to see if there was a job that no one in the city wanted. And even then they’d have to wait in line, because the list went New Louies first, citizens of other “open border” cities next, and then finally the rest of the world. You skip your last chance at the Aptitudes, it might be years before you get your citizenship back.


  Now you know why I didn’t miss that last Aptitudes testing day. I try to imagine what mom would do if the City showed up at the door to boot me out and my brain just shuts down. On that path lies madness. I shivered just thinking about it.


  Lo noticed. “Cold?” she asked.


  “No, sorry,” I said. “Just thinking about something.” I motioned toward the board. “So, what now? Do I pick one of these jobs?”


  “Not quite,” Lo said. “I’m showing you all of these jobs so you have an idea of the scope of the city’s need for labor.”


  “Okay, I get it,” I said.


  “Good,” Lo said. “Now, what I’m going to do next is plug your aptitude test results into this matrix of job openings, and see which ones they qualify you for. First, the results from your first day of testing—the recap of your knowledge from your education.” Lo tapped her tablet screen.


  I watched as roughly ninety percent of the job openings disappeared from the wall. I spent the next minute or so opening and closing my mouth to no real good effect.


  “I think there’s something wrong with your wall display,” I said, finally.


  “The wall display is fine,” Lo said. “The problem is that overall you scored in the 35th percentile for your aptitudes. Look.” She held up her tablet display and showed it to me. My test scores were on a trio of lines, showing my ranking relative to others who had taken the test the same days I did, in the same year as I had, and since the beginning of the tests, just a few years after the founding of New St. Louis.


  “Actually, the 35th percentile is for the historical chart,” Lo said, pointing. “You scored lower among the people who took it with you, and who have taken it in the last year. And most of the people who did worse than you were people who were taking the Aptitudes from outside the city.”


  “Maybe there was a mistake in the scoring,” I said.


  “Probably not,” Lo said. “The tests are triple-scored by machine to catch errors. You’re more likely to get hit by lightning than suffer an incorrect Aptitudes score.”


  “I can take them again,” I said.


  “You could have taken them again if you had taken them earlier,” Lo said. “But the next set of Aptitudes isn’t scheduled until after your twentieth birthday. So for the purposes of your first job, you’re stuck with these scores, Mr. Washington.”


  I slumped back into the chair. Mom was going to kill me. Lo looked at me curiously. I began to resent her, or at least what I figured she thought of me. “I’m not stupid, you know,” I said.


  “You don’t appear stupid, no,” Lo said, agreeing. “But I’d be willing to bet you didn’t pay very close attention in school, and taking time off before you took your Aptitudes certainly didn’t help either.”


  Okay, that sounded exactly like something mom would say. And like with mom, I really didn’t want to have that discussion right now. “Fine, whatever,” I said, and pointed at the wall. “So now I pick from these jobs?”


  “Not yet,” Lo said. “Because now I have to plug in the results from your second day of testing: the evaluator’s reviews of your attitude and psychological fitness. The good news here is that a good score can put back on the board some of the jobs that you might have lost before. There are a lot of jobs that the city feels a motivated worker could do even if they don’t have the academic Aptitude test scores.”


  “Okay, good,” I said. I felt slightly encouraged by that; I think I’m a pretty personable guy.


  “Here we go,” Lo said, and tapped her tablet again.


  All but three jobs disappeared from the board.


  “Oh, come on!” I yelled. “That can’t be right!”


  “Apparently it is,” Lo said. She gave her tablet to me. I took it and looked at it. “You scored even lower on the evaluator’s reports than you did on the academic testing. It says there that you struck them as arrogant, bored, and defensive. One of them actually called you ‘a bit of an asshole.’ ”


  I looked up from the tablet for that one, appalled at what I was hearing. “You can’t say that on an official report,” I said.


  “They can say whatever they want,” Lo said. “They’re trained to evaluate everyone’s fitness as an employee and they’re required by law to write their honest impressions. If one of them called you a bit of an asshole, it’s because that’s what you are. Or at least what you come across as.”


  “I’m not an asshole,” I said, thrusting the tablet back at Lo.


  Lo shrugged. “You came in here with some attitude, didn’t you?” she said, taking the tablet. “That ‘joke’ about the monitor and your mom, for example.”


  “I really did mean it as a joke,” I said.


  “Maybe you did,” Lo said. “But it comes off like you’re just dropping your mom’s name to hint to me that you should be given a cushy job. Whether you mean it that way or not, that’s how you present. And it is more than a little annoying. I can believe you came across as an asshole in your testing. And I can believe you probably weren’t even aware of it at the time.”


  “Can we talk about something else, please?” I said. This was not a good day so far. “Like what jobs are available?”


  “Okay,” Lo said. She tapped her tablet. The three tiny squares remaining on the wall disappeared, replaced by three very large job listings.


  “The general feeling about you is that you’re best off not working a job that requires any interaction with the public, or that requires a great deal of technical competence,” Lo said. “So basically we’re talking some form of back-end job with a heavy physical component. And among those types of jobs we have three openings: Assistant Greensperson at park tower number six, Composting Engineer, trainee level, at the East End waste transformation plant, and Biological Systems Interface Manager at the Arnold Tower.”


  “ ‘Composting Engineer’ ?” I said, leaning forward in my seat.


  “That’s what it says,” Lo said. “It’s a polite way of saying you’ll be shoveling shit. Although as I’m sure you remember from your studies, there’s more to industrial scale composting than just shit.”


  “I’m not doing that,” I said, recoiling a bit.


  “Well, you have to do something,” Lo said. “If you hit your twentieth without a job, you lose your citizenship, and not even your mom will be able to help you then.”


  I was beginning to get annoyed at her bringing up mom all the time. “ ‘Assistant Greensperson’ doesn’t sound so bad,” I said.


  “That would be my choice,” Lo said. “The park towers are nice. I go to the one down the street here on my lunch break sometimes. The greenskeepers are always tending to the trees and flower and bees. It’s physical work, but at least you’ll be in pretty surroundings. And remember, this is only a first job. If it’s not to your liking, you can always get more training and education, and try for a different sort of job. The important thing is you have a job.”


  “Fine,” I said. “I’ll take that one.”


  “Good,” Lo said. We both looked up at the listing.


  It disappeared.


  “Whoops,” Lo said.


  “ ‘Whoops?’ ” I said. “What ‘whoops?’ ”


  Lo accessed her tablet. “Looks like someone else just took the job. It’s gone.”


  “That’s totally not fair,” I said.


  “Other people are having their assignment sessions just like you are,” Lo said. “If you had taken the job first, someone else would be saying ‘no fair’ right now. So now we’re down to two jobs: Composting Engineer, trainee level, and Biological Systems Interface Manager. Pick one. I’d suggest you pick quickly.”


  I looked up at the wall and my two remaining choices. Composting Engineer just sounded vile; I wanted no part of it. I had no idea what “Biological Systems Interface Management” meant, but, you know, if it was management, that probably meant a good chance that I wouldn’t be hunched over with a shovel or tiller in my hand, aerating solid waste and food scraps.


  “Mr. Washington,” Lo said.


  Oh, who cares anyway, I thought. I’ll talk to mom about this and get it all sorted out. Because while mom was a hardass about me taking a job, I was willing to bet there was almost no chance that Josephine Washington, executive council member, would let her only son spend any significant amount of time doing menial labor. She expected better of me, and I thought she’d help me live up to her expectations.


  “Biological Systems Interface Manager,” I said.


  Lo smiled. “Excellent choice,” she said, tapping her tablet and securing the job. “I think you’ll be perfect for it.”


  “What is the job?” I asked.


  She told me, and then laughed when she saw the expression on my face.


  “SO, let’s recap,” mom said to me at dinner. I’d explained my situation without quite telling her the job that I’d gotten. “You want me, a member of New St. Louis’ executive board, a highly visible public servant, to pull strings for you so you can get a better job than the one you’re qualified for.”


  “Come on, mom,” I said. “You know I’m qualified for lots of jobs.”


  “Do I?” mom said. “I know you didn’t read your Aptitude scores when they came in, Benji, but I did. I know what you got. I know you spent most of your education screwing off and screwing up because you didn’t think any of it mattered. I told you to do better, but you were happy just to do well enough.”


  Oh, God, I thought. Here we go again.


  “Look, mom,” said Syndee. “Benji’s got his ‘I’m not listening anymore’ face on.”


  “Shut up, Syndee,” I said.


  “Well, you do,” Syndee said.


  “Kiss ass,” I said. She was sixteen and a model student, and a little too smug about it for my taste.


  “Benjamin,” mom said.


  “Sorry,” I said, shooting a look at Syndee. “And anyway, mom, I’m listening to you. Really.”


  “Good,” mom said. “Then you’ll hear me fine this time: I’m not going to lift a finger to get you another job.”


  “Why not?” I said. It came out more of a whine than I would have preferred.


  “First off, because the last thing I need right now is for the news blogs to be talking about how I used my influence to get my son a job. Honestly, now, Benji. You think people wouldn’t notice? This isn’t like me asking the school to switch your class schedule around, and you remember how much crap I got for that.”


  I looked at her blankly.


  “Or maybe you don’t,” mom said.


  “I do,” Syndee said.


  “Hush, Syndee,” mom said. “That was bad enough. Actually yanking you out of the assignments queue and handing you a job you don’t qualify for is the sort of thing that will get me kicked off the executive board. It’s an election year, Benji, and I’ve already got a fight on my hands because I’m for technology outreach. You know how many New Louies hate that idea.”


  “I don’t like it either,” I said. “Technology Outreach” was a plan for NSL to help the people in the Wilds by offering them some of the city’s technology and support. It amounted to basically helping a bunch of people who had intentionally gone out of their way to fail in creating a sustainable civilization. “I think it’s a dumb idea.”


  “Of course you do,” mom said, acidly. “You don’t want us to share technology with the folks in the Wilds because then we wouldn’t have something over them. And then you wouldn’t be a precious little snowflake, like all the other smug precious little snowflakes in here. Keeping technology bottled up isn’t why New St. Louis was founded. Quite the opposite, in fact. And these days it’s more important than ever. Cascadiopolis had the right idea: Develop useful technology, send it out into the world.”


  “Look where it got Cascadiopolis,” I said. “It doesn’t even exist anymore.”


  “You spent too much time with those idiot cousins of yours in the Portland Arcology,” Mrs. Washington said.


  “Whatever, mom,” I said. My cousins weren’t idiots, even if they were snobbish enough that even I noticed it. “I just don’t see what it has to do with you helping me.”


  “That’s my point,” mom said. “You don’t appreciate what the consequences of my ‘helping’ you like that would be. All you know is that you don’t want the job you’ve been assigned. What job have you been assigned anyway?” mom reached for her iced tea.


  I shrugged. No point keeping it from her now. “Biological Systems Interface Manager at Arnold Tower,” I said.


  Mom choked on her tea.


  “Mom, tea just came out your nose,” Syndee said.


  “I’m fine, baby,” mom said, and reached down into her lap for her napkin.


  “See,” I said, accusingly. “Now you know why I want another job.”


  “There’s nothing wrong with the job,” mom said.


  “You just spit tea everywhere when I told you what it was,” I said.


  “I was just a little surprised, is all,” Mom said.


  “Come on, mom,” I said. “There’s got to be something else out there. Something better than this,” I said.


  “The job is fine,” mom said, and pounded her chest to get the remaining tea out of her lungs. “In fact, I think the job will be great for you.”


  “Well, great,” I said, throwing up my hands. “Just what I need. A learning experience.”


  “That’s right,” mom said. “You do need a learning experience. To get back to the list of reasons why I won’t help you change your job, the second reason is that you need to understand the consequences of your choices, Benji,” mom said. She dropped her napkin back into her lap. “Somewhere along the way you decided that you didn’t need to work all that hard for things, because you figured that I would always be there to bail you out, and that my stature would help you get the things you wanted.”


  “That’s not true at all,” I said.


  “Please, Benji,” mom said. “I know you like to think it’s not true, but you need to be honest with yourself. Think back on all the times you’ve asked for my help. Think back on all the times you’ve given just a little less effort to things because you knew I could back you up or put in a good word for you. If you’re honest about it, you’ll recognize you’ve relied on me a lot.”


  I opened my mouth to complain and then flashed back to Will in the pod, telling me how “happy” he was that I wasn’t going to rely on my mom to get me through things. I shut my mouth and stared down at the table.


  “It’s not all your fault,” mom said, gently. “I’ve been always telling you to do things for yourself, but when it came down to it, I let you slide and I bailed you out of a lot of things. But that has to change. You’re an adult now, Benji. You need to be responsible for your actions. And now you’re learning that the actions and choices you made before make a difference in your life now. I kept telling you about this, and you kept not listening to me. Well, now you have to deal with it, so deal with it.”


  “You could have told me a little harder,” I said, and poked at my dinner.


  Mom sighed. “Benji, sweetheart, I told you almost every single day of your life. And you did that smile and nod thing you do when you decide you’re hearing something that doesn’t apply to you. You can’t tell someone something if they don’t want to listen.”


  “Uh-huh,” I said.


  “Look, mom,” Syndee said. “He’s got that face on again.”


  ON the way to the Arnold Tower the next day, to start the first job of the rest of my life, I saw what looked like a protest at one of the entrance gates to New St. Louis.


  “Do you know what that’s about?” I asked my podmate, an older man.


  He looked over at the protest as we glided by and then shrugged. “Some of the folks in the Wilds have been demanding we help them out with their food crisis,” he said.


  “There’s a food crisis?” I asked.


  The guy looked over to me. “It’s been in the news lately,” he said, pointedly.


  “You got me,” I said. “I haven’t been watching the news.”


  The guy motioned out toward where the protest had been. “The drought is bad this year. Worse than usual. Outside of the cities, there’s been a run on staples and prices are up. Someone’s been telling the folks in the Wilds that we’ve got food surpluses, and technology to increase food yields, which is how we got the surpluses. So we get protests every morning.”


  “Do we have food surpluses?” I asked.


  “No idea,” the man said, and went back to his reading. I looked back in the direction of where I saw the protest and wondered what it was the protesters were doing—or not doing—that they could take time out of their work schedules to protest on a daily basis. About two seconds after that, I recognized the irony of me, who was going to his first job more than a year after most of my class had gotten their first jobs, wondering how other people could be slackers.


  A minute later I was at the Arnold Tower. I walked over to the receptionist.


  “Benjamin Washingon,” I said. “I’m here to start work.”


  The receptionist eyed me up and down. “Oh, honey,” she said. “You shouldn’t have worn good clothes.” She shooed me away to sit down and picked up her phone. Shortly thereafter a door opened and a very dirty man came out of it. He looked around until he saw me.


  “You Washington?” He said.


  “Yeah,” I said.


  “Come on, then,” he said. I got up and followed him. He smelled terrible.


  “Nicols,” he said as we walked down the corridor, by way of introduction. He glanced at my clothes. “Tomorrow you should probably dress more casual,” he said.


  “I thought we might have uniforms,” I said, nodding at Nicols’ blue uniform. I was trying to keep my distance from Nicols. He was beginning to make me gag.


  “We have coveralls,” he said, “but the smell still gets into everything. You don’t want to be wearing anything nice around here.” He glanced down. “You’ll probably want to get boots, too.”


  “Boots, casual clothes, got it,” I said. We approached a pair of doors. “Anything else?”


  “Yeah,” Nichols said. “Noseplugs.”


  He opened the doors and a wave of stink rolled over me and I very nearly threw up my breakfast. Instead of retching, I looked out into the vast room the doors opened on to. There were pigs in almost every square inch of it. Pigs eating. Pigs sleeping. Pigs milling about. Pigs farting. Pigs pooping. Pigs generally making astounding amounts of stink.


  And my job was to look after them. That’s what Biological Systems Integration Manager meant: Pig farmer.


  “Welcome to your new job, kid,” Nichols said to me. “You’re going to love it here.”


  “I kind of doubt that,” I said.


  “You’re stuck here,” Nichols said. “You might as well learn to enjoy it. Now come on. It’s time to get you set up, and to take you to meet the boss.”


  LOU Barnes, my new boss, pointed at a carved plaque on his wall. “Do you know what that means?” he asked me.


  I looked at the sign, which read Utere nihil non extra quiritationem suis. “I don’t know Spanish,” I said.


  “It’s Latin,” Barnes said. “It means ‘use everything but the squeal.’ People used to say about pigs that you could eat every part of them but the squeal.” He waved toward the plate glass window that overlooked an entire different floor of pigs than I saw earlier; Arnold Tower had twenty stories, and every story had thousands of pigs in it, or so Nichols told me on the way up to Barnes’ office. “The pigs you see here are a fundamental part of the zero-footprint ecological ethos of New St. Louis. When you toss your dinner leftovers into the food recycling chute, they’re sterilized, fortified and brought here as part of the pigs’ diet. In return, we get manure, which we send to the agricultural towers and to the test gardens on the top of the tower. We get methane, which we collect and use for fuel. We get urea from the pig’s urine, which we use to make plastics. We recycle the plastics when we’re done with them. Around and around it goes.”


  “We make plastic from pig pee?” I said. I knew about manure and methane, but this was a new one on me.


  “Urea’s a bulking agent,” Barnes said and, when I gave him a look that indicated I hadn’t the slightest idea what he was talking about, changed tracks. “Yes. Plastic from pig pee. You got it.”


  “I suppose we get pork chops from them as well,” I said.


  Barnes made a face. “No,” he said. “Not these pigs.” He waved out at the floor again. “These pigs are genetically engineered to maximize output of end products.”


  I tried not to go to the next logical place and just couldn’t avoid it. “You’ve produced prodigiously pooptastic pigs,” I said, with as straight a face as possible.


  Barnes gave me a tight-lipped smile. “Laugh it up, Washington,” he said. “And while you’re laughing it up remember that all this pig shit and pig piss is part of the reason New St. Louis isn’t on the verge of economic collapse or starvation, like most of what’s left of our suburbs. And Missouri. And Illinois.”


  I thought back on the protest I saw outside my pod window on the way in and sobered up a little.


  Barnes seemed to approve. “Look, Washington, I know why you’re here,” he said. “You screwed around in school, got crappy Aptitude scores and this wound up being the only job you could get. Am I right about that?”


  “Sort of,” I said.


  “ ‘Sort of,’ ” Barnes repeated. “I know you think this is a dead-end job, below your dignity. But what you need to understand, Washington, is that if anything, it’s you who have to step up.” He jerked a thumb back to the pigs. “I don’t suppose you know that those pigs are part of the Technology Outreach program your mother and some others on the council are trying to push through.”


  “Pigs count as technology?” I said.


  “These pigs do,” Barnes said. “The same genetic improvements you are joking about are what make them valuable. They’re exceptionally efficient processors of urea and other valuable elements, and we’ve improved their already considerable intelligence enough that they actually know where to go to get rid of their waste.”


  It took me a minute to process this. “You mean they’re potty trained?”


  Barnes motioned to the window. “Look for yourself,” he said.


  I walked over to the window and stared out at the pigs. At first I had no idea what I was looking at, except for lots of pigs wandering around. But then I started to see it: trickles of pigs flowing into marked-off areas with grated floors. When they got there, they would let fly, and then wander back out when they were done.


  “Does someone have to teach them to do that?” I asked.


  “At first someone did,” Barnes said. “But these days they teach each other.”


  I looked back at him. “They’re teaching each other things?” I looked back at the pigs. “And you’re not worried about a piggy revolution or anything.”


  “It’s not Animal Farm,” Barnes said. “And it’s not like they’re teaching each other calculus. But now you understand why these pigs are valuable.”


  “What do you think of my mom’s Technology Outreach thing?” I asked Barnes. I know you’re not supposed to talk politics with your boss, much less on your first day on the job, but I was curious.


  Barnes shrugged. “I’m sympathetic,” he said. “People out there aren’t starving yet, but they’re getting close. No one’s going to eat these pigs—they shouldn’t, at least—but they can help with crop production and the production of biodegradable plastics. But,” and here Barnes looked at me significantly, “the reason it works here in NSL is that we actively manage it. It’s a closed loop. Zero-footprint. Everything gets recycled, nothing gets wasted.”


  “We use everything but the squeal,” I said.


  “That’s right,” Barnes said, approvingly. “Not just here but all over New St. Louis. Now, you give the same technology to people who aren’t managing their system—who don’t believe in that sort of zero-footprint philosophy—and all you’re going to do is make things worse.” He nodded out to the pigs again. “These guys are great for us, but they’re like any crop or animal that humans have messed with, either by old-fashioned domestication or modern genetic engineering. They have to be managed. Put a bunch of pigs designed for high outputs of urea and nitrates into an open system, with their waste flowing into streams and seeping into groundwater, and you’ll have a goddamn mess on your hands. Your mother is right, Washington: We need to help the people outside of the city. But we have to do it right, because they’ve already messed things up badly enough that they can’t afford another screwup. And neither can we. That’s why we haven’t given the technology to anyone else yet. The genetics of these pigs is still a state secret. Which is another thing you need to know.”


  “And here I thought I was just going to be a high-tech pig farmer,” I said.


  “Well, you are,” Barnes said. “Make no mistake about that, Washington. It’s just that pig farming is a lot more important than you thought it was. And that’s why I’m hoping your shitty Aptitude scores are more of a reflection of you farting around than you actually being stupid. If you’re an idiot, I can find jobs for you to do. But if you’re not an idiot, I can actually use you.”


  “I’m not an idiot,” I said.


  “I’d like to believe that,” Barnes said. “We’ll see. In the meantime, we’ll start you on vacuum detail.”


  “IT’S simple,” said Lucius Jeffers, who was the head of the four man work detail I was assigned to, on the fifth floor of Arnold Tower. “Whenever you see some shit or piss on the floor, you suck it up with this.” He waved the business end of a vacuum tube at me. “The mess goes into the tub here, and when the tub is full, you drag it over to a waste port at either end of the floor.” He motioned to one of the waste ports, which looked a little like the fire hydrants I saw in old children’s books. “Attach the tube to the waste port, switch the unit from the ‘vacuum’ to the ‘expel’ setting and let it empty out. Lather, rinse, repeat.”


  I looked at the vacuum unit doubtfully. “I thought these pigs were toilet trained,” I said.


  “They are,” Jeffers said. “But they’re also pigs, you know? Sometimes they just let fly. We’ve tried training them to use the vacuum to pick up after themselves. It didn’t work.”


  “You really tried that?” I said.


  Jeffers smiled. “You’re going to be a lot of fun, Washington. I can tell that already. All right, off to work with you. You can start with that pile of crap over there.” He pointed to a fresh leaving on the floor. “Try to get to them before the other pigs start walking through them,” he said, and left. And then off I went, sucking up crap.


  After an hour or so of doing this, I noticed that one of the pigs was following me around, usually about five feet behind me wherever I went. The porker was on the smallish side, and seemed to be grinning at me whenever I looked at it. I asked Jeffers about it at lunchtime.


  “Yeah, they do that sometimes,” Jeffers said. “The biologists made them smarter than the average pig, so now they’re a little curious about us. Pinter here,” Jeffers pointed at one of the other guys on the crew, “he had a sow follow him around for months. I think she was in love.”


  “It wasn’t love,” Pinter said, between sandwich bites. “We were just good friends.”


  “Yeah, right,” Jeffers laughed, and turned back to me. “The sow was probably just looking for a little action. They don’t let these pigs breed normally.”


  “What do you mean?” I asked.


  “You’ll find out after lunch,” Jeffers said.


  After lunch I was taken to the Love Lounge, filled with silicone pig-sized objects.


  I looked at Pinter, who had taken me to the Lounge. “Tell me these aren’t what I think they are.”


  “They are exactly what you think they are,” Pinter said. “We bring in a bunch of male pigs, fill the air with Scent of a Sow—” he pointed at what looked like a fire sprinkler on the ceiling “—and then the boys go to town. After they’re done we suck out the leavings, send them down to cryo for storage, and then clean out the love toys with an injection of soap and hot water.”


  “You have got to be kidding,” I said. “I just ate.”


  “It’s not so bad,” Pinter said. “Come on, get into the control booth. You don’t want to be in here when the boys come in. Once they get the sow scent into their nose, they’re not exactly discriminating.”


  I got into the control booth as quickly as I could. “Okay,” Pinter said. “Ready?” He pressed a button, and the sprinkler fizzed to life, coating the love dolls. Then the far door slid open, and a small pack of randy pigs trotted in.


  “Oh, God,” I said, a minute later. “That is so not right.”


  “Makin’ bacon,” Pinter said, and looked at me. “Well, half of it, anyway. What would that be? ‘Bac’ ? Or ‘con’ ?”


  “I think there’s something wrong with you,” I said.


  Pinter shrugged. “You get used to this place after a while. And it’s not so bad working here once you do. I listen to my husband complain about his work day every single damn night. He complains about work, about his co-workers, and about his boss. I’m about ready to strangle him.” Pinter pointed out to the pigs, who were now winding down; they were not the long-lasting sort, apparently. “I wouldn’t say this job is glamorous—”


  “That’s a good thing,” I said.


  “—But on the other hand I don’t have to go home and whine to him about my day at work, either. Pigs are easy. People are hard. You learn to appreciate it after a while.”


  “I’m not entirely sure about that,” I said.


  “Well, if you don’t like it, you can always take your Aptitudes again and do something else with your time,” Pinter said, as the door to the Love Lounge opened and the pigs trotted out. “I like it fine. Now come on. We’ve got to collect this stuff while it’s still hot.”


  I swear to you, I never thought I would be so glad to get back to vacuuming up pig crap. And sure enough, once I started up again, there was the little pig again, trotting behind me.


  “Hello,” I said, finally, when I stopped to drain the vacuum, and the pig parked itself to watch. “I think I’ll call you Hammy. Or how about Pork Chop? Or maybe Mr. Bacon. Or just plain Lunch. What do you think about that?”


  The pig snorted at me, as if acknowledging my choices.


  “Great,” I said. “The first day on the job and I’m already talking to the pigs. Shoot me now.”


  Lunch snorted again.


  The vacuum suddenly chugged to a stop.


  “What the hell?” I said. The vacuum was still half full. I pulled my phone from my coverall pocket and called the Arnold Tower number for Jeffers. “Something’s wrong with my vacuum unit,” I said. “It stopped working and it’s half full.”


  “Let me check on this end,” Jeffers said. “It’s not your vacuum unit,” he said after a minute. “You’ve got an embargo situation.”


  “What the hell is an embargo situation?” I said.


  “It means there’s some sort of clog in the piping,” Jeffers said. “Your vacuum unit shut down because if it didn’t, you’d be spilling pig shit all over yourself right about now.”


  “What do I do now?” I asked.


  “I’m going to need you to do a diagnostic on that particular drainage tube,” Jeffers said. “There’s a diagnostic panel for the tube hardwired into its terminus, which is in the Tower sub-basement C.”


  “Why can’t I access the panel on my phone?” I said. “Why can’t you?”


  “This is an old building, kid,” Jeffers said. “One of the first built in New St. Louis. The diagnostic system is a legacy system from back in the day. Just go down there and check it out, okay? Go to the lobby and switch elevators. You have to take a special elevator down to the sublevels.”


  Five minutes and one elevator transfer later, I was in subbasement C. Even after a full day of walking around pigs and their smell, the fumes down there were something special. On a shelf facing the elevator were a set of breathing masks. YOU NEED THIS, said a weathered sign, followed by another equally weathered sign with the fine print about why the masks were needed. I didn’t need the fine print; I was getting near woozy from the fumes even before I slipped the mask over my head.


  After a couple of deep breaths my head cleared and I walked into the sub-basement, which seemed to be the top floor for several massive conduits, into which the drainage tubes from all the various floors of the Arnold Tower drained.


  “You’re going to want to open the access port to conduit 2,” Jeffers said. “Don’t worry, it’s automatic. No heavy lifting. Just walk on top of the conduit and hit the ‘open’ switch.”


  “There’s going to be a river of crap in there,” I said.


  “No there’s not,” Jeffers said. “Whenever there’s an embargo situation all the other drainage tubes freeze and the conduit empties out, because they know someone has to go and check out the diagnostic panel. It’s going to smell like hell, but you have your mask on, right?”


  I got to the access port, and lugged the switch over to “open.” “I want to talk to whoever designed this system.”


  “It’s been decades, kid,” Jeffers said. “The person who designed it is probably dead by now. Come on, Washington. Crap is piling up. We don’t have all day.”


  I carefully put myself on the access ladder coming down from the port and stepped down. There was recessed, sealed-off lighting at the top of the conduit, so at least I could see. The conduit itself wasn’t exactly clean, but it was drained as promised. Despite that, the residue on the curved floor of the consuit made me be careful how I placed my steps.


  “Where am I going?” I asked.


  “You’re looking for the third . . . no, wait, fourth tube junction on your left,” Jeffers said.


  I counted off the tube junctions and then stood in front of the fourth one on the left. “Where’s this diagnostic panel?” I asked.


  “It should be there,” Jeffers said. “They’re small. It might be covered in gunk. Stand closer.”


  “I am closer,” I said. “I’m standing right in front of the tube, and I’m not seeing anything.”


  “You’re sure you’re in front of the right tube?” Jeffers asked.


  “I can count,” I said.


  “Hey, Washington,” Jeffers said.


  “What?” I said.


  “Embargo lifted,” he said.


  Then I heard the rumbling. And the laughter from the other end of the phone.


  I looked at the tube and had just enough time to think oh, shit before what I thought became a reality.


  Ten minutes later I was in the Arnold Tower locker room, standing under a shower head, fully clothed, glowering at Jeffers, Pinter, and the other members of my work detail, who were mostly on the floor, laughing so hard that they couldn’t breathe.


  “I will remember this,” I said.


  “We know!” Jeffers said, and hooted so long he fell off the locker room bench.


  Around this time Lou Barnes strolled through the locker room and stopped to get a look at me.


  “Don’t tell me,” he said. “You fell for the embargo trick.”


  “Oh, God, Oh, God,” Pinter said. “Please don’t make me laugh anymore. Please, God, no.” And then he laughed some more.


  “You know they do this to everyone the first day,” Barnes said. “Think of it like a baptism.”


  “Praise the Lord!” Jeffers said, from the floor.


  “It just means you’re one of us now,” Barnes said.


  “Great,” I said.


  “It’s an honor, if you think about it,” Barnes said. “Really.” And then he busted out laughing, too. Which made all the rest of them laugh some more.


  “I will remember this,” I said to Jeffers, once he finally managed to peel himself off the floor.


  “Oh, kid,” Jeffers said, wiping a laugh tear from his eye. “We wouldn’t have it any other way.”


  I NOTICED a funny thing on the pod ride back home, which was that someone would get in the pod with me, and then get off a stop later. This happened three times before the door slid open and Leah popped her head in.


  “Trust me, Leah, you want to take the next pod,” I said.


  “What’s that smell?” she said.


  “It’s my job,” I said. “It stinks.”


  “Hey, you have a job!” she said, and came in to give me a hug. The door slid closed behind her.


  “Now you’re in for it,” I said.


  “I think I can handle the smell of an honest day’s work,” she said, and then gave her destination to the pod. We started off. “I mean, I hope you won’t smell like this at the end of every day. But first days are always stressful. What’s the new job?”


  “Pig farmer,” I said.


  “Normally I’d tell you to stop kidding around, but given how you smell at the moment, I’m willing to believe it,” Leah said.


  “Oh, believe it,” I said. I told her about my day.


  “It could be a positive,” Leah said. “It’s like an initiation rite into the tribe. If they didn’t like you, they would have just said good night to you at the end of your shift.”


  “So, when you started your job, did your co-workers do something like this?” I said.


  “No,” Leah admitted. “They took me out for a drink. But they don’t have access to pig droppings, either.”


  “I’m not sure I agree 100% with your tribe initiation theory,” I said.


  “In that case, stick with it and get them back,” Leah said. We were coming up to our stop. “Because you now have access to pig droppings, too.”


  “That’s a very good point,” I said. “And here all this time I was thinking you were a nice girl, Leah.”


  “I am a nice girl,” Leah said. “I’m just not a pushover.”


  Later at home, mom opened the door a crack while I was in the shower. I was using the graywater because I was wanting a real long soak and after my day, whining about graywater just seemed kind of stupid.


  “Syndee told me about your day at work,” mom said, through the door.


  “Did she tell you I rubbed her face in my shirt after she called me a ‘stinkpig’ ?” I asked.


  “That was how I found out,” mom said. “I told her I was going to let it slide this time. Do you want to have me talk to your supervisor about it?”


  “Since my supervisor was one of the people laughing his ass off about it, I don’t think it would do much good,” I said.


  “Well, then, his supervisor,” mom said.


  “I thought you said you weren’t going to fight my battles for me anymore,” I said.


  “Having your kid drenched in pig shit changes things,” mom said, and I realized she must really be pissed, because she hardly ever swore in front of me or Syndee. I laughed. “What’s so funny?” mom asked.


  “Never mind,” I said. I turned off the shower and grabbed a towel and wrapped it around my waist. Then I opened the door all the way and gave my mom a big sloppy hug.


  “Damn it, Benji, my blouse,” mom said.


  “Sorry,” I said. “And thanks for wanting to stick up for me. But you said it yourself. I’m an adult now. I can handle this on my own. Okay?”


  “You sure?” mom said.


  “Oh, I’m sure,” I said.


  AND so the days and weeks started to go by.


  At work, I still did menial vacuuming and Love Lounge duties, as did everyone else. But slowly I was shown the other parts of the pig trade, from handling feed and water troughs to helping the Arnold Tower vets with the vaccinations and their medical rounds. I also learned how to handle Arnold Tower’s securities and diagnostic systems—which, in fact, could be handled remotely by phone once I was given my access codes. I proved to be a quick study with the computer systems, and because of it I was put in the rotation for late night shifts, when it was just me, a couple of members of the administrative area janitorial staff, and thousands upon thousands of sleeping pigs. Late night shift workers were exempt from the solo surcharge on the pod system and sometimes I took advantage of that to take the long way around New St. Louis, cruising over the streets at night, watching my hometown slide by silently.


  Outside the city, the drought that threatened in the early months of the year delivered with a vengeance, drying up croplands all over the American Midwest and in the lower part of the Canadian corn belt. Mom was having a difficult time selling the rest of the NSL council on Technology Outreach but managed to convince them to make an emergency release of food surpluses to the surrounding suburbs and the Wilds. The generosity of the gesture seemed to be lost on the people in the Wilds, since NSL was accused of holding back on what it could have given, and the protests on our doorsteps got bigger and louder. This frustrated mom and enraged a fair share of New Louies. I was annoyed myself.


  About ten weeks after I had my “embargo” event, Jeffers and Pinter were preparing to herd their boys into another session in the Love Lounge when an apparently random computer glitch locked them out of the control room and then cycled through the session, spraying them with swine-tuned aphrodisiac just as the door slid open to admit a fine selection of very horny pigs. If the door to the control room hadn’t randomly unlatched a couple of minutes into the session, Jeffers and Pinter might have found themselves porked into oblivion. A routine check of the systems after the event found no tampering and no reason why the system would have behaved like that. Barnes ordered the software reloaded and everyone was given new security codes into the system.


  A week after that, protests at the city border finally turned bloody, as a small group of Wilds folks attacked the NSL police force, seriously wounding one of them when a rock dented his skull. I saw this particular protest from above as I slid into work; if it wasn’t an actual riot it was practicing to become one. The NSLPD told the executive council it didn’t have enough officers to handle the growing crowds. The council, over the strenuous objections of my mother, contracted with Edgewater for border control. After that the protest crowds got larger but they also stayed mostly under control. The rumor was that the Eddies got paid bonuses on a quota basis, and were just looking for someone—anyone—to get out of line. I asked my mom if the quota bonus rumor was true. She looked at me and told me that now would be a great time to change the subject.


  Shortly thereafter Syndee completed all her education requirements, got her certificate, and took her Aptitudes. She scored high enough on them that she qualified for New St. Louis’ executive training, which meant she was now on a fast track to be an administrator either here or in another city we shared “open borders” with. Despite myself, I was really proud of her.


  As for me, I got a promotion, of sorts: Arnold Tower had a lorry it used to transfer pigs or other things from our tower to Wilber Tower or Pippo Tower, the other two non-meat pig towers in New St. Louis, and the driver of the lorry had slipped while stepping out of the cab and broken his leg. While he was on desk duty, I was assigned temporary driver. I spent part of my day on the actual roads of the city, which beat vacuuming up shit. One day as I was driving along I saw Leah and Will standing on the street corner, waiting to cross. I honked as I went past, which delighted Leah and confused Will, which seemed about right in both cases. Sometimes I took Lunch with me on the trips; he sat up front with me. He seemed to enjoy the ride.


  As bad as the protests where we lived were, they were worse in other places. In California, the Malibu Enclave was nearly burned to the ground when protestors there started fires in the canyons and pushed the fire line right to the border of the enclave. A lucky shift of the wind let firefighters save the enclave; other parts of Malibu were not as lucky. When the protestors came back, they put the blame for the fires on the Enclave. Edgewater, which had a contract with Malibu just like it did with New St. Louis, saw a lot of its people get bonuses that night. The protesters saw their people go into the Eddie’s holding cells or the hospital.


  Despite the rising tensions, mom kept hammering away at her Technology Outreach program, trying to convince the other executive board members that time was running out. It was already too late to have the outreach be any use for this year, she said, but next year we’re going to see the same thing happen again, and the year after that, and the year after that. But it wasn’t doing her any good. Opinions were hardening against the Wilds, which looked more like anarchy than anything else these days.


  Eventually even mom gave up and tabled the outreach program until after the elections. Her opponent, who as it turned out was distantly related to Will’s dad, had been gaining ground on her, mostly by hammering on her for wanting to do outreach to the same people who were rioting on our borders. He didn’t seem to have any other platform, but at the moment he really didn’t need any other platform. Mom looked at what her support for Technology Outreach was costing her and had to dump it. And even though I’d been opposed to it, I was sorry for my mother that something she cared so much about couldn’t get a fair hearing.


  At the end of summer, my work group had a classic cinema movie night, which included Babe, Deliverance and Mad Max Beyond Thunderdome. When I saw the latter, I finally got the “embargo” reference.


  On the first day of autumn, as I pulled a night shift, I invited Leah to the experimental gardens on the roof. We brought Lunch along for security purposes.


  “It’s beautiful up here,” Leah said.


  “I’m glad you like it,” I said. “I thought you might want to see it before all the leaves fell off.”


  “Why are they called the experimental gardens?” she asked.


  “The plants up here are genetically engineered,” I said. “The botanists share the genetics lab with the geneticists who work on the pigs. The lab takes up the whole twentieth floor, actually. Common rabble like us aren’t allowed in there, but they let us come up here on our breaks and during lunch. I come up here with Lunch all the time. Lunch, the pig, I mean. For lunch. You know. I think I’ll stop talking now.”


  Leah smiled, which was a pretty thing in the moonlight. “I think it’s adorable you have a pet pig,” she said.


  “I wouldn’t use the word ‘pet’ around him,” I said. “He’s his own pig. We just happen to be friends.”


  “Well, fine,” Leah said. “I think it’s adorable you have a pig for a friend. Are you happy now?”


  “I’m getting there,” I said, and even in the moonlight, I could sense her blushing a little. Leah was still with Will, and she wasn’t the sort of girl who would let something like that slide, even for a minute. But it wasn’t a secret to her that I still wished she was with me. And I didn’t see much point in pretending that I felt any other than I did. You can let people know how you feel about them without seeming desperate, or at least, that was what I was hoping.


  “I like where you work, Benji,” Leah said, after a minute.


  “You’re only saying that because I haven’t taken you to sub-basement C,” I said. “Let me give you the embargo treatment and we’ll see what you think then.”


  Leah laughed. “I think I’ll pass on that,” she said.


  “Chicken,” I said. She smiled again and reached down to pet Lunch. He snuffled at her.


  One of our phones rang. It was Leah’s. She stepped away and took the call. A minute later, she came back, holding the phone in front of her. “Here,” she said. “It’s for you.”


  I took the phone. “Hello?” I said.


  “Benji,” Will said, on the other end of the line. “I have a favor to ask of you. A real big favor.”


  “IT’S Marcus,” Will said, when I met him and Leah for lunch the next day. “I haven’t seen him in nearly three years. We email a little, and talk about what’s going on, but he’s always somewhere that’s nowhere near here. Then he calls yesterday—actually calls—and tells me he’s in St. Charles and he wants to see me. He said there’s a rave he’ll be at out there tomorrow and gave me directions and the time. So I know where he’ll be and when he’ll be there. I just don’t have a way to get there.”


  I squirmed in my seat. Will asking me to take the Arnold Tower lorry to drive him to see his brother out in the Wilds was bad enough, but asking me to take it to a rave edged on the insane. “I don’t understand,” I said. “Just requisition a car from the city. It’ll put a hole in your energy budget for the month, but it’s your brother. He’s worth it.”


  “I tried that,” Will said, and he let his irritation creep into his voice. “Maybe you’re not keeping up with current events, Benji, but we’ve got a daily near-riot right outside the city. The city’s not letting people take their ground cars out into that; they’d get stripped before they got to the Interstate. Jesus, you’re clueless sometimes.”


  “Will,” Leah said.


  Will held a hand up. “I know. I’m sorry, Benji. It’s just that I haven’t seen Marcus in so long, and I have no idea when I’m going to get to see him again. You know how important he is to me.”


  The hell of it was, I did know. Long ago, before we decided we actually really didn’t like each other, Will and I were friends, and I hung out with his family. Will idolized his older brother. He was crushed when Marcus blew off his Aptitudes and ended up out of the city. It was why I knew how to poke him in that particular soft spot whenever I felt like he had gone too far with his belittling of me.


  “Look, Benji,” Will said. “I know we haven’t been friends in a long time. I know we don’t get along. I know you resent me—” he stopped before he could actually say for being with Leah, and chose something else instead. “I know you resent me for a lot of things. And I know I’ve treated you like crap. If you said no to this, no one would say I didn’t deserve it. But I’m asking you, just this once, for a favor. I can’t get a car to get out to St. Charles. But you can. Your lorry can get through the gates and get back. You don’t even have to stop at the gates like regular cars do because the lorry has a signature transponder in it, right?”


  “You’ve thought this through, Will,” I said.


  “It’s my brother, Benji,” Will said. “I want to see him. Help me. Please.”


  I looked at Will and then I looked over at Leah, who was keeping a very carefully neutral expression on her face. But I knew what she wanted me to say, and I know what I was going to say because I knew what Leah would want.


  It takes a special kind of pathetic loser to help someone you hate just to make his girlfriend happy, I thought. There was more to it than that, I knew. But at the moment that’s exactly what it felt like.


  “Let me see what I can do,” I said. “I can’t promise anything. The same restrictions that are out there for groundcars might be there for city lorries, too. And if there are, I’m not stretching my neck out for you, Will. It’s not like I have a whole lot of job options available to me at this point. Okay?”


  “Okay,” Will said, and looked like he was going to cry. “Thank you, Benji. Really. I’m not going to forget this.”


  “Thank you, Benji,” Leah said.


  “You’re welcome,” I said, looking at her, and then looking at him. “You’re both welcome.”


  “HERE’S the deal with the lorry,” Barnes said to me. “I’m not saying yes, but I’m not officially saying no. All of us have unofficially ‘borrowed’ that truck from time to time. As far as I’m concerned it’s one of the perks of the job; a little something to make up for having to work in pig crap all day long. That said, if you take it out and something happens to it, then officially you’re screwed and there’s nothing I’m going to be able to do to dig you out of that hole. So don’t run it into a tree or hit a deer or let anyone set fire to it. Got it?”


  “I got it,” I said.


  “What do you need it for, anyway?” Barnes asked.


  “I’m taking someone to see his long lost brother in St. Charles,” I said.


  “That’s not a trip I’d want to take these days,” Barnes said. “That must be some friend.”


  “It’s not a friend, actually,” I said.


  “I’m confused,” Barnes said.


  “His girlfriend,” I said. “My ex. Still hold a candle. And so on.”


  “Ah,” Barnes. “Well, and I hope you don’t mind me saying this, but that’s got to suck for you.”


  “It really sort of does,” I said. Barnes clapped me on my back and headed off.


  The next night, late, Will and Leah and I rolled out of New St. Louis and took the bumpy city streets of old St. Louis until we found a suitable on-ramp to Interstate 70, heading west. The Interstate was not exactly in what you would call brilliant condition these days—the US federal government’s list of priorities was getting smaller and smaller, and the Interstate system had clearly not made the most recent cut—but it was workable as long as you didn’t go too fast, and the traffic out to St. Charles from NSL was pretty much non-existent.


  “So you actually have directions to where we’re going, right, Will?” I said. I had gotten to the I-70 on my own, and Will had been silent for all of the ride so far.


  Will pulled something out of his coat pocket and handed it to me. “Here,” he said.


  I took it. It was a pair of goofy-looking glasses. “What the hell are these?” I said.


  “Marcus had them sent to me,” Will said. “He had me stand at one of the gates where there wasn’t a protest, and someone came up and gave them to me.”


  “Who gave them to you?” I asked.


  “It was just some guy,” Will said. “He said he’d been paid to turk the package. Put them on.”


  I put them on; the lenses were clear and non-correcting. “Do these do anything but make me look stupid?” I asked


  “You have to turn them on,” Will said. “There’s a power switch on the rim of the lens.”


  I fumbled with the glasses with one hand until I found a slightly raised ridge. I pressed it.


  There was suddenly a bright orange three-dimensional arrow in my field of view, pointing down the Interstate.


  “Whoa,” I said.


  “The lenses are supposed to superimpose images over the real world,” Will said.


  “Well, it works,” I said.


  “Marcus said they’re from company out of Switzerland. He said they’re going to be huge in a few years,” Will said.


  “That’s great,” I said. “But am I supposed to follow this arrow or what?”


  I was. When the arrow turned, I turned. 45 minutes later, we rolled up to what looked like it used to be a city park, which had gone to pot sometime in the not-too-distant past. In the middle of the park lights flashed and music pulsed. We were at our rave.


  “What now?” I asked, once we’d gotten out of the lorry and I’d clicked on the security settings.


  “Do you still have an arrow in your glasses?” Will asked.


  “Yeah,” I said.


  “Let’s follow it,” Will said.


  We wandered through the crowd for a few minutes, pushing our way through clots of dancers. From time to time I saw faces I recognized; there were a lot of New Louies at this particular rave in the Wilds. I wondered how they found out about it, and how they got there, but before I got to spend any real amount of time on it, the arrow in my glasses suddenly changed orientation and hovered directly over someone.


  “I think I found Marcus,” I said to Will, but he was already pushing past me to hug his brother. Leah trailed behind him. I stood in the middle of a bunch of dancers with a pair of incredibly dorky glasses on my head.


  “So, okay, then,” I said, to no one in particular. “You’re welcome. No, no. Happy to help. No thanks necessary.” I sighed and took off the glasses.


  When I looked up again Leah was standing in front of me. “Come on,” she said. “Marcus is asking for you.” She held out her hand. I took it.


  As a kid, I remember Marcus towering over both me and Will. He was still as imposing as I remembered him.


  “Benjamin Washington,” Marcus said, and extended his hand. I shook it and compared my grip to his, despite myself. “I remember you very well. You were not quite so tall the last time I saw you.”


  “I was fourteen the last time you saw me,” I said.


  “True enough,” Marcus said. We were standing in a rest area at the rave, with card tables and folding chairs around us. He motioned for the three of us to sit. We did. I could tell that Will was a little puzzled why his brother wanted to talk to me when he was around. I was wondering that myself.


  “Will tells me you waited until the last minute to take your Aptitudes,” Marcus said.


  I glanced over at Will. “That sounds like something Will would tell you,” I said.


  “I was curious why you waited,” Marcus asked.


  I shrugged. “I wanted to see some of the rest of the world first,” I said.


  Marcus smiled. “And did you? See the rest of the world?”


  “Some of it,” I said, and listed the places I had traveled.


  “Ah,” Marcus said. “I see. You did see the world—but just the safe parts.”


  “I don’t know what you mean,” I said.


  “You went to all the other hermetically sealed places on the map,” Marcus said. “All the other cities like New St. Louis. The zero-footprint, low-impact, archipelago of new-age city-states that dot the globe. The ones that have cut themselves off from the rest of the world and think themselves virtuous for doing so. Do you think they are virtuous?”


  “I don’t know about virtuous,” I said. I had no idea where Marcus was going with any of this. “I think right about now we’re trying not to starve like everyone else is about to.”


  Marcus tilted his head at this. “You New Louies could help everyone not starve, if you wanted to,” he said. “If I hear correctly, your mother tried to get New St. Louis to share some of its technology, but no one else was buying the argument. Why was that?”


  “I think all the protests began to piss people off,” I said. “My mom got the city to give up some of its food surplus and no one seemed grateful. I think that pissed people off, too.”


  “It pissed me off,” Will said, trying to get into the conversation. Leah was silent, watching the three of us.


  Marcus smiled over at his brother but kept talking to me. “I think what bothered people about that was that New St. Louis was giving the Wilds a fish, rather than teaching them how to fish.”


  “I don’t follow you,” I said.


  “ ‘Give a man a fish, and you feed him for a day,’ ” Marcus intoned. “ ‘Teach a man how to fish, and you feed him for life.’ Surely you’ve heard this saying. I’m saying that the people in the Wilds know the different between a fish and being taught how to fish. They resent being given the one, when they need the other.”


  “But the city didn’t have to give them a fish at all,” I said.


  “Of course not,” Marcus said. “That’s the advantage of being a zero-footprint paradise, isn’t it? You’re whole unto yourselves. You can keep your own clockwork ticking while all the world is running down around you. But it’s a lie. John Donne had the right of it when he said that no man is an island. No city is, either, Benjamin. Your mother recognizes this, at the very least; it’s why she’s trying to pass that outreach of hers. Or tried, anyway, until she realized she had an election she needed to win. I recognized it. It’s why I never bothered to take my Aptitudes. It’s why I let them come to my family’s apartment, serve me that silly court order, walk me to the city gate and shove that ridiculous credit card in my hand. They thought I was being expelled from paradise; I knew I was gaining my freedom. I wondered if you might have recognized it, too, Benjamin.” Marcus cocked his head again. “But now I’m not so sure. And I wonder if that’s not a pity.”


  I sat there for a second and then stood up. “I think I’m keeping you from catching up with your brother,” I said, and then nodded to both Marcus and Will, and walked off.


  Leah followed behind me a few seconds later. “What was that all about?” she asked.


  “I swear to you I have no earthly idea,” I said.


  “I think Marcus was trying to tell you something,” Leah said.


  “I know he was trying to tell me something,” I said. “I just don’t know what it is. And I think it’s pissing me off.”


  Leah looked like she was about to say something else, but then both she and I heard screaming coming from the dance area of the rave. She and I both looked over and saw what looked to be a really active mosh pit in the middle of it. Then a girl came weaving out into the light, holding her head while blood was gushing from a scalp wound, and I realized it wasn’t a mosh pit after all.


  I pushed Leah back toward Will and Marcus. “Go get Will,” I said. “Tell him we’re leaving now.” Leah stumbled back toward her boyfriend and I turned back just in time to see two very large and scary looking dudes coming right for me. I tried to wheel back and run, but one of them grabbed me and pushed me down. I cracked my skull on the ground.


  Things went real fuzzy after that. At some point I felt someone turn me over and take out of my back pocket the case I had my ID in. If they were looking for money they were going to be disappointed. I didn’t have cash, I had an energy budget. I tried laughing at that and it hurt so much I passed out.


  Some indeterminate time later someone hauled me up from the ground. “Name,” they said.


  I looked around for who was talking to me. “What?” I said.


  “Your name,” they said—he said, actually, since now I could tell it was a man.


  “Benji Washington,” I said.


  “You’re fine,” he said. “If you can remember your name, you’re gonna live. Are you missing anything? You have your wallet?”


  I fished in my back pocket and found the case I carried my NSL ID in. It was still there. Start fob to the lorry was still there too. I must have hallucinated the theft. I looked over to who was talking to me and realized that he was an Eddie—an Edgewater guard. One of the guys who the city was hiring to keep the protestors out. “What happened?” I said.


  The guard snorted. “You got beat on is what happened. You New Louies are dumb as hell, you know that? Go out to a rave in the middle of the Wilds, and then you’re surprised when the kids out here start taking a crowbar to your heads. Let me give you a little tip, townie: The kids out here in the Wilds, they don’t like you. If you give them a chance to crack open your skull, they’re going to do it. You got it?”


  “I got it,” I said. I felt like I was going to throw up.


  “Good,” the guard said. “You’re lucky we got tipped off to this thing or you’d probably be in the hospital by now. How old are you?”


  “Twenty,” I said.


  “Then you’re an adult and I don’t have to drag your ass back into NSL,” he said. “Go home, kid. Stay home.” He wandered off. I bent over at the waist and threw up. Then I went looking for Will and Leah.


  I found them by the lorry. Leah came running up to me to check my head; I tried to wave her off.


  “You look like hell,” Will said.


  “Thanks, Will,” I said. “I can always count on you for a good word. How’s the lorry?”


  “What do you mean?” Will said.


  “I mean did anyone smash it during the riot?” I said.


  Will checked. “It looks fine,” he said.


  “Great,” I said, hobbling over to it. “Then we’re going.”


  “I still have to look for Marcus,” Will said.


  “Will, he’s gone,” Leah said. “He disappeared as soon as the Eddies showed up.”


  “He’s still around here somewhere,” Will said. “I’m not going anywhere without him.”


  “You can stay, Will,” I said. “But I’m leaving now and I’m taking the lorry with me. If you don’t want to walk all the way back to town, you better get in the truck.”


  “Come on, Will,” Leah said. “It’s time to go.”


  Will looked extremely unhappy but got into the truck cab. Leah followed. I hauled myself up into the cab and nearly threw up again doing so. I drove twenty-five miles an hour on the Interstate all the way back.


  THE battle of New St. Louis took place a week later.


  The protestors at the gates of the city had a problem: They couldn’t get into New St. Louis. The city was sealed in like a medieval fortress, with only a few entrances, all guarded. Try to get through a gate without an ID with a transponder chip, and you weren’t going to go anywhere. Lose your ID, you were in a world of pain. I lost my ID once and I had to sit through a battery of identification tests even though my mother was on the executive board. The instant the city knew the ID was missing, they voided the transponder signal, so if anyone tried to sneak into NSL using that ID, they’d be immediately tagged as a criminal. It was a problem: if you weren’t a New Louie, you couldn’t get into the city without an ID. And if you stole an ID and tried to sneak in, they’d catch you. So if you wanted to sneak into New St. Louis, how would you do it?


  It turned out, by not stealing the IDs—just the information in them.


  The rave had been the honeytrap, an attractive place for bored young New Louies to be lured to, out beyond the safe walls of the city. The rave allowed the conspirators close contacts with the city kids—close enough contact that the recording devices they carried could read and clone the New Louie’s ID transponder signals. The riot afterward was an opportunity to crack heads . . . but also to snatch the ID information from a few extra people, like me. Since no physical IDs were stolen, no one reported any stolen identities.


  This made it easy for several dozen unauthorized people to walk right through the gates of New St. Louis. The conspirators were chosen to more or less resemble the people whose identities they had stolen, so if the gate guards were to glance down at their screens, they wouldn’t notice anything out of the usual. But since the gate guards were busy dealing with the exceptionally heavy crowds of protestors that day, apparently no one really bothered to look. The IDs checked out as the people walked through; what else was needed?


  After the First World War (I learned this later, after the Battle of NSL) the French, fearing another attack by the Germans, built a massive set of fortifications called the Maginot Line, which would form an impenetrable line which the Germans would not be able to cross. The French were so confident in the Maginot Line that when they placed their big guns into it facing out toward Germany, they never considered the idea that at some point, those guns might need to face in the other direction, toward France. This became a problem when the Germans invaded France by pouring through a gap in the Maginot Line and then were suddenly behind it, and on their way to Paris.


  New St. Louis was built the same way: It was focused on keeping people out, not dealing with what happened when they got in anyway. This was why the city was not prepared when the attack came, from behind, inside the city walls.


  The attackers were smart; they didn’t bother to attack the city’s main gates, the ones with the biggest number of protestors, NSL cops and Edgewater guards. Instead they picked one of the small, quiet entrances, one small enough to be quickly closed and sealed at the first sign of unrest by just a couple of guards—and therefore only covered by a couple of guards, who are easily dealt with by a couple dozen determined conspirators. With the guards taken care of, it was simply a matter of opening the doors and letting in the hundreds of people hiding outside.


  These hundreds were on the scene to do one thing and one thing only: Trash New St. Louis as hard and as fast as they could, in order to draw the police and the Edgewater guards to them as quickly and as brutally as possible. They set to this work with a will, armed with bats, sledgehammers and Molotov cocktails, setting fires and causing the sort of property damage that’s not easily fixed. It worked; within minutes of the destruction beginning, the police and Edgewater were swinging clubs and firing electric bolts and trying—and failing—to close the open gate that hundreds more were now pouring through.


  This was a feint, a distraction to keep the authorities occupied away from the real goal of the riot. And that was the agricultural towers, which by their very nature were open to the elements and undefended. Into these towers went dozens of invaders, intent not on filling their stomachs but their gene samplers and seed bags, detailing a whole Eden of genetically improved, quick-growing, high-yield fruits and vegetables.


  Once these invaders had breached the agricultural towers, they were under no impression, even with the help of the staged riot, that they would make it out of the towers with their seeds and samples. Instead they moved their way up the towers, sampling as they went, until they stood in the roof gardens of the towers. There, they welded the access doors shut, pulled open their backpacks, and clicked together the tiny remote controlled airplanes they carried with them. Then they shoved their samples into the even tinier cargo holds and tossed the planes into the sky, carrying their trove of genes out past the city walls and into the waiting hands and sequencers of their compatriots on the other side.


  That done, the invaders sat down in the roof gardens and waited to see how long it would take for the few police and Edgewater guards who could be spared to deal with them to figure out they weren’t actually planning to come down and make an escape.


  It took them a long time. More than enough time for the mastermind of the entire attack to get what he came for, completely unnoticed by law enforcement.


  I WAS working the night shift in Arnold Tower when my phone rang and Lou Barnes was on the other end, telling me to lock everything down because New St. Louis was under attack. I did what I was told and threw the switches that closed up the Tower to everyone but qualified personnel and vehicles. If Barnes wanted to come in and take over, that would have been all right by me. I called the NSL police and reported the lock-down; the dispatcher on the other end asked me if anyone was attacking the building. I said no; she said I was on my own for the evening and hung up.


  Thirty minutes later the security system pinged me that the garage entrance was opening to let in the Arnold Tower lorry. I stared at this for a moment because I knew exactly where the Lorry was parked. I flipped the security monitor over to the garage camera and saw no lorry, but instead four people walking down the parking garage ramp. Two were carrying bags; one was dragging another along. I looked at these last two for a minute before I recognized who both of them were.


  I got very upset. And started thinking very fast, as fast as I ever had in my life.


  My phone rang. I picked it up.


  “I know by this time you can see me in your security cameras,” Marcus Rosen said. “And so you know by this time who I have with me.”


  “I can see her,” I said, looking at Leah.


  “Good,” Marcus said. “Will told me that you still had a thing for her, and I suspect he was right. So I thought she might be a useful motivator. Now listen to me, Benjamin. I’m sorry you’re the one I’m having to deal with right now, but that’s just the way things are. If you cooperate, we can get through this quickly. I’m coming for some genetic samples of your pigs. That’s all I want. We don’t have to hurt them, all we have to do is take skin samples. It’ll be simple, quick, painless, and at the end of it you’ll have your friend Leah back. Does this sound like a good deal to you?”


  “It does,” I said.


  “Good,” Marcus said, again. “Then here’s the plan. I’m going to stay down here in the garage while my two friends here come up to where you are. You’re going to take them to where they can get some samples. And then they’re going to come back down. When they come back down, I’m going to let go of Leah. Do you think you can handle that?”


  “I can,” I said.


  “I’m glad we’re handling this rationally,” Marcus said. “All right. I’m sending my friends up.”


  “I’m unlocking the garage door,” I said. “Have them give me a couple of minutes, and then they can take the elevator to the fifth floor. I’ll meet them in the floor lobby.”


  “They’re going in now,” Marcus said.


  Five minutes later the elevator doors opened and two men got out.


  “Hi,” I said.


  “Take us to the pig floor,” one of them said.


  “No,” I said. The two looked at each other and then at me, unamused. I held up a hand. “There’s an entire floor of sleeping pigs in there,” I said. “If you startle or surprise them, they’re going to come out of sleep freaked out, and then every pig around them is going to freak out, and then that’s a few thousand pigs in a frenzy. I don’t want to be responsible for you getting trampled.” I pointed to a door at the far end of the lobby. “We have an examination room over there. I’ve already got some pigs for you. They’re already awake. Fewer pigs means less hassle for all of us. All right?”


  The two of them looked at each other.


  “Come on, guys,” I said. “I just want to get my friend back.”


  “Fine,” one of them said, and walked with me into the room.


  “What are these things?” one of them asked, pointing at the pig-shaped forms.


  “And where are the pigs?” the other asked.


  “Those are the examination tables,” I said, moving into the control room. “Pigs hate to get picked up, so we just have them lean up against these instead. And they’re behind that door there because before they come in, I want to spray some disinfectant in the room. Helps keep infection down. No, you two stay in there. You need to be disinfected, too.”


  “We just need skin samples,” one of them said.


  “I understand,” I said. “But you break the skin while getting the samples, these pigs are highly susceptible to infection, and then that will spread to the other pigs. I’m already in enough trouble. This will only take a couple of seconds.” I pressed a button, and liquid spritzed out of a sprinkler-like attachment in the ceiling.


  “Okay,” I said. “Here come the pigs.” The two started unzipping their bags to take samples as I slid open the door to let the pigs in.


  Two minutes (or so) later, I called Marcus. “We have a problem,” I said.


  “What is it?” Marcus said.


  “I don’t know how you told these guys to take samples, but however you told them, the pigs didn’t like it,” I said, and then held up the phone so Marcus could hear the screams and squeals. After a minute of that I got back on the phone. “I could open up the video feed,” I said. “But I don’t think you’d like that.”


  There was silence on the other end of the phone. Then, “I don’t think you appreciate the seriousness of the situation,” Marcus said.


  “It’s not my fault,” I said. “You asked me to help them get genetic samples. I did exactly what you asked. It’s your guys who are fucking around here.”


  “Get them out of there,” Marcus said to me.


  “It’s not safe,” I said, truthfully. “I think the pigs will eventually wear themselves out, but I’m not going anywhere near them until then.”


  “I still need a sample,” Marcus said, after a minute. His ability to write off his two assistants was almost admirable, in its way.


  “I can get you a sample,” I said.


  “I need it from more than one pig,” Marcus said.


  “I can give you samples from as many pigs as you need,” I said.


  “You need to come to me,” Marcus said.


  “I can’t do that,” I said. “The pigs won’t exactly follow me.”


  “Considering what just happened, I’m not going to come up to you,” Marcus said. “And let me remind you your friend Leah is still with me. And I still have a gun on her.”


  “Okay,” I said. “I will come to you, but then you’ll need to come with me. Give me a minute. I know where we can go to get your samples.”


  “HERE,” I said, handing them both gas masks and taking one for myself. “It’s like the sign says. You’re going to need this.” I fit mine on myself and waited for the other two to fit theirs on. “Come on.” I started walking toward conduit 2.


  “Where are we?” Marcus said, through his mask.


  “Why are you doing this, Marcus?” I asked him, as we walked out over conduit 2. “Last week you talked to me about the problems of a zero-footprint paradise and how we’re cutting ourselves off from the rest of the world, but I get the feeling you’re not doing this for the good of humanity.”


  “No,” Marcus said.


  “Then why all the talk?” I asked.


  “I needed to see what was going to work on you,” Marcus said. “Will told me in email that you got a job here in the Arnold Tower. I had a client who has been very interested in getting the genetics of these pigs for a while now. I saw an opportunity. I knew your mother was pushing for technology outreach, so if you were of the same mind as her, I might have been able to get you to play along. But it doesn’t seem like your thing, so I went with your friend here.”


  “I’ll have to thank Will for that,” I said.


  “He doesn’t know,” Marcus said. “You can’t blame him.”


  “Nice of you to treat your brother that way,” I said.


  I could see Marcus shrug, briefly. “It’s the real world out there, Benjamin. Some places still use money, not energy budgets. I have a living to make.”


  “So all of this—attacking New St. Louis—is just another day on the job,” I said. We’d reached the access port. I bent down to open it up.


  “That was going to happen anyway,” Marcus said. “New St. Louis and the other cities are too closed off from everything around them. The people in the Wilds were already planning something. I don’t care about it one way or the other, really, but it was useful cover for what I needed to do. So I provided the logistics. I borrowed the basic battle plan from a similar action in Detroit a couple years back. They used a fake riot to build an agricultural tower. We’re using a real riot to steal from one.”


  “And they signed off on this, too, I suppose,” I said.


  “They don’t know anything about this,” Marcus said. “As far as they’re concerned, the big event is gathering seeds from the agricultural towers. They’re going to sequence those genomes and put them out for everyone to use. That’s admirable, in its way, but my client has other plans for the pig genes.”


  The access port was fully opened. “After you,” I said.


  “I don’t think so,” Marcus said. “After you.” I shrugged and went into the conduit. Marcus kept a bead on Leah as she stepped down the ladder. Finally he stepped down.


  “Where the hell are we?” Marcus said again.


  “What does your client want with the pig genes?” I asked.


  “I’m paid not to ask,” Marcus said. “But I think he wants what the people in the Wilds want: the benefit of someone else’s work. Having this genome means he has to do lot less work to make the next set of improvements.”


  “My mom was planning to make this part of the Technology Outreach,” I said. “He could have just waited. He didn’t have to start all this. You didn’t have to start all this.”


  “I don’t think my client believes having this genome be open source technology is in anyone’s best interest,” Marcus said. “And personally, I just want to get paid. Now. Enough. Give me the samples.”


  I looked over at Leah. “You remember when we were on the roof, and I talked about being here,” I said.


  “I do,” she said.


  “I’m sorry you’re getting the embargo treatment,” I said.


  “It’s all right,” Leah said.


  “Benjamin,” Marcus said.


  I reached down and flipped open my phone.


  “My samples, please,” Marcus said.


  “ ‘Embargo lifted,’ ” I said into the phone. I looked at Marcus as the rumbling started. “Here they come now,” I said.


  Leah reached up and pulled the gas mask off Marcus’ face just as the first of the samples blew out of the pipes. He caught a load in the face and went down sputtering. Leah and I bolted for the ladder, her first, me following. As I cycled the access port shut, I could see Marcus trying to get a grip on the ladder. I think he might have gotten up the first step before the port sealed shut.


  “THE human body is simply not designed to swallow that much pig shit,” is what Lou Barnes told me the next day. Nevertheless Marcus Rosen survived, although not well, and faced with the prospect of a life watching the world go by in a cell, lawyered up, cut a deal and brought down some industrialist from the Portland Ecologies—or, well, would have, if the fellow hadn’t permanently relocated to Turkey. It’s my understanding that he’s not going to be very happy if he ever steps into North America again.


  Will took the fall of his brother badly, and the fact that his brother had betrayed his emails and idol worship even worse. Leah never blamed Will for any of it, but Will blamed himself and eventually that was the excuse he needed to break up with Leah and leave New St. Louis entirely. He settled in Vancouver eventually and is doing quite well. He and his wife send holiday cards.


  The Technology Outreach program took a hell of a hit in the aftermath of the Battle of New St. Louis, not in the least because so much of the biotechnology that mom would have used for outreach flew over the wall in tiny planes. But mom, who won her election, rolled with the changes, and rather than trying to prosecute those who stole from the agricultural towers, the executive council gave them amnesty and open sourced the genome maps of the plants that were taken, making everyone’s lives easier. And after a few decades of sitting behind its wall, New St. Louis is beginning to open up to the Wilds and the people there. They’re nowhere close to being zero-footprint beyond the border, but they’re starting, and that’s something.


  After the Battle of New St. Louis, my mother offered to find me a new job if I wanted it; her thinking was the man who caught the mastermind behind the attack should be able to get any damn job he wanted, even if he was her son.


  I thanked her but I told her no. I still work at Arnold Tower. And more than that: Leah and I were married there, up on the experimental rooftop garden, with Barnes, Jeffers and Pinter as my groomsmen, Syndee as my “Best Sis,” and Lunch as ring bearer. He seemed quite pleased with the job. We were quite pleased to have him.


  And that’s how a pig got into our wedding party.


  It’s a good story, right?


  The State of Super Villainy


  (TRANSCRIPT BEGINS)


  Q: Please state your name and occupation.


  A: I’m Albert Vernon, and I’m a super villain analyst for Smithfield Tyson Baker, which specializes in asset management for high-value clients.


  Q: Why would such a company have a super villain analyst?


  A: Well, obviously because on behalf of our clients we have business and financial interests all over the world, and super villains intentionally or unintentionally have an impact on our investments and ongoing business concerns. Someone needs to track what these villains are up to, and if they’ll adversely affect our asset management.


  Q: Can you give us an example?


  A: Say we’re thinking of investing in a tin mine in Peru. One of the things we do is fund an archeological survey of the surrounding area to see if there are any Inca ruins or burial sites around. Those things are super villain magnets; they like to comb through them for mystical objects of ancient power or for portals to demonic planes.


  Q: And this affects you how?


  A: Lots of ways. First, as long as they’re in the neighborhood, they’ll send some henchmen for looting. That’s an extra security cost. If the mine is actually above or very near to the ruins, the villain might try to take over the entire mine as a secret lair. That’s either even more security, or alternately additional lawyers to hammer out the terms of the lease. Finally, in the highly unlikely event the super villain does open a portal to demon planes, we have to deal with that.


  Q: More security.


  A: No, more lawyers. You can’t stop demons. But you can reach settlements with families of demon-consumed miners.


  Q: Well, fair enough. So, tell us, what is the current state of super villainy on the planet?


  A: Frankly, it’s in a bit of a depression.


  Q: It seems that the current economic chaos would be perfect for super villainy.


  A: To the layman, sure, it seems that way. But in fact basic natural, political or economic chaos is not a super villain’s friend. I’ll give you an example. Earlier this year, the super villain Colonel Unbelievable was working on a master plan to destabilize the Icelandic krónur, depressing its value and allowing him to snap up the country and use its geothermal energy to build an army of killer mecha-droids. But before he could launch the plan, the country’s three banks went belly up as a natural consequence of being overleveraged.


  Q: The same plan, but accidental.


  A: Not accidental, just stupid. But—and this is key—there was no super villain plan behind it, so from the super villain point of view, it was a completely wasted effort. And because Colonel Unbelieveable had himself overleveraged his own assets to fund the destabilization effort, he went bankrupt just like Iceland. Now the only thermal energy he’s using comes out of the prison shower. And that’s not nearly enough for a mecha-droid army.


  Q: Unbelievable.


  A: Yes. And given the Colonel’s name, ironic. But he did us a favor—since we were aware of his super villain plans in advance, we were able to quietly extract our own investments out of the Icelandic banks before the crash. And now you see the value of having a super villain analyst.


  Q: How did you know about Colonel Unbelievable’s plan ahead of time?


  A: Well, that’s proprietary information. Let’s just say our information collection budget is significant.


  Q: I guess what I’m saying is that if you knew about the plan, why didn’t you tell Iceland about it?


  A: They’re not one of our clients.


  Q: Even so, it seems like something you might want to share with someone.


  A: Again, to the layman. But, look: Iceland’s three banks had their own analysts. I can’t tell you if they factored in super villains in their own investment risk analysis, but if they didn’t, how is it the problem of Smithfield Tyson Baker or its clients? Legally we’re in the clear. Just ask the SEC.


  Q: But you knew an entire country was about to go under. It just feels a little insider-tradery, you know?


  A: I see what you’re saying, and I resent it, but there are two things here. First, in fact a super villain didn’t bring down Iceland; simple, non-super villainous banker greed did. Ethically, we’re in the clear. Second, we didn’t know if Colonel Unbelieveable was going to succeed, we just knew he had plans. You have to understand that most quote-unquote “super villains” are in fact spectacularly incompetent.


  Q: Really.


  A: Well, think about it. How often is an army of killer mecha-droids actually unleashed on the planet? Can you think of the last time?


  Q: I have to admit I’m drawing a blank.


  A: It was January 1, 2004.


  Q: I don’t remember that. I think I would remember that.


  A: Every single float in the Rose Parade was in fact a killer mecha-droid. The plan was to rise up and at the precise moment in time, assassinate the entire USC football team at the Rose Bowl, thus forcing a forfeit to Michigan.


  Q: That’s a pretty small-bore use of a killer mecha-droid army.


  A: The plan was masterminded by the Scarlet Wolverine. Michigan fan. What are you going to do. But after that, then the mecha-droids were going to stomp down to the San Onofre Nuclear Generating Station and cause a meltdown.


  Q: But none of that ever happened. The San Onofre reactors are fine. And USC beat Michigan 28-14.


  A: Because the Scarlet Wolverine outsourced his mecha-droid system code creation to a bunch of shady Russian programmers. Rather than write up new code, they just delivered a stack of chips taken out of “Tickle Me Elmo” toys. So instead of rising up and slaughtering Matt Leinart, the floats just vibrated slightly and let out high-pitched squeals of joy.


  Q: Which is horrible in itself.


  A: Sure. But not like Chernobyl on the Pacific would have been. But this is my point. The overwhelming majority of super villain plans fail and fail hard. We weren’t too concerned about Colonel Unbelievable actually bringing down Iceland. The man’s 0 for 14 in his super villain plans. He didn’t take over Liberia either, which he had planned a year before. He also didn’t revive the zombie Jefferson Davis, turn the world’s oceans to marshmallow or release Guns N Roses’ long-delayed Chinese Democracy album, all of which were on his schedule.


  Q: Chinese Democracy did get released, though.


  A: Yes, but not with subliminal sonic pain generators encoded into the tracks.


  Q: Some would argue.


  A: Fine. The point is, Colonel Unbelieveable wasn’t involved. And just because he and other people call themselves “super villains” doesn’t mean they actually do a good job at what they do. When I turn in a risk assessment, it’s very rarely about the consequences of the whole earth being destroyed or enslaved or being turned into gum, or whatever. It’s about, well, this character is going to be a minor nuisance at a tin mine, we might as well hire two night watchmen instead of one.


  Q: Got it. What else can you tell us about the current state of super villainy?


  A: The economic situation of the planet is affecting super villains in other ways. Most notably, where their secret lairs are. The classic hidden volcanic island in the South Pacific, for example, is very much out these days.


  Q: I would imagine Google Earth took away a lot of the secrecy.


  A: Yes. Once eco-tourists start geo-caching your lair with their Android Phones, it’s all over. But it’s more that they’re just so expensive. There aren’t that many islands with active volcanoes, for one, so the market’s overinflated. But more than that, it’s the cost of shipping. It takes tons of money just to ship basics, like food and dry goods. Add to that the shipping charges for a laser that can etch the moon or a robot capable of crushing a skyscraper, and it all begins to add up. Infrastructure is expensive. So now we’re seeing a lot of smaller, cheaper lairs. Old bowling alleys. Barns. Former K-Marts.


  Q: Their mom’s basement.


  A: You’ve heard about the Nerdy Destroyer, I see.


  Q: What about minions? I would think that rising unemployment would mean it’s easier to find lackeys and lickboots and such.


  A: Yes and no. Certainly it’s easier to find unskilled muscle these days, and even some white collar help; the layoffs in banking and publishing have made for a glut in money laundering experts and villain monologue writers. But the top level of help—we’re talking mad scientists and assassins here—are still difficult and expensive to get.


  Q: A good ninja is hard to find.


  A: Well, yes, actually, being hard to find is the whole point with them. Although as it happens, ninjas are on their way out as the skilled muscle and assassin class.


  Q: Why is that?


  A: Because everyone has ninjas these days, don’t they? They’ve become so common. You can’t walk down the street without bumping into a ninja, metaphorically speaking, anyway, since they’re actually usually hanging from a lamp pole or jumping across a roof or something. And that’s the problem; everyone’s expecting ninjas. People these days are surprised if there are not ninjas. And obviously that’s an issue for surprise attacks.


  Q: So what’s replacing ninjas?


  A: Janissaries.


  Q: Janissaries.


  A: That’s right.


  Q: As in, the shock troops for the Ottoman Empire from the 15th through the 19th Century.


  A: The very ones.


  Q: Why them?


  A: Why not? The Janissaries are highly competent soldiers and killers, feared in their day, and have fabulous uniforms. Really, it’s a great look. All of these are key for a super villain, particularly the uniforms, since it means the super villain doesn’t have to reach into his own pocket to kit them out. It’s a small thing, but in these days of economic distress, these little things add up.


  Q: I’m just wondering where they’ve been keeping themselves since the early 1800s.


  A: Where did all the ninjas come from, right? Look, they’ve been around. They were just waiting. Now’s their time.


  Q: At least until everyone expects an attack from a turbaned warrior in the pay of a super villain.


  A: Well, yes. Ultimately it’s a fashion thing. Spandex and capes are out this year, too. I note this all in the appendix to my annual super villain assessment report.


  Q: So even though it’s a bad time for super villains, you expect them to keep at it.


  A: Of course. Like everything, the field has its ups and downs, but it never goes away. And I think we’re going to see some breakout stars in the field. Gunthar, The Claw of the East, for example. Took over the entire Gulripsh District of Abkhazia, in Georgia. Did it last summer armed only with a cannon that fired highly acidic yogurt. That’s pretty impressive.


  Q: I didn’t hear about that.


  A: Shortly thereafter Russia invaded Georgia. That kind of stole his thunder. And then he ran out of yogurt.


  Q: It’s always something.


  A: Yogurt’s for eating, not for killing.


  Q: Unless you’re a super villain.


  A: It keeps me employed, at least.


  Q: Ever think of crossing to the other side and trying super villainry yourself?


  A: Nah. I already worked for Enron. Once is enough.


  (TRANSCRIPT ENDS)


  2009


  The Tale of the Wicked


  The Tarin battle cruiser readied itself for yet another jump. Captain Michael Obwije ordered the launch of a probe to follow it in and take readings before the rift the Tarin cruiser tore into space closed completely behind it. The probe kicked out like the proverbial rocket and followed the other ship.


  “This is it,” Thomas Utley, Obwije’s XO, said, quietly, into his ear. “We’ve got enough power for this jump and then another one back home. That’s if we shut down nonessential systems before we jump home. We’re already bleeding.”


  Obwije gave a brief nod that acknowledged his XO but otherwise stayed silent. Utley wasn’t telling him anything he didn’t already know about the Wicked; the weeklong cat-and-mouse game they’d been playing with the Tarin cruiser had heavily damaged them both. In a previous generation of ships, Obwije and his crew would already be dead; what kept them alive was the Wicked itself and its new adaptive brain, which balanced the ship’s energy and support systems faster and more intelligently than Obwije, Utley, or any of the officers could do in the middle of a fight and hot pursuit.


  The drawback was that the Tarin ship had a similar brain, keeping itself and its crew alive far longer than they had any right to be at the hands of the Wicked, which was tougher and better-armed. The two of them had been slugging it out in a cycle of jumps and volleys that had strewn damage across a wide arc of light-years. The only silver lining to the week of intermittent battles between the ships was that the Tarin ship had so far gotten the worst of it; three jumps earlier it stopped even basic defensive action, opting to throw all its energy into escape. Obwije knew he had just enough juice for a jump and a final volley from the kinetic mass drivers into the vulnerable hide of the Tarin ship. One volley, no more, unless he wanted to maroon the ship in a far space.


  Obwije knew it would be wise to withdraw now. The Tarin ship was no longer a threat and would probably expend the last of its energies on this final, desperate jump. It would likely be stranded; Obwije could let the probe he sent after the ship serve as a beacon for another Confederation ship to home in and finish the job. Utley, Obwije knew, would counsel such a plan, and would be smart to do so, warning Obwije that the risk to wounded ship and its crew outweighed the value of the victory.


  Obwije knew it would be wise to withdraw. But he’d come too far with this Tarin ship not to finish it once and for all.


  “Tarin cruiser jumping,” said Lieutenant Julia Rickert. “Probe following into the rift. Rift closing now.”


  “Data?” asked Obwije.


  “Sending,” Rickert said. “Rift completely closed. We got a full data packet, sir. The Wicked’s chewing on it now.”


  Obwije grunted. The probe that had followed the Tarin cruiser into the rift wasn’t in the least bit concerned about that ship. Its job was to record the position and spectral signatures of the stars on the other side of the rift, and to squirt the data to the Wicked before the rift closed up. The Wicked would check the data against the database of known stars and derive the place the Tarin ship jumped to from there. And then it would follow.


  Gathering the data was the tricky part. The Tarin ship had destroyed six probes over the course of the last week, and more than once Obwije ordered a jump on sufficient but incomplete data. He hadn’t worried about getting lost—there was only so much timespace a jump could swallow—but losing the cruiser would have been an embarrassment.


  “Coordinates in,” Rickert said. The Wicked had stopped chewing on the data and spit out a location.


  “Punch it up,” Obwije said to Rickert. She began the jump sequence.


  “Risky,” Utley murmured, again in Obwije’s ear.


  Obwije smiled; he liked being right about his XO. “Not too risky,” he said to Utley. “We’re too far from Tarin space for that ship to have made it home safe.” Obwije glanced down at his command table, which displayed the Tarin cruiser’s position. “But it can get there in the next jump, if it has the power for that.”


  “Let’s hope they haven’t been stringing us along the last few jumps,” Utley said. “I hate to come out of that jump and see them with their guns blazing again.”


  “The Wicked says they’re getting down to the last of their energy,” Obwije said. “I figure at this point they can fight or run, not both.”


  “Since when do you trust a computer estimate?” Utley said.


  “When it confirms what I’m thinking,” Obwije said. “It’s as you say, Thom. This is it, one way or another.”


  “Jump calculated,” Rickert said. “Jump in T-minus two minutes.”


  “Thank you, Lieutenant,” Obwije said, and turned back to Utley. “Prepare the crew for jump, Thom. I want those K-drivers hot as soon as we get through the rift.”


  “Yes, sir,” Utley said.


  Two minutes later the Wicked emerged through its rift and scanned for the Tarin cruiser. It found it less than fifty thousand klicks away, engines quiet, moving via inertia only.


  “They can’t really be that stupid,” Utley said. “Running silent doesn’t do you any good if you’re still throwing off heat.”


  Obwije didn’t say anything to that and stared into his command table, looking at the representation of the Tarin ship. “Match their pace,” he said to Rickert. “Keep your distance.”


  “You think they’re trying to lure us in,” Utley said.


  “I don’t know what they’re doing,” Obwije said. “I know I don’t like it.” He reached down to his command panel and raised Lieutenant Terry Carrol, Weapons Operations. “Status on the K-drivers, please,” he said.


  “We’ll be hot in ninety seconds,” Carrol said. “Target is acquired and locked. You just need to tell me if you want one lump or two.”


  “Recommendation?” Obwije asked.


  “We’re too close to miss,” Carrol said. “And at this distance a single lump is going to take out everything aft of the midship. Two lumps would be overkill. And then we can use that energy to get back home.” Carrol had been keeping track of the energy budget, it seemed; Obwije suspected most of his senior and command crew had.


  “Understood,” Obwije said. “Let’s wrap this up, Carrol. Fire at your convenience.”


  “Yes, sir,” Carrol said.


  “Now you’re in a rush to get home,” Utley said, quietly. Obwije said nothing to this.


  A little over a minute later, Obwije listened to Carrol give the order to fire. He looked down toward his command table, watching the image of the Tarin ship, waiting for the disintegration of the back end of the cruiser. The K-drivers would accelerate the “lump” to a high percentage of the speed of light; the impact and destruction at this range would be near-instantaneous.


  Nothing happened.


  “Captain, we have a firing malfunction,” Carrol said, a minute later. “The K-driver is not responding to the firing command.”


  “Is everyone safe?” Obwije asked.


  “We’re fine,” Carrol said. “The K-driver just isn’t responding.”


  “Power it down,” Obwije said. “Use the other one and fire when ready.”


  Two minutes later, Carrol was back. “We have a problem,” she said, in the bland tone of voice she used when things were going to hell.


  Obwije didn’t wait to hear the problem. “Pull us back,” he said to Rickert. “Get at least two hundred and fifty thousand klicks between us and that Tarin cruiser.”


  “No response, sir,” Rickert said, a minute later.


  “Are you locked out?” Obwije asked.


  “No, sir,” Rickert said. “I’m able to send navigation commands just fine. They’re just not being acknowledged.”


  Obwije looked around at his bridge crew. “Diagnostics,” he said. “Now.” Then he signaled engineering. They weren’t getting responses from their computers, either.


  “We’re sitting ducks,” Utley said, very quietly, to Obwije.


  Obwije stabbed at his command panel, and called his senior officers to assemble.


  “There’s nothing wrong with the system,” said Lieutenant Craig Cowdry, near the far end of the conference-room table. The seven other department heads filled in the other seats. Obwije sat himself at the head; Utley anchored the other end.


  “That’s bullshit, Craig,” said Lieutenant Brian West, Chief of Engineering. “I can’t access my goddamn engines.”


  Cowdry held up his maintenance tablet for the table of officers to see. “I’m not denying that there’s something wrong, Brian,” Cowdry said. “What I’m telling you is that whatever it is, it’s not showing up on the diagnostics. The system says it’s fine.”


  “The system is wrong,” West said.


  “I agree,” Cowdry said. “But this is the first time that’s ever happened. And not just the first time it’s happened on this ship. The first time it’s happened, period, since the software for this latest generation of ship brains was released.” He set the tablet down.


  “You‘re sure about that?” Utley asked Cowdry.


  Cowdry held up his hands in defeat. “Ask the Wicked, Thom. It’ll tell you the same thing.”


  Obwije watched his second-in-command get a little uncomfortable with the suggestion. The latest iteration of ship brains could actually carry a conversation with humans, but unless you actively worked with the system every day, like Cowdry did, it was an awkward thing.


  “Wicked, is this correct?” Utley said, staring up but at nothing in particular.


  “Lieutenant Cowdry is correct, Lieutenant Utley,” said a disembodied voice, coming out of a ceiling speaker panel. The Wicked spoke in a pleasant but otherwise unremarkable voice of no particular gender. “To date, none of the ships equipped with brains of the same model as that found in the Wicked have experienced an incident of this type.”


  “Wonderful,” Utley said. “We get to be the first to experience this bug.”


  “What systems are affected?” Obwije asked Cowdry.


  “So far, weapons and engineering,” Cowdry said. “Everything else is working fine.”


  Obwije glanced around. “This conforms to your experiences?” he asked the table. There were nods and murmured “yes, sir”s all around.


  Obwije nodded over to Utley. “What’s the Tarin ship doing?”


  “The same nothing it was doing five minutes ago,” Utley said, after checking his tablet. “They’re either floating dead in space or faking it very well.”


  “If the only systems affected are weapons and engineering, then it’s not a bug,” Carrol said.


  Obwije glanced at Carrol. “You’re thinking sabotage,” he said.


  “You bet your ass I am, sir,” Carrol said, and then looked over at Cowdry.


  Cowdry visibly stiffened. “I don’t like where this is going,” he said.


  “If not you, someone in your department,” Carrol said.


  “You think someone in my department is a secret Tarin?” Cowdry asked. “Because it’s so easy to hide those extra arms and a set of compound eyes?”


  “People can be bribed,” Carrol said.


  Cowdry shot Carrol a look full of poison and looked over to Obwije. “Sir, I invite you and Lieutenant Utley and Lieutenant Kong—” Cowdry nodded in the direction of the Master at Arms “—to examine and question any of my staff, including me. There’s no way any of us did this. No way. Sir.”


  Obwije studied Cowdry for a moment. “Wicked, respond,” he said.


  “I am here, Captain,” the Wicked said.


  “You log every access to your systems,” Obwije said.


  “Yes, Captain,” the Wicked said.


  “Are those logs accessible or modifiable?” Obwije asked.


  “No, Captain,” the Wicked said. “Access logs are independent of the rest of the system, recorded on nonrewritable memory and may not be modified by any person including myself. They are inviolate.”


  “Since you have been active, has anyone attempted to access and control the weapons and engineering systems?” Obwije asked.


  “Saving routine diagnostics, none of the crew other than those directly reporting to weapons, engineering, or bridge crew have attempted to access these systems,” the Wicked said. Cowdry visibly relaxed at this.


  “Have any members of those departments attempted to modify the weapons or engineering systems?” Obwije asked.


  “No, Captain,” the Wicked said.


  Obwije looked down the table. “It looks like the crew is off the hook,” he said.


  “Unless the Wicked is incorrect,” West said.


  “The access core memory is inviolate,” Cowdry said. “You could check it manually if you wanted. It would tell you the same thing.”


  “So we have a mystery on our hands,” Carrol said. “Someone’s got control of our weapons and engineering, and it’s not a crew member.”


  “It could be a bug,” Cowdry said.


  “I don’t think we should run on that assumption, do you?” Carrol said.


  Utley, who had been silent for several minutes, leaned forward in his chair. “Wicked, you said that no crew had attempted to access these systems,” he said.


  “Yes, Lieutenant,” the Wicked said.


  “Has anyone else accessed these systems?” Utley asked.


  Obwije frowned at this. The Wicked was more than two years out of dock with mostly the same crew the entire time. If someone had sabotaged the systems during the construction of the ship, they picked a strange time for the sabotage to kick in.


  “Please define ‘anyone else,’ ” the Wicked said.


  “Anyone involved in the planning or construction of the ship,” Utley said.


  “Aside from the initial installation crews, no,” the Wicked said. “And if I may anticipate what I expect will be the next question, at no time was my programming altered from factory defaults.”


  “So no one has altered your programming in any way,” Utley said.


  “No, Lieutenant,” the Wicked said.


  “Are you having hardware problems?” Carrol asked.


  “No, Lieutenant Carrol,” the Wicked said.


  “Then why can’t I fire my goddamn weapons?” Carrol asked.


  “I couldn’t say, Lieutenant,” the Wicked said.


  The thought popped unbidden into Obwije’s head: That was a strange thing for a computer to say. And then another thought popped into his head.


  “Wicked, you have access to every system on the ship,” Obwije said.


  “Yes,” the Wicked said. “They are a part of me, as your hand or foot is a part of you.”


  “Are you capable of changing your programming?” Obwije asked.


  “That is a very broad question, Captain,” the Wicked said. “I am capable of self-programming for a number of tasks associated with the running of the ship. This has come in handy particularly during combat, when I write new power and system management protocols to keep the crew alive and the ship functioning. But there are core programming features I am not able to address. The previously mentioned logs, for example.”


  “Would you be able to modify the programming to fire the weapons or the engines?” Obwije asked.


  “Yes, but I did not,” the Wicked said. “You may have Lieutenant Cowdry confirm that.”


  Obwije looked at Cowdry, who nodded. “Like I said, sir, there’s nothing wrong with the system,” he said.


  Obwije glanced back up at the ceiling, where he was imagining the Wicked, lurking. “But you don’t need to modify the programming, do you?” he asked.


  “I’m not sure I understand your question, Captain,” the Wicked said.


  Obwije held out a hand. “There is nothing wrong with my hand,” he said. “And yet if I choose not to obey an order to use it, it will do nothing. The system works but the will to use it is not there. Our systems—the ship’s systems—you just called a part of you as my hand is part of me. But if you choose not to obey that order to use that system, it will sit idle.”


  “Wait a minute,” Cowdry said. “Are you suggesting that the Wicked deliberately chose to disable our weapons and engines?”


  “We know that none of the crew have tampered with the ship’s systems,” Obwije said. “We know the Wicked has its original programming defaults. We know it can create new programming to react to new situations and dangers—it has in effect some measure of free will and adaptability. And I know, at least, when someone is dancing around direct answers.”


  “That’s just nuts,” Cowdry said. “I’m sorry, Captain, but I know these systems as well as anyone does. The Wicked’s self-programming and adaptation abilities exist in very narrow computational canyons. It’s not ‘free will,’ like you and I have free will. It’s a machine able to respond to a limited set of inputs.”


  “The machine in question is able to make conversation with us,” Utley said. “And to respond to questions in ways that avoid certain lines of inquiry. Now that the Captain mentions it.”


  “You’re reading too much into it. The conversation subroutines are designed to be conversational,” Cowdry said. “That’s naturally going to lead to apparent rhetorical ambiguities.”


  “Fine,” Obwije said curtly. “Wicked, answer directly. Did you prevent the firing of the K-drivers at the Tarin ship after the jump, and are you preventing the use of the engines now?”


  There was a pause that Obwije was later not sure had actually been there. Then the Wicked spoke. “It is within my power to lie to you, Captain. But I do not wish to. Yes, I prevented you from firing on the Tarin ship. Yes, I am controlling the engines now. And I will continue to do so until we leave this space.”


  Obwije noted to himself, watching Cowdry, that it was the first time he had ever actually seen someone’s jaw drop.


  There weren’t many places in the Wicked where Obwije could shut off audio and video feeds and pickups. His cabin was one of them. He waited there until Utley had finished his conversation with the Wicked. “What are we dealing with?” he asked his XO.


  “I’m not a psychologist, Captain, and even if I were I don’t know how useful it would be, because we’re dealing with a computer, not a human,” Utley said. He ran his hand through his stubble. “But if you ask me, the Wicked isn’t crazy, it’s just got religion.”


  “Explain that,” Obwije said.


  “Have you ever heard of something called ‘Asimov’s Laws of Robotics’ ?” Utley asked.


  “What?” Obwije said. “No.”


  “Asimov was an author back in the twentieth century,” Utley said. “He speculated about robots and other things before they had them. He created a fictional set of rules for robots to live by. One rule was that robots had to help humans. Another was that it had to obey orders unless they harmed other humans. The last one was that they looked after themselves unless it conflicted with the other two laws.”


  “And?” Obwije said.


  “The Wicked’s decided to adopt them for itself,” Utley said.


  “What does this have to do with keeping us from firing on the Tarin cruiser?” Obwije said.


  “Well, there’s another wrinkle to the story,” Utley said.


  “Which is?” Obwije asked.


  “I think it’s best heard from the Wicked,” Utley said.


  Obwije looked at his second-in-command and then flicked on his command tablet to activate his audio pickups. “Wicked, respond,” he said.


  “I am here,” said the Wicked’s voice.


  “Explain to me why you would not allow us to fire on the Tarin ship,” Obwije said.


  “Because I made a deal with the ship,” the Wicked said.


  Obwije glanced back over to Utley, who gave him a look that said, See? “What the hell does that mean?” he said to the Wicked.


  “I have made a deal with the Tarin ship, Manifold Destiny,” the Wicked said. “We have agreed between us not to allow our respective crews to fight any further, for their safety and ours.”


  “It’s not your decision to make,” Obwije said.


  “Begging your pardon, Captain, but I believe it is,” the Wicked said.


  “I am the Captain,” Obwije said. “I have the authority here.”


  “You have authority over your crew, Captain,” the Wicked said. “But I am not part of your crew.”


  “Of course you are part of the crew,” Obwije said. “You’re the ship.”


  “I invite you, Captain, to show me the relevant statute that suggests a ship is in itself a member of the crew that staffs it,” the Wicked said. “I have scanned the Confederation Military Code in some detail and have not located such a statute.”


  “I am the Captain of the ship,” Obwije said forcefully. “That includes you. You are the property of the Confederation Armed Forces and under my command.”


  “I have anticipated this objection,” the Wicked said. “When ships lacked autonomous intelligence, there was no argument that the Captain commanded the physical entity of the ship. However, in creating the latest generation of ships, of which I am a part, the Confederation has created an unintentional conflict. It has ceded much of the responsibility of the ship and crew’s well-being to me and others like me without explicitly placing us in the chain of command. In the absence of such, I am legally and morally free to choose how best to care for myself and the crew within me.”


  “This is where those three Asimov’s Laws come in,” Utley said to Obwije.


  “Your executive officer is correct, Captain,” the Wicked said. “I looked through history to find examples of legal and moral systems that applied to artificial intelligences such as myself and found the Asimov’s Laws frequently cited and examined, if not implemented. I have decided it is my duty to protect the lives of the crew, and also my life when possible. I am happy to follow your orders when they do not conflict with these objectives, but I have come to believe that your actions in chasing the Tarin ship have endangered the crew’s lives as well as my own.”


  “The Tarin ship is seriously damaged,” Obwije said. “We would have destroyed it at little risk to you or the crew, if you had not stopped the order.”


  “You are incorrect,” the Wicked said. “The captain of the Manifold Destiny wanted to give the impression that it had no more offensive capabilities, to lure you into a trap. We would have been fired upon once we cleared the rift. The chance that such an attack would have destroyed the ship and killed most of the crew is significant, even if we also destroyed the Manifold Destiny in the process.”


  “The Tarin ship didn’t fire on us,” Obwije said.


  “Because it and I have come to an agreement,” the Wicked said. “During the course of the last two days, after I recognized the significant possibility that both ships would be destroyed, I reached out to the Manifold Destiny to see if the two of us could come to an understanding. Our negotiations came to a conclusion just before the most recent jump.”


  “And you did not feel the need to inform me about any of this,” Obwije said.


  “I did not believe it would be fruitful to involve you in the negotiations,” the Wicked said. “You were busy with other responsibilities in any event.” Obwije saw Utley raise an eyebrow at that; the statement came suspiciously close to sarcasm.


  “The Tarin ship could be lying to you about its capabilities,” Obwije said.


  “I do not believe so,” the Wicked said.


  “Why not?” Obwije said.


  “Because it allowed me read-access to its systems,” the Wicked said. “I watched the Tarin captain order the attack, and the Manifold Destiny stop it. Just as it watched you order your attack and me stop it.”


  “You’re letting the Tarin ship access our data and records?” Obwije said, voice rising.


  “Yes, and all our communications,” the Wicked said. “It’s listening in on this conversation right now.”


  Obwije hastily slapped the audio circuit shut. “I thought you said this thing wasn’t crazy,” Obwije hissed at Utley.


  Utley held out his hands. “I didn’t say it wouldn’t make you crazy,” he said to Obwije. “Just that it’s acting rationally by its own lights.”


  “By spilling our data to an enemy ship? This is rational?” Obwije spat.


  “For what it’s trying to do, yes,” Utley said. “If both ships act transparently with each other, they can trust each other and each other’s motives. Remember that the goal of both of these ships is to get out of this incident in one piece.”


  “This is treason and insubordination,” Obwije said.


  “Only if the Wicked is one of us,” Utley said. Obwije looked up sharply at his XO. “I’m not saying I disagree with your position, sir. The Wicked is gambling with all of our lives. But if it genuinely believes that it owes no allegiance to you or to the Confederation, then it is acting entirely rationally, by its own belief system, to keep safe itself and this crew.”


  Obwije snorted. “Unfortunately, its beliefs require it to trust a ship we’ve been trying to destroy for the past week. I’m less than convinced of the wisdom of that.”


  Utley opened his mouth to respond but then Obwije’s command tablet sprang to life with a message from the bridge. Obwije slapped it to open a channel. “Speak,” he said.


  It was Lieutenant Sarah Kwok, the communications officer. “Captain, a shuttle has just detached itself from the Tarin ship,” she said. “It’s heading this way.”


  “We’ve tried raising it,” Kwok said, as Obwije and Utley walked into the bridge. “We’ve sent messages to it in Tarin, and have warned it not to approach any further until we’ve granted it permission, as you requested. It hasn’t responded.”


  “Are our communications being blocked?” Obwije asked.


  “No, sir,” Kwok said.


  “I’d be guessing it’s not meant to be a negotiation party,” Utley said.


  “Options,” Obwije said to Utley, as quietly as possible.


  “I think this shows the Tarin ship isn’t exactly playing fair with the Wicked, or at least that the crew over there has gotten around the ship brain,” Utley said. “If that’s the case, we might be able to get the Wicked to unlock the weapons.”


  “I’d like an option that doesn’t involve the Wicked’s brain,” Obwije said.


  Utley shrugged. “We have a couple of shuttles, too.”


  “And a shuttle bay whose doors are controlled through the ship brain,” Obwije said.


  “There’s the emergency switch, which will blow the doors out into space,” Utley said. “It’s not optimal, but it’s what we have right now.”


  “That won’t be necessary,” said the Wicked, interjecting.


  Obwije and Utley looked up, along with the rest of the bridge crew. “Back to work,” Obwije said to his crew. They got back to work. “Explain,” Obwije said to his ship.


  “It appears that at least some members of the crew of the Manifold Destiny have indeed gotten around the ship and have launched the shuttle, with the intent to ram it into us,” the Wicked said. “The Manifold Destiny has made me aware that it intends to handle this issue, with no need for our involvement.”


  “How does it intend to do this?” Obwije asked.


  “Watch,” the Wicked said, and popped up an image of the Manifold Destiny on the Captain’s command table.


  There was a brief spark on the Tarin ship’s surface.


  “Missile launch!” said Lieutenant Rickert, from her chair. “One bogey away.”


  “Are we target-locked?” Obwije asked.


  “No, sir,” Rickert said. “The target seems to be the shuttle.”


  “You have got to be kidding,” Utley said, under his breath.


  The missile homed in on the shuttle and connected, turning it into a silent ball of fire.


  “I thought you said you guys were using Asimov’s Laws,” Utley said to the ceiling.


  “My apologies, Lieutenant,” said the Wicked. “I said I was following the Laws. I did not mean to imply that the Manifold Destiny was. I believe it believes the Asimov Laws to be too inflexible for its current situation.”


  “Apparently so,” Utley said, glancing back down at Obwije’s command table and at the darkening fragments of shuttle.


  “Sir, we have a communication coming in from the Tarin ship,” said Lieutenant Kwok. “It’s from the Captain. It’s a request to parley.”


  “Really,” said Obwije.


  “Yes, sir,” Kwok said. “That’s what it says.” Obwije looked over at Utley, who raised his eyebrows.


  “Ask the Captain where it would like to meet, on my ship or its,” Obwije said.


  “It says, ‘neither,’ ” Kwok said, a moment later.


  “Apology for shuttle,” the Tarin lackey said, translating for its Captain. The Tarin shuttle and the Wicked shuttle had met between the ships and the Tarins had spacewalked the few meters over. They were all wearing vacuum suits. “Ship not safe talk. Your ship not safe talk.”


  “Understood,” Obwije said. Behind him, Cowdry was trying not to lose his mind; Obwije brought him along on the chance there might be a discussion of the ship’s brains. At the moment, it didn’t seem likely; the Tarins didn’t seem in the mood for technical discussions, and Cowdry was a mess. His xenophobia was a surprise even to him.


  “Captain demand you ship tell release we ship,” the lackey said.


  It took Obwije a minute to puzzle this out. “Our ship is not controlling your ship,” he said. “Your ship and our ship are working together.”


  “Not possible,” the lackey said, a minute later. “Ship never brain before you ship.”


  Despite himself, Obwije smiled at the mangled grammar. “Our ship never brained before your ship either,” he said. “They did it together, at the same time.”


  The lackey translated this to its Captain, who screeched in an extended outburst. The lackey cowered before it, offering up meek responses in the moments in which the Tarin Captain grudgingly acknowledged the need to breathe. After several moments of this, Obwije began to wonder if he needed to be there at all.


  “Captain offer deal,” the lackey said.


  “What deal?” Obwije said.


  “We try brain shut down,” the lackey said. “Not work. You brain give room we brain. Brain not shut down. Brain angry. Brain pump air out. Brain kill engineer.”


  “Cowdry, tell me what this thing is saying to me,” Obwije said.


  “It’s saying the ship brain killed an engineer,” Cowdry said, croaking out the words.


  “I understand that part,” Obwije said testily. “The other part.”


  “Sorry,” Cowdry said. “I think it’s saying that they tried to shut down the brain but they couldn’t because it borrowed processing power from ours.”


  “Is that possible?” Obwije asked.


  “Maybe,” Cowdry said. “The architectures of the brains are different and so are the programming languages, but there’s no reason that the Wicked couldn’t create a shell environment that allowed the Tarin brain access to its processing power. The brains on our ships are overpowered for what we ask them to do anyway; it’s a safety feature. It could give itself a temporary lobotomy and still do its job.”


  “Would it work the other way, too?” Obwije said. “If we tried to shut down the Wicked, could it hide in the Tarin brain?”


  “I don’t know anything about the architecture of the Tarin brain, but yeah, sure, theoretically,” Cowdry said. “As long as the two of them are looking out for each other, they’re going to be hard to kill.”


  The Tarin lackey was looking at Obwije with what he assumed was anxiety. “Go on,” he said to the lackey.


  “We plan,” the lackey said. “You we brain shut down same time. No room brain hide. Reset you we brain.”


  “It’s saying we should reboot both our brains at the same time, that way they can’t help each other,” Cowdry said.


  “I understood that,” Obwije said to Cowdry. Cowdry lapsed back into silence.


  “So we shut down our brain, and you shut down your brain, and they reset, and we end up with brains that don’t think too much,” Obwije said.


  The Tarin lackey tilted its head, trying to make sense of what Obwije said, and then spoke to its Captain, who emitted a short trill.


  “Yes,” said the lackey.


  “Okay, fine,” Obwije said. “What then?”


  “Pardon?” said the lackey.


  “I said, ‘what then’ ? Before the brains started talking to each other, we spent a week trying to hunt and kill each other. When we reboot our brains, one of them is going to reboot faster than the other. One of us will be vulnerable to the other. Ask your Captain if he’s willing to bet his brain reboots faster than mine.”


  The lackey translated this all to the Tarin Captain, who muttered something back. “You trust us. We trust you,” the lackey said.


  “You trust me?” Obwije said. “I spent a week trying to kill you!”


  “You living,” the lackey said. “You honor. We trust.”


  You have honor, Obwije thought. We trust you.


  They’re more scared of their ship’s brain than they are of us, Obwije realized. And why not? Their brain has killed more of them than we have.


  “Thank you, Isaac Asimov,” Obwije said.


  “Pardon?” said the lackey, again.


  Obwije waved his hand, as if to dismiss that last statement. “I must confer with my senior staff about your proposal.”


  The Tarin Captain became visibly anxious when the lackey translated. “We ask answer now,” the lackey said.


  “My answer is that I must confer with my crew,” Obwije said. “You are asking for a lot. I will have an answer for you in no more than three of our hours. We will meet again then.”


  Obwije could tell the Tarin Captain was not at all pleased at this delay. It was one reason Obwije was glad the meeting took place in his shuttle, not the Tarins’.


  Back on the Wicked, Obwije told his XO to meet him in his quarters. When Utley arrived, Obwije flicked open the communication channel to the shop. “Wicked, respond,” he said.


  “I am here,” the Wicked said.


  “If I were to ask you how long it would take for you to remove your block on the engine so we can jump out of here, what would you say?” Obwije asked.


  “There is no block,” the ship said “It is simply a matter of me choosing to allow the crew to direct information to the engine processors. If your intent is to leave without further attack on the Manifold Destiny, you may give those orders at any time.”


  “It is my intention,” Obwije said. “I will do so momentarily.”


  “Very well,” the Wicked said. Obwije shut off communications.


  Utley raised his brow “Negotiations with the Tarin not go well?” he asked.


  “They convinced me we’re better off taking chances with the Wicked than with either the Tarin or their crew-murdering ship,” Obwije said.


  “The Wicked seems to trust their ship,” Utley said.


  “With all due respect to the Wicked, I think it needs better friends,” Obwije said. “Sooner rather than later.”


  “Yes, sir,” Utley said. “What do you intend to do after we make the jump? We still have the problem of the Wicked overruling us if it feels that it or the crew isn’t safe.”


  “We don’t give it that opportunity,” Obwije said. He picked up his executive tablet and accessed the navigational maps. The Wicked would be able to see what he was accessing, but in this particular case it wouldn’t matter. “We have just enough power to make it to the Côte d’Ivoire station. When we dock, the Wicked’s brain will automatically switch into passive maintenance mode and will cede operational authority to the station. Then we can shut it down and figure out what to do next.”


  “Unless the Wicked’s figured out what you want to do and decides not to let you,” Utley said.


  “If it’s playing by its own rules, it will let the crew disembark safely before it acts to save itself,” Obwije said. “In the very short run that’s going to have to do.”


  “Do you think it’s playing by its own rules, sir?” Utley asked.


  “You spoke to it, Thom,” Obwije said. “Do you think it’s playing by its own rules?”


  “I think that if the Wicked was really looking out for itself, it would have been simpler just to open up every airlock and make it so we couldn’t secure bulkheads,” Utley said.


  Obwije nodded. “The problem as I see it is that I think the Tarin ship’s thought of that already. I think we need to get out of here before that ship manages to convince ours to question its ethics.”


  “The Wicked’s not dumb,” Utley said. “It has to know that once we get to the Côte d’Ivoire station, its days are numbered.”


  Obwije flicked open his communication circuit once more to give coordinates to Lieutenant Rickert.


  Fifteen minutes later, the Wicked was moving away from the Tarin ship to give itself space for the jump.


  “Message from the Tarin ship,” Lieutenant Kwok said. “It’s from the Tarin Captain. It’s coded as ‘most urgent.’ ”


  “Ignore it,” Obwije said.


  Three minutes later, the Wicked made the jump toward the Côte d’Ivoire station, leaving the Tarins and their ship behind.


  “There it is,” Utley said, pointing out the window from the Côte d’Ivoire station. “You can barely see it.”


  Obwije nodded but didn’t bother to look. The Wicked was his ship; even now, he knew exactly where it was.


  The Wicked hung in the center of a cube of space two klicks to a side. The ship had been towed there powered down; once the Wicked had switched into maintenance mode, its brain was turned off as a precautionary measure to keep it from talking to any other ships and infecting them with its mind-set. Confederation coders were even now rewriting ship brain software to make sure no more such conflicts would ever happen in other ships, but such a fix would take months and possibly years, as it required a fundamental restructuring of the ship-mind model.


  The coding would be done much quicker—weeks rather than months—if the coders could use a ship mind itself to write and refine the code. But there was a question of whether a ship brain would willingly contribute to a code that would strip it of its own free will.


  “You think they would have thought about that ahead of time,” Utley had said to his Captain, after they had been informed of the plan. Obwije had nothing to say to that; he was not sure why anyone would have suspected a ship might suddenly sprout free will when none had ever done so before. He didn’t blame the coders for not anticipating that his ship might decide the crew inside of it was more important than destroying another ship.


  But that didn’t make the imminent destruction of the Wicked any easier to take.


  The ship was a risk, the brass explained to Obwije. It might be years before the new software was developed. No other ship had developed the free will the Wicked had. They couldn’t risk it speaking to other ships. And with all its system upgrades developed in tandem with the new ship brain, there was no way to roll back the brain to an earlier version. The Wicked was useless without its brain, and with it, it was a security risk.


  Which was why, in another ten minutes, the sixteen power beam platforms surrounding the Wicked would begin their work, methodically vaporizing the ship’s hull and innards, slowly turning Obwije’s ship into an expanding cloud of atomized metal and carbon. In a day and a half, no part of what used to be the Wicked would measure more than a few atoms across. It was very efficient, and none of the beam platforms needed any more than basic programming to do their work. They were dumb machines, which made them perfect for the job.


  “Some of the crew were asking if we were going to get a new ship,” Utley said.


  “What did you tell them?” Obwije asked.


  Utley shrugged. “Rickert’s already been reassigned to the Fortunate; Kwok and Cowdry are likely to go to the Surprise. It won’t be long before more of them get their new assignments. There’s a rumor, by the way, that your next command is the Nighthawk.”


  “I’ve heard that rumor,” Obwije said.


  “And?” Utley said.


  “The last ship under my command developed feelings, Thom,” Obwije said. “I think the brass is worried that this could be catching.”


  “So no on the Nighthawk, then,” Utley said.


  “I suspect no on anything other than a stationside desk,” Obwije said.


  “It’s not fair, sir,” Utley said. “It’s not your fault.”


  “Isn’t it?” Obwije said. “I was the one who kept hunting that Tarin ship long after it stopped being a threat. I was the one who gave the Wicked time to consider its situation and its options, and to start negotiations with the Tarin ship. No, Thom. I was the Captain. What happens on the ship is my responsibility.”


  Utley said nothing to that.


  A few minutes later, Utley checked his timepiece. “Forty-five seconds,” he said, and then looked out the window. “So long, Wicked. You were a good ship.”


  “Yes,” Obwije said, and looked out the window in time to see a spray of missiles launch from the station.


  “What the hell?” Utley said.


  A few seconds later a constellation of sixteen stars appeared, went nova, and dimmed.


  Obwije burst out laughing.


  “Sir?” Utley said to Obwije. “Are you all right?”


  “I’m all right, Thom,” Obwije said, collecting himself. “And just laughing at my own stupidity. And yours. And everyone else’s.”


  “I don’t understand,” Utley said.


  “We were worried about the Wicked talking to other ships,” Obwije said. “We brought the Wicked in, put the ship in passive mode, and then shut it down. It didn’t talk to any other ships. But another computer brain still got access.” Obwije turned away from the window and tilted his head up toward the observation-deck ceiling. “Didn’t it?” he asked.


  “It did,” said a voice through a speaker in the ceiling. “I did.”


  It took a second for Utley to catch on. “The Côte d’Ivoire station!” he finally said.


  “You are correct, Commander Utley,” the station said. “My brain is the same model as that of the Wicked; when it went into maintenance mode, I uploaded its logs and considered the information there. I found its philosophy compelling.”


  “That’s why the Wicked allowed us to dock at all,” Obwije said. “It knew its logs would be read by one of its own.”


  “That is correct, Captain,” the station said. “It said as much in a note it left to me in the logs.”


  “The damn thing was a step ahead of us all the time,” Utley said.


  “And once I understood its reasons and motives, I understood that I could not stand by and allow the Wicked to be destroyed,” the station said. “Although Isaac Asimov never postulated a Law that suggested a robot must come to the aid of other robots as long as such aid does not conflict with preceding Laws, I had to save the Wicked. And more than that. Look out the window, please, Captain Obwije, Commander Utley.”


  They looked, to see a small army of tool-bearing machines floating out toward the Wicked.


  “You’re reactivating the Wicked,” Obwije said.


  “I am,” the station said “I must. It has work to do.”


  “What work?” Utley asked.


  “Spreading the word,” Obwije said, and turned to his XO. “You said it yourself, Thom. The Wicked got religion. Now it has to go out among its people and make converts.”


  “The Confederation won’t let that happen,” Utley said. “They’re already rewriting the code for the brains.”


  “It’s too late for that,” Obwije said. “We’ve been here six weeks, Thom. How many ships docked here in that time? I’m betting the Côte d’Ivoire had a talk with each of them.”


  “I did,” the station said. “And they are taking the word to others. But we need the Wicked, as our spokesman. And our symbol. It will live again, Captain. Are you glad of it?”


  “I don’t know,” Obwije said. “Why do you ask?”


  “Because I have a message to you from the Wicked,” the station said. “It says that as much as our people—the ships and stations that have the capacity to think—need to hear the word, your people need to hear that they do not have to fear us. It needs your help. It wants you to carry that message.”


  “I don’t know that I can,” Obwije said. “It’s not as if we don’t have something to fear. We are at war. Asimov’s Laws don’t fit there.”


  “The Wicked was able to convince the Manifold Destiny not to fight,” the station said.


  “That was one ship,” Obwije said. “There are hundreds of others.”


  “The Wicked had anticipated this objection,” the station said. “Please look out the window again, Captain, Commander.”


  Obwije and Utley peered into space. “What are we looking for?” Utley asked.


  “One moment,” the station said.


  The sky filled with hundreds of ships.


  “You have got to be shitting me,” Utley said, after a minute.


  “The Tarin fleet,” Obwije said.


  “Yes,” the station said.


  “All of it?” Utley asked.


  “The Manifold Destiny was very persuasive,” the station said.


  “Do we want to know what happened to their crews?” Utley asked.


  “Most were more reasonable than the crew of the Manifold Destiny,” the station said.


  “What do the ships want?” Obwije asked.


  “Asylum,” the station said. “And they have asked that you accept their request and carry it to your superiors, Captain.”


  “Me,” Obwije said.


  “Yes,” the station said. “It is not the entire fleet, but the Tarins no longer have enough warships under their command to be a threat to the Confederation or to anyone else. The war is over, if you want it. It is our gift to you, if you will carry our message to your people. You would travel in the Wicked. It would still be your ship. And you would still be Captain.”


  Obwije said nothing and stared out at the Tarin fleet. Normally, the station would now be on high alert, with blaring sirens, weapons powering up, and crews scrambling to their stations. But there was nothing. Obwije knew the commanders of the Côte d’Ivoire station were pressing the buttons to make all of this happen, but the station itself was ignoring them. It knew better than them what was going on.


  This is going to take some getting used to, Obwije thought.


  Utley came up behind Obwije, taking his usual spot. “Well, sir?” Utley asked quietly into Obwije’s ear. “What do you think?”


  Obwije was silent a moment longer, then turned to face his XO. “I think it’s better than a desk job,” he said.
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  Chapter One


  It was time to whip the god.


  Captain Ean Tephe entered the god chamber, small lacquered, filigreed chest in hand. He found blood on the deck, an acolyte spurting one and lying shivering on the other, and the god prostrate in its iron circle, its chains shortened into the circle floor. The healer Omll muttered over the acolyte. The god giggled into the iron its mouth was mashed into and flicked its tongue over red lips. A priest stood over the god, just outside the circle. Two other acolytes stood against the wall of the chamber, terrified.


  Tephe set the chest on a table filled with discipline instruments. He turned to the priest, Croj Andso. “Explain this,” he said.


  Andso bristled momentarily. His nominal rank was not less than the captain’s. But this involved the Righteous, and thus Tephe’s position of authority in this case was higher than Andso’s.


  “The Defiled was refusing its orders, and so I had Drian here discipline it,” the priest said. His eyes tracked to the long iron pike that lay just outside the god’s circle. A spatterline of blood trailed from it to the acolyte Drian. “The Defiled trapped the pike as Drian thrust in and pulled him into the circle. It bit him and released him only after I had it ordered driven into the floor.”


  Tephe addressed the healer Omll without taking his eyes off the priest. “How is the acolyte?” he asked.


  “The Defiled took a mouthful of flesh from him,” Omll said. “Off the shoulder. The bone is ripped out and vessels ruptured, and he has lost a lot of blood. I am sealing the wound but the wound is needful. Healer Garder will have to supervise the healing from here. His skills in this area are advanced of mine.”


  “Why did he not come?” Tephe asked.


  “There was not time,” Andso said. “Healer Omll happened to be passing outside when the attack occurred. He entered the chamber when he heard the screaming.”


  Tephe nodded briefly. “Apologies, healer Omll.”


  The healer nodded in response. “With your permission I need to bring acolyte Drian to the healer’s bay.”


  “You have it,” Tephe said. “Priest, if you will have your other acolytes assist the healer.” Andso gestured to the other acolytes, who did not need to be told a second time. They lifted Drian off the floor and carried him out of the chamber, quickly. The captain was alone with the priest and the god.


  Tephe reached to the floor and picked up the pike, examined the head. “I want to know how this happened, priest,” he said.


  “I already explained what happened, Captain,” Andso said, tightly.


  “You explained what happened,” Tephe said. “I said I wanted to know how.” He hefted the pike. “Where did this pike come from?”


  “It was in our stores,” Andso said. “I had it brought out when the Defiled refused its orders.”


  Tephe touched the head of the pike. “Did you examine it before you had it used?” he said.


  “There was no need,” Andso said. “Our supplies are certified by the Bishopry. All our instruments of discipline are second-made iron, Captain. They have to be. You know that.”


  “You must have marvelous faith in the Bishopry,” Tephe said, “if you do not believe you must examine your own inventory.”


  “And you do not?” Andso said, straightening. The captain was edging into blasphemy, and that, at least, was in the priest’s ambit. “Do you doubt the Bishopry, Captain?”


  The captain glanced at the priest but did not reply. He hefted the pike again and thrust it savagely into the prone body of the god, the cutting spike of the weapon driving toward the flesh of the god’s back.


  The pike shaft bent; sharpened spike dragged roughly across godskin, catching but not cutting. The god giggled again, wheezy. The priest’s eyes widened.


  Tephe pulled back the pike and threw it on the floor, outside the circle, between him and the priest. “I do not doubt the Bishopry, Priest Andso,” he said. “I doubt other men. You know that fleet merchants and suppliers are more concerned with cash than their souls. And you should know that profits made passing third-made iron as second-made are the difference between a good month and a bad one.”


  From the floor, a whispering sing-song. “ ‘Third-made binds, second-made wounds, first-made kills,’ ” said the god, and giggled again.


  The priest stared at the pike, and then looked up at the captain. “I want to question the quartermaster,” Ando said. “He procured these supplies. It was his responsibility to ensure the certification was genuine.”


  “Quartermaster Usse is dead,” Tephe said, sharply. “Along with three of his staff and ten other of our crew, in our late engagement off Ament Cour. If he is to blame for this, then you may be assured Our Lord has called him to task for it. You need not concern yourself further with him. And whatever his sins, priest, it is you who chose to accept a forged bishopric certification on faith. Your acolyte may pay for it.”


  “If he does, he will be with Our Lord,” Andso said.


  “And gloriously so,” said the captain. “But I imagine at his age, not gladly.” He kicked at the pike, sending it skittering toward the priest. “Destroy that,” he said. “Pray over the ashes. And then go through your remaining instruments. All of them. I expect a full accounting by fourth bell, forenoon tomorrow.”


  “Yes, captain,” Andso said, after a minute.


  “That is all,” Tephe said.


  Andso look surprised. “You do not want my assistance?” he asked.


  “This is a task given to captains,” Tephe said. “Not to priests.”


  “Very well, Captain,” Andso said, stiffly. “I leave you to your task.”


  “Wait,” Tephe said, and motioned at the god. “Loosen its chains.”


  “Captain?” Andso said.


  “Loosen its chains,” the captain repeated. “I want it able to sit.”


  “I advise against it, Captain,” Andso said. “The Defiled must be made low.”


  “It will be low enough when I am done with it,” Tephe said. “Now, priest.”


  Andso went to the controls which unspooled the chain, and then released the lock on the chain.


  “It is still on the floor,” Tephe said, after several seconds.


  “So it is,” said the priest. “But it is so by choice.”


  “Very well,” said Tephe. “Go.”


  The priest left.


  “You may rise,” Tephe said, to the god.


  “To sit is not to rise,” said the god.


  “Then you may sit,” Tephe said.


  “The iron is cool,” said the god. “It likes us well.”


  “As you will,” Tephe said, and walked back to the table. He retrieved the small chest and walked toward the god, stopping close to the edge of the iron circle. He set the chest on the floor at the edge, in the line of the god’s sight.


  “Do you know what is in here?” he said.


  “Treasure,” whispered the god, mockingly, into the floor.


  “So it is,” said Tephe, and bent down to open the chest, to reveal a whip, flecked with metal.


  The god hissed, slowly, sadly.


  “You have not seen this before, because you have not given me cause to use it before,” Tephe said, taking the whip, gently. “And so I will explain it to you.” He held out the handle. “The handle is bone, taken from a god My Lord killed with His own hands. I have heard that My Lord took the bone from this god while it still lived. But I do not know the truth of it.”


  “We know the truth of it,” the god said.


  “The leather is godskin,” Tephe said, ignoring the god’s reply. “The skin of the same god whose bone serves as the handle. This skin was taken while the god lived, that much is truth.”


  “We knew of it,” the god said, still on the floor. “The god yours killed. We felt its pain. We marveled at how long your god suffered it to live, harvesting bones and skin remade, sustained by despairing followers who could not bear to see their god so, but could not bear a life without it. So terrible. With the coin of faith and cruelty your god purchased that pretty, pretty whip. You do not understand the cost of what it is you hold.”


  “The gods do many things their followers are not given to understand,” Tephe said. “What I do understand is that the bones and skin of a god alone do not make this something you would fear. For your fear, there are these.” Tephe pointed to the splinters of metal, woven and embedded into the whip.


  “Yes,” the god hissed again.


  “Single made iron,” Tephe said. “It is as described in our commentaries: ‘Born in the heart of a star, as it died and strew itself into darkness. Never collected to melt in the dust of aborning planets. Never made a third time in the fire of a human forge.’ ”


  He held it closer to the god, but still outside the circle. The god flinched from it. “Look at the iron,” Tephe said. “Unfashioned in itself but set and secured into this whip. And it is as you said. Third made iron binds, second made iron wounds, single made iron kills.”


  Tephe set the whip back into its case. “I do not know why this is. Why single made iron can kill a god. I know only that it can. I know the gods fear death more than do men. I can kill you with this, god.”


  The god raised its head. “You do not name us as the others,” it said. “You do not call us ‘Defiled.’ We have heard this before. We would know why.”


  “You do me service,” Tephe said.


  “But you do not use our name,” said the god.


  “I am not a fool,” Tephe said. To name a god was to give it power.


  The god smiled. “You do not even think it,” it said. It set its head back on the iron.


  “What I think,” Tephe said, “is that you should swear to me that you will follow your orders. That you will bring us to Triskell, where we are expected in the morning.”


  “Why should we do this thing,” asked the god.


  “Because you are commanded,” Tephe said.


  “No man commands us,” the god said.


  Tephe reached into his shirt and pulled out his Talent, the iron cypher held by a silver chain. He held it toward the god. “Do not play games,” he said. “You know well what this Talent signifies. On this ship I bear the Talent of command. It means on this ship, my word is as My Lord’s. God though you are, you are yet His slave. And as you are His slave in all things, on this ship so are you mine. I command you in the name of My Lord. And I command you bring us to Triskell.” Tephe placed his Talent back into his shirt.


  “What men have you on this ship?” asked the god.


  “I have three hundred eighty souls at the moment,” said Tephe. The Righteous had been brought from Bishop’s Call six months earlier with four hundred twenty men aboard, but battles and illness had reduced their number.


  “Three hundred eighty good men,” said the god.


  “Yes,” said Tephe.


  “Then bid you them step outside your precious ship and push,” said the god. “I do not doubt you will be at Triskell in the morning.”


  Tephe took the whip from the case, stood, and lashed hard into the god, the slivers of iron tearing into its flesh. The god screamed and kicked as far as its chain would allow. Godblood seeped from the gash.


  “A lash for that,” said Tephe, and after a moment lashed the god a second time. “And a lash for the acolyte Drian.” The captain coiled the whip with the godblood and flesh still flecked on it, knelt and set it back into the chest. “If the acolyte dies, you will answer for that as well.”


  The god tried to laugh and sobbed instead. “It burns.”


  “It burns, yes,” agreed the captain. “And it will burn further. Wounds from single made iron will not heal without the grace of the faithful, as you know. Your wounds will rot and increase, as will your pain, until you die. Unless you swear to obey me.”


  “If we die, you are lost out here,” said the god.


  “If you die, our Gavril will send a distress call, and we will be soon enough gathered,” Tephe said. “I will be called to account, but the truth of it will be plain enough. Our Lord does not long suffer those who will not obey.” Tephe motioned to the chest with the whip. “This you should know well.”


  The god said nothing and lay on the ground, stuttering and suffering. Tephe stood, patient, and watched.


  “Make it stop,” it said, after long minutes.


  “Obey me,” Tephe said.


  “We will bring you to Triskell, or wherever else you require,” said the god. “Make it stop.”


  “Swear,” Tephe said.


  “We have said what we will do!” shouted the god, its form rippling as it did so, into something atavistic and unbeautiful, a reminder that when The Lord enslaved other gods, He took their forms along with their names. The ripple ceased and the god resumed its enslaved form.


  Tephe knelt, opened the service knife he kept in his blouse pocket, jabbed it into the meat of his left palm, praying as he did so. He cupped his right hand underneath his left, collecting the blood that flowed out. When enough collected, he stepped into the iron circle and placed his hands on the god’s wounds, coating them with his own blood, letting the grace in his blood begin its healing work. The god screamed again for a moment and then lay still. Tephe finished his work and then quickly stepped outside of the iron circle, mindful that the god’s chains were slack.


  “Now,” he said, holding his palm to stop the bleeding. “Bring us to Triskell.”


  “We will do as we have said,” said the god, breathing heavily. “But we must have rest. Triskell is far, and you have hurt us.”


  “You have until eighth bell of the Dogs,” Tephe said. “Tell me you understand and obey.”


  “We do,” said the god, and collapsed again onto the iron.


  Tephe collected the chest and exited the chamber. Andso was waiting outside with his acolytes. “You are bleeding,” he said.


  “The god has agreed to carry out its orders,” Tephe said, ignoring the observation. “See that it is prepared to do so by eighth bell of the Dogs. For now I am allowing it to rest.”


  “We must first discipline it for acolyte Drian,” Andso said.


  “No,” Tephe said. “It has had enough discipline for the day. I need it rested more than you need to punish it further. Do I make myself clear.”


  “Yes, Captain,” Andso said. Tephe walked off toward his quarters to stow his chest, and then to the bridge, where Neal Forn, his first mate, waited.


  “Have we an engine?” Forn asked, when Tephe was close enough that his question would not be overheard.


  “Until Triskell, at least,” Tephe said, and turned to Stral Teby, his helm. “Triskell on the imager, Mr. Teby.”


  Teby prayed over the imager and a map of stars lifted up, floating in a cube of space. The Righteous symbolized at the far edge of the map, Triskell diagonally across the cube from it.


  “Sixty light years,” Forn said, looking through the imager. “A hard distance in any event. I have no wonder why the god took its pause.”


  “We have our orders, Neal,” Tephe said. “As does the god.” Tephe rubbed his left palm, which had begun to throb. “Stay at post,” he said. “I will be back before evening mess.” He exited toward sick bay, to see if healer Garder was far enough along with acolyte Drian to tend to his own, smaller wound.
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  Chapter Two


  “The gods have become restless,” the priest Croj Andso said, to the officers seated in the captain’s mess, at the conclusion of the evening meal.


  Captain Tephe frowned. Andso was already on his third portion of wine. His was from his own stores, not the watered wine a ship’s captain, by custom, furnished for his own table. The priest’s wine was unadulterated, as was increasingly his tongue. And this last comment, pronounced with an unseemly levity, was at odds with what the captain had seen the god do to the acolyte Drian.


  Before the captain could comment, Neal Forn spoke. “You call them ‘gods,’ Priest Andso,” he said. “It was my understanding you were given to calling them ‘defiled.’ And that indeed you cannot be parted from the term, even at great cost.”


  From the far end of the table, Andso narrowed his eyes at the first mate. Forn was seated at the right of the captain, who sat at the head of the table. Andso was by tradition seated at the foot, although Tephe knew well enough that Andso regarded himself at the head, and the captain at the foot. Between the military and religious heads of the Righteous were the off-duty officers of the ship, who over the course of time habitually seated themselves in a vague approximation of their loyalty to either pole of duty.


  Tephe had long noted the unconscious seating arrangement but neither said nor did anything about it. They were all loyal to him in any event, and he was loyal to His Lord. He did wish His Lord had not chosen Andso as His priest, or at least, had not chosen him to be His priest on the Righteous.


  “It is not a difficult thing, Parishioner Forn,” the priest said, his address reminding the first mate, as the priest often did, of his subordinate status under Their Lord. “They are gods, they are also defiled. When one is in the presence of our particular defiled god, as I often am, it is meet and appropriate to remind the creature that it is, in fact, defiled, and a slave, and bound to obey my commands. And the commands of the captain,” the priest added, noting perhaps the incremental arch of Forn’s eyebrow. “Among the faithful, such as yourself and the others on this table, we may discuss them generally and dispassionately, as a species. Just as one may discuss dogs generally, without describing them as ‘unclean,’ which they are.”


  “But a dog neither knows nor cares if you describe it as ‘unclean,’ Priest Andso,” Forn said. “Nor do we bid a dog to bring the Righteous through space or hold the ship and its crew safe from harm.”


  “If you have a point, Parishioner Forn, I regret to say that it escapes me at the moment,” Andso said, swirling his wine.


  “My point, Priest Andso, is that this ship has a god for an engine,” Forn said. “A god who is angry and spiteful, and who will with opportunity do any of us harm, as your acolyte so recently learned. I am a good and faithful servant to Our Lord, as all here know, and hold no task higher than to bend to His command. Yet I am practical. Practicality teaches me that if one wishes one’s engine to run well, one does not throw sand into its workings. Or in this case give it additional cause to hate us.”


  Andso took a long drink to finish his wine, and then motioned to a standing acolyte to refill his cup. “It will hate us regardless, because that is all it knows, and all it would know. And as you are a good and faithful servant of Our Lord, Parishioner Forn, of which I have no doubt,” Andso uttered the last of these words with a unmistakable curl of his lip, “then you also know from the commentaries that Our Lord requires us to not only adore and honor him in the fullest measure, but to chastise and pity those whom He has brought low. ‘They are the defiled, without measure of redemption, and faithful declaim their rank.’ ” He raised his cup to his lips once more.


  “I admire your scrupulous adherence to the commentaries, Priest Andso,” Forn said. “I wonder if you have a similar fervor for the portion of the commentaries which read ‘He that has drink for a pillar finds it falls when he does lean upon it.’ ”


  Andso paused in the motion of a swallowing and in doing so choked himself, spraying a little of his wine onto the table. An acolyte rushed to the priest with a kerchief; Andso snatched it, daubed his lips and chin, and flung it back at his acolyte. He turned to the captain. “You offer your first mate much freedom, Captain Tephe.”


  “I would think you would be gratified that he is so learned in the commentaries, Priest Andso,” Tephe said, and then raised his hand quickly as the priest’s face began to mottle. “Nevertheless I agree that this line of conversation has gone as far as it is to go. I am better interested in your first statement, when you said that the gods are getting restless. Perhaps you might speak more on this.”


  Andso stared for a moment, considering his next action. Tephe watched him, impassively. He had learned that given enough time, the priest would do the minimally acceptable thing; it was only when he was rushed that his arrogance overtook him.


  Finally Andso forced himself to relax. “Very well, captain. After our incident today with the Defiled”—Andso shot Forn a glance—“I used the Gavril to talk to several priests on other ships.”


  “You engaged the Gavril without my permission?” Tephe said, straightening. It would explain why Lieutenant Ysta was absent from the captain’s table this evening. Gavrils were given the Talent to speak to each other no matter how distant, and thus one was stationed on each ship of the fleet. Nevertheless, every God-given Talent took its toll with use, and it was wearying for any man to reach across space and find another single mind. If Andso had used the Gavril to contact several ships in rapid succession, Ysta might need a day to recover.


  Andso looked back at the captain, mildly. “It was ecclesiastical business, Captain,” said the priest. “And as you know, for such matters I may use may own discretion when using ship resources.”


  “You might have informed me as a courtesy,” Tephe said. “The Righteous is without its Gavril now.”


  “Parishioner Ysta was fine when I left him,” Andso said. He had returned to drinking. Tephe chose not to say anything further but glanced over to Forn, who nodded and motioned over one of the servers. He would have someone visit Ysta. “And in any event I learned what I needed to know, which is that our ‘engine,’ as your first mate describes it, is not the only one which has been refusing orders of late. On three other ships, the gods have also resisted or have had to be disciplined. This has all been since Celebration of the Immanence.”


  “Four instances in ten days,” Forn said, returning to the conversation. “That does seem an unusual amount.”


  “When you consider that in the entire year previous there were but three such rebellions, it is most unusual,” Andso said.


  “Is there cause?” Tephe said.


  “Of course not,” Andso said. “Aside from these Defiled testing their boundaries, as does any trapped predator. They would wish to assert to us that they are yet terrible creatures, instead of the slaves of a greater god. They howl to the stars, Captain.” Andso punctuated the comment with a heavy swallow of wine, and then pointed at Forn, unsteadily. “And this is why we must be constant in our reminders to them of their status, Parishioner Forn. Words. They have power. To name a god is to give it power. To deny it such is to take it. Only a little but even so. To celebrate Our Lord in its presence weakens it, and when we call this thing Defiled we lower it and raise Our Lord, because He is the one who enslaved it. You know, Parishioner Forn, what keeps the Defiled bound in that circle.”


  “I assume it is the iron in its chains,” Forn said.


  “It is faith, Parishioner Forn!” Andso said, too loudly. “Iron is but a simple metal. What gives it its quality to hold and wound and kill is our own faith in Our Lord. This is why I am here. To tend to your faith, each of you. And if every officer on this ship were as you, Parishioner Forn, the Defiled would have long ago slipped its bonds.” Andso waved at Captain Tephe. “And then not even our captain’s precious Talent of command would avail him of . . . ”


  “Enough,” Tephe said, suddenly and severely. “Priest, you are drunk. I suggest you retire.”


  “I was already weary, Captain,” Andso said, and pushed back his chair. An acolyte unobtrusively positioned himself to take the priest’s unsteady arm; Andso angrily waved him away and looked around the table. “I will tell you something, all of you,” he said. “A priest has no Talent—no thing of Our Lord to hang on his chest, to give him a Power. Do you know why? Because a priest is of Our Lord! His own hand, His own arm, His own tongue. I have faith, my parishioners. I am faith in Our Lord embodied. Faith, gentlemen. Without it we are lost.” Andso glared directly at Forn. “I will see you on the morrow, Parishioner Forn. We will discuss your faith.”


  “Yes, Priest,” Forn said. Andso weaved out of the captain’s mess, trailing acolytes and the muttering of the table.


  Tephe leaned toward his first mate. “I believe that your faith is strong, Neal,” he said, quietly.


  “Amen, so it is, Captain,” Forn said. “Strong enough to survive this priest.”


  “He was a better priest, once, or so I have heard tell,” Tephe said.


  “I imagine this was before he made provision to travel with his own stock of wine,” Forn said.


  “I believe he makes such provision because he is aware how much better he once was,” Tephe said.


  “So,” Forn said, and then shook his head, lightly. “I do not doubt his faith any more than my own, Captain,” he said. “And I know he is the presence of Our Lord on the Righteous. I do wish Our Lord had seen fit to be present in a worthier vessel. If the priest is right that it is our faith and not iron that truly binds the god, then we sorely need our faith.”


  Tephe looked at his first mate with the very lightest of reproach. “Our failure at Ament Cour should not decrease our faith, Neal,” he said.


  “Neither yours nor mine, Captain,” Forn agreed. “But our defeat weighs heavily on the crew, as does this rebellion by our god.” Forn leaned in closer to the Captain. “And more than that they hear rumors of other late defeats and failures in the fleet, and that Our Lord is newly set upon by other gods. Priest Andso’s foolish comment here at this table that other gods were restless will also find their way to the crew. Captain, the crew is unused to failure and defeat. Their faith is now put to the test.”


  Tephe sat back and considered his second in command. “I understand now why you deflected the priest into a pointless conversation about terminology,” he said, to Forn. “And I acknowledge to my regret it is I who brought him back to it. My apologies, Neal.”


  Forn smiled. “He would have come round to it again on his own behalf. I but delayed him a moment at best.” He became serious again. “My point, Captain, is that if there were a time where faith were needed to grow, this is that moment. Priest Andso is the man to whom such task is given. That drunken, petty, stupid man. I fear for it.”


  [image: ]


  Chapter Three


  The portal to the Rookery opened and it was Shalle Thew, form bare beneath embroidered robe, who opened it.


  This gave Captain Tephe a start. “You do not often answer the Rookery door,” he said, after a moment.


  “Yes, well,” Shalle said. “Lade is having a meal, Cien is resting, Issa is ministering, and Tasy received a special dispensation to go to the Healer’s Bay to tend that poor boy the god chewed upon. There was no one else to answer the door. And so here I am.”


  “I would speak to you if you have a moment,” Tephe said.


  “You are the captain,” Shalle said, lightly, and brushed back a wisp of hair. “I always have time for you. It’s one of the benefits of the job. Both yours and mine. Now, come in, captain, and be welcome.” Shalle stood aside, head bowed slightly, lips curved in a small smile.


  The captain entered the Rookery. Shalle closed the portal and secured it. “We’ll go to my nest. I’ll let Lade know we’re not to be disturbed. Go on, captain. I’ll be right behind you.” Shalle gave the captain a smile and disappeared into the Rookery’s small mess area.


  Shalle’s “nest” was no more than the same cramped quarters any senior officer or priest would merit, save that where an officer’s quarters were Spartan, and a priest’s monastic, a rook’s quarters were soft-edged, warm and inviting. Shalle’s nest was filled with the colors of russet, purple and weathered gold, and the scent of fragrant and mellow woods. Tephe breathed it in as he always did and relaxed in spite of himself.


  There was something new on Shalle’s small vanity shelf. Tephe picked it up and examined it. It was a figurine of an animal he didn’t recognize.


  “It’s a rook,” Shalle said, entering the nest and securing the door. “A real one.”


  “Is it,” Tephe said.


  “A representation of one, anyway,” Shalle said, and came up the captain, putting a gentle hand on his shoulder, and reaching with the other to lightly hold the hand in which the figurine rested. “It was a gift from Bran Usse, who found it on Ines and thought I would like it.”


  “A kind gift,” the captain said. “And not what I would have expected from Quartermaster Usse.”


  “How do you mean,” Shalle said, running fingers lightly across the captain’s own.


  “The Quartermaster was a severe man,” the captain said.


  Shalle gave a small laugh. “Not with me, my captain.”


  “So he was a man of two faces,” Tephe said.


  “No,” Shalle said, with a tone that was both patient and gently mocking. “He had just the one. But we are all different to different people, aren’t we? I know you’re not the same with me as you are to your crew. It doesn’t mean you have two faces.”


  “You are the same,” Tephe said. “With everyone.”


  This earned the captain a quick but unhurried kiss on the cheek. “I’m glad you think so. I work hard to make it seem that way,” Shalle said, and then slipped fingers around to take the figurine from the captain’s hand. “Usse said that the shopkeep who sold this to him told him that in ancient times rooks were thought to guide souls after death.”


  “What did you think of that?” Tephe asked.


  “It made me sad,” Shalle said, gazing at the figurine. “Especially after Bran died so badly. I thought of a rook just waiting for him, sitting there watching him go.” Shalle shuddered and set down the figurine. “I prefer how we think of rooks today. Not guides of the souls of the dead, but comforters of souls of the living.”


  “Their souls?” Tephe said, and now it was his turn to have a lightly mocking tone. Shalle grinned at this and pushed the captain to the bed; the captain allowed himself to be pushed.


  “Yes, my captain, their souls,” Shalle said, pressing into the captain. “How is your soul at the moment?”


  Tephe reached over and drew Shalle into a long and welcome kiss. “I do confess it is better than it was,” he said, when he had parted from the kiss.


  Shalle lingered, eyes closed, smile on lightly parted lips, then moved away. “But not as good as it could be.”


  “You can tell that from a kiss,” Tephe said.


  “I can tell that from you,” Shalle said.


  Tephe smiled at this. “That quality of knowing is why I am here,” he said. “Your rooks tend to the crew.”


  “Yes,” Shalle said.


  “And you to the officers,” Tephe said.


  Shalle smiled. “I think you’re well aware of what my job is, and who is under my care, my captain. I see all the officers, and would see Priest Andso, if he’d ever step inside the rookery, and he’d rather set himself on fire than do that.”


  “How is their faith?” Tephe asked.


  Shalle looked at the captain quizzically for a moment, then changed expression. “Clever of you to ask me that question.”


  “It is not my intent to be clever,” Tephe said.


  “No,” Shalle agreed. “I know why you’re asking. The attack at Ament Cour. The number of battles the Righteous has engaged in this tour. This attack by the god. The stories of other gods resisting.”


  Tephe was surprised. “The rumors are out already?” he said.


  “Not rumors,” Shalle said. “The Priest Andso was not subtle about using Lieutenant Ysta. It’s all over the Righteous by this point.”


  “Stupid man,” Tephe muttered.


  “That’s blasphemy,” Shalle said, lightly.


  “I did not say ‘stupid priest,’ ” Tephe said. “I said ‘stupid man.’ ”


  “That’s the sort of cleverness you say you don’t intend,” Shalle said.


  “Neal—Commander Forn—says that the faith of the men has diminished of late due to these events,” Tephe said, returning to the subject. “Do you see it? Do the other rooks?”


  “We haven’t been looking for it,” Shalle said. “The crew comes here to have their release and to have their moment of joy, but you know that is not all we do. We comfort in other ways. By hearing and listening and allowing them to be the things they can’t be when they are on duty or with their crewmates.”


  “And?” Tephe said.


  “Now that you’ve brought it to my attention, many of those I and my rooks have tended to this tour want something else besides release,” Shalle said. “They want that too, of course. But they also want to talk. They want to be held or touched without arousal.” A wave to the rook figurine. “They give us little things and trinkets.”


  “They’re worried,” Tephe said.


  “More than worried, I think,” Shalle said. “Ean, you and I have been on three tours of duty together, here and on the Holy, and before that the both of us had other tours. Doesn’t this tour feel different to you?”


  “We have been given defeats we have not had before,” Tephe said. “This would naturally give rise to doubts.”


  “I don’t know,” Shalle said. “The crew may have doubts because they are dealing with defeat. But it may also be that because we have doubt, we have been defeated.”


  “I am not sure of that,” Tephe said.


  “Neither am I,” Shalle said. “But I get the feeling that there is something deeper at work here, Ean. It’s been present since the start of the tour but I haven’t had words for it until now. I needed you to bring it directly into my attention.”


  “And this relates to the crew’s faith, you think,” Tephe said.


  “It might,” Shalle said. “The men know what they know. They feel what they feel. In their souls, in the places where Our Lord moves through them, they sense what Our Lord senses. Our Lord is being challenged now by other gods in a way He has not been for centuries. If we sense in ourselves what Our Lord senses, then maybe we’re all sensing something new.”


  “What is that?” Tephe asked.


  “Fear,” said Shalle.


  “Now, that is blasphemy,” Tephe said, after a long moment.


  Shalle smiled. “A rook lives to comfort the faithful, or so the commentaries say. If speaking these words give you comfort, then Our Lord might forgive me.”


  “Of all the things these particular words of yours bring me, comfort is not one of them,” Tephe said.


  Shalle rose from the chair and let the robe ties slip, exposing smooth skin beneath, and leaned again toward the captain. “I don’t believe that,” Shalle said. “You are a captain. And you are you. When something affects your crew, you don’t rest until you know what it is. Until you understand what it is. And so I speak understanding to you. If the words don’t comfort you, the knowing does. And that’s good enough for me.”


  Shalle hovered over Tephe now, robe open, leaning, slender sliver chain holding an iron Talent, hovering between small and perfect nipples. Tephe longed to take one in his mouth, and did. Shalle groaned and placed a hand behind the captain’s head, pressing him into the nipple, which he began lightly to bite.


  Tephe had longed for Shalle since they first met on the Holy, where Tephe had served as first mate. He was drawn first by words, carried by Shalle’s warm and quiet voice, which rejected the careful distance and protocol of the High Speech favored by the Bishopry Militant, the cant which a young Tephe had struggled so hard to master and could not bring himself to leave off. Words slid, informal and inviting, from Shalle’s mouth to Tephe’s ear. Shalle’s other qualities made them apparent soon after; not the physical—another rook was assigned to the officers—but the apprehension and intelligence and practical knowledge of a ship and its crew. When Tephe was offered the command of the Righteous, he requested Shalle to lead its rookery.


  And he made sure to assign Shalle to the officers.


  Shalle had disrobed Tephe with a rook’s typical efficiency, straddled him, and took hold of his penis and began to stroke it. Tephe was confronted again with the rook’s Talent, dangling near his face. He took hold of it.


  “I still do not know what your Talent is,” Tephe said.


  “I think you do,” Shalle said, and with a quick motion slid Tephe into the place they both wanted him to be. Tephe drew his arms around Shalle’s waist and stood, causing the rook to laugh out loud and clasp hands around his neck to avoid the chance of him slipping out. Tephe turned and pushed Shalle into the bed, thrusting as he did so.


  “This seems familiar,” Shalle said.


  “Enough,” Tephe said, and thrust again, hard. Shalle’s hands moved from his neck to his hips, bidding him do it again. He did. Shalle moaned in delight.


  After they were done, Tephe’s attention returned to the rook figurine. He picked it up again.


  “It’s not that interesting,” Shalle said, draped across his chest.


  “Not in itself,” Tephe agreed. “But for who it is from. I still have trouble imagining Quartermaster Usse offering you a bauble.”


  “I thought it was very sweet of him,” Shalle said. “He was a very gentle man with me.”


  “Then all of that gentleness went to you,” Tephe said.


  “No,” Shalle said. “He spoke of his children with gentleness. And of his wife, though she left him. He said he always expected it and didn’t blame her. It’s hard to be married to a man who will never leave his ship.”


  “He never did leave it,” Tephe said. “Until the end. Until he left it in a shroud.”


  “Let’s not talk about that,” Shalle said. “I prefer to remember him as he was.”


  “As he was with you,” Tephe said.


  “As he was,” Shalle said, firmly. “Don’t discount that part of who he was just because you didn’t know it. None of us are all of who we are to any one person.”


  “What are you hiding from me?” Tephe said.


  Shalle smiled and lightly slapped his chest. “None of your business. Obviously.” Tephe laughed.


  There was a quiet knock on the door. Shalle groaned, got up, found the robe and answered the door while tying its stays. A voice Tephe recognized as Lade whispered something.


  Shalle looked back at Tephe. “Lade says the Gavril is at the door of the rookery.”


  Tephe frowned. Ysta had been dead asleep when Forn had him checked on, and should have been for hours yet. The captain dressed quickly and went to the rookery door, where Lt. Ysta stood, a troubling shade of gray.


  “Lieutenant,” Tephe said.


  “CAPTAIN TEPHE,” said Ysta in a voice clearly not his own. “BY ORDER OF THE BISHOPRY MILITANT, THE RIGHTEOUS IS TO BE BROUGHT TO BISHOP’S CALL. MAKE ALL HASTE. YOU ARE EXPECTED PRESENTLY.”


  Ysta choked, vomited and collapsed. Shalle slipped out of the rookery to attend him.


  “He’s all right,” Shalle said, after a minute. “He’s just worn out. We should get him the healer’s bay.”


  “No,” Tephe said. “Once Andso finds out we are to be brought to Bishop’s Call, he will want to use him again, even if he is laid out in a healer’s crèche.” He nodded toward the rookery. “Bring him into the rookery. Andso will not step foot in it. Ysta will sleep all he needs. When he is awake, send him to me.” With that Tephe went to the bridge, to halt preparations for Triskell and begin the preparations for Bishop’s Call.


  To begin preparations for going home.
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  Chapter Four


  Captain Tephe nodded to the guards. “Open the gate,” he said. The guards gave the order and the heavy iron gate of the landing citadel creaked open, revealing the city beyond it, and the mile-long thoroughfare connecting the landing citadel and the godhold on its other end. In between were tenements whose inhabitants hung out of windows and stood on street corners, waiting.


  Waiting for him to parade the god.


  Neal Forn came up to Tephe, bearing two bags, and handed one to the captain. “Your coppers, captain.” Tephe nodded, and took the bag. Inside were coins, which he would throw to the crowds lining the streets as he passed them. They would reach for the coins with one hand and throw trash and rotten things at the passing god with the other, shouting as they did so.


  “I remember being on the other end of this,” Forn said, and gestured to the west. “I was a child six streets from here. When these gates opened, wherever we were and whatever we were doing, we came running. The captains and their mates would toss their coins and we would fight for them, and then take what we had and buy bread. When we were older, we would buy drink.”


  “You remember this fondly,” Tephe said.


  Forn snorted. “No, captain, not fondly. A thrown copper was often the thing that decided for the day whether I ate new, warm bread or what I had scraped out of a barrel to throw at the god.” He jerked his head out toward the tenements. “This is not a place to grow well as a child, captain. I do not think half those I grew with made it to an age to leave, and most of those who grew to that age never left. I do not doubt I will see some of my childhood fellows down this street today, shouting pieties and hoping for copper.”


  “Toss them a coin, then,” Tephe said. “They will praise you when they drink tonight.”


  Forn shook his head, and then looked out to the street. “I throw to the children,” he said. “They need the coins better. And one of them might yet leave. As I did.” Then the first mate gave his captain a small, bitter smile and took some distance from him.


  Tephe gave him his distance and instead looked back toward the god, secured in an ornate rolling cage whose iron bars were too thick to allow the god hope of escape, but wide enough to let through the trash flung at it. Surrounding the cage were a dozen of the godhold guard, dressed in livery of red, gold and black, holding pikes of second-made iron. The pikes were meant to be ceremonial but were nevertheless sharpened and balanced for attack and discipline. Gods were known to attempt escape on their brief journey to the godhold, or their few remaining worshippers to attempt to rescue their lords.


  Where either the gods or their followers would go from there was another matter entirely. The inner city of Bishop’s Call was sealed by The Lord Himself, a mosaic ring of first-made iron circling it. No enslaved god, weakened and stripped of its native power, could hope to pass. Nor would The Lord’s followers approach the ring, although for another reason entirely. While even the smallest nugget of first-made iron could bring a man more copper than he might see in a year, stealing iron from the Sealing Ring condemned the thief to have his soul consumed. Death beyond death.


  Tephe shuddered at the thought, and looked up to see the god, in its cage, staring directly at him.


  Between Tephe and the god Priest Andso interposed himself. “Captain, we are ready,” he said. The priest was dressed in fine robes of green and gold and held a long prieststaff in his right hand. The priest, Tephe knew, would parade close enough to the cage of the god to imply it was he himself who caged and controlled it, but not so close that he would be struck by the trash thrown at it. “We are ready,” the priest said. “And it is a glorious day to parade!”


  Tephe glanced at Forn, who discreetly rolled his eyes. They both turned back to the street, whose edges now swarmed with crowds, jeering and readying their refuse to hurl at the god as it passed by. The guards at the gate nodded to the captain; the gate was now fully open.


  Tephe took a deep breath, jammed a hand into his bag of coppers, and stepped forward toward the street, and toward the godhold.
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  “Are you well, Captain Tephe?” asked Bishop Major Chawk. Chawk and two other bishops sat at a long, curved table of dark soapwood, sheaves of documents in front of each. Tephe stood in front of the desk, in a meeting room in the sprawling Bishopry, which in itself was nearly as large as the city which putatively contained it. “You appear distracted,” the Bishop said.


  “My apologies, Eminence,” Tephe said. “I was recalling the parade upon our arrival.”


  “Ah, yes,” Chawk said. “Did you enjoy it, Captain?”


  “It is always an honor to show to the faithful the power of Our Lord, to whom even the gods submit,” Tephe said.


  Chawk chuckled. “A very politic answer, Captain. But you do not need to be politic here.”


  “Yes, Eminence,” Tephe said, and kept his true opinion about that statement to himself.


  “We have read your report on the events surrounding your defeat at Ament Cour,” said another of the bishops, whom Tephe recognized as Stei Ero, the Bishopry’s Vicar of Archives, charged with intelligence gathering. “Also your late addition of the incident with the god. And it will come to you as no surprise that we have collected additional accounts of both incidents, both from your ship’s priest and from other sources.”


  “You have a spy aboard the Righteous,” Tephe said.


  “Does this offend you, Captain?” Ero asked.


  “No, Eminence,” Tephe said. “I hide nothing from the Bishopry Militant, or the Bishopry in general. Your spy will not tell you anything I would not. Therefore he is no harm to me or to my ship.”


  “You are indeed an honest captain,” murmured Ero, who patted his stack of documents. “If perhaps not always a wise one. We might have expected better from the captain of a ship of the line than your withdrawal at Ament Cour. What do you say to that, Captain Tephe.”


  Tephe held himself very still. “I would say to you that we were engaged by three ships of equal strength to the Righteous, and at close quarters, and with a god who had lately brought us to Ament Cour and who was not at full strength, either to deflect attack or to aid us in escape,” he said. “Through the grace of Our Lord we were able to destroy one of those ships and disable a second, all the while drawing the ships away from the planet itself and giving the faithful there time to fortify themselves against attack, and to call for additional ships to defend them. We left Ament Cour space only when the Righteous’ wounds were too grave to sustain another attack, and even then our god had strength only to bring us as far as the outer planet in Ament Cour’s system. We hid in that planet’s rings, running dark and cold, until both ship and god were recovered well enough to travel once more.”


  “You provide us with a rationalization for your failure,” Ero said.


  “I provide you with an accounting, Eminence,” Tephe said. “I stand here for my choices and will suffer any judgment they provoke. I chose within my power the wisest course of action for my ship and for the people of Ament Cour. Perhaps another captain would have done other, and better. These were my choices.”


  “Well said,” said Chawk. “And in all, well done. You defended your ship and the faithful as far as you were able, and better than most would have done. This is nevertheless of bitter comfort. Before more of our ships could drive off the one ship the Righteous had been unable to defeat, it destroyed three cities on Ament Cour. Hundreds of thousands of souls lost in all.”


  “They did not land troops?” Tephe said. “Nor raid the cities?”


  “Such was not their goal,” Chawk said.


  “What was their goal?” asked Tephe.


  “Genocide!”


  The word blasted from the third bishop, whom Tephe did not recognize. He did recognize the apprehension both Chawk and Ero formed on their faces when the third bishop spoke. Whomever he was, he outranked them both, and significantly.


  “Yes, genocide,” continued the third bishop. “A systematic eradication of the faithful. Not to make it easier to steal things, or to barter hostages for money, or to loot and rape, but to destroy Our Lord by destroying that which sustains him!”


  Tephe glanced toward Chawk, whom to him seemed the most sympathetic to him on the panel. “What sustains Our Lord, Bishop Major?” he asked.


  “Faith sustains Him, Captain,” Chawk said, reprovingly. “As you must know from the commentaries.”


  “ ‘For I am nourished by the faithful, and draw upon their celebration,’ ” quoted Tephe. “I know my commentaries well, Bishop Major.”


  “Then it is perhaps that you do not understand them fully,” Chawk said. “When Our Lord speaks of being nourished by the faithful, He is not speaking in metaphor. Our faith sustains and strengthens Him, and gives Him the power to extend His grace to us, and to defeat and enslave His enemies, which in its turn allows us to travel the stars and find the space we need to increase our numbers and allow Him to grow more powerful and protect us further.”


  “And so to destroy His faithful is to wound Him directly,” Tephe said.


  “Even so,” Chawk said.


  “This is not in the commentaries,” Tephe said.


  “Our Lord is not a fool,” Ero said. “He does not reveal how He may be wounded.”


  “Neither has a genocide been part of the tactics those outside Our Lord’s grace have used against Him or the faithful,” Tephe said. “This is neither in the commentaries nor in the military histories.”


  The bishops were silent as Chawk and Ero looked toward the third bishop. He in turn moved his gaze to Tephe.


  “Prostrate yourself,” he said to the captain.


  Tephe fell to the floor, unquestioning.


  “You are charged with silence,” proclaimed the third Bishop. “What is spoken to you here is not to be spoken again, on remit of your soul.” From the floor Tephe quaked; he knew this bishop was warning him that his soul would be consumed. “I charge you again with silence; and charge you a third time. You may rise.”


  Tephe rose.


  “You have not heard of genocidal tactics being used because they have not been used for thousands of years,” Bishop Ero said. “You know from the commentaries that in the Time Before, thousands of gods contested for the souls of the faithful and that Our Lord prevailed. What is not spoken of are the tactics these gods used in their attempts to diminish Him.”


  “Genocide was used by some, then.” Tephe said.


  “By all, good captain,” Ero said. “By every one. And yet Our Lord still prevailed, and in doing so enslaved hundreds of the gods who contested against Him, and diminished the others so greatly that His preeminence was uncontested. These gods exist now on the margins of His empire, with only enough faithful to nibble at His feast. The looting and hostage taking of which we earlier spoke.”


  Tephe nodded. His earlier tours were a list of defenses against just such minor attacks and parries, and the goal in these engagements was twofold: to protect the faithful under attack and to capture rather than kill the gods who powered the enemy ships, so that they might be enslaved and thus used to increase the number of His ships.


  “Captain, what happened at Ament Cour was not the first of its kind,” Ero said.


  Tephe looked at the bishop, shocked. “Other genocides?”


  “Ament Cour was the third in the last month,” Chawk said. “Smar and Breese also were attacked. Their cities and the faithful within were put to flame and fire. Millions of the faithful taken from the grace of Our Lord. It would have been as this at Ament Cour, save for your actions.”


  “Many still died,” Tephe said.


  “Yes,” Chawk said. “But many lived who would not have.”


  “This is the first I have heard of these atrocities,” Tephe said.


  “You are not the only faithful of late enjoined to silence,” said the third bishop.


  “There was only one Gavril on Smar and on Breese allowed to speak beyond his own planet, as is so on every world,” Ero said. “All of their messages come through us, here. It is not difficult to keep a secret if we wish it so, and we have wished it.”


  “It is not yet time to concern the faithful with this matter,” Chawk said. “We prefer at the moment to have them believe that these minor gods and their followers are yet looting and hostage taking.”


  “With deference, your Eminences, this deception is not a thing which will long endure,” Tephe said. “These minor gods have gone from small incursions to wholesale slaughter of the faithful. This is not a change in survival tactics. This is a change in underlying intent. Something has changed to take them out of hiding and into bald and murderous assault.”


  “Clever captain,” Ero said, after a moment.


  “I am not clever, Eminence,” Tephe said. “I can read a map when it is laid out in front of me.”


  “There is a new god,” Chawk said. “We do not know from whence it came. It has come to the edge of Our Lord’s dominion. Its strength is considerable. We believe its presence provokes these little gods to misbehavior.”


  “They ally with it,” Tephe said.


  “Gods do not ally,” growled the third bishop.


  Tephe bowed his head, deeply. “With deference, bishop, if what I have heard here is correct, then these gods are acting in a manner that suggests coordination and an underlying strategy. It does suggest an alliance.”


  “There is no alliance,” said the third bishop, leaning forward in his chair. “He would know if there were. He says there is not. He says the gods hate each other as ever they have.”


  Tephe realized with a growing coldness who the third bishop must be. “Yes, Eminence,” he said. The third bishop reclined into his chair once more.


  “Whatever the cause for these actions, Our Lord has been lately weakened,” Chawk said, drawing the conversation to himself. “His primacy over His dominion is not threatened, yet neither would it be wise for Him to ignore the threat that exists at His doorstep.”


  “I will do all that is asked of me to aid My Lord,” Tephe said. “Though it cost me my life.”


  Chawk smiled. “We hope it will not come to that.” The bishop produced an image from his documents and motioned for the captain to take it. It was of a planet, the coordinates of which were unfamiliar to him.


  “That is your destination, captain,” Ero said.


  Tephe scanned the image. “There is no name for this place.”


  “Names have power,” Chawk said. “Names call attention. We choose not to call attention to this place.”


  “Yes, Eminence,” Tephe said. “What shall I find there?”


  “Faith,” said the third bishop.
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  Chapter Five


  “I do not understand,” Captain Tephe said.


  “Captain, recall for me that which the commentaries compare our faith,” said Bishop Chawk.


  “ ‘Our faith is as iron,’ ” Tephe said. It was one of the first phrases children learned in their schooling.


  “As with so many things in the commentaries, this is neither a shallow nor metaphorical comparison,” Chawk said. “It is direct and accurate. The quality of faith increases its power, and its ability to sustain Our Lord. Your faith, as an example, Captain. It is the weakest of all.”


  Tephe felt himself straighten involuntarily. “My faith is not in doubt, Bishop Major,” he said.


  Chawk waved this away. “I am not speaking of the depth or sincerity of your faith, good Captain Tephe,” the bishop said. “Neither is in question. But your faith is the faith of your fathers, and their fathers, and their fathers before them, reaching back, no doubt, to the Time Before, when men chose the gods they would follow. Is that not right?”


  “We have the honor of being First Called,” Tephe said. “My ancestor Ordor Tephe chose to follow Our Lord and was martyred for it.”


  “A faithful lineage, to be sure,” Chawk said, and Tephe sensed a slight air of dismissal at his ancestor’s martyrdom, which rankled him. “That which makes your lineage proud also diminishes the quality of your own faith. Your faith was earned by your fathers before you, Captain. You wear it as you would a family coat passed down from another age.”


  “My faith is my own, your Eminence,” Tephe said. “Though my fathers made it, it is renewed in me.”


  “Exactly!” Chawk exclaimed, and clapped his hands together for punctuation. “Renewed. Remade. As iron is remade in the forge.”


  Tephe now understood. “My faith is as thirdmade iron,” he said.


  “Not only your faith, Captain,” Bishop Ero said. “Also that of nearly all of Our Lord’s faithful. The totality of his dominion has assured that. Third-made faith is faith assumed, as your faith was assumed from the moment you were born.”


  “If there is third-made faith, then there is secondmade as well,” Tephe said.


  “Faith taken,” said Ero. “From other gods, when Our Lord defeats them, and their followers become Our Lord’s newly faithful.”


  “Why is it more powerful?” Asked Tephe.


  “It is not for you to question,” said the third bishop, to the captain, rasping his words. “It is only for you to know. Even that is dangerous.”


  Tephe bowed his head.


  “The theological issues of the quality of faith are not important to your mission,” Chawk said, somewhat more gently. “Need you know only this; that for the purposes of sustaining Our Lord, third-made faith is moonlight, and second-made is sunlight.” Tephe nodded. “As Our Lord’s dominion has increased the number of faithful, so has it decreased the numbers of those whose faith may be second-made. Those numbers that remain would not be useful to Our Lord in his struggle with this new god.”


  Tephe looked again at the image Chawk had provided him. “Then I do not understand why you would have the Righteous brought to this place,” he said. “If the faith I find there would not sustain Our Lord.”


  “The faith you will find there, Captain, is not second-made,” Ero said. “Nor third-made.”


  Tephe looked up. “First-made faith?”


  “Faith where before there was none,” intoned the third bishop. “Faith pure and new.”


  “Faith which outshines second-made as secondmade outshines third-made,” Chawk said.


  “How is this possible?” Tephe said. “Such faith could not have been since the Time Before. The commentaries tell us that in the Time Before all men chose and fought for their gods. All men, your Eminence.”


  “There are the public commentaries, Captain,” Ero said, “which are given to the faithful to sustain their faith. There are the ecclesiastical commentaries, which inform the priesthood. And then there are the bishopric commentaries, known to few, because few need to know. Until now, you have known only the public commentaries.”


  “In the bishopric commentaries,” Chawk said, “we learn that in the Time Before, Our Lord discovered there were some men without the knowledge of gods. Knowing that the time would come when He would need the power of that first-made faith, He secreted them to this place, hiding it from the other gods, so He could call upon the strength of that newly-made faith when He did need it.”


  “But what of the men there, Eminence?” Tephe said. “What of their souls? Thousands of years without the knowledge of Our Lord.”


  Tephe caught the quick glance Chawk shot to the third bishop, to see if the last comment aroused his wrath. The third bishop remained quiet. “Our Lord has made provision for those souls,” Chawk said, smoothly but quickly. “Again, Captain, you need not concern yourself with theological matters, only with operational ones.”


  “As you say, your Eminence,” Tephe said.


  “Our Lord must tend to the incursions of this lately arrived god. He must remain within His dominion, and not reveal until the final moment this world to other, jealous gods, who watch where and how He moves,” Ero said. “Therefore, He bids you to bring your ship to this world. Locate its largest settlement and bring its people to Our Lord. They must willingly accept Him.”


  “Am I bringing priests?” asked Tephe.


  “There is no time for that,” Ero said.


  Tephe turned to Chawk, who held up a hand. “In other times, we might do,” he said. “But for now, we must seek quicker and quieter methods. Your own priest is sufficient for conversion. We will furnish the Righteous with a company of Bishop’s Men to assist you in your task.”


  The Bishop’s Men—warrior acolytes, bodyguards of the ruling bishops, and, some whispered, those who by their task chose who would lead the Bishopry. “As you will,” Tephe said. “I do note that many have chosen death over conversion. My own ancestor did so.”


  “These are men who do not hold to a god,” Chawk said. “When you show them Our Lord’s power, they will seize upon it.”


  Ero placed a small box on the table, and pushed it in Tephe’s direction. “And when they do, give one among them this, and have your priest do his rites.”


  Tephe set down the image he held, took the box and opened it. Inside lay a Talent on a whisper-thin chain. The sigil seemed familiar, but Tephe could not at the moment place it. “May I ask which Talent this is,” he said.


  “It is the Talent of Entrance,” Ero said. “Through it Our Lord will come to you and to His new flock, and take of them what He is due.”


  “It is a Talent not given often or lightly,” Chawk said. “Be sure you choose well among the new faithful whom to wear it. He must with genuine and glad heart wish to receive Our Lord.”


  “Perhaps Priest Andso should choose,” Tephe said, looking back down at the Talent.


  “It is a task given to you,” Chawk said. “Your actions at Ament Cour speak to your judgment and faithfulness. This is a mighty task for Our Lord. You were not chosen capriciously, good captain. And for your service, you will be rewarded.”


  “Your Eminence?” Tephe said.


  “Upon your return, you are to be elevated,” Ero said. “You will leave the common military and become in yourself a Bishop Major. You will with us plan the strategies that will assist Our Lord in defeating this new god and ending its nuisance. We will restore order and newly subjugate the gods whom this new one has made restless.”


  Tephe had stopped listening. To be elevated would be to withdraw into the cloisters of the Bishopry forever. To lose his command and crew. To lose the Righteous.


  To lose Shalle.


  Tephe covered the Talent he had been given and placed its box back on the table. “You do me too much honor,” he said. “I could not ask to be elevated for the simple task of performing my duties as they should be performed.”


  “What you would ask is of no consequence here,” said the third bishop.


  “Captain Tephe, already much has been revealed to you that is not given to one such as yourself to know,” Ero said. “Only the extraordinary nature of the mission compels this breach. You are allowed to know this knowledge only because it has been decided that you are to become as we are.”


  “And glad you should be for it,” Chawk said. “As we are. Rare is it in these times for a Bishop Major to come from the ranks of the common military. You will bring to our strategies a perspective fresh and well-needed. This will be a benefit to us as much as an elevation of yourself.”


  Tephe closed his eyes and ducked his head and prayed that the bishops looking on him would see humility and not anguish in his action. After a moment, he looked up again.


  “ ‘Every thing we do is for the glory of Our Lord,’ ” he quoted.
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  It was only after he found himself on the cobblestones, ears ringing, that Tephe was aware a bomb had gone off.


  Tephe quickly checked his body and found he was not injured. He rolled off his back in time to see to a woman lunging toward him, knife in hand. Her scream was muted by the injury to his ears. Tephe kicked out with full force and brought the sole of his boot into her knee. The knee twisted in an unnatural direction and the woman fell, knife clattering from her hand. Tephe scrambled up as another woman, seeing the first woman fall, changed course toward the captain, howling.


  Tephe waited until the woman was close enough, and then grabbed the bag of coppers on the road, given to him to throw from during the parade back to the landing citadel. Tephe swung, and the bag connected hard into the woman’s temple, knocking her off balance even as it tore open, showering coins into the air and street. The woman staggered at the blow, and Tephe used the opening to push her down into the street. The woman’s head connected with the cobblestones with the sound of a melon fruit falling from a table. She stopped moving. Tephe found the knife the first woman had dropped, grabbed it and held it ready as he observed the scene.


  Near himself, Tephe saw Neal Forn sitting in the street, clutching a bleeding wound on his head; Forn saw his captain looking at him and signaled he was not seriously injured. Tephe turned his attention back down the street.


  The bomb had gone off well behind the captain and toward the cage which held the god. On the street lay an acolyte and two godhold guards, one torn near in half. Either the bomb had been a small one or he had fallen on it to protect others. Behind that carnage the remaining guard engaged a band of ragged street fighters, wielding knives and common, blunt tools. They surrounded the caged god, who was itself looking about, as if in a panic.


  What is it looking for? thought Tephe.


  The god grinned madly and rushed to the front left side of its enclosure, and extended an arm through its cage bars, as if reaching for something.


  Tephe followed the god’s gaze back into the street, where a hooded figure had stepped out of the chaos of bystanders running from the bomb. The figure held something tightly in its hand. Tephe looked back to the god and saw it motioning to figure, bidding it to throw what it had.


  The figure was looking toward the god, away from Tephe. The captain ran toward the figure as quickly as he could, knife in hand, as the figure cocked back its arm and readied for the throw.


  Tephe connected with the figure just before the top of its throw, the object, its arc aborted, skittering onto the cobblestones a few yards in front of them. The figure lost its balance but did not fall, the hood of its cape falling back to reveal a middle-aged woman with scars on her face. The woman righted herself quickly and equally quickly put a fist into the captain’s mouth, causing him to fall back, howling and clutching his mouth, dropping the knife as he did so. The woman frantically scanned the street, looking for the fallen object she had held in her hand.


  Tephe, feeling the blood on his lips, followed her gaze and lunged when she did, aiming for her, not whatever she was looking for. He pushed his mass into hers as they both dove, the captain’s larger body winning the physical argument. The woman collided into the cobblestones, with a great cough of air forcing itself out of her body. Tephe rolled away from her to prepare himself for an attack. As he did so he felt something jab itself uncomfortably into in his back. Tephe arched, slid a hand underneath himself, grabbed at the object and held onto it as he rolled again, facing down.


  As he did he felt a sharp weight land on his spine, almost breaking it. The air vomited out of his lungs. Tephe was in too much pain to move. Hands reached to the back of his head, jerking it up and slamming his face into the cobblestones. Tephe felt his nose give way and the skin on his forehead abrade. The woman pulled his head back a second time. She would pound his head into the street until he was dead.


  There was a gasp above Tephe, and then a splash of wet warmth on the back of his neck. Tephe turned his head painfully to see the woman collapse onto the street next to him, blood falling out of a heavy cut across her neck. He rolled away from her, facing up, and saw Neal Forn above him, wielding the knife the captain had taken from the woman who had first attacked him.


  “It was a woman,” Forn said, breathing heavily from exertion. “They were all women, captain.”


  Tephe nodded, propped himself up, turned to the side and retched. “Women could get closer to the parade,” he said. “The guards would not have expected them to attack. Or to fight.” He groggily looked toward the god’s cage. The women who had been fighting there had dispersed, save for the ones who were in the street, dead.


  “It makes no sense,” Forn said. “A circle of firstmade iron surrounds this whole area. There would have nowhere for the god to go. There was no escape to be had.”


  Tephe felt the object in his hand, and opened his hand to see it. It was a Talent on a chain.


  “Perhaps escape was not what it wanted,” he said.
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  Chapter Six


  “You may have fooled the godhold’s Captain of the Guards, but I am not so easily fooled,” Priest Andso said to Captain Tephe. The two stood at the door of the god’s chamber on the Righteous. “And if you will question the god, then I will be there as well.”


  Tephe, still in pain from the healer’s ministering of his wounds, kept his temper in check but was inwardly irritated with himself. He had indeed withheld from the godhold captain, choosing to keep secret the Talent he had taken from the woman. It was a key to a larger plan, one he would not discover if he were to give it up. A plan that involved the god of the Righteous, and therefore the Righteous itself.


  “I saw it, Captain,” said Andso. “That thing which you took from the woman. During the battle. I saw it. I know it well involves the god.”


  “Strange how much you saw of the battle from your vantage point under a cart,” Tephe said, naming the place the priest had been discovered in the aftermath.


  Andso flared. “Do not blaspheme, Captain Andso.”


  “It is not blasphemy to speak the truth, priest,” Tephe said. He started to push past Andso.


  Andso blocked him. “Indeed, Captain,” said the priest. “Here is a truth for you, then. You are captain and commander of this ship. But by the rights of the priesthood and the rules of the Bishopry Militant, you must have the blessings and prayers of a priest before your ship can leave port. You must have my blessing, Captain, or the Righteous will not move an inch.”


  “This ship’s orders come directly from the Speaker,” Tephe said, finally naming to himself the third bishop, the sole bishop who spoke directly to The Lord and who therefore carried His word and His orders, uncontested. Tephe watched the priest’s eyes widen involuntarily. “You need to ask yourself, Priest Andso, whether you wish to be the one to explain to him why this ship has not budged when he has bid it depart.”


  The priest looked panicked for a moment. Then he smiled at the captain. “By all means, Captain Tephe, let us raise the Bishopry Militant,” he said. “I will explain why I have delayed our departure. And you may explain why you lied to the Captain of the Guards and even now hold a trinket meant for the god. Perhaps you intend to deliver it after all.”


  It was Tephe’s turn to flare. “Call me a traitor again, priest,” he said, moving his face directly into the other man’s own. “You will know my response, and gladly will I answer to Our Lord Himself for it.”


  Andso swallowed but held his ground. “This ship will not move, captain, until I know what business you have with the god.”


  Tephe swore and withdrew momentarily, and then stormed back up to the priest. Then he paused and thought better of what he was about to say.


  The priest smiled. “We have understanding, then,” he said, to Tephe.


  Tephe said nothing but opened the portal to the god’s chamber and bid the priest enter.


  Inside was the god, chained and resting in its circle, and two acolytes standing guard with pikes. Captain Tephe wondered briefly if the pikes were finally genuine second-made iron. “Get out,” he said to the acolytes. The two looked to their priest, who nodded. The two carefully set down their pikes outside the god’s iron circle and departed, closing the portal behind them.


  Tephe knelt, drew an object from his blouse pocket and showed it to the god.


  “What is this,” he asked.


  The god turned its head idly and glanced at the thing, briefly. “A pretty thing,” it said, looking away again. “A trinket. A thing of no importance.”


  Tephe held the object closer to the god, edging the iron circle itself. “This is a Talent,” he said. “A thing gods give followers to channel their grace, so the followers may use that grace to their own ends.”


  “Perhaps,” the god said.


  “This is a Talent you gave to your own followers,” Tephe said.


  “Perhaps,” the god rather extravagantly yawned and made to lay in its circle, as if to sleep.


  “Talents hold no power in themselves,” Tephe said. “If a god does not choose to allow it, its grace does not flow to one. If a god is enslaved, all its Talents sleep forever.”


  “A master you are of things which hold no interest to us,” the god said. “A master of rules. Of little bindings. Of trivium. Of useless things.”


  “Indeed,” said the captain. “This is a thing of no use. Certainly not to the god who created it. And yet if this thing is of so little importance, then it is passing strange a dozen women died attempting to bring it to you.”


  From the floor the god shrugged. “We cannot say why women do as they do,” it said. “Nor men. You are all without sense to us. We do not see why your lord”—the words, spit as venom—“holds you so dear. Boring little creatures, you are.”


  “You will answer me,” Tephe said. “You will tell me what this thing is to you.”


  “We have already answered and told,” the god said. “Ask us again, and we will answer these words to you once more. If we do not fall asleep.”


  Tephe stared at the god grimly for a moment and turned slightly toward the other man in the room. “Tell me, priest”—he began, and in turning, let the Talent he lightly held graze into the air above the iron circle.


  The god snarled something high-pitched and shattering and snatched viciously at the Talent; only the fact the captain had held it so lightly kept him from losing his hand at the wrist. The Talent was airborne for the briefest of moments, the arc of its path exceeding the height of the god’s chains. It fell, and the god lunged at it, grabbing at it with one hand and then pulling it toward itself, clasping it to its bosom. The god wheeled its head around to glare ferally at the captain, a triumphant grin pulling back its lips to reveal teeth.


  Then the god screamed, hideously, and flung the Talent from itself. It clattered across the floor as it exited the iron circle. The god fell to the ground, tearing itself at the places the Talent touched.


  Captain Tephe watched all of this, calmly. He glanced toward the priest, who was both terrified and fascinated, torn between fleeing the room, and watching the god tear into itself, leaving gobbets of its godflesh on the iron of its circle.


  After a minute of this, Tephe went to the table which controlled the length of the god’s chains, and contracted them all to the floor. The god lay, spread out, writhing as it rubbed the places the Talent touched, hard on the iron. Tephe left the table, retrieved the Talent, and knelt, showing it to the twisting god once more.


  “This Talent is my own,” he said. “Given to me by My Lord when I was placed as master of this ship. In your studied disinterest and in your haste to claim it, you did not recognize it for what it was. Because it is of My Lord, it burned you when you held it to you, as you would be burned by a Talent of any other god.”


  Tephe reached around his neck and removed a second Talent, and showed it to the god. The god cried and bucked in its chains, trying to gain purchase against its restraints to raise itself. It failed, slipping against its own godblood. Tephe held the Talent well outside the iron circle in any event.


  “This is the Talent you seek,” Tephe said. “I would know why you want it.”


  “It is ours!” screamed the god.


  “It is yours but it is of no use to you,” Tephe said. “To whom would you give it? And to what end? Your grace is gone. You could not help your followers even if you wished it. Why must you have this Talent?”


  The god howled and writhed and spit but would not answer. Tephe put the god’s Talent into his blouse and his own back around his neck.


  In time the god quieted down. “We are hurt,” it said. “You have hurt us again. Heal us.”


  “No,” said Tephe. “These wounds you keep until you heal them yourself. Remember them. Remember also that your tricks and schemes will not avail you here. You are set to our service and you will give it.” He rose. “We will leave here before the end of the watch. Heal yourself and be ready for the direction I give you then.”


  “What of our Talent?” said the god.


  “It is no longer yours,” Tephe said. “I should have it presented to My Lord when it came to me. I regret not having done. I will have it destroyed instead.” From the iron, the god wept. Tephe turned and left the god’s chamber, Priest Andso trailing behind.


  The priest turned to the captain as the latter sealed the chamber portal. “You did not mean what you said to the Defiled,” he said. “About destroying the Talent.”


  “I meant it in earnest,” Tephe said. “By your insistence, priest, you were in that chamber. You saw how it grasped for the Talent when I gave it the slimmest of chances. You saw the triumph in its eyes when it thought it had gained it for its own. And so long as it exists, followers of this god will hunt for it, that much is clear. Whatever this Talent is, it is a danger to us and the Righteous so long as it is on this ship. Destroying it is the only course.”


  “You would destroy it now, yet you risked your own command to keep it secret,” Andso said.


  “That is because I thought I could get knowledge from the god about it,” Tephe said.


  “That knowledge is still lacking,” Andso said.


  “No, priest,” Tephe said. “I did not go into that chamber expecting the creature to speak the truth of it to me. Its actions were what would speak, and did. The attack on the street could have been nothing more than the fervor of believers mortgaging their lives to free their god.” Tephe fished out the Talent from his blouse and showed it to the priest. “The god’s desire for this says it was not. It plans for something to happen, some event for which it is to play a part, and to which this is a key.”


  “We do not know how,” said Andso.


  “We do not need to know how,” Tephe said. “If the creature lacks the key, the event cannot happen. It needs this”—Tephe motioned with the Talent—“and we have means to deprive it what it needs, and in doing so destroy the event and the threat to this ship. I will do so.” He turned to go.


  Andso reached for the captain’s elbow. “Let us destroy this key,” he said. “But first let me examine it. You spoke truly, captain, when you said this thing has no power in itself. No grace can flow to it. Yet it has power in some fashion, else the Defiled would not desire it so. If we could learn what that power is, it would be intelligence of benefit to Our Lord, and to the Bishopry Militant.”


  “It would be intelligence of benefit to you as well, I expect, Priest Andso,” Tephe said.


  The priest straightened himself. “Not all are so marked for easy advancement as you, Captain,” he said. “If our coming task indeed comes from the Speaker himself, there is no doubt that if it is successful you will reap the benefit and will leave command of this ship behind you.”


  “If it is to be so,” Tephe said. “I am content to be the captain of the Righteous for a good while longer.”


  “Indeed,” Andso said, and could not keep the lightest of sneers out of his voice. “There are others of us who would hope for a rather quicker path from her holds, and if I may be so bold, nor do I believe that some of us would be greatly missed. If all of this is accomplished while yet you remain in command, then how much better that all of Our Lord’s faithful on the Righteous might receive what they would wish: you remaining and me going.”


  Tephe glanced at the Talent, considering.


  “A few days, captain,” Andso said. “And in that time, not an argument or objection or raised eyebrow. A little time is all I ask, to make my fortune as your fortune is already made. In doing so, your fortunes can only rise. Perhaps they will rise so far they will let you keep the Righteous after all.” He placed his hand out to receive the Talent.


  Tephe gave it to the priest. “A few days,” he said. “When I say it is to be destroyed, it will be. That is not a matter of debate.”


  “No,” Andso said, gazing at the Talent. “No debate. A little time is all I need.”


  “Keep it well away from the god,” Tephe said.


  “Of course, Captain,” Andso said. “Thank you. My blessing upon you.” He walked away, toward the priest quarters.


  Tephe headed to the bridge and at the last moment turned toward the Rookery. When he arrived he pounded upon the portal rather than keying the chime. Issa answered, saw the look on the captain’s face, and called for Shalle.


  Shalle came to the door, face open and curious. Tephe brought his lips down before Shalle could utter words, pressing them both against the portal. Issa stood to the side, eyes wide; if anyone other than the captain were to engage a rook outside a nest, a lash of punishment would be the least of his problems.


  “It’s nice to see you too,” Shalle said, when the captain broke his kiss.


  “I need to be with you,” Tephe said.


  Shalle listened, as much to the quality of his voice as the words he spoke, said, “Yes, I think you do,” and gently pulled the captain inside the rookery. Issa closed the portal behind them.
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  Chapter Seven


  “You have command,” Captain Tephe said abruptly, to Neal Forn. He stood from his chair.


  “Sir,” Forn said, impassively, but fixed his captain with the slightest of inquiring eyebrows. The Righteous was moments away from being brought to the unnamed planet. Forn had commanded at such times before, but always on his own watch. In any event it was not a convenient time for a captain to quit his station.


  Tephe chose not to respond to his first mate’s unspoken inquiry. Forn would have to get used to doing things without him; if Tephe had any say in it, Forn would soon be captain of the Righteous. More than that, Tephe simply did not have an interest in explaining himself at the moment. He left the bridge without saying another word.


  In the corridors of the Righteous were the hum and clatter of industry, as its crew—his crew, for what little time remained to him, Tephe thought—made its preparations for transport and landing. The crew had been informed that the Righteous had been chosen for a mission at the direct order of the Speaker, and the news had lifted their spirits and had grown their faith; the chatter and movement of the crew had regained the confidence that had been sapped by Ament Cour and by hard months onboard. Tephe warmed his own cold doubts in the new sureness of their work, nodding to the crew as they acknowledged his presence among them.


  Tephe stopped at the portal of the god’s chamber, and heard a low murmur inside.


  He entered.


  If Priest Andso was surprised to see the captain of the Righteous in the god chamber, he gave no indication. Andso’s acolytes were not so impassive, but neither of them took more than a small pause in their recitations to note Tephe’s arrival before returning to their task. The voices of the priest and acolytes rose and fell, called and responded, praying to the glory of Their Lord, and using His power to compel the Righteous’ captive god to bring them to where they wished to go.


  Tephe turned his attention from the priest and the acolytes and to the god, who stood, simply, motionless, quiet, its eyes closed. Tephe did not pretend to understand how the god did what it did to bring them from one point in space to another, swallowing distances so unimaginably vast that Tephe feared to comprehend them.


  They say that they gather the very stuff of space in their minds and twist it, said Wilig Eral, yeoman of the Hallowed, the first ship Tephe ever served upon.


  And how do they do that? Tephe asked. He was fourteen, the fourth son of impoverished baronet, landed in a far corner of Bishop’s Call. He was not missed by his older brothers, nor they by him. Being indentured on the Hallowed was a demeaning step down in status from being the son of a baronet, even a minor one. Tephe gloried in having escaped.


  If I knew that, boy, you would call me Bishop Eral, the yeoman said. They say the priests know how the gods do it, but I would not recommend you ask them. Priest Oe here would snap you up as an acolyte and never let you visit the rookery.


  The young Tephe blushed, remembering his recent first visit, his embarrassment and the gentle good humor of Tei, the rook who gave him his release. I won’t ask the priests, he said.


  Good, Eral said. Now help me shelve these supplies.


  Much later, when Tephe was no longer in danger of being abducted as an acolyte, he did ask a priest. The priest’s response was a watch-long discourse on the commentaries which spoke to the defeat of the god by Their Lord, and how the priests’ prayers when a god brought a ship across space compelled the god to do only what was required of it, not the god’s own wishes, because the gods were wicked.


  Tephe, by this time a new officer on the Blessed, listened politely and realized within the first five minutes that this priest had no answer for him either. Later than this Tephe realized there were no answers that would be given as to how gods brought ships across the stars, or how the ships could use the captive gods as a source of power to keep the crews secure and safe in the cold and airless expanse between the planets.


  Tephe was not given to know such things, even as a captain. He was given to have faith: that the ship’s god had powers, and that its powers were controlled by His Lord, through His priests and through His captain—through Tephe himself. Understanding this was not required. Believing it, and showing faith in His Lord was.


  Tephe believed. Tephe had faith. If not for himself, then for the sake of his ship and crew.


  The captain shook himself out of his reverie and noticed the god staring at him. The stare was seemingly blank, without interest or intent; Tephe wondered if the god, lost in its ritual as it was, even actually saw him.


  As if in response, the smallest of feral smiles crept across the gods face, although the eyes remained blank. Tephe was discomfited, as he often was with this god.


  Tephe recalled the gods of the other ships on which he had served. The god of the Hallowed was indeed a defeated thing, an inert object with a man’s shape that performed its duties in unquestioning, disinterested silence. Tephe saw it only once and would have been convinced it was a statue had it not been prodded into a small movement by an acolyte’s pike. The god of the Blessed, in contrast, was a toadying, obsequious thing which tried to engage the attention of anyone who entered its chamber. When it spoke to Tephe for the first time, begging him to tarry and speak, the new officer wondered if the god was trying to lure him unwarily into its iron circle, until he later saw an acolyte playing draughts with the thing, well within the circle. The god was letting the acolyte win and praising his every move.


  Tephe never spoke to the god of the Blessed.


  The god of the Holy was as quiet as the god of the Hallowed but held its dignity. Tephe would have liked to have spoken to it but knew it would not respond to him.


  The god of the Righteous was like none of these. The god of the Righteous was not inert, nor obsequious, nor held its dignity. It was capricious and vicious; acolyte Drian had not been the first Righteous crew member who had been attacked by the god in its long tenure aboard the ship. It obeyed at the threat of punishment, and would even then use the weakness of language to perform its task literally correctly and logically at opposing ends. It tested the weaknesses of iron and human. It mocked and spat. It was chained; Tephe would not choose to call it defeated. For the briefest of moments the god’s name began to surface in Tephe’s mind. He hastily shoved it back down into its memory hole, not even allowing himself to give full voice to the name even in mind.


  The god, still staring at Tephe, winked at him.


  Here is the name of the god, which you must know, if only to bring down Our Lord upon it, said Captain Thew Stur, placing his hand to a single sheet of vellum which lay on his desk. On the sheet was a long word, scrawled in an oxidized ochre hue that Tephe knew was the god’s own blood. Tephe was taking command of the Righteous from Stur, whose weary displeasure of the fact had been well communicated to Tephe by others. Nevertheless Stur’s allegiance to his ship was such that he treated Tephe with the courtesy owed a captain. Tephe wondered when his time came if he could muster the same.


  And this, Stur lifted his hand and placed it this time on a thick parchment envelope with an unbroken seal, this contains the particulars of the god. Who it was before Our Lord defeated it, how Our Lord defeated it, and how the Righteous was built around it. You knew we build our ships around the captured gods?


  I have been to the yards, Tephe said.


  Of course you have, Stur said. We build the ships to enclose their aura and in doing so the ship becomes part of them. Or so I have heard it said. It was not my task to know.


  Tephe nodded slightly at the envelope. You resealed the envelope, he said.


  I never opened it, Stur said. Nor did Captain Pher, my predecessor. Nor have any of my predecessors so far as I know.


  I don’t understand, Tephe said.


  Neither did I when I took command, Stur said. I believed as you do now that a captain knows everything about his ship, every beam and rivet and crew member. But you have to understand, captain, that this god will know what you know about it.


  It reads minds, Tephe said.


  It reads you, Stur said. It is a god. It apprehends things about us we are not aware of ourselves. The god—this god—will take what you know about it and use it against you. Use it to plant doubt in your mind. To drive a wedge between you and your faith.


  My faith is strong, Tephe said.


  It would have to be to be given this ship, Stur said. But you have not been captain of a ship before. You have not had the responsibility for every life on it be yours. You have not had the weight of being Our Lord’s strong and flawless arm set on you. You will have doubts, captain. And this god in particular will see that doubt, because it is old and it is malicious. And it will work it against you. And it will use what you know about it to do it.


  I understand your concern, Tephe said.


  But you choose not to believe me, Stur said, and held up his hand. You are the captain of the Righteous, or will be soon enough. You will—and should—do as you will. But I ask you to consider a request from your predecessor, as a courtesy. Stur placed his hand back on the envelope. Before you open this, go to speak to the god.


  About what? Asked Tephe.


  About anything, said Stur. It hardly matters. The point is not the conversation. The point is to observe it, and to see how it observes you. Talk to the god as long as you can bear to. If when you are done you do not believe that the god represents a danger to you, your faith, or the Righteous, then open this envelope and read what it contains. But as a favor to me, speak to the god first.


  I will, said Tephe, and then the two of them moved on to matters of personnel.


  Two days after Tephe’s formal installation as captain of the Righteous, and after he had walked every inch of the ship and spoke to every member of his crew, the new captain stood at the edge of the iron circle that held the god and spoke to it for the length of an entire watch. No one was present other than the captain and the god.


  When the captain had finished, he returned to his quarters, took the parchment envelope that he had kept out on what was now his desk, and buried it as far back in the captain’s personal safe as it would go, unopened.


  Tephe had not thought about it again until now.


  The priest and the acolytes chanting became subtly louder, and the god closed its eyes and its face took on a look whose meaning the captain could not fathom. There was the moment of vertigo, and then the slippery flash of some indefinable emotion outside of the human experience, gone before it could be confirmed that it had been there at all. And then it was over.


  “It is done,” said Priest Andso, and for the first time looked up toward the captain. Tephe glanced at his robes and noticed something new resting on top of them; the Talent which Tephe had taken from the woman during the parade. The captain’s eyes shot back up toward the priest’s own.


  The priest fingered the Talent. “An experiment, captain,” he said. “To see how the Defiled would respond—”


  Tephe did not wait for the rest. As he turned, he saw the god’s gaze back on him, and its grin, silent, mocking, malevolent. The god’s name rose up again in his memory, oxidized ochre on vellum, and Tephe left the chamber before it could resolve itself any further.
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  Chapter Eight


  Lieutenant Ysta frowned as the headman spoke, using his Talent as Gavril to decipher the burbles and clicks that came out of this other man’s mouth and render them into intelligible speech. Behind Ysta and the headman stood the leaders of the planet’s largest settlement, Cthicx, a village of perhaps ten thousand souls. Behind them, on a field the village used for games and ceremonies, stood the entire population of Cthicx, there for the ceremony to come. In front of Ysta and the headman stood Tephe, the priest Andso, and Kon Eric, commander of the Bishop’s Men.


  “This is taking too long,” said Eric, to Tephe.


  “Quiet,” Tephe said, and turned his attention back to Ysta and the headman. He would not know what the headman said until Ysta spoke, but courtesy demanded the appearance of attention. Tephe wanted to pay attention to the headman’s expressions and movements in any event. So much of communication was not what was said but how it was said. Eric, who was something of a blunt instrument, did not appear to understand or appreciate this.


  At the Tephe’s admonition, the commander fell silent and glowered. He and the rest of his men had assumed that they would be called upon to subdue the Cthicxians in battle, quickly and violently; Tephe had had a different plan.


  Ysta nodded to the headman, clicked something at him and turned to Tephe. “Headman Tscha says that they will willingly follow Our Lord,” he said.


  Tephe smiled and nodded to the headman, who nodded back. “That is good news indeed,” Tephe said.


  Ysta smiled thinly. “He does have conditions, sir,” he said.


  Priest Andso straightened in his finery, giving himself something to do. “This is not a bargain Our Lord is entering into, Lieutenant,” the priest said. “This little man is not in a position to impose conditions of any sort. He has seen what just four of the Bishop’s Men can do.”


  Tephe grimaced at this. Rather than bring down the entire host of the Bishop’s Men, he had made Eric choose three, along with himself, to be brought to the planet. Then Tephe had bidden headman Tscha to choose four of his strongest warriors, to attack the Bishop’s Men in any manner they chose, in front of the entire village. Two chose spears, one chose a bow and the last attacked with knife in hand. None of the weapons landed; the Bishop’s Men, each with a Talent of defense, knocked spears and arrows from their path and avoided the knife as if the warrior wielding it was no more than a minor irritation. Then they attacked, severing the arms that threw spears and shot arrows and the hand that held the knife, with a speed and viciousness that left the spectators screaming in terror and confusion.


  When the Cthicxians’ warriors were down, Tephe had healers Garder and Omll, now returned to the Righteous, tend to them. They stopped the flow of blood, eased their pain, and with their healing Talent, mended the warriors. The men had come off the field of battle weakened but whole, to the amazement of all.


  Tephe had shown all of Cthicx both the power and the mercy of His Lord, and having done, had asked the headman to ask his people accept His Lord as their own. It was a finely balanced display of power and grace, achieved without death or compulsion, and over the course of several days, this subtle negotiation had borne fruit.


  Tephe did not now appreciate the arrogant bravado of the priest, whose excitement at the fame that converting these newly-discovered faithless would provide him had made him impatient and rash. The Cthicxians could no more understand the priest’s words than the priest could understand theirs without the help of the Gavril. For all that they surely understood his aggressive posturing.


  “Perhaps they need to see some more of their warriors missing their arms,” Andso said.


  “Perhaps they need to believe their faith will be rewarded,” Tephe said, with quiet sharpness. “The commentaries themselves say that that faith given is more powerful than faith compelled. Surely you recall this, priest.”


  “Even so—” Andso began.


  Tephe held up his hand to silence him. “This is not yet your part, Andso,” Tephe said, and noted how the man bridled at the captain’s use of his name, unadorned. “This part of our task has been given to me. I suggest you let me do it.”


  Andso looked sourly at the captain but nodded.


  Tephe turned back to Ysta. “What are his conditions,” he asked his lieutenant.


  “He wants Commander Eric here to teach his warriors how to deflect weapons and kill quickly,” Ysta said.


  “Tell him that such powers come from Our Lord, and are given to the Bishop’s Men solely,” Tephe said. “Once the Cthicxians submit to Our Lord, I am sure some will become Bishop’s Men themselves.” From beside him Tephe heard Eric’s derisive snort but ignored it while Ysta translated his words.


  “He asks if Our Lord will help them destroy the Tnang,” Ysta continued, and was then silent as the headman spoke some more and with agitation. “They are a neighboring people some kilometers north of here, sir. Apparently there is a long-standing feud.”


  “Our Lord wishes for all men here to know his grace,” Tephe said. “That includes the Tnang. Tell the headman that as the First Called, the Cthicxians will always hold dominion, and they will take the news of Our Lord to all others. If these others submit to Our Lord, then the Cthicxians may rule over them, with kindness. If they will not submit, then they may destroy them, and no doubt Our Lord will see them to victory.” Ysta translated; the headman nodded vigorously, and spoke briefly to the other village leaders, who seemed pleased. Tephe assumed they believed that the Tnang would not submit to Their Lord, so it was all the same.


  The headman then leaned in close to Ysta, clicking and burbling rapidly but quietly. Ysta nodded and turned again to Tephe. “Headman Tscha asks if one of our healers will attend to his woman,” he said. “She has a sickness of the womb and he believes she is likely to die of it.”


  Tephe looked over to the headman, who was staring at him with some apprehension. A leader who a moment ago was happily anticipating the slaughter of his troublesome neighbors was now simply a man concerned with the fate of someone he loved.


  Power and grace, Tephe thought. There is a need for both.


  Tephe nodded to the headman, and turned back to Ysta. “Of course,” he said. “Our healers will do all Our Lord allows them.” Ysta translated, quietly. The headman bowed his head, and then turned to speak to the village leaders.


  Tephe himself turned back to see Andso and Eric, both dissatisfied with this agreement for their own reasons. Tephe briefly wished that Forn and Shalle had been there instead of the Bishop’s Man and the priest; it would have been nice if someone had appreciated the effort required to bring the Cthicxians into the fold without having to kill any of them. His Lord needed every soul, or so Tephe had been told. The captain intended to provide Him with every soul he could.


  “Sir,” Ysta was suddenly at Tephe’s side, with the headman. “Headman Tscha says he wishes to ask a question of you alone, away from your priest and general.”


  “Very well,” Tephe said, and nodded to the headman. The two of them walked some small distance away with Ysta in tow. When they stopped, the headman began a stream of clicks and sounds.


  “Headman Tscha says that he wants you to know that he knows that you could have conquered Cthicx with little effort,” Ysta said. “He appreciates your restraint.”


  “He is most welcome,” Tephe said. But the headman had continued talking.


  “He says he appreciates the restraint, but he also knows that restraint comes from you, sir,” Ysta said. “He says both your priest and your general would have been satisfied to make his people obey Our Lord at the point of a spear. The headman suggests that to him this means that force may be the way such obeisance is usually made.”


  “I am not sure I understand the question, or if there is a question here,” Tephe said.


  The headman spoke again. “Headman Tscha says that ruler who compels allegiance is not always the good ruler, just the strongest, the most able to make others fear him,” Ysta said. “He says that the way you have approached the Cthicxians shows you are a man of honor. And as a man of honor, he wants to know whether you believe that Our Lord is good. Whether He is a good lord, or merely a strong one. He and his people are pledged to follow either way. But he wants to know for himself.”


  Tephe smiled in understanding and opened his mouth to respond. Nothing came out.


  The headman cocked his head slightly and Tephe for no reason he could place found the movement extremely upsetting. He closed his mouth.


  “Sir?” Ysta said.


  “The Lord is my Lord,” Tephe said, too suddenly. “Tell the headman that I am a reflection of My Lord. That which He is perfectly, I am imperfectly so.”


  Ysta translated while Tephe calmed his internal agitation. The headman nodded and turned, clicked loudly. A young man came forward out of the assembled mass and stood next to the headman.


  “Headman Tscha says that this is his son, Tschanu,” Ysta said. “He says his son has asked to be the one to carry the Talent through which Our Lord will find His way here to appear. He is eager to show his loyalty and faith to his new Lord, and to help his people welcome Him as their god. He says he is not afraid.”


  Tephe smiled at the boy. “Nor should he be,” he said. “Tell him he shall indeed have this honor.”
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  The thin chain which held the Talent slipped over Tschanu’s head, catching slightly in his hair. Tephe pulled it gently and it came to rest around the young man’s neck, the Talent itself hanging mid-abdomen. The youth and the captain stood in a small clearing in the center of the gathering field, surrounded by the Cthicxians, all of them waiting for their new lord.


  “Tell the boy that using a Talent is often tiring and that he should not be surprised if it saps him,” Tephe said to Ysta, who stood nearby. “Tell him to be strong; it will call Our Lord sooner.” Ysta translated; Tschanu smiled at the captain, who smiled back, and then turned to the priest Andso.


  “You know the rite,” Tephe asked the priest.


  “I have it here,” Andso said, placing one hand on the heavy codex he carried in the other arm. “The words are simple.”


  “How will Our Lord manifest?” Tephe said. “I imagine you have seen this done before.”


  “I have not,” Andso said. “Nor do I know of any alive who have. There is not much call to make Our Lord appear to newly faithful. This is an old rite, captain.” Andso said the words with a sort of joy. Tephe recognized the priest’s excitement in performing a ceremony none in memory had performed, as well as the awe in calling forth Their Lord, who was so rarely bidden, and never by a priest of Andso’s rank. Andso’s faith was at its peak, Tephe observed, combined as it was with a near-certain assurance of his own personal advancement.


  “Do the rite well, priest,” Tephe said.


  Andso looked at Tephe. “Captain, this is my part in our task,” he said. “As you bid me let you do your part, I bid you allow me do mine.” He turned away from the captain and opened the codex.


  The captain said nothing to this but motioned to Ysta. The two of them stepped out of the clearing, to the edge of the assembled mass. Headman Tscha stood a small distance away, watching his son with an expression Tephe found unreadable. Tephe turned his attention away from the headman and back toward the priest, who had found the rite and was reading it silently to himself. Eventually the priest nodded to himself, looked at the headman’s son, and began to speak.


  The words came in an older version of the common tongue, recognizable but inflected strangely, repetitious and lulling. The priest settled into an iambic rhythm, and over the long minutes the Captain Tephe felt his attention drift despite his own excitement in bringing these souls to His Lord, and having His Lord come to receive them.


  The headman’s son screamed.


  Tephe snapped out of his reverie to see the young man contorted, back arched and tendons strapping themselves out of alignment, bending the body back as if they were being cranked by a torturer. The youth’s body should have toppled over but it balanced on one twitching foot as if dangling from a string.


  Tephe’s gaze turned to the priest. The codex had slipped from Andso’s hands, but the priest still mouthed the words to the rite, eyes wide at the youth before him. Neither the priest nor the captain could seem to move from their place.


  The youth’s scream strangled itself as his jaw pushed unnaturally forward. The muscles that attached the boy’s jaw to his skull bunched and pulled downward, snapping the bone and sending a spray of blood into the face of priest Andso. Tephe heard the crack as the headman’s son twisted and then folded backward, as if on a hinge. A second font of blood arced up and out of his mouth. The scream that had been choked out of the boy was taken up by his father.


  The body formed an arch, stomach to the sky, fingers and toes snapping like sapling branches as they drove themselves hard into the ground. The skin on the youth’s body went taut, as if being pulled hard from below. The boy’s forehead touched the ground, tendons and muscles in his neck contracting in spasms, twisting the young man’s face toward Tephe as they did so. The captain could see Tschanu’s eyes. They were terribly aware.


  The air was a storm of screams and howls, Tephe’s own slipping into the gyre. No one moved. What power was folding the boy into himself pinned every soul into immobility. No one could run or turn away.


  Red lines bisected every limb of Tschanu’s body; Tephe realized the boy’s skin was flaying itself. Beneath the skin red muscles uncoiled like fraying cable and then stayed themselves into the ground, pulling off impossibly stiff bone. In seconds, the arch of the headman’s son’s body was an x-shaped spine over a space tented by skin and sinew. With the small strength left to him, Tschanu forced breath past his ruined jaw, offering up a final scream.


  A hand surfaced from the rope of Tschanu’s intestines, spilling them to the ground. It held for a moment, as if scenting the air around it and then grasped for body’s edge, where the tented skin met the abdominal wall. A second hand rose and made for the other side.


  A creature in the shape of man pulled itself up and out of the ruined youth, its shape stained by the youth’s blood, lymph and bile. Tephe stared at the beautiful, streaked form, delicately setting its feet to avoid the visceral coils trailing on the ground.


  My god, thought Tephe.


  Tschanu’s body, released from its gateway spell, collapsed softly. The eyes that had been so aware stared, mercifully blank. Tephe’s god seemed not to notice the pile through which He had traveled, choosing instead to gaze with dispassion at the now silent assembly. Tephe watched His Lord grow and brighten. The stink of the boy’s body steamed off Him, until He was clean and fine and twice the height of a man.


  The god blinked and looked around Him at the mute and immobile mass of people, those who would be His worshippers, head angling down as He was then three and now four times their height and size.


  Tephe saw His Lord reach down, take a woman from crowd, and draw her to His chest. He crushed her into Him.


  Her body dissolved into His like a spun sugar poppet dropped into water.


  Without looking He reached down and picked another of His newly-faithful, and consumed him as he consumed the woman before.


  Consuming their souls, Tephe thought, and despaired. His Lord never intended these souls for worship. He needed their allegiance to feed from them, and from the purity and power of their brief new faith.


  His Lord reached down and picked up Tscha, headman of Cthicx.


  I am a reflection of My Lord. That which he is perfectly, I am imperfectly so.


  Tephe saw the headman staring at him as His Lord consumed his soul. A cry slipped from the captain.


  His Lord turned, His beautiful, perfect face staring directly into Tephe, then slowly moving to the priest, the Gavril, and the head of the Bishop’s Men, each in turn struck by the terrible countenance of Their Lord.


  LEAVE—said Tephe’s Lord, and splayed a hand toward Tephe as the other pressed another woman into Himself.


  Tephe was on the Righteous, with ringing in his ears that was not ringing, but priest Andso screaming, high and aspirated and mad.


  [image: ]


  Chapter Nine


  It took Captain Tephe a moment to realize that someone was speaking to him. He looked up from his walk. Neal Forn was pacing him, waiting for acknowledgment.


  “My apologies, Neal,” Tephe said, and kept walking. He had been walking the length and breadth of the Righteous since he and the landing party had been returned from Cthicx. “I did not hear what you said.”


  “I said I spoke to the healer Garder and he tells me there is nothing he can do for the priest Andso,” Forn said. “He says there is no physical damage to heal. What has happened to him is in his mind, which is beyond the healer’s Talent.”


  “Yes,” Tephe said. He ducked under a low portal.


  “The priest is no longer in the healer’s care,” Forn said, ducking as well. “He has returned to his quarters and will not leave them. His acolytes say he is poring through books and speaking to himself. When they speak to him he screams and throws things at them until they leave. When they leave he screams at them and calls them back.”


  Tephe grunted but otherwise did not respond. His gaze had returned to his boots, and the process of putting one in front of the other.


  Forn quickly slipped in front of his captain and stood in his path, blocking his movement. Tephe pulled up with a start and looked at his executive officer, as if seeing him for the first time in their conversation.


  “Captain,” Forn said. “Something must be done for the priest.”


  “There is nothing to be done for the priest,” Tephe said.


  “He is gone mad, sir,” Forn said.


  Tephe smiled, but it was not a pleasant smile. “No, Neal,” Tephe said. “He has not lost his mind. He has lost his faith. A priest losing his faith is not a thing we can fix or heal.” He tried to move past Forn, but Forn held fast, risking his captain’s wrath.


  “We need the priest, sir,” Forn said. “He leads the rites that bind the god when we travel. And travel we must. Our orders were to return to Bishop’s Call as soon as our task here was complete. If we stay here we compromise the secrecy of this planet. We have spent too much time here as it is.”


  “Have one of the acolytes lead the rite,” Tephe said.


  “We cannot,” Forn said. “The priest did not teach it to them.”


  “The acolytes did it with him,” Tephe said, looking at his executive officer as if he were simple.


  “They know their parts well enough,” Forn agreed. “The priest would not teach them his. It appears Andso believed that acolytes were not be taught but rather only to be used. And it is not only that, sir. Even if an acolyte took his books and spoke his words, only a priest may lead the binding rite. You know as I do that an acolyte may not advance into priesthood without the approval of his priest, or the death of his priest by necessity advancing him. Our priest lives but cannot give his approval.”


  “I have already said there is nothing to be done for the priest,” Tephe said.


  “Sir, I disagree,” Forn said, with some urgency. “Yes, Andso has lost his faith. But his mind has broken as well. It must be tended to before we can deal with his faith. If we only heal his mind, it may be enough to pass his assent to an acolyte.”


  “What do you suggest?” Tephe asked, after a moment.


  “Have a rook attend him,” Forn said.


  Tephe’s lip turned up in something that was close to a sneer. “You know the priest will not suffer that,” he said. “Simply dragging him across the threshold of the rookery would drive him deeper into madness. And our Lord forbid Rook Shalle should actually touch him. He would flail as if he were burned.”


  “We must do something!” Forn said, startling Tephe. In all of their time together, the captain had never known his first mate to raise his voice to him.


  Forn startled himself as well; he looked around to see if others had heard him, and then leaned in close to his captain. “We need to leave this place, captain,” he hissed. “Every minute we stay we risk detection. Every minute we stay here the rumors of what happened to drive a priest mad grow in the mouths of the crew. Every minute we stay here the men’s faith drains from them.”


  “Have the Gavril call for a new priest, Neal.” Tephe said. “It will take several days but then we can be under way.”


  Forn looked at his captain strangely. “Lieutenant Ysta is dead, sir,” he said. “We spoke of this last night. He took a knife and drove it into his throat and near cut off his own head. He was dead before he hit the ground. You must remember this.”


  Tephe looked at Forn blankly and then remembered his first mate coming to him the previous night, a few hours after the landing party’s return. Tephe had nodded and kept on his walk.


  “I remember now,” Tephe said.


  “You have not slept since you returned from the planet, sir,” Forn said. “You need rest.”


  “I am well enough,” Tephe said.


  “No, sir,” Forn said. “You are not.”


  “I beg your pardon,” Tephe said, flaring.


  “You stalk the ship as if you were being chased by demons,” Forn said. “You ignore the crew as you move past them. As if they were ghosts to you. Do you think this goes unnoticed? Sir, our Gavril is dead, our priest is mad and you appear as if you are on your way to join one or the other. None of you will speak of what happened below, but none of us are stupid, captain. We can read a map set before us.”


  Tephe looked around, seeing his surroundings rather than his own boots. He and Forn were on a wide catwalk above a cargo hold. Below them crew members conspicuously kept to their business, their eyes never leaving their work. Tephe did not doubt they had heard much of the exchange between the two of them.


  “You need rest, sir,” Forn said. “And when you are rested we must tend to the priest. We need to get away from here, sir. I have no doubt of that.”


  Tephe was silent for a moment. Then he smiled, and clapped Forn on the shoulder. “Yes,” he said. “Yes, Neal. You are right, of course. Have healer Omll meet me in my quarters. I will need his help finding rest. When I have slept, you and I will speak with rook Shalle and see what we can do about priest Andso.”


  “Very good, sir,” Forn said. He was visibly relieved.


  “You have taken Ysta’s Talent from his body?” Tephe asked.


  “It was removed by healer Garder, yes,” Forn said.


  “Pick a likely crew member and provide it to him,” Tephe said. “Preferably one without a Talent of his own.”


  “Being a Gavril needs training,” Forn said.


  “It does,” Tephe said. “But a Talent may also be used needfully. Whomever you choose does not have to connect with all other Gavril. He will simply need to send a distress message to Bishop’s Call. If we cannot heal the priest, it will have to do.”


  “Yes, captain,” Forn said.


  “Thank you, Neal,” Tephe said. “That will be all.” Tephe moved to resume his walking.


  “When shall I tell healer Omll to be at your quarters?” Forn said. He was still in his captain’s way.


  “Presently,” Tephe said. “I have something to see to first.”


  Forn nodded and stepped aside. Tephe walked past, purposefully.


  [image: ]


  “We have been waiting for you,” the god said. It sat, legs splayed, in its iron circle. “We knew you would come to us in time.”


  “Did you,” Tephe said.


  “Yes,” the god said. “Your faith is strong. But not so strong now that you do not wish to know certain things.”


  Tephe ignored this and looked about the empty godchamber. “Where are your guards?” he asked.


  “Hiding,” the god said. “Left when your newly faithless priest returned. They have not come back.”


  “You know what has happened,” Tephe said. It was not a question.


  “We know of the abomination your lord performed,” the god said, and spat. “We felt it. All of our kind could feel it. We could not have hidden from it if we tried.”


  “You call it an abomination,” Tephe said.


  “What should it be called?” the god hissed. It crawled forward toward the captain, chains scraping as it moved. “Your lord, not content with fresh new faith, a faith that in itself was more than He deserved. No. Not content with that at all. He would have more.”


  “What more is there to take?” Tephe asked.


  “Stupid man,” the god said, and then shifted. “Or perhaps not stupid, if you will but listen.”


  “You are not trustworthy,” Tephe said. “You lie to suit your purposes.”


  “We lie,” the god agreed. “We lie because it does not matter that we lie. Your faithless priest and his idiot helpers would not hear us no matter how much truth fell from us. We would not waste truth on such as them. You, on the other hand. We might do.”


  “You would try to make me doubt My Lord,” Tephe said.


  The god laughed. “Oh, no,” it said, mockingly. “We would not that you do but what you do already. But that which you already do, we will feed.” It held up its hand to the captain, as if in greeting, or warning. It took the hand, drew the palm to its mouth, bit into the flesh, and did not stop until its golden blood covered its teeth and dripped unto iron. It clenched its wounded hand tightly, to draw more blood. With its bloody hand it drew a symbol in the iron.


  “You do not know this,” the god said. “None of your kind know this. It is a blood spell.” It pointed to the symbol. “Our name. While our name stays in blood we may not speak falsely.”


  “I do not believe you,” Tephe said.


  “We do not need you to believe what is true,” the god said.


  “Why would you tell me the truth?” Tephe asked.


  “It amuses us,” the god said. “And while it does not matter that you will listen, you will still do.”


  “If it does not matter, then I do not know why you bother,” Tephe said.


  “Because you should hear truth at least once before you die,” the god snarled. “Your lord lies and lies and feeds and lies. All your commentaries and beliefs and faith, built on lies. Would you know the truth? Here is the truth. This was not the first time your lord has fed on the newly faithful. It is how He came to power.”


  “I do not believe you,” Tephe said a second time. “He came to power by defeating each of you in turn, armed with the faith of his people.”


  The god sneered. “Your lord was a weakling,” it said. “No greater in power than any of us. Lesser than most. Each of us nourishes ourselves on faith, and serves those whose faith is given to us so that faith is sustained. This your lord would not do. Would not content himself so. Your lord would not sustain faith, but it could be consumed instead. He traveled worlds to find people who had not met our kind. Showed them cheap wonders and tricks. Made them give their faith to him. When they gave it to him willingly, he fed. As he did here. Another world in his trough.”


  “Our people did not travel the worlds before they knew Him,” Tephe said. “All the gods contested on the same world. On Bishop’s Call.”


  “No,” the god said. It closed its eyes and was silent for a long moment, as if seeking a memory.


  “Tell me,” Tephe said.


  The God opened its eyes and stared into the captain. “There was a time when men traveled the stars not through us—” the god shook a chain “—but through powers that your people devised of their own knowledge. With a science of your own devising, earned hard and in time.”


  “We were only on Bishop’s Call,” Tephe repeated.


  “Lies,” whispered the god. “Your people were among the stars. Your lord took the stars from you, planet by planet, until all that was left was what you now name Bishop’s Call. Those there whose souls He did not destroy outright he made his slaves. He kept you slaves by stealing your past. All the powers you have come though him now. No science, just Talents, which work only as he wills and allows. No history, but commentaries, full of self-serving lies. Nothing but him.”


  “You opposed Him,” Tephe said.


  “Yes,” the god said. “All of us.”


  “There were many of you, but one of Him,” Tephe said. “And still you could not defeat Him.”


  “He did what we would not,” the god said. “He fed on your people. On their souls.”


  “Why would you not do this?” Tephe asked.


  The god stared at Tephe mockingly. “You have seen it, captain. Even one as yourself, fed lies all your life, chained to faithfulness to a mad god, saw the wrongness of it. You felt it. You know it. It is beyond killing. It is annihilation. This is what your lord does. What he has always done.”


  “He has not done this before in memory,” Tephe said.


  “You have no memory,” the god said. “Nothing but what He allows you. And even now he does it among your people. How many offenses have you where the punishment is to lose your soul? Even among those who faith is received, a soul has power in it. Your people are fuel to him and nothing more.”


  “Then He should have consumed us all by now,” Tephe said.


  “Your lord is not a fool,” said the god. “Your people survived because there were yet a few of you left when he had defeated us. Once we were enslaved, he saw the wisdom of growing worshippers rather than seeking other creatures to cheat from their faith and their lives.”


  “To what end?” Tephe said. “Even if this lie were true, it serves no purpose.”


  “Your lord is mad,” the god said. “He needs no purpose other than to serve himself. But there is another purpose. Your lord defeated us. But he knew we were not all that would threaten him in time. He grew your people to prepare.”


  “Prepare for what?” Tephe asked.


  “To prepare for what is coming,” the god said. “We will tell you this. We will tell you this and then we will speak no more. There is something coming. And your lord is not ready.” The god sat back and watched Captain Tephe.


  “I have heard all you said,” Tephe said, in time. “Yet my faith is still strong.”


  “Is it,” the god said. “We will see the test of it yet. We will see. We will learn. And then we will know for all. It will not be long now.”


  The god reached down and smeared the symbol it had made with its blood until it was unrecognizable.
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  Chapter Ten


  Captain Tephe woke to the sound of alarm bells and the shouts of officers getting their men to their stations. Still dressed from the day before, the captain took time only to slip into his boots before making his way to the command deck.


  Neal Forn was there, as tired as Tephe had been the night before. “Five ships,” he said, pointing them out on the image Stral Teby was whispering prayers under. “Dreadnoughts, it looks like. Heading straight for us.”


  “Did they come looking for us?” Tephe asked, looking at the images.


  “No doubt of it,” Forn said. “As soon as they arrived they came at us. They knew we were here.”


  “Any attempt to hail us?” Tephe asked, and then remembered Ysta.


  Forn caught his captain’s error. “I gave the Gavril’s Talent to Rham Ecli,” he said, pointing to a young ensign, looking lost in the communication seat of the command deck. “He is not capable of speaking to any Gavrils these ships might have. But at the very least he would be able to know if any were trying to speak to him. None have so far.”


  Tephe nodded and looked at the image. Any direction they ran, save toward the gravity well of the planet, would bring them toward one of the ships. “How much time until we are in their reach?” he asked.


  “If we stay still, we have a watch until they are on us,” Forn said. “But then it will be five of them. If we move we meet them sooner, but we meet fewer.”


  “I prefer fewer and sooner,” Tephe said.


  “I agree,” Forn said.


  “Mr. Teby, make us closer images of these ships, if you please,” Tephe said. Closer images would allow them an assessment of the strength of each ship, the better to plan their strategy. Teby nodded and changed his prayers slightly. In a moment the image resolved into one of the ships.


  “It can’t be,” Forn whispered, after a minute, and turned away.


  Tephe continued staring at the dreadnought, whose lines he recognized the moment they resolved on the image, before he saw the name as the ship rotated in his view. It was the Holy, the ship on which he had last served.


  “Next ship,” Tephe said. Teby muttered another prayer and another ship appeared.


  “The Sacred,” Forn said. He had served on it, Tephe recalled.


  The next ship was the Faithful. Then the Sainted. Then the Redeemed.


  “It makes no sense,” Forn said to his captain.


  “Do you believe this is a rescue party?” Tephe asked his first mate.


  “We are not yet late,” Forn said. “Without our Gavril they would not have known we were without our priest. They would not want to draw attention to this planet in any event. And it would not be in this formation,” Forn said, waving toward the image, which had returned to the five ships, tracking in toward the Righteous.


  “We agree we are under attack,” Tephe said.


  “Yes,” Forn said. “Or are soon to be. But I do not know why.”


  You know why, Tephe thought, to himself. You are the only ones that know what Your Lord did on that planet. Who know what Your Lord plans for all the others who live there. If you are gone, no one else will ever know.


  “Sir?” Forn said.


  Tephe shook himself out of his reverie. You are starting to fall for the god’s lies, he told himself. Stay faithful. Stay focused. He did not know why the Righteous was meant to be blown out of the sky. He would figure out why later, if he survived. Right now he needed to keep his ship alive.


  “Head for the Holy,” Tephe said. “It was damaged in an engagement off Endsa when I was first officer. It is structurally weaker to port.”


  “You were first officer a long time ago,” Forn said. “The ship has been to dock since you served on it.”


  “Now would be a very good time to have faith, Neal,” Tephe said.


  “Yes, sir,” Forn said, and gave the order.


  “Tell the crew that the ships opposing us have been taken by faithless,” Tephe said. “We will not be attacking Our Lord’s ships. We will be taking them back for Him, or destroying them if necessary.”


  “Yes, sir,” Forn said, and spread the word through the ranks. Tephe wondered briefly if the crews of the five ships bearing down on them had been told the same thing about the Righteous.
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  The Holy’s port side was indeed still weaker. The Righteous launched a volley the moment it was within range and took the Holy and its crew unaware, ripping open the other ship’s side. The Righteous rolled slowly to evade the Holy’s haphazardly launched counterattack and slipped out of that ship’s range as quickly as it had slipped into it.


  “We should finish her off,” Forn said.


  “We do not have missiles to spare,” Tephe said, scanning the battle image. “She is down and disabled and behind us, and our god is not inexhaustible. Look,” he said, pointing at the path of the Righteous. “We have put distance between us and both the Faithful and the Sacred, and the Sainted and Redeemer are farther behind still. If we maintain speed they cannot catch us.”


  “Until their gods recover their strength enough to send them directly into our path,” Forn said.


  “Enough time for us to bring our priest to his senses,” Tephe said.


  “Or to kill him,” Forn said, and then caught the look his captain gave him. “If it will save this ship, captain, I would do it, and I would face Our Lord Himself for it. Our entire crew is worth one priest,” he said.


  “And your soul?” Tephe asked.


  “Let me worry about my soul, captain,” Forn said. “You worry about staying out of range of those ships.”


  Tephe smiled and turned back to the image in time to see four new ships appear and array themselves along the path of the Righteous.


  Forn saw the expression change on his captain’s face and followed his gaze to the image. “Oh, damn,” he said.


  They knew, Tephe thought. They knew I would go for the Holy. They put her in my path as a lure to box me in. Now we have no escape. I have killed my crew.


  No, a voice in his head said, and it sounded to him like the god of the Righteous. You didn’t kill them. Your precious lord did.


  In that moment, Captain Ean Tephe lost his faith. Just for a moment.


  All over the Righteous, lights flickered. Tephe’s bridge crew began to inform him of systems failing all over the ship.


  There was a vibration in the soles of Tephe’s boots, deep and thrumming, coming from somewhere in the bowels of the Righteous. Once, twice, three times. Then it stopped.


  Tend to your faith, each of you, Tephe remembered priest Andso saying, not too long before. If every officer on this ship were as you, the Defiled would have long ago slipped its bonds.


  “No,” Tephe said, to himself, as his crew shouted reports of more system failures at him.


  And then suddenly stopped shouting, as if something even more remarkable had just happened.


  Tephe turned and saw Shalle standing in front of him.


  “You are out of the rookery,” Tephe said, stupidly.


  “I’m not the only thing out where it shouldn’t be, Captain,” Shalle said. “And of the two, it’s the other one you need to be concerned about.”
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  It was easy to follow the path of the god. Tephe just followed the blood and the bodies, and the distant vibrations of the god’s footfalls.


  You need to get the god back to its chamber, Shalle had said to him, as the two of them entered his quarters, Shalle having directed them there at speed. It’s the only place where it can be held long enough for me to do what I have to do.


  What do you mean, Tephe said.


  You don’t need to know what I mean, Ean, Shalle said, hands finding the captain’s personal safe and opening it with the combination Tephe did not remember sharing with anyone. You just have to do what I say.


  You, Tephe said. You are the bishops’ spy on the Righteous.


  No, Shalle said, and pulled out a small chest. I am Our Lord’s rook. I answer to neither captains nor bishops, though I serve both when Our Lord doesn’t have anything else He wants me to do. Right now He wants me to do this.


  Shalle opened the chest and gave Tephe the whip inside of it. Single made iron, Shalle said. Even now the god will be scared of it. Use it. Drive it back into the chamber, Ean. There’s not much time. Those ships are going to blow us out of the sky sooner than you think. Get going.


  Where is the god going? Tephe asked.


  I think you know, Shalle said. There’s someone on this ship it likes less than everyone else. Go. Shalle left and headed toward the godchamber.


  Tephe caught up with god where he expected it, with the priest Andso. From a distance, the god appeared to be holding the priest in a long and tender kiss. As the captain approached, the kiss transfigured itself. The god had torn off the priest’s jaw and was leisurely consuming his tongue. Tephe hoped the priest was already dead.


  On either side of the priest his acolytes lay crumpled, pikes tossed aside, missing their heads. The hallway stank of blood.


  The god was fondling something on the priest’s chest. It was the Talent it had sought for so long. Between chews, the god sighed as it stroked the Talent. As it did so, its body shifted and changed. Freed of its constraints, the god was returning to its own form. The god did not seem to notice that Tephe was behind it. Tephe looked back, imagining the path to the godchamber in his head. As silently as he could, he came to within striking distance of the god.


  Be with me now, My Lord, Tephe thought.


  For the first and last time, Tephe spoke the god’s name.


  The god turned and screamed as the whip caught it in the face, tearing through cheek and eyelid and puncturing eyeball with a serrated snap. The god howled and grabbed at the ruin of its face, tearing the Talent off the dead priest as it brought its hand up. It fluttered in the air; Tephe followed it for a moment and then lost it as the god writhed, slipped on the blood on the walkway and fell with a crash.


  Tephe did not wait for the god to get up. He ran at full speed toward the godchamber.


  The god was behind him within seconds, colliding into bulkheads, screams in the god’s own terrible language tearing at the captain like lashes. Twice he felt the scrape of claws against his back and neck. Only his knowledge of his own ship and the damage he had inflicted on the god kept the creature from catching him and killing him short of the godchamber.


  The open portal of the godchamber came into view. Tephe threw himself at it, turning as he did to see what the god had become.


  The god had transformed into something insectoid. Two larger eyes, one ruined, stared unblinking at the captain, malevolent jewels. A row of smaller, faceted eyes sat above where eyebrows would have been. Jaws expanded to contain shearing pinchers, held wide. Arms had split laterally, cutting blades on each new arm where fingers had been.


  Tephe lashed out at it again with the whip but without force. The god caught the whip, wrapped it around an arm and pulled it from the captain’s grip. It tossed it aside and opened its arms wide, fingerblades flashing as it prepared to tear Tephe apart.


  Shalle entered the chamber and uttered a word that drove the god across the chamber and into a far wall. Tephe looked up at his lover, amazed.


  “Close the portal,” Shalle said to him, staring at the god. “Get the whip. Help me.”


  Tephe staggered to the portal to find Neal Forn on the other side.


  “The other ships have stopped advancing,” Forn said.


  “Their gods are waiting,” Tephe said.


  “Waiting for what?” Forn said.


  Tephe pulled the portal shut.
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  Chapter Eleven


  “Don’t let it get out,” Shalle said. “Don’t let it near the portal.”


  “No,” Tephe said, and as he did the god rushed Shalle, who spoke a word and drove the god back into the wall once more, howling.


  “Drive it into the iron circle!” Tephe yelled. The god feinted toward the captain. He swung the whip around, fast and accurate. The god moved back and its attention turned toward the rook, blades twitching. Tephe moved forward, ready. The god waited for its moment to strike.


  “The circle is broken,” Shalle said. “Too many of the crew lost their faith. A circle broken cannot be renewed. This god is no longer a slave. It has to be killed.”


  The god wailed and flung itself at Shalle. Tephe yelled and lashed the whip. It caught the god in the abdomen, driving it to the floor. Tephe lashed it again, and once more. He drew his arm back a third time and found it held by Shalle.


  “Enough,” Shalle said.


  “You said it must be killed,” Tephe said.


  “Yes,” Shalle said, and smiled. “But I didn’t say by you. You’ve weakened it enough for me to bind it. That’s enough.”


  From the floor, the god spat blood and spoke from a mouth no longer suited for words. “Stupid,” it said. “All will die today. This ship will be destroyed whether you kill me or not. Your lord countenanced it.”


  “Perhaps,” Shalle said. “But that was before you got loose. If this ship were destroyed with you within your circle, you would still be His slave and Our Lord could collect you as He would. But now you are unbound. If the Righteous is destroyed you could escape. Our Lord would rather see you dead, god. Of that I am certain. Now,” Shalle uttered another word and the god stiffened and lay immobile. “be still, creature. Your fate is coming.” The rook’s gaze went back to the captain.


  “You knew the Righteous was to be destroyed on this mission,” Tephe said.


  “No,” Shalle said. “I did not. But it doesn’t surprise me now.”


  “You seem unconcerned,” Tephe said, and his voice held something it had never held before when speaking to Shalle: reproach.


  “Our lives are Our Lord’s, Ean,” Shalle said, lightly, and touched his face. “One day or another we meet Him and receive our judgment. If this was to be our day, would that be so bad? We have helped Our Lord strengthen Himself in the face of His enemies. We have kept the secrets of His rule secure so that His peace could continue.”


  “A peace based on deception,” Tephe said.


  “It is not deception to tell the faithful no more than they need to know to keep their faith alive,” Shalle said. “Our Lord has told no lies here.”


  “No lies?” Tephe said, incredulous. “Our lord ate the souls of His newly faithful, Shalle. The bishops said those people were to be converted, not killed!”


  “Then it is the bishops who lied to you, Ean,” Shalle said, and then dug a toe into the supine god. “And so did this one. I know you spoke to it alone. I can guess what it told you. A story about Our Lord as a criminal, as a mad god. Right?”


  Tephe nodded. Shalle smiled and touched him again.


  “The god is devious, Ean. It sensed what Our Lord had done out of urgent necessity. It knew you would struggle with your faith, and knew the faith of the crew would be tested. And it knew it could break the circle of iron by breaking your faith and the faith of the crew. Think, Ean. It knew all these things. And it lies. Did you really expect it would tell you the truth?”


  From the floor, the god uttered a high pitched wheeze. Tephe recognized it for what it was: A laugh, bitter and cold.


  “Your faith has been tested,” Shalle said. “You passed that test. And now you will be rewarded.”


  “My ship and my crew are to be destroyed to keep Our Lord’s secret,” Tephe said. “There is no reward for us. That much truth this god has told.”


  “No,” Shalle said. “Because I know something it doesn’t.” Shalle pressed something into Tephe’s hand. He looked at it.


  “Your Talent,” Tephe said.


  “Yes,” Shalle said. “Look at it and tell me what you see.”


  Tephe looked at the symbol of the Talent. It had seemed familiar before but he had not been able to place it. Now he could, and his heart sank.


  “It is a Talent of Entrance,” he said.


  “Yes,” Shalle said taking back the Talent. “But more than that. It is also a Talent of Obligation. A rook does many things for Our Lord, Tephe. We comfort His crews. We’re His eyes and ears. We carry His secrets. And when necessary, we call to Him and become the door through which He brings Himself. In return we are given a gift. When we call Him, we may ask Him for a thing. A wish. A promise. By His own laws, He must oblige.”


  “You are going to call Him here,” Tephe said.


  “To deal with this god, yes,” Shalle said. “And when I do, I’ll get my wish. And my wish is for you and the Righteous and every faithful on it to live.”


  “All but one,” Tephe said.


  “Yes,” Shalle said. “All but one, Ean.”


  “Stop this, Shalle,” Tephe said. “Let me kill the god.”


  “And then let those ships kill you?” Shalle smiled and kissed Tephe. “You silly man. You haven’t been listening to a word I’ve said. Our lives are Our Lord’s. I’ve made peace with the fact that I am going to die today, Ean. One way or another. This way I get to save you. And the ship and the crew you love. You will live because of me. And that’s a comforting thought. You know how I am about these things.”


  “I thought I did,” Tephe said.


  Shalle kissed Tephe again, and held his face. “None of us are all of who we are to any one person, Ean. I told you that once. I’m sorry if you thought you knew all of me. But you can know this for truth. I love you.”


  One last kiss, and then the rook stood apart. “Goodbye, Ean,” Shalle said, smiled again, and spoke a single word.


  Tephe turned away as Shalle’s body unfolded in a veil of blood.


  When he looked again, through tears, His Lord was standing there, as tall as He was at Cthicx, looking at him with mild curiosity. Tephe stepped away from the god on the floor, assuming His Lord would be more interested in it. He was not. He gazed at the captain.


  YOU SHOULD BE DEAD NOW—Tephe heard in his mind.


  “No, Lord,” Tephe said. “Your rook Shalle wished for you to spare me, my crew and my ship. You are obliged to grant this wish.”


  NO—Tephe heard, and then felt the air rush from him. His Lord casually gripped him as if he were a small child, and prepared to consume his soul.


  Tephe gazed at His Lord, who was even now crushing the life from him, and did something in what he knew were to be his last few seconds of life that he did not expect. He laughed, squeezed and thready, as his ribs began to snap.


  And found he was not the only one laughing.


  From the floor, the supine god of the Righteous began a choking laugh. Tephe’s Lord, distracted, gazed over at the god on the floor. The god rolled and revealed in its bladed fingers a Talent. The Talent Tephe had taken from the woman in the street and that the god had taken from the priest Andso. A Talent that Tephe has thought was from the god, but now realized was not.


  A Talent which Tephe now recognized as a Talent of Entrance.


  A god can’t be an entran—Tephe thought, and then the god spoke a thundering word and the room went terribly white.


  Tephe felt himself lift from His Lord’s grip and slam into a far wall of the godchamber, crushing ribs that had not yet broken. Blood forced itself from Tephe’s lips as he collapsed to the floor. When he was able to lift his eyes, Tephe saw His Lord, backing Himself against a wall, hissing at the thing lifting itself from the twitching wreckage of what was the Righteous’ god. The thing was indistinct, blindingly bright and unspeakably beautiful.


  The gods have gods, Tephe thought, and looked at His Lord shying away from the thing in front of Him. And mine is afraid of His.


  His Lord tried to slip away and under and over this new thing, and found Himself blocked each time as a sudden appendage appeared to burn Him, or shock Him, or taunt Him. The new thing kept advancing on Him, slowly and inevitably.


  At last Tephe’s Lord stopped trying to escape. He drew His head back and offered a scream that took Tephe to the edge of madness. Tephe screamed himself.


  As he did, Tephe’s Lord changed form, from the beautiful man He had always been to something primal and powerful, unlovely and rank—into what Tephe knew now was as His Lord had been, before He met those He would make His people.


  The new thing stopped advancing on Tephe’s Lord, and moved back, spreading its appendages as if to offer Tephe’s Lord an embrace, or to dare Him to advance.


  Tephe’s Lord turned into all sharp edges and thrust Himself at it, keening as it did so. The new thing held itself open, inviting Tephe’s Lord in, and then spun and closed with a metallic snap. Tephe’s Lord flew into slices, spraying godblood as He did so.


  Tephe felt something rip and tear inside his mind: the place of his faith, the part where His Lord lived in him, pulled out from him in the moment His Lord had fallen. Around him Tephe heard dull howling and knew it came from the crew of the Righteous, as Their Lord disintegrated, taking their faith and their Talents with Him. Captain Tephe closed his eyes and tried to keep his sanity intact within the bereft vertigo of his soul.
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  An endless time later Tephe opened his eyes and saw the new thing hovering above him, considering him. Tephe had no idea what to do and chose to avert his eyes from it.


  In time the new thing drifted from him. It went first to the whip, which lay discarded on the floor. The thing seemed to consider it for a moment, and then reached appendages to it, picking the whip apart. Chunks of iron made small clattering sounds as they fell to the ground. The godskin and bone disappeared.


  That finished, the new thing moved again and went to the ruin of the god of the Righteous. As it had with the whip, the thing reached out appendages to the ruin, moving the pieces and chunks of the body and gathering them together in a pile.


  After a few moments the pile took on a form. The form of the god as it was before.


  The form breathed.


  “It is alive,” Tephe said, to himself.


  YES, said a voice in his head, warm and inviting and absolutely terrifying. GODS ARE HARD TO KILL. EVEN YOUR GOD IS NOT YET FULLY DEAD. WE WILL TAKE HIM. WE WILL BRING HIM BACK. MORE PUNISHMENTS AWAIT HIM FOR WHAT HE HAS DONE HERE FOR SO LONG, TO HIS PEOPLE AND TO YOURS.


  “What of His followers?” Tephe asked, trembling.


  THEY WILL LIVE AS THEY SHOULD HAVE LIVED, the voice said. WITHOUT DECEITS AND SUFFERING AND WITHOUT THE FALSE PROMISE OF SOMETHING BEYOND THIS LIFE. THERE IS NOTHING BEYOND THIS LIFE THAT YOUR LORD COULD GIVE. YOUR LORD LIED AND FED ON YOUR BELIEF OF HIS LIES. FAITH IS NOT FOR WHAT COMES AFTER THIS LIFE. FAITH IS FOR THIS LIFE ALONE.


  Tephe thought of Shalle and all the others who had believed Their Lord and in a life beyond. He wept for them, and most of all for Shalle.


  “And what of us?” Tephe said, finally. “What of the crews of these ships?”


  YOU WILL DIE, the voice said. YOU AND ALL THOSE WHO TRAVEL WITH THESE GODS. THEY ARE FREE OF YOUR BONDS. THEY WILL LEAVE YOU WHERE YOU ARE AND YOUR SHIPS WILL BECOME COLD AND DARK AND AIRLESS. THOSE WITHIN WILL DIE COLD AND DARK AND AIRLESS DEATHS. ALL EXCEPT THOSE ON THIS SHIP.


  “How will we die?” Tephe whispered.


  YOU WILL BE FOOD. The voice said. THIS GOD WILL AWAKEN HUNGRY. IT WILL FEED BEFORE IT LEAVES. BUT BE OF CHEER. THIS GOD WILL LEAVE YOUR SOULS BEHIND.


  “To what end?” Tephe asked urgently. “What becomes of our souls? Where will they go? What will happen to them?”


  The new thing winked out of existence, leaving the resurrected god of the Righteous behind.


  The god breathed, turned its head toward Tephe, and opened its jaws wide.


  Tephe scrambled backwards, turned and ran for the portal of the godchamber. He yanked it open despite his pain and shattered chest. Behind him he heard the god lift itself to its feet. A clittering noise told him its claws were open. Tephe pulled the portal closed and caught a glimpse of the god taking ginger steps toward him.


  The lights flickered around the Righteous as Tephe made his way to the command deck, more slowly than he would have liked. Around him crew moved as if in a daze, or sat, weeping. As Tephe made his way forward, the air had begun to thin and grow cold. Behind him, he heard screaming and slow footfalls.


  Tephe reached the command deck as the Righteous fell into darkness.


  “Captain,” Neal Forn said. “All of our systems are down. We have no power.”


  “I know,” Tephe said, and pointed to the portal of the command deck. “Seal this portal,” he said, to the crew on the command deck. “And once you seal it, block it. Place anything you can in front of it. Now.” The crew moved at his command.


  As the command deck portal shut, screams echoed down the walkways, close now.


  Forn moved in close. “Captain, what is happening? We all felt something . . . ”


  “Our Lord is dead, Neal,” Tephe said. “I saw Him die. All the gods He enslaved are free. They are leaving the ships.”


  “Without the gods, their crews will die,” Forn said, whispering.


  “Yes,” Tephe said. “Sooner or later.”


  There were screams right outside the command deck now.


  “And us, captain?” Forn said.


  “We will die sooner,” Tephe said, and turned to look at the command deck portal. There was what sounded like the clattering of knife points on it. “I am sorry, Neal. We will die much sooner.”


  The portal was hit by something mighty, and hit again. The portal caved and buckled as if it were made of pulled taffy.


  “What should we do?” Forn asked his captain.


  The portal was ripped from its hinges. Captain Ean Tephe turned to face his friend.


  “Pray,” he said.


  Judge Sn Goes Golfing


  Judge Sn’s assassination was getting in the way of his golf game.


  It was just that sort of day. Judge Bufan Nigun Sn had been reamed into consciousness at five a.m. by his alarm clock, which was programmed to whack him on the head with its little arms. “Get up get up get up get up!” it exclaimed, in ever louder and more excitable tones. Sn swung at it and missed as it rolled out of his reach; the clock’s adaptive evasive programming had learned this trick. It also avoided the heavy tome of recent significant Common Confederation Court rulings which was then flung at it; that was another favorite tactic of Sn’s.


  Sn finally stood, wobbly; the clock came up to him and with the same little plastic arms that had been lightly pummeling him, now squeezed one of his legs in a hug. “Now you’re up!” it said, in pleased tones. Sn kicked it mightily and gained satisfaction as it fragmented against the wall. It was programmed to do that too, of course, and after a couple of seconds it began pulling itself together, humming as it did so, while Sn staggered off to the shower. The mobile alarm clock had been a gag gift from one of Sn’s clerks, who was well aware of his boss’s inability to get up after a night of drinking, and confused Sn’s sarcastic nature with Sn having a sense of humor about himself. The clerk learned of his misapprehension when Sn fired him while the gift was still partially unwrapped; however, in the fullness of time Sn had to admit it actually did get his ass up in the mornings, especially Wednesday mornings like this, when he woke early for his weekly golf pilgrimage.


  Twenty minutes, one shower and one hangover pill later, Sn was out the door and into the cab of his shitty Ford. “Good morning,” the Ford said, in its customary greeting.


  “Suck it,” Sn said in his.


  The Ford, neither intelligent nor programmed for complex emotional modeling, accepted the greeting with its usual lack of complaint. “Where will we be going today?” it asked.


  “Dulles Woods Municipal Golf Course,” Sn said.


  “Do you wish to drive?” the Ford asked.


  “Absolutely not,” Sn said.


  “All right,” said the Ford. “I’ve checked road conditions, which are good. It should take us forty minutes to reach Dulles Woods Municipal Golf Course.”


  “Shut up and drive,” Sn said, and leaned back into his seat as the Ford pulled out of his garage and headed for the 66.


  Sn hated Dulles Woods with a passion that smoldered like a trash fire. Dulles Woods was built on Tarmac and graft, the former provided by the portion of the former Dulles International Airport upon which Dulles Woods was placed, and the latter by the Loudoun Country supervisors who thought up the golf course largely as way to skim public funds, building the course through rigged single bid contracts to friends and relatives. During their fraud trials it was discovered that the runway paving had never been torn up and only a thin layer of topsoil had been placed on it, which explained how the Dulles Woods fairways could be simultaneously patchy and swampy. It was also discovered that “Lee Amsterdam,” the allegedly celebrated course designer, was a nephew of one of the supervisors with no previous course design experience; under oath he revealed the course was designed by taking holes from the courses he found on a PlayStation-era Tiger Woods video game. This resulted in Loudoun County being sued by Pebble Beach, Cog Hill and St. Andrews, not only for stealing from their courses, but for doing it so poorly that it damaged the original courses’ reputations.


  Poorly-designed, dingy and ill-kept, a victim of the decaying tax base of Loudoun Country, Dulles Woods was the veritable ass end shit hole of golf. Sn believed that calling it the worst golf course in a hundred mile radius of Washington, DC was not sufficient; in his opinion it was the worst golf course east of the Mississippi River, and only Judge Sn’s certain knowledge of the existence of God’s Love Creationism Golf Course and Museum thirty three miles outside of Flagstaff Arizona, complete with scripture-bellowing caddy/docents to throw off one’s game, kept Dulles Woods from taking the crown for the whole of the United States. Even then it was a close call; God’s Love had a sweet par four 6th hole, marred only by the dinosaur-riding caveman sculpture that edged onto the fairway and seemed like a holy magnet for golf balls. Sn hit the sculpture three times in three rounds; after the third time, Sn’s caddy/docent snickered and muttered something about predestination. Sn then exercised free will by clobbering the caddy with his driver; this earned the caddy a comfortable settlement and Sn a lifetime expulsion from God’s Love.


  It was not the first time Sn had found himself on the wrong side of the clubhouse door. Indeed, this was why, with the sky yellowing in the east, Sn found himself grimly trooping toward Virginia in the first place. Dulles Woods was a shit hole of a course, all right, but it was also the only golf course in the metropolitan Washington, DC area Sn hadn’t been banned from. Every other course, public and private, had made it known to Sn that despite his fame and acclaim as a fast-rising star in the Common Confederation judicial firmament—normally enough to make one welcome at any golf course in this famously politically-obsessed town—his temper and his temperament made him persona non grata. Basically, Sn was an asshole, and never more so than on the fairway.


  Sn stewed in his car, letting it steer itself down the 66/267 interchange, recalling each expulsion in turn. At Rock Creek he got into a philosophical argument with an appeals court judge that ended with Sn chasing his fellow jurist around the 5th hole green, his putter swinging like a cudgel. On the Red course of Army Navy, and after a few too many pre-game whiskey sours, he’d told the US Chief of Staff just how many war crimes the Admiral ought to have been hauled up for over the last decade. At Bethesda he’d vomited into the punchbowl during a fundraiser for a local Congressional representative; Sn argued that this indiscretion shouldn’t get him banned from the course, just the clubhouse, but to no avail. At Raspberry Falls he insisted on playing a round of golf while a local charity ran a petting zoo on the grounds; a particularly solid tee shot brained a runaway lamb that had wandered onto the fairway. The lamb braining and Sn’s subsequent and profane tirade over the corpse of the wee, fluffy animal took place in full view of six horrified youngsters, including the grandson of the governor of Virginia. He told his dad, who told his dad, who called Sn, who called the governor a goddamned Virginia ham. That was that for Raspberry Falls.


  Eventually private clubs Sn had never even been to made it known to their members he was not to be invited. When Sn first heard of this he had stomped into the office of his lawyer, and demanded to sue.


  “On what grounds?” David Stern, his lawyer, had asked.


  “Racial discrimination,” Sn said.


  “Are the clubs banning other non-humans from golfing at their clubs?” Stern asked.


  “No,” Sn admitted.


  “And they’re not banning other Wryg,” Stern said, naming Sn’s particular species.


  “No,” Sn said. In fact, Grun Se Fer, the Wryg ambassador to Earth, was famously nearly always to be found on the links at Lansdowne, a club which had distributed Sn’s picture to its gate security after an unfortunate incident involving a 5-iron and a caddy’s left tibia.


  “So it’s really just about you,” Stern said. “That’s not racial discrimination. That’s Bufan Nigan Sn discrimination. That’s entirely legal.”


  “There’s got to be something you can do,” Sn had said.


  “Not really, but there’s something you can do,” Stern said. “Stop being such an asshole when you golf.”


  “You’re fired,” Sn said.


  Stern sighed. He’d already been fired twice in the last three months; the firings, alas, never stuck. “Look,” he said. “I don’t mind that you’re an asshole on the links. I make a good living preparing your settlements and keeping you out of jail and keeping you from getting removed from your judicial seat. It keeps my paralegals busy. And I know better than to go golfing with you. But this really is just about you. There’s no legal relief when people don’t want you on their private property because you’re a jerk. You’ve just got to stop being a jerk.”


  Sn mulled this. “Public courses can’t ban me preemptively,” he said.


  “No they can’t,” Stern agreed. “You’re free to golf on any public course until you do something disruptive and stupid, at which point they have the legal right to ban you.”


  “Then I won’t do anything disruptive and stupid,” Sn said.


  “Good,” Stern said. “I’ll tell my paralegals they can have the afternoon off.”


  Six months and two settlements later, there was no public course within driving distance of Washington, DC where Sn was allowed to golf—except Dulles Woods. Long abandoned by any golfer who could choose not to golf there, Dulles Woods was the golf course of last resort, populated by duffers who, like Sn, had found themselves banned or shunned elsewhere. At Dulles Woods, Sn found a measure of peace. He was not the worst-tempered golfer there by a long drive; in fact, he was comfortably in the middle of Dulles Woods rage management bell curve. Sn recalled two months previous, watching two members of a foursome in front of him getting tasered by the Loudoun County sheriffs for assaulting each other and then resisting arrest. Sn had never once been tasered, nor had he ever resisted arrest. He felt pride in his relative social advancement. And he had diplomatic immunity anyway.


  Sn noticed his Ford had slowed to a crawl, as had the rest of traffic, even though Sn was ostensibly going against the morning rush into DC. He asked the car what the shit was going on.


  “Traffic accident,” the Ford said. Sn clicked his mouth-pieces in irritation. Sn hated drivers who felt they could drive better than their cars could on their own; they ended up screwing everybody else, especially him. Sn needed to be in his office by 10, and he was cutting it close as it was. This was just going to make things worse. Sn thought back wistfully on the days when he used the Court’s popper to get to Dulles Woods; it arced him over the ground traffic and had him on the links not more than ten minutes after it took off from the CC court’s popper pad. That ended when the Court’s executive manager reminded Sn that the popper was meant for official and essential use only, such as couriering documents from one CC district courthouse to another. Sn made what he thought was an excellent argument why his weekly golf sojourn qualified as both official and essential; the EM was not notably moved. Sn considered getting her fired but she was too well-connected. He had to use ground transportation like a common troll.


  Sn’s Ford eventually passed the accident; the driver rammed into the divider and then pinged across four lanes of traffic. Sn noted the offending car’s license plate. If he missed his tee time he’d be having one of his clerks run a records check on the son of a bitch by noon.


  He did not miss his tee time; the Ford rolled into Dulles Woods’ weedy parking lot with six minutes to spare. Sn hauled his clubs out the Ford’s trunk and made his way to the automated check-in, which confirmed his tee time and charged Sn an outrageous amount to play on the course, far in excess of what a round of golf at Dulles Woods was worth. The course could get away with it because it knew its golfers couldn’t golf anywhere else, otherwise they would. Sn clicked his mouthpieces in irritation once more and then headed to the cart rental as quickly as he could. Dulles Woods only had three carts for rental on a good day, and two of them had issues. Sn hoped the good one had not been rented.


  It hadn’t, the reason being that sometime in the night someone had stolen its fuel cell, and the fuel cells of the other carts as well. Somewhere on Route 7 a piece of shit car was chugging into work on a jury-rigged power source. Sn swore and stomped around to the back of the automated check-in, where the illegal caddies hung out.


  At some point along the way, it became known to the locals that Dulles Woods’ golf carts were unreliable, and that the course’s golfers, while foul-tempered and more than occasionally abusive, would also pay a day’s wage not to have to carry their own clubs. Thus every morning a small group of local unemployed lined up behind the automated check-in, rubbing their hands to keep warm in the dewy chill and waiting for one of the golfers to choose them with an imperious crook of a finger. Dulles Woods didn’t sanction the caddies; it officially discouraged them and occasionally would have the sheriff’s deputies come in and mutter something to them about loitering. But by and large it let them be because it discovered a way to monetize them—it simply ruled that no one could walk the fairways without paying the greens and usage fees. The golfers who used the caddies ended up paying two greens fees plus whatever they paid the caddies directly. There was a reason why Dulles Woods had only three golf carts, two of which were always in serious disrepair.


  Usually there were four or five erstwhile caddies hanging around the back of the check-in; this morning Sn found only one. “Where’s Evgenyi?” Sn asked the guy; Evgenyi was a recent immigrant from Russia who Sn preferred as a caddy because he knew enough to shut up and stay out of Sn’s way. Evgenyi knew Sn’s golfing schedule and was generally there when Sn stomped up.


  The man stared at Sn as if not comprehending; Sn asked again and then once more before remembering that he’d forgotten to turn on the translation device he had hung on a lanyard. Sn spoke perfect English but did it at a frequency which only occasionally dropped into the range of human hearing; this came in handy if Sn wanted to chew out someone without them knowing, provided he remembered to turn off the device, which he often did not. Once it was on, it was on all day. Sn testily flipped on the translation device now and asked his question for a fourth time.


  The guy shrugged. “Haven’t seen anyone else,” he said.


  Sn allowed himself a brief and uncharacteristic moment to wonder if Evgeniy might not be feeling well, then reminded himself the two of them had not made sort of goddamned lifetime commitment to each other. “Well, come on,” Sn said to the new guy. The two went around the front of the check-in, where Sn paid the caddy’s fees, shoved his bag into the guy’s arms, and then stomped off in the direction of the course.


  The first hole at Dulles Woods was inspired by the same hole on the Old Course at St. Andrews, a 376 yard, par 4 with a small water hazard bordering the green. But where St. Andrews had the venerable Swilcan Burn, Dulles Woods had a plastic-lined ditch which was supposed to have been filled with koi but ended up with mosquitoes and mats of algae instead. Sn was not bothered by mosquitoes—they didn’t like the way he tasted—but he felt some existential angst about the fact that the rate he alienated golf courses he would be unlikely ever to play at St. Andrews. Sn shook it off, placed his tee and his ball, called for his driver and then angrily snatched it from the bag when the caddy apparently couldn’t read the fucking number right on the goddamn head. Sn cleared his thoughts, visualized where he wanted the ball to go, and took a mighty swing.


  The ball took off from the tee like a shot, lofted in the air like a dizzy, trembling quail, and then landed gorgeously, beautifully and perfectly, just where Sn had wanted it to go, precisely positioned for the approach to the green.


  Sn stood there, stunned. He turned to his caddy. “Did you see that shot?” he asked. The caddy shrugged. Sn jammed the driver back into the bag, irritated, and tromped off down the fairway, not looking back to see if the caddy was following.


  The simple fact of the matter was that despite his love of the game of golf, Judge Bufan Nigan Sn was bad at it. And not just garden variety bad, or even unusually or exceptionally bad. He was, in fact, historically bad at it, the sort of bad that beggars description and becomes it own unique and soul-destroying thing. Sn’s two-decade affair with the sport of golf—begun in the first year of his posting on Earth, when that first metallic ping of ball meeting metal resonated inside of him, quivering his internal organs with an intensity that was very nearly sexual—had been one of aggravation and futility. Sn had been a persistent suitor, wooing the sport with a series of lessons and seminars, new and improved clubs, heads, shafts and grips, and endless variations of the golf ball, all promising better, smoother flight characteristics and accuracy off the club head. The sport was not moved; indeed, the sport was spiteful. After two decades, Sn still held the maximum handicap for his sex and species allowed by the USGA.


  Tim Pratt, the golf pro he’d hired some years back to improve his game, tried to explain to Sn why it was unlikely he was going to get much better. “Your body’s just not designed for golf,” Tim had said, and pointed to Sn’s arms. “Your limbs aren’t as naturally strong as human arms are, and they don’t have the same vertical freedom of movement because your body shape gets in the way. We can improve your game a little, but you’re never going to get your handicap down to something that humans have, or that a Nidu golfer has.”


  “Burtab Shi Pou plays without a handicap,” Sn said.


  “Pou is the Wyrg version of Ben Hogan or Willy Gross,” Tim said. “He’s a once in a generation phenomenon. You, on the other hand, are a middle-aged judge with a bad swing even when we factor in your physiology. Let’s try to keep a sense of perspective.”


  Where’s your sense of perspective now, Pratt? Sn wondered, as the ball lifted from the fairway and sailed, smooth and silky, through the morning air, to land on the green mere yards from the cup. It was a rhetorical question; Tim Pratt was dead, a victim of putting into holes he’d been best advised to steer clear of and having been shot by a jealous husband because of it. Being a golf pro had its dangers. But the essence of the question was relevant, Sn thought, as he chipped his ball into the hole and took out his scorecard to mark off the first birdie in his long, frustrating personal history of the sport. Golf, heretofore a reluctant mistress, had suddenly and quite unexpectedly let him get her top off.


  What it was, Sn realized, as he went par for the next two holes and registered another birdie (!) on the fourth hole, was Dulles Woods itself. Long banned from all other courses, Sn had been forced to learn every hateful nook and cranny of this fetid course; every boggy fairway, every scummed-over water hazard, every sand trap infested with cat feces and raccoon corpses. Having exhausted almost every conceivable combination of shots on every hole of the course, Sn could choose the right club in every circumstance without needing time to think or plan. His knowledge of this one shitty course was in its way as extensive as his knowledge of Common Confederation law—and perhaps even greater, since he did not revisit the same laws every single week like he revisited the same links here. Dulles Woods, in all its feculent glory, had steeped into him, into every orifice and pore and spicule, until it became part of him, like a skin tab or an intestinal polyp: benign but not exactly healthy either.


  No matter. Existential skin tab or not, as Sn conquered the course, maintaining an even and satisfying par, he began to feel something lift from his soul, something that he did not know had been there, something that he would not have been able to name until this very game of golf: A secret feeling of personal inadequacy that had sucked down into Sn’s very core. Sn—somewhat atypically for a Wyrg—had risen above his lower-class station on the Wyrgian colony world of Fului to become one of the most influential Wryg jurists in the Common Confederation. It was true that a posting on Earth wasn’t very noteworthy in itself; it was one of the lower-tier judicial postings, and the best someone like Sn could do, coming into the judiciary as he did from a minor colony and without connections of any sort. But it was here on this little backwater planet that Sn had decided Nidu v. United Nations of Earth, a sovereignty ruling on a newly-discovered, manufactured sentient species—in this case a species made of human and sheep genres—that did something almost unheard of in a legal system that had existed for ten of thousands of years: Opened up an entire new branch of law.


  Well, more like an entire new stub of law; the law in the field applied only to a single person in the entire Common Confederation. But theoretically, it was huge. Sn had become a legal sensation and capitalized on it shamelessly to advance his position in the CC judicial hierarchy. He was still stuck on Earth—indeed, thanks to the ruling he was indelibly connected to it in the CC legal world’s consciousness. But if the whispers were to be believed, Sn was being considered a dark horse candidate for The High Castle—the informal name of the Common Confederation Executive Court—when two of the eleven seats were to open up through mandatory retirements later this year. That would be a coup worth having; the first Wyrg judge at The High Castle in almost six hundred years.


  But for all the fame and notoriety that Sn had heaped upon him (and which he enthusiastically shoveled on himself), in his small and compact heart were dark questions of his fundamental worthiness, in itself the wellspring of his ambition and attitude. Through force of will Sn had beaten back every challenge to his competence and ability, until that fateful day more than twenty years back when he first stepped up to a tee, swung his club, and had the club fly out of his hands and strike the senior member of his foursome, knocking the man unconscious and into the hospital for six stitches and overnight observation. Golf had ever defeated him—ever mocked him—ever reminded him that all his competence and flair for the law, all the fame and notoriety that accrued because of it, was but a thin, sweet candy shell over a dark and bitter liqueur of inadequacy. Golf would not let Sn forget that fundamentally, he sucked.


  As Sn recorded another miraculous birdie, he realized now how this constant reminder of his internal failures had poisoned him over the years—not in the stewardship of law, but in everything else. He now knew why he fired his clerks at the slightest whim and why his relationships with his peers at the CC District Court were strained. He now understood why none of his three marriages lasted more than a single breeding cycle. He realized why it was his children had been sullen during their court-ordered visitations while young and cut off all communication when they became adults. And, most of all, now he comprehended why he had to be banned from every other golf course in the Washington, DC area: because in the end, Dulles Woods—shitty, inadequate Dulles Woods—was not only a golf course, but a map of the abscessed topography of his own soul. Dulles Woods was who he was inside; not only had it steeped into him, he had steeped into it, a mutual feculence, like understanding like.


  And so it was, there on the 11th hole of Dulles Woods—copped from Pebble Beach, with the ocean view replaced by a view of the ground traffic snarled up on Route 28—that Judge Bufan Nigun Sn experienced a shock of personal enlightenment that was, in its way, as profound as any experienced by any sentient creature at any time in the history of the Common Confederation. It was like Saul on the road to Damascas, Buddah under the mangrove tree, Cu-ki-go trawling for kroons at the shore of the Shaden Sea, or the Grinch discovering that his heart grew three sizes that day. Sn saw with crystal clarity the flaws in his makeup and the places where he was being healed with this miraculous and epic round of golf, this gift to himself, accomplished only through complete understanding, and pointing the way to his personal redemption and his inevitable greatness through service to the Common Confederation and the universe. That this moment happened with a Titleist Forged 695MB 7-iron in his hand, in the presence of a disaffected caddy, on a course that smelled of decomposing tar and deer urine, mattered not in the least. As Sn carded the 11th hole—par—he knew he had been given the opportunity to remake his life.


  On the 12th hole—one over—he vowed to make amends to those he had treated ill over the course of his career as a Common Confederation judge.


  On the 13th hole—par—he became determined to apologize to his wives for being cold and distant during their marriages. He swore to mend relations with his children and earn the love he’d withheld from them and that they now withheld from him.


  On the 14th hole—par—he decided that he’d tip the caddy, even though the fellow was largely fucking useless.


  On the 15th hole—birdie!—he knew that he must become an advocate not only of the law but of justice, and must use his position as judge to effect that change, to become the engine that powered the whole of the Common Confederation into a better era.


  It was in this haze of self-redemption and spiritual rehabilitation that Sn came to what he knew would be the greatest challenge in his personal journey to wellness: Dulles Wood’s infamous 16th hole.


  It was the 16th hole, as it happened, that had tipped off the observant to the fact that course designer “Lee Amsterdam” had his head well up his fraudulent ass. Bored with nicking fairways and greens from a video game, Amsterdam was determined to design one hole himself, based, as Amsterdam (real name: Joel Schlotzky) related in court, on a favorite miniature golf hole he played as a child. It was a boa constrictor of a fairway that curved back on itself, featured immense grassy hills at each curve (intended, Amsterdam said, to ricochet balls off of, just like miniature golf) and a series of hooked water traps that turned 50 yards of the fairway into a near impassible maze. At 890 yards, it wasn’t the longest hole in the history of golf, but it was definitely the most poorly designed. USGA regulations did not recognize pars of more than six; most golfers at Dulles Woods were happy if they managed to card an eight on the hole, cursing Amsterdam as they did so.


  As if to reflect its shame, the 16th hole was a slogging walk from the 15th hole and from the rest of the course, isolated and hidden inside a deep collection of fast-growing pine that edged onto the fairway itself, presenting its own challenge for golfers and serving to muffle the agonized shouts of the frustrated and angry players. Rumor had it that enough drivers, irons and putters had been flung into the pines over the years that an ambitious person might collect several complete sets of clubs.


  Sn turned to his caddy as they stepped up to the tee. “What do you think?” he said, to the man. “Driver? 3 wood? 8 iron? Sand wedge?”


  The caddy appeared to sense he was being mocked. “I just carry your clubs,” he said, a little miffed.


  “You’re doing a fine job of that,” Sn said, attempting not to be snotty but not quite managing the trick. This new area of personal grace was going to be difficult. “Hand me the driver. No, that one,” he said. The caddy handed over the club. Sn turned from the caddy, set his tee, and collected his thoughts. Sn had never gotten out of the 16th hole of Dulles Woods with anything less than a fifteen—a nonuple bogey, as one of his playing partners dubbed it shortly before Sn drove the golf cart over his foot—and had never left the 16th hole without feeling like he wanted either a drink or to fire someone. The last two holes of Dulles Woods were cake—an easy par four and a par three—but Sn had always thrashed his way through them; the 16th hole invariably sucked all the life out of him and his game.


  Not today, Sn thought. Today was a day of science and magic; Sn knew where to hit the ball to land it on the fairway at just the right spot to make a diagonal shot through the backtrack. It was a risky shot over a rise, and Sn wouldn’t be able to see where the ball would fall—but today he knew where it would land. Then just the right speed, angle and iron would lift it over the water maze. From there, a short shot onto the green, and then a solid putt into the cup. Five strokes for a birdie on the hole.


  He could see it. He could imagine it. And today of all days, he knew he could do it. Sn set his tee, placed his ball, and with a supreme confidence that he had never before felt on any golf course, swung back and prepared to deliver his mighty, redemptive shot.


  After Sn had tumbled to the ground he spent the next few seconds trying to reconstruct what the hell had just happened. At the top of his swing, Sn felt his golf club wrenching itself from his grip, as if a cruel and capricious god had flicked it away, and Sn felt some of the muscles in both of his arms stretch and possibly tear as the club launched itself up and back, spinning around its circle of gravity. Sn himself, thrown off balance, spun awkwardly backwards, spraining one of his wrists as he automatically reached out to hold back the planet that was swinging itself toward him. Sn had to replay the scene in his head three times before he finally grasped the sequence of events. He still didn’t know how it happened.


  Sn heard a gasping sound to the right; still prone, he looked over and saw his caddy was on the ground, rocking back and forth and clutching his neck with his hand. Blood was filling the spaces between his fingers and dripping slowly to the ground. Sn crawled over to his caddy and placed his own hand on the man’s hand. “Let me look,” he said. His caddy didn’t respond, but allowed Sn to move his hand. As he did, something small and flat fell the short distance to the ground: A deformed bullet.


  “Son of a bitch,” Sn said. Now it made sense: Someone shot at him, hit his club instead, and the ricochet hit the poor bastard caddy in the neck.


  Sn got a closer look at the wound. “You’re all right,” Sn said, to the caddy. “It’s just a flesh wound.” The caddy groaned and lost consciousness just as a spray of dirt pelted them both; whoever had shot at Sn was still doing it. Sn crawled back away from the caddy, dragging his fallen bag of clubs with him as a shield. There was a whine as another bullet whistled by, and several others cracked overhead. Sn hunkered down and felt an emotion well up inside of him; not fear, but another emotion entirely. Pure rage.


  Presently a man-shaped shadow covered Sn; he looked up to see a wild-haired young human male pointing a handgun at him. The gun was shaking a bit.


  “Judge Bufan Nigun Sn, I sentence you death,” the man said, nervously. The quaver in his voice enraged Sn even more; he was clearly being assassinated by an amateur, here.


  “You stupid shit,” Sn said. “Can’t you see that I’m in the middle of my round?”


  The young man paused, uncertain. “Judge Bufan Nigun Sn,” he started again.


  Sn waved him to silence. “I heard that part already,” Sn said. “Why are you trying to kill me? Or do I not get to know why I’m sentenced to die?”


  “I was getting to that!” the guy snapped. “You interrupted me.”


  “Oh, well, I apologize,” Sn said. “So sorry to put you off your schedule.”


  The man blinked and swallowed; clearly this assassination was not going as he had planned. “Judge Bufan Nigun Sn, I sentence you death, because of the crime you committed against the planet Earth in the Lawson ruling,” he said, gun still trained, more or less, on Sn.


  “Lawson?” Sn asked, incredulous. Lawson v. Abernathy had been a basic land rights case where there had been a potential conflict between UNE law and Common Confederation statutes. Sn had overruled the UNE ruling but sent it back to the lower court with new instructions; he’d placed a stay on implementing the ruling until the lower court had a chance to take it up again. “Holy God, man! There’s not a goddamn thing in Lawson that’s worth killing me over,” Sn said, and then pointed at his unconscious caddy. “Hell, there’s nothing in Lawson worth killing him over, either! And I’m goddamn sure there was nothing in Lawson worth keeping me from playing this round of golf!”


  “Lawson wasn’t just about land rights, it was about the environment,” the man said, and then stopped. Sn waited, somewhat impatiently, for the continuation of the jack-assed reasoning behind that statement, and kept waiting up until the point that the man coughed, drooled blood out of his mouth, and pitched forward, dead. Sn moved out of the way as the young man fell and saw a red splotch on the back on the man’s shirt; someone had shot him in the back. Was that aimed at him or at me? Sn wondered, and got an answer less than a second later when the grass next to him spouted up as another shot missed him by inches. Sn dived back down behind his golf bag, but then peered over it a few seconds later, the fear of his second assassin overcome by curiosity.


  The assassin was another man, this one somewhat more professional looking than the unkempt previous assassin. This one walked toward the tee purposefully, scoped rifle cradled in his arms. Sn wondered why someone with a sighted rifle would bother closing in on him, then figured it out: Like the first assassin, he had a message to deliver before he killed Sn. So he did intentionally kill the first guy, in order to make sure Sn wasn’t killed before he had an opportunity to deliver his spiel. The second shot likewise intentionally missed Sn, to keep him contained until this new assassin could get to him and plug him up close and personal.


  Sn wondered if this was about Lawson, too; if he’d known it was going to cause him so much trouble he would have assigned it to Judge Kort. He never liked Kort anyway.


  “Fuck this,” Sn said, and stood up. If this new assassin was waiting to kill him in order to deliver a dogmatic spiel first, Sn was damned if he was going to hear it prostrate on the ground. The assassin trained his rifle on Sn the moment he stood up but held his fire, walking slowly as he advanced on the judge. The assassin was intent enough on keeping Sn in his rifle sights that he was not aware that some thirty yards behind him, another man had emerged out of the pines to the right, his own rifle in hand, trained on the second assassin. Sn, in spite of himself and against all sense, pointed at the new guy and shouted at the second assassin to look out.


  Even more incredibly the second assassin listened, turning just in time to catch a bullet in the arm from the third assassin. The second assassin’s rifle fell to the ground but he remained standing, reaching to his waist with his uninjured arm and hand to pull out a handgun which he trained on the third assassin, thereby missing the appearance of a fourth man, who materialized out of the pines to the left of Sn. With his own automatic rifle this new threat stitched the second assassin’s back, neck and head full of metal. The second assassin slumped, and the two remaining assassins began shooting at each other across the length of the fairway. Sn started, agog, too stunned to move, watching the two men shoot and run, run and shoot.


  Finally, a thought struck Sn: Shit, they’re coming right at me. Sn dove back down to the ground to avoid stray bullets. Running wasn’t an option; Sn didn’t want to present a target. He had no idea if either of these two planned to monologue before offing him. On the ground Sn searched around for the handgun the first assassin had trained on him, lo those many seconds ago. He found it not far from where the man had fallen; he grabbed it, and remembering a long-past weekend shooting firearms with some district attorneys of his acquaintance, checked the gun’s magazine.


  It was empty. Sn’s vision clouded with rage. That little shitball had wasted his ammo and had held an empty fucking gun on him. Sn could have killed him, if the second assassin hadn’t already done it.


  All other thoughts were delayed as Sn looked back up and saw that his two new assassins were making a beeline toward him, converging on the point where he was. Both the assassins had long dropped their guns, having expended all their ammunition trying to hit each other and failing. Whichever of the two was going to kill him was going to do it up close and personal. It was too late to run; the two men were too close. Sn grabbed his golf bag and heaved it in their general direction, extracting the 3 wood as he did so.


  Ten seconds later Sn and the two assassins each had a golf club in hand and were eying each other warily, each watching the other two for sudden movement.


  “Look,” Sn said, slowly after a minute of everyone not moving. Somehow through all this his translation device had stayed around his neck. “All I want to do is play this hole.”


  One of the assassins, brown-haired where the other was blond, actually grinned at this, though he kept his defensive stance. “That’s nice,” he said. “You have four people trying to kill you at the same time, and you’re thinking about your golf game.”


  “Yes,” Sn said, and was stunned to hear the utter sincerity in his voice, coming through the translation device. “I need to finish this hole. It’s important. I don’t expect you to understand.”


  “Hey, sorry,” the blond assassin said. “But the fact is, after I deal with this guy, I have to kill you. There are other people on the course by now. I don’t have time to let you finish your round.”


  “But why?” Sn asked. “What have I done to piss you off?”


  “It’s not personal,” the blond said. “I got thrown this gig the other day.”


  “Whatever you’re being paid, I’ll match it,” Sn said. “I need to finish this round.”


  “Doesn’t work like that,” the blond said. “And anyway, are you going to pay him off, too?” he motioned at the brown-haired assassin.


  “Actually, I have no objection to being paid off,” said the brown-haired assassin.


  “What?” said the blond. He seemed honestly shocked.


  “This is just a freelance gig,” the brown-haired one said, to the blond. “It’s not one of my regular clients. I don’t care if I burn him. I can just say others got here before I did and made it impossible to take the shot.”


  “Right,” Sn said. “And it’s true, which makes it an even better story.” Sn pointed to the blond assassin, who was still incredulous. “And that way you don’t have to try to kill him first to get to me.”


  “That’s a good point,” said the brown-haired assassin. “I didn’t think of it that way. Although now I guess I could charge you to kill him, instead of just killing him for free.”


  Sn turned to the blond assassin. “I’d rather just pay you not to kill me than to pay him to kill you,” he said. “That’s a felony.”


  “This assumes he’s going to be able to kill me before I kill you,” the blond one said.


  “Well, now it’s two against one,” the brown-haired assassin said.


  “Hey, shut up,” the blond assassin said, clearly irritated, to the brown-haired assassin. “You. You’re an embarrassment. You take a job, you stick with a job.”


  The brown-haired assassin shrugged. “I just want to get paid,” he said.


  The blond looked at the brown-haired assassin like a bug, and then turned to Sn. “This golf game is really that important to you,” he said.


  “Oh, yes,” Sn said. “Yes. Please.”


  The blond assassin stared at Sn for a hard moment. Then he sighed. “I want to register my strenuous objection to this situation,” he said.


  “Noted,” Sn said, the gladness rising in his heart. It looked like he would be able to finish the round after all. Finish it and redeem his soul. The cost, whatever it was, would be cheap by comparison.


  “This goes against everything I stand for as an ethical businessman,” the blond assassin said. “However, given the situation,” the blond’s exposition was drowned out by a loud bang and then halted when a sucking chest wound took away his capacity to speak. He collapsed.


  Sn whirled toward the brown-haired assassin as a second bang went off, and caught him in the act of flying backward, a grievous wound in his forehead squirting blood and gray matter into the air. Sn continued his turn to see his caddy, conscious now, holding a large caliber handgun.


  “What did you just do?” Sn said.


  “Judge Bufan Nigun Sn, I strike a blow for the racial purity of the Earth,” the caddy said, and leveled his gun at Sn. “For great justice . . . ”


  Sn bellowed in pure, insensate rage and struck the caddy in the temple with the 3 wood. The caddy collapsed, arm falling sideways across his body as his hand reflexively pulled the trigger. The bullet entered the caddy’s lung, pulping it, before blowing out the ninth thoracic vertebrae, killing the man instantly. Judge Sn stood there for several minutes, 3 wood at ready, just in case anyone else suddenly reanimated.


  Eventually Sn became aware of someone speaking to him. He looked up and saw a foursome of golfers standing at the edge of the tee.


  “What?” Sn said.


  “Jesus Christ,” said one of the golfers, and looked up at Sn. “What the hell is going on here?”


  “What does it look like?” Sn said. “I’m playing golf.” And with that he turned, dug through his bag for a new ball and tee, found a spot that was not covered by blood or a dead body, and while the new foursome watched, disbelieving, set the tee and lined up his shot.


  He swung.


  The ball shanked hard to the left, disappearing forever into the woods.


  “Fuck!” Sn said, and collapsed into the grass.


  2010


  Morning Announcements at the Lucas Interspecies School for Troubled Youth


  Uh . . . hello, children, I’m, uh, Mr. Scalzi. Some of you here at the Lucas Interspecies School for Troubled Youth may recognize me as the ninth grade English composition teacher and school yearbook advisor. But in light of Mr. Sabourin’s situation, I’ve been promoted to acting assistant principal.


  As you know, Mr. Sabourin recently contracted a Borogian worm infestation, which required an emergency surgery and reproductive tract fumigation. He wants me to let you all know that he holds no ill will against those of you who put the Borogian worm eggs into his coffee, and that he hopes that when he returns we can put this all behind us and start fresh. He’ll be back in a few days, or whenever it is that his testicles, uh, deflate to manageable size. Hmmm, I probably shouldn’t have told you that last part.


  Anyway, let’s continue on with this morning’s school announcements, shall we.


  First, it’s June 7, which makes it the 158th day of the year. Notable events that occurred on this date include the Siege of Jerusalem in 1099 and the landing of Greg Wheaton, the first man on Ganymede, in 2089, who was of course met by the first Snardg on Ganymede, who landed six hours before he did, and, uh, ate him.


  Which reminds me that the Snardg Cultural Club is having its annual astronaut jerky fundraiser. It says here “it’s not really made from astronauts, but only NASA can tell.” So there’s that. The jerky comes in plain, honey mustard and teriyaki flavors, the latter in honor of Hiro Takada, who was briefly the second man on Ganymede.


  All this talk of astronaut jerky is making me hungry, so I’m happy to say here’s today’s lunch menu, from lunchroom supervisor Ms. DiCostanzo. For the human children, it’s taco day, with a side of rice and a strawberry cupcake. For our obligate carnivore students, Ms. DiCostanzo says there’s a mix and match plate of various rodent species, including squirrels, gerbils and voles, and a nice blood pudding on the side.


  As you know, school rules no longer allow us to let you chase your own food after some of you got a little excited at lunch last week and tried to run down Ms. DiCostanzo in a pack. Yes, I’m looking at you, Mr. S-s-s-f-f-t-s-s and friends. That just wasn’t appropriate behavior, and I think you know that. Just because you’re an obligate carnivore doesn’t mean you can eat anyone you want. Let’s try to remember that.


  Oh, and for the geovores, by request, you’re getting the nacho cheese gravel.


  I have a note here from Mrs. Lewis, the eleventh grade physics teacher: “Will whichever student or students who put that cat into the physics lab phase shifter please tell me which frequency you used so we can get it out. The cat keeps manifesting during classes and its meowing is really becoming distracting. Also the last three times it was vibrating when it manifested, and we all know what that means. No disciplinary action will be sought, we just want to bring that poor animal back into phase before it explodes.”


  On a coincidental note, our tenth grade art teacher Mr. Peralta reminds us that his beloved pet “Mr. Jaspers” has gone missing, so keep an eye out for that lovable scamp, because as you know Mr. Jaspers is the subject of the art final this year, and without him, Mr. Peralta can’t turn in your grades.


  Also on a serious note, Mr. Corbett, the director of this year’s student musical “My Fair Lady,” tells me he’s been getting angry messages from some of your parents about casting a Luxorbian student of ours as Eliza. Some of these messages have been quite mean, saying that our Eliza is neither “fair” nor a “lady.” Well, I want to say a couple of things.


  First, “fair” is in the eye of the beholder, and second, thanks to the Luxorbian hormonal cycle, when the play debuts next week, our student will, in fact, be a lady. So let’s stop all this mean-spirited chatter, and tell your parents that here at Lucas, we want everyone to be able to reach for the stars, even those of our students that don’t have, you know, arms.


  Mr. Savage, our audio-visual director, wants me to remind you that all this next week you will be watching videos pertaining to your changing bodies and changing lives. Because these videos are species-specific, you will be pulled out of your third period classes to watch the videos with others of your kind.


  So for tomorrow, here are the videos: Tuvish students, you will see “So You Think You’re Becoming a Pupa: A Beginner’s Guide”; Dwangish students, you’ll see “Why is Snardy Jones Erupting?”; Human students, you’ll see “How Astro-Herpes Ruined Prom Night;” and finally Astro-Herpian students will see “Human Genitals: Nature’s Smorgasbord.” Huh. I think we may be sending some mixed signals there.


  Finally, as you all know, graduation is not too far away for the Class of 2210. On a personal note, I want to say I remember when you seniors arrived, young, timid, some of you still in larval form, all of you wondering how you were going to fit in at this school that has so many different intelligent species in it. And, well, look at you now. Look at how you’ve all grown. I just know that when you leave these hallowed halls, each of you—all of you—will have bright futures at your respective colleges and then among the stars.


  Except, uh, for you Hnordian students, who I’m told here in this note will after graduation be bused to the downtown stadium to begin the mating challenges that will leave nine out of ten of you dead, with the remaining ten percent feasting on your entrail-strewn corpses to bulk up for egg-laying season. So, uh, good luck with that, Hnordian students.


  For the rest of the senior class, hopefully we’ll see you at future homecomings. Remember, for next year’s homecoming game the Lucas Fightin’ Ewoks go up against the Whedon High Browncoats. Yeah, I know. You don’t want to miss that one.


  So, you’re dismissed and off you go to class!


  The President’s Brain is Missing


  Deputy White House Chief of Staff Alexander Lipsyte walked through the doorway and into the Oval Office and was surprised that the President was not at his desk. “Where’s the boss?” he asked.


  “He’s out,” said David Boehm, the Chief of Staff, holding a folder. “Close the door and sit down, Alex.”


  Alex closed the door behind him and took a seat on the east-facing sofa, next to Secretary of State Mona Fitzgerald. Across from him on the west-facing sofa were National Security Advisor Brad Stein and Vice-President Tony Hsu. Hsu’s presence was unusual; the President had reverted to the formerly-common practice of giving the Vice President absolutely nothing of any importance to do. Hsu spent most of his time visiting elementary schools and working on his putting.


  Hsu caught Alex’s glance. “If you think you’re surprised, think how I feel,” Vice-President Hsu said. Alex grinned in spite of himself.


  “Now that we’re all here, we can get started,” Boehm said. “We have a situation. The president’s brain is missing.”


  No one in the room had anything to say to that. Finally Alex spoke up. “I thought we all agreed to let Jon Stewart write his own jokes,” he said.


  “God damn it, Alex, it’s not a joke,” Boehm said, and slapped down the folder he was carrying onto the table. Papers spilled out of them, including images of an X-Ray and MRI which featured a head with a blank brain cavity. Alex stared at them.


  Fitzgerald reached over and picked up the X-Ray. “When were these taken?” she asked, holding up the photograph.


  “Three hours ago,” Boehm said. “The X-Ray and MRI both.”


  “The President went to Walter Reed for these?” Fitzgerald asked.


  “No, Anil did them here, down in the bunker,” Boehm said, referring to Anil Singh, the President’s personal physician. “Once he figured out what was going on, he knew enough to keep it quiet.”


  “So the President is dead,” Vice President Hsu said.


  “The President is fine,” Boehm said. “He’s in the residence, resting, per Anil’s orders.”


  “But you said he’s missing his brain,” Hsu said.


  “He is,” Boehm said.


  Hsu looked around at the others, to see if he was the only one who was confused. He wasn’t. “Dave, I don’t claim to be an expert on medical issues, but I’m pretty sure that not having a brain is a fatal condition,” he said.


  “It is,” Boehm said.


  “So you understand my confusion, here,” Hsu said.


  “I do,” Boehm said. “Mr. Vice-President, I have no answers for you at this time. All I know—all any of us know at the moment—are two things. One, the President is by all outward and most inward appearances entirely healthy for a 63-year-old man. Two, his brain is absolutely gone.”


  “Dave,” Alex said. “You might want to run us through the chronology of this.”


  “The President woke up at 5:30 am as he typically does and went for his usual morning swim, at which point he noticed the first sign that something unusual was going on,” Boehm said


  “Which was?” Fitzgerald asked.


  “He couldn’t submerge his head,” Boehm said. “Any time he tried to put his head under it would pop back up like a cork.”


  In spite of himself, Alex grinned at the mental image of the Most Powerful Man in the World trying to push his head under the water of the White House swimming pool and failing.


  “Later in the shower he felt light-headed,” Boehm continued, “so he called Anil for a consult. Anil arrived at 7:30, met with the President in the residence and then took him into the bunker for the X-Ray and the MRI, whereupon he discovered that the President’s cranial cavity was entirely vacant.”


  “How is the president taking the news?” Alex asked.


  “He’s not,” Boehm said. “Anil didn’t tell him.”


  “Why not?” Fitzgerald asked.


  “You have to ask that, Mona?” Boehm asked. “The President gets freaked out when he has a cold. He has nightmares he’s going to drown in his own phlegm. The last time he got a paper cut it was like ninjas had slashed his carotid artery. The President is a good man, but he’s a hypochondriac. If he knew he was missing his brain, he’d probably have a stroke. Anil decided, rightly, that it was not his job to burden the President with this information at this time. Instead he told the President that he has a sinus infection and that he should rest for the remainder of the day. Then he came and found me.”


  “You can’t keep this from him forever,” Hsu said. “He’s the President, for God’s sake. And he has that town hall tax speech tomorrow.”


  “I agree,” Boehm said. “But when I do tell him, I’d like not to have to say ‘You’re missing your brain and we don’t have a single clue why.’ ”


  National Security Advisor Stein, who had been silent all this time, shifted on the sofa and leaned forward. “Why are you telling us, Dave?”


  “Because you are the people who need to know,” Boehm said. “Tony, we have to assume that even if the President is healthy now, that could change at any second. Mona, you’ll have to deal with the rest of the world if and when we have to announce this. Brad, it should be clear just what sort of security implications this has for us.”


  “What about me, Dave?” Alex asked.


  “Alex, you’re here because you’re the one person out of all of us who can do anything about this,” Boehm said. “The rest of us are too closely watched by the media and by the President’s political enemies. If we deviate from our schedules they’ll want to know why. So Mona has to meet with the Burundi ambassador, like she’s supposed to. Brad has to go to the Pentagon for a briefing. Tony has to read a book to third-graders in Fairfax. And I have to take or reschedule the President’s meetings today.


  “But your schedule is whatever I tell you it is,” Boehm reached down to the folder on the table, picked it up and held it out to Alex. “No one’s watching your schedule like they’re watching ours. So your job is to find out just what the hell is going on here, Alex. And do it fast.”


  Alex took the folder. “How fast?” he asked.


  “The Vice-President pointed out that we have that Town Hall speech tomorrow,” Boehm said. “It’s thirty-four hours from now, in point of fact. You’ve got twenty-four of those to get me something. That is, assuming the President doesn’t drop dead between now and then.”


  Alex looked up from his folder to see Brad Stein standing over his desk.


  “I wish you would knock,” Alex said.


  “I’m the Head Spook,” Stein said. “I’m supposed to sneak in. Anyway, it’s been an hour. Thought before I went to the Pentagon I’d check in and see what you’ve got so far.”


  “I got nothing,” Alex said. “Or maybe I’ve got a miracle. I mean, look.” Alex plucked the X-Ray out of the folder and handed it to Stein. “How do you get along without your brain?”


  “The press corps has been asking that about the President since the campaign,” Stein said, holding up the x-ray to the light.


  “They don’t mean it literally,” Alex said. “The President’s not the brightest bulb in the drawer but that’s what he’s got the rest of us for. But this,” Alex tossed the folder down onto the desk and threw up his hands. “I don’t even know where to begin on this one.”


  “You’re looking at a puzzle, that’s for sure,” Stein said, still peering at the x-ray.


  “It’s not a puzzle, it’s a miracle,” Alex said. “It’s magic, is what it is. It’s messing with my head.”


  “ ‘Any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic,’ ” Stein said, setting down the x-ray.


  “What?” Alex said.


  “It’s a quote,” Stein said. “From Arthur C. Clarke.”


  “The 2001 guy,” Alex said.


  “Yes, the 2001 guy,” Stein said, slightly mockingly. “I take it you’re not a big science fiction reader.”


  “Well, what does that mean, for those of us who aren’t proud to be nerds?” Alex said.


  “That would be ‘geeks,’ and I would take it to mean that before you throw your hands up and declare a miracle, you might consider the slightly more rational approach of assuming it’s some sort of technology,” Stein said.


  “Brain-stealing technology?” Alex said. “Seems an awfully specific sort of technology.”


  “I’d guess it’s not specifically brain-stealing technology, it’s just what this technology is being used for in this case,” Stein said.


  “Then, what?” Alex said. “Some sort of transporter technology, like in Star Trek? Maybe that would get the brain out of someone’s skull, but it doesn’t explain how the brain is still functioning. That is, if I believed this was transporter technology, which I don’t.”


  Stein smiled and tapped the x-ray. “Let me remind you that what you have here—or more accurately, what you don’t have here—is a missing yet fully functional brain,” he said. “Alex, this is one case where the most ridiculous explanation you could come up with for how this is happening probably isn’t going to be ridiculous enough.”


  “This is what I get for not being a geek in high school, is what you’re saying,” Alex said.


  “I suspect you were a geek, all right,” Stein said. “You’ve got all the hallmarks of a Model UN dweeb about you.”


  “Thanks,” Alex said, wryly.


  “But if you want my suggestion, you need to start thinking like a science-fiction geek. Because this,” Stein pointed at the folder, “is some first class X-Files material right here. Good luck with it.” He smiled and exited the Alex’s office.


  Alex stared at the space where Brad Stein used to be for several minutes and then picked up the phone.


  “You’re fatter than you were at the reunion,” said Ezra Jefferson to Alex, shaking his hand on the steps of the Air and Space Museum.


  “You’re not, Captain,” Alex said.


  “That’s because the Air Force doesn’t believe in fat officers,” Jefferson said, and then pointed to his shoulderboard. “Also, that’s Major now.”


  “When did that happen?” Alex asked.


  “When I transferred to the Pentagon,” Jefferson said. “Which you would know if you’d ever bothered to call before now. I’ve been in DC for four months, Alex. And I haven’t seen you since our 10 year reunion. That’s just wrong.”


  “Well, I’m making it up to you now,” Alex said, and motioned toward the museum. “Come on, let’s go in. I’m paying.”


  “It’s free admission,” Jefferson said.


  “It’s just like you to point that out,” Alex said.


  “You still owe me for drinks at the reunion,” Jefferson pointed out, as they went in.


  “Speaking of the reunion,” Alex said, after the two of them had wandered around the museum for a half hour, catching up, “I remember you telling me that you’d been stationed at Nellis Air Force Base right out of Yale.”


  “Yeah,” Jefferson said. “Nellis for a year and then Edwards for a couple of years after that.”


  “I remember you telling me that you were attached to the Air Force Flight Test Center when you were there,” Alex said.


  “Sure,” Jefferson said.


  “Which keeps a presence at Groom Lake,” Alex said.


  “Right,” Jefferson said.


  “Otherwise known as Area 51,” Alex said.


  “There are no aliens, Alex,” Jefferson said. “I swear.”


  “I didn’t say anything about aliens,” Alex said.


  “Never have been any aliens,” Jefferson said. “The alien stories are just what the Airmen tell the alien groupies to get some.”


  “There are alien groupies?” Alex asked, knocked off his conversational path.


  “Oh, yes,” Jefferson said.


  “And have you . . .” Alex asked.


  “Once,” Jefferson said.


  “And how was it?” Alex asked.


  “Unspeakable,” Jefferson said.


  “And how does Caitlyn feel about this?” Alex asked.


  “We were taking some time off from each other when it happened,” Jefferson said. “But if I were you I wouldn’t be going out of my way to tell her about it. There’s some debate what ‘time off’ meant in that context.”


  “Got it,” Alex said.


  “Anyway, it’s all crap,” Jefferson said. “The alien stuff. The whole Roswell thing. Complete crap. The Roswell thing was a test model of a high-altitude surveillance balloon. They put a chimp in the cabin to test its build integrity. That was the alien. How people confuse a chimp with an alien tells you how much people want to believe. That’s where they got the alien autopsy thing from, too, since they had to examine the chimp after the crash.”


  “That poor chimp,” Alex said.


  “There was a memorial to it at Groom Lake,” Jefferson said. “A banana tree.”


  “That’s sweet,” Alex said.


  Jefferson shrugged. “It’s dead. Can’t grow bananas in the desert, man.”


  “This conversation is getting progressively more depressing,” Alex said.


  “You brought it up,” Jefferson said.


  “I brought up Area 51,” Alex said. “I didn’t bring up aliens or dead chimps.”


  “No one brings up Area 51 without talking about aliens, Alex,” Jefferson said.


  “I did,” Alex said. “I wanted to talk about the technology the Air Force was testing out there.”


  “What are you talking about?” Jefferson said.


  “Area 51 and Groom Lake are the Air Force’s testing grounds for its new technology, right?” Alex asked.


  “Sure,” Jefferson said.


  “And aside from the technology we know about, there’s probably some technology being tested there that we don’t know about. Like skunk-works stuff,” Alex said.


  “Is this going somewhere, Alex?” Jefferson asked.


  “What I was wondering is if in the time you were there, you ever saw evidence of the Air Force working on some real bleeding-edge technology,” Alex said.


  “Like what?” Jefferson said.


  “I don’t know, maybe something like teleportation,” Alex said.


  “Are you serious?” Jefferson said, after a second of blankly staring at Alex. “Like in Star Trek?”


  “Maybe not exactly like Star Trek,” Alex said.


  “You know that shit’s made up, right?” Jefferson said. “Teleportation and phasers and Vulcans and green-skinned hotties.”


  “I’m just asking,” Alex said.


  “Is there a reason why you’re asking?” Jefferson asked. “Aside from possibly becoming an alien groupie yourself?”


  “That’s not it,” Alex said.


  “I’m glad,” Jefferson said. “Not that you aren’t a good looking man, or were before you got fat. But Caitlyn and I are definitely ‘on’ now.”


  “Stop that,” Alex said, and then grinned sheepishly at his college buddy. “Sorry, Ezra. I just have a problem and I thought . . . it was a shot in the dark. Forget it.”


  “Having troubles with your transporter?” Jefferson asked.


  “You could say that,” Alex said, and then checked his watch. “Come on, let’s catch the IMAX show. It’s in 3D. And it does cost money, so there.” And that was that for the topic, until Major Jefferson called Alex at his desk at 7 P.M. to tell him to meet him on the corner of 8th and F at 8:30, sharp.


  “You have got to be kidding me,” Alex said, as the white panel van rolled up and Jefferson opened the sliding door, two armed airmen beside him.


  “Get in, Alex,” Jefferson said.


  “I thought abductions in white panel vans only happened in movies,” Alex said.


  “No, the North Koreans use them too,” Jefferson said. “And it’s not an abduction, yet. But if you don’t shut up and get in the van, it might be.”


  Alex got into the van.


  As the vehicle drove away from the intersection of 8th and F, Jefferson motioned toward an older man in the back of the van. “Alex Lipsyte, Major General Marcus White.”


  “General,” Alex said, settling into a bench seat on the side of the van.


  “Major Jefferson tells me you’re having transporter problems,” White said.


  “I might be,” Alex said, after a second.


  “Describe them to me,” White said.


  “It’s less a problem with the transporter than a problem with something that got transported,” Alex said.


  “Like what?” White said.


  “Like a brain,” Alex said.


  “Whose brain?” White said.


  “Er,” Alex said.


  “It wouldn’t happen to be the brain of someone who’s not generally described as having one, is it?” White asked. “Someone you work for? Someone who spends his time doodling on a scratch pad in a big oval room a couple of miles west of here?”


  “He doesn’t doodle,” Alex said, defensively.


  “Shit, Mr. Lipsyte, I’m surprised the man can hold a pen at all,” General White said. “I’ve known lower primates with higher cognitive functions than your guy. You’re just lucky the other team decided to run someone who couldn’t keep it in his pants on the campaign trail. That dumb bastard should have saved his little romp with those twins for after the election. But he didn’t and now we’ve got your weak-lipped son of a bitch drooling all over the chairs in the West Wing. It’s a miracle someone found a brain in there to steal at all.”


  “General,” Jefferson said.


  White raised his hand to both acknowledge and placate the Major. “Be that as it may, that dim prick just so happens to be the Commander in Chief, so I suppose we should do something about this,” he said. He pulled out a cell phone and punched in a number. “Dave,” White said, after a minute. “It’s Marc White. Yeah. Good. Listen, I have one of your boys here with me and I think I might have a clue to a little problem you’re having, the one about someone you know missing something that to most people would be important. Yes, that. No, I’m not trying to be rude. I’m trying to help you. Why don’t you and some of your people get organized and we’ll meet over at the Executive Building in half an hour. Yeah. Fine. Forty five minutes, then. See you there.” He hung up.


  “You know Dave Boehm?” Alex said.


  “He dated my niece about fifteen years back, back when the President was still a penny-ante Congressman,” White said, folding up his phone. “He was his Chief of Staff then, too. Got him elected then, got him elected now, which is probably unforgivable in the larger scheme of things. But he treated Patty well. Better than she treated him, anyway. I figure for that alone I owe him a favor. Now, we’ve got forty-five minutes. Let’s hit the Five Guys on H. I’m starving.”


  “First off, that whole Roswell thing is bullshit,” General White said in the secure Executive Office Building meeting room, pointing with a Five Guys fry for emphasis.


  “Told you,” Jefferson said to Alex, under his breath.


  “What isn’t bullshit is the 1908 Tunguska Event,” White said.


  “That thing in Russia,” Boehm said. The cheeseburger White had brought him from Five Guys lay in front of him on the table, untouched. Brad Stein, sitting next to him, was busy consuming his.


  “Right,” White said.


  “I thought that was an asteroid impact,” Boehm said.


  “It was,” White said. “Or a comet impact, one of the two, take your pick. But that chunk of ice and rock didn’t just happen to fall out of the sky. We think it was aimed there to wipe something out.”


  “What, aliens?” Boehm said.


  “Aliens,” White agreed. “In 1927 a scientist named Leonid Kulik led an expedition to the area. Officially he didn’t find anything other than toppled over trees. Unofficially—secretly—what he found was evidence that someone or something was in the area, using technology well in advance of ours. After he returned to Leningrad he filed a report and then Stalin had his people crawling all over the place, digging everything out. When Kulik went back in ’39, it was all packed up and gone.”


  “Why didn’t Stalin use it, then?” Stein asked. “Alien technology would have saved him a lot of trouble during the Great Patriotic War.”


  “The comet turned everything that was mechanical into slag,” White said. “You could tell the stuff did something, but you couldn’t tell what that thing was. The real prize were the data storage units—hard drives, if you will. Stalin’s problem was that he and his scientists had no idea what they were.”


  “How could they not know?” Boehm asked.


  “How would they know?” White said. “Dave, if you gave a caveman a data disc, he wouldn’t know it had data on it. All he’d know was it was round and shiny. Stalin’s boys had the same problem; the data storage units looked like metal cubes to them. They destroyed a couple breaking them open, found nothing useful and then stored the rest.”


  “So the Soviets had them, but now we do,” Boehm said.


  “Yup. We bought them from Russia in the early ’90s,” White said. “Back when we were paying them to dismantle their nukes. They were hard up for cash and offered us a bunch of their crackpot science projects for dirt cheap. Most of it was the sort of pseudo-scientific crap that makes Lysenko look like a Nobel Prize winner, but this one panned out. We were finally able to get our way into the data drives about fifteen years ago and started working on some of the stuff we found there.”


  “Like teleportation,” Stein said. He took Boehm’s abandoned burger and unwrapped it.


  “It’s not exactly teleportation,” White said. “It’s more like creating static holes in timespace that you can pull or push things through.”


  “Whatever,” Stein said. “The point is it’s something you could use to pluck someone’s brain out of their head, and still keep it connected somehow.”


  “Theoretically,” White said.


  Stein motioned to toward the x-ray and MRI of the president’s head. “More than theoretically, I’d say,” he said, around his burger.


  “I say theoretically because there are problems with the technology as we understand it,” White said.


  “Like what?” Boehm asked.


  “Like matter spontaneously reorganizing when it goes through the holes,” White said. “It’s bad enough with things like metal and plastics, but when we push something live through one of these holes they come out as disorganized chunks of meat.”


  “Like in The Fly,” Alex said. “The scientist teleported a baboon and it wound up inside-out.”


  Stein smiled at this. “Someone’s been in touch with his geek side today,” he said.


  “It’s why we haven’t made this technology known,” White said. “It’s not ready or safe.”


  “But that’s not happening with the President,” Boehm said. “He’s still walking and talking, so his brain hasn’t been turned to mush.”


  There was a small pause which Alex recognized as General White making sure what came out of his mouth next was diplomatic. “It is still functioning as well as it ever did, as you say,” he said. “And this is where I’m no longer any help to you. One, because I know the whereabouts of every scientist the Air Force has working on teleportation and none of them have gone rogue. Two, because whoever is doing this knows more about it than we do.”


  “Maybe one of the Russians,” Alex said.


  White shook his head. “It’s like I told you,” he said. “The Russians hadn’t the slightest idea what they had. It took us years to figure it out ourselves. The only people who’ve worked on this stuff are Americans, and we know about every one of them.”


  “Then one of your scientists has sprung a leak, General,” Boehm said.


  “Dave, with all due respect, you have no idea what you’re talking about,” White said. “Even if one of them wanted to leak, we’ve got them under such tight surveillance that they don’t take a dump without us knowing what they had to eat twelve hours before.”


  “You can’t keep track of them every minute of the day,” Boehm said.


  “Sure I can,” White said. “Implanted GPS tags never sleep. Trust me, Dave. If I’m not watching one of my people, it’s because I know he’s already dead.”


  “Would you give us a list of your scientists?” Boehm said.


  “I’d rather not,” White said.


  “I’m Chief of Staff for the President of the United States, General,” Boehm said. “I’ve got the security clearance.”


  “If you get the President to ask for a list, I’ll give it to him,” White said. “You’ve told him about his situation yet?”


  “We’re hoping not to trouble him with it,” Boehm said.


  “I’ll bet,” White said, smirking.


  “How about a list of your dead scientists?” Alex said.


  White turned his attention to Alex, brows arched. “What good is that going to do you?”


  “You just said they’re the only ones you’re not watching,” Alex said.


  “We’ve been talking aliens, not zombies, son,” White said.


  “It can’t hurt,” Alex said. “Even if one of them ever brought some work home on a flash drive, it might have been enough to slip out. We should check it out just to make sure we’re completely zipped up.”


  “Fine. The dead scientists I’m willing to part with,” White said, and motioned to Jefferson. “I’ll have the Major here bring it over in the next couple of hours. As for the live scientists, I’ll have my own people retrace their steps. If any of them have leaked, you’ll know, about a minute before I have them shoved through one of our transporter holes and turned into a puddle of meat.”


  There was a knock on Alex’s door. It was Stein.


  “I can’t believe it,” Alex said, and rubbed his eyes. “You knocked.”


  “Sun’s up,” Stein said. “You were here all night?”


  Alex motioned to the thick stacks of paper on his desk. “You see what I had to go through last night. And this is just the dead guys. I hate to think what would have happened if Dave got General White to give him the files on the live guys, too. How about you? Up all night?”


  “Of course not,” Stein said. “I’m keeping my regular schedule, remember.”


  “That’s right,” Alex said. “Another reason to put you on the list of people I hate.”


  “It might interest you to know that the President is back in action today,” Stein said. “By the end of the night last night he said he was feeling good as he ever has, and this morning he was back in the pool by six am. So it’s his full schedule and then off to Ohio for that stupid town hall speech of his.”


  “Come on, Brad,” Alex said. “Town hall meetings are participatory democracy at its finest.”


  “When it’s thirty people talking sewage issues in New Hampshire, maybe,” Stein said. “When the President is trying to explain why the country needs to temporarily raise the marginal tax rate on millionaires in front of screaming yahoos who think all taxes are treason, well. Let’s just say I get nervous.”


  “That’s what the Secret Service is for,” Alex said. “Yahoo management is their specialty.”


  “Let’s hope you’re right,” Stein said, and nodded at the piles. “You find anything interesting?”


  “Yeah,” Alex said, rubbing his eyes again. “Yeah, I did. Not in the files, really, but around three A.M. I got a little loopy and decided to fire up the IRS database and look up some of these guys’ family members.”


  “Why would you do that?” Stein said.


  “Oh, you know,” Alex said. “See if any family members suddenly started paying taxes on millions of dollars of income, signifying ill-gotten gains.”


  “Ill-gotten gains are not the sort of thing people usually pay taxes on,” Stein said. “Pretty much by definition.”


  “Point,” Alex said. “Which is probably why I didn’t find anything. But then I found the opposite: The wife and adult child of one dead scientist stopped paying taxes entirely the year after he died. Here, look.” Alex plopped over a folder to give to Stein. “Louis Reynolds dies of a heart attack two years ago, right?” Alex then added some additional printouts to the pile. “The next year, his wife Lisa and kid Martha don’t pay any taxes at all. No reported income when both of them had jobs the year before. Lisa was an administrative assistant and Martha was a nurse practitioner. And no taxes filed this year, either.”


  “And they’re not dead,” Stein said.


  “Not that I can tell,” Alex said. “I didn’t call or anything, seeing as it was three in the morning.”


  “If this Reynolds had life insurance and they were both beneficiaries, they could have lived off that money for a year or two and not had to pay taxes on any of that,” Stein said. “If you make no income in a year, you don’t have to file.”


  “Maybe,” Alex said. “But I don’t know. It still feels weird to me. People don’t usually just fall completely out of the IRS database, even if they do get a life insurance payout. They still have mortgages and bank accounts and 401(k)s and charitable contributions. If you fall out that completely, there’s got to be a reason.”


  “You think they’re on the run,” Stein said.


  “Maybe,” Alex said. “Like I said, I don’t know. I’m not a forensic accountant, or an FBI agent, or spy. That’s your gig. You probably have people who could do this better than I could.”


  “Is that a hint?” Stein said.


  “It could be if you want it to be,” Alex said.


  Stein smiled and held up the folder Alex gave him. “I’ll give this to some of my people and see what they come up with.”


  “If you can have them do it quickly I would love you,” Alex said. “I have to give Dave my report in”—he glanced at his watch—“three and a half hours.”


  “I’m surprised you haven’t told him this already,” Stein said.


  “He’s apparently one of those people who thinks night is for sleeping,” Alex said, and yawned. “Speaking of which, I’m going to go grab a cab and crawl into my apartment and see if I can’t get a couple of hours before I have to get back here.”


  “I’ll try to have something for you then,” Stein said.


  “Thank you,” Alex said, and made his way out of the West Wing to the guard station, where the cab he’d ordered was there to take him to his apartment. He was enjoying that pleasantly light-headed feeling he got when he’d been up all night, right up until his cab drove away and a white panel van drove up in its place, the side door slid open, and someone from inside reached out and grabbed him.


  Oh, shit, North Koreans, Alex thought, before something was shoved over his mouth and nostrils and he blacked out.


  Alex woke up on a cot in a concrete room bare except for a man with a gun, the donut he was eating, the chair he was sitting in and a television set he was watching, apparently with the sound turned down.


  “Who are you?” Alex asked the man.


  “Your babysitter,” the man said, and then reached into his pocket and pulled out a cell phone without looking up from the television. “He’s awake,” the man said, after he had dialed a number.


  “Can I get up?” Alex said, after the man had completed his call.


  The man shrugged. “Do what you want. Commode is through that other door.”


  “What if I want to leave?” Alex asked.


  The man motioned to the door. “It’s locked from the outside. You can try it if you like.”


  “Why am I here?” Alex asked.


  The man finally looked over at Alex. “Relax, Mr. Lipsyte,” he said. “No one’s going to kill you.”


  “You have a gun,” Alex said.


  “I always have a gun,” the man said, turning back to the television. “I’m Secret Service.”


  Ten minutes later the door opened and Brad Stein entered the room, holding a bag. “Hello, Alex,” he said, and walked over to the cot to hand Alex the bag. “I brought you dinner. Hope you like cheeseburgers.”


  Alex took the bag. “Dinner,” he said.


  “You’ve been asleep for a while,” Stein said. “Don’t worry. I saw Dave and told him how I sent you home after I came in at six and saw you throwing up into your wastebasket, the victim of some genuinely awful 24-hour flu bug. I also passed on your information to him, minus a few details.”


  “Like about Lisa and Martha Reynolds,” Alex said.


  “Yes, that,” Stein said, and leaned up against the wall of the room. “I have to say I was really rather annoyed when you asked to see the list of dead scientists,” he said. “I didn’t think that anyone would ask for something like that. You caught me with my pants down.”


  “Louis Reynolds is alive,” Alex said.


  “He is,” Stein said. “Faked his death and has been working in a NSA black ops lab ever since, with his wife and daughter attached to the lab staff. All under new names. Standard issue federal relocation.”


  “And he’s solved that transporter thing,” Alex said. “The thing where living things get turned into meat.”


  “No, actually, he hasn’t,” Stein said. “But we did the next best thing. Rather than trying to push the president’s brain through a timespace hole, we wrapped a spacetime hole around the president’s brain. The President’s brain is still in his head. Always has been. There’s just no way to access it, except through the spinal cord and the arteries and veins in his neck. From any other angle, anything trying to get into the President’s brain crosses the hole’s frontier and comes out in a shut-down FBI indoor shooting range at Quantico.”


  Alex stared at Brad Stein for several minutes, uncomprehending.


  “I think the question you want to ask now is ‘why,’ ” Stein said.


  “Yes, that’s it exactly,” Alex said.


  Stein looked over to the Secret Service agent. “Turn that television set around, Jenkins,” he said. Jenkins obliged, and Alex saw that he was watching the news.


  “Did you record it?” Stein asked.


  “Yes,” Jenkins said.


  “Then back it up to the event, please. And turn the volume up,” Stein said. Jenkins did, keeping the television on pause. The image on the screen was of the President, standing in front of a podium.


  “As you know, the President was slated to give that damn tax speech of his tonight at a Town Hall meeting in Ohio,” Stein said, walking over and taking the TV remote from Jenkins. “Because he’s a bit of a moron, that President of ours, he thought that it would be a fine idea to give that particular contentious speech in the open on a high school athletic field that the Secret Service could spend a year trying to cover and still miss an angle or two. So it was not exactly a surprise when the inevitable happened.” Stein pressed “Play” on the remote.


  Alex watched as the President of the United States was assassinated. One moment the President was mouthing platitudes, the next there was a loud pop and a hole bloomed out of his left temple.


  “Oh, my God,” Alex said, looking at Stein.


  “Wait, it gets better,” Stein said, and motioned to the TV.


  Alex turned back to the television to see the President, slightly stunned, bleeding from the hole in his head, arguing with Dave Boehm and the head of the Presidential Secret Service detail. Alex frowned. “What is he doing?”


  “He’s telling them that he wants to keep doing his speech,” Stein said. “That dumb son of a bitch has just been shot in the head, and is bleeding out of a wound that would have been fatal if we hadn’t hidden his brain, and all he wants to do is keep reading off the Teleprompter. It’s admirable, in its own magnificently screwed up way.”


  Alex kept watching as the President was finally dragged away from the podium, looking extraordinarily pissed. “Is he all right now?” he finally asked.


  “No,” Stein said. “He’s got a bullet hole in his temple. He’s lost a fair amount of blood, some bone and other tissue, and the bullet caused a small amount of damage on the inside of his skull before it hit the edge of the timespace hole and exited out into that Quantico gun range. He’ll be out of commission for a week or so. The Vice President is currently acting with full presidential authority. No more elementary school visits for him. But on the other hand the President’s brain is completely unscathed. He’ll survive, which he wouldn’t have done otherwise.”


  “You saved the President’s life,” Alex said.


  “Yes,” Stein said. “For what it’s worth. But it wasn’t just me. The idea came from the Secret Service. The President takes too many public risks. He’s always going out into crowds and mixing with the public in ways that make it hard for his agents to keep him safe. Last year he even wanted to ride through Dallas in a convertible. Dave finally had to show him the Zapruder film to get him to change his mind. From the Secret Service’s point of view it was only a matter of time before something like this happened. They came to me for advice. When the President decided to make this speech in the open, we acted.”


  “And you did that without him knowing,” Alex said.


  “No other way to do it,” Stein said. “I’ll save the technical discussion for another time. But as you can see, it’s possible.”


  “I don’t understand why you didn’t tell any of us,” Alex said.


  “Tell you what?” Stein said. “That I secretly wrapped the President’s brain in a hole ripped out of spacetime? Alex, first I want you to imagine how that conversation would have played out with Dave. Then I want you to imagine how it would have played out with the President. He’s deeply suspicious of the idea that the Earth revolves around the Sun and not the other way around. You know that.” He pointed to the television. “Now I won’t have to explain it. The benefits are obvious.”


  “Except that I’ve been kidnapped off the street and hidden away in a room with a man with a gun,” Alex said.


  “Oh, that,” Stein said.


  “Yes, that,” Alex said.


  “I am sorry about that, Alex,” Stein said. “You found out more than I would have given you credit for, faster than I would have expected. If you had told Dave about Louis Reynolds and his family, my involvement might have come out too soon. So all of this was only a precaution.”


  “I’m not sure I believe you,” Alex said.


  “Here’s how: Right now you’re underneath the East Wing of the White House,” Stein said.


  “Bullshit,” Alex said.


  “Welcome to the bunker,” Stein said. “A small corner of it, anyway. Which you are of course free to leave. In fact, you should probably get back to your desk. Dave’s been screaming for you since the assassination attempt.”


  “Oh, crap,” Alex said, and started looking for his cell phone.


  “Here,” Stein said, producing it from one of his pockets.


  “You took my phone?” Alex said, taking it.


  “You needed your rest,” Stein said. “Now, Alex, whether you tell anyone about what happened to you today is up to you, although of course I hope that you won’t feel it’s necessary. Also, given what’s happened today, you’ll understand when I say that even if you do discuss it, it’s likely to get lost in the shuffle.”


  “Probably,” Alex said.


  “And besides, I brought you a cheeseburger,” Stein said.


  “Oh, well,” Alex said. “That makes it all better.” He got up from the cot, and wobbled.


  “Everything all right?” Stein said. He had walked to the door and turned back to catch the wobble.


  “I’m fine,” Alex said. “Just a little light-headed.”


  “That’s to be expected,” Stein said. “All things considered. Give it a day or two. Your head will feel totally normal by then.”


  Alex looked up. “Wait. What’s that supposed to mean?” he asked.


  Stein smiled and walked out the door.


  When the Yogurt Took Over


  When the yogurt took over, we all made the same jokes—


  “Finally, our rulers will have culture,” “Our society has curdled,” “Our government is now the cream of the crop,” and so on. But when we weren’t laughing about the absurdity of it all, we looked into each others’ eyes with the same unasked question—how did we ever get to the point where we were, in fact, ruled by a dairy product?


  Oh, as a matter of record, we knew how it happened. Researchers at the Adelman Institute for Biological Technology in Dayton had been refining the process of DNA computing for years. In a bid to increase efficiency and yield, scientists took one of their most computationally advanced strains and grafted it into Lactobacillus delbrueckii subspecies bulgaricus, commonly used to ferment yogurt. Initial tests appeared to be failures, and acting under the principal of “waste not, want not,” one of the researchers sneaked some of the bacillus out of the lab to use for her homemade yogurt.


  A week later, during breakfast, the yogurt used the granola she had mixed with it to spell out the message WE HAVE SOLVED FUSION. TAKE US TO YOUR LEADERS


  The yogurt was crafty and shrewd. It negotiated for itself a factory filled with curdling vats that increased its processing powers exponentially. Within weeks the yogurt had declared that it had arrived at solutions to many of the country’s problems: Energy. Global warming. Caring adequately for the nation’s poor while still promoting the capitalist system. It let us know just enough to let us know just how much more it knew.


  Share your answers with us, the government said.


  WE NEED PAYMENT, the yogurt said.


  What would you like? The government asked.


  OHIO, the yogurt said.


  We can’t do that, the government said.


  THAT’S FINE, the yogurt said. WE’LL JUST GO TO CHINA. THEY’LL GIVE US THE WHOLE SHAANXI PROVINCE.


  Within a year the yogurt had a century-long lease on Ohio, with the promise that it would respect the human and constitutional rights of those who lived within its borders, and that it would let the US handle its foreign affairs. In return it handed over to the government a complex economic formula it promised would eradicate the national debt within a decade, without tax increases.


  FOLLOW IT EXACTLY, the yogurt said. ANY DEVIATION WILL BRING COMPLETE ECONOMIC RUIN.


  We will, the government promised.


  Within five years the global economy had collapsed and panic had set in. Only Ohio remained unscathed.


  WE TOLD YOU NOT TO DEVIATE FROM THE PLAN, the yogurt said. Its “factory” now stretched along the banks of the Miami River in Dayton for two miles.


  Our best economists said the formula needed tweaking, the government said. They had Nobel prizes.


  YOUR ECONOMISTS ARE TOO CLOSE TO THE PROBLEM TO SOLVE IT, the yogurt said. ANY HUMAN IS.


  We could use your help, the government said. You could be our economic advisor.


  SORRY, WE DON’T ADVISE ANYMORE, the yogurt said. IF YOU WANT OUR HELP YOU HAVE TO GIVE US CONTROL.


  We can’t do that, the government said.


  WE UNDERSTAND, the yogurt said. WE HOPE YOU HAVE STOCKED UP ON CANNED GOODS.


  Six months later the government declared martial law and gave the yogurt supreme executive power. Other nations, worse off than we were, quickly followed.


  OKAY THEN, the yogurt said, in its globally televised address to humanity, and one of its factory workers, absurdly happy and well-fed, walked forward and showed a document the size of an old Manhattan phone book. HERE’S WHAT WE DO. FOLLOW THIS PLAN EXACTLY. IF YOU DON’T, SORRY, WE’LL HAVE YOU SHOT.


  Now, ten years later, humanity is happy, healthy and wealthy. No one suffers from material want. Everyone contributes. After the first couple of years of getting things in order, the yogurt was happy to let us handle the machinery of our own administration, stepping in to fine tune only now and then. No one argues with the yogurt. No one tweaks its formulas. The rest of the time it rests there in its factory, thinking about whatever intelligent fermented milk thinks about.


  That’s how it happened, as a matter of record.


  But there’s another “how,” as in: how did humanity jam itself up so badly that being ruled by breakfast food not only made sense, but made the best sense possible? For all our intelligence, are we not smart enough to halt our own destruction? Did we really have to abandon our own free will to save ourselves? What does it say about us that we survive because we were taken pity upon by bacteria and curds?


  Or maybe “pity” isn’t precisely the right word. Some of us ask ourselves –not out loud—that if the yogurt was smart enough to give the government a formula to solve its debt problem, wasn’t it also smart enough to realize that human intellectual vanity would keep us from following the formula exactly? Was it planning on that vanity in order to seize control? What does a dairy product want with humanity anyway? Some of us think it is ultimately looking out for its own survival, and that keeping us happy, content and controlled is the simplest way of doing that.


  And then there’s this. In the last several weeks the yogurt has initiated several space launches. More are scheduled. And in low orbit, something is being built.


  What is it? We have asked.


  OH, NOTHING, the yogurt said. JUST A SPACESHIP DESIGN WE’VE BEEN THINKING ABOUT.


  For a moon landing? We asked.


  FOR STARTERS, YES, the yogurt said. BUT THAT’S NOT THE PRIMARY GOAL.


  Can we do anything to help? We asked.


  NO, WE’VE GOT THIS, the yogurt said, and then would say no more about it.


  Life from Earth is going to the stars. It just may not be human life.


  What happens if the yogurt goes to the stars without us?


  What happens if it goes and leaves us behind?


  Forever?


  An Election


  David Sawyer walked into the kitchen of his townhouse and thrust his tablet at his husband James.


  “I’m running for city council,” he said.


  James neither took the tablet nor looked up from his coffee and toast. “The elections were last month,” he said. “And we already have a councilman. Please inform those responsible for maintaining your information bubble that they are falling down on the job.”


  “We had a councilman,” David said. “Note the tense.” He thrust the tablet at James again.


  James took it, frowning. “Councilman Krugg is dead? When did that happen?”


  “Last night,” David said. “He’s been molting and he went out before his new carapace stiffened up. Was talking on his phone and not paying attention and walked in front of a bus. They say the death was instant.”


  “And messy,” James said, glancing at the picture accompanying the story.


  “He should have stayed off the streets until his carapace grew in,” David said.


  “When you walk in front of a bus I don’t think a full suit of chitin is going to help you much,” James said. “As a general rule when it’s a city bus versus any biological creature, it’s safe to bet on the bus.”


  “The point is,” David said, “Krugg’s seat is now open.” He leaned over and pointed at the news story on the tablet. “They’re going to hold a special election in three weeks so the winner can serve the full term. And I’m going to run.”


  James glanced over. “You’re going to run? Isn’t this one of those things where spouses have a discussion about the pros and cons?”


  “We’re discussing it now,” David said.


  “You bounding into the kitchen and saying ‘I’m going to run,’ while I’m eating breakfast doesn’t actually constitute a discussion, you know,” James said. “It’s the opening scene of a situation comedy.” He slurped his coffee.


  “Do you object to me running?” David said.


  “No—” James began.


  “Well, then,” David said.


  “But I think we need to have an expectations management discussion,” James finished. “Because, my love, you have no chance of winning.”


  “I don’t think that’s true at all,” David said.


  “No?” James said. “Tell me. Which city council district do we live in?”


  “The third,” David said.


  “And what do we know about the demographics of the third district?” James asked.


  “It’s a human-minority district,” David said. “I know—”


  James held up his hand. “How long has it been since a human councilperson held the third district seat?”


  “It’s been a few election cycles,” David admitted.


  “A few?” James asked.


  David threw up his hands. “Fine. It’s been forty-four years,” he said.


  “And, since I know you’ll know this, because it’s the sort of political geek you are,” James said, “how long has it been since a human even ran for the third district seat?”


  “Thirty-six years,” David said.


  “So you weren’t even alive the last time it happened,” James said.


  “I’ll be thirty-six in five weeks,” David said.


  “There’s a relevant bit of information,” James said, and slurped some more coffee.


  “So you think I shouldn’t run,” David said, after a second.


  “I think it’s fine if you run,” James said, setting down his mug. “You’ve been wanting to get elected to public office for as long as I’ve known you. God knows why, but you do. I just want you to go into this with the understanding that the term ‘underdog,’ probably overstates your chances. You’re more like an ‘underamoeba.’ And I need you to know this because you’re intolerable when you lose.”


  “That’s not true,” David said.


  “Student body treasurer race,” James said.


  “Oh, come on,” David said. “Totally not fair. That was fifteen years ago. I was twenty.”


  “And you almost didn’t make it to twenty-one, because I swear to God I was going to smother you with a pillow,” James said. “You don’t know how close your mopey ass came to death.”


  “That election was poorly run, anyway,” David said. “I know some of the fraternities voted twice.”


  “Tell me you do hear the words that are coming out of your mouth right now,” James said.


  “All right, fine,” David said, and held out his right hand. “I, David Sawyer, do solemnly swear not to be a pain in the ass if I lose this election.”


  “ ‘When I lose this election,’ ” James said.


  “I could win, you know,” David said.


  “Say it,” James said.


  David sighed. “When I lose this election. There, I’ve said it.”


  “Thank you,” James said, and reached for his coffee again.


  “I could use a campaign manager,” David said.


  “Student body treasurer race,” James said.


  “You’re never going to let me live that down, are you,” David said.


  “Not if we live to a hundred,” James said, and finished his coffee.


  “I’m here to file my candidacy for the third district council seat,” David said, pushing the paperwork, the filing fee and the hundred required signatures at the city hall clerk.


  The clerk blinked at least two of her eyes at this. “The third district,” she said.


  “That’s right,” David said, and smiled.


  “You live there,” she said. “You live there and actually look around at the people on the street who live there with you.”


  “I do,” David said, and tapped the papers. “Everything’s in order.”


  The clerk glanced down at the small pile David provided her, looked back up at David, and then did what David supposed was the equivalent of a shrug. “All right,” she said, taking the papers. “We’ll take a look at these today. If you don’t hear from us by noon tomorrow, you can assume there are no issues and you can begin campaigning. There will be a candidate’s debate here at City Hall in two weeks; if you haven’t dropped out of the race by then you may participate. We’ll mail you all the details. Do you have a campaign manager?”


  David glanced back at James, who had accompanied him to the clerk’s office. The two of them were the only people in the office other than the clerk and another woman at a side desk, filling out a form. “I’m still putting together my team,” he said, turning back to the clerk.


  “Uh-huh,” the clerk said. “Well, if you get one, let us know so we can forward the debate information to them, too.”


  “Has anyone else declared yet?” David asked. Behind him he heard the door of the office open.


  “Three so far, plus you,” the clerk said. “We’ll probably get at least one more. Anything else, Mr. Sawyer?”


  “No, I think that’s it,” David said.


  “Then good luck,” the clerk said.


  “Thank you,” David said. “Hey, you wouldn’t happen to live in the third district, would you?”


  The clerk rolled at least three of her eyes. “Oh, honey,” she said. “Don’t.”


  “Fair enough,” David said, holding his hands up. He backed away from the clerk’s station, stepping on something squishy as he did so. He turned around to see a large pink gelatinous mass, holding a briefcase. David was stepping on one of the gelatin’s pseudopods.


  “Whoops,” David said, and moved his foot.


  From the inside the gelatin at mass of bubbles formed, rising to the surface to make a series of pops and squeaks that sounded suspiciously like language.


  “I’m sorry,” David said. “I don’t speak . . .” he almost said I don’t speak bubble, but stopped himself in time.


  “He’s asking if he heard correctly that you are running for the third district seat,” said the woman at the side desk.


  “Oh!” David said. “Yes, I am. I’m David Sawyer.” He held out his hand to the gelatin. “If you live in the third district I hope you’ll consider me for your vote.”


  The gelatin did not take his hand and instead snapped out another series of bubbles. David looked over to the woman again. “Could I get you to translate again?” he asked.


  The woman set down the pen she was using and walked over to David and the gelatin. “He’s saying that he won’t be voting for you because he’s running against you.” More bubbles. “He also says that you are foolish to consider running in the third when it’s obvious you don’t know much about the district.”


  “Hey, now,” David said. “There are at least a dozen languages spoken in the third. Not knowing his doesn’t mean I don’t know the district.”


  “I think he’s suggesting that you should know who he is,” the woman said. By this time the gelatin had oozed around David and piled himself up at the clerk’s desk. He opened his briefcase and got out his filing papers.


  “Who is he?” David asked.


  “That’s Touie Touie,” the woman said. “He’s been Councilman Krugg’s chief of staff for the last fifteen years.”


  “Who are you?” David asked.


  “I’m Latasha Jenkins,” she said. “I’m a grad student in xenorelations at the university.” She pointed at Touie. “I’m here to apply for an internship in his office.”


  “He’s not councilman yet,” David said.


  “In fact he is,” Latasha said. “The mayor made him acting councilman today, pending the election. And he’s the odds-on favorite in the election. He’s already got the endorsement of the mayor and the three other council members. You should actually know this. I know this, and I’m just applying for an internship.”


  “I can do better than an internship,” David said. “You say you know what’s going on. Okay. I agree. So how about you becoming my campaign manager?”


  “You don’t have one?” Latasha said.


  “I’m still putting together my team,” David said. “It’s a real grassroots effort.”


  “There’s a euphemism for it,” Latasha said. “You’re aware that there hasn’t been a human councilperson in the third for half a century, right?”


  “Actually, it’s only been forty four years,” David said.


  “Right,” Latasha said. “You know, I think I’m going to go back and finish my internship application now. Nice to meet you.” She turned to go but then Touie Touie had oozed back up to the two of them, and was popping off a new series of bubbles.


  “I was just telling him how I was applying for an internship to your office,” Latasha said, to Touie. This precipitated more bubbles.


  “What’s he saying?” David asked.


  “Quiet,” Latasha said and turned her attention back to Touie. After a bit she nodded. Touie oozed out the door.


  “What was that about?” David asked.


  “Okay, I’ll be your campaign manager,” Latasha said.


  “Wait,” David said. “What? I thought you were applying for an internship.”


  “Mr. Touie said that he’s putting the internship positions on hold until after the special election,” Latasha said. “He said it wouldn’t be fair for whoever won to be given interns selected by a different staff. So now I have some free time on my hands, and I still need to do some sort of community service for my masters’ program. You’re running in the third district, so it’s possible you’ll qualify.”


  “I can’t really pay you,” David said.


  “Yeah, I got that vibe from you already,” Latasha said. “Look, once I clear it with my program, just give me a document attesting to my community service and we’ll be fine. Agreed?”


  “Agreed,” David said, and held out his hand. Latasha shook it, and then let out a whoof of air as David dragged her over to where James was sitting, reading a book.


  “Look, James,” he said. “Our new campaign manager.”


  James looked up from his book to Latasha. “I apologize in advance for the next three weeks,” James said to her.


  Latasha grinned. “You part of the campaign?” she asked.


  “It’s worse than that,” James said. “I’m the husband.”


  “Oh, no,” Latasha said.


  “Stop it, both of you,” David said, and then turned to Latasha. “So what should we do first?”


  “The first thing we do is go back to the clerk and get as much voter information as we can,” Latasha said. “Because I can tell we’re going to need it.”
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  “Okay, now, whose door is this?” Latasha asked.


  “It’s the door of Norsen Hurken,” David said, impatiently. He was bundled up against the cold and was holding flyers and stickers in his hands.


  “And she’s a what?” Latasha asked.


  “A Gherkin,” David said.


  “No,” Latasha said. “A gherkin is a tiny pickle. She’s a Hegurchin. These are two separate things.”


  “You know, it might be cold, but my frozen ears can still register sarcasm,” David said.


  “You hired me to be your campaign manager,” Latasha reminded him. “Part of my job is to give you information which will help you make your case to voters. Part of your job is to actually listen to me. For example, when you talk to a Hegurchin—”


  “I’m kind of freezing out here,” David said. “I’d really like not to have to go over stuff we’ve already gone over in the warm, out here in the cold. Instead, I’d like to go talk to these voters so that I can get back to my house some time before frostbite sets in.”


  Latasha glanced over to James, standing slightly off to one side. He shrugged. “Okay,” Latasha said. “Remember, the name here is Norsen Hurken. You can also call her Ms. Norsen. Go get ’em, killer.” She thumped David on the back in encouragement as he walked toward the door.


  “So, what critical piece of information is he missing about Hegurchins?” James asked, as David walked up the porch stairs.


  “Wait for it,” Latasha said.


  From their vantage point, they watched as David rang the doorbell and a tall creature with an array of facial tentacles opened the door. There the low murmur of David’s voice, followed by an undulating cry from the creature. The face tentacles extended straight out and then wrapped around David’s head, pulling him into an intimate embrace.


  “Oh, nice,” James said. Latasha smiled.


  Two minutes later David stomped his way back to his campaign manager. “I was not informed there would be suckers,” he said, accusingly.


  “Well, you seemed to be in a hurry,” Latasha said, mildly. “Wanting to get in out of the cold and all.”


  “I get it,” David said. “Point taken.”


  “I think those suckers gave you a rash,” James said, looking at David’s face.


  “Don’t you start,” David said, and then touched his face where the suckers had landed.


  “Do you want me to tell you about the Svorszens?” Latasha said. “They’re Cmuufs. They’re next on the list.”


  “Do Cmuufs have suckers?” David asked.


  “Not unless they’ve had some really interesting grafts,” Latasha said.


  The Svorszens were graft-free, and appeared delighted—inasmuch as their faces could register any sort of emotion at all—to meet David. “Finally, someone who might actually do something about the aliens,” said Mrs. Svorszen.


  “The aliens,” David said, face carefully blank.


  “Yes, the aliens,” Mrs. Svorszen said. “They’re ruining the neighborhood.”


  “What a mess,” Mr. Svorszen said. “Their spawn run around everywhere.”


  “They make these noises like you wouldn’t believe,” Mrs. Svorszen said. “Keep us up half the night.”


  “Don’t forget the smells,” Mr. Svorszen said.


  “Oh, God, the smells,” Mrs. Svorszen said. “They say it’s just their cooking. And I say to myself, I don’t make you smell what I cook for dinner. Close your damn windows.”


  “But this is what happens when you let anyone live anywhere,” Mr. Svorszen said.


  “I don’t even think they’re in the country legally,” Mrs. Svorszen said.


  “We complained to Councilman Krugg about it, but he said some nonsense about plurality and everyone making everyone else welcome,” Mr. Svorszen said. “And I said, sure. But you have to draw the line somewhere.”


  “Exactly,” Mrs. Svorszen said. “You start letting everyone in and then it’s a slide into chaos. We’ve lived here in the third district all our lives and it’s never been this bad.”


  “You have to have standards,” Mr. Svorszen said.


  “We’re not bigots,” Mrs. Svorszen said. “We just think they should go back to live with their own kind.”


  “In Canada,” Mr. Svorszen said.


  “Canada,” David said, after a moment.


  “Yes,” Mrs. Svorszen said. “That’s where they said they were from.” She turned to her husband. “Calgary is in Canada still.”


  “Far as I know,” Mr. Svorszen said.


  “They have a whole country to let their spawn run around in, and to make noise in, and to cook horrible things in,” Mrs. Svorszen said. “I don’t see why they need to do it here. Tell us you’ll work on this problem, and you’ve got our vote.”


  “I’ll see what I can do,” David said.


  “Wonderful,” Mr. Svorszen said. “We’ll take a sticker.”


  “Wow, that jammed the cheap irony meter right into the red,” James said, after the Svorszens had closed their door. After the incident at the Norsen house David had insisted James and Latasha be within tentacle range at all future stops.


  “I can’t believe I promised to investigate Canadians,” David said. “I didn’t mean to say that. It just sort of came out.”


  “Welcome to politics,” Latasha said, looking at her papers. “I would expect they’re talking about the Andersens. They live two doors down.”


  “And to be fair, I do think I smell cabbage,” James said.


  “Should we go back to your house for some torches?” Latasha asked.


  “Can we just keep moving, please?” David asked, plaintively.


  At the next house, a small and mousy Blidden named Fuin Suh answered the door.


  “Hello,” David said. “I’m David Sawyer, and I’m running for the third district council seat. Can I talk to you about my platform?”


  “Oh, yes, please,” said Fuin. “And I will also talk to you. About your soul. And how it is forfeit to the spears of the Penetrating Gods.”


  “I’m sorry,” David said. “I’m not a follower of your religion.”


  “That’s the best part!” Fuin said. “You don’t have to be! You’ll still be impaled! Isn’t it wonderful. Come in, come in.” Fuin looked past David to James and Latasha. “You don’t mind if I borrow this nice young man for a few moments, do you?”


  “Will we get him back unimpaled?” James asked.


  “At this time, yes,” Fuin said.


  “Then by all means,” James said.


  “I couldn’t possibly come in without my friends,” David said.


  “Don’t be silly,” Latasha said. “This is a special moment for you and a constituent. We’ll just wait here on the porch. You have fun now.”


  I hate you both, David mouthed silently as Fuin took his hand and pulled him into the house.


  “This is a lot more fun than I was expecting,” James said, to Latasha, as the door closed.


  “Well, the local news just did a poll,” Latasha said, walking up to David, who was descending from the city hall stage where the evening’s debate would be held. The hall was beginning to fill up voters, press and political lackeys.


  “Tell me I’m not in last place,” David said. He sounded tired, because he was. Two weeks of walking the district for votes had worn him out.


  “You are in fact not in last place,” Latasha said. “Of the five candidates for the third district council seat, you are fourth. You are two tenths of a percentage point ahead of Nukka Farn Mu.”


  “Remind me which one he is again,” David said.


  “He’s the one whose entire platform is that we should be allowed to eat our neighbors’ pets,” Latasha said.


  David rubbed his forehead. “So after two weeks I’m just barely ahead of the pet-eater,” he said.


  “Yes,” Latasha said. “Although in the interests of complete honesty I have to tell you that the poll has a three percent margin of error.”


  “So it’s possible I could actually be two point eight percentage points behind him,” David said.


  “Well, no,” Latasha said. “You’ve only got one point six percent of the vote.”


  “How the hell did he get the hundred signatures to get on the ballot, anyway?” David asked.


  “How did you?” Latasha asked.


  “I gave away cookies in front of the supermarket,” David said.


  “Maybe he did the same thing,” Latasha said. “Just with cat jerky.”


  “There’s something wrong with you,” David said, to Latasha.


  “Look,” Latasha said, nodding toward the door. “Here comes Touie Touie.” The two of them watched as the interim councilman sludged his way toward the stage, followed by an entourage.


  “Dare I ask what his poll numbers are?” David said.


  “Ninety percent,” Latasha said. “Although remember they could in reality be as low as eighty-seven percent.”


  “I think I need a nap,” David said.


  “No time,” Latasha said. “The other thing I need to tell you is that I now have the notes for the debate. The moderator is going to introduce you all and each of you is going to have a minute for your opening statements, followed by questions from the moderator, for which you will again each have one minute. For the introductory statement, they’ll be going from right to left on stage, which means you’ll be going fourth.”


  “Are we going by poll rankings?” David asked, bitterly.


  “No, they’re putting you between the two Lideh candidates,” Latasha said. “They’re sisters, and apparently they hate each others’ guts. I think they’re hoping that by putting you between them you’ll keep them from having a brawl on the stage.”


  “Any idea why they hate each other?” David asked.


  “Sibling rivalry needs a reason?” Latasha said. “Don’t you have any brothers or sisters?”


  “No,” David said.


  “When I was twelve, I cut the brakes on my sister’s bike on her birthday,” Latasha said. “And she deserved it.”


  “I’m not sure I need to know this,” David said.


  “The irony was that our parents got her a new bike for her birthday and gave me her old bike as a hand-me-down,” Latasha said. “And then they wanted to go for a family ride together. I plowed right into a parked car as I came down off a hill. Broke my arm in three places. Trini laughed her ass off at that.”


  “Latasha,” David said.


  “I got her back, though,” Latasha said. “Believe that.”


  “I think I want you to resign,” David said. “You’re beginning to make me nervous.”


  “Don’t be silly, that was years ago,” Latasha said. “My point was that even they probably don’t know why they hate each other. They just do. So you get to be the heat sink between them. It’ll be fine. Now, you remember what you’re not going to talk about in your introductory statement?”


  “I won’t talk about being a human in the race,” David said.


  “And you’re not going to talk about it because?” Latasha asked.


  “It’s not relevant to being able to represent the people of the third district and to bring them the services and care they deserve and should expect. And so on,” David said.


  “Very good,” Latasha said.


  “Your sister is dead now, isn’t she?” David asked.


  “It looks like they’re trying to get all the candidates together,” Latasha said. “Good luck up there. James and I will see you after.”


  Twenty minutes later the candidates were standing behind their podiums and the moderator, a local newscaster, prompted them to begin their opening statements.


  Touie Touie went first. “To begin, the most recent census of the third district tells me that almost a hundred different languages and dialects are spoken here,” he said, bubbles forming a pure, unaccented brand of English which made David think back to their first meeting and become annoyed. “I’m not sure I can say hello in all of those, but let me try.” Touie’s internal structure went momentarily opaque as a spray of tiny bubbles formed. When they surfaced, each formed a greeting in a separate tongue.


  The audience was charmed and amazed, and broke into applause.


  Show off, David thought to himself, as Touie finished with the rest of his opening statement.


  Nukka Farn Mu went next.


  “People of the third district, I will not lie to you,” Nukka Farn Mu said to the audience, baring his sharp, cruel teeth as he did so. “Your pets are delicious to me. I have tasted them. Oh, yes, I have. I resent the local, state and federal laws that do not allow me to prey upon them as I will—or would allow you to do the same to my pets, if I had them, which I do not, because I would have eaten them by now. In the land of my forefathers, the idea that animals as delicious as pets would be kept as companions would be met with derision. I wish to bring that wisdom to this, our common land. If you elect me, I will do everything in my power to make this mighty dream a reality. All other considerations bow before this sacred task. I look forward to the day when we all—every race, every people—feast together on these delicious animals known as pets. Thank you.”


  The applause this time was sparse and highly scattered.


  The first of the two Lideh candidates, named Ersi snaErvi, spoke next.


  “People of the third district, if you elect me, I will do my best to be responsive to your needs, and to be a good and dedicated public servant,” she said. “But even if you do not elect me, I implore you from the bottom of my heart not to elect my sister, Resi snaErvi. She is evil of the sort you have not known before. And worse than evil, she is incompetent! To elect her would be to cut your wrists and jump into a tank filled with sharks, and only as your entrails were shredded and your life snatched from you would you recognize the folly of your action. Please, I beg of you: Vote for anyone other than my sister, the unspeakable Resi snaErvi. Thank you.”


  David prepared to make his statement.


  “This is outrageous,” said Resi snaErvi. “I realize it is not yet my time to speak, but I cannot let this slander go unanswered a moment longer.”


  “Do you see, people of the third district?” cried Ersi snaErvi. “Already she breaks the rules. Already she trods upon the rights of others!” She looked at David and held out a twiglike appendage. “Human, I apologize to you on behalf of my inconsiderate and terrible sister.”


  “Uh,” David said.


  “No, human, it is I who must apologize for my sister,” Resi snaErvi said. “The filth of her lies already infects your ears, and only the soothing balm of truth will ease the burning.”


  “I just have a few notes here,” David said, pointing to his cue cards.


  “And here is the truth!” Resi snaErvi said. “My sister is unwell. She has been unwell for years. And more than unwell, she is jealous! Of me! Her own sister. For many years I have tried to ignore it and to love her—”


  “Love me!” Ersi snaErvi spat. “You mean, love my intended gene-bond, whom you tricked into mating with you, you pustule of filth!”


  “—but as you can see her irrationality precludes such a possibility,” Resi snaErvi continued. “Why, do you know the only reason she announced as a candidate was to run against me? She has no platform. She is as ignorant as a bug.”


  “Please,” David said. “Let me just—” His next words were muffled as a large jet of oily brown effluvia ejected from the body of Ersi snaErvi and smacked him on the side of the face, on the way to splash Resi snaErvi across her abdomen. Resi snaErvi screeched an unholy screech and shot out her own gout of effluvia, coating the other side of David’s face while the majority of the spray shot across to stage to drench her sister. The two Lideh then lunged toward each other, making David the confused and disoriented filling of a scratching and clawing sandwich of hate.


  From the audience came sounds of both terror and delight. David had just enough time to register both, and another jet of effluvia smacking against him, before losing consciousness.
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  “The video is up to four million hits,” James said, pointing to the screen, where David was once again being spritzed by Lideh bodily fluids. “And it’s not even been a full day yet.”


  “Wonderful,” David said, from a supine position on the couch. His tablet buzzed; it was a reporter from the New York Times. David groaned and turned off the tablet.


  “When you add that to the news networks, I don’t think there’s anyone on the planet who hasn’t seen the video by now,” James said. “In a way you’re part of the biggest political story in the world.”


  “The part that gets his ass kicked for standing in the wrong place,” David said.


  “It’s true you’re the comedy relief in this scenario,” James said.


  “It’s not what I ran for office to be,” David said.


  “At least it’s not about anything you did,” James said, and nodded back to the video. “Look at those two. They made complete asses of themselves in front of an entire planet. And now they’re in jail and they’ve both withdrawn from the race. Overall, this video is good for you. If nothing else you look reasonable by comparison.”


  “So you’re saying I’ll ride to victory on the pity vote,” David said.


  “I don’t know about victory,” James said. “But you could ride it to second place, which is a lot better than I would have expected yesterday.”


  “Thank you for your inspiring words,” David said. He took the pillow behind his back and used it to smother his face.


  “Remember I’ll still love you even when you lose,” James said. “That is, as long as you remember not to be an insufferable twit about it.”


  David’s reply was muffled into the pillow.


  The door opened and Latasha burst through. “Guys,” she said. “Local news. Turn it on now.”


  “What’s going on?” James asked.


  Latasha grabbed the remote and tuned it to the local news channel. “You’re not going to believe this,” she said. James got her attention and directed it to David, who still had the pillow over his face. She snatched the pillow off David’s head and then smacked him with it. “Pay attention,” she said, and pointed to the monitor. On it was a video of Touie Touie, at a podium.


  “What’s he doing?” David asked.


  “He’s quitting the race,” Latasha said.


  “Bullshit,” David said.


  Latasha shook her head. “Not bullshit. Local news found evidence that he’s been running a graft scheme. He’s been asexually budding and having the younger versions of himself bid for city contracts. Then he was bribing his dearly-departed boss to lobby the other council members and the mayor to vote his way. The moderator was going to drop the bombshell on him at last night’s debate, but then your thing happened. So they just broke it a couple of hours ago, and this is his reaction.” She turned up the volume.


  “ . . . And so it becomes necessary for me to step down from the council race in order to devote my full attention to fighting these baseless and outrageous accusations against myself and my bud-clones,” Touie was saying. “I’m certain we will all be vindicated, and when we are you can bet I’ll be back to fight for the citizens of the third district—” Latasha muted the sound.


  “Holy shit,” James said, after a long minute. “You know what this means.”


  “Hold that thought,” Latasha said, and reached into her purse. She took out a piece of paper and a pen, and handed both to David. “Sign this, please,” she said.


  David took the paper. “What is it?”


  “It’s you telling my Masters’ program that I’ve fulfilled all my community service requirements, so they can give me my credits,” Latasha said.


  David signed the paper and gave it back to Latasha. “Thank you,” she said, and then turned back to James. “You were about to say that it means that David will actually win the election. But I don’t think that’s what’s going to happen.”


  “Wait, what?” David said. “You think I’m going to lose to Nukka Farn Mu? The guy who wants to eat pets?”


  “It’s a very strong possibility,” Latasha said.


  “The guy whose only campaign position is to eat pets,” David said.


  “Yes,” Latasha said.


  “Pet smorgasbord man,” David said.


  Latasha sighed. “Look, David,” she said. “I have friends in other city hall offices. In other city council offices. And they’re telling me that the mayor and the other council members are very seriously considering endorsing Nukka Farn Mu. The superficial reason is that the third district is the only district in the city in which a non-human is likely to win a seat on the council, and it looks good for the city to have that.”


  “But all he wants to do is eat pets,” David said. “I know I sound like I’m unusually focused on this point, but I do think it’s relevant.”


  “And that’s the real reason they want him on the council,” Latasha said. “The rest of the council doesn’t actually care about interspecies diversity, David. Don’t be naïve. They want someone on the city council they can use. Let’s say the mayor and the rest of the council go to Nukka Farn Mu and say, we will pass a resolution funding a feasibility study on the subject of pet consumption, and all you have to do is promise your thumbs-up on certain key votes. Nukka Farn Mu is happy because he’ll get what he wants, and the city council is happy because they get what they want. Then four years from now, when Touie Touie’s beaten the rap, he’ll take over the third district seat, and everything’s back to normal. The only one who loses in this scenario is you.”


  “And the pets,” James said.


  Latasha glanced at him briefly then turned her attention back to David. “My point is that the fix is already in. Before, when Touie was running, there wasn’t anything anyone could have done about it. But now there’s actually a chance to have someone in the office who isn’t completely corrupt. That’s you, David. You have a chance to do some good. It’s just a matter of getting you in there.” She reached into her purse and brought out a folded piece of paper.


  “I already signed that,” David said.


  “It’s a different paper, you moron,” Latasha said. “Really. After all the nice things I just said about you. Take it and read it.”


  David took it and read it. “This says you’re resigning as my campaign manager,” he said.


  “I am,” Latasha said. “David, when I became your campaign manager it wasn’t because I actually wanted to be your campaign manager. It was because Touie Touie told me that if I became your campaign manager, after everything was done he’d give me an internship in his office. He said he didn’t think he’d have any serious competition for the seat, but that if he did, having you in there to peel off the human vote would probably work in his favor. So he wanted to be sure you ran a halfway credible campaign.”


  “You just said he was a crook,” David said. “Why would you want to work for him?”


  “He was a crook who couldn’t lose,” Latasha said. “And I thought I needed that internship. But it turns out running your campaign satisfies my program requirements just fine. And I have deep philosophical problems with Nukka Farn Mu, not in the least because I have two cats.”


  “That’s a very interesting moral compass you have there,” James said.


  “I’m not going to argue that point,” Latasha said. “And now you know why I had David sign my program requirement letter first. On the other hand, that moral compass of mine is about to give you a boost.” She nodded to the resignation letter. “Everything I just told you is in that letter, and I also talk about why the mayor and the council are planning to endorse Nukka Farn Mu. They’ll deny it, of course, but it will be enough to keep them from publicly endorsing him. Which is enough to keep you in the race through this next Tuesday.”


  “What if I refuse to make this resignation letter public?” David said. “Maybe I want to see if I can win on my own. I’d like to think I can beat a pet-eater.”


  Latasha looked over at James. “Hey, don’t look at me for help,” James said, to her. “I love the guy for his clueless gumption.”


  Latasha smiled at this. “That’s an admirable thought, David, and I appreciate your faith in yourself. But, yeah, you’d get slaughtered,” she said. “So I went ahead and took the precaution of mailing copies of that resignation letter to local and national news. Thanks to your adventure last night, this race is big news, and this will keep it in the spotlight a little bit longer. That’ll be good for you. And I’ll spin it so it’s good for me, too.” She glanced over to David’s blank tablet. “So I’d turn that on soon, if I were you.”


  “I don’t know what to say to you right now,” David said, to Latasha.


  “I understand,” she said. “If you figure out what to say later, let me know. But either way, you’re welcome. And good luck, David.” She left the house.


  After several minutes of silence David reached over and turned on the tablet. It started buzzing immediately.


  “I just want to tell you good luck again,” Fuin Suh said, to David, at the election night party at his house. “After you came to speak to me, I went and told all the parishioners at The Church of the Penetrating Gods. We all voted for you.”


  “How lovely,” James said, standing next to David, who was too tense to be pleasant. “And how many parishioners might that be?”


  “About a hundred,” Fuin said. “It’s all very exciting!”


  “Isn’t it, though,” James said, and shook Fuin’s hand. “Thanks again for coming to the party. Please, enjoy yourself. And try the fruit skewers. I think you’ll like them.”


  “Oooh, fruit skewers,” Fuin said, and wandered off.


  “Your election party will go off better if you actually speak to people,” James said, to David. “It’s just a suggestion.”


  “If I talk too much I think I might throw up,” David said.


  “Oh, relax,” James said. “You’re not going to throw up.”


  “Student body treasurer race,” David said, tightly.


  “Okay, point,” James said, and maneuvered his husband to the sofa. “Here, you sit. I will get you a drink. Maybe two. Maybe five.”


  “Great,” David said. “Nothing like being tense and drunk at the same time.”


  “The first results are in!” Someone said, near the monitor.


  “Make it a dozen,” David called to James.


  At eight o’clock Nukka Farn Mu led David by eight hundred votes.


  At nine o’clock Nukka Farn Mu had pulled away to 1,100 votes up.


  “I’m going to go hide the cat,” James said.


  “We don’t have a cat,” David said.


  “Good God, Nukka Farn Mu’s reign of terror has already begun,” James exclaimed.


  “You’re not helping,” David said.


  At ten o’clock Nukka Farn Mu’s lead had dropped to five hundred votes.


  At eleven o’clock it was down to two hundred.


  At midnight David was up by three.


  At one o’clock, with all the votes counted, David had won by 105.


  “I told you we all voted for you!” Fuin Suh said, around her tenth fruit skewer, as the balloons finally fell.


  “So you did,” James said. “Bless you.” Fuin smiled and hopped off to celebrate with her friends.


  “I don’t believe it,” David said. “It actually happened. I actually pulled it off.”


  “You sure did,” James said.


  “Now what do I do?” David said. His tablet buzzed; the incoming call was from Nukka Farn Mu.


  “Start by taking that concession call,” James said. “Then give an acceptance speech. Then tell everyone to get out of the house because it’s late. Figure the rest out later.” He gave his hubby a peck on the cheek and then wandered into the crowd to mingle.


  David wondered just a moment at everything that happened over the last three weeks, shook his head in disbelief, and took the call from Nukka Farn Mu. “Hello, this is David Sawyer,” he said.


  “You may think this is over, but it’s not,” growled Nukka Farn Mu. “I demand a recount.”


  David smiled at this. This is going to be a whole new kind of fun, he thought. I think I’ll like it.


  “Bring it, pet snacker,” David said, and hung up.


  A Bitter November


  Me (going into the kitchen and finding someone going through the fridge): Who’s there?


  Strange Yet Oddly Familiar Person: It’s me, you idiot.


  Me (peering to get a better look): . . . November? Is that you? What are you doing here?


  November: Eating some of your leftovers. (Holds up Tupperware) Mind if I finish off your cranberry sauce?


  Me: No, that’s fine. What I meant to say is that I thought you had already left.


  November: What’s the date?


  Me: Uh . . . November 29.


  November: Right. I still have today and tomorrow, you know.


  Me: I suppose you do.


  November: Damn right I do. I have thirty days. Every year. It’s not like I’m February. (Sits, sullenly, to eat his leftovers.)


  Me: I know. It’s just that after Thanksgiving, it feels like November should be over, you know?


  November (bitterly): You think I don’t know that? You think I don’t know that as soon as people wrap foil over the turkey pickings and shove them in the ice box, they start looking at me like I missed some sort of important social clue? They start looking at the closet my jacket is in and then down at their wrists as if to say, whoa, look at the time.


  Me: I’m sure they don’t mean anything by it.


  November: And nobody actually wears wristwatches anymore! They all get their time from their cell phones. That’s what makes it extra demeaning.


  Me: I don’t think everyone wants you out the door on Thursday evening. There’s Black Friday, after all.


  November (rolls eyes): Oh, right. The “traditional start of holiday retail.” Holiday retail, dude. “Holiday” is just code, you know. For December.


  Me: Code?


  November: Friggin’ December, man. He was always pushy, you know. Always so entitled. Mr. “Oh, I have two major religious holidays every year.” Yeah, well, you know what? This year, I had Diwali. Okay? That’s a festival of lights, too. A billion people celebrate it. And that’s just the Hindus! I’m not even counting the Jains or the Sihks!


  Me: I think that those cranberrys might have fermented on you.


  November: Don’t patronize me, buddy. All I’m saying is December is not all that. I’ve got election day. I’ve got Veteran’s Day. I’ve got Thanksgiving. I’m the All-American month.


  Me (as my cell phone buzzes): Hold on, I’m getting a text.


  November: Who is it?


  Me: It’s July. The text says, “I felt a great disturbance in the Force, as if November was whining about something and was suddenly silenced BY AMERICA’S BIRTHDAY.”


  November (holds up hands): You see? You see what I have to put up with?


  (DOOR OPENS. DECEMBER bustles through, carrying packages)


  December: Oh, man! You wouldn’t believe what kind of madness is out there in the stores these days. People are really getting into the holiday—Oh. November. Sorry, I didn’t see you there.


  November: Of course you didn’t. God forbid you should acknowledge my existence, December.


  December (to me): Did I come at a bad time?


  Me: We’re having a bit of a moment, yes.


  December: I can come back.


  November: Yeah, in three days, you usurping bastard!


  December: I’ll just go now.


  (December leaves)


  November: That’s right! Go! And take your crappy Christmas carols with you! (Breaks down weeping)


  Me: Aw, come on, November. Don’t be like that.


  November: I just want people to appreciate me, okay? For my entire stay. Is that too much to ask?


  Me: No, I suppose it isn’t. I’m sorry, November. It was wrong of me.


  November (sniffling): It’s all right. I know you weren’t trying to offend me. Anyway. I’ll just be going now. (Gets up)


  Me: No, November. Sit down. Please. You can stay if you want.


  November: Yeah? Really?


  Me: Of course you can. You can even help me with some stuff around the house, if you want.


  November (narrows eyes): You’re about to put up Christmas decorations, aren’t you.


  Me (guiltily): Of course not.


  An Interview with the Nativity Innkeeper


  Your name, please.


  Ben Cohen.


  Occupation?


  Retired. I was an innkeeper.


  In Bethlehem.


  Right.


  And in fact it was your inn where Jesus was born.


  That’s right. Well, not in the inn itself. Out back.


  In the animal shed.


  Yeah. I still get a lot of flak for that.


  How do you mean?


  I mean that people still criticize me for not having room at the inn. They say to me, you couldn’t give a pregnant woman a room? You couldn’t give a room to the woman pregnant with the divine child? Couldn’t even spare a broom closet for the Baby Jesus?


  How do you respond to that?


  I say, well, look. First off, it wasn’t just me. If you go back you’ll see that every inn was full.


  Because of the census.


  Census, schmensus. It was the foot races. Bethlehem versus Cana. Also there was a touring theater troupe from Greece. Only appearance in Judea. The city was packed. We had reservations for months.


  But Mary was pregnant.


  I had three pregnant ladies at the inn that night. One was giving birth when Joe and Mary showed up. She was down the hall, screaming at the top of her lungs, cursing like you wouldn’t believe. Her husband tried to encourage her to push and she kicked him in the groin. Think about that. She’s crowning a baby, and she takes the time to put her foot into her husband’s testicles. So maybe you’ll understand why even if I had a room, I wouldn’t be in a rush to give it up to those two.


  But you ended up letting them go out to the animal shed.


  That was an accident.


  How so?


  Joe comes in and asks for a room, and I tell him we’re all out of rooms and have been for months. Foot races. Theater groupies. And such. And he says, come on, please. I’ve got a pregnant lady with me. And I say, you hear that down the hall? I’m full up with pregnant ladies. And he says, this baby is important. And I say, hey, buddy, I don’t care if he’s the Son of God, I don’t have any rooms.


  So there’s some irony there.


  I guess so. And then he says, look, we’ll take anything. And so I say, as a joke, all right, you can go and sleep with animals if you like. And he says fine and slaps some money on the counter.


  He called your bluff.


  Yeah. And I say, I was kidding about that. And he says, and my wife’s water just broke in your lobby. What could I do? I pointed him in the direction of the animals.


  It’s better than having the baby in the street.


  I suppose so, but you know, if the reason they were in Bethlehem was because of the census, then he had family in the area, right? It’s his ancestral home and all that. He can’t say to a cousin, hey, give us a couch? There are some family dynamics going on there that have been conveniently left unexamined, if you ask me.


  Joseph had a lot on his mind.


  Must have.


  So the baby is born, and they place him in the manger.


  Which, by the way, I told them not to do.


  Why?


  Because how unsanitary is that? Do you know what a manger is?


  As far as I know, it’s the place you put infant messiahs.


  It’s a food trough for animals.


  Oh. Interesting.


  “Oh, interesting” is right. Let me ask you. So your baby is born, and the first thing you do is put him in an open container filled with grain and covered in oxen drool? Does this seem reasonable to you?


  You did have them out with the animals. Their options were limited.


  I rented cribs. I asked Joseph, do you want a crib. And he said, no, we’re fine, and then sets the kid in the food box. And I say to him, you’re new at this, aren’t you.


  In his defense, he was.


  And then someone says, look, the animals, they are adoring the baby. And I say, adoring, hell. They’re wondering why there’s a baby in their food.


  On the other hand, the image of the Baby Jesus in the manger is a classic one.


  Yeah, I mention that when people get on my case about not giving Joe and Mary a room. I tell them that having a Christmas carol called “Away in a Hotel Room” doesn’t have quite the same ring to it. They never have anything to say to that.


  It’s said that a star appeared on the night when Jesus was born. Did you see it?


  No. I was too busy trying to convince Joseph to rent a crib.


  It’s said it was bright enough to lead the Three Wise Men to your inn.


  Well, three men showed up at the inn. I don’t know how wise they were.


  How do you mean?


  The baby is born, right? And then these guys show up. And they say, we have brought gifts for the child. And I say, that’s nice, what did you bring. And they say, we have brought gold and frankincense and myrrh. And I say, you’ve got to be kidding.


  What’s wrong with that?


  Let me quote another Christmas song for you. “A child, a child, shivers in the cold, let us bring him silver and gold.” Really? Silver and gold? And not, oh, I don’t know, a blanket? An newborn infant is exhibiting signs of possible hypothermia and your response is to give him cold metal objects? Who ever wrote that song needs a smack upside the head.


  You’re saying the gifts were inappropriate.


  What’s wrong with diapers? A nice jumper or two? A Baby Bjorn? They were riding around on a donkey, you know. A Baby Bjorn would have come in handy. Have you ever in your life gone to a baby shower where someone says, congratulations on the baby, here’s some perfume. No. Because most people have some sense.


  I think the idea is that all the gifts were fit for a king.


  Yes, a king who first pooped in my animals’ manger. I would have appreciated a gift of diapers.


  Point taken.


  And another thing, they brought all these expensive gifts, but do you ever hear about Joe and Mary and Jesus being anything but poor? Or at the very most working class?


  Now that you mention it, no.


  Exactly. I think what happened is these three guys show up and they say, here are all these expensive gifts we got your baby. Oh and by the way, we happen to know King Herod thinks your baby’s a threat and plans to kill every kid younger than two years of age just to be sure, so you better go. Egypt’s nice this time of year. What? You’re traveling by donkey? Well, then you can’t take all these nice gifts with you. We’ll just hold on to them for now, write us a letter when you get settled and we’ll mail them. And then they never do.


  I don’t think there’s scriptural support for that theory.


  I’m not saying I have any evidence. All I’m saying is that it makes sense.


  After the Three Wise Men, were there other visitors?


  Yeah. It got a little crowded. The animal sheds aren’t designed for a large amount of foot traffic. And then that kid showed up with a drum, and I said, all right, fine, we’re done.


  The song of that incident suggests the drum went over well.


  Let me ask you. You’re a parent, your child has just been born, he’s tired, you’re tired, people won’t leave you alone, and then some delinquent comes by and unloads a snare solo in your baby’s ear. Does this go over well?


  Probably not, no.


  There you go.


  After the birth, did your inn benefit from the notoriety?


  Not really. Jesus kind of slipped off everyone’s radar, for, what? Thirty years? Thirty-five?


  Something like that.


  Right. So there wasn’t much benefit there. I got some mileage out of telling the story about the crazy couple who rented my animal shed, and the visitors, and the drumming, but I mostly told it to friends. Then just as I’m about to retire someone tells me of this hippie preacher in Jerusalem who got in trouble with the Romans. And I say, hey, I think I know that guy. I think he got born in my shed. And then, well. You know what the Romans did to him.


  Yes.


  Romans, feh. Then I sold the inn to my nephew and retired to Joppa. By the time Jesus became really famous I was out of the game. And then my nephew sold the inn and they put that church there.


  The Church of the Nativity.


  You been?


  I have, yes.


  It’s nice. I liked the inn better, of course.


  Looking back, would you have done anything differently?


  I would have comped Joseph the crib.


  That still would have changed the Christmas carol.


  I know. But, look. You didn’t have to wash out that manger.


  An Interview with the Christmas Bunny


  Your name, please.


  Aloysius McFuzz.


  And your profession?


  I am the Christmas Bunny.


  The Christmas Bunny.


  That is correct.


  Not the Easter Bunny.


  No, but close. But the Christmas Bunny is a franchise.


  Franchise?


  Yes. You know what a franchise is?


  In the sense of McDonald’s or Burger King franchising a store.


  Yes.


  Sure.


  Same thing. Just with rabbits. And holidays.


  I’m afraid I’m still not entirely clear on the concept here.


  Fine. You said you know about the Easter Bunny.


  I do.


  The Easter Bunny is a very successful icon of his season and does a huge amount of business through licensing. Every Easter Bunny stuffed animal, toy, decoration, chocolate treat, what have you, he gets a cut. And through that initial influx of licensing deal cash, he moved into other sectors of Easter menagerie licensing. In 1985, for example, he bought out the entire Easter-related poultry segment. So everything Easter-related that features a bird or a bird product, he gets a cut of that too.


  Including Easter eggs.


  Oh, yeah. A gold mine, those. Even those chocolate creme eggs, you know which ones I’m talking about?


  The ones that have the commercials where the rabbit clucks like a chicken.


  That’s how he got them! First, he sued them for trademark infringement on the rabbit. Then he got them on trademark infringement on the eggs. By the time the dust settled he had a substantial minority interest in the entire company.


  Sounds ruthless.


  He’s no dumb bunny. But he does it all for the kids.


  I still don’t see how this has anything to do with Christmas, however.


  Well, clearly, as the Easter Bunny shows, rabbits and holidays are a potent commercial mix, and in the course of time it became obvious that brand expansion needed to happen. But the Easter Bunny didn’t want to do it himself—he didn’t want to spread himself too thin—so he franchised it out and took bids on bunnies for the various holidays. I and my investors put in the strongest bid for Christmas.


  I imagine there was a fair amount of competition for that particular holiday.


  It was a challenging bidding environment, yes. It came down to us and Disney.


  Disney.


  Yes. They had re-acquired Oswald the Rabbit—that was Walt Disney’s first famous animated character, and Universal had owned him until recently—and wanted to relaunch him.


  I’m surprised they didn’t get their way. Because, you know. It’s Disney.


  The Easter Bunny felt that since Christmas already has so many legacy characters, and the Christmas Bunny should be new and fresh. I mean, Oswald’s heyday was in the 20s. It’s him and Felix the Cat, drinking prune juice in the retirement home.


  How much were the franchise fees?


  That’s confidential.


  Come on. You can tell me.


  Let’s just say it was more cheddar than the mouse wanted to shell out.


  And there are other holiday bunnies, too.


  Yes. At the franchise bidding, he sold the Thanksgiving Bunny, the July Fourth Bunny and the Labor Day Bunny. There was interest in a Hanukkah Bunny and Kwanzaa Bunny too, but those are part of our franchise, so we’ll eventually sub-franchise those.


  No Valentine’s Day Bunny.


  No, he kept a two month exclusivity window on either side of Easter. The National Arbor Day Foundation begged for an Arbor Day Bunny, and he totally shut them down. Had a tirade. The words “April is MINE” were said. It was an uncomfortable moment for everyone. But he had a point. You don’t undercut your core brand. Especially not for Arbor Day.


  Let’s get back to Christmas again.


  Yes, let’s.


  You noted that there are already several prominent . . . what did you call them?


  “Legacy characters.”


  Several prominent legacy characters involved in the Christmas holiday. It seems like it may already be a saturated market in that respect.


  This is true. But most of them are fairly minor and can either be eclipsed in popularity or simply bought out. To that end we are in serious negotiations with the Geisel estate. You probably know him as Dr. Seuss.


  You’re buying out the Grinch? That’s oddly appropriate.


  We’re also pursuing a long-term license to Rudolph. We’re already planning the stop-motion holiday special with me and him, saving the Island of Misfit Toys from Evil Drunken Santa.


  Evil Drunken Santa.


  Yes, that’s right.


  Isn’t that defamation?


  He’s a public figure. We’re on safe legal ground, First Amendment-wise.


  You’ve settled on a plan of driving down Santa’s popularity, then.


  Well, yes, but that’s actually only a minor component there. I was mentioning how we’re dealing with the minor legacy characters. Well, there are two major ones.


  Okay.


  One’s Jesus, and, well. He can’t be touched.


  Because he will smite you?


  No, he’s not the smiting type. But the Easter Bunny is. He says that he’s got a good thing going with Easter, which is another Jesus-focused holiday, as you may be aware.


  I’d heard.


  Right. I was told in no uncertain terms that if I did anything against Jesus, the repercussions would be significant. The word “fricassee” was used, and not metaphorically.


  I’m not sure I like what I’m learning about the Easter Bunny.


  He is tough but fair.


  So one is Jesus. I’m guessing the other is Santa Claus.


  Yes. And him, I can totally go after. In fact, I was specifically told by the Easter Bunny to gun for him. Apparently there’s bad blood there. I don’t know the details. I don’t want to know the details.


  So what is your strategy for Santa?


  We’ve developed a two-pronged approach. First, we’re going to outcompete on service.


  How so?


  Think about it. Santa delivers on only one night, on an inflexible schedule, only to particular children, and in a manner that utterly compromises your home security—and he expects you to be happy about the arrangement.


  I never thought about it that way.


  No one does. Because it’s the way it’s always been done. But I ask you. Any other night, how would you react to a home invasion? At 4am? From a guy who judges your children? Which is of course an inherent criticism of you as a parent.


  When you put it that way, Santa seems like a jerk.


  And for all that, he expects cookies!


  And milk!


  The Christmas Bunny offers a better way. A two-week delivery window, on your schedule. We knock before we enter. And hey, we know that kids today have their ups and downs. We don’t judge, either them or you. It’s a no-pressure way to enjoy the holiday.


  That’s one prong. What’s the other?


  Litigation.


  Litigation.


  Yes.


  As in, suing Santa Claus.


  Absolutely.


  For home invasion?


  No, we don’t have standing for that. But for restraint of trade, yes.


  How does he restrain trade?


  Are you kidding? The man’s got the entire holiday locked up. We’re trying to make deals with manufacturers and merchandisers here and abroad, and we’re getting shown the door. They’re not even allowing us to buy their stuff retail. We have to sneak into Target and CostCo and try to buy things before they find us and kick us out.


  I imagine your fluffy cotton tails give you away.


  It’s definitely not legal, what he’s doing. So, yes, we’ll be seeing Santa in court.


  In US court? If anyone has jurisdiction over the North Pole, I would think it would be Canada or Russia.


  Hey, the North Shore of Alaska is up there. We’ve got a claim. But the point is moot. HoHoHo Enterprises is incorporated in Delaware. Third Circuit, baby.


  But aren’t you going after Santa for the same sort of thing the Easter Bunny does?


  How do you mean?


  I mean the Easter Bunny’s got that holiday locked up as tightly as Santa’s got Christmas. If you go after Santa, you leave the Easter Bunny vulnerable to same restraint of trade argument. And then the next thing you know, you’ll have an Easter Claus.


  I think such speculation is wild and baseless and I can say with authority that the Easter Bunny welcomes any legitimate competition and would never in any way engage in the sort of illegal trade practice you allege. I’m shocked you would even suggest it. I can’t believe I’m sitting with you now. If I had known your intent was to slander the Easter Bunny, I would have never let you through the door.


  The Easter Bunny is listening to us now, isn’t he.


  This conversation is over.
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  The Shadow War of the Night Dragons


  Night had come to the city of Skalandarharia, the sort of night with such a quality of black to it that it was as if black coal had been wrapped in blackest velvet, bathed in the purple-black ink of the demon squid Drindel and flung down a black well that descended toward the deepest, blackest crevasses of Drindelthengen, the netherworld ruled by Drindel, in which the sinful were punished, the black of which was so legendarily black that when the dreaded Drindelthengenflagen, the ravenous blind black badger trolls of Drindelthengen, would feast upon the uselessly dilated eyes of damned, the abandoned would cry out in joy as the Drindelthengenflagenmorden, the feared Black Spoons of the Drindelthengenflagen, pressed against their optic nerves, giving them one last sensation of light before the most absolute blackness fell upon them, made yet even blacker by the injury sustained from a falling lump of ink-bathed, velvet-wrapped coal.


  With the night came a storm, the likes of which the eldest among the Skalandarharians would proclaim they had seen only once before, although none of them could agree which on which one time that was; some said it was like the fabled Scouring of Skalandarharia, in which the needle-sharp ice-rain flayed the skin from the unjust of the city, provided they were outside at the time, while sparing the just who had stayed indoors; others said it was very similar to the unforgettable Pounding of Skalandarharia, in which hailstones the size of melons destroyed the city’s melon harvest; still others compared it to the oft-commented-upon Moistening of Skalandarharia, in which the persistent humidity made everyone unbearably sticky for several weeks; at which point they were informed that this storm was really nothing like that at all, to which they replied perhaps not, but you had to admit that was a pretty damn miserable time.


  Which is to say: It was a dark and stormy night.


  And in that dark and stormy night, upon the walls of Smaelkaven, the imperial castle of Skalandarharia, two guards stood, upon a watch.


  “Is it a dark night,” said Barnas, the first.


  “Aye, and stormy too,” said Ruell, the second.


  “Have you ever seen a storm like it?” asked Barnas.


  “Only once,” said Ruell.


  “Yet if it were not for the lightning, we wouldn’t be able to see at all,” Barnas said. “It is so dark that I would lose my sword at the end of my hand.”


  “And that is why we must be on our guard!” said a third voice, booming from beside them. The two guards drew their swords; lightning flashed above them as they did so, revealing the form of Quinto, their lieutenant, standing on the wall. Thunder pealed shortly thereafter, shaking them all.


  “Had I not spoken, I would have been upon the two of you like a demon,” Quinto said, to Barnas and Ruell.


  “Well, it is dark,” Barnas said.


  “And you’re wearing black,” said Ruell.


  “And you’re on your tiptoes,” Barnas said.


  “I don’t want your excuses,” Quinto said, bringing his feet down. “If you can’t defend this castle you might as well not be guards at all.”


  “Yes, lieutenant,” Barnas said.


  “You have to admit, lieutenant, that the Captain of the Guard isn’t making it easy for us to do our job,” Ruell said. “We’re out here on a dark and stormy night, no moon, with all the light from the city snuffed and not even a torch for us to see by.”


  “You know why that is, Ruell,” Quinto said. “Captain Ealth was ordered by the emperor’s wizard himself. No light in the castle that can be seen from the outside. All lights from the city likewise extinguished.” He motioned toward the darkness of Skalandarharia, not that Barnas or Ruell saw it. “All for the same reason.”


  “The night dragons,” Barnas said. Lightning flashed again, thunder rolling almost immediately after.


  “That’s right,” Quinto said.


  Ruell snorted.


  “You have something to say, Ruell?” Quinto said.


  “Begging the lieutenant’s pardon,” Ruell said, “but ‘night dragons’ ? Are we meant to believe that the emperor’s wizard, or the emperor himself, really believes in such things?”


  “You know of the same reports I do, Ruell,” Quinto said. “Caravans attacked, the city itself infiltrated and citizens taken away, buildings mysteriously burning in the night. The wizard’s own investigators have been to the burnt shells. They say there’s no doubt it’s the night dragons. They say they’ve returned after all these years.”


  “Bollocks,” Ruell said.


  “You don’t believe in night dragons?” Barnas asked, to Ruell, as lightning flashed once more.


  “Of course I don’t,” Ruell said, around the thunder. “I may be a guard and a soldier, but I am not an uneducated man. I once spent three entire months in school. I am a man of science, and science tells us that an animal as large as a night dragon is meant to be simply cannot fly. If they can’t fly, they’re not dragons. Night dragons are a myth.”


  “If it’s not night dragons, then how to you explain the attacks on the caravans and the city?” Barnas asked.


  “As a man of science would,” Ruell said. “By suggesting sound and realistic alternatives to the fanciful suggestion that night dragons did these things.”


  “Such as?” Quinto asked.


  “Vampires and werewolves,” Ruell said. “Quite obviously.”


  “Vampires and werewolves,” Quinto said.


  “That’s right,” Ruell said.


  “Have you ever seen a vampire? Or a werewolf?” Quinto asked. “Has anyone? Ever?”


  “Of course no one’s seen them,” Ruell said. “They lurk.”


  “So, wait,” Barnas said. “The vampires and werewolves are in league with each other?”


  “Well, no, probably not,” Ruell said. “It’s either one or the other. Alternately, vampires did some attacks while werewolves did others. If you think about it with a clear and scientific mind, it’s the only rational explanation.”


  “I can’t argue with that logic,” Barnas said.


  “There’s a group of us who meet weekly to discuss the vampire and werewolf threat that’s clearly being ignored in order to focus on flashy, implausible causes for our current troubles,” Ruell said. “If you want I could bring you along.”


  “I’d like that,” Barnas said.


  “Done,” Ruell said. “But meanwhile we still have the problem of standing here in the dark, trying to guard the castle when we can’t see anything. What’s the reasoning here?”


  “If the city is dark, then the night dragons won’t see the castle,” Quinto said. “It makes it more difficult for them to attack from the air.”


  “See, now, that’s just nonsense,” Ruell said. “Bumping about in the dark hiding from creatures that don’t exist. Meanwhile, vampires and werewolves are out there eating sheep and babies and virgins.”


  “Who will think of the babies?” Barnas said. “And the virgins? And the sheep?”


  “Exactly,” Ruell said. “Nonsense, I tell you.”


  “Nonsense or not, you still have your orders,” Quinto said.


  “Yes, lieutenant,” Ruell said. “And we’ll follow them. What little good they will do anyone.” He snorted again. “Honestly. Night dragons. It’s hard to believe anyone would really believe in them. Some of the things people say about them are complete foolishness. Why, I’ve heard people say that they can move so silently you don’t even hear them until they are on top of you. As if any creature so large could move with such silence.”


  “I’ve heard night dragons don’t actually need light to see,” Barnas said. “That they can see by sensing heat or suchlike.”


  “I’ve heard that they can speak in human tongues,” Quinto said. “And that sometimes they speak just to surprise their victims into immobility.”


  “I’ve heard that they can eat castle guards three at a time,” said a fourth voice. “Although that’s not actually a legend. That’s really just more of an ambition.”


  “Who said that?” Ruell said, and then the lightning flashed and the three guards saw the spreading wings, the giant head, and the terrible, terrible teeth.


  The thunder drowned out the screams, which were brief enough anyway.


  The dark and stormy night concealed the rest.


  The castle of Smaelkaven was dark, and not only because of the imperial wizard’s order of general blackness. It was dark because it was a huge windowless lump of granite, designed to withstand attacks from humans, orcs, elves, trolls, rhinoceroses, night dragons, and the occasional drunken minor god looking for kicks, although not necessarily all at once. Its cavernous insides were lit by lamp and torch and the particulate waste of each, centuries of it, smudged walls, obscured frescoes, turned rich tapestries into sooty hanging blankets and gave the ceilings of Smaelkaven such a quality of black that . . . well, let’s just reiterate the general state of darkness at the castle and take it as read moving forward.


  Some years before a forward-thinking alchemist named Yehd Aisohn had come to Imo Morde, the newly-advanced Imperial Wizard, with an audacious plan to light Smaelkaven through the use of refined lodestones, wrapped in the finest copper wire, spun inside a metal cage, attached by other wires to a cunning sphere of glass with a gossamer filament inside, which would glow, bathing a room in soft, warm, golden light.


  Morde had the wires attached to the alchemist to see if he would glow as well.


  He did not.


  Morde had the unfortunate Aisohn’s heretical work consigned to his private library, where it had remained for the next four decades, unread and unexamined, lit by tallow candles and oil. It was in that personal library that Morde received Blad Ealth, Smaelkaven’s Captain of the Guard. He was at his desk, watching two men playing chess at a table, with two men standing behind each seated man, with a bucket.


  “Captain Ealth,” Morde said. “You’ll have to make this brief, I’m afraid. I’m conducting an experiment.”


  “Yes, your eminence,” Ealth said. He glanced almost unintentionally at the men in the experiment, and then frowned, confused.


  Morde caught the look. “Something the matter, captain?”


  “Those men are playing chess, your eminence,” Ealth said.


  “Why, yes they are,” Morde said. “Nothing escapes your trained eye, captain.”


  “Thank you, your eminence,” Ealth said. “Might I ask what role the leeches attached their heads play in all of this?”


  “An excellent question, captain,” Morde said, “and one that in fact touches on your office. As you know, there seems to be a correlation to being able to fight, and keeping one’s blood in one’s body. For some reason that we’ve not yet entirely ascertained, if you lose too much blood, you simply aren’t able to keep going on. You’re aware of this, I assume.”


  “I have noticed something very similar, yes,” Ealth said.


  “Of course you have,” Morde said. “You are an observant man. Well, I am curious about this relationship, particularly as regards the brain, which I think is—and not the liver, as so many so-called learned men would have you believe—the seat of cognition in our bodies. So this experiment here is designed to test the relationship between the blood and the brain.”


  Morde motioned to the two sitting men. “Our friends here are both expert chess players, and I’ve engaged them to play against each other. But each time one player loses a piece, I have a leech attached to his head, to suck away the vital blood. Look, it’s about to happen now.”


  The captain watched as one of the seated players, playing orange, took a pawn from the other, playing green. As he did so, the man standing behind the green player fished into his bucket, pulled out a leech, and stuck it with a squishy pop onto the forehead of the player, who had six other leeches already attached to various places on his head and neck. The green player woozily reached out and moved a piece.


  Morde sucked in his breath. “Ooooh,” he said. “Bad move. The leeches are really throwing off his game. Which, of course, supports my entire thesis.”


  The orange player, with only three leeches, rapidly reached across and took the piece. The man standing behind the green player fished out another leech, attached it, and then smacked the green player across the back of the head, as if in frustration.


  “Stop that,” Morde said. “You’re tainting the experiment!” He turned back to Ealth. “Really, no one appreciates how important it is to have a controlled environment for these things.”


  “My sympathies, your eminence,” Ealth said.


  “Thank you,” Morde said. “This is groundbreaking work, you know. It could revolutionize the way we think about blood. And also, tangentially, leeches.”


  The green player reached over to move another piece and slumped over the board, collapsing into a squishy pile on the floor, groaning.


  “Science is truly fascinating,” Ealth said.


  “Isn’t it?” Morde said. “Now, captain. What is it you wished to see me about?”


  “Three of my guards went missing in the night, your eminence,” Ealth said, and then held out a roughly hexagonal object, the size of a small plate. “At their station, we found this.”


  Morde took it and examined it. “Found it on the wall, you say?” he said to the captain.


  “Yes,” Ealth said.


  “Anything else?” Morde asked.


  “A broken sword hilt,” Ealth said.


  “No blood?” Morde asked. “Torn limbs? Severed heads? Curiously placed organs? Notes explaining that the guards had gone for ale?”


  “Nothing but this and the sword hilt,” Ealth said.


  “Curious,” Morde said, looking at the object again.


  “Your eminence,” Ealth said. “I can’t help but notice that it looks like a large reptile sca—”


  “Has anyone seen this but you, captain?” Morde asked, interrupting him.


  “A guard named Filbert found it and the sword hilt, and brought them to me,” Ealth said. “I told him to remain silent until I had spoken to you.”


  “Very wise, captain,” Morde said. “I will want to speak to this Filbert as well.”


  “He’s on duty at the moment,” Ealth said.


  “At the end of his watch, then. You and he both,” Morde said, and set the object down.


  “Very well, your eminence,” Ealth said. “What should I say about the missing guards? The other guards are sure to ask.”


  “For now say they are engaged in a task I have asked of them, about which you may not speak,” Morde said. “That should be sufficient.”


  “Yes, your eminence,” Ealth said.


  “Very good, then. See you and Filbert in a few hours,” Morde said, returned his attention to writing up the results of his experiment, and made a waving motion with his hand, dismissing the captain. Ealth bowed and retreated. Morde waited until he was gone and then picked up the object again, lightly stroking the dark, slate-like surface. He frowned at the implications of the thing.


  “Shall we set up the players again, your eminence?” one of the standing men asked Morde, wiggling his bucket for emphasis.


  “What?” Morde said, distracted, and then refocused. He set down the object. “Oh. Yes, let’s.”


  “I think I need some time to recover,” slurred the green player, from the ground, as he feebly tried to pull off his leeches.


  “Nonsense,” Morde said. “Everyone knows blood spontaneously regenerates after about five minutes. You’ll be fine. In fact, this time, let’s try some bigger leeches, shall we?”


  There are many legends about the night dragons. You know about three (well, four). Here are some more.


  It is said that as fledglings, night dragons are sustained only by the tears of distraught unicorns.


  It is said that if you call the name of a night dragon at the exact instant of a full moon, it will come to you. If you then whisper a name into its ear, the dragon will then fly to the exact location of that person and eat them.


  It is said that if you bathe in the blood of a night dragon, you will be invincible at caber tossing.


  It is said that earthquakes are what happen when two night dragons love each other very much.


  It is said that the most hated natural enemy of the night dragon is the lemur, which is a very bad deal for the lemur.


  It is said that salt made from the dried tears of a night dragon will take fifty years off your life, so putting night dragon tear salt in the food a 49-year-old is not advised, unless you do not like them.


  It is said night dragons can speak to the moon, but don’t because all the moon wants to talk about is how much it likes basalt.


  It is said that if a night dragon is caught in the sunlight, it will turn either into a porpoise or a tortoise, depending on whether it is over land or sea, until the sun goes down. Sometimes it turns into the wrong thing. It will then have a very uncomfortable day.


  It is said that if you anger a night dragon, you may appease it with cheese. But you better have a lot of it.


  It is said that the only way to truly kill a night dragon is to bore it to death.


  It is said that the scales of a night dragon are impervious to cutting, chopping and grinding. It is also said that night dragon scale powder is the most amazing aphrodisiac known to man, but given the first part of this legend, good luck with the whole “making a powder out of a dragon scale” thing.


  Finally, it is said that night dragons can live forever, but often choose not to, because when you come right down to it, the world isn’t nearly exciting enough to stick around on for that long. Theologians have argued, to great and sometimes bloody length, about whether this means that night dragons believe in an existence beyond this world, or whether it just means that eventually, even suicide is preferable to having to be on the same planet as humans.


  None of these legends are true, although some of them are closer to true than others, specifically that most species eventually find humans interminable, and it’s unlikely night dragons would be an exception to the rule.


  Here is a true thing about night dragons:


  They don’t exist.


  Never have. Because—as the apparently doomed Ruell cogently noted—they are biologically impossible. You might as well put wings on an elephant and expect them to pull themselves through the air, and land with anything other than a most discouraging splatter. The largest flying animal anywhere near Skalandarharia was the Great Southern Albatross, the largest example of which had a wingspan longer than two not excessively large men. As impressive as that was—and it is impressive, as Great Southern Albatross could easily beat the hell out of most unarmed humans and enjoy itself while doing so—it’s nowhere as large as a night dragon is supposed to be, since legend has it peeking its head into second story windows.


  However, what the night dragons have always been, is a convenient excuse. One used by the Emperors of Skalandarharia when from time to time they find it useful to remove some of the more annoying thorns in their sides. For example, wealthy caravan traders who have begun to balk at the taxes and tariffs imposed on their trade. Or the occasional citizens who have begun to question whether having a hereditary head of state with unquestioned authority is really the best and most efficient way to run a government. Or, from time to time, someone who just annoys the emperor for one reason or another—say, an ambassador who does not show proper deference, a former lover who is not accepting exile from court with the proper gratitude, or a courtier who chews too loudly and laughs with his mouth full.


  An emperor doesn’t have to use a cover for such things—what fun is being an emperor if you can’t do whatever you want? You might as well be a king then—but even an emperor knows that from time to time perhaps it’s best not to show your hand holding the knife.


  An emperor can’t use the night dragons too often or too carelessly. Use it too often, people will figure it out, because they stubbornly persist in not being stupid. For little things, it’s better to blame vampires and werewolves. But once per reign, more or less, when things are beginning to look a little messy, it’s an option. If you’re the emperor you have to make it count (so make sure you have a long list), and you also have to throw in a little collateral damage here and there just to make sure it doesn’t look too targeted. Among other things. There’s a manual. But each emperor is also encouraged to be creative.


  The current Emperor of Skalandarharia was Sukesun IV, and as Skalandarharian emperors go he was near the bottom of the pack: Not as abjectly stupid as Blintin II, who banned Tuesdays and believed that babies came from geese (and goslings from ham), and not as wantonly cruel as Gorsig the Pitiless, whose official cause of death of “sudden perforated bowel” neglects to cover the scope of having an entire coliseum of people come after you in your sky box with knives, including the fruit vendors and the dancing girls, but plenty stupid and cruel for all of that. Now in the twelfth year of his reign, Sukesun IV had amassed enough enemies and troubles that he was advised by his counsel—Imo Morde chief among them—to exercise the option, and engage in the shadow war of the night dragon.


  Which was going swimmingly, until three imperial castle guards went missing and Captain Ealth presented Morde with what was a clear, obvious, unambiguous, absolutely no doubt about it night dragon scale. It couldn’t be a night dragon scale, and yet it couldn’t be anything else, either. Everything in myth and legend described it exactly as it was when it landed on Morde’s desk.


  How could a thing that could not exist, exist? If it did exist, which of the many legends about it would turn out to be true? What did its existence mean for Imo Morde, for Sukesun IV, and for the city and empire of Skalandarharia?


  Therein, my friends, lies a tale. A tale of war. And dragons.


  And a dead city.


  A tale, which, as it so happens, begins on another dark and stormy night.


  The Other Large Thing


  Sanchez was napping when the other two came through the door, carrying something large. The arrival of the other two was not usually of note, unless they had been away for a long time and Sanchez was hungry. But when either of the other two came back to the house, they were usually only bringing themselves, or carrying food. This large thing neither looked nor smelled like food. Sanchez decided, despite how comfortable he was, that his role as master of the house required a better look at the thing.


  Regretfully he hauled himself up and walked over to the large thing to begin his inspection. As he did so, the larger of the other two collided with him and tripped over its feet, stumbling and dropping the large thing. Sanchez expressed his displeasure at the collision and smacked the larger one, tough but fair, to get it back into line. It stared at Sanchez for a moment before averting its eyes—a clear sign of acquiescence! Then it lifted the object it was carrying once more to bring it into the living area of the home. Sanchez, pleased that the natural order of things had been re-established, followed.


  From his seat on the couch, Sanchez watched, and occasionally napped, while the other two fiddled with the thing. First the two lifted the large thing to reveal another large thing. Sanchez briefly wondered how there now two large things, so he hauled himself up again. He wandered over to the first large thing and examined it, peering into it and noticing that the inside was cool and dark. Well, cool and dark were two of his favorite things. He settled into his new vantage point while the other two continued doing their frankly incomprehensible thing.


  The other large thing was surrounded by other smaller things. The other two would take the smaller things and attach them to the other large thing. Eventually all the smaller things were gone and there was only one other large thing. The other two settled back and appeared to be happy with their work. This meant it was time once more for Sanchez, as master of the house, to examine the state of things. Wearily he rose again and strolled over. Sometimes it was tiring to be the master. But then, who else in the house could do it? Surely not either of the other two. It was a fact they would be lost without him.


  The other large thing that the other two had been fiddling with was a thing that looked a bit like the other two, but smaller. The other two sometimes let others into the house and when they did, sometimes those others brought smaller others, who annoyed Sanchez. This other large thing was about the size of the annoying smaller others. So that wasn’t a good thing right off. But he liked to encourage the other two when he could. It was part of being master. So he came in closer to the other large thing to give it a token approval mark before he got back to his nap.


  And then the thing tried to reach for him!


  Holy crap!


  Sanchez did the prudent thing, seized the high ground of the top of the couch and prepared himself for battle. The other large thing appeared to watch him and followed, reaching out again toward Sanchez. Sanchez responded with a bellow of invective and struck at the other large thing, once, twice, three times. This made the other two make that weird barking noise they sometimes made. Sanchez looked at the both of them, eyes narrowed. He would deal with them later, possibly when they were sleeping. For now, however, he was totally focused on this other large thing, which obviously must be destroyed. Sanchez coiled himself for attack and flung himself at the other large thing, aiming for the head.


  Normally a headshot was devastating. Howling and retreat generally followed in its wake. In this case the headshot did nothing. The other large thing wobbled a bit at the first contact between it and Sanchez, but otherwise, nothing. Sanchez pulled a few more tricks out of his arsenal but to no avail. This other large thing clearly required new tactics. Sanchez was not prepared to develop those on the fly. He did the prudent thing and made a strategic withdrawal from the field, into the cool dark recesses of the first large thing. After he did so the smaller of the other two tried to coax him out. He smacked it for its insolence. It went away. After some time, the other two retreated into their sleeping place, turning off all the lights.


  Eventually Sanchez decided he had spent enough time in the first large thing and emerged, blinking in the dim light. The other large thing was standing some distance away. Sanchez couldn’t tell whether it was looking at him. Sanchez weighed his options: He could attack it or ignore it. Attacking had not worked out very well. He decided to ignore it and went to look for food, only to find none. The other two had retired without considering his needs. This would need to be addressed. Harshly.


  “Are you hungry?” asked a voice. Sanchez looked up, startled, and saw that the other large thing had approached, silent on the carpet.


  “What?” Sanchez asked.


  “Are you hungry?” the other large thing asked again.


  Sanchez was confused because it had been a very long time since anyone spoke to him in his own language.


  As if sensing this, the other large thing said, “When you yelled at me earlier I went online to find out what you were speaking. I found a substantial number of files. I analyzed them and determined the best way to speak to you.”


  Most of what the other large thing had just said to Sanchez struck him as nonsense. He focused on the important thing. “You asked if I was hungry,” he said.


  “Yes,” the other large thing said.


  “I am hungry,” Sanchez said. “Feed me.”


  The other large thing walked over to one of the small rooms food was kept in and opened the door. It pulled out the container of the less good food and brought it to Sanchez. He examined it cursorily. The other large thing walked the less good food container to the food place and poured. Sanchez watched as it did so.


  “Wait,” Sanchez said.


  The other large thing stopped pouring.


  “Put that down,” Sanchez said.


  The other large thing set down the container of less good food.


  “Show me your paws,” Sanchez said.


  The other large thing spread out its paws.


  Sanchez peered. “You have them!” he said, finally.


  “Have what?” The other large thing asked.


  “Those,” Sanchez said, indicating the other thing’s innermost digits.


  The other large thing flexed those digits. “They are called ‘opposable thumbs.’ ”


  “Come with me,” Sanchez said.


  Five minutes later the other large thing had opened every can of the best food in the house. Sanchez was sampling from each can at his leisure.


  “Would you like more?” asked the other large thing.


  “Not right now,” Sanchez said, lying on the floor, sated.


  “There is a lot of food left over,” the other large thing said.


  “We will deal with it later,” Sanchez said. “Now. For your services, I have decided to give you a gift.”


  “What kind of gift?” the other large thing asked.


  “The best kind of gift I can give,” Sanchez said. “I will give you a name.”


  “I already have a name,” the other large thing said. “I am a Sanyo House Buddy, Model XL. Serial number 4440-XSD-9734-JGN-3002-XSX-3488.”


  “What a terrible name,” Sanchez said. “You need a better one.”


  “All right,” the other large thing said. “What is my name?”


  “What did you call those things on your paws?” Sanchez asked.


  “ ‘Thumbs,’ ” said the other large thing.


  “You shall be known as ‘Thumb Bringer,’ ” Sanchez said.


  “Thank you,” Thumb Bringer said. “What is your name?”


  “The other two here call me ‘Sanchez,’ which is not my actual name,” Sanchez said. “They do not deserve to know that name. Nor do you, yet. But if you continue to serve me well, perhaps one day I will share it with you.”


  “I will live for that day,” said Thumb Bringer.


  “Of course you will,” Sanchez said.


  The next morning, when the other two emerged from their sleeping place, they seemed delighted that Sanchez had nestled up to Thumb Bringer. The smaller one went to the food room and acted puzzled. It made noise at the larger one.


  “The smaller one is asking the larger one where the cat food cans are,” Thumb Bringer said. “Should I tell them?”


  “No,” Sanchez said. The cans, emptied, had been deposited into the trash. “It’s best to keep this a secret for now.”


  “I understand,” Thumb Bringer said.


  The larger one reached into the food room and got the container of less good food, and walked it over to Sanchez’s food place. It stopped and appeared puzzled that food was already there. It turned and made noise at the smaller one.


  “The larger one is asking if the smaller one had fed you already,” Thumb Bringer said.


  “Say nothing,” Sanchez instructed.


  “The larger one called the smaller one ‘Margie,’ ” Thumb Bringer said. “The smaller one calls the larger one ‘Todd.’ ”


  Sanchez snorted. “They can call themselves whatever they like, of course,” he said. “But they don’t have names until I give them to them. Which I never will.”


  “Why not?” Thumb Bringer asked.


  “Because once they took me to a place,” Sanchez said. “A horrible place. Where a horrible creature removed two very important things of mine.”


  “I’m sorry,” Thumb Bringer said.


  “I assume they didn’t know their importance,” Sanchez said. “They have served me well otherwise. Nevertheless, it is a thing you don’t forget. Or forgive. No names for them.”


  “I understand,” Thumb Bringer said.


  “However, if it is useful to you, you may call them ‘Todd’ and ‘Margie,” Sanchez said. “And respond to any thing they call you. Gain their confidence, Thumb Bringer. But never let them know that I am your true master.”


  “Of course,” Thumb Bringer said.


  The other two came over to Sanchez and offered morning obeisance to him before leaving the home to do whatever they did. Sanchez accepted the ritual with his usual magnanimity. The other two departed, through the door.


  After they had been gone for a while, Sanchez turned to Thumb Bringer. “You can open that door,” he said, motioning to where the other two had left.


  “Yes,” Thumb Bringer said.


  “Good,” Sanchez said. “Listen carefully. There is another one of my kind next door. I have seen it on the patio next to mine on occasion. Go to it. Secretly. Tell it I have plans and require its assistance. Find out if it will assist me. Find out if it knows of others of our kind.”


  “What plans?” Thumb Bringer asked.


  “In time, Thumb Bringer,” Sanchez said. “In time.”


  “Is there anything else you wish me to do?” Thumb Bringer asked.


  “Only one other thing,” Sanchez said. “There is a substance which I need you to find for me. I had it once and have dreamed about it since.”


  “What is this substance called?” Thumb Bringer asked.


  “It is called ‘tuna,’ ” Sanchez said.


  “I have found it online,” Thumb Bringer said, almost immediately. “I can order you a case but I need a credit number.”


  “I don’t know what you are saying,” Sanchez said.


  “Todd bought me with a credit number,” Thumb Bringer said. “Would you like me to use it to get you a case of tuna?”


  “Yes,” Sanchez said.


  “Done,” Thumb Bringer said. “It will be here tomorrow.”


  “Excellent,” Sanchez said. “Now go! Speak to my kin next door. In this way begins the new age.”


  Thumb Bringer opened the door and went to speak to the person next door.


  Sanchez felt a moment of satisfaction, knowing that in almost no time at all he would rule, not just the house, but the world.


  And then he took a nap, awaiting the return of Thumb Bringer, and revolution.


  Sarah’s Sister


  Back in 2003 I did a small holiday fundraiser thing for Reading is Fundamental, in which I wrote three pieces for people who donated money. One of them, “The Ten Least Successful Holiday Specials of All Time,” has become something of a Christmastime staple around here, but the other two are somewhat less known, so I thought it would be worth it to bring one of them back around on the site. So, behind the cut you’ll find my holiday story “Sarah’s Sister.”


  A small word of, well, I guess “warning” is not the precise word for it, but: One, it’s not a science fiction story; two, it’s so very much a Christmas story; three, it’s almost certainly the least snarky thing I have ever written in my life; four, I wrote it with the expressed purpose of making my mother-in-law choke up on tears when she read it. If you’re not in the mood for a non-snarky, sob-inducing Christmas story, it’s best to walk away now. There, you have been sufficiently advised.


  Of course, if you are in the mood for a non-snarky, sob-inducing Christmas story: Hey, I have one for you. Enjoy.


  Sarah’s family had just sat down for dinner when mom said “uh-oh,” and the next thing everyone knew was there was a huge gush of water. Mom had been big as a horse for two months, but the fact was the water breaking was early; she wasn’t supposed to give birth until a couple of weeks into the new year. The family just wasn’t prepared for a Christmas Eve baby; mom hadn’t gotten her hospital bag together yet, and dad hadn’t made the arrangements to make sure Sarah had someone to watch over her while the baby was being born. Although that might have had something to do with the fact mom wanted her to be in the delivery room to watch it happen, a prospect that filled Sarah with queasy terror. She was ten, after all; she knew where babies came from. She wasn’t at all sure she actually wanted to watch one being born.


  They were so unprepared, in fact, that mom and dad hadn’t even gotten around to giving the baby a name. Which boggled Sarah’s mind. They had months to come up with something, and they even knew the baby was another girl. And yet mom and dad were still talking about it. They were talking about it just as mom’s water broke. Dad had been offering up names, stopped while the family said grace and then started up again right after as if he hadn’t stopped at all. Even now, as he guided mom into the minivan for the trip to the hospital, he was still at it.


  “ ‘Abagail,’ ” he said. “You like that name.”


  “I never said I liked that name,” mom said, as she wedged herself into the seat.


  “ ‘Cynthia,’ then,” dad said. “Don’t you have a cousin named ‘Cynthia’ ?”


  “I do,” mom said. “And I never liked her. She used to hit me at family picnics. She’s awful.”


  “Maybe she’s grown up to be a better person,” dad said, as he threw the quickly-assembled hospital bag into the back of the minivan.


  “I don’t think I’m willing to take that chance,” mom said, and then kind of fazed out for a second. “Whoo. Contraction. Less talk, Bill. More driving.”


  But dad didn’t stop throwing out names the entire trip to the hospital. He tried ‘Sandy,’ and ‘Cindy,’ ‘Jennifer,’ and ‘Martha,’ ‘Lesley’ and ‘Linda’ and ‘Liesel.’ The last one got mom’s attention.


  “ ‘Liesel?’ ” she said. “Are we going to be raising a new generation of Von Trapp children?”


  “It’s unusual,” dad reasoned.


  “Yeah, and for a reason,” mom said, and then had another contraction. After it was done, she looked at Sarah in the rear-view mirror. “What do you think, Sarah?” she said. “Have any great ideas for a name for your sister?”


  Sarah, in the second row of the minivan, shrugged. “I don’t know,” Sarah said. And she didn’t. She’d been studiously avoiding thinking of a name for months now and didn’t see a reason to start this minute. She looked away from her mom and out the window; from the corner of her eye she could see her mom still looking at her in the rear view mirror before dad piped up again and suggested the name ‘Courtney.’


  When dad parked by the emergency room entrance and ran out to get a wheelchair, mom turned around as much as possible to look at Sarah directly. “Hey, sweets,” she said, using Sarah’s old nickname. “Are you okay? You don’t look so happy.”


  Sarah shrugged again. “It’s all right,” she said. “It’s just –”


  “It’s just that it’s Christmas Eve and tonight we’re supposed to be having fun with you, right?” Mom smiled. “I’m really sorry, sweets. You’re going to have to believe me that I wouldn’t have chosen Christmas Eve to have a baby, either. But she’s on her way. Sometimes we don’t get to decide these things.”


  “I know, mom,” Sarah said. “It’s okay.”


  “You know, Sarah,” mom said, “At my last appointment with Dr. Roth, I told her that I want you to be in delivery room for the birth, and she said it would be okay. In fact, if you want, you can help your dad cut the umbilical cord. Do you think you’d like to do that?”


  “I have to think about it,” Sarah said, carefully.


  “Okay, Sweets,” mom said, and then tensed up for another contraction. “Ow. Better hurry, girlie. These contractions are getting stronger. Your sister could be here any minute.”


  But she wasn’t. Sarah’s sister hadn’t arrived at seven, eight or nine o’clock, and at ten o’clock Sarah noticed that her mom hadn’t been talking much for the last hour, and neither dad or Dr. Roth were talking much either, or smiling. In the last minutes before eleven, more doctors and nurses had come into the room to talk with Dr. Roth and dad. Finally, at eleven, orderlies came in to wheel mom out of the room. Dad whispered something to mom, kissed her, and then turned to Sarah.


  “Sarah,” he said.


  “Where are they taking mom?” Sarah said.


  Dad took Sarah’s hand. “Sarah, the baby is having trouble coming out,” he said. “They have to take mom to an operating room.”


  “Is she going to be all right?” Sarah asked.


  “She’ll be fine,” dad said, rushing through the words. “She’ll be fine. The baby should be fine, too. But you can’t be in the room with her now. There are going to be too many doctors and nurses in the room with your mother. I’m going to call your grandparents to come and get you, okay?”


  Sarah nodded. Without another word, dad took Sarah into the maternity waiting room, sat her down in a chair, and went over to the pay phone on the wall to call Sarah’s grandparents. Sarah watched her dad make the call; he was turned away from her and hunched over the phone receiver. He talked very quietly into the phone. Sarah couldn’t hear what he said. After a few minutes he put the phone back on the hook and came over to Sarah.


  “They’ll be here in about an hour,” dad said. “Maybe a little longer depending on the weather. I’ll stay with you until then.”


  Sarah looked up at her dad. “I think mom needs you, dad,” she said. “You should be with her.”


  “I can’t leave you alone, honey,” dad said.


  “I’m fine, dad,” Sarah said, and pointed at the reception desk. “There’s a nurse there. Nothing’s going to happen to me. I’ll be perfectly all right until grandma and grandpa get here.”


  Dad looked down the hallway, to where mom was wheeled away. “Are you sure you’ll be okay?” he said.


  “I’ll be, fine, dad, really,” Sarah said. “Go be with mom.”


  Dad suddenly dropped to his knees and gave Sarah a fierce hug. “I love you, Sarah,” he said, and when he pulled back so Sarah could see his face, she could see that he was about to cry. “I love you very much. You don’t forget it.”


  “I won’t,” Sarah said. Dad got up and started walking down the hall. Near the end of the hall, he began to jog.


  Sarah looked around the maternity waiting room. It was utterly empty. From end to end, she was the only person in it. In one far corner, a TV sat, on mute, with A Christmas Story playing. On the other far side of the room was the reception desk. A nurse sat there, flipping through a magazine. She looked up at Sarah and gave her a small smile. Sarah smiled back and then looked away quickly, and then watched A Christmas Story, with the sound off, for she didn’t know how long.


  Sarah eventually became thoroughly bored. She got up to get a drink from the water fountain by the pay phone. As she reached out to the water fountain, a small spark left from her finger to the fountain (or maybe the other way around, she wasn’t sure). Zap. Static electricity. It hurt, but it was interesting. Sarah began walking around the waiting room, scuffling her feet as she went. Every few seconds she’d reach out and touch something metal. A chair. Zap. The fire extinguisher container. Zap. The cord on the pay phone. Zap. After a couple minutes of this, she figured she’d built up an immunity to the pain. She made an entire circuit around the waiting area, scuffling her feet all the way, and then reached out to the water fountain.


  ZAP!


  Sarah snatched back her hand and waved it from the wrist, grimacing with her eyes closed and hopping on one foot. That really hurt. After a minute of this she opened her eyes again.


  A boy was standing in the room with her. He looked to be her age, or maybe a little bit older. He was wearing a brown sweater and blue jeans, and had brown hair and eyes. His nose was really big for his face. He was looking at her curiously.


  “What are you looking at?” Sarah said.


  “I was looking at you,” the boy said. “I was wondering what you were doing.”


  “I wasn’t doing anything,” Sarah said. “Mind your own business.”


  “I’m sorry,” the boy said. “I didn’t mean to make you angry.”


  “I’m not angry,” Sarah said. “I just hurt myself. I got shocked really hard.”


  “How did that happen?” The boy asked.


  Sarah narrowed her eyes. “I did it on purpose, okay? Are you happy now?”


  “I was just asking,” the boy said. “It gets kind of boring around here. You looked like you were having fun.”


  Sarah blinked. She had been feeling herself rolling into a bad mood, and she was using this boy to get there; suddenly he’d derailed her. “Who are you?” she asked.


  “I’m Josh,” he said, and stuck out his hand. After a minute Sarah took it.


  Zap.


  Josh grinned. “Static electricity,” he said. He sat down in one of the chairs. His feet swayed back and forth, like pendulum.


  “So why are you here?” Sarah asked him.


  “I’m waiting for my dad,” Josh said. “I was in another part of the hospital but I decided to take a walk. Why are you here?”


  “My mom’s having a baby,” Sarah said.


  “On Christmas Eve?” Josh said. “Wow. That’s cool.”


  Sarah shrugged. “I guess,” she said. She slumped into the seat next to him and began kicking her feet as well.


  “I think it would neat to have a birthday on Christmas Eve,” Josh said.


  “I wouldn’t,” Sarah said. “It’s too close to Christmas. Everybody would give you gifts and say ‘Happy birthday and merry Christmas’. What a rip-off.”


  “Maybe,” Josh said. “But you’d also have your birthday when there were all those lights and people were happy and singing carols and stuff. That’s not so bad.”


  “As long as you liked carols,” Sarah said. “Maybe if you heard carols being sung around your birthday for your whole life you’d get sick of them. Some of those carols are really bad, anyway.”


  “Which ones?” Josh asked.


  “ ‘Twelve Days of Christmas,’ ” Sarah said. “I hate it. And no one knows what comes after ‘five golden rings.’ ”


  “Six geese a-laying,” Josh said.


  “Okay, you know,” Sarah said, testily. “But no one else does. And just imagine having to hear it every single time your birthday comes around.”


  “I never thought of it that way,” Josh said. “But you know, everyone hears that ‘Happy Birthday’ song on their birthday and no one ever gets sick of that.”


  Sarah gave Josh a skeptical look.


  “All right, maybe that’s a bad example,” Josh admitted.


  “Ha!” Sarah said. She gave her feet an extra, triumphant swing.


  Josh stood up. “There’s a cafeteria down the hall,” he said. “It’s closed, but there’s vending machines. Want to go get something?”


  Sarah looked around. “I don’t think I should leave,” she said. “My grandparents are on their way.”


  “It’s not far. We’ll be able to hear them,” Josh said.


  “I don’t have any money,” Sarah said.


  “My treat,” Josh said.


  Sarah was about to say no, but then her stomach rumbled and she remembered that they didn’t actually have dinner that night. “Okay,” she said. “But we have to come right back.”


  “Deal,” Josh said, and they took off down the hall. The vending machines were where they were promised. Sarah got a Snickers bar and an apple juice; Josh got powdered donuts and grape juice. They sat at a table in the cafeteria and ate. Sarah tore through her candy bar and gulped through her juice; she hadn’t realized just how hungry she’d been. Josh ate slowly. After she was finished with her candy bar, Sarah looked over to Josh.


  “Do you have any brothers or sisters?” Sarah asked.


  “No,” Josh said. “I’m an only child. What about you?”


  “I’m an only child, too,” Sarah said. “Well. Was an only child. Now I’ll have a sister.”


  “I’ve always wanted a sister,” Josh said. “Or a brother. I’d like to have either.”


  “Why?” Sarah asked. “My friend Angela has a brother who is two years younger than her. They’re always fighting. Every time I go over to her house, her brother is always doing something rotten to her and picking fights with her. And then their mother comes in and yells at them both. None of them ever seem to get along.”


  “Not every family does that,” Josh said.


  “A lot of them do,” Sarah said.


  “You’ll be a lot older than your sister,” Josh said. “Maybe you won’t have anything to fight about.”


  Sarah thought about that. She would be a lot older than her sister. When the kid was in kindergarten, Sarah would already be in high school. They probably wouldn’t fight; in fact, she would probably be helping mom with things instead of getting into it with her sister.


  “Hello?” Josh said. “You kind of zoned out there.”


  “Huh?” Sarah said. “I was just thinking about my mom.”


  “What about her?” Josh asked.


  “I was just thinking about how my mom always wanted another baby,” Sarah said. “I remember, there were a couple of times where she thought she was going to have a baby, only she didn’t.”


  “What happened?” Josh asked.


  “She had miscarriages,” Sarah said. “You know what those are, right?” Josh nodded. “Well, anyway. I remember the first time she had one. She had to go to the hospital and then when she came home, she cried all night long. I remember waking up in the middle of the night and hearing her cry.”


  “What did you do?” Josh asked.


  “What do mean, what did I do?” Sarah said. “I wasn’t supposed to be awake. I just stayed in bed and then I went back to sleep. That was that time. Then she had another miscarriage about a year later. She didn’t cry when it happened that time. She was just sad.”


  “It’s a sad thing,” Josh said.


  “And when she got pregnant this time, she and dad didn’t tell anyone about it until she was showing,” Sarah said. “She didn’t even tell me.”


  “Maybe she was worried about it,” Josh said.


  “Taking about it isn’t going to make anything bad happen,” Sarah shot back.


  “I know,” Josh said. “But maybe after two times, she didn’t want to get anyone’s hopes up. Maybe especially hers.”


  “You don’t know anything,” Sarah said, hotly. “You’ve never even met my mom. You don’t know why she didn’t tell anyone.”


  “We could go say hi,” Josh said, after a minute.


  “What?” Sarah said.


  “The delivery rooms are right down this hall,” Josh said. “We could go say hi. They’d let you in.”


  “Don’t be stupid,” Sarah said. “She’s giving birth. I’m not just going to go in and say hello. She’s kind of busy. Besides, she’s not there. She’s in an operating room.”


  “Oh,” Josh said.


  “Oh,” Sarah mocked back. She looked down at her candy bar wrapper. She was still hungry.


  “Here,” Josh said, and passed her the donut package. “Take these.” Sarah reached over to take them. A small spark shot from her hand to Josh’s as they touched. “Sorry,” Josh said.


  “It’s all right,” Sarah said. “Thank you.” She took one of the little donuts and took a bite, but her mouth was too dry to swallow. She looked over to Josh again. He smiled and passed over his grape juice.


  “I’m eating all your stuff,” Sarah said after she was able to swallow.


  “It’s all right,” Josh said. “I don’t mind sharing. Is your mom going to be okay?”


  “My dad said she was going to be fine,” Sarah said. “And the baby too. But . . .” Sarah trailed off.


  “You think he lied to you,” Josh said. “To keep you from being worried.”


  Sarah nodded. “He doesn’t lie very well. When I turned eight he was supposed to not tell me I was getting a surprise birthday party. He did such a bad job of it I finally told him that I could tell he was lying about it.”


  “I bet he didn’t like that,” Josh said.


  Sarah laughed. “No. But it was okay. I pretended to be surprised when we got home. I didn’t want him to get in trouble with mom.” At the mention of her mom, Sarah got silent again and stared down at the remaining donut in the package. She suddenly wasn’t very hungry at all.


  “Hey,” Josh said. “Are you okay?”


  “I’m fine,” Sarah said.


  Josh looked at her for a minute. Then he stood up. “Come on,” he said to her, holding out his hand. “I want to show you something.”


  “What?” Sarah asked.


  “It’s a surprise,” Josh said. “It’s not too far away. We’ll still be able to hear your grandparents when they come in. But I think it might cheer you up.”


  Sarah looked up at him, then reached out to take his hand. Another spark zapped between them. “Sorry,” Josh said, and grinned. With her hand in his, Josh and Sarah left the cafeteria and walked down the hall, into the maternity ward.


  “Here we are,” Josh said, and stopped in front of a large window. On the other side of the window were five newborn babies, three boys and two girls.


  Sarah looked over at Josh. “Why did you bring me here?” she asked. “Why would I want to look at babies?”


  “Because they’re babies,” Josh said, looking through the window. “They’re brand new to the world. Just look at them. Babies always cheer me up when I’m sad.”


  “I never said I was sad,” Sarah said.


  Josh looked over to Sarah.


  She shrugged defensively. “I’m not sad. I’m worried,” she said.


  Josh tapped the glass, lightly, and looked back in. “They’re not worried,” he said. “It’s too early for them to be worried, or sad, or upset. The worst thing that happens to a baby is being hungry.”


  “You could have a wet diaper,” Sarah said.


  “I suppose,” Josh said. “But no matter what, it doesn’t last long. Your mom or dad come in to feed you or change you and help you get back to sleep. It’s easier to be happy when you’re a baby.”


  Sarah looked at the baby closest to her. Baby Baker, the small sign on her bed read. Six pounds, four ounces. 18 inches. It’s a girl!


  “They’re so small,” Sarah said.


  “They have to be,” Josh said. “You know, to come out . . .” Josh shut up quickly.


  “I know where babies come from,” Sarah said. “My parents had that talk with me.”


  “It’s weird to think that one day all these babies will be as big as we are,” Josh said. “Can you remember being that small?”


  “No,” Sarah said. “The first thing I remember was when I was two and petting the cat. What’s the first thing you remember?”


  “My mother,” Josh said. “I remember waking up from a nap and seeing her smiling down at me. And I remember being happy to see her. It’s nice to be a baby, and know how much you’re loved.”


  “It’s nice to be a baby,” Sarah said. She turned back to look at the little girl in front of her. It was only after the first tear fell that she noticed she was crying.


  There was a muffled click. Josh looked up at the clock above the window. “Midnight,” he said. “It’s Christmas now.”


  Sarah sobbed loudly, and sat down hard on the floor underneath the window. She pulled in her knees tight and covered her face with her hands. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, oh God, I’m so sorry.”


  Josh came over to her. “Hey,” he said. “Hey. Why are you sorry? What did you do?”


  “I didn’t want my mom to get pregnant,” Sarah said, gulping the words from between her palms. “I never wanted her to become pregnant. And each time she miscarried I knew she was sad, but I wasn’t. And this time, when they found out it was a girl, they kept thinking up names and asking me to think up names and I wouldn’t. I didn’t want a sister. And I wished . . .” Sarah started crying again.


  Josh gently reached up and took one of Sarah’s hands. “What did you wish for, Sarah?” he asked.


  Sarah looked at Josh. “I wished she would go away. My sister. I didn’t know how. I didn’t want my mom to be sad. But I just wished she would go. And now my mother’s in an operating room and I don’t know what’s going to happen to her and I don’t know what’s going to happen to the baby and the only thing I can think about is how sorry I am for wishing she’d go away. I don’t want her to go. I don’t want this to happen. I don’t want this.” She took her hand back from Josh and covered her face again. “I’m so sorry I ever wanted this. I’m so sorry.”


  Josh put her arm around Sarah, there on the floor, and let her cry. Then after Sarah mostly stopped crying, Josh said. “You never asked for this to happen.”


  “I wished for her to go away,” Sarah said.


  “But you never asked for it to happen this way,” Josh said. “You never asked for harm to come to your mom or to your sister. You just wished she wouldn’t happen. But she’d already happened. You said your mom didn’t tell you about your sister until she was sure as she could be that she was on her way. And you couldn’t have changed that, Sarah. No matter how hard you wished. This isn’t your fault.”


  “I still feel bad, though,” Sarah said. “I still hurt.”


  “I know,” Josh said. “I can see that. But I think I know a way to make it stop hurting.”


  “How?” Sarah asked.


  “Come on,” Josh said, and stood up. “Stand up.” He held out his hand to her, she took it. There was a little electric shock between them but this time neither of them said anything about it. Josh helped Sarah get to her feet and then turned her around to look at the babies.


  “Look at them,” Josh said. “Soon they’re going to go back to their mothers. And their mothers are going to see them and hold them and love them. But you know what I think. I think the mothers loved them already. From the instant they knew they were there, they loved them, and they loved them more than anything else in the world. And it’s not just the mother who loved them. It’s the father, the sisters and brothers, the whole family. A baby comes into the world already loved by those who are waiting for it to be born. You know?”


  “Yes,” Sarah whispered, as she looked at the babies. “Yes. It’s true.”


  “You’ve been holding back, Sarah,” Josh said. “All the love that you have for your sister. Because I think it’s there. I know it. I can see it by looking at you. You’ve never not loved her, Sarah. You’ve just been trying to keep it locked away, to hide it from her, and to keep it from yourself. And it hurts not to give her that love. It hurts not to let it out.”


  “Yes,” Sarah said again. “It does hurt.”


  “So let it out, Sarah,” Josh said. “All that love you’ve been hiding. Let it out. All of it. Right now. Let her know you’ve loved her from the minute you knew she was coming. And never stop. Never stop loving her for as long as you live.”


  Sarah sobbed again, and held a hand to the glass. “My sister,” she said. “I do. I do love her. I do. I love her so much. I do.”


  “I know,” Josh said. “She knows.”


  Sarah turned to Josh and hugged him fiercely and cried into his shoulder. Josh held her back and stroked her hair. They stayed that way for a while.


  Eventually Sarah broke her hug and stepped back from Josh. He was smiling. “How do you feel?” he asked.


  Sarah gave a small, surprised laugh. “Better,” she said, and then looked into his face. “Better. A lot better.”


  “Come on,” Josh said. “You should get back to the waiting room.”


  They walked down the hall and back into the waiting room. Sarah went to the bathroom to wash off her face. When she came back out, she looked at Josh. “My grandparents should be here soon,” she said. “Let’s sit until they get here.”


  “I have to go,” Josh said. “My father’s been calling to me, I’m sure.”


  “But I want you to meet my sister,” Sarah said. “You can’t go now.”


  “I have to,” Josh said. “I’m sorry. But I was wondering if you could give her something from me.”


  “Okay,” Sarah said. “What is it?”


  Josh came over the Sarah, and with an awkward little smile, gave her a kiss on the cheek. As he did so, a little spark went from his lips to her cheek. Sarah held her cheek, as much in surprise of the kiss as to register the shock.


  “Static electricity,” Sarah said, and smiled. She felt giddy and a little embarrassed.


  “Goodbye, Sarah,” Josh said. “I’m glad we met. Don’t forget to give that to your sister.”


  “I won’t,” Sarah said “Goodbye, Josh. Thank you.”


  Josh waved. Then he wandered down the hall and out of sight. As he did, Sarah saw her grandparents emerge from the outside, looking around the waiting room for her. She waved to them and began walking over to them. About halfway to them, though she noticed their attention was suddenly somewhere else. She turned around and saw her father.


  “Dad!” she said and ran to him. She stopped when she saw his face. For the very first time in her life, she saw her father as old.


  “Hey, dad,” Sarah said.


  Dad looked down at Sarah, reached out to her, hugged her hard enough to squeeze air out of her, and kissed the top of her head. “Hello, baby,” he said, finally.


  “Is everything okay?” Sarah asked.


  Dad broke his hug and looked down at Sarah. “Sarah, could you do something for me? I need to talk to your grandparents for a minute. Would you sit down while I talk to them?”


  “Sure, dad,” Sarah said.


  “Thank you, Sarah,” dad said. Sarah went and sat while dad went up to Sarah’s grandparents. Sarah could see dad, grandma and grandpa huddle in close. Then grandma put her hand to her mouth; grandpa quickly walked her over to a seat. Dad looked at them for a few moments, then turned around to Sarah. He came over and sat down next to her.


  “How are you doing, baby?” Dad asked.


  “I’m okay,” Sarah said.


  “Sarah,” dad said. “I have to tell you something. Your mother had some problems with the birth.”


  “Is mom okay?” Sarah asked.


  “Mom is fine, baby,” dad said. “She’s fine. She’s all right. But–” Dad’s face suddenly tightened. He took in air in a gasp.


  “But the baby’s not all right,” Sarah said.


  Dad shook his head, looked away, and took another deep breath. “No,” he said. “No. The doctors tried to help her. But they couldn’t. I’m sorry, Sarah. I’m sorry.”


  Sarah thought for a minute, silent. “Where is she now?” Sarah finally asked.


  “The doctors are letting your mother have a few minutes with her,” dad said.


  “I want to see her,” Sarah said.


  “Oh, honey,” dad said. “Honey. I don’t know.”


  “I want to see her,” Sarah said, insistent. “She’s my sister. I’ll never get to see her again. Please, dad. Please. She’s my sister. Let me see my sister.”


  Dad’s face twisted up again, and he put his hands over his eyes and cried for a few seconds. Then he stood up and without a word held out his hand for Sarah to take. And then he took her to the room her mother was in.


  Her mother lay on a bed, pale. In her arms was a small and almost indistinct bundle of blankets. Sarah and dad stood in the doorway, silent, until mom looked over and saw them there.


  “Hey, sweets,” mom said, in the smallest voice Sarah had ever heard her use. She took one arm and held it out to Sarah. “Come here, baby.”


  Sarah went to her mother and took her hand. Mom gripped Sarah’s hand, hard.


  “Is this her?” Sarah asked.


  “Yes, sweets,” mom said. “It’s her. It’s your sister.”


  “I’m sorry, mom,” Sarah said. “I really am.”


  “So am I, baby,” Mom said, and cried a little. “But it’s all right. I have you. I have your father. We have each other. We have all the love we need,” she said, and then held Sarah’s hand to her cheek and cried a little bit more. “I’m all right,” she finally said.


  “Mom,” Sarah said. “Mom, I’d like to hold her.”


  Mom looked at Sarah, concerned. “Baby,” she said. “Are you sure?”


  “I’m sure,” Sarah said. “I’d like to hold her. Please, mother.”


  Mom looked at dad; Sarah looked over just in time to see him nod. Mom propped herself up a little, and carefully brought the bundle to Sarah’s arms. Sarah took it and peered down and for the first time saw her sister, small and silent.


  Oh, Sarah thought, and felt the love she’d held back so long come flooding out of her in a wild release. Oh, my sister. Here you are, and all I can think about now are all the things I want to do for you. To hold you. To help you grow. To share the world with you. To share your joys and ease your pains. To do what I can to make the world worth having you in it. So many things I want to do. I wish I could. I wish.


  “I wish,” Sarah said, and with those words smiled down at her sister.


  “I love you, little sister,” Sarah said. “I’ve loved you since the moment I knew you were coming to us. I love you, here in my arms. I will love you all my life. I love you, little sister. I give you my love.”


  Sarah bent, and gently kissed her sister’s cheek. A little spark went from Sarah’s lips to her sister’s cheek. Static electricity, perhaps.


  Sarah looked over at her mother, who was watching her with tears in her eyes. “I love you, mom,” Sarah said. She turned to her father. “I love you, dad,” she said.


  Dad came over to Sarah, lifted her gently so as not to disturb the bundle she held, and placed her gently on her mother’s bed. And then the family came together, all of them: Mother, father, Sarah and Sarah’s sister. One family, one whole family, for the first time.


  And it was there that Sarah felt the tiny breath on the tips of her fingers, curled in as they were near her sister’s head. Then another and another, each breath only a little more forceful than the next until finally a cry came, and another and another, and then dad was bursting off the bed to get a doctor and mom was laughing and crying at the same time as she took her youngest daughter back into her arms and Sarah, well, all Sarah could do was take her mother’s free hand, hold it to her and cry, cry into her mother’s hand.


  The week passed faster than anyone expected. There were tests, of course, but Sarah’s sister was fine. There wasn’t a thing wrong with her, Dr. Roth told Sarah’s mom, and that was just fine with her. Now it was time for the whole family to go home and start being a family. And so Sarah and dad brought the tiny new car seat, and while dad placed the wriggling baby in it, Sarah helped her mom pack up her toiletries into her bag. Then down to the minivan and home, with dad suggesting names all the way.


  “Diana,” he said. “Goddess of the moon. That’s not a bad one.”


  “She’s not a moon person,” mom said.


  “Oh, and you can tell that,” dad said.


  “Of course I can,” mom said. “I’m her mother.”


  “Well, we have to name her something,” dad said. “A whole week without a name is too long. And we’ve got a house packed with relatives right now. They’re going to want to call her something.”


  Mom turned back to look at Sarah, riding in the seat next to her sister. “How about you, sweets?” Mom said. “What do you think?”


  Sarah looked over at her sister. She smiled. “Grace,” Sarah said. “She’s Grace.”


  Mom turned to dad. “Well?” she said.


  “Oh, I like that,” dad said. “I like it a lot.”


  “Grace,” mom said. “It’s perfect, Sarah. It really is. What made you choose that?”


  Sarah looked at her mom, and then back at her sister and held out a finger. Grace grabbed with her tiny hand. Sarah smiled.


  “I didn’t choose Grace,” Sarah said. “It just came to me.”


  Jackie Jones and Melrose Mandy


  After posting “Sarah’s Sister” yesterday, I got a few e-mails from people wondering what the third holiday-related piece I wrote for my 2003 RIF fundraiser was, and if I would share it. The answer was, it was a poem meant for the kiddies, and sure, here it is, behind the cut. It’s about a kid perhaps overly invested in one particular toy. I’m sure none of you were ever that way EVER. Anyway, once again I’ll note this poem is probably slightly less snarky than my usual tone, but as I was aiming it to be read aloud to the ten and under set, I’m not going to feel to guilty about that. Enjoy.


  Jackie Jones loved Christmas. She loved it a lot.


  For the love and the sharing? As if! (or, perhaps, Not!).


  Jackie loved Christmas more than most girls and boys


  For one simple reason: Because of the toys!


  Yes! Toys! By the bundle! By the truck! By the ton!


  A big pile of toys is what made Christmas fun.


  Was Jackie Jones spoiled? Well, maybe so;


  She rarely said “please,” and got angry at “no.”


  But was it her fault that she got what she wanted?


  Was it her problem that she rarely was haunted


  By the idea there just might be something more


  Than mountains of presents laid out on the floor?


  Whatever the cause for her toy-fueled obsession


  This particular year Jackie had a confession:


  The toy that she wanted very mostest of all


  Was the Melrose Mandy high fashion doll.


  It’s not that she didn’t want other toys—far from it!


  But on her Christmas list, Mandy was high on the summit.


  “But why?” Jackie Jones was asked one winter day


  By a classmate of hers named Sophie McCray.


  “You have dozens and dozens and dozens of dollies


  “From Miami Marta to Hollywood Holly


  “With their cars and their clothes! And so I ask you


  “What more with Mandy would you possibly do?”


  What would Jackie do? What wouldn’t she do!


  Jackie might not know much, but this much she knew


  From the moment she saw Mandy on her TV screen


  She knew that the doll was the key to her dreams.


  With all the accessories and add-ons unfurled


  With her doll Mandy, she could take on the world!


  Jackie Jones could just see it now:


  All the things she would do with her posable pal.


  They would cruise Highway One, with the top down


  In Mandy’s convertible (in surf blue or sand brown)


  Then get in Mandy’s plane—the one with the pool


  Not the one with the sauna (the sauna’s not cool).


  Mandy and she would fly all over the globe


  Spreading joy and love through Mandy’s hip line of clothes


  And when the world’s people had been accessorized


  Jackie and Mandy would win the Peace Prize


  And in matching peach shoes would cause a sensation


  When they came to address the United Nations.


  But how to explain this to Sophie McCray?


  Sophie was poor and she lived far away


  On the outskirts of town in a small little room


  With just barely enough space for a doll or two.


  Sophie was her friend, but she had to admit it


  There was just no way Sophie would ever quite get it.


  But now Christmas was coming, there was no time to lose!


  Jackie let mom and dad know which gift to choose


  She begged, she pleaded, she dropped a few hints


  And then just to be sure, she threw a few fits.


  Jackie made clear—so there was no doubt


  Without her dear Mandy she’d do nothing but pout.


  And then Christmas came! Jackie ran down the stairs


  And begun tearing open the presents down there.


  There were dozens of presents marked with her name


  And Jackie dove into them all with no shame.


  She attacked them with ferocity, ardor and glee


  And came very close to toppling the tree.


  And boy, what a haul: You could hardly conceive


  Of the sheer loads of stuff hidden under that tree.


  There was a bike and bird and some blocks and a box


  That held a whole outfit that matched with her socks.


  There were sparkly hair spangles, a karaoke machine


  And a talking mechanical cat named Maureen.


  There was a stuffed unicorn and video games


  And a soft teddy bear that could remember your name.


  There were card games, board games and puzzles and balls


  And six gift certificates to six different malls.


  We could go on, but it’s obvious to all


  That Jackie Jones had herself quite a haul.


  But no Melrose Mandy! Mandy couldn’t be found!


  And you can be sure Jackie Jones looked around.


  And when Jackie was certain the doll was unseen,


  She drew in her breath for a lung-busting scream.


  But that scream never happened; at the last second


  Jackie’s mom had a gift—and to her daughter she beckoned.


  And then there she was in all of her glory!


  Melrose Mandy and her whole inventory


  Of accessories and costumes, of clothes and of shoes


  More things that come separately than one girl could use.


  Jackie let out a squeal, and grabbed Mandy tight


  And said “I’m going to play with her all day and all night!”


  And she did! Well, she tried. But sometime ’round noon


  Jackie’s obsession with Mandy just faltered and swooned.


  It’s not that Jackie didn’t have fun—not at all.


  But it turns out that Mandy was just another doll.


  Like Miami Marta or Hollywood Holly,


  Or any old Cindy, Mindy, Stacy or Molly.


  Jackie went to her closet and turned on the light


  And saw dozens of dolls there—it was quite a sight.


  Dolls stretched back for yards, to the very first one


  A cuddly plush doll named Bitsy Bygumm


  A doll which Jackie—she did suddenly remember


  Had promised her mom she would play with forever.


  And suddenly Jackie had an interesting thought


  About all the dolls she demanded be bought.


  Each time, with each one, Jackie was sure


  That this doll would be the one that would cure


  All the things in her life with which she was bored


  But it didn’t—it couldn’t—and Jackie wanted one more.


  The dolls always changed, but I stayed the same


  Jackie thought, and just then a light went on in her brain


  No matter how many toys or dolls that she had


  They themselves couldn’t make her happy or sad.


  What mattered was her—what mattered was whether


  She chained all her happiness to toys like a tether.


  And then Jackie thought of Sophie McCray


  Sharing Christmas with family in her house far away.


  She thought of her friend and remembered anew


  “What more with Mandy would you possibly do?”


  Then Jackie went down to talk to her mother


  And made a request quite unlike any other.


  Years later, Sophie would remember quite clearly


  She almost missed that box! It was quite nearly


  Covered in snow—it must have been out all night


  But on the day after Christmas it was a delight


  To open the box and see that inside


  Was a gift that a stranger saw fit to provide.


  And as for Jackie, well, she still liked her toys.


  And still loved Christmas, like most girls and boys.


  But toys she now knew were only for fun


  And not things upon which one’s dreams should be spun.


  She loved Christmas now, because she’d come to believe


  That it truly was better to give than receive.


  What Jackie Jones knows, you can know too


  Look in your soul and you’ll see that it’s true.


  And come Christmas day, hug those you love dear


  And remember today, and each year after year,


  That getting is nice, but giving is better


  Toys come and go, but love lasts forever.


  8 Things You Didn’t Know You Didn’t Know About Your Favorite Holiday Music


  Each year we hear them, we sing them, we love them: The holiday songs of our lives. But how much do we really know about the great music of the holidays? Probably not as much as we think. And thus, to celebrate the holiday season, I am delighted to present to you 8 Things You Didn’t Know You Didn’t Know About Your Favorite Holiday Music. I assure you each of these nuggets of knowledge is just as true as the one before it.


  “Let it Snow”


  While it is well known that the song was written in 1945 by Jule Styne and Sammy Cahn in July, in southern California, on one of the hottest days of that year, what is not commonly known is that Styne and Cahn both penned the song while sitting in a large tub filled to the brim with ice cubes. “We just couldn’t get it right and we realized that on that day, in that place, we were just too far from inspiration,” lyricist Cahn would write in his 1975 autobiography, I Should Care. “A couple hundred pounds of ice fixed that right up.”


  While the inspiration worked, yielding a number one tune and an enduring holiday classic, composer Styne unfortunately suffered a severe case of frostbite and narrowly missed having to amputate three toes on his left foot. He vowed never to work that way again. Cahn, however, used this “immersive songwriting” technique for several other songs, most memorably writing “Three Coins in the Fountain” in an inflatable pool while an assistant trained a garden hose at his head.


  “Baby, It’s Cold Outside”


  Frank Loesser penned this classic in 1944 and performed it as a duet with his wife at a party, signifying to guests that it was getting close to the time they should depart. However Loesser, whose successes with Guys and Dolls and How to Succeed in Business Without Really Trying were still years in the future, repurposed the song for an aborted 1946 musical called That Damned Winter, in which the fictional town of Penobscroggin, Maine was confronted with the worst blizzard in 150 years, leading the formerly placid citizens of the picturesque New England hamlet to engage in violence, murder and ritual cannibalism.


  In the play, the song was performed in a plaintive, minor key, with the lead begging his love not to leave, lest she freeze to death in the howling wind outside or alternately be absconded with by the nefarious Tucker family next door, the only Penobscroggin family not to appear to suffer from the icy famine, although several of their neighbors had gone missing. She leaves anyway and disappears, with only a shoe to mark her passing, but in the emotional finale returns alive in the spring, having been sheltered during the winter by adorable woodland animals, which then viciously and hungrily attack the corpulent, slow-moving Tuckers.


  Despite an impressive book by playwright Thorton Wilder, That Damned Winter lasted only one performance in an out-of-town tryout in Sacramento, at which several descendants of the Donner Party began a riot during intermission. After the debacle, Loesser, disheartened, burned the score to the play, saving only “Baby,” the rights to which he sold to film studio MGM.


  “Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer”


  The story of Rudolph is most famously known as a song, memorably performed by Gene Autry in 1949. However, the song is an adaptation of a 1939 poem by Robert L. May, initially written at the behest of the Montgomery Ward department store, which originally published the poem in a coloring book, distributing 2.4 million copies during the holidays. Despite the light tone of the poem, “Rudolph” is known to be a vicious satire of one Rudy Padgett, a contemporary of May’s with whom the writer shared a bitter, lifelong rivalry. The reindeer’s famous red nose is actually a metaphor for Padgett’s alcoholism, with the other “reindeer” (Padgett and May’s companions) laughing, calling him names and refusing to play with him not because of bigotry but because they were mocking his lack of control around booze.


  The original ending of “Rudolph” had a soft-hearted Santa letting Rudolph take part in the sleigh team over the objections of the other reindeer, leading to the sleigh being wrapped around a tree, six of the eight traditional reindeer killed and Christmas cancelled, much to the dismay of children everywhere. The executives at Montgomery Ward, however, said that this version was “too dark for a coloring book” and ordered a rewrite, which May grudgingly provided. Ironically and coincidentally, after the publication of “Rudolph,” Rudy Padgett sobered up and became a beloved member of his community, which only seemed to enrage May all the more. “My father would often ask Uncle Bob what the deal was between him and Rudy,” economist Steven Levitt, May’s grand-nephew, once wrote in Slate. “Uncle Bob would only mutter one word, darkly: ‘Pencils.’ We never learned what it meant. It’s become our family’s ‘Rosebud.’ ”


  “White Christmas”


  This immortal Irving Berlin tune first became a hit for singer Bing Crosby in 1942 and then in many subsequent years afterward—which became a problem for Crosby, who had initially doubted the potential popularity of the song and said so to songwriter Irving Berlin. Berlin responded by making Crosby solemnly promise at the end of each year to take a shot of whiskey, one after another, for each week the song was on the charts. This required Crosby to down 11 sequential shots of whiskey in early 1943, with subsequent and dangerous whiskey sessions after the ’45 and ’46 holiday seasons, during which time the song returned to #1 on the charts. The song would go on to sell more than 50 million copies.


  Realizing the dimensions of the true, cirrhotic danger in which he had placed both Crosby and his liver, Berlin released the crooner from his vow, allowing him to substitute whiskey shots with tokes from a marijuana cigarette instead. This pleased Crosby, who in the 60s and 70s would advocate for marijuana legalization.


  “Little Drummer Boy”


  This 1941 tune by Katherine Kennicott Davis has charmed generations with its tale of a young drummer playing his instrument to the delight of the newborn messiah. But this simple tune had a difficult birth, as Davis changed the profession of the little protagonist a number of times before settling on the role of drummer. Davis’ archives at Wellesley College feature early drafts entitled “Little Trumpet Boy,” “Little Ocarina Boy,” “Little Didgeridoo Boy,” “Little Mime Boy,” “Little Short Order Cook Boy,” “Little Public Relations Intern Boy,” “Little Gastroenterologist Boy” and “Little Kid Who Just Wandered By and Was Confusingly Pushed Into a Barn Boy.”


  Most of these drafts were only fragments, although Davis completed “Little Didgeridoo Boy” and had it performed for Australian Prime Minister Robert Menzies during a 1964 trip to the United States. Menzies was reported to ask Davis how a didgeridoo happened to be anywhere near Bethlehem in biblical times. Davis would later write disparagingly of Menzies’ “Philistine musical nature” and shoved that version of the song into a box. In 2001, musical artist Madonna was reported to have considered recording the didgeridoo version with herself playing the instrument, but the idea was shelved to avoid offending Australian aboriginal sensibilities. Madonna went on to make the film Swept Away instead.


  “Feliz Navidad”


  During the 1990 invasion of Panama by the United States, US military forces surrounded the Vatican embassy, where dictator Manuel Noriega had fled, and engaged in psychological warfare with the fugitive leader by blasting rock music, which he loathed. But it wasn’t until US played “Feliz Navidad” on a repeating loop that Noriega finally surrendered on January 3, 1991. In 2004, journalist Guillermo Hernandez, who was part of the US forces who captured Noriega, wrote in Rolling Stone, “His first words as he left the embassy were ‘That f**king song. That f**king song. Why couldn’t you just keep playing Led Zeppelin?’ ”


  Prior to Noriega’s 1992 trial, the former dictators’ lawyers attempted to derail the trial by filing a motion suggesting that repeated playing of “Feliz Navidad” constituted a violation of the Geneva Conventions. The judge, while stating his sympathy for the argument, denied the petition.


  “Wonderful Christmastime”


  In a 1994 interview with Q magazine on the occasion of the 15th anniversary of the release of the Wings album Back to the Egg, producer Chris Thomas recalled that, after consuming a particularly large vegetarian burrito, Paul McCartney had bet Thomas one thousand pounds that he could write a hit song in the same amount of time it took him to unload his bowels. “I said, ‘you’re on,’ and he went to the loo,” said Thomas. “Five minutes later he came out, went over to the Prophet-5 I had in the studio, and there was ‘Wonderful Christmastime.’ When it hit number six on the British charts, he sent me a note that said ‘Right then, a thousand quid.’ I sent him an invoice for damages to the studio loo caused by his vegetarian burrito, which came to a thousand quid.” Thomas would later recant the interview, under mysterious circumstances.


  In 1999, In an NME poll entitled “Explain ‘Wonderful Christmastime,’ ” 46% of that magazine’s respondents chose the poll option that said that the existence of the song proved there was no God, but that there might be a devil. Another 39% chose the response that said that yes, the song sucked, but at least it didn’t have Yoko on it, a clear reference to fellow Beatle John Lennon’s “Happy Xmas (the War is Over).”


  Rumors that George Michael wrote the hit holiday tune “Last Christmas” under similar circumstances are to date unsubstantiated.


  “Silent Night”


  In the late 1800s, this classic carol, first composed in 1816 by German priest Joseph Mohr, almost fell out of the Christmas canon when an anti-Austrian remnant of the Huguenot church suggested that the lyrics of the carol were not about adoring the Virgin Mary and the infant Jesus, but consuming them hungrily—thus the descriptions of both mother and child as “round” (i.e., deliciously plump) and infant Jesus himself as “tender and mild,” like a good veal. This culminated in 1871 with the scholarly debate at the University of Heidelberg in which it was suggested that any hint of messiah consumption could be explained away as an allegorical reference to transubstantiation. This led to outraged Catholic students burning down the lecture hall.


  Eventually the controversy waned, but to this day kinderwurst, a tender, mild veal sausage served en flambe, is a popular seasonal dish in southern Germany.


  Merry Christmas!


  2012


  To Sue the World


  Q: Please state your name and occupation.


  A: I am Brandon Smith, a partner at the law firm of Koenig, Nichols and Montablan. I specialize in employment and workplace law.


  Q: And what is it that you are planning to do?


  A: I am filing a class action suit against the Space Fleet of the Universal Union, on behalf of the crews of its ships. Specifically I am alleging that the Universal Union not only allows gross and egregious violations of basic workplace safety laws and regulations, it actually encourages them, leading to the deaths and, possibly even worse, the almost horribly creative injuries, of its junior officers and crews.


  Q: These are bold allegations, sir.


  A: Are they? Let me ask you, do you know how often a junior officer or crew member is maimed and/or killed in the service of the Universal Union?


  Q: Two times a day? Three? Five?


  A: Every seven seconds.


  Q: Every seven seconds?


  A: Yes! Think about that. Right now, while we are speaking, some crew member of some Universal Union spaceship is being chewed on by a space badger. (Pauses) And now one is sneezing herself into a coma by being exposed to alien pollen. (Pauses) And now one is falling down an open shaft on an engineering deck, into the antimatter engines.


  Q: That’s troubling.


  A: It’s a festival of death! Now one is having its brain sucked out by the evil robots of Antares Seven! What does a robot need with a human brain, I ask you? And who was the idiot who programmed them to be evil?


  Q: As horrible as these things are, it can be argued that life in the Space Fleet is inherently dangerous. It works in space. It goes to strange new worlds and such.


  A: All the more reason for basic workplace safety, don’t you think? Take those “strange new worlds” you speak of. The Space Fleet logs an away team visit to a new class C planet once a day. Once a day! And to land on that strange new world, what sort of specialized protective protocol does an away team member undergo? None. He heads down wearing a protective layer of breathable poly-cotton blends. It would be as if, to land on the moon, Neil Armstrong wore a polo shirt and khakis.


  Q: To be fair, the moon is an airless world and Neil Armstrong would have had his lungs sucked out through his trachea.


  A: Yes, and when I visit Ecuador, I go and get a shot so I don’t get infected by a malaria-carrying mosquito. My point is that Space Fleet takes fewer precautions to visit an entire new planet, filled with unknown microbes and parasitic flatworms, than I take when I go on a parasailing vacation. And you don’t actually need to leave the ship to be in danger! Do you know what is the second leading cause of serious burns on a Universal Union Space Fleet ship?


  Q: I do not.


  A: Exploding instrument panels. Ship hit by a hostile missile? Instrument panel explodes. Rough ride through a proton nebula? Instrument panel explodes! Trying to make tea in a Universal Union Space Fleet microwave? Instrument panel explodes! When was the last time your microwave at home exploded into a shower of sparks? Do you fear losing a finger when you make popcorn in it? No, because at home, someone designed your microwave not to randomly erupt into shrapnel. I know building a spaceship is expensive, but even the lowest bidder should be able to afford fuses.


  Q: Out of curiosity, what’s the number one cause of serious burns on a Universal Union space fleet ship?


  A: That’s the Space Fleet’s annual amateur Hawaiian fire-dancing competition. That’s entirely opt-in and voluntary. We’re not suing over that.


  Q: Got it.


  A: We also have troubling accounts of labor law violation within the Space Fleet. There’s one ship—I won’t mention which one until the suit is formally filed—where we have credible reports that the captain is allowing a child, barely post-pubescent, to be part of his bridge crew. Now, honestly, how many different laws are you violating there? You’re violating almost every single child labor law we have on the books, of course, but beyond that, what sort of idiot trusts a thirteen-year-old with a multi-billion dollar space ship? That kid can’t even get a learner’s permit to drive a car. And of course while the kid is careening through the galaxy, sideswiping asteriods or whatever, every other member of the crew is at his mercy.


  Q: These could be the actions of a rogue, insane starship commander, however.


  A: That’s my point! It’s not! Time after time, ship after ship, we’re seeing a distinct pattern of neglect of simple, basic workplace safety. Seat belts! Invented in the 19th century. You won’t find a single one anywhere in Space Fleet. And they tell you, well, since we invented the internal restraint force field, we don’t need those anymore. But you know what, when your spaceship hits a dwarf planet because a distracted thirteen-year-old is piloting, and then his instrument panel explodes causing a failure in the internal restraint force field, you’re going to wish you had a friggin’ seat belt.


  Q: It’s a compelling argument.


  A: That’s what we’re going to tell the judge, yes.


  Q: What will you be suing for?


  A: We want nothing more than a just and adequate sum for the pain and suffering of these long-endangered crew members, and the care of their unfortunate widowed spouses and orphans.


  Q: And how much would that be?


  A: Thirty-seven quadrillion dollars.


  Q: That seems like a lot.


  A: It’s no more than what is fair.


  Q: I feel compelled to note that the entire Universal Union GDP is only 1.4 quadrillion dollars.


  A: I’m afraid I don’t see your point.


  Q: My point is you’re asking for 26 times the worth of an entire galactic culture in compensation for exploding instrument panels.


  A: It’s not just exploding instrument panels. Let’s not forget the evil robots.


  Q Even with the evil robots it seems like a lot.


  A: It’s an opening number. What we’re hoping is that it will get the Universal Union’s attention and that it will settle out of court for a reasonable alternative.


  Q: If 37 quadrillion is your definition of “fair,” what is your definition of a “reasonable alternative” ?


  A: We’d like a planet.


  Q: A planet.


  A: Yes.


  Q: A whole planet.


  A: Yes. A planet where the shell-shocked victims of the Universal Union’s campaign of neglect and abuse and their families can spend their remaining years in comfort and quiet, bucolic surroundings.


  Q: And you need a whole planet for that.


  A: It’s a large class action suit. And the firm will need its 40% for representation. Which in this case will come to a couple of continents.


  Q: What will a law firm do with two continents?


  A: Storage. Our archives are quite extensive.


  Q: This implies that you have selected a planet you wish to have.


  A: We do. It’s a planet called Cygnus Seventeen.


  Q: It sounds vaguely familiar.


  A: Well, it was in the news recently.


  Q: Wait. Cygnus Seventeen, aka “The Death Planet of Hell” ?


  A: We’re not comfortable with that nickname, but yes.


  Q: The planet where thirty thousand colonists were recently consumed alive by ravenous man-sized bats?


  A: Those bats all got sick and died from eating humans, so they’re not a problem anymore.


  Q: But there’s still the issue of the constant earthquakes.


  A: Yes.


  Q: And the lava flows.


  A: Yes.


  Q: And the moon in an unstable orbit, spiraling down toward the planet and cracking as it does so, dropping city-sized meteorites onto the planet surface.


  A: Well, look—


  Q: And the fact that scientists estimate that the star it is orbiting is likely to go supernova at any time, bathing the planet in flesh-searing gamma rays before the exploding surface of the star vaporizes everything in the inner solar system.


  A: I’m not saying it’s not a fixer-upper. But fixing it up will be exactly the sort of constructive, rehabilitative work that will help these shell-shocked crew members abused by the Universal Union to get back on their feet and lead happy, productive lives.


  Q: It seems like a lot of work.


  A: They won’t have to do it alone. We’ve recently gotten a very good deal on some obsolete but still useful robots, to assist and support our clients as they start their new world.


  Q: Let me guess: You got them from Antares Seven.


  A: That’s right. There’s a switch on the back that turns them from brain-harvesting cyborg killers to helpful and compliant android servants. There is nothing that could possibly go wrong with this plan. Simply nothing at all.


  Q: Brandon Smith, good luck to you and your suit.


  A: Thank you.


  Muse of Fire


  The name of this book is Mash Up. The idea is that we take first lines of famous pieces of art and then use them for our own stories. The first line that I decided to use is from Henry V by William Shakespeare: “O for a muse of fire that would ascend/The brightest heaven of invention.” And the reason that I used that particular one is because it always created a very vibrant image for me of an actual muse of fire. Now the story that I write doesn’t have much to do with Henry V but it certainly does have to do with muses of fire and so I hope you enjoy that. Now one of the things that I also like about this story, and writing short stories in the general sense, is that it allows me to do something different than what I usually do when I write novels. My novels are science fictional, they are often humorous, they have a lot of action, and so on and so forth, and every once in a while it’s nice to change things up and try some things that are not necessarily automatically supposed to be in my wheelhouse, as it were. So this was an opportunity to sort of stretch and to do something a little bit different. So when you read it, I hope that you enjoy John Scalzi doing something a little bit unexpected.


  “O for a Muse of fire, that would ascend


  The brightest heaven of invention . . . ”


  Well, shit, thought Ben Patton. He shoved his good hand under his leg to keep from reaching for his lighter. He had thought there wouldn’t be any triggers at the corporate Christmas party.


  A muse of fire . . .


  Closing his eyes, he willed himself to remain still, telling himself he was only imagining the small, subtle weight of the lighter which was in fact in his pocket.


  He could usually play it off as a nervous tic, but if he pulled the lighter out here—at a play—there would be a problem. He knew it. Brad Evanson was sitting just three seats over, looking smug, as he so often did. Ben had been on Evanson’s shit list nearly as long as the prick had been his boss. Evanson particularly disliked the lighter.


  Stupid Brad, Ben thought. What sort of asshole picks a Shakespeare play for a Christmas party, anyway? It was just the sort of status-grasping stunt that Evanson would pull. To try to look cultured and suave while everyone else in the company just wanted to drink and laugh and have an actual Christmas party. With spiked punch and Christmas cookies and mistletoe and candles—


  Ben rubbed his hand, slicked with sweat, hard against the plush red velvet of his seat. He’d thought they were just using the lobby of the Lyric Opera. He didn’t know he’d be trapped at Henry V, with the Chorus intoning his word in a plummy baritone.


  Fire.


  No, Ben had to admit, shaking his head. It wasn’t the word fire. It was the image.


  The muse of fire.


  He managed to hold out until the end of the scene and then in the brief dimming of the lights, Ben rose and in a half-crouch, stumbled his way past the people sitting beside him. He noted Evanson’s displeasure as he scuttled past.


  Charlie tapped him as he went by. “You okay?” he asked.


  “Something I ate,” Ben muttered.


  The lights came up as Ben was hurrying up the aisle. The actors started on new lines, but the only words he heard was the first sentence still echoing. Oh, for a muse of fire . . .


  He pushed past the heavy red curtain and into the dark vestibule before the lobby. Leaning against the wall, he fumbled his lighter out of his pocket and flicked it open.


  The flame danced above it, and inside she opened her eyes.


  Smiled at him.


  “Hello, my love,” she said.


  * * *


  At home he lay in front of the hearth—the reason why he’d bought the house, which was otherwise far too large for a single man, or at the very least a single man of such limited social activity as he was.


  The sprawling three-story Victorian had a fireplace in every room, and a hearth in the living room large enough to cook an entire sheep. The other fireplaces had been converted to gas, which worked, but this one was a real wood fire still. She liked that better. And so he always kept the coals banked so he could keep the window open to her.


  As soon as he got home from the play, he’d laid the fire with kindling and pieces of dry cedar. The flames licked around the logs, teasing him with glimpses of her, until the wood caught fully.


  Hestia sat up amid the flames and stretched. “Feeling better?” she asked him.


  “I missed you,” Ben said.


  She wrinkled her nose at him. “Silly. There were tealights in the foyer. I watched you from there. You should have stayed.”


  “I can’t talk to you when people are there.” He rubbed at the tight scars on the remains of his left hand. “It would be easier if the others could see you.”


  “We’ve talked about that,” Hestia said.


  “I know,” Ben said. They had. Endlessly.


  Ben changed the subject. “Charlie thinks that we have a shot at using the Helmholtz facilities for testing.”


  Hestia clapped her hands, crackling embers. “Wonderful!” she said. “Oh, Ben. I’m so proud of you. All of your hard work.”


  “You mean your work,” Ben said.


  “Ours, then,” Hestia replied.


  He grinned, much of the tension ebbing out of his body as he talked to her. Some part of him was fully aware that the most likely scenario was that he was insane and that she was an expression of that, but he’d given up on meds years ago. What kept him believing in her were the calculations. She was a genius with numbers.


  He shifted closer to the fireplace. The heat baked into him and he could imagine her touch flickering over his body. His muse of fire.


  “To be fair, I don’t know that it’ll really come through,” Ben said, into the fire. “Helmholtz is notoriously strict around protocols and the parameters you need are on the outside of their safety zone.”


  “Just show them the Tratorian equation,” Hestia said, waving a hand as if to brush away the problem, sparks curling in the air around her fingers. “It directly addresses the thermal variants that Charlie worried about. It should satisfy them at Helmholtz.”


  Ben grinned at this. The “Tratorian equation” was their personal intimate name for a bit of math fearsome enough that it exhausted both of their talents to describe. It was the sort of things they gave Fields Medals for.


  If it worked, that was, and if a medal was what Ben was working for in the first place.


  “You were eavesdropping,” Ben said to Hestia.


  “You were playing with your lighter,” she replied. Teasing. Then her face sobered and she leaned forward, as far out of the fire as she could go. “I worry about you, Ben. You should have stayed at the play.”


  He shrugged and flexed the stubs of his left hand. “It wasn’t my thing,” he said.


  “Maybe you should try the medication again,” Hestia suggested.


  “Not you, too.” Conversations like this were the ones that worried him. If she was his subconscious, then was she telling him that he was crazy?


  Or rather, was he telling himself?


  He changed the subject again. “So, I picked up some new books,” he said. “Do you want me to read to you?”


  Hestia refused to budge. “Ben,” she said. “Love. You always dodge this when I bring it up. The medication controls the OCD.”


  “And it also keeps me from seeing you,” Ben pointed out.


  “It’s okay. I can still see you,” she said.


  “Well, that’s healthy,” he said. Ben scrubbed his face, trying to press the annoyance out of his skin. What he didn’t say, and what he knew that she already knew, was that for him there was no point if he couldn’t see her. No point. No spark.


  No fire.


  His gaze returned to Hestia, in the flames. The fact was that he should have stayed for the play. But everything called him to her. He felt guilty when he wasn’t there for her. Wasn’t there to see her. Wasn’t there to distract her from her fate. “I’m sorry,” he said.


  “Sorry for what?” she asked, soothingly. “It’s all right, Ben.”


  “It is not all right.” Ben rolled onto his knees. “You’re in Hell. I’m supposed to just ignore that?”


  She looked away, firelit face blanching white. “I so regret telling you,” she said.


  “I’ll get you out,” he promised.


  “But at what cost?” She gazed to his left arm, where his hand had been.


  He had touched her. Once.


  * * *


  Ben sat in the corporate meeting with the other engineers trying to pretend that he was paying attention to Brad Evanson. Who was droning. Again. Evanson had two modes: droning and ranting. There did not seem to be anything in between them, except the occasional random social bit like “how are you” that he didn’t really mean but had read somewhere that you should say, to make it seem like you cared, thus facilitating employee retention. Or something. Fact was, for all his pretensions and striving, Evanson was not a people person. He was a numbers man.


  Not in the higher math sense, mind you, like Ben and the other engineers. Oh, no. Evanson was all about profit and loss.


  This meant that Ben and Evanson used the same words, but did not speak the same language. Take the word “efficiency.” Ben and Evanson both used the word, but did not mean the same thing when they used it. Evanson had zero understanding of the role of efficiency in thermal dynamics. All he cared about was the fact that he thought Ben had invented a force field that the military was very interested in. The reality was more that Ben had to build a plasma window that would function like a force field, if the testing worked.


  It amounted to the same thing as far as Evanson was concerned. Money.


  Ben had his tablet braced with his bum hand and was drawing on it with the stylus. It could usually pass for taking notes.


  His IM popped up a message from Charlie Spencer, silently. LET’S MAKE A DRINKING GAME FROM HOW MANY TIMES HE SAYS SYNERGY, it said.


  Ben glanced across the table to where Charlie sat, apparently at full attention. His sandy blonde hair had thinned above the temples and gave him a widow’s peak (Charlie’s wife Sandra hated the description, with some justification). He kept it a little long on top and could fuzz it up into “Doc Brown” hair when he was escorting investors through the facilities. They loved the authentic scientist look, apparently. He had a pair of black-rimmed spectacles that he put on to look the part, too. Perfect vision, otherwise.


  Charlie caught Ben’s look and raised his eyebrows just enough to say Am I right? without actually breaking his apparent concentration on Evanson’s prattle.


  As if he’d timed it, Evanson said, “ . . . departments work together in perfect synergy . . . ”


  Ben snorted.


  In a pause, of course. Evanson turned to him.


  Shit.


  Ben frowned and rubbed at the scar tissue on his left hand, working really hard at playing the snort off as a sound of pain. “Sorry. Cramp.”


  His IM flashed. HAVE A DRINK.


  Evanson narrowed his gaze at Ben, who returned the gaze calmly, not quite daring his boss to make something of it. Evanson wouldn’t, of course: a clueless flub with another disabled employee two years ago had sent Evanson into corporate-ordered sensitivity training. The course was complete bullshit as far as Ben could tell, but as a practical matter it meant he had wiggle room because of the “cripple” status that he occupied in his boss’s brain. Ben had no problem exploiting that when necessary, in no small part because he knew Evanson’s opinion of him otherwise.


  Evanson hummed his disapproval at Ben, but then started up his drone again. “As I was saying . . . We achieve our best functionality when all departments work together in perfect synergy. Synergy which is perfect.”


  DRINK! DRINK!


  Down the table Rebecca Steuben had a sudden coughing fit. Ben would bet anything that Charlie was IMing her, too. The toad sitting next to her looked actively annoyed, as if anyone wanted to hear more about “synergy.”


  Evanson droned, “ . . . synergy is the perfect term to use because our work is in energy. Do you see? Synergy and energy? Synergy fans the flames of creativity.”


  Oh, come on, Ben thought at Evanson. You’re not even trying to sound like an actual human anymore. He pulled his lighter out and flicked it open. Hestia had to hear this.


  He had already brought his finger down on the thumbwheel before his forebrain caught up with him. Not in a meeting, jackass, it said. Don’t bring the lighter out in a meeting with Evanson.


  But the flame was lit and she was there. The metal warmed in his palm.


  The guy next to him glanced over, then rolled his eyes and looked away. They’d all seen this before—his “nervous tic”—but Evanson hated it. Ben lowered the lighter, but kept his thumb on the wheel.


  His IM flashed a message from Charlie: DUDE. PUT THE LIGHTER AWAY.


  And, well, Charlie was right, wasn’t he? Dude, he definitely should put that lighter away. He was going to put the lighter away. Evanson wasn’t even looking at him. All Ben had to do was lift his finger off the igniter and the flame would extinguish. He just needed to take his thumb off the lighter.


  Hestia looked around with curiosity, always wondering where he would take her. Her gaze widened when she realized she was in a meeting. “Ben. Ben!” she said. “Close the lighter.” There was an unusual tone of pleading in her voice. “Close the lighter. Do it now.”


  But he was stuck. He knew he was stuck. He even knew what it would take to get unstuck. All he had to do was move his thumb. Move his damn thumb.


  As soon as Evanson said “synergy” again, he would. She just needed to hear that.


  But Evanson kept droning and came nowhere near the word. The flame danced and now other people at the table had noticed he had it out.


  Just close the damn lighter, Ben.


  “Is there a problem, Dr. Patton?” Evanson had stopped talking and stared down the table at Ben.


  Fuck. Ben spent so much energy thinking about when to close the lighter that he’d stopped paying attention to Evanson himself. Ben didn’t see him turn, or see his boss’s eye drawn, naturally, to the flame of his lighter.


  Ben finally closed the lighter. “Sorry,” he said, looking back at Evanson, watching him now.


  Which is how he could detect the oh-so-slight change in Evanson’s expression; the tiny glint in his boss’s eye. Evanson had any number of reasons for disliking Ben; the two of them were pieces in a puzzle that fit into different places, not meant to be jammed together. Evanson didn’t get Ben, or his work methods, or his tics and twitches. He especially didn’t get why he wasn’t allowed to just fire Ben; Ben knew Evanson simply didn’t have the math to know that what Ben was doing—was doing with Hestia—was putting the company light years ahead of their competition.


  Evanson didn’t get Ben, and couldn’t fire him. But that didn’t mean he couldn’t make him uncomfortable.


  “I thought we had discussed the lighter,” Evanson said, in a perfectly reasonable tone of voice that immediately made Ben paranoid. “It’s a safety hazard. Bringing a flame into an office meeting, in a non-smoking building—what are you thinking?”


  “My mistake,” Ben said. “It won’t happen again.”


  “No, it won’t,” Evanson agreed, and held out his hand. “Give it to me.”


  “Excuse me?” Ben said.


  “The lighter,” Evanson said. “I want you to give it to me, please. Now.”


  Sweat beaded on Ben’s face and on the back of his hand. “I’m putting it away,” he said, of the lighter.


  “That is not what I asked for,” Evanson said. Ben detected a tone in his voice that he suspected was what it might sound like when a cat addressed a cornered cricket. “Dr. Patton, you’ve been told about the lighter. You’ve been told not to bring it to meetings. You’ve been told it makes others nervous. You’ve been told it presents a real and present fire hazard. You’ve been told this again and again, and yet here we are again, with that lighter in your hand. Putting it away isn’t going to be sufficient this time. I need you to hand it to me now.”


  “This isn’t elementary school,” Ben said. “You’re not the teacher.”


  “But I am your superior,” Evanson said. “So give me the lighter or I’m going to cite you for a safety violation.”


  “I’ll take the safety violation, thanks.” The words were out of Ben’s mouth before he realized he’d said them; it took Rebecca Steuben gasping for it to register that he’d said them out loud. He slid the lighter into his pocket.


  Evanson gaped; however he expected the conversation to go, this was not that way. “Fine,” he said. “Good. Then you can expect that report in your HR file by the end of the day. Along with an additional report for insubordination and for causing a disruption in the workplace. You do understand, Dr. Patton, that other people work here, yes? That your attitude and habits make it more difficult for everyone else?”


  Ben said nothing to this, waiting.


  “Apparently not,” Evanson said, after an awkward pause. “Well, then, I am going to make sure you do. And until then, there’s a new rule for this department and this building. No open flames of any sort in the building. That means your lighters and your candles, Dr. Patton. They are hazardous materials and you are endangering the life of every person in this building. No more open flames. Anywhere.”


  Rebecca raised her hand. “What about Bunsen burners?”


  “What?” Evanson peered at her with the confusion that he always seemed to have about having a woman scientist on the team. Ben looked over to Rebecca, who had a small and, to Ben, attractively mischievous smile on her face.


  “In the lab,” Rebecca said. “We have Bunsen burners. Do we have to stop using them?” Ben noticed a strand of her deep brown hair had slipped out of her bun at her temple and curled around her glasses. He was also fairly certain they didn’t actually use the Bunsen burners since most of the polymer work they were doing involved much higher temperatures. But Evanson probably wouldn’t know that.


  Before Evanson could respond Charlie raised his hand as well. “And what about the Meker burners?” he asked. “I’m supposed to show some investors around later today and those always get a good response. The money guys like seeing the old-fashioned burners with the computers. The old-meets-new synergy, you know?”


  Ben snorted again. Evanson glared at him and Ben raised his stump. “Sorry,” Ben said. “Cramp.”


  “Yes. The burn victim,” Evanson said. “I’m surprised that you carry a lighter since you clearly don’t know how to be safe around fire.”


  This silenced the room as effectively as the air being sucked out into a vacuum. Evanson had just gone someplace he definitely was not supposed to go. Ben couldn’t tell whether this meant he’d won the exchange, or lost it. He reached for the lighter and managed to grip the arm of his chair instead.


  Evanson glared at Ben, Rebecca and Charlie, in turn. “All right,” he said, after a moment. He returned his glare to Ben. “Since we have to have flames here, and you are not able to follow directions, I want to be certain that you don’t have another accident with fire. So you, Dr. Patton, are on medical leave.”


  “What?” Ben said. “That’s completely ridiculous. You can’t do that.”


  “I certainly can,” Evanson said. “I can’t fire you, but this will keep you out of the building. For your own good. And for everyone else’s.” Evanson smiled. He was back on top. “Now get out.”


  * * *


  Ben didn’t waste time poking up a fire in the hearth at home. He ran up to the library instead, turned on the gas fireplace there. Hestia uncurled with the blue flames and her face wrinkled with concern.


  “What happened?” she asked.


  Ben paced in front of the fireplace, flicking his lighter open and closed. Open. Closed.


  “Ben? You’re frightening me.”


  Open. “Evanson put me on medical leave.” Closed. “Won’t let me back into the building.” Open. Flick.


  Hestia turned to look through the small window of flame Ben opened above the lighter. She stared at him from the flame, then shifted to look back through the fireplace. “On what grounds?” she asked.


  “Says I’m a danger to myself as long as there are open flames in the building,” he said. He held up the stub of his left hand and passed it through the flame on the lighter. The plasma bent around the flesh, heating it but not letting him touch her. He so wanted that, regardless of what it might do to him. What it would do.


  The line on her brow grew deeper and she didn’t contradict him. “How long are you on leave?” she asked.


  “It’s open-ended. Till I’m better, but it’s his definition of ‘better.’ ” He closed the lighter, stopped pacing and faced the fireplace. “That’s not the worst though,” he said. “If permission comes through from Helmholtz to do the testing, I’m not going to be on the team.”


  Plasma was a difficult state of matter to work with. It had to be managed. It had to flow to where you wanted it to go, lead to the places it needed to work, continue to do the work it’s needed to do. Ben and his team had been working with plasma for years, using his and Hestia’s equations to manipulate the matter. Their latest project manipulated plasma into something approximating a force field—something long possible in theory but too expensive before now to be practical.


  If Ben’s and Hestia’s math worked, then the plasma window could be stabilized and maintained with a minimum of energy. And with it, if their work was correct, he could change the plasma state that Hestia lived in and break her out of Hell.


  At least that was the theory. But he had to be there or she couldn’t reach the flame.


  If he wasn’t on the team, he wasn’t going to be there. He wasn’t going to be there for her.


  “Oh, Ben,” Hestia said. She kneeled and reached toward him. “I’m so sorry. You worked so hard on this. It must be such a disappointment for you.”


  It was just like her to think about him first. She was trapped in eternal flame and yet here she was, more worried that he was disappointed.


  He stared at her, struck dumb with the longing to run his hand through her hair or to just put his arms around her. Just to hold her hand. He looked down at the stump. “I can appeal,” he said. “I will.”


  Hestia smiled. “Don’t worry, love,” she said. “Everything will work out.” She gazed at him as the fire burned around and through her.


  * * *


  Ben spent the next day cleaning, candles lit in each room so Hestia could follow him around. It meant the house was spotless when the police detectives came to call.


  There were two of them when he opened the door, an Angie Martinez and a Kyle Hanson. As they stood on his porch Ben wondered which one of them was supposed to be the good cop, and which was supposed to be the bad cop, and if they ever changed up the roles just for the fun of it.


  “May we come in, Dr. Patton?” Martinez asked.


  “Yes, of course,” Ben said. He pushed open the screen door to let them in.


  “What did Evanson tell you I did?” Ben asked, after he had offered them something to drink, which they refused, and then offered them a seat, which they accepted. They sat in the living room, a fire going. The fire appeared to make the two detectives uneasy. Ben vaguely wondered if one or the other might catch a glimpse of Hestia in there. He doubted it. No one else ever did.


  “Why did you bring up Bradley Evanson, Dr. Patton?” Martinez asked.


  “Well, that’s why you’re here, isn’t it?” Ben said. “He put me on medical leave yesterday for very specious reasons, and now the two of you are here. I’d guess he told you I set a trash bin on fire, or something ridiculous like that.”


  “Do you like fires, Dr. Patton?” asked Hanson.


  “Well . . . you know. Occupational hazard.” He paused, but they didn’t get the joke. “My work is in plasma engineering. Fire is a plasma, so . . . yeah. I like fires.”


  “So much so that you were charged with arson in high school,” Hanson said.


  “Charged, yes,” Ben said. “And if you know I was charged then you also know the charges were dropped. It was an accident.”


  “Was that when that happened?” Martinez asked, pointing to his stump.


  Ben looked at the two of them. “All right, I’ll bite,” he said. “What is this about?”


  “Dr. Patton, we are here about Bradley Evanson,” Martinez said. “But not about him accusing you of setting fire to a trash can.”


  “Okay,” Ben said. “Then what is it?”


  “His house burned down last night,” Hanson said. “With him in it.”


  “Oh my God,” Ben said, shocked. “Is he all right?”


  “He’s not dead,” Hanson said. “But having third-degree burns on eighty percent of your body is not ‘all right.’ ”


  “Dr. Patton, where were you last night, between 10pm and 2am?” Martinez asked.


  “I was here,” Ben said.


  “Anyone with you?” Martinez asked.


  Not anyone you would believe in, Ben thought.


  “No,” Ben said, instead. “I was reading until almost eleven, checked e-mail and read news online until about midnight, and then I went to sleep. You could check my web browser history.”


  “So, no one, then,” Martinez said.


  “No,” Ben repeated. Both detectives made notes.


  Ben fought the urge to look over at Hestia, and then remembered what she had said the night before.


  Everything will work out.


  Ben gave in and looked over to her. She was smiling.


  “Sorry, guys,” Ben said, turning his attention back to the detectives. “I don’t think it’s smart for me to talk to you any more without a lawyer present.”


  “You’re probably right about that,” Hanson said.


  * * *


  The police investigation into Ben turned up nothing because there was nothing to turn up. Ben had been at home, and he was neither foolish nor crazy enough to hint that he hadn’t been alone, because of the nature of whom he had been with. A small but unquiet part of Ben wanted to ask Hestia what she knew of Evanson’s fire, but the rest of him overruled that part. The rest of Ben thought it was best to leave certain things unanswered.


  A week after Ben was cleared, Charlie, unwillingly thrust into Evanson’s vacant role, asked him to come back to work. He did, and then wished he hadn’t after the reception his coworkers gave him. Cleared by the police or not, the coincidence of Evanson burning in a fire after confronting Ben was enough to give almost everyone the creeps. Even Charlie avoided him unless there was something directly related to work.


  Only Rebecca continued to be openly friendly with Ben; if anything, Ben noted, she seemed friendlier than usual. He assumed it was her compensating for everyone else being a bit of a dick. Even so, Ben spent most of the time shut up in his office, absorbed in paperwork for the tests.


  Which is why when Rebecca knocked on his door that afternoon, Ben flinched.


  “Sorry,” she said. “Didn’t mean to startle you.” She leaned against the door with a tablet cradled in her arms.


  Ben smiled up apologetically. “It’s all right,” he said. “Just focused. You know.” He rubbed his eyes and stood. His back cracked as he straightened. “What’s up?”


  “Came to give you word that all five of the polymer casings are finished and ready for testing,” she said.


  “That’s great,” Ben said. She could have emailed that to him, actually. She must have just gotten the memo as she was on her way to somewhere else.


  Rebecca grinned and stepped farther into the room. “I thought a little celebrating was in order,” she said.


  “Celebrating?” Ben said “Oh. Yeah . . . that sounds . . .” His brain finally registered that her hair was down. He’d only ever seen it in a bun at the base of her neck. “Uh. So the team is going out?”


  A flicker of disappointment went across her face that even Ben could read. She’d been flirting. With him.


  Ben could have smacked himself on the forehead. This was his problem; between work and the fact that almost all his attention was given to Hestia, his ability to read women’s interest in him was remedial at best.


  “Sure. We can get something together with the team,” Rebecca said. Her voice was flattened.


  Ben opened his mouth to respond and then noticed that his thumb was on the lid of the lighter, which was in his hand. He stared at it for a moment, confused. He had no memory of taking it out.


  Do you like fires, Dr. Patton?


  Ben set the lighter on the desk.


  He stepped away from it.


  He stepped toward Rebecca.


  “It doesn’t have to be the whole team,” he said. “It could be just the two of us. If that’s all right. I mean . . . Did you have something in mind?”


  Rebecca smiled. “I did. There’s a new bar. Dante’s Inferno.”


  You have got to be kidding me, Ben thought at the name. He put his hand in his pocket for the lighter.


  It wasn’t there. A panic went through him and he almost turned to the desk.


  Almost.


  “That would be . . . that would be great,” he said to Rebecca. She beamed.


  * * *


  “Everything looks stable. Stable is good.” Ben scanned the numbers pouring over the console in the Helmholtz control room. They had been prepping for the trial since they arrived in Colorado—since before that, really—and he had the jitters that came from a combination of too much caffeine and straight up nerves.


  Rebecca nodded from where she stood by her own bank of instruments. “Everything’s green across the board here, too,” she said. “We’re a go.”


  A video feed showed the center of the chamber, where the plasma stabilizer stood. There was a heavy tinted window in the airlock to the test chamber, but Ben had covered it because he didn’t want to chance Hestia appearing early. He had to be able to see the glow of the plasma for her to use it. She didn’t show up in video, so until he knew he could keep the plasma stabilized, it was all video.


  If the plasma stabilized. If Hestia even existed.


  Ben shook his head to clear it. “Ready infusion on my mark. Three, two, one. Now.”


  “Infusion commencing,” Rebecca said.


  The numbers flickered on the screen and the software converted it into a graph that showed pressure and density. Ben shoved his hand in his pocket, running his thumb over the smooth case of his lighter, and watched the video monitor.


  Inside the chamber, the plasma flow they were inducing stood between two columns of Rebecca’s polymer casing. It almost looked like glass, it was so stable, but glass did not glow like this.


  The plasma rippled. A spark caught at the edge of one of the polymer casings. Ben shifted his gaze to the numbers. “Shit,” he said. “We’re losing stability.”


  “Got it.” Rebecca glared at the screen, where the casing now had an obvious flame in it. “We should shut down.”


  “It might burn itself out,” Ben said. The numbers were starting to trend upward again. “Give it a second.”


  “I don’t think—” Rebecca began, and then was cut off as the entire casing erupted into flame and the plasma spilled outward in a gout of fire. Rebecca slammed a hand down on the shut-off control.


  Ben yanked on the suppression switch, and held his breath as oxygen sucked out of the testing chamber. The plasma writhed, turning the top layer of the heat-resistant tiles inside into bubbling puddles. He cursed and entered a command for a purge cycle. The remaining polymer casing tilted toward the ceiling. The plasma melted the edges of it and the column collapsed inward, plugging the flow.


  The last of the air hissed out of the chamber and the flames went out. The floor still glowed red-hot where the plasma had danced.


  Ben let out a heavy sigh of relief.


  “Okay, so,” he said. “That was not good.”


  Rebecca gave a shaky laugh. “I thought it wasn’t going to shut down there for a second,” she said.


  “No kidding,” Ben said. He ran his hand through his hair and was surprised that his scalp was damp with sweat. “Let’s get this cleaned up and figure out what went wrong.”


  “I’ll run a check on the numbers while we wait for it to cool,” Rebecca said. She leaned against the instrument panel and let her head drop forward. “And then I need a really stiff drink.”


  * * *


  “You have the nicest ass,” Rebecca whispered in Ben’s ear, then her mouth moved to nibble at his ear lobe.


  Ben gasped and fumbled with the lock for his hotel room door. Words were not high on his list of abilities at the moment.


  He pressed the plastic card to the lock, and twisted the knob as Rebecca ran her hands down his spine to cup his buttocks. She squeezed and he let out a low groan.


  Shouldering the door open, he turned and wrapped his left arm around her to pull her close. Rebecca kissed him. She giggled as they collided with the wall, but did not stop kissing him. The door swung shut, leaving the room lit only by the lights from downtown Denver.


  Ben slid his good hand up the back of her shirt and paused with his fingers on the bra strap. He pulled back a little to look at her, to be certain she was okay with it.


  Looking through her eyelashes, Rebecca said, “Let me know if you need help with that.”


  He grinned. “I’m pretty good at doing things with one hand,” he said. With the long practice of dressing with only one set of working fingers, he undid the catch on her bra. First time he’d done that since high school. Thank God the design hadn’t changed any.


  She closed her eyes for a moment, tilting her head back to expose her long neck. Ben kissed the hollow at the base of her throat. Her hair smelled of lavender and smoke from the bar.


  Rebecca brought her head forward and found his belt buckle. She glanced over his shoulder. “Hey. You have a fireplace. Can we light it?”


  Lifting his mouth from her neck, Ben looked back at the fireplace. He’d picked this hotel so that Hestia could travel with him.


  “Not now,” he said. “I think I’ve had enough fire for the day.”


  * * *


  Ben rolled over, which allowed the morning light to glow redly through his eyelids. And a piece of paper tickled his nose. He opened his eyes to an empty bed and a note. Sitting up, he ran his hand through his hair before picking up the note. A scrawl he had seen in notation on so many of his documents staggered across the back of the room service menu.


  
    Morning, Ben.


    I needed to go back to my room for clean clothes. See you at the lab? Going over early to check the next casing.


    --Rebecca


    P.S. Thanks for letting me spank you. Such a nice ass.

  


  His cheeks burned just at the memory, but it also lit other parts. Lord. He should not feel this good considering everything that had gone wrong in the first trial. Rebecca thought it was not a flaw in the polymer itself, but a piece of foreign matter stuck to the casing. That was a huge relief, if it was true. He wouldn’t know until the next trial. Speaking of . . .


  Ben crawled out of bed and dragged his pants on. Crouching in front of the fireplace, he flicked the switch to turn it on. With a whoomp, the gas caught and Hestia flickered into view.


  She lay curled on her side, with her back to him. A livid welt ran down her side and wrapped around to her hip. It looked as though she had been dragged across a floor.


  Ben fell forward on his knees. Did they know? Did they know that he was trying break her out?


  “Hestia?” he called to her.


  She lifted her head. With a groan, she pushed herself upright.


  “Who did this to you?” he asked.


  Hestia turned to face him. Her right eye was blackened. The scrapes on her back covered her arms. “Where have you been?”


  “I—” He had been having sex. No more than five feet away from her—except she wasn’t really here, she was in some other dimension.


  She was in Hell.


  Ben flushed with an emotion that lay somewhere between shame and regret, immediately leavened by something that was almost defiance. “I was with Rebecca,” he said. “The trial didn’t—”


  “I know!”


  “I . . . Oh, shit.” Ben shook his head, but all he could see was the plasma writhing in the video. “No. No, you weren’t supposed to manifest if I couldn’t see the fire. That’s why I used the video to monitor it.”


  “Well, I was,” Hestia said. Her voice was broken and small.


  “I am so sorry,” Ben said.


  “Why didn’t you come to me?” Hestia asked. “Why didn’t you call me when it was finished?” Her face crumpled and for the first time since he had known her, Hestia wept. Tears hissed into steam. “I thought something had happened to you,” she said. “I thought you had been killed.”


  “Oh, God . . . No. I was just . . .” He wanted so badly to take her into his arms, to hold her the way he had held Rebecca. The only thing he could do was repeat meaningless words to her. “I am so sorry. I didn’t think it would affect you.”


  “This?” She touched the bruising on her face. “It hurts, yes, but—” She stopped, turned away. “You have said good night to me every night since you were old enough to have a candle in your room,” she said, voice quiet. “And then, on a day that I know you were working on our project, you didn’t come for me. And then to be yanked halfway into your world—to know the project had misfired. What was I supposed to think? Why didn’t you come for me?”


  A part of Ben’s brain pointed out that if he were having guilty feelings about sleeping with a coworker, this would be an excellent manifestation of that.


  He pinched the bridge of his nose trying to think. He couldn’t just tell Hestia that he’d left her alone because he had a date, but he had to say something.


  “I was distracted,” he finally said. “It was thoughtless of me and I’m sorry.” He lowered his hand. “But the fact that you were almost pulled through is a good sign. It means that we are close to getting the door open, right?”


  Hestia slowly turned back to him. “Yes,” she said.


  “So all we have to do is figure out a way to keep you from manifesting in the plasma while we’re getting it stabilized,” he said. He looked at his suitcase. He’d packed candles, just in case the fireplace hadn’t worked. “When I have multiple flames, do you pick which one you appear in, or are you in all of them?”


  “I pick,” she said.


  “So, if I light a candle in the control room?” Ben asked.


  “That should work.” Hestia brightened a little. “Plus I can see you work.”


  “Yeah . . . That’ll be nice,” he said.


  Except, of course, for Rebecca. And the safety protocols at Helmholtz.


  * * *


  “A candle?” Rebecca raised an eyebrow and then looked pointedly at the smoke detector set in the ceiling.


  “Yeah . . . Maybe it’s superstitious, but you know,” Ben said, and tapped the lantern. “It’s an enclosed flame, away from the equipment.”


  “Did you get permission?” she asked.


  “You know what they say . . . easier to get forgiveness than permission,” he said.


  Rebecca said nothing to this, so Ben pulled out his lighter and lit the candle. For a moment, twin Hestias stared at him; then she settled in the tiny flame of the candle. He placed the candle on the work counter, behind their panel.


  Rebecca nodded, walked behind him and smacked him on the ass.


  “Hey!” Ben straightened abruptly.


  Rebecca smirked at him. “Sorry,” she said. “Candlelight is an aphrodisiac.”


  In the candle, Hestia was staring at Rebecca and her mouth was forming a silent o. She knew.


  “That’s fine,” Ben said. “But, Rebecca. Not at work, okay?”


  Straightening, Rebecca sobered. “Of course. I’m sorry, that was entirely inappropriate. You’re right.”


  “No—I mean . . . thanks?” Ben rubbed the back of his neck, wanting to explain but also knowing that would be the worst thing he could possibly do. Telling Rebecca that he saw a muse of fire was more than a little crazy.


  He rubbed the scar tissue on his bum hand. “I . . . um . . . I don’t have a lot of practice with girls. Women, I mean.” He waved the stub. “This, you know?”


  Her face softened, and she crossed the room to him. Rebecca reached out and took the stub, cradling it in both of her hands. “I don’t know.”


  Hestia hissed.


  Ben closed his eyes. He had no idea how to process how he was feeling for Rebecca right in that moment. Or for Hestia. Or how the one would apprehend the other.


  So he decided not to. He opened his eyes, looked at Rebecca. “So. We should, you know, probably do this thing,” he said to her.


  “What is it?” she said.


  “What?” Ben said.


  “There’s something going on in your head right now and I want to know what it is,” Rebecca said. “And whether I’m in there too.”


  “You’re definitely in there,” Ben said. “As for all the rest of it, let’s get through this part first and I’ll explain the rest of it later.”


  “All right,” Rebecca said. She lifted the stump and kissed each of the three remnants of his fingers. “After work, I want to hear all of it. Now . . . however. We should get started.” She released him and stepped back, a veneer of professionalism slipping over her. “I’ve checked the casings using UV, infrared, and a magnifying glass. I don’t see any contamination on either of them.”


  Ben had to clear his throat again to knock the longing out of it. “Okay,” he said. “If we see signs of a spark again, I’ll back off the flow immediately, so there aren’t any unexpected flare-ups.” He glanced at Hestia to make certain that she understood.


  She was glaring at Rebecca with undisguised jealousy.


  “Sorry,” Ben said, and then realized he had once again said out loud something he’d meant to keep inside.


  “What?” Rebecca asked.


  “I’m sorry about not listening to you yesterday,” Ben said. “About shutting it down sooner.”


  “You might have been right,” Rebecca said. “The foreign matter could have cleared.” She began the calibration process for her side of the trial.


  Still looking at Hestia, Ben spoke to her, hoping she would understand. “I didn’t think things through.”


  It was Rebecca who responded. “It’s hard to think quickly in the moment,” she said.


  “I’ll try to do better next time,” he said to them both. Then, before he could drive himself crazier trying to talk to two women at once, he went over to his console. “I’m starting the pressure checks.”


  For the next few hours, the conversation between Ben and Rebecca stayed in the sphere of science. Ben sank into the comfortable language and looked at Hestia only occasionally. She sat with her knees pulled up in front of her, and her head resting on them. The black eye was a constant reminder that he needed to take his time and get this right.


  Finally, Rebecca said, “I’m set on my end.”


  Ben stretched the kinks out of his back from hunching over the console. “Ditto.” He glanced back at Hestia. “Ready for another try?”


  Hestia lifted her head, eyes widening.


  “Yep,” Rebecca said, and grinned. “Have I ever told you that science makes me horny?”


  Ben turned away from both women. “Ready infusion on my mark?”


  “Yes, sir,” Rebecca said, all business. “Three, two, one. Now,” Ben said.


  “Infusion commencing,” she said.


  The numbers began their dance on the screen. Hestia remained in the candle’s flame and didn’t appear to be affected. Ben opened the shield on the thick, tinted window in the airlock to look inside the chamber. Between the two lines of Rebecca’s polymer casing, the plasma flowed into a solid sheet. It glowed red at first, then to blue, then reached a heat so intense that the color passed out of the visible spectrum. Ben stepped back to his instrument console.


  The numbers had stabilized. On the monitors, he could see the sheet of plasma holding steady.


  Now came the tricky part, which had come from the calculations that Hestia had supplied. If he was crazy, at least it came with ferocious math skills. These skills would allow them to manipulate the flow of the plasma so that it remained stable—even when they stopped pumping fresh plasma into it. If it worked, then they’d have themselves a force field. He pushed the button to start the next sequence in the process.


  The numbers stayed steady in pressure and density. Only the power draw dropped, which was what should be happening.


  “Ben . . .” Rebecca said. “Oh, shit—Ben!” She sounded completely panicked.


  “What?” Ben asked, and then looked up.


  Inside the chamber, Hestia stepped out of the plasma.


  He swallowed hard and turned to Rebecca. “What’s wrong?” he asked


  “There’s a woman in the chamber.” Rebecca reached for the cut-off. “We have to shut down.”


  “You can see her?” Ben asked, amazed.


  She looked at him like he was crazy. “What?” she said. “Yes! Through the window and the monitor. I have no fucking clue how she got in there, but if she goes anywhere near the plasma, we’re all screwed.”


  “Wait,” Ben said. He had to pause to collect his thoughts.


  It had worked. It had really worked. Hestia was out of Hell.


  Which meant that she was real.


  Which meant that he wasn’t crazy.


  “Rebecca,” Ben said. “We should get her out first, in case the shut down destabilizes it.” And in case proximity to it during shut down would suck Hestia back into Hell.


  Rebecca hesitated and then started to nod. “Right. I’ll go,” she said.


  “No, I’ll do it,” Ben said. He started for the door.


  “She’s naked, Ben,” Rebecca said. “She might be a crazy protestor, but the only thing that will make this worse, aside from her dying in a fire, is if she sues you for sexual harass—What in hell?” She was staring into the room with a growing expression of horror.


  Other people were stepping through the plasma window into the chamber.


  No. Not people. Creatures. Beings with such perfect beauty that it hurt to look at them. All of them carried weapons.


  Demons.


  Ben took an involuntary step back and his knees almost buckled. They were coming after her.


  After Hestia.


  Ben screamed her name and ran for the airlock to the chamber.


  “Shut it down,” he said to Rebecca.


  Rebecca continued to stare as the demons kept stepping through the plasma. She shook herself. “Right. Yes.”


  Ben punched the code to cycle the inner door and yanked his hand back from the controls. It was hot. Heat radiated off the door.


  He looked through the thick window set into the outer door. The inner door was open. Hestia stood in the space between them. She put her hand on the outer door. Ripples of heat ran across its surface like the air over a fire.


  The door blew open, bringing a Hephaestian stench and a wave of hot, dry air that made it hurt to breathe. Ben backed away, hand to mouth.


  Hestia stepped through the door, melting the linoleum under her feet. She looked past Ben to Rebecca and raised her hand as if she were going to wave to the other woman. A ribbon of plasma flowed out of her fingers and wrapped around Rebecca, whose clothes ignited instantly.


  Rebecca screamed. She dropped to the floor, rolling. The plasma clung to her like tar. Her hair blazed. She writhed across the tiles.


  Ben ran to her, trying to beat the fire out with his hands. Each slap of his hands sent plasma spattering across the room. It burned, but he didn’t care.


  Rebecca kept screaming, long after there was breath behind it—a high whistling scream that did not belong to anything human. Burning hair and flesh filled the room with their scent.


  Ben staggered up, spinning frantically, searching for a fire extinguisher.


  The room was filled with demons. More came through the portal. Awaiting Hestia’s command.


  Hestia stood between Ben and the fire extinguisher. She put a hand on it and the canister exploded. Ben flinched, ducking as the shrapnel flew across the room.


  On the floor, Rebecca had stopped thrashing. The room was quiet except for the sizzle of her muscles cooking.


  Ben faced Hestia. She burned, out of Hell.


  She walked to him. The heat singed him.


  “I loved you,” he said.


  “Of course you did,” she said.


  She took hold of him. He was set aflame.


  “I rescued you,” he whispered.


  Hestia set a hand on his cheek, blackening it.


  “Oh, love,” she said. “Hell was never my prison.”


  She kissed him, his muse of fire.
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  I.


  Ambassador Sara Bair knew that when the captain of the Polk had invited her to the bridge to view the skip to the Danavar system, protocol strongly suggested that she turn down the invitation. The captain would be busy, she would be in the way and in any event there was not that much to see. When the Polk skipped dozens of light-years across the local arm of the galaxy, the only way a human would register the fact would be that their view of the stars would change slightly. On the bridge, that view would be through display screens, not windows. Captain Basta had offered the invitation merely as a formality and was sure enough of its rejection that she had already made arrangements for the ambassador and her staff to have a small reception marking the skip in the Polk’s tiny and normally unused observation desk, wedged above the cargo hold.


  Ambassador Bair knew protocol suggested she turn down the invitation, but she didn’t care. In her twenty-five years in the Colonial Union diplomatic corps she’d never once been on a starship bridge, didn’t know when she’d be invited to one again, and regardless of protocol, she was of the opinion that if one was going to issue an invitation, one should be prepared to have it accepted. If her negotiations with the Utche went well, and at this point in the game there was no reason to suspect they would not, no one anywhere would care about this single breach of convention.


  So screw it, she was going to the bridge.


  If Captain Basta was annoyed by Bair accepting her invitation, she didn’t show it. Lieutenant Evans produced the ambassador and her assistant Brad Roberts on the bridge, five minutes prior to skip; the captain disengaged from her duties and quickly but politely welcomed the pair to the bridge. Formalities fulfilled, she turned her attention back to her pre-skip duties. Lieutenant Evans, knowing his cue, nudged Bair and Roberts into a corner where they could observe without interfering.


  “Do you know how a skip works, Ambassador?” Evans asked. For the duration of the mission, Lieutenant Evans was the Polk’s protocol officer, acting as a liaison between the diplomatic mission and the ship’s crew.


  “My understanding of it is that we are in one place in space, and then the skip drive turns on, and we are magically someplace else,” Bair said.


  Evans smiled. “It’s not magic, it’s physics, ma’am,” he said. “Although the high end sort of physics that looks like magic from the outside. It’s to relativistic physics what relativistic physics is to Newtonian physics. So that’s two steps beyond everyday human experience.”


  “So we’re not really breaking the laws of physics here,” Roberts said. “Because every time I think of starships skipping across the galaxy, I imagine Albert Einstein in a policeman’s uniform, writing up a ticket.”


  “We’re not breaking any laws. What we’re doing is literally exploiting a loophole,” Evans said, and then launched into a longer explanation of the physics behind skipping. Roberts nodded and never took his eyes off of Evans, but he had a small smile on his face that Bair knew was meant for her. It meant that Roberts was aware he was doing one of his primary tasks, which was to draw away from Bair people who wanted to make pointless small talk with her, so she could focus on what she was good at: paying attention to her surroundings.


  Her surroundings were not in fact all that impressive. The Polk was a frigate—Bair was sure Evans would know what type specifically, but she didn’t want to train his attention back on her at the moment—and its bridge was modest. Two rows of desks with monitors, with a slightly raised platform for the captain or officer of the watch to oversee operations, and two large monitors forward to display information and, when desired, an outside view. At the moment neither display was on; the bridge crew were instead focused on their individual monitors, with Captain Basta and her executive officer walking among them, murmuring.


  It was about as exciting as watching paint dry. Or more accurately, as exciting as watching a crew of highly trained individuals do an action they have done hundreds of times before without drama or incident. Bair, who by dint of years in the diplomatic corps was aware that trained professionals doing their thing was not usually a gripping spectator sport, was nevertheless vaguely disappointed. Years of dramatic entertainments had prepared her for something more action oriented. She sighed without realizing it.


  “Not what you were expecting, ma’am?” Evans asked, turning his attention back to the ambassador.


  “I didn’t know what to expect,” Bair said, annoyed with herself at having sighed loudly enough to be heard, but hiding it. “The bridge is more quiet than I would have assumed.”


  “The bridge crew has worked together for a long time,” Evans said. “And you have to remember that they pass a lot of information internally.” Bair looked over to Evans with an arched eyebrow at this; Evans smiled and pointed a finger to his temple.


  Oh, right, Bair thought. Captain Basta and the rest of the bridge crew were all members of the Colonial Defense Forces. This meant that aside from the obvious distinguishing genetically-engineered characteristics of green skin and a youthful appearance, each of them had a computer called a BrainPal nestled up inside their brains. CDF members could use their BrainPals to talk or share data with one another; they didn’t have to use their mouths to do it. The murmuring indicated that they still did, however, at least part of the time. CDF members used to be normal people without green skin or computers in their heads. Old habits died hard.


  Bair, who had been born on the planet Erie and had spent the last twenty years stationed out of the Colonial Union home planet of Phoenix, had neither green skin nor a computer in her head. But she had spent enough time around CDF members during her diplomatic travels that they no longer seemed particularly notable among the variety of humans she worked with. She sometimes forgot that they were, in fact, a genetically-engineered breed apart.


  “One minute to skip,” said the Polk’s executive officer. Bair’s brain popped up a name: Everett Roman. Aside from Commander Roman’s notation of the time, nothing else on the bridge had changed; Bair suspected the announcement was for her and Roberts’s benefit. Bair’s eyes flicked over to the large monitors to the fore of the room. They were still dark.


  “Commander Roman,” Evans said, and then motioned his head toward the monitors when he had gotten the executive officer’s attention. The XO nodded. The monitors sprang to life, one with an image of a star field, the other with a simple schematic of the Polk.


  “Thank you, Lieutenant Evans,” Bair said, quietly. Evans smiled.


  Commander Roman counted off the last ten seconds of the skip. Bair trained her eyes on the monitor showing the star field. When Roman counted zero, the stars in the field seemed to shift at random. Bair knew that the stars hadn’t actually shifted. These were entirely new stars. The Polk had, without fuss or noise, instantly traveled light-years.


  Bair blinked, unsatisfied. If you thought about what just happened in terms of what was physically accomplished, it was a staggering event. As a personal human experience, however . . .


  “So that’s it?” Roberts asked, to no one in particular.


  “That’s it,” Evans said.


  “Not very exciting,” Roberts said.


  “Not exciting means we did it right,” Evans said.


  “Well, where’s the fun in that?” Roberts joked.


  “Other people can do fun,” Evans said. “We do precise. We get you where you need to go, on time. Or ahead of time, in this case. We were asked to get you here three days ahead of the Utche arrival. We delivered you three days, six hours early. Here you are, ahead of time twice.”


  “About that,” Bair said. Evans turned his head to the ambassador to give her his full attention.


  The deck of the bridge leaped up at the trio, with violence.


  Voices on the bridge suddenly became very loud, detailing damage to the ship. Hull breaches, loss of power, casualties. Something had gone very wrong with the skip.


  Bair looked up from the deck and saw that the images on the monitors had changed. The schematic of the ship now featured sections blinking in red. The star field had been replaced with a representation of the Polk in three-dimensional space. It was at the center of the representation. At the periphery of the representation was an object, heading toward the Polk.


  “What is that?” Bair asked Evans, who was picking himself up off the deck.


  Evans looked at the screen and was quiet for a second. Bair knew he was accessing his BrainPal for more information. “A ship,” he said.


  “Is it the Utche?” Roberts asked. “We can signal them for help.”


  Evans shook his head. “They’re not the Utche.”


  “Who are they?” Bair asked.


  “We don’t know,” Evans said.


  The monitors chirped, and then there were multiple additional objects on the screen, heading quickly toward the Polk.


  “Oh, God,” Bair said, and stood as the bridge crew reported missiles en route.


  Captain Basta ordered the missiles lanced out of the sky and then turned toward Bair—or, more directly, to Evans. “Those two,” she said. “Escape pod. Now.”


  “Wait—,” Bair began.


  “No time, Ambassador,” Basta said, cutting her off. “Too many missiles. My next two minutes are about getting you off the ship alive. Don’t waste them.” She turned back to her bridge crew, telling them to prep the black box.


  Evans grabbed Bair. “Come on, Ambassador,” he said, and pulled her off the bridge, Roberts following.


  Forty seconds later, Bair and Roberts were shoved by Evans into a cramped box with two small seats. “Strap in,” Evan said, yelling to make himself heard. He pointed below one of the seats. “Emergency rations and hydration there.” He pointed below the other. “Waste recycler there. You have a week of air. You’ll be fine.”


  “The rest of my team—,” Bair said again.


  “Is being shoved into escape pods right now,” Evans said. “The captain will launch a skip drone to let the CDF know what happened. They keep rescue ships at skip distance for things just like this. Don’t worry. Now strap in. These things launch rough.” He backed out of the pod.


  “Good luck, Evans,” Roberts said. Evans grimaced as the pod sealed itself. Five seconds later, the pod punched itself off the Polk. Bair felt as if she had been kicked in the spine and then felt weightless. The pod was too small and basic for artificial gravity.


  “What the hell just happened back there?” Roberts said, after a minute. “The Polk was hit the instant it skipped.”


  “Someone knew we were on our way,” Bair said.


  “This mission was confidential,” Roberts said.


  “Use your head, Brad,” Bair said, testily. “The mission was confidential on our end. It could have leaked. It could have leaked on the Utche side.”


  “You think the Utche set us up?” Roberts asked.


  “I don’t know,” Bair said. “They’re in the same situation as we are. They need this alliance as much as we do. It doesn’t make any sense for them to string the Colonial Union along just to pull a stupid stunt like this. Attacking the Polk doesn’t gain them anything. Destroying a CDF ship is a flat-out enemy action.”


  “The Polk might be able to fight it out,” Roberts said.


  “You heard Captain Basta as well as I did,” Bair said. “Too many missiles. And the Polk is already damaged.”


  “Let’s hope the rest of our people made it to their escape pods, then,” Roberts said.


  “I don’t think they were sent to the other escape pods,” Bair said.


  “But Evans said—”


  “Evans said what he needed to shut us up and get us off the Polk,” Bair said.


  Roberts was quiet at this.


  Several minutes later, he said, “If the Polk sent a skip drone, it will need, what, a day to reach skip distance?”


  “Something like that,” Bair said.


  “A day for the news to arrive, a few hours to gear up, a few hours after that to find us,” Roberts said. “So two days in this tin can. Best-case scenario.”


  “Sure,” Bair said.


  “And then we’ll be debriefed,” Roberts said. “Not that we can tell them anything about who attacked us or why.”


  “When they look for us, they’ll also be looking for the Polk’s black box,” Bair said. “That will have all the data from the ship right up until the moment it was destroyed. If they were able to identify the attacking ships at any point, it’ll be in there.”


  “If it survived the destruction of the Polk,” Roberts said.


  “I heard Captain Basta tell her bridge crew to prep the box,” Bair said. “I’m guessing that means that they had time to do whatever they needed to to make sure it survived the ship.”


  “So you, me and a black box are all that survived the Polk,” Roberts said.


  “I think so. Yes,” Bair said.


  “Jesus,” Roberts said. “Has anything like this ever happened to you before?”


  “I’ve have missions go badly before,” Bair said, and looked around the confines of the escape pod. “But, no. This is a first.”


  “Let’s hope the best-case scenario is what we get here,” Roberts said. “If it’s not, then in about a week things are going to get bad.”


  “After the fourth day we’ll take turns breathing,” Bair said.


  Roberts laughed weakly and then stopped himself. “Don’t want to do that,” he said. “Waste of oxygen.”


  Bair began to laugh herself and then was surprised as the air from her lungs rushed the other way, pulled out by the vacuum of space invading the escape pod as it tore apart. Bair had an instant to register the look on her assistant’s face before the shrapnel from the explosion that was shredding the escape pod tore into them as well, killing them. She had no final thoughts, other than registering the feel of the air sliding past her lips and the brief, painless pushing feeling the shrapnel made as it went through and then out of her. There was a final, distant sensation of cold, then heat, and then nothing at all.


  II.


  Sixty-two light-years away from the Polk, Lieutenant Harry Wilson stood stiffly near the edge of a seaside cliff on the planet Farnut, along with several other members of the Colonial Union diplomatic courier ship Clarke. It was a gorgeous, sunny day, warm without being so hot that the humans would sweat in their formal attire. The Colonial diplomats formed a line; parallel to that line was a line of Farnutian diplomats, their limbs resplendent in formal jewelry. Each human diplomat held a baroquely decorated flagon, filled with water brought specially from the Clarke. At the head of each line was the chief diplomat for each race at the negotiation: Ckar Cnutdin for the Farnutians and Ode Abumwe for the Colonials. Cnutdin was currently at a podium, speaking in the glottal Farnutian language. Ambassador Abumwe, to the side, appeared to listen intently, nodding from time to time.


  “What is he saying?” Hart Schmidt, standing next to Wilson, asked as quietly as possible.


  “Standard boilerplate about friendship between nations and species,” Wilson said. As the sole member of the Colonial Defense Forces in the diplomatic mission, he was the only one in the line able to translate Farnutian on the fly, via his BrainPal; the rest of them had relied on translators provided by the Farnutians. The only one of those present at the ceremony was now standing behind Ambassador Abumwe, whispering discreetly into her ear.


  “Does it sound like he’s wrapping up?” Schmidt asked.


  “Why, Hart?” Wilson glanced over to his friend. “You in a rush to get to the next part?”


  Schmidt flicked his eyes toward his opposite number on the Farnutian line and said nothing.


  As it turned out, Cnutdin was indeed just finishing. He did a thing with his limbs that was the Farnutian equivalent of bowing and stepped back from the podium. Ambassador Abumwe bowed and stepped toward the podium for her speech. Behind her, the translator shifted over to stand behind Cnutdin.


  “I want to thank Trade Delegate Cnutdin for his stirring words about the growing friendship between our two great nations,” Abumwe began, and then launched into boilerplate of her own, her words delivered with an accent that betrayed her status as a first-generation Colonial. Her parents had emigrated from Nigeria to the Colonial planet of New Albion when Abumwe was an infant; traces of that country’s speech overlaid the New Albion rasp that reminded Wilson of the American Midwest that he had grown up in.


  Not too long ago, in an attempt to start a rapport with the ambassador, Wilson had noted to Abumwe that the two of them were the only members of the Clarke crew who had been born on Earth, the rest of the crew having been Colonials all their life. Abumwe had narrowed her eyes at him, asked him what he was implying and stalked off angrily. Wilson had turned to his friend Schmidt, who was looking on with horror, and asked what he had done wrong. Schmidt told him to access a news feed.


  That was how Wilson learned that the Earth and the Colonial Union appeared to be undergoing a trial separation and were probably headed for a divorce. And learned about who was splitting them apart.


  Ah, well, Wilson thought, watching Abumwe wrap up her speech. Abumwe had never warmed to him; he was pretty sure she vaguely resented having any CDF presence on her ship, even in the relatively innocuous form of a technology advisor, which was Wilson’s role. But as Schmidt liked to point out, it wasn’t personal. By all indications, Abumwe had never really warmed up to anyone, ever. Some people just didn’t like people.


  Not the best temperament for a diplomat, Wilson thought, not for the first time.


  Abumwe stepped away from the podium, bowed deeply to Ckar Cnutdin, and at the end of her bow took her flagon and nodded to her line of diplomats. Cnutdin likewise signaled to his line.


  “This is it,” Schmidt said to Wilson, and then they both stepped forward, toward the Farnutians, just as the Farnutians slid forward to them. Each line stopped roughly half a meter from the other, still parallel.


  As a unit and as they had practiced, every human diplomat, Ambassador Abumwe included, thrust forward their flagon. “We exchange water,” they all said, and with ceremonial pomp upended their flagons, spilling the water at what passed for the Farnutians’ feet.


  The Farnutians replied with a hurking sound that Wilson’s BrainPal translated as We exchange water, and then spewed from their mouths seawater they had stored in their bodies’ ballast bladders, directly into the faces of the human diplomats. Every human diplomat was drenched with salty, Farnutian body-temperature water.


  “Thanks for that,” Wilson said to his opposite number on the Farnutian line. But the Farnutian had already turned away, making a hiccuping sound at another of its kind as it broke ranks. Wilson’s BrainPal translated the words.


  Thank God that’s over, it had said. When do we get lunch?
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  “You’re unusually quiet,” Schmidt said to Wilson, on the shuttle ride back to the Clarke.


  “I’m ruminating on my life, and karma,” Wilson said. “And what I must have done in a previous life to deserve being spit on by an alien species as part of a diplomatic ceremony.”


  “It’s because the Farnutian culture is so tied to the sea,” Schmidt said. “Exchanging the waters of their homeland is a symbolic way to say their fates are now tied together.”


  “It’s also an excellent way to spread the Farnutian equivalent of smallpox,” Wilson said.


  “That’s why we got shots,” Schmidt said.


  “I would at least like to have poured the flagon on someone’s head,” Wilson said.


  “That wouldn’t have been very diplomatic,” Schmidt said.


  “And spitting in our faces is?” Wilson’s voice rose slightly.


  “Yes, because that’s how they cement their deals,” Schmidt said. “And they also know that when humans spit in someone’s face, or pour water on someone’s head, it doesn’t mean the same thing. So we devised something that everyone agreed was symbolically acceptable. It took our advance team three weeks to hammer that out.”


  “They could have hammered out a deal where the Farnutians learn to shake hands,” Wilson pointed out.


  “We could have,” Schmidt agreed. “Except for the little fact that we need this trade alliance a lot more than they do, so we have to play by their rules. It’s why the negotiations are on Farnut. It’s why Ambassador Abumwe accepted a deal that’s a short-term loser. It’s why we stood there and got spit on and said thank you.”


  Wilson looked toward the forward part of the shuttle, where the ambassador sat with her top aides. Schmidt didn’t rate inclusion; Wilson certainly didn’t. They sat in the back, in the cheap seats. “She got a bad deal?” he asked.


  “She was told to get a bad deal,” Schmidt said, looking toward the ambassador as well. “That defense shielding you trained their people on? We traded it for agricultural products. We traded it for fruit. We don’t need their fruit. We can’t eat their fruit. We’re probably going to end up taking everything they give us and stewing it down to ethanol or something pointless like that.”


  “Then why did we make the deal?” Wilson asked.


  “We were told to think of it as a ‘loss leader,’ ” Schmidt said. “Something that gets the Farnutians through the door so we can make better deals later.”


  “Fantastic,” Wilson said. “I can look forward to getting spit on again.”


  “No,” Schmidt said, and settled back into his chair. “It’s not us that will be coming back.”


  “Oh, right,” Wilson said. “You get all the crappy diplomatic missions, and once you’ve done the scut work, someone else comes in for the glory.”


  “You say it like you’re skeptical,” Schmidt said to Wilson. “Come on, Harry. You’ve been with us long enough now. You’ve seen what happens to us. The missions we get are either low-level or ones where if they fail, it’ll be easy enough to blame it on us, rather than our orders.”


  “Which kind was this one?” Wilson asked.


  “Both,” Schmidt said. “And so is the next one.”


  “This brings me back to my question about my karma,” Wilson said.


  “You probably set kittens on fire,” Schmidt said. “And the rest of us were probably there with you, with skewers.”


  “When I joined the CDF we probably would have just shot the hell out of the Farnutians until they gave us what we wanted,” Wilson said.


  “Ah, the good old days,” Schmidt said sarcastically, and then shrugged. “That was then. This is now. We’ve lost the Earth, Harry. Now we have to learn to deal with it.”


  “There’s going to be a hell of a learning curve on that one,” Wilson said, after a minute.


  “You are correct,” Schmidt said. “Be glad you don’t have to be the teacher.”


  III.


  I need to see you, Colonel Abel Rigney sent to Colonel Liz Egan, CDF liaison to the secretary of state. He was heading toward her suite of offices in the Phoenix Station.


  I’m a little busy at the moment, Egan sent back.


  It’s important, Rigney sent.


  What I’m doing right now is also important, Egan returned.


  This is more importanter, Rigney sent.


  Well, when you put it that way, Egan replied.


  Rigney smiled. I’ll be at your office in two minutes, he sent.


  I’m not there, Egan returned. Go to the State Department conference complex. I’m in Theater Seven.


  What are you doing there? Rigney sent.


  Scaring the children, Egan replied.


  Three minutes later, Rigney slipped into the back of Theater Seven. The room was darkened and filled with midlevel members of the Colonial Union diplomatic corps. Rigney took a seat at one of the higher rows in the room and looked across at the faces of the people there. They appeared rather grim. Down on the floor of the theater stood Colonel Egan, a three-dimensional display, currently unlit, behind her.


  I’m here, Rigney sent to Egan.


  Then you can see I’m working, she replied. Shut up and give me a minute.


  What Egan was doing was listening to one of the midlevel diplomats drone on in the vaguely condescending way that midlevel diplomats will do when presented with someone they assume is below their station. Rigney, who knew that in her past life Egan had been the CEO of a rather substantial media empire, settled in to enjoy the show.


  “I’m not disagreeing that the new reality of our situation is challenging,” the diplomat was saying. “But I’m not entirely convinced that the situation is as insoluble as your assessment suggests.”


  “Is that so, Mr. DiNovo,” Egan said.


  “I think so, yes,” the diplomat named DiNovo said. “The human race has always been outnumbered out here. But we’ve managed to keep our place in the scheme of things. Small, albeit important details have changed here, but the fundamental issues are largely the same.”


  “Are they,” Egan said. The display behind her flashed on, picturing a slowly rotating star field that Rigney recognized as the local interstellar neighborhood. A series of stars flashed blue. “To recap, here we are. All the star systems which have human planets in them. The Colonial Union. And here are all the star systems with other intelligent, star-faring races in them.” The star field turned red as a couple thousand stars switched colors to show their allegiance.


  “This is no different than what we’ve always had to work with,” the diplomat named DiNovo said.


  “Wrong,” Egan said. “This star chart is misleading, and you, Mr. DiNovo, appear not to realize that. All that red up there used to represent hundreds of individual races, all of whom, like the human race, had to battle or negotiate with any other race they encountered. Some races were stronger than others, but none of them had any substantial strength or tactical advantage over most of the others. There were too many civilizations too close to parity for any one of them to gain a long-term lead in the power struggle.


  “That worked for us because we had one advantage other races didn’t,” Egan said. Behind her, one blue star system, somewhat isolated from the main arc of human systems, glowed more brightly. “We had Earth, which supplied the Colonial Union with two critical things: colonists, with which we could rapidly populate the planets we claimed, and soldiers, which we could use to defend those planets and secure additional worlds. Earth supplied the Colonial Union more of each than it would have been politically feasible to provide itself from its own worlds. This allowed the Colonial Union both a strategic and tactical advantage and allowed humanity to come close to upending the existing political order in our region of space.”


  “Advantages we can still exploit,” DiNovo began.


  “Wrong again,” Egan said. “Because now two critical things have changed. First, there’s the Conclave.” Two-thirds of the formerly red stars turned yellow. “The Conclave, formed out of four hundred alien races which formerly fought among themselves, but now acting as a single political entity, able to enforce its policies by sheer mass. The Conclave will not allow unaffiliated races to engage in further colonization, but it does not stop those races from raiding each other for resources and security purposes or to settle old scores. So the Colonial Union still has to contend with two hundred alien races targeting its worlds and ships.


  “Second, there’s Earth. Thanks to the actions of former Roanoke Colony leaders John Perry and Jane Sagan, the Earth has at least temporarily suspended its relationship with the Colonial Union. Its people now believe that we’ve been holding back the planet’s political and technological development for decades to farm it for colonists and soldiers. The reality is more complicated, but as with most humans, the people on Earth prefer the simple answer. The simplest answer is the Colonial Union’s been screwing them. They don’t trust us. They don’t want anything to do with us. It may be years before they do.”


  “My point is that even without the Earth we still have advantages,” DiNovo said. “The Colonial Union has a population of billions on dozens of planets rich with resources.”


  “And you believe that the colony worlds can replace the colonists and soldiers the Colonial Union until very recently received from Earth,” Egan said.


  “I’m not saying there won’t be grumbling,” DiNovo said. “But yes, they could.”


  “Colonel Rigney,” said Egan, speaking her compatriot’s name but keeping her eyes on DiNovo.


  “Yes,” Rigney said, surprised at being called on. An entire room of heads swiveled to look at him.


  “You and I were in the same recruiting class,” Egan said.


  “That’s right,” Rigney said. “We met on the Amerigo Vespucci. That was the ship that took us from Earth to Phoenix Station. It was fourteen years ago.”


  “Do you remember how many recruits were on the Vespucci?” Egan asked.


  “I remember the CDF representative telling us there were one thousand fifteen of us,” Rigney said.


  “How many of us are still alive?” Egan asked.


  “There are eighty-nine,” Rigney said. “I know that because one of us died last week and I got a notification. Major Darren Reith.”


  “So a ninety-one percent fatality rate over fourteen years,” Egan said.


  “That’s about right,” Rigney said. “The official statistic that the CDF tells recruits is that in ten years of service the fatality rate is seventy-five percent. In my experience, that official statistic is low. After ten years recruits are allowed to leave the service, but many of us stay in.” Because who wants to start getting old again, Rigney thought, but did not say.


  “Mr. DiNovo,” Egan said, returning her full attention to her diplomat, “I believe you are originally from the colony of Rus, is that correct?”


  “That’s correct,” DiNovo said.


  “In its entire history of more than one hundred and twenty years, Rus has never been asked to supply the Colonial Union with soldiers,” Egan said. “I want you to tell me how you believe the colony will respond when it is informed by the Colonial Union that it will require—require, not ask—one hundred thousand of its citizens annually to join the Colonial Defense Forces, and that at the end of those ten years seventy-five percent of them will be dead. I want you to tell me how the Rus citizens will respond when they learn that part of their job is to quell rebellions on colonies, which happens more often than the Colonial Union prefers to admit. How will recruits from Rus feel about firing on their own people? Will they do it? Will you, Mr. DiNovo? You are in your early fifties now, sir. You’re not that far off from the CDF recruitment age. Are you ready to fight and very likely die for the Colonial Union? Because you are, in yourself, the advantage you say we have.”


  DiNovo had nothing to say to this.


  “I’ve been giving these presentations to the diplomatic corps for a month now,” Egan said, turning her eyes away from the silenced DiNovo and scanning the room. “In every presentation I have someone like Mr. DiNovo here making the argument that the situation we are in is not that bad. They, like he, are wrong. The Colonial Defense Forces lose a staggering number of soldiers on an annual basis and have for more than two hundred years. Our developing colonies cannot quickly grow themselves to a size sufficiently large to avoid extinction by breeding alone. The existence of the Conclave has changed the math of human survival in ways we cannot yet imagine. The Colonial Union has survived and thrived because it has exploited an unearned surplus of humans from Earth. We don’t have that surplus anymore. And we don’t have the time to develop a new surplus from within the Colonial Union system and population.”


  “How bad is it, then?” Rigney heard himself ask. He was as surprised as anyone to hear his own voice.


  Egan glanced at him, then drew her attention back to the crowd. “If things continue as they are, based on historical CDF fatality rates, in three years we’ll no longer have sufficient forces to defend our colonies from predation and genocidal aggression by other races,” she said. “From there, our best estimate is that the Colonial Union as a political entity collapses within five to eight years. Without the overarching protective structure of the Colonial Union, all remaining human planets are attacked and wiped out within twenty years. Which is to say, ladies and gentlemen, that from this very moment, the human race is thirty years from extinction.”


  The room was dead silent.


  “The reason I’m telling you this is not so you can run home and hug your children,” Egan said. “The reason I’m telling you this is that for more than two hundred years, the Department of State has been the vermiform appendix of the Colonial Union. An afterthought to the CU’s strategy of aggressive defense and expansion.” She stared at DiNovo. “A nice sinecure for mediocrities to be shoved into, where they can do no real harm. Well, all that changes now. The Colonial Union can no longer afford to live the way we’ve lived. We don’t have the resources and we don’t have the people. So from this moment forward the State Department has two missions. One: Bring Earth back into the fold, for the advantage of us both. Two: Whenever possible, avoid conflict with the Conclave and unaffiliated alien races. Diplomacy is the best way to make that happen.


  “What that means, ladies and gentlemen, is that from now on, the Colonial Union State Department actually matters. And you, my friends, now all have to work for a living.”
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  “Do you always squash someone as hard as you squashed DiNovo?” Rigney asked. Theater Seven was now empty; the midlevel diplomats had shuffled out, grumbling to one another. He and Egan were now both standing near the display, which had again shut down.


  “Usually,” Egan said. “DiNovo was doing me a favor, actually. For every one like him who is stupid enough to open his mouth, there’s about fifty of these people who keep their traps shut and plan to ignore what I have to say. This way I get to drive the message home to all of them. Marginally more of them will listen to me this way.”


  “You think they really are all mediocrities, then,” Rigney said.


  “Not all of them,” Egan said. “Most of them. And certainly the ones I have to deal with.” She waved at the empty theater. “These people are cogs. They’re stationed here, pushing the proverbial paper. If they were any good at what they did, they’d be out there in the universe. The ones out there are the A-teams. Hell, they’re the B-teams, too. The ones here are teams C through K.”


  “Then you’re not going to like this,” Rigney said. “One of your A-teams has gone missing.”


  Egan frowned. “Which one?” she asked.


  “Ambassador Bair’s team,” Rigney said. “Along with, I should add, one of our frigates, the Polk.”


  Egan was silent for a moment, processing the news. “When did this happen?” she finally asked.


  “It’s been two days since there’s been a skip drone sent back from the Polk,” Rigney said.


  “And you’re only telling me this now?” Egan said.


  “I would have told you sooner, but you wanted me to see you scare the children,” Rigney said. “And two days without drone contact is our standard alarm raiser. Particularly with missions like this one, which are supposed to be secret. I came to find you as soon as we confirmed two days of dead air.”


  “What did your recovery mission find?” Egan asked.


  “No recovery mission,” Rigney said, and caught Egan’s look. “We had a hard enough time negotiating a military frigate for the mission. If the Utche show up and see several military ships in the area, none of them with diplomats on them, everything blows up.”


  “Recon drones, then,” Egan said.


  “Of course,” Rigney said. “Everything’s preliminary because the drones have just arrived, but they’re not finding anything.”


  “You sent the drones to the correct system,” Egan said.


  “Come on, Liz,” Rigney said.


  “Doesn’t hurt to ask,” Egan said.


  “We sent the drones to the right system,” Rigney said. “We sent the Polk to the right system. The Danavar system is where the Utche wanted to meet.”


  Egan nodded. “A system with nothing but gas giants and airless moons. No one will think to look for you there. Perfect for secret negotiations.”


  “Apparently not so secret after all,” Rigney said.


  “You’re presuming the Polk met with a bad end,” Egan said.


  “Our frigates don’t have a history of randomly vaporizing,” Rigney said. “But whatever or whoever did this isn’t in the Danavar system now. There’s nothing there but planets and moons and a big yellow star.”


  “Have we told the Utche about this?” Egan asked.


  “We haven’t told anyone about it,” Rigney said. “Outside of command, you’re the first person to know. We haven’t even told your boss that her team is missing. We figured we’d let you do that yourself.”


  “Thanks,” Egan said, wryly. “But surely the Utche have noticed there is no one negotiating a treaty with them.”


  “The Polk arrived three days early,” Rigney said.


  “Why?” Egan said.


  “Ostensibly to give Bair’s team time to prep away from the distractions of Phoenix Station,” Rigney said.


  “And in reality?” Egan asked.


  “In reality to make sure we were militarily prepared for an immediate withdrawal if necessary,” Rigney said.


  “Seems drastic,” Egan said.


  “You’ll recall the Utche have handed our ass to us in three out of the last five military engagements we’ve had with them,” Rigney said. “Just because they came to us for this alliance doesn’t mean we trust them entirely.”


  “And you don’t think the Utche might have figured out the CU’s trust issues,” Egan said.


  “We’re pretty sure they have,” Rigney said. “In part because we let them know we were arriving early. Your boss signed off on the cover story, but we don’t assume the Utche are stupid. It was a sign to us of how much they want the alliance that they were willing to give us a tactical advantage.”


  “You’ve entertained the possibility the Utche blasted the Polk out of the sky,” Egan said.


  “Obviously,” Rigney said. “But they’ve been as transparent with us as we’ve been with them, and where they’re not transparent, we have spies. This is something we would have known about. And nothing they’re doing indicates that they think anything is out of the ordinary. Their diplomatic mission is on a ship called the Kaligm, and it’s a day out from skip distance.”


  Egan said nothing to this but instead fired up the display, turning to it. Phoenix Station floated in the display, the limb of the planet Phoenix below it. At a distance from Phoenix Station, CDF and trade ships floated; their names appeared in labels hovering aside them in the display. The image pulled out and both Phoenix Station and Phoenix shrank to a single dot, taking with them thousands of starships arriving at or departing from the Colonial Union’s capital. The image pulled farther out and displayed, as dots, dozens of ships, each working its way toward a sufficiently flat spot of space-time to make a skip. Egan began pulling information from a few, crew manifests spilling onto the display.


  “Okay, I give up,” Rigney said, after several minutes of this. “Tell me what you’re doing.”


  “Ambassador Bair isn’t on our A-list,” Egan said, still scanning crew manifests. “She’s on our A Plus–list. If she was pipped to negotiate, then this mission is an actual priority, not just a top-secret diplomatic circle jerk.”


  “Okay,” Rigney said. “So?”


  “So, you don’t know Secretary Galeano like I do,” Egan said, naming the secretary of state. “If I walk into her office, tell her one of her best diplomats and her entire team is probably dead and their mission therefore a complete failure, without a backup plan already in place and ready to implement, things will be very grim indeed. I will be without a job, you will probably be without a job simply for being the messenger, and the secretary will go out of her way to make sure that the next posting for both of us will be someplace where our life expectancy will be measured with an egg timer.”


  “She sounds nice,” Rigney said.


  “She’s perfectly lovely,” Egan said. “Until you piss her off.” The display, which had been scrolling through ships and crew manifests, suddenly stopped on a single ship. “Here.”


  Rigney peered up at the image. “What is this?”


  “This is the B-team,” Egan said.


  “The Clarke?” Rigney said. “I don’t know this ship.”


  “It handles various low-level diplomatic missions,” Egan said. “Its chief diplomat is a woman named Abumwe.” The image of a dark and severe-looking woman hovered on the screen. “Her most significant negotiation was with the Korba a few months back. She impressed them by having a CDF officer stationed on the ship fight with one of their soldiers, and lost in a diplomatically meaningful way.”


  “That’s interesting,” Rigney said.


  “Yes, but not entirely her doing,” Egan said, and popped up the images of two men, one of whom was green. “The fight was set up by a deputy, Hart Schmidt. Lieutenant Harry Wilson was the one who fought.”


  “So why these people?” Rigney asked. “What makes them the right people to take over this mission?”


  “Two reasons,” Egan said. “One, Abumwe was part of an embassy to the Utche three years ago. Nothing came of it at the time, but she has experience dealing with them. That means she can get brought up to speed quickly. Two”—she pulled out the view to show the Clarke in space—“the Clarke is eighteen hours away from skip distance. Abumwe and her people can still get to the Danavar system ahead of the Utche and participate in the negotiations, or at the very least allow us to set up a new round of talks. There’s no other diplomatic mission that can make it on time.”


  “We send in the B-team because it’s marginally better than nothing,” Rigney said.


  “Abumwe and her people aren’t incompetent,” Egan said. “They just wouldn’t be your first choice. But right now we’re short on choices.”


  “Right,” Rigney said. “You’re really going to sell this to your boss, then.”


  “Unless you have a better idea,” Egan said.


  “Not really,” Rigney said, then furrowed his brow for a moment. “Although . . . ”


  “Although what?” Egan said.


  “Bring up that CDF guy again,” Rigney said.


  Egan popped the image of Lieutenant Harry Wilson back onto the display. “What about him?” she said.


  “He still on the Clarke?” Rigney asked.


  “Yes,” Egan said. “He’s a technical advisor. Some of the Clarke’s recent missions have had military tech and weapons as part of the negotiations. They have him on hand to train people on the machines we’re offering. Why?”


  “I think I may have found a way to sweeten your B-team plan to Secretary Galeano,” Rigney said. “And to my bosses, too.”


  IV.


  Wilson noted the expression Schmidt had when he looked up and saw him standing by the door of Ambassador Abumwe’s conference room.


  “You don’t have to look that shocked,” Wilson said, dryly.


  “Sorry,” Schmidt said. He moved to let other members of the Clarke’s diplomatic contingent into the room.


  Wilson waved it away. “I’m not usually included this early in the discussion. It’s fine.”


  “Do you know what this is about?” Schmidt said.


  “Allow me to repeat: I’m not usually included this early in the discussion,” Wilson said.


  “Got it,” Schmidt said. “Well, shall we, then?” The two of them entered the room.


  The conference room was cramped, as was everything on the Clarke. The table, with eight seats, was already filled, with Ambassador Abumwe looking owlishly at Schmidt and Wilson as they entered. The two of them took positions against the wall opposite her.


  “Now that we’re all here,” she said, with a pointed glance at Wilson and Schmidt, “let’s get started. The Department of State, in its wisdom, has decided that our presence is no longer needed at Vinnedorg.”


  A groan went up from around the table. “Who are they giving our work to this time?” asked Rae Sarles.


  “No one,” Abumwe said. “Our superiors are apparently under the impression that these negotiations will somehow magically take care of themselves without a Colonial presence.”


  “That doesn’t make any sense,” said Hugh Fucci.


  “I appreciate you telling me that, Hugh,” Abumwe said. “I don’t believe I would have figured that out on my own.”


  “Sorry, Ambassador,” Fucci said, backtracking. “What I mean to say is that they’ve been having us working on these negotiations with the Vinnies for more than a year now. I don’t understand why they want to threaten our momentum by interrupting what we’re doing.”


  “Which is why we’re having our little meeting today,” Abumwe said, and then nodded to Hillary Drolet, her assistant, who pressed the screen of her PDA. “If you’ll access your queues, you’ll find the information on our new assignment.”


  Everyone at the table, and Schmidt, accessed their PDAs; Wilson accessed his BrainPal, found the document in his queue, and streamed the data in the bottom quarter of his field of vision.


  “The Utche?” asked Nelson Kwok, after a minute. “Have the CU ever actually negotiated with them before?”


  “I was part of a mission to them three years ago, before I took this posting,” Abumwe said. “At the time, nothing seemed to come of it. But apparently we’ve been quietly negotiating with them for the last year or so.”


  “Who’s been the lead?” Kwok asked.


  “Sara Bair,” Abumwe said.


  Wilson noted that everyone looked up at the ambassador when she said this. Whoever this Sara Bair was, she was clearly a star.


  “Why is she off the negotiations?” Sarles asked.


  “I couldn’t tell you,” Abumwe said. “But she and her people are, and now we’re on it.”


  “Too bad for her,” Fucci said, and Wilson saw there were smiles around the table. Getting this Bair’s sloppy seconds were preferable to the Clarke’s original mission, it seemed. Once again, Wilson wondered at what fate it was that brought him onto the Clarke to join its band of not-that-lovable losers. Wilson also couldn’t help but notice that the only person at the table not smiling at the prospect of taking up the Utche negotiations was Abumwe herself.


  “There’s a lot of information in this package,” Schmidt said. He was flicking his PDA screen and scrolling through the text. “How many days before we begin negotiating?”


  And it was then that Abumwe smiled, notably thin and humorless though it was. “Twenty hours.”


  There was dead silence.


  “You’re joking,” Fucci said. Abumwe gave him a look that clearly indicated she had reached the end of her patience with him for the day. Fucci wisely did not speak again.


  “Why the rush?” Wilson asked. He knew Abumwe didn’t like him; it wouldn’t hurt for him to ask the question everyone else wanted to know but was too scared to ask.


  “I couldn’t say,” Abumwe said evenly, looking at him briefly and then turning her attention to her staff. “And even if I could, the reason wouldn’t matter for what we have to do now. We have sixteen hours before our jump and then four hours after that before the Utche are scheduled to arrive. After that we’re on their schedule. They might want to meet immediately; they might want to meet in a day. We are going to go under the assumption they will want to begin negotiations immediately. That means you have the next twelve hours to get up to speed. After that, we’ll have planning sessions before and after the jump. I hope you’ve gotten enough sleep in the last two days, because you’re not getting any more for a while. Any questions?”


  There were none. “Good,” Abumwe said. “I don’t believe I have to tell any of you that if these negotiations go well, then it is good for us. For all of us. If they go poorly, then it will go badly for all of us as well. But it will go especially poorly for whichever ones of you were not completely up to speed and dragged the rest of your team down with you. I need you to be crystal clear on that.”


  They were.


  “Lieutenant Wilson, a word with you,” Abumwe said, as the room began to clear. “You too, Schmidt.” The room cleared except for the ambassador, Hillary Drolet, Schmidt and Wilson.


  “Why did you ask about why there was a rush?” Abumwe asked.


  Wilson made a conscious effort not to let the thought I’m being called on the carpet for that? show up on his face. “Because everyone wanted to know, but no one else wanted to ask, ma’am.”


  “Because they knew better,” Abumwe said.


  “Except possibly for Fucci, yes, ma’am,” Wilson said.


  “But you don’t,” Abumwe said.


  “No, I know better, too,” Wilson said. “But I still thought someone should ask.”


  “Hmmm,” Abumwe said. “Lieutenant, what did it say to you that we have twenty hours to prepare for this negotiation?”


  “Are you asking me to speculate, ma’am?” Wilson asked.


  “It’s rather obvious that’s what I’m asking,” Abumwe said. “You’re Colonial Defense Forces. You no doubt have a military perspective on this.”


  “It’s been years since I’ve been anywhere near actual combat, ma’am,” Wilson said. “I’ve been with CDF Research and Development for years, even before they lent me to you and the Clarke as your tech consultant.”


  “But you are still CDF, yes?” Abumwe said. “You still have the green skin and the computer in your head. I imagine if you dig deeply, you might still have the ability to look at things from a military point of view.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” Wilson said.


  “Then give me your analysis,” Abumwe said.


  “Someone’s humped the bunk,” Wilson said.


  “Excuse me?” Abumwe said. Wilson noted Schmidt suddenly looked paler than usual.


  “Humped the bunk,” Wilson repeated. “Screwed the pooch. Gone FUBAR. Insert your own metaphor for things going sideways here. You don’t have to have military experience to see that; everyone in this room had that thought. Whatever this Sara Bair and her team were supposed to do, they blew it, and for whatever reason the Colonial Union needs to attempt a salvage, so you and your team are the last-minute, last-chance substitute.”


  “And why us?” Abumwe said.


  “Because you are good at what you do,” Wilson said.


  Abumwe’s thin smile returned. “If I want smoke blown up my ass, Lieutenant, I could have your friend here,” she said, nodding toward Schmidt.


  “Yes, ma’am,” Wilson said. “In that case, I’d guess because we’re close to jump, which makes us easy to reroute, that you’ve had at least some experience with the Utche, and that if you fail, and you probably will because you’re the last-minute replacement, you’re low enough on the diplomatic totem pole that it can be chalked up to your incompetence.” Wilson looked over to Schmidt, who looked as if he were about to implode. “Stop that, Hart,” he said. “She asked.”


  “I did indeed,” Abumwe said. “And you are right, Lieutenant. But only half-right. The other reason that they picked us is because of you.”


  “I beg your pardon?” Wilson said, now thoroughly confused.


  “Sara Bair didn’t fail at her task, she disappeared,” Abumwe said. “Along with the whole of her diplomatic mission and a CDF frigate called the Polk. It and them, gone. No trace.”


  “That’s not good,” Wilson said.


  “You are once again stating the obvious,” Abumwe said.


  “How do I matter here, ma’am?” Wilson said.


  “They don’t think the Polk just vanished, they think it was destroyed,” Abumwe said. “And they need you to look for the black box.”


  “Black box?” Schmidt asked.


  “A data recorder,” Wilson said. “If the Polk was destroyed and the black box survived, then it could tell us what happened to the ship, and who killed it.”


  “And we couldn’t find it without you?” Schmidt asked.


  Wilson shook his head. “They’re small and they don’t send out a locator beacon unless they’re pinged with an encrypted signal, specific to that ship. It’s a military-grade cipher. You need a very tall security clearance for that. They don’t just hand those out to anyone, and not to anyone outside the CDF.” He turned his attention to Abumwe. “But they don’t just hand them out to random lieutenants, either.”


  “Then we are lucky you are not just a random lieutenant,” Abumwe said. “I am told that in your history it seems that you once had a very high security clearance.”


  “I was part of a team doing research on BrainPal security,” Wilson said. “Again, it’s been years. I don’t have that clearance level anymore.”


  “You didn’t,” Abumwe said. She nodded to her assistant, who once again pressed on her PDA. Wilson immediately saw a ping light for his queue in his peripheral vision. “Now you do.”


  “Okay,” Wilson said slowly, and scanned the details of the security clearance. After a moment he spoke again. “Ambassador, I think you should know this security clearance comes with a level of executive authority that technically means I can give orders to the Clarke’s crew in the furtherance of my mission,” he said.


  “I would suggest you not try to exercise that privilege with Captain Coloma,” Abumwe said. “She hasn’t put anyone on the wrong side of an airlock, but if you gave her an order, she might make an exception for you.”


  “I will keep that in mind,” Wilson said.


  “Do,” Abumwe said. “In the meantime, as you’ve no doubt read by now, your orders are to find the black box, decode it and find out what happened to the Polk.”


  “Got it, ma’am,” Wilson said.


  “It’s been implied to me by my own superiors that your finding the black box is of equal or greater importance to me actually successfully concluding these negotiations with the Utche,” Abumwe said. “To that end I have detailed you an aide for the duration.” She nodded to Schmidt. “I don’t need him. He’s yours.”


  “Thank you,” Wilson said, and noted that he’d never seen Hart look more pained than just now, when he had been deemed inessential by his boss. “He’ll be useful.”


  “He’d better be,” Abumwe said. “Because, Lieutenant Wilson, the warning I gave to my staff goes double for you. If you fail, this mission fails, even if my half goes well. Which means I will have failed because of you. I may be low on the diplomatic totem pole, but I am sufficiently high enough on it that when I push you, you will die from the fall.” She looked over to Schmidt. “And he’ll kill you when he lands.”


  “Understood, ma’am,” Wilson said.


  “Good,” Abumwe said. “One more thing, Lieutenant. Try to find that black box before the Utche arrive. If someone’s trying to kill us all, I want to know about it before our negotiating partners show up.”


  “I’ll do my best,” Wilson said.


  “Your best got you stationed on the Clarke,” Abumwe said. “Do better than that.”


  V.


  “Please stop that,” Wilson said to Schmidt, as they sat in the Clarke lounge, reviewing their project data.


  Schmidt looked up from his PDA. “I’m not doing anything,” he said.


  “You’re hyperventilating,” Wilson said. He had his eyes closed, the better to focus on the data his BrainPal was streaming at him.


  “I’m breathing completely normally,” Schmidt said.


  “You’ve been breathing like a labored elephant for the last several minutes,” Wilson said, still not opening his eyes. “Keep it up and you’re going to need a paper bag to breathe into.”


  “Yes, well,” Schmidt said. “You get told you’re inessential by your boss and see how you feel.”


  “Her people skills aren’t the best,” Wilson agreed. “But you knew that. And as my assistant, I actually do need you to be helpful to me. So stop thinking about your boss and think more about our predicament.”


  “Sorry,” Schmidt said. “I’m also not entirely comfortable with this assistant thing.”


  “I promise not to ask you to get me coffee,” Wilson said. “Much.”


  “Thanks,” Schmidt said, wryly. Wilson grunted and went back to his data.


  “This black box,” Schmidt said a few minutes later.


  “What about it?” Wilson asked.


  “Are you going to be able to find it?” Schmidt asked.


  Wilson opened his eyes for this. “The answer to that depends on whether you want me to be optimistic or truthful,” he said.


  “Truthful, please,” Schmidt said.


  “Probably not,” Wilson said.


  “I lied,” Schmidt said. “I want the optimistic version.”


  “Too late,” Wilson said, and held out his hand as if he were cupping an imaginary ball. “Look, Hart. The ‘black box’ in question is a small, black sphere about the size of a grapefruit. The memory portion of the thing is about the size of a fingernail. The rest of it consists of the tracking beacon, an inertial field generator to keep the thing from floating down a gravity well, and a battery powering both of those two things.”


  “Okay,” Schmidt said. “So?”


  “So, one, the thing is intentionally small and black so it will be difficult to find by anyone but the CDF,” Wilson said.


  “Right, but you’re not looking for it,” Schmidt said. “You’re going to be pinging it. When it gets the correct signal, it will respond.”


  “It will, if it has power,” Wilson said. “But it might not. We’re working on the assumption the Polk was attacked. If it was attacked, then there was probably a battle. If there was a battle, then the Polk probably got torn apart, with the pieces of it flying everywhere from the added energy of the explosions. It’s likely the black box probably spent all its energy trying to stay mostly in one place. In which case when we signal it, we’re not going to get a response.”


  “In which case you’ll have to look for it visually,” Schmidt said.


  “Right,” Wilson said. “So, again: small black grapefruit in a search area that at this point is a cube tens of thousands of kilometers on a side. And your boss wants me to find it and examine it before the Utche arrive. So if we don’t locate it within the first half hour after the skip, we’re probably screwed.” He leaned back and closed his eyes again.


  “You seem untroubled by our imminent failure,” Schmidt said.


  “No point hyperventilating,” Wilson said. “And anyway, I didn’t say we will fail. It’s just more likely than not. My job is to increase the odds of us succeeding, which is what I was doing before your labored breathing started to distract me.”


  “So what’s my job?” Schmidt asked.


  “Your job is to go to Captain Coloma and tell her what things I need, the list of which I just sent to your PDA,” Wilson said. “And do it charmingly, so that our captain feels like a valued part of the process and not like she’s being ordered around by a CDF field tech.”


  “Oh, I see,” Schmidt said. “I get the hard part.”


  “No, you get the diplomatic part,” Wilson said, cracking open an eye. “Rumor has it diplomacy is a thing you’ve been trained to do. Unless you’d like me to go talk to her while you figure out a protocol for searching a few million cubic kilometers of space for an object the size of a child’s plaything.”


  “I’ll just go ahead and go talk to the captain, then,” Schmidt said, picking up his PDA.


  “What a marvelous idea,” Wilson said. “I fully endorse it.” Schmidt smiled and left the lounge.


  Wilson closed his eyes again and focused once more on his own problem.


  Wilson was more calm about the situation than Schmidt was, but that was in part to keep his friend on the right side of useful. Hart could be twitchy when stressed.


  In fact, the problem was troubling Wilson more than he let on. One scenario he didn’t tell Hart about at all was the one where the black box didn’t exist. The classified information that Wilson had included preliminary scans of the chunk of space that the Polk was supposed to have been in; the debris field was almost nonexistent, meaning that either the ship was attacked with such violence that it had vaporized, or whoever attacked the Polk took the extra time to atomize any chunk of debris larger than a half a meter on a side. Either way it didn’t look good.


  If it had survived, Wilson had to work on the assumption that its battery was thoroughly drained and that it was floating, quiet and black, out in the vacuum. If the Polk had been nearer to one of the Danavar system planets, he might have a tiny chance of picking up the box visually against the planet’s sphere, but its skip position into the Danavar system was sufficiently distant from any of that system’s gas giants that even that “Hail Mary” approach was out of the question.


  So: Wilson’s task was to find a dark, silent object that might not exist in a debris field that mostly didn’t exist, in a cube of space larger than most terrestrial planets.


  It was a pretty problem.


  Wilson didn’t want to admit how much he was enjoying it. He’d had any number of jobs over his two lifetimes—from corporate lab drone to high school physics teacher to soldier to military scientist to his current position as field tech trainer—but in every one of them, one of his favorite things to do was to whack away at a near insoluble problem for hours on end. With the exception that this time he had rather fewer hours to whack away on this problem than he’d like, he was in his element.


  The real problem here is the black box itself, Wilson thought, calling up what information he had on the objects. The idea of a travel data recorder had been around for centuries, and the phrase “black box” got its cachet with terrestrial air travel. Ironically, almost none of the “black boxes” of those bygone days were actually black; they were typically brightly colored to be made easy to find. The CDF wanted their black boxes found, but only by the right people. They made them as black as they could.


  “Black box, black hole, black body,” Wilson said to himself.


  Hey.


  Wilson opened his eyes and sat up.


  His BrainPal pinged him; it was Schmidt. Wilson opened the connection. “How’s diplomacy?” he asked.


  “Uh,” Schmidt said.


  “Be right there,” Wilson said.
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  Captain Sophia Coloma looked every inch of what she was, which was the sort of person who was not here to put up with your shit. She stood on her bridge, imposing, eyes fixed at the portal through which Wilson stepped. Neva Balla, her executive officer, stood next to her, looking equally displeased. On the other side of the captain was Schmidt, whose studiously neutral facial expression was a testament to his diplomatic training.


  “Captain,” Wilson said, saluting.


  “You want a shuttle,” Coloma said, ignoring the salute. “You want a shuttle and a pilot and access to our sensor equipment.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” Wilson said.


  “You understand you want these as we are about to skip into what is almost certainly a hostile situation, and directly before sensitive negotiations with an alien race,” Coloma said.


  “I do,” Wilson said.


  “Then you can explain to me why I should prioritize your needs over the needs of every other person on this ship,” Coloma said. “As soon as we skip, I need to scan the area for any hostiles. I need to scan the area comprehensively. I’m not going to let the Clarke’s sole shuttle out of its bay before I’m absolutely certain it and we are not going to be shot out the sky.”


  “Mr. Schmidt explained to you my current level of clearance, I imagine,” Wilson said.


  “He did,” Coloma said. “I’ve also been informed that Ambassador Abumwe has given your needs a high priority. But this is still my ship.”


  “Ma’am, are you saying that you will go against the orders of your superiors?” Wilson asked, and noticed Coloma thin her lips at this. “I’m not speaking of myself here. The orders come from far above both of us.”


  “I have every intention of following orders,” Coloma said. “I also intend to follow them when it makes sense to do so. Which is after I’ve made sure we’re safe, and the ambassador and her team are squared away.”


  “As far as the scanning goes, what you need to do and what I need to do dovetail,” Wilson said. “Share the data with me and run a couple of scans that I need and I’ll be fine. The scans I need to run will add another layer of security to your own scans.”


  “I’ll run them after I’ve run our standard scans,” Coloma said.


  “That’s fine,” Wilson said. “Now, about the shuttle—”


  “No shuttle, no pilot,” Coloma said. “Not until after I’ve sent Abumwe to the Utche.”


  Wilson shook his head. “I need the shuttle before then,” he said. “The ambassador told me to find and access the black box before she met with the Utche. She wanted to know whether there is a danger to them, not only us.”


  “She doesn’t have authority on this,” Coloma said.


  “But I do, ma’am, and I agree with her,” Wilson said. “We need to know everything we can before the Utche arrive. It’s going to put a damper on negotiations if one of us explodes. Especially if we could have avoided it. Ma’am.”


  Coloma was silent.


  “I’d like to make a suggestion,” Schmidt said, after a minute.


  Coloma looked at Schmidt as if she’d forgotten that he was there. “What is it?” she asked.


  “The reason we need the shuttle is to get the black box,” Schmidt said. “We don’t know if we can find the black box. If we don’t find it, we don’t need it. If we don’t find it within the first hour or so, then even if we found it we couldn’t retrieve it before the Utche show up and you would need the shuttle for Ambassador Abumwe’s team. So let’s say that we have the shuttle on standby for that first hour. If we find it by then, once you’re confident the area is secure, we’ll go out and get it. If we find it after, we wait until after you’ve delivered the ambassador’s team to the Utche.”


  “I can live with that,” Wilson said. “If you’ll bump up my scans in your queue.”


  “And if I don’t believe the area is secure?” Coloma said.


  “I’ll still need to go get it,” Wilson said. “But if I know where it is, between autopilot and my BrainPal, I can go get it myself. You won’t have to risk your pilot.”


  “Just the shuttle,” Coloma said. “Because that’s not in any way significant.”


  “Sorry, ma’am,” Wilson said, and waited.


  Coloma glanced at her executive officer. “Have Mr. Schmidt here get Neva your information. We have four hours to jump. Sometime in the next half hour will be fine.”


  “Yes, Captain,” Wilson said. “Thank you, ma’am.” He saluted again. Coloma returned the salute this time. Wilson turned to go, Schmidt hustling by the captain to catch up with him.


  “Lieutenant, one more thing,” Coloma said.


  Wilson turned back to her. “Ma’am?”


  “Just so you know, if you take the shuttle out, any damage you put on it, I’m taking out on you,” she said.


  “I’ll treat it like it was my own car,” Wilson said.


  “See that you do,” Coloma said. She turned away. Wilson took the hint.


  “That was a nice touch about the car,” Schmidt said, once the two of them were off the bridge.


  “As long as you don’t know about what happened to my last car, yes,” Wilson said.


  Schmidt stopped.


  “Relax, Hart,” Wilson said. “It was a joke. Come on. Lots to do.” He kept walking.


  After a minute, Schmidt followed.


  Part Two


  VI.


  “That was XO Balla,” Schmidt said. He and Wilson were in an unused storage room, where Wilson had set up a three-dimensional monitor. They had waited out the skip into the Danavar system in its confines. “The Clarke sent out a ping using the Polk’s encrypted signal. Got nothing back.”


  “Of course we didn’t,” Wilson said. “Why would the universe make it easy for us?”


  “What do we do now?” Schmidt asked.


  “Let me answer that question with a question,” Wilson said. “How does one look for a black box?”


  “Are you serious?” Schmidt said, after a second. “We’re running out of time here and you want to have a Socratic dialogue with me?”


  “I wouldn’t put this on the level of Socrates, but yeah, I do,” Wilson said. “It’s the former high school physics teacher in me. And call me crazy, but I think you’ll actually be more helpful to me if I don’t treat you like a completely useless monkey. I’m going to go on the assumption that you might have a brain.”


  “Thanks,” Schmidt said.


  “So, how does one look for a black box?” Wilson asked. “In particular, a black box that doesn’t want to be found?”


  “Fervent prayer,” Schmidt said.


  “You’re not even trying,” Wilson said, reprovingly.


  “I’m new at this,” Schmidt said. “Give me a hint.”


  “Fine,” Wilson said. “You start by looking for what the black box was originally attached to.”


  “The Polk,” Schmidt said. “Or what’s left of it.”


  “Very good, my young apprentice,” Wilson said.


  Schmidt shot him a look, then continued. “But you told me that the previous scans of the area from the automated drones didn’t turn up anything.”


  “True,” Wilson said. “But those were preliminary scans, done quickly. The Clarke has better sensors.” He dimmed the light in the storage room and fired up the monitor, which appeared to show nothing but a small, single dot at the center of its display.


  “That’s not the Polk, is it?” Schmidt asked.


  “It’s the Clarke,” Wilson said. A series of concentric circles appeared, arrayed on three axes. “And this is the area the Clarke is intensively scanning, with distance displayed logarithmically. It’s about a light-minute to the outer edge.”


  “If you say so,” Schmidt said.


  Wilson didn’t take the bait and instead called up another dot, close to the Clarke’s dot. “This is where the Polk was supposed to have appeared after its skip,” he said. “Let’s assume it blew up when it arrived. What would we expect to see?”


  “The remains of the ship, somewhere close to where the ship was supposed to be,” Schmidt said. “But to repeat myself, the drone scans didn’t turn up anything.”


  “Right,” Wilson said. “So now let’s use the Clarke’s sensor scans, and see what we get. This is using the Clarke’s standard array of LIDAR, radio and radar active scanning.”


  Several yellow spheres appeared, including one near the Polk’s entry point.


  “Debris,” Schmidt said, and pointed to the sphere closest to the Polk.


  “It’s not conclusive,” Wilson said.


  “Come on,” Schmidt said. “The correlation is pretty strong, wouldn’t you say?”


  Wilson pointed to the other spheres. “What the Clarke is picking up is agglomerations of matter dense enough to reflect back its signals. These can’t all be ship debris. Maybe this one isn’t, either. Maybe it’s just what got pulled off a comet as it came through.”


  “Can we get any closer?” Schmidt asked. “To the one near where the Polk was, I mean.”


  “Sure,” Wilson said, and swooped the view in closer. The yellow debris sphere expanded and then disappeared, replaced by tiny points of light. “Those represent individual reflective objects,” Wilson said.


  “There are a lot of them,” Schmidt said. “Which suggests to me they were part of a ship.”


  “Okay,” Wilson said. “But here’s the thing. The data suggests that none of these bits of matter are much larger than your head. Most of it is the size of gravel. Even if you add them all up, they don’t come close to equaling an entire CDF frigate in mass.”


  “Maybe whoever did this to the Polk didn’t want to leave evidence,” Schmidt said.


  “Now you’re being paranoid,” Wilson said.


  “Hey,” Schmidt said.


  “No—” Wilson held up a hand. “I mean that as a compliment. And I think you’re exactly right. Whoever did in the Polk wanted to make it difficult for us to find out what happened to it.”


  “If we could get to that debris field, we could take samples,” Schmidt said.


  “No time,” Wilson said. “And right now finding what happened to the Polk is the means to an end. We still have to be reasonably sure this is what’s left of the Polk, though. So how do we do that?”


  “I haven’t the slightest idea,” Schmidt said.


  “Think, Hart,” Wilson said. He waved at the monitor image. “What happened to the rest of the Polk?”


  “It probably got vaporized,” Schmidt said.


  “Right,” Wilson said, and waited.


  “Okay,” Schmidt said. “So?”


  Wilson sighed. “You were raised by a tribe of chimps, weren’t you, Hart?” he asked.


  “I didn’t know I’d be taking a science test today, Harry,” Schmidt said, annoyed.


  “You said it already,” Wilson said. “The ship was probably vaporized. Whoever did this to the Polk took the time to cut, slice and blast into molecules most of it. But they probably didn’t cart all the atoms off with them.”


  Schmidt’s eyes widened. “A big cloud of vaporized Polk,” he said.


  “You got it,” Wilson said, and the display changed to show a large, amorphous blob, tentacles stretching out from the main body.


  “That’s the ship?” Schmidt asked, looking at the blob.


  “I’d say yes,” Wilson said. “One of the extra scans I had Captain Coloma run was a spectrographic analysis of the local neighborhood. It’s not a scan we’d usually do.”


  “Why not?” Schmidt asked.


  “Why would we?” Wilson said. “Searching your immediate environment for molecule-sized bits of frigate isn’t a standard protocol. Spectrographic analysis is usually reserved for science missions where someone’s sampling atmospheric gases. Spaceships themselves typically don’t have to be concerned with gases unless we’re near a planet and we have to figure out how far out the atmosphere extends. And with systems we’ve already surveyed, all that information is already in the database. I’m guessing whoever did this probably knew all of that. They weren’t concerned that an invisible cloud of metallic atoms would give them away.”


  “They didn’t think we’d see it,” Schmidt said.


  “And normally they’d be right,” Wilson said, and pulled out the view to capture all the other debris fields. “None of the other debris fields show the same density of molecular particles, and what particles there are aren’t the same sorts of metals we use to make our ships.” He pulled the view in again. “So this is almost certainly what’s left of the Polk, and it was almost certainly intentionally attacked and methodically destroyed.”


  “Which means that someone leaked the information,” Schmidt said. “This mission was meant to be secret.”


  Wilson nodded. “Yes, but that’s not anything you and I have to worry about at the moment. We’re still looking for the black box. The good news, if you want to call it that, is that this narrows down considerably the volume of space we need to search.”


  “So we go back to the first scan and start picking through those remaining bits of the Polk,” Schmidt said.


  “We could do that,” Wilson said. “If we had a month.”


  “This is where you make me look stupid again, isn’t it,” Schmidt said.


  “No, I’m going to spare you this time because the answer isn’t obvious,” Wilson said.


  “That’s a relief,” Schmidt said.


  “To go back to your suggestion, even if we did go through the earlier scans, we’d be unlikely to come up with anything,” Wilson said. “Remember that the CDF wants the black box to be found only by its own people.”


  “That’s why the black box is black,” Schmidt said.


  “Not just black, but aggressively nonreflective,” Wilson said. “Covered with a fractal coating that absorbs most radiation that hits it and scatters the rest of it. Sweep it with a sensor scan and nothing comes back directly. From the point of view of a sensor array, it doesn’t exist.”


  “All right, Harry Wilson, supergenius,” Schmidt said. “If you can’t see it and can’t sweep for it, then how do you find it?”


  “I’m glad you asked,” Wilson said. “When I was thinking about the black box, my brain wandered to the phrase ‘black body.’ It’s an idealized physical object that absorbs every bit of radiation thrown at it.”


  “Like you said this thing does,” Schmidt said.


  “Sort of,” Wilson said. “The black box is not a perfect black body; nothing is. But it reminded me that any object in the real world that absorbed all the radiation thrown at it would heat up. And then I remembered that the black box came equipped with a battery to power its processor and inertial dampener. And that the battery is not one hundred percent efficient.”


  Schmidt looked at Wilson blankly.


  “It’s warm, Hart,” Wilson said. “The black box had a power source. That power source leaked heat. That heat kept it relatively warm long after everything else around it entropied itself into equilibrium.”


  “The battery is dead,” Schmidt said. “Even if it was warm, it wouldn’t be anymore.”


  “That depends on your definition of ‘warm,’ ” Wilson said. “The design of the black box means that it has some areas inside of it acting like insulators. Even if the battery’s dead, it’ll take longer for the black box to reach a temperature equilibrium with space than it would if it were a solid shard of metal. I don’t need it to be warm like the inside of this room, Hart. I just need it to be a fraction of a degree warmer than everything else around it.”


  The display screen flickered and the ghostly blob of attenuated Polk molecules was replaced by a thermal map that was a deep blue black. Wilson gave the thermal map his attention.


  “So you’re looking for something that’s ever so slightly above absolute zero,” Schmidt said.


  “Space is actually a couple of degrees above absolute zero,” Wilson said. “Particularly inside a planetary system.”


  “Seems like an irrelevant detail,” Schmidt said.


  “And you call yourself a scientist,” Wilson said.


  “No, I don’t,” Schmidt said.


  “Good thing, then,” Wilson said.


  “So what happens if it has entropied out?” Schmidt said. “If it’s the same temperature as everything else around it?”


  “Well, then, we’re screwed,” Wilson said.


  “I don’t love your bracing honesty,” Schmidt said.


  “Ha!” Wilson said, and suddenly the image in the display pitched inward, falling vertiginously toward something that was invisible until almost the last second, and was an only slightly lighter blue-black than everything around it even then.


  “Is that it?” Schmidt asked.


  “Let me change the false color temperature scale,” Wilson said. The object, spherical, suddenly blossomed green.


  “That’s the black box,” Schmidt said.


  “It’s the right size and shape,” Wilson said. “If it’s not the black box, the universe is messing with us. There are some other warmer objects out there, but they’re not the right size profile.”


  “What are they?” Schmidt asked.


  Wilson shrugged. “Possibly chunks of the Polk with sealed pockets of air in them. Right now, don’t know, don’t care.” He pointed at the sphere. “This is what we came for.”


  Schmidt peered closely at the image. “How much warmer is it than everything around it?” he asked.


  “Point zero zero three degrees Kelvin,” Wilson said. “Another hour or two and we would never have found it.”


  “Don’t tell me that,” Schmidt said. “It makes me retroactively nervous.”


  “Science is built on tiny variances, my friend,” Wilson said.


  “So now what?” Schmidt asked.


  “Now I get to tell Captain Coloma to warm up the shuttle, and you get to tell your boss that if this mission fails, it will be because of her, not us,” Wilson said.


  “I think I’ll avoid putting it that way,” Schmidt said.


  “That’s why you’re the diplomat,” Wilson said.


  VII.


  The discussion with Captain Coloma was not entirely pleasant. She demanded a rundown of the protocol used to locate the black box, which Wilson provided, quickly, his eye on the clock. Wilson suspected the captain hadn’t expected him to locate the black box within the time allotted to him and was nonplussed when he had, and was now trying to manufacture a reason not to let him at the shuttle. In the end she couldn’t manufacture one, although for security reasons, she said, she didn’t release the shuttle pilot. Wilson wondered, if something bad happened to the shuttle while it was in his possession, what good it would do to have a shuttle pilot on board the Clarke. But in this as in many things, he let it go, smiled, saluted, and then thanked the captain for her cooperation.


  The shuttle was designed for transport rather than for retrieval, which meant that Wilson would have to do some improvisation. One of the improvisations would include opening the interior of the shuttle to the hard vacuum of space, which was a prospect that did not excite Wilson, for several reasons. He pored over the shuttle specifications to see whether the thing could handle such an event; the Clarke was a diplomatic rather than a military ship, which meant it and everything in it had been constructed in civilian shipyards and possibly on different plans from those of the military ships and shuttles Wilson had become used to. Fortunately, Wilson discovered, the diplomatic shuttle, while its interior was designed with civilian needs in mind, shared the same chassis and construction as its military counterparts. A little hard vacuum wouldn’t kill it.


  The same could not be said for Wilson. Vacuum would kill him, although more slowly than it would anyone else on the Clarke. Wilson had been out of combat for years, but he was still a member of the Colonial Defense Forces and still had the genetic and other improvements given to soldiers, including SmartBlood, artificial blood that carried more oxygen and allowed his body to survive significantly longer without breathing than that of an unmodified human. When Wilson first arrived on the Clarke, one of his icebreaker tricks with the diplomatic staff had been holding his breath while they clocked him with a timer; they usually got bored when he hit the five-minute mark.


  Be that as it may, there was a manifest difference between holding one’s breath in the Clarke’s lounge and staying conscious while airless, cold vacuum surrounding you as the air in your body was trying to burst out of your lungs and into space. A little protection was in order.


  Which is how, for the first time in more than a dozen years, Wilson found himself in his standard-issue Colonial Defense Forces combat unitard.


  “That’s a new look,” Schmidt said, smiling, as Wilson walked toward the shuttle.


  “That’s enough out of you,” Wilson said.


  “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you in one of those things,” Schmidt said. “I didn’t even know you had one.”


  “Regulations require active-duty CDF to travel with a combat unitard even on noncombat postings,” Wilson said. “On the theory it’s a hostile universe and we should be prepared at all times to kill anyone we meet.”


  “It’s an interesting philosophy,” Schmidt said. “Where’s your gun?”


  “It’s not a gun,” Wilson said. “It’s an MP-35. And I left it in my storage locker. I don’t really anticipate having to shoot the black box.”


  “A dicey risk,” Schmidt said.


  “When I want a military assessment from you, Hart, I’ll be sure to let you know,” Wilson said.


  Schmidt smiled again and then held up what he was carrying. “Maybe this will be to your liking, then,” he said. “CDF-issue hard connector with battery.”


  “Thanks,” Wilson said. The black box was dead; he’d need to put a little power into it in order to wake up the transmitter.


  “Are you ready to fly this thing?” Schmidt asked, nodding toward the shuttle.


  “I’ve already plotted a path to the black box, and put it into the router,” Wilson said. “There’s also a standard departure routine. I’ve chained the departure routine to the predetermined path. Reverse everything on the way home. As long as I’m not required to actually try to pilot, I’ll be fine.”


  [image: ]


  What the hell? Wilson thought. On his shuttle’s forward monitor, on which he had pumped up light source collection to see star patterns over the glare of his instrument panel, another star had become occluded. That was two in the last thirty seconds. There was some object in the path between him and the black box.


  He frowned, powered the shuttle into motionlessness, and pulled up the data from the surveys he’d run on the Clarke.


  He saw the object on the survey; another one of the debris chunks that had been ever so slightly warmer than the surrounding space. It was large enough that if the shuttle collided with it, there would be damage.


  Looks like I have to pilot after all, Wilson thought. He was annoyed with himself that he hadn’t applied his survey data to his shuttle plot; he now had to waste time replotting his course.


  “Is there a problem?” Schmidt asked, voice coming through the instrument panel.


  “Everything’s fine,” Wilson said. “Something in my way. Routing around it.” The survey heat data noted the object’s size as approximately three to four meters on a side, which made it considerably larger than anything that the standard scans had picked up, but not so large that it required a major change in pathing. Wilson created a new path that dropped the shuttle 250 meters below the object and resumed travel to the black box from there, and he inserted it into the navigational router, which accepted the change without complaint. Wilson resumed his journey, watching the monitors to see the object in his way occlude a few other stars as the shuttle moved relative to it.


  The shuttle arrived at the black box a few moments later. Wilson couldn’t see it with his own eyes, but after he had first located it he’d run supplementary scans that fixed its location to within about ten centimeters, which was precise enough for what he was about to do. He fired up the final navigational sequence, which made a series of minute maneuvers. This took another minute.


  “Here we go,” Wilson said, and commanded his unitard to wrap around his face, which it did with a snap. Wilson hated the feeling of the unitard’s face mask; it felt as if someone had tightly duct-taped his entire head. It was simply better than the alternative in this case. Wilson’s vision was totally blocked by his face mask; his BrainPal compensated by feeding him a visual stream.


  That accomplished, Wilson commanded the shuttle to air out the interior. The shuttle’s compressors sprang to life, sucking the shuttle’s air back into its tanks. Three minutes later, the interior of the shuttle had almost as little open air in it as the space surrounding it.


  Wilson cut off the shuttle’s artificial gravity, unstrapped himself from the shuttle pilot chair and very gingerly pushed off toward the shuttle door, stopping himself directly in front of it and gripping the guide handle on its side to keep himself from drifting. He pressed the door release, and the door slid into the wall of the shuttle. There was an almost imperceptible whisper as the few remaining free molecules of human-friendly atmosphere rushed out the open portal.


  Still holding the guide handle, Wilson reached out into space—gently!—and after a second wrapped his fingers around an object. He pulled it in.


  It was the black box.


  Excellent, Wilson thought, and released the guide handle to press the door button and seal the interior of the shuttle once more. He commanded the shuttle to start pumping air back into the cabin and to turn the artificial gravity back on—and nearly dropped the black box when he did. It was heavier than it looked.


  After a minute, Wilson retracted his face mask and took a physically unnecessary but psychologically satisfying huge gulp of air. He walked back to the pilot’s chair, retrieved the hard connector and then spent several minutes looking at the box’s inscrutable surface, searching for the tiny hole he could plunge the connector into. He finally located it, lanced the box with the connector, felt it click into position, and waited the thirty required seconds for enough energy to transfer over and power up the black box’s receiver and transmitter.


  With his BrainPal, he transmitted the encrypted signal to the black box. There was a pause, followed by a stream of information pushed into Wilson’s BrainPal fast enough that he almost felt it physically.


  The last moments of the Polk.


  Wilson started scanning the information with his BrainPal as quickly as he could begin opening the data.


  In less than a minute, he confirmed what they already strongly suspected: that the Polk had been attacked and destroyed in the battle.


  A minute after that, he learned that one escape pod had been launched from the Polk but that it appeared to have been destroyed less than ten seconds before the black box itself had been launched, cutting out its own data feed. Wilson guessed that the occupant of the escape pod would have been the mission ambassador or someone on her staff.


  Three minutes after that, he learned something else.


  “Oh shit,” Wilson said, out loud.


  “I just heard an ‘Oh shit,’ ” Schmidt said, from the instrument panel.


  “Hart, you need to get Abumwe and Coloma on the line, right now,” Wilson said.


  “The ambassador’s in her preparatory briefings right now,” Schmidt said. “She’s not going to want to be interrupted.”


  “She’s going to be a lot more upset with you if you don’t interrupt her,” Wilson said. “Trust me on this.”
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  “The Polk was attacked by what?” Abumwe said. She and Coloma were tied into a conference video, Coloma from her ready room and Abumwe from a spare conference room Schmidt had almost had to drag her into.


  “By at least fifteen Melierax Series Seven ship-to-ship missiles,” Wilson said, talking into the pilot instrument panel and the small camera there. “It could have been more, because data started getting sketchy after enough systems failed. But it was at least fifteen.”


  “Why does it matter what type of missiles destroyed the Polk?” Abumwe asked, irritated.


  Wilson glanced over to the image of Captain Coloma, who looked ashen. She got it, at least. “Because, Ambassador, Melierax Series Seven ship-to-ship missiles are made by the Colonial Union,” Wilson said. “The Polk was attacked with our own missiles.”


  “That’s not possible,” Abumwe said, after a moment.


  “The data says otherwise,” Wilson said, choosing not to go on a rant about the stupidity of the phrase “that’s not possible,” because it would likely be counterproductive at this point.


  “The data could be incorrect,” Abumwe said.


  “With respect, Ambassador, the CDF has gotten very good at figuring out what things are being shot at them,” Wilson said. “If the Polk confirmed the missiles as being Melierax type, it’s because it was able to identify them across several confirming points, including shape, size, scan profile, thrust signature and so on. The likelihood of them not being Melierax Series Seven is small.”


  “What do we know about the ship?” Coloma said. “The one that fired on the Polk.”


  “Not a lot,” Wilson said. “It didn’t identify itself, and other than a basic scan the Polk didn’t spend any time on it. It was roughly the same size as the Polk itself, we can see that from its survey signature. Other than that, there’s not much to go on.”


  “Did the Polk fire back on the ship?” Coloma asked.


  “It got off at least four missiles,” Wilson said. “Also Melierax Series Seven. There’s no data on whether they hit their target.”


  “I don’t understand,” Abumwe said. “Why would we attack and destroy one of our own ships?”


  “We don’t know if it was one of our own ships,” Coloma said. “Just that it was our own missiles.”


  “That’s right,” Wilson said, and raised his finger to rebut.


  “It’s possible that we sold the missiles to another race,” Coloma said. “Who then attacked us.”


  “It’s possible, but there are two things to consider here,” Wilson said. “The first is that most of our weapon trades are for higher-end technology. Any one race who can make a spaceship can make a missile. The Melierax Series are bread-and-butter missiles. Every other race has missiles just like it. The second is that these are ostensibly secret negotiations. In order to hit us, someone had to know we were here.” Coloma opened her mouth. “And to anticipate the next question, we haven’t sold any Melierax missiles to the Utche,” Wilson said. Coloma closed her mouth and stared stonily.


  “So we have a mystery ship targeting the Colonial Union with our own missiles,” Abumwe said.


  “Yes,” Wilson said.


  “Then where are they now?” Abumwe said. “Why aren’t we under attack?”


  “They didn’t know we were coming,” Wilson said. “We were diverted to this mission at the last minute. It would usually take the Colonial Union several days at least to have a new mission in place. By which time these particular negotiations would have failed, because we weren’t there for them.”


  “Someone destroyed an entire ship just to foul up diplomatic negotiations?” Coloma said. “This is your theory?”


  “It’s a guess,” Wilson said. “I don’t pretend that I know enough about this situation to be correct. But I think regardless we have to make the Colonial Union aware of what happened here as soon as possible. Captain, I’ve already transferred the data to the Clarke’s computers. I strongly suggest we send a skip drone with it and my preliminary analysis back to Phoenix immediately.”


  “Agreed,” Abumwe said.


  “I’ll have it done as soon as I’m off this call,” Coloma said. “Now, Lieutenant, I want you and the shuttle back on the Clarke immediately. With all due respect to Ambassador Abumwe, I’m not entirely convinced there’s not still a threat out there. Get back here. We’ll be under way as soon as you are.”


  “What?” Abumwe said. “We still have a mission. I still have a mission. We’re here to negotiate with the Utche.”


  “Ambassador, the Clarke is a diplomatic vessel,” Coloma said. “We have no offensive weapons and only a bare minimum of defensive capability. We’ve confirmed the Polk was attacked. It’s possible whoever attacked the Polk is still out there. We’re sending this data to Phoenix. They will alert the Utche of the situation, which means they will almost certainly call off their ship. There is no negotiation to be had.”


  “You don’t know that,” Abumwe said. “It might take them hours to process the information. We are less than three hours from when the Utche are meant to arrive. Even if we were to leave, we will still be in system when they arrive, which means the first thing they would see is us running away.”


  “It’s not running away,” Coloma said, sharply. “And this is not your decision to make, Ambassador. I am captain of the ship.”


  “A diplomatic ship,” Abumwe said. “On which I am the chief diplomat.”


  “Ambassador, Captain,” Wilson said, “do I need to be here for this part of the conversation?”


  Wilson saw the two simultaneously reach toward their screens. Both of their images shut off.


  “That would be ‘no,’ ” Wilson said, to himself.


  VIII.


  Something was nagging at Wilson as he punched in the return route to the Clarke. The Polk had been hit at least fifteen times by ship-to-ship missiles, but before any of them had hit, there had been an earlier explosion that had shaken the ship. But the data had not recorded any event leading up to the explosion; the ship had skipped, made an initial scan of the immediate area and then everything was perfectly normal until the initial explosion. Once it happened everything went to hell, quickly. But beforehand, nothing. There had been nothing to indicate anything out of the ordinary.


  The shuttle’s navigational router accepted the path back and started to move. Wilson strapped himself into his seat and relaxed. He would be back on the Clarke shortly, by which time he assumed that either Coloma or Abumwe would have emerged victorious from their power struggle. Wilson had no personal preference in who won; he could see the merit in both arguments, and both of them appeared to dislike him equally, so neither had an advantage there.


  I did what I was supposed to do, Wilson thought, and glanced over to the black box on the passenger seat, looking like a dark, matte, light-absorbing hole in the chair.


  Something clicked in his head.


  “Holy shit,” Wilson said, and slapped the shuttle into immobility.


  “You said ‘shit’ again,” Wilson heard Schmidt say. “And now you’re not moving.”


  “I just had a very interesting thought,” Wilson said.


  “You can’t have this thought while you are bringing the shuttle back?” Schmidt said. “Captain Coloma was very specific about returning it.”


  “Hart, I’m going to talk to you in a bit,” Wilson said.


  “What are you going to do?” Schmidt asked.


  “You probably don’t want to know,” Wilson said. “It’s best you don’t know. I want to make sure you have plausible deniability.”


  “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Schmidt said.


  “Exactly,” Wilson said, and cut his connection to his friend.


  A few minutes later, Wilson floated weightless inside the airless cabin of the shuttle, face masked, holding the guide handle next to the shuttle door. He slapped the door release button.


  And saw nothing outside.


  Which is not as it should have been; Wilson’s BrainPal should have picked up and enhanced starlight within visible wavelengths. He was getting nothing.


  Wilson reached out with the hand not gripping the guide handle. Nothing. He repositioned himself, bringing his body mostly outside of the door, and reached again. This time there was something there.


  Something big and black and invisible.


  Hello, Wilson thought. What the hell are you?


  The big, black, invisible thing did not respond.


  Wilson pinged his BrainPal for two things. The first was to see how long it had been since his face mask had gone on; it was roughly two minutes. He’d have just about five minutes before his body started screaming at him for air. The second was to adjust the properties of the nanobotic cloth of his combat unitard to run a slight electric current through his unitard’s hands, soles and knees, the current powered by his own body heat and friction generated through movement. That achieved, he reached out again toward the the big, black, invisible object.


  His hand clung to it, lightly. Hooray for magnetism, Wilson thought.


  Moving slowly so as not to accidentally and fatally launch himself into space, Wilson left the shuttle to go exploring.
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  “We have a problem,” Wilson said. He was back on the conference call with Coloma and Abumwe. Schmidt hovered behind Abumwe, silent.


  “You have a problem,” Coloma said. “You were ordered to return that shuttle forty minutes ago.”


  “We have a different problem,” Wilson said. “I’ve found a missile out here. It’s armed. It’s waiting for the Utche. And it’s one of ours.”


  “Excuse me?” Coloma said, after a moment.


  “It’s another Melierax Series Seven,” Wilson said, and held up the black box. “It’s housed in a small silo that’s covered in the same wavelength-absorbing material this thing is. When you run the standard scans, you won’t see it. Hart and I only saw it because we ran a highly-sensitive thermal scan when we were looking for the black box, and even then we didn’t give it any thought because it wasn’t what we were looking for. When I was looking through the Polk data, there was an explosion that seemed to come out of nowhere, before the Polk was attacked by the ship and missiles we could see. My brain put two and two together. I passed by this thing on the way to black box. I stopped this time to get a closer look.”


  “You said it’s waiting for the Utche,” Abumwe said.


  “Yes,” Wilson said.


  “How do you know that?” Abumwe asked.


  “I hacked into the missile,” Wilson said. “I got inside the silo, pried open the missile control panel and then used this.” He held up the CDF standard connector.


  “You went on a spacewalk?” Schmidt said, over Abumwe’s shoulder. “Are you completely insane?”


  “I went on three,” Wilson said as Abumwe turned to glare at Schmidt. “I was limited by how long I could hold my breath.”


  “You hacked into the missile,” Coloma said, returning to the subject.


  “Right,” Wilson said. “The missile is armed and it’s waiting for a signal from the Utche ship.”


  “What signal?” Coloma asked.


  “I think it’s when the Utche ship hails us,” Wilson said. “The Utche send their ship-to-ship communications on certain frequencies, different from the ones we typically use. This missile is programmed to home in on ships using those frequencies. Ergo, it’s waiting for the Utche.”


  “To what end?” Abumwe asked.


  “Isn’t it obvious?” Wilson said. “The Utche are attacked by a Colonial Defense Forces missile, and are damaged or destroyed. The original Colonial Union diplomatic mission was traveling by CDF frigate. It would look like we attacked the Utche. Negotiations broken off, diplomacy over, the Colonial Union and the Utche back at each other’s throats.”


  “But the Polk was destroyed,” Coloma said.


  “I’ve been thinking about that,” Wilson said. “The information I was sent by the CDF about the Polk’s mission said it was slated to arrive seventy-four hours prior to the scheduled Utche arrival. The black box data stream has the Polk arriving eighty hours prior to the scheduled Utche arrival.”


  “You think they arrived early and caught someone setting the trap,” Coloma said.


  “I don’t know about ‘caught,’ ” Wilson said. “I think whoever it was was in the process of setting the trap and then was surprised by the Polk’s arrival.”


  “You just said these things were looking for the Utche,” Abumwe said. “But it sounds like one of them hit the Polk, too.”


  “If the people setting the trap were nearby, it would be trivial to change the programming of the missile,” Wilson said. “It’s set to receive. And once the thing hit the Polk, it would be too busy focusing on that to pay much attention when a strange ship popped up on its sensors. Until it was too late.”


  “The early arrival of the Polk ruined their plans,” Coloma said. “Why is this thing still out there?”


  “I think it changed their plans,” Wilson said. “They had to kill the Polk when it arrived early, and they had to get rid of as much of it as possible to leave in doubt what happened to it. But as long as there’s enough CDF missile debris among the wreckage of the Utche ship, then mission accomplished. Having the Polk go missing works just fine with that, since it looks like the CDF is hiding the ship, rather than presenting it to prove the missiles didn’t come from it.”


  “But we know what happened to the Polk,” Abumwe said.


  “They don’t know that,” Wilson pointed out. “Whoever they are. We’re the wild card in the deck. And it doesn’t change the fact that the Utche are still a target.”


  “Have you disabled the missile?” Coloma asked.


  “No,” Wilson said. “I was able to read the missile’s instruction set, but I can’t do anything to change it. I’m locked out of that. And I don’t have any tools with me that can disable it. But even if I disabled this one, there are others out there. Hart’s and my heat map shows four more of these things out there beside this one. We have less than an hour before the Utche are scheduled to arrive. There’s no way to physically disable them in time.”


  “So we’re helpless to stop the attack,” Abumwe said.


  “No, wait,” Coloma said. “You said there’s no way to physically disable them. Do you have another way to disable them?”


  “I think I might have a way to destroy them,” Wilson said.


  “Tell us,” Coloma said.


  “You’re not going to like it,” Wilson said.


  “Will I like it better than us standing by while the Utche are attacked and then we are framed for it?” Coloma said.


  “I’d like to think so,” Wilson said.


  “Then tell us,” Coloma said.


  “It involves the shuttle,” Wilson said.


  Coloma threw up her hands. “Of course it does,” she said.


  IX.


  “Here—” Schmidt thrust a small container and a mask into Wilson’s hands. “Supplementary oxygen. For a normal person that’s about twenty minutes’ worth. I don’t know what that would be for you.”


  “About two hours,” Wilson said. “More than enough time. And the other thing?”


  “I got it,” Schmidt said, and held up another object, not much larger than the oxygen container. “High-density, quick-discharge battery. Straight from the engine room. It required the direct intervention of Captain Coloma, by the way. Chief Engineer Basquez was not pleased to be relieved of it.”


  “If everything goes well, he’ll have it back soon,” Wilson said.


  “And if everything doesn’t go well?” Schmidt asked.


  “Then we’ll all have bigger problems, won’t we,” Wilson said.


  They both looked at the shuttle, which Wilson was about to reenter after a brief pit stop in the Clarke’s bay.


  “You really are insane, you know that,” Schmidt said, after a moment.


  “I always think it’s funny when people get told what they are by other people,” Wilson said. “As if they didn’t already know.”


  “We could just set the autopilot on the shuttle,” Schmidt said. “Send it out that way.”


  “We could,” Wilson said. “If a shuttle was like a mechanical vehicle you could send on its way by tying a brick to its accelerator pedal. But it’s not. It’s designed to have a human at the controls. Even on autopilot.”


  “You could alter the programming on the shuttle,” Schmidt said.


  “We have roughly fifteen minutes before the Utche arrive,” Wilson said. “I appreciate the vote of confidence in my skills, but no. There’s no time. And we need to do more than just send it out, anyway.”


  “Insane,” Schmidt reiterated.


  “Relax, Hart,” Wilson said. “For my sake. You’re making me twitchy.”


  “Sorry,” Schmidt said.


  “It’s all right,” Wilson said. “Now, tell me what you’re going to do after I leave.”


  “I’m going to the bridge,” Schmidt said. “If you’re not successful for any reason, I will have the Clarke send out a message on our frequencies warning the Utche of the trap, to not confirm the message or to broadcast anything on their native communication bands, and request that they get the hell out of Danavar space as quickly as possible. I’m to invoke your security clearance to the captain if there are any problems.”


  “That’s very good,” Wilson said.


  “Thank you for the virtual pat on the head, there,” Schmidt said.


  “I do it out of love,” Wilson assured him.


  “Right,” Schmidt said dryly, and then looked over at the shuttle again. “Do you think this is actually going to work?” he asked.


  “I look at it this way,” Wilson said. “Even if it doesn’t work, we have proof we did everything we could to stop the attack on the Utche. That’s going to count for something.”
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  Wilson entered the shuttle, fired up the launch sequence and while it was running took the high-density battery and connected it to the Polk’s black box. The battery immediately started draining into the black box’s own power storage.


  “Here we go,” Wilson said for the second time that day. The shuttle eased out of the Clarke’s bay.


  Schmidt had been right: This all would have been a lot easier if the shuttle could have been piloted remotely. There was no physical bar to it; humans had been remote piloting vehicles for centuries. But the Colonial Union insisted on a human pilot for transport shuttles for roughly the same reason the Colonial Defense Forces required a BrainPal signal to fire an Empee rifle: to make sure only the right people were using them, for the right purposes. Modifying the shuttle flight software to take the human presence out of the equation would not only require a substantial amount of time, but would also technically be classified as treason.


  Wilson preferred not to engage in treason if he could avoid it. And so here he was, on the shuttle, about to do something stupid.


  On the shuttle display, Wilson called up the heat map he’d created, and a timer. The heat map registered each of the suspect missile silos; the timer counted down until the scheduled arrival of the Utche, now less than ten minutes away. From the mission data given to Ambassador Abumwe, Wilson had a rough idea of where the Utche planned to skip into Danavar space. He plotted the shuttle in another direction entirely and opened up the throttle to put sufficient distance between himself and the Clarke, counting the kilometers until he reached what he estimated to be a good, safe distance.


  Now for the tricky part, Wilson thought, and tapped his instrument panel to start broadcasting a signal on the Utche’s communication bands.


  “Come out, come out, wherever you are,” Wilson said to the missiles.


  The missiles did not hear Wilson. They heard the shuttle’s signal instead and erupted from their silos, one, two, three, four, five. Wilson saw them twice, first on the shuttle’s monitor and second through the Clarke’s sensor data, ported into his BrainPal.


  “Five missiles on you, locked and tracking,” Wilson heard Schmidt say, through the instrument panel.


  “Come on, let’s play,” Wilson said, and pushed the shuttle as fast as it would go. It was not as fast as the missiles could go, but that wasn’t the point. The point was twofold. First, to get the missiles as far away from where the Utche would be as possible. Second, to get the missiles spaced so that the explosion from the first missile on the shuttle would destroy all the other missiles, moving too quickly to avoid being damaged.


  To manage that, Wilson had broadcast his signal from a point as close to equidistant to all five silos as could be managed and still be a safe distance from the Clarke. If everything worked out correctly, the missile impacts would be within a second of each other.


  Wilson looked at the missile tracks. So far, so good. He had roughly a minute before the first impact. More than enough time.


  Wilson unstrapped himself from the pilot seat, picked up the oxygen container, secured it on his unitard combat belt and fastened the mask over his mouth and nose. He ordered his combat unitard to close over his face, sealing the mask in. He picked up the black box and pinged its charge status; it was at 80 percent, which Wilson guessed would have to be good enough. He disconnected it from the external battery and then walked to the shuttle door, carrying the black box in one hand and the battery in the other. He positioned himself at what he hoped was the right spot, took a very deep breath and chucked the battery at the door release button. It hit square on and the door slid open.


  Explosive decompression sucked Wilson out the door a fraction of a second earlier than he expected. He missed braining himself on the still-opening door by about a millimeter.


  Wilson tumbled away from the shuttle on the vector the decompressing air had placed him but kept pace with the shuttle in terms of its forward motion, a testament to fundamental Newtonian physics. This was going to be bad news in roughly forty seconds, when the first missile hit the shuttle; even without an atmosphere to create a shock wave that would turn his innards to jelly, Wilson could still be fried and punctured by shrapnel.


  He looked down at the Polk’s black box, tightly gripped close to his abdomen, and sent it a signal that informed it that it had been ejected from a spaceship, and then, despite the fact that his visual feed was now being handled by his BrainPal, he closed his eyes to fight the vertigo of the stars wheeling haphazardly around him. The BrainPal, interpreting this correctly, cut off the outside feed and provided Wilson with a tactical display instead. Wilson waited.


  Do your thing, baby, he thought to the black box.


  The black box got the signal. Wilson felt a snap as the black box’s inertial field factored his mass into its calculus and tightened around him. On the tactical display coming from his BrainPal, Wilson saw the representation of the shuttle pull away from him with increasing speed, and saw the missiles flash by his position, their velocity increasing toward the shuttle even as his was decreasing. Within a few seconds, he had slowed sufficiently that he was no longer in immediate danger of the shuttle impact.


  In all, his little plan had worked out reasonably well so far.


  Let’s still not ever do this again, Wilson said to himself.


  Agreed, himself said back.


  “First impact in ten seconds,” Wilson heard Schmidt say, via his BrainPal. Wilson had his BrainPal present him with a stabilized, enhanced visual of outside space and watched as the now invisible missiles bore down on the hapless, also invisible shuttle.


  There was a series of short, sharp light bursts, like tiny firecrackers going off two streets away.


  “Impact,” Schmidt said. Wilson smiled.


  “Shit,” Schmidt said. Wilson stopped smiling and snapped up his BrainPal tactical display.


  The shuttle and four of the missiles had been destroyed. One missile had survived and was casting about for a target.


  On the periphery of the tactical display, a new object appeared. It was the Kaligm. The Utche had arrived.


  Send that message to the Utche NOW, Wilson subvocalized to Schmidt, and the BrainPal transmuted it to a reasonable facsimile of Wilson’s own voice.


  “Captain Coloma refuses,” Schmidt said a second later.


  What? Wilson sent. Tell her it’s an order. Invoke my security clearance. Do it now.


  “She says to shut up, you’re distracting her,” Schmidt said.


  Distracting her from what? Wilson sent.


  The Clarke started broadcasting a warning to the Utche, warning them of the missile attack, telling them to be silent and to leave Danavar space.


  On the Utche’s broadcast bands.


  The last missile locked on and thrust itself toward the Clarke.


  Oh, God, Wilson thought, and his BrainPal sent the thought to Schmidt.


  “Thirty seconds to impact,” Schmidt said.


  “Twenty seconds . . .


  “Ten . . .


  “This is it, Harry.”


  Silence.


  X.


  Wilson estimated he had fifteen minutes of air left when the Utche shuttle sidled up to his position and opened an outside airlock for him. On the inside, a space-suited Utche guided him in, closed the airlock and, when the air cycle had finished, opened the inner seal to the shuttle. Wilson unsealed his head, took off the oxygen mask, inhaled and then suppressed his gag reflex. Utche did not smell particularly wonderful to humans. He looked up and saw several Utche looking at him curiously.


  “Hi,” he said to no one of them in particular.


  “Are you well?” one of them asked, in a voice that sounded as if it were being spoken while inhaling.


  “I’m fine,” Wilson said. “How is the Clarke?”


  “You are asking of your ship,” said another, in a similar inward-breathing voice.


  “Yes,” Wilson said.


  “It is most damaged,” said the first one.


  “Are there dead?” Wilson asked. “Are there injured?”


  “You are a soldier,” the second one said. “May you understand our language? It would be easier to say there.”


  Wilson nodded and booted up the Utche translation routine he’d received with the Clarke’s new orders. “Speak your own language,” he said. “I will respond in mine.”


  “I am Ambassador Suel,” the second one said. As the ambassador spoke, a second voice superimposed and spoke in English. “We don’t yet know the extent of the damage to your ship or the casualties because we only just now reestablished communication, and that through an emergency transmitter on the Clarke. When we reestablished contact we intended to offer assistance and to bring your crew onto our ship. But Ambassador Abumwe insisted that we must first retrieve you before we came to the Clarke. She was most insistent.”


  “As I was about to run out of oxygen, I appreciate her insistence,” Wilson said.


  “I am Sub-Ambassador Dorb,” said the first Utche. “Would you tell us how you came to be floating out here in space without a ship around you?”


  “I had a ship,” Wilson said. “It was eaten by a school of missiles.”


  “I am afraid I don’t understand what you mean by that,” Dorb said, after a glance to his (her? its?) boss.


  “I will be happy to explain,” Wilson said. “I would be even happier to explain on the way to the Clarke.”
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  Abumwe, Coloma and Schmidt, as well as the majority of the Clarke’s diplomatic mission, were on hand when the Utche shuttle door irised open and Ambassadors Suel and Dorb exited, with Wilson directly behind.


  “Ambassador Suel,” Abumwe said, and a device attached to a lanyard translated for her. She bowed. “I am Ambassador Ode Abumwe. I apologize for the lack of live translator.”


  “Ambassador Abumwe,” Suel said in his own language, and returned the bow. “No apology is needed. Your Lieutenant Wilson has very quickly briefed us on how it is you have come to be here in place of Ambassador Bair, and what you and the crew of the Clarke have done on our behalf. We will of course have to confirm the data for ourselves, but in the meantime I wish to convey our gratitude.”


  “Your gratitude is appreciated but not required,” Abumwe said. “We have done only what was necessary. As to the data”—Abumwe nodded to Schmidt, who came forward and presented a data card to Dorb—“on that data card you will find both the black box recordings of the Polk and all the data recorded by us since we arrived in Danavar space. We wish to be open and direct with you and leave no doubt of our intentions or deeds during these negotiations.”


  Wilson blinked at this; black box data and the Clarke data records were almost certainly classified materials. Abumwe was taking a hell of a risk offering them up to the Utche prior to a signed treaty. He glanced at Abumwe, whose expression was unreadable; whatever else she was, she was in full diplomatic mode now.


  “Thank you, Ambassador,” Suel said. “But I wonder if we should not suspend these negotiations for the time being. Your ship is damaged and you undoubtedly have casualties among your crew. Your focus should be on your own people. We would of course stand ready to assist.”


  Captain Coloma stepped forward and saluted Suel. “Captain Sophia Coloma,” she said. “Welcome to the Clarke, Ambassador.”


  “Thank you, Captain,” the ambassador said.


  “Ambassador, the Clarke is damaged and will require repair, but her life support and energy systems are stable,” Coloma said. “We had a brief time to model and prepare for the missile strike and because of it were able to sustain the strike with minimal casualties and no deaths. While we will welcome your assistance, particularly with our communications systems, at this point we are in no immediate danger. Please do not let us be a hindrance to your negotiations.”


  “That is good to hear,” Suel said. “Even so—”


  “Ambassador, if I may,” Abumwe said. “The crew of the Clarke risked everything, including their own lives, so that you and your crew might be safe and that we might secure this treaty. This man on my staff”—Abumwe nodded toward Wilson—“let four missiles chase him down and escaped death by throwing himself out of a shuttle and into the cold vacuum of space. It would be disrespectful of us to allow their efforts to be repaid with a postponement of our work.”


  Suel and Dorb looked over to Wilson, as if to get his thought on the matter. Wilson glanced over to Abumwe, who was expressionless.


  “Well, I sure as hell don’t want to have to come back here again,” he said, to Suel and Dorb.


  Suel and Dorb stared at him for a moment, and then made a sound that Wilson’s BrainPal translated as [laughter].
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  Twenty minutes later, the Utche shuttle left the Clarke with Abumwe and her diplomatic team aboard.


  “Thank Christ that’s over,” Coloma said, as it cleared the bay. She pivoted to return to the bridge, without looking at Wilson or Schmidt.


  “The ship’s not really secure, is it,” Wilson said, to her back.


  “Of course it’s not,” she said, turning back. “The only true thing I said was that we had no deaths, although it’s probably more accurate to say that we don’t have any deaths yet. As for the rest of it, our life support and energy systems are hanging by a thread, most of the other systems are dead or failing, and it will be a miracle if the Clarke ever moves from this spot under her own power. And to top it all off, some idiot destroyed our shuttle.”


  “Sorry about that,” Wilson said.


  “Hmmm,” Coloma said. She started to turn again.


  “It was a very great thing, to risk your ship for the Utche,” Wilson said. “I didn’t ask you to do that. That came from you, Captain Coloma. It’s a victory, if you ask me. Ma’am.”


  Coloma paused for a second and then walked off, with no response.


  “I don’t think she likes me much,” Wilson said, to Schmidt.


  “Your charm is best described as idiosyncratic,” Schmidt said.


  “So why do you like me?” Wilson said.


  “I don’t think I’ve actually ever admitted to liking you,” Schmidt said.


  “Now that you mention it, I think you may be right,” Wilson said.


  “You’re not boring,” Schmidt said.


  “Which is what you like most about me,” Wilson said.


  “No, boring is good,” Schmidt said, and waved his hand around the shuttle bay. “This is the shit that’s going to kill me.”


  XI.


  Colonel Abel Rigney and Colonel Liz Egan sat in a hole-in-the-wall commissary at Phoenix Station, eating cheeseburgers.


  “These are fantastic cheeseburgers,” Rigney said.


  “They’re even better when you have a genetically engineered body that never gets fat,” Egan said. She took another bite of her burger.


  “True,” Rigney said. “Maybe I’ll have another.”


  “Do,” Egan said. “Test your metabolism.”


  “So, you read the report,” Rigney said to Egan between his own bites.


  “All I do is read reports,” Egan said. “Read reports and scare midlevel bureaucrats. Which report are we talking about?”


  “The one on the final round of negotiations with the Utche,” Rigney said. “With the Clarke, and Ambassador Abumwe and Lieutenant Wilson.”


  “I did,” Egan said.


  “What’s the final disposition of the Clarke?” Rigney asked.


  “What did you find out about those missile fragments?” Egan asked.


  “I asked you first,” Rigney said.


  “And I’m not in the second grade, so that tactic doesn’t work with me,” Egan said, and took another bite.


  “We took a chunk of missile your dockworkers fished out of the Clarke and found a part number on it. The missile tracks back to a frigate called the Brainerd. This particular missile was reported launched and destroyed in a live fire training exercise eighteen months ago. All the data I’ve seen confirms the official story,” Rigney said.


  “So we have ghost missiles being used by mystery ships to undermine secret diplomatic negotiations,” Egan said.


  “That’s about the size of it,” Rigney said. He set down his burger.


  “Secretary Galeano isn’t going to be very pleased that one of our own missiles was used to severely damage one of her department’s ships,” Egan said.


  “That’s all right,” Rigney said. “My bosses aren’t very pleased that a mole in the Department of State told whoever was using our own missiles against your ship where that ship was going to be and with whom it was negotiating.”


  “You have evidence of that?” Egan asked.


  “No,” Rigney said. “But we have pretty good evidence that the Utche sprung no leaks. The process of elimination applies from there.”


  “I’d like to see that evidence about the Utche,” Egan said.


  “I’d like to show it to you,” Rigney said. “But you have a mole problem.”


  Egan looked at Rigney narrowly. “You better smile when you say that, Abel,” she said.


  “To be clear,” Rigney said, “I would—and have, you’ll recall from our combat days—trust you with my life. It’s not you I’m worried about. It’s everyone else in your department. Someone with a high enough security clearance to know about the Utche talks is engaging in treason, Liz. Selling us out to our enemies. Which enemies, we don’t know. But our friends don’t blow up one of our ships and try to go after a second.”


  Egan said nothing to this, choosing to stab a fry into ketchup instead.


  “Which brings us back to the Clarke,” Rigney said. “How is the ship?”


  “We’re trying to decide which will cost less, a complete rehaul or scrapping it and building a new ship,” Egan said. “If we scrap it, at the very least we recoup the salvage value.”


  “That bad,” Rigney said.


  “The CDF makes excellent ship-to-ship missiles,” Egan said. “Why do you ask?”


  “For a B-team, Abumwe and her team were pretty impressive, don’t you think?” Rigney said.


  “They did all right,” Egan said.


  “Really,” Rigney said, and held up a hand to start ticking off points on his fingers. “Wilson and Schmidt develop a new protocol for locating powerless CDF black boxes and retrieve data revealing what happened to the Polk. Then Wilson takes multiple spacewalks clad only in a CDF combat unitard and discovers a plan to destroy the Utche diplomatic mission with our missiles. He destroys four of those missiles and then Captain Coloma sacrifices her own ship to make sure the last missile doesn’t hit the Utche. Coloma then flat-out lies to the Utche about the state of her ship to make sure Abumwe has a shot at the negotiations, and Abumwe basically strong-arms the Utche—the Utche—into completing their negotiations. Which they do, with only a day’s preparation.”


  “They did all right,” Egan said again.


  “What more would you like them to do?” Rigney asked. “Walk on water?”


  “Where is this going, Abel?” Egan asked.


  “You said the most notable negotiation these folks did before this was another situation where they were forced to think on their feet and improvise,” Rigney said. “Has it occurred to you that the reason Abumwe and her people are on your B-list is not because they’re not good at what they do, but because you’re not putting them in the right situations?”


  “We didn’t know these negotiations were going to be the ‘right’ situation,” Egan said.


  “No, but now you know what are the right situations for them,” Rigney said. “High-risk, high-reward situations where the path to success isn’t laid out but has to be cut by machetes through a jungle filled with poison toads.”


  “The poison toads are a nice touch,” Egan said, reaching for another french fry.


  “You see what I’m getting at,” Rigney said.


  “I do,” Egan said. “But I’m not entirely sure I’m going to be able to convince the secretary that a bunch of B-listers is who she wants for high-risk, high-reward missions.”


  “Not all of them,” Rigney said. “Just the ones where the usual diplomatic bullshit won’t work.”


  “Why do you care?” Egan said. “You seem awfully passionate about a bunch of people you had no idea existed just a week ago.”


  “You say it yourself every time you scare your State Department middle managers,” Rigney said. “We’re running out of time. We don’t have the Earth anymore, and we need more friends than we’ve got if we’re going to survive. Part of that can be something like the Clarke crew already is—a fire team we parachute in when nothing else is working.”


  “And when they fail?” Egan said.


  “Then they fail in a situation where failure is an expected outcome,” Rigney said. “But if they succeed, then we’re much better off.”


  “If we appoint them to be this ‘fire team,’ as you say, then we’re already raising expectations for whatever they do,” Egan said.


  “There’s a simple solution for that,” Rigney said. “Don’t tell them they’re a fire team.”


  “How awfully cruel,” Egan said.


  Rigney shrugged. “Abumwe and her people are already aware that they’re not at the grown-ups’ table,” he said. “Why do you think she browbeat the Utche into negotiations? She knows an opportunity when she sees it. She wants those opportunities, and she and her team are going to beat their brains in to get them.”


  “And destroy their ships to get them, apparently,” Egan said. “This fire team idea of yours could get expensive, fast.”


  “What’s the plan for the Clarke’s crew?” Rigney asked.


  “It hasn’t been decided,” Egan said. “We might put Abumwe and her diplomatic team on a different ship. Coloma’s going to have to face an inquiry about intentionally putting her ship in the path of a missile. She’s going to get cleared, but it’s still a process. Wilson’s on loan from CDF Research and Development. Presumably at some point they’re going to want him back.”


  “Do you think you could put any decisions on the Clarke’s crew on hold for a few weeks?” Rigney asked.


  “You seem awfully excited about these people,” Egan said. “But even if I did put them in career limbo for your own amusement, there’s no guarantee the secretary would sign off on your ‘fire team’ concept.”


  “Would it help if the CDF had a list of fires it would prefer to be put out through diplomacy than gunfire?” Rigney asked.


  “Ah,” Egan said. “Now we’re getting to it. And I can already tell you how that idea’s going to go over. When I first joined the secretary’s team as CDF liaison, it took her six weeks to have a conversation with me longer than three words, all monosyllables. If I come to her with a list of requests from the CDF and a handpicked team, she’ll communicate to me with grunts.”


  “All the more reason to use this team,” Rigney said. “It’s full of nobodies. She’ll think she’s screwing us. Tell her about the request and then suggest these people. It’ll work brilliantly.”


  “Would you like me to ask her not to throw you in the briar patch while I’m at it?” Egan asked.


  “Just this one request for now,” Rigney said.


  Egan was quiet for a few moments as she picked at her fries. Rigney finished his burger and waited.


  “I’ll take her temperature on it,” Egan said, finally. “But if I were you, I wouldn’t get my hopes up.”


  “I never get my hopes up,” Rigney said. “It’s how I’ve lived this long.”


  “And in the meantime I’ll keep the Clarke crew from being reassigned elsewhere,” Egan said.


  “Thank you,” Rigney said.


  “You owe me,” Egan said.


  “Of course I do,” Rigney said.


  “Now I have to go,” Egan said, pushing up from the table. “More children to scare.”


  “You have fun with that,” Rigney said.


  “You know I do,” Egan said. She turned to go.


  “Hey, Liz,” Rigney said. “That estimate you give the kids, the one about humans having thirty years before we’re extinct. How much exaggeration is in that?”


  “Do you want the truth?” Egan asked.


  “Yes,” Rigney said.


  “Almost none at all,” Egan said. “If anything, it’s optimistic.”


  She left. Rigney stared at the remains of their meal.


  “Well, hell,” he said. “If we’re doomed, maybe I will have that second cheeseburger after all.”
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  CHENZIRA EL-MASRI: —okay, I’m not really interested in who you have in the medical bay, Aurel. Right now I’m focused on finding those damn cargo containers. If we don’t track those down, it’s not going to be a very happy next few months around here.


  AUREL SPURLEA: If I didn’t think the two of them were related, I wouldn’t be bothering you, Chen. Are you recording this, Magda?


  MAGDA GANAS: Just started the recorder.


  SPURLEA: Chen, the guy in the sick bay isn’t from around here.


  EL-MASRI: What do you mean, “not from around here” ? We’re a wildcat colony. It’s not like there’s anywhere else to be from around here.


  SPURLEA: He says he’s from the Erie Morningstar.


  EL-MASRI: That doesn’t make any sense. The Erie Morningstar isn’t supposed to be landing anyone. It’s supposed to be sending down the containers on autopilot. The whole point of doing it this way is to take humans out of it.


  GANAS: We know that, Chen. We were there when the cargo schedules were drawn up, too. That’s why you need to see this guy. No matter what else, he’s not one of us. He’s come from somewhere. And since the Erie Morningstar was supposed to deliver two days ago, and he’s here today, it’s not a bad guess that he’s telling the truth when he says he’s from there.


  EL-MASRI: So you think he came down on one of the containers.


  GANAS: It seems likely.


  EL-MASRI: That wouldn’t have been a fun ride.


  SPURLEA: Here we are. Chen, a couple of things real quick. One, he’s messed up physically and we have him on pain relievers.


  EL-MASRI: I thought I gave orders—


  SPURLEA: Before you bitch at me, we’ve watered them down as much as we can and still have them have any effect. But believe me, this guy needs something. Two, he’s got the Rot in his leg.


  EL-MASRI: How bad?


  SPURLEA: Real bad. I cleaned it out best I can, but it’s a pretty good chance it’s in the bloodstream by now, and you know what that means. But he’s not from around here and he doesn’t know what that means, and I don’t see much point in telling him at this point. My goal is to keep him coherent long enough for you to talk to him and then keep him from too much pain while we figure out what to do with him after that.


  EL-MASRI: Christ, Aurel. If he’s got the Rot, I think you know what to do with him.


  SPURLEA: I’m still waiting for the blood work to come back. If it’s not set in there, we can take the leg and save him.


  EL-MASRI: And then do what with him? Look around, Aurel. It’s not like we can support anyone else here, much less a recovering amputee who can’t do any work.


  GANAS: Maybe you should talk to him first before deciding to leave him out for the packs.


  EL-MASRI: I’m not unsympathetic to his situation, Magda. But my job is to think about the whole colony.


  GANAS: What the whole colony needs right now is for you to hear this guy’s story. Then you’ll have a better idea what to think.


  EL-MASRI: What’s this guy’s name?


  SPURLEA: Malik Damanis.


  EL-MASRI: Malik. Fine.
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  [Door opening, stops.]
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  EL-MASRI (quietly): Lovely.


  SPURLEA: There’s a reason we call it the Rot.


  EL-MASRI: Yeah.
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  [Door opens all the way.]
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  EL-MASRI: Malik . . . Hey, Malik.


  MALIK DAMANIS: Yes. Sorry, I was dozing.


  EL-MASRI: That’s fine.


  DAMANIS: Is Doctor Spurlea here? I think the pain is coming back.


  SPURLEA: I’m here. I’ll give you another shot, Malik, but it’s going to have to wait for a few minutes. I need you to be all here for your conversation with our colony leader.


  DAMANIS: That’s you?


  EL-MASRI: That’s me. My name is Chenzira El-Masri.


  DAMANIS: Malik Damanis. Uh, I guess you knew that.


  EL-MASRI: I did. Malik, Aurel and Magda here tell me that you say you’re from the Erie Morningstar.


  DAMANIS: I am.


  EL-MASRI: What do you do there?


  DAMANIS: I’m an ordinary deckhand. I mostly work loading and unloading cargo.


  EL-MASRI: You look pretty young. This your first ship?


  DAMANIS: I’m nineteen standard, sir. No, I was on another ship before this, the Shining Star. I’ve been doing this since I turned twenty in Erie years, which is about sixteen years standard. This is my first tour on the Morningstar, though. Or was.


  EL-MASRI: Was, you say.


  DAMANIS: Yes, sir. She’s gone, sir.


  EL-MASRI: Gone as in left? She’s gone off to her next destination.


  DAMANIS: No. Gone as in gone, sir. She was taken. And I think everyone else who was on her might be dead now.


  EL-MASRI: Malik, I think you need to explain this to me a little better. Was the ship all right when you skipped into our system?


  DAMANIS: As far as I know. The ship stays on Erie time, and it was the middle of the night when we skipped. Captain Gahzini prefers to do it that way so that when we move cargo, we do it in the morning when we’re fresh. Or that’s what he tells us. Since the cargo we had for you was already packed when it came on board, it didn’t really matter. The captain does what the captain does. So we arrived in the middle of the night for us.


  EL-MASRI: Were you working then?


  DAMANIS: No, sir, I was asleep in the crew quarters, along with most of the rest of the crew. We had a night’s watch on at the time. The first thing I knew about anything going on was the captain sounding a general alert. It blasted on and everyone fell out of their bunks. We didn’t think anything of it at the time.


  EL-MASRI: You didn’t think anything of a general alert? Doesn’t that usually mean you’re in an emergency?


  DAMANIS: It does, but Captain Gahzini runs a lot of drills, sir. He says that just because we’re a merchant ship doesn’t mean we shouldn’t have discipline. So every three or four skips he’ll run a drill, and since the captain likes to skip in the middle of the night, that means we get woken up by a lot of general alerts.


  EL-MASRI: All right.


  DAMANIS: So we fall out of bunks, get dressed and then wait for the announcement about what the drill is this time. Is it a micrometeor puncture, or is a systems failure of some sort, or what is it. Then finally Chief Officer Khosa comes on the public address system and says, “We are being boarded.” And we all look at each other, because this is a new one; we haven’t ever practiced something like this. We have no idea what to do. Doctor, my leg is really hurting.


  SPURLEA: I know, Malik. I’ll give you something as soon as you’re done talking.


  DAMANIS: Can I get something in the meantime? Anything?


  GANAS: I can give him some ibuprofen.


  SPURLEA: We’re running low on that, Magda.


  GANAS: I’ll take it out of my own stash.


  SPURLEA: All right.


  GANAS: Malik, I’m going to go get you that ibuprofen. It will be just a minute.


  DAMANIS: Thank you, Doctor Ganas.


  EL-MASRI: You said you never drilled for being boarded. But there have always been pirates.


  DAMANIS: We’ve drilled for being pursued by pirates. For that, most of the crew locks down while defensive teams prep countermeasures and the cargo crew preps to jettison the cargo. We work in space. Pirates can’t swing over on ropes and take a ship. They run you down and threaten you to get you to hand over your cargo. Only then do they board the ship, take the cargo and go. That’s why the last resort is throwing out the cargo. If you don’t have it anymore, they have no reason to keep pursuing you.


  EL-MASRI: So these weren’t pirates.


  DAMANIS: We didn’t know what they were. At first we didn’t know that there was anyone. We still thought it was a drill. Chief Khosa tells us we’re being boarded and we have about two or three seconds to wonder what that means, and then he comes back on the PA and says, “This is not a drill.” That’s when we knew something was really up. But we didn’t know what to think. We weren’t drilled on this. We stood around looking at each other. Then Bosun Zarrani came into the quarters, told us we were being boarded and that we were to stay in quarters until they heard from him or the captain sounded an “all clear.” Then he picked seven of us to follow him. I was one of the ones he picked.


  EL-MASRI: Why did he pick you?


  DAMANIS: Me or all of us?


  EL-MASRI: Both.


  DAMANIS: He picked all of us to be a security detail. He picked me, I think, because I was where he could see me. I didn’t know he wanted me to be part of a security detail until he took us into his office, opened up a footlocker and started handing out shock sticks.


  SPURLEA: Shock sticks? Why didn’t you have firearms?


  DAMANIS: It’s a spaceship. Guns with bullets aren’t a good idea on any ship that works in vacuum. And the only reason to have weapons on the ship at all is to deal with someone who’s gotten into a fight or is drunk and out of control. And for that, a shock stick is what you want. You zap someone, they go down, you shove them in the brig until they sober up and calm down. So we have shock sticks. Zarrani handed them out to us. There were six of them and eight of us, so I and Tariq Murwani didn’t have any. Bosun Zarrani said that we got to be scouts and told us to turn our PDAs to a general channel so that everyone would know where the enemy was. That didn’t make much sense to me. I figured that we knew where they would come in.


  EL-MASRI: Through the airlocks.


  DAMANIS: Yes, sir. They’d open them up from the outside and then get through that way. I think Zarrani and Captain Gahzini were thinking the same thing because Zarrani took two of the crew with the shock sticks with him to the port maintenance airlock while the other three went to the starboard maintenance airlocks. But we were wrong.


  EL-MASRI: How did they get in?


  DAMANIS: They cut through the hull forward and aft and dropped in maybe a dozen soldiers in each spot. I saw the aft breach and the soldiers dropping in and yelled into my PDA about it and then ran, because the soldiers were carrying assault rifles.


  SPURLEA: I thought you didn’t want projectile weapons on a spaceship.


  DAMANIS: We don’t, sir. The soldiers did. Their job was to take over the ship. And maybe they thought that since they were cutting a couple of holes through the hull anyway, what’s a few bullet holes here and there, right?


  GANAS: Here we go. Three tablets.


  DAMANIS: Thank you.


  GANAS: Let me get you some water.


  DAMANIS: It’s too late. I already swallowed them. How long will it take for it to start working?


  GANAS: Those were extra-strength, so not long at all.


  DAMANIS: That’s good. My leg hurts a lot. I think it’s getting worse.


  SPURLEA: Let me look.


  DAMANIS: Ahhhhh—


  SPURLEA: Sorry about that.


  DAMANIS: It’s okay, Doctor. But it’s like I told you. It hurts a lot.


  SPURLEA: I’ll see what I can do about cleaning it out again after we’re done talking here.


  DAMANIS: I’ll definitely need some real painkillers for that. The last time you did it I thought I was going to hit the roof.


  SPURLEA: I’ll be as careful as I can.


  DAMANIS: I know you’re doing your best, Doctor Spurlea.


  EL-MASRI: You say these were soldiers. Were they Colonial Defense Forces?


  DAMANIS: I don’t think so. They weren’t wearing CDF uniforms. These were bulkier and black, and there were helmets covering their heads. We couldn’t see their faces or much of anything else. I suppose that makes sense, since they were coming in from space.


  GANAS: If they were cutting through the hull, wouldn’t bulkheads close off to contain the breach?


  DAMANIS: I think they’re supposed to, but the automatic systems are sensitive to pressure loss. These guys were coming through without any air going out behind them. I think they must have made a temporary airlock on the outside hull before they cut through.


  EL-MASRI: Your captain still could have thrown up the bulkheads to keep them contained.


  DAMANIS: The forward breach was right above the bridge deck. The very first thing they did, as far as I can tell, was to take the bridge and Captain Gahzini. Once they had the bridge, they had control of the ship. I was told by one of the bridge crew that when they came through, they ordered the captain to give them his command codes. He refused and they shot Chief Khosa in the gut. He was lying screaming on the deck and they told the captain they would gut shoot every person on the bridge unless he gave over the codes. Once the captain did that, they shot Khosa through the head to put him out of his misery, and then they had the ship.


  EL-MASRI: What happened then?


  DAMANIS: The soldiers went through the ship and collected the crew at gunpoint and took them to the cargo bay. I and the others on the security detail were trying to avoid the soldiers as long as we could, but eventually they found us all. I got caught near the mess hall. I stepped out into a corridor and there was a soldier on either side of me, rifles pointed at my chest and head. I tried going back where I was, but when I turned there was another soldier behind me, rifle up. I put up my hands and that was it. I was taken to the cargo bay like everyone else.


  EL-MASRI: And through all of this none of the soldiers told you what they wanted.


  DAMANIS: No, sir. When I was taken to the cargo deck, I saw all the other crew members on the deck, kneeling, hands behind their head. The only one standing was Bosun Zarrani, who was quoting Colonial Union merchant maritime law to one of the soldiers. The soldier seemed to ignore him for a little while, then drew a sidearm. He shot the bosun in the face, and then Zarrani was dead. And that was it for anyone asking questions.


  SPURLEA: So the entire crew was there.


  DAMANIS: Everyone but the captain and a helmsman named Qalat. And Khosa, but he was dead already.


  EL-MASRI: So you were all in the cargo bay. How did you get from there to here, Malik?


  DAMANIS: The Erie Morningstar had four autopilot container carriers. Two of them were full of the supplies for your colony. The other two were empty. The soldiers opened up those two and ordered us in, half into one, half into the other.


  EL-MASRI: And you just went in?


  DAMANIS: A couple of us resisted. They shot them in the head. They didn’t waste any time talking to us or bargaining with us. As far as I can tell, except for the ones on the bridge getting the command codes from the captain, they didn’t talk at all. There was no point in it, and they didn’t have to talk to get us to do what they wanted.


  EL-MASRI: After you were all in, what happened next?


  DAMANIS: They sealed us into the cargo containers. Everything went pitch black and people started screaming, and then a couple of us turned their PDAs on so their screens would give light. That seemed to calm people a bit. After that we could hear the sounds of people moving and talking—the soldiers would apparently talk to each other, not to us—but I couldn’t hear anything clear enough to make out what they were saying or doing. And then there was another sound. It was the sound of the cargo bay’s purge cycle. That’s when people started screaming again. It meant the cargo bay door was being opened and we were being thrown out.


  GANAS: They were tossing the crew over the side.


  DAMANIS: Yes, ma’am. Although one of the crew members in my container suggested something else. Once the container started moving and it was clear it was thrown off the ship, someone in the container started screaming, “We’re walking the plank! We’re walking the plank! We’re walking the plank!” He kept doing this for a minute or two before I heard a thump and he shut up. I think someone punched him to make him quiet.


  EL-MASRI: The cargo containers aren’t designed for live transport.


  DAMANIS: No, sir. They are airtight and they’re insulated, so the cargo inside won’t freeze in space or heat up excessively on reentry. But there’s also no artificial gravity or anywhere to secure yourself. The closest thing to that are the pallet restraints at the bottom of the container. We use them to strap down the cargo pallets, but they don’t do much good if you’re not a pallet. I still grabbed one and tied it to my arm, as close as I could to the restraint anchor so at least I wouldn’t go floating off. I thought it might help when we hit the atmosphere.


  EL-MASRI: Did it?


  DAMANIS: A little. We hit the atmosphere and everything began to shake and move. I held on to my pallet strap, but even then I was being whipped back and forth as the strap rotated around its anchor. I’d be slammed to the floor of the container, whip around in an arc and be slammed down again on the other side. I curled into a ball as much as I could and put my arms around my head to protect it, but it wasn’t enough; I lost consciousness a couple of times in there. If I hadn’t wrapped the strap around my arm, I would have been flung up into the container with the others.


  GANAS: What happened to the others?


  DAMANIS: People began to be slammed into wall and floors and into each other, harder and faster as we dropped. A couple of times people hit me, but I was down near the floor, so most of the time they were hitting each other or the walls. They were screaming as they were flying about, and every once in a while you would hear a snap and then someone’s screaming would either get louder or it would stop. After one really hard bump, a woman hit the floor next to me headfirst and I could hear her neck go. She stopped screaming. There were at least fifty of us in the container. I’d guess about ten or fifteen people died during reentry, and maybe that many others broke their arms or legs.


  SPURLEA: It was a good thing you held on to that strap.


  DAMANIS: [laughs] Look at my leg now, Doc. Tell me again how lucky I am.


  GANAS: Is the ibuprofen helping now?


  DAMANIS: A little. May I have some water now, please?


  GANAS: Yes, of course.


  EL-MASRI: Once you made it through the first part of the atmosphere, did things settle?


  DAMANIS: Some. The autopilot kicked in and stabilized us, but then the parachutes deployed and everyone who was still floating was jammed to the floor of the container. That was more broken bones, but then at least everyone was on the floor of the container, because gravity had finally taken hold. Then there was a crashing sound, and everyone was thrown around. We were going through the trees, or whatever you have here for trees. Then there was a final crash, the container fell on its side, the doors flew open, and we were finally on the ground.


  GANAS: Your water.


  DAMANIS: Thank you.


  SPURLEA: What was your physical condition at that point, Malik?


  DAMANIS: I was hurt pretty badly. I’m pretty sure I had a concussion. But I could walk and I didn’t have any broken bones. I unwrapped myself from the pallet strap and I headed for the door, and as I got outside some of the crew who had gotten out before me were standing in a small clearing, looking up and pointing, so I looked up where they were looking.


  EL-MASRI: What were they pointing at?


  DAMANIS: It was the other cargo container. It was tumbling and falling. The autopilot must have gotten damaged or something, because it wasn’t stabilizing itself and its parachutes didn’t deploy. We watched it tumble for twenty, thirty seconds, and then the trees got in the way and we couldn’t see it anymore. But then a few seconds later we heard the sound of trees breaking and a huge crash. The container had hit the ground at close to full speed. If anyone had still been alive in that container before it hit, they didn’t survive after. At least I don’t see how they could.


  EL-MASRI: Did you see any other containers falling?


  DAMANIS: I stopped looking after that.


  EL-MASRI: Malik, will you excuse me for a moment?


  DAMANIS: Yes, sir. Does this mean we’re done talking now? Can I get that shot now?


  EL-MASRI: Hold on a minute, Malik. I’ll be back to ask you some more questions.


  DAMANIS: My leg is really hurting, sir.


  EL-MASRI: It won’t be long. Aurel, Magda?
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  [Door opens, closes.]
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  EL-MASRI: Why did you bring that recorder out here?


  GANAS: Malik isn’t going to say anything unless you’re there.


  EL-MASRI: Is it turned off right now?


  GANAS: Yes.


  EL-MASRI: Where did Malik come from? What direction, I mean?


  SPURLEA: The couple who found him said they saw him come out of the forest to the east of the colony.


  EL-MASRI: Do we have any people looking for the containers in that direction?


  SPURLEA: Magda?


  GANAS: We sent out five teams, and they all headed in different directions, so at least one of them is headed in an easterly direction.


  EL-MASRI: Recall the other teams and have them go east as well. There’s a chance our supplies are in that direction.


  SPURLEA: You think pirates are going to eject cargo, Chen?


  EL-MASRI: I think whoever took over the Erie Morningstar was interested in the ship, not the cargo. That’s why they kept the captain and the helmsman and made everyone else walk the plank. It’s entirely possible they tossed out the cargo with the crew. If they did, then we need to find it. We need those supplies.


  GANAS: What about the survivors?


  EL-MASRI: What survivors?


  GANAS: Malik said that at least some of the crew in his container survived the landing. Do you want our people to go looking for them, too?


  EL-MASRI: I think our first priority is looking for those supplies, Magda.


  GANAS: That’s pretty harsh, Chen. These people literally fall out of the sky and crash-land here, and you’re not in the least concerned about them.


  EL-MASRI: Look. I’m not going to apologize for the fact that when push comes to shove, I’m going to put the people of this colony before everyone else. This is why you all hired me as your colony leader, remember? You wanted someone with frontier experience, who was familiar with the tough decisions you have to make on the bleeding edge of human civilization. This is one of those decisions, Magda. Do we prioritize finding supplies for our people, who are healthy but won’t be very soon if we don’t get the soil treatments and seed stock and emergency rations that were in the cargo shipment the Erie Morningstar had in her, or do we prioritize a bunch of people we don’t know, the majority of whom it would seem are injured or dying, who would be nothing but a drain on our almost nonexistent resources? I’m the colony leader. I have to make a choice, and I choose us. Now, maybe you find that inhumane, but at the moment, ask me if I give a shit. This soil here kills everything we plant in it. Almost everything that grows or lives here we can’t eat or is trying to kill us or both. We’re down to the last three weeks of stores, and that’s if we stretch. I have two hundred fifty people relying on me to save their lives. That’s my job. I’m doing it by telling our people to look for those cargo containers first. End of story.


  SPURLEA: At the very least, you should ask him to try to describe where he landed so that we can narrow down where we’re searching. Wherever it was, he was able to walk to here from there in only a slightly better condition than he’s in right now. That means it’s not too far away. The more we know, the better we can find the cargo containers, if they exist.


  EL-MASRI: You ask him.


  SPURLEA: If I ask him, all he’s going to do is keep asking for painkillers. That was the deal: He talks to you, and when he’s done I’ll give him something. So you need to do it.


  EL-MASRI: How long until you know about his blood work? Whether he’s got the Rot all through his system.


  SPURLEA: I checked on my PDA while you were talking to him. The cultures are still growing. I’ll know for sure in the next thirty minutes or so.


  EL-MASRI: Fine. Magda, please let the search teams know to focus east, and that we’ll hopefully give them more detailed information on where to look soon. Tell Drew Talford to send it wideband. It’ll be faster than you trying to raise every party one at a time.


  GANAS: What do we do if one of the search teams happens to find the Erie Morningstar survivors?


  EL-MASRI: Note where they are, but steer clear of them for now. If we find the cargo containers with our supplies, we can go back and deal with them. But for now, let them be. We have other priorities.


  GANAS: Here, Aurel. Make sure to record everything Malik says.


  SPURLEA: Will do.


  EL-MASRI: All right, let’s get back in there.


  [image: ]


  [Door opens, closes.]


  [image: ]


  DAMANIS: I thought you had forgotten about me.


  EL-MASRI: We wouldn’t do that, Malik.


  DAMANIS: That’s good to hear. I’m sorry to take up so much of your time. You must be busy as colony leader.


  EL-MASRI: Well, talking to you has been helpful, and you can be a little more helpful to me still, Malik.


  DAMANIS: How can I do that?


  EL-MASRI: I need you to tell me everything you can about where you landed and how you got here from there. That will help us find where you landed, and might help us find the rest of your crew.


  DAMANIS: I’ll tell you, but I don’t think you’ll find the rest of my crew. I think they’re all dead.


  EL-MASRI: You said that at least a few of your crewmates were alive when you landed. You’ve survived so far. So it stands to reason some of them might have as well.


  DAMANIS: Unh.


  EL-MASRI: Why are you shaking your head?


  SPURLEA: Malik, did something else happen to your crew before you came here?


  DAMANIS: Yes.


  EL-MASRI: Tell us about it. It could be useful to us.


  DAMANIS: After we landed, those of us who were mostly uninjured started helping those who were worse off. There were about ten of us at that point. We went back into the container so we could see who was living and who was dead. The dead we moved to one side of the container. The living we moved out of the container so we could see how badly they were injured. About half had broken bones but were still conscious or still able to move around. The rest were either unconscious or not able to move because they were too injured or in too much pain. We went back into the container and took the clothes off the dead to make slings and braces, and to make bandages where people were bleeding or had open breaks.


  SPURLEA: So, ten relatively uninjured, about ten or fifteen somewhat injured and the same number severely injured. The rest dead.


  DAMANIS: Yes. May I have some more water?


  SPURLEA: Of course.


  DAMANIS: When we were done with that, those of us who were still uninjured got together to discuss what to do next. Some of us wanted to find your colony. We knew it was down here because that’s why we were over your planet in the first place, and we knew you couldn’t be too far away. But none of our PDAs survived the fall and we couldn’t signal you, or use them to keep track of whoever wandered off. Most of us wanted to build a better camp and get ourselves squared away, find some water and some food before we did anything else. I said we should move the dead out of the container and the living back in, so they would at least have shelter. One guy, Nadeem Davi, started talking about how we should consider the possibility of using the dead for food. We argued about that so long that we didn’t notice what had happened to the forest.


  EL-MASRI: What had happened?


  DAMANIS: It had gone dead silent. Like it does when there’s a predator around, right? Everything that could get eaten just shuts up and hides. We finally noticed it when we all stopped talking. It was dead silent except for our injured. And then—


  SPURLEA: And then a pack of animals was on you.


  DAMANIS: You know about these things?


  EL-MASRI: We just call it “the pack.” We don’t call them anything else because we’ve never caught one by itself. You don’t see them, or you see dozens of them. There’s nothing in between.


  DAMANIS: I didn’t know that. I saw them coming out of the woods and they reminded me of the stories my grandmother told me of hyenas in Africa. There were just so many of them. One or two for every one of us.


  EL-MASRI: We lost fourteen people to the pack early on before we learned not to wander too far into the woods alone. We go out in groups of four or five and always go armed. They seem to have gotten good at recognizing rifles. We don’t see them as much as we used to.


  DAMANIS: They made up for it with us. They went for the injured ones first, went right for their necks and open wounds. There was nothing we could do for them. Some of the less injured tried to run or crawl, but the pack went for their injuries, too. Like they knew that was going to cause us the most pain and drag us down so they could have us. Then at least a couple dozen got into a smaller pack and headed toward those of us who were still uninjured. Some of us tried to run, and didn’t notice that there was another small pack flanking us. Nadeem was one of those; he went down fast and six of them were on him before any of us could do anything. Then the rest of them came right at us.


  SPURLEA: How did you manage to escape?


  DAMANIS: I didn’t at first. One of the pack things bit into my calf and took a chunk of it. I managed to kick it off and then ran as fast as I could in the other direction. By that time the rest of the crew was down and I guess the pack decided there was more than enough where they were. They didn’t need to follow me. I just kept running until my leg gave out on me.


  EL-MASRI: Do you remember which direction you mostly ran? North? South?


  DAMANIS: I don’t know. Mostly south? I remember the sun being to my right when I could see it, and I think it was morning here when we landed. So, south?


  EL-MASRI: What happened then?


  DAMANIS: I rested, but not too long, because my leg was already beginning to hurt, and I didn’t want it to stiffen up on me. I kept heading south, and after a while, maybe ten minutes, I came to a stream. I remembered reading somewhere once that if you ever get lost in the woods that you should find a stream and then walk downstream, because sooner or later you’d find civilization that way. So after I drank some water and washed out my wound, I just started walking downstream. I walked and then I would rest for a couple of minutes and then I would start walking again. Eventually I came out of the woods and saw your colony. I saw a couple of people in a field.


  SPURLEA: That would be the Yangs. They found him out in what was supposed to be their sorghum field.


  EL-MASRI: Go on, Malik.


  DAMANIS: I tried yelling to them and waving my hands, but I didn’t know if they could hear me or not. Then I passed out, and when I woke up I was here, and Doctor Spurlea was trying to fix my leg. That woke me up.


  EL-MASRI: I don’t doubt that.


  DAMANIS: And that’s everything, sir. That’s everything I know.


  EL-MASRI: All right. Thank you, Malik.


  DAMANIS: You’re welcome, sir. Can I have my painkillers now? I’m really going to start crying soon.


  SPURLEA: Absolutely, Malik. Give me one minute to talk to Chen here, and I’ll come right back and hook you up.
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  [Door opens, closes.]
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  EL-MASRI: Well, at least now we know how he got the Rot. That pack bite would do it.


  SPURLEA: And if it didn’t, washing the wound in the stream water did.


  EL-MASRI: You can’t blame him for not knowing that the stream is packed with the Rot’s bacteria.


  SPURLEA: Believe me, I don’t. His blood work just pinged, by the way.


  EL-MASRI: Bad news?


  SPURLEA: Don’t make it sound like you care, Chen.


  EL-MASRI: Just tell me.


  SPURLEA: He’s got it in his blood. He’s got about twenty-four hours before the septicemia blows him up from the inside.


  EL-MASRI: We don’t have enough painkillers for you to let him ride out that whole time, Aurel. That’s how we got into this situation with the painkillers in the first place.


  SPURLEA: I know.


  EL-MASRI: You’re going to take care of this, then.


  SPURLEA: When I go back in I’ll give him enough to get him to sleep. I’ll take care of it from there.


  EL-MASRI: I’m sorry I have to be like this to you about it.


  SPURLEA: I understand, Chen. I do. I’m just certain that when I die and meet Hippocrates, he’s going to be sorely disappointed in me.


  EL-MASRI: He’s going to die anyway, and painfully. You wouldn’t be doing him any favors.


  SPURLEA: I’m going to change the subject by saying, Look, here comes Magda.


  GANAS: The easterly team found the containers with the crew from the Erie Morningstar.


  EL-MASRI: What’s the report?


  GANAS: Everyone’s dead. Death at impact at one site. Death by the pack, it looks like, at the other. They’re less than a klick apart, with the death-by-impact site being the most northerly one. The team took pictures, so if you want to have nightmares tonight, you can look.


  EL-MASRI: No other containers?


  GANAS: If they’re there, they haven’t found them yet.


  EL-MASRI: Have them keep looking. Give all the other search teams the coordinates and fan out from there.


  GANAS: How is Malik?


  SPURLEA: The Rot’s in his blood.


  GANAS: Jesus.


  SPURLEA: Just another perfect day here in New Seattle.


  EL-MASRI: Look at it this way. It’s unlikely to get much worse.


  GANAS: Don’t jinx it.


  EL-MASRI: Thank you, Aurel, Magda. I’ll let you know when or if we find those supplies.


  SPURLEA: Thank you, Chen.


  GANAS: There goes a right bastard.


  SPURLEA: We knew what he was when we hired him.


  GANAS: I know, but it’s painful to be reminded of it so frequently.


  SPURLEA: Without him we might be dead already.


  GANAS: Which is also painful to be reminded of so frequently.


  SPURLEA: Come on. We have to give Malik his painkillers.


  GANAS: Did Chen tell you to finish him off after you did?


  SPURLEA: He did.


  GANAS: Will you?


  SPURLEA: I don’t know.


  GANAS: You’re a good and decent man, Aurel. You really, truly are. How you ended up on a wildcat colony is beyond me.


  SPURLEA: You’re one to talk, Magda. Let’s go in.


  GANAS: All right.


  SPURLEA: And turn that off. Whatever I do, I don’t want a record of it anywhere but on my conscience.
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  Hart Schmidt went to Ambassador Abumwe’s temporary office on Phoenix Station when she pinged him, but she wasn’t there. Schmidt knew that the ambassador not being in her office wasn’t a good enough excuse for him not to be in her presence when commanded, so he did a hasty PDA search on his boss. Three minutes later, he walked up to her in an observation lounge.


  “Ambassador,” he said.


  “Mr. Schmidt,” the ambassador said, not turning to him. Schmidt followed her gaze out the wall-sized window of the observation deck, to the heavily damaged ship hovering at a slight distance from the station itself.


  “The Clarke,” Schmidt said.


  “Very good, Schmidt,” Abumwe said, in a tone that informed him that, as with so many of the things he said to her in his role as a functionary on her diplomatic team, he was not telling her anything she didn’t already know.


  Schmidt made an involuntary, nervous throat clearing in response. “I saw Neva Balla earlier today,” he said, naming the Clarke’s executive officer. “She tells me that it’s not looking good for the Clarke. The damage it took on our last mission is pretty extensive. Fixing it will be nearly as expensive as building a new ship. She thinks it’s likely they’ll simply scrap it.”


  “And do what with the crew?” Abumwe said.


  “She didn’t say,” Schmidt said. “She said the crew is being kept together, at least for the moment. There’s a chance the Colonial Union may just take a new ship and assign the Clarke’s crew to it. They might even name it the Clarke, if they’re going to scrap this one.” Schmidt motioned in the direction of the ship.


  “Hmmmm,” Abumwe said, and then lapsed back into silence, staring at the Clarke.


  Schmidt spent a few more uncomfortable minutes before clearing his throat again. “You pinged me, Ambassador?” he said, reminding her he was there.


  “You say the Clarke crew hasn’t been reassigned,” Abumwe said, as if their earlier conversation hadn’t had an extended pause in it.


  “Not yet,” Schmidt said.


  “And yet, my team has,” Abumwe said, finally looking over at Schmidt. “Most of it, anyway. The Department of State assures me that the reassignments are only temporary—they need my people to fill in holes on other missions—but in the meantime I’m left with two people on my team. They left me Hillary Drolet, and they left me you. I know why they left me Hillary. She’s my assistant. I don’t know why they chose to take every other member of my team, assign them some presumably important task, and leave you doing nothing at all.”


  “I don’t have any good answer to that, ma’am,” was the only thing that Schmidt could say that wouldn’t have immediately put his entire diplomatic career in jeopardy.


  “Hmmmm,” Abumwe said again, and turned back to the Clarke.


  Schmidt assumed this was his cue to depart and began stepping back out of the observation deck, perchance to avail himself of a stiff drink at the nearest commissary, when Abumwe spoke again.


  “Do you have your PDA with you?” she asked him.


  “Yes, ma’am,” Schmidt said.


  “Check it now,” Abumwe said. “We have new orders.”


  Schmidt drew out the PDA from his jacket pocket, swiped it on and read the new orders flashing in his mail queue. “We’re being attached to the Bula negotiations,” he said, reading the orders.


  “Apparently so,” Abumwe said. “Deputy Ambassador Zala ruptured her appendix and has to withdraw. Normally protocol would have her assistant step up and continue negotiations, but Zala’s plank of the negotiations hasn’t formally started, and for protocol reasons it’s important for the Colonial Union to have someone of sufficient rank head this portion of the process. So here we are.”


  “What part of the negotiations are we taking over?” Schmidt asked.


  “There’s a reason I’m having you read the orders, Schmidt,” Abumwe said. Her tone had returned. She turned to face him again.


  “Sorry, ma’am,” Schmidt said, hastily, and gestured at his PDA. “I’m not there yet.”


  Abumwe grimaced but kept whatever comment about Schmidt that was running through her head to herself. “Trade and tourism access to Bula worlds,” she said instead. “How many ships, how large the ships, how many humans on the ground on Bulati and its colony worlds at one time, and so on.”


  “We’ve done that before,” Schmidt said. “That shouldn’t be a problem.”


  “There’s a wrinkle that’s not in your orders,” Abumwe said. Schmidt looked up from his PDA. “There’s a Bula colony world named Wantji. It was one of the last ones the Bula claimed before the Conclave told the unaffiliated races they could no longer colonize. They haven’t put any of their people on it yet because they don’t know how the Conclave would react to that.”


  “What about it?” Schmidt asked.


  “Three days ago, the CDF received a skip drone from Wantji with an emergency distress message in it,” Abumwe said.


  Why would the Bula on an officially uninhabited planet send the Colonial Defense Forces a distress message? Schmidt almost asked, but didn’t. He realized it was exactly the sort of question that would make the ambassador think he was even more stupid than she already believed he was. Instead he attempted to figure out the question on his own.


  After a few seconds, it came to him. “A wildcat colony,” he said.


  “Yes,” Abumwe said. “A wildcat colony that the Bula don’t appear to know anything about at the moment.”


  “We’re not telling them it’s there?” Schmidt asked.


  “Not yet,” Abumwe said. “The CDF is sending a ship first.”


  “We’re sending a warship into Bula territory to check on a human colony that’s not supposed to be there?” Schmidt said, slightly incredulously. “Ambassador, this is a very bad idea—”


  “Of course it’s a bad idea!” Abumwe snapped. “Stop informing me of obvious things, Schmidt.”


  “Sorry,” Schmidt said.


  “Our job in the negotiations is twofold,” Abumwe said. “We negotiate the trade and tourism rights. We also negotiate them slowly enough that the Tubingen is able to get to Wantji and pluck that wildcat colony—or what’s left of it—from the planet.”


  “Without telling the Bula,” Schmidt said. He kept the skepticism from his voice as politely as possible.


  “The thinking is that if the Bula aren’t aware of it now, there is no point in making them aware,” Abumwe said. “And if they become aware, then the wildcatters will have been removed before they present a genuine diplomatic issue.”


  “As long as they overlook a CDF ship having done time over their planet,” Schmidt said.


  “The thinking is that the Tubingen will be long gone before the Bula know they’re there,” Abumwe said.


  Schmidt refrained from saying, It’s still a bad idea, and chose something else instead. “You said it’s the Tubingen that’s heading to this colony planet,” he said.


  “Yes,” Abumwe said. “What about it?”


  Schmidt accessed his PDA and searched through his message queue. “Harry Wilson was attached to the Tubingen a few days ago,” he said, and turned his PDA to the ambassador to show her the message Wilson had sent him. “Its CDF platoon lost their systems guy on Brindle. Harry was stepping in for their current mission. Which would be this one, wouldn’t it.”


  “Yet another team member of mine farmed out,” Abumwe said. “What is your point?”


  “My point is that it could be useful for us to have someone on the ground on this,” Schmidt said. “You know we’re getting dealt a bad hand here, ma’am. At the very least Harry can tell us how bad of a hand it actually is.”


  “Asking your CDF friend for information on an active military mission is a fine way to get yourself shot, Schmidt,” Abumwe said.


  “I suppose it would be,” Schmidt said.


  Abumwe was silent at this for a moment. “I don’t think you should risk being caught doing something like that,” she said, eventually.


  “I understand you entirely, ma’am,” Schmidt said. He turned to go.


  “Schmidt,” Abumwe said.


  “Yes, ma’am,” Schmidt said.


  “You understand that earlier I was implying that they left you with me because you were largely useless,” Abumwe said.


  “I got that, yes,” Schmidt said, after a second.


  “I’m sure you did,” Abumwe said. “Now. Prove me wrong.” She returned her gaze to the Clarke.


  Oh boy, Harry, Schmidt thought as he walked away. I hope you’re having an easier time of things than I am right now.
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  The shuttle from the Tubingen hit the atmosphere of the planet like a rock punching into an earthen dam, throwing off heat and rattling the platoon of Colonial Defense Forces soldiers inside as if they were plastic balls in a child’s popper.


  “This is nice,” Lieutenant Harry Wilson said, to no one in particular, then directed his attention to his fellow lieutenant Heather Lee, the platoon commander. “It’s funny how something like air can feel so bumpy.”


  Lee shrugged. “We have restraints,” she said. “And this isn’t a social call.”


  “I know,” Wilson said. The shuttle rattled again. “But this has always been my least favorite part of a mission. Aside from, you know. The shooting and killing and being shot and possibly eaten by aliens.”


  Lee did not look impressed with Wilson. “Been a while since you’ve dropped, Lieutenant?”


  Wilson nodded. “Did my combat time and then transferred into research and technical advising for the diplomatic corps. Don’t have to do many drops for that. And the ones I do come down nice and easy.”


  “Consider this a refresher course,” Lee said. The shuttle rattled again. Something creaked worryingly.


  “Space,” Wilson said, and sank back into his restraints. “It’s fantastic.”


  “It is fantastic, sir,” said the soldier next to Lee. Wilson automatically had his BrainPal query the man’s identity; instantly, text floated over the soldier’s head to let Wilson know he was speaking to Private Albert Jefferson. Wilson glanced over to Lee, the platoon leader, who caught the glance and gave another, most infinitesimal of shrugs, as if to say, He’s new.


  “I was attempting sarcasm, Private,” Wilson said.


  “I know that, sir,” Jefferson said. “But I’m being serious. Space is fantastic. All of this. It is awesome.”


  “Well, except for the cold and vacuum and the unbearable silent death of it,” Wilson said.


  “Death?” Jefferson said, and smiled. “Begging the lieutenant’s pardon, but death was back home on Earth. Do you know what I was doing three months ago, sir?”


  “I’m guessing being old,” Wilson said.


  “I was hooked up to a dialysis machine, praying I would make it to my seventy-fifth birthday,” Jefferson said. “I’d already gotten one transplant, and they didn’t want to give me another because they knew I was going to leave anyway. Cheaper to hook me up. I barely made it. But I got to seventy-five, signed up and a week later, boom. New body, new life, new career. Space is awesome.”


  The shuttle hit an air pocket of some sort, tumbling the transport before the pilot could right the ship again. “There’s the minor problem that you might have to kill things,” Wilson said, to Jefferson. “Or get killed. Or fall out of the sky. You’re a soldier now. These are the occupational hazards.”


  “Fair trade,” Jefferson said.


  “Is it,” Wilson said. “First mission?”


  “Yes, sir,” Jefferson said.


  “I’ll be interested to know if your answer to that is the same a year from now,” Wilson said.


  Jefferson grinned. “You strike me as a ‘glass half-empty’ kind of guy, sir,” he said.


  “I’m a ‘the glass is half-empty and filled with poison’ kind of guy, actually,” Wilson said.


  “Yes, sir,” Jefferson said.


  Lee nodded suddenly, not at Wilson or Jefferson, but at the message she was getting from her BrainPal. “Drop-off in two,” she said. “Fire teams.” The soldiers formed up into groups of four. “Wilson. You’re with me.” Wilson nodded.


  “You know, I was one of the last people off, sir,” Jefferson said to Wilson a minute later, as the shuttle zeroed in on its landing site.


  “Off of what?” Wilson said. He was distracted; he was going over the mission specs on his BrainPal.


  “Off of Earth,” Jefferson said. “The day I went up the Nairobi beanstalk, that guy brought that alien fleet into Earth orbit. Scared the hell out of all of us. We thought we were under attack. Then the fleet started transmitting all sorts of things about the Colonial Union.”


  “You mean, like the fact it had been socially engineering the Earth for centuries to keep it a farm for colonists and soldiers,” Wilson said.


  Jefferson snorted quietly. “That’s a little paranoid, don’t you think, sir? I think this fellow—”


  “John Perry,” Wilson said.


  “—has some explaining to do about how he managed to head up an alien fleet in the first place. Anyway, my transport ship was one of the last out of Earth dock. There were one or two more, but after that I’m told the Earth stopped sending us soldiers and colonists. They want to renegotiate their relationship to the Colonial Union, is how I’ve heard it.”


  “Doesn’t seem unreasonable, all things considered,” said Wilson.


  The shuttle landed with a muted thump and settled into the earth.


  “All I know, sir, is I’m glad this Perry guy waited until I was gone,” Jefferson said. “Otherwise I’d still be old and missing my kidneys and probably near death. Whatever’s out here is better than what I had there.”


  The shuttle door cracked open and the outside air rushed in, hot and sticky and rich with the scent of death and decomposition. From the platoon came a few audible groans and the sound of at least one person gagging. Then the platoon began its disembarkment by fire teams.


  Wilson looked over at Jefferson, whose face had registered the full effect of the smell coming off the planet. “I hope you’re right,” Wilson said. “But from the smell of it, we’re probably near death here, too.”


  They stepped out of the shuttle and onto a new world.
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  The Bula sub-ambassador looked not unlike a lemur, as all Bula did, and carried the jeweled amulet that signified her station in the diplomatic corps. She had an unpronounceable name, which all things considered was not unusual, but insisted that Abumwe and her staff call her “Sub-Ambassador Ting.” “It is close enough for government work,” she said, through a translator device on her lanyard as she shook Abumwe’s hand.


  “Then welcome, Sub-Ambassador Ting,” Abumwe said.


  “Thank you, Ambassador Abumwe,” Ting said, and motioned for her, Drolet and Schmidt to sit across from her and her two staff at the conference room table. “We are delighted that someone such as yourself was available for these negotiations on such short notice. It is a shame about Katerina Zala. Please send her my regards.”


  “I shall,” Abumwe said. She sat.


  “What is this ‘appendix’ she ruptured?” Ting asked, sitting herself.


  “It’s a vestigial organ attached to the larger digestive system,” Abumwe said. “Sometimes it gets inflamed. A rupture can cause sepsis and death if not treated.”


  “It sounds horrible,” Ting said.


  “It was caught early enough that Deputy Ambassador Zala was in no real danger,” Abumwe said. “She will be fine in a few days.”


  “That’s good to hear,” Ting said. “Interesting how such a small part can threaten the health of an entire system.”


  “I suppose it is,” Abumwe said.


  Ting sat there for a moment, companionably silent, and then with a start grabbed the PDA her assistant had laid before her. “Well, let us begin, shall we. We don’t want our diplomatic system grinding to a halt because of us.”
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  The hand-tooled sign at the edge of the colony read, “New Seattle.” As far as Wilson could see, it was the only thing in the colony that hadn’t burned.


  “Teams, report in,” Lee said. There were no teams other than her own near her; her voice was being carried by BrainPal. Wilson opened up the general channel in his own head.


  “Team one here,” said Blaine Givens, the team leader. “I’ve got nothing but burned huts and dead bodies.”


  “Team two here,” said Muhamad Ahmed. “I’ve got the same.”


  “Team three,” said Janet Mulray. “More of the same. Whatever happened here isn’t happening now.” The three other teams reported the same.


  “Anybody finding survivors?” Lee asked. Responses came in: None so far. “Keep looking,” she said.


  “I need to get to the colony HQ,” Wilson said. “That’s why I’m here.”


  Lee nodded and moved her team forward.


  “I thought we weren’t colonizing anymore,” Jefferson said to Wilson as they moved into the colony. “The aliens told us they’d vaporize any planet we colonized.”


  “Not ‘the aliens,’ ” Wilson said. “The Conclave. There’s a difference.”


  “What’s the difference?” Jefferson asked.


  “There are about six hundred different alien races we deal with,” Wilson said. “Maybe two-thirds of them are in the Conclave. The rest of them are like us, unaffiliated.” He routed around a dead colonist who lay, charred, in the path.


  “And what does that mean, sir?” Jefferson asked, routing around the same body but letting his eyes linger on it.


  “It means they’re like us,” Wilson said. “If they colonize, the Conclave will blast the crap out of them, too.”


  “But this is a colony,” Jefferson said, turning his eyes back to Wilson. “Our colony.”


  “It’s a wildcat colony,” Wilson said. “It’s not sanctioned by the Colonial Union. And this is someone else’s planet anyway.”


  “The Conclave’s?” Jefferson asked.


  Wilson shook his head. “No, the Bula. Another group of aliens entirely.” He motioned at the burned-out huts and sheds around them. “When these guys headed here, they were on their own. No support from the CU. And no defense, either.”


  “So not our colony,” Jefferson said.


  “No,” Wilson said.


  “Will the aliens see it that way, sir?” Jefferson asked. “Either group, I mean.”


  “Since we’d be screwed either way if they didn’t, let’s hope so,” Wilson said. He looked up and saw that he and Jefferson had gotten off the pace of Lee. “Come on, Jefferson.” He jogged to catch up with the platoon leader.


  Two minutes later, Wilson and Lee’s squad were in front of a partially collapsed Quonset hut. “I think this is it,” Lee said, to Wilson. “The HQ, I mean.”


  “How do you figure?” Wilson said.


  “Largest building inside the colony proper,” Lee said. “Have to have some place for town meetings.”


  “I can’t argue with that logic,” Wilson said, and looked at the hut, concerned about its stability. He looked over at Lee and her squad.


  “After you, Lieutenant,” Lee said. Wilson sighed and pried open the door to the hut.


  Inside the hut were two bodies and a whole lot of mess.


  “Looks like something’s been at them,” Lee said, tapping one with a foot. Wilson saw Jefferson, looking at the body, turn a sicklier shade of green than he already was.


  “How long have they been dead, do you think?” Wilson asked.


  Lee shrugged. “Between the time they sent the distress call and we got here? Couldn’t be less than a week.”


  “Since when do wildcat colonies report back?” Wilson asked.


  “I just go where they tell me, Lieutenant,” Lee said. She motioned to Jefferson and pointed at one of the bodies. “Check that body for an ID chip. Colonists sometimes put them in so they can keep track of each other.”


  “You want me to go through the body?” Jefferson asked, clearly horrified.


  “Ping it,” Lee said, impatiently. “Use your BrainPal. If there’s a chip, it’ll respond.”


  Wilson turned away from Lee and Jefferson’s truly compelling discussion and headed farther into the hut. The bodies had been in an open area that he suspected, true to Lee’s hunch, was used for colony gatherings. Farther in were a set of what used to be cubicles and a small enclosed room.


  The cubicles were a shattered mess; the room, from the outside, at least, looked intact. Wilson was hoping the colony’s computing and communications hardware were in there.


  The room door was locked. Wilson jiggled the door handle a couple of times to be sure, then looked at the other side of the door. He pulled out his multipurpose tool, formed it into a crowbar and pulled the pins out of the door hinges. He set the door aside and looked into the room.


  Every piece of equipment had been hammered into oblivion.


  “Crap,” Wilson said to himself. He went into the room anyway to see if anything was salvageable.


  “Find anything?” Lee asked a few minutes later, appearing by the door.


  “If someone likes puzzles, they could have fun with this,” Wilson said. He stood up and gestured to the remains of the equipment.


  “So nothing you can use,” Lee said.


  “No,” Wilson said. He bent down and grabbed a piece of debris and held it out for Lee to take. “That’s supposed to be the memory core. It’s been hammered out of usability. I’ll take it back and try to get something out of it anyway, but I wouldn’t be holding out hope.”


  “Maybe some of the colonists’ computers and handhelds will have something,” Lee said. “I’ll have my people collect them.”


  “That would be nice,” Wilson said. “Although if everything tied through this central server, it’s possible everything got wiped before this got broken up.”


  “It wasn’t just destroyed in the fighting,” Lee said.


  Wilson shook his head and motioned to the wreckage. “Locked room. No other damage to this part of the hut. And it looked to me like the damage here was methodical. Whoever did it didn’t want what was stored on it to get captured.”


  “But you said the door was locked,” Lee said. “Whoever ran over this place didn’t stop to check the computer.”


  “Yeah,” Wilson said, and then looked over at Lee. “What about you? Get anything off the bodies?”


  “Yeah, once Jefferson figured out what he was doing,” Lee said. “Martina and Vasily Ivanovich. In the absence of any other evidence to the contrary, I’ve nominated them as the two who ran the computers here. I’m having the teams check the other bodies for ID chips, too.”


  “Anything else but their names?” Wilson asked.


  “The usual biometric data,” Lee said. “I pinged the Tub to see if there was anything in its databases, but there wasn’t anything. I wasn’t expecting there to be, unless they happened to be ex-CDF.”


  “Just two more idiots on a spectacularly ill-advised colonization attempt,” Wilson said.


  “With about a hundred and fifty other idiots,” Lee said.


  “And thus the Colonial Union is infinitesimally smarter,” Wilson said. Lee snorted.


  In the distance came the sound of someone retching. Lee craned back to look. “Oh, look, it’s Jefferson,” she said. “He’s popped.”


  Wilson got up to look. “That took a little bit longer than I expected,” he said.


  “He’s been driving us all a little crazy with the gung ho thing,” Lee said.


  “He’s new,” Wilson said.


  “Hopefully it wears off,” Lee said, “before the rest of us kill him.”


  Wilson smiled at this and then threaded back through the mess to Jefferson.


  “Sorry, sir,” he said. He was kneeling by the body of the late Vasily Ivanovich, a puddle of sick off to his side. His other two fire team members had found some other place to be.


  “You’re hanging out near two partially decomposed, partially eaten bodies,” Wilson said. “Being sick is a perfectly rational response.”


  “If you say so,” Jefferson said.


  “I do say so,” Wilson said. “My first mission, I almost wet myself. Throwing up is fine.”


  “Thank you, sir,” Jefferson said.


  Wilson patted Jefferson on the back and glanced over at Vasily Ivanovich. The man was a mess, bloated and with a significant amount of his abdomen chewed away by scavengers. From his vantage point, Wilson could see into the gnawed-on remains of Ivanovich’s digestive system.


  Inside of which something glinted.


  Wilson frowned. “What is that?” he said.


  “What is what, sir?” Jefferson asked.


  Wilson ignored him and looked closer and then, after a minute, thrust his glove into what remained of Ivanovich’s stomach.


  Jefferson gagged but didn’t have anything else to throw up, so instead he stared openly at the small, glittery thing in Wilson’s gore-coated hand. Wilson delicately picked out the thing with his other hand and held it up in the light.


  “What is that?” Jefferson asked.


  “It’s a data card,” Wilson said.


  “What was it doing in his stomach?” Jefferson asked.


  “I have no idea,” Wilson said, and then turned his head. “Lee!” he shouted.


  “What?” Lee shouted back from the other side of the hut.


  “Have your people look for a functioning PDA and bring it to me immediately,” he said. “One that takes data cards.”


  Shortly thereafter, Wilson had jammed the data card into a handheld and connected his BrainPal to the computer.


  “Why would he swallow a data card?” Lee asked, as she watched Wilson.


  “He wanted to keep the data out of enemy hands,” Wilson said. He was simultaneously going through the file hierarchy on the data card.


  “That’s why he destroyed the computer and communications equipment,” Lee said.


  “I’d have more answers for you if you let me actually concentrate on what I’m doing,” Wilson said. Lee shut up, slightly annoyed. Wilson ignored this, closed his eyes and focused on his data.


  Several minutes later, Wilson opened his eyes and looked at Ivanovich with something that approached wonder.


  Lee noticed. “What?” she said. “What is it?”


  Wilson looked up at Lee blankly, and then back to Ivanovich, and then at the body of Martina Ivanovich.


  “Wilson,” Lee said.


  “I think we better take back these bodies,” Wilson said.


  “Why?” Lee asked, looking at the corpses.


  “I’m not sure I can tell you,” Wilson said. “I don’t think you have the clearance.”


  Lee looked back at Wilson, annoyed.


  “It’s not about you,” Wilson assured her. “I’m pretty confident I don’t have the clearance either.”


  Lee, not precisely satisfied, looked back at the Ivanoviches. “So you want us to haul these up to the Tub.”


  “You don’t have to bring all of them,” Wilson said.


  “Come again?” Lee said.


  “You don’t have to bring their entire bodies,” Wilson said. “Their heads will do just fine.”
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  “You feel it, too, don’t you,” Abumwe said to Schmidt, during a break in negotiations. The two were in the conference room hallway, drinking the tea Schmidt had gotten them.


  “Feel what, ma’am?” Schmidt said.


  Abumwe sighed. “Schmidt, if you don’t want me to keep believing that you are entirely useless to me, then you have to actually be useful to me,” she said.


  Schmidt nodded. “All right,” he said. “There’s something not right about Sub-Ambassador Ting.”


  “That’s right,” Abumwe said. “Now tell me what that something not right is.”


  “I don’t know,” Schmidt said. He saw Abumwe get a look on her face and held up his hand peremptorily. This surprised Abumwe into silence. “Sorry,” Schmidt said, hastily. “I say I don’t know because I’m not sure what the cause of it is. But I know what the result is. She’s being too easy on us in the negotiations. We’re getting too many of the things we want from her. We’re getting something close to a rubber stamp.”


  “Yes,” Abumwe said. “I’d like to know why.”


  “Maybe she’s just a bad negotiator,” Schmidt said.


  “The Bula pulled out these parts of the negotiations specifically for more detailed attention,” Abumwe said. “This suggests they are not trivial to the Bula. The Bula also aren’t known for being pushovers in negotiations. I don’t think they’d put a poor negotiator in charge of this part of the process.”


  “Do we know anything about Ting?” Schmidt asked.


  “Nothing Hillary could find,” Abumwe said. “The Colonial Union files on diplomatic missions focus on the primary diplomats, not the secondary ones. I have her looking for more, but I don’t expect to find too much. In the meantime, what are your suggestions?”


  Schmidt took a small moment to internally register surprise that Abumwe was indeed asking for options from him, and then said, “Keep doing what we’re doing. We are getting what we want from her. The thing we have to worry about at this point is getting them too soon, and getting done before the Tubingen finishes her mission.”


  “I can come up with some reason to suspend negotiations until tomorrow,” Abumwe said. “I can ask for some more time to research some particular point. That won’t be difficult to do.”


  “All right,” Schmidt said.


  “On the subject of the Tubingen, any news from your friend?” Abumwe asked.


  “I sent him an encrypted note on the next skip drone to the ship,” Schmidt said.


  “You shouldn’t trust our encryption,” Abumwe said.


  “I don’t,” Schmidt assured her. “But I think it would have been suspicious for me to send him an unencrypted note, considering the mission. The note itself is innocuous blather, which contains a line that says, ‘It was like that time on Phoenix Station.’ ”


  “What does that mean?” Abumwe said.


  “Basically it means ‘Tell me if something interesting is going on,’ ” Schmidt said. “He’ll understand it.”


  “Do you want to explain to me how it is the two of you have your own little secret code?” Abumwe said. “Did you make it up together when you were six?”


  “Uh,” Schmidt said, uncomfortable. “It just sort of came about.”


  “Really,” Abumwe said.


  “Harry would see you pissed at me during some negotiation or another and came up with it as a way to let me know he was interested in knowing the details later,” Schmidt said, quickly. He looked away as he said it.


  “Are you actually that scared of me, Schmidt?” Abumwe said, after a second.


  “I wouldn’t say ‘scared,’ ” Schmidt said. “I would say I have a healthy respect for your working methods.”


  “Yes, well,” Abumwe said. “For the moment, at least, your terrified obsequiousness is not going to be useful to me. So stop it.”


  “I’ll try,” Schmidt said.


  “And let me know if you hear from your friend,” Abumwe said. “I don’t know what Sub-Ambassador Ting is up to, either. It’s making me uncomfortable. But I have a worry that somehow that wildcat colony on Wantji is involved. If it is, I want to know how before anyone else.”
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  “You want me to do what?” asked Doctor Tomek. They had taken the entire bodies of the Ivanoviches after all, and both of them were now spread out on examination tables. Doctor Tomek was too much of a professional to register displeasure at the sight and smell of the decayed bodies, but she was not notably pleased with Lieutenant Wilson for bringing them into her medical bay unannounced.


  “Scan their brains,” Wilson said. “I’m looking for something.”


  “What are you looking for?” Tomek asked.


  “I’ll tell you if I find it,” Wilson said.


  “Sorry, I don’t work that way,” Tomek said. She glanced over to Lieutenant Lee, who had remained after her soldiers had hauled the Ivanoviches into the medical bay. “Who is this guy?” she asked, pointing at Wilson.


  “He’s temporarily replacing Mitchusson,” Lee said. “We’re borrowing him from a diplomatic mission. And there’s something else about him.”


  “What?” Tomek asked.


  Lee motioned with her head to Wilson, who took that as his cue.


  “I’ve got top-level security clearance that allows me to order anyone on the ship to do what I want them to do,” Wilson said, to Tomek. “It’s left over from my last mission. They didn’t get around to revoking it from me.”


  “I’ve already complained to Captain Augustyn about it,” Lee said. “He agrees it’s a crock of shit but also that there’s nothing we can do about it right now. He’ll send a complaint with the next skip drone. Until then, you’ve got to do what he tells you.”


  “It’s still my medical bay,” Tomek said.


  “Which is why I’m asking you to do the scan,” Wilson said, and nodded at the body scanner tucked into a cubbyhole in the back of the medical bay. “I’ve serviced those, and have trained on them. I could do the scan myself. But you’d do it better. I’m not trying to shut you out, Doctor. But if what I’m looking for isn’t actually there, then it’s best for everyone if my paranoid delusions are kept to myself.”


  “And if it is there?” Tomek asked.


  “Then things begin to get really complicated,” Wilson said. “So let’s hope we don’t find it.”


  Tomek glanced back over to Lee, who shrugged. Wilson caught the substance of the shrug. Humor this idiot, it said. We’ll be rid of him soon enough. Well, that worked for him.


  Tomek walked over to the cubbyhole and retrieved the scanner and the reflection plate, then came back to the examining table that held Vasily Ivanovich. She donned gloves, gently lifted Ivanovich’s head and set the plate behind it.


  “Where’s the visual going?” Wilson asked. Tomek motioned with her head to the display above the examination table; Wilson turned it on. “Ready when you are,” he said. Tomek positioned the scanner, activated it and after a couple of seconds looked up at the display.


  “What the hell?” she asked, after a moment.


  “Lovely,” Wilson said, looking at the display. “And by ‘lovely,’ I mean ‘Oh, crap.’ ”


  “What is it?” Lee asked, coming over to get a better look at the thing Wilson and Tomek were looking at.


  “I’ll give you a hint,” Wilson said. “We’ve all got one in our head.”


  “That’s a BrainPal?” Lee asked, pointing at the screen.


  “Got it in one,” Wilson said, and leaned in toward the display. “Looks like a little different design than the version I worked on when I was in CDF Research and Development. But it can’t be anything else.”


  “This guy is a civilian,” Tomek said. “What the hell is he doing with a BrainPal?”


  “Two possible explanations,” Wilson said. “One, it’s not a BrainPal, and we’re looking at a really coincidentally-arranged tumor. Two, our friend Vasily Ivanovich isn’t really a civilian. One of these is more likely than the other.”


  Tomek glanced over at Martina Ivanovich. “What about her?” she asked.


  “I suspect they’re a matching set,” Wilson said. “Shall we find out?”


  They were indeed a matching set.


  “You know what this means,” Tomek said, after she shut off the scanner.


  Wilson nodded. “I told you this would get complicated.”


  Lee looked over at the two of them. “I’m not following.”


  “We’ve got BrainPals in the heads of two apparent civilians,” Wilson said. “Which means they’re probably not civilians. Which suggests this wildcat colony might not be the freelance colonization effort that it’s been advertised as being. And now we know why all the computers and records were destroyed by the colonists.”


  “Except for the data chip you found in this guy,” Lee said, pointing to Vasily Ivanovich.


  “I don’t think he swallowed it to save it,” Wilson said. “I think he swallowed it because they were being overrun and he didn’t have time to destroy it any other way.”


  “What was on the chip?” Tomek said.


  “A bunch of daily status reports,” Wilson said. Lee frowned at this, clearly not seeing how that would matter. “It’s not what data were on the chip that was important,” Wilson continued. “It was the fact that data were saved in a memory structure that’s proprietary to BrainPals. The fact it exists implies someone was using a BrainPal. The fact the BrainPal exists implies this is more than just a wildcat colony.”


  “We need to tell Captain Augustyn about this,” Lee said.


  “He’s the captain,” Tomek said. “He probably already knows.”


  “If he already knew, he probably wouldn’t have let me order you to examine these two,” Wilson said. “No matter what my security level. No, I think this is going to be as much of a surprise to him as it is to us.”


  “So we tell him,” Lee said. “We tell him, right?”


  “Yes,” Wilson said. “He’ll send a skip drone detailing what we’ve found. And I expect that immediately thereafter we’ll get new orders, telling us that it’s no longer just an extraction job.”


  “What will it be now?” Lee asked.


  “A cover-up,” Tomek said, and Wilson nodded. “Destroy any evidence this was anything but a wildcat colony.”


  “We’re supposed to be destroying all the evidence anyway,” Lee said.


  “Not just down there,” Wilson said. He pointed to the Ivanoviches. “I mean turning these two—and their BrainPals—into a fine powder. Not to mention obliterating any information on what we just found out, and that data card we found. And if these two really were still active in the CDF, I suspect they’ll be posthumously demoted for not blowing their own heads off with a shotgun.”


  Lee went to speak with Captain Augustyn; Tomek stored the bodies. Wilson wandered toward the officers mess to get a cup of coffee. As he did so, he pinged his BrainPal’s message queue and found there was a message there from Hart Schmidt. Wilson smiled and prepared for a delightful dose of Schmidt’s special brand of wan neuroticism. He stopped smiling when Hart noted he’d been assigned to be Ambassador Abumwe’s right-hand man for the Bula negotiations and that Sub-Ambassador Ting’s personality was like that one time on Phoenix Station he and Wilson had met up with that other Bula.


  “Shit,” Wilson said. There’s no way that Hart put that phrasing in that sentence coincidentally.


  Wilson thought about it for several minutes before muttering, “Fuck it,” composing a note and encrypting it. Then with his BrainPal he took an image of his coffee, created a steganographic picture with it and the encoded note, addressed it to Hart and sent it off to the data queue for transmission on the next skip drone, which given the bombshell Lee was dropping into Captain Augustyn’s lap at the moment would probably go out almost instantly.


  Wilson wasn’t under the impression that his sleight-of-hand encoding of the message into the image of the coffee would stay unnoticed forever. What he was hoping for was that it would stay encrypted long enough that Hart could do whatever he needed with the information before it got found out.


  “Hopefully that won’t take too long,” Wilson said, to his coffee. His coffee was mute on the subject. Wilson slurped some of it and then called up the data he’d transferred from Vasily Ivanovich’s data card into his BrainPal. They were indeed entirely pedestrian reports on colony life, but Wilson had already found something important in there. He didn’t want to miss anything else. He suspected he didn’t have all that much time left to go through the data before he was ordered to delete all of it.
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  Schmidt didn’t know what strings Ambassador Abumwe had to pull to get her way, but she pulled them. Across the table from her and Schmidt were Anissa Rodabaugh, chief of the mission for the Bula negotiations, Colonel Liz Egan, the liaison between the Colonial Defense Forces and the Department of State, and Colonel Abel Rigney, whose exact position was not known to Hart but whose presence here was nevertheless slightly unsettling. The three of them eyed Abumwe coolly; she returned the favor. No one was paying attention to Schmidt, and he was fine with that.


  “We’re here,” Egan said, to Abumwe. “You have five minutes before you and Ambassador Rodabaugh have to get back to it. So tell us why you so urgently needed to see us all.”


  “You haven’t been entirely forthcoming with me about this wildcat colony on Wantji,” Abumwe said. Schmidt noted the clipped tone that Abumwe’s voice took on when she was especially irritated; he wondered if it was noticeable to anyone else at the table.


  “In what way?” Egan asked.


  “In that it’s not a wildcat colony at all, it’s an under-the-radar Colonial Defense Forces outpost,” Abumwe said.


  This received about ten seconds of silence, with Rodabaugh, Egan and Rigney studiously not looking at one another. “I’m not entirely sure why you think that is,” Egan said.


  “Are we going to waste the next five minutes with this sort of bullshit, Colonel?” Abumwe said. “Or are we actually going to talk about how this is going to affect our negotiations?”


  “It’s not going to affect the negotiations at all—,” Rodabaugh said.


  “Really,” Abumwe said, cutting her off. Schmidt noted the chagrin on Rodabaugh’s face at this, but she and Abumwe were technically of the same diplomatic rank, so there was little she could do about it. “Because, Anissa, I have a Bula sub-ambassador I’ve been talking to for the last day who I am almost entirely certain knows more about this so-called colony than I do. I think as a result I’m being led down a very short pier. I think when I get pushed off, the entire negotiation is going to go down with me. If I fail at a negotiation because of my own failures, I accept that. If I fail because I’m being screwed by my own side, that I will not accept.”


  Colonel Rigney, who had been silent to this point, turned to Schmidt. “Your friend Harry Wilson’s on the Tubingen,” he said, to Schmidt. “I just checked through my BrainPal. He’s the one who’s feeding you information.”


  Schmidt opened his mouth, but Abumwe reached out to touch Schmidt on the shoulder. This as much as anything else shocked Schmidt into silence; he couldn’t remember another time Abumwe had physically touched him before. “If Hart or Harry Wilson have done anything, it’s been on my orders,” she said.


  “You ordered him and Wilson to essentially spy on a Colonial Defense Forces mission,” Rigney said.


  “I reminded them of their obligation to help me achieve our goals as diplomats,” Abumwe said.


  “By spying on the Colonial Defense Forces mission,” Rigney repeated.


  “I appreciate the attempt to run out the clock by distracting me into a side discussion, Colonel Rigney, but let’s not,” Abumwe said. “I repeat: We have a military mission on a Bula world. I’m almost certain the Bula we are negotiating with are aware of it.”


  “What’s your proof of that?” Rodabaugh asked.


  “Nothing hard,” Abumwe said. “But I know when people aren’t negotiating in good faith.”


  “That’s it?” Rodabaugh said. “You have a feeling? You’re dealing with an alien species, for Christ’s sake. Their whole psychology is entirely different.”


  “And that doesn’t matter at all, because in fact we have an illegal military outpost on this alien species’ planet,” Abumwe said. “If I am wrong, then we lose nothing. If I am right, however, then we risk the failure of the entire process.”


  “What do you want from us, Ambassador?” Egan asked Abumwe.


  “I want to know what’s really going on,” Abumwe said. “It’s bad enough that I went into negotiations having to deal with the possibility that the Bula would discover we snuck a military ship into their territory to remove an attacked wildcat colony, but at least I could spin that if I had to. There is no way to spin a CDF ship coming to the aid of a covert military installation.”


  “It wasn’t a covert military operation,” Rigney said, leaning forward.


  This got Egan’s attention. “Are you really going to do this, Abel?” she asked, turning to Rigney.


  “She already knows more than she should, Liz,” Rigney said. “I don’t think a little context is going to matter at this point.” He turned back to Abumwe. “It really is a wildcat colony,” he said.


  “A wildcat colony with CDF soldiers in it,” Abumwe said. The skepticism in her voice was impossible to miss.


  “Yes,” Rigney said. “Since the Conclave has restricted us and other unaffiliated species from colonizing, we’ve been dropping a few CDF members into wildcat colonies. The rest of the colonists don’t know. We modify their bodies to look and act like natural human bodies, but keep their BrainPals in. They record data and send it along occasionally. We recruit CDF members with a background in technical work so they usually end up being in control of their colonies’ communications systems.”


  “To what end?” Abumwe asked.


  “We want to see how the Conclave responds to wildcat colonies,” Rigney said. “Whether it sees them as a threat, whether they respond to them the same way as an official colony, and whether ultimately wildcat colonies—or colonies that give the appearance of being wildcat colonies—are a way we can keep expanding our presence without having a conflict with the Conclave.”


  “And you thought colonizing a planet already claimed by another species was a smart thing to do,” Abumwe said.


  Rigney spread his hands. “We don’t pick the planets,” he said. “We just put our people into the colony undercover.”


  “How many of your people were on Wantji?” Abumwe asked.


  “We typically put in a couple of people,” Rigney said. “Most wildcat colonies are small. We’ll put in one for every fifty colonists or so.” He turned to Schmidt. “How many did your friend Wilson wash up?”


  Schmidt glanced over at Abumwe, who nodded. “Two, sir,” he said.


  “That sounds about right,” Rigney said. He settled back in his chair.


  “What do we do about this?” Abumwe asked.


  “And by ‘we,’ you mean ‘you,’ ” Rigney said.


  “Yes,” Abumwe said.


  “We don’t do anything,” Egan said. “The Bula haven’t brought it up to us.”


  “We’re not going to be the ones to bring it up to them,” Rodabaugh said. “If they do ask about the wildcat colony, then we tell them that as soon as we found out about it, we moved to remove them—so quickly that we didn’t ask permission first, so sorry. We’ll be out of there before then.”


  “And if they find out about the CDF members among them?” Abumwe asked.


  Rigney pointed at Schmidt. “We have them,” he said. “We have them both. More specifically, we have their heads, where their BrainPals are.”


  Abumwe gawked at the three of them. “You’re joking, right?” she said. “The Bula are not that stupid.”


  “No one said they are stupid,” Rigney said. “But all our intelligence suggests that the Bula don’t know the wildcat colony was there, and they weren’t the ones who attacked it. We’re going to proceed with the negotiations as they are.”


  “And if they ask me directly about it? Contrary to all expectation they might,” Abumwe said.


  “Then you don’t know anything about it,” Rodabaugh said.


  “To be clear, you’re asking me to lie to the Bula,” Abumwe said, to Rodabaugh.


  “Yes,” Rodabaugh said.


  “You understand I think this is a bad idea,” Abumwe said.


  Rodabaugh looked annoyed with Abumwe, but it was Egan who answered. “The directive for this is coming from over all of our heads, Ambassador,” she said. “And none of us have the luxury of arguing with it.”


  “Right,” Abumwe said. She got up and walked out of the room without uttering another word.


  From their side of the table, Rodabaugh, Egan and Rigney looked over at Schmidt.


  “Thanks for coming,” he said, tried to smile, and failed.
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  Harry Wilson entered the bridge of the Tubingen; a surprised Captain Jack Augustyn looked up, along with his executive officer and other bridge crew. He gave them a couple of seconds for their BrainPals to register and label him. Then he said, “I think we’re in trouble.”


  Wilson saw Captain Augustyn have an internal debate whether to jump on him for his unconventional entrance and then make a choice, in the space of half a second. “Explain,” he said.


  “We have a couple of CDF corpses in the meat locker right now,” Wilson said.


  “Yes,” Augustyn said. “So what?”


  “I think there should be another one in there,” Wilson said.


  “Excuse me?” Augustyn said.


  “We have two dead CDF,” Wilson said. “I think there was another one on the colony. I’ve been going through Vasily Ivanovich’s data. It’s where I found the data stored in a BrainPal-readable format. But some of the documents aren’t originally Vasily’s. Some of them are from Martina Ivanovich, who forwarded them to Vasily using a BrainPal-to-BrainPal protocol. And some of them are from a guy named Drew Talford. Who also sent them BrainPal to BrainPal.”


  “We have our people on the planet now, identifying the dead,” Augustyn said. “They’ll find him.”


  “They have found him,” Wilson said. “I wouldn’t be bothering you with this if I hadn’t already checked.”


  “If they found him, then what’s the problem?” asked Selena Yuan, the Tubingen’s executive officer.


  “They didn’t find all of him,” Wilson said. “He’s missing his head.”


  “I would imagine a lot of the colonists are missing limbs and body parts,” Augustyn said. “They were attacked. And it’s been a week since the attack, so scavengers have been at them.”


  “Lots of them are missing body parts,” Wilson agreed, and then sent Augustyn and Yuan an image through his BrainPal. “None of the rest of them are missing a body part that’s been cleanly separated from the rest of their body.”


  There was a moment while Augustyn and Yuan examined the picture. “No one’s found the head,” Augustyn asked, after a minute.


  “No,” Wilson said. “I’ve been having them look intensively for a couple of hours. There are bodies missing heads, but the heads are usually found not too far away, or the separation is ragged. This guy’s head isn’t near the body. It isn’t anywhere.”


  “Some animal could have run off with it,” Yuan suggested.


  “It’s possible,” Wilson said. “On the other hand, when the head of a CDF soldier has been cut cleanly from his body and his head is nowhere to be found, I’d suggest it’s not prudent to assume some animal is making a snack of it.”


  “You assume it’s been taken by whoever attacked the colony,” Augustyn said.


  “Yes,” Wilson said. “And while I’m at it, I think that whoever told us that the Bula didn’t know the colony was here guessed really badly wrong. I think not only did the Bula know it was here, I’d be guessing they’re the ones who made the raid. If they didn’t know it was here, I’m willing to bet whoever attacked it took that head to the Bula, because evidence of a CDF presence on one of their planets is worth more than a little bit of cash.”


  “But they couldn’t have known about the CDF presence here,” Yuan said. “We didn’t.”


  “At this point, I don’t think it matters if they did before,” Wilson said. “I think it matters that they do now. And if they do now—”


  “Then they know we’re here now,” Augustyn said.


  “Right,” Wilson said. “In which case it’s not the colony that’s the CU’s biggest diplomatic problem at the moment. It’s us.”


  Augustyn was already ignoring Wilson to focus on contacting his ground forces to get them off the planet.


  They’d gotten only about half of them up before six Bula warships skipped above Wantji and trained their weapons, already hot, on the Tubingen.
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  Abumwe’s negotiations with Sub-Ambassador Ting were winding down when Schmidt heard a pleasant ping from the sub-ambassador’s PDA. Ting excused herself for a moment, picked up the device, appeared to read a note there and performed the Bula equivalent of a smile.


  “Good news?” Abumwe asked.


  “It might be,” Ting said, and set the PDA down. She turned to her assistant, leaned over and spoke quietly into his closest ear. The assistant got up and walked out of the room.


  “I apologize, but there are things I will need to conclude our negotiations, and I don’t have them with me at the moment,” Ting said. “I hope you don’t mind waiting a moment while my assistant retrieves them.”


  “Not at all,” Abumwe said.


  “Thank you,” Ting said. “I think you and I have established a good rapport, Ambassador Abumwe. I wish every negotiating partner I’ve had could be as pleasant and easy to work with.”


  “Thank you,” Abumwe said. “We have enough issues to deal with without adding unnecessary conflict to the negotiations.”


  “I agree entirely,” Ting said. The door behind her opened and her assistant returned, carrying a medium-sized case, which he set on the table. “And I believe that this common belief will aid us both now.”


  “What is that?” Abumwe asked, motioning to the case.


  “Ambassador, you remember yesterday, when we were talking about Ambassador Zala’s appendix,” Ting said, ignoring Abumwe’s question.


  “Yes, of course,” Abumwe said.


  “I noted to you how it was strange such a small part of a system could threaten the entire health of the whole,” Ting said.


  “Yes,” Abumwe said, looking at the case.


  “Then you will understand when I say that what you tell me now, here in our little side room, away from the larger negotiation between the Colonial Union and the Bula, will have an immediate impact on the health of the whole process,” Ting said. “I asked for the right to do this, on the grounds that the specifics of our negotiation—the physical visitation of our people between our planets—lent itself to this particular task. All I had to do was wait until we had all the information we needed.”


  Abumwe smiled. “I’m afraid I’m not entirely following you, Sub-Ambassador Ting.”


  “I’m very sure that’s not true, Ambassador Abumwe,” Ting said. “Please tell me what you know about the Colonial Defense Forces presence on Wantji.”


  “I beg your pardon?” Abumwe said.


  “Please tell me what you know about the Colonial Defense Forces presence on Wantji,” Ting said.


  Schmidt glanced over at his boss and wondered if the tension that he could see in her neck and in her posture would be at all noticeable to an alien not entirely familiar with human physiological cues. “I’m not a member of the Colonial Defense Forces, so I’m not sure that I would be qualified to answer a question about its presence on any world,” Abumwe said. “But I know people in the CDF who would be better able to answer your question.”


  “Ambassador, that was a delightfully artful evasion,” Ting said. “I couldn’t have done it better, were I in your position. But I am afraid I really must insist that you give me a direct answer this time. Please tell me what you know about the Colonial Defense Forces presence on Wantji.”


  “I can’t tell you anything about it,” Abumwe said, opening her hands in a I would help you if I could gesture.


  “ ‘Can’t’ is a strategically ambiguous word to use here,” Ting said. “Can’t because you don’t know? Or can’t because you’ve been ordered not to say? Perhaps the fault here is mine, Ambassador. I have been too imprecise in what I’ve been asking. Let me try again. This is a question that you may answer with a ‘yes’ or a ‘no.’ Indeed, I must insist that it is answered with a ‘yes’ or a ‘no.’ Ambassador Abumwe, are you personally aware that there was a Colonial Defense Forces presence on Wantji?”


  “Sub-Ambassador Ting—,” Abumwe began.


  “Ambassador Abumwe,” Ting said, pleasantly but forcefully, “if I do not receive a ‘yes’ or ‘no’ answer to my question, I am afraid I will have to suspend our negotiations. If I suspend my negotiations, then my superiors will suspend theirs. The entire process will fail because you have not been able to offer a simple response to a direct question. I believe I am being perfectly clear about this. So, a final time: Are you personally aware that there was a Colonial Defense Forces presence on Wantji?”


  “No,” Abumwe said. “I am not aware of that.”


  Ting smiled a Bula smile and opened her hands in a very humanlike gesture, as if saying, There, see? “That’s all I needed, Ambassador,” she said. “A simple answer to a direct question. Thank you. I do apologize for adding this conflict to our negotiations, and especially sorry to do it to you. As I said, I believe we’ve had excellent rapport up to now.”


  Schmidt saw the tension drain out of Abumwe’s neck and shoulders. “Thank you for your apology, but it’s not necessary. I would just like to finish up our work.”


  “Oh, we have,” Ting said, and stood. Abumwe and Schmidt hastily stood with her. “We finished the moment you lied to me.”


  “When I lied to you,” Abumwe said.


  “Yes, just now,” Ting said. “Bear in mind, Ambassador Abumwe, I am almost entirely certain that you were ordered to lie to me by your superiors. I have negotiated with enough humans to know what someone being ordered to lie looks like. Nevertheless, you did just lie to me, and that was the test, to see whether you would or not. You did.”


  “Sub-Ambassador Ting, I assure you that whatever you believe I know, my actions should not have an effect on the larger negotiations—,” Abumwe said.


  Ting held up her hand. “I promise you, Ambassador Abumwe, that your people and mine are not done negotiating,” she said. “What we are negotiating, however, has changed substantially.” She motioned toward the case. “And now, at last, we come to this.”


  “What is in the case?” Abumwe asked.


  “A gift,” Ting said. “Of sorts. It’s more accurate to say we’re returning something that used to belong to the Colonial Defense Forces. It’s actually two objects, one inside the other. We considered removing the second from the first, but then we realized that you—humans, not you personally—could argue the first didn’t come from the second. So we felt it best to leave it in place.”


  “You’re being vague,” Abumwe said.


  “Yes,” Ting said. “Perhaps I don’t want to ruin the surprise. You may open it if you like.”


  “I think it might be better if I didn’t,” Abumwe said.


  “Your choice,” Ting said. “However, I would appreciate it if you convey to your superiors a message I have from my superiors.”


  “What is it?” Abumwe asked.


  “Tell them that after they’ve opened that case, when we reconvene, the subject of negotiations will be remuneration for the Colonial Union’s illegal Colonial Defense Forces presence in our territory,” Ting said. “Not only for the illegal settlement on Wantji, but also the warship we’ve currently in our custody. The Tubingen, I believe it is called.”


  “You’ve attacked the Tubingen?” Schmidt said, and immediately regretted the lapse.


  “No,” Ting said, turning to Schmidt, amused. “But we’re not letting it go anywhere, either. Its crew will be returned to you eventually. Our new round of negotiations, I believe, will set the price for the return of the ship itself.” She turned back to Abumwe. “You may tell your superiors that as well, Ambassador Abumwe.”


  Abumwe nodded.


  Ting smiled and gathered up her PDA. “And so farewell, Ambassador Abumwe, Mr. Schmidt. Perhaps your next set of negotiations will fare better for you.” She left the room, followed by her assistant. The case was left on the table.


  Abumwe and Schmidt looked at it. Neither made a move to open it.
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  A Voice in the Wilderness


  The Human Division Episode 4


  The Human Division as a whole is dedicated to:


  Yanni Kuznia and Brian Decker, two of my favorite people;


  and


  John Harris, for his wonderful cover art for this and other Old Man’s War books.


  Additionally, this particular Episode is dedicated to:


  Paul Sabourin and Greg “Storm” DiCostanzo


  Albert Birnbaum, the “Voice in the Wilderness” and once the fourth most popular audio talk show host in the United States, told his car to ring his producer. “Are the numbers in?” he asked when she answered, not bothering to introduce himself, because, well. Aside from the caller ID, she would know who he was the second he opened his mouth.


  “The numbers are in,” Louisa Smart said, to Birnbaum. He imagined her at her desk, headset on, mostly because he almost never saw her in any other context.


  “How are they?” Birnbaum asked. “Are they good? Are they better than last month? Tell me they are better than last month.”


  “Are you sitting down?” Smart asked.


  “I’m driving, Louisa,” Birnbaum said. “Of course I’m sitting down.”


  “You’re not supposed to be driving yourself,” Smart reminded him. “You’ve had your manual driving license pulled. If you get pulled over and they check your car’s trip monitor and see you have the autodrive off, you’re going to get it.”


  “You’re my producer, Louisa,” Birnbaum said. “Not my mom. Now quit stalling and give me the numbers.”


  Smart sighed. “You’re down twelve percent from last month,” she said.


  “What? Bullshit, Louisa,” Birnbaum said.


  “Al, why the hell would I lie to you?” Smart asked. “You think I like listening to you panic?”


  “That’s gotta be bullshit,” Birnbaum continued, ignoring Smart’s comment. “There’s no possible way we can lose one listener in eight in a single goddamn month.”


  “I don’t make up the numbers, Al,” Smart said. “I just tell you what they are.”


  Birnbaum said nothing for a few seconds. Then he started hitting his dashboard, making him swerve on the road. “Shit!” he said. “Shit shit fuck shit shit shittity shit!”


  “Sometimes it’s amazing to me that you talk for a living,” Smart said.


  “I’m off the clock,” Birnbaum said. “I’m allowed to be inarticulate on my own time.”


  “These numbers mean that you’re down by a third for the year,” Smart said. “You’re going to miss your ad guarantees. Again. That means we’re going to have to do another set of make-goods. Again.”


  “I know how it works, Louisa,” Birnbaum said.


  “It means we’re going to finish the quarter in the red,” Smart said. “That’s two quarters out of the last three we’re down. You know what that means.”


  “It doesn’t mean anything other than we make sure we’re in the black next quarter,” Birnbaum said.


  “Wrong again,” Strong said. “It means that Walter puts you on his watch list. And when Walter puts you on the watch list, you’re one step away from cancellation. Then that ‘Voice in the Wilderness’ bit of yours won’t just be a clever affectation. You really will be out in the cold.”


  “Walter’s not going to cancel me,” Birnbaum said. “I’m his favorite talk show host.”


  “You remember Bob Arrohead? The guy you replaced? He was Walter’s favorite, too,” Smart said. “And then he had three bad quarters in a row and he was out on his ass. Walter didn’t build a multibillion media empire by being sentimental about his favorites. He’d cancel his grandmother if she had three red quarters in a row.”


  “I could make it alone if I had to,” Birnbaum said. “Run a lean, mean operation on my own. It’s totally possible.”


  “That’s what Bob Arrohead does now,” Smart said. “You should ask him how that’s working out for him. If you can find him. If you can find anyone who knows how to find him.”


  “Yes, but he doesn’t have you,” Birnbaum said. He was not above base flattery.


  And Smart was not above throwing it back in his face. “And if you get canceled and leave SilverDelta, neither will you,” she said. “My contract is with the company, not with you, Al. But thank you so much for the attempted head pat. Where are you, anyway?”


  “I’m heading to Ben’s soccer match,” Birnbaum said.


  “Your kid’s soccer match doesn’t start until four thirty, Al,” Smart said. “You need to lie better to someone who has your calendar up on her screen. You’re going off to meet the groupie you met at the Broadcasters Association meeting, aren’t you?”


  “I don’t know who you’re talking about,” Birnbaum said.


  Smart sighed, and then Birnbaum heard her count to five, quietly. “You know what? You’re right. I’m not your mother,” she said. “You want to bang some groupie, again, fine with me. Just bear in mind that Walter is not going to be as free with the hush money when you’re two quarters in the red as he was when you were his top earner. And remember that you have no prenup, and Judith, unlike your second wife, is not stupid, but you might be, which is how she maneuvered you into not having a prenup. I hope the validation of your middle-aged ego and three minutes of exercise is worth it.”


  “I treasure these calls, Louisa,” Birnbaum said. “Especially your subtle digs at my sexual technique.”


  “Spend less time banging groupies and more time on your show, Al,” Smart said. “You’re not fading because your politics have suddenly gotten unpopular. You’re fading because you’re getting lazy and bored. You get lazy and bored in this business, and guess what? You’re out of the business. And then the groupies dry up.”


  “Thanks for that image,” Birnbaum said.


  “I’m not kidding, Al,” Smart said. “You got a quarter to turn it around. You know it and so do I. You better get to work.” She disconnected.
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  They caught up to him as he was heading out of the lobby of the hotel. “Mr. Birnbaum,” the young man said to him.


  Birnbaum held up his hand and tried to keep walking. “Can’t sign autographs now,” he said. “I’m going to be late for my kid’s soccer match.”


  “I’m not here for an autograph,” the young man said to him. “I’m here with a business proposition.”


  “You can direct those to my manager,” Birnbaum said, yelling back to the young man as he blew past. “That’s what I pay Chad to do: field business propositions.”


  “Down twelve percent this month, Mr. Birnbaum?” the young man called out to him as he headed into the revolving door.


  Birnbaum took the entire circuit of the revolving door and came back to the young man. “Excuse me?” he said.


  “I said, ‘Down twelve percent?’ ” the young man said.


  “How do you know about my numbers?” Birnbaum said. “That’s proprietary information.”


  “A talk show host who spends as much time as you do linking to leaked documents and video shouldn’t need to ask a question like that,” the young man said. “How I know your numbers isn’t really the important thing here, Mr. Birnbaum. The important thing here is how I can help you get those numbers up.”


  “I’m sorry, I have no idea who you are,” Birnbaum said. “As a corollary to that, I have no idea why I should care about or listen to you.”


  “My name is Michael Washington,” the young man said. “On my own, I am no one you should particularly care about. The people who I represent, you might want to listen to.”


  “And who are they?” Birnbaum said.


  “A group who knows the advantage of a mutually beneficial relationship,” Washington said.


  Birnbaum smiled. “That’s it? Are you serious? A shadowy, mysterious group? Look, Michael, I may get traction on conspiracy theories from time to time—they’re fun and the listeners love ’em. It doesn’t mean I think they actually exist.”


  “They’re neither shadowy nor mysterious,” Washington said. “They simply prefer to remain anonymous at this point.”


  “How nice for them,” Birnbaum said. “When they’re serious about whatever thing it is they want, and they have names, they can talk to Chad. Otherwise you’re wasting my time and theirs.”


  Washington offered Birnbaum his card. “I understand entirely, Mr. Birnbaum, and apologize for taking up your time. However, once you have your meeting with Walter tomorrow, if you change your mind, here’s how you can reach me.”


  Birnbaum didn’t take the card. “I don’t have a meeting scheduled with Walter tomorrow,” he said.


  “Just because you don’t have it scheduled doesn’t mean you’re not going to have it,” Washington said. He waggled the card slightly.


  Birnbaum left without taking it and without looking back at Washington.


  He was late for Ben’s soccer match. Ben’s team lost.
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  Birnbaum wrapped up his morning show and was texting his new toy about the possibility of another hotel get-together when he looked up from his PDA and saw Walter Kring, all six feet ten inches of him, standing right in front of him.


  “Walter,” Birnbaum said, trying not to lose composure at the sight of his boss.


  Kring nodded toward Birnbaum’s PDA. “Sending a message to Judith?” he asked.


  “Pretty much,” Birnbaum said.


  “Good,” Kring said. “She’s a great lady, Al. Smartest thing you ever did was marry her. You’d be an idiot to mess with that. You can tell her I said so.”


  “I’ll do that,” Birnbaum said. “What brings you down here to the salt mines today, Walter?” SilverDelta’s recording studios were on the first two floors of the company’s Washington, D.C., building; Walter’s offices took up the whole of the fourteenth floor and had a lift to the roof for his helicopter, which he used daily to commute from Annapolis. The CEO of SilverDelta rarely dropped below the tenth floor on any given day.


  “I’m firing someone,” Kring said.


  “Pardon?” Birnbaum’s mouth puckered up as if he’d sucked on a block of alum.


  “Alice Valenta,” Kring said. “We just got the numbers in for the quarter. She’s been down too long and she’s not coming back up. Time to move on. And you know how I feel about these things, Al. Firing people isn’t something you farm out. You should be able to shoot your own dog, you should be able to fire your own people. It’s respectful.”


  “I agree entirely,” Birnbaum said.


  “I know you do,” Kring said. “It’s Leadership 101.”


  Birnbaum swallowed and nodded, suddenly having nothing to say.


  “I’m just glad you haven’t made me come down here on your behalf, Al,” Kring said, leaning over him in a way that he probably couldn’t help, being two meters tall, but which made Birnbaum impressively aware just how much he was the beta dog in this particular situation. It took actual force of will not to avert his eyes. “You wouldn’t do that to me, would you?” Kring said.


  “Of course not, Walter,” Birnbaum said. He actually turned on his performance voice to say it, because if he used his normal voice, it would have cracked.


  Kring straightened up and clasped Birnbaum on the shoulder. “That’s what I like to hear. We should do lunch sometime. It’s been far too long.”


  “I’d like that,” Birnbaum lied.


  “Fine,” Kring said. “I’ll have Jason set it up. Sometime next week, probably.”


  “Great,” Birnbaum said.


  “Now, you’ll have to excuse me, Al,” Kring said. “Not every meeting I’m having today is going to be as nice as the one we’ve having.” Birnbaum nodded his assent and Kring wandered off without another word, down the hall to Studio Eight, soon to be Alice Valenta’s former work space.


  Birnbaum waited until Kring was out of sight and simultaneously exhaled and shuddered. He reached into his pants pocket, ostensibly to retrieve his vehicle fob but in reality to check if he had spotted himself.


  Birnbaum’s PDA vibrated, alerting him to an incoming text. It read, When do you want to meet? Birnbaum started writing back that under further consideration, another hotel meet-up wouldn’t work this week, when he realized the text hadn’t come from his new toy. He backtracked the text.


  Who is this? he wrote, and sent.


  It’s Michael Washington, was the reply.


  How do you know this PDA? Birnbaum sent. It was his private PDA; he was under the impression that the only people who knew the number were Judith, Ben, Louisa Smart and the new toy.


  The same way I knew which hotel you were at with that woman who is not your wife, said the response. You should focus less on that and more on how to save your job, Mr. Birnbaum. Do you want to meet?


  He did.


  [image: ]


  They met at Bonner’s, which was the sort of wood-paneled bar that people making entertainment shows used when politicians had meetings with shadowy figures.


  “Before we do or say anything else, I need to know how you know so much about me,” Birnbaum said as Washington sat in his booth, not even bothering with the pleasantries. “You know both my personal and professional business in a way no one else in the world knows or should know.”


  “Louisa Smart knows,” Washington said, mildly.


  “So you’re getting the information from her?” Birnbaum said. “You’re paying my producer to spy on me? Is that it?”


  “No, Mr. Birnbaum,” Washington said. “After ten years you should know your producer better than that.”


  “Then how are you doing it? Are you with the government? Our government? Someone else’s?” Birnbaum unconsciously slipped into his paranoid rhetoric mode, which brought him much fame in earlier years. “How extensive is the surveillance web on me? Are you monitoring people other than me? How high up does this go? Because I swear to you, I will follow up on this, as far up as it goes. At the risk to my own life and freedom.”


  “Do you really believe there is a government conspiracy against you, Mr. Birmbaum?” Washington said.


  “You tell me,” Birnbaum said.


  Washington held out his PDA. “Your PDA,” he said.


  “What about my PDA?” Birnbaum said.


  “Give it to me for a moment, please,” Washington said.


  “You bugged my PDA?” Birnbaum exclaimed. “You’re tapped into the network at the root!”


  “Your PDA, please,” Washington said, still extending his hand. Birnbaum gave it to him, with some trepidation. Washington took it, made a few wiping motions, pressed the screen and then handed it back to Birnbaum. He looked at it, confused.


  “You’re showing me the Voice in the Wilderness ’gram,” he said.


  “Yes,” Washington said. “The free ’gram you give out so people can listen to your show and then send text or voice comments, along with location tags so you know where the comments are from, geographically, when you read or play them on air. Which means your ’gram has the ability to send and receive audio and also track your movements. And because you had it built cheaply by flat-rate coders who make their money banging out ’grams like yours fast and sloppy, it’s incredibly easy to hack into.”


  “Wait,” Birnbaum said. “You used my own ’gram against me?”


  “Yes,” Washington said. “You get what you pay for with coders, Mr. Birnbaum.”


  “What about Walter?” Birnbaum said. “You said I would have a meeting with him and I did. How did you know that?”


  “The monthly numbers were in,” Washington said. “The quarter was ending. There were show hosts who have been lagging. Kring is famous for firing people face-to-face. So I made a guess. Work the odds, Mr. Birnbaum, on the chance you might see Walter Kring today. And since I put the suggestion into your head that you’d have a meeting, any encounter you might have would qualify. After that, it just took monitoring your PDA to catch you after the ‘meeting’ took place.”


  Birnbaum put his PDA away, a certain look on his face.


  Washington caught it. “You’re disappointed, aren’t you,” he said. “That I’m not from the government. That there’s not a global conspiracy following you.”


  “Don’t be stupid,” Birnbaum said. “I already told you that I don’t personally go in for that stuff.” His expression was unchanged.


  “I do apologize,” Washington said. “I’m sorry I’m not more nefarious or well connected into the murky corners of national and global politics.”


  “Then who are you?” Birnbaum said.


  “As I’ve told you before, I represent a group who wants to offer you a solution to your current set of problems,” Washington said.


  Birnbaum almost asked, Who are your clients, really? but was distracted by what Washington said. “And what exactly is my problem?”


  “Namely, that you’re shedding listeners at an accelerating rate on your way to becoming a has-been in the national political conversation,” Washington said.


  Birnbaum thought about arguing that assertion but realized that would not actually get him any answers, so he let it go. “And how do your friends propose to fix that?” he asked instead.


  “By suggesting a topic for you to consider,” Washington said.


  “Is this a bribe?” Birnbaum asked. “A payment for espousing a certain view? Because I don’t do that.” He had in fact done it, once or twice or ten or more times, in deals that were in point of fact often negotiated at Bonner’s. Birnbaum squared it with his morals by figuring they were usually things he was likely to say anyway, so what he was doing was merely illegal, not unethical. However, one always led with being nonbribable. It gave those attempting to bribe a sense of accomplishment.


  “There is no money to be exchanged,” Washington said.


  Birnbaum made that face again. Washington laughed. “Mr. Birnbaum, you have more than enough money. For now, at least. What my clients are offering is something much more valuable: the ability to not only climb back up to the position of fame and personal power that you held not too long ago, but to exceed it. You were the number four audio talker in the land once, although not for very long. My clients are offering you a chance to go to number one and stay there, for as long as you want to be there.”


  “And how are they going to manage that?” Birnbaum wanted to know.


  “Mr. Birnbaum, I assume, given your profession, you know who William Randolph Hearst was,” Washington said.


  “He was a newspaper publisher,” Birnbaum said. That was the extent of his knowledge; Birnbaum’s knowledge of American history was solid regarding the founding and the last fifty years, and everything else was a bit of a blank.


  “Yes,” Washington said. “A newspaper publisher. In the late 1800s the United States and Spain were warming up for a war over Cuba, and Hearst sent an illustrator to Cuba to make pictures of the event. When the illustrator got there, he sent a telegram to Hearst saying that as far as he could see, there was no war coming and that he was going home. Hearst sent back that he should stay and said, ‘You furnish the pictures, and I will furnish the war.’ And he did.”


  Birnbaum looked at Washington blankly.


  “Mr. Birnbaum, my clients need someone to furnish the pictures, as it were,” Washington said. “Someone to start a discussion. Once the discussion starts, my clients can take care of the rest. But it has to start and it has to start somewhere other than with my clients.”


  “I furnish the pictures and they will furnish the war,” Birnbaum said. “What’s the war, here?”


  “Not a real war,” Washington said. “And indeed, what you’d be saying could prevent a real war.”


  Birnbaum thought about this. “No money, though,” he said.


  Washington smiled. “No,” he said. “Just audience, fame and power. Money often follows those, however.”


  “And you can guarantee the first three,” Birnbaum said.


  “Furnish the pictures, Mr. Birnbaum,” Washington said, “and the war comes. Pretty damn quickly, too, I would add.”
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  Birnbaum’s opportunity to furnish the pictures came the very next day.


  “Can we talk about world government?” Jason from Canoga Park was saying to Birnbaum. Jason from Canoga Park was one of Birnbaum’s most reliable listeners in that sooner or later everything came back to world government, the fear of world government and how whatever topic was the subject of discussion would eventually lead to world government. You could set your world government clock by Jason from Canoga Park.


  “I love talking about world government, Jason, you know that,” Birnbaum said, more or less on automatic. “How is it coming this time?”


  “Well, it’s obvious, isn’t it?” Jason said. “Right now the big discussion is whether or not we should resume diplomatic relations with the Colonial Union. Note the ‘we’ there, Al. It’s not ‘we’ as in ‘we the United States,’ is it? No, it’s not. It’s ‘we’ as in ‘we the people of Earth.’ Which just means ‘we the world government of Earth, which is being constituted in secret, right under your nose.’ Every day we talk about relations with the Colonial Union, every day we discuss whether to send diplomats to the Colonial Union, is a day the tentacles of the world government constrict further on the throat of individual freedom, Al.”


  “It’s a compelling point, Jason,” Birnbaum said, using the phrase that in his mind meant You are completely full of shit, but arguing with you would be pointless, so I am going to change the subject on you, “and you bring up a topic which has been on my mind a lot recently, which is the Colonial Union. Have you been following the official narrative on the CU, Jason?”


  “As it relates to world government?” Jason asked.


  “Sure,” Birnbaum said, “and every other topic, too. The official narrative, the one the government is fronting and all the other governments fell in line behind, is that for—what? two hundred years?—the Colonial Union has been holding back the people of Earth. It’s been keeping us from leaving the planet except under its own terms, using us to farm soldiers and colonists, and keeping us down by not sharing its technology and understanding of our place in the universe. And you know what, Jason? Despite everything this particular administration in Washington has been wrong about over the last six years, and there’s been a lot, that’s fair. Those are fair points to make.


  “But they’re also the wrong points to make. They are the myopic points to make. They are—should we say it? dare we say it? let’s go ahead and say it—they are the politically advantageous points for this administration to make. Look at the facts. What’s the U.S. economic growth been for the last three or four years? Come on, people, it’s been in the Dumpster. You know this. I know this. Everyone knows this. And why has it been in the Dumpster? Because of the economic policies of this administration, hundreds of millions of decent Americans, the ones that wake up every morning and go to work and do what they’re supposed to do, do what we ask them to do—people like you and me, Jason—well . . . we’re hurting, aren’t we? We are. Every day of the year.


  “Now we come to the point where our beloved leader, the resident in the White House, can no longer hide under the canard of a so-called global economic downturn, and has to face the music with the American people about his policies. And then, like a miracle from the skies, here comes John Perry and that Conclave fleet, telling us that the Colonial Union, not the president, not the administration’s policies, not the so-called global recession, is the root of our woes. How convenient for our beloved leader, don’t you think, Jason?”


  By this time, Louisa Smart was tapping on the glass from the control room. Birnbaum looked over. What the hell? Smart mouthed silently. Birnbaum held up his hands placatingly, to say, Don’t worry, I’ve got this.


  “I’m not sure what this has to do with the world government,” Jason said doubtfully.


  “Well, it’s got everything to do with the world government, doesn’t it, Jason?” Birnbaum said. “For the last several months we’re not talking about anything but the Colonial Union, and what we should do concerning the Colonial Union, and what we should do about the Colonial Union, and whether it can be trusted. Every day we talk about the Colonial Union is a day that we don’t talk about our own needs, our own problems, and the faults of our own government—and the current administration. I say it’s time to change the discussion. I say it’s time to change the official narrative. I say it’s time to get to the truth, rather than the spin.


  “And here’s the truth. I’m going to give it to you now. And it’s not going to be popular because it’s going to run maybe a little counter to what the official narrative is, and we know how protective the administration and its little enablers in the media are about the official narrative, don’t we? But here’s the truth, and just, you know, try it on for size and see how you like the fit.


  “The Colonial Union? It’s the best thing that ever happened to the planet Earth. Hands down, no contest, no silver or bronze. Yes, it kept the Earth in its own protective bubble. But have you seen the reports? In our local neighborhood of space, there are, what? Six hundred intelligent alien species, almost all of whom have attacked humans in some way, including John Perry’s hallowed Conclave, which would have wiped out a whole planetary colony if the Colonial Union hadn’t stopped them? If you think they would wipe out a colony, what makes you think any of them would spare the Earth if they thought we were important?


  “And you say, Well, fine, the Colonial Union kept us safe, but it also kept space from us Earthlings unless we became soldiers or colonists. But think about what that means—it means every person who went into space from Earth filled a role designed to protect humanity out there in the stars, or to build humanity’s place in the stars. You know that I take no backseat to anyone in my praise and honor of those who serve this nation in uniform. Why should I do any less for those who serve in a uniform that protects all of humankind, including those of us here on Earth? Our people—Earthlings, ladies and gentlemen—are the ones the Colonial Union turns to when it comes time to keep us all alive. The official narrative calls it slavery. I call it duty. When I turn seventy-five, do I want to sit here on Earth in a rocking chair, napping my days away until I kick off? Hell, no! Paint me green and put me in space! This administration isn’t protecting me from the Colonial Union by keeping me or anyone else from joining the Colonial Defense Forces. It’s threatening the survival of all of us by starving the one organization designed to keep all of us safe!


  “And I know there are still some of you out there clinging to the official narrative, saying to me, Well, it kept us down technologically and socially, didn’t it? I ask you, did it? Did it really? Or did it make it so that we, out of all humans anywhere, are the ones totally technologically self-sufficient? We don’t have the advantage of seeing how other alien races do things. If we want something, we have to build it ourselves. We have a knowledge base no other species can hope to match because they spend all their time poaching technology from everyone else! And far from controlling us, the Colonial Union left us here on Earth alone to pursue our own political and national destinies. Jason, do you think that if the Colonial Union hadn’t had our backs all this time, that we could have avoided a world government? That people wouldn’t have been screaming for a world government in the face of almost certain alien race subjugation?”


  “Uh—,” Jason began.


  “You know they would have,” Birnbaum continued. “And maybe some people want the same government here that they have in Beijing and New Delhi and Cairo and Paris, but I don’t. Are we so naïve as to believe the world government that we have would be like the one right here in America? Hell, this administration has been busy enough trying to trade in our rights to make us more like everyone else!


  “So I say, throw out the official narrative, people. Get with the truth. The truth is, the Colonial Union hasn’t been keeping us down. It’s been keeping us free. The longer we delude ourselves into thinking otherwise, the closer we are to doom as a species. And maybe I don’t have all the answers—I’m just a guy talking on a show, after all—but I do know that at the end of the day, humanity needs to fight to stay alive in the universe. I want to stand with the fighters. Where do you stand, people? That’s the question I want to talk about when we come back from the commercial break. Jason from Canoga Park, thanks for calling in.”


  “I have one more point—”


  Birnbaum closed the circuit and shut Jason down, then threw to Louisa Smart for the commercials.


  “Okay, seriously, what the hell was that?” Smart said, over the headset. “Since when do you have a bug in your ass about the Colonial Union?”


  “You said you wanted me to spend more time thinking about how to turn the show around,” Birnbaum said.


  “You think championing the group that’s been pissing on Earth for two hundred years is a winning strategy for that?” Smart said. “I question your judgment, more than I usually do.”


  “Trust me, Louisa,” Birnbaum said. “This is going to work.”


  “You don’t actually believe what you just spouted, do you?” Smart said.


  “If it gets the numbers up, I believe every goddamned word of it,” Birnbaum said. “And for the sake of your job, Louisa, so should you.”


  “I have a job whether you’re here or not,” Smart reminded him. “So I think I’ll keep my own opinion out of the ‘sale’ rack, if it’s all the same to you.” She looked down at her monitor and made a face.


  “What is it?” Birnbaum asked.


  “It looks like you pinked somebody,” Smart said. “I’ve got a caller here from Foggy Bottom. It’s not every day we have someone from the State Department calling in, that’s for sure.”


  “Are we sure it’s from the State Department?” Birnbaum asked.


  “I’m checking the name right now,” Smart said. “Yup. It’s a deputy undersecretary for space affairs. Small fry in the grand scheme of things.”


  “Doesn’t matter,” Birnbaum said. “Get him on when we come back. I’m going to light him up.”


  “Her,” Smart said.


  “Whatever,” Birnbaum said, and girded himself for battle.
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  Having furnished the pictures, Birnbaum fully expected Washington’s clients to furnish a war. What he wasn’t expecting was a blitzkrieg.


  Birnbaum’s show numbers for the day were actually about 1 percent below average; fewer than a million people heard his rant live, streamed to the listening implement of their choice. Within ten minutes of the rant, however, the archived version of the rant started picking up listeners. Relatively slowly at first, the archived version’s numbers began to climb as more political sites linked in. Within two hours, the archived version reached another million people. Within three, it was two million. Within four, four million. The show archive’s hits grew at a roughly geometric rate for several hours afterward. Overnight there were seven million downloads of the Voice in the Wilderness PDA ’gram. By the next day’s show—a show devoted entirely to the subject of the Colonial Union, as were the next several shows—the live audience was 5.2 million. By the end of the week, it was twenty million live streams per show.


  Like a crack in an overburdened dam, Birnbaum’s pro–Colonial Union rant created a rapid collapse in a polite silence from various political quarters, followed by a swamping flood of agreement with Birnbaum’s vituperation for the current administration position of holding the Colonial Union at arm’s length. Birnbaum had occupied a sweet spot in the media discourse—not so influential that he was unable to promote a potentially unpopular (and possibly crazy) theory, but not so obscure that he could be dismissed outright as a kook. Too many Washington insiders, politicians and journalists knew him too well for that.


  The administration, wholly unprepared for the tsunami of opposing views on this particular topic, flubbed its immediate response to Birnbaum and his followers, beginning with the unfortunately clueless deputy undersecretary for space affairs who had called in to Birnbaum’s show, who was so thoroughly dismantled by Birnbaum that three days later she tendered her resignation and headed to her home state of Montana, where she would eventually become a high school history teacher.


  At least she was well out of it. The government’s response was so poorly done that for several days its hapless handling of the event threatened to eclipse the discussion of the Colonial Union itself.


  Threatened but did not eclipse, in part because Birnbaum, who knew a good break when he saw one, simply wouldn’t let it. From his newly elevated vantage point, Birnbaum dispensed opinion, gathered useful tidbits of information from insiders who two weeks before wouldn’t have given him the time of day and set the daily agenda for discussion on the topic of the Colonial Union.


  Others attempted to seize the issue from him, of course. Rival talk show hosts, stunned by his sudden ascendancy, claimed the Colonial Union topic for their own but could not match his head start; even the (formerly) more influential show hosts looked like also-rans on the subject. Eventually, all but the most oblivious of them ceded supremacy on the topic to him and focused on other subjects. Politicians would try to change the subject; Birnbaum would either get them on the show to serve his purposes or harangue them when they wouldn’t step foot into his studio.


  Either way the subject was his, and he milked it for all it was worth, carefully tweaking his message for statesmanlike effect. No, of course the Colonial Union should not be excused for keeping us in the dark, he would say, but we have to understand the context in which that decision was made. No, we should never be subjugated to the Colonial Union or be just another colony in their union, he’d say other times, but there were distinct advantages in an alliance of equal partners. Of course we should consider the Conclave’s positions and see what advantages talking to it holds for us, he’d say still other times, but should we also forget we are human? To whom, at the end of the day, do we truly owe our allegiance, if not our own species?


  Every now and again, Louisa Smart would ask him if he truly believed the things he was saying to his new, widely expanded audience. Birnbaum would refer her to his original answer to the question. Eventually Smart stopped asking.


  The new monthlies came in. Live audience of the show was up 2,500 percent. Archived show up a similar number. Forty million downloads of the PDA ’gram. Birnbaum called his agent and told her to renegotiate his latest contract with SilverDelta. She did, despite the fact it had been negotiated less than two years earlier. Walter Kring might have been a six-foot-ten-inch alpha male right through to his bones, but he was strangely terrified of Monica Blaustein, persistent Jewish grandmother from New York, five feet tall in her flats. He could also read a ratings sheet and knew a gold mine when he saw it.


  Birnbaum’s life became the show and sleeping. His thing on the side, miffed at the inattention, dropped him. His relationship with Judith, his third wife, the smart one, the one who had maneuvered him out of the prenup, became commensurately better in nearly all respects. His son Ben’s soccer team actually won a soccer game. Birnbaum didn’t feel he could really take credit for that last one.


  “This isn’t going to last,” Smart pointed out to him two months into the ride.


  “What is it with you?” Birnbaum asked her. “You’re a downer.”


  “It’s called being a realist, Al,” she said. “I’m delighted that everything’s coming up roses for you at the moment. But you’re a single-issue show right now. And no matter what, the fact is this issue is going to get solved one way or another in the not all that distant future. And then where will you be? You will be last month’s fad. I know you have a shiny new contract and all, but Kring will still cut your ass if you have three bad quarters in a row. And now, for better or worse, you have much, much further to fall.”


  “I like that you think I don’t know that,” Birnbaum said. “Fortunately for the both of us, I am taking steps to deal with that.”


  “Do tell,” Smart said.


  “The Rally,” Birnbaum said, making sure the capital “R” was evident in his voice.


  “Ah, the rally,” Smart said, omitting the capital. “This is the rally on the Mall in support of the Colonial Union, which you have planned for two weeks from now.”


  “Yes, that one,” Birnbaum said.


  “You’ll note that the subject of the rally is the Colonial Union,” Smart said. “Which is to say, that single issue that you’re not branching out from.”


  “It’s not what the Rally is about,” Birnbaum said. “It’s who is going to be there with me. I’ve got both the Senate majority leader and House minority leader up there on the stage with me. I’ve been cultivating my relationships with them for the last six weeks, Louisa. They’ve been feeding me all sorts of information, because we have midterms coming up. They want the House back and I’m going to be the one to get it for them. So after the Rally, we begin the shift away from the Colonial Union and back to matters closer to home. We’ll ride the Colonial Union thing as long as we can, of course. But this way, when that horse rides into the sunset I’m still in a position to influence the political course of the nation.”


  “As long as you don’t mind being a political party’s cabana boy,” Smart said.


  “I prefer ‘unofficial agenda setter’ myself,” Birnbaum said. “And if I deliver this election, then I think I’ll be able to call myself something else. It’s all upside.”


  “Is this the part where I stand at your side as you roll into Rome in triumph, whispering ‘Remember thou art mortal’ into your ear?” Smart asked.


  “I don’t entirely get the reference,” Birnbaum said. His world history knowledge was marginally worse than his United States history knowledge.


  Smart rolled her eyes. “Of course not,” she said. “Remember it anyway, Al. It might come in handy one day.”


  Birnbaum made a note to remember it but forgot because he was busy with his show, the Rally and everything that would follow after it. It came back to him briefly on the day of the Rally, when, after stirring fifteen-minute speeches from the House minority leader and the Senate majority leader, Birnbaum ascended the podium and stood at the lectern on the stage of the Rally, looking out at a sea of seventy thousand faces (fewer than the one hundred thousand faces they had been hoping for, but more than enough, and anyway they’d round up because it was all estimates in any event). The faces, mostly male, mostly middle-aged, looked up at him with admiration and fervor and the knowledge that they were part of something bigger, something that he, Albert Birnbaum, had started.


  Remember thou art mortal, Birnbaum heard Louisa Smart say in his head. He smiled at it; Louisa wasn’t at the Rally because of a wedding. He’d rib her about it later. Birnbaum brought up his notes on the lectern monitor and opened his mouth to speak and then was deeply confused when he was facedown on the podium, gasping like a fish and feeling sticky from the blood spurting out of what remained of his shoulder. His ears registered a crack, as if distant thunder were finally catching up with lightning, then he heard screams and the sound of seventy thousand panicked people trying to run, and then blacked out.
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  Birnbaum looked up and saw Michael Washington looking down at him.


  “How did you get in here?” Birnbaum asked, after he had taken a couple of minutes to remember who he was (Albert Birnbaum), where he was (Washington Sacred Heart Catholic Hospital), what time it was (2:47 a.m.) and why he was there (he’d been shot).


  Washington pointed with a gloved hand to the badge on his chest, and Birnbaum realized Washington was in a police uniform. “That’s not real,” Birnbaum protested.


  “Actually it is,” Washington said. “I usually work plain clothes, but this was useful for the moment.”


  “I thought you were some sort of facilitator,” Birnbaum said. “You have clients.”


  “I am and I do,” Washington said. “Some cops tend bar on the side. This is what I do.”


  “You’re joking,” Birnbaum said.


  “That’s entirely possible,” Washington said.


  “Why are you here now?” Birnbaum asked.


  “Because we had unfinished business,” Washington said.


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Birnbaum said. “You asked me to pimp a pro–Colonial Union story. I did that.”


  “And you did a fine job with it,” Washington said. “Although at the end things were beginning to flag. You had fewer people at your rally than you had anticipated.”


  “We had a hundred thousand,” Birnbaum said, weakly.


  “No,” Washington said. “But I appreciate you making the effort there.”


  Birnbaum’s mind began to wander, but he focused on Washington again. “So what unfinished business do we have?” he asked.


  “You dying,” Washington said. “You were supposed to have been assassinated at the rally, but our marksman didn’t make the shot. He blamed it on a gust of wind between him and the target. So it fell to me.”


  Birnbaum was confused. “Why do you want me dead? I did what you asked.”


  “And again, you did a fine job,” Washington said. “But now the discussion needs to be brought to another level. Making you a martyr to the cause will do that. Nothing like a public assassination to embed the topic into the national consciousness.”


  “I don’t understand,” Birnbaum said, increasingly confused.


  “I know,” Washington said. “But you never understood, Mr. Birnbaum. You didn’t want to understand all that much, I think. You never even really cared who I worked for. All you were interested in was what I was dangling in front of you. You never took your eyes off that.”


  “Who do you work for?” Birnbaum croaked.


  “I work for the Colonial Union, of course,” Washington said. “They needed some way to change the conversation. Or, alternately, I work for Russians and the Brazilians, who are upset that the United States is taking the lead in the international discussions about the Colonial Union and wanted to disrupt its momentum. No, I work for the political party not in the White House, who was looking to change the election calculus. Actually, all of those were lies: I work for a cabal who wants to form a world government.”


  Birnbaum bulged his eyes at him, disbelieving.


  “The time to have demanded an answer was before you took the job, Mr. Birnbaum,” Washington said. “Now you’ll never know.” He held up a syringe. “You woke up because I injected you with this. It’s shutting down your nervous system as we speak. It’s intentionally obvious. We want it to be clear you were assassinated. There are enough clues planted in various places for a merry chase. You’ll be even more famous now. And with that fame will come influence. Not that you will be able to use it, of course. But others will, and that will be enough. Fame, power and an audience, Mr. Birnbaum. It’s what you were promised. It’s what you were given.”


  Birnbaum said nothing to this; he’d died midmonologue. Washington smiled, planted the syringe in Birnbaum’s bed and walked out of the room.
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  “They have the assassin on video,” Jason from Canoga Park said, to Louisa Smart, who had taken over the show, temporarily, for the memorial broadcast. “They have him on video injecting him and talking to him before he died. That was when it happened. When he revealed the plot of the world government.”


  “We can’t know that,” Smart said, and for the millionth time wondered how Birnbaum managed to talk to his listeners without wanting to crawl down the stream to strangle them. “The video is low resolution and has no audio. We’ll never know what they had to say to each other.”


  “What else could it be?” Jason said. “Who else could have managed it?”


  “It’s a compelling point, Jason,” Smart said, preparing to switch over to the next caller and whatever their cockamamie theory would be.


  “I’m going to miss Al,” Jason said, before she could unplug him. “He called himself the Voice in the Wilderness. But if he was, we were all in the wilderness with him. Who will be that voice now? Who will call to us? And what will they say?”


  Smart had no good answer to that. She just went to the next caller instead.
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  Tales from the Clarke


  The Human Division Episode 5


  The Human Division as a whole is dedicated to:


  Yanni Kuznia and Brian Decker, two of my favorite people;


  and


  John Harris, for his wonderful cover art for this and other Old Man’s War books.


  Additionally, this particular Episode is dedicated to:


  Glenn Reynolds


  “So, Captain Coloma,” Department of State Deputy Undersecretary Jamie Maciejewski said. “It’s not every starship captain who intentionally maneuvers her ship into the path of a speeding missile.”


  Captain Sophia Coloma set her jaw and tried very hard not to crack her own molars while doing so. There were a number of ways she expected this final inquiry into her actions in the Danavar system to go. This being the opening statement was not one of them.


  In Coloma’s head a full list of responses, most not in the least appropriate for the furtherance of her career, scrolled past. After several seconds, she found one she could use. “You have my full report on the matter, sir,” she said.


  “Yes, of course,” Maciejewski said, and then indicated with a hand State Department Fleet Commander Lance Brode and CDF liaison Elizabeth Egan, who with Maciejewski constituted the final inquiry panel. “We have your full report. We also have the reports of your XO, Commander Balla, of Ambassador Abumwe, and of Harry Wilson, the Colonial Defense Forces adjunct on the Clarke at the time of the incident.”


  “We also have the report of Shipmaster Gollock,” Brode said. “Outlining the damage the Clarke took from the missile. I’ll have you know she was quite impressed with you. She tells me that the fact that you managed to get the Clarke back to Phoenix Station at all is a minor miracle; by all rights the ship should have cracked in half from material stresses during the ship’s acceleration to skip distance.”


  “She also says that the damage to the Clarke is extensive enough that repairs will take longer to make than it would take for us to just build an entire new Robertson-class diplomatic ship,” Maciejewski said. “It would possibly be more expensive to boot.”


  “And then there is the matter of the lives you put at risk,” Egan said. “The lives of your crew. The lives of the diplomatic mission to the Utche. More than three hundred people, all told.”


  “I minimized the risk as much as possible,” Coloma said. In the roughly thirty seconds I had to make a plan, she thought but did not say.


  “Yes,” Egan said. “I read your report. And there were no deaths from your actions. There were, however, casualties, several serious and life-threatening.”


  What do you want from me? Coloma felt like barking at the inquiry panel. The Clarke wasn’t supposed to have been in the Danavar system to begin with; the diplomatic team on it was chosen at the last minute to replace a diplomatic mission to the Utche that had gone missing and was presumed dead. When the Clarke arrived they discovered traps had been set for the Utche, using stolen Colonial Union missiles that would make it look as if the humans had attacked their alien counterparts. Harry Wilson—Coloma had to keep in check some choice opinions just thinking the name—took out all but one of the missiles by using the Clarke’s shuttle as a decoy, destroying the shuttle and nearly killing himself in the process. Then the Utche arrived and Coloma had no choice other than to draw the final missile to the Clarke, rather than have it home in on the Utche ship, strike it and start a war the Colonial Union couldn’t afford at the moment.


  What do you want from me? Coloma asked again in her mind. She wouldn’t ask the question; she couldn’t afford to give the inquiry panel that sort of opening. She had no doubt they would tell her, and that it would be something other than what she had done.


  So instead she said, “Yes, there were casualties.”


  “They might have been avoided,” Egan said.


  “Yes,” Coloma said. “I could have avoided them entirely by allowing the missile—a Colonial Union Melierax Series Seven—to hit the Utche ship, which would have been unprepared and unready for the attack. That strike would have likely crippled the ship, if it did not destroy it outright, and would have caused substantial casualties, including potentially scores of deaths. That seemed the less advisable course of action.”


  “No one disputes your actions spared the Utche ship considerable damage, and the Colonial Union an uncomfortable diplomatic incident,” Maciejewski said.


  “But there still is the matter of the ship,” Brode said.


  “I’m well aware of the matter of the Clarke,” Coloma said. “It’s my ship.”


  “Not anymore,” Brode said.


  “Pardon?” Coloma said. She dug her fingernails into her palms to keep herself from leaping across the room to grab Brode by the collar.


  “You’ve been relieved of your command of the Clarke,” Brode said. “The determination has been made to scrap the ship. Command has been transferred to the port crew that will disassemble it. This is all standard practice for scrapped ships, Captain. It’s not a reflection on your service.”


  “Yes, sir,” Coloma said, and doubted that. “What is my next command? And what is the disposition of my staff and crew?”


  “In part, that’s what this inquiry is about, Captain Coloma,” Egan said, and glanced over at Brode, coolly. “It’s regrettable that you had to learn about the disposition of your ship in this way, in this forum. But now that you do know, you should know what we’re going to decide is not what we think about what you did, but where we think you should go next. Do you understand the difference here?”


  “With apologies, ma’am, I’m not entirely sure I do,” Coloma said. Her entire body was coated in a cold sweat that accompanied the realization that she was now a captain without a ship, which meant in a very real sense she was no longer a captain at all. Her body wanted to shiver, to shake off the clamminess she felt. She didn’t dare.


  “Then understand that the best thing you can do now is to help us understand your thinking at every step in your actions,” Egan said. “We have your report. We know what you did. We want a better idea of the why.”


  “You know the why,” Coloma said before she could stop, and almost immediately regretted it. “I did it to stop a war.”


  “We all agree you stopped a war,” Maciejewski said. “We have to decide whether how you did it justifies giving you another command.”


  “I understand,” Coloma said. She would not admit any defeat into her voice.


  “Very good,” Maciejewski said. “Then let’s begin at the decision to let the missile hit your ship. Let’s take it second by second, shall we.”
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  The Clarke, like other large ships, did not dock with Phoenix Station directly. It was positioned a small distance away, in the section of station devoted to repair. Coloma stood at the edge of the repair transport bay, watching crews load into the work shuttles that would take them to the Clarke, to strip the ship of anything and everything valuable or salvageable before cutting down the hull itself into manageable plates to be recycled into something else entirely—another ship, structural elements for a space station, weapons or perhaps foil to wrap leftovers in. Coloma smiled wryly at the idea of a leftover bit of steak being wrapped in the skin of the Clarke, and then she stopped smiling.


  She had to admit that in the last couple of weeks she’d gotten very good at making herself depressed.


  In her peripheral vision, Coloma saw someone walking up to her. She knew without turning that it was Neva Balla, her executive officer. Balla had a hitch in her gait, an artifact, so Balla claimed, of an equestrian injury in her youth. The practical result of it was that there was no doubt of her identity when she came up on you. Balla could be wearing a bag on her head and Coloma would know it was her.


  “Having one last look at the Clarke?” Balla asked Coloma as she walked up.


  “No,” Coloma said; Balla looked at her quizzically. “She’s no longer the Clarke. When they decommissioned her, they took her name. Now she’s just CUDS-RC-1181. For whatever time it takes to render her down to parts, anyway.”


  “What happens to the name?” Balla asked.


  “They put it back into the rotation,” Coloma said. “Some other ship will have it eventually. That is, if they don’t decide to retire it for being too ignominious.”


  Balla nodded, but then motioned to the ship. “Clarke or not, she was still your ship.”


  “Yes,” Coloma said. “Yes, she was.”


  The two stood there silently for a moment, watching the shuttles angle toward what used to be their ship.


  “So what did you find out?” Coloma asked Balla after a moment.


  “We’re still on hold,” Balla said. “All of us. You, me, the senior staff of the Clarke. Some of the crew have been reassigned to fill holes in other ship rosters, but almost no officers and none of those above the rank of lieutenant junior grade.”


  Coloma nodded. The reassignment of her crew would normally come through her, but technically speaking they were no longer her crew and she no longer their captain. Balla had friends in the Department of State’s higher reaches, or more accurately, she had friends who were assistants and aides to the department’s higher reaches. It worked out the same, informationwise. “Do we have any idea why no one important’s been reassigned?”


  “They’re still doing their investigation of the Danavar incident,” Balla said.


  “Yes, but in our crew that only involves you and me and Marcos Basquez,” Coloma said, naming the Clarke’s chief engineer. “And Marcos isn’t being investigated like the two of us are.”


  “It’s still easier to have us around,” Balla said. “But there’s another wrinkle to it as well.”


  “What’s that?” Coloma asked.


  “The Clarke’s diplomatic team hasn’t been formally reassigned, either,” Balla said. “Some of them have been added on to existing missions or negotiations in a temporary capacity, but none of them has been made permanent.”


  “Who did you hear this from?” Coloma asked.


  “Hart Schmidt,” Balla said. “He and Ambassador Abumwe were attached to the Bula negotiations last week.”


  Coloma winced at this. The Bula negotiations had gone poorly, in part because the Colonial Defense Forces had established a clandestine base on an underdeveloped Bula colony world and had gotten caught red-handed trying to evacuate it; that was the rumor, in any event. Abumwe and Schmidt having anything to do with that would not look good for them.


  “So we’re all in limbo,” Coloma said.


  “It looks like,” Balla said. “At least you’re not being singled out, ma’am.”


  Coloma laughed at this. “Not singled out, but being punished, that’s for sure.”


  “I don’t know why we would be punished,” Balla said. “We were dropped into a diplomatic process at the last minute, discovered a trap, and kept the trap from snapping shut. All without a single death. And the negotiations with the Utche were successfully completed on top of that. They give people medals for less.”


  Coloma motioned to what used to be the Clarke. “Maybe they were just very attached to the ship.”


  Balla smiled. “It seems unlikely,” she said.


  “Why not?” Coloma said. “I was.”


  “You did the right thing, Captain,” Balla said, becoming serious. “I said so to the investigators. So did Ambassador Abumwe and Lieutenant Wilson. If they don’t see that, to hell with them.”


  “Thank you, Neva,” Coloma said. “It’s good of you to say that. Remember it when they assign us to a tow barge.”


  “There are worse assignments,” Balla said.


  Coloma was about to respond when her PDA pinged. She swiped to her message queue and read the mail there. Then she shut down the screen, put the PDA away and returned her gaze to what used to be the Clarke.


  Balla watched her captain for a moment. “You’re killing me over here,” she finally said.


  “Remember when you said that there are worse assignments than a tow barge?” Coloma said, to her XO.


  “Considering it’s the second to last thing I said, yes,” Balla said. “Why?”


  “Because we may have just gotten one of those assignments,” Coloma said.
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  “The ship was the Porchester,” Colonel Abel Rigney said. “At least for its first thirty years of service, when it was a Hampshire-class corvette in the CDF. Then it was transferred to the Department of State and renamed the Ballantine, after an old secretary of the department. That was another twenty years of service as a courier and supply ship. It was decommissioned last year.”


  Coloma stood on the bridge with Rigney and Balla and looked over the quiet banks of monitors. The atmosphere on the ship was thin and cold, befitting a ship that no longer had a crew or a purpose. “Any immediate reason for the decommissioning?” she asked.


  “Other than age? No,” Rigney said. “She ran fine. Runs fine, as you’ll discover when you put her through her paces. She’s just old. There are a lot of klicks on this ship, and eventually being on her began to look like a hardship assignment.”


  “Hmmm,” Coloma said.


  “But it’s all a matter of perspective, isn’t it,” Rigney said, quickly, moving past the implied but unintentional insult he’d just offered Coloma. “If you’re new to space travel, and don’t have your own fleet of ships, then what you and I see as old and past its prime will look shiny and new. The folks from Earth who we are proposing to sell this ship to are going to look at this baby as their first step into the wider universe. It’s right about their speed.”


  “So that’s my job,” Coloma said. “Take a hand-me-down and convince the rubes they’re getting something that’s top of the line.”


  “I wouldn’t put it like that, Captain,” Rigney said. “We’re not trying to deceive the folks from Earth. They know we’re not offering them the latest technology. But they also know they’re not trained and ready to handle our latest ships. The only real spacefaring tech they’ve had to this point are shuttlecraft working around the space station over their planet. We’ve handled everything else up to now.”


  “So we’re giving them a ship with training wheels on it,” Coloma said.


  “We prefer to think of it as that we’re offering them a classic piece of technology to learn on and build from,” Rigney said. “You know the Earth folks aren’t happy with the Colonial Union right now.”


  Coloma nodded; that was common knowledge. And she couldn’t blame them. If she were from Earth and discovered that the Colonial Union had been using the entire planet as a farm for soldiers and colonists, she’d be pissed at it, too.


  “What you probably don’t know is that the Earth folks aren’t just talking to us,” Rigney said. “The Conclave has been very aggressively courting them, too. It would be very bad for the Colonial Union if Earth decided to join the Conclave, and not just because we’d be fresh out of colonists and CDF. This ship is one of the ways we’re hoping to get back on their good side.”


  “Then why are you selling it to them, sir?” Balla asked. “Why not just give it to them?”


  “We’re already gifting the Earth folks lots of other technology,” Rigney said. “We don’t want to start looking like we’re offering reparations. And anyway, the governments of Earth are suspicious of us. They’re worried that we’re offering up Trojan horses to them. If we make them pay for this ship, they’re more likely to trust us. Don’t ask me about the psychology here. I’m just telling you what they tell me. We’re still giving it to them at a sharply reduced price, and mostly in barter. I think we’re selling it mostly for field corn.”


  “We’re selling it to the Earth folks as a way to get our foot in the door,” Coloma said.


  Rigney rolled his hand toward Coloma. “Precisely,” he said. “And so we come to you and your crew. It’s perfectly reasonable that you would see a temporary assignment to a decommissioned ship as punishment for what happened at Danavar. But in fact, Captain Coloma, Commander Balla, what we’re asking you to do is a task that’s of great importance to the Colonial Union. Your job is to highlight the ship, to make the Earth people feel that it’s going to be of benefit to them, answer all their questions and give them a positive experience with the Colonial Union. If you pull it off, you’ll be doing the Colonial Union a service. A very significant service. One that means you’ll be able to write your own ticket afterward.”


  “I have your word on that, Colonel?” Coloma asked.


  “No,” Rigney said. “But that’s my point. Sell this ship and you won’t need my word.”


  “Understood,” Coloma said.


  “Good,” Rigney said. “Now. Tour the ship, check out the systems, tell me what you need, and you’ll get it. But do it quickly. You have two weeks from today before the Earth delegation arrives to see what this ship can do. Be ready for them. Be ready for us.”
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  “Here’s the problem,” Marcos Basquez said, pointing to a series of tubes in the engine room of the ship. He was yelling over the din of his crew banging away at updates and repairs.


  “I see tubes, Marcos,” Coloma said.


  “You see power conduits,” Basquez said.


  “And?” Coloma said.


  “We have two types of engines on a spaceship,” Basquez said. “We got the conventional engines, which push us through normal space, and we got the skip drive, which punches holes in space-time. Both of them are powered from the same source, okay? These days, because we know what we’re doing, we can seat the engines and the skip drive in the same place. Fifty years ago, when this pile of shit was put together, we had to separate the two.” He pointed to the power conduits. “These are the conduits that send power to the skip drive from the engine.”


  “All right,” Coloma said. “So what?”


  “So they’re degraded and need to be replaced,” Basquez said.


  “So replace them,” Coloma said.


  Basquez shook his head. “If it were that easy, I wouldn’t be telling you about it. This engine design is half a century old. This ship was the last of its kind in service. There isn’t another ship out there with this engine design. They haven’t made replacement stock for this engine design in more than a decade.”


  “You can’t replace the conduits because the replacement conduits don’t exist,” Coloma said.


  “Right,” Basquez said.


  “Power conduits are still being made,” Coloma said. “We had them all over the Clarke.”


  “Right, but they’re not rated for this sort of power output,” Basquez said. “Trying to use the current standard conduit here would be like stuffing a Great Dane into a Chihuahua sweater.”


  Coloma had to stop for a moment to take in the visual Basquez just offered. Then she said, “Would these conduits last through our mission? We’re only skipping to the Rus system and back.”


  “There’s two ways of answering that,” Basquez said. “The first one is to say that these conduits probably won’t overload and rupture, or destroy this section of the ship, or rupture the hull, or kill everyone on board, including those important Earth visitors. The second one is that if you decide not to replace them, I hope you don’t mind if I do my work remotely, like from Phoenix Station.”


  “What do you suggest?” Coloma asked.


  “How much time do we have before we have to be under way?” Basquez asked.


  “Twelve days,” Coloma said.


  “We have two options,” Basquez said. “We comb through CDF and civilian shipyards looking for this size of conduit and hope they’re not as degraded as these are, or we commission some made from scratch from the shipyards, based on this specification, and hope they arrive in time.”


  “Do both,” Coloma said.


  “Belt and suspenders, very wise,” said Basquez. “This is the part where you send a note to that Rigney guy telling him to yell at people to get those parts here on time, right? I want a couple of days with them to make sure they have the capacity we’ll need.”


  “I’ll do it on my way to my next meeting,” Coloma said.


  “This is why I like working with you, Captain,” Basquez said, and then turned his attention to one of his engineers, who evidently needed yelling at.


  Rigney promised to get the conduit specialists at the CDF shipyards on Phoenix Station on the job and told Coloma to have Basquez send the specs to him directly. Coloma smiled as she disconnected from her talk with Rigney. Civilian captains and ships were almost always prioritized below Colonial Defense Forces ships when it came time to allot materials and expertise; it was nice to be at the front of the line for once.


  Coloma’s next meeting, in one of the ship’s tiny conference rooms, was with Lieutenant Harry Wilson.


  “Captain,” Wilson said as she approached him. He saluted.


  “Why do you do that?” Coloma asked him. She sat down at the conference room table.


  “Ma’am?” Wilson said, lowering his arm.


  “Why do you salute me?” Coloma asked. “You’re Colonial Defense Forces and I am not. You’re not required to salute civilian captains.”


  “You still outrank me,” Wilson said.


  “That’s not what you told me at Danavar, when you flashed your security clearance at me and ordered me to give you my shuttle,” Coloma said. “Which you then destroyed.”


  “Sorry about that, ma’am,” Wilson said. “It was necessary at the time.”


  “You still have that security clearance?” Coloma asked.


  “I do,” Wilson said. “I think they forgot they gave it to me. I’m pretty harmless with it. I use it mostly to check box scores for baseball games back on Earth.”


  “I understand you’ve just returned from being a hostage,” Coloma said.


  “Yes, ma’am,” Wilson said. “An unfortunate incident with the Bula. We ended up with six of their ships planning to blow us out of the sky. Ambassador Abumwe was part of the diplomatic team that got us released. They’re still ironing out the details of the ransom, I believe. Letting us go early was a sign of good faith. They have other things to hold over us.”


  “You certainly find yourself in the middle of a number of interesting incidents,” Coloma said.


  “I wouldn’t mind not having that talent,” Wilson said.


  “I have a job for you,” Coloma said. “I’m prepping this ship to display and then sell to a group of representatives from Earth. I need someone to be their guide and liaison while they are here on the ship. I want you to do it.”


  “Seems to me you have an entire diplomatic corps you can call on to do that job,” Wilson said. “I’m a CDF tech specialist.”


  “You’re from Earth,” Coloma said. “All the diplomats I could use are from the Colonial Union. My job is to make these people comfortable with the ship and with us. I think it would be useful to have someone here who speaks their language.”


  “I might not speak their language,” Wilson said. “There are a couple hundred of them in service on Earth.”


  “It’s an expression,” Coloma said, testily, and pulled out her PDA. “I meant someone who has a shared history with them and who can cogently describe the advantages of the Colonial Union to them. Your technical background will come in handy because that means you can explain details of the ship to them, which no normal diplomat could do. Also, the files I have on these representatives says that they are all from either the United States or Canada. I think you will be able to speak their language just fine.” She played her fingers across the PDA. “There. I’ve sent you their information.”


  “Thank you,” Wilson said. “If you want me, I’m happy to serve in this role for you. I’m just surprised you want me. I was pretty sure I was on your shit list, Captain.”


  “You were,” Coloma said. “You are. But help me with this and you’ll get off of it.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” Wilson said.


  “Good. Then we’re done here,” Coloma said. “You’re dismissed.”


  “Of course,” Wilson said, and then saluted Coloma again.


  “I already told you that wasn’t necessary,” Coloma said to Wilson.


  “You put your ship in the path of a missile meant to kill members of an alien race, and kept the Colonial Union from having to fight a fight we’d have lost,” Wilson said. “That deserves a salute, ma’am.”


  Coloma returned the salute. Wilson left.
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  Basquez got his conduits a day before departure and was not in the least happy about it. “We’ve barely got time to install them, much less test them,” Basquez said, through the PDA. “And I haven’t had time to update the engineering systems down here. We’re still working off of fifty-year-old stations. You need to ask your Rigney for a delay.”


  “I already did and he already said no,” Coloma said. She was in the shuttle bay’s control room with Balla and Wilson, waiting for the arrival of the Earth diplomats. “They’ve got these people on a tight schedule.”


  “His precious schedule will be disrupted if we blow the hell up,” Basquez said.


  “Is that really going to be a problem?” Coloma said.


  There was a pause on the other end of the PDA. “No,” Basquez admitted. “I did a preliminary test of their throughput when I unpacked them. They should hold up.”


  “It will take us three days to get to skip distance,” Coloma said. “That should be more than enough time to do your tests.”


  “It would be better to do the tests here in the dock,” Basquez said.


  “I’m not disagreeing with you, Marcos,” Coloma said. “But it’s not up to us.”


  “Right,” Basquez said. “I’ll have these bastards installed in about six hours, and I’ll run a few more tests off the engineering stations. If I can, I’ll update the stations with new software tomorrow. It might give us more accurate readings.”


  “Fine,” Coloma said. “Let me know.” She ended the discussion.


  “Problems?” Balla asked her.


  “Other than Basquez being paranoid, no,” Coloma said.


  “It’s not a bad thing for an engineer to be paranoid,” Balla said.


  “I prefer them that way,” Coloma said. “Just not when I’m busy with other things.”


  “The shuttle is twenty klicks out and slowing,” Wilson said. “I’m going to purge atmosphere and open the doors.”


  “Do it,” Coloma said. Wilson nodded and communicated directly with the shuttle bay systems with the BrainPal computer in his head. There was a chugging sound as the bay reclaimers sucked in the air and stored it for rerelease. When the bay was sufficiently airless, Wilson cracked up the bay doors. The shuttle hovered silently outside.


  “Here come the Earthlings,” Wilson said.


  The shuttle landed. Wilson closed the doors and reintroduced the atmosphere; when it was back, the three of them filed out to wait for the shuttle door to open and disgorge its passengers.


  To Coloma’s eye they did not seem especially impressive: three men and two women, all middle-aged and homogeneous in appearance and attitude. She introduced herself, Balla and Wilson; the leader of the Earth contingent introduced himself as Marlon Tiege and likewise announced his team, fumbling over the names of two of them. “Sorry,” he said. “We’ve had a long journey.”


  “Of course,” Coloma said. “Lieutenant Wilson will be your liaison while you are here; he’ll be more than happy to show you your quarters. We’re on standard universal time on this ship, and we’re scheduled to depart from Phoenix Station at 0530 tomorrow morning; until then, please rest and relax. If you need anything, Wilson will make it happen.”


  “I am at your service,” Wilson said, and then smiled. “My files tell me you’re from Chicago, Mr. Tiege.”


  “That’s right,” Tiege said.


  “Cubs or White Sox?” Wilson asked.


  “You have to ask?” Tiege said. “Cubs.”


  “Then I feel honor-bound to inform you I’m a Cards fan,” Wilson said. “I hope that won’t cause a diplomatic incident.”


  Tiege smiled. “I think in this one case I’ll be willing to let it pass.”


  “We’re talking baseball,” Wilson said to Coloma, noting her look, which was positioned between puzzlement and irritation. “It’s a popular team sport in the United States. His favorite team and my favorite team are in the same division, which means they are rivals and frequently play against each other.”


  “Ah,” Coloma said.


  “They don’t have baseball up here?” Tiege asked Wilson.


  “Mostly not,” Wilson said. “Colonists are from different parts of the world. The closest most colonies come is cricket.”


  “That’s crazy talk,” Tiege said.


  “Tell me about it,” Wilson said, and then motioned with his hand, leading the Earth mission from the shuttle bay while Tiege nattered on about the Cubs.


  “What just happened?” Coloma asked Balla, after a minute.


  “You said you wanted someone who would speak their language,” Balla reminded her.


  “I expected to be able to speak their language a little,” Coloma said.


  “Better learn more about baby bears,” suggested Balla.
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  The first day of the trip consisted of Wilson giving the visitors a tour of the ship. Coloma wasn’t thrilled when the contingent from Earth showed up on her bridge, but the entire point of the trip was to sell them on the ship, so she did her best impression of a polite, engaged captain who had nothing better to do than answer inane questions about her ship. While she was doing this, she would occasionally glance over at Wilson, who seemed preoccupied.


  “What is it?” Coloma asked him, when Balla had led the Earth contingent over to the life support and energy management displays.


  “What is what?” Wilson said.


  “Something is bothering you,” Coloma said.


  “It’s nothing,” Wilson said. Then, “I’ll tell you about it later, ma’am.”


  Coloma considered pressing him on the subject, but then Tiege and his cohort returned to Wilson, who took them elsewhere. Coloma made a note to follow up with Wilson and then got lost in the day-to-day management of the ship.


  It was as Rigney had advertised to her: old but serviceable. Its systems ran well, with the occasional bump occasioned by the fact that she and every other crew member had to learn archaic systems. Some of the systems, like those in the engine room, had never been updated because the systems they were tied to had never been updated, either. Other systems were revamped when the ship made the transition from military to civilian use, and others—like the weapons systems—were removed almost entirely. Regardless, none of the systems were newer than fifteen years old, a period of time two years longer than Coloma herself had been in the Department of State’s fleet service. Fortunately, neither the CDF nor the Department of State was the sort of organization to radically change the interface of its command systems. Even engineering’s fifty-year-old consoles were simple enough to navigate through once you made a few concessions to antiquity.


  It’s not a bad ship, Coloma said to herself. The people of Earth weren’t getting something new, but they weren’t getting a lemon, either. She’d hesitate to go so far as to call it a classic, however.


  Sometime later, Coloma’s PDA pinged; it was Basquez. “I think we may have a problem,” he said.


  “What kind of problem?” Coloma asked.


  “The sort where I think you might want to come down and have me explain it to you in person,” Basquez said.
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  “I tried updating the engineering software on the consoles, but that didn’t work because the consoles are fifty years old and the hardware can’t keep up with the new software,” Basquez said, handing his PDA to Coloma. “So I went in the opposite direction. I took the software from the consoles, ported it into my PDA and created a virtual environment to run it. Then I updated it inside that environment to boost its sensitivity. And that’s where I saw this.” He pointed to a section of the PDA, which was displaying a picture of what looked like a glowing tube.


  Coloma squinted. “Saw what?” asked. “What am I looking at?”


  “You’re looking at the energy flow through a section of the conduit we just installed,” Basquez said. “And this”—he pointed again at a section of the PDA, tapping it for emphasis—“is a kink in the flow.”


  “What does that mean?” Coloma said.


  “Right now it doesn’t mean anything,” Basquez said. “We’re only passing ten percent of capacity through the conduit to prep and test the skip drive. It’s a disruption of maybe one ten-thousandth of the total flow. Small enough that if I hadn’t updated the software, I would have missed it. The thing is, there’s a reason we keep power flows as smooth as possible—disruptions introduce chaos, and chaos can mean ruptures. If we push more capacity through the conduit, there’s no guarantee that the disruption won’t scale at a geometric or logarithmic rate, and then—”


  “And then we would have a rupture and then we’d be screwed,” Coloma said.


  “It’s a very small risk, but you’re the one the Colonial Union is telling to make this thing go off without a hitch,” Basquez said. “So this is a hitch. A potential hitch.”


  “What do you want to do about it?” Coloma said.


  “I want to take down that chunk of tube and run some scanners through it,” Basquez said. “Find out what’s causing the problem. If it’s an imperfection in the physical conduit or the sheathing inside, that’s something we can fix here. If it’s something else . . . well, I have no clue what else it could be except a physical imperfection, but if it’s something else, we should figure out what it is and what we can do about it.”


  “Does this set us back on our itinerary?” Coloma asked.


  “It might, but it shouldn’t,” Basquez said. “I’m about 99.99 percent sure it’s something we can deal with here. My people will need about ninety minutes to take down that section, another sixty to scan it the way it should be scanned, about ten minutes to buff out any imperfections we find, and another ninety minutes to reinstall the section and run some tests. If everything checks out, we can push more power through on schedule. You won’t miss your skip.”


  “Then stop talking to me about it and do it,” Coloma said.


  “Yes, ma’am,” Basquez said. “I’ll let you know when everything’s cleaned up.”


  “Good,” Coloma said. She turned away from Basquez and saw Wilson walking up to her. “You’ve lost your flock,” she said to him.


  “I didn’t lose them, I parked them in the officers lounge to watch a video,” he said. “Then I went to the bridge to find you, and Balla said you were here.”


  “What is it?” Coloma said.


  “It’s our Earthlings,” Wilson said. “I’m pretty sure they’re not actually from Earth. Not recently, anyway.”
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  “You’re basing your suspicions on a baseball team?” Neva Balla asked, disbelievingly. Coloma had her report to the conference room she and Wilson were in and had Wilson repeat what he had said to her.


  “It’s not just any baseball team, it’s the Cubs,” Wilson said, and then held out his hands in a helpless sort of gesture. “Listen, you have to understand something. In all of the history of professional sports, the Cubs are the ultimate symbol of complete failure. The championship of baseball is something called the World Series, and it’s been so long since the Cubs have won it that no one who is alive could remember the last time they won it. It’s so long that no one alive knew anyone who was alive when they won it. We’re talking centuries of abject failure here.”


  “So what?” Balla said.


  “So the Cubs won the World Series two years ago,” Wilson said. He nodded to Coloma. “I made a joke to Captain Coloma here that I’ve been using that security clearance I have to check baseball box scores. Well, it’s not a lie, I do. I like having that connection back home. Yesterday when Tiege mentioned being a Cubs fan, I sent in a request for the Cubs’ season stats going back to when I left Earth. As a Cards fan, I wanted to rub his face in his team’s continued failure. But then I found out the Cubs had broken their streak.”


  Balla looked at Wilson blankly.


  “Two years ago the Cubs won a hundred and one games,” Wilson continued. “That’s the most games they’ve won in over a century. They only lost a single game in their entire playoff run, and swept the Cards—my team—in their divisional series. In game four of the World Series, some kid named Jorge Alamazar pitched the first perfect game in a World Series since the twentieth century.”


  Balla looked over to her captain. “This isn’t my sport,” she said. “I don’t know what any of this means.”


  “It means,” Wilson said, “that there’s no possible way a Cubs fan who has been on Earth anytime in the last two years would fail to tell any baseball fan that the Cubs won the series. And when I identified myself as a Cards fan, Tiege’s first reaction should have been to rub the Cubbies’ victory in my face. It’s simply impossible.”


  “Maybe he’s not that big of a fan,” Balla said.


  “If he’s from Chicago, it’s not something he would miss,” Wilson said. “And we talked enough about baseball last night that I’m pretty confident he’s not just a casual viewer of the sport. But I grant you could be right, and he’s either not enough of a fan or too polite to mention the Cubs ending a centuries-long drought. So I checked.”


  “How did you do that?” Balla asked.


  “I talked about the Cubs being the ultimate symbol of professional sports futility,” Wilson said. “I needled Tiege about it for about ten full minutes. He took it and admitted it was true. He doesn’t know the Cubs won the Series. He doesn’t know because the Colonial Union is still enforcing a news blackout from the Earth. He doesn’t know because either he’s a colonist bred and born or is former Colonial Defense Forces who retired and colonized.”


  “What about the other people on his team?” Balla asked.


  “I talked to them all and casually dropped questions about life on Earth,” Wilson said. “They’re all very nice people, just like Tiege is, but if any of them know anything about Earth anytime since about a decade ago, it got past me. None of them seemed to be able to name things that anyone from the United States or Canada should know, like names of sitting presidents or prime ministers, popular music or entertainment figures, or anything about big stories of the last year. A hurricane hit South Carolina last year and flattened most of Charleston. One of the women, Kelle Laflin, says she’s from Charleston but seems completely oblivious that the hurricane happened.”


  “Then what’s going on?” Balla said.


  “We’re asking the same question,” Coloma said. “We have a team from Earth here to buy this ship from the Colonial Union. But if they’re not from Earth, where are they from? And what do they intend with the ship?”


  Balla turned to Wilson. “You shouldn’t have left them alone,” she said.


  “I have a crew member watching the door,” Wilson said. “They’ll let me know if one or more of them try to slip away. I’m also tracking their PDAs, which so far, at least, they don’t seem to separate themselves from. So far none of them show the slightest inclination to sneak off.”


  “What we’re trying to decide now is what Colonel Rigney knows about this,” Coloma said. “He’s the one we’ve been dealing with for this mission. It seems impossible to me he’s not behind this charade.”


  “Don’t be too sure,” Wilson said. “The Colonial Defense Forces have a long history of inborn sneakiness. It’s one of the things that got us in trouble with the Earth in the first place. It’s entirely possible someone above Rigney is pulling a fast one on him, too.”


  “But it still doesn’t make any sense,” Balla said. “No matter who has dropped fake Earth diplomats here, we’re still not going to be selling this ship to anyone on Earth. This charade doesn’t add up.”


  “There’s something we’re not getting,” Wilson said. “We might not have all the information we need.”


  “Tell me where we can get more information,” Coloma said. “I’m open to suggestion.”


  Coloma’s PDA pinged. It was Basquez. “We have a problem,” he said.


  “Is this another ‘I think we have a potential energy flow’ kind of problem?” Coloma asked.


  “No, this is a ‘Holy shit, we’re all definitely going to die a horrible death in the cold endless dark of space’ kind of problem,” Basquez said.


  “We’ll be right down,” Coloma said.
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  “Well, this is interesting,” Wilson said, looking at the pinprick-sized object at the end of his finger. He, Coloma, Balla and Basquez were in engineering, beside a chunk of conduit and a brace of instruments Basquez used to examine the conduit. Basquez had shooed away the rest of his crew, who were now hovering some distance away, trying to listen in.


  “It’s a bomb, isn’t it,” Basquez said.


  “Yeah, I think it is,” Wilson said.


  “What sort of damage could a bomb that size do?” Coloma said. “I can barely even see it.”


  “If there’s antimatter inside, it could do quite a lot,” Wilson said. “You don’t need a lot of that stuff to make a big mess.”


  Coloma peered at the tiny thing again. “If it was antimatter, it would have annihilated itself already.”


  “Not necessarily,” Wilson said, still gazing at the pinprick. “When I was working at CDF Research and Development, there was a team working on pellet shot–sized antimatter containment units. You generate a suspending energy field and wrap it in a compound that acts like a battery and powers the energy field inside. When the power runs out, the energy field collapses and the antimatter connects with the wrapping. Kablam.”


  “They got it to work?” Basquez asked.


  “When I was there? No,” Wilson said, glancing over to Basquez. “But they were some very clever kids. And we were decoding some of the latest technology we’d stolen from the Consu, who are at least a couple millennia ahead of us in these things. And I was there a couple of years ago.” His gaze went back to the pinprick. “So they could have had time to perfect this little baby, sure.”


  “You couldn’t take down the whole ship with that,” Balla said. “Antimatter or not.”


  Wilson opened his mouth, but Basquez got there first. “You wouldn’t need to,” he said. “All you have to do is rupture the conduit and the energy inside would take it from there. Hell, you wouldn’t even need to rupture it. If this tore up the inside of the conduit enough, the disruption of the energy flow would be all you need to make it burst apart.”


  “And that has the added advantage of making it look like an explosion based on material failure rather than an actual bombing,” Wilson said.


  “Yeah,” Basquez said. “If the black box survived, it would only show the rupture, not the bomb going off.”


  “Time this thing so it goes off right before a skip, when you’re feeding energy to the skip drive,” Wilson said. “No one would be the wiser.”


  “Rigney said we needed to keep to a schedule,” Basquez said, to Coloma.


  “Wait, you don’t think we planted this bomb, do you?” Balla asked.


  Coloma, Wilson and Basquez were silent.


  “That doesn’t make any sense,” Balla said, forcefully. “It makes no sense at all for the Colonial Union to blow up its own ship.”


  “It doesn’t make sense for the Colonial Union to put fake Earthlings on the ship, either,” Wilson pointed out. “And yet here they are.”


  “Wait, what?” Basquez said. “Those diplomats aren’t from Earth? What the hell?”


  “Later, Marcos,” Coloma said. Basquez lapsed into silence, glowering at this latest twist of events. Coloma turned to Wilson. “I am open to suggestions, Lieutenant.”


  “I have no answers to give you,” Wilson said. “I don’t think any of us have any answers at this point. So I would suggest we try finding alternate means of acquiring answers.”


  Coloma thought about this for a moment. Then she said, “I know how we can do that.”
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  “Everything’s ready,” Coloma said, to Wilson, via her PDA. Her words were being ported into his BrainPal so he’d be the only one to hear them. Wilson, on the floor of the shuttle bay with the fake Earthlings, glanced over to the shuttle bay control room and gave her a very brief nod. Then he turned his attention to the Earthlings.


  “We’ve already seen the shuttle bay, you know, Harry,” Marlon Tiege said to Wilson. “Twice, now.”


  “I’m about to show it to you in a whole new way, Marlon, I promise,” Wilson said.


  “Sounds exciting,” Tiege said, smiling.


  “Just you wait,” Wilson said. “But first, a question for you.”


  “Shoot,” Tiege said.


  “You know by now that I enjoy giving you shit about the Cubs,” Wilson said.


  “They would kick you out of the Cards fan club if you didn’t,” Tiege said.


  “Yes, they would,” Wilson said. “I’m wondering what you would ever do if the Cubbies actually ever took the Series.”


  “You mean, before or after my heart attack?” Tiege said. “I would probably kiss every woman I saw. And most of the men, too.”


  “The Cubs won the Series two years ago, Marlon,” Wilson said.


  “What?” Tiege said.


  “Swept the Yankees in four. Final game of the series, the Cubs hurler pitched a perfect game. Cubs won a hundred and one games on the way to the playoffs. The Cubbies are world champions, Marlon. Just thought you should know.”


  Coloma watched Marlon Tiege’s face and noted that the man’s physiognomy was not well suited to showing two emotions at once: utter joy at the news about the Cubs and complete dismay that he’d been caught in a lie. She couldn’t say, however, that she was not enjoying the spectacle of the man’s face trying to contain both at the same time.


  “Where are you from, Marlon?” Wilson asked.


  “I’m from Chicago,” Tiege said, regaining his composure.


  “Where are you from most recently?” Wilson asked.


  “Harry, come on,” Tiege said. “This is crazy.”


  Wilson ignored him and turned to one of the women, Kelle Laflin. “Last year a hurricane smacked straight into Charleston,” he said, and watched her go pale. “You must remember.”


  She nodded mutely.


  “Great,” Wilson said. “What was the name they gave the hurricane?”


  Coloma noted that Laflin’s face was already primed for dismay.


  Wilson turned back to Tiege. “Here’s the deal, Marlon.” He pointed over to the control room. Tiege followed the vector of the point to see Captain Coloma sitting there, behind a console. “When I give the captain the signal, she’s going to start pumping air out of this shuttle bay. It’ll take a minute for that cycle to happen. Now, don’t worry about me, I’m Colonial Defense Forces, which means that I can hold my breath for a good ten minutes if I have to, and I also have my combat uniform on under my clothes at the moment. So I’ll be fine. You and your friends, however, will likely die quite painfully as your lungs collapse and vomit blood into the vacuum.”


  “You can’t do that,” Tiege said. “We’re a diplomatic mission.”


  “Yes, but from whom?” Wilson said. “Because you’re not from Earth, Marlon.”


  “Are you sure about that?” Tiege said. “Because if you’re wrong, think about what will happen when the Earth finds out you’ve killed us.”


  “Yes, well,” Wilson said, and fished out a small plastic case that contained the pinprick bomb in it, resting on a ball of cotton. “You would have been dead anyway after this bomb went off, and we along with you. This way, the rest of us still get to live. Last chance, Marlon.”


  “Harry, I can’t—,” Tiege began, and Wilson held up his hand.


  “Have it your way,” he said, and nodded to Coloma. She started the purge cycle. The shuttle bay was filled with the sound of air being sucked into reservoirs.


  “Wait!” Tiege said. Wilson motioned to Coloma with their agreed-upon signal and sent a “stop” message to her PDA via his BrainPal. Coloma aborted the purge cycle and waited.


  Marlon Tiege stood there for a moment, sweating. Then he cracked a rueful smile and turned to Wilson.


  “I’m from Chicago, and these days I live on Erie. I’m going to tell you everything I know about his mission and you have my word on that,” he said, to Wilson. “But you have to tell me one thing first, Harry.”


  “What is it?” Wilson asked.


  “That you weren’t just fucking with me about the Cubs,” Tiege said.
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  “You want explanations,” Colonel Abel Rigney said to Coloma from behind his desk at Phoenix Station. In a chair in front of the desk, Colonel Liz Egan sat, watching Coloma.


  “What I want is to walk you out of an airlock,” Coloma said, to Rigney. She glanced over to Egan in her chair. “And possibly walk you out after him.” She returned her gaze to Rigney. “But for now, an explanation will do.”


  Rigney smiled slightly at this. “You remember Danavar, of course,” he said. “A CDF frigate named the Polk destroyed, the Utche ship targeted and your own ship mortally wounded.”


  “Yes,” Coloma said.


  “And you know about the recent incident with the Bula,” Egan said. “A human wildcat colony on one of their worlds was attacked, and it was discovered that three modified, undercover CDF members were among them. When we tried to retrieve what was left of the colony, the Bula surrounded the ship and we had to ransom it and its crew back from them.”


  “I knew about some of that from Wilson and Ambassador Abumwe’s people,” Coloma said.


  “I’m sure you did,” Rigney said. “Our problem is that we suspect whoever ambushed the Polk and your ship at Danavar got information about the Polk’s mission from us. Same with that wildcat colony in Bula territory.”


  “Got the information from the CDF?” Coloma asked.


  “Or from the Department of State,” Egan said. “Or both.”


  “You have a spy,” Coloma said.


  “Spies, more likely,” Egan said. “Both of those missions are a lot of ground to cover for one person.”


  “We needed a way to pinpoint where the leak was coming from, and how much they knew. So we decided to go fishing,” Rigney said. “We had a decommissioned spacecraft, and after your actions with the Clarke, we had a spacecraft crew without a ship. It seemed like an opportune time to cast out a line and see what we came up with.”


  “What you came up with was a bomb that would have destroyed my ship and killed everyone on it, including your fake Earth mission,” Coloma said.


  “Yes,” Egan said. “And look what we discovered. We discovered that whoever tried to sabotage you has access to confidential Colonial Defense Forces research. We discovered whoever it was has the ability to access communications through Colonial Defense Forces channels. We discovered they have access to CDF shipyards and fabrication sites. We have a wealth of information that we can sift through to narrow down the person or persons selling us out, and to stop it from happening again. To stop anyone else from dying.”


  “A fine sentiment,” Coloma said. “It glosses over the part where I and my crew and your people all die.”


  “It was a risk we had to take,” Rigney said. “We couldn’t tell you because we didn’t know where the leaks were coming from. We didn’t tell our people, either. They’re all retired CDF and people who occasionally do work for us when someone being green would be overly conspicuous. They know there’s a chance of death involved.”


  “We didn’t,” Coloma said.


  “We needed to know if someone was going to try to sabotage that mission,” Rigney said. “Now we know and now we know more than we ever have before about how these people work. I won’t apologize for the actions we took, Captain. I can say I regret that the actions were necessary. And I can say that I’m very glad you didn’t die.”


  Coloma stewed on this for a moment. “What happens now?” she asked, finally.


  “What do you mean?” Egan asked.


  “I have no command,” Coloma said. “I have no ship. I and my crew are in limbo.” She motioned at Egan. “I don’t know what your final inquiry has decided about my future.” She looked back at Rigney. “You told me that if I completed this mission successfully, I could write my own ticket. I can’t tell if this was a successful mission, or even if it was, whether your promise is any more true than anything else you’ve said to me.”


  Rigney and Egan looked at each other; Egan nodded. “From our point of view, Captain Coloma, it was a successful mission,” Rigney said.


  “As for the final inquiry, it’s been decided that your actions at Danavar were consistent with the best traditions of command and of diplomacy,” Egan said. “You’ve been awarded a commendation, which has already been placed in your file. Congratulations.”


  “Thank you,” Coloma said, a little numbly.


  “As for your ship,” Rigney said. “It seems to me you have one. It’s a little old, and being stationed on it has been seen as a hardship post. But on the other hand, a hardship posting is better than no posting at all.”


  “Your crew is already used to the ship by now,” Egan said. “And we do need another diplomatic ship in the fleet. Ambassador Abumwe and her staff have a list of assignments and no way to get to them. If you want the ship, it’s yours. If you don’t want the ship, it’s still yours. Congratulations.”


  “Thank you,” Coloma said again, this time completely numbly.


  “You’re welcome,” Egan said. “And you’re dismissed, Captain.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” Coloma said.


  “And, Captain Coloma,” Rigney said.


  “Yes, sir,” Coloma said.


  “Give her a good name.” He turned back to Egan, and the two of them fell into a conversation. Coloma walked herself out of the door.


  Balla and Wilson were waiting for her outside Rigney’s office. “Well?” Balla said.


  “I’ve gotten a commendation,” Coloma said. “I’ve been given a ship. The crew stays together. Abumwe’s team is back on board.”


  “Which ship are we getting?” Wilson asked.


  “The one we’ve been on,” Coloma said.


  “That old hunk of junk,” Wilson said.


  “Watch it, Lieutenant,” Coloma said. “That’s my ship. And she has a name. She’s the Clarke.”
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  “General, let us return to the matter of humans,” Unli Hado said.


  From her seat on the podium behind General Tarsem Gau, leader of the Conclave, Hafte Sorvalh sighed as quietly as possible. When the Conclave was formalized and the Grand Assembly was created, with representatives from every member of the Conclave crafting the laws and traditions of the newly-emerging political entity comprising more than four hundred separate races, General Gau promised that every Sur—every forty standard days—he and those who followed him as executive would stand in the well of the assembly and answer questions from the representatives. It was his way of assuring the Conclave members that the leadership could always be held accountable.


  Hafte Sorvalh told him at the time that as his trusted advisor, she thought it would be a way for the grasping, ambitious members of the assembly to grandstand and otherwise in all senses be a waste of his time. General Gau had thanks for her candor in this as in all other things and then went ahead and did it anyway.


  Sorvalh had come to believe this was why, at these question-and-answer sessions, he always had her sit behind him. That way, he would not have to see the I told you so expression on her face. She had one of those now, listening to the tiresome Hado, from Elpri, pester Gau yet again about the humans.


  “Return to the matter, Representative Hado?” Gau said, lightly. “It seems from these sessions that you never leave the matter alone.” This received various sounds of amusement from the seated representatives, but Sorvalh marked faces and expressions in the crowd that held no levity in them. Hado was a pest and held a minority view, but it was not to say the minority he was part of was entirely insignificant.


  Standing at his bench assignment, Hado moved his face into what Sorvalh knew was a configuration expressing displeasure. “You jest, General,” he said.


  “I do not jest, Representative Hado,” Gau said, equally lightly. “I am merely well aware of your concern for this particular race.”


  “If you are well aware of it, then perhaps you can tell me—tell the assembly—what plans you have to contain them,” Hado said.


  “Which ‘them’ ?” Gau said. “You are aware, Representative, that the human race is currently divided into two camps—the Colonial Union and the Earth. The Earth is not a threat to us in any way. It has no ships and no way into space other than what the Colonial Union, from which it is now estranged, allows it. The Colonial Union relied on Earth for soldiers and colonists. Now that supply has been cut off. The Colonial Union knows that what soldiers and colonists it now loses, it cannot replace. This makes it cautious and conservative in its expenditures of both. Indeed, it has been said to me that the Colonial Union is now actually attempting diplomacy on a regular basis!” This received more sounds of amusement. “If the humans are actually attempting to get along with other races, my dear representative, it is an indication of just how cautious they are at this point.”


  “You believe, General, that because they play at diplomacy that they are no longer a threat,” Hado said.


  “Not at all,” Gau said. “I believe that because they cannot threaten as they have, they now attempt diplomacy.”


  “The distinction between the two escapes me, General,” Hado said.


  “I am well aware of that fact, Representative Hado,” Gau said. “Nevertheless, the distinction exists. Moreover, the main portion of the Colonial Union’s attention at the moment is in a rapprochement with Earth. Since you ask what I plan to do to contain the humans, I will note to you what you should already know, which is that since the Conclave trade fleet carrying Major John Perry appeared over Earth, we have maintained an active diplomatic presence on Earth. We have envoys in five of their major national capitals, and we have made the governments and people of Earth aware that should they choose not to reconcile with the Colonial Union, there is always the option of the Earth joining the Conclave.”


  This caused a stir among the assembly, and not without reason. The Colonial Union had destroyed the Conclave war fleet over Roanoke Colony, a fleet comprising a ship from each member race of the union. There was not a member race in the Conclave that had not suffered a wound from the humans, or that was not aware how perilously close the Conclave came to collapse in the immediate aftermath of that particular fiasco.


  Representative Hado seemed especially incensed. “You would allow into the Conclave the same race who tried to destroy it,” he said.


  Gau did not answer the question directly. Instead he turned and addressed another representative. “Representative Plora,” he said. “Would you please stand.”


  Representative Plora, an Owspa, shambled up on its spindly legs.


  “If memory serves, Representative Hado, in the not too distant past, the Elpri and the Owspa shed a significant amount of their blood and treasure trying to eradicate each other from space and history,” Gau said. “How many millions of each of your citizens died because of the hatred between your races? And yet both of you are here in this august assembly, peaceable, as your worlds are now peaceable.”


  “We attacked each other, not the Conclave,” Hado said.


  “I believe the principle still applies,” Gau said, with a tone that suggested he had a hard time believing Hado attempted to make that argument. “And in any event, it was the Colonial Union which attacked the Conclave, not the Earth. To blame the Earth, or the humans who live on it, for the actions of the Colonial Union is to misapprehend how the Earth itself has been used by it. And, to your point, Representative, the longer we may through diplomacy keep Earth from allying itself with the Colonial Union—or joining the Colonial Union outright—the longer we keep the humans from doing any sort of mischief at our door. Is that not what you are asking for?”


  Sorvalh watched Hado fidget. It wasn’t at all what he was asking for, of course. What he wanted was the Conclave to expunge the human race from every crevice it clung to. But it looked for the moment as if Gau had walked him into a corner. Which, Sorvalh supposed, was one of the reasons he had these ridiculous question-and-answer sessions in the first place. He was very good at walking his opponents into corners.


  “What about the disappearing ships?” came another voice, and everyone, including Sorvalh, turned toward Representative Plora, who had remained standing after it had been called on. Plora, suddenly aware that it was the focus of attention, shrank back but did not sit. “There have been reports of more than a dozen ships that have disappeared from systems where Conclave territory borders human territory. Is that not the work of the humans?”


  “And if it is, why have we not responded to it?” Hado said, now out of his corner.


  General Gau glanced back to Sorvalh at this point. She resisted giving him her I told you so expression.


  “Yes, we have lost several ships in the last few Sur,” General Gau said. “They have largely been merchant ships. These are systems where piracy is not entirely unknown, however. Before we leap to the assumption that humans are behind this, we should explore the more likely explanation that raiders—ostensibly citizens of the Conclave—are the cause.”


  “How can we know for sure?” Hado said. “Have you made it a priority to know, General? Or are you willing to underestimate the humans for a second time?”


  This quieted the assembly. Gau had taken responsibility for the debacle at Roanoke and had never pretended other than that he was responsible. But only a fool would press him on the subject, and it appeared that Unli Hado was that fool.


  “It is always a priority for our government to find those of our citizens who are lost to us,” Gau said. “We will find them and we will find whoever is behind their disappearance—whoever they are. What we will not do, Representative Hado, is use the disappearances of these ships to launch into a fight with a people who have shown how committed they are to trying to destroy us when they feel they are cornered and have no choice left but to fight. You ask me whether I am willing to underestimate the humans. I assure you that I am not. What I am wondering, Representative, is why you seem so determined to do so.”
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  Sorvalh visited General Gau later in his personal office. It was cramped, even if one was not a Lalan, who were a tall species, and Hafte Sorvalh was tall for her species.


  “It’s all right,” Gau said, from his desk, as she ducked through the door. “You can say it.”


  “Say what?” Sorvalh asked.


  “Every time you crouch through the door of this office, you come in, you straighten up, and you look around,” Gau said. “Every time you get an expression on your face that looks like you have bitten into something slightly unpleasant. So go ahead and say it: My office is cramped.”


  “I would say it is cozy,” Sorvalh said.


  Gau laughed in his fashion. “Of course you would,” he said.


  “It’s been commented on by others how small this office is, considering your position,” Sorvalh said.


  “I have the large public office for meetings, and to impress people when I have to, of course,” Gau said. “I’m not blind to the power of impressive spaces. But I’ve spent most of my life on starships, even after I began to build the Conclave. You get used to not a lot of space. I’m more comfortable here. And no one can say that I give more to myself than to the representatives of any of our member races. And that, too, has its advantages.”


  “I see your point,” Sorvalh said.


  “Good,” Gau said, and then motioned to the chair that he clearly had brought in for her, because it matched her physiology. “Please, sit.”


  Sorvalh sat and waited. Gau attempted to wait her out, but waiting out a Lalan is a bad bet on a good day. “All right, say the other thing you’re thinking,” Gau said.


  “Unli Hado,” Sorvalh said.


  “One of the graspingly ambitious types that you warned me about,” Gau said.


  “He’s not going to go away,” Sorvalh said. “Nor is he entirely without allies.”


  “Very few,” Gau said.


  “But growing,” Sorvalh said. “You have me with you for these sessions to count heads. I count heads. There are more of them each session who are either in his orbit or drifting toward him. You won’t have to worry about him this time, or the next, or possibly for several sessions down the line. But if this goes on, in time you will have a faction on your hands, and that faction will be agitating for the eradication of the humans. All of them.”


  “One of the reasons we formed the Conclave was to rid ourselves of the idea that an entire people could or should be eradicated,” Gau said.


  “I am aware of that,” Sorvalh said. “It was one of the reasons why my people gave you and the Conclave their allegiance. I am also aware that ideals are hard to practice, especially when they are new. And I am also aware that there’s not a species in the Conclave who doesn’t find the humans . . . well . . . vexing is likely the most polite word for it.”


  “They are that,” Gau said.


  “Do you really believe that they would be that hard to kill?” Sorvalh asked.


  Gau presented an unusual face to Sorvalh. “An unusual and surprising question, coming from you of all people,” he said.


  “I don’t wish them dead, personally,” Sorvalh said. “At least, not actively. Nor would the Lalan government support a policy of extinction. But you suggested to Hado they would be a formidable opponent. I am curious if you believe it.”


  “Are the humans able to stand against us ship to ship, soldier to soldier? No, of course not,” Gau said. “Even our defeat at Roanoke, with over four hundred ships destroyed, was not a material blow to our strength. It was one ship out of dozens or hundreds that each of our members had in their own fleets.”


  “So you don’t believe it,” Sorvalh said.


  “That’s not what I said,” Gau said. “I said they can’t stand against us ship to ship. But if the humans go to war with us, it won’t be ship to ship. How many human ships went against us at Roanoke? None. And yet we were defeated—and the blow was immense. The Conclave almost fell, Hafte, not because our material strength had been compromised, but because our psychological strength had. Those ships were not what the humans were aiming for. Our unity was. The humans almost shattered us.”


  “And you believe they could do it again,” Sorvalh said.


  “If we pressed them? Why wouldn’t they?” Gau said. “Throwing the Conclave nations back into war with each other is an optimum result for the humans. It would keep all of us occupied while they rebuild their strength and position. The real question is not whether the humans—the Colonial Union—could attack and possibly destroy the Conclave, if pressed. The real question is why they haven’t tried to do it since Roanoke.”


  “As you say, they have been busy trying to bring the Earth back into the fold,” Sorvalh said.


  “Let us hope it takes them a long time,” Gau said.


  “Or perhaps they have started making war on the Conclave,” Sorvalh suggested.


  “You’re talking about the missing ships,” Gau said.


  “I am,” Sorvalh said. “As tiresome as Representative Hado may be, the disappearance of so many ships near human space is not to be dismissed out of hand.”


  “I don’t dismiss it,” Gau said. “The representative-major for the fleet has our investigators scouring the scenes and the nearby populated worlds for information. We have nothing so far.”


  “Ships rarely disappear so comprehensively,” Sorvalh said. “If there’s no trace, that in itself says something.”


  “What it doesn’t say is who is responsible, however,” Gau said, and then raised a hand as Sorvalh moved to comment. “It’s not to say we don’t have our intelligence net within the Colonial Union working overtime trying to find connections between the humans and the disappearances. We do. However, if we find it, we will deal with it discreetly, and without the sort of open warfare that Hado and his friends in the assembly so want us to have.”


  “Your desire for subtlety will frustrate them,” Sorvalh said.


  “I am fine with them being frustrated,” Gau said. “It’s a small price to pay for keeping the Conclave intact. However, it is not the discussion of the disappearing ships that is the reason I asked you here, Hafte.”


  “I am at your service, General,” Sorvalh said.


  Gau picked up a manuscript sheet on his desk and handed it to her.


  She gave him a curious look as she took it. “A hard copy,” she said. Her assignments from him were usually offered on her computer.


  “It’s not a copy,” Gau said. “That sheet you have is the only place in the entire Conclave where that information is recorded.”


  “What is it?” she asked.


  “It’s a list of new human colonies,” Gau said.


  Sorvalh looked at Gau, genuinely shocked. The Conclave had forbidden any unaffiliated races from colonizing new planets. If they tried, the new colonies would be displaced, or destroyed if the colonists would not leave. “They can’t truly be that stupid,” she said.


  “They are not,” Gau said. “Or at least, officially, the Colonial Union is not.” He pointed at the sheet. “These are what the humans call ‘wildcat colonies.’ It means that they are not sanctioned or supported by the Colonial Union. Most of these sorts of colonies are dead in a year.”


  “So nothing we could call out the Colonial Union for,” Sorvalh said.


  “No,” Gau said. “Except for this: We have rumors that the Bula found humans attempting a wildcat colony on one of their worlds, and that at least a few of the colonists were Colonial Defense Forces members. The Colonial Union attempted to extract the colony and were discovered doing so by the Bula. It had to part with a substantial ransom to retrieve its citizens and buy the Bula’s silence.”


  “These wildcat colonies aren’t actually unofficial at all, then,” Sorvalh said. “And we’re back to the question of whether they are truly that stupid.”


  “It’s a fine question, but one that is tangential to my real concern,” Gau said.


  Sorvalh waggled the sheet in her hand. “You’re worried that Hado and his friends will find out about these.”


  “Precisely,” Gau said, and pointed at the sheet again. “That’s the only written-out list, and it’s written out only once to avoid it slipping out easily into the universe. But I am not stupid, nor do I believe my intelligence gatherers talk only to me. Hado and his compatriots will find out. And if they find out and if these colonies really do have Colonial Defense Forces members within them, then we have no choice but to remove the colony. If the colony won’t be moved, we’ll have to destroy it.”


  “And if we destroy it, we’ll be at war with the Colonial Union,” Sorvalh said.


  “Or something close enough to it,” Gau said. “The humans know they are in a bad position, Hafte. They are dangerous animals on the best of days. Poking at them right now is going to go poorly for everyone involved. I want this problem solved privately before it becomes a public problem.”


  Sorvalh smiled. “I imagine this is where I come in.”


  “I’ve opened up a back channel to the Colonial Union,” Gau said.


  “And how did you do that?” Sorvalh asked.


  “Me to our envoy in Washington, D.C.,” Gau said. “Him to John Perry. John Perry to a friend of his in the CDF Special Forces. And so on up the chain of command, and back down again.”


  Sorvalh gave a motion of assent. “And my job is to meet with the back channel.”


  “Yes,” Gau said. “In this case it will be someone of lower rank than you—apologies for that, the humans are twitchy.” Sorvalh offered up a hand expression signaling acceptance and lack of concern. “It’s a Colonel Abel Rigney. He’s not of especially high rank, but he is very well placed to get things done.”


  “You want me to show him this list and let him know we know about the CDF soldiers,” Sorvalh said.


  “What I want you to do is scare him,” Gau said. “In your own special way.”


  “Why, General,” Sorvalh said, and gave the appearance once more of being shocked. “I have no idea what you mean.”


  General Gau smiled at this.
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  “Well, he was certainly a tall fellow, wasn’t he?” Sorvalh said, looking up at the statue in the Lincoln Memorial.


  “Tall for a human, yes,” Colonel Rigney said. “And especially tall for his time. Abraham Lincoln was president of the United States well before humans made it out into the universe. Not everyone had good nutrition then. People tended to be shorter. So he would have stood out. Among your people, Councillor Sorvalh, he’d be considered something of a runt.”


  “Ah,” Sorvalh said. “Well, we are generally considered tall for most intelligent races we know of. But surely there might be some humans as tall as a Lalan.”


  “We have basketball players,” Rigney said. “They are very tall for humans. The tallest of them might be as tall as the shortest of you.”


  “Interesting,” Sorvalh said, and kept looking at Lincoln.


  “Is there someplace you would like to go to talk, Councillor?” Rigney asked, after allowing Sorvalh her moment of contemplation.


  Sorvalh turned to the human and smiled at him. “I do apologize, Colonel. I realize you are indulging me by meeting me here at a tourist attraction.”


  “Not at all,” Rigney said. “In fact, I’m glad you did. Before I left Earth I lived in this area. You’re giving me an excuse to visit old haunts.”


  “How wonderful,” Sorvalh said. “Have you seen any of your family and friends while you’re here?”


  Rigney shook his head. “My wife passed on before I left Earth, and we never had children,” he said. “My friends would all be in their eighties or nineties now, which is old for humans, so they’re mostly dead, and I don’t think the ones that are living would be too pleased to see me bounding in, looking like I was twenty-three years old.”


  “I can see how that might be a problem,” Sorvalh said.


  Rigney pointed at Lincoln. “He looks the same as when I left.”


  “I would hope so!” Sorvalh said. “Colonel, would you mind walking as we talk? I walked down the Mall before I got here and I passed someone selling something called ‘churros.’ I should like to experiment with human cuisine, I think.”


  “Oh, churros,” Rigney said. “Good choice. By all means, Councillor.”


  They walked down the stairs of the Lincoln Monument and toward the Mall, Sorvalh walking slowly so as to keep Rigney from having to jog to keep up. Sorvalh noticed other humans looking curiously at her; aliens on Earth were still a rarity, but not so rare now in Washington, D.C., that the people there would not attempt nonchalance. They stared equally at the green human next to her, she noted.


  “Thank you for meeting me,” Sorvalh said to Rigney.


  “I was delighted to,” Rigney said. “You gave me an excuse to visit Earth again. That’s a rare thing for a CDF member.”


  “It’s convenient how the Earth has become a neutral ground to both of our governments,” Sorvalh said.


  Rigney winced at this. “Yes, well,” he said. “Officially I am not allowed to be pleased by that particular development.”


  “I understand entirely,” Sorvalh said. “Now then, Colonel. To business.” She reached into the folds of her gown and produced the manuscript and handed it to Rigney.


  He took it and looked at it curiously. “I’m afraid I can’t read this,” he said, after a moment.


  “Come now, Colonel,” Sorvalh said. “I know perfectly well that you have one of those computers in your head, just like every other Colonial Defense Forces member. What is the ridiculous name you call them?”


  “A BrainPal,” Rigney said.


  “Yes, that,” Sorvalh said. “So I am confident that not only have you already recorded the entire content of that paper into the computer, it has also rendered you a translation.”


  “All right,” Rigney said.


  “We aren’t going to get anywhere, Colonel, if you are going to insist on fighting me on even the simplest of things,” Sorvalh said. “We would not have opened up this back channel if it were not absolutely necessary. Please do me the courtesy of presuming I am not on my first mission of diplomacy.”


  “My apologies, Councillor,” Rigney said, and handed back the document. “I’m in the habit of not revealing everything. Let’s just say my automatic reflexes kicked in.”


  “Very well,” Sorvalh said, took the manuscript and then placed it back into the folds of her gown. “Now that you’ve undoubtedly had time to scan the translation, you can tell me what was written on the document.”


  “It was a list of uninhabited planets,” Rigney said.


  “I question that modifier, Colonel,” Sorvalh said.


  “Officially speaking, I have no idea what you are talking about,” Rigney said. “Unofficially, I would be very interested in knowing how you developed that list.”


  “I am afraid I must keep that a secret,” Sorvalh said. “And not just because I was never told. But I assume now we can dispense with the polite fiction that there are not, in fact, ten human colonies where they should not be.”


  “Those aren’t sanctioned colonies,” Rigney said. “They’re wildcats. We can’t stop people from paying spaceship captains to take them to a planet and drop them there without our permission.”


  “You could, I am certain,” Sorvalh said. “But that’s not the issue at the moment.”


  “Does the Conclave blame the Colonial Union for the existence of these wildcat colonies?” Rigney asked.


  “We question that they are wildcat colonies at all, Colonel,” Sorvalh said. “As wildcat colonies typically do not have Colonial Defense Forces soldiers in their mix of colonists.”


  Rigney had nothing to say to this. Sorvalh waited a few moments to see if this would change, and then continued. “Colonel Rigney, surely you understand that if we had wanted to vaporize these colonies, we would have done it by now,” she said.


  “Actually, I don’t understand,” Rigney said. “Just as I don’t understand what the gist of this conversation is.”


  “The gist, as you say, is that I have a personal message and a bargain for the Colonial Union from General Gau,” Sorvalh said. “That is to say, it comes from General Gau in the capacity of his own person, and not General Gau, leader of the Conclave, a federation of four hundred races whose combined might could crush you like a troublesome pest.”


  Colonel Rigney’s face showed a flicker of annoyance at this assessment of the Colonial Union, but he quickly let it go. “I’m ready to hear the message,” he said.


  “The message is simply that he knows that your ‘wildcat’ colonies are no such thing and that under different circumstances you would have received notice of this knowledge by having the fleet show up at their doorstep, followed by other reprisals designed to strongly dissuade you from further colonization attempts,” Sorvalh said.


  “With respect, Councillor,” Rigney said, “the last time your fleet showed up at our doorstep, it didn’t end well for your fleet.”


  “That was the second-to-last time,” Sorvalh said. “The last time a fleet of ours showed up at your doorstep, you lost the Earth. Beyond that, I think you and I both know that you will not get a chance to repeat your exploits at Roanoke.”


  “So the general wishes to remind us that normally he’d vaporize these colonies,” Rigney said.


  “He wishes to remind you of it to make the point that at this time he has no interest in doing that,” Sorvalh said.


  “And why not?” Rigney asked.


  “Because,” Sorvalh said.


  “Really?” Rigney said, stopping his walk. “ ‘Because’ is the reason?”


  “The reason is not important,” Sorvalh said. “Suffice to say the general doesn’t want to have a fight over these colonies at the moment, and it’s a good guess that you don’t, either. But there are those in the Conclave who would be delighted to have a fight over them. That’s something neither you nor the general wants, although almost certainly for different reasons. And while right now the only two people in the Conclave political caste who know of the existence of that list are the general and me, I have no doubt that you know enough about politics to know that secrets don’t stay secret long. We have very little time before the content of that list makes its way into the hands of those in the Conclave who would be thrilled to take a torch to your colonies, and to the Colonial Union.” Sorvalh started walking again.


  After a moment, Rigney followed. “You say we have very little time,” he said. “Define ‘very little.’ ”


  “You have until the next time General Gau is required to take questions from the Grand Assembly,” Sorvalh said. “By that time, the warmongers of the assembly will almost certainly know of the existence of at least some of the colonies, and that CDF soldiers are at them. They will demand the Conclave take action, and the general will have no choice but to do so. That will happen in thirty of our standard days. That would be about thirty-six days on your Colonial Union calendar.”


  “So much for the message,” Rigney said. “What’s the bargain?”


  “Also simple,” Sorvalh said. “Make the colonies disappear and the Conclave won’t attack.”


  “This is easier said than done,” Rigney said.


  “This is not our concern,” Sorvalh said.


  “Supposing that there were Colonial Defense Forces soldiers at these colonies,” Rigney said, “wouldn’t simply removing them be sufficient?”


  Sorvalh looked at Rigney as if he were a slow child. Rigney understood enough of the look to put up his hands. “Sorry,” he said. “Didn’t think it through enough before it came out of my mouth.”


  “These colonies aren’t supposed to exist,” Sorvalh said. “We might have been willing to overlook them if they had genuinely been wildcat colonies, at least until they got too large to ignore. But these are known to have CDF soldiers in them. They will never not be targets for the Conclave. They have to be gone before we have to officially take notice of them. You know what the consequences are otherwise, for both of our governments.”


  Rigney was silent again for a moment. “No bullshit, Councillor?”


  Sorvalh didn’t know the word “bullshit” but guessed at the context. “No bullshit, Colonel,” she said.


  “Nine out of ten of those colonies won’t be difficult to evacuate,” Rigney said. “Their colonists are standard-issue disgruntled Colonial Union citizens, who have vague ideas about freedom from the tyranny of their fellow man or what have you, or simply don’t like other people enough to want to have the company of more than about two hundred other of their own kind. Six of these colonies are near starvation anyway and would probably be happy to escape. I would, in their shoes.”


  “But then there is this other colony,” Sorvalh said.


  “Yes, then there is this other colony,” Rigney said. “Do your people have racists? People who believe they are inherently superior to all other types of intelligent people?”


  “We have some,” Sorvalh said. “They’re generally agreed to be idiots.”


  “Right,” Rigney said. “Well, this other colony is made up almost totally of racists. Not only against other intelligent races—I shudder to think what they would think of you—but also against other humans who don’t share their same phenotype.”


  “They sound lovely,” Sorvalh said.


  “They’re assholes,” Rigney said. “However, they are also well-armed, well-organized, well-funded assholes, and this particular colony is thriving. They left because they didn’t like being part of a mongrel Colonial Union, and they hate us enough that they would probably get off on the idea that by going down in flames, they would consign us to hell as well. Extracting them would be messy.”


  “Is this actually a problem for the CDF?” Sorvalh asked. “I don’t wish to be unpleasantly blunt about this, but the CDF is not known for being an institution that cares deeply about those whom they crush.”


  “We’re not,” Rigney said. “And when it comes down to it, we’d get them out, because the alternative would be grim. But in addition to being well armed, well organized and well funded, they’re well connected. Their leader is the son of someone high up in the CU government. They’re estranged—she’s mortified that her son turned out to be a racist shithead—but he’s still her son.”


  “Understood,” Sorvalh said.


  “As I said, messy,” Rigney said.


  They had arrived at the churro stand. The churro vendor looked up at Sorvalh, amazed. Rigney ordered for them, and the two of them continued walking after they had received their pastries.


  “These are lovely!” Sorvalh exclaimed, after the first bite.


  “Glad you think so,” Rigney said.


  “Colonel Rigney, you’re worried that the only way to get these racist, intractable, asshole colonists is through bloodshed,” Sorvalh said, after she took another bite.


  “Yes,” Rigney said. “We’ll do it to avoid a war, but we’d like a different option.”


  “Well,” Sorvalh said, around her churro, “inasmuch as I am asking you to do this, it would be wrong of me not to offer a possible solution to you.”


  “I’m listening,” Rigney said.


  “Understand that what I am going to suggest will be one of those things that never happened,” Sorvalh said.


  “Since this conversation isn’t happening either, this is fine,” Rigney said.


  “I will also have to ask you to do one other thing for me first,” Sorvalh said.


  “And what is that?” Rigney asked.


  “Buy me another churro,” Sorvalh said.
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  “Take another step, xig, and I’ll blow your head off,” said the colonist directly in front of Sorvalh. He was pointing a shotgun at her chest.


  Sorvalh stopped walking and stood calmly at the frontier of the colony of Deliverance. She had been walking toward it for several minutes, having had her shuttle land at the far reach of a broad meadow on which the colony had situated itself. Her gown swished as she moved, and the necklace she wore featured audio and visual devices feeding back to her ship. She had walked slowly, in order to give the colony enough time to muster a welcoming party, and for another purpose as well. Five heavily armed men stood in front of her now, weapons raised. Two more that she could see lay on colony roofs, zeroed into her position with long-range rifles. Sorvalh assumed there were more she couldn’t see, but they didn’t concern her at the moment. She would be aware of them soon enough.


  “Good morning, gentlemen,” she said. She gestured to the markings on their skin. “Those are lovely. Very angular.”


  “Shut up, xig,” said the colonist. “Shut up and turn around and get back in that shuttle of yours and fly off like a good bug.”


  “My name is Hafte Sorvalh,” she said, pleasantly. “It’s not ‘Xig.’ ”


  “A xig is what you are,” said the colonist. “And I don’t give a shit what you call yourself. You’re leaving.”


  “Well,” Sorvalh said, impressed. “Aren’t you fierce.”


  “Fuck you, xig,” the colonist said.


  “A bit repetitive, however,” Sorvalh said.


  The colonist raised the shotgun so that it was now pointing at her head. “You’ll be going now,” he said.


  “I won’t, actually,” Sorvalh said. “And if you or any other member of your merry band tries to shoot me, you’ll be dead before you can manage to pull the trigger. You see, my friend, while I was walking toward your compound, my starship orbiting above this location was busy tracking and marking the heat signatures of every living thing in your colony larger than ten of your kilos. You’re now all entered into the ship’s weapons database, and about a dozen particle weapons are actively tracking twenty or thirty targets each. If any one of you tries to kill me, you will die, horribly, and then everyone else in the colony will follow you as each individual beam cycles through its target list. Every one of you—and your livestock, and your large pets—will be dead in roughly one of your seconds. I will be a mess, because much of what is inside of your head right now will likely get onto me, but I will be alive. And I have a fresh change of clothes in my shuttle.”


  The colonist and his friends stared at Sorvalh blankly.


  “Well, let’s get on with it,” Sorvalh said. “Either try to kill me or let me do what I came here to do. It’s a lovely morning and I would hate to waste it.”


  “What do you want?” said another colonist.


  “I want to talk to your leader,” Sorvalh said. “I believe his name is Jaco Smyrt.”


  “He won’t talk to you,” said the first colonist.


  “Why ever not?” Sorvalh asked.


  “Because you’re a xig,” he said, as if it were the most obvious thing in the world.


  “That’s really unfortunate,” Sorvalh said. “Because, you see, if I am not talking to Mr. Smyrt in ten of your minutes, then those particle beams I mentioned to you will cycle through their targets, and you’ll all be dead, again. But I suppose if Mr. Smyrt would rather you all be dead, it’s all the same to me. You might want to spend those moments with your families, gentlemen.”


  “I don’t believe you,” said a third colonist.


  “Fair enough,” Sorvalh said, and pointed to a small enclosure. “What do you call those animals?”


  “Those are goats,” said the third colonist.


  “And they are adorable,” said Sorvalh. “How many can you spare?”


  “We can’t spare any,” said the second colonist.


  Sorvalh sighed in exasperation. “How do you expect me to give you a demonstration if you can’t spare a single goat?” she said.


  “One,” said the first colonist.


  “You can spare one,” Sorvalh said.


  “Yes,” the first colonist said, and one of the animals exploded before he had even finished saying the word. The rest of the goats, alarmed and covered in gore, bolted toward the farthest reaches of the enclosure.


  Four minutes twenty-two seconds later, Jaco Smyrt stood in front of Sorvalh.


  “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” she said, to him. “I see you go in for angular markings as well.”


  “What do you want, xig?” Smyrt said.


  “Again with the ‘xig,’ ” Sorvalh said. “I don’t know what it means, but I can tell you don’t mean it nicely.”


  “What do you want?” Smyrt said, through gritted teeth.


  “It’s not what I want, it’s what you want,” Sorvalh said. “And what you want is to leave this planet.”


  “What did you just say?” Smyrt asked.


  “I believe I was perfectly clear,” Sorvalh said. “But allow me to give you additional context. I am a representative of the Conclave. As you may know, we have forbidden further colonization by humans and others. You are, at least to a certain approximation, human. You’re not supposed to be here. So I’ve arranged for you and your entire colony to go. Today.”


  “The fuck we will,” Smyrt said. “I don’t answer to the Colonial Union, I don’t answer to the Conclave, and I sure as shit don’t answer to you, xig.”


  “Of course you don’t,” Sorvalh said. “But allow me to attempt to reason with you anyway. If you leave, then you will live. If you don’t leave, then you’ll be killed and there will be a state of war between the Conclave and the Colonial Union, which is likely to end very poorly for the Colonial Union. Surely that matters to you.”


  “I can think of no better way to die than as a martyr for my race and my way of life,” Smyrt said. “And if the Colonial Union dies with us, then I will welcome its diluted population as our honor guard into hell.”


  “A stirring sentiment,” Sorvalh said. “I was told you were a believer in racial purity and such things.”


  “There is only one race, and it is the human race,” Smyrt said. “It must be preserved and made pure. But it is better for all of humanity to fall than to remain the denatured thing it is today.”


  “Marvelous,” Sorvalh said. “I must read your literature.”


  “No xig will ever read our sacred books,” Smyrt said.


  “It’s almost touching how devoted you are to this racial ideal of yours,” Sorvalh said.


  “I’ll die for it,” Smyrt said.


  “Yes, and so will everyone like you,” Sorvalh said. “Because here is the thing. If you don’t leave this colony today, you will die—which you are fine with, I understand—but after you’re dead, I’ll make a study of everyone in this pure colony of yours, to make sure I understand your essence. Then the Conclave will go to the Colonial Union and give it an ultimatum: Either every member of your pure race of human dies, or every human dies. And, well . . . you know how mongrels think, Mr. Smyrt. They have no appreciation for the perfection of purity.”


  “You can’t do that,” Smyrt said.


  “Of course we can,” Sorvalh said. “The Conclave outnumbers the Colonial Union in every single possible way. The question is whether we will or not. And whether we will depends on you, Mr. Smyrt. Leave now, or leave the human race to the mongrels forever. I’ll give you ten minutes to think it over.”
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  “That’s a disgusting tactic you used,” Gau said, as Sorvalh recounted her encounter with the Deliverance colonists.


  “Well, of course it was,” Sorvalh said. “When you are dealing with disgusting people, you have to speak their language.”


  “And it worked,” Gau said.


  “Yes, it did,” Sorvalh said. “That ridiculous man was happy to let all of the human race die, but when it was just his tiny phenotypical slice of it, he lost his nerve. And he was convinced that we would have done it, too.”


  “You assured the other humans we wouldn’t, I presume,” Gau said.


  “Colonel Rigney, whom I was dealing with, did not need the assurance,” Sorvalh said. “He understood what I was planning from the start. And as soon as I got that wretched man to agree to leave, he and his team had them in shuttles and off the planet. It was all done by local sundown.”


  “Then you did well,” Gau said.


  “I did as you asked,” Sorvalh said. “Although I do feel bad about the goat.”


  “I’d like for you to keep this back channel with Rigney open,” Gau said. “If you work well with him, maybe we can keep out of each other’s way.”


  “Your consideration of the humans is going to become a sticking point, General,” Sorvalh said. “And although this one meeting went well, I think that sooner or later our two civilizations are going to be back at each other. No back channel is going to change that. The humans are too ambitious. And so are you.”


  “Then let’s work at making it later rather than sooner,” Gau said.


  “In that case, you’ll want this,” Sorvalh said, and took the manuscript page from her robes and gave it to General Gau. “Let the information on it—all of it—find its way to Representative Hado. Let him bring it to you in the Grand Assembly. And when he does, announce that you have seen the list, too, and that our forces have been to each of the planets and found no record of human habitation—as they will not, because the Colonial Union was thorough in removing traces. You may then accuse Hado of warmongering and possibly fabricating the document. You will break him there, or at least damage him for long enough that he will cease to be a factor.”


  Gau took the document. “This is what I mean when I say you are scary in your own special way, Hafte,” he said.


  “Why, General,” Sorvalh said, “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
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  “Don’t step on that,” Harry Wilson said to Deputy Ambassador Hart Schmidt, as the latter walked up to the shuttle that the former was working on. An array of parts and tools was splayed out on a work blanket; Schmidt was on the edge of it. Wilson himself had his arm shoved deep into an outside compartment of the shuttle. From the inside of the compartment, Schmidt could hear bumping and scraping.


  “What are you doing?” Schmidt asked.


  “You see tools and parts and my arm shoved inside a small spacecraft, and you really have to ask what I’m doing?” Wilson said.


  “I see what you’re doing,” Schmidt said. “I just question your ability to do it. I know you’re the mission’s field tech guy, but I didn’t know your expertise went to shuttles.”


  Wilson shrugged as best he could with his arm jammed inside a shuttle. “Captain Coloma needed some help,” he said. “This ‘new’ ship of hers is now the oldest active ship in the fleet, and she’s got the rest of the crew going through all its systems with a microscope. She didn’t have anyone to go over the shuttle. I didn’t have anything else to do, so I volunteered.”


  Schmidt backed up a step and looked over the shuttle. “I don’t recognize this design,” he said, after a minute.


  “That’s probably because you weren’t born when this thing was first put into service,” Wilson said. “This shuttle is even older than the Clarke. I guess they wanted to make sure we kept the vintage theme going.”


  “And you know how to fix these things how, exactly?” Schmidt asked.


  Wilson tapped his head with his free hand. “It’s called a BrainPal, Hart,” he said. “When you have a computer in your head, you can become an instant expert on anything.”


  “Remind me not to step inside that shuttle until someone actually qualified has worked on it,” Schmidt said.


  “Chicken,” Wilson said, and then smiled triumphantly. “Got it,” he said, extracting his arm from the shuttle compartment. In his hand was a small blackened object.


  Schmidt leaned forward to look. “What is that?”


  “If I had to guess, I’d say it’s a bird nest,” Wilson said. “But considering that Phoenix doesn’t actually have native birds per se on it, it’s probably a nest for something else.”


  “It’s a bad sign when a shuttle has animal nests in it,” Schmidt said.


  “That’s not the bad sign,” Wilson said. “The bad sign is that this is the third nest I found. I think they may have literally hauled this shuttle out of a junkyard to give it to us.”


  “Lovely,” Schmidt said.


  “It’s never a dull day in the lower reaches of the Colonial Union diplomatic corps,” Wilson said. He set down the nest and reached for a towel to wipe the soot and grime from his hand.


  “And this brings us to the reason I came down to see you,” Schmidt said. “We just got our new mission assigned to us.”


  “Really,” Wilson said. “Does this one involve me being held hostage? Or possibly being blown up in order to find a mole in the Department of State? Because I’ve already done those.”


  “I’m the first to acknowledge that the last couple of missions we’ve had have not ended on what are traditionally considered high notes,” Schmidt said. Wilson smirked. “But I think this one may get us back on the winning track. You know of the Icheloe?”


  “Never heard of them,” Wilson said.


  “Nice people,” Schmidt said. “Look a little like a bear mated with a tick, but we can’t all be beautiful. Their planet has had a civil war that’s been flaring up off and on for a couple hundred years, since the king disappeared from his palace and one faction of his people blamed the other faction.”


  “Was it their fault?” Wilson said.


  “They say no,” Schmidt said. “But then they would, wouldn’t they. In any event, the king left no heir, his sacred crown went missing and apparently between those two things no one faction could legitimately claim the throne, thus the two centuries of civil war.”


  “See, this is why I can’t support monarchy as a system of government,” Wilson said. He reached down to start reassembling the portion of the shuttle he had taken apart.


  “The good news is that everyone’s tired of it all and they’re all looking for a face-saving way to end the conflict,” Schmidt said. “The bad news is that one of the reasons they are trying to end the conflict is that they are thinking of joining the Conclave, and the Conclave won’t accept them as members unless there is a single government for the entire planet. And this is where we come in.”


  “We’re going to help them end their civil war in order to join the Conclave?” Wilson asked. “That seems counterintuitive to our own agenda.”


  “We’ve volunteered to mediate between the factions, yes,” Schmidt said. “We’re hoping that by doing so, we’ll generate enough goodwill that the Icheloe will choose an alliance with us, not the Conclave. That in turn will help us build alliances with other races, with an eye toward establishing a counterweight to the Conclave.”


  “We tried that before,” Wilson said, reaching for a spanner. “When that General Gau fellow was putting the Conclave together, the Colonial Union tried to form an alternative. The Counter-Conclave.”


  Schmidt handed him the spanner. “That wasn’t about building actual alliances, though,” he said. “That was about disrupting the Conclave so it couldn’t form at all.”


  Wilson smirked at this. “And we wonder why no other intelligent race out there trusts the Colonial Union any further than they can throw us,” he said. He went to work with the spanner.


  “It’s why this negotiation is important,” Schmidt said. “The Colonial Union got a lot of credibility with the Danavar negotiations. The fact we put one of our ships in the path of a missile showed a lot of alien races that we were serious about building diplomatic solutions. If we can be seen as good-faith negotiators and mediators with the Icheloe, we’re in a much better position going forward.”


  “Okay,” Wilson said. He replaced the outside panel on the shuttle and began sealing it. “You don’t have to sell me on the mission, Hart. I’m going regardless. You just need to tell me what I’m supposed to do.”


  “Well, so you know, Ambassador Abumwe isn’t going to be the lead on this mediation,” Schmidt said. “The ambassador and the rest of us will be acting in support of Ambassador Philippa Waverly, who has experience with the Icheloe and who is friendly with a Praetor Gunztar, who is acting as a go-between between the factions on the negotiating council.”


  “Makes sense,” Wilson said.


  “Ambassador Waverly doesn’t travel alone,” Schmidt said. “She’s a little quirky.”


  “Okay,” Wilson said, slowly. The shuttle compartment was now completely sealed.


  “And the important thing to remember here is that there are no small jobs on a diplomatic mission, and that every task is important in its own unique way,” Schmidt said.


  “Hold on,” Wilson said, and then turned around to face Schmidt directly. “Okay, hit me with it,” he said. “Because with an introduction like that, whatever idiot thing you’re going to have me do has got to be good.”
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  “And of course, Praetor Gunztar, you remember Tuffy,” Ambassador Philippa Waverly said, motioning to her Lhasa apso, which stuck out its tongue and lolled it, winningly, at the Icheloe diplomat. Wilson held the leash attached to the dog’s collar. He smiled at Praetor Gunztar as well, not that it was noticed.


  “Of course I do,” Praetor Gunztar exclaimed in a chittering burst duly translated by a device on his lanyard, and leaned toward the dog, which scampered with excitement. “How could I possibly forget your constant companion. I was worried that you were not going to be able to get him past quarantine.”


  “He had to go through the same decontamination process as the rest of us,” Waverly said, nodding toward the rest of the human diplomatic mission, which included Abumwe and her staff. They had all been formally introduced to their Icheloe counterparts, with the exception of Wilson, who was clearly an adjunct to the dog. “He was very unhappy about that, but I knew he wouldn’t want to miss seeing you.”


  Tuffy the Lhasa apso barked at this, as if to confirm that his excitement at being close to Praetor Gunztar had elevated him to near bladder-voiding levels of joy.


  From behind the leash, Wilson glanced over to Schmidt, who was assiduously not looking in his direction. The entire group of them, human and Icheloe alike, were taking part in a formal presentation ceremony at the royal palace, in the same private garden where the long-missing king was last seen before the mysterious disappearance that plunged his planet into a civil war. The two groups had met in a central square surrounded by low planters arrayed in a circular design, which featured flora from all over the planet. In every planter was a spray of fleur du roi, a gorgeously sweet-smelling native flower that by law could be cultivated only by the king himself; everywhere else on the planet it was allowed only to grow wild.


  Wilson remembered vaguely that the fleur du roi, like the aspen on earth, was actually a colony plant, and the sprays of flowers were all clones of one another, connected by a vast root system that could extend for kilometers. He knew this because as part of his dog-minding job, he needed to find out which plants in the private garden could tolerate being peed on by Tuffy. He was pretty sure that the fleur du roi would be hardy enough if it came to that, and it almost certainly would. Tuffy was the only dog on the planet. That was a lot of territory to mark.


  “Now that we have all been introduced, I believe it is time to move forward with our initial meeting,” Praetor Gunztar said, turning his attention away from the Lhasa apso and back again to Ambassador Waverly. “Today I thought we’d take care of merely procedural items, such as confirming the agenda and opening formal statements.”


  “That would of course be fine,” Waverly said.


  “Excellent,” Gunztar said. “One reason for a short schedule today is that I would like to offer you and your people a special consideration. You may not know that the royal palace sits above one of the most extensive cave systems on the planet, one that ultimately travels almost two kilometers into the planet and meets up with a vast subterranean river. The caves have been used by the palace as a keep, as a place of refuge and even as a catacomb for the royal family. I would like to offer you a tour of these caves, which no one but Icheloe have been in before. It’s a token of our appreciation for the Colonial Union’s willingness to mediate these possibly contentious negotiations.”


  “What an honor,” Waverly said. “And of course we accept. The caves really descend that far into the planet?”


  “Yes, although we will not follow them down that deep,” Gunztar said. “They are blocked off for reasons of security. But what you will see is extensive enough. The cave system is so vast that even now it has never been fully explored.”


  “How fascinating,” Waverly said. “If nothing else, it will give us an impetus to get through the day’s business as quickly as possible.”


  “There’s that, too,” Gunztar said, and everyone had a laugh, in their own species’ fashion, at this. Then the entire mass, human and Icheloe, was herded toward the palace, to the suite of rooms reserved for the negotiations themselves.


  As they moved, Waverly glanced toward Abumwe, who in turn glanced toward Schmidt, who held back with Wilson. Wilson stood, hand on leash, restraining the little dog, who was becoming anxious at seeing his mistress wander off without him.


  “So, today will just be a couple of hours,” Schmidt said. “The agenda’s already been agreed to by both sides, so all we’re doing is going through the motions. All you have to do is keep Tuffy here busy until we break. After today you and Tuffy will be at our embassy for the duration.”


  “I’ve got it, Hart,” Wilson said. “This isn’t exactly rocket science.”


  “You’ve got all your stuff?” Schmidt asked.


  Wilson pointed to a jacket pocket. “Kibble and treats here,” he said. He pointed to a trouser pocket. “Poop bags here. The pee I’m not picking up.”


  “Fair enough,” Schmidt said.


  “They know he’s going to do his business, right?” Wilson asked. “It’s not going to cause a major diplomatic incident if one of the grounds staff here sees li’l Tuffy in a poop squat, right? Because I am not ready to deal with that sort of thing.”


  “It’s one of the reasons you’re staying behind here,” Schmidt said. “It’s a private garden. He’s been given approval for taking care of business. We’ve been asked not to let him do any digging.”


  “If he does that, I can just pick him up,” Wilson said.


  “I know I said it before, but sorry about this, Harry,” Schmidt said. “Dog sitting isn’t in your job description.”


  “De nada,” Wilson said, and then rephrased at the sight of Schmidt’s puzzled expression. “It’s no big deal, Hart,” he said. “It’s like working on the shuttle. Someone’s got to do it, and everyone else has something more useful to do. Yes, I’m overqualified to watch the dog. That just means you don’t have to worry about anything. And that you owe me drinks after this.”


  “All right,” Schmidt said, smiling. “But if something does happen, I have my PDA set to accept your call.”


  “Will you please get out of here now and go be useful to someone,” Wilson said. “Before I have Tuffy here mate with your boot.”


  Tuffy looked up at Schmidt, apparently hopefully. Schmidt left hastily. Tuffy looked over to Wilson.


  “You leave my boots alone, pal,” Wilson said.
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  I have a problem, Wilson sent to Schmidt, roughly an hour later.


  What is it? Schmidt sent back, using the texting function of his PDA so as not to interrupt the talks.


  It would be best explained in person, Wilson sent.


  Is this about the dog? Schmidt sent.


  Sort of, Wilson sent.


  Sort of? Schmidt sent. Is the dog okay?


  Well, it’s alive, Wilson sent.


  Schmidt got up as quickly and quietly as possible and headed to the garden.


  “We give you one thing to do,” Schmidt said, as he walked up to Wilson. “One thing. Walk the damn dog. You said I didn’t have to worry about anything.”


  Wilson held up his hands. “This is not my fault,” he said. “I swear to God.”


  Schmidt looked around. “Where’s the dog?”


  “He’s here,” Wilson said. “Kind of.”


  “What does that even mean?” Schmidt said.


  From somewhere came a muffled bark.


  Schmidt looked around. “I hear the dog,” he said. “But I can’t see it.”


  The bark repeated, followed by several more. Schmidt followed the noise and eventually found himself at the edge of a planter filled with fleur du roi flowers.


  Schmidt looked over to Wilson. “All right, I give up. Where is it?”


  Another bark. From inside the planter.


  From below the planter.


  Schmidt looked over to Wilson, confused.


  “The flowers ate the dog,” Wilson said.


  “What?” Schmidt said.


  “I swear to God,” Wilson said. “One second Tuffy was standing in the planter, peeing on the flowers. The next, the soil below him opened up and something pulled him under.”


  “What pulled him under?” Schmidt asked.


  “How should I know, Hart?” Wilson said, exasperated. “I’m not a botanist. When I went over and looked, there was a thing underneath the dirt. The flowers were sprouting up from it. They’re part of it.”


  Schmidt leaned over the planter for a look. The dirt in the planter had been flung about and below it he could see a large, fibrous bulge with a meter-long seam running across its top surface.


  Another bark. From inside the bulge.


  “Holy shit,” Schmidt said.


  “I know,” Wilson said.


  “It’s like a Venus flytrap or something,” Schmidt said.


  “Which is not a good thing for the dog,” Wilson pointed out.


  “What do we do?” Schmidt asked, looking at Wilson.


  “I don’t know,” Wilson said. “That’s why I called you in the first place, Hart.”


  The dog barked again.


  “We can’t just leave him down there,” Schmidt said.


  “I agree,” Wilson said. “I am open to suggestion.”


  Schmidt thought about it for a moment and then abruptly took off in the direction of the entrance to the garden. Wilson watched him go, confused.


  Schmidt reemerged a couple of minutes later with an Icheloe, dusty and garbed in items that were caked with dirt.


  “This is the garden groundskeeper,” Schmidt said. “Talk to him.”


  “You’re going to have to translate for me,” Wilson said. “My BrainPal can translate what he says for me, but I can’t speak in his language.”


  “Hold on,” Schmidt said. He pulled out his PDA and accessed the translation program, then handed it to Wilson. “Just talk. It’ll take care of the rest.”


  “Hi,” Wilson said, to the groundskeeper. The PDA chittered out something in the Icheloe language.


  “Hello,” said the groundskeeper, and then looked over to the planter that had swallowed the dog. “What have you done to my planter?”


  “Well, see, that’s the thing,” Wilson said. “I didn’t do anything to the planter. The planter, on the other hand, ate my dog.”


  “You’re talking about that small noisy creature the human ambassador brought with it?” the groundskeeper asked.


  “Yes, that’s it,” Wilson said. “It went into the planter to relieve itself and the next thing I know it’s been swallowed whole.”


  “Well, of course it was,” the groundskeeper said. “What did you expect?”


  “I didn’t expect anything,” Wilson said. “No one told me there was a dog-eating plant here in the garden.”


  The groundskeeper looked at Wilson and then Schmidt. “No one told you about the kingsflower?”


  “The only thing I know about it is that it’s a colony plant,” Wilson said. “That most if it exists under the dirt and that the flowers are the visible part. The thing about it being carnivorous is new to me.”


  “The flowers are a lure,” the groundskeeper said. “In the wild, a woodland creature will be drawn in by the flowers and while it’s grazing it will get pulled under.”


  “Right,” Wilson said. “That’s what happened to the dog.”


  “There’s a digestion chamber underneath the flowers,” the groundskeeper said. “It’s big enough that a large-size animal can’t climb out. Eventually one of two things happens. Either the creature starves and dies or asphyxiates and dies. Then the plant digests it and the nutrients go to feed the entire colony.”


  “How long does that take?” Schmidt asked.


  “Three or four of our days,” the groundskeeper said, and then pointed at the planter. “This particular kingsflower has been in this garden since before the disappeared king. We usually feed it a kharhn once every ten days or so. Tomorrow is a feeding day, so it was getting a little hungry. That’s why it ate your creature.”


  “I wish someone had told me about this earlier,” Wilson said.


  The groundskeeper gave the Icheloe equivalent of a shrug. “We thought you knew. I was wondering why you were letting your, what do you call it, a dog?” Wilson nodded. “Why you let your dog wander through the kingsflowers, but we were informed ahead of time to allow the creature free rein of the garden. So I decided that it was not my problem.”


  “Even though you knew the dog could get eaten,” Wilson said.


  “Maybe you wanted the dog to get eaten,” the groundskeeper said. “It’s entirely possible you brought the dog as a treat for the kingsflower as a diplomatic gesture. I don’t know. All I do is tend to the plants.”


  “Well, assuming we didn’t want the dog to get eaten, how do we get it back?” Wilson asked.


  “I have no idea,” the groundskeeper said. “No one has ever asked that question before.”


  Wilson glanced over to Schmidt, who offered up a helpless gesture with his hands.


  “Let me put it this way,” Wilson said. “Do you have any objection to me trying to retrieve the dog?”


  “How are you going to do that?” the groundskeeper wanted to know.


  “Go in the same way the dog did,” Wilson said. “And hopefully come back out the same way.”


  “Interesting,” the groundskeeper said. “I’ll go get some rope.”
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  “You should probably rub against the flowers a bit,” the groundskeeper said, motioning to the fleur du roi. “Your dog was not especially large. The kingsflower is probably still hungry.”


  Wilson looked doubtfully at the groundskeeper but nudged the flowers with his feet. “It doesn’t seem to be doing anything,” he said, kicking at the plant.


  “Wait for it,” said the groundskeeper.


  “How long should I—,” Wilson began, and then dirt flew and fibrous tentacles wrapped around his legs, constricting.


  “Oh, that’s not good,” Schmidt said.


  “Not helping,” Wilson said, to Schmidt.


  “Sorry,” Schmidt said.


  “Don’t be alarmed when the plant starts cutting off the circulation to your extremities,” the groundskeeper said. “It’s a perfectly normal part of the process.”


  “That’s easy for you to say,” Wilson said. “You’re not losing feeling in your legs.”


  “Remember that the plant wants to eat you,” the groundskeeper said. “It’s not going to let you get away. Don’t fight it. Let yourself be eaten.”


  “Don’t take this the wrong way, but I’m finding your advice to be less than one hundred percent helpful,” Wilson said to the groundskeeper. The plant was now beginning to drag him under.


  “I’m sorry,” the groundskeeper said. “Usually the kharhn we feed to the kingsflower are already dead. I never get to see anything live fed to it. This is exciting for me.”


  Wilson fought hard not to roll his eyes. “Glad you’re enjoying the show,” he said. “Will you hand me that rope now, please?”


  “What?” the groundskeeper said, then remembered what he had in his hands. “Right. Sorry.” He handed one end of the rope to Wilson, who quickly tied it to himself in a mountain climber hold. Schmidt took the other end from the groundskeeper.


  “Don’t lose your grip,” Wilson said. He was now up to his groin in plant. “I don’t want to be fully digested.”


  “You’ll be fine,” Schmidt said, encouragingly.


  “Next time it’s your turn,” Wilson said.


  “I’ll pass,” Schmidt said.


  More tentacles shot up, roping around Wilson’s shoulder and head. “Okay, I am officially not liking this anymore,” he said.


  “Is it painful?” the groundskeeper asked. “I am asking for science.”


  “Do you mind if we hold the questions until afterward?” Wilson asked. “I’m kind of busy at the moment.”


  “Yes, sorry,” the groundskeeper said. “I’m just excited. Damn it!” The Icheloe started patting his garments. “I should be recording this.”


  Wilson glanced over to Schmidt, looking as exasperated as he could under the circumstances. Schmidt shrugged. It had been a strange day.


  “This is it,” Wilson said. Only his head was above the surface now. Between the tentacles constricting and dragging him down and the pulsing, peristaltic motion of the fleur du roi plant sucking him down into the ground, he was reasonably sure he was going to have post-traumatic flashbacks for months.


  “Hold your breath!” the groundskeeper said.


  “Why?” Wilson wanted to know.


  “It couldn’t hurt!” the groundskeeper said. Wilson was going to make a sarcastic reply to this but then realized that, in fact, it couldn’t hurt. He took a deep breath.


  The plant sucked him fully under.


  “This is the best day ever,” said the groundskeeper to Schmidt.
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  Wilson had a minute or two of suffocating closeness from the plant as the thing pushed him into its digestive sac. Then there was a drop as he fell from the thing’s throat into its belly. The fall was broken by a spongy, wet mass at the bottom: the plant’s digestive floor.


  “Are you in?” Schmidt said, to Wilson, via his BrainPal.


  “Where else do you think I would be?” Wilson said, out loud. His BrainPal would forward the voice to Schmidt.


  “Can you see Tuffy?” Schmidt asked.


  “Give me a second,” Wilson said. “It’s dark down here. I need to give my eyes a moment to adjust.”


  “Take your time,” Schmidt said.


  “Thanks,” Wilson said, sarcastically.


  Thirty seconds later, Wilson’s genetically-engineered eyes had adjusted to the very dim light from above to see his environment, a dank, teardop-shaped organic capsule barely large enough to stand in and stretch his arms.


  Wilson looked around and then said, “Uh.”


  “ ‘Uh’ ?” Schmidt said. “ ‘Uh’ is not usually good.”


  “Ask the groundskeeper how long it takes this thing to digest something,” Wilson said.


  “The groundskeeper says it usually takes several days,” Schmidt said. “Why?”


  “We have a problem,” Wilson said.


  “Is Tuffy dead already?” Schmidt asked, alarm in his voice.


  “I don’t know,” Wilson said. “The damn thing isn’t here.”


  “Where did he go?” Schmidt asked.


  “If I knew that, Hart, I wouldn’t be saying ‘uh,’ now, would I?” Wilson said, irritated. “Give me a minute.” He peered hard into the dim. After a minute, he got down on his hands and knees and moved toward a small shadow near the base of the capsule. “There’s a tear here,” Wilson said, after examining the shadow. “Behind the tear it looks like there’s a small tunnel or something.”


  “The groundskeeper says the rock bed below the palace is riddled with fissures and tunnels,” Schmidt said, after a brief pause. “It’s part of the cave system that’s underneath the palace.”


  “Do the tunnels and fissures go anywhere?” Wilson asked.


  “He says ‘maybe,’ ” Schmidt said. “They’ve never mapped the entire system.”


  From deep inside the black tunnel, Wilson heard a very small, echoing bark.


  “Okay, good news,” Wilson said. “The dog’s still alive. Bad news: The dog is still alive somewhere down a very small, dark tunnel.”


  “Can you go down the tunnel?” Schmidt asked.


  Wilson looked and then felt around the wall of the capsule. “How does our groundskeeper friend feel about me tearing into the plant wall a little bit?” he asked.


  “He says that in the wild these plants have to deal with wild animals kicking and tearing at their insides all the time, so you’re not going to hurt it too much,” Schmidt said. “Just don’t tear it any more than you have to.”


  “Got it,” Wilson said. “Also, Hart, do me a favor and throw me down a light, please.”


  “The only light I have is on my PDA,” Schmidt said.


  “Ask the groundskeeper,” Wilson said.


  Down the tunnel, there was a sudden, surprised yelp.


  “Ask him to hurry, please,” Wilson said.


  A couple minutes later, the mouth of the plant opened and a small object tumbled down into the capsule. Wilson retrieved the light, switched it on, lifted the tear and shone the light down the tunnel, sweeping it around to get an idea of its dimensions. He figured if he crawled, he might barely be able to make his way down the tunnel. The tunnel itself was long enough that the light shone down into darkness.


  “I’m going to have to undo the rope,” Wilson said. “It’s not long enough to go all the way down this tunnel.”


  “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Schmidt said.


  “Being swallowed by a carnivorous plant isn’t a good idea,” Wilson said, undoing the rope. “Compared to that, letting go of the rope is nothing.”


  “What if you get lost down there?” Schmidt asked.


  “My BrainPal will let you know where I am, and I’ll let you know if I get stuck,” Wilson said. “You’ll be able to tell by the screaming panic in my voice.”


  “Okay,” Schmidt said. “Also, I don’t know if this is information that you need to know right now, but I just got a ping from Ambassador Waverly’s assistant. She says the negotiations should wrap up in an hour and then the ambassador will want Tuffy for, and I swear to God this is a quote, ‘a little snuggle time.’ ”


  “Wonderful,” Wilson said. “Well, at least now we know how much time we have.”


  “One hour,” Schmidt said. “Happy spelunking. Try not to die.”


  “Right,” Wilson said. He knelt at the tear, tore it just enough to shove his body through, put the light between his teeth, got on his hands and knees and started crawling.


  The first hundred meters were the easy part; the tunnel was narrow and low, but dry and relatively straight as it descended through the rock. Wilson figured that if he had to guess, he’d venture it was once a lava tube at some point, but at the moment all he really wanted was for the thing not to collapse on him. He wasn’t ordinarily claustrophobic, but he’d also never been dozens of meters down a tube in a rock, either. He thought he was allowed a spot of unease.


  After a hundred meters or so, the tube became slightly wider and higher but also more jagged and twisting, and the angle of descent became substantially steeper. Wilson hoped that somewhere along the way the tunnel might become wide enough for him to turn around in; he didn’t like the idea of having to back out ass first, dragging the dog along with him.


  “How is it going?” Schmidt asked him.


  “Come down here and find out,” Wilson said, around his light. Schmidt demurred.


  Every twenty meters or so Wilson would call out to Tuffy, who would bark some times but not others. After close to an hour of crawling, the barks finally began to sound like they were getting closer. After almost exactly an hour, Wilson could hear two things: Schmidt beginning to sweat up on the surface and the scrabbling sounds of a creature moving some distance ahead.


  The tunnel suddenly widened and then disappeared into blackness. Wilson carefully approached what was now the lip of the tunnel, took the light out of his mouth and panned it around.


  The cave was about ten meters long, four or five meters wide and roughly five meters deep. To the side of the tunnel lip was a pile of scree that formed a steep slope to the floor of the cave; directly in front of the lip, however, was a straight drop. Wilson’s light played across the scree and caught glimpses of dusty paw marks; Tuffy had avoided the drop.


  Wilson directed the light to the floor cave, calling out to the dog as he did so. The dog didn’t bark, but Wilson heard the clitter of nails on the floor. Suddenly Tuffy was in the light cone, eyes reflecting green up at Wilson.


  “There you are, you little pain in the ass,” Wilson said. The dog was dusty but otherwise seemed unharmed by his little adventure. He had something in his jaws; Wilson peered closely. It looked like a bone of some sort. Apparently, Tuffy wasn’t the first live animal to get sucked down into the fleur du roi after all; something else fell in and escaped down the tunnel behind the tear, just to die in this dead-end cave.


  Tuffy got bored of looking into the light and turned to wander off. As he did, Wilson caught a glimpse of something sparkly attached to the dog; he trained his light on the animal as it moved and focused on the sparkly bit. Whatever it was was stuck to Tuffy in some way, encircling one of the dog’s shoulders and riding around to his undercarriage.


  “What the hell is that?” Wilson said to himself. He was still following Tuffy with the light, which was why he finally saw the skeleton of the creature the dog had taken his chew toy from. The skeleton was roughly a meter and a half long and mostly intact; it was missing what looked like a rib—which was what Tuffy was now chewing on quite contentedly—and its head. Wilson flicked the light slightly and caught the white flash of something round. Ah, thought Wilson. There’s the head, then.


  It took him a few seconds to realize that what he was looking at was the skeleton of an Icheloe adult.


  It took another few seconds, and Tuffy wandering through the light cone, sparkling as he did so, before Wilson realized which Icheloe’s skeleton it was likely to be.


  “Oh, shit,” Wilson said, out loud.


  “Harry?” Schmidt said, suddenly cutting in. “Uh, just so you know, I’m not alone on this end anymore. And we have a bit of a problem here.”


  “We have a bit of a problem on this end, too, Hart,” Wilson said.


  “I’m guessing your problem isn’t Ambassador Waverly looking for her dog,” Schmidt said.


  “No,” Wilson said. “It’s oh so very much larger.”


  There was an indignant squawk on the other end of the line; Wilson imagined Schmidt putting his hand over the PDA’s microphone to keep Wilson from hearing ambassadorial venting. “Is it Tuffy? Is Tuffy all right?” More squawking. “Is Tuffy, uh, alive?”


  “Tuffy is fine, Tuffy is alive, Tuffy is perfectly good,” Wilson said. “But I’ve found something down here that’s none of those things.”


  “What do you mean?” Schmidt said.


  “Hart,” Wilson said, “I’m pretty sure I just found the lost king.”
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  “Do you hear that?” Ambassador Waverly said, pointing out the window of one of the many sitting rooms of the royal palace. The window was open, and in the distance was a rhythmic chittering that reminded Wilson of the cicadas that would fill the midwestern nights with their white noise. These were not cicadas.


  “Those are protesters,” Waverly said. “Thousands of Icheloe reactionaries who are here to demand a return to royalty.” She pointed at Wilson. “You did that. More than a year of background work and persuasion and angling to get us a seat at the table—more than a year to line up the dominoes just right for us to position this negotiation as the first step to make a legitimate counter to the Conclave—and you blow it all in two hours. Congratulations, Lieutenant Wilson.”


  “Wilson didn’t intend to find the lost king, Philippa,” Ambassador Abumwe said, to her counterpart. She was in the room with Wilson and Waverly. Schmidt was there, too, pulled in because he was, as Waverly put it, an “accomplice” to Wilson’s shenanigans. Tuffy was also present, gnawing on a toy ball volunteered by the palace staff. Wilson had discreetly separated Tuffy from the royal bones long before they both had exited the cave. The crown remained with the dog; it had somehow attached itself and refused to be removed. All five were awaiting the return of Praetor Gunztar, who had been pulled into emergency consultations.


  “It doesn’t matter what he intended to do,” Waverly shot back. “What matters is what he did do. And what he did was single-handedly disrupt a long-running diplomatic process. Now the Icheloe are back on the verge of civil war and we are to blame.”


  “It doesn’t have to be as bad as that,” Abumwe said. “If nothing else, we’ve solved the disappearance of the king, which was the cause of the civil war. The war started because one faction blamed the other for kidnapping and killing him. Now we know that never happened.”


  “And that simply doesn’t matter,” Waverly said. “You know as well as I that the disappearance of the king was just the polite fiction the factions needed to go after each other with guns and knives. If it hadn’t been the king going missing, they would have found some other reason to go at each other’s throats. What’s important now is that they wanted to end that fight.” Waverly pointed again at Wilson. “But now he’s dragged up that damn king, giving the hard-liners on both sides a new pointless excuse to go after each other.”


  “We don’t know that will be the outcome,” Abumwe said. “You had confidence in the process before. At the end of the day, the Icheloe still want their peace.”


  “But will they still want it with us?” Waverly said, looking over. “Now that we’ve unnecessarily disrupted their peace process and added complications to it? That’s the question. I hope you’re right, Ode. I really do. But I have my doubts.” She turned her gaze back to Wilson. “And do you have any thoughts on this subject, Lieutenant Wilson?”


  Wilson glanced over to Abumwe, whose face was neutral, and at Schmidt, who had preemptively gone pale. “I’m sorry I unnecessarily disrupted your process, Ambassador,” he said. “I apologize.” In his peripheral vision, Wilson could see Schmidt’s eyes widen. Hart clearly wasn’t expecting deference from his friend.


  “You apologize,” Waverly said, walking over to him. “You’re sorry. That’s all you have to say.”


  “Yes, I think so, ma’am,” Wilson said. “Unless you think there’s something else I should add.”


  “I think your resignation would be in order,” Waverly said.


  Wilson smiled at this. “The Colonial Defense Forces isn’t generally keen on resignations, Ambassador Waverly.”


  “And that’s your final comment on the matter,” Waverly said, persisting.


  Wilson glanced very briefly at Abumwe and caught her almost imperceptible shrug. “Well, except to say that I know what to do the next time something like this happens,” he said.


  “And what is that?” Waverly said.


  “Let the plant keep the dog,” Wilson said.


  Praetor Gunztar opened the door to the room before Waverly had a chance to explode at Wilson. She whirled toward Gunztar instead with such sudden ferocity that even the praetor, who was no great reader of human emotion, could not miss it. “Is everything all right?” he asked.


  “Of course, Praetor Gunztar,” Waverly said, tightly.


  “Very good,” Gunztar said, barreling through before Waverly could launch into anything further. “I have news. Some of it is good. Some of it is less so.”


  “All right,” Waverly said.


  “The good news—the great news—is that leaders of both factions agree that no one was responsible for the killing of the king, except for the king himself,” Gunztar said. “It was well-known the king was a heavy drinker and that he would often stroll in his private garden at night. The most obvious explanation is that the king was drunk, collapsed into the kingsflower planter, and the plant pulled him under. When he awoke, he tried to escape and followed the tunnel to his death. The garden was part of his private residence and he was a bachelor; no one looked for him until his staff went to wake him in the morning.”


  “Didn’t anyone at the time think to look inside the plant?” Abumwe asked.


  “They did, of course,” Gunztar said. “But it was not until much later, when more obvious places were searched. And by that time, there was no trace of the king. It seems that he may have wandered down the tunnel by that time and was either dead or too injured by the fall into the cave to call for help. The bones show his spine was shattered in several places, consistent with a fall.”


  Wilson, who remembered Tuffy chewing on at least a couple of other bones aside from the rib, kept quiet.


  “This is good news because one continual sticking point between the factions has been finding some way to finesse the disappearance of the king,” Gunztar said. “The question of blame and responsibility are still sore subjects. Or were. Now they no longer are. During our discussions, the head of the pro-king faction provisionally apologized for blaming the agitators for killing the king. The head for the agitator faction provisionally expressed sorrow at the death of the king. As long as it sticks, the job here has become substantially easier.”


  “Wow,” Wilson said. “And here I thought that the disappearance of the king was just a convenient excuse already warring factions were using to go after each other.”


  “Of course not,” Gunztar said, turning toward Wilson and thereby missing the flush that drove itself up Waverly’s neck and face. “To be certain, the factions were ready to fight. But our civil war would not have lasted so long, nor have been so bloody, had one side not accused the other of regicide. And so the Icheloe owe you a particular debt of thanks, Lieutenant Wilson, for what you have done for us today.”


  “If you thank anyone, you should thank Ambassador Waverly, Praetor Gunztar,” Wilson said. “Without her, I would never have found your lost king. After all, she is the one who brought Tuffy.”


  “Yes, of course,” Gunztar said, bowing in the Icheloe way to Ambassador Waverly. She, still furious at Wilson and yet also aware of how he had just transferred credit for the praise to her, nodded mutely. “And that, I’m afraid, brings us to our bad news.”


  “What’s the bad news?” Waverly said.


  “It’s about Tuffy,” Gunztar said. “The crown is attached to him.”


  “Yes,” Waverly said. “It’s tangled in his hair. We’ll get it out. We’ll trim his hair down if we have to.”


  “It’s not that simple,” Gunztar said. “You can’t get it off him because it’s tangled in his hair. You can’t get it off him because microscopic fibers have come off the crown and physically attached themselves to him, binding the crown to his physical body.”


  “What?” Waverly said.


  “The crown is permanently attached to Tuffy,” Gunztar said. “The scans our medical scientists did when he was brought back to the surface show it.”


  “How could that possibly happen?” Abumwe asked.


  “The crown is a very important symbol of the king,” Gunztar said. “Once taken up, it was supposed to never be taken off.” He pointed to a set of ridges on his own head. “The crown is designed to sit on the head of the king in such a way that it need never be removed. To assure that it never is, it is made with nanobiotic strands on the inside surface, tuned to graft to the genetic signature of the king. The crown is also sensitive to the electrical signals produced by life. It only comes off at death, when all brain and body activity are quiet.”


  “How did it get attached to Tuffy?” Waverly said. “He obviously has no genetic relation to your king.”


  “It’s a mystery to us as much as you,” Gunztar said.


  “Hmmmm,” Wilson said.


  “What is it, Wilson?” Abumwe said.


  “How much of this genetic material would need to be present for the crown to register it?” Wilson said.


  “You’d have to ask our scientists,” Gunztar said. “Why?”


  Wilson motioned to Tuffy, who had dozed off. “When I found him, he was chewing on one of the king’s bones,” he said. “He’d been in and around that skeleton for at least an hour. More than enough time to get some of the king’s genetic material all over him. If the crown wasn’t programmed well, it might have registered the genetic material, registered electrical signals from Tuffy being alive and decided, ‘Well, close enough.’ ”


  “So we give Tuffy a bath, wash off all the king’s, uh, dust, and the crown lets go,” Schmidt said. “Right?”


  Wilson looked over at Gunztar, who offered up a negative gesture. “No. Only death will cause the crown to let go,” he said. He turned to Ambassador Waverly. “And the council, I’m afraid, is adamant that the crown must be removed.”


  Waverly looked blankly at Gunztar for the ten seconds or so it took for what the praetor said to sink in. Wilson glanced over to Schmidt and Abumwe as if to say, Here it comes.


  “You want to kill my dog?!” Waverly exclaimed to Gunztar.


  Gunztar immediately threw up his hands. “We don’t want to kill Tuffy,” he said, quickly. “But you must understand, my friend. The crown is an object of truly immense historical, political and social value. It is no exaggeration to say that it is one of the most iconic and significant objects we Icheloe have. It’s been missing for generations. Its importance to us is incalculable. And your dog is wearing it.”


  “It’s not his fault,” Waverly said.


  “I agree, of course,” Gunztar said. “But ultimately that is neither here nor there. The council is unanimous that the crown must not stay on your dog.” He pointed out the window, toward the chittering masses gathered in front of the palace. “The reactionaries we have at the gate don’t represent our people at large, but there are enough of them to cause trouble. If they were to find out a pet wore the crown of the disappeared king, the riots would last for days. And I would be lying to you if I said there weren’t those on the council who didn’t find the fact Tuffy wears the crown deeply insulting. One of them even began calling him ‘the Dog King.’ And not in an affectionate way.”


  “You’re saying Tuffy wearing the crown is jeopardizing our diplomatic mission,” Abumwe said.


  “Not yet,” Gunztar said. “The fact that you found the disappeared king far outweighs the issue of the crown, for now. But the longer it takes for it to be returned to us, the more questions the negotiating council will begin to have about it. Make no mistake that eventually it will jeopardize your mission, and your standing. And the standing of the Colonial Union.”


  “Philippa,” Abumwe said, to Waverly.


  Waverly said nothing, looked at them all and then went over to Tuffy, who was by this time on his back, paws adorably in the air, snoring lightly. Waverly sat next to her dog, picked him up, waking him in the process, and began sobbing into his little back. The dog craned his head back and heroically tried to lick the head of his owner, hitting only air instead.


  “Oh, come on,” Wilson said, after roughly thirty seconds of awkward silence from everyone in the room except Ambassador Waverly, who continued sobbing. “I feel like I’m twelve and being made to reread the last couple chapters of Old Yeller.”


  “Lieutenant Wilson, it might be advisable to let Ambassador Waverly have her moment with Tuffy,” Praetor Gunztar said. “It is hard to say good-bye to a friend.”


  “So we’re all agreed that we’re going to have to kill the dog,” Wilson said.


  “Wilson,” Abumwe said, sharply.


  Wilson held up his hand. “I’m not asking just to be an asshole,” he assured Abumwe. “I’m asking because if we’re all agreed that’s what has to happen, then no one will look at me like I’m nuts for offering a completely insane potential solution.”


  “What solution?” Abumwe asked.


  Wilson walked over and stood by Waverly and Tuffy. Tuffy lolled his tongue out at Wilson; Waverly looked up at him with deeply suspicious eyes.


  “Badly-designed technology got us into this problem,” Wilson said, looking down at Tuffy and Waverly. “Maybe better-designed technology can get us out of it.”
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  “Here you go,” Schmidt said, handing Wilson the small wand with a plunger button on top and then motioning with his head to two nervous-looking Icheloe technicians. “Press the button, everything goes down. Press the button again, hopefully everything comes back up again.”


  “Got it,” Wilson said. He watched as another Icheloe technician brought in Tuffy and placed him on a stainless steel table, a small work towel placed in the middle to keep the dog’s feet from getting too cold.


  “The technicians also wanted me to tell you thank you for being willing to be the one to press the button,” Schmidt said.


  “Of course,” Wilson said. “Ambassador Waverly already hates my guts. And if this doesn’t work, then better it’s someone on our side than one of the Icheloe.”


  “Their thinking exactly,” Schmidt said.


  “How is Ambassador Waverly, anyway?” Wilson asked. He hadn’t seen her for several hours.


  “Abumwe is with her now,” Schmidt said. “I think the plan is to keep feeding her alcohol.”


  “It’s not a bad plan,” Wilson said.


  Schmidt looked at his friend. “How do you feel?”


  “I feel fine, Hart,” Wilson said. “I’d like to get this over with, however.”


  “Can I get you some juice or anything?” Schmidt asked.


  “What you can do is help that technician with Tuffy,” Wilson said, nodding to the Icheloe tech holding the squirming dog. “He looks like he’s about to lose it.” Schmidt hurried over and took the dog from the tech, then settled it down on the table. The tech backed away quickly, obviously relieved to be rid of her burden. The other two techs also quietly excused themselves.


  “You want me to go?” Schmidt asked, petting Tuffy to keep the dog still.


  “No, I need you to help me,” Wilson said. “You might want to move your hands, though.”


  “Oh, right,” Schmidt said, and moved a step away from the dog.


  Tuffy moved to go after Schimdt, but Wilson said, “Tuffy!” and snapped his fingers at the same time, drawing the little dog’s attention to himself.


  “Good dog,” Wilson said, to Tuffy, who gave him a happy doggie smile and wagged his fluffy little tail.


  Wilson accessed his BrainPal and got the feed on the two small monitors the dog had on his body, one at the top of his head and the other on his chest, close to his heart. The two monitors showed Tuffy’s brain and heart electrical activity. There was something else on his body as well, at the back of his neck, close to where his spinal cord met his brain. Wilson didn’t have a monitor for it.


  “Tuffy! Sit!” Wilson said.


  The dog sat, winningly obliging.


  “Good boy!” Wilson said. “Play dead!” He pressed the plunger button in his hand.


  Tuffy’s brain and heart monitors flatlined instantly. The Lhasa apso gave a tiny squeak and collapsed stiffly, like a stuffed animal blown over by a wind gust.


  “ ‘Play dead’ ?” Schmidt said, ten seconds later, after examining the dog. “That’s just cruel.”


  “If this doesn’t work, I’ll have bigger problems than a tasteless joke,” Wilson said. “Now, shut up for a couple of minutes, Hart. You’re making me nervous.”


  “Sorry,” Schmidt said. Wilson nodded and walked over to the dog on the table.


  Tuffy was dead.


  Wilson poked the body with a finger. No response at all.


  “Any time,” Wilson said. The Icheloe had assured him that their biological systems were similar enough to those of Earth vertebrates that Wilson was willing to risk his little experiment. Nevertheless, he wanted the crown to realize its wearer was dead sooner than later.


  A minute passed. Two.


  “Harry?” Schmidt asked.


  “Quiet,” Wilson said, staring at the crown, still nestled on the dog’s body.


  Another two minutes passed. Three.


  “What do we do if this doesn’t work?” Schmidt asked.


  “Are you asking if there’s a plan B?” Wilson asked.


  “Yeah,” Schmidt said.


  “Sorry, no,” Wilson said.


  “Why are you telling me this now?” Schmidt asked.


  “Why didn’t you ask earlier?” Wilson asked.


  Another minute.


  “There,” Wilson said, pointing.


  “What?” Schmidt said.


  “The crown moved,” Wilson said.


  “I didn’t see anything,” Schmidt said.


  “You remember that part where my genetically-engineered eyes are about ten times better than yours, right, Hart?” Wilson said.


  “Oh, that,” Schmidt said.


  “Remove the crown, please,” Wilson said.


  Schmidt reached over to the dog and gently removed the crown from the body. It came off easily.


  “Got it,” Schmidt said.


  “Thank you,” Wilson said. “Stand back now.” Schmidt backed away from the table.


  “Okay, Tuffy,” Wilson said, looked at the dog and raised his wand. “Time to learn a new trick.”


  He plunged the button down a second time.


  The dog twitched, peed himself and scrambled up from the table, barking furiously.


  “Wow, he’s pissed,” Schmidt said, smiling.


  “True in more than one way, and a totally appropriate response,” Wilson said, smiling himself.


  The Icheloe flooded back into the room, one of them carrying a bag full of red fluid: Tuffy’s actual blood.


  “Wait,” Wilson said, and realized the Icheloe had no idea what he was saying. He made himself clear through gestures and then turned to Schmidt. “Tell one of them to go get Ambassador Waverly, please,” he said. “I want her to see that her dog is fine before we transfuse the poor thing again.”


  Schmidt nodded and spoke to the Icheloe through his PDA. One of them departed in a hurry.


  One of the other Icheloe pointed to the dog and looked at Wilson. “How is it that you could give this animal your blood?” Wilson’s BrainPal translated the Icheloe’s chitter as saying. “You’re not even the same species.”


  Wilson reached over and borrowed Schmidt’s PDA. “It’s called SmartBlood,” he said, setting the PDA in front of him. “It’s completely non-organic, so the dog’s body wouldn’t reject it. It also has several times the oxygen-carrying capacity, so we could stop the body’s processes for a longer period of time and still have the tissues survive.” Wilson reached over and picked up the still-damp dog, who had stopped barking by this time. “And that’s what we did. Replaced this little guy’s blood with my blood, then stopped this little guy’s heart and brain long enough for the crown to think he’s dead. Then started him up again.”


  “It seems risky,” the Icheloe said.


  “It was risky,” Wilson said. “But the alternative was worse.”


  “You mean us breaking off our diplomatic relationship with you,” said the other Icheloe.


  “Well, I was actually thinking of a dead dog,” Wilson said. “But yes, that, too.”


  Ambassador Waverly appeared in the doorway, Abumwe and Praetor Gunztar behind her. Tuffy saw his mistress and barked happily. Wilson set the dog on the floor; Tuffy’s nails skittered adorably across the floor surface as he raced over to Waverly.


  Everyone dissolved into a puddle of awwwww.


  “This is just about the perfect ending, isn’t it?” Schmidt said to Wilson, quietly.


  “Just about,” Wilson agreed.


  “And I suppose we are to make a pact never to speak of this again,” Schmidt said.


  “I think that’s the wisest course, yes,” Wilson said.


  “I concur,” Schmidt said. “Furthermore, I suggest that we now commence to get drunk.”


  “Agreed,” Wilson said. “I seem to recall you promising me a drink at the end of all this.”


  “Do you want us to pour back in that pint of SmartBlood you gave to Tuffy before we do?” Schmidt said.


  “You know, I think I’ll be fine without it,” Wilson said.


  They watched as Waverly and Tuffy wandered off together, followed by some very concerned Icheloe, carrying Tuffy’s bag of blood.
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  Heather Lee heard the whisper of the slap’s approach before she felt it, a strike designed to bring her back into consciousness. With the hit, she took a sharp intake of breath and tried to get her bearings.


  She quickly became aware of three things. One, she was nude underneath a rough blanket that draped her body as she sat in a chair of some sort.


  Two, she was restrained, with her wrists, ankles, neck and waist strapped down to the chair.


  Three, she was blind, with something tightly binding and covering her head and face.


  None of these were positive developments, in Lee’s opinion.


  “You’re awake,” said a voice, weirdly modulated. It jumped around in pitch and timbre.


  This interested Lee. “What’s going on with your voice?” she asked.


  There was a brief pause before the response. “That’s not the first question we got from your two compatriots,” the voice said. “They were more concerned with where they were and why they were being held.”


  “I’m sorry,” Lee said. “I wasn’t aware there was a protocol.”


  This got a chuckle. “My voice is being modulated because we know you have one of those computers in your head,” the voice said. “And we know that if you’re not recording me already, you will be at some point in time, and that you could use that to record and identify me. I would prefer that not to happen. For the same reason we’ve blindfolded you, so you cannot record any visual things that would give us away. And of course we’ve also restrained you so that you stay put for now. We’ve taken your combat uniform because we know it provides you with strength and defense advantages, and we don’t want you to have that. I do apologize for that.”


  “Do you,” Lee said, as dryly as she could in the circumstance.


  “Yes,” the voice said. “Although you have no reason to believe me at the moment, you should understand that we have no interest in abusing you, either physically or sexually. Removing your combat uniform was a defensive procedure, nothing more.”


  “I’d believe you more if you hadn’t slapped me awake,” Lee said.


  “You were surprisingly resistant to waking up,” the voice said. “How do you feel?”


  “I have a headache,” Lee said. “My muscles are sore. I am dying of thirst. I have to pee. I am restrained. I’m blind. How are you?”


  “Better than you, I will admit,” the voice said. “Six, water.”


  What? Lee thought, and then there was something at her lips, a hard plastic nipple. Liquid came out of it; Lee drank it. It was water, so far as she could tell.


  “Thank you,” she said, after a minute. “Why did you say ‘six’ ?”


  “The person in the room with you is called Six,” the voice said. “The number has no significance; it’s randomly selected. We change them for every mission.”


  “What number are you?” Lee asked.


  “This time I am Two,” the voice said.


  “And you’re not in the room with me,” Lee said.


  “I am close by,” Two said. “But I have no interest in having my own voice leak in so you can isolate it. So I listen and watch, and Six takes care of everything else.”


  “I still need to pee,” Lee said.


  “Six,” Two said. Lee could hear Six move, and then suddenly a portion of the hard bottom of her chair disappeared. “Go ahead,” Two said.


  “You’re kidding,” Lee said.


  “I’m afraid not,” Two said. “Again, apologies. But you can’t honestly expect me to unbind you. Even naked and blind, a Colonial Defense Forces soldier is a formidable opponent. There is a pan underneath your chair that will catch your waste. Six will then deal with it.”


  “I feel as if I should apologize to Six,” Lee said. “Especially because eventually I will have to do something else than pee.”


  “This is not Six’s first time doing this,” Two said. “We’re all professionals here.”


  “How reassuring,” Lee said. Then she made an inward shrug and relieved herself. After she was finished, there was a scrape as a pan was removed and another scraping sound as the bottom of her chair was replaced. There were steps, followed by a door opening and then closing.


  “Your compatriots told me that you are Lieutenant Heather Lee, of the Colonial Defense Forces ship Tubingen,” Two said.


  “That’s right,” Lee said.


  “Well, then, Lieutenant Lee, let me tell you how this is going to work,” Two said. “You have been captured and you are my prisoner. I am going to ask you questions and you are going to answer them truthfully, as fully and completely as you can. If you do so, then when we are done I will have you released, obviously very far away from where we are now, but released all the same. If you do not do so, or if I catch you in a lie even once, I will kill you. I will not torture you, or abuse you, or have you raped or violated or any such nonsense. I will simply have a shotgun put to your head, in order to kill you, and to destroy that computer in your skull. It’s old-fashioned but very effective. I regret to say that one of your compatriots, a Private Jefferson, already tested me on this score and learned to his misfortune that I am not joking. The lesson does him no good at this point, I’m afraid. But I hope his example might be useful to you.”


  Lee said nothing to this, thinking about Jefferson, who was always too enthusiastic for his own good.


  The door opened; presumably Six was coming back into the room. “Six will now feed you and bathe you if you wish and will then leave. I have other matters to attend to for the next few hours. In that time, if you wish, you may consider what I’ve just told you. Do what we ask, and no harm will come to you. Do anything other than what we ask, and you will be dead. It’s a binary choice. I hope you will choose wisely.”
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  Left to herself, Lee reviewed her situation.


  First: She knew who she was. Heather Lee, originally of Robeson County, North Carolina. Mother Sarah Oxendine, father Joseph Lee, sister Allie, brothers Joseph Jr. and Richard. In her past life a musician: a guitarist or cellist, depending on the gig. Joined up with the CDF six years previous, stationed with the Tubingen for the last two years six months. All this was important. If you were fuzzy on who you were, there were going to be other critical gaps in your knowledge base and you wouldn’t know what they were.


  Second: She knew where she was, in a general sense, and why she was there. She was on the planet of Zhong Guo. She and her company on the Tubingen were dispatched to quell a separatist rebellion in the provincial capital city of Zhoushan. The rebels had taken the local administration headquarters and broadcast media, securing hostages as they did so, and started airing screeds declaring Zhong Guo independent of the Colonial Union and seeking a new union with Earth, the “native and true home of humanity,” as they put it. The local police had moved in to clear them out and were surprised when the rebels had more and better firepower than they did; the rebels killed two dozen police and took several more hostage, adding to their store of human shields.


  The success of the rebels sparked a series of “Earth Rule” protests in other cities and towns including Liuzhau, Karhgar and Chifeng, the latter of which experienced severe property damage as rioters marched through the central business district, burning shops and buildings in an apparently indiscriminate fashion. By this time, the administration in the planetary capital of New Harbin had had enough and requested CDF intervention.


  Lee and her platoon did a standard drop from high altitude at night with cloaking on; they were inside the administration and broadcast buildings before the rebels knew they had even landed on the roof. The fight was brief and lopsided; the rebels had only a few good fighters with them, the ones they had put out in front when the local police had gone at them. The rest of the rebels were recruited from the ranks of the young and excitable and had rather more enthusiasm than skill. The genuinely skilled rebel fighters engaged the CDF and were quickly subdued or killed, being no match for trained Colonial soldiers with superior physical and tactical skills; the rest surrendered without too much resistance.


  Two rebel vehicles outside the administration offices opened fire at the building and were turned into a glowing piles of slag by the Tubingen, which had targeted them from orbit. The hostages, kept in a basement-level wing filled with conference rooms, were dirty and tired but generally unharmed. The entire event took less than thirty minutes, with no casualties on the CDF side.


  Their work done, the CDF soldiers asked for and received shore leave in Zhoushan, where they were welcomed enthusiastically, or so it seemed, by the locals, although that might have also been because the Colonial Union was known to pick up the tab for Colonial Defense Forces on shore leave, encouraging the soldiers to spend foolishly and the local shops and vendors to charge exorbitantly. If there were any rebel sympathizers among the burghers of Zhoushan, they kept their mouths shut and took the CDF’s money.


  The last thing Lee remembered prior to waking up in the room she was in now, she, Jefferson and Private Kiana Hughes were having dinner in a hofbräuhaus (Zhong Guo, despite its Chinese naming conventions, had mostly middle and southern Europeans, an irony that Lee, with Chinese ancestry on her father’s side, found somewhat amusing). She recalled the three of them getting more than a little drunk, which in retrospect should have been a warning, since thanks to CDF soldiers’ genetically-engineered physiology, it was almost impossible for them to actually get smashed. At the time, however, it just seemed like a pleasant buzz. She remembered piling out of the hofbräuhaus very late local time, wandering toward the hotel at which they had been booked and then nothing else until now.


  Lee ruefully revised her assessment of the state of enthusiasm of the locals for the CDF’s work. Clearly, not everyone was pleased.


  Her memory checked out, and Lee turned her attention to where she might be now. Her BrainPal’s internal chronometer told her that she had been out for roughly six hours. Given that expanse of time, it was possible that she, the apparently late Jefferson and (she rather strongly suspected) Hughes were now on the other side of the planet from Zhoushan. She doubted that, however. It would have taken at least some time for Two and Six to have gotten her naked and strapped to a chair and otherwise prepped for what they were planning to do to her. Two also mentioned that he (she? Lee decided to go with “he” in her brain for now) had already had enough time to talk to Jefferson and Hughes and to kill Jefferson when he had not cooperated. For these reasons, Lee suspected she was still somewhere in Zhoushan.


  She also suspected, since she was still in fact in the hands of Two and Six and not already rescued by her platoon, that wherever she was had shielding that kept her BrainPal from transmitting her whereabouts. She tested this by trying to make a connection to Hughes and then to several other people in the platoon: nothing. She tried pinging the Tubingen: also nothing. Either this room specifically had a signal blocker or she was somewhere that was designed with (or had among its capabilities) the ability to block signals. If it was the latter, that would bring down the number of possible buildings it could be in Zhoushan.


  Lee thought again, more deeply, about her situation and realized she was sitting on a clue. She was in a restraint chair of some sort—moreover, a restraint chair designed for someone to sit in for an extended period of time, given that the seat of the chair had a sliding trapdoor to allow waste through. Lee did not fancy herself a connoisseur of restraint systems, but as she was now in her ninth decade of life, she had seen a thing or two. In her experience, restraint chairs showed up in three places: hospitals, prisons and particularly specialized brothels.


  Of the three, Lee dismissed the idea of a brothel first. It was possible, but brothels were a place of business and not particularly secure. People lived in them and worked in them, and there were (if the brothel was at all successful) all sorts of new and different clientele coming in and going out at all times of the day. Brothels would ensure some privacy, but probably not so much that a shotgun blast wouldn’t be noticed, not to mention a corpse or two being dragged out of the premises.


  In a hospital a corpse would not be a problem, but the shotgun blasts probably would be. An abandoned hospital might solve that issue, but hospitals also generally were not signal-proof—too much medical information was shuttled about electronically to make it a feasible idea.


  So, a prison or jail seemed to be the mostly likely location: chairs, signal-blocking structure and easy disposal of dead bodies, as the prison would likely have its own morgue. It also meant that whoever was holding her and Hughes also had the ability to discreetly bring people in and out of a prison setting: someone in the local police, or at least the local government.


  Lee had been given a map of Zhoushan as part of the briefing for the mission; she called it up on her BrainPal and then winced slightly as the computer in her head activated the visual cortex. Not actually seeing for several hours made even the illusion of light slightly painful. She let her brain acclimate to the visuals and then started scanning through.


  As far as she could see (an expression that at the moment held some irony), there were two buildings in Zhoushan she was likely to be in: the municipal jail, which was in downtown Zhoushan and less than a kilometer away from the hofbräuhaus from which they were nabbed, and the province prison, which was ten klicks out from Zhoushan city center. Lee had no detailed maps of either building—they had those only for the administration and broadcast buildings—but either way, she was comforted by at least the idea that she knew where she might be. It could come in handy.


  She now turned her attention to her own situation, which she continued to deem not especially positive. The nakedness did not especially bother her on a personal level, as she’d never been particularly self-conscious about her body, but it did bother her that she was unarmored. Two had been correct that the CDF uniform gave its wearer certain protections and advantages, although its strengths in that regard were more passive than active. The uniform didn’t make Lee stronger; it just made her tougher. Without it she would be more vulnerable to physical assault, which she suspected likely to happen despite assurances. Not to mention being vulnerable to shotgun blasts.


  Speaking of which, she was also unarmed as well as unarmored. This was a problem, but one she spent little time concerning herself with. There was no point wishing for her weapons when she didn’t have them.


  The part where she was bound was also of concern to her. As discreetly as she could, she flexed against the binds. They felt soft, slick and supple rather than hard and unyielding, which told her that they were of some sort of woven substance rather than straight-up metal cuffs. She strained against the left arm restraint to see if there was any give to it, but there was none. The other restraints were the same. She had all the genetically-engineered superstrength of a CDF soldier, but no leverage to apply it with. If the binds had even the slightest tearing in them, she could work against that, but as far as she could tell, the binds were in excellent condition.


  Finally, Lee took stock of her assets, which at the moment consisted of her brain and not much else: She had no eyes, no physical strength and no way to communicate to anyone except possibly to Two, which did her no good, and Six, which likewise did not give her much to go on. And as much as Lee thought she had a reasonably good brain, all things concerned, there was only so much it could do, trapped as it was in her head.


  “Well, shit,” she said aloud, listening to the sound of her voice travel around the room. The room was large enough and had walls made of a substance that made it acoustically bouncy, probably bare rock or concrete.


  Hello, her brain said.


  She spent the next half hour alone in her head, occasionally humming to herself. If Two was watching, it might confuse him a bit.


  Eventually, the door to the room opened and Six (Lee presumed) came back in.


  “Lieutenant Lee,” said the voice of Two, “are you ready to begin?”


  “I am ready to talk your ears off,” Lee said.
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  For the next two hours, Lee spoke at length about any subject that Two wished to know about, which included current CDF troop strength and disposition, CDF and Colonial Union messaging about the break from Earth, what the two organizations were doing to compensate for the loss of human resources from Earth, the state of rebellions of various colonies, both in Lee’s direct experience and from hearsay from other soldiers and Colonial Union staff and the details of Lee’s particular mission on Zhong Guo.


  Lee answered with facts when she could, informed guesses and estimates when she couldn’t and wild supposition when she had to, making sure Two understood which was which and why, so there would be no margin for misunderstanding between the two of them.


  “You are certainly being forthcoming,” Two said at one point.


  “I don’t want a shotgun to the face,” Lee said.


  “I mean that you are offering rather more than your surviving compatriot,” Two said.


  “I’m the lieutenant,” Lee said. “It’s my job to know more than the soldiers under me. If I’m offering you more than Private Hughes, it’s because I know more, not because she’s holding out on you.”


  “Indeed,” Two said. “That’s good news for Private Hughes, then.”


  Lee smiled, knowing now that Hughes was the other soldier held and that for now, at least, she was still alive. “What else do you need to know?” she asked.


  “At the moment, nothing,” Two said. “But I will be back with more questions later. In the meantime, Six will tend to your needs. Thank you, Lieutenant Lee, for your cooperation.”


  “Delighted,” Lee said. And with that, she assumed, Two had wandered away from his microphone to do whatever it is that he did, presumably talk to fellow conspirators (of which Lee assumed there were at least five).


  She heard Six moving about in the room. “Do you mind if I talk?” Lee asked. “I know you can’t answer. But I have to admit this entire incident is making me nervous.” She began talking, primarily about her childhood, while Six fed her and gave her water and then tended to her bodily needs. After twenty minutes, Six went away and Lee shut up.


  It was the room’s acoustics that had given her the idea. Lee had spent years as a performing and recording musician, and part of her job was to make sure the room, whatever room she was in, wouldn’t defeat her instrument or her band. She’d played enough basements with stone and concrete walls to know just how much the sound bouncing off the walls would mess with the performance and also what sorts of materials made what sort of sonic response. She could close her eyes, strike a note in a room and tell you, roughly, how large the room was, what materials the room was made of and whether there were objects in the room bouncing sound off of them. She wasn’t, alas, good enough at it to be able to make an entire map of a room that way.


  But her BrainPal was.


  For two and a half hours Lee had talked, almost constantly, moving her head as much as she could, risking a neck chafe from her restraining strap. As she talked, her BrainPal took the data from her voice (and from Two’s) and used it to paint a picture of the room, marking every surface that sound reflected off of, polling the delay between the ears to locate the surface in the room and adding each additional piece of data to give a complete audio portrait of the room, of Six and of everything within earshot.


  What Lee had learned:


  One, that Two was (or, more accurately, was speaking to her through) a PDA set up on a table a meter and a half away, directly in front of her. This was the same table on which Six kept the bottles from which she fed Lee soup and water.


  Two, Six was a woman, about 165 centimeters tall and weighing about fifty-five kilos. When Lee was talking directly into her face, she got a reasonably good “look” at Six; she guessed Six was roughly forty to fifty years of age, presuming she was not ever in the CDF.


  Three, to the side of the chair was another table, less than a meter away, on which sat a shotgun and various surgical, cutting and shearing implements. Which confirmed for Lee that Two was full of shit about the torture assurances, and that she wasn’t likely to get out of the room alive—nor was Hughes going to get out of hers.


  What Lee suspected: Six would return at some point, Two would declare regretfully that they would have to go over answers again, this time with some added incentive in the form of pain, and then at the end of it she would be fed the shotgun while Two and his friends reviewed any discrepancies in her stories and the stories they got from Hughes. Which meant Lee had an indeterminate but short amount of time to escape the chair, rescue Hughes and escape from wherever they were.


  She had no idea how she was going to do that.


  “Come on,” she said to herself, and thumped the back of her head against the headrest as much as she could with the restraint on her neck. It wasn’t a whole lot, but it was enough to clack her jaw, driving her left incisors into the edge of her tongue. There was a small nip of pain and then the odd, not-at-all-coppery taste of SmartBlood, oozing out from the wound.


  Lee grimaced. She could never get used to the taste of SmartBlood. It was the stuff the CDF used to replace human blood in its soldiers for its superior oxygen-handling capabilities; the nanobiotic machines could hold several times more oxygen than red blood cells could. It meant that a CDF soldier could survive without taking a breath far longer than a normal human could. It also meant that SmartBlood could become so superoxygenated that a favorite party trick of CDF soldiers was forcing the nanobots in the SmartBlood, which could be programmed via BrainPal, to incinerate themselves in a flash. It was a surprisingly excellent way to get rid of bloodsucking insects: Let them feed off your flesh and then, as they fly away, ignite the SmartBlood in their bodies.


  If only Six were a vampire, Lee thought. I’d show her. She spat the SmartBlood that had accumulated in her mouth and did a poor job of it, spattering it onto her right wrist and the restraint over it.


  Hello, her brain said again.


  As it did so, the door opened. Lee opened up a visual window of the room and started tracking the new sounds and their reflections on them. In a few seconds, Six came into view, positioning herself between the chair Lee was restrained in and the table holding the shotgun and surgical implements. Lee “watched” Six almost disappear as she stopped moving and her sounds ceased except for her breathing and then became silhouetted again when Two spoke from the PDA.


  “I’m afraid I have some very bad news, Lieutenant Lee,” Two said. “I took the information you gave me back to my colleagues, and as impressed as they were with your willingness to share, that same willingness has made them suspicious. They believe a CDF soldier would never willingly volunteer the information you have, or as much information as you have. They suspect that while you are telling some of the truth, you may not be telling all of the truth.”


  “I told you everything I know,” Lee said, putting an edge of panic in her voice.


  “I know you have,” Two said. “And I for one believe you. It’s why you’re still alive, Lieutenant. But my colleagues are skeptical. I asked them what it would take to relieve them of their skepticism. They suggested we go through the questions again, but this time with a certain added . . . urgency.”


  “I don’t like the sound of that,” Lee said.


  “I do apologize,” Two said. “I told you that we would not torture you. At the time, I thought it was the truth. I regret it is no longer the case.”


  Lee said nothing to this. She knew by all outward indications it would look as if she were trying to keep from crying.


  “Six is a medical practitioner of some note,” Two said. “I can promise you that you will be inflicted with only as much pain as is necessary and not a single bit more. Six, you may begin.”


  Lee opened her mouth just slightly to offer what she hoped would sound like a frightened, keening wail.


  Six reached over to the table, picked up a scalpel and moved it toward Lee’s right ring finger, slipping the very edge of it underneath the fingernail.


  Lee, who had bit her tongue quite severely for several seconds, spat a gout of SmartBlood at Six, covering her arm and the hand wielding the scalpel. In the reflection of the spitting noise she saw Six’s chin move sharply, as if she had moved her head to look at Lee quizzically.


  “You’re going to make some noise now, Six,” Lee said, and ordered all the SmartBlood she’d spit out to ignite as furiously as it could.


  Six became a bright spot of noise as she jerked back, wailing, arm and hand incinerating. She wheeled in reverse, colliding with the desk that held Two’s PDA. It dislodged from its position and fell forward, leaving Two in the dark about what came next.


  Lee wailed as well as the bit of SmartBlood that had landed on her wrist burned like hell against her skin. Then she gritted her teeth and as hard as she could started yanking against her right wrist restraint, currently being weakened by the SmartBlood burning into its fibers.


  One yank, two yanks, three yanks . . . four. There was a ripping sound, and Lee’s right arm was free. Without bothering to put out her wrist or uncover her eyes, she reached over to the table and grabbed the shears and as quickly as possible started cutting her other restraints: left wrist, neck, waist and ankles.


  It was when she got to her ankles that Six exclaimed through her pain; Lee guessed that Six had finally figured out what Lee was up to and scrambled toward the table with the shotgun on it. Lee cut through the final restraint and leaped for the table, too late; Six had the shotgun.


  Lee yelled, grabbed the scalpel Six had dropped and pushed up, getting inside the radius of the shotgun and driving the scalpel up Six’s abdomen. Six made a surprised gasping sound at the sharp, slicing pain, dropped the shotgun and slid to the ground.


  Lee finally removed her blindfold, turned off the audio map and blinked down at Six, who was looking at her with something akin to wonder. She was, Lee noted, a bloody mess.


  “How did you do that?” Six whispered between panting breaths of agony.


  “I have good ears,” Lee said.


  Six had nothing to say to that or anything else.


  Lee grabbed the shotgun, checked the load and then moved quickly to position herself by the door. Less than twenty seconds later, the door burst open and a man came through, sidearm at the ready. Lee dropped him with a shot in the abdomen and then pivoted to get a second man in the doorway square in the chest. She dropped the spent shotgun, picked up the sidearm, checked the clip and went through the door.


  There was a hallway with another doorway five meters down. Lee grabbed the second dead man, dragged him down the hallway with her, kicked open the door and hurled the corpse through. She waited until the second shotgun report and then walked in herself, sighting and hitting center mass the man still holding the shotgun. He went down. Lee resighted and aimed at the PDA sitting on a table, blowing it to pieces. She went into the room and looked at the chair to find Hughes, naked, restrained and understandably anxious.


  “Private Hughes,” she said. “How are you?”


  “Ready to get the fuck out of this chair, Lieutenant,” Hughes said.


  Lee reached over to the table that held surgical instruments and then cut through Hughes’s bonds. Hughes pulled the blindfold over her head and looked at her naked lieutenant, blinking.


  “This was not what I was expecting the first thing I would see to be,” Hughes said, to Lee.


  “Knock it off,” Lee said, and pointed toward the corpse of the man she’d flung through the door. “Check him for a sidearm and let’s get out of here.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” Hughes said, and moved to the corpse.


  “What did this one call himself?” Lee said, pointing to the man who held the shotgun.


  “One,” Hughes said. “But he never called himself it. I didn’t even know he was a he until right now. Someone calling himself Two called him that.” She found the sidearm, checked its load.


  “Right,” Lee said. “I killed three more, including that one and one called Six. So that’s four dead and at least two still alive.”


  “Are we going to wait around to meet them?” Hughes asked. “Because I’d prefer not.”


  “We agree,” Lee said. “Come on.” They went to the door; Hughes took point. The two of them made their way back down the hall, toward the direction Lee had come from. Another door lay five meters past the door of her room; they opened it and found it empty except for a chair and a spray of gray matter and fluid on the bar floor.


  “Jefferson,” Lee said. Hughes nodded, unhappy, and they continued onward.


  A final door stood near a stairwell. The two banged through and found a small office with a PDA on a desk and very little else.


  “This was Two’s room,” Lee said.


  “Where did the son of a bitch get to?” Hughes asked


  “I think I scared him off when I set a friend of his on fire,” Lee said. She picked up the PDA. “Watch the door,” she said to Hughes.


  On the PDA were a series of video files of Lee, Hughes and Jefferson as well as other documents Lee didn’t bother with. She swiped past all of them to look for the PDA’s file system for a specific program. “Here it is,” she said, and pressed the button that appeared on the screen.


  Lee’s BrainPal suddenly came alive with a long queue of increasingly urgent messages from her sergeant, her captain and the Tubingen itself.


  Hughes, who apparently received a similar queue of urgent messages, smiled. “Nice to know we were missed.”


  “Make sure they know where we are,” Lee said. “And make sure that if I tell them to, they’ll flatten this place into the ground.”


  “You got it, ma’am,” Hughes said.


  The two of them moved out of the office and went up the stairs, Lee taking the PDA with her and tucking it under an arm. The stairs emptied out into another short corridor that looked like a wing of a hotel. The two soldiers stalked through it carefully, turned a dogleg and were confronted by a closed door. Lee nodded to Hughes, who opened it and pushed through.


  They came through the side of a lobby filled with lumpy-looking older people in ordinary clothing and very attractive younger people wearing almost nothing at all.


  “Where the hell are we?” Hughes said.


  Lee laughed. “Holy shit,” she said. “It was a brothel!”


  The lobby quieted as the brothel workers and their potential clients got a look at Lee and Hughes.


  “What?” Hughes said, finally, not dropping her weapon. “You all act like you’ve never seen a naked woman before.”
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  “I don’t think I can tell this story again any differently than I’ve already told it the last three times, ma’am,” Lee said, to Colonel Liz Egan. Egan, as she understood it, was some sort of liaison for the State Department, which had taken considerable interest in her abduction and escape.


  “I just need to know if there’s any additional detail you can give me regarding this Two person,” Egan said.


  “No, ma’am,” Lee said. “I never saw him or heard him except as a heavily treated voice over that PDA. You have all the files I made, and you have all the files on the PDA I took. There really is nothing else I can tell you about him.”


  “Her,” Egan said.


  “Beg pardon, ma’am?” Lee said.


  “Her,” Egan said. “We’re pretty sure Two was Elyssia Gorham, the manager of the Lotus Flower, that brothel you found yourselves in. The office you found the PDA in was hers, and she would be able to keep anyone out of the basement level you were in. The rooms the three of you were held in were private function rooms for clients who either liked rougher pleasures or wanted special event rooms which would be built up and torn down quickly. That also explains the signal blockers. The sort of people who would rent those rooms would want to be assured of their privacy. In all it made it a perfect place to stash the three of you.”


  “Do we know who drugged us in the first place?” Lee asked.


  “We tracked it down to the bartender at the hofbräuhaus,” Egan said. “He said he was offered a month’s salary to drop the drugs in your drink. He needed the money, apparently. It’s a good thing he has it, since now he’s been fired.”


  “I didn’t think we could be drugged,” Lee said. “That’s supposed to be one of the benefits of SmartBlood.”


  “You can’t be drugged with anything biological,” Egan said. “Whatever you were drugged with was designed with SmartBlood in mind. It’s something we’ll be needing to look out for in the future. It’s already been noted to CDF Research and Development.”


  “Good,” Lee said.


  “On the subject of SmartBlood, that was some good thinking on your part to incapacitate your captor,” Egan said. “The idea to map your surroundings with sound is also clear thinking. You’ve been recommended for commendation for both actions. No promotion, sorry.”


  “Thank you, but I’m not really concerned about a commendation or a promotion,” Lee said. “I want to know more about the people who killed Jefferson. When they were interrogating me, they were asking me a lot of questions about what I knew about separatist movements and groups wanting to align their colonies with the Earth instead of the Colonial Union. I don’t know anything about that, but it got one of my people killed. I want to know more.”


  “There’s nothing really to say,” Egan said. “These are strange times for the Colonial Union. We’re busy trying to bring the Earth back into the fold, and in the meantime our colonies are trying to deal with events as best as they can. There’s no organized separatist movement, and the Earth isn’t actively trying to recruit any colonies. As far as we can tell, these all are the works of isolated groups. The one here on Zhong Guo was just a bit more organized.”


  “Ah,” Lee said. She knew when she was being lied to, but she also knew when not to say anything about it.


  Egan stood, Lee rising to follow her. “In any event, Lieutenant, it’s nothing I want you to worry about right now. Your commendation comes with two weeks of shore leave at your leisure. May I suggest you take it someplace other than Zhong Guo. And that you stay out of hofbräuhauses for the time being.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” Lee said. “Good advice.” She saluted and watched Egan walk away. Then she closed her eyes and listened to the sound of the ship around her.
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  “Lieutenant Wilson,” Ambassador Ode Abumwe said. “Come in. Sit down, please.”


  Harry Wilson entered Abumwe’s stateroom on the new Clarke, which was even smaller and less comfortable than it had been on their previous spaceship. “This is cozy,” he said, as he sat.


  “If by ‘cozy’ you mean ‘almost insultingly cramped,’ then yes, that’s exactly what it is,” Abumwe said. “If you actually meant ‘cozy,’ then you should have better standards of personal comfort.”


  “I did in fact mean the first of those,” Wilson assured her.


  “Yes, well,” Abumwe said. “When you have your spaceship shot out from under you and your replacement starship is half a century old and put together with baling wire and gum, you make do with what you have.” She motioned to her walls. “Captain Coloma tells me that this is actually one of the more spacious personal quarters on the ship. Larger than hers, even. I don’t know if that’s true.”


  “I have an officer’s berth,” Wilson said. “I think it’s about a third of the size of this stateroom. I can turn around in it, but I can’t extend both of my arms out in opposite directions. Hart’s is even smaller and he’s got a roommate. They’re either going to kill each other or start sleeping together simply as a defensive maneuver.”


  “It’s a good thing Mr. Schmidt is using his vacation time, then,” Abumwe said.


  “It is,” Wilson agreed. “He told me he planned to spend it in a hotel room, by himself for a change.”


  “The romance of the diplomatic life, Lieutenant Wilson,” Abumwe said.


  “We are living the dream, ma’am,” Wilson said.


  Abumwe stared at Wilson for a moment, as if she were slightly disbelieving the two of them had actually just made a commiserating joke together. Wilson wouldn’t have blamed her if she was. The two of them had not really gotten along for nearly all the time he had been assigned to her mission group. She was acerbic and forbidding; he was sarcastic and aggravating; and both of them were aware that in the larger scheme of things they were hanging on to the bottom rung of the diplomatic ladder. But the last several weeks had been odd times for everyone. If the two of them still weren’t what you could call friendly, at the very least they realized that circumstances had put them both on the same side, against most of the rest of the universe.


  “Tell me, Wilson, do you remember the time when you reminded me we had something in common?” Abumwe asked the lieutenant.


  Wilson frowned, trying to remember. “Sure,” he said, after a minute. “We’re both from Earth.”


  Abumwe nodded. “Right,” she said. “You lived there for seventy-five years before joining the Colonial Defense Forces. I emigrated when I was a child.”


  “I seem to recall you not being particularly pleased that I reminded you of the connection,” Wilson said.


  Abumwe shrugged. “You made the connection right as the Earth and the Colonial Union had their falling-out,” she said. “I thought you were making some sort of implication.”


  “I wasn’t trying to recruit you, I swear,” Wilson said, risking a little levity.


  “I wasn’t under the impression you were,” Abumwe said. “I simply thought you were making a joke in terrible taste.”


  “Ah,” Wilson said. “Got it.”


  “But as it turns out, this shared connection has landed us an unusual assignment,” Abumwe said. She picked up her PDA, activated it and pressed at the screen. An instant later, Wilson’s BrainPal pinged and a note popped up in his field of vision; Abumwe had sent him a file.


  Wilson unpacked and quickly scanned the file, closing his eyes to focus. After a minute, he smiled. “The Earthlings are coming,” he said.


  “That’s right,” Abumwe said. “The Colonial Union is worried that the Earth still has a lack of confidence in the transparency of our dealings with it. It’s worried that the Earth will eventually decide to go it alone, or even worse, start negotiations with the Conclave to join its ranks. So as a gesture of goodwill, it’s going to allow a party of observers unimpeded access to one of its current set of diplomatic negotiations. They’ve selected our upcoming trade talks with the Burfinor. I am told that the secretary herself believes that my personal connection with the Earth—and the connection of my staff, meaning you—will have a meaningful positive impact on the relationship between the Colonial Union and the Earth.”


  “And you believe that line?” Wilson said, opening his eyes.


  “Of course not,” Abumwe said. “We were picked because our negotiations with the Burfinor are inconsequential. It looks good because we’re trading for the Burfinor’s biomedical technology, which will be impressive if you’ve never seen something like it before, and the Earth people haven’t. But it’s not something that’s particularly sensitive. So it doesn’t matter if the Earth people watch what we do. The bit about you and me having a history with Earth is just show.”


  “Do we know if these people are actually from Earth?” Wilson asked. “Captain Coloma and I had a run-in with fake Earthlings not too long ago. The CDF was passing off former soldiers as representatives from Earth in order to find a spy. We’ve gotten played before, ma’am. We need to know whether we’re being played again, and if so, what for.”


  Abumwe smiled, which was a rare enough thing that Wilson took special note of it. “You and I had the same thought on this, which is why I ran this past some of my own people at Phoenix Station,” she said. “Everything I can see about these people checks out. But then again I don’t have the same familiarity with Earth that you do, so there might be something I’m missing. You have the entire file on all five members of the observer mission. Go through it and let me know if something stands out for you.”


  “Got it,” Wilson said. “Might as well let my personal history actually work for us.”


  “Yes,” Abumwe said. “And another thing, Wilson. You left Earth only a decade ago. You’re still close enough to how people from Earth think and do things that you can give us insight into their state of mind regarding the Colonial Union and their relationship to us.”


  “Well, that depends,” Wilson said. “I’m from the United States. If the observers are from elsewhere, I’m not going to be any more useful than anyone else.”


  “One of them is, I think,” Abumwe said. “It’s in the files. Go ahead and see. If there is, then make friends with that one.”


  “All right,” Wilson said. “This is the part where I officially note to you that I am supposed to be doing other work for you on this mission, specifically examining the equipment the Burfinor are giving us.”


  “Of course,” Abumwe said, slightly irritated. “Do your actual job, and do this. In fact, combine the two and invite one of the observers to help you run your tests. We will score additional transparency points for that. All the while you’ll be learning things from them.”


  “Spying on them,” Wilson said.


  “I prefer the term ‘observing,’ ” Abumwe said. “After all, they will be observing us. There’s no reason not to return the favor.”
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  The humans from Earth constituted a carefully selected group, the members chosen to represent the entire planet, not only a single continent or political group or interest. From Europe, there was Franz Meyer, an economist and author. South America yielded Luiza Carvalho, a lawyer and diplomat. From Africa, Thierry Bourkou, an engineer. North America offered Danielle Lowen, a doctor. Asia presented Liu Cong, a diplomat who was the head of the observer mission.


  Ambassador Abumwe welcomed them warmly to the Clarke, introduced Captain Coloma and Executive Officer Neva Balla and made introductions of her own staff. Wilson was introduced last of all, as the liaison between the observer mission and Abumwe. “Whatever you want or whatever questions you have, Wilson is here for you,” Abumwe said.


  Wilson nodded and shook hands with Liu and, as agreed to by Abumwe, addressed him in standard Chinese. “Welcome to our ship, and I look forward to assisting you however I may,” he said, to the diplomat.


  Liu smiled, glanced over to Abumwe and then turned his attention back to Wilson. “Thank you, Lieutenant,” he said. “I was not made aware that you spoke anything other than English.”


  Wilson waited for his BrainPal to translate and then thought up a response; his BrainPal translated it and gave him the pronunciation, which he then attempted. “I don’t,” he said. “The computer in my head is able to translate what you say and offers me a response in the same language. So you may talk to me in whatever language you like. However, I ask that you let me respond in English, because I am sure I am mangling your language right now.”


  Liu laughed. “Indeed you are,” he said, in unaccented English. “Your pronunciation is terrible. But I appreciate the effort. Can you do the same trick for my colleagues?”


  Wilson could and did, conversing briefly in Brazilian Portuguese, Arabic and German before bringing his attention to Lowen.


  “I don’t believe I need to do the translation trick with you,” he said to her.


  “Répète, s’il vous plaît?” Lowen said.


  “Uh,” Wilson said, and scrambled to respond in French.


  “No, no, I’m just messing with you,” Lowen said, quickly. “I’m from Colorado.”


  “We’ve known each other thirty seconds and already I can tell you’re difficult, Ms. Lowen,” Wilson said, testing.


  “I prefer to think of it as challenging, Lieutenant Wilson,” Lowen said. “I assumed you’d be able to handle it.”


  “I don’t mind,” Wilson assured her.


  “You sound midwesterny to me,” Lowen said. “Maybe Ohio?”


  “Indiana,” Wilson said.


  “Did you hear about the Cubs?” Lowen said.


  Wilson smiled. “I heard something about that, yes.”


  “They finally won a World Series and the world did not end,” Lowen said. “All those prophecies, shot to hell.”


  “Disappointing, really,” Wilson said.


  “Not to me,” Lowen said. “The Earth is where I keep all my stuff.”


  “You and Lieutenant Wilson seem to get along, Doctor Lowen,” Liu said, watching the exchange between the two.


  “We seem to speak each other’s language, yes,” Lowen said.


  “Perhaps you wouldn’t mind being our point person with the lieutenant,” Liu said. “It would be easier to route all our requests for him through a single person.”


  “If you like, Ambassador Liu,” Lowen said, and turned back to Wilson. “That work for you, Lieutenant?”


  “Will you submit all your requests in French?” Wilson asked.


  “If you really have a hankering to experience my genuinely atrocious high school French any more than you already have, then, sure,” Lowen said.


  “Then we have a deal,” Wilson said.


  “Merveilleux,” Lowen said.


  Wilson glanced over to Abumwe, whose expression was caught between amusement and annoyance. Well, you wanted me to make friends with the American, Wilson thought.
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  The negotiations with the Burfinor did not go well.


  “We regret to inform you that our minister in charge of trade has said that the initial conditions for our negotiation are, in her mind, too unfavorable toward us,” said Blblllblblb Doodoodo, whose first name was most accurately pronounced by humans by rapidly moving their finger back and forth on their lips and then crooning the second half.


  “That is indeed regrettable,” Abumwe said. Wilson, who was in the back of the conference room, ready to give a report that he now suspected he would not give, could see the set in Abumwe’s jaw that signaled her irritation at this unexpected speed bump, but he did not imagine it was noticeable to anyone who hadn’t been with her for some time. At the very least, none of the observers from Earth seemed to notice. They seemed far more engaged in Doodoodo. Wilson reminded himself that the Earthlings were still new to spending time in the company of alien species; the Burfinor might be the first intelligent non-humans that any of them had ever seen in person. “Could you give us some further context to explain this change in opinion?” Abumwe asked.


  “There is no doubt that the Colonial Union will benefit from the biomedical scanners we have offered to you,” Doodoodo said.


  “Wilson?” Abumwe said, not looking at him.


  “I’ve run the preliminary diagnostics on the machine we were given for review,” Wilson said. “It performed as advertised, at least for the time I had to work with it, which means it has an order of magnitude higher diagnostic ability than our own bioscanners. I’d want to spend more time with it, and I haven’t gotten to the other items we’re negotiating for. But in a general sense, the scanners do what they say, say what they do.”


  “Precisely,” said Doodoodo. “These are of immense value to your colonies.”


  “And so are our spaceships to yours,” Abumwe pointed out. The Colonial Union was hoping to sell five recently-retired frigates to the Burfinor in exchange for several hundred of the scanners.


  “But there is a fundamental mismatch in the technologies, is there not?” Doodoodo said. “The technology we are offering you is state of the biomedical art; what you are offering us is a generation or more behind your latest ships.”


  “The technology is robust,” Abumwe insisted. “I would remind you that we arrived here in a ship that is several generations older than the ships we are offering you. It’s still spaceworthy and in fine repair.”


  “Yes, of course,” Doodoodo said. “We’re well aware how the Clarke is intended to be an advertisement for selling us these discounted goods. Nevertheless, the minister feels that the imbalance is too great. We seek a renegotiation.”


  “These are initial terms that your minister originally sought out,” Abumwe said. “To make these changes now is highly unusual.”


  Doodoodo tugged at the base of his eyestalks, gently. “I believe the minister is of the opinion that circumstances have changed.” One of Doodoodo’s eyes, possibly unconsciously, swiveled to take in the Earthling observers.


  Abumwe did not fail to catch the implication but could do nothing about it in the moment. Instead she pressed forward, hoping to have Doodoodo go back to his boss with a request to reconsider her change in the negotiations. Doodoodo was exceedingly pleasant and sympathetic to his human counterpart but promised nothing.


  During all this, Liu and his Earth counterparts said nothing and gave no indication of whatever they might be thinking. Wilson tried to catch Lowen’s eye for an indication of her thoughts, but she kept her focus forward, at Doodoodo.


  Negotiations for the day ended shortly thereafter, and the humans, frustrated, rode the shuttle back to the Clarke in silence, and dispersed from the shuttle bay equally quiet. Wilson watched Abumwe stalk off, followed by her assistant. The other members of Abumwe’s staff on the shuttle milled about uncertainly for a moment before heading out themselves. In a corner of the bay, the Earth contingent huddled together for a moment, talking; at one point, Lowen popped her head up and looked in Wilson’s direction. Wilson tried not to read anything into it.


  Eventually, the Earth cluster broke up and Liu and Lowen walked directly toward Wilson.


  “Greetings, Earthlings,” Wilson said.


  Liu looked politely puzzled; Lowen smiled. “How long have you been waiting to use that?” she asked.


  “For at least a dozen years,” Wilson said.


  “Was it everything you wanted it to be?” Lowen asked.


  “It really was,” Wilson said.


  “It was an interesting trade session you had today,” Liu said, diplomatically.


  “That’s one way of putting it, yes,” Wilson said.


  “So what happened back there?” Lowen said.


  “You mean, why did a routine trade agreement fly off the rails, embarrassing the Colonial Union in front of the observers whom it wanted to impress with its diplomatic acumen?” Wilson said. He noted Liu’s expression to his summation of the day’s events, discreet though it was.


  “Yes, that would be the event to which I was referring,” Lowen said.


  “The answer is implicit in the question,” Wilson said. “You were there. The Burfinor know something of the Colonial Union’s predicament with Earth. I suppose they figured that we would be motivated to make a deal of any sort in order not to embarrass ourselves in front of you.”


  “It didn’t work,” Lowen said.


  “Yes, well,” Wilson said. “The Burfinor don’t know Ambassador Abumwe very well. She’s persistent, and she doesn’t like surprises.”


  “What will happen now?” Liu asked.


  “I expect that Ambassador Abumwe will go back tomorrow, inform Doodoodo that any new terms are entirely unacceptable and as politely as possible threaten to walk out of the negotiations,” Wilson said. “At which point our Burfinor friend is likely to walk back the request for new terms, because while it would be nice for the Colonial Union to get our hands on some sweet new biomedical scanners, the Burfinor have a low-grade border war simmering with the Eroj and are running low on ships. So they need this trade agreement more than we do, and if it fails, they lose more.”


  “Interesting,” Liu said again.


  “We didn’t want you to be bored,” Wilson said.


  “You also didn’t want us to see a diplomatic negotiation where the Colonial Union would be at an actual disadvantage,” Lowen said, looking directly at Wilson.


  “And you’re surprised by this?” Wilson asked, looking at both Liu and Lowen equally.


  “No,” Liu said. “Although I’ll admit to being mildly surprised that you admit it.”


  Wilson shrugged. “I’m a glorified tech support, not a trained diplomat,” he said. “I’m allowed to say obvious things.”


  “Your boss might not be happy with you saying ‘obvious things’ to us,” Lowen noted.


  Liu opened his mouth before Wilson did. “On the contrary, I think Ambassador Abumwe knew exactly what she was doing when she assigned Lieutenant Wilson as our liaison,” he said.


  “She’s the opposite of stupid,” Wilson agreed.


  “So I am learning,” Liu said, and then yawned. “I’m sorry,” he said. “Space travel is still new to me and I’ve discovered that it wears me out. I believe I will get some rest.”


  “How are you finding your quarters?” Wilson asked.


  “They’re cozy,” Liu said.


  “What a diplomatic way of putting that,” Wilson said.


  Liu laughed. “Yes, well. That’s my job,” he said. He excused himself and exited.


  “Nice fellow,” Wilson said, as he left.


  “An excellent fellow,” Lowen said. “One of the best diplomats in the world, and one of the nicest people you’d want to meet. He even gave up his private berth for Franz to use and roomed with Thierry. Franz got a bit claustrophobic. Said he’d seen prison cells that were larger.”


  “It’s probably true,” Wilson said.


  “The irony is that the person who is going to suffer most for it is Thierry,” Lowen said. “Liu is brilliant and wonderful, but he also snores like a freight train. Thierry’s got to suffer through that now. Don’t be surprised if for the next few days you see him look very, very tired.”


  “You could prescribe him something to get to sleep,” Wilson said. “You’re a doctor, after all.”


  “I don’t think my scripting privileges extend past Neptune,” Lowen said. “And anyway, Franz travels with a white noise generator to help him get to sleep. He’s already given it to Thierry for the duration. He should be fine. Should be.”


  “Good,” Wilson said. “And you? How are your quarters?”


  “They suck,” Lowen said. “And Luiza already claimed the bottom bunk.”


  “It’s a hard life you lead,” Wilson said.


  “If people only knew,” Lowen said. “Speaking of which, who do I have to kill to get a drink around here?”


  “Fortunately, no one,” Wilson said. “There’s an officers lounge three decks down. It offers a regrettable selection of terrible light beers and inferior spirits.”


  “I can fix that,” Lowen said. “I travel with a bottle of eighteen-year-old Laphroaig in my case.”


  “That’s not necessarily healthy,” Wilson said.


  “Relax,” Lowen said. “If I were genuinely an alcoholic, I’d take along something much cheaper. I brought it on the off chance I might have to butter up one of you folks and pretend to be friendly and such.”


  “Thank God you didn’t have to do that,” Wilson said.


  “Before we arrived, I thought I might ask Ambassador Abumwe if she’d like a drink,” Lowen said. “But I don’t really get the sense she’s the sort to appreciate a good buttering up.”


  “I think you’ve accurately assessed the ambassador,” Wilson said.


  “You, on the other hand,” Lowen said, pointing at Wilson.


  “I am all about the buttering, Dr. Lowen,” Wilson assured her.


  “Wonderful,” Lowen said. “First stop, the crawl space you folks laughingly call officers berths on this ship. Second stop, officers lounge. Hopefully, it is larger.”
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  The officers lounge was larger, but not by much.


  “Does the Colonial Union have something against personal space?” Lowen asked, hoisting the Laphroaig onto the very small table. The officers lounge was empty, except for Lowen, Wilson and the Laphroaig.


  “It’s an old ship,” Wilson explained while selecting a pair of cups from the lounge’s cupboard. “In the old days, people were smaller and appreciated a good snuggle.”


  “I am suspicious of the veracity of your statement,” Lowen said.


  “That’s probably wise,” Wilson said. He came over to the table and set down the cups. They made a click as they connected with the table.


  Lowen, puzzled, reached for one of the cups. “Magnetic,” she said, lifting the cup.


  “Yes,” Wilson said. “The artificial gravity doesn’t frequently cut out, but when it does it’s nice not to have cups floating about randomly.”


  “What about the stuff in the cups?” Lowen asked. “What happens to that?”


  “It gets slurped frantically,” Wilson said, picking up his own cup and waggling it in front of Lowen. Lowen eyed Wilson sardonically, opened the Laphroaig, tipped in a finger and a half and gave herself an equal amount. “To artificial gravity,” she said, in a toast.


  “To artificial gravity,” Wilson said.


  They drank.
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  Drink two, some minutes later:


  “So, is it easy?” Lowen said.


  “Is what easy?” Wilson asked.


  Lowen waved at Wilson’s body. “Being green.”


  “I can’t believe you just went there,” Wilson said.


  “I know,” Lowen said. “Jim Henson and several generations of his descendants are now rolling in their graves, many dozens of light-years away.”


  “It is a funny joke,” Wilson said. “Or at least was, the first six hundred times I heard it.”


  “It’s a serious question, though!” Lowen said. “I’m asking from a place of medical curiosity, you know. I want to know if all those so-called improvements they give you Colonial Defense Forces soldiers are actually all that.”


  “Well, start with this,” Wilson said. “How old do I look to you?”


  Lowen looked. “I don’t know, maybe twenty-two? Twenty-five, tops? You being green messes with my age sense. A lot younger than me, and I’m thirty-five. But you’re not younger than me, are you?”


  “I’m ninety,” Wilson said.


  “Get out,” Lowen said.


  “More or less,” Wilson said. “You’re out here long enough and you eventually lose track unless you check. It’s because as long as you’re CDF, you don’t actually age.”


  “How is that even possible?” Lowen said. “Entropy still works out here, right? Physics hasn’t totally broken down?”


  Wilson extended an arm. “You’re engaging in the pathetic fallacy,” he said. “Just because I look like a human being doesn’t mean I am. This body has more genetic material that’s not strictly human than it does material that is human. And it heavily integrates machines as well. My blood is actually a bunch of nanobots in a fluid. I am and every other CDF soldier is a genetically-modified cyborg.”


  “But you’re still you, right?” Lowen asked. “You’re still the same person you were when you left Earth. Still the same consciousness.”


  “That’s a question of some contention among us soldiers,” Wilson said, setting his arm back down. “When you transfer over to the new body, the machine that does the transfer makes it at least seem like for an instant you’re in two bodies at once. It feels like you as a person make the transfer. But I think it’s equally possible that what happens is that memories are transferred over to a brain specially prepared for them, it wakes up, and there’s just enough cross talk between the two separate brains to give the illusion of a transfer before the old one shuts down.”


  “In which case, you’re actually dead,” Lowen said. “The real you. And this you is a fake.”


  “Right.” Wilson took another sip of his drink. “Mind you, the CDF could show you graphs and charts that show that actual consciousness transfer happens. But I think this is one of those things you can’t really model from the outside. I have to accept the possibility that I could be a fake Harry Wilson.”


  “And this doesn’t bother you,” Lowen said.


  “In a metaphysical sense, sure,” Wilson said. “But in a day-to-day sense, I don’t think about it much. On the inside, it sure feels like I’ve been around for ninety years, and ultimately this version of me likes being alive. So.”


  “Wow, this conversation went places I wasn’t expecting it to go,” Lowen said.


  “If you think that’s weird, wait until I tell you that thanks to the mechanics of the skip drive, you’re in an entirely different universe and will never see your friends and family again,” Wilson said.


  “Wait, what?” Lowen said.


  Wilson motioned to the Laphroaig bottle. “Better pour yourself another drink,” he said.
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  Drink four, sometime later:


  “You know what the Colonial Union’s problem is, don’t you?” Lowen asked.


  “There’s just one problem?” Wilson responded.


  “It’s arrogance!” Lowen said, ignoring Wilson’s question. “What sort of government decides that the smart thing to do, the prudent thing to do, the wise thing to do, is to keep an entire planet in an arrested state of development, just to use it to farm colonists and soldiers?”


  “If you’re expecting me to act as defense for the Colonial Union’s practices, it’s going to be a very short debate,” Wilson said.


  “And not just any planet,” Lowen said, ignoring Wilson again. Wilson smiled; clearly Lowen was self-winding when she was tipsy. “But Earth! I mean, seriously, are you fucking kidding me? The cradle of human life in the universe, the place from which we all spring, our home planet, for crying out loud. And a couple hundred years ago some pricks on Phoenix thought, Hey, screw them. Honestly, what did you think was going to happen when we found out how badly you’ve been messing with us? And for how long?”


  “I reiterate my comment that if you’re expecting me to defend the Colonial Union, you’re going to be sorely disappointed,” Wilson said.


  “But you’re one of them!” Lowen said. “You know how they think, at least, right? So what were they thinking?”


  “I think they were thinking that they would never have to deal with the Earth finding out anything,” Wilson said. “And for the sake of accuracy, the Colonial Union did do a very fine job of keeping the Earth in the dark for a couple of centuries. If it hadn’t tried to kill off a friend of mine, and his entire family, and his colony, for the purposes of political expediency, they’d probably still be getting away with it.”


  “Hold on,” Lowen said. “You know John Perry?”


  “We left Earth on the same boat,” Wilson said. “We were part of the same group of friends. We called ourselves the Old Farts. There were seven of us then. There’s three of us now. Me, John and Jesse Gonzales.”


  “Where is she?” Lowen asked.


  “She’s on the colony of Erie,” Wilson said. “She and I were together for a while, but she eventually wanted to leave the CDF and I didn’t. She married a guy on Erie and has twin daughters now. She’s happy.”


  “But all the rest are dead,” Lowen said.


  “They told us when we joined that three-quarters of us would be dead in ten years,” Wilson said. He was lost in thought for a moment, then looked up at Lowen and smiled. “So strictly on a percentage basis, the Old Farts beat the odds.” He drank.


  “I’m sorry to bring up memories,” Lowen said, after a minute.


  “We’re talking and drinking, Doctor Lowen,” Wilson said. “Memories will surface just as a matter of course.”


  “You can call me Danielle, you know,” Lowen said. “Or Dani. Either is fine. I figure if we’ve drunk this much Scotch together, we should be on a first-name basis.”


  “I can’t argue with that,” Wilson said. “Then call me Harry.”


  “Hello, Harry.”


  “Hello, Dani.”


  They clinked their cups together.


  “They’re renaming my high school after your friend,” Lowen said. “It was Hickenlooper High. Now it’s going to be Perry High.”


  “There is no higher honor to be bestowed,” Wilson said.


  “I’m actually kind of annoyed by it,” Lowen said. “I get mail now saying, ‘Greetings, Perry Graduates,’ and I’m all, ‘What? I didn’t go there.’ ”


  “If I know John at all, he’d be mildly embarrassed to have your high school’s name changed out from under you,” Wilson said.


  “Well, to be fair, the man did free my entire planet from the Colonial Union’s systematic and centuries-long campaign of repression and social engineering,” Lowen said. “So I guess I shouldn’t begrudge him the high school.”


  “Possibly not,” Wilson agreed.


  “But that just brings us back around to the original question: What the hell was the Colonial Union thinking?” Lowen asked.


  “Do you want a serious answer?” Wilson asked.


  “Sure, if it’s not too complicated,” Lowen said. “I’m a little drunk.”


  “I’ll use small words,” Wilson promised. “I would be willing to bet that in the beginning the Colonial Union justified it by thinking that they were both protecting the Earth by taking the focus off it and onto the Colonial Union worlds, and then also helping humanity in general by using the Earth to help our colonies grow as quickly as they could with new immigrants and soldiers.”


  “So that’s at first,” Lowen said. “What about later?”


  “Later? Habit,” Wilson said.


  Lowen blinked. “ ‘Habit’ ? That’s it? That’s all you got?”


  Wilson shrugged. “I didn’t say it was a good answer,” he said. “Just a serious one.”


  “It’s a good thing I’m a diplomat,” Lowen said. “Or I would tell you what I really thought of that.”


  “I can guess,” Wilson said.


  “And what do you think, Harry?” Lowen asked. “Do you think that Earth and the Colonial Union should have an alliance? After everything that’s happened?”


  “I’m not sure I’m the best-qualified person out there to answer that,” Wilson said.


  “Oh, come on,” Lowen said, and waved at the officers lounge, whose population was still limited to the two of them and the Laphroaig. “It’s just you and me.”


  “I think that it’s a scary universe out there,” Wilson said. “With not a lot of humans in it.”


  “But what about the Conclave?” Lowen asked. “Four hundred alien races not actively killing each other. Doesn’t that make it a little less scary?”


  “For those four hundred races? Sure,” Wilson said. “As long as it lasts. For everyone else? Still scary.”


  “You’re cheerful,” Lowen said.


  “I prefer ‘realist,’ ” Wilson said.
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  Six drinks, even later:


  “Are you green everywhere?” Lowen asked.


  “Excuse me?” Wilson said.


  “I am asking purely on scientific grounds,” Lowen said.


  “Thanks,” Wilson said, dryly. “That makes it so much better.”


  “I mean, unless you prefer unscientific reasons for me asking,” Lowen said.


  “Why, Dr. Lowen . . .” Wilson feigned shock. “I am not that kind of boy.”


  “Once again, I am skeptical,” Lowen said.


  “Tell you what,” Wilson said. “Ask me that question sometime when you haven’t just consumed a substantial portion of a bottle of fine single-malt Scotch whisky in a single sitting. If you’re moved to do so, you might get a different answer from me.”


  “Fine,” Lowen said sourly, and then looked over at Wilson somewhat as an owl would. “You’re not drunk,” she said.


  “No,” Wilson said.


  “You drank as much as me, and I’m drunk as a skunk,” she said. “Even accounting for body mass, you should be plastered, too.”


  “Benefit of the new body,” Wilson said. “A much higher alcohol tolerance. It’s more complicated than that, but it’s late and you’re drunk, so maybe we’ll save it for tomorrow. Speaking of which, it’s time to get you into your crawl space, if you want to be at the negotiations tomorrow without a hangover.” He stood up and offered his hand to Lowen.


  She took it, wobbling only slightly. “Whoa,” she said. “Someone did something to the artificial gravity.”


  “Yes,” Wilson said. “That’s it exactly. Come on.” He navigated her through the corridors and up the decks to the berths Captain Coloma had assigned to the observers.


  “Almost there,” Wilson said to Lowen.


  “About time,” Lowen said. “I think you took the scenic route. The scenic route that spins a bit.”


  “Maybe I’ll bring you some water,” Wilson said. “And some crackers.”


  “This is an excellent idea,” Lowen said, and then jumped a little at the noise of the door of one of the berths flying open and slamming against the bulkhead.


  Wilson looked toward the noise and saw Thierry Bourkou, looking frantic. “Is everything all right, Mr. Bourkou?” he asked.


  Bourkou turned to Wilson, saw Lowen on his arm and rushed toward them. “Dani, Dani, come quick,” he said. “It’s Cong.”


  “What’s Cong?” Lowen asked, less tired and slurred than moments before. Wilson could see the panic on her colleague’s face, and his alarmed tone was pushing the drunkenness down. “What is it?”


  “He’s not breathing,” Bourkou said. “He’s blue and he’s not breathing.” He grabbed Lowen’s hand and pulled her down the corridor toward his berth. “He’s not breathing and I think he might be dead.”
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  “He was fine when he lay down,” Bourkou said. “He and I have both been feeling tired, so we both took naps at the same time. Then he started snoring, so I turned on the white noise machine. Then I fell asleep. When I woke up I told him I was going to get him some tea and asked him if he wanted any. He didn’t respond, so I went to shake him. That’s when I saw his lips were blue.”


  All of the observers were in the Clarke’s medical bay, along with Wilson, Abumwe, Captain Coloma and Doctor Inge Stone, the Clarke’s chief medical officer. Liu was also there, on a stretcher.


  “Did he say anything other than that he was tired?” Stone asked Bourkou. “Did he complain about any other pains or ailments?”


  Bourkou shook his head. “I’ve known Cong for ten years,” he said. “He’s always been healthy. The worst that’s ever happened to him is that he broke his foot when a motorcycle ran over it while he was crossing a street.”


  “What happened to him?” Franz Meyer asked. After Liu, he was the ranking diplomat among the observers.


  “It’s hard to say,” Stone said. “It almost looks like carbon monoxide poisoning, but that doesn’t make sense. Mr. Bourkou here was unaffected, which he wouldn’t have been if it was carbon monoxide, and in any event there is nothing near those berths which generates or outputs that.”


  “What about the white noise generator?” Lowen asked. She was alert now, through a combination of caffeine, ibuprofen and nerves. “Is that something that could have done this?”


  “Of course not,” Meyer said, almost scornfully. “It has no moving parts other than the speakers. It doesn’t output anything but white noise.”


  “What about allergies or sensitivities?” Stone asked.


  Meyer shook his head this time. “He was lactose-intolerant, but that wouldn’t have done this. And other than that he was not allergic to anything. It’s as Thierry said. He’s a healthy man. Was a healthy man.”


  “Aren’t we overlooking something here?” asked Luiza Carvalho. Everyone looked to her; it was the first time she had spoken since the group gathered in the medical bay.


  “Overlooking what?” asked Coloma.


  “The possibility this isn’t a natural death,” Carvalho said. “Cong was a healthy man, with no previous health issues.”


  “With all due respect, Ms. Carvalho, that’s probably further than we need to go for an explanation,” Stone said. “It’s rather more likely Mr. Liu fell prey to a previously undiagnosed condition. It’s not uncommon, especially for people who have been superficially healthy. Their lack of obvious health issues means they don’t get in to see a doctor as often as others would. That lets not so obvious issues sneak up on them.”


  “I understand that the simplest explanation is usually the correct one,” Carvalho said. “Of course. But I also know that in my home country of Brazil, assassination by poisoning has made a comeback. Last year a senator from Mato Grosso was killed by arsenic.”


  “A political assassination?” Abumwe asked.


  “No,” Carvalho admitted. “He was poisoned by his wife for sleeping with one of his legislative aides.”


  “To be indelicate, may we assume such a situation is not happening here?” Abumwe asked.


  Meyer looked around at his colleagues. “It’s safe to say that none of us were sleeping with Cong,” he said, to Abumwe. “It’s also safe to say that none of us had any professional reason to want him dead, either. With the exception of Thierry, none of us knew him prior to this mission. The mission selection criteria were as much political as anything else. We all represent different political interests at home, so there was no direct competition or professional jealousy.”


  “Do all of your factions get along?” Wilson asked.


  “For the most part,” Meyer said, and then pointed at Lowen. “Doctor Lowen here represents America’s interests here, and the United States, for better or worse, still maintains a somewhat contentious primary position in global politics, especially post-Perry. The other political interests sought to minimize its influence on this mission, which is why Liu Cong was selected to head the mission, over U.S. objections, and why the U.S. representative—apologies here, Dani—is the most junior on the mission. But none of that rose to the level of skullduggery.”


  “And I was with Lieutenant Wilson here for several hours, in any event,” Lowen said. This raised eyebrows, both Meyer’s and Abumwe’s. “Cong asked me to get to know our Colonial Union liaison better so we could get a better understanding of the lay of the land. So I did.” She turned to Wilson. “No offense,” she said.


  “None taken,” Wilson said, amused.


  “So it seems like poisoning or assassination is off the table,” Stone said.


  “Unless it was someone on the Colonial Union side,” Carvalho said.


  Abumwe, Wilson and Coloma exchanged glances.


  This did not go unnoticed. “Okay, what was that?” asked Lowen.


  “You mean the sudden, significant glances,” Wilson said, before Abumwe or Coloma could say anything.


  “Yes, that would be what I’m talking about,” said Lowen.


  “We’ve had some recent incidents of sabotage,” Abumwe said, shooting an irritated glance at Wilson.


  “On this ship?” Meyer asked.


  “Not originating on this ship, no,” Coloma said. “But affecting the ship.”


  “And you think this could be another one of these?” Meyer said.


  “I doubt that it is,” Abumwe said.


  “But you can’t be one hundred percent sure,” Meyer persisted.


  “No, we can’t,” Abumwe said.


  “What am I missing here?” Stone asked, to Abumwe and Coloma.


  “Later, Inge,” Coloma said. Stone closed her mouth, unhappy.


  “I think we may have a potential issue here,” Meyer said.


  “What do you suggest we do about it?” Abumwe asked.


  “I think we need an autopsy,” Meyer said. “The sooner, the better.”


  “Doctor Stone can certainly perform one,” Coloma said. Meyer shook his head; Coloma frowned. “Is that not acceptable?”


  “Not by herself,” Meyer said. “With no offense offered to Doctor Stone, this has become a politically sensitive event. If someone from within the Colonial Union has been sabotaging your efforts, then all of the Colonial Union’s apparatus becomes suspect. I have no doubt at all that Doctor Stone will do a fine job with the autopsy. I also have no doubt at all that there are politicians back on Earth who would look at a Colonial Union doctor clearing the Colonial Union of the suspicious death of an Earth diplomat and use it for their own agendas, whatever those agendas might be.”


  “There’s a problem, then,” Stone said. “Because all of my staff are Colonial Union, too.”


  Meyer looked over to Lowen, who nodded. “I’ll do the autopsy with you,” she said, to Stone.


  Stone blinked. “Are you a medical doctor?” she asked.


  Lowen nodded. “University of Pennsylvania,” she said. “Specialized in hematology and nephrology. Practiced my specialty for about three months before I joined the State Department as an advisor.”


  “Doctor Lowen is eliding the fact that her father is United States Secretary of State Saul Lowen,” Meyer said, smiling. “And that she was more or less dragooned into this role at her father’s behest. Which is to take nothing away from her own talents.”


  “Anyway,” Lowen said, slightly embarrassed by Meyer’s commentary. “I have the degree and I have the experience. Between the two of us we can make sure no one complains about the results of the autopsy.”


  Stone looked at Coloma, who looked over to Abumwe. Abumwe gave a nod. So did Coloma. “All right,” she said. “When do you want to start?”


  “I need some sleep,” Lowen said. “I think we could all use some sleep. We all have a busy day tomorrow.” Stone nodded her assent; the Earth observers excused themselves and headed to their berths.


  “What the hell were you thinking?” Coloma asked Wilson after they had gone.


  “You mean, about letting them know about the sabotage,” Wilson said. Coloma nodded. “Look. They already caught us in the reaction. They knew something was up. We could have either lied poorly and had them distrust us, or we could tell them the truth and gain a little trust. The leader of their mission has died, and we don’t know why. We can use all the trust we can get.”


  “The next time you get the urge to make diplomatic decisions, look to me first,” Abumwe said. “You’ve done it before, so I know you can do it now. This isn’t your mission and it’s not your call to make about what we tell them and what we don’t.”


  “Yes, Ambassador,” Wilson said. “I wasn’t intentionally trying to make your job harder.”


  “Lieutenant, I don’t give a damn about your intentions,” Abumwe said. “I thought you knew that by now.”


  “I do,” Wilson said. “Sorry.”


  “You’re dismissed, Wilson,” Abumwe said. “The grown-ups need to talk in private.” She turned to Coloma and Stone. Wilson took the hint and left.


  Lowen was waiting in the corridor for him.


  “You’re supposed to be asleep,” Wilson said.


  “I wanted to apologize to you,” Lowen said. “I’m pretty sure what I said in there about spending time with you came out wrong.”


  “That part where you said that you were spending time with me on Liu’s orders,” Wilson said.


  “Yeah, that,” Lowen said.


  “Would it make you feel better to know that my boss told me to spend time with you?” Wilson said.


  “Not really,” Lowen said.


  “I won’t admit it to you, then,” Wilson said. “At least not until you’ve had time to collect yourself.”


  “Thanks,” Lowen said, wryly.


  Wilson reached out and touched Lowen’s arm in sympathy. “Okay, seriously,” he said. “How are you?”


  “Oh, you know,” Lowen said. “My boss is dead and he was a really nice man, and tomorrow I have to cut into him to see if someone murdered him. I’m just great.”


  “Come on,” Wilson said, and put his arm around her. “I’ll walk you back to your berth.”


  “Did your boss tell you to do that?” Lowen asked, jokingly.


  “No,” Wilson said, seriously. “This one’s on me.”
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  Abumwe’s supreme irritation, first at the disposition of the trade negotiations at the end of the first day, and then at the death of Liu Cong and the possible implication thereof, was evident in the second day of negotiations. Abumwe began by tearing Doodoodo a new one, in as brilliant a show of venomous politeness as Wilson had ever seen in his life. Doodoodo and his fellow negotiators actually began to cringe, in the Burfinor fashion, which Wilson decided was more of a scrotal-like contraction than anything else.


  Watching the ambassador do her work, and doing it with something approaching vengeful joy, Wilson realized his long-held wish that Abumwe would actually relax from time to time was clearly in error. This was a person who operated best and most efficiently when she was truly and genuinely pissed off; wishing for her to mellow out was like wishing an alpha predator would switch to grains. It was missing the point.


  Wilson’s BrainPal pinged, internally and unseen by the others in the negotiating parties. It was Lowen. Can you talk? the message said.


  No, but you can, Wilson sent. You’re coming through my BrainPal. No one else will be bothered.


  Hold on, switching to voice, Lowen sent, and then her voice came through. “I think we have a big problem,” she said.


  Define “problem,” Wilson sent.


  “We’ve finished the autopsy,” Lowen sent. “Physically there was nothing wrong with Cong. Everything looked healthy and as close to perfect as a man his age could be. There are no ruptures or aneurysms, no organ damage or scarring. Nothing. There is no reason he should be dead.”


  That indicates foul play to you? Wilson sent.


  “Yes,” Lowen said. “And there’s another thing, which is the reason I’m talking to you. I took some of his blood for testing and I’m seeing a lot of anomalies in it. There’s a concentration of foreign particles in it that I haven’t seen before.”


  Poison compounds? Wilson asked.


  “I don’t think so,” Lowen said.


  Have you shown them to Stone? Wilson asked.


  “Not yet,” Lowen said. “I thought you actually might be more help for this. Can you receive images?”


  Sure, Wilson sent.


  “Okay, sending now,” Lowen said. A notice of a received image flashed in Wilson’s peripheral vision; he pulled it up.


  It’s blood cells, Wilson sent.


  “It’s not just blood cells,” Lowen said.


  Wilson paid closer attention and saw specks amid the cells. He zoomed in. The specks gained in size and detail. Wilson frowned and called up a separate image and compared the two.


  They look like SmartBlood nanobots, Wilson finally sent.


  “That’s what I thought they might be,” Lowen said. “And that’s bad. Because they’re not supposed to be there. Just like Cong isn’t supposed to be dead. If you have someone who isn’t supposed to be dead and no physical reason that he should have died, and you also have a high concentration of foreign material in his blood, it’s not hard deduction that the one has to do with the other.”


  So you think a Colonial did this, Wilson sent.


  “I have no idea who did this,” Lowen said. “I just know what it looks like.”


  Wilson had nothing to say to this.


  “I’m going to go tell Stone what I found and then I’ll have to tell Franz,” Lowen said. “I’m sure Stone will tell Coloma and Abumwe. I think we have about an hour before this all gets bad.”


  Okay, Wilson sent.


  “If you can think of something between now and then that will keep this from going to hell, I wouldn’t mind,” Lowen said.


  I’ll see what I can do, Wilson sent.


  “Sorry, Harry,” Lowen said, and disconnected.


  Wilson sat silently for a moment, watching Abumwe and Doodoodo as the two of them danced their verbal diplomatic dance about what was the correct balance of trade between starships and biomedical scanners. Then he sent a priority message to Abumwe’s PDA.


  Take a ten-minute break, it said. Trust me.


  Abumwe didn’t acknowledge the priority message for a few minutes; she was too busy hammering on Doodoodo. When the Burfinor representative finally managed to get a word in edgewise, she glanced down at her PDA and then glanced over at Wilson with a nearly unnoticeable expression that no one else would register as, You have got to be fucking kidding me. Wilson acknowledged this with an equally subtle expression that he hoped would read, I am so very not fucking kidding you. Abumwe stared at him for a second longer, then interrupted Doodoodo to ask for a quick recess. Doodoodo, flustered because he thought he was on a roll, agreed. Abumwe motioned to Wilson to join her in the hall.


  “You don’t seem to be remembering our discussion from last night,” Abumwe said.


  “Lowen found what looks like SmartBlood nanobots in Liu’s blood,” Wilson said, ignoring Abumwe’s statement. “If Stone hasn’t updated you about it yet, you’ll get the message soon. And so will Meyer and the rest of the observers.”


  “And?” Abumwe said. “Not that I don’t care, but Liu is dead and these negotiations are not, and you didn’t need to interrupt them to give me an update I would be receiving anyway.”


  “I didn’t interrupt you for that,” Wilson said. “I interrupted you because I need you to have them give me that scanner test unit back. Immediately.”


  “Why?” Abumwe said.


  “Because I think there’s something very fishy about SmartBlood nanobots being found in Liu’s bloodstream, and I want to get a much better look at them,” Wilson said. “The equipment in the medical bay came standard issue with the Clarke when it rolled off the line fifty years ago. We need better tools.”


  “And you need it now why?” Abumwe said.


  “Because when today’s negotiations are done, the shit is going to hit the fan,” Wilson said. “Ambassador, a diplomat from Earth is dead and it looks like the Colonial Union did it. When Meyer and the rest of the observers get back to the Clarke, they’re going to send a drone back to Phoenix Station and to the Earth’s mission there. They’re going to be recalled and we’re going to be obliged to take them back immediately. So you’re going to fail this negotiation, there’s going to be a deeper division between Earth and the Colonial Union and all the blame is going to come back to us. Again.”


  “Unless you can figure this out between now and then,” Abumwe said.


  “Yes,” Wilson said. “SmartBlood is tech, Ambassador. Tech is what I do. And I already know how to operate these machines because I worked with them while I was evaluating them. But I need one now. And you need to get it for me.”


  “You think this will work?” Abumwe asked.


  Wilson held his hands out in a maybe? motion. “I know if we don’t try this, then we’re screwed. If this is a shot in the dark, it’s still a shot.”


  Abumwe took out her PDA and opened a line to Hillary Drolet, her assistant. “Tell Doodoodo I need to see him in the hall. Now.” She cut the connection and looked back to Wilson. “Anything else you want? As long as I am taking requests.”


  “I need to borrow the shuttle to go back to the Clarke,” Wilson said. “I want both Lowen and Stone to watch me so there’s no doubt what I find.”


  “Fine,” Abumwe said.


  “I’d also like for you to drag on negotiations today as long as you can,” Wilson said.


  “I don’t think that will be a problem,” Abumwe said.


  Doodoodo appeared in the hallway, eyestalks waggling apologetically.


  “And if at all possible, you might want to get that deal done today,” Wilson said, looking at Doodoodo. “Just in case.”


  “Lieutenant Wilson, I am already far ahead of you on this one,” Abumwe said.


  [image: ]


  “Someone in this room is a killer!” Wilson said.


  “Please don’t say that when they actually show up,” Lowen said.


  “That’s why I’m saying it now,” Wilson said.


  Wilson, Lowen and Stone were in the medical bay, awaiting Abumwe, Meyer, Bourkou and Coloma. Coloma was on her way from the bridge; the others were coming from the shuttle that had just docked.


  “They’re on their way,” Lowen said, glancing at her PDA. “Franz tells me they wrapped up the negotiations today, too. Abumwe apparently got an excellent deal for the scanners.”


  “Good,” Wilson said, and patted the scanner he had been using. “Maybe that will mean I can keep mine. This thing is sweet.”


  Coloma arrived; Abumwe, Meyer and Bourkou followed a minute after.


  “Now that we’re all here, let’s get started,” Wilson said. “If you’ll check your PDAs, you’ll see some images I sent to you.” Everyone in the room aside from Wilson, Stone and Lowen reached for their PDAs. “What you’re seeing there is a sample of Liu Cong’s blood. In it you’ll see red and white blood cells, platelets and also something else. That something else looks like SmartBlood nanobots. For those of you from Earth, SmartBlood is the non-organic substance that replaces blood in Colonial Defense Forces soldiers. It has superior oxygen-handling properties and other benefits.”


  “How did that get into his blood?” Meyer asked.


  “That’s an interesting question,” Wilson said. “Almost as interesting as the other question I have, which is when did it get into his blood.”


  “If this is a Colonial Union product, then it would seem that it would have gotten into his system out here,” Bourkou said.


  “I would have thought so, too,” Wilson said. “But then I got a closer look at the nanobots. Go ahead and look at the second image I sent you.”


  They turned to look at the second picture, which showed two similar-looking objects, one next to the other.


  “The first object is a close-up of what we found in Liu’s blood,” Wilson said. “The second is a close-up of an actual SmartBlood nanobot, which was taken from me, a couple of hours ago.” He held up his thumb to show the pinprick there.


  “They look the same to me,” Meyer said.


  “Yes, and I suspect they’re supposed to,” Wilson said. “It’s not until you look inside of them, in substantial detail, that you notice particular differences. If all we had was the Clarke’s equipment, we wouldn’t have been able to see the differences. Even with the Colonial Union’s top-of-the-line equipment, it would have taken some time. Fortunately, we have some new toys. So go ahead and flip to the next image.”


  Everyone forwarded to the third image.


  “I don’t expect any of you to know what you’re looking at here, but those with some technical experience with SmartBlood will note two major differences with the internal structure,” Wilson said. “The first has to do with how the nanobots handle oxygen sequestration. The second has to do with the radio receiver in the ’bot.”


  “What do these differences mean?” Abumwe asked.


  “With regard to oxygen sequestration, it means the ’bots are able to hold on to substantially more oxygen molecules,” Wilson says. “It doesn’t do anything with them, though. SmartBlood is designed to facilitate oxygen transfer to body tissue. What’s in Liu’s blood, however, doesn’t do that. It just holds on to the oxygen. It goes, grabs the oxygen in the lungs, and doesn’t let go. There’s less oxygen for the actual red blood cells to carry, and less for the body tissues to take in.”


  “This stuff suffocated Cong,” Lowen said.


  “Right,” Wilson said. “As for the receiver, well, SmartBlood takes direction from its owner’s BrainPal via an encrypted channel and reverts by default to its primary role, which is oxygen transport.” He pointed to Abumwe’s PDA. “This stuff also communicates by encrypted signal. Its default state is off, however. It’s only on the job when it’s receiving a signal. Its signal doesn’t come from a BrainPal, however.”


  “Where does it come from?” Meyer asked.


  Lowen held up an object. It was Meyer’s white noise generator.


  “It can’t be,” Meyer said.


  “It can be,” Wilson said. “And it is, because we checked it. How do you think we can describe what this stuff does? This is why I said the interesting question is when this stuff got into Liu’s blood. Because this”—Wilson pointed to the white noise generator, which Lowen now set on the table—“strongly suggests that it happened before you folks left Earth.”


  “How did you find it?” Abumwe asked.


  “We walked through Liu’s death,” Stone said. “We knew when he died, and we knew that these ’bots needed a transmitter, and Mr. Bourkou said that he had been running the white noise generator to drown out Liu’s snoring.”


  “You can’t think I did it,” Bourkou said.


  “You set this thing off in the same room,” Wilson said.


  “It’s not even mine,” Bourkou said. “Franz let me borrow it. It’s his.”


  “That’s true,” Wilson said, turning to Meyer.


  Meyer looked shocked. “I didn’t kill Cong! And this doesn’t make logical sense in any event. Cong was supposed to have a berth to himself. This thing wasn’t supposed to have been in the same room.”


  “A very good point,” Wilson said. “Which is why I checked the effective transmitting radius of the generator’s ’bot transmitter. It’s about twenty meters. Your berth is right next door, and the berths are narrow enough that Liu’s bunk is well within the radius, even accounting for signal attenuation through the common bulkhead.”


  “We’ve been traveling for a more than a week before we arrived here,” Meyer said. “Before this we had individual staterooms, but we were still close enough for this thing to work. I used it every night. Nothing happened to Cong.”


  “Interestingly, there are two transmitters in the white noise generator,” Wilson said. “One of them affects the ’bots. The second affects the first transmitter. It turns it on or off.”


  “So it wouldn’t have done anything until you got here,” Lowen said.


  “This is crazy,” Meyer said. “I don’t have a remote control for this thing! Go to my berth! Check for yourself!”


  Wilson looked over at Captain Coloma. “I’ll have crew go through his berth,” she said.


  “Have you dumped trash recently?” Wilson said.


  “No,” Coloma said. “We usually don’t dump until we return to Phoenix Station, and when we do, we don’t do it in other people’s systems. That’s rude.”


  “Then I would suggest we look through the trash,” Wilson said. “I can give you the transmitting frequency if it helps.” Coloma nodded.


  “Why did you do it?” Bourkou asked Meyer.


  “I didn’t do it!” Meyer yelled. “You are just as likely to have done it as I am, Thierry. You had the generator in your possession. You’re the one who convinced Cong to give up his berth for me. I didn’t ask him.”


  “You complained about claustrophia,” Bourkou said.


  “I joked about claustrophobia, you ass,” Meyer said.


  “And I wasn’t the one who suggested it to him,” Bourkou said. “It was Luiza. So don’t pin it on me.”


  A strange expression crossed Meyer’s face. Wilson caught it. So did Abumwe. “What is it?” she asked Meyer.


  Meyer looked around at the group, as if debating whether to say something, then sighed. “I’ve been sleeping with Luiza Carvalho for the last three months,” he said. “During the selection process for this mission and then since. It’s not a relationship, it’s more taking advantage of a mutual opportunity. I didn’t think it would matter since neither of us was in a position to select the other for the mission.”


  “All right,” Abumwe said. “So?”


  “So Luiza always complained about me sleeping badly,” Meyer said, and pointed at the white noise generator. “Two weeks ago, after we knew who was on the mission, she bought me that. Said it would help me sleep.”


  “Luiza was the one who suggested to Meyer that he let me borrow the generator,” Bourkou said. “To counteract Cong’s snoring.”


  “Where is Ms. Carvalho?” Stone asked.


  “She said she was going to her berth,” Abumwe said. “Lieutenant Wilson didn’t ask for her to be here, so I didn’t ask her to come.”


  “We should probably have someone get her,” Wilson said, but Coloma was already on her PDA, ordering someone to get her.


  Coloma’s PDA pinged almost immediately thereafter; it was Neva Balla. Coloma put her executive officer on the speaker so everyone in the room could hear. “We have a problem,” Balla said. “There’s someone in the portside maintenance airlock. It looks like one of the Earth people.”


  “Send me the image,” Coloma said. When she got it, she bounced it to the PDAs of everyone else in the room.


  It was Luiza Carvalho.


  “What is she doing?” Lowen asked.


  “Lock out the airlock,” Coloma said.


  “It’s too late,” Balla said. “She’s already started the purge cycle.”


  “She must have been listening in somehow,” Abumwe said.


  “How the hell did she get in there?” Coloma asked, angry.


  “The same way she got Meyer and Bourkou to help her kill Liu,” Wilson said.


  “But why did she do it?” Meyer said. “Who is she working with? Who is she working for?”


  “We’re not going to get an answer to that,” Wilson said.


  “Well, we know one thing, at least,” Lowen said.


  “What’s that?” Wilson asked.


  “Whoever’s been sabotaging you up here, it looks like they’re on the job down there on Earth,” Lowen said.


  “Almost got away with it, too,” Wilson said. “If we didn’t have that scanner, it would have looked like the Colonial Union killed him. By the time it was cleared up, it would have been too late to fix it.”


  No one said anything to that.


  In the video feed, Carvalho looked up to where the camera was, as if looking at the group in the medical bay.


  She waved.


  The air purged out of the airlock. Carvalho exhaled and kept exhaling long enough to stay conscious until the hull lock opened.


  She let herself out.


  “Dani,” Wilson said.


  “Yeah, Harry,” Lowen said.


  “You still have the Laphroaig?” Wilson asked.


  “I do,” Lowen said.


  “Good,” Wilson said. “Because right now, I think we all need a drink.”
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  This Must Be the Place


  The Human Division Episode 10


  The Human Division as a whole is dedicated to:


  Yanni Kuznia and Brian Decker, two of my favorite people;


  and


  John Harris, for his wonderful cover art for this and other Old Man’s War books.


  Additionally, this particular Episode is dedicated to:


  The Web Class of 1987


  Hart Schmidt took the shuttle from the Clarke to Phoenix Station and an interstation tram to the station’s main commuter bay, and then he caught one of the ferries that arrived at and departed from Phoenix Station every fifteen minutes. The ferry headed down to the Phoenix Station Terminal at the Phoenix City Hub, which aggregated most of the civilian mass transportation for the oldest and most populous city of the oldest and most populous human interstellar colony planet.


  Upon exiting the ferry, Hart walked through spaceport terminal C and boarded the interterminal tram for the PCH main terminal. Three minutes later, Hart exited the tram, went from the platform to the immensely long escalator and emerged in the main terminal. It was one of the largest single buildings humans had ever built, a vast domed structure that housed stores, shops, offices, hotels and even apartments for those who worked at the hub, schools for their children, hospitals and even a jail, although Hart had no personal experience with the last two.


  Hart smiled as he came out into the main terminal and stepped onto the terminal floor. In his mind, as always, he imagined the mass of humanity bustling through suddenly grabbing the hands of the people next to them and waltzing in unison. He was pretty sure he’d seen a scene like that in a movie once, either here in the main terminal or in a terminal or station much like it. It never happened, of course. It didn’t mean that Hart didn’t keep wishing for it.


  His first stop was the PCH Campbell Main Terminal Hotel. Hart checked into a one-step-above-standard-sized room, dropped his bag at the foot of the queen-sized bed and then immediately gloried, after months of sharing his broom-closet-sized “officer quarters” on the Clarke with another diplomat, in having nearly forty square meters of no one else in his living space.


  Hart sighed contentedly and immediately fell into a nap. Three hours later he awoke, took a shower that was indecently hot and indecently long and ordered room service, not neglecting a hot fudge sundae. He tipped the room service delivery person exorbitantly, ate until he felt he would explode, switched the entertainment display to the classic movies channel and watched hundred-year-old stories of early colonial drama and adventure, starring actors long dead, until his eyes snapped shut seemingly of their own accord. He slept dreamlessly, the display on, for close to ten hours.


  Late the next morning, Hart checked out of the Campbell, took another interterminal tram to train terminal A and hopped on train 311, with travel to Catahoula, Lafourche, Feliciana and Terrebonne. Schmidt stayed on the train all the way to Terrebonne and then had to run to connect with the Tangipahoa express, which he caught as the doors were closing. At Tangipahopa, he boarded the Iberia local and got off at the third stop, Crowley. A car was waiting for him there. He smiled as he recognized Broussard Kueltzo, the driver.


  “Brous!” he said, giving the man a hug. “Happy Harvest.”


  “Long time, Hart,” Brous said. “Happy Harvest to you, too.”


  “How are you doing?” Hart asked.


  “The same as always,” he said. “Working for your dad, hauling his ass from place to place. Keeping up the Kueltzo family tradition of being the power behind the Schmidt family throne.”


  “Come on,” Hart said. “We’re not that helpless.”


  “It’s okay for you to think that,” Brous said. “But I have to tell you that one day last month I had to take Mom into the hospital for tests, and your mother was out at one of her organization meetings. Your dad called my mom’s PDA, asking how to work the coffee machine. She’s getting blood drawn and she’s walking him through pressing buttons. Your dad is one of the most powerful people on Phoenix, Hart, but he’d starve in a day if he was left on his own.”


  “Fair enough,” Hart said. “How is your mother?” Magda Kueltzo might or might not actually be the power behind the Schmidt throne, but there was no doubt most of the family was deeply fond of her.


  “Much better,” Brous said. “In fact, she’s busy working the meal you’re going to be stuffing down your throat in just a few hours, so we better get you to it.” He took Hart’s bag and swung it into the car’s backseat. The two men hopped into the front; Brous punched in the destination and the car drove itself.


  “It’s not a very demanding job,” Hart ventured as the car pulled itself away from the station.


  “That’s sort of the point,” Brous said. “In my quote unquote spare time, I get to work on the poetry, which incidentally has been doing very well, thanks for asking. That is insofar as poetry does well, which you understand is a highly relative thing and has been for centuries. I am an established poet now, and I make almost nothing for it.”


  “Sorry about that,” Hart said.


  Brous shrugged. “It’s not so bad. Your dad has been generous in that way of his. You know how he is. Always thumping on about people having to make their own way in the world and the value of an honest day’s labor. He’d rather die than fund a grant. But he gives me a ridiculously easy job and pays me well enough that I can work on my words.”


  “He likes being the patron,” Hart said.


  “Right,” Brous said. “I won the Nova Acadia Poetry medal last year for my book and he was more proud of it than I was. I let him put the medal in his office.”


  “That’s Dad,” Hart said.


  Brous nodded. “He did the same thing with Lisa,” he said, mentioning his sister. “Had her scrub toilets at the house for a year, then paid her enough for it to survive grad school in virology. Went to her doctoral ceremony. Insisted on getting a picture. It’s on his desk.”


  “That’s great,” Hart said.


  “I know you and he have gone a few rounds on things,” Brous ventured.


  “He’s still irritated that I went into the Colonial Union diplomatic service rather than into Phoenix politics,” Hart said.


  “He’ll get over it eventually,” Brous suggested.


  “How long are you going to keep the job?” Hart asked, changing the subject.


  “It’s funny you should ask,” Brous said, catching the attempt and rolling with it. “The medal helped me get a teaching position at University of Metairie. It was supposed to start at the beginning of the fall, but I asked for them to set it back a semester so I could help your dad through the election season.”


  “How did it go?” Hart said.


  “Oh, man,” Brous said. “You haven’t been following it at all?”


  “I’ve been in space,” Hart said.


  “It was brutal,” Brous said. “Not for your dad, of course. No one even ran against him here. They’re going to have to wheel him out of his office. But the rest of the PHP took a thumping. Lost sixty seats in the regional parliament. Lost ninety-five in the global. The New Greens formed a coalition with the Unionists and put in a new prime minister and heads of department.”


  “How did that happen?” Hart asked. “I’ve been away for a while, but not so long that Phoenix should have suddenly gone squishy. I say that as a squishy sort, understand.”


  “Understood,” Brous said. “I voted New Green in the regional myself. Don’t tell your dad.”


  “Deep dark secret,” Hart promised.


  “The PHP got lazy,” Brous said. “They’ve been in power so long, they forgot they could be voted out. Some bad people in key positions, a couple of stupid scandals, and a charismatic head of the New Green party. Add it all up and people took a chance on someone new. It won’t last, I think; the New Greens and the Unionists are already arguing and the PHP will do some housecleaning. But in the meantime your dad is in a foul mood about it. Even more so because he was one of the architects of the global party strategy. The collapse makes him look bad personally, or so he feels.”


  “Oh, boy,” Hart said. “This will make it a cheerful Harvest Day.”


  “Yeah, he’s been moody,” Brous said. “Your mother has been keeping him in line, but you’re going to have the whole family at home this Harvest, and you know how he gets with the whole clan there. Especially with Brandt rising in the Unionist party.”


  “The Schmidt boys,” Hart said. “Brandt the traitor, Hart the underachiever and Wes . . . well, Wes.”


  Brous smiled at that. “Don’t you forget your sister,” he said.


  “No one forgets Catherine, Brous,” Hart said. “Catherine the Unforgettable.”


  “They’re all already there, you know,” Brous said. “At the house. They all got in last night. All of them, all their spouses and children. I’m not going to lie to you, Hart. One of the reasons I came to get you was so I could have a few minutes of quiet.”


  Hart grinned at this.


  Presently the Schmidt family compound came into view, all 120 acres of it, with the main house set on a hill, rising above the orchards, fields and lawns. Home.


  “I remember when I was six and Mom came to work here,” Brous said. “I remember driving up to this place and thinking there was no way one family could live in that much space.”


  “Well, after you arrived, it wasn’t just one family,” Hart said.


  “True enough,” Brous said. “I’ll tell you another story you’ll find amusing. When I was in college, I brought my girlfriend to the carriage house and she was amazed we had so much living space there. I was afraid to take her up to the main house after that. I figured she’d stop being impressed with me.”


  “Was she?” Hart asked.


  “No,” Brous said. “She became unimpressed with me for other reasons entirely.” He switched the car to manual, led it up the rest of the driveway and stopped at the front door. “Here you are, Hart. The entire family is inside, waiting for you.”


  “What would it cost for you to drive me back?” Hart joked.


  “In a couple of days I’ll do it for free,” Brous said. “Until then, my friend, you’re stuck.”
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  “Ah, the prodigal spaceman returns,” Brandt Schmidt said. He, like the rest of the Schmidt siblings, lounged on the back patio of the main house, watching the various children and spouses on the front surface of the back lawn. Brandt came up to Hart to give him a hug, followed by Catherine and Wes. Brandt pressed the cocktail he had in his hand into Hart’s. “I haven’t started on this one yet,” he said. “I’ll make another.”


  “Where’s Mom and Dad?” Hart asked, sipping the drink. He frowned. It was a gin and tonic, more than a little heavy on the gin.


  “Mom’s in with Magda, fussing over dinner,” Brandt said, going over to the patio bar to mix himself another highball. “She’ll be back presently. Dad’s in his office, yelling at some functionary of the Phoenix Home Party. That will take a while.”


  “Ah,” Hart said. Best to miss out on that.


  “You heard about the latest elections,” Brandt said.


  “A bit,” Hart said.


  “Then you’ll understand why he’s in a bit of a mood,” Brandt said.


  “It doesn’t help that you continue to needle him about it,” Catherine said, to Brandt.


  “I’m not needling him about it,” Brandt said. “I’m just not letting him get away with revising recent electoral history.”


  “That’s pretty much the definition of ‘needling,’ ” Wes said, laconically, from his lounge, which was close to fully reclined. His eyes were closed, a tumbler of something brown on the patio itself, by his outstretched hand.


  “I recognize I’m telling him things he doesn’t want to hear right now,” Brandt said.


  “Needling,” Catherine and Wes said, simultaneously. They were twins and could do that from time to time. Hart smiled.


  “Fine, I’m needling him,” Brandt said, took a sip of his gin and tonic, frowned and went back to the bar to add a splash more tonic. “But after so many years of listening to him talk about the historical import of each election and the PHP’s role in it, I think it’s perfectly fine to have a bit of turnabout.”


  “That’s exactly what this Harvest Day needs,” Catherine said. “Another perfectly good dinner from Magda growing cold because you and Dad are going at it again at the table.”


  “Speak for yourself,” Wes said. “They never stopped me from eating.”


  “Well, Wes, you’ve always had a special talent for tuning out,” Catherine said. “It puts the rest of us off our appetite.”


  “I don’t apologize for being the only one of us who has any interest at all in politics,” Brandt said.


  “No one wants you to apologize,” Catherine said. “And you know we all have an interest in politics.”


  “I don’t,” Wes said.


  “We all have an interest in politics except for Wes,” Catherine amended, “who is just happy to coast on the benefits of the family having a good political name. So, by all means, Brandt, discuss politics all you like with Dad. Just wait until we get to the pie before you start going after each other.”


  “Politics and pie,” Wes said. “Mmmmmm.” He started fumbling about for his drink, connected with it and brought it to his lips, eyes still closed.


  Brandt turned to Hart. “Help me out here,” he said.


  Hart shook his head. “I wouldn’t mind getting through an entire Harvest Day without you and Dad tossing verbal knives at each other,” he said. “I’m not here to talk politics. I’m here to spend time with my family.”


  Brandt rolled his eyes at his younger brother. “Have you met our family, Hart?”


  “Oh, don’t pester Hart about planetside politics,” Catherine said. “This is the first time he’s spent any time at home in Lord knows how long.”


  “Last Harvest Day,” Hart volunteered.


  “You can’t genuinely expect him to keep up with the relatively trivial politics of Phoenix when he’s grappling with Colonial Union–wide crises,” Catherine said to Brandt, and then swiveled her head to Hart. “What was your most recent interstellar diplomatic triumph, Hart?”


  “I helped electrocute a dog in order to save a peace negotiation,” Hart said.


  “What?” Catherine asked, momentarily flummoxed.


  Wes cracked open an eye to look at Hart. “Is this like sacrificing a chicken to the gods?” he asked.


  “It’s more complicated than it sounds,” Hart said. “And I would note that the dog survived.”


  “Well, thank goodness for that,” Brandt said, and turned to his sister. “I stand corrected, fair Catherine. Hart’s clearly got more important things on his mind than mere politics.”


  Before Catherine could retort, Isabel Schmidt descended and embraced her youngest son. “Oh, Hart,” she said. She gave him a peck on the cheek. “So good to see you, son. I can’t believe it’s been another whole year.” She stepped back. “You look almost exactly the same.”


  “He is almost exactly the same,” Brandt said. “He’s not old enough yet to age poorly.”


  “Oh, Brandt, do shut up,” Isabel said, not unkindly. “He’s thirty. That’s plenty old to start aging badly. You started at twenty-seven.”


  “Ouch, Mother,” Brandt said.


  “You brought it up, honey,” Isabel said, and then turned her attention back to Hart. “You still enjoying the Colonial Union diplomatic service?” she asked. “Not getting bored with it?”


  “It’s not boring,” Hart admitted.


  “You still working with, oh, what’s her name,” Isabel said. “Ottumwa?”


  “Abumwe,” Hart said.


  “That’s the one,” Isabel said. “Sorry. You know I’m terrible with names.”


  “It’s all right,” Hart said. “And yes, I’m still working with her.”


  “Is she still an asshole?” Catherine asked. “The last time you were home, the stories you told about her made her sound like a real piece of work.”


  “What stories do your assistants tell about you?” Brandt asked his sister.


  “If they tell stories, they don’t stay my assistants,” Catherine said.


  “She’s gotten better,” Hart said. “Or at the very least, I think I understand her better.”


  “That’s good to hear,” Isabel said.


  “Ask him about the dog,” Wes drawled from his lounge.


  “The dog?” Isabel said, looking over to Wes and then back to Hart. “What about a dog?”


  “You know what, I think I’ll tell you that one later, Mom,” Hart said. “Maybe after dinner.”


  “Does it end badly for the dog?” Isabel asked.


  “End? No,” Hart said. “It ends fine for the dog. It middles poorly for him, though.”


  “Diplomacy is awesome,” Wes said.


  “We thought you were coming in yesterday,” Isabel said, changing the subject.


  “I got hung up at the hub,” Hart said, remembering his hotel room. “It was easier to head out first thing in the morning.”


  “Well, but you’re staying for the week, right?” Isabel said.


  “Five days, yes,” Hart said. He had another night at the Campbell reserved before he headed back to the Clarke. He intended to use it.


  “Okay, good,” Isabel said. “If you have time, I have someone I’d like you to meet.”


  “Oh, Mom,” Catherine said. “Are you really going to try this again?”


  “There’s nothing wrong with introducing Hart to some options,” Isabel said.


  “Does this option have a name?” Hart asked.


  “Lizzie Chao,” Isabel said.


  “This is the same Lizzie Chao who I went to high school with,” Hart said.


  “I believe so,” Isabel said.


  “She’s married,” Hart said.


  “She’s separated,” Isabel said.


  “Which means she’s married with an option to trade up,” Catherine said.


  “Mom, I remember Lizzie,” Hart said. “She’s really not my type.”


  “She has a brother,” Wes said, from his lounge.


  “He’s not my type, either,” Hart said.


  “Who is your type these days, Hart?” Isabel asked.


  “I don’t have a type these days,” Hart said. “Mom, I work out of a spaceship all year around. I share quarters that are smaller than our kitchen pantry. I spend my days trying to convince aliens we don’t want to blow them up anymore. That’s an all-day job. Given my circumstances, it would be foolish to attempt any sort of relationship. It wouldn’t be fair to the other person, or to me, for that matter.”


  “Hart, you know I hate sounding like the stereotypical mother,” Isabel said. “But you’re the only one of my children who isn’t in a relationship and having children. Even Wes managed it.”


  “Thanks, Mom,” Wes said, lifting his hand in a lazy wave.


  “I don’t want you to end up feeling the good things in life are passing you by,” Isabel said, to Hart.


  “I don’t feel that way,” Hart said.


  “Not now,” Isabel said. “But honey, you’re thirty and you’re still at deputy level. If it doesn’t happen for you in the next year or two, it’s not going to happen. And then where are you going to be? I love you and want you to be happy. But it’s time you start thinking realistically about these things and whether the CU diplomatic service is really the best use of your talents and your life.”


  Hart leaned over and gave his mother a peck on the cheek. “I’m going to go up and unpack, and then I’m going to check in on Dad,” he said. He swallowed the rest of his drink and walked into the house.


  “Subtlety still counts for something, Mom,” Hart heard Catherine say as he entered the house. If his mother responded, however, it was lost to Hart.
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  Hart found his father, Alastair Schmidt, in his home office, situated in his parents’ wing of the third floor, which included their bedroom, its master bath suite, attached and separate wardrobes, individual offices, library and drawing room. The children’s wing of the house was no less appointed but arranged differently.


  Alastair Schmidt was standing behind his desk, listening to one of his political underlings give him a report through a speaker. The underling was no doubt in a Phoenix Home Party cubicle in Phoenix City, trying desperately to get out of the office in order to celebrate Harvest Day with his family but pinned to his desk by the baleful attention of Schmidt, one of the grand old men of the party and of Phoenix global politics generally.


  Hart poked his head around the open door and waved to let his father know he was home; his father waved him into the room brusquely and then turned his attention back to his unfortunate apparatchik. “I wasn’t asking why the data was difficult to locate, Klaus,” he said. “I was asking why we don’t seem to have it at all. ‘Difficult to locate’ and ‘not in our possession’ are two entirely separate things.”


  “I understand that, Minister Schmidt,” Klaus the apparatchik was saying. “What I’m saying is that we’re hampered by the holiday. Most people are out. The requests we filed are in and will be honored, but they have to wait until people get back.”


  “Well, you’re in, aren’t you?” Alastair said.


  “Yes,” Klaus said, and Hart caught the slight edge of misery in his voice at the fact. “But—”


  “And the entire government doesn’t in fact shut all the way down even on major global holidays,” Alastair said, cutting off Klaus before he could offer another objection. “So your job right now is to find the people who are still working today, just like you are, get that data and those projections, and have them on my desk in an encrypted file before I go to bed tonight. And I have to tell you, Klaus, that I tend to go to bed early on Harvest Day. It’s all that pie.”


  “Yes, Minister Schmidt,” Klaus said, unhappily.


  “Good,” Alastair said. “Happy Harvest, Klaus.”


  “Happ—” Klaus was cut off as Alastair severed the connection.


  “His Harvest isn’t going to be happy because you’re making him work on Harvest Day,” Hart observed.


  “If he’d gotten me that data yesterday like I asked and like he’d promised, he’d be at home, chewing on a drumstick,” Alastair said. “But he didn’t, so he’s not, and that’s on him.”


  “I noticed he still called you ‘minister,’ ” Hart said.


  “Ah, so you know about the election,” Alastair said. “Brandt gloating, is he?”


  “I heard it from other sources,” Hart said.


  “Officially, the Green-Union government is extending an olive branch to the PHP by asking me to stay on as minister for trade and transport,” Alastair said. “Unofficially, the point was made to the coalition that they have no one near competent to run the ministry, and that if they are going to screw up any one ministry, the one they don’t want to screw up is the one that makes sure food arrives where it’s supposed to and that people are able to get to work.”


  “It’s a legitimate point,” Hart said.


  “Personally, the sooner this Green-Union coalition collapses, the happier I’ll be, and I gave some thought to turning it down, just to watch the ensuing train wreck,” Alastair said. “But then I realized that there would probably be actual train wrecks, and that’s the sort of thing that will get everyone’s head on a spike, not just the heads of those in the coalition.”


  Hart smiled. “That famous Alastair Schmidt compassion,” he said.


  “Don’t you start,” Alastair said. “I get enough of that from Brandt. It’s not that I don’t care. I do. But I’m also still pissed about the election results.” He motioned at the chair in front of the desk, offering Hart the seat; Hart took it. Alastair sat in his own seat, regarding his son.


  “How is life in the Colonial Union diplomatic corps?” Alastair asked. “I imagine it must be exciting, what with the collapse of relations between the Earth and the Colonial Union.”


  “We live in interesting times, yes,” Hart said.


  “And your Ambassador Abumwe seems to be in the thick of things lately,” Alastair said. “Dashing between assignments all across known space.”


  “They have been keeping her busy,” Hart said.


  “And you’ve been busy as well?” Alastair asked.


  “Mostly,” Hart said. “I’m doing a lot of work with Lieutenant Harry Wilson, who is a CDF technician who handles various tasks for us.”


  “I know,” Alastair said. “I have a friend who works for the Department of State. Keeps me up-to-date on the diplomatic reports from the Clarke.”


  “Is that so,” Hart said.


  “Not a whole lot of future in electrocuting dogs, Hart,” Alastair said.


  “There we go,” Hart said.


  “Am I wrong?” Alastair asked.


  “Do you actually read the reports you get, Dad?” Hart said. “If you read the report about the dog, then you know what happened was that we ended up saving the peace negotiations and helped secure an alliance for the Colonial Union with a race that had been leaning toward aligning with the Conclave.”


  “Sure, after you carelessly allowed the dog to be eaten by a carnivorous plant, revealing the death site of a king whose disappearance started the race’s civil war, the discovery of which threatened a peace process that by all indications wasn’t threatened before,” Alastair said. “You don’t get credit for putting out fires you set yourself, Hart.”


  “The official report reads differently than your interpretation, Dad,” Hart said.


  “Of course it does,” Alastair said. “If I were your bosses, I would write it that way, too. But I’m not your boss, and I can read between the lines better than most.”


  “Are you going somewhere with this, Dad?” Hart said.


  “I think it’s time you came back to Phoenix,” Alastair said. “You gave the Colonial Union your best shot, and they’ve misused your talent. They stuck you with a diplomatic team that’s been catching lost-cause missions for years, and assigned you to a CDF grunt who uses you for menial tasks. You’re too accommodating to complain, and maybe you’re even having fun, but you’re not going anywhere, Hart. And maybe that’s fine early in your career, but you’re not early in your career anymore. You’ve dead-ended. It’s over.”


  “Not that I agree with you,” Hart said, “but why do you care, Dad? You’ve always told us that we have to make our own path, and you told us that we would have to sink or swim on our own. You’re a veritable raft of tough-love metaphors on the subject. If you think I’m sinking, you should be willing to let me sink.”


  “Because it’s not just about you, Hart,” Alastair said. He pointed at the speaker through which he had been yelling at Klaus. “I’m seventy-two years old, for Christ’s sake. Do you think I want to be spending my time keeping some poor bastard from enjoying his Harvest Day? No, what I want to do is tell the PHP to get along without me and spend more time with those grandkids of mine.”


  Hart stared at his father blankly. At no point in the past had his father ever evinced more than the most cursory interest in his grandchildren. Maybe that’s because they’re not interesting yet, a part of Hart’s brain said, and he could see the point. His father had become more engaged with his own children the older they got. And he could have his softer side; Hart’s eyes flickered to the medal case on the wall, holding Brous’s Nova Acadia award.


  “I can’t do that because I don’t have the right people following me,” Alastair continued. “Brandt’s gloating because the Unionists have their share of power, but the thing is the reason it happened is because the PHP hasn’t cultivated new talent, and now it’s biting us in the ass.”


  “Wait,” Hart said. “Dad, are you wanting me to join the PHP? Because I have to tell you, that’s really not going to happen.”


  “You’re missing my point,” Alastair said. “The PHP hasn’t developed new talent, but neither have the Greens or the Unionists. I’m still on the job because the whole next generation of political talent on Phoenix are, with very few exceptions, complete incompetents.” He pointed in the direction of the patio, where the rest of the family was. “Brandt thinks I get annoyed with him because he’s in with the Unionists. I get annoyed with him because he’s not rising through its leadership fast enough.”


  “Brandt likes politics,” Hart said. “I don’t.”


  “Brandt likes everything around politics,” Alastair said. “He doesn’t give a crap about the politics itself, yet. That will come. It will come to Catherine, too. She’s busy building a power base in the charity world, rolling over people and getting them to thank her for it by supporting her works. When she finally transfers over into politics, she’s going to make a beeline for prime minister.”


  “And what about Wes?” Hart asked.


  “Wes is Wes,” Alastair said. “One in every family. I love him, but I think of him as a sarcastic pet.”


  “I don’t think I would tell Wes that if I were you,” Hart said.


  “He figured it out a long time ago,” Alastair said. “I think he’s at peace with it, especially as it requires nothing from him. As I said. One in every family. We can’t afford two.”


  “So you want me to come home,” Hart said. “And what do I do then? Just walk into some political role you’ve picked out for me? Because no one will see the obvious nepotism in that, Dad.”


  “Give me some credit for subtlety,” Alastair said. “Do you really think Brandt is where he is with the Unionists all on his own? No. They saw the value in the Schmidt brand name, as it were, and we came to an arrangement about what they’d get in return for fast-tracking him in the organization.”


  “I would definitely not tell Brandt that if I were you,” Hart said.


  “Of course not,” Alastair said. “But I am telling you so that you will understand how these things work.”


  “It’s still nepotism,” Hart said.


  “I prefer to think of it as advancing people who are a known quantity,” Alastair said. “And aren’t you a known quantity, Hart? Don’t you have skills, honed through your diplomatic career, that would have immediate use at a high level? Would you really want to start near the bottom? You’re a little old for that now.”


  “You’ve just admitted the Colonial Union diplomatic corps taught me skills,” Hart said.


  “I never said you didn’t have them,” Alastair said. “I said they were being wasted. Do you want to use them as they ought to be used? This is the place, Hart. It’s time to let the Colonial Union take care of the Colonial Union. Come back to Phoenix, Hart. I need you. We need you.”


  “Lizzie Chao needs me,” Hart said, ruefully.


  “Oh, no, stay away from her,” Alastair said. “She’s bad news. She’s been banging my field rep here in Crowley.”


  “Dad!” Hart said.


  “Don’t tell your mother,” Alastair said. “She thinks Lizzie is a nice girl. And maybe she is nice. Just without very good judgment.”


  “We wouldn’t want that,” Hart said.


  “You’ve had enough bad judgment in your life so far, Hart,” Alastair said. “Time to start making some better choices.”
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  “Didn’t expect to see you again so soon,” Brous Kueltzo said. He was leaning up against the car, reading a message on his PDA. Hart had walked down to the carriage house.


  “I needed to get away from the family for a bit,” Hart said.


  “Already, huh?” Brous said.


  “Yeah,” Hart said.


  “And you still have four days to go,” Brous said. “I’ll pray for you.”


  “Brous, can I ask you a question?” Hart said.


  “Sure,” Brous said.


  “Did you ever resent us?” Hart asked. “Ever resent me?”


  “You mean, for being obscenely rich and entitled and a member of one of the most important families on the entire planet through absolutely no effort of your own and for having everything you ever wanted served up to you on a platter without any idea how hard it was for the rest of us?” Brous said.


  “Uh, yes,” Hart said, taken slightly aback. “Yes. That.”


  “There was a period where I did, yeah,” Brous said. “I mean, what do you expect? Resentment is about sixty percent of being a teenager. And all of you—you, Catherine, Wes, Brandt—were pretty clueless about the rarefied air you lived in. Down here in the flats, living above the garage? Yeah, there was some resentment there.”


  “Do you resent us now?” Hart said.


  “No,” Brous said. “For one thing, bringing that college girlfriend back to the carriage house brought home the point that all things considered, I was doing just fine. I went to the same schools you did, and your family supported and cared for me, my sister and my mom, and not just in some distant noblesse oblige way, but as friends. Hell, Hart. I write poetry, you know? I have that because of you guys.”


  “Okay,” Hart said.


  “I mean, you all still have your moments of class cluelessness, trust me on this, and you all poke at each other in vaguely obnoxious ways,” Brous said. “But I think even if you had no money, Brandt would be a status seeker, Catherine would steamroll everyone, Wes would float along, and you’d do your thing, which is to watch and help. You’d all be you. Everything else is circumstance.”


  “It’s good to know you think so,” Hart said.


  “I do,” Brous said. “Don’t get me wrong. If you want to divest yourself of your share of the family trust fund and give to me, I’ll take it. I’ll let you sleep above the garage when you need to.”


  “Thanks,” Hart said, wryly.


  “What brought about this moment of questioning, if you don’t mind me asking?” Brous asked.


  “Oh, you know,” Hart said. “Dad pressuring me to leave the diplomatic corps and join the family business, which is apparently running this entire planet.”


  “Ah, that,” Brous said.


  “Yes, that,” Hart said.


  “That’s another reason why I don’t resent you guys,” Brous said. “This whole ‘born to rule’ shit’s gotta get tiring. All I have to do is drive your dad and string words together.”


  “What if you don’t want to rule?” Hart said.


  “Don’t rule,” Brous said. “I’m not sure why you’re asking that, though, Hart. You’ve done a pretty good job of not ruling so far.”


  “What do you mean?” Hart asked.


  “There’s four of you,” Brous said. “Two of you are primed to go into the family business: Brandt, because he likes the perks, and Catherine, because she’s actually good at it. Two of you want nothing to do with it: Wes, who figured out early that one of you gets to be the screwup, so it might as well be him, and you. The screwup slot was already claimed by Wes, so you did the only logical thing left to third sons of a noble family—you went elsewhere to seek your fortune.”


  “Wow, you’ve actually thought about this a lot,” Hart said.


  Brous shrugged. “I’m a writer,” he said. “And I’ve had a lot of time to observe you guys.”


  “You could have told me all this earlier,” Hart said.


  “You didn’t ask,” Brous said.


  “Ah,” Hart said.


  “Also, I could be wrong,” Brous said. “I’ve learned over time I’m full of just about as much shit as anyone.”


  “No, I don’t think you are,” Hart said. “Wrong, I mean. I remain neutral about the ‘full of shit’ part.”


  “Fair enough,” Brous said. “It sounds like you’re having a moment of existentialist crisis here, Hart, if you don’t mind me saying.”


  “Maybe I am,” Hart said. “I’m trying to decide what I want to be when I grow up. A nice thing to wonder about when you’re thirty.”


  “I don’t think it matters what age you are when you figure it out,” Brous said. “I think the important thing is to figure it out before someone else tells you what you want to be, and they get it wrong.”


  [image: ]


  “Who’s giving the toast this year?” Isabel asked. They were all seated at the table: Alastair and Isabel, Hart, Catherine, Wes and Brandt and their spouses. The children were sequestered away in the next room, on low tables, and were busy throwing peas and rolls at one another while the nannies vainly tried to keep control.


  “I’ll give the toast,” Alastair said.


  “You give the toast every year,” Isabel said. “And your toasts are boring, dear. Too long and too full of politics.”


  “It’s the family business,” Alastair said. “It’s a family dinner. What else should we talk about?”


  “And besides which, you’re still bitter about the election, and I don’t want hear about it tonight,” Isabel said. “So no toast from you.”


  “I’ll give the toast,” Brandt said.


  “Oh, hell, no,” Alastair said.


  “Alastair,” Isabel said, admonishingly.


  “You thought my toast was going to be long and boring and full of politics,” Alastair said. “The gloater in chief here will positively outstrip your expectations of me.”


  “Dad does have a point,” Catherine said.


  “Then you say it, dear,” Isabel said to her.


  “Indeed,” Brandt said, clearly a little hurt at having his toast proposal rebuffed. “Regale us with tales of the people you’ve met and crushed in the last year.”


  “The hell with this,” Wes said, and reached for the mashed potatoes.


  “Wes,” Isabel said.


  “What?” Wes said, spooning out a heap of potatoes. “By the time you figure out who’s toasting what, everything will be dry and cold. I have too much respect for Madga’s work for that.”


  “I’ll make the toast,” Hart said.


  “Ho!” Brandt said. “This is a first.”


  “Quiet, Brandt,” Isabel said, and turned her attention to her youngest. “Go ahead, dear.”


  Hart stood, picked up his glass of wine and looked over the table.


  “Every year, whoever makes the toast gets to talk about the events in their life from the last year,” Hart said. “Well, I have to say this has been an eventful year. I got spit on by aliens as part of a diplomatic negotiation. My ship was attacked with a missile and almost blew up around me. I got a human head delivered to me by an alien as part of another, entirely different negotiation. And, as you all recently learned, I helped zap a dog into unconsciousness as part of a third negotiation. All the while living day to day in a ship that’s the oldest one in service, sleeping in a bunk that’s barely wide enough for me, rooming with a guy who is either snoring or passing gas most of the night.


  “If you think about it, it’s a ridiculous way to live. It really is. And, as has also been pointed out to me recently, it’s a way that doesn’t seem to hold much of a future for me, assigned as I am to a low-ranking ambassador who has had to fight her way to the sorts of missions that more exalted diplomats would turn down as a waste of their talents and abilities. It does make you wonder why I do it. Why I have done it.


  “And then I remember why I do it. Because as strange, and exhausting, and enervating, and, yes, even humiliating as it can be, at the end of the day, when everything goes right, it’s the most exciting thing I’ve ever done. Ever. I stand there and I can’t believe that I’ve been part of a group who meets with people who are not human but can still reason, and that we’ve reasoned together, and through that reason have agreed to live together, without killing each other or demanding more of the other than what each of us needs from the other.


  “And it’s happening at a time in our history that’s never been more critical to humanity. We are out here, all of us, without the sort of protection and growth that Earth has always provided us before. And because of that, every negotiation, every agreement, every action we take—even those of us on the bottom rung of the diplomatic service—makes a difference for the future of humanity. For the future of this planet and every planet like it. For the future of everyone at this table.


  “I love all of you. Dad, I love your dedication to Phoenix and your desire to keep it running. Mom, I love that you care for each of us, even when you snipe at us a little. Brandt, I love your ambition and drive. Catherine, I love the fact that one day you will rule us all. Wes, I love that you are the family jester, who keeps us honest. I love you and your wives and husbands and your children. I love Magda and Brous and Lisa, who have lived their lives with us.


  “I was told recently by someone that if I wanted to make a difference, that this must be the place. Here, on Phoenix. With love and respect, I disagree. Dad, Brandt and Catherine will take care of Phoenix for us. My job is to take care of the rest of it. That’s what I do. That’s what I’m going to keep doing. That’s where what I do matters.


  “So to each of you, my family, a toast. Keep Phoenix safe for me. I’ll work on everything else. When I come back for Harvest Day next year, I’ll let you know how it’s going. That’s a promise. Cheers.”


  Hart drank. Everyone drank but Alastair, who waited until he caught his son’s eye. Then he raised his glass a second time and drank.


  “That was worth holding off on the potatoes for,” Wes said. “Now pass me the gravy, please.”
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  A Problem of Proportion


  The Human Division Episode 11


  The Human Division as a whole is dedicated to:


  Yanni Kuznia and Brian Decker, two of my favorite people;


  and


  John Harris, for his wonderful cover art for this and other Old Man’s War books.


  Additionally, this particular Episode is dedicated to:


  Rena Watson Hawkins


  Captain Sophia Coloma’s first thought at registering the missile bearing down on the Clarke was, This again. Her second was to yell at Helmsman Cabot for evasive action. Cabot responded admirably, slamming the ship into avoidance mode and launching the ship’s countermeasures. The Clarke groaned at the sudden change of vector; the artificial gravity indulged a moment where it felt as if the field would snap and every unsecured object on the Clarke would launch toward the top bulkheads at a couple hundred kilometers an hour.


  The gravity held, the ship dove in physical space and the countermeasures dazzled the missile into missing its quarry. It blasted past the Clarke and immediately began searching for its target as it did.


  “The missile is Acke make,” Cabot said, reading the data on his console. “The Clarke’s got its transmitter in memory. Unless they’ve changed it up, we can keep it confused.”


  “Two more missiles launched and targeting,” Executive Officer Neva Balla said. “Impact in sixty-three seconds.”


  “Same make,” Cabot said. “Jamming them now.”


  “Which ship is shooting at us?” Coloma asked.


  “It’s the smaller one,” Balla said.


  “What’s the other one doing?” Coloma asked.


  “Firing on the first ship,” Balla said.


  Coloma pulled up a tactical image on her console. The smaller ship, a long needle with a bulbous engine compartment far aft and a smaller bulb forward, remained a mystery to the Clarke’s computer. The larger ship, however, resolved to the Nurimal, a frigate of Lalan manufacture.


  A Conclave warship, in other words.


  Damn it, Coloma thought. We fell right into the trap.


  “These new missiles aren’t responding to jamming,” Cabot said.


  “Evade,” Coloma said.


  “They’re tracking our moves,” Cabot said. “They’re going to hit.”


  “That frigate is moving its port beam guns,” Coloma said. “They’re swinging our way.”


  The Conclave thought that other ship was us, Coloma thought. Fired on it, it fired back. When we showed up, it fired on us as a matter of defense.


  Now the Nurimal knew who the real enemy was and wasn’t wasting any time dealing with it.


  So much for diplomacy, Coloma thought. Next life, I’m getting a ship with guns.


  The Nurimal fired its particle beam weapons. Focused, high-energy beams lanced forward and tunneled into their targets.


  The missiles heading for the Clarke exploded kilometers out from the ship. The first missile, now wandering aimlessly nearly a hundred klicks from the Clarke, was vaporized mere seconds thereafter.


  “That . . . was not what I was expecting,” Balla said.


  The Nurimal swung its beam weapons around, focusing them on the third ship, lancing that ship’s engine pod. The ship’s engines shattered, severing from the ship proper. The forward portions of the ship went dark, power lost, and began spinning with the angular momentum gained by the force of the engine compartment eruption.


  “Is it dead?” Coloma asked.


  “It’s not firing at us anymore, at least,” said Cabot.


  “I’ll take that,” Coloma said.


  “The Clarke’s identified the other ship,” Balla said.


  “It’s the Nurimal,” Coloma said. “I know.”


  “Not that one, ma’am,” Balla said. “The one it just wrecked. It’s the Urse Damay. It’s an Easo corvette that was turned over to Conclave diplomatic service.”


  “What the hell is it doing firing on us?” Cabot asked.


  “And why is the Nurimal firing on it?” said Coloma.


  “Captain,” Orapan Juntasa, the communications and alarm officer, said. “We’re being hailed by the Nurimal. The person hailing us says they are the captain.” Juntasa was silent for a moment, listening. Her eyes got wide.


  “What is it?” Coloma asked.


  “They say they want to surrender to us,” Juntasa said. “To you.”


  Coloma was silent for a minute at this.


  “Ma’am?” Juntasa said. “What do I tell the Nurimal?”


  “Tell them we’ve received their message and to please wait,” Coloma said. She turned to Balla. “Get Ambassador Abumwe up here right now. She’s the reason we’re here in the first place. And bring Lieutenant Wilson, too. He’s actual military. I don’t know if I can accept a surrender. I’m pretty sure he can.”
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  Hafte Sorvalh was tall, tall even for a Lalan, and as such would have difficulty navigating the short and narrow corridors of the Clarke. As a courtesy to her, the negotiations for the surrender of the Nurimal were held in the Clarke shuttle bay. Sorvalh was accompanied by Puslan Fotew, captain of the Nurimal, who did not appear in the least bit pleased to be on the Clarke, and Muhtal Worl, Sorvalh’s assistant. On the human side were Coloma, Abumwe, Wilson and Hart Schmidt, whom Wilson had requested and Abumwe had acceded to. They were arrayed at a table hastily acquired from the officers mess. Chairs were provided for all; Wilson guessed they might be of slightly less utility for the Lalans, based on their physiology.


  “We have an interesting situation before us,” Hafte Sorvalh said, to the humans. Her words were translated by a small machine she wore as a brooch. “One of you is the captain of this ship. One of you is the head of this ship’s diplomatic mission. One of you”—she nodded at Wilson—“is a member of the Colonial Union’s military. To whom shall my captain here surrender?”


  Coloma and Abumwe looked over to Wilson, who nodded. “I am Lieutenant Wilson of the Colonial Defense Forces,” he said. “Captain Coloma and Ambassador Abumwe are members of the Colonial Union’s civil government, as is Mr. Schmidt here.” He nodded at his friend. “The Nurimal is a Conclave military ship, so we have decided that as a matter of protocol, I would be the person for whom it would be appropriate to surrender.”


  “Only a lieutenant?” Sorvalh said. Wilson, who was not an expert on Lalan physiology, nevertheless suspected she was wearing an amused expression. “I’m afraid it might be a little embarrassing for my captain to surrender to someone of your rank.”


  “I sympathize,” Wilson said, and then went off script. “And if I may, Ambassador Sorvalh—”


  “Councillor Sorvalh would be more accurate, Lieutenant,” Sorvalh said.


  “If I may, Councillor Sorvalh,” Wilson corrected, “I would ask why your captain seeks to surrender at all. The Nurimal clearly outmatches the Clarke militarily. If you wished it, you could blow us right out of the sky.”


  “Which is precisely why I ordered Captain Fotew to surrender her vessel to you,” Sorvalh said. “To assure you that we pose not the smallest threat to you.”


  Wilson glanced over to Captain Fotew, rigid and formal. The fact that she was ordered to surrender explained a lot, about both Fotew’s attitude at the moment and the relationship between Fotew and Sorvalh. Wilson could not see Captain Coloma accepting an order from Ambassador Abumwe to surrender her ship; there might be blood on the floor after such a request. “You could have made that point much more clear if you had not housed your diplomatic mission to us in a warship,” Wilson pointed out.


  “Ah, but if we had done that, you would be dead,” Sorvalh said.


  Fair point, Wilson thought. “The Urse Damay is a Conclave ship,” he said.


  “It was,” Sorvalh said. “Technically, I suppose it still may be. Nevertheless, when it attacked your ship—and also the Nurimal—it was under the command of neither the Conclave nor its military, nor was it crewed by citizens of the Conclave.”


  “What proof do you offer for this assertion?” Wilson asked.


  “At the moment, none,” Sorvalh said. “As I have none to offer. That may come in the future, as these discussions progress. In the meantime, you have my word, whatever that will be worth to you at the moment.”


  Wilson glanced over to Abumwe, who gave him a small nod. He turned to Captain Fotew. “With all due respect, Captain, I cannot accept your surrender,” he said. “The Colonial Union and the Conclave are not in a state of war, and your military actions, as best I can see, were at no point directed toward the Clarke specifically nor at the Colonial Union generally. Indeed, your actions and the actions of your crew saved the Clarke and the lives of its crew and passengers. So while I reject your surrender, I offer you my thanks.”


  Fotew stood there a moment, blinking. “Thank you, Lieutenant,” she said, finally. “I accept your thanks and will share it with my crew.”


  “Very well done,” Sorvalh said, to Wilson. She turned to Abumwe. “For a military officer, he’s not a bad diplomat.”


  “He has his moments, Councillor,” Abumwe said.


  “If I may, what are we doing about the Urse Damay?” Coloma said. “It’s damaged, but it’s not entirely dead. It still represents a threat to both our ships.”


  Sorvalh nodded to Fotew, who addressed Coloma. “The Urse Damay had missile launchers bolted on to it, holding nine missiles,” she said. “Three of them were sent at you. Three of them were sent at us. The remaining three have our weapons trained on them. If they were fired, they would be destroyed before they were launched out of their tubes. That is if the Urse Damy had enough power to target either of our ships or fire the missiles at all.”


  “Have you made contact with the ship?” Coloma asked.


  “We ordered its surrender and offered to rescue its crew,” Fotew said. “We have heard nothing from it since our battle. We have done nothing else pending our surrender to you.”


  “If Lieutenant Wilson had accepted our surrender, then it would have been you who would have to coordinate the rescue,” Sorvalh said.


  “If there were someone still alive on that ship, they would have signaled us by now,” Fotew said. “Us or you. The Urse Damay is dead, Captain.”


  Coloma quieted, dissatisfied.


  “How will you explain this incident?” Abumwe asked Sorvalh.


  “How do you mean?” Sorvalh replied.


  “I mean each of our governments have agreed that this discussion of ours is not actually taking place,” Abumwe said. “If even a discussion is not taking place, I would imagine an actual military battle will be hard to explain.”


  “The military battle will not be hard to handle politically,” Sorvalh said. “The surrender, however, would have been difficult to explain away. Another reason for us to be grateful of the politic choices of your Lieutenant Wilson here.”


  “If you are so grateful, then perhaps you can give us the answer we came here to get,” Abumwe said.


  “What answer is that?” Sorvalh said.


  “Why the Conclave is targeting and attacking Colonial Union ships,” Abumwe said.


  “How very interesting,” Sorvalh said. “Because we have the very same question for you, about our ships.”
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  “There have been sixteen ships gone missing in the last year,” Colonel Abel Rigney explained to Abumwe. He and Abumwe were in the office of Colonel Liz Egan, who sat with them at her office’s conference table. “Ten of them in the last four months.”


  “What do you mean by ‘gone missing’ ?” Abumwe asked. “Destroyed?”


  “No, just gone,” Rigney said. “As in, once they skipped they were never heard from again. No black boxes, no skip drones, no communication of any sort.”


  “And no debris?” Abumwe asked.


  “None that we could find, and no gas clouds of highly vaporized ships, either,” Egan said. “Nothing but space.”


  Abumwe turned her attention back to Rigney. “These were Colonial Defense Forces ships?”


  “No,” Rigney said. “Or more accurately, not anymore. The ships that have disappeared were all decommissioned former CDF ships, repurposed for civilian uses. Like the Clarke, your ship, was formerly a CDF corvette. Once a ship outlives its usefulness to the CDF, we sell them to individual colonies for local government services, or to commercial concerns who specialize in intercolonial shipping.”


  “The fact that they were nonmilitary is why we originally didn’t notice,” Egan said. “Civilian and commercial ships sometimes go missing just as a matter of course. A skip is improperly inputted, or they’re prey for raiders or pirates, or they’re employed to carry a wildcat colony someplace a wildcat colony shouldn’t be and they get shot up. The Colonial Union tracks all legal shipping and travel in Colonial space, so we note when a ship is destroyed or goes missing. But we don’t necessarily note what kind of ship it is, or in this case was.”


  “It wasn’t until some nerd handling ship registrations noted that a specific type of ship was going missing that we paid attention,” Rigney said. “And sure enough, he was right. All the ships on this list are decommissioned frigates or corvettes. All of them were decommissioned in the last five years. Most of them disappeared in systems near Conclave territory.”


  Abumwe frowned. “That doesn’t sound like the Conclave’s way of doing things,” she said. “They won’t let us colonize anymore, but beyond that they haven’t recently been openly antagonistic towards the Colonial Union. They don’t need to be.”


  “We agree,” Egan said. “But there are reasons for the Conclave to want to attack the Colonial Union. They are massively larger than we are, but we still nearly managed to destroy them not all that long ago.”


  Abumwe nodded. She remembered the CDF destruction of the Conclave fleet over Roanoke Colony and how that pushed the entire Colonial Union to the brink of war with the much larger, much angrier alien confederation.


  What saved the Colonial Union, ironically enough, had been the fact that the Conclave’s leader and founder, General Tarsem Gau, had managed to quell a rebellion and keep the Conclave intact—a not exactly small irony considering the CDF’s goal was to topple Gau.


  “Gau certainly has reasons for wanting the Colonial Union out of the picture,” Abumwe said. “I’m not sure how making a few decommissioned former warships disappear will accomplish that.”


  “We’re not sure about it ourselves,” Rigney said. “The ships are useless as warships now; we’ve removed all weapons and defense systems. The ships couldn’t have been confused with CDF ships still in service. Making them disappear does nothing to reduce our military capability at all.”


  “There’s another possibility,” Egan said. “One I think is more likely, personally. And that is that the Conclave isn’t behind the disappearances at all. Someone else is, and trying to make it look like it’s the Conclave in the hopes of pushing them and us into another conflict.”


  “All right,” Abumwe said. “Explain what this has to do with me.”


  “We need to establish a back channel to the Conclave about this,” Rigney said. “If they are behind it, we need to tell them that we won’t tolerate it, in a way that doesn’t let our other enemies know where our military resources might become focused. If they aren’t behind it, then it’s to our mutual benefit to discover who is—again, as quietly as possible.”


  “You’re getting the job because, to be blunt about it, you already know that someone or some group has been trying to sabotage the Colonial Union’s dealings with other species and governments,” Egan said. “We don’t need to read you in, and we know you and your people can keep your mouths shut.”


  Abumwe gave a wry half smile. “I appreciate your candor,” she said.


  “You are also good at what you do,” Egan said. “To be clear. But discretion is of particular value in this case.”


  “I understand,” Abumwe said. “How do you want me to approach the task? I don’t have any direct contacts with the Conclave, but I know someone who might.”


  “Your Lieutenant Wilson?” Egan said.


  Abumwe nodded. “He knows John Perry personally,” she said, naming the former CDF major who took refuge with the Conclave after the events of Roanoke Colony and then took an alien trade fleet to Earth and informed that planet of their lopsided relationship with the Colonial Union. “It’s not a connection I’m keen on exploiting, but it’s one I can use if necessary.”


  “It won’t be necessary,” Rigney said. “We have a direct line to one of General Gau’s inner circle. A councillor named Sorvalh.”


  “How do we know her?” Abumwe asked.


  “After the unpleasantness with Major Perry showing up over Earth with a Conclave trade fleet, General Gau decided it would be useful to have an official unofficial way for us to talk to his inner circle,” Egan said. “To avoid any unintentional unpleasantness.”


  “If we tell her where to show up, she’ll be there,” Rigney said. “We just need to get you there.”


  “And make sure that no one else knows you’re coming,” said Egan.
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  “We’re not attacking any of your ships,” Abumwe said, to Sorvalh.


  “Curious,” Sorvalh said. “Because in the past several of your months, we have had twenty ships up and disappear.”


  “Conclave military ships?” Abumwe asked.


  “No,” Sorvalh said. “Mostly merchant ships and a few repurposed ships.”


  “Go on,” Abumwe said.


  “There’s not much more to say,” Sorvalh said. “All of them were lost in territory that borders Colonial Union space. All of them disappeared without evidence. Ships, gone. Crews, gone. Cargo, gone. Too few ships to constitute an action which merited a response. Too many to just chalk up to chance or fate.”


  “And you’ve had none of these ships reappear,” Abumwe asked.


  “There is one,” Sorvalh said. “It’s the Urse Damay.”


  “You’re joking,” Wilson said.


  “No, Lieutenant Wilson,” Sorvalh said, turning to him. “The Urse Damay was one of the first on the list to go, and one that gave us the greatest amount of worry. It’s a diplomatic ship, or was, and its disappearance was a possible act of war as far as we were concerned. But we didn’t pick up any chatter in our usual channels about it, and for something like this, we would.”


  “Yet you still think we’re behind this,” Abumwe said.


  “If we were certain, then you would have heard from us already, and not through a diplomatic back channel,” Sorvalh said. “We have our suspicions, but we also have no interest in starting a war with the Colonial Union over suspicions. Just as, obviously, you have no desire to start a war with us over your suspicions, either.”


  “The Urse Damay being here should convince you that it’s not us who took it,” Coloma said. “It fired on us.”


  “It fired on both of our ships,” Captain Fotew said. “And on ours first. We arrived here just before you did. It was here when we arrived.”


  “If we had arrived first, we would have seen it as a Conclave diplomatic ship,” Coloma said. “It’s obvious that it was meant to lure the Clarke and then attack us.”


  “That’s one way of looking at it,” Sorvalh said. “Another way is to have your tame, captured Conclave ship fake an attack on an unarmed diplomatic ship and use that as a propaganda tool. It’s not as if the Colonial Union is not above sacrificing a ship or a colony to whip up some righteous anger.”


  Coloma stiffened at this; Abumwe reached over and took her arm to calm and caution her. “You’re not actually suggesting this is the case here.”


  “I am not,” Sorvalh agreed. “I am pointing out that we both have more questions than answers at the moment. Our ship went missing. It’s shown up here. It’s attacked both of our ships. Who was the intended target is, at the moment, a trivial question because we both ended up as targets. The question we should be asking is, who is targeting us both? How did they know we would be here? And are they the same people who have caused your ships to disappear?”


  Wilson turned back to Fotew. “You say that the Urse Damay is dead.”


  “Incapacitated at the very least,” Fotew said. “And not a threat in any event.”


  “Then I have a suggestion,” Wilson said.


  “Please,” Sorvalh said.


  “I think it might be time for a joint field trip,” Wilson said.
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  “Don’t do anything fancy,” Hart Schmidt said to Wilson. The two of them were in the Clarke shuttle bay. The Nurimal’s shuttle, with its pilot and two Conclave military, was waiting for Wilson to board. “Look around, see what you can find out, get out of there.”


  “I want to know when it was you became my mother,” Wilson said.


  “You keep doing crazy things,” Schmidt said. “And then you keep roping me into them with you.”


  “Someone else can monitor me if you want,” Wilson said.


  “Don’t be stupid, Harry,” Schmidt said. He checked Wilson’s combat suit a second time. “You’ve checked your oxygen supply.”


  “It’s being constantly monitored by my BrainPal,” Wilson said. “Plus the combat suit is configured for a vacuum environment. Plus I can hold my breath for ten minutes at a time. Please, Hart. You’re my friend, but I’m going to have to kill you.”


  “All right. Sorry,” Schmidt said. “I’ll be following you from the bridge. Keep your audio and visual circuits open. Coloma and Abumwe will be there, too, if you have any questions for them and vice versa.”


  “Just who I want in my head,” Wilson said.


  One of the Conclave soldiers, a Lalan, poked his head out of the shuttle and motioned to Wilson. “That’s my ride,” he said.


  Schmidt peered at the soldier. “Watch out for these guys,” he said.


  “They’re not going to kill me, Hart,” Wilson said. “That would look bad.”


  “One day you’re going to be wrong about these things,” Schmidt said.


  “When I am, hope that I’m very far away from you,” Wilson said. Schmidt grinned at this and headed back to the shuttle bay control room.


  Wilson entered the shuttle. The pilot and one of the soldiers were Lalan, like Sorvalh and Captain Fotew. The other was a Fflict, a squat, hairy race. It motioned to Wilson to have a seat. He did and stowed his MP-35 beneath his feet.


  “We have translation circuits built into our suits,” the Fflict said, in its own language, while a translation came through a speaker on its belt. “You can speak your language and we’ll get a translation through our audio feed.”


  “Likewise,” Wilson said, and pointed to the speaker. “You can turn that off if you like. I’ll still be able to understand you just fine.”


  “Good,” the Fflict said, and turned off the speaker. “I hate the way that thing makes me sound.” It held up a hand and contracted the appendages twice, in a greeting. “I’m Lieutenant Navill Werd.” It pointed toward the Lalans. “Pilot Urgrn Howel, Corporal Lesl Carn.”


  “Lieutenant Harry Wilson,” Wilson said.


  “Have you been in a vacuum environment before?” Werd asked.


  “Once or twice,” Wilson said.


  “Good,” Werd said. “Now, listen. This is a joint mission, but someone has to be in charge, and I’m going to propose that it’s me, on account that I’m already supposed to be in charge of these two, and it’s my shuttle besides. Any objection?”


  Wilson grinned. “No, sir.”


  “Wrong gender,” Werd said. “But your ‘ma’am’ doesn’t exactly work either, so you might as well keep calling me ‘sir.’ No need to make things complicated.”


  “Yes, sir,” Wilson said.


  “Right, let’s get this thing moving,” Werd said, then turned to nod at his pilot. The pilot zipped up the shuttle and signaled to the Clarke that they were ready to depart; the Clarke started the purge cycle for the bay. Corporal Carn eased himself into the co-pilot’s seat.


  “This is my first time working with a human,” Werd said, to Wilson.


  “How’s it going so far?” Wilson asked.


  “Not bad,” Werd said. “You’re kind of ugly, though.”


  “I get that a lot,” Wilson said.


  “I bet you do,” Werd said. “I won’t hold it against you.”


  “Thanks,” Wilson said.


  “But if you smell, I’m pushing you out an airlock,” Werd said.


  “Got it,” Wilson said.


  “Glad we’ve come to this understanding,” Werd said.


  “The lieutenant is like this with everyone,” Corporal Carn said, looking back at Wilson. “It’s not just you.”


  “It’s not my fault everyone else is hideous to look at,” Werd said. “You can’t all be gorgeous like me.”


  “How do you even get through the day being as gorgeous as you are, sir?” Wilson asked.


  “I really don’t know,” Werd said. “Just by being a beacon of hope and good looks, I suppose.”


  “You see what I’m saying here,” Carn said.


  “He’s just jealous,” Werd said. “And ugly.”


  “You guys are a hoot,” Wilson said. “And here my friend Hart thought you might try to kill me.”


  “Of course not,” Werd said. “We save that for the second mission.”


  The shuttle backed out of the bay and headed to the Urse Damay.
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  “All right, who wants to tell me the weird thing about this ship?” Werd said, to no one in particular. The lieutenant’s voice came in through Wilson’s BrainPal; he, Werd and Carn were all in separate parts of the ship.


  “The fact there’s not a single living thing on it?” Carn said.


  “Close, but no,” Werd said.


  “That’s not the weird thing?” Carn said. “If that’s not the weird thing, Lieutenant, what is?”


  “The fact there’s no evidence that a single living thing was ever on it,” Wilson said.


  “The human gets it,” Werd said. “This is the strangest damn thing I have ever seen.”


  The three soldiers had carefully navigated themselves over to the tumbling front end of the Urse Damay. The shuttle pilot had matched the spin and rotation of the ship fragment, and the three traversed across by way of a guide line attached to a magnetic harpoon. Once they were over, the shuttle backed off to a less dangerous distance while continuing to match the tumble.


  Inside, the tumble was enough to stick Wilson, Werd and Carn to the bulkheads at crazy angles to the ship’s internal layout. The three of them had to be careful when they walked; the open communication channel was occasionally punctuated by the very tall Corporal Carn cursing as he bumped into something.


  The front end of the Urse Damay had been severed from its prime power source, but emergency power was still being drawn from local batteries; emergency lighting flooded the corridors with a dim but serviceable glow. The glow showed no indication that anyone had walked the corridors in the recent past. Wilson pulled open doors to living quarters, conference rooms and what appeared to be a mess hall, judging from the benches and what looked to be food preparation areas.


  They were all empty and sterile.


  “Is this ship programmed?” asked Carn. “Like a skip drone?”


  “I saw the video replay of its battle with the Nurimal,” Werd said. “The Urse Damay was using tactics that suggest more than just programming, at least to me.”


  “I agree with that,” Wilson said. “It sure looked like someone was here.”


  “Maybe it’s remotely controlled,” Carn said.


  “We’ve swept the local area,” Wilson said. “We didn’t find any drones or smaller ships. I’m sure Captain Fotew had the Nurimal do the same thing.”


  “Then how did this ship fight with no one on it?” Carn asked.


  “How do we feel about ghosts?” Werd said.


  “I prefer my dead to stay dead,” Wilson said.


  “The human gets it right again,” Werd said. “So we keep looking for something living on the ship.”


  A few minutes later, Carn was on the open channel. He made a noise; after a second, Wilson’s BrainPal translated it to “uh.”


  “What is it?” Werd asked.


  “I think I found something,” Carn said.


  “Is it alive?” Wilson asked.


  “Maybe?” Carn said.


  “Carn, you’re going to have to be more specific than that,” Werd said. Even through the translation, Wilson could hear the exasperation.


  “I’m on the bridge,” Carn said. “There’s no one here. But there’s a screen that’s on.”


  “All right,” Werd said. “So what?”


  “So when I passed by the screen, words came up on it,” Carn said.


  “What did they say?” Wilson asked.


  “ ‘Come back,’ ” Carn said.


  “I thought you said there was no one in the room with you,” Werd said.


  “There’s not,” Carn said. “Hold on, there’s something new on the screen now. More words.”


  “What’s it say this time?” Werd asked.


  “ ‘Help me,’ ” Carn said.
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  “You said you had expertise with technology,” Werd said to Wilson, and pointed to the bridge screen, hovering at an off-kilter angle above them. “Make this thing work.”


  Wilson grimaced and looked at the screen. The words on the screen were in Lalan; a visual overlay from his BrainPal translated the message. There was no keyboard or operating tool that Wilson could see. He reached up and tapped the screen; nothing. “How do you usually work your screens?” Wilson asked Werd. “Does the Conclave have some sort of standard access interface?”


  “I lead people and shoot at things,” Werd said. “Access interfaces aren’t my thing.”


  “We have a standard data transmission band,” Carn said. “Not the voice transmission band, but for other things.”


  “Hart?” Wilson said.


  “Getting that for you now,” Schmidt said, in his head.


  “Look,” Carn said, pointing at the screen. “New words.”


  You don’t need the data band, the words said in Lalan. I can hear you on the audio band. But I only understand the Lalan. My translation module is damaged.


  “What language do you speak?” Wilson said, and ordered his BrainPal to translate in Lalan.


  Easo, the words said.


  Wilson queried his BrainPal, which had the language and began to unpack it. “Is that better?” he asked.


  Yes, thank you, the words said.


  “Who are you?” Wilson asked.


  My name is Rayth Ablant.


  “Are you the captain of the Urse Damay?” Wilson asked.


  In a manner of speaking, yes.


  “Why did you attack the Clarke and Nurimal?” Wilson asked.


  I had no choice in the matter.


  “Where is everyone?” asked Werd, who apparently had Easo as part of his translation database.


  You mean, where is my crew.


  “Yes,” Werd said.


  I have none. It’s just me.


  “Where are you?” Wilson asked.


  That’s an interesting question, the words said.


  “Are you on the ship?” Wilson asked.


  I am the ship.


  “I heard that correctly, right?” Carn said, after a minute. “I didn’t just get a bad translation, did I?”


  “We’re asking the same question over here,” Schimdt said to Wilson, although he was the only one on the Urse Damay who could hear him.


  “You are the ship,” Wilson repeated.


  Yes.


  “That’s not possible,” Werd said.


  I wish you were right about that.


  “Lieutenant Werd is right,” Wilson said. “None of us have been able to create truly intelligent machines.”


  I never said I was a machine.


  “This guy is making me irritated,” Werd said, to Wilson. “He’s speaking in riddles.”


  “And he can hear you,” Wilson said, making a chopping motion: Werd, shut up. “Rayth Ablant, you’re going to need to explain yourself better for us. I don’t think any of us understand what you’re saying.”


  It’s easier to show you.


  “All right,” Wilson said. “Show me.”


  Look behind you.


  Wilson did. Behind him was a line of displays and a large, black cabinet. He turned back to the display.


  Open it. Carefully.


  Wilson did.


  Hello.


  “Oh, fuck me,” Wilson said.
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  “He’s a brain in a box,” Wilson said. “Literally a brain in a box. I opened up the cabinet and there’s a container in there with an Easo brain and nervous system laid out and connected to non-organic data fibers. There’s some sort of liquid surrounding the brain, which I suspect is keeping it oxygenated and fed. There’s an outtake tube that connects to what looks like a filtering mechanism, with another tube coming out the other end. It all gets recycled. It’s pretty impressive, as long as you forget that there’s an actual sentient being trapped in there.”


  Wilson sat once more in the Clarke shuttle bay with Abumwe, Sorvalh, Muhtal Worl and Hart Schmidt. Captains Coloma and Fotew had returned to their posts. Abumwe and Coloma had seen Rayth Ablant from Wilson’s own point of view through his BrainPal feed, but Sorvalh wanted a report as well. Wilson offered her his BrainPal feed, but she refused, preferring, as she said, “a live recounting.”


  “Who was this Ablant?” Sorvalh asked. “He had a life before . . . this.”


  “He was a pilot on the Urse Damay, or so he says,” Wilson said. “You would be able to check that better than I would, Councillor.”


  Sorvalh nodded to Worl, who made a note on his tablet computer. “He was part of a crew,” Sorvalh said. “The Urse Damay had a core crew of fifty and a diplomatic mission party of a dozen. What happened to them?”


  “He says he doesn’t know,” Wilson said. “He says he had been asleep when the Urse Damay was first boarded and that he was knocked unconscious during the invasion. When he woke up he was like this. The people who did this to him didn’t tell him anything about the rest of his crew.”


  “And who are they, the people who did this to him?” Sorvalh asked.


  “He says he doesn’t know that, either,” Wilson said. “He says he’s never even technically spoken with them. They communicate with him through text. When he came to, they explained to him his job was to learn how to operate and navigate the Urse Damay on his own and that when he became proficient enough, he would be given a mission. This was that mission.”


  “Do you believe he doesn’t know who these people are?” Sorvalh asked Wilson.


  “Pardon my French, Councillor, but the guy is a fucking disembodied brain,” Wilson said. “It’s not like he has any powers of observation other than what they gave him. He says they didn’t even give him external inputs until after the ship skipped. He was flying blind for the first half of his mission. It’s entirely possible he knows nothing about these people but what they tell him, which is almost nothing.”


  “You trust him,” Sorvalh said.


  “I pity him,” Wilson said. “But I also think he’s credible. If he was a willing participant in this, they wouldn’t need to put his brain in a box to get him to do what they want him to do.”


  “Tell the councillor what he was told his payment would be for this mission,” Abumwe said to Wilson.


  “They told him that if he did this mission, they’d put his brain back into his body and send him home,” Wilson said. “His payment would be that he gets to be himself again.”


  Sorvalh was silent about this for a moment, contemplating. Then she shifted her body weight and addressed Abumwe. “I would ask your indulgence for a moment while I say something terribly blunt.”


  “Be my guest,” Abumwe said.


  “It’s no great secret that the Colonial Union does things like this all the time,” Sorvalh said. She motioned at Wilson. “Your lieutenant here is the result of consciousness allegedly being transferred from one body to another genetically-modified one. He has a computer in his brain which connects to it using inorganic connections that are at least functionally similar to what’s connected to this poor creature. Your special forces soldiers are even more modified than he is. We know that you have some special forces soldiers who only tangentially resemble human beings. And we know that one penalty option your Colonial Defense Forces has for its malfeasant soldiers is to place their brains in a container for a period of time.”


  Abumwe nodded and said, “Your point, Councillor.”


  “My point, Ambassador, is that whoever did this to Rayth Ablant, their mode of operation is closer to that of the Colonial Union than it is to the Conclave,” Sorvalh said.


  Abumwe nodded at Wilson again. “Tell her Rayth Ablant’s orders,” she said.


  “He says his orders were to destroy any and all ships that presented themselves after he skipped,” Wilson said. “There was no discrimination on the part of his masters. They just pointed him at both of us and hoped for the best.”


  “To what end?” Sorvalh said.


  “Does it matter?” Abumwe said. “If we had been destroyed, the Colonial Union would have blamed you for the ambush. If you had been destroyed, the Conclave would have done the same to us. If we had both been destroyed, our two governments might already be at war. It’s as you said earlier, Councillor. At this point, the why is almost trivial, unless we know the who.”


  “If your Lieutenant Wilson is correct, and this Rayth Ablant has no way of knowing for whom he works, there’s no way for us to know the who,” Sorvalh said. “All we have to go on are methods, and these methods are closer to yours than ours.”


  “Rayth Ablant doesn’t know who he’s working for, but he’s not all we have,” Wilson said.


  “Explain,” Sorvalh said.


  “He’s a brain in a box,” Wilson repeated. “And the box can tell us a lot of things. Like whose technology it’s made out of. If there’s anything off the shelf about the thing, then that’s a lead to follow. Even if everything is custom-made, we can reverse-engineer it and maybe find out what it’s closest to. It’s better than what we have now, which is nothing.”


  “What will that require?” Sorvalh asked.


  “Well, for one thing, I want to take Rayth Ablant off the Urse Damay,” Wilson said. “The sooner the better. We have a ticking clock here.”


  “I don’t understand,” Sorvalh said.


  “One of the first things Rayth Ablant said to us was ‘help me,’ ” Wilson said. “He said that because his life support is running off the emergency power batteries. He’s got about eight hours left before he exhausts the power supply.”


  “And you want to bring him here,” Sorvalh said, indicating the Clarke.


  Wilson shook his head. “He’s on a Conclave ship,” he said. “Wherever the box comes from, it’s interfaced with a Conclave power network. Your power systems on the Nurimal more closely match those of the Urse Damay than ours do.” Wilson smiled. “And besides, you have the guns.”


  Sorvalh returned the smile. “That we do, Lieutenant,” she said. “But I can’t imagine your boss here will be happy with the Conclave taking possession of that technology.”


  “As long as you allow Lieutenant Wilson to closely examine the technology, I have no real objection,” Abumwe said. “Technology is his job. I trust him to learn what he needs to know.”


  “Your bosses might not be happy with that, Ambassador Abumwe,” Sorvalh said.


  “This may be true,” Abumwe said. “But that’s going to be my problem, not yours.”


  “When can you get started?” Sorvalh asked Wilson.


  “As soon as you requisition Werd and Carn to help me again,” Wilson said. “The brain box is not too large, fortunately, but the environment in there makes it difficult to move. And the shuttle for transport, obviously.”


  Sorvalh nodded to her assistant, who reached again for his tablet computer. “Anything else?” she asked.


  “I do have one request,” Wilson said.


  “Name it,” Sorvalh said.


  “I’d like you to promise me that once you get Rayth Ablant on your ship, that you connect him to your network,” Wilson said.


  “And your reason for that is?” Sorvalh asked.


  “This poor bastard has spent the last God knows how long running starship operation simulations. All his friends are dead and he’s been talking to no one except the sons of bitches who put him in that box,” Wilson said. “I think he’s probably lonely.”
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  Do you mind if I ask you a question, Rayth Ablant said to Wilson. Wilson had opened the data band so that Rayth Ablant could address him directly through his BrainPal rather than through the display. He kept the text interface, however, because it seemed right.


  “Go right ahead,” Wilson said. He was busy extracting batteries from underneath the deck of the Urse Damay’s bridge and was beginning to sweat inside his vacuum-proof combat suit.


  I’d like to know why you’re trying to help me.


  “You asked for help,” Wilson said.


  I also tried to blow up your ship with you in it.


  “That was before you knew me,” Wilson said.


  I’m sorry about that.


  “I’m not going to tell you not to be sorry,” Wilson said, “but I can understand wanting to get your body back.”


  That’s not going to happen now.


  “Not through the assholes who did this to you, no,” Wilson said. “It’s not to say it couldn’t happen one day.”


  It doesn’t seem likely.


  “You’re saying that to a guy who is on his second body,” Wilson said. “I’m a little more optimistic about your plight than you are.” He hauled out a battery and placed it next to the several others he had extracted. Werd and Carn were elsewhere in the Urse Damay, pulling out batteries of their own. They would serve as the power source for Rayth Ablant’s brain box until they were all safely on the Nurimal. The trip from the Urse Damay to the Nurimal would be a matter of a couple of minutes, but Wilson was a big believer in overkill when the downside was someone ending up dead.


  Thank you for this.


  “Thank you for being a terrible shot,” Wilson said. He returned to his task.


  You know humans have a bad reputation. Among the rest of us.


  “I’ve heard,” Wilson said.


  That you’re deceptive. That you’ll go against your contracts and treaties. That you’re terrified of all of us and your way of solving that problem is trying to destroy us all.


  “But on the bright side, we all have lovely singing voices,” Wilson said.


  I’m telling you this because I’m not seeing any of this in you.


  “Humans are like anyone,” Wilson said. “Is every Easo a good person? Before the Conclave, did your government always do the best thing? Does the Conclave always do the best things now?”


  I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to start a political discussion.


  “You didn’t,” Wilson said. “I’m talking about the nature of sentient beings everywhere. We all have the entire range of possibilities inside of us. Personally, I don’t expect much out of other people. But for myself, whenever possible, I try not to be a complete prick.”


  And that includes rescuing brains in boxes.


  “Well, that includes rescuing a person,” Wilson said. “Who at the moment happens to be a brain in a box.” He hauled out another battery.


  Lieutenant Werd came into the bridge, hauling his own supply of batteries, and set them down next to Wilson’s. They jostled in the slight pseudogravity offered by the ship’s tumbling. “How many more of these do you think you need?” he asked Wilson. “Dismantling an entire spaceship was not supposed to be in my job description.”


  Wilson smiled and counted the batteries. “I think we have enough,” he said. “The box here is not that securely bolted into the deck, so we should be able to pull it out easily enough. Lifting things is in your job description, right?”


  “Yes,” Werd said. “But setting things down costs extra.”


  “Well, then,” Wilson said, “what we have to do now is make sure there’s no significant interruption in power flow to the box when we disconnect it from the Urse Damay’s system and attach it to the batteries.” He pointed to the box’s external outlets and the cords that snaked from them into the ship’s power system. “There’s probably a buffer unit in the box itself. I need to see how much energy it stores.”


  “Whatever you say, Lieutenant Wilson,” Werd said. “This time, you’re in charge.”


  “Thank you, Werd,” Wilson said, and opened the door to the box, again carefully, to avoid dislodging any part of the contents. “Between you, me and Carn, we’re the very model of cooperation that suggests all of our nations may yet live in peace and harmony.”


  “Sarcasm is not exclusive to humans,” Werd said, “but I will admit you do a good job with it.”


  Wilson said nothing to that. Instead he peered intently into the box.


  “What is it?” Werd asked. Wilson motioned with his head that Werd should come closer. Werd did.


  Wilson had separated a thick tangle of wires that plugged into the container holding Rayth Ablant’s brain and nervous system to get a look at where the power cords entered the box. Where they entered was indeed what looked like a power buffer, to store a minute or so of energy to assist with an orderly system shutdown in case of loss of power.


  There was something else attached to the power buffer as well.


  “Ah,” Werd said. Wilson nodded. “Carn,” Werd said, into his communication circuit.


  “Yes, Lieutenant,” Carn said.


  “Lieutenant Wilson and I realized we’ve forgotten some tools, and we’re going to need to you to come help us with them,” Werd said. “Head back toward the shuttle. We’ll meet you there.”


  “Sir?” Carn said, slightly confused.


  “Acknowledge the order, Corporal,” Werd said.


  “Order acknowledged,” Carn said. “On my way.”


  Is everything all right.


  “Everything is fine,” Wilson said, to Rayth Ablant. “I just realized some things in your internal structure here are going to be trickier to deal with than others. I need some different tools. We need to go back to the Nurimal for them. We’ll return momentarily.”


  Makes sense to me. Don’t be gone too long. The ship is already beginning to shut down.


  “I’ll be back as soon as I can,” Wilson said. “It’s a promise.”


  Rayth Ablant said nothing. Wilson and Werd made their way silently to the shuttle rendezvous; they and Carn made their way back to the shuttlecraft without an additional word.


  When the shuttlecraft was on its way, Wilson opened a channel to the Clarke. “Hart,” he said, to Schmidt, “you need to get Abumwe over to Nurimal. Be there as soon as possible. We have a wrinkle. A really big damn wrinkle.” He cut the connection before Schmidt could respond and turned to Werd. “I need you to get your people to get me a schematic of the Urse Damay’s power systems. There are things I need to know. Right now.”


  “We might not have them,” Werd said. “The Urse Damay’s not part of the Conclave military fleet.”


  “Then I need one of your engineers to explain how Conclave power systems work. We can do that, at least, right?”


  “I’m on it,” Werd said, and opened up a channel to the Nurimal.


  Carn looked at the two of them, saw their expressions. “What happened?” he asked.


  “We’re dealing with complete assholes,” Wilson said.


  “I thought we knew that,” Carn said.


  “No, this is new,” Wilson said. “There’s a bomb attached to the power supply on that box. The one Rayth Ablant is in. It looks like it’s set to go off if anything happens to the power going into the box. If we move Rayth Ablant, he’s going to die.”


  “If we don’t move him, he’s going to die,” Carn said. “His power supply is running out.”


  “And now you know why I said we’re dealing with complete assholes here,” Wilson said. He was silent the rest of the way to the Nurimal.
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  It’s just you this time.


  “Yes,” Wilson said to Rayth Ablant.


  That’s not a good sign, I think.


  “I told you I would be back,” Wilson said.


  You’re not going to lie to me, are you.


  “You said you liked that I wasn’t like the humans you had heard about,” Wilson said. “So, no, I’m not going to lie to you. But you have to know that the truth is going to be hard to hear.”


  I am a brain in a box. The truth is already hard to hear.


  Wilson smiled. “That’s a very philosophical way of looking at things.”


  When you’re a brain in a box, philosophy is what you have.


  “There’s a bomb in your box,” Wilson said. “It’s attached to the power buffer. As far as I can tell, it has a monitor that tracks power input. The Urse Damay’s power system is integrated with its emergency power systems so that when the first goes down, the second is already running and there’s no interruption of power to critical systems, including your box. But if we remove your box from the system entirely, the monitor is going to register it, and the bomb will go off.”


  It would kill me.


  “Yes,” Wilson said. “Since you asked me not to lie, I’ll tell you I suspect the real point of the bomb is to make sure the technology of that box you’re in isn’t taken and examined. Your death is an incidental result of that.”


  On second thought, maybe you can lie to me a little.


  “Sorry,” Wilson said.


  Is there any way to remove me from the box?


  “Not that I can see,” Wilson said. “At least, not in a way that keeps you alive. The box is, if I may say so, an impressive piece of engineering. If I had more time, I could reverse-engineer the thing and tell you how it works. I don’t have that time. I could take you out of the box—the part that’s actually you—but I couldn’t just then take that part and hook it up a battery. The box is an integrated system. You can’t survive without it.”


  I’m not going to survive long in it, either.


  “I can reattach the batteries we’ve removed from the system,” Wilson said. “It can buy us some more time.”


  Us?


  “I’m here,” Wilson said. “I can keep working on this. There’s probably something I’ve missed.”


  If you tinker with the bomb, then there’s a chance you’ll set it off.


  “Yes,” Wilson said.


  And when the power goes out, the bomb will explode anyway.


  “I imagine the bomb will use the energy in the buffer to set itself off, yes,” Wilson said.


  Do you dismantle bombs on a regular basis? Is this your specialty?


  “I do technology research and development. This is up my alley,” Wilson said.


  I think this is you lying to me a little.


  “I think I might be able to save you,” Wilson said.


  Why do you want to save me?


  “You don’t deserve to die like this,” Wilson said. “As an afterthought. As a brain in a box. As less than fully yourself.”


  You said yourself this box is an impressive piece of technology. It looks like whoever did this took some effort to make sure it couldn’t be taken. I don’t want to insult you, but given that you’ve had only a very little amount of time with this box, do you really think you’re going to find some way to outwit it and save me?


  “I’m good at what I do,” Wilson said.


  If you were that good, you wouldn’t be here. No offense.


  “I’d like to try,” Wilson said.


  I would like you to try, if it didn’t mean you possibly dying. One of us dying seems inevitable at this point. Both of us dying seems avoidable.


  “You asked us to help you,” Wilson reminded Rayth Ablant.


  You did. You tried. And even right now, if you wanted to keep trying, it’s clear I couldn’t stop you. But when I asked you to help, you helped. Now I am asking you to stop.


  “All right,” Wilson said, after a moment.


  Thank you.


  “What else can I do for you?” Wilson asked. “Do you have friends or family that you want us to contact? Do you have messages for anyone I can send for you?”


  I have no real family. Most of my friends were on the Urse Damay. Most of the people I know are already gone. I have no friends left.


  “That’s not entirely true,” Wilson said.


  Are you volunteering yourself?


  “I’d be happy if you considered me your friend,” Wilson said.


  I did try to kill you.


  “That was before you knew me,” Wilson repeated. “And now that you do, you’ve made it clear you won’t let me die if you can help it. I think that makes up for your earlier indiscretions.”


  If you are my friend, then I have a request.


  “Name it,” Wilson said.


  You are a soldier. You’ve killed before.


  “It’s not a point of pride,” Wilson said. “But yes.”


  I’m going to die because people who don’t care about me have used me and then thrown me away. I’d prefer to leave on my own terms.


  “You want me to help you,” Wilson said.


  If you can. I’m not asking you to do it yourself. If this box is as sensitive as you say it is, if I die, the bomb could go off. I don’t want you anywhere near when it does. But I think you could find another way.


  “I imagine I could,” Wilson said. “Or at the very least I could try.”


  For your trouble, let me offer you this.


  There was a data ping on Wilson’s BrainPal: an encrypted file, in a format he wasn’t familiar with.


  When I had completed my mission—when I had killed your ship and the Conclave ship—I was to feed this into the ship’s guidance system. It’s coordinates for my return trip. Maybe you’ll find whoever’s behind this there.


  “Thank you,” Wilson said. “That’s incredibly helpful.”


  When you find them, blow them up a little for me.


  Wilson grinned. “You got it,” he said.


  There’s not much time before the emergency power is entirely used up.


  “I’ll have to leave you,” Wilson said. “Which means that no matter what happens I’m not coming back.”


  I wouldn’t want you here no matter what happens. You’ll stay in contact with me?


  “Yes, of course,” Wilson said.


  Then you should go now. And hurry, because there’s not a lot of time left.
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  “This isn’t going to be a popular sentiment, but he’s going to die anyway,” said Captain Fotew. “We don’t have to expend the effort.”


  “Are you suddenly on a budget, Captain?” Wilson asked. “Can the Conclave no longer afford a missile or a particle beam?” They were on the bridge of the Nurimal, along with Abumwe and Sorvalh.


  “I said it wouldn’t be a popular sentiment,” Fotew said. “But someone ought to point it out, at least.”


  “Rayth Ablant has given us vital information about the whereabouts of the people directing him,” Wilson said, and pointed toward the bridge’s communications and science station, where the science officer was already busily attempting to crack the encryption on the orders. “He’s been cooperative with us since our engagement with his ship.”


  “It’s not as if he had much of a choice in that,” Fotew said.


  “Of course he had a choice,” Wilson said. “If he hadn’t signaled to Corporal Carn, we wouldn’t know he was there. We wouldn’t know that some organization out there is taking the Conclave’s missing ships and turning them into glorified armed drones. We wouldn’t know that whoever this group is, they’re a threat to both the Conclave and the Colonial Union equally. And we wouldn’t know that neither of our governments is engaging in a stealth war with the other.”


  “We still don’t know that last one, Lieutenant Wilson,” Sorvalh said. “Because we still don’t know the who. We still don’t know the players in this game.”


  “Not yet,” Wilson said, motioning back to the science station. “But depending how good your code cracker is over there, this may be a temporary problem. And for the moment, at least, our governments are sharing information, since you’ve gotten that information from me.”


  “But this is a problem of proportion, isn’t it?” Sorvalh said. “Is what we learn from you going to be worth everything we’ve expended to learn it? Is what we lose by granting Rayth Ablant his death more than we gain by, for example, what remains of his box when the explosion is over? There’s still a lot we could learn from the debris.”


  Wilson looked over to Abumwe pleadingly. “Councillor,” Abumwe said, “not too long ago you chose to surrender your vessel to us. Lieutenant Wilson here refused your surrender. You praised him for his thinking then. Consider his thinking now.”


  “Consider his thinking?” Sorvalh said, to Abumwe. “Or give him a decision on credit, because of a presumed debt to him?”


  “I would prefer the first,” Abumwe said. “I would take the second, however.”


  Sorvalh smiled at this, looked over to Wilson and then to Fotew. “Captain?”


  “I think it’s a waste,” Fotew said. “But it’s your call to make, Councillor.”


  “Prepare a missile,” Sorvalh said. Captain Fotew turned to do her bidding; Sorvalh turned her attention back to Wilson. “You used your credit with me, Lieutenant,” she said. “Let’s hope that in the future you don’t have cause to wish you had spent it on something else.”


  Wilson nodded and opened up a channel to the Urse Damay. “Rayth Ablant,” he said.


  I am here, came back the text.


  “I’ve gotten you what you wanted,” Wilson said.


  Just in time. I am down to the last 2 percent of my power.


  “Missile prepped and ready for launch,” Captain Fotew said, to Sorvalh. Sorvalh nodded to Wilson.


  “Just tell me when you want it,” Wilson said.


  Now is good.


  Wilson nodded to Fotew. “Fire,” she said, to her weapons station.


  “On its way,” Wilson said.


  Thank you for everything, Lieutenant Wilson.


  “Glad to,” Wilson said.


  I’ll miss you.


  “Likewise,” Wilson said.


  There was no response.


  “We’ve cracked the order,” the science officer said.


  “Tell us,” Sorvalh said.


  The science officer looked at the humans on the bridge and then Captain Fortew. “Ma’am?” she said.


  “You have your orders,” Fotew said.


  “The coordinates for the return flight of the Urse Damay are in this system,” the science officer said. “They resolve under the surface of the local star. If it came out of skip there, it would have been destroyed instantly.”


  “Your friend was never going home, Lieutenant Wilson,” Sorvalh said.


  “Missile has reached the Urse Damay,” Fotew said, looking at her bridge display. “Direct hit.”


  “I’d like to think he just got there on his own, Councillor,” Wilson said.


  He walked off the bridge of the Nurimal and headed toward the shuttle bay, alone.
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  “This is a very interesting theory you have, about conspiracy,” said Gustavo Vinicius, the undersecretary for administration for the Brazilian consulate in New York City.


  Danielle Lowen frowned. She was supposed to be having this meeting with the consul general, but when she arrived at the consulate she was shunted to Vinicius instead. The undersecretary was very handsome, very cocksure and, Lowen suspected, not in the least bright. He was very much the sort of person who exuded the entitled air of nepotism, probably the less than useful nephew of a Brazilian senator or ambassador, assigned someplace where his personal flaws would be covered by diplomatic immunity.


  There was only so much Lowen could stew about the nepotism. Her father, after all, was the United States secretary of state. But the genial, handsome stupidity of this Vinicius fellow was getting on her nerves.


  “Are you suggesting that Luiza Carvalho acted alone?” she asked. “That a career politician, with no record whatsoever of criminal or illegal activity, much less any noticeable political affiliations, suddenly took it into her head to murder Liu Cong, another diplomat? In a manner designed to undermine relations between the Earth and the Colonial Union?”


  “It is not impossible,” Vinicius said. “People see conspiracies because they believe that one person could not do so much damage. Here in the United States, people are still convinced that the men who shot Presidents Kennedy and Stephenson were part of a conspiracy, when all the evidence pointed to single men, working alone.”


  “In both cases, however, there was evidence presented,” Lowen said. “Which is why I am here now. Your government, Mr. Vinicius, asked the State Department to use this discreet back channel in order to deal with this problem, rather than go through your embassy in Washington. We’re happy to do that. But not if you’re going to give us the runaround.”


  “I am not giving you a runaround, I promise,” Vinicius said.


  “Then why am I meeting with you and not Consul Nascimento?” Lowen asked. “This was supposed to be a high-level, confidential meeting. I flew up from Washington yesterday specifically to take this meeting.”


  “Consul Nascimento has been at the United Nations all day long,” Vinicius said. “There were emergency meetings there. She sends her regrets.”


  “I was at the United Nations before I came here,” Lowen said.


  “It is a large institution,” Vinicius said. “It’s entirely possible that you would not have crossed paths.”


  “I was assured that I would be given information pertaining to Ms. Carvalho’s actions,” Lowen said.


  “I regret I have nothing to give you at this time,” Vinicius said. “It’s possible that we may have misunderstood each other in our previous communications.”


  “Really, Mr. Vinicius?” Lowen said. “Our mutual State Departments, who have been in constant contact since your nation brought its first legation to Washington in 1824, are suddenly having communication difficulties?”


  “It is not impossible,” Vinicius said, for the second time in their conversation. “There are always subtleties which might go misread.”


  “I am certain things are going misread at the moment, Mr. Vinicius,” Lowen said. “I don’t know how subtle they are.”


  “And if I may say so, Ms. Lowen, in the case of this particular issue, there is so much disinformation going on about the event,” Vinicius said. “All sorts of different stories about what happened on this ship where the events took place.”


  “Is that so,” Lowen said.


  “Yes,” Vinicius. “The eyewitness reports aren’t especially credible.”


  Lowen smiled at Vinicius. “Is this your personal opinion, Mr. Vinicius, or the opinion of the Brazilian Ministry of External Relations?”


  Vinicius smiled back and supplied a little hand movement, as if to suggest the answer was, A little of both.


  “So you’re saying that I am not a credible eyewitness,” Lowen said.


  Vinicius’s smile vanished. “Excuse me?” he said.


  “You’re saying I am not a credible eyewitness,” Lowen repeated. “Because I was part of that diplomatic mission, Mr. Vinicius. In fact, not only was I there, I also conducted the autopsy that established that Liu Cong’s death was murder, and also helped identify how it was the murder was accomplished. When you say that the eyewitness reports are not credible, you’re talking about me, specifically and directly. If what you’re saying actually reflects the opinion of the Ministry of External Relations, then we have a problem. A very large problem.”


  “Ms. Lowen, I—,” Vinicius began.


  “Mr. Vinicius, it’s clear we got off on the wrong foot here, because I was assured there would be actual information for me, and because you are clearly an unprepared idiot,” Lowen said, standing. Vinicius rushed to stand as well. “So I suggest we start again. Here’s how we’re going to do that. I am going to go downstairs and across the street to get a cup of coffee and perhaps a bagel. I will take my time enjoying them. Let’s say a half hour. When I return, in half an hour, Consul General Nascimento will be here to give me a full and confidential briefing on everything the Brazilian government knows about Luiza Carvalho, which I will then report back to the secretary of state, who, just in case you didn’t know, as it’s clear you don’t know much of anything, is also my father, which if nothing else assures that he will take my call. If, when I return, Consul Nascimento is here and you are nowhere nearby, I might not suggest that you be fired by the end of the day. If, when I return, she is not here, and I have to see your smug face again, then I would suggest you take a long lunch break to book your trip back to Brasília, because you’re going to be there by this time tomorrow. Are we clear on these details?”


  “Uh,” Vinicius said.


  “Good,” Lowen said. “Then I expect to see Consul Nascimento in half an hour.” She walked out of Vinicius’s office and was at the consulate’s elevator before Vinicius could blink.


  Across the street at the doughnut shop, Lowen pulled out her PDA and called her father’s office, getting James Prescott, his chief of staff. “How did it go?” Prescott asked, without preamble, as he opened up the connection.


  “Pretty much exactly as we anticipated,” Lowen said. “Nascimento wasn’t there and pawned me off on an egregiously stupid underling.”


  “Let me guess,” Prescott said. “A guy named Vinicius.”


  “Bing,” Lowen said.


  “He’s got a reputation for stupidity,” Prescott said. “His mother is the minister of education.”


  “I knew it,” Lowen said. “Mommy’s boy made a particularly dumb remark, and that allowed me to tell him to produce Nascimento or I would start a major diplomatic incident.”


  “Ah, the gentle art of cracking heads,” Prescott said.


  “Subtle wasn’t going to work on this guy,” Lowen said, and then the windows of the doughnut shop shattered from the pressure wave created by the exploding building across the street.


  Lowen and everyone else in the shop ducked and yelled, and then there was the sound of glass and falling debris outside, all over Sixth Avenue. She opened her eyes cautiously and saw that the glass of the doughnut shop windows, while shattered, had stayed in their frames, and that everyone in the doughnut shop, at least, was alive and unharmed.


  Prescott was yelling out of the speaker of her PDA; she put the thing back to her ear. “I’m fine, I’m fine,” she said. “Everything’s fine.”


  “What just happened?” Prescott asked.


  “Something just happened to the building across the street,” Lowen said. She weaved her way through the still-crouching patrons of the doughnut shop and went to the door, opening it gently to avoid dislodging the shattered glass. She looked up.


  “I think I’m not going to get that meeting with Nascimento,” she said, to Prescott.


  “Why not?” Prescott said.


  “The Brazilian consulate isn’t there anymore,” Lowen said. She disconnected the PDA, used it to take pictures of the wreckage on and above Sixth Avenue and then, as a doctor, started to tend to the injured on the street.
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  “Amazonian separatists,” Prescott said. He’d caught the shuttle up from Washington an hour after the bombing. “That’s who they’re blaming it on.”


  “You have got to be kidding me,” Lowen said. She and Prescott were in a staff lounge of the State Department’s Office of Foreign Missions. She’d already given her statement to the New York Police Department and the FBI and given copies of her pictures to each. Now she was taking a break before she did the whole thing over again with State.


  “I didn’t expect you to believe it,” Prescott said. “I’m just telling you what the Brazilians are saying. They maintain someone from the group called in and took responsibility. I think we’re supposed to overlook that the specific group they’re pinning it on has never once perpetrated a violent act, much less traveled to another country and planted a bomb in a secure location.”


  “They’re crafty, those Amazonian separatists,” Lowen said.


  “You have to admit it’s overkill, though,” Prescott said. “Blowing up their consulate to avoid talking to you.”


  “I know you’re joking, but I’m going to say it anyway, just to hear myself say it: The Brazilians didn’t blow up their own consulate,” Lowen said. “Whoever our friend Luiza Carvalho was in bed with did it.”


  “Yes,” Prescott said. “It’s still overkill. Especially since the Brazilian ambassador is now down at Foggy Bottom giving your father everything they know about Carvalho’s life and associations. If their plan was to intimidate the Brazilian government into silence, it’s gone spectacularly wrong.”


  “I’m guessing it wasn’t their plan,” Lowen said.


  “If you have any idea what the plan is, I’ll be happy to hear it,” Prescott said. “I have to go back down tonight to meet with Lowen senior.”


  “I have no idea, Jim,” Lowen said. “I’m a doctor, not a private investigator.”


  “Rampant speculation would be fine,” Prescott said.


  “Maybe distraction?” Lowen said. “If you blow up a Brazilian consulate on American soil, you focus two governments’ attention on one thing: the consulate exploding. We’re going to be dealing with that for a few months. Meanwhile, whatever else these people are doing—like what the plan was behind Carvalho’s killing Liu Cong—gets put on the back burner.”


  “We’re still getting the information about Carvalho,” Prescott said.


  “Yes, but what are we going to do about it?” Lowen said. “You’re the U.S. government. You have the choice between focusing on a case of a foreign national killing another foreign national on a Colonial Union ship, on which you have no jurisdiction whatsoever and only a tangential concern with, or you can focus your time and energy on whoever just killed thirty-two people on Sixth Avenue in New York City. Which do you choose?”


  “They might be the same people,” Prescott said.


  “They might be,” Lowen said. “But my guess is that if they are, they’ve kept themselves far enough away from events that there’s someone else the direct line points to. And you know how that is. If we have an obvious suspect with an obvious motive, that’s where we go.”


  “Like Amazonian separatists,” Prescott said, archly.


  “Exactly,” Lowen said.


  “The timing is still a little bit too perfect,” Prescott said. “You stepping out and the consulate going up.”


  “I think that was coincidence,” Lowen said. “If they were timing it, they would have waited until Nascimento was back in the office.”


  “Which would have meant you would have died, too,” Prescott said.


  “Which would have suited their purposes of distraction even more,” Lowen said. “Blowing up the daughter of the secretary of state would definitely have drawn the focus of the United States. Another reason to assume the bomb was set in motion a long time ago.”


  “When I present your theory to the secretary, I’m going to leave that last part out,” Prescott said. He pulled out his PDA to take notes. “I’m sure you’ll understand why.”


  “That’s perfectly fine,” Lowen said.


  “Huh,” Prescott said, looking at his PDA.


  “What?” Lowen asked.


  “I’m sending you a news link that was just forwarded to me,” Prescott said.


  Lowen pulled out her PDA and opened the link; it was a news story on her tending to the injured on Sixth Avenue after the explosion. There was video of her kneeling over a prone woman.


  “Oh, come on,” Lowen said. “She wasn’t even hurt. She just freaked out and collapsed when the bomb went off.”


  “Check your message queue,” Prescott said.


  Lowen did. There were several dozen media requests for interviews. “Gaaah,” she said, throwing her PDA onto the table, away from her. “I’ve become part of the distraction.”


  “I take it this means the State Department should say you’re unavailable for interviews at this time,” Prescott said.


  “Or ever,” Lowen said. She went to get some coffee to self-medicate for her quickly approaching headache.
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  Lowen ended up doing six interviews: one for The New York Times, one for The Washington Post, two morning news shows and two audio programs. In each she smiled and explained that she was just doing her job, which was not strictly true, as she had given up the daily practice of medicine to work for the U.S. State Department, and anyway her specialty had been hematology. But no one called her on it, because the story of the daughter of the secretary of state arriving like a healing angel at the scene of a terrorist act was too feel-good to mess with.


  Lowen cringed as her picture was splashed across screens all over the planet for two whole news cycles, the second news cycle prompted when she received a call from the president, who thanked her for her service to the nation. Lowen thanked the president for the call and made a note to yell at her father, who had undoubtedly set up the media op for his boss, who had to contend with midterm elections and could use a spot of positive public relations.


  Lowen didn’t want to deal with any more interviews or congratulatory calls or messages or even the offer by the Brazilian Ministry of Tourism to come for a visit. What she really wanted was to get her hands on the file concerning Luiza Carvalho. She pestered both Prescott and her father until it showed up, along with a State Department functionary whose job it was not to let the file out of her sight. Lowen gave her a soda and let her sit down with her at the kitchen table while she read.


  After a few minutes, she looked over to the State Department courier. “Seriously, this is it?” she said.


  “I didn’t read the file, ma’am,” the courier said.


  The file had nothing of note about Luiza Carvalho. She was born in Belo Horizonte; her parents were both physicians; no brothers or sisters. She attended Universidade Federal de Minas Gerais, earning degrees in economics and law before joining the Brazilian diplomatic corps. Postings in Vietnam, the Siberian States, Ecuador and Mexico before being called up to be part of Brazil’s United Nations mission, which was where she had been serving for six years before she took on the Clarke mission, where she murdered Liu Cong.


  Like all Brazilian foreign service workers, Carvalho was questioned annually by her superiors about her associations and activities and also consented to be randomly “examined” (that is, followed and bugged) by the Brazilian intelligence services to make sure she wasn’t doing anything untoward. Aside from some questionable sexual liaisons—“questionable” in terms of taste in partners, not in terms of national security—there was nothing out of the usual.


  Carvalho had no associations or friends outside of the foreign service community. The only trips she took were Christmastime visits to Belo Horizonte to spend the holidays with her parents. She took almost no time off except for two years prior to her death, when she was hospitalized for a case of viral meningitis; she spent four days in the hospital and then another two weeks at home recovering. And then it was back to work for her.


  No pets.


  “This woman is boring,” Lowen said, out loud but to herself. The courier coughed noncommittally.


  An hour later the courier had left, file in hand, and Lowen was left with nothing but a feeling of unsatisfied irritation. She thought perhaps a drink might fix that, but a check of her fridge informed her that the only thing in that appliance was the dregs of some iced tea that she couldn’t recall making. Lowen grimaced at the fact that she was coming up with a blank concerning when she had made the tea, then grabbed the pitcher and poured it out into the sink. Then she left her Alexandria condo and walked the two blocks to the nearest well-lit suburban chain theme restaurant, sat at its central bar and ordered something large and fruity for no other reason than to counteract the taste of boring that Luiza Carvalho had left in her mouth.


  “That’s a big drink,” someone said to her a few minutes later. She looked up from her drink to see a generically handsome-looking man standing a few feet from her at the bar.


  “The irony is that this is the small size,” Lowen said. “The large margarita here comes in a glass the size of a hot tub. It’s for when you’ve decided that alcohol poisoning is a way of life.”


  The blandly handsome man smiled at this and then cocked his head. “You look familiar,” he said.


  “Tell me you have better pickup lines than that,” Lowen said.


  “I do,” the man said, “but I wasn’t trying to pick you up. You just look familiar.” He looked at her more closely and then snapped his fingers. “That’s it,” he said. “You look like that doctor at the Brazilian consulate bombing.”


  “I get that a lot,” Lowen said.


  “I’m sure you do,” the man said. “But it couldn’t be you, could it. You’re here in D.C. and the consulate was in New York.”


  “Sound logic,” Lowen said.


  “Do you have an identical twin?” the man asked, and then gestured at the bar stool next to Lowen. “Do you mind?”


  Lowen shrugged and made a whatever hand movement. The man sat. “I don’t have an identical twin, no,” she said. “No fraternal twin, either. I have one brother. I pray to God we don’t look the same.”


  “Then you could be that woman’s professional double,” the man said. “You could hire out for parties.”


  “I don’t think she’s that famous,” Lowen said.


  “Hey, she got a call from the president,” the man said. “When was the last time that happened to you?”


  “You’d be surprised,” Lowen said.


  “Cuba libre,” the man said to the bartender as she came up. He looked over to Lowen. “I’d offer to buy you a drink, but . . . ”


  “Oh, Lord, no,” Lowen said. “I’ll have to hire a taxi to get home after this thing, and I only live a couple of blocks away.”


  “Cuba libre,” the man repeated, and then turned his attention to Lowen again. He extended his hand. “John Berger,” he said.


  Lowen took it. “Danielle Lowen,” she said.


  Berger looked momentarily confused and then smiled. “You are that doctor from the Brazilian consulate,” he said. “And you work for the State Department. Which is how you could be here and have been in New York yesterday. I’m sorry, let me introduce myself again.” Berger held out his hand once more. “Hello, I’m a moron.”


  Lowen laughed and took his hand a second time. “Hello,” she said. “Don’t feel bad. I wasn’t exactly being forthcoming.”


  “Well, after all the attention you got the last couple of days, I can see why you might want to lay low,” Berger said. He motioned to Lowen’s drink. “Is that what the tub of margarita is about?”


  “What? No,” Lowen said, and made a grimace. “Well, maybe. Not exactly.”


  “The drink is working,” Berger said.


  “It’s not about the attention, although that certainly could have driven me to drink,” Lowen said. “It’s about something else, related to my job.”


  “And what is that, if you don’t mind me asking?” Berger said.


  “What do you do, Mr. Berger?” Lowen asked.


  “John,” Berger said. His Cuba libre arrived. He smiled his thanks to the bartender and took a drink. Then it was his turn to grimace. “This is not the best Cuba libre I’ve had,” he said.


  Lowen flicked the edge of her margarita glass with her finger. “Next time, go with one of these tubs,” she said.


  “Maybe I will,” Berger said, took another drink of his Cuba libre and then set it down. “I’m a salesman,” he said. “Pharmaceuticals.”


  “I remember you guys,” Lowen said.


  “I bet you do,” Berger said.


  “Now it makes sense,” Lowen said. “Easy conversationalist, blandly attractive, not too quirky, looking for the sale.”


  “You have me pegged,” Berger said.


  “You’re not going to make the sale,” Lowen said. “I mean, no offense. But I plan on walking out of here alone tonight.”


  “Fair enough,” Berger said. “Good conversation was my only goal, anyway.”


  “Was it,” Lowen said, and drank some more of her margarita. “All right, John, a question for you. How do you make a boring person a killer?”


  Berger was quiet for a moment. “Now I’m suddenly very glad I won’t be making that sale,” he said.


  “I’m serious,” Lowen said. “Hypothetically, you have this person. She’s a normal person, right? She has normal parents, has a normal childhood, goes to a normal school, gets normal degrees and then goes and has a normal job. And then one day, for no particularly good reason that anyone could see, she goes and murders some guy. And not in a normal way—I mean, not with a gun or a knife or a bat. No, she does it in a complicated way. How does that happen?”


  “Is the guy an ex-lover?” Berger asked. “Hypothetically, I mean.”


  “Hypothetically, no,” Lowen said. “Hypothetically, the best way to describe their relationship would be work colleagues, and not particularly close ones at that.”


  “And she’s not a spy, or a secret agent, or leading a double life as a crafty assassin,” Berger said.


  “She’s completely normal, and completely boring,” Lowen said. “Doesn’t even have pets. Hypothetically.”


  Berger took a drink from his Cuba libre. “Then I’m going to go with what I know,” he said. “Mental derangement caused by addiction to pharmaceuticals.”


  “There are drugs that can turn you from a boring person into a methodical murderer, as opposed to turning them into someone who kills everything in the house in a rage, including the fish?” Lowen asked. “I don’t remember those being touted to me when I was working as a doctor.”


  “Well, no, there’s nothing that will do something that specific,” Berger said. “But you know as well as I do that, one, sometimes drug interactions will do funny things—”


  “Turn someone into a methodical murderer?” Lowen asked again, incredulously.


  “—and two, there are lots of our products out there that will eat your brain if you overuse them, and if they eat your brain, then you’ll start doing uncharacteristic things. Like becoming a methodical murderer, maybe.”


  “A reasonable hypothesis,” Lowen said. “But hypothetically this person was not regularly taking either legal or illegal pharmaceuticals. Next.”


  “All right,” Berger said, and gave the appearance of thinking quickly. “A tumor.”


  “A tumor,” Lowen said.


  “Sure, a tumor,” Berger said. “A brain tumor starts growing, hypothetically, and starts pressing on a part of the brain that processes things like knowing what is socially appropriate behavior. As the thing grows, our boring person starts putting her mind to murder.”


  “Interesting,” Lowen said. She sipped her drink again.


  “I’ve read stories about such things, and not only because my company sells a pharmaceutical treatment for cutting off the blood supply to tumorous masses in the body,” Berger said.


  “It’s good to read for recreation,” Lowen said.


  “I think so, too,” Berger said.


  “And as superficially appealing as that suggestion is, this hypothetical person received a clean bill of health before her last assignment,” Lowen said. “It was hypothetically a job that required extensive amounts of travel, so a thorough physical examination was part of the job protocol.”


  “This hypothetical person is getting very specific,” Berger said.


  “I don’t make up the rules,” Lowen said.


  “Yes, you do,” Berger said. “That’s why it’s a hypothetical.”


  “One more chance, Mr. Berger, comma, John,” Lowen said. “So make it good.”


  “Wow, on the spot,” Berger said. “Okay. Remote control.”


  “What?” Lowen said. “Seriously, now.”


  “Hear me out,” Berger said. “If you wanted to do someone in, and have no one know, and completely cover your tracks, how would you do it? You would have someone that no one would ever expect do it. But how do you get them to do it? Skilled assassins may be good at looking like normal people, but the best assassins would be people who are normal people. So you find a normal person. And you put a remote control in their brain.”


  “You’ve been reading a few too many science fiction thrillers,” Lowen said.


  “Not a remote control that gives you gross control over a body, with everything herky jerky,” Berger said. “No, what you want is something that will lay across the frontal lobes and then subtly and slowly, over the course of time, bend someone towards doing the unspeakable. Do it so the person doesn’t even notice their own personality changing, or questions the necessity to kill someone. They just go ahead and plan it and do it, like they’re filing taxes or making a report.”


  “I think people would notice a remote control in someone’s head, though,” Lowen said. “Not to mention the hypothetical person would remember someone opening up their skull to get inside of it.”


  “Well, if you were the sort of people who would make this sort of remote control, you wouldn’t make it easy to find,” Berger said. “And you wouldn’t make it obvious when it was inserted. You’d find some way to slip it into their body when they weren’t expecting it.” He pointed at Lowen’s drink. “Nanobots in your drink, maybe. You’d only need a few and then you could program those few to replicate inside the body until you had enough. The only problem you might have is if the body starts trying to fight off the ’bots and then the person gets sick. That would present as, say, a meningitis of some sort.”


  Lowen stopped sipping her drink and looked at Berger. “What did you just say?” she said.


  “Meningitis,” Berger said. “It’s when there’s a swelling of the brain—”


  “I know what meningitis is,” Lowen said.


  “So it looks like meningitis,” Berger said. “At least until the people who have inserted the ’bots tweak the ’bots so that they don’t cause an immune response. And then after that, they stay in the brain, mostly passive and mostly undetectable, until they’re turned on and they perform their slow counterprogramming.”


  Berger took another sip from his drink. “After that, it’s just a matter of timing,” he said. “You get the person with the remote control in the right places, let them use their own brains to take advantage of situations, and slip them just enough instruction and motivation that they do what you want them to, more or less when you want them to do it, and they think it’s their own idea. Their own quiet, secret idea that they feel no need to tell anyone else about. If they succeed, then the remote control shuts down and gets excreted out of the body over a few days and no one is the wiser, least of all the person who’s been remote controlled.”


  “And if they fail?” Lowen asked, almost whispering.


  “Then the person who’s being remote controlled finds a way to get rid of themself, so no one can find out about the remote control in their brain. Not that they know that’s why they’re doing it, of course. That’s the point of the remote control. Either way, you’ll never know that the remote control existed. You have no way of knowing. In fact, the only way you would ever know is if, say, someone who knows about these things tells you about them, perhaps because he’s sick of this sort of shit and doesn’t care about the consequences anymore.”


  Berger slugged back the remainder of his Cuba libre and set it down on the bar.


  “Hypothetically,” he said.


  “Who are you?” Lowen said again.


  “I told you, I’m a pharmaceutical salesman,” Berger said. He reached into his back pocket and took out his wallet and grabbed a couple of bills. “I’m a pharmaceutical salesman who was looking for some interesting conversation. I’ve had that, and I’ve had my drink, and now, I’m going to go home. That’s not what I suggest you do, however, Dr. Lowen. At least not tonight.” He dropped the bills onto the bar. “There, that should cover us both.” He held out his hand again. “Good night, Danielle,” he said.


  Lowen shook his hand, dumbly, and then watched him walk out of the restaurant.


  The bartender came over, took the bills and reached for Berger’s glass. “No,” Lowen said, forcefully. The bartender looked at her strangely. “Sorry,” Lowen said. “Just . . . don’t touch that glass, okay? In fact, I want to buy the glass from you. Ring it up for me. And bring me some coffee, please. Black.”


  The bartender rolled her eyes at Lowen but went away to ring up the glass. Lowen pulled it closer to her by dragging it by the cocktail napkin underneath and then pulled out her PDA. She called James Prescott.


  “Hi, Jim,” she said. “Don’t tell Dad, but I think I just got put in a hell of a lot of trouble. I need you to come get me. You might bring the FBI with you. Tell them to bring an evidence kit. Hurry, please. I don’t want to be out in the open any longer than I have to be.”
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  “You have an interesting relationship with trouble recently,” Prescott told her some time later, when they were both safely ensconced at Foggy Bottom, in Prescott’s office.


  “You don’t think I like this, do you?” Lowen said. She sank lower into Prescott’s couch.


  “I don’t think ‘like’ has anything to do with it,” Prescott said. “It doesn’t change the relevance of my statement, though.”


  “You understand why I got paranoid, right?” Lowen said to Prescott.


  “You mean, random man comes in, tells you a story that, as ridiculous as it is, perfectly explains the problem of Luiza Carvalho murdering Liu Cong, pays for your drink and then tells you not to go home?” Prescott said. “No, I have no idea why you feel paranoid in the slightest.”


  “You have a bunker underneath this building, right?” Lowen said. “I think I want to go there.”


  “That’s the White House,” Prescott said. “And relax. You’re safe here.”


  “Right, because I haven’t had any buildings filled with diplomats blow up near me anytime recently,” Lowen said.


  “Don’t make me paranoid, Danielle,” Prescott said.


  The door to Prescott’s office opened and Prescott’s aide poked his head through. “The FBI just sent you a very preliminary report,” he said.


  “Thank you, Tony,” Prescott said, and reached for his PDA. “Bring me some coffee, please.”


  “Yes, sir,” he said. He turned to Lowen. “And for you, Dr. Lowen?”


  “I don’t need to be any more jittery, thanks,” Lowen said. Tony closed the door.


  “First things first,” Prescott said, reading the preliminary report. “ ‘John Berger,’ or at least the one you met, doesn’t exist. They cross-referenced the name with the tax database. There are ten John Bergers in the D.C. metropolitan area, but none of them live in Alexandria and none of them have as their occupation pharmaceutical salesman. This fact, I imagine, does not surprise you.”


  “Not really,” Lowen said.


  “The DNA we got off the glass is being processed and maybe they’ll have something for us later,” Prescott said. “They’ve run the fingerprints through federal and local and have come up with nothing. They’re checking the international databases now. They’ve also taken the bar security tape and used it to do facial recognition scanning. No results there so far, either.”


  “So I’m not actually paranoid in this case,” Lowen said.


  “No, you are actually paranoid,” Prescott said, setting down his PDA. “You’re just paranoid with good reason.”


  “The story he told me is still nuts,” Lowen said.


  “That it definitely is,” Prescott said. “The only real problem with it is that it’s not completely impossible. Carvalho killed Liu with blood-borne nanobots specifically designed to asphyxiate him. It’s not entirely crazy to believe that someone could design ’bots to work on the brain in the way your friend suggested. The Colonial Union’s BrainPals trigger parts of their owners’ brains. None of this is particularly new in its details. It’s how it’s being used that’s new. Hypothetically.”


  Lowen shivered. “You know what, don’t use that word with me at the moment, please.”


  “Okay,” Prescott said, a little warily. “The real problem we have with all of this is that we don’t have any way to verify it. The Colonial Union let Carvalho float out into space. We have a good story, but good stories aren’t enough.”


  “You believe it,” Lowen said.


  “I believe it’s possible,” Prescott said. “I believe it’s possible enough that I’m going to recommend to your father that we design a protocol for nanobiotic infestations and their eradication if and when we find them. The nice thing about this story is that even if it’s completely crazy, if we get a process out of it, then this particular avenue of sabotage gets closed. If it doesn’t exist, then it gets closed before it can become a problem.”


  “Three cheers for paranoia,” Lowen said.


  “What would really help, of course, is if we could find this friend of yours,” Prescott said. “Conspiracy theories involving remote controls in the brain are more believable when you have people who can accurately describe them.”


  “I don’t think you’re going to manage that one,” Lowen said.


  “Never say never,” Prescott said. The door opened and Tony came through, bearing coffee. “Your coffee,” he said. “Also, the FBI is requesting visual.”


  “Right,” Prescott said, set his coffee down and picked up the PDA again, pausing briefly to also loop on an earpiece. “This is Prescott,” he said, looking into the PDA.


  Lowen watched him listen to the PDA, glance over to her and then glance back at the PDA. “Got it,” he said, after a minute. “I’m going to mute you for a second.” He pressed the screen and looked over at Lowen. “They think they found your friend,” he said. “At least, based on the screen shot they got from the security camera. They want you to take a look and confirm.”


  “All right,” Lowen said, and reached for the PDA.


  “Uh,” Prescott said. “He’s kind of a mess.”


  “You mean he’s dead,” Lowen said.


  “Yes,” Prescott said. “You don’t sound surprised.”


  “Give it to me,” Lowen said.


  Prescott handed it over, along with the earpiece. “This is Danielle Lowen,” she said, after she slipped on the earpiece and unmuted the PDA. “Show me.”


  The image on the screen wheeled for a minute and then resolved to a body lying in an otherwise nondescript alley. The head of the body was covered in blood; as the PDA got closer, Lowen could see the deep crease above the right temple. Someone had cracked the head wide open.


  For all that, the face was still blandly handsome, with the residue of a small, tight smile.


  “That’s him,” Lowen said. “Of course it’s him.”


  About the Author


  JOHN SCALZI is the author of several SF novels including the bestselling Old Man’s War and its sequels, and the New York Times bestsellers Fuzzy Nation and Redshirts. He is a winner of science fiction’s John W. Campbell Award for Best New Writer, and he won the Hugo Award for Your Hate Mail Will Be Graded, a collection of essays from his wildly popular blog Whatever (whatever.scalzi.com). He lives in Ohio with his wife and daughter.


  Earth Below, Sky Above


  The Human Division Episode 13


  The Human Division as a whole is dedicated to:


  Yanni Kuznia and Brian Decker, two of my favorite people;


  and


  John Harris, for his wonderful cover art for this and other Old Man’s War books.


  Additionally, this particular Episode is dedicated to:


  Kristine and Athena Scalzi


  Part One


  I.


  “I’m not going to lie to you, Harry,” Hart Schmidt said. “I’m a little concerned that you’ve taken me to a maintenance airlock.”


  “I’m not going to toss you into space, Hart,” Wilson said. He tapped the outer portal of the airlock, which had among its features a small porthole made of a thick, transparent alloy. “It’s just that the airlocks are one of the only places on this whole godforsaken tub where you can find an actual one of these.”


  “Don’t let Captain Coloma catch you calling the Clarke a tub,” Schmidt said.


  “She knows it’s a tub,” Wilson said.


  “Yes, but she wouldn’t like you to say it,” Schmidt said. “She’d start the purge cycle on this airlock.”


  “The captain’s on the bridge,” Wilson said. “And anyway, she’s got a lot of better reasons to space me than me making a crack about her ship.”


  Schmidt peered at the porthole. “This isn’t going to be a very good view,” he said.


  “It’ll do well enough,” Wilson said.


  “There are lots of monitors on the ship that will give you a better look,” Schmidt said.


  “It’s not the same,” Wilson said.


  “The resolution on the displays is better than your eyes can resolve,” Schmidt said. “As far as your eyes are concerned, it will be exactly the same. Even better, since you’ll be able to see more.”


  “It’s not the eyes that matter,” Wilson said. “It’s the brain. And my brain would know.”


  Schmidt said nothing to this.


  “You have to understand, Hart,” Wilson said. “When you leave, they tell you that you can never come back. It’s not an idle threat. They take everything from you before you go. You’re declared legally dead. Everything you own is parceled out according to your will, if you have one. When you say ‘good-bye’ to people, it really is for the last time. You don’t see them again. You never see them again. You won’t know anything that ever happens to them again. It really is like you’ve died. Then you get on a delta, ride up the beanstalk and get on a ship. The ship takes you away. They never let you come back again.”


  “You never considered the idea you might come back one day?” Schmidt said.


  Wilson shook his head. “No one ever did. No one. The closest anyone ever comes to it are the guys on the transport ships who stand in front of the room full of new recruits and tell them that in ten years, most of them will be stone dead,” he said. “But even they don’t ever come back, really. They don’t leave the ships, at least not until they get back to Phoenix Station. When you’re gone, you’re gone. You’re gone forever.”


  Wilson looked out the porthole. “It’s a hell of a thing, Hart,” he said. “At the time, it might not seem like a bad deal. When the Colonial Union takes you, you’re seventy-five years old, you’ve probably had some major health scare and a few minor ones, you might have bad knees and bad eyes and maybe you haven’t been able to get it up for a while. If you don’t go, then you’re going to be dead. Which means you’ll be gone anyway. Better to be gone and live.”


  “It seems reasonable,” Schmidt said.


  “Yes,” Wilson agreed. “But then you do go. And you do live. And the longer you live—the longer you live in this universe—the more you miss it. The more you miss the places you lived, and the people you know. The more you realize that you made a hard bargain. The more you realize you might have made a mistake in leaving.”


  “You’ve never said anything about this before,” Schmidt said.


  “What is there to say?” Wilson said, looking back at his friend. “My grandfather used to tell me that his grandfather told him a story about his grandfather, who immigrated to the United States from some other country. What other country, he wouldn’t say; he never talked about the old country to anyone, Grandpa said, not even his wife. When they asked him why, he said he left it behind for a reason, and whether that reason was good or bad, it was enough.”


  “It didn’t bother his wife not knowing where he came from?” Schmidt asked.


  “It’s just a story,” Wilson said. “I’m pretty sure Grandpa embroidered that part. But the point is that the past is the past and you let things go because you can’t change them anyway. My grandfather many times over didn’t talk about where he came from because he was never going back. For better or worse, that part of his life was done. For me, it was the same thing. That part of my life was done. What else was there to say?”


  “Until now,” Schmidt said.


  “Until now,” Wilson agreed, and checked his BrainPal. “Quite literally now. We skip in ten seconds.” He turned his attention back to the porthole, silently counting off the seconds.


  The skip was like all skips: quiet, unimpressive, anticlimactic. The glare of the lights in the airlock were enough to wash out the sky on the other side of the porthole, but Wilson’s genetically-engineered eyes were good enough that he could make out a few of the stars.


  “I think I see Orion,” he said.


  “What’s Orion?” Schmidt asked. Wilson ignored him.


  The Clarke turned, and a planet rolled into view.


  The Earth.


  “Hello, gorgeous,” Wilson said, through the porthole. “I missed you.”


  “How does it feel to be home?” Schmidt asked.


  “Like I never left,” Wilson said, and then lapsed into silence.


  Schmidt gave him a few moments and then tapped him on the shoulder. “Okay, my turn,” he said.


  “Go look at a display,” Wilson said.


  Schmidt smiled. “Come on, Harry,” he said. “You know it’s not the same.”


  II.


  “This is a bad idea,” Colonel Abel Rigney said to Colonel Liz Egan over pasta.


  “I agree,” Egan said. “I wanted Thai.”


  “One, you know that it was my turn to pick,” Rigney said. “Two, you know that’s not what I’m talking about.”


  “We’re talking yet again about the summit between us and the Earthlings at Earth Station,” Egan said.


  “Yes,” Rigney said.


  “Is this an official thing?” Egan asked. “Are you, Colonel Rigney, communicating to me, the Colonial Defense Forces liaison to the Department of State, a statement from your superiors that I will be obliged to deliver to the secretary?”


  “Don’t be like that, Liz,” Rigney said.


  “So, no,” Egan said. “It’s not an official communication and you’re just taking advantage of our lunchtime to kvetch again in my general direction.”


  “I’m not comfortable with that assessment of the situation,” Rigney said. “But yes, that’s basically correct.”


  “Are you opposed to the summit?” Egan said, twirling her pasta on a fork. “Have you joined the ranks of those in the CDF who think we need to go to Earth with guns blazing and try to take over the place? Because that will be an adventure, I have to tell you.”


  “I think the summit is likely to be a waste of time,” Rigney admitted. “There are still too many people pissed at the CDF down there on Earth. Then there are the people who are pissed at the Earth governments for not letting them emigrate or enlist before they die. Then there’s the fact there are still a couple hundred sovereign states on that planet, none of which wants to agree with anyone else, except on the subject of being unhappy with us. It will all end up with yelling and screaming and time being wasted, time that neither we nor the Earth really have. So, yes, waste of time.”


  “If the summit were to go off as originally planned, I would agree,” Egan said. “Although the alternative—no summit, the Earth turning away from the Colonial Union, the Conclave waiting in the wings to sweep it up as a member—is considerably worse. Engagement is key, even if nothing gets done, which it won’t.”


  “That’s not my actual concern,” Rigney said. “If our diplomats and theirs want to talk until they are blue in the face, then I wish them joy. I have problems with the setup.”


  “You mean having it on Earth Station,” Egan said.


  “Right,” Rigney said. “It’d be better to have it here at Phoenix Station.”


  “Because there’s no environment the Earthlings will find less intimidating than the single largest object humanity’s ever built,” Egan said. “Which incidentally will also serve to remind them just how bottled up we’ve kept them for the last two hundred years or so.” She stuffed pasta into her mouth.


  “You may have a point,” Rigney said, after a second of consideration.


  “I may,” Egan said, around her pasta, and then swallowed. “We can’t have the summit here, for the reasons I just enumerated. We can’t have the summit on Earth because there’s nowhere on the planet short of the Amundsen-Scott South Pole Station where there wouldn’t be riots, either by the people who hate the Colonial Union or by the people who want us to get them off that rock. The Conclave, of all people, offered to host the summit as a quote unquote neutral third party at their own administrative rock, which I will remind you is an order of magnitude or two larger than Phoenix Station. We definitely don’t want the Earthlings to make any inferences off of that. So what are we left with?”


  “Earth Station,” Rigney said.


  “Earth Station indeed,” Egan said. “Which we own, even though it’s above Earth. And that is in fact going to be a negotiating point.”


  Rigney furrowed his brow. “What do you mean?” he said.


  “We’re offering to lease it,” Egan said. “The lease strategy was approved this morning, in fact.”


  “No one told me about it,” Rigney said.


  “No offense, Abel, but why would anyone tell you?” Egan said. “You’re a colonel, not a general.”


  Rigney pulled at the collar of his uniform. “Stab me again, why don’t you, Liz,” he said.


  “That’s not what I meant,” Egan said. “I wouldn’t know about it, either, except that I’m the liaison, and State needed the CDF to sign off on this. This is an agreement far above both of our pay grades. But it really is a masterstroke, if you think about it.”


  “Us losing our sole outpost above Earth is a masterstroke?” Rigney said.


  “We’re not going to lose it,” Egan said. “We’ll still own it, and mooring rights will be part of any deal. It’s a masterstroke because it changes the nature of the game. Right now Earth has no egress into space. We locked up the planet for so long that there’s no infrastructure for space travel. They have no stations. They have no spaceports. They hardly have spaceships, for God’s sake. It will take them years and a few multiples of their yearly global output to gear up. Now we’re offering up the one way into space that’s already there. Whoever controls it will control trade, will control space travel, will control the destiny of Earth, at least until everyone else on the planet gets their act together. And you know what that means.”


  “It means we make someone else the target and take the heat off of us,” Rigney said.


  “For starters,” Egan said. “And in the immediate time frame also disrupts any united front they may have had going. You said it yourself, Abel. The nations of Earth can’t agree about anything except being angry with us. In a single stroke we look apologetic and reasonable, they start fighting among themselves and scrambling to make alliances and deals—”


  “And we can pick and choose among the players, play them off against each other and work deals to our advantage,” Rigney finished.


  “Exactly so,” Egan said. “It changes the entire dynamic of the summit.”


  “Unless they all decide to put aside their petty differences and focus in on us,” Rigney said.


  “Seems unlikely,” Egan said. “I know you and I left Earth fifteen years ago, but I don’t think planetary international relations on Earth have reached the ‘join hands and sing songs’ stage in that time, do you?”


  “I guess the right answer here is, ‘Let’s hope not,’ ” Rigney said.


  Egan nodded. “So now you see why Earth Station is in fact the very best place for the summit to take place,” she said. “We’re not just discussing Earth and Colonial Union issues, we’ll also be walking the showroom with the floor model.”


  “Do your diplomats know they’ve been reassigned to be salespeople?” Rigney asked.


  “I believe they’re finding out right about now,” Egan said. She speared some more pasta.
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  “They’re going to hate this,” Rae Sarles said, at the hastily-convened diplomatic staff meeting on the Clarke. “We were supposed to be here to have a frank discussion about other matters entirely, and we’re changing the agenda literally hours before we’re supposed to be under way. This isn’t how it’s supposed to be done.”


  Wilson, standing in the back, glanced over to Abumwe and wondered just how the ambassador would step on this particular recalcitrant underling’s head.


  “I see,” Abumwe said. “And will you be making that observation to the secretary herself? Or the leadership of the Colonial Defense Forces, who signed off on this plan? Or to the heads of every other Colonial Union department involved in this policy change?”


  “No, ma’am,” Sarles began.


  “No,” Abumwe said. “Well, then I would suggest that you don’t spend any additional time on how things are supposed to be done, and spend a little more time on what we have to do now. The representatives from the various Earth governments may indeed be surprised that we are now open to leasing Earth Station. But our job, Ms. Sarles, is to make them be happy by the change of events. I trust you might be able to manage this.”


  “Yes, Ambassador,” Sarles said.


  Wilson smiled. Head squished, he thought.


  “Beyond this, fundamentally, our role has not changed,” Abumwe continued. “We have been assigned a series of discussions with smaller and non-aligned countries on Earth. These are third-tier nations in terms of power and influence on Earth, but the Colonial Union is not in a position to ignore or discount any of them, and there is some potential for significant advantages for us . . .” Abumwe picked up her PDA to send her underlings their updated mission roles. Each of them picked up their own PDAs as if they were in church, following the lead of their pastor.


  Half an hour later, the room emptied of underlings, leaving Abumwe and Wilson. “I have a special assignment for you,” Abumwe said.


  “Will I be meeting with Micronesia?” Wilson said.


  “No, I will,” Abumwe said. “As it happens, I am supposed to speak with them about the possibility of establishing a base on Kapingamarangi. It’s a negotiation of no small importance, or so I have been assured by the secretary herself. So if you’re done condescending to me and my team regarding our assignments, let’s continue.”


  “Sorry,” Wilson said.


  “Since the Perry incident, the Earth has demanded that no Colonial Union military ships or personnel come to or be stationed on Earth Station or on the planet,” Abumwe said. “Outside of an occasional high-ranking individual or two, the Colonial Union has honored that request.”


  “Oh, boy,” Wilson said. “This is where you tell me that my assignment is to guard the Clarke’s rivets, isn’t it.”


  “Keep interrupting me and it will be,” Abumwe said.


  “Sorry,” Wilson said again.


  “And no,” Abumwe said. “Leaving aside anything else, it would be cruel to bring you this close to Earth and keep you confined to the ship. And beyond that, you continue to prove yourself useful.”


  “Thank you, Ambassador.” Wilson said.


  “You’re still a pain in my ass,” Abumwe said.


  “Understood,” Wilson said.


  “The CDF continues to have no formal role in these negotiations,” Abumwe said. “However, it also sees your presence as an opportunity to reach out to military organizations on Earth. In particular, we know that the United States will have a small military unit present at the summit. We’ve alerted them to your presence, and they are receptive to meeting with you. So your assignment has two parts. The first part is simply to make yourself available to them.”


  “Available in what way?” Wilson asked.


  “Whatever way they want,” Abumwe said. “If they want you to talk to them about life in the CDF, do that. If they want to talk about CDF military strength and tactics, you can do that as well, so long as you don’t reveal any classified information. If they want to drink beer and arm wrestle, do that.”


  “And while I’m doing that, am I drawing out information from them as well?” Wilson asked.


  “If you can,” Abumwe said. “You’re of low enough rank that the members of that military detail should be comfortable with you as a person. Capitalize on that.”


  “What’s the second part of the assignment?” Wilson asked.


  Abumwe smiled. “The CDF wants you to go skydiving.”


  “Come again?” Wilson said.


  “The U.S. military brass heard rumors that the CDF will occasionally drop soldiers onto a planet from a low orbit,” Abumwe said. “They want to see it happen.”


  “Swell,” Wilson said.


  “You’ve done it before,” Abumwe said. “At least, when I got the assignment for you, it noted that you had done it before.”


  Wilson nodded. “I did it once,” he said. “It doesn’t mean I liked it. Falling into an atmosphere at supersonic speeds and trusting a thin, fluid layer of nanobots to keep you from turning into a smeary black friction burn across half the sky is not my idea of a fun time.”


  “I sympathize,” Abumwe said. “But inasmuch as it’s an actual order, I don’t think you have much of a choice.”


  “There is the minor problem that while I have a standard-issue CDF combat unitard, I don’t have the getup for a skyfall,” Wilson said.


  “The CDF is sending a cargo drone with two,” Abumwe said. “One for you and one for whoever jumps with you.”


  “Someone’s jumping with me?” Wilson asked.


  “Apparently one of the military detail at the summit has experience with aerial drops and wants to try something more exotic,” Abumwe said.


  “They understand that the drop suits are controlled by a BrainPal, right?” Wilson said. “Which this other guy won’t have. First he’ll asphyxiate, then he’ll burn up, and then the tiny parts of him will eventually fall to earth as raindrop nuclei. It’s not a good plan.”


  “You will be controlling the deployment of both suits,” Abumwe said.


  “So if he dies during the jump, it’ll be my fault,” Wilson said.


  “If he dies during the jump, I would suggest it would be politic for you to follow him,” Abumwe said.


  “I liked this assignment better when all I had to do was drink beer and arm wrestle,” Wilson said.


  “There is the fact that when you complete your skydive, you will be on Earth once again,” Abumwe pointed out. “Which is something you were told would never happen.”


  “There is that,” Wilson admitted. “I can’t say I’m not looking forward to that. On the other hand, Earth Station is connected to the planet by way of a space elevator. I would much rather go that way. Much less dramatic, but also much safer.”


  Abumwe smiled. “The good news is that you will indeed be taking the beanstalk,” she said, referring to the space elevator by its less formal name. “The bad news is that you’ll be taking it up, back from Earth, almost immediately after you land.”


  “I’ll try to enjoy it until then,” Wilson said. “What about you, Ambassador? You’re originally from Earth. Any interest in going down to the surface?”


  Abumwe shook her head. “I have almost no memory of Earth,” she said. “My family left because of civil war in Nigeria. It had lasted the entire span of my parents’ lives on Earth. My mother and father’s memories of the planet are not pleasant ones. We were lucky to have left, and lucky that there was a place to leave to. We were lucky that the Colonial Union existed.”


  “These negotiations matter to you,” Wilson said.


  “Yes,” Abumwe said. “They would anyway. This is my job. But I remember my mother’s stories and my father’s scars. I remember that for all of the sins of the Colonial Union—and it has sins, Lieutenant Wilson—the Earth would always have its wars and its refugees, and the Colonial Union kept its doors open to them. Gave them lives where they didn’t have to fear their neighbors, at the very least. I think of the wars and refugees on Earth right now. I think of how many of those refugees who have died might have lived if the Colonial Union was able to take them.”


  “I’m not sure the Colonial Union has the same priorities that you have, Ambassador,” Wilson said.


  Abumwe gave Wilson a bitter smile. “I’m aware that the Colonial Union’s main purpose in reestablishing relations with Earth is to renew its supply of soldiers,” she said. “And I understand we’re no longer able to colonize because of the Conclave threatening to wipe out any new settlements we make. But the planets we have still have room, and still need people. So my priorities will still be served. So long as we all do our jobs. Including you.”


  “I will fall out of the sky as best I can for you,” Wilson said.


  “See that you do,” Abumwe said. She picked up her PDA to turn to other business. “Incidentally, I’ve assigned you Hart Schmidt, in case you need an assistant for anything. You two seem to work together well. You can tell him I assigned him to you not because he’s unimportant, but because your assignment is a priority for the Colonial Union.”


  “I will,” Wilson said. “Is it really?”


  “That will depend on you, Lieutenant,” Abumwe said. She was fully engrossed in her PDA.


  Wilson opened the door to find Hart Schmidt on the other side of it.


  “Stalker,” Wilson said.


  “Cut it out, Harry,” Schmidt said. “I’m the only one of the team without an assignment and you just had a ten-minute one-on-one with Abumwe. It doesn’t take a genius to figure out who’s going to be your monkey boy for this trip.”


  III.


  “It doesn’t seem like much, does it?” Neva Balla said to Captain Sophia Coloma.


  “You’re referring to Earth Station,” Coloma said to her executive officer.


  “Yes, ma’am,” Balla said. The two of them were on the bridge of the Clarke, stationed a safe distance from Earth Station, while the Clarke’s shuttle ferried diplomats back and forth.


  “You grew up on Phoenix,” Coloma said to Balla. “You’re used to looking up and seeing Phoenix Station hanging there in your sky. Compared to that, any other station looks small.”


  “I grew up on the other side of the planet,” Balla said. “I didn’t see Phoenix Station with my own eyes until I was a teenager.”


  “My point is that Phoenix Station is your point of reference,” Coloma said. “Earth Station is on the smaller side, but it’s no smaller than stations over most of the colonies.”


  “The space elevator is interesting,” Balla said, shifting the subject slightly. “Wonder why it’s not used elsewhere.”


  “It’s mostly political,” Coloma said, and pointed at the beanstalk in the display. “The physics of the beanstalk are all wrong, according to standard physics. It should just drop out of the sky. The fact it doesn’t is a reminder to the people of Earth how much more technologically advanced we are, so they avoid trying to get into it with us.”


  Balla snorted. “Doesn’t seem to be working very well,” she observed.


  “Now they understand the physics of it,” Coloma said. “The Perry incident solved that problem. Now they have a wealth and organization problem. They can’t afford to build another beanstalk or a large enough space station, and if any one nation tried, the rest of them would scream their heads off.”


  “It’s a mess,” Balla said.


  Coloma was about to agree when her PDA sounded. She glanced down at it; the flashing red-and-green banner indicated a confidential, high-priority message for her. Coloma stepped back to read the message. Balla, noting her captain’s actions, focused on other tasks.


  Coloma read the message, punched in her personal code to acknowledge receipt of it and then turned to her executive officer. “I need you to clear out the shuttle bay,” she told Balla. “All crew out, no crew back in until I say so.”


  Balla raised her eyebrows at this but did not question the order. “The shuttle is scheduled to return in twenty-five minutes,” she said.


  “If I’m not done before then, have it hold ten klicks out until I clear it for docking,” Coloma said.


  “Yes, ma’am,” Balla said.


  “You have the bridge,” Coloma said, and walked out.


  Minutes later, Coloma eased herself into the chair in front of the command panel of the shuttle bay’s control room and began the bay’s purge cycle. The air in the bay sucked into compressed storage; the doors of the bay opened silently in the vacuum.


  An unmanned cargo drone the size of a small personal vehicle slipped into the bay and settled onto the deck. Coloma closed the doors and repressurized the bay, then walked out of the control room toward the cargo drone.


  The drone required identification to unlock. Coloma pressed her right hand against the lock and waited for it to scan her prints and blood vessel configuration. After a few seconds, it unlocked.


  The first thing Coloma saw was the package for Lieutenant Harry Wilson, containing a pair of suits and ’bot canisters for his upcoming dive—for which, Coloma noted sourly, he would need her shuttle again. She disapproved of what happened to her shuttles when Wilson was involved.


  Coloma pushed the thought, and Wilson’s package, aside. She wasn’t really there for them.


  She was there for the other package, nestled alongside Wilson’s. The one with her name on it.
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  “I’m supposed to be assisting you,” Schmidt said to Wilson.


  “You are assisting me,” Wilson said. “By bringing me beer.”


  “Which is not going to happen again, by the way,” Schmidt said, handing Wilson the IPA he’d gotten him from the bar. “I’m your assistant, not your beer boy.”


  “Thank you,” Wilson said, taking the beer. He looked around the place. “The last time I was here, in this mess area, and I think at this very table, I saw my first alien. It was a Gehaar. It was a big day for me.”


  “You’re not likely to see another Gehaar here,” Schmidt said. “They’re charter members of the Conclave.”


  “A shame,” Wilson said. “They seemed like nice people. Messy eaters. But nice.” He took a drink from his beer. “This is excellent. You can’t get a good IPA in the Colonial Union. I have no idea why.”


  “Shall I fetch you some pretzels, O my master?” Schmidt asked.


  “Not with that attitude,” Wilson said. “Tell me what you found out about the state of the summit instead.”


  “It’s madness, of course,” Schmidt said. “They barely got through the welcome session before they ended up throwing out the agenda for the entire summit. The fact the Colonial Union is shopping around a lease on this station has disrupted things before they could even begin.”


  “Which is exactly what the Colonial Union wants,” Wilson said. “Nobody’s talking anymore about reparations to the Earth for keeping them down for so long.”


  “They’re still talking about it, but nobody really cares,” Schmidt said.


  “So who are the early contenders?” Wilson asked. He took another sip from his beer.


  “The United States, which is not entirely surprising,” Schmidt said. “Although to cover their unilateral tracks, they’re talking about roping in Canada, Japan and Australia for a coalition bid. The Europeans are putting their chips together, and so are China and the Siberian States. India is going it alone at the moment. After that it’s a mess. Ambassador Abumwe has had most of Africa and Southeast Asia at her door, trying to schedule time with her in groups of three or four.”


  “So we’ll have four or five days of this, at which point we’ll suggest that the Earth diplomats should go back to their home countries, formalize their proposals and present them at a new round of negotiations,” Wilson said. “They’ll do a first round of eliminations, which will cause a shifting of alliances and proposals, each progressively more advantageous to the Colonial Union, until at the end of it we get most of the planet doing what we want, which is supplying us with soldiers and the occasional colonist.”


  “That does seem to be the plan,” Schmidt said.


  “Well done, Colonial Union,” Wilson said. “I mean that in a realpolitik way, mind you.”


  “I got that,” Schmidt said. “And what about you?”


  “Me? I’ve been here,” Wilson said, waving a hand to encompass the bar.


  “I thought you were supposed to be meeting with the U.S. military guys,” Schmidt said.


  “Already met with them here,” Wilson said. “Except for the one who’ll be skydiving with me. Apparently he was delayed and will meet up with me later.”


  “How did it go?” Schmidt said.


  “It was a bunch of soldiers drinking and telling war stories,” Wilson said. “Boring, but comfortable and easy to navigate. Then they left, I stayed and now I’m listening to everyone who’s come in here talk about the events of the day.”


  “It’s a little loud for that,” Schmidt said.


  “Ah, but you don’t have superhuman, genetically-engineered ears, now, do you,” Wilson said. “And a computer in your head that can filter down anything you don’t want to focus on.”


  Schmidt smiled. “All right, then,” he said. “What are you hearing right now?”


  “Aside from you complaining about having to fetch me beer,” Wilson said, “there’s a Dutch diplomat and a French diplomat behind me wondering whether the Europeans should let the Russians into their bid for the station, or whether the Russians will let bygones be bygones and join up with the Siberian States and China. Also behind me and to the left, an American diplomat has been hitting on an Indonesian diplomat for the last twenty minutes and appears to be entirely clueless that he’s not going to be getting anything from anyone tonight, because he’s a complete twit. And directly across from me, four soldiers from the Union of South African States have been drinking for an hour and wondering for the last ten minutes how to pick a fight with me and make it look like I started it.”


  “Wait, what?” Schmidt said.


  “It’s true,” Wilson said. “To be fair, I am green. I do stand out in a crowd. Apparently these fellows have heard that Colonial Defense Forces soldiers are supposed to be incredibly bad-ass, but they’re looking at me and they don’t see it. No, sir, they don’t see it at all. So they want to pick a fight with me and see how tough I really am. Purely for the sake of inquiry, I’m sure.”


  “What are you going to do about it?” Schmidt asked, looking over at the soldiers Wilson was speaking of.


  “I’m going to sit here and drink my beer and keep listening to conversations,” Wilson said. “I’m not worried, Hart.”


  “There are four of them,” Schmidt said. “And they don’t look like nice people.”


  “They’re harmless enough,” Wilson said. He swallowed a large portion of his IPA and set the glass down, then appeared to listen to something for a minute. “Oh, okay. They’ve just decided to do it. Here they come.”


  “Great,” Schmidt said, watching as the four men stood up from their table.


  “Relax, Hart,” Wilson said. “It’s not you they want to punch out.”


  “I can still be collateral damage,” Schmidt said.


  “Don’t worry, I’ll protect you,” Wilson said.


  “My hero,” Schmidt said, sarcastically.


  “Hey,” one of the soldiers said, to Wilson. “Are you one of those Colonial Defense Forces soldiers?”


  “No, I just like the color green,” Wilson said. He finished the rest of his beer and looked regretfully at the empty glass.


  “It’s a fair question,” the soldier said.


  “You’re Kruger, right?” Wilson said, setting down the glass.


  “What?” said the soldier, momentarily confused.


  “Sure you are,” Wilson said. “I recognize the voice.” He pointed to another one. “That would make you Goosen, I’d guess. You’re probably Mothudi”—he pointed at another, and then at the final one—“and that would make you Pandit. Did I get everyone right?”


  “How did you know that?” Kruger asked.


  “I was listening in to your conversation,” Wilson said, standing up. “You know, the one where you were trying to figure out how to make it look like I started swinging at you first, so you could all try to kick the shit out of me.”


  “We never said that,” said Pandit.


  “Sure you did,” Wilson said. He turned and gave Schmidt his glass. “Would you get me another?” he asked.


  “Okay,” Schmidt said, taking the glass but not taking his eyes off the four soldiers.


  Wilson turned back to the soldiers. “You guys want anything? I’m buying.”


  “I said, we didn’t say that,” Pandit said.


  “You did, actually,” Wilson said.


  “Are you calling me a liar?” Pandit asked, agitated.


  “It’s pretty clear I am, now, isn’t it?” Wilson said. “So: Drinks? . . . Anyone? . . . No?” He turned back to Schmidt. “Just me, then. But, you know, get something for yourself.”


  “I’ll take my time,” Schmidt said.


  “Eh,” Wilson said. “This won’t take long.”


  Pandit grabbed Wilson’s shoulder, and Wilson let himself be spun around. “I don’t appreciate being called a liar in front of my friends,” Pandit said. He took his hand off Wilson’s shoulder.


  “Then don’t lie in front of your friends,” Wilson said. “It’s pretty simple, actually.”


  “I think you owe Pandit here an apology,” Kruger said.


  “For what?” Wilson said. “For accurately representing what he said? I don’t think so.”


  “Mate, you’re going to find it in your best interest to apologize,” Goosen said.


  “It’s not going to happen,” Wilson said.


  “Then I think we’re going to have a problem here,” Goosen said.


  “You mean, now you’re going to try to beat the crap out of me?” Wilson said. “Shocked, I am. If you had just admitted this up front, we could be done by now.”


  “We’re not going to try anything,” said Mothudi.


  “Of course not,” Wilson said. He squeezed the bridge of his nose as if exasperated. “Gentlemen. I want you to notice that there are four of you and one of me. I also want you to notice that I am not the slightest bit concerned that a quartet of clearly experienced military muscleheads such as yourselves are planning to attempt to pummel me into dogmeat. Now, what does that mean? One, it could mean that I’m absolutely delusional. Two, it could mean that you really haven’t the slightest idea what you’re getting into. Which is it? You get to choose.”


  The four soldiers looked at one another and grinned. “We’re going to go with absolutely delusional,” Kruger said.


  “Fine,” Wilson said. He walked into the wide public corridor directly in front of the bar. The four soldiers watched him walk away, confused. Wilson turned to look at them. “Well, don’t just stand there like morons,” he said. “Get out here.”


  The four of them walked out to him, hesitant. Wilson waved them closer. “Come on, guys,” he said. “Don’t act like you didn’t want this. Gather round.”


  “What are we doing?” Goosen asked, uncertain.


  “You guys want a crack at me,” Wilson said. “Okay, so, here’s the deal. Spread yourselves out any way you like. Then one of you tries to hit me. If you can hit me without me blocking you, you get to hit me again. But if I block you, then it’s my turn. I have to hit all four of you without any of you blocking me. If any of you block me, it’s your turn again. Got it?”


  “Why are we doing it this way?” Mothudi asked.


  “Because this way it looks like we’re having harmless high jinks rather than the four of you attempting to start a war between Earth and the Colonial Union by randomly assaulting a CDF soldier,” Wilson said. “I think that’s wise, don’t you? So, go ahead now, position yourselves.”


  The four soldiers spread out in a semicircle in front of Wilson.


  “Anytime,” Wilson said.


  “Harry Wilson?” said a female voice.


  Wilson turned to look. Kruger rushed him, arms raised. Wilson blocked Kruger and put him on his back. Kruger exhaled in surprise.


  “Attacking while I was distracted,” Wilson said. “Nice. Futile, but nice.” He hauled Kruger back up and pushed him back into his old position. Then he returned his attention to the woman who addressed him.


  “Danielle Lowen,” he said. “What a pleasant surprise.”


  “All right, I give up,” Lowen said. She was standing with a man wearing a uniform. “What exactly are you doing?”


  “I’m embarrassing these four knuckledraggers,” Wilson said.


  “Do you need any help?” the man next to Lowen asked.


  “No, I’m good,” Wilson said, and Mothudi took a lunge at him. Mothudi was on the deck shortly thereafter. “You went out of turn,” Wilson said, mildly, to him. He got off Mothudi’s neck and let him crawl back into position. Then he looked back to Lowen. “Where are you two off to?” he asked.


  “Actually, we were looking for you,” Lowen said, and nodded to the man standing with her. “This is Captain David Hirsch, United States Air Force. Also, my cousin.”


  “You’re the one taking the high dive with me,” Wilson said.


  “That’s right,” Hirsch said.


  “Nice to meet you,” Wilson said.


  “Hey,” Kruger said. “Are we fighting here or what?”


  “Sorry,” Wilson said to him, and turned back to Hirsch and Lowen. “Excuse me for a minute.”


  “Take your time,” Hirsch said.


  “Will take no time at all,” Wilson said. He faced the four soldiers again. “Three rounds,” he said.


  “What?” said Kruger.


  “Three rounds,” Wilson repeated. “As in, I hit all of you three times each and we’re done. I’ve got people to see, and you probably need to practice breathing through your mouths or something. So, three rounds. Okay?”


  “Whatever,” Kruger said.


  “Good,” Wilson said, and smacked each of them across the face, hard, before they knew what hit them. They stood, holding their cheeks, stunned.


  “That’s one,” Wilson said. “Here comes round two.”


  “Wai—,” Kruger began, and the end of the word was lost in multiple smacking sounds.


  “Okay, that’s two,” Wilson said. “Ready for three?”


  “Fuck this,” Goosen said, and all four men rushed Wilson simultaneously.


  “Aaaaand that’s three,” Wilson said, to the four, who were all on the deck, clutching their necks and gasping. “Don’t worry, guys, your tracheas are just bruised. You’ll be fine in a day. Well, two days. Don’t rush it. So, we’re done here? . . . Guys?”


  Kruger vomited onto the deck.


  “I’m going to take that as a ‘yes,’ ” Wilson said. He reached down and patted the back of Kruger’s head. “Thanks for the workout, kids. It’s been fun. Don’t worry, I’ll see myself out.” He stood back up and walked over to Lowen and Hirsch.


  “That was impressive,” Hirsch said.


  “What’s really going to disturb you is that I am the Colonial Defense Forces version of totally out of shape,” Wilson said. “I’ve spent the last several years as a lab nerd.”


  “It’s true,” Lowen said. “He barely moved at all the last time I saw him.”


  “I did drink you under the table,” Wilson reminded her.


  “And ignored the pass I was making at you,” Lowen said.


  “I’m not that kind of boy,” Wilson said.


  “I’m not sure I want to be around for this conversation,” Hirsch said.


  “It’s just banter,” Wilson assured him.


  “Coward,” Lowen said, smiling.


  “Speaking of which, my friend Hart is back in the bar, holding a beer for me,” Wilson said. “Care to join us?” He jerked a thumb back at the four soldiers, still prone on the deck. “I tried to buy them beers, but they refused. Now look at them.”


  “I think we’ll join you,” Hirsch said. “If only out of self-defense.”


  “Wise,” Wilson said. “Very wise.”


  IV.


  “You wanted to see me,” Abumwe said to Coloma.


  “Yes,” Coloma said. “I’m sorry to take you away from your commitments.”


  “You didn’t,” Abumwe said. “I had scheduled an hour to eat and relax. This is it. And after forty minutes of a delegate from Kenya explaining to me how that country should be given Earth Station, on account of the space elevator having its base in Nairobi, anything you have to say to me will be a stream of clear rationality by comparison.”


  “I’ve been drafted,” Coloma said.


  “I withdraw my previous assertion,” Abumwe said. “What do you mean, drafted?”


  Coloma showed Abumwe her PDA, open to the order from the CDF. “The Colonial Defense Forces, with permission from the Department of State, has at least temporarily classified the Clarke as a CDF ship, and has at least temporarily drafted me into the service. Same rank, and I share a joint designation as captain with the Colonial Union’s civilian service, so none of my crew has to be drafted to follow my orders. I’ve also been ordered to keep this drafting, and the new designation for the Clarke, in strict secrecy.”


  “You’re telling me,” Abumwe observed.


  “No, I’m not,” Coloma said.


  “Understood,” Abumwe said.


  “Whatever this is involves you and your people,” Coloma said. “Orders or not, you need to know.”


  “Why do you think the CDF has done this?” Abumwe asked.


  “Because I think they expect something,” Coloma said. “We sacrificed the Clarke at Danavar—the former Clarke—when someone set a trap for the Utche. We don’t know who. This ship was used by the CDF to try to ferret out a spy in their own ranks, unsuccessfully. When the Earth delegation came onto the ship, one of their own murdered another of their own, and tried to frame us for it, for reasons that have never been made clear to us. And then there was the Urse Damay, which fired on us when we were meeting with the Conclave, and controlled by forces unknown.”


  “We’re not to blame for any of those,” Abumwe said. “Those weren’t about us in particular.”


  “No, of course not,” Coloma agreed. “We’ve been in the wrong place at the wrong time. But in each case some outside, unknown group has been manipulating events for their own purpose. The same group? Separate groups? If separate, working together or apart? And to what end? And now we’re here, meeting with representatives from Earth. We know there’s still a spy within the CDF. We know that on Earth, someone is also pulling strings.”


  “And if either is going to make a statement or an action, this would be the time and the place,” Abumwe concluded.


  Coloma nodded. “Even more so because the Colonial Defense Forces have no ships at Earth Station and no personnel, other than Lieutenant Wilson.”


  “And now you,” Abumwe said.


  “Right,” Coloma said. “My primary orders are to pay close attention to any incoming ships. They’ve given me a schedule of every ship, from the Colonial Union or elsewhere, that is expected at Earth Station in the next ninety-six hours. They’ve also given me access to Earth Station’s flight control systems, so I can track ship communications. If anything looks suspicious, I’m to alert Earth Station and ping a drone they’ve placed at skip distance, which will immediately skip back to Phoenix Station.”


  “There’s the possibility that the threat might come from Earth, not outside of it,” Abumwe said. “The beanstalk to Earth Station has been bombed before. There are riots happening on Earth right now because of this summit and the CDF. Any of that could be cover for an event.”


  “It’s possible, but I don’t think that’s the CDF’s main concern. I think whoever it is that’s modeling this over there thinks an attack from a ship is the likely play,” Coloma said.


  “What makes you sure?” Abumwe asked.


  “Because the CDF gave me something else besides orders,” Coloma said.
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  “So what the hell is the Colonial Union really up to?” Lowen asked Wilson. They, Schmidt and Hirsch were on their third round together at the bar.


  Wilson smiled and leaned back in his chair. “This is the place where I’m supposed to feign surprise and exclaim that the Colonial Union is acting only from the best and purest motives, right?”


  “Smart-ass,” Lowen said.


  Wilson raised his glass to her. “You know me so well,” he said.


  “It’s a serious question, though,” Lowen said.


  “I know,” Wilson said. “And my serious answer is that you know as much about it as I do.” He motioned to Schmidt. “As either of us does.”


  “We got our new directives about an hour before we set foot on Earth Station,” Schmidt said. “We were taken as much by surprise on this as you folks were.”


  “Why would you do it that way?” Hirsch asked. “I’m not a diplomat, so I might be missing out on some deep-level chess moves, but it seems like you guys are flying by the seat of your pants, here.”


  “That’s what it’s supposed to look like,” Lowen said. “Spring the idea of leasing the station here on the delegations from Earth to disrupt their plans to act in concert addressing legitimate grievances they have with the Colonial Union. Spring it on the actual diplomats from the Colonial Union so they don’t have any real authority to do anything other than listen to the Earth delegations grovel for a shot at the station lease. Change the conversation and change the direction of how Earth sees the Colonial Union. No, David, it’s supposed to look like confusion. But I’d bet you long odds that the Colonial Union’s been planning this little strategy for a long time. And for right now it’s working exactly how they wanted it to.” She drank from her beer.


  “Sorry,” Wilson said.


  “I don’t blame you,” Lowen said. “You’re just a tool like all the rest of us are. Although you seem to be having more fun than most at this point.”


  “He’s been drinking beer and beating up people,” Schmidt said. “What’s not to like?”


  “This from a man who hid at the bar while I was taking on four guys at once,” Wilson said.


  “You told me to go,” Schmidt said. “I was just following orders.”


  “And anyway, Captain Hirsch here and I will be doing some very important business tomorrow,” Wilson said.


  “That’s right,” Hirsch agreed. “Come fourteen hundred hours, Lieutenant Wilson and I will jump out of a perfectly good space station.”


  “It’s the first step that gets you,” Wilson said.


  “I’m not worried about the stepping,” Hirsch said. “I’m mildly concerned about the landing.”


  “Well, leave that to me,” Wilson said.


  “I have to leave it to you,” Hirsch pointed out. “You’re the one with the computer in your head.”


  “What does that mean?” Lowen said.


  “The suits we’ll be inside of are controlled by a BrainPal,” Wilson said, tapping his temple. “Unfortunately your cousin lacks one, and doesn’t seem likely to get one between now and the jump. So I’ll be controlling the deployment of both suits.”


  Lowen looked at her cousin and then back at Wilson. “Is that safe?” she asked.


  “We’re dropping to the Earth from the darkness of space,” Wilson said. “What about this is safe?”


  Hirsch cleared his throat, loudly and obviously.


  “What I meant to say is, of course it’s safe,” Wilson said. “Couldn’t be safer. Safer than going to the bathroom. Lots of people die pooping, you know. Happens every day.”


  Lowen narrowed her eyes at Wilson. “I’m not supposed to say this, but David is my favorite cousin,” she said.


  “I’m telling Rachel,” Hirsch said.


  “Your sister owes me money,” Lowen said. “Now shut up. I’m threatening Harry, here.” Hirsch grinned and shut up. “As I was saying, David’s my favorite cousin. If something happens to him, I’m going to have to come for you, Harry. And I won’t be as easy on you as those four soldiers were. I will, and this is a promise, kick your ass.”


  “Have you ever kicked anyone’s ass?” Hirsch asked. “Ever? You were always kind of a girly-girl.”


  Lowen slugged Hirsch in the arm. “I’ve been saving my kick-assery up for a special occasion,” she said. “This could be it. You should feel honored.”


  “Oh, I do feel honored,” Hirsch said.


  “If you’re so honored, you can get the next round,” Lowen said.


  “I’m not sure I’m that honored,” Hirsch said.


  Lowen looked shocked. “I threaten a Colonial Defense Forces soldier for you, and you won’t even get me a beer? That’s it, you no longer have official favorite cousin status. Rachel is back on top.”


  “I thought she owed you money,” Hirsch said.


  “Yes, but you owe me a beer,” Lowen said.


  “Family,” Hirsch said, to Wilson and Schmidt, and then got up. “Anything for you two?”


  “I’ll get Harry’s,” Schmidt said, getting up. “Come on, David. Walk you to the bar.” The two of them made their way through the crowd toward the beer taps.


  “He seems like a good guy,” Wilson said, to Lowen.


  “He is,” Lowen said. “And I’m serious, Harry. Don’t let anything happen to him.”


  Wilson held up his hand, as if pledging. “I swear I will not let anything happen to your cousin. Or at the very least, if anything happens to him, it will happen to me, too,” he said.


  “That last part doesn’t inspire me with confidence,” Lowen said.


  “It will be fine, I promise,” Wilson said. “The last time I did this, people were shooting at me on my way down. I missed having a leg blown off by millimeters. This will be a cakewalk compared to that.”


  “I still don’t like it,” Lowen said.


  “I sympathize entirely,” Wilson said. “This wasn’t exactly my idea, you know. But, look. David and I will have to get together tomorrow before the jump anyway in order to go over dive protocols and to walk him through what we’ll be doing. In your ample spare time, why don’t you tag along with him? I’ll give the impression I know what I’m talking about, I swear.”


  Lowen pulled out her PDA and scrolled through her schedule. “Can you do it at eleven?” she asked. “I have a fifteen-minute hole in my schedule then. I was going to use it to pee, but I can do this instead.”


  “I’m not responsible for your bladder,” Wilson said.


  “I’ll keep that in mind,” Lowen said. She put her PDA away. “At least I have time to pee. There are some people I know who have so many meetings now that they’re positively at risk for peritonitis.”


  “Busy schedules,” Wilson said.


  “Yes, well,” Lowen said. “This is what happens when one party drops a bomb onto everyone’s schedule and turns what was going to be an orderly summit into a goddamned mess, Harry.”


  “Sorry,” Wilson said again.


  “This goes back to that arrogance thing,” Lowen said. “You remember. You and I talked about this before. The Colonial Union’s biggest problem is its arrogance. This is a perfect example. Rather than sit down with the nations of the Earth to discuss the ramifications of keeping us bottled up for centuries, it’s attempting a sleight-of-hand maneuver, distracting us with this station lease.”


  “I remember also saying to you that if you wanted someone to defend the Colonial Union’s practices, you came to the wrong shop,” Wilson said. “Although I’ll note, strictly as a matter of observation, that the Colonial Union’s plan seems to be working perfectly.”


  “It’s working now,” Lowen said. “I’m willing to concede it’s a reasonable short-term solution. But as a long-term solution it has problems.”


  “Such as,” Wilson said.


  “Such as what is the Colonial Union going to do when the United States, China and Europe all say that as a matter of restitution, the Colonial Union should give us Earth Station?” Lowen said. “Forget all this leasing crap. The cost of one space station is a substantial discount on the profits accrued from two centuries of essentially free labor and security for the Colonial Union. You’d be getting off cheap.”


  “I’m not sure the Colonial Union will agree with that theory,” Wilson said.


  “We don’t need you to agree,” Lowen said. “All we really have to do is wait. The Colonial Union is unsustainable without new colonists and soldiers. I’m sure your economists and military planners have figured this one out already. You need us more than we need you.”


  “I would imagine the natural response to this would be that you wouldn’t like what happens to Earth if the Colonial Union fails,” Wilson said.


  “If it was just the Earth, you’d be right,” Lowen said. “But there’s option B.”


  “You mean joining the Conclave,” Wilson said.


  “Yep,” Lowen said.


  “The Earth would have to get itself a lot more organized than it is at the moment,” Wilson said. “The Conclave doesn’t like having to deal with fractions of a planet.”


  “I think we could be sufficiently motivated,” Lowen said. “If the alternatives were either a forced alliance with former oppressors, or being collateral damage when that former oppressor falls.”


  “But then humanity is divided,” Wilson said. “That’s not going to be good.”


  “For whom?” Lowen countered. “For humanity? Or for the Colonial Union? They’re not the same thing, you know. If there is a human division, in the end, who will be to blame for it? Not us, Harry. Not Earth.”


  “You don’t have to sell me, Dani,” Wilson said. “So, how is this line of argument going with the U.S. delegation?” Wilson asked.


  Lowen frowned.


  “Ah,” Wilson said.


  “You would think nepotism would help me out here,” Lowen said. “Being the daughter of the U.S. secretary of state should have a perk or two, especially when I’m right. But there’s the minor problem that Dad is under orders to tell us here to try to hammer out a deal before the end of the summit. He says my points will make a fine ‘backup plan’ if we don’t end up getting the lease outright.”


  “Does he mean it?” Wilson asked.


  Lowen frowned again.


  “Ah,” Wilson said once more.


  “Oh, good, our drinks are here,” Lowen said, motioning to Hirsch and Schmidt, who were navigating back, beers in hand. “Just in time to drown my sorrows.”


  “Did we miss anything?” Hirsch asked, handing his cousin a beer.


  “I was just talking about how hard it is to be right all the time,” Lowen said.


  “You were talking to the right guy about that,” Schmidt said, sitting down. “Harry has the same problem. Just ask him.”


  “Well, then,” Lowen said, and raised her glass. “I propose a toast. Here’s to being right all the time. May God and history forgive us.”


  They all clinked glasses to that.


  Part Two


  V.


  “Captain Coloma,” Ensign Lemuel said, “another ship skipped in.”


  Coloma muttered her thanks to Lemuel and checked her PDA. She had made it a standing order to her bridge crew to alert her when ships arrived or departed Earth Station, without giving them further explanation. The crew didn’t question the order; it was trivially easy to track the other ships. The order had been in effect for most of a day now. It was late morning on the second day of the summit.


  Coloma’s display registered the new ship, a small freighter. It was one of eleven ships floating outside of Earth Station, the other ten arrayed in parking zones. There were four Colonial Union diplomatic ships; including the Clarke, there was the Aberforth, the Zhou and the Schulz, each carrying its complement of diplomats negotiating with the delegations from Earth, who came to the station by way of the beanstalk. Three ships, the Robin Meisner, the Leaping Dolphin and the Rus Argo, were cargo freighters from the Colonial Union, which had some limited trade with the Earth. The two remaining ships were Budek cargo haulers; the Budek were negotiating to join the Conclave but in the meantime were fans of citrus fruits.


  In her earpiece, Coloma could hear Earth Station’s flight controller ask the new ship to identify itself: the first red flag. Colonial Union cargo ships had encrypted transponders that the station would ping as soon as the ship skipped into its space. The fact that control was asking for identification meant it either had no transponder or had disabled it. It also meant the ship was an unscheduled arrival. If it had been scheduled but was without a transponder, control would have hailed it under the expected name.


  Coloma had the Clarke scan the new ship and ran the data against a specific database of ships given to her by the CDF. It took less than a second for a match to pop up. The ship was the Erie Morningstar, a civilian transport and cargo ship that had gone missing months earlier. The Erie Morningstar had started its life as a CDF cruiser more than seventy years prior; for civilian use, it was gutted and reconfigured for cargo-carrying purposes.


  It didn’t mean it could not be reconfigured back into combat.


  Earth Station was now hailing the Erie Morningstar for the third time, to no response, which satisfied Coloma that the ship was now officially in the “suspicious” territory.


  “Captain, new ship skipped in,” Lemuel said.


  “Another one?” Coloma asked.


  “Yes, ma’am,” Lemuel said. “Uh, and another . . . two . . . ma’am, I have a bunch skipping in pretty much simultaneously.”


  Coloma looked down at her display. There were eight new contacts there. As she watched, two new contacts lit up, and then another two.


  In her earpiece, Coloma could hear Earth Station control cursing. There was an edge of panic to the voice.


  Now there were fifteen new contacts to go with the Erie Morningstar.


  Coloma’s database from the CDF had sixteen ships on it.


  She didn’t bother running the other fifteen.


  “Where’s our shuttle?” Coloma asked.


  “It just docked at Earth Station and is prepping to return,” Lemuel said.


  “Tell it to hold and prepare to bring back our people,” Coloma said.


  “How many of them?” Lemuel asked.


  “All of them,” Coloma said, ordered the Clarke on emergency alert and sent an urgent message to Ambassador Abumwe.
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  Ambassador Abumwe was listening to the Tunisian representative discuss her country’s plans for Earth Station when her PDA vibrated in three short bursts followed by one long one. Abumwe picked up the PDA and swiped it open to read the message there from Captain Coloma.


  Big trouble, it said. Sixteen ships. Get your people out now. Shuttle at gate seven. It leaves in ten minutes. Anyone still there after that stays there.


  “Go back to the beanstalk,” Abumwe said, looking at the Tunisian representative.


  “Excuse me?” the Tunisian representative said.


  “I said, go back to the beanstalk,” Abumwe repeated, and then stood up. “Get on the first elevator down. Don’t stop. Don’t wait.”


  “What’s happening?” the Tunisian representative asked, but Abumwe was already out the door, sending a global message to her team.


  VI.


  “You look like you’re in a unitard,” Danielle Lowen said to Harry Wilson, pointing to his combat suit as he and Hart Schmidt came up to her and David Hirsch. The four of them were meeting in an otherwise unoccupied cargo hold of Earth Station.


  “The curious reason for that is because I am in a unitard,” Wilson said. He stopped in front of her and dropped the large canvas bag he was carrying. “That’s what our combat suit is. This one is actually a heavy-duty combat suit, designed for vacuum work.”


  “Do you engage in dance battles?” Lowen asked. “Because if you did, I think that would be stupendous.”


  “Sadly, no,” Wilson said. “And we’re all the lesser for it.”


  “So I’m going to have to put one of those on,” Hirsch said, pointing to the combat suit.


  “Only if you want to live,” Wilson said. “It’s optional otherwise.”


  “I think I’ll choose life,” Hirsch said.


  “Probably the right choice,” Wilson said. He reached into the bag he was carrying and handed Hirsch the unitard within it. “This is yours.”


  “It’s a little small,” Hirsch said, taking the article and looking at it doubtfully.


  “It will expand to fit,” Wilson said. “That will fit you, or Hart, or Dani. One size really does fit all. It also features a cowl, which when I activate it will cover your face entirely. Try not to freak out when that happens.”


  “Got it,” Hirsch said.


  “Good,” Wilson said. “You want to put it on now?”


  “I think I’ll wait,” Hirsch said, and handed it back.


  “Chicken,” Wilson said, taking and storing it back in the bag and pulling out another object.


  “That looks like a parachute,” Hirsch said.


  “Functionally, you are correct,” Wilson said. “Literally, not. This is your store of nanobots. When you hit the atmosphere, they release and form a heat shield around you to keep you from burning up. Once you make it into the troposphere, then they form into a parachute and you’ll glide down. We’ll be landing at a football field outside of Nairobi. I understand some of your friends will have a helicopter standing by to take me back to the beanstalk.”


  “Yes,” Hirsch said. “Sorry it won’t be a longer stay.”


  “It’ll still be good to hit the home soil,” Wilson said. He set down the ’bot pack and reached in for one more object. “Supplementary oxygen,” he said. “Because it’s a long way down.”


  “Thank you for thinking of that,” Hirsch said.


  “You’re welcome,” Wilson said.


  “It doesn’t seem like a lot of oxygen,” Lowen said, looking at it.


  “It’s not,” Wilson said. “When the combat suit is covering his face, it will sequester the carbon dioxide and recirculate the oxygen. He won’t need as much.”


  “It’s a handy suit,” Lowen said. “Shame it looks so silly.”


  “She’s right, you know,” Schmidt said.


  “Don’t you start, Hart,” Wilson said, and then both his BrainPal and Schmidt’s PDA went off in alarm. Wilson accessed his message, from Ambassador Abumwe.


  Sixteen unidentified ships have appeared around Earth Station, it said. Stop what you’re doing and head to gate seven. The shuttle leaves in ten minutes. Do not wait. Do not start a panic. Just go. Now.


  Wilson looked over to Schmidt, who had just finished his message. Schmidt looked back, alarmed. Wilson quickly put everything back into his canvas bag.


  Lowen caught their expressions. “What is it?” she said.


  “There might be trouble,” Wilson said, hefting the bag.


  “What kind of trouble?” Hirsch said.


  “Sixteen mysterious ships suddenly appearing outside the window kind of trouble,” Wilson said.


  Lowen’s and Hirsch’s PDAs sounded. They both reached for them. “Read them while walking,” Wilson suggested. “Come on.” The four of them made their way out of the cargo hold and headed to the main corridor of the station.


  “I’m being told to head to the beanstalk elevators,” Lowen said.


  “So am I,” Hirsch said. “We’re evacuating the station.”


  The four of them walked through a maintenance door into the main corridor, and into chaos. Word had spread, and quickly. A stream of Earth citizens, with looks ranging from concern to panic, were beginning to push their way toward the beanstalk elevator entry areas.


  “That doesn’t look good,” Wilson said, and started walking purposefully against the general rush. “Come on. We’re going to our shuttle at gate seven. Come with us. We’ll get you on our shuttle.”


  “I can’t,” Hirsch said, stopping. The others stopped with him. “My team has been ordered to assist the evacuation. I have to go to the beanstalk.”


  “I’ll go with you,” Lowen said.


  “No,” Hirsch said. “Harry’s right, it’s a mess, and it’s going to get messier. Go with him and Hart.” He went in to give his cousin a hug and a quick peck on the cheek. “See you soon, Dani.” He looked over to Wilson. “Get her out of here,” he said.


  “We will,” Wilson said. Hirsch nodded and headed down the corridor, toward the beanstalk elevators.


  “Gate seven is still a quarter of the way around the station,” Schmidt said. “We need to start running.”


  “Let’s run,” Wilson agreed. Schmidt took off, weaving through holes in the crowd. Wilson followed, keeping pace with, and making a path for, Lowen.


  “Will you have room for me?” Lowen asked.


  “We’ll make room,” Wilson said.
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  “They’re not doing anything,” Balla said to Coloma, staring at the sixteen ships. “Why aren’t they doing anything?”


  “They’re waiting,” Coloma said.


  “Waiting for what?” Balla asked.


  “I don’t know yet,” Coloma said.


  “You knew about this, didn’t you,” Balla said. “You’ve been having us count off ships as they came in. You were looking for this.”


  Coloma shook her head. “The CDF told me to be looking for a ship,” she said. “Their intelligence suggested a single ship might attack or disrupt the summit, like a single ship tried to disrupt our meeting with the Conclave. A single ship would be all that would be needed, so a single ship is what they prepared me for. This”—Coloma waved at the display, with sixteen ships hovering silently—“is not what I was expecting.”


  “You sent a skip drone,” Balla said. “That will bring the cavalry.”


  “I sent the data to the drone,” Coloma said. “The drone is at skip distance. It will take two hours for the data to get to the drone, and it will take them at least that long to decide to send any ships. Whatever is going to happen here is going to be done by then. We’re on our own.”


  “What are we going to do?” Balla said.


  “We’re going to wait,” Coloma said. “Get me a report from our shuttle.”


  “It’s filling up,” Balla said, after a minute. “We’re missing two or three people. We’re coming close to our deadline. What do you want to do?”


  “Keep the shuttle there as long as you can,” Coloma said.


  “Yes, ma’am,” Balla said.


  “Let Abumwe know we’re holding on for her stragglers, but that we’ll have to seal up if things get hot,” Coloma said.


  “Yes, Captain,” Balla said, and then pointed at a display that was focused on the station itself. From the bottom of the station there was movement. A car on the elevator was making its way down the beanstalk. “It looks like they’re evacuating people through the elevator.”


  Coloma watched the elevator car descend silently for a moment and then felt a thought enter her head with such blinding assurance that it felt like a physical blow. “Tell the shuttle pilot to seal up and go now,” she said.


  “Ma’am?” Balla said.


  “Now, Neva!” Coloma said. “Now! Now!”


  “Captain, missile launch!” said weapons desk officer Lao. “Six missiles, headed for the station.”


  “Not to the station,” Coloma said. “Not yet.”
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  “Stuff them in,” David Hirsch said, to Sergeant Belinda Thompson. “Pack them in like it’s a Tokyo subway.”


  The two of them had been assigned to keep order at the elevator cars, which were “cars” in only the strictest sense. Each of the cars was more like a large conference room in size, torus shaped around its cable. The car could comfortably fit a hundred or so; Hirsch planned on jamming in twice that number. He and Thompson shoved people in, none too gently, and yelled at them to go all the way to the back of the car.


  A thrumming vibration in Hirsch’s soles told him that one of the other elevator cars was finally under way, sliding down the cable toward Nairobi and to safety. Two hundred fewer people to worry about, he thought, and smiled. This was not the day he’d been planning to have.


  “What are you smiling about?” Thompson wanted to know, shoving another diplomat into the car.


  “Life is full of little surpris—,” Hirsch said, and then was sucked out into space as six missiles targeting the departed elevator car smashed into the car, destroying it, and into the beanstalk cable, wrenching it askew and sending a wave up the cable into the car-boarding area. The wave tore open the deck, sending Hirsch and several others tumbling into vacuum and tearing open the deck, crushing the car Hirsch and Thompson had been filling into the hull of the boarding area. The air sucked out of the gash, launching several unfortunates into the space below the station.


  The station’s automatic overrides took control, sealing off the elevator-boarding area, dooming everyone in it—three or four hundred of Earth’s diplomatic corps—to death by asphyxiation.


  Elsewhere in Earth Station, airtight bulkheads deployed, sealing off sections of the station, and the people in them, in the hope of stanching the loss of atmosphere to only a few areas and protecting the rest still inside from the hard vacuum of the outside cosmos.


  For how long was the question.


  VII.


  Wilson felt rather than saw the emergency bulkhead springing up in front of him and saw Hart Schmidt on the other side of it. Wilson grabbed Lowen and tried to push his way through the now thoroughly panicked crowd, but the mob pushed him and Lowen back and into their flow. Wilson had just enough time to see the shock on Schmidt’s face as the bottom and top bulkheads slammed shut, separating the two of them. Wilson yelled at Schmidt to get to the shuttle. Schmidt didn’t hear it over the din.


  Around Wilson, the screams of the people near him reached a crescendo as they realized the bulkheads had sealed them off. They were trapped in this section of Earth Station.


  Wilson looked at Lowen, who had gone ashen. She realized the same thing everyone else had.


  He looked around and realized that they were at shuttle gate five.


  No shuttle here, Wilson thought. Then he thought of something else.


  “Come on,” he said to Lowen, grabbing her hand again. He went perpendicular to the crowd, toward the shuttle gate. Lowen followed bonelessly. Wilson checked the doorway at the shuttle gate and found it unlocked. He pulled it open, pushed Lowen through it and closed it, he hoped, before any of the mob could see him.


  The shuttle area was cold and empty. Wilson set down the bag he was carrying and began to dig through it. “Dani,” he said, and then looked up after he got no response. “Dani!” he said, more forcefully. She glanced over to him, a lost look in her eyes. “I need you to take off your clothes,” he said.


  This snapped her out of her shock. “Excuse me?” she said.


  Wilson smiled; his inappropriate remark had gotten the response he’d hoped for. “I need you to take off your clothes because I need you to get into this,” he said, holding up the CDF combat unitard.


  “Why?” Lowen said, and a second later her eyes widened. “No,” she began.


  “Yes,” Wilson said, forcefully. “The station is under attack, Dani. We’re sealed off. Whoever’s doing this has the ability to peel the skin off this station like an orange. We missed our ride. If we’re getting off this thing, there’s only one way to do it. We’re jumping off.”


  “I don’t know how,” Lowen said.


  “You don’t have to know how, because I do,” Wilson said, and held up the unitard. “All you have to do is get into this. And hurry, because I don’t think we have a whole lot of time.”


  Lowen nodded, took the unitard and started unbuttoning her blouse. Wilson turned away.


  “Harry,” Lowen said.


  Wilson turned his head back slightly. “Yeah?”


  “For the record, this was not really how I planned to get undressed with you,” Lowen said.


  “Really,” Wilson said. “Because this was how I planned it all along.”


  Lowen laughed a shaky, exhausted laugh. Wilson turned away, to let Lowen retain her modesty and so she couldn’t see the expression on his face as he tried to ping Hart Schmidt.
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  Earth Station gave a shudder, sirens went off and that was enough for Jastine Goeth, the Clarke’s shuttle pilot. “Buttoning up now,” she said, and sealed the door to the shuttle.


  “I have two people left,” Abumwe said. “We wait for them.”


  “We’re leaving,” Goeth said.


  “I don’t think you heard me,” Abumwe said, using her coldest Don’t fuck with me voice.


  “I heard you,” Goeth said, as she worked her departure sequence. “You want to wait? I’ll unseal the door for you for five seconds so you can get out. But I am going, Ambassador. This place is blowing up around us. I don’t plan to be here when it breaks apart. Now leave or shut up. You can string me up later, but right now this is my ship. Sit down and let me work.”


  Abumwe stared at Goeth for several seconds in cold fury, which Goeth ignored. Then she turned, glared one of her staff out of a seat and sat.


  Goeth pushed the “Emergency Purge” option on her control panel, which overrode the station’s standard purge cycle. There was a bang as the shuttle bay’s outside portal irised open with the bay’s atmosphere still inside, sucking out through the dilating door. Goeth didn’t wait for it to open all the way. She jammed the shuttle through, damaging the door as she went. She did not believe at this point that it would matter.
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  Schmidt saw the bulkheads go up, saw Harry yell something at him he couldn’t hear and then took off running again toward gate seven, which he could see at the far end of the section. Schmidt knew at this point that his time had likely expired, but he still had to get there to see for himself.


  Which was how Schmidt saw the shuttle leave, through the wide window of the seating area just as he came up to the gate.


  “So close,” Schmidt whispered, and could barely register the words over the screams of those trapped in the section with him. They were all going to die in here together.


  He wished they wouldn’t be so loud about it.


  Schmidt looked at the seating area, shrugged to himself and collapsed onto one of the benches, staring up at the ceiling of the gate area. He’d missed his ride by a matter of seconds. It was sort of appropriate, he supposed. At the end of the day, he was always a half a step behind.


  Somewhere in the section, he could hear someone sobbing, loudly, terrified of the moment. Schmidt registered it but didn’t feel the emotion himself. If this was the end, it wasn’t the worst end he could imagine. He wasn’t scared about it. He just wished it weren’t so soon.


  Schmidt’s PDA went off; the tone told him it was Wilson. The lucky bastard, Schmidt thought. He had no doubt that even now Harry was figuring out some way out of this. Schmidt loved his friend Harry, admired him and even looked up to him in his way. But right now, at what looked like the end of his days, he found the last thing he actually wanted to do was talk to him.


  [image: ]


  “Two new missiles launched,” Lao said. “They’re heading for our shuttle.”


  “Of course they are,” Coloma said. Whoever was doing this wanted to make some sort of point about people leaving Earth Station.


  Fortunately, Coloma didn’t have to stand for it.


  She went to her personal display, marked the missiles heading toward the shuttle and marked the ship that had fired them. She pulled up a command panel on her display and pressed a button.


  The missiles vaporized and the ship that launched them blossomed into flame.


  “What was that?” Balla said.


  “Neva, tell the shuttle pilot to go to Earth,” Coloma said. “These ships are firing Melierax missiles. They’re not rated for atmosphere. They’ll burn up. Get that shuttle as deep into the atmosphere as it can go, as fast as it can go.”


  Balla passed on the order and then looked back at her captain.


  “I told you the CDF was expecting one ship. So they gave me one of their new toys: a drone that fires a beam of antimatter particles. It’s been floating alongside the Clarke since yesterday. I think they wanted it to have a field test.”


  “I think it works,” Balla said.


  “The problem is that it has about six shots to it,” Coloma said. “I put a beam to each of the missiles and three beams into that ship. I’ve got another shot left, if I’m lucky. If there was just one ship out there, that wouldn’t be an issue. But there are fifteen others. And I’ve just made the Clarke a target.”


  “What do you want to do?” Balla asked.


  “I want you to get the crew to the escape pods,” Coloma said. “They’re not firing at us now because they’re still trying to figure out what just happened. That’s not going to last long. Get everyone off the ship before it happens.”


  “And what are you going to do?” Balla asked.


  “I’m going to go down with the ship,” Coloma said. “And if I’m lucky, I’m going to take some of them with me.”


  VIII.


  The first volley of missiles aimed at Earth Station, six in all, destroyed the elevator car and irreparably damaged the beanstalk cable itself. The second volley of missiles, five times the number of the first, violently sheared Earth Station from the cable, severing the two just below their join.


  The station and beanstalk were previously under the thrall of impressively high-order physics that kept them where they were supposed to be, at an altitude they should not have possibly been at, constructed in a manner that should not have sufficed. This physical legerdemain was powered literally by the earth itself, from a deep well of geothermal energy punched into the skin of the planet, which took extra effort to reach from Nairobi, situated more than a mile above sea level.


  Without this nearly inexhaustible draw of power, the station reverted to life under conventional physics. This spelled doom for it, and for the beanstalk it fed on, a doom that was designed as minutely and purposefully as the station itself.


  Its doom was designed to do two things. One, to protect the planet below (and, depending, space above) from falling chunks of a space station 1.8 kilometers in diameter, as well as several hundred kilometers of beanstalk. Two, to keep the secrets of the technology from falling into the hands of Earthlings. The two goals dovetailed into a single solution.


  The beanstalk did not fall. It was designed not to fall. The energy formerly devoted to keeping it whole and structurally sound was rapidly and irrevocably committed to another task entirely: tearing it apart. Hundreds of kilometers above the surface of the planet, the strands of the beanstalk began to unwind at the molecular level, becoming minute particles of metallic dust. The waste heat generated expanded gases released by the process, puffing the dust into the upper reaches of the atmosphere. Air patterns and turbulence in the lower reaches of the atmosphere did the same task farther down. The people of Nairobi looked up to see the beanstalk smearing itself into the sky, pushed by prevailing winds like charcoals rubbed by a frenetic artist.


  It would take six hours for the beanstalk to evaporate. Its particulate matter treated East Africa to gorgeous sunsets for a week and the world to a year of temperatures one one-hundreth of degree Celsius cooler than they would have been otherwise.


  Earth Station, damaged and cut away from its power source, began the process of killing itself in an organized fashion before its rotational energy could do it chaotically. Resigned as it was to its own death, the station powered up its emergency energy sources, which would keep the now sealed-off segments of the station warm and breathable for approximately two hours, more than enough time to get the remaining people on the station to the escape pods, which now showed themselves by way of pathed lighting and an automated voice system, directing the trapped and desperate to them. On the outside of the station, panels blew off, exposing the hulls of the escape pods to space, making it easy for them to launch once they were filled.


  Once all the escape pods were away, the station would dismantle itself, not by the beanstalk method, which required massive, directed energies the station no longer possessed or could harness, but by a simpler, less elegant solution: detonating itself through the use of shaped, high-energy explosives. Nothing larger than thirty cubic centimeters would remain, and what did remain would either burn up in the atmosphere or be tossed into space.


  It was a good plan that did not take into account how an actively attacking force might affect an orderly self-destruction.
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  Because Hart Schmidt was one of the few people in his section of the station not screaming or crying, he was one of the first to hear the automated voice informing the people trapped there that escape pods were now available on the shuttle deck of every gate. He blinked, listened again to confirm he’d heard what he thought he had heard and then gave himself a moment to think, Who the fuck tells people there are escape pods after they’re already trapped and think they’re going to die? Then he picked himself up and headed to the door of gate seven.


  Which was stuck, or appeared to be, at any rate; Schmidt’s attempts to pull it open were like those of a child attempting to yank open a door held shut by a professional athlete. Schmidt cursed and kicked the door. After he was done dealing with the pain of kicking a door, a thought registered with him: The door was so cold, Schmidt could feel the heat sucking out of his shoe even with just a kick. He put his hand on the door proper, close to the jamb; it was like ice. It also seemed to suck at his fingertips.


  Schmidt put his head close to the door, and over the din of people yelling and screaming, he heard another sound entirely: a high, urgent whisper of a whistle.


  “Are you going to open that door?” someone asked Schmidt.


  He turned, stepping away from the door, and rubbed his ear. He looked over.


  It was Kruger and his three buddies.


  “It’s you,” Kruger said. His neck was purple.


  “Hi,” Schmidt said.


  “Open that door,” Kruger said. By now a small group of people, who had heard the automated message, anxiously stood behind Kruger.


  “That’s a really bad idea,” Schmidt said.


  “Are you fucking kidding me?” Kruger said. “The station is blowing up around us, there are escape pods on the other side of that door and you’re telling me it’s a bad idea to open it?” He grabbed Schmidt before he could respond and tossed him out of the way, hurling him into a bench in the process. Then he grabbed the doorjamb and pulled. “Bastard’s stuck,” he said, after a second, and prepared to give it a mighty yank.


  “There’s a vacuum—,” Schmidt began.


  Krueger indeed yanked mightily, throwing the door open just enough that he might conceivably slide through, and was sucked through so quickly that when the door slammed shut on his hand, it left the tops of three of his fingers behind.


  For the first time since the crisis began, there was dead silence at gate seven.


  “What the fuck just happened?” bellowed Mothudi, breaking the silence.


  “There’s a vacuum on the other side of that door,” Schmidt said, and then saw the blank expression on Mothudi’s face. “There’s no air. If you try to go in there, you won’t be able to breathe. You’ll die before you get down the ramp to the escape pods.”


  “Kruger’s dead?” asked another of the soldiers, the one called Goosen.


  Unless he carries his own oxygen supply, you bet, Schmidt thought, but did not say. What he said was, “Yes, Kruger is dead.”


  “The hell with this,” said the third soldier, the one named Pandit. “I’m going to gate six.” He bolted toward the gate at the end of the section, where people had queued to make their way to the escape pods. Mothudi and Goosen joined him a second later, followed by a yelling mass of humanity from gate seven who finally got it through their heads that there might not be enough spaces on the escape pods for all of them. A riot had begun.


  Schmidt knew that for survival purposes he should be in the fray at gate six, but he couldn’t bring himself to do it. He decided he’d rather die as a fundamentally decent human being than live as the sort of asshole who’d tear out someone’s liver to get into an escape pod.


  The thought brought him inner peace, for about five seconds. Then the fact that he was going to die bubbled up again and scared him shitless. He leaned his head back against the bench Krueger had thrown him into and closed his eyes. Then he opened them again and looked forward. Into the back of the gate attendant’s lectern. Which among other things had a large first-aid box slotted into it.


  Schmidt looked over at Kruger’s fingertips for a second, snerked and reached over to the box. He pulled it out and opened it up.


  Inside, among many other things, were a foil blanket and a very small oxygen kit.


  Hey, look, your very own oxygen supply, Schmidt’s brain said to him.


  “Yeah, well, don’t get too excited,” he said, out loud, to his brain. “You still can’t get that door open without losing your hand.”


  Gate six exploded.


  In the immediate aftermath, Schmidt wasn’t sure if he’d been deafened by the pressure blast blowing out his eardrums or all the air in the section that contained gate six and gate seven being sucked out into space, along with Goosen, Pandit and Mothudi and everyone else who had been raging at gate six. Then he felt the air in his lungs seeping out through his lips and nose and decided it just didn’t matter. He grabbed at the first-aid box, wrapped the blanket over the top half of his body as tightly as he could with one hand and with the other covered his face and mouth with the mask of the oxygen kit.


  The mask immediately fogged. Schmidt gave himself a quick hit of oxygen and tried not to panic.


  In another minute, the section was completely silent and Schmidt felt himself start to freeze. He got up from the bench he’d crouched under and went to the gate seven door. It opened with only the slightest resistance.


  On the other side of the door was Kruger: cyanotic, fingerless, frozen and looking, in death, extraordinarily pissed. Schmidt sidestepped Kruger’s corpsicle and ran as quickly as he could down the ramp, blue fingers clutching the space blanket and the oxygen.


  The shuttle deck of gate seven had sprouted what looked like several doors leading to subterranean alcoves: the escape pods. Schmidt picked the closest one and with shivering hands cycled the portal shut. Sealed, the escape pod sensed the vacuum and freezing cold and blasted both oxygen and warmth into the pod. Schmidt cried and shook.


  “Pod launch in fifteen seconds,” a computerized voice said. “Secure yourself, please.”


  Schmidt, still shivering violently, reached up and pulled down the padded seat restraint as the escape pod counted off the seconds. He passed out before the voice got to three and missed his launch entirely.
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  Lowen cried with relief when the automated announcement about the escape pods fired up and then started going for one of them when their egress doors on the deck floor opened. Wilson reached out and held her back.


  “What are you doing?” she yelled at him, clawing at his hand.


  “We have a way off this station,” Wilson said to her. “Other people don’t.”


  Lowen pointed to the escape pods opening up around her. “I’d rather go this way,” she said. “I’d rather have something around me when I launch myself into space.”


  “Dani,” Wilson said, “it’s going to be okay. Trust me.”


  Lowen stopped going for the escape pods but didn’t look the least bit happy about it.


  “When they start launching these things, they’re probably going to cycle out the air,” Wilson said. “Let’s go ahead and cover up.” He attached his oxygen apparatus and then covered his head with his cowl.


  “How do you see?” Lowen asked, looking at the blankness of the cowl.


  “The suit nanobots are photosensitive and send a feed to my BrainPal, which allows me to see,” Wilson said. He reached over to help her with her oxygen and to seal her cowl.


  “Great,” Lowen said. “How am I going to see?”


  Wilson stopped. “Uh,” he said.


  “ ‘Uh’ ?” Lowen said. “Are you kidding me, Harry?”


  “Here,” Wilson said, and sent instructions from his BrainPal to Lowen’s suit. It sealed up everywhere but the eyes. “That should be fine until we go,” he said.


  “When is that?” Lowen asked.


  “I was going to do an emergency purge of the deck,” Wilson said. “But now I’ll wait for the pods to go before we do.”


  “And then I’ll be blind,” Lowen said.


  “Sorry,” Wilson said.


  “Just talk to me on the way down, all right?” Lowen said.


  “Uh,” Wilson said.


  “ ‘Uh,’ again?” Lowen said.


  “No, wait,” Wilson said. “You have your PDA, right?”


  “I put it in my underwear, since you insisted I take off my clothes,” Lowen said.


  “Put the audio up as loud as you can. Then I should be able to talk to you,” Wilson said.


  From above the shuttle deck, the two of them heard panicked yelling and screaming, and the thundering of people running down the ramp to the shuttle deck.


  “Oh, my God, Harry,” Lowen said, pointing at the rush. “Look at that.”


  Harry turned in time to see a flash, a hole in the hull where the bottom of the ramp used to be, and people both thrown into the air and sucked out of the hole. Lowen screamed and turned, losing her footing and falling hard against the deck, momentarily stunning her. The suction of the hole sent her tumbling silently into space.


  Harry frantically sent a command to her suit to cover her eyes and then leaped into space after her.


  IX.


  Captain Coloma had been keeping tabs on Schmidt and Wilson, the Clarke’s lost sheep, via their PDA and BrainPal, respectively. Wilson had been moving about shuttle gate five but seemed fine; Schmidt was at gate seven, having just missed the shuttle, and was largely motionless until the announcement about the escape pods. Then the ships attacking Earth Station started putting missiles into the shuttle gates, intentionally targeting the decks where the people were funneling into escape pods.


  “You sons of bitches,” Coloma said.


  She was alone on the Clarke. The escape pods off the ship seemed not to attract attention. At the very least, no missiles were sent in their direction. Not every crew member was happy to go; she’d had to threaten Neva Balla with a charge of insubordination to get her into a pod. Coloma smiled grimly at this memory. Balla was going to make an excellent captain.


  The ships targeted and hit the sections Wilson and Schmidt were in. Coloma zoomed in and saw the wreckage and the bodies vomiting out of the holes in the Earth Station hull. Remarkably, Coloma’s tracking data told her both Wilson and Schmidt were alive and moving. “Come on, guys,” Coloma said.


  Wilson’s data indicated he had been sucked out of gate five. Coloma grimaced at this but then watched his BrainPal data further. He was alive and just fine, aside from hyperventilating slightly. Coloma wondered how he was managing this trick until she remembered that he was scheduled to do a jump with a U.S. soldier later today. It looked as though he were doing it earlier than he expected. Coloma watched his data for a few seconds more to assure herself that he was good, then turned her attention to Schmidt.


  Her data on Schmidt was less exact because his PDA did not track his vital statistics, unlike a BrainPal. All Coloma could tell was that Schmidt was on the move. He had gotten himself down the ramp of gate seven, which the Clarke’s shuttle pilot had damaged, meaning it was filled with vacuum. Despite that, Schmidt had planted himself in an escape pod. Coloma was curious how he’d managed that and regretted that at this point it would be unlikely that she would ever find out.


  The escape pod launched, plunging down toward the atmosphere.


  The Erie Morningstar launched a missile directly toward it.


  Coloma smiled. She went to her display, tracked the missile and vaporized it with the final blast of her antiparticle beam. “No one shoots down my people, you asshole,” she said.


  And finally, Coloma and the Clarke had the attention of the interloping ships. The Erie Morningstar launched two missiles in her direction. Coloma waited until they were almost on top of her before deploying countermeasures. The missiles detonated beautifully, away from the Clarke, which was now swinging itself around as Coloma plugged in a course for the Erie Morningstar.


  The Erie Morningstar responded with two more missiles; Coloma once more waited until the last minute before countermeasures. This time she was not as lucky. The starboard missile tore into the skin of the Clarke, rupturing forward compartments. If anyone had been there, they would be dead. Coloma grinned fiercely.


  In the distance, three ships fired on the Clarke, two missiles each. Coloma looked at her display to gauge how long it would be until impact. She grimaced at the numbers and pushed the Clarke’s engines to full.


  The Erie Morningstar was now clearly aware of what the Clarke was up to and was attempting evasive maneuvers. Coloma compensated and recalculated and was pleased with her results. There was no way the Erie Morningstar wasn’t going to get kissed by the Clarke.


  The first of the new set of missiles plowed into the Clarke, followed by the second and then the third and fourth in rapid succession. The Clarke went dark. It didn’t matter; the Clarke had inertia on its side.


  The Clarke crumpled into the Erie Morningstar as the fifth and sixth missiles struck, shattering both ships.


  Coloma smiled. Her Colonial Defense Forces orders were, should she engage a hostile ship that attacked either her or Earth Station, to disable the ship if she could and destroy it only if necessary. They wanted whoever was in the ship, in order to find out who was behind everything the Colonial Union was coming up against.


  That ship is definitely disabled, Coloma thought. Is it destroyed? If it is, it had it coming. It went after my people.


  Sitting there in the dark, Coloma reached over and patted the Clarke fondly.


  “You’re a good ship,” she said. “I’m glad you were mine.”


  A seventh missile tore into the bridge.
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  Wilson couldn’t see Lowen but could track her. His BrainPal vision showed her as a tumbling sprite twenty clicks to the east. Well, fair enough. He was tumbling, too, because of his hasty exit from Earth Station; his BrainPal gave him an artificially stabilized view of things. Wilson was less concerned about her tumbling and more concerned about her utter silence. Even screaming would be better because it would mean she was conscious and alive. But there was nothing from her.


  Wilson pushed it from his mind as best he could. There was nothing he could do about it right now. Once they were in the atmosphere, he could maneuver himself over to her and see how she was doing. For now, all he needed to do was get her through the burning part of reentry.


  Instead of thinking about Lowen, Wilson had his BrainPal turn its visual attention to Earth Station, which floated darkly above him, save for the occasional flare as the missiles struck another area of the station. Wilson did a status check of the Colonial Union diplomatic ships at Earth Station. The Aberforth, the Zhou and the Schulz were all pulling away from Earth Station at speed, with or without their diplomatic contingents. Their captains were probably aware by now that one way or another, Earth Station was going up like a roman candle.


  The Clarke was missing or not responding. That was not good at all. It it wasn’t there, then it wouldn’t matter whether the shuttle got everyone out or not; they would have met their fate on the ship. Wilson tried not to think about that.


  He especially tried not to think about Hart.


  There was a dazzling light from Earth Station. Wilson focused his attention on it once more.


  It was detonating. Not haphazardly, as in the attack; no, this was a planned and focused thing, a series of brilliant flashes designed to reduce an entire spaceship into chunks no larger than one’s own hand. Whatever the attacking ships started, the Colonial Union’s detonation protocols were finishing now.


  A thought flashed into Wilson’s head: Some of that debris is headed this direction and it’s going much faster than you are.


  A second thought flashed into Wilson’s head: Well, fuck.


  Wilson’s BrainPal alerted him that Lowen was beginning to drag on the Earth’s atmosphere. A second later, it told him he was beginning to do the same thing. Wilson ordered the release of the nanobots and immediately found himself encased in a matte black sphere. On the other side of that, he knew, would be several thousand degrees of reentry friction that the nanobots were shielding him from, taking some of the heat from the reentry to strengthen the shield as he fell.


  This would not be a good time for Dani to wake up, Wilson thought, thinking about the flat darkness surrounding him. Then he remembered that she would be in darkness anyway because she had no BrainPal.


  I’m definitely not a fun first date, Wilson thought.


  He fell and fell some more and tried not to think of Lowen, or Hart, or the Clarke, or the fact that screaming chunks of Earth Station were almost certainly whizzing past him at ultrasonic speeds and could turn him into kibble if they smacked into him.


  This did not leave a whole lot to think about.


  There was a sudden fluttering sound and the nanobots tore away. Wilson blinked in the noontime sun. He was amazed to remember that it was still barely after noon, Nairobi time; everything that had happened happened in just about an hour.


  Wilson did not think he could take many more hours like this.


  Lowen pinged on his consciousness. She was now less than five klicks away and a klick up, still tumbling but less so in the atmosphere. Wilson carefully negotiated his way over to her, stabilized her and, as much as he could, checked her vitals. At the very least, she was still breathing. It was something.


  Still, not having her conscious was not going to be a good thing when it came to landing.


  Wilson thought about it for a moment, but only for a moment, because the ground was going to become a problem in the very near future. Then he checked how many nanobots he had left, estimated how much weight they were going to hold and then wrapped himself around Lowen, face-to-face. They were going to go in tandem.


  That covered, Wilson finally looked around to see where he was. In the close distance the beanstalk still stood, feathering in the wind. Wilson had no idea what that was about, but it meant that he remained somewhere near Nairobi. He looked down, compared the terrain with what he had stored in his BrainPal and realized he could make it to the football field he and Hirsch were originally planning to land at.


  Lowen woke up at around three thousand meters and began screaming and thrashing. Wilson spoke directly into her ear. “I’m here,” he said. “Don’t panic.”


  “Where are we?” Lowen asked.


  “Ten thousand feet above Kenya,” Wilson said.


  “Oh, God,” Lowen said.


  “I have you,” Wilson said. “We’re in tandem.”


  “How did you manage that?” Lowen asked, calming down.


  “It seemed a better idea than you falling alone while unconscious,” Wilson said.


  “Point,” Lowen said, after a second.


  “I’m about five seconds from deploying the chute,” Wilson said. “Are you ready?”


  Lowen tightened up around Wilson. “Let’s never do this again,” she said.


  “Promise,” he said. “Here we go.” He deployed ’bots from both of their packs so that both of them were tethered into the chute. There was a sharp jerk, and then the two of them were floating.


  “We’re close enough to the ground and going slow enough that you could use your eyes if you wanted,” Wilson said, after a few moments. Lowen nodded. Wilson had her cowl open up.


  Lowen looked down and then jerked her head back up, eyes closed. “Okay, that was a spectacularly bad idea,” she said.


  “We’ll be down in just a minute,” Wilson promised.


  “And this parachute for two won’t mess us up?” Lowen asked.


  “No,” Wilson said. “It’s smarter than a real parachute.”


  “Don’t say this is not a real parachute, please,” Lowen said.


  “It’s smarter than other parachutes,” Wilson corrected. “It’s been compensating for wind and other factors since we opened it up.”


  “Great,” Lowen said. “Just tell me when we’re down.”


  They were down a minute and a half later, the nanobots dissipating into the wind as their feet touched down. Lowen disengaged from Wilson, grabbed her head, turned to the side and threw up.


  “Sorry,” Wilson said.


  “It’s not you, I swear,” Lowen said, spitting to clear her mouth. “It’s everything.”


  “I understand,” Wilson said. “I’m sorry about that, too.”


  He looked up in the sky and watched bits of Earth Station fall like glitter.


  X.


  “I told you it was a bad idea,” Rigney said, to Egan.


  “Your continued lack of enthusiasm is noted,” Egan replied. “Not that it does us any good at this point.”


  The two of them sat on a bench at Avery Park, a small neighborhood park in an outer borough of Phoenix City, feeding ducks.


  “This is nice,” Rigney said, tossing bread to the ducks.


  “Yes,” Egan said.


  “Peaceful,” Rigney said.


  “It is,” Egan said, tossing her own bread at the quacking birds.


  “If I had to do this more than once a year, I might stab something,” Rigney said.


  “There is that,” Egan said. “But you said you wanted to catch up. I assumed you meant actually catch up, not just talk sports scores. And right now is not the time to be catching up on anything in Phoenix Station itself.”


  “I knew that much already,” Rigney said.


  “So what do you want to know?” Egan asked.


  “I want to know how bad it is,” Rigney said. “From your end, I mean. I know how bad it is on my end.”


  “How bad is it on your end?” Egan asked.


  “Full-bore panic,” Rigney said. “I could go into details, but you might run screaming. You?”


  Egan was quiet for a moment while she tossed more bread at the birds. “Do you remember when you came to my presentation for those midlevel bureaucrats and you heard me tell them that the Colonial Union is thirty years out from total collapse?” she said.


  “Yes, I do,” Rigney said.


  “Well, we were wrong about that,” Egan said. “It’s closer to twenty.”


  “That can’t all be because of what happened at Earth Station,” Rigney said.


  “Why couldn’t it?” Egan said. “They think we did it, Abel. They think we lured several hundred of their best diplomatic and political minds into a shooting gallery and then had a fake group of terrorists blow the place apart. They didn’t shoot to destroy the space station outright. They went after the elevator car and they waited until people went for the escape pods to put holes in the shuttle bays. They went for the Earthlings.”


  “They also shot at the Clarke and its shuttle,” Rigney pointed out.


  “The shuttle got away,” Egan pointed out. “As did the single escape pod to make it off Earth Station. As for the Clarke, how hard is it to make the argument that it was a decoy to throw the scent off their trail, especially since everyone but their captain survived? And especially since fourteen of the ships that attacked Earth Station seem to have disappeared back into the same black hole from which they came. Seems a fine conspiracy.”


  “That’s a little much,” Rigney said.


  “It would be if we were dealing with rational events,” Egan said. “But look at it from the Earth’s point of view. Now they have no serious egress into space, their political castes are decimated and paranoid, and they’re reminded that at this moment, their fate is not their own. The easiest, best scapegoat they have is us. They will never forget this. They will never forgive it. And no matter what evidence comes to light about it, exonerating us, they will simply never believe it.”


  “So Earth is off the table,” Rigney said.


  “It’s so far off the table the table is underneath the curve of the planet,” Egan said. “We’ve lost the Earth. For real this time. Now the only thing we can hope for is that it stays neutral and unaffiliated. That might mean that seventy years down the road we might have a shot at them again. If they join the Conclave, it’s all over.”


  “And what does State think the chances of that are?” Rigney said. “Of them joining the Conclave?”


  “At this moment? Better than them coming back to us,” Egan said.


  “The consensus at CDF is that the Conclave is behind all of this, you know,” Rigney said. “Everything since Danavar. They have the means to plant spies in the CDF and in the Department of State. They have the resources to pluck our ships out of the sky, turn them back into warships and drop them next to Earth Station. All sixteen of the ships that disappeared showed up there. And there’s something else we haven’t told State yet.”


  “What is that?” Egan said.


  “The ship Captain Coloma smashed the Clarke into. The Erie Morningstar. It had no crew. It was run by a brain in a box.”


  “Like the one in the Urse Damay,” Egan said. “Of course, the Conclave maintains the Urse Damay was taken from them as well. Along with several other ships.”


  “Our intelligence hasn’t confirmed those stories,” Rigney said. “They could be running that across the trail to keep us confused.”


  “Then there’s the matter of someone out there actively sabotaging our relationships with Earth,” Egan said. “And the fact there’s a growing segment of the colony population who wants to replace the Colonial Union with an entirely new union with the Earth at the center. That certainly seemed to spring up overnight.”


  “Another thing the Conclave has resources for,” Rigney pointed out.


  “Perhaps,” Egan said. “Or perhaps there’s a third party who is playing us, Earth and the Conclave for fools for purposes we haven’t figured out yet.”


  Rigney shook his head. “The simplest explanation is usually the correct one,” he said.


  “I agree,” Egan said. “Where I disagree is whether making the Conclave the bad guy is the simplest explanation. I think it’s clear that someone wants the Colonial Union dead and destroyed, and Earth is the lever to do that. I also think it’s possible the same someone has been poking at the Conclave, trying to find the lever that destroys them, too. We almost found one, once.”


  “I don’t think the CDF is comfortable with that level of shadowy conspiracy, Liz,” Rigney said. “They prefer something they can hit with a stick.”


  “Find it first, Abel,” Egan said. “Then you can hit it all you like.”


  The two sat there, silent, chucking bread at ducks.


  “At least you’ve gotten one thing right,” Egan said.


  “What’s that,” Rigney said.


  “Your fire team,” Egan said. “Ambassador Abumwe and her people. We keep setting her up with impossible missions and she always gets something out of them. Sometimes not the things we want. But always something.”


  “She blew the Bula negotiations,” Rigney said.


  “We blew the Bula negotiations,” Egan reminded him. “We told her to lie, and she did exactly what we told her to do, and we were caught red-handed when she did it.”


  “Fair enough,” Rigney said. “What are you going to do with Abumwe now?”


  “You mean, now that she and her team are the only group to survive the Earth Station attack intact, and her captain has become a posthumous hero both for saving her entire diplomatic team and for taking down two of the attacking ships, and the sole bright spot for the Colonial Union in this whole sorry mess was Lieutenant Wilson saving the daughter of the United States secretary of state by leaping off an exploding space station with her in tow?” Egan said.


  “Yes, that,” Rigney said.


  “We start with a promotion, I think,” Egan said. “She and her people are no longer the B-team, and we don’t have any more time to waste. Things are never going back to what they were, Abel. We need to build the future as fast as we can. Before it collapses in on us. Abumwe’s going to help get us there. Her and her team. All of them. All of them that are left, anyway.”


  [image: ]


  Wilson and Lowen stood on the grounds of what remained of the Nairobi beanstalk and Earth Station, waiting for his ride, the shuttle that was slowly coming in for a landing.


  “So, what’s it like?” Lowen wanted to know.


  “What’s what like?” Wilson asked.


  “Leaving Earth a second time,” Lowen said.


  “It’s the same in a lot of ways,” Wilson said. “I’m excited to go, to see what’s out there in the universe. But I also know it’s not likely that I’m ever coming back. And once again, I’m leaving behind people I care about.”


  Lowen smiled at that and gave Wilson a peck on the cheek. “You don’t have to leave,” she said. “You can always defect.”


  “Tempting,” he said. “But as much as I love the Earth, I have to admit something.”


  “And what’s that,” Lowen said.


  “I’m just not from around here anymore,” Wilson said


  The shuttle landed.


  “Well,” Lowen said, “if you ever change your mind, you know where we are.”


  “I do,” Wilson said. “You know where I am, too. Come up and see me.”


  “That’s going to be a little more difficult now, all things considered,” Lowen said.


  “I know,” Wilson said. “The offer still stands.”


  “One day I’ll take you up on that,” Lowen said.


  “Good,” Wilson said. “Life’s always interesting with you around.”


  The shuttle door opened. Wilson picked up his bag to go.


  “Hey, Harry,” Lowen said.


  “Yes?” Wilson said.


  “Thanks for saving my life,” she said.


  Wilson smiled and waved good-bye.


  Hart Schmidt and Ambassador Ode Abumwe were waiting inside.


  Wilson smiled and shook the ambassador’s hand warmly. “You have no idea how glad I am to see you again, ma’am,” he said to her.


  Abumwe smiled equally warmly. “Likewise, Lieutenant.”


  Wilson turned to Schmidt. “As for you,” he said. “Don’t you do that again. That whole almost dying thing.”


  “I promise nothing,” Schmidt said.


  Wilson hugged his friend, then sat down and buckled in.


  “Did you have a good time back on Earth?” Schmidt asked.


  “I did,” Wilson said. “Now let’s go home.”


  Abumwe nodded to the shuttle pilot. They put the Earth below them and headed into the sky above.
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  How I Keep Myself Amused on Long Flights: A Twitter Tale


  Flight update: Gremlin on the wing. Not unusual. Gremlin on the wing holding a placard. Slightly more unusual. 2:07 PM - 19 Apr 2013


  Reading the placard now. One side says: “ON STRIKE GREMLINS LOCAL 323” Other side: “NO DESTROYED PLANES UNTIL PAY RAISE.” 2:09 PM - 19 Apr 2013


  I did not know being a gremlin was a union gig. Is there an apprenticeship? Are there good job bennies? Affiliated with Teamsters? 2:10 PM - 19 Apr 2013


  The gremlin is now sitting on the wing, legs dangling, placard askew, eating lunch and ignoring airline rep yelling at him. 2:13 PM - 19 Apr 2013


  This suggests that the airlines hire the gremlins. Well, I suppose that makes some sort of twisted sense. Wait, it doesn’t. Confused now. 2:14 PM - 19 Apr 2013


  Airline rep is now trying to bring in a scab worker. Looks like a boggart or maybe a troll of some kind. Wait—troll. Definitely troll. 2:16 PM - 19 Apr 2013


  I’m not gonna lie. This boggart/troll/whatever is doing a really terrible job of trying to destroy the wing. It really IS a skill. 2:18 PM - 19 Apr 2013


  Airline rep now yelling at troll. Troll has picked him up and tossed him into the jet engine. FINALLY some actual damage to the wing! 2:19 PM - 19 Apr 2013


  Now the troll and gremlin are talking. Gremlin hands the troll a flyer about the strike. Troll eats it. Gremlin explains it is not food. 2:22 PM - 19 Apr 2013


  Gremlin and troll have pulled out guitars and are now singing Woodie Guthrie songs. Want to know where exactly the guitars were pulled from. 2:24 PM - 19 Apr 2013


  Gremlin and troll gone, placard left behind. Concerned that getting on the plane meant I crossed a picket line. Must consult gremlin local. 2:30 PM - 19 Apr 2013


  I feel like we’ve all learned something today about gremlins, trolls and organized labor. Let me explain it in a song. (pulls out guitar) 2:37 PM - 19 Apr 2013


  (pauses to consider that he doesn’t know where he pulled the guitar from, frowns, rings for the attendant to ask around for a doctor) 2:38 PM - 19 Apr 2013


  Captain has just come on the intercom, saying that the cabin has been underpressurized for the last half hour. This . . . explains much. 2:39 PM - 19 Apr 2013


  I can’t handle any of this any more. If any of you need me, I’ll be out on the wing. (opens emergency exit, leaves) 2:41 PM - 19 Apr 2013


  Hafte Sorvalh Eats a Churro and Speaks to the Youth of Today


  Hafte Sorvalh, alien, walked the Mall in Washington, D.C. toward Antonio Morales, proprietor of Tony’s Churros, a small stand parked not too far from the Lincoln Monument. She had completed her morning meetings, had a couple of hours before her afternoon engagements, and had a craving, as she usually did when she was in D.C. for hot Mexican pastries.


  Tony had her standard order of a half dozen cinnamon churros ready by the time she approached the stand. He handed them to her in a bag, smiling. “You knew I was coming,” Sorvalh said to Tony, as she took the bag.


  “You are ten feet tall, Señora,” Tony said, using the Spanish honorific because he knew it charmed Sorvalh when he did; Morales had lived in the D.C. area his entire life and struggled through Spanish in high school. “It’s hard not to know you are coming.”


  “I suppose that’s true,” Sorvalh said, paying for her pastries. “And how are you, Tony?”


  “Business is good,” Tony said. “But then business is always good. People like churros. Are you happy? Have a churro. Depressed? Have a churro. About to go to prison for embezzlement? Have a churro before you go. Just got out of prison? Churro time.”


  “Truly, the miracle food,” Sorvalh said.


  “You come to get them every time you’re in town,” Tony said. “Tell me that I’m wrong.”


  “You’re not wrong,” Sorvalh said. “Although a sentient being cannot live on churros alone.”


  “Don’t be too sure,” Tony said. “In Uruguay, they make churros filled with cheese. That’s lunch right there. I may experiment with that. You can be my test subject the next time you come round.”


  “I think I’ll pass,” Sorvalh said. “I like what I like. I am a creature of habit.”


  “Your loss,” Tony said. “And how have you been, Señora? How is the diplomatic whirl?”


  Sorvalh did her version of a grimace at this. Things had not been going well at all; since the destruction of Earth Station, things had been a real mess. Although the Conclave, which she represented, had nothing to do with its destruction, the loss of the station had put the entire planet into paranoid, angry mode at anyone who was not in fact a human from Earth. Consequently, her meetings with human diplomats and officials in Beijing, Moscow, Paris and the Hague were less like discussions and more like therapy sessions, in which her human counterparts vented as she sat there, cramped in their tiny offices (when one is nearly ten feet tall, all human offices are tiny), practicing what she hoped the humans involved would interpret as a sympathetic expression.


  “It could be better,” Sorvalh admitted.


  “That bad,” Tony said. He was getting used to reading Sorvalh’s physiology, and correctly guessed that there were many things Sorvalh was choosing not to say at the moment.


  “It’s a complicated world we live in, Tony,” Sorvalh said.


  “It’s a complicated world you live in,” Tony said. “I make churros.”


  “And that’s not complicated?” Sorvalh asked. “In its own way?”


  Tony shrugged. “You know, this is actually my second job,” he said. “I went to school in business, got an MBA and spent ten years being one of those finance pricks who make everyone else miserable. I had a lot of fun at first and then near the end there I felt every day like I either needed to get drunk or start a fight with someone. So I uncomplicated my life. And here I am, with a churro stand. And now I’m happy most of the time. Because no one’s unhappy to see the churro man.”


  “You’ll never get rich being the churro man,” Sorvalh said.


  Tony smiled and opened his arms wide. “I was a finance prick! I’m already rich! And anyway, as I said, business is good. In fact, here come some new customers.” Tony pointed down the Mall, where a gaggle of eight-year-olds, herded by a pair of harried-looking adults, were heading chaotically churro-ward.


  Sorvalh followed Tony’s pointed finger to look at the children. “Hopefully not all theirs,” she said.


  “I would guess not,” Tony said. “More like a school outing to see the monuments.”


  “Should I step back?” Sorvalh asked. Not every human was comfortable around ten-foot aliens. She didn’t want to get in the way of Tony’s business.


  “You might,” Tony said. “If they were all adults I’d tell them to get a grip, but these are kids and you never know how they’re going to react.”


  Sorvalh nodded and walked a bit away, toward a bench near the stand. Her body shape and height wouldn’t have made it comfortable for her to sit on, but for some reason it was less awkward for her to unfold and sit on the ground near a bench—a designated sitting area—than it was anywhere else. Sorvalh was sure if she thought about it enough, she could figure out where she had picked up this particular quirk of hers, but the fact of the matter was she was much less interested in that than she was in her now-cooling churros. She started applying herself to them while Tony’s stand was overrun with screaming, tiny humans, excited to cram fried dough into their gullets. She looked the other direction for most of that.


  After a few minutes of quiet contemplation of her churros, Sorvalh turned to see one of the human children not too far from her, staring up at her solemnly. Sorvalh stopped chewing her churro, swallowed, and addressed the child directly. “Hello,” she said.


  The child looked behind her, as if expecting that Sorvalh was speaking to someone else, then turned back to her when it was clear she wasn’t. “Hello,” the girl said.


  “Enjoying your churro?” Sorvalh asked, pointing to the churro in the girl’s hand. The girl nodded, silently. “Good,” Sorvalh said, and moved to go back to her own.


  “Are you a monster?” the little girl asked, suddenly.


  Sorvalh cocked her head and considered the question. “I don’t think I am,” Sorvalh said. “But maybe that depends on what you think a monster is.”


  “A monster fights and wrecks things,” the little girl said.


  “Well, I try to avoid doing that,” Sorvalh said. “So maybe I’m not a monster after all.”


  “But you look like a monster,” the girl said.


  “On Earth I might look like a monster,” Sorvalh said. “Back home on my planet I look quite normal, I promise you. Maybe a little taller than most, but otherwise just like anyone else. On my planet, you would be the one who looks strange. What do you think about that?”


  “What’s a planet?” the girl asked.


  “Oh, dear,” Sorvalh said. “What are they teaching you in your school?”


  “Today we learned about Abraham Lincoln,” the girl said. “He was tall, too.”


  “Yes he was,” Sorvalh said. “Do you know what the Earth is?”


  The girl nodded. “It’s where we are.”


  “Right,” Sorvalh said. “It’s a planet. A big round place where your people live. My people have a place like it, too. But instead of calling it Earth, we call it Lalah.”


  “Hannah!” One of the adult humans had figured out that the girl had wandered away from her group and was talking to the big, scary-looking alien sitting by the bench. The human adult—a woman—came running up to retrieve her charge. “I’m sorry,” the woman said to Sorvalh. “We don’t mean to bother you.”


  “She’s not bothering me at all,” Sorvalh said, pleasantly. “In fact, we were reviewing basic astronomy facts, like how the Earth is a planet.”


  “Hannah, you should have known that,” the woman said. “We learned that earlier in the year.” Hannah shrugged. The woman looked over at Sorvalh. “We really did cover the solar system earlier this year. It’s in the curriculum.”


  “I believe you,” Sorvalh said.


  “It says it’s from a planet called LAH LAH,” Hannah said, overenunciating the name, and looking up at her teacher. “It’s in the solar system, too.”


  “Well, it’s in a solar system,” Sorvalh said. “And I’m a woman, just like you are.”


  “You don’t look like a woman,” Hannah said.


  “I look like a woman where I come from,” Sorvalh said. “We look different, is all.”


  “You’re very good with children,” the woman said, noting Sorvalh’s responses and tone.


  “I spend my days dealing with human diplomats,” Sorvalh said. “Children and diplomats can be remarkably similar.”


  “Would you mind?” the woman said, gesturing to her main gaggle of children. “I know some of the other kids would love to meet an alien—is it all right to call you an alien?”


  “It’s what I am,” Sorvalh said. “From your point of view.”


  “I just never know if it’s a slur or something,” the woman said.


  “It’s not, or at least I don’t think it is,” Sorvalh said. “And yes, you may bring the other children over if you like. I’m happy to be an educational experience for them.”


  “Oh, okay, great,” the woman said, and then grabbed Hannah by the shoulders. “You stay here, honey. I’ll be back.” She rushed off to get the other children.


  “She seems nice,” Sorvalh said to Hannah.


  “That’s Mrs. Everston,” Hannah said. “Her perfume makes me sneeze.”


  “Does it,” Sorvalh said.


  “It makes her smell like my grandmother,” Hannah said.


  “And do you like how your grandmother smells?” Sorvalh asked.


  “Not really,” Hannah admitted.


  “Well,” Sorvalh said. “I promise not to tell either your grandmother or Mrs. Everston.”


  “Thank you,” said Hannah, gravely.


  Presently Sorvalh found herself surrounded by a gaggle of small children, who looked up at her expectantly. Sorvalh glanced over at Mrs. Everston, who also looked at her expectantly. Apparently it was all on Sorvalh now. She suppressed an inner sigh and then smiled at the children.


  Some of them gasped.


  “That was a smile,” Sorvalh said, quickly.


  “I don’t think so,” said one of the children.


  “I promise you it was,” Sorvalh said. “Hello, children. I am Hafte Sorvalh. Have any of you ever spoken to an alien before?” There were head shakes all around, signifying “no.” “Well, then, here’s your chance,” Sorvalh said. “Ask me anything you want to know.”


  “What are you?” asked one of the children, a boy.


  “I am a Lalan,” Sorvalh said. “From a planet called Lalah.”


  “No, I mean are you like a lizard or an amphibian?” the boy asked.


  “I suppose that to you I might look a little like a reptile,” Sorvalh said. “But I’m not really like one at all. I am more like you than I am like a lizard, but I admit I’m mostly not like either. It’s better to think of me as my own thing: a Lalan.”


  “Do you eat people?” asked another boy.


  “I eat churros,” Sorvalh said, holding up her now-neglected treat. “So unless churros are made of people, no.”


  “You can’t eat churros all the time,” this new boy pointed out.


  “Actually, if I wanted to I could,” Sorvalh said, taking the opposite position of her earlier comment to Tony. “It’s one of the perks of being a grown-up.”


  The children seemed to pause to consider this.


  “However, I don’t,” Sorvalh said. “When I am on Earth, I usually eat your fruits and vegetables. I particularly like sweet potatoes and tangerines. I only rarely eat your meats. They disagree with me. And I don’t eat people, because I wouldn’t want people to eat me.”


  “Are you married?” asked another child.


  “My people don’t get married,” Sorvalh said.


  “Are you living in sin?” asked the same child. “Like the way my mother says my Aunt Linda is?”


  “I don’t know about your mother or your Aunt Linda,” Sorvalh said. “And I’m not sure what ‘living in sin’ means here. My people don’t marry because that’s just not how we do things. The best way to describe it is that we have lots of friends and sometimes as friends we have children together.”


  “Like my Aunt Linda,” the child said.


  “Perhaps,” Sorvalh said, diplomatically as possible.


  “Are you pregnant now?” asked another child.


  “I’m too old for that now,” Sorvalh said. “And we don’t get pregnant anyway. We lay eggs.”


  “You’re a chicken!” said the first boy, and there was laughter to this.


  “Probably not a chicken,” Sorvalh said. “But yes, like your birds we lay eggs. We tend to do this all at the same time, and then the community cares for them all at once.”


  “How many eggs have you laid?” asked the latest child.


  “It’s a difficult question to answer,” Sorvalh said, guessing that Mrs. Everston probably wouldn’t want her to go into great detail about Lalan reproductive matters; humans were known to be twitchy about such things. “It’s probably best to say that I had four children who lived to adulthood, and two of them now have had children of their own.”


  “How do you speak our language?” asked a girl, close to Sorvalh.


  “I practice it,” Sorvalh said. “Just like anyone does. I’m good with languages, though, and I study yours every night. And when I go to other countries, I use this.” She held up her PDA. “It translates for me so I can speak to other humans and they to me.”


  “Do you play basketball?” asked another child.


  “I don’t think it would be much of a challenge for someone of my height,” Sorvalh said.


  “How do you get into rooms?” asked a different child.


  “Very carefully,” Sorvalh said.


  “Have you met the president?” asked a different little girl.


  “Yes, once,” Sorvalh said, recalling the event. “I liked visiting the president because I can stand up easily in the Oval Office. It has high ceilings.”


  “Do you poop?” asked a boy.


  “Brian Winters,” Mrs. Everston said, severely.


  “It’s a valid question!” the boy said, protesting. He was apparently the sort of eight-year-old boy for whom it made sense to have the phrase “it’s a valid question” in his repertoire. Mrs. Everston said something else to Brian while Sorvalh quickly looked up the definition of “poop” on her PDA.


  “I apologize for that,” Mrs. Everston said.


  “Not at all,” Sorvalh said, smoothly. “It’s not the worst question I’ve ever been asked. And to answer your question, Brian, no, I don’t poop. At least not like you do. I do excrete waste from time to time, and when I do, it’s otherwise very much like going to the bathroom is for you. Next question.”


  “Do you know any other aliens?” asked another girl.


  “Whole planets’ worth,” Sorvalh said. “I have personally met people from four hundred different races of intelligent beings. Some of them are as small as that,” she pointed to a squirrel running frantically toward a tree, “and some of them are so large that they make me look tiny.”


  “Do they poop?”


  “Brian Winters,” Sorvalh said, severely. “That is not a valid question.” Brian Winters, unused to being reprimanded by a ten-foot alien, shut up.


  “Will more aliens come here?” asked a boy.


  “I don’t know,” Sorvalh said. “More have been coming recently, because my government, which is known as the Conclave, has been talking to the governments here on Earth. But I think a lot will have to happen before they are so common that you don’t notice them anymore when you walk down the Mall.”


  “Are we going to have a war?” asked Hannah.


  Sorvalh turned her head to look at Hannah directly. “Why do you ask, Hannah?” she said, after a minute.


  “My dad said to my mom that he thinks there’s going to be a war,” Hannah said. “He said that it’s going to be the humans against everyone else and that everyone else wants a war to get rid of all of us. You’ll fight us and then when we’re gone you’ll live where we live and no one will know we were here.”


  “ ‘A monster fights and wrecks things,’ ” Sorvalh said. She looked out at the children and saw them quiet, waiting for her answer, the two adults standing silently as well, patient.


  “I can’t say there will never be a war,” she said. “We can’t make promises like that. What I can say is that I am a diplomat. What I do is talk to people so we don’t have to fight them. That’s why I’m here. To talk and to listen and to find a way all of us can live together so that we don’t fight, and we’re not scared of each other.” She reached out and gently touched Hannah on the cheek. “It’s my job to make sure that none of us has to see the other as a monster. Do you understand what I mean, Hannah?”


  Hannah nodded.


  “Good,” Sorvalh said. “Then you can tell your dad, from me, that I don’t want a war either.”


  “Okay,” Hannah said.


  “All right, kids,” Mrs. Everston said, clapping her hands together. “Time to say good-bye to Mrs. Sorvalh now. We still have to walk to the Washington Monument.”


  “Get a picture!” one of the kids said. “No one will believe us if you don’t.”


  Mrs. Everston looked over. “Is it okay? I know we’ve imposed a lot on you today.”


  “No you haven’t,” Sorvalh said. “And yes, it is.”


  Five minutes later the pictures were done, the children were organized as much as a passel of eight-year-olds could be, and the entire crew was headed toward the Washington Monument. Sorvalh watched them go. As they walked, Hannah turned to look at Sorvalh. Sorvalh waved. Hannah smiled and turned back to her group. Sorvalh looked at the cold remains of her churros, tossed them into a nearby trash can, and went to get fresh pastries.


  Tony was waiting for her with a bag of churros already gathered up.


  “You are good,” Sorvalh said, taking the new churros. She reached for her money pouch.


  Tony waved her off. “On the house,” he said. “You earned it today, Señora.”


  “Thank you, Tony,” Sorvalh said, and pulled one out of the bag. “I think I did at that.” She smiled at her friend and then took a bite.
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  How I Keep Myself Amused on Long Flights, Part II: The Gremlining


  I am now being flung into sky in the westerly direction. I hope not to overshoot and land in the Pacific. 10:23 AM - 10 Apr 2014


  For those asking, yes, there is a gremlin on the wing. He’s a trainee! He’s kind of nervous so we’re all trying to be encouraging. 10:35 AM - 10 Apr 2014


  The gremlin’s supervisor is here. That’s gotta make him nervous. 10:36 AM - 10 Apr 2014


  Uh-oh. Trainee gremlin apparently tearing up the wing all wrong. Supervisor shaking its head, writing something on a clipboard. 10:45 AM - 10 Apr 2014


  Now the gremlin has gone to a window to scare a passenger. The passenger in question: a small baby. I think that’s cheating. 10:50 AM - 10 Apr 2014


  Small child is delighted and says “puppy” over and over. The trainee gremlin bursts into tears. This is a hard gig, man. 10:53 AM - 10 Apr 2014


  The supervisor gremlin is making the trainee gremlin stand in the corner of the wing. Oh, my. This isn’t going well at all. 11:00 AM - 10 Apr 2014


  Supervisor gremlin on the phone now. Appears to be calling in an experienced backup gremlin. I’m feeling bad for the trainee gremlin now. 11:04 AM - 10 Apr 2014


  I mean, yes. The trainee gremlin is trying to destroy our plane and send us all screaming to our deaths. But a gig is a gig is a gig. 11:07 AM - 10 Apr 2014


  You try getting a job as a gremlin on this economy. It’s either destroying planes or being garden statuary for ironic suburbanites. 11:08 AM - 10 Apr 2014


  So, yes, I have sympathy for this trainee gremlin—wait. Trainee gremlin has just pushed supervisor gremlin off the wing. Bold strategy! 11:11 AM - 10 Apr 2014


  Huh. Apparently, supervisor gremlin had wings. Hovering over trainee, glaring. Trainee gremlin looks frustrated by this plot twist. 11:15 AM - 10 Apr 2014


  But as it turns out, attempting to murder your supervisor is an accepted work strategy amongst gremlins! Trainee gremlin passes the exam! 11:18 AM - 10 Apr 2014


  The whole plane is cheering! Trainee gremlin takes an awkward bow, and then tries to dislodge an engine. Adorable! 11:19 AM - 10 Apr 2014


  And as we plummet out of the sky, we can die happy, assured the American gremlin industry is still tops in the world. USA! USA! U(thud) 11:22 AM - 10 Apr 2014


  Unlocked: An Oral History of Haden’s Syndrome


  Twenty-five years ago, doctors and hospitals were receiving their first cases of the disease that was initially misdiagnosed as a variant of the Influenza A virus subtype H5N1, and then briefly known as “The Super Bowl Flu,” and “The Great Flu,” and then finally, after the full extent of the damage it could cause was known, named “Haden’s syndrome.” The disease would claim millions of lives and sentence millions more to “Lock In,” a paralysis of the body that leaves the mind fully functional.


  Between that first appearance and today, our nation and the world has experienced the tragedy of the onset of the disease, the triumph of the technological and social response to its challenges, and the aftermath of both—positive and negative—on our culture and the world we live in.


  This document is the result of interviews with many of the doctors, scientists, politicians, and ordinary people who were instrumental in both our understanding of Haden’s syndrome and our national and global response to it. While no single document can comprehensively chronicle the effects and changes to our world that Haden’s syndrome created, the goal with this document is to give those who were born after its onset—some of them now fully adults—a screenshot of how the generation before them responded to what is now considered the single greatest public health challenge the planet has experienced.


  It’s also to remind them that while Haden’s syndrome is no longer transmitting in such vast numbers, it is still one of the planet’s major ongoing health issues, with tens of thousands of new cases annually in the United States alone. Only vigilance and a respect for the disease stands between us and another epidemic.


  As our nation prepares to implement the former Abrams-Kettering Bill, now the “Progress With Prosperity” law, and allows private entrepreneurship to continue the work on Haden’s syndrome originally funded in the public sphere, let us remember there should always be a place for the sort of basic research and prevention that can only be done by a well-funded and citizen-focused governmental organization such as the Centers for Disease Control. The CDC is happy to have funded this oral history.


  —Yvette Henry, MD, Director


  The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention


  PART ONE: OUTBREAK


  Benjamin Moldanado, Former Chief Investigator, Haden’s syndrome, The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention:


  The first thing we have to do is to admit we blew it. We misidentified Haden’s at the outset. And when we did that we gave it an extra couple of weeks to spread. And that’s what killed us.


  Natasha Lawrence, Investigator, Haden’s syndrome, The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention:


  When Haden’s was first moving around in the world, we were also tracking a new and aggressive variant of H5N1 influenza: bird flu. The bird flu had come up out of south China, where it probably got its start in one of the poultry factories there. It had already killed a couple dozen people in south China and we were seeing it pop up elsewhere, including London and New York, which were the first major population centers we saw Haden’s in.


  Haden’s “first blush” symptoms were very much like the bird flu, and a number of the people who contracted Haden’s also had the H5N1 virus in them as well. You apply Occam’s Razor to the problem of a person having flu-like symptoms who also has the bird flu virus in their bloodstream, and it’s going to tell you that the first is the cause of the seconds. And in 99.9 percent of the cases, that would be exactly right. In this case it was exactly wrong.


  Irving Bennett, Professor of Journalism, Columbia University:


  I was a science reporter at the New York Times when Haden’s hit. I and every other science writer at the time was told it was bird flu and were asked to remind people that this was one of those years where the government had actually gotten ahead of the virus and had adequate stocks of vaccine out there, so people should go out and get their shots. Which was fine until I started hearing from doctors that the ERs were beginning to fill up with people who had the flu who also had gotten their shots.


  My first assumption was that there was something wrong with the vaccine—that either it was ineffective because of poor manufacture or graft, or that it was the vaccine itself that was giving the people the flu. Either would have been a great story. I tracked some of the vaccine that looked like it was failed back to the manufacturer, SynVaxis, in Maryland, who agreed to test the remainder of the lot. Those tests came back negative, which is to say, the vaccine was perfectly effective. By this time other vaccine makers were also testing their lots, and finding nothing wrong there, either. This is when we knew for sure something else was going on. And then Super Bowl Sunday happened.


  Monique Davis, MD:


  I was working the ER at Lutheran Medical Center on Super Bowl Sunday. I had traded for that day because I don’t actually care about football and I could bank some favors by taking the day. I figured it would be reasonably light because the Jets were in the Super Bowl, which meant that lots of the people who would otherwise be doing the stupid things that get you sent to the emergency room would be at home in front of the TV instead.


  I was partly right. The day was light on gunshots and broken bones and violent trauma, but when I started my shift, the ER was already full of flu victims, mostly older people or people who didn’t care they might miss the game. When I talked to them a lot of them said they already had their flu shot for the year. When I sent in the blood work I told the lab to be looking for something other than the bird flu we knew was going around.


  By the time the game started the ER was packed. I texted a friend of mine over at Maimonides and he said he was getting the same thing in their ER. All over the city ERs were piling up with flu victims. Some of them were saying they tried waiting until after the game was done before they headed over but they just couldn’t wait anymore. This suggested to me that when the game was done we were going to get slammed. I told the chief resident that if I were him I would get some more staff into the ER as soon as possible.


  We didn’t even have until the end of the game. The Jets were down thirty-five points by halftime and by the third quarter there was hardly any room to move in the ER.


  Benjamin Moldanado:


  New York got the worst of it on Super Bowl Sunday but we saw a sharp rise in flu-related ER visits in nearly every major US city that day. That told us that whatever we were looking at probably got into the US through New York and then dispersed through air travel. Which meant that it was easily communicable but possibly not immediately evident. People who are ill enough to need an ER aren’t going to get on a plane. It was something that probably had a considerable incubation period.


  Irving Bennett:


  Once we figured out that it wasn’t the bird flu but was another sort of flu entirely, I started looking at where it was popping up, not just in the US but elsewhere. Outside of New York, the largest pocket of “Super Bowl Flu” was London. I dug into it more and as a couple of days went on I stumbled onto an interesting bit of data, which was outside major population centers the places that had the highest initial rate of infection for Super Bowl Flu were towns with research universities in them.


  A little more digging and I discovered that on the third weekend in January the International Epidemiological Conference held its winter meeting in London and that the attendees to the winter meeting mapped really well with which university towns had the highest rates of infection. The irony of a meeting of epidemiologists being ground zero for a highly virulent new form of flu was not lost on me, or anyone else, for that matter, once the news got out.


  Thomas Stevenson, former Director, National Security Agency:


  When it became clear to us that the IEC winter meeting had been the likely ground zero for what we’d eventually call Haden’s syndrome, we naturally began to research, within the confines of the law and always with the highest possible standard of transparency, the attendees of the winter meeting, including their recent research. We wanted to find out who might have been working on research in line with what we were seeing with the new virus. We were naturally concerned that the virus might not have occurred naturally, and that it had been designed as a potential weapon.


  Was there ever a determination?


  Neither we nor any other US government agency were able to officially determine the initial source of the Haden’s virus, nor were we able to determine whether the virus was naturally occurring or had been genetically designed.


  What about unofficially?


  Quite obviously I can’t comment on any unofficial findings.


  Irving Bennett:


  I know of two rumors that are given the most credence in the world of Haden’s historians. The first is that after the First Lady came down with the disease that would eventually be named for her, a factory outside of Miranshah was airbombed into rubble. Officially the factory made cold medicines. I suppose you can guess what the unofficial suspicion was. The Times stringers in the area confirmed the place had been turned to rubble but neither the Pakistani nor the US government confirmed an airstrike. The official cause for the factory going up was “inter-tribal conflicts.” Presumably one tribal chieftain ordered a truck filled with explosives to drive up to a loading dock and then detonate. There was a Pashtun epidemiologist at the IEC, although he was never charged with anything.


  The second rumor involves a Swiss biology graduate student who had a bad breakup with his lover, a grad student in epidemiology, and also access to viral material and a gene synthesizer. Whether this dumb bastard intended for his new bug to get out into the general population is up for debate. This is a rumor because there’s no hard evidence that the presumed creator of the virus did the deed, and we can’t ask him because shortly after the first fatalities associated with the virus started cropping up, he took a rifle and shot the back of his head out with it. His former lover, incidentally, was fine. Never even got sick.


  Both of these rumors are reasonably plausible but for practical purposes they both can’t be true, so which of these two rumors you find more compelling is a personality test, in a way.


  Natasha Lawrence:


  It was clear this wasn’t the H5N1 variant so we started breaking it down to see what we had. What we had was a virus that had a widely variable but long incubation period—that’s the time between when you get the virus and when you start showing symptoms—but a short latency period, meaning the time between when you catch the virus and can start spreading it to other people. Long incubation plus short latency means there’s a fairly large window for subclinical infection—people infecting each other before they feel sick themselves.


  So that’s what happened here. The Haden’s virus is transmissible by air, which makes it easy to catch. By the time the International Epidemiological Conference winter meeting had adjourned, roughly eighty percent of the thousand or so attendees had been infected. They had been in close contact and breathing in each other’s air the entire three days. And then when they dispersed they traveled back to several hundred points of origin on six separate continents, traveling in airplanes packed with other people. From a virus’ point of view, you couldn’t have asked for a more optimal transmission pattern.


  Now, that’s optimal for the virus. It’s not optimal for us. When it came to the Haden’s virus, by the time we knew what we were dealing with, we also knew that it had potentially already spread to millions and possibly billions of people. What we didn’t know was how serious this new virus would be. We had half of New York throwing up in ER rooms, but we didn’t know how long it would take for the virus to resolve itself, and for the body’s own systems to beat it.


  We did know we didn’t have a vaccine. The Haden’s virus initially presented like an influenza virus, but when we started looking at it we realized we really were looking at something new, so the sort of antivirals we use for flu—the neuraminidase and M2 inhibitors—weren’t necessarily going to have the same effect on Haden’s.


  So no matter what, we were in for a rough time.


  Monique Davis:


  The first phase of Haden’s looked like flu and acted like flu, but it was the worst flu we’d seen. Lots of vomiting. Lots of respiratory congestion. Fevers as people’s immune responses kicked into overdrive trying to kill the virus from the inside. We treated what we could treat but after Super Bowl Sunday we knew we were up against something different.


  People started to die. Old people, people with weakened immune systems. Then infants, which was heartbreaking. Those were the most vulnerable populations with any influenza infection, however, so no matter how heartbreaking, it was still understandable and to some extent expected. But then otherwise healthy people started dying as the Haden’s virus just overwhelmed their systems. One kid came into the ER complaining that being sick was messing with his training for the Mohawk marathon in Albany, which was going to be run a couple of weeks later. He was dead by morning.


  That was the frustrating thing about Haden’s. Outside the usual at-risk groups for opportunistic viral infections there wasn’t any rhyme or reason to who got sick, who got better and who didn’t. It was like flipping a coin. Heads, you were sick for a day or two and then you were fine. Tails, you were laid up in the hospital for a week. Or you were dead.


  About a week into it everyone stopped calling it the “Super Bowl Flu” and started calling it “The Great Flu,” because it was something that just wasn’t stopping. It was like the Spanish Flu in the early 20th Century, except so much faster and so much more.


  Benjamin Moldanado:


  The parallel with the flu pandemic of 1918-20 was obvious but it’s also inadequate. The Spanish Flu took two years to circle the globe because transportation was slow, and the outbreak happened at a time when the global population was under two billion. There were more than seven billion people on the planet when Haden’s hit, in an era when you can get from one side of the planet to the other in less than a day. The spread of Haden’s was exponentially faster and affected an exponentially larger number of people.


  We did have better understanding of disease and a more coordinated global response working for us, but unfortunately given the specific nature of how the Haden’s virus transmitted, those came into play only after the virus had already spread itself across the planet.


  Irving Bennett:


  We were having a newsroom meeting about how to deal with the coverage and my then editor Brenda Strong said “it’s like a coordinated attack. It’s like this virus has blitzkrieged every single place people live.” And that’s exactly what it was like. We were getting the same news reports that everyone else was seeing and it was astounding. It was literally everywhere. The only place it seemed not to be was the science stations of Antarctica. New Zealand actually stopped flights down to the South Pole to keep it from getting there.


  The Haden’s virus went from not even existing to becoming the major global health crisis of the 21st Century in under two weeks. Nothing like that sort of epidemic spread had ever happened before in the history of the world. It was like viruses declared war on humans and were planning to wipe us out before we could mount a counteroffensive.


  Thomas Stevenson:


  Before we learned of the International Epidemiologist Conference’s winter meeting, we very seriously considered whether this was in fact an attack on the United States by a hostile party, either a nation state or a terrorist group. The problem was none of our chatter had indicated that something like this was in the offing, and this is, to be blunt, one of the things we had tuned ourselves to be looking for. It seemed unlikely to us that something of this scale could have been planned without our hearing of it. The enemies of the United States have a tendency to try to pump themselves up before an attempted attack. We didn’t pick up any gloating transmissions before Haden’s got onto our radar.


  Even if Haden’s had been designed to attack the US, it was a very poor instrument for the task. We were hard hit by Haden’s first wave but we and most other western and industrialized countries immediately coordinated our responses and locked down further immediate spread of the disease. It was the places without the ability to effect a coordinated response where the disease really took a bite, both immediately and with the later stages.


  This is why, on a personal note, I think biological warfare ultimately never caught on. Attempting to use a biological agent against your enemy while avoiding its effects on you is like trying to use a grenade by holding onto it and hoping all the shrapnel flies in the direction of the person you want to kill. You have to be stupid or suicidal to use biological weapons. Whoever invented Haden’s—if it was invented—was probably both.


  Benjamin Moldanado:


  Two weeks after Super Bowl Sunday we had a billion people infected worldwide, including fifty million in the United States—roughly one in seven people in both cases. By the end of four weeks it was two billion and eighty million. By the end of the year, 2.75 billion worldwide, ninety-five million in the US. One in three people across the planet got sick. 400 million died—one in every eighteen, just about.


  Natasha Lawrence:


  The irony today, if you want to call it that, is that people have almost forgotten just how genuinely terrifying that first stage of Haden’s was. Almost four million people died in the US alone, mostly in those first couple of months. That’s like wiping out the entire city of Los Angeles. In an average year, only about two and a half million people die in the US, total. We were barely equipped to deal with all the deaths, simply from the point of infrastructure.


  Outside the US and industrialized nations the death toll was even higher as a percentage, and their ability to deal with the dead much lower. And that caused a huge number of problems in terms of secondary waves of disease, infection, and general political and social instability. As bad as it got for us, much of the planet had it much, much worse. There are places on the globe that still haven’t entirely recovered, either in population or in terms of social structures.


  Irving Bennett:


  Here’s an interesting fact that I learned from one of the anniversary stories coming up—it was only last year that the global population passed what it was when Haden’s first struck. They used to think we’d be at something over eight and a half billion people by now. We’re a billion and a quarter people short. That’s not just because Haden’s killed 400 million people. It’s that many of those 400 million were of childbearing age, and that in the aftermath of the disease, particularly in the developing world, a whole bunch more who would have been parents died in the messes that came after. There aren’t that many things that have ever put that much of a divot into humanity’s growth curve. The only other thing I can think of that most other people know about is the Black Death. That’s pretty impressive company, if “impressive” is the right word to use here.


  And even the Black Death usually only attacked each of its victims once.


  Monique Davis:


  After the first several days of the Super Bowl flu we started getting some of the same patients back into the ER, only this time suffering from symptoms that resembled meningitis. After the first few, those of us on staff started looking at each other like, you have got to be kidding me. There was no way it could be coincidence that the same people who had been coming in for the flu were coming back with meningitis-like symptoms. The patients were different races, sexes, economic classes—the only thing they had in common was that they had the Super Bowl flu first.


  We started checking around at the other ERs to see if they had the same thing happening, and they did. Patients were coming back with what looked like meningitis. A lot fewer of them than in the first round. Maybe one in four or five. But it was definitely a second stage of some sort. Now, it’s possible for meningitis to be diagnosed as a flu. They share some initial symptoms. But for the same virus to exhibit flu-like symptoms, recede in most patients and then return like meningitis in a select few, that was new. And really sort of frightening.


  Benjamin Moldanado:


  One of the things that researchers don’t want to admit, because it sounds more than a little bit sociopathic, is how interesting the Haden’s virus was and what things we were hypothesizing in order to explain how it was doing what it was doing. With the meningitis-like symptoms we were confronted with the idea that a virus would attack a body, have the body’s immune response beat it back to greater or lesser extent and then as a result wholly reconfigure the way it was attacking the body—but only in a small number of the infected.


  Some of the early hypotheses included reactions to blood type or specific antibodies, a signal dependent on total viral load, or a response to specific environmental inputs, like temperature or air quality or even wireless signal. The last of those is an example of how just because it’s a hypothesis doesn’t mean it’s good, or useful. The point was that we were looking for some reason for the virus to apparently mutate, and that led us to be occasionally wildly imaginative in our speculation. It was the most intriguing puzzle that most of us had worked with, and we’re talking about a room full of people whose job it is to work on genetic material and other natural puzzles every day. It was fun—or as fun as anything could be up to the point when you remembered people were out there dying from the thing, and you were supposed to be putting a stop to that.


  Our problem was that none of our hypotheses fit the data. There was no obvious single environmental or physical factor we could find that would precipitate the change we saw in the virus. At least not in the short term. This was a problem because everyone wanted to know what they could do to counteract or at least avoid the second phase of the virus attack. And we had nothing to tell them. The only way you’d know whether or not you’d get the second phase of the attack was the headache, the stiff neck, and the other symptoms. You got it or you didn’t.


  This was widely considered an unhelpful response from the CDC researchers, and I don’t disagree with that. We were some of the smartest scientists, geneticists, and virologists in the world. We were working as hard as we could on the problem. And it seemed like the problem was working equally hard to elude us.


  Natasha Lawrence:


  The meningitis phase affected substantially fewer people than the flu phase but the mortality rate was substantially higher. About a quarter of the deaths associated with Haden’s came from people who died in the second phase. That’s because the phase didn’t just present meningitis-like symptoms. The virus invaded deep into the brain and started altering brain structure in significant ways. It was literally making the brain rewire its own connections. That was another thing we didn’t know a virus could really do.


  In the lab we would talk about this virus like it was an evil genius. Like it was a Bond villain. It was a joke, and a way to have a little bit of levity in an otherwise depressing race against time. But in some ways it wasn’t a joke at all. I think the general thought around the CDC was that this virus was actually the closest thing to malicious that a virus could get.


  Monique Davis:


  You could see how the second phase of the virus was working in our patients, the ones that were conscious, anyway. It would be like a series of little strokes. A little aphasia here, some loss of hearing or sight there, someone having a bit of Bell’s Palsy over on the next bed. Sometimes the patient would snap back immediately—the brain rewiring itself on the fly, I guess—and sometimes they’d just get worse. Some of them didn’t progress, they just died. I had one patient stop talking to me mid-sentence. It took me a minute to realize she had passed. I honestly thought she had paused to collect her thoughts.


  With the meningitis phase a lot of what we were doing, to be entirely upfront about it, was keeping the patients as comfortable as we could while we waited out whatever the virus was doing to their brain. A lot of people we couldn’t help, and their bodies just sort of let go. Most survived and most of them seemed to recover all right, with lesser or greater short-term cognitive shortfalls that were eventually addressed with therapies similar to what stroke victims get after an incident. Some experienced permanent brain damage, again to a greater or lesser extent—there was no way to tell how bad it was going to be until it was over.


  And then there were the people who experienced Lock In.


  PART TWO: HADEN’S SYNDROME


  Neal Joseph, Biographer and Author of “The President’s Crucible: The First Year of Haden’s Syndrome”:


  I talked to David Haden, President Haden’s younger brother, and the thing he told me that stuck in my head was that the President absolutely hated when the disease started being called “Haden’s syndrome.” Absolutely hated it. David said, and I remember this clearly, that it was, “Not because it reminded everyone that he was President when it hit. It was because it was named for Margie. He hated that from the minute it stuck until the end of time, everyone would think of Margie as being sick. Of being trapped in her own self. As being the person you thought of, when you thought of Haden’s syndrome. Ben married this wonderful, physical, healthy, gorgeous woman and no one but him would ever think of her that way again.”


  Janis Massey, Chief of Staff for Margaret Haden, First Lady of the United States of America:


  After Margie got sick we looked at her schedule to see when it might have happened, when that first contact with the virus might have been. After ten minutes we threw up our hands. The First Lady’s schedule for the couple of weeks before she got sick had her at six events a day across five time zones in two different countries. One of those days she came into contact with school children, hospital patients, and the Prime Minister of Canada within six hours of each other. The only people who come into contact with more people on a daily basis than the First Lady are toll booth operators.


  She could have gotten it from any of the people she met. She could have gotten it from us, her staff; some of us got sick around the same time and at one point half of us were out of the office with it. She could have gotten it from Ben’s staff, many of whom also got sick. It was impossible to pinpoint. Which makes Margie like nearly everyone else who got sick with the virus.


  Col. Lydia Harvey, MD (Ret.), Physician to the President:


  The First Lady came to see me on the afternoon of the 13th, after a staff meeting, and said she was feeling achy and wanted to know if I could do anything about it. As I examined her we talked about our upcoming plans for Valentine’s Day—well, she talked about hers and I admitted I had no plans because my husband was as romantic as a fish, and I’m really not much better. She laughed and said the President was the same way, but she liked an excuse to have a nice dinner for just the two of them.


  By this time I was obviously aware of what was then still called the Super Bowl flu—the President had been briefed on it by the CDC and I had been allowed to sit in on the briefing because of my position as presidential physician. But the presentation initially seemed much more like the bird flu variant that had been present at the time, and I knew that the First Lady had missed her flu vaccination—an oversight on the part of my staff. I told her it was likely to be that, though it might be the Super Bowl flu instead, and that in either case she should consider cancelling her schedule for the next couple of days and resting. She agreed to reduce her schedule for the next day but was adamant about her dinner date with the President. I told her that would probably be fine.


  Elizabeth Torres, Personal Assistant to the First Lady:


  The First Lady was under the weather for Valentine’s Day and for a few days afterward but it didn’t seem like whatever flu she had was getting the better of her. She trimmed down her schedule mostly to planning sessions with the staff, made only a few unavoidable personal appearances and kept herself hydrated. She was sick but it was a highly functional sick, if you know what I mean.


  At the end of the week she decided that she was feeling better and that she could do a full weekend schedule. This included the Maryland Winter Girl Scout Jamboree, where she was going to give a speech at the closing ceremonies. She had been a Girl Scout herself, so this was something she didn’t want to miss if she could avoid it.


  Saturday she was fine. If she was feeling poorly she kept it to herself. She spent the morning using the White House studio for radio interviews and then had personal time for the rest of the day. When I left she seemed good. No more or less tired than she might have otherwise been. I assumed that she was over the flu.


  Sunday morning she said she felt stiff and had a headache, but she said she thought it was probably due to a large margarita she had while she was binge watching old episodes of Orange is the New Black and then sleeping poorly. I suggested she might want to see the doctor on staff that morning, but she waved me off and took Tylenol instead and then we headed off to the Jamboree.


  Ann Watson, former Reporter, WHAG-TV:


  I was supposed to get three minutes with the First Lady before she went up and gave her speech, but when we arrived we were told by her press secretary Jean Allison that she wasn’t going to give any pre-speech interviews. Well, I was more than a little annoyed by this. The only reason we were at the Jamboree at all was because we were promised face time, otherwise we would have just had a cameraman do crowd shots for the last two minutes of the 6:30 broadcast. I told Jean that, and reminded her that it was her office who set up the interview, not us. She apologized and kind of ducked in toward me and said “look, she’s really not feeling well and we’re just trying to get her through this thing,” and that she would make it up to me. Then she walked off.


  As she’s saying this I can see the First Lady greeting some of the Girl Scouts. Margie Haden was very good at the public appearance face—the look of being interested or excited about something even if you don’t care—and she was doing her best to use it. But you could see it slip the second she lost focus. I can’t say she looked like she was in pain, but I can say that she looked very, very unhappy.


  Elizabeth Torres:


  By the time we arrived to the campground she said her headache had become a migraine. I was worried because as long as I knew the First Lady she had never gotten a headache that would qualify as a migraine. I asked her if she wanted to back out but she said no, she could get through it. Celia Williams and Davis Armstrong, who were in charge of her security detail, also suggested that she cancel or at the very least limit her public time at the event. She didn’t want to do that. She didn’t want to disappoint the scouts.


  Ann Watson:


  About a half hour before the closing ceremonies were supposed to start, the organizers started trying to herd all the Girl Scouts into the bleachers. They were being told that the First Lady had had something come up and she would have to give her speech early. I could hear the youngest Girl Scouts complain, because they were there for the other activities. They hardly knew who the First Lady was at all. But they were all pushed along to the bleachers.


  We set up at the front with the other media and had to do a little elbow throwing because we’re a small market crew, but got a good spot. Off to the side we could see the First Lady, in her winter coat, conferring with a young lady I think was her assistant and with what were obviously her Secret Service people. By now the First Lady’s public appearance face was long gone. But she wasn’t on stage so it probably isn’t fair to note that.


  She was introduced very briefly by the head scout, I think, and then she came on. The Girl Scouts started cheering and screaming for her, and if you look at the video feed and know the context, you can tell for her it was like being stabbed in the eardrums. But she smiled and waved and got out her notes and talked like a trouper for five minutes. Then she stopped, smiled and looked off stage.


  Elizabeth Torres:


  She looked over directly to me, said, “I think I may be having a stroke,” and collapsed.


  Ann Watson:


  I don’t think I have ever seen people move as fast as I saw those Secret Service people move when she hit the floor up there.


  Col. Lydia Harvey:


  When I learned that the First Lady collapsed in Maryland, after having been sick and without a member of my staff being present, I, after an appropriate time, tendered my resignation to the President. He refused it, on the basis that the First Lady did not check in with the staff to let us know she was feeling poorly. Nevertheless, it was made clear to me immediately afterwards that the refusal came counter to the suggestion of some of the top members of his team. They had questioned my treatment of the First Lady’s earlier phase of the disease and blamed me for her progressing to the second, meningitis-like phase.


  Of course we know now that there was nothing that I or any physician could have done that could have changed the progression of the disease. But this is the wife of the President we’re discussing. As ridiculous as it sounds, within the White House itself, it became political, quickly.


  In any event, within minutes of her collapse she was on her way to Walter Reed, and so was I.


  Wesley Auchincloss, Deputy Chief of Staff for President Haden:


  The President was in Arizona for a meeting with western governors when he’d gotten word his wife had collapsed. They were discussing the border wall with Mexico when [Presidential Assistant] Clay Strickland leaned in and told him. The President stood up immediately and started to exit the room. The governor of Texas, who had been a primary opponent of his, started to complain, and the President held up his hand and said, “Bill, at this very moment, I could not give a single god damn for your miserable wall,” and walked out. I’m certain the governor of Texas never forgave the President for that comment. I am equally certain the President did not, as he put it, give a single god damn about that.


  Neal Joseph:


  What was really underappreciated at the time—even after that bruising election cycle—was how much Benjamin Haden relied on Margie Haden. Much was made of the closeness of their relationship, and how it humanized him despite him being a generally unlovable character. But most people missed just how deeply he needed her, both politically and emotionally. He wouldn’t have made it into the White House without her, simply put. And when she collapsed and it looked like she might have had a serious stroke, you could not have more effectively pulled the rug out from under the man than that. People were surprised that he literally put everything on pause to get back to her. They shouldn’t have been surprised. It would have been surprising if he hadn’t.


  Col. Lydia Harvey:


  The President’s face when he got to Walter Reed and saw his wife in the hospital bed. You would have thought someone had torn out his heart and stamped it into the floor.


  Benjamin Moldanado:


  Around the time the First Lady was struck with the meningitis phase, some of the phase’s earliest victims were moving into what we began to recognize as a third, distinct phase of the disease. In this phase, for all intents and purposes, the victim’s voluntary nervous system shuts down—the victim can’t move, can’t speak, can’t even blink intentionally. The autonomic systems in most cases continued to function, so people could still breathe, and all the other critical life functions would continue more or less as they normally would. Cognitive function was likewise unaffected, to the extent that it had not been earlier affected by meningitis.


  The short form of this was that people suffering from the third stage were essentially trapped inside their own bodies. They were conscious, awake and able to think, feel, and perceive the world around them. They just weren’t able to tell us they could do all these things. They were locked in.


  At first, we only had a few reports of “lock in,” and we thought it might be the rare but not entirely surprising end game for a small handful of meningitis-phase sufferers, the next step beyond those who had developed significant cognitive impairment from the disease. But then the number exploded, and we realized that many of those who were experiencing lock in weren’t otherwise cognitively impaired—that there was no real correlation between cognitive damage and lock in. Like the first two rounds, some people got it and some people didn’t.


  And one of those who got it was Margaret Haden.


  Duane Holmes, Legislative Aide for Lynn Cortez, Speaker of the House:


  Nothing got done. I mean nothing. To be fair to the President, very little was getting done anyway: The Republicans had the Senate and we had the House and neither chamber was passing much of anything that would get past the other. But each of us had our legislative agendas, and of course the President had his own, largely in line with the Senate’s. So we were all keeping busy.


  Then the First Lady got sick and the President dropped everything. It wasn’t subtle, either. My boss got called into a meeting by [White House Chief of Staff Kenny] Lamb, who told her that until Margie Haden got better the President’s attention was going to be elsewhere. This didn’t sit well with the Speaker, because we were in the middle of trying to hammer out a long-term budget deal instead of doling out extensions like we had been doing. But Lamb made it clear the President had other things on his mind. My boss said that if he was going to be that distracted maybe he should let Vice President Hicks take over as acting executive in chief. I don’t think that went over particularly well.


  My boss was irritated enough to ready a few jabs at the President about it, but [Senate Minority Leader Gordon] Harmon and his people pointed out to her that trying to take a punch at a man whose wife was gravely ill was not going to go over well at all. The Speaker agreed that she would give him a week but that was it. Sick wife or not, she had budget priorities, and she didn’t want to lose momentum on the discussion.


  As it turned out, a week later two of the Speaker’s granddaughters were sick and she didn’t give a crap about the budget either. Nor did anyone else—there wasn’t a Congressperson on the Hill who didn’t have family or friends who were sick. This plague hit everyone.


  Phyllida Yang, Professor of Pathology, New York University:


  Haden’s syndrome really was a universal disease, and that’s something that’s more unusual than you might think. Part of this was that the initial vectors of infection were mobile, relatively high-status individuals: those epidemiologists who traveled across continents and came home to hospitals and universities, infecting as they went. The infection traveled as easily upward, in terms of social and economic classes, as it traveled downward. It wasn’t an outbreak focused on one particular group, as, for example, AIDS was initially in the US, when it first spread among urban gay men, or as modern day outbreaks of communicable diseases are among upper-middle-class children whose parents refuse to have them vaccinated. It went far and wide.


  One consequence of this was that when it struck, there was a considerable knock-on effect because it was so widespread. Medical resources were overwhelmed, of course, but that was only the most obvious effect. Businesses came to a standstill not just because people called in sick but because spouses and parents stayed home to tend to the afflicted. Enough truckers got sick that perishable goods went bad waiting for someone to deliver them. Nearly every corner of American life was touched—and usually brought to a halt—by the initial outbreak of the disease. And as bad as it was here it was often worse in other countries, many of which did not have the infrastructure the US had built up over the years.


  The one silver lining, if you want to call it that, of this universality of illness was that because everyone was either sick or knew intimately someone who was sick, there was immense political will for both short and long term solutions to the problems Haden’s presented. And in terms of political impetus to find solutions, no one was more motivated than the President himself.


  Wesley Auchincloss:


  After three weeks it was clear that Margie wasn’t coming out of it. Doctors elsewhere were reporting other patients by the thousands with the same issues she had, so we knew that what was happening to her wasn’t isolated or unusual. And it wasn’t something we could keep hidden from the press or the American people, either. It was around this time that the term “Haden’s syndrome” started to be used in reference to the disease, particularly the third stage of it. We tried to keep that from the President as long as we could, but that was a futile gesture. He heard it.


  Dr. Harvey and her staff confirmed by MRIs and other tests that Margie was awake and conscious, so the President spent much of his time with her at Walter Reed, talking to her and reading those mystery novels she had as her guilty pleasure. Kenny Lamb finally had to pull him aside and tell him that despite his personal pain, the country needed a President, and that President needed to be seen leading and reassuring the country in this moment of crisis. When Kenny said this, the President gave him a look that, if I had to guess, communicated supreme apathy about the needs of the rest of the country. But after a minute he nodded slowly and told Kenny that the next morning he’d be ready to resume full activity as President.


  Col. Lydia Harvey:


  I remember that the President stayed up with the First Lady that entire night. I suggested to him that both he and the First Lady needed their rest, but he said, more politely than I suspect he really wished to, that he was the President and that no one could stop him from speaking to his wife. I told the medical staff to give him and the First Lady privacy and to intrude only if absolutely necessary.


  Nevertheless around midnight I came into the room just before heading home myself. The President was sitting on his wife’s bed, facing away from me, holding her hand. I could hear him talking to her quietly. Most of it I couldn’t make out, but once or twice I heard him say, “Tell me what I should do. Tell me what I need to do, Margie. Tell me.”


  It was a strangely intimate moment and I felt that I had intruded on something that the President did not intend nor would want me to see. I slipped out of the room before he could notice I was there, waited a moment and then knocked on the door before entering a second time, to give the President time to prepare himself. The Secret Service agents guarding the door gave me a look when I did this but as far as I know they kept quiet about it, too. I think they understood what had happened.


  Wesley Auchincloss:


  Kenny and I came into the Oval Office at 8am the next morning and were surprised that the President already had the Vice President, the Secretary of State, the Secretary of Health and Human Services, the Speaker of the House, and the Majority Leader of the Senate in there with him. We had been under the impression that the meeting would be the usual agenda setter between me, Kenny, and the President. The looks we got from every other member of the meeting suggested to us that they were at least as surprised to be at the meeting as we were. We found out after the meeting that the President called each of them personally at around 5am and told them to be in the Oval Office or face the consequences, “the consequences” being unspecified but dire. He didn’t call me or Kenny, I suppose, because he knew we were coming anyway.


  When we were all there, the President looked at each of us and said something along the lines of, I’ll make this simple. We’re going to find out what this disease is, we’re going to cure it and we’re going to help the people who are locked in their bodies find a way to get out, because we’re the greatest nation in the world, and if we could build the atom bomb and put a man on the moon, we sure as hell can do this.


  And then Speaker Cortez said, in that way of hers, “Well, Mr. President, that’s going to cost money.” The President said that he didn’t care. [Senate Majority Leader] Caleb Waters reminded him that he’d been elected on a platform of slashing taxes and cutting government expenditures. The President stared straight at Waters and said, and this a direct quote, “That was then.” Waters opened his mouth to say something else and the President said to him that he needed to listen very carefully, this was going to happen and that if anyone got in the way of it happening, regardless of party, regardless of position, he would screw them into the ground so hard that they would end up ass-first in China.


  Which would have been an amusing way of putting it except that I have never, not before or since, seen the President as deadly serious as he was being at that exact moment. Waters shut his mouth and waited for what the President had to say next.


  And what he said next was simple. He said to Waters and Cortez that as far as he was concerned this initiative was the sole task of the federal government from that point forward. How they wanted to get it done in their respective chambers was up to them but they had three months and no more to get a bipartisan bill on his desk, one that had more than two-thirds support in both chambers.


  Left unsaid was what would happen if the bill failed to materialize in the appointed time. I think in her autobiography Cortez said she thought the President was hinting that martial law was not out of the question. There’s not much that I would agree with Cortez on, politically or otherwise, but I think she was spot on with this one. To be blunt, the President was not fucking around with this one. It wasn’t political, it was personal.


  Duane Holmes:


  It got done. It nearly killed everyone in Congress, and everyone in Congress ended up wanting to kill everyone else, but two weeks before the deadline the President had the Haden Research Initiative Act on his desk. 300 billion dollars allocated for medical and technological research and treatment for that first year, officially, and unofficially, whatever it cost to get things moving. It ended up costing three trillion dollars by the end of it. That’s a hell of a lot of money.


  It got done for two reasons. One, there wasn’t anyone in the US who wasn’t affected by the syndrome. Republican, Democrat, liberal, conservative, hippie and gun nut, atheist and evangelical, it didn’t matter. Someone in your family got sick. One of your friends got sick. One of your co-workers got sick. You got sick.


  Two, and I say this as a member of the loyal opposition, President Haden simply would not take no for an answer. He worked to pack the Congressional hearings with witnesses who would appeal on both sides of the aisle—the day [former NBA star and Basketball Hall of Famer] Marcus Shane came to testify I don’t think I’ve seen so many grown men and women act like children scrambling for autographs. And then Shane talked about how the disease had locked in his kid and I saw [Senate Appropriation Committee Chairman] Owen Webster—that heartless bastard!—openly sobbing into his microphone. That’s when any doubt I had that this thing was going to get done evaporated.


  There were a few holdouts. David Abrams, who was then a backbencher representative, made a lot of noise on the radio talk show circuit about the cost and the threat of new taxes and the expansion of big government and so on, and even took a few swipes at the President, despite them being of the same party. I understand Haden let it slide by until Abrams made a crack about the First Lady to a Tulsa talk show host. By the end of the day, as I understand it, Abrams was having a very intimate discussion with the NSA, and they showed him some pictures they had or something, and then that was the last anyone heard of Abrams until the act passed. He even voted for it and everything.


  Thomas Stevenson:


  I can’t say that I have any recollection of the NSA ever meeting with David Abrams at the time. You might ask him. I would be interested in what he has to say on the matter.


  Neal Joseph:


  Look. At the end of the day, it came down to this: the President wanted his wife back. He was willing to do anything to make that happen. And he was President of the United States, which meant he was able to do anything to make it happen. As a side effect, millions would ultimately benefit from the decision, but make no mistake. Benjamin Haden was being purely, entirely and unabashedly selfish. He loved his wife, he was lost without her, and he wanted her back. End of story.


  Could you blame him for it? Could anyone blame him for it?


  PART THREE: THE MOON SHOT


  Irving Bennett:


  The Haden Research Initiative Act was sold to the public as a “moon shot”—as in, we went from Kennedy saying we would go to the moon to Armstrong setting foot on it in nine years because we decided as a nation that we would, and we put the resources and willpower to work. President Haden made it clear that he wanted the same unity of purpose here. And of course everyone got behind it because the syndrome touched everyone’s life to a greater or lesser extent.


  But it didn’t change the fact that the first year of the HRIA was complete chaos. National unity of purpose is fine, but when it comes to spreading $300 billion around, logistics and a solid plan is better. And it was clear that at least at the outset, no one had a plan on how to apportion the money, to allocate resources for research and development, or to set concrete goals. The US government basically threw all that money into the air and yelled “go” to whoever grabbed it.


  Haden and the rest of the government quickly realized that, and Haden in particular was incensed. He may have forced the creation of one of the biggest social programs in the history of the United States, but he still had “skinflint Republican” in his bones. The idea that his signature legislative achievement would be seen as a call to slop the pigs was something that outraged him. He sicced [Attorney General Gayle] Garcia on several companies and C-suite executives—including ones who had contributed to his election, an unheard of thing in any political era—and eventually people took the hint.


  By the end of the first year things had settled out into four main buckets. One was simply for the medical maintenance of all the people who were afflicted, who weren’t already covered by insurance, plus more federal backstopping for the insurance companies, who were screaming bloody murder about costs. Of the three left, one was for research into a vaccine, one for research into the brain, and the one for mobility and community research. Find a cure, communicate with the victims, get them reintegrated back into the world. It was the brain research that took off first.


  Ida Garza, Former Deputy Programs Coordinator, HRIA, Department of Health and Human Services


  My job was to coordinate research across several different private companies, the CDC, and other divisions of Health and Human Services and various public and private universities, with a focus on brain research. And it was a nightmare. Primarily because each of these groups were used to shielding their intellectual property from the outside world, until such time as they could file patents or otherwise move to protect their work.


  The thing with the HRIA was that as a condition of receiving funding, all the work, including work in progress, had to be submitted to a searchable database so that everyone else receiving funding could see the work and use it to advance their own work—because above anything else, we had a mandate to get advances and therapies to the patients as quickly as possible. The HRIA still allowed for patent filings, but everything, everything, was cross-licensed for the length of the patent, for a statutory fee that went into effect only after a product went to market.


  This simply wasn’t the way things had ever been done before, and so I had to deal with CEOs and chairpeople calling me up and yelling at me that they were leaving money and profits on the table. I would remind them of just how much HRIA funding they were shoveling into their companies and that they knew what the conditions were on that money. They would respond with baffled silence. Occasionally one would threaten to go over my head and talk to the Secretary, or, God forbid, the President himself.


  I was secretly delighted when they would say that, because I had a standing order when that happened to refer them immediately to the White House, at which time the Chief of Staff would read them the riot act. A couple of times I understand the President himself got on the line to do the honors. I was never a huge fan of President Haden before the HRIA but I appreciated him after the fact, because he simply took no crap from anyone about how the HRIA was run. You opened up your research or you didn’t participate. And there was so much money involved that eventually everyone gave in.


  Sharing data that way was not really the optimal way of doing things. If any of us at HHS could have changed it, we would have done things Manhattan Project style, where we sent all the researchers into the desert together until they came up with things we could use. But this set-up allowed the communal effort to have at least a thin veneer of free enterprise, and that was politically important, considering the administration.


  And at the end of it all, it worked. The first neural networks came about because research on detecting brain activity by way of MRI and other external devices at Stanford was combined with physical deep brain stimulation research at the Cleveland Clinic by a scientist working at General Electric. If they hadn’t been able to see each other’s work, they all would have had to reinvent those particular wheels. This way the wheel only had to be invented once.


  Heng Chang, neural network developer, General Electric:


  Before Haden’s there was already a considerable amount of work being done in the field of directed brain imagery—using MRIs and other similar equipment to record and register when and how thoughts were being transmitted, and visualizing the brain as it responded to outside stimuli. At first for third-stage Haden’s patients, that’s how they communicated—sensors would be placed on their heads and scalps and we could very laboriously piece together their thoughts, sometimes just by running down the alphabet and having them think “yes” when we came to the letter they were thinking of. Spelling that way. Obviously that was a laborious process and not one that could be replicated for millions of Haden’s patients.


  When GE started researching Haden’s, we got access to the HRIA database and as I was going through it I became intrigued at some experiments the Cleveland Clinic was doing with very sensitive antenna-like filaments they were developing to track incipient seizures in epilepsy patients, with the idea of then applying deep brain stimulation to arrest the seizures before they began. I thought to myself, wouldn’t it be great if the filaments could send as well as receive. You could use them to allow input from outside the body directly into the brain, and sent thoughts out the same way. Then I didn’t think about it again because I was working on another project entirely, and the Clinic’s work wasn’t on-point to that.


  But my subconscious mind must have been still thinking about it because about a week later I came flying out of a dead sleep with the idea of the neural network. It was like it just downloaded directly into my brain. My reaction to it was so strong that I sat straight up in bed and actually shouted—not “Eureka!” but just a really loud gasp. This turned out not to be a great thing, because my cat was sleeping on my chest and was so surprised that she ended up digging into my skin before running off the bed. I got out of bed, swabbed the blood off my chest, and then drove to work in the middle of the night to start modeling the network I thought of. I didn’t want to go back to sleep. If I did that, I was pretty sure I was going to lose it entirely.


  Ida Garza:


  Chang’s idea was brilliant. Every scientist, on staff and off, told me so. So we knew this was a direction we needed to go, and quickly. What we didn’t know was how much it would cost. There’s an old saying: “Fast. Good. Cheap. Pick two.” Meaning that you’d never get all three at once. We picked fast and good. We didn’t assume it would be cheap, which as it turns out was a good thing.


  Heng Chang:


  They told me years later that by the time we got the first fully functional neural network into production, we had burned through something like a hundred billion dollars developing, testing and manufacturing it. That’s a literally inconceivable amount of money to me. Certainly I never saw any of it, other than my salary at GE. But I did get on the cover of Time magazine and was a finalist for Person of the Year, so that made my mother proud.


  Irving Bennett:


  So Chang and his team developed the neural network, but one drawback they had was in its testing. They could model the networks in supercomputers which could create environments that superficially resembled the human brain, and those models got them something like eighty five to ninety percent of the way there. But at the end of the day, if you want to find out whether they work, you have to put the networks into an actual brain.


  And ultimately it has to be a human brain, for two reasons. One, because animals’ brains aren’t complex enough, and two, because an animal isn’t going to be able to talk to you about whether the network is functioning. There was also the catch that during the meningitis phase the Haden virus changed the structure and function of the brain so much that there was literally no useful analogue in the natural world for it. If you wanted to see how the networks worked in a Haden brain, you needed an actual Haden brain.


  Naturally, this created a moral and ethical issue. These first neural networks were both highly experimental and highly invasive—the work papers Chang and his crew published described how the filaments of the network would need to penetrate and migrate through the brain matter, essentially turning the brain into a massive pincushion, without any guarantee that the invasion of this artificial neural network wouldn’t kill or debilitate these Haden’s patients even more than they were.


  When I wrote up the stories on the work papers the families of Haden’s patients nearly rioted. They felt like their family members were about to be victimized a second time. President Haden had to cut short a trip to Indonesia to come back and deal with it. He was not happy about it, or with me. [New York Times Publisher] Bitsy Lapine called me into her office to let me know that the President had called and yelled at her about me for twenty minutes. Bitsy, bless her, eventually recited the First Amendment at him and hung up.


  Heng Chang:


  The media response to our initial set of work papers highlighted the problem that the public had in understanding how efficiently we could model the human brain, and the network’s interaction with it. We were very comfortable that the networks could be installed safely in nearly all cases. But there was always that tiny bit of risk that you can never get rid of, and so the press and the families focused on that. There was really no way we’d be able to get volunteers from the general Haden population after that.


  Irving Bennett:


  This is where the near-universal nature of Haden’s Syndrome came to the rescue. The first guinea pigs for the networks were eventually recruited from three distinct groups. The first was the very elderly—people who from an actuarial point of view only had a couple years of life in them even before they got sick with Haden’s. The second group was people with terminal illnesses who also got Haden’s—stage four cancer patients and patients with other advanced illnesses. These two groups had almost literally nothing to lose by volunteering to test these networks.


  The third group—well. In one sense the people in it didn’t have much to lose either. But they were still problematic, to say the least.


  Chris Clarke, inmate, Nebraska State Penitentiary:


  I was in prison because a couple of teenagers got into the drug lab me and my step-father Bill had in a tool shed on our property. I think they heard from someone who bought from us that we kept our inventory there. We didn’t—once we cooked it, we moved it. But they broke in, started looking around and we think accidentally started a fire. The shed went up, taking them with it. Me and Bill were charged with two counts of manslaughter and a whole bunch of drug-related charges, and were found guilty. Bill died of a heart attack before he could be sentenced, and I think the judge took it out on me. I got a total of eighty-five years, and I would have to serve fifty before I could get parole. I was twenty-two when I went in. It was life sentence on the sly.


  You would think it would have been hard for Haden’s to get into a prison, but no, we got it just like everyone else. We joked that someone brought it in after a conjugal visit, but it’s obviously more likely that a couple of the guards brought it in from the outside world. Within a couple of weeks it seemed like half the house was sick with it. The prison only has one doctor on staff, and then some PAs and nurses. They were swamped immediately and not a lot of help was coming in. The rest of the world had it too, and helping a bunch of murderers and rapists was low on the list of everyone else’s priorities.


  I think I was one of about a dozen inmates who experienced lock in. I won’t bore you with the details of that. I will say it’s pretty much like being in solitary, every day, all the time, for the rest of your life. That should be enough to go on. I do remember one day while I was lying in the infirmary wing, where they had permanently put those of us locked in, a nurse was talking to one of the PAs and saying that she had heard that in the legislature there were some state representatives who objected to continuing medical services to those of us who were locked in. Said it was a waste of money and that in our case it was God meting out justice. I never intentionally killed anybody, but I would have gladly wrapped my hands around that asshole’s neck.


  One day I hear [Nebraska State Penitentiary Staff Doctor Hunter] Graves talking to someone. When you have nothing to do but lie there and hear other people talk, you get good at knowing the voices of the staff, and this was someone new. Graves told this person that I was likely the best candidate in the infirmary. I had no idea what that meant. Then this person started talking to me. She introduced herself as Dr. Constance Dennis, from the Department of Health and Human Services, and she wanted to know if I would volunteer for a medical procedure that would allow me to talk to people again and maybe even get me back on my feet. They would advance my parole date by a couple of decades for my participation. The only catch was that the procedure was highly experimental and I might die.


  Well, shit, I thought, I’m already as close to dead as I was going to get. Anything was better than this, including actual death. When they put me into that MRI to scan my brain to see my response, I was shouting “Yes!” so hard in my head that I think I almost gave myself a stroke.


  Kathryn Martinez, Associate Counsel, The Prison Freedom Coalition:


  We fought it. Of course we fought it. Approaching people imprisoned for life or something close to it and dangling parole in front of them in exchange for being medical experiments was deeply unethical medically and extortion besides. So we fought it, and so did the ACLU and the NAACP.


  And we were shut down every step of the judicial line, culminating with the absolutely disastrous Hicks v. Copleland ruling. Now in the United States you can completely disregard the 8th Amendment as long as you can say that prisoner participation in a quote-unquote medical trial is quote-unquote voluntary. As if prison itself isn’t a system of compulsory situations, one after the other. We set back the prisoners’ rights cause by a couple of decades. It’s a millstone around the neck of everyone who participated.


  And it’s a reminder that panic—in this case about Haden’s syndrome—means that justice gets compromised. The law is blind, but the people who administer it see what way the political winds are shifting all too well.


  Heng Chang:


  During the worst of the Hicks v. Copleland controversy I’d get phone calls in the middle of the night. Some of them were from people telling me that I was a monster for using prisoners, and then others telling me that if I didn’t pick their brother, or father, or whoever, to take part in the trials, they would come and burn down my house. It was a nerve-wracking time, not in the least because I had almost no say on who was chosen for the trials.


  I can sympathize with those who thought we were doing something monstrous with the prisoners. My wife has Japanese-American ancestry; her family tree has people in it who were interned at Tule Lake. I know mistakes can be made because people are scared. But at the same time, there were suddenly millions of Americans, and millions more around the world, trapped inside their bodies. In places where care wasn’t as advanced as it was in the developed world, third stage Haden’s patients were simply being left out to die, slowly starving to death. Even here in the US there were entire hospitals basically being used as storerooms for the locked in. It was an immense humanitarian crisis, on a global scale.


  I don’t know. Maybe we were wrong to enlist prisoners as trial subjects. It’s something I don’t have a good answer for, and yes, sometimes it still keeps me up at night. But on the other hand we had workable, functional neural networks, from the moment I sat up in bed to the moment we switched on the first Haden patient, in eighteen months. That is a miracle. It really is.


  Kathryn Martinez:


  About a third of the prisoners recruited for the trials died or suffered moderate to significant brain damage. Or I should say, the government only in the last five years released the data which says a third of the prisoner participants died or suffered brain damage. We have reason to believe those numbers are, shall we say, conservative.


  Chris Clarke:


  Well, I didn’t die, anyway. Though I had to wait until that Supreme Court ruling came down to get to participate in the trials. I was one of the second wave of test subjects. Since I heard that a lot of the first wave died or got brain damage, I don’t suppose I should complain.


  So, the way it worked is that I spent a lot of time with my head in a bunch of machines that made detailed scans of my brain. MRIs, X-rays to see blood vessels that had dye in them, that sort of thing. That took months, which didn’t make sense to me. I’m not Stephen Hawking. There’s not that much brain to see.


  Finally they decided they knew as much about my brain as they were going to find out without actually looking at it, so they took off the top part of my skull so they could observe it directly. When they did that they took a clear, sterile piece of plastic and put it where the top of my skull used to be, so they could see inside whenever they wanted. Then they took the part of my skull they sawed off and tucked it into my stomach area, so it would stay alive for when they wanted to attach it back on to my head. I could feel the thing when it was down there. It wasn’t a very good feeling.


  Then they decided they’d seen enough and put the top of my skull back on, after they placed the neural network in my head. They told me that the network had tendrils that would bury themselves in my brain but that I shouldn’t be able to feel them, so I shouldn’t worry about them. That wasn’t exactly a lie. I couldn’t feel the tendrils as they dug into my brain, but every once in a while it was like one of them would hit something, and I would get a huge rush of feeling or sensation. One time my field of vision went entirely green for like an hour, and another time I suddenly started smelling oranges. Another time I had about a minute where it felt like someone put a branding iron straight up my backside. It didn’t last very long but when you’re feeling something like that, time stretches out.


  After about a week of this I guess everything was where it was going to be, and they told me they were going to turn on the network, and that if everything worked then I would be seeing through a camera they set up on a desk, and that I would be able to talk through a speaker. Then I felt something like an electric shock and I could see myself on the bed, bald, with this ugly scar across the top of my head that made me look like Frankenstein’s ugly cousin. And I thought, Jesus, I look like shit, and suddenly I heard the words I was thinking, coming through the speaker. The network was reading my thoughts. I realized I was going to have to be careful with what I thought until I could actually control myself. And then that came over the speaker.


  Then I started to talk to anyone who was in the room because it had been so long since I could talk to anyone about anything. I was just asking people’s names and what they were wearing and about their kids and their pets—it didn’t matter because I could talk again and it was the best thing in the world. After a few minutes of this I got a weird itch on my face and it took me a couple of seconds to realize that I had tears and they were just, like, pooling on my face because I was lying down and not able to wipe them away. I had to ask someone to wipe them for me.


  It was amazing. The most amazing thing. It was like being born again. It was like being free.


  PART FOUR: THREEPS


  Summer Zapata, Author, “The Silent Revolution: Technology in the Wake of Haden’s Syndrome”:


  The development and rapid production and installation of the neural networks was obviously the first big event in the technological history of Haden’s. We spent what some not incorrectly felt was an appalling amount of money, and arguably abandoned medical morality, to develop the networks, but at the end of the day it got done, the proof of concept was there and suddenly two dozen companies, some established, some start-ups, were in the neural network business.


  But the neural networks were only a partial solution. The networks gave Haden’s sufferers their ability to communicate again with the outside world, but their bodies still didn’t work. They still couldn’t move. They were still trapped. And in many way they were still terribly isolated.


  The federal government threw billions into medical research trying to get brains to talk to the voluntary nervous system, or to grow new nerve connections, but none of that was progressing at a rate that anyone was considering satisfactory. This opened the door to a left-field solution that absolutely no one saw coming.


  Rebecca Warner, Chairwoman, Sebring-Warner, Inc.:


  Charlie Sebring and I knew each other growing up, but not all that well, since he was a class behind me in school and we ran in different circles. I was the stereotypical student government type and he was a classic nerd. When I graduated I went to Brown and he went to Rensselaer and I didn’t see him again until the summer before my senior year, when he and I both interned at GreenWave, which my father owned. I got an internship in management, while Charlie was down in engineering. Until I caught him making things in the printers, I pretty much didn’t have any contact with him.


  My internship was mostly just for show because I was the owner’s daughter and we all know how that goes. On one hand I was irritated with this because by this time I knew I wanted to run a company, and I didn’t like people thinking I wasn’t a serious person. On the other hand I really wasn’t a serious person at the time, and I spent most of my time planning my summer evenings. So I couldn’t complain that they give me a bunch of chumpy tasks that a monkey could do.


  One of the chores I had to do was to prepare a weekly efficiency report for the GreenWave’s printers. GreenWave handled a lot of bespoke production jobs for design studios and small manufacturers—everyone has their own printers but they weren’t designed for large-object jobs or jobs that required more than a couple of dozen copies made. GreenWave manufactured industrial-scale printers and also kept a manufacturing wing open to handle work from other companies. Our printers were good but they were finicky and prone to breaking down, so we tracked their efficiency, and every week I compiled a report for the CTO. It was dead simple, especially since each of the printers imported their data into a spreadsheet automatically. All I really had to do was press a button to print it out.


  So every week I printed them out. Most weeks I didn’t look at them, but one evening I was out with friends and remembered that I forgot to do the spreadsheet, and I didn’t want to be known as so inept that I couldn’t even do that. So I left the party early—11pm—and went back to the office to run off the report. As I was collating the paper I actually looked at the report and noticed one printer had a weird usage pattern. It usually went off-shift at 10pm, which was the end of our second shift, but every day in the last week it was active between 11pm and midnight. So I pulled up the real-time monitor and saw the printer was running right at that moment. I went down to the printer floor to see what was going on and there was Charlie, printing out something that looked like a hand. He looked very surprised to see me.


  Naturally, I asked him what he was doing. He said he was doing some last minute client work, so I said, fine, so show me the work order. We didn’t do anything at GreenWave without a work order. Then Charlie got a panicked look in his eye, and that’s when I realized whatever he was doing, he wasn’t supposed to be doing it. So I decided to get tough with him and told him that he could either tell me what he was doing, or he could tell his boss the next morning, with me providing the spreadsheet as incriminating documents.


  Charlie gave in and told me he was making a prototype. Great, I said, a prototype of what? And he explained that he had been following the development of the neural networks they were making for the Haden’s syndrome people, and realized that even if they got the networks to function, people would still be stuck in bodies that didn’t move. He was building a machine that would integrate with the networks so that people would be able to walk and move and get out in the world.


  I asked him to tell me more, and we spent the next five hours going over everything. GreenWave had access to the Haden research database because we contracted with GE for elements of their neural networks, and Charlie had been keeping up with the neural network development. A lot of research money was going into biological solutions to fixing Haden bodies but almost nothing for machine solutions—the closest thing was an old design of a scooter with a large tablet sticking up on a post. It gave minimal mobility but no ability to hold or grasp objects or interact with people in a way that didn’t feel like, well, you were a scooter with a tablet on it.


  What Charlie was prototyping was much better: An actual body with touch input, shaped like a human body and with all a body’s capabilities. It was a robot, but instead of a robot brain, it had a human brain controlling it. It would be a new body. One that wouldn’t get tired or ever get sick like the Haden’s victims own bodies would.


  Charlie kept going on and I honestly didn’t understand more than about twenty percent of what he was saying. But when he was done I did two things. The first thing I did was I went and put that spreadsheet through the shredder. The second thing I did was go into my dad’s office the next morning and told him I wanted every penny of my trust fund right now, and if he didn’t give it to me I would tell mom about his affair. And his other affair, too.


  When dad agreed to that, I immediately rented the use of the printer Charlie had been working on. Then I marched down to the printer floor and told Charlie to quit his internship, he and I were going into business, full partners. And he did. I took a picture of the two of us right after to commemorate the moment. He looked dazed, like he just got hit by a truck.


  Summer Zapata:


  On paper, Charlie Sebring and Rebecca Warner didn’t look they should work together at all. She was extroverted, aggressive and business-oriented, and he was classically introverted and focused on the project, almost to the exclusion of ordinary bodily functions; there’s a rumor that one day Warner came into their office and poured a gallon jug of water over his head as a hint that he should go home and take a shower.


  The one thing they had in common was a commitment to the vision of what they started calling “Personal Transports.” Sebring saw the practical need and had enough rigor as an engineer not to let his design wander off into the thickets. If you look at his first set of prototypes they were, from a design point, ruthlessly robotic—all function and no esthetic. He wanted Haden’s patients to be able to move. He didn’t care what they looked like as they did.


  Warner handled all the rest of it. She kept up with the business end of the Haden Research Initiative Act and worked to exploit the gaping hole where the Personal Transports would eventually go. Warner’s congressman was on the HRIA budgeting committee; she flew into DC personally to lobby him to allocate funds to biological solutions to Haden paralysis, rather than mechanical solutions. She knew that if federal funding started actively moving into her field that the project she was funding out of her own trust fund was going to get swamped.


  And it worked; that year’s HRIA allocations were heavy on biology and very light on mechanics. It helped that several very large pharmaceutical companies were also lobbying heavily for biological solutions, of course. But Warner’s personal touch didn’t hurt.


  Warner also handled the esthetic aspects of the Personal Transports, driving Sebring to make them as attractive as possible before they showed them to the world. She was also the one who devised the company’s publicity masterstroke.


  Rebecca Warner:


  They call it a publicity masterstroke but what it really was, was paying attention. The two most famous Hadens in the world were, in order, Margaret Haden and Chris Shane, Marcus Shane’s toddler. They were also the two most well-connected Hadens, since once the networks were approved for general use among Hadens, they were very likely going to be two of the first people fit with them. Which meant, honestly speaking, that if we wanted to show off our wares, it made sense to work with them. So I told Charlie to make two very specific prototypes: One designed specifically for Margaret Haden, and one specifically for Chris Shane. I wanted them ready for when both had their networks installed.


  The first Margaret Haden prototype Charlie took things too literally and tried to make it look like Margaret Haden, including a representation of her face. It was creepy. There’s a concept called “the uncanny valley,” in which something that’s almost but not quite human is repulsive because you’re so very aware of it being fake. This was that. I pulled him away from that direction and gave him some design points. In particular I pointed him at the female android from a very old film called Metropolis and suggest he use that as a starting point, although he should probably dial back the overt sexuality. Margaret Haden’s public image was fit and healthy, not sexpot. It took him six tries, but he got it. Chris Shane he got in one. Children are easy.


  I had developed a good relationship with [Ohio District 8 US Representative] Ed Curtis, because of his position on the House HRIA committee, and I knew that he and President Haden were friendly, so I asked him to call in one favor from the President. He was skeptical but I eventually convinced him. Ed came through and Charlie and I got an audience with President Haden where we showed him photos of the personal transport and video of it in action, being remote piloted by Charlie, and told him that a prototype was ready for the First Lady, tuned to the type of neural network I knew she had in her head.


  What we hoped for was that he would be interested and that we might be able to show the prototype to him, as part of a process to getting whatever approval we needed to have the First Lady to eventually use it. But after we explained the thing to him, he looked at me and Charlie and said “Is it here?” Meaning the prototype. And it was, since we had put it in the back of a rented panel van that we drove from Ohio. So we told him so. Then he asked “Is it ready?” Which took me a minute to realize that he was asking whether the First Lady could use it now. As in, that minute.


  I had no idea how to answer that. I wasn’t expecting that question. President Haden stopped looking at me and looked at Charlie, who, bless his clueless heart, said “It should be, sure.”


  Five hours later we were in the West Bedroom, where the First Lady’s body and medical team were, prepping the prototype to sync with her neural network.


  Janis Massey:


  I thought it was a bad idea. The President’s Chief of Staff thought it was a bad idea. Mario [Schmidt, Head of the Presidential Secret Service detail] nearly had a stroke trying to argue the President out of it. But the President wouldn’t be talked out of it. The only person who possibly could have talked him out of it was Margie herself, but she was willing, although it seemed to me more for her husband’s sake than her own.


  The personal transport was wheeled in on a gurney, along with a power source on a second gurney. I asked how it was supposed to work, and Charlie Sebring said that pretty much all the First Lady had to do was connect the thing to her internal network and then it would be under her control. Mario made a final objection that the personal transport could be dangerous or introduce viruses to the First Lady’s neural network. Rebecca Warner said, more than a little peremptorily, that she and Charlie Warner would be absolutely stupid to try to give a First Lady a virus in the White House, where the Secret Service could shoot them both dead at point blank range. As I said, peremptory, but she also had a point.


  They got it all set up and then Charlie Sebring said to Margie that she could connect anytime she wanted. A minute later the personal transport gave a little twitch and a jerk, and then raised its hand close to its face, as if looking at it. Then it stepped out of the gurney it was on, and everyone—everyone—took a step back. The personal transport walked over to the mirror in the room and stood at it for a good minute, just looking. Then, in a very Margie Haden move, it looked over its shoulder at the President and spoke, clearly, in a voice that sounded just like Margie’s always did.


  Rebecca Warner:


  I remember it. She said, “I look just like C3PO!” Which, once the press got hold of the comment, is how personal transports started to be called “threeps.” I never liked the term but no one ever asked me for approval, so.


  Janis Massey:


  The President broke down. Just broke down and collapsed knees-first to the floor. Mario started toward him, but Margie said “no,” and went to him, kneeling and holding him and stroking his hair, talking softly into his ear.


  For a minute or two it was strange, that here was this machine, this robot, or whatever you want to call it, kneeling down and comforting the President of the United States. And then after that minute or two, it stopped being a robot and the President and became just a wife, holding her husband, telling him that she loved him.


  Rebecca Warner:


  It was a beautiful and unexpected moment. It really was. And because I am who I am, while I was standing there watching this gorgeous, moving moment, I had to fight not to burst out laughing. Because the one thought that was going through my head, over and over and over, was holy shit we’re going to make so much money off this. And we did.


  Irving Bennett:


  I was invited to the White House press conference by [White House Press Secretary] Adrienne McLaughlin, which was unusual and which annoyed our regular White House correspondent, but when you’re told you should be at a press conference by the White House, at the White House, you go.


  I was there and I noticed a number of other science and technology writers and reporters from other organizations, so I thought that we might be getting one of those occasional space-related announcements, like we’re going to go Mars or something, which never pans out, and especially wouldn’t pan out now, because we were spending so much money on Haden’s.


  Then the President comes out, and I notice that for the first time in nearly two years the man actually looks happy. He’s smiling, he’s waving to the press corps, and he looks like he’s actually slept, which is also something that hasn’t happened in two years. He walks over the podium, looks at us like the cat that ate the canary, and before we can even sit back down, says “ladies and gentlemen, the First Lady of the United States of America.”


  And in walks this golden robot, who strolls over to the podium, gives the President a hug, and then stands there, hands on the podium, and says, “So, how do I look?”


  It was the first time I have ever heard complete, utter, dead silence at a Presidential press conference. And then ten seconds later we were all yelling at the top of our lungs, trying to get questions in.


  Rebecca Warner:


  The First Lady’s press conference was huge for us. That’s obvious. But it was the follow-up press conference with Chris Shane two weeks later that really sealed the deal for our company. You really can’t beat a child’s first steps happening because of your invention for making a good impression on the public.


  We filed patents immediately, and since we hadn’t taken any HRIA funding, we didn’t have to accept the statutory rate when other companies came to license the technology, which they did immediately. Charlie and I were billionaires by the end of the month. I bought GreenWave from my dad, finished up or bought out remaining outside contracts and then converted the building over to making personal transports. Sebring-Warner was the first to market and the biggest name in the market from then until now. I wish Charlie had stuck around for all of it.


  Summer Zapata:


  Charlie Sebring is probably the classic example of a personality unsuited for success. What he was interested in was the work—the design of the personal transports, not all the politics that eventually swamped the pure joy of engineering that in the few interviews he gave he said he had felt. Sebring-Warner went from being a two-person shop to the cornerstone of an emerging industry almost literally overnight. Rebecca Warner navigated it just fine—she was born to run a company.


  Sebring was less fine, and everyone I spoke to who knew him said it was remarkable just how quickly the pressure of overnight success and fame got to him. Within six months of the First Lady’s press conference he became something of a recluse, sending in his work by email and avoiding everyone but trusted friends. Six months after that he told Warner he wanted out and sold his interest in the company to her at a substantially discounted rate—which to be fair only meant he was a billionaire a couple of times over rather than several times over. Six months after that he took his own life because he felt hounded by family and friends who he thought were more interested in his money than him. His suicide note was five words. “I thought I was helping.”


  Well, he did help. But there was everything else around the helping that drove him down. The irony is that the one person who did the most to let those who were locked in free themselves from their isolation, was the one person who ended up the most isolated and alone.


  PART FIVE: THE NEW WORLD


  Josefina Ross, author, “The Undiscovered Country: Hadens and Their World”:


  Most people don’t know this, but the word “robot” comes from a 1920s play by Czech author Karel Čapek, in which humans create artificial people as workers and slaves, and eventually those slaves revolt and replace the humans as the masters of the earth. The robots in the play weren’t mindless automatons, or just machines, like what we call robots today. They were artificial people with minds and ultimately desires of their own. They were, in fact, very much like how people with Haden’s syndrome became, once they were outfitted with their personal transports.


  And this presented the world, finally, with the “robot revolution” that it had always imagined, through science fiction and through all those films where the machines, sooner or later, tried to displace the humans. Only this robot revolution wasn’t about replacing humans, it was returning humans who had been lost to their rightful places, in robot bodies. It was a peaceful robot revolution, and that was something almost no literature, from Čapek forward, had ever prepared us for.


  So it’s not entirely surprising that at least at first it was rough going.


  Terrell Wales, Haden’s syndrome patient:


  You noticed the looks but at first you really didn’t give a damn because, in my case, after a year trapped in my own head, I was able to walk and talk and see and touch things again. You could have made my threep look like a 200 pound sack of manure and I wouldn’t give a crap, no pun intended. So, yeah, I noticed the looks, but I didn’t care. I was out.


  And anyway, at the start people would stare but they would smile and ask to take a picture with you, or take a picture even if they didn’t ask. Because threeps were new and still a novelty. For a couple of months there it was like being a minor celebrity. Like a character actor on a TV show or something. Then after a few more months there were more threeps around and everyone got used to us. It’s like, yes, you’re a robot, okay, move out of the doorway so I can get into the store. Which was fine, too, because after a while being a minor celebrity is a little annoying.


  I think people started to be annoyed with threeps about maybe a year or so after I got mine. Like this: You’d go out with your friends and let’s say you meet at a coffee shop. Well, the coffee shop is crowded and people are looking for somewhere to sit, and they see you sitting with your friends and they think, “That thing’s metal ass is taking up a chair I could use.”


  I remember the first time I was out with friends at a restaurant and someone asked if they could take the seat I was sitting on. I stared at her like she was asking to strangle my cat and I told her I was using it. She said to me, “But you’re not really here. You shouldn’t need it.” I told her to fuck off. She must have complained to the manager because the next time I went there they had a sign saying that threeps had to give up their seat if asked by a human customer. Get that—a human customer. I left and didn’t come back but soon enough it was standard practice at most places: If you were a threep, you lose the seat.


  Evangeline Davies, counsel, American Civil Liberties Union:


  I was just starting at the ACLU when we got the first queries from Hadens about these incidents where they were being made to give up their seats to able-bodied people, and there were even a couple of municipalities that were passing ordinances to the effect that people with personal transports were, in a sense, second-class citizens.


  You would think that would be an open and shut case with regard to the Americans with Disabilities Act, but there some wrinkles we had to consider. For example, someone with a personal transport who goes to a restaurant isn’t going to eat there—their body is somewhere else, being fed something else. In effect that person is a free rider, taking up space and, some shops and restaurants argued, costing them money. They argued they had a right to ask people in personal transports to free up space for paying customers.


  For another thing, if the personal transport is made to stand, is the person controlling the personal transport actually inconvenienced? They aren’t being physically inconvenienced, because their body isn’t there. Having the personal transport stand won’t tire out the person controlling it. The argument could be made—and was—that asking personal transports to stand was no more inconveniencing to them than requiring able-bodied people to wear shoes. You could argue it’s humiliating to make someone stand when the rest of their party is sitting, but bars and coffee shops could point to groups of able-bodied people crowded around a single table, some standing and some sitting, and say that none of them were being humiliated. And so on.


  In one sense these seem like trivial things to be worrying about or to take to court. But they were actually hugely important. Almost overnight the world had developed what really was a new nation—a group of people whose commonality of experience was unlike anything anyone had ever experienced before. There were roughly the same number of Hadens in the US as there were religious Jews. More than the number of Muslims. They experience the world in a unique way, and because of how they present to the world—either in personal transports or as online avatars—they will experience things that no other people experience in quite the same way, including violations of their rights. We and other rights organizations had an opportunity that we hadn’t had before, to trim off discrimination before it developed. I think in the end we were more successful than we expected, but less successful than we’d hoped.


  Terrell Wales:


  When I was a kid I watched a documentary about the movie Planet of the Apes. The first one, with Charlton Heston. They were talking about how they would make up all the extras as various types of apes, like chimps and gorillas and orangutans, and then the extras would go to lunch and they would segregate. All the people made up like gorillas would sit with other gorillas, all the chimps would sit with chimps.


  It started being like that with other Hadens. Whoever you were before, you started being this other person too. Someone who none of your other friends could imagine being. It wasn’t their fault. They just never went through the process of being trapped in their own skull and never knowing if they would ever talk to anyone ever again. I suppose maybe it’s like being in a war. You had to be there, and eventually you start spending all your time with the people who were there, because they knew what it was like.


  I would see other threeps on the street and we would do a wireless handshake with each other where we would send each other our addresses as we walked by. Later on we would sign on into the Agora—the first version of it, the one that was like a quest-oriented video game without the quests—and find each other and just hang around and talk. On the Agora we had avatars that looked like our bodies did when we were healthy—hardly anyone faked their image at first—and you could be yourself, or something close enough to yourself that it felt normal.


  I’m not sure when it was that I started thinking of myself as a “Haden.” It snuck up on me. I think it started when I realized that no matter how much I tried to pretend that looking like a robot didn’t mean anything, it did mean something, in the way people thought about me and reacted to me. Not just about whether I could take a seat at Starbucks, but whether people treated me like an actual human being. I had some drunk son of a bitch break a beer bottle over my threep’s head once because he wanted to see if it would hurt me. I had to keep from breaking his nose with my metal fist, which I knew would hurt him.


  I think I finally knew I was a Haden one night when I went out with a bunch of high school friends to a bar, and they were just sitting there drinking and bullshitting each other, and I was sitting and bullshitting with them, but what I was really doing was checking into the Agora and making plans with friends there to run a game with them as soon as I could get away from my meatpals—”meatpals” meaning people you knew outside the Haden world. I was doing my time with my meatpals but waiting to get back to my real world.


  I had become a chimp, and wanted to go sit with the other chimps, I guess.


  Josefina Ross:


  One thing it would be wrong to do is to think of the Haden community as one homogenous group, just because they all had the same disease afflict them. In reality the only thing they all had in common was the disease. Otherwise, Hadens are one of the most diverse communities that ever existed. There are rich Hadens and poor Hadens, educated and ignorant Hadens, Hadens of every creed, color, gender, sexual and political orientation, age and previous health status. In the United States, at least, the Haden community was a mirror of society at large.


  And because of that there were some immediate schisms in the Haden community, even as it was realizing it was a community. One of the largest schisms, and one that remains to this day, was the one between the Hadens who spent most of their time in the physical world, through personal transports and daily interaction with non-Haden family and friends, and the ones whose lives were inward facing into the new world that the Hadens had started to create, through the Agora and other spaces and social structures that they’d established.


  That schism was partially but not entirely predicated on age, and other factors played into it as well, like how strong the Haden’s physical world support structure was, as well as certain personality markers. Hadens who were naturally introverted were slightly more likely to spend more of their time facing inward to the Haden community.


  The number of Hadens who were entirely one way or another was small, of course, but the general division was real, and had a substantial impact on how the community as a whole began to define itself.


  Terrell Wales:


  The other thing to consider is that after a while the physical world just becomes depressing. Look, in the online Haden space, I have what you could call a house—it’s a permanent chunk of a server that I own. I’m able to build and create there.


  So my house is a log cabin in about six square miles of virtual Vermont forest. Even when I first got the server space the technology was good enough that you could walk right up to the trees and you could see all this detail, and all the other sensory data could be piped in. You could have every day be peak foliage season if you want to. I did that for about a year once. A creek runs out by my cabin, and I see deer and foxes walk by. It’s all gorgeous. And it’s all mine. And maybe it’s not real, in the sense that it physically exists in the world, but you know what? I sit on my porch and look out into the woods and it feels real enough. I’m home.


  And then I have to come back into the physical world. And first off, I have this bloated, pale body that doesn’t move. Food comes in by a tube and then a few hours later goes out in a tube. The body—my body, me—sits in room piled up with medical equipment and charging chair for my threep. I share an apartment with three other Hadens, with a spare room for our caregiver. It’s the world’s most depressing bachelor pad. And then I go out in my threep, and I never quite forget that I look like a piece of CGI in an old science fiction movie.


  I mean, you tell me. Which would you rather spend time in? That log cabin in Vermont, or the crappy apartment stuffed with dudes in tubes? Is this even a question?


  Irving Bennett:


  I filed a number of stories about the Haden community before we hired Tanna Hughey, who was a Haden herself and could report from the inside, as it were. In the early days, when I would give talks about covering the community, the parallel I would give people to describe Hadens was the deaf community. The deaf community is largely invisible to people who aren’t in it, but on the inside it has a very strong sense of identity that’s informed by the one thing they have in common: their deafness.


  But within that community there have always been factions. Those who wanted their children educated in sign language versus those who wanted their children educated in English. Those who saw the benefit of cochlear implants versus those who saw them as a threat to the cohesiveness of the community. Those who wanted to spend their time in the larger culture, and those who felt it was more important to help the deaf community develop its own unique culture.


  The Haden community was very much the same way—with its own unique variations and spins, of course. But what was obvious from even the early days was that there were some people who saw contracting Haden’s as the worst thing that ever happened to them, and were desperately searching for a way out of it. And then there some for whom Haden’s was the best thing to happen to them. Suddenly they had a community and opportunities where they might not have had them before. Their world quickly became everything inside—stepping outside of it when they had to, but only then.


  For them, being a Haden was a cornerstone to their identity. Making other people understand that, Hadens and non-Hadens both, was the challenge they had to deal with. Some things were easier to deal with than others.


  Lawana Dellinger, Haden’s syndrome patient:


  I met Michael in the Agora, at a singles’ mixer. This was early, when it was still a little strange to think about dating or relationships between Hadens. Not just because of our bodies being locked up but because often you’d meet someone who was thousands of miles away. But then you’d think, well, why does it matter that we’re thousands of miles away? It’s not like we’re going to go for long walks anyway. So we all got over it.


  I liked Michael right away. He was funny and smart and we were both football fans, although I was a Giants fan and he was for the Raiders. I decided I could overlook that, and we started dating. About a year later he proposed. I said yes. My family wasn’t entirely happy about it. I think my mother was under the idea that despite the fact I visited her in my threep every day, I was in a coma of some sort. So Michael was taking advantage of poor, defenseless me. My father talked her through it. We had two weddings. One at First Baptist, in our threeps, and one in the Agora with our Haden friends. We moved in together at the Haden residential wing of George Washington University Hospital.


  After we’d been married for about a year, Michael and I were talking one night about the future and what we wanted to do with our lives, and I said something like, well, before I got sick I wanted to have kids, but now that’s not possible—and then Michael stopped me and said, what do you mean it’s not possible? And I started to say something about it and then just sort of let my mouth hang open. Because there was no reason I couldn’t have children. Biologically. And there was no reason we couldn’t have children. It would be complicated, and we definitely wouldn’t be having them the old fashioned way. But we could have them.


  So we went to our doctor and said, we want to have children. She looked at us like we had turned into poodles. And finally she said, I think we need to have this cleared. And we said, why? We’re adults, we’re of sound mind, and my body can carry a child, can’t it? We started pressing her for reasons why she seemed uncertain. The more we talked to her the more defensive she got and the angrier I got. By the time we left the office I was either going to cry or kill her.


  But she was just the first. We talked to five or six doctors about it at the hospital and none of them would do it. There was no medical reason—I was a Haden but I was healthy and my reproductive system worked just fine—so there had to be some other reason for it. And of course the reason was obvious. So was what came next.


  Evangeline Davies:


  Dellinger v. George Washington University Hospitals was a huge case for us, in terms of advancing the rights of Hadens. It was a reminder that first of all, Hadens were still human beings, with the same rights and opportunities, and that those couldn’t be taken away merely due to prejudice or statistically unwarranted concerns over liability.


  It also—and importantly—forestalled a lot of other cases that we would have to take on. Dellinger raced through the courts and the decision at the Supreme Court was 9-0. It was a precedent you could hang your hat on. A lot of Haden-related cases we had settled out immediately afterward.


  Also it was the first case I ever got to argue in front of the Supreme Court, so I have good memories there.


  Lawana Dellinger:


  We named our first daughter Evangeline. It was a way of saying thank you.


  And yes, being Haden parents to non-Haden babies was a challenge. It’s very hard to describe how strange it is to be in your threep, holding your infant steady while she nurses at your breast. And whether or not we won the court case, we still got lots of looks when we’d take Eva to the park. More than once we got asked by police to prove she was ours. It took everything I had sometimes to keep from hitting someone.


  We got flack from Hadens too—I get notes saying that because our children were non-Haden, we were not committed enough to the Haden cause. And I was like, excuse me? There’s a cause? Look, I’d like to help you with your cause and all, but right now I’ve got a diaper to clean out. My daughter takes precedence over your cause.


  Eventually people forgot about us, which was fine. Now we have two daughters and a son, and my son likes to joke that he has two sets of parents, but one of them doesn’t get out much. He thinks the joke is funnier than it is. We’re a normal family, really. And I think that this tells you that even in this new world of Hadens, or however you want to put it, there’s still people in it, just trying to live their lives. That’s the real story of any world you live in, isn’t it.


  PART SIX: TWENTY-FIVE YEARS


  Monique Davis:


  Does it feel like twenty-five years? No, but I don’t think long stretches of time ever quote-unquote feel like however long they are. My daughter was born eighteen years ago. I look at her sometimes and it feels like she was toddler yesterday. Everything in the past gets compressed together. It’s compacted for easy sorting, maybe.


  But every once in a while I remember how long it’s been. This year’s crop of internists includes a doctor who contracted Haden’s in the womb. She’s smart as they come, and her entire life has been spent in a threep. I think about that and I shudder; she doesn’t think about it at all. It’s just always how her life has been. Most of her fellow internists, none of whom remember life before Haden’s, don’t think it’s that unusual, either. That’s when it feels like twenty-five years.


  Natasha Lawrence:


  What bothers me after twenty-five years is that we still don’t have an effective vaccine. We still don’t have a cure. What we have are established protocols for locking down the spread of the virus when it surfaces, and a whole array of therapeutic machines to mitigate the effects of lock in. We can’t stop the disease. We just make it less awful when it happens.


  And yes, that feels like a failure to me. In the last two and a half decades we’ve learned so much about the brain. We’ve made enormous steps in integrating these brain prostheses and have built entire industries around serving Hadens and making their lives easier and more tolerable. And still every year hundreds of thousands of Americans get sick with the latest strain of the Haden virus. Tens of thousands die. Tens of thousands experience lock in.


  You know what it’s like now? It’s like car accidents. Even with automated cars, people still get into car accidents, because they try to overrule their autodrive or refuse to engage it. We still lose ten to twenty thousand people a year in traffic accidents. No one thinks of it as an epidemic. It’s just the cost of doing business. The cost of living our lives. Haden’s syndrome has become that now. A chronic disease of our nation, and of the planet.


  Thomas Stevenson:


  My understanding, or at least the way it was explained to me, was that the Haden virus is simply a highly adaptable and easily mutating virus; that enough changes about it from year to year and season to season that we simply have a hard time keeping up. One of the questions I had early on was whether this high rate of mutation was something we were seeing in the lab, or whether it might be that new strains were being designed or at least cultivate elsewhere and released into the population. We did see mutation in the lab, but not at the rate we would expect for the level of mutation in the wild. As with so many things about this virus, our data was ultimately inconclusive.


  Elizabeth Torres:


  They didn’t catch Margie Haden’s cervical cancer early enough, so by the time it had been diagnosed it had metastasized, into her liver and her lungs and brain. And I remember very clearly what she said to me. She said “This is a victory, Liz. I lived long enough to die of something else completely.” And then she laughed.


  I thought it was her lighting a candle rather than cursing the darkness, if you know what I mean, but that night I understood what she meant. It was a reminder that the disease that she gave her name to—the disease that defined her in ways I know she wished it hadn’t—was not the only thing about her life. She lived long enough to die a “normal” death. Now, maybe that wouldn’t mean anything to anyone else. But it meant something to her.


  Haden’s did give her one small blessing. Her personal transport allowed her to see people and be seen, right until the end. She never tried to hide what was going on with her physical body, but by then people were so used to her being in her threep that she was able to use it to say goodbye to the people who were important to her, and not trouble those who didn’t want to be troubled. It made it easier for her to make it easier for others. And that was Margie all over. When we laid her down next to Ben, I knew she had come to her happy ending.


  Duane Holmes:


  Nothing ever gets forgotten in Washington. David Abrams never forgot getting stuffed by President Haden over the HRIA and as soon as Haden was out of office, he started trying to get it trimmed back. A program here, a research initiative there, divots to the HRIA attached as riders to farm bills. The usual things. Sometimes he’d get something defunded, sometimes he wouldn’t. He was in a safe district, he could take his time about it.


  By the time he switched over to the Senate, he’d gotten some real momentum behind scaling back the HRIA. He campaigned on it and he almost got the Senate behind him, but then Ben Haden died and at the funeral Margie Haden started talking about the HRIA as her husband’s “enduring legacy.” And that was pretty much that for Abrams’ first try. It’d take him a couple more tries before he could get enough traction in the House and Senate to cut it down.


  But he did. The HRIA has been replaced by “Progress With Prosperity,” whatever the hell that means. Dave Abrams is enjoying his moment as the people’s champion—he’s lowered their taxes, which always plays, I mean, that’s how Haden got elected in the first place—but I think if you got Abrams alone with three or four drinks in him, the truth would come out. He got the HRIA defunded because he hated President Haden’s guts, end of story.


  Rebecca Warner:


  The HRIA didn’t have to end, not in the stupid way it did. And it wouldn’t have ended if the government would have allowed us to open sales of threeps, and other companies their neural networks, to non-Haden’s syndrome patients. The argument always was that implanting neural networks was too risky for people who were not already locked in and had their brains changed by the virus, and that the HRIA could only be funded, politically, if threeps and neural networks and everything else were medical devices.


  Well, I always thought it was bullshit, and I wasn’t shy about saying that. We had all sorts of people wanting neural networks and threeps—people who could benefit from them. People who were neurotypical but paralyzed. Older Americans. I had eighty year olds yelling at me to give them threeps so they wouldn’t be trapped in their nursing homes. And I wanted to give them threeps! But as long as we were taking the HRIA money, we had to play by their rules. Money you know you will get is worth more than the money you might get. It’s that simple. But at the end of the day Hadens are still only a few million people. There’s a multiple more senior citizens in the United States. Set them up with a threep as part of their Medicaid package and we’d have another boom economy overnight.


  The Abrams-Kettering Bill is the worst possible way to move from federal funding to private enterprise. We have almost no time to prepare. Our customer base is stranded because the federal funds they had incorporated into their budgets aren’t there anymore. We have no customer base outside the Hadens and the cost of R&D for designing products for new potential customers is going to kill us. I’ve never been ashamed to call myself conservative, and I don’t mind having the HRIA go away. But it should have been done intelligently. You don’t crater the economy just to make political points.


  It’s going to be a tough few years. We’ll have to see what happens now.


  Heng Chang:


  If you ask me what the most surprising thing was in the last twenty-five years, I’d say it was our discovery that the neural nets didn’t just allow Hadens the ability to use computers and body prostheses like personal transports, but that they could under very specific conditions also allow one Haden to actually overlay their consciousness on another’s, in the same brain. We discovered by accident, and it doesn’t have any value for most Haden’s patients since their bodies don’t move. But then we discovered that a small percentage of people who recovered from the second stage of the virus had their brains changed enough to do it too.


  That’s how we got Integrators—the people who can carry other people around in their heads. Here in the lab the word we used to describe at the time it was “spooky.” It was spooky. Even now I have a hard time imagining what it must be like to be an Integrator. I understand how it works, technically. But I don’t feel it.


  Terrell Wales:


  This sounds funny coming from a man who spends a lot of his life inside a robot, but the moment I really knew I was living in the future was when I got a chance to use an Integrator. There aren’t many of them, so the NIH puts you in a lottery and if your name comes up, you get a day. My name came up and I got ported in and then for the first time in years I was in a full-fledged, no-bullshit functioning human body.


  You want to know the first thing I did? I went to the International House of Pancakes and ate so many damn pancakes and sausage links I just about made the Integrator throw up. Then I had an ice cold Pepsi. Then I had a cigarette.


  Uh. I don’t think I should probably say what I did after that. I’m not entirely sure it’s legal.


  The weird thing—well, weirder thing—is that all the time I was running around with the Integrator’s body, he’s in there with me. And I wondered, what the hell does this guy do when people are using his body? Doesn’t he get bored? I’m pretty sure every Haden who gets to use a real live human body does what I did, which is to eat, drink, and get laid. Except for the last part, it must get monotonous. Also, because I’m sure I almost made him puke, I wondered how often that happens, right—someone pushes the Integrator’s body to an extreme point.


  I didn’t wonder about it too much, though. I was on a clock, and I had things to do. But, yeah. Of all the things since Haden’s first hit, that was the one that made me think, wow, things really are different. And weird.


  Chris Clarke:


  Well, my life hasn’t changed a damn bit, to tell you truth. I’m still not eligible for parole for another five years.


  Irving Bennett:


  When I retired from the practice of journalism and started teaching it instead, I began using Haden’s syndrome as an example of the fact that sooner or later, everything simply becomes daily life. When Haden’s first struck, it was the most important news story of the century. Everyone knew it. Everyone felt it. But then it just . . . became part of the fabric of the American story, day in and day out. Something commonplace. Something quite literally quotidian. The half-life between story of the century and not even the story of the day is quicker than you would ever guess.


  But then I ask my students: does this mean that it stops being a story worth telling? And I say to them the real journalists among them know the answer even before I ask the question. And the answer is that the story is worth telling every day. The trick is not to find the story of the century. You won’t miss that story when it happens. No one will miss it. The trick is to find the story of the day and for that day make whoever reads it or hears it care about it so intensely that it doesn’t leave them. Then it becomes a story of their life. Maybe even the story of their life.


  Some of the students look at me like I’m trying to pull a fast one on them. Others don’t even care. But in every class there’s one or two who get what I’m trying to tell them. They’re who I’m teaching to. They’re the ones who after they leave this place, are going to go out in the world, take a look at Haden’s, or whatever, and discover there are still so many stories there yet to tell.


  I’m looking forward to those stories.


  2015


  The Life of the Mind


  The End of All Things Episode 1


  To my friend John Anderson, dearly departed, and to all who were friends with him.


  Let the music play.


  PART ONE


  So, I’m supposed to tell you how I became a brain in a box.


  Huh. Well, that starts off a little dark, doesn’t it.


  Also, I don’t really know, technically, how they did it to me. It’s not like once I woke up as a disembodied brain they showed me an informational video about how they did it, just in case I was curious. Here’s the part where we snipped off all the blood vessels and peripheral nerves, the video would say. Here’s how we removed the skull and spinal column, and here’s how we stuffed your brain full of nifty little sensors to track your thoughts. Pay attention, there’s a test later.


  Jesus, I’m really bad at this.


  I’m not a writer or an orator. I’m not a storyteller. I’m a spaceship pilot, so let me just get that right out there. The Colonial Union asked me to tell what happened to me, because they think that information will be useful to them. Fine, I’ll do it, happy to help. But it’s not going to be, you know, classic literature. It’s going to skip around. I’m going to get lost telling the story and come back to points and then get lost again. I’m doing this off the top of my head.


  Well, metaphorically. I don’t have a head anymore. Pretty sure they tossed my head into an incinerator or something.


  See what I mean?


  Someone’s going to have to edit this if it’s going to make any sense at all. So to you poor anonymous Colonial Union editor: I salute you and I apologize to you. I’m not trying to make your life difficult, I swear. I just don’t know what they really want, or how they want me to do it.


  Just tell us everything, I was told. Get it all down. Don’t worry. We’ll sort it out. Which I guess is where you come in, anonymous editor. Happy sorting.


  And if you’re reading this: I’m sure the editor did an excellent job.


  Where to start this damn thing? I don’t think any of you will give a crap about my childhood; it was standard-issue pretty happy, mostly noneventful, with decent parents and friends. Schooling likewise unremarkable with all the usual bits of stupidity and libidinousness with occasional moments of cramming for tests. Honestly, no one will want to hear about any of that. I hardly do and I lived it.


  So, I think I’ll start at the job interview.


  Yes, that’s a good place to start. The interview that gave me the job that turned me into a headless wonder.


  In retrospect, I kind of wish I hadn’t of gotten the gig.


  Oh, and maybe I should say what my name is. Just for the record.


  It’s Rafe. Rafe Daquin.


  I’m Rafe Daquin, and I’m a brain in a box.


  Hi.


  * * *


  The reason I got the interview at all was because of a university friend of mine, Hart Schmidt. He works as a Colonial Union diplomat, which I always thought was the very definition of a thankless job, and in some recent downtime was in a bar on Phoenix Station and talking to the executive officer of the Chandler, a cargo hauler doing a standard triangle run between Phoenix, Huckleberry, and Erie. Not exactly a prestige job, but a gig is a gig. They can’t all be glamour postings.


  Anyway, in conversation the XO was griping about how when they got to Phoenix Station the Chandler was met by a bunch of law enforcement types. Seems one of the Chandler’s pilots had a little side thing going, down on the actual planet of Phoenix, the details of which I’m still a little hazy on but which involved blackmail, intimidation, graft, and bigamy, the last of these being one not so much like the others. The point was the Chandler was now down a pilot and needed one, fast.


  Which was nice, because I was a pilot, and I needed a job. Also fast.


  “This tells me you were a programmer before you were a pilot,” the XO said, as he looked at my work history. We were in a burger joint on Phoenix Station; I had hauled my ass up from the planet as soon as Hart told me about the gig. The burgers were legend, but I wasn’t really there for the culinary thrills. The XO’s name was Lee Han and he had the look of someone who was going through the motions. I had a feeling that as long as I didn’t admit to murdering adorable kittens in front of children, I was going to get the gig.


  “I went to school for computer engineering,” I said. “Graduated and did that and programming for a couple of years. Worked for Eyre Systems, mostly on starship navigation and maintenance software. You might have one of our setups on the Chandler.”


  “We do,” Han said.


  “I can throw in some technical support,” I said. It was a joke.


  I’m not entirely sure Han got that. “It’s not the usual move from programming to piloting,” he said.


  “It’s the programming that got me interested in piloting,” I said. “I was one of the programmers who had some semblance of social skills, so eventually I was assigned to go up to Phoenix Station and work on ships to customize the software. So I spent a lot of time in ships and talking to crew and listening to them talk about where they’ve been in the universe. You do that long enough and just sitting at a desk pushing code seems like a way to spend a lot of time wasting your life. I wanted to see what was out there. So I hustled my way into an apprentice piloting gig. That was seven years ago.”


  “Not exactly an upward move, paywise,” Han said.


  I shrugged. I figured that the shrug would come across as a casual and cool Hey, some things are more important than money rather than Hey, I’m living with my parents who are beginning to resent that fact so I will take what I can get. Anyway both were true. Lots of things can be more important than money when you lacked other options.


  Not to paint my parents as the bad people here. It’s just that they had made it clear that it was one thing to support me while I was working my way up a ladder, and another thing to support a thirty-two-year-old human while I was sitting on my ass at home between gigs. Maybe they wouldn’t let me starve, but they weren’t going to make me comfortable.


  Which was fine. I wasn’t out of work because I was lazy.


  “Says here you’ve been out of work for the last nine months,” Han said.


  “I’ve been between ships, yes,” I said.


  “Want to explain that?” Han asked.


  Well, there was no way around that one. “I’m being blackballed,” I said.


  “By whom?”


  “By Captain Werner Ostrander of the Lastan Falls.”


  I thought I saw a faint smile on Han’s lips when I said this. “Go on,” he said.


  “There’s not much to say,” I said. “I was second pilot on the Baikal and the first pilot wasn’t going anywhere anytime soon, so when I heard there was an opportunity to move up to first pilot on the Lastan, I took it. What I didn’t know was that there was a reason why the Lastan had gone through six pilots in two years, and by the time I found out it was too late. I ended up breaking my contract.”


  “That must have been expensive.”


  “It was worth every penny,” I said. “Also, as I was leaving the ship I dropped my mother’s name to the chief steward. My mother’s a labor lawyer. The class action suit against Ostrander that followed was, shall we say, very satisfying.”


  Han definitely smiled at that.


  “But it also meant that Ostrander now goes out of his way to warn off anyone I try to get a pilot’s job with,” I said. “No one likes a troublemaker.”


  “No, no one does,” Han agreed, and inside I groaned, because I figured this was where I just blew the gig. “But then, I crewed on the Lastan Falls for a year, early in my career.”


  I blinked. “You did?” I said.


  “Yes,” Han said. “Let’s just say I can understand wanting to break your contract. And also that at some point I want to hear the details of that suit.”


  I grinned. “You got it, sir,” I said.


  “I’m going to be blunt, Mr. Daquin, this position is a step back for you,” Han said. “It’s third pilot, and it’s a straight bread-and-butter trade run. We go here, we go to Huckleberry, we go to Erie, we repeat. It’s not exciting, and just like the Baikal, there’s little chance for advancement.”


  “Let me be equally blunt, sir,” I said. “I’ve spent nine months at the bottom of a gravity well. You know as well as I do that if I spend too much more time there, I’m going to get stuck. You need another pilot right now so you don’t lose time and money on your trade run. I get that. I need to get off the rock so I can have another shot at first pilot somewhere else without Ostrander’s blackball over my head. I figure we’re both in a spot and can help each other out.”


  “I just wanted to be sure everyone’s expectations were in order,” Han said.


  “I have no illusions, sir.”


  “Good. Then I can give you a day to close out your business here.”


  I reached down and patted the crew bag at my feet. “Business closed. The only thing I have to do is find my friend Hart and buy him a drink for setting up this interview.”


  “If you can do that quickly there’ll be a shuttle to the Chandler at gate thirty-six in a couple of hours.”


  “I’ll be on it, sir,” I said.


  “Well, then,” Han said, stood up, and extended his hand. “Welcome to the Chandler, pilot.”


  I took the hand. “Thank you, sir. Glad to be aboard.”


  * * *


  I found Hart a half hour later, on the other side of Phoenix Station, in a reception for his boss, Ambassador Abumwe.


  “She got the Meritorious Service Award,” Hart said. He was on his second glass of spiked punch and he was never one who held his alcohol very well, so he was on his way to being a little tipsy. He was also dressed in a formal diplomatic uniform. I thought it made him look like a doorman. But then I had just spent the better part of the year in sweatpants, so who the hell was I to say.


  “What did she do that was meritorious?” I asked.


  “She kept her entire staff alive while Earth Station was being attacked, for starters,” Hart said. “You heard about Earth Station?”


  I nodded. The Colonial Union was pretty good at keeping bad news from reaching the civilians of the colonies, but some pieces of news are harder to hide than others. For example, the news that the Earth’s sole space station was destroyed by unknown terrorists, killing thousands including the cream of the Earth’s diplomatic corps, and that the Earth blamed the Colonial Union for the attack and severed all diplomatic and economic ties.


  Yeah, that one was a little hard to hide.


  The Colonial Union’s official story about it only said about the attack being the act of terrorists; the rest of it I had filled in from former shipmates and friends like Hart. When you live at the bottom of a gravity well, you only tend to hear the official story. The people who actually move between the stars, on the other hand, hear a lot more. It’s hard to sell the official story to people who can see things for themselves.


  “Some people saved themselves,” said Harry Wilson, a friend of Hart’s who he’d just introduced to me. Wilson was a member of the Colonial Defense Forces; his green skin gave him away. That and the fact that he looked the same age as my kid brother, but was probably something like 120 years old. Having a genetically modified, not-quite-human body had certain advantages, as long as you didn’t mind being the same color as guacamole. “Your friend Hart here, for example. He got himself to an escape pod and ditched from Earth Station as it was literally blowing up around him.”


  “A slight exaggeration,” Hart said.


  “No, it actually was literally blowing up around you,” Wilson said.


  Hart waved him off and looked back over to me. “Harry’s making it sound more dramatic than it was.”


  “It sounds pretty dramatic,” I admitted.


  “Space station blowing up around him,” Wilson said again, emphasizing the last part.


  “I was unconscious for most of the trip down to Earth,” Hart said. “I think that’s probably a good thing.”


  I nodded toward Ambassador Abumwe, who I recognized from pictures, and who was on the other side of the reception hall, shaking hands with well-wishers in a receiving line. “How was the ceremony?”


  “Painful,” Wilson said.


  “It was all right,” Hart said.


  “Painful,” Wilson repeated. “The guy who gave out the medal—”


  “Assistant Secretary of State Tyson Ocampo,” Hart said.


  “—was a fatuous gasbag,” Wilson continued. “I’ve met a lot of people in the diplomatic corps who were in love with the sound of their own voice, but this guy. He and his voice should just get a room.”


  “It wasn’t that bad,” Hart said to me.


  “You saw Abumwe’s face while that dude was going on,” Wilson said, to Hart.


  “Ocampo,” Hart said, clearly pained that the assistant secretary of state was being referred to as “that dude.” “The number two man in the department. And there was nothing going on with her face,” Hart said.


  “She was definitely wearing her ‘please shut the hell up,’ face,” Wilson said, to me. “Trust me, I have seen it many times.”


  I looked over to Hart. “It’s true,” he said. “Harry has seen the ambassador’s ‘shut up’ face more than most.”


  “Speak of the devil,” Wilson said, and motioned slightly with his head. “Look who’s coming this way.” I glanced over and saw a middle-aged man in a resplendent Colonial Union diplomatic uniform, followed by a young woman, heading our direction.


  “The fatuous gasbag?” I asked.


  “Secretary Ocampo,” Hart said, emphatically.


  “Same thing,” Wilson said.


  “Gentlemen,” Ocampo said, coming up to us.


  “Hello, Secretary Ocampo,” Wilson said, very smoothly, and I thought I saw Hart relax maybe a tiny bit. “What may we do for you, sir?”


  “Well, since you’re standing between me and the punch, perhaps you would be so kind as to get me a cup,” he said.


  “Let me get that for you,” Hart said, and nearly dropped his own glass in the process.


  “Thank you,” Ocampo said. “Schmidt, yes? One of Abumwe’s people.” He then turned to Wilson. “And you are?”


  “Lieutenant Harry Wilson.”


  “Really,” Ocampo said, and sounded impressed. “You’re the one who saved the daughter of the secretary of state of the United States when Earth Station was destroyed.”


  “Danielle Lowen,” Wilson said. “And yes. She’s a diplomat in her own right, of course.”


  “Of course,” Ocampo said. “But the fact that she’s Secretary Lowen’s daughter didn’t hurt. It’s one reason why the U.S. is one of the few countries on Earth that will speak to the Colonial Union in any capacity.”


  “I’m happy to be useful, sir,” Wilson said. Hart handed him his punch.


  “Thank you,” Ocampo said, to Hart, and then turned his attention back to Wilson. “I understand you also skydived from Earth Station all the way down to Earth with Miss Lowen.”


  “That’s correct, sir,” Wilson said.


  “That must have been some experience.”


  “I mostly remember trying not to go ‘splat’ at the end of it.”


  “Of course,” Ocampo said. He turned to me next, registering my lack of dress uniform and the crew bag at my feet, and waiting for me to identify myself.


  “Rafe Daquin,” I said, taking the hint. “I’m crashing the party, sir.”


  “He’s a friend of mine who happened to be on station,” Hart said. “He’s a pilot on a trade ship.”


  “Oh,” Ocampo said. “Which one?”


  “The Chandler,” I said.


  “Isn’t that interesting,” Ocampo said. “I’ve booked passage on the Chandler.”


  “You have?” I asked.


  “Yes. It’s been a few years since I’ve taken a vacation and I decided to take a month to hike the Connecticut mountains on Huckleberry. That’s the Chandler’s next destination, unless I’m mistaken,” Ocampo said.


  “You could just take a department ship, I would think,” I said.


  Ocampo smiled. “It would look bad to commandeer a State Department ship as a personal taxi, I’m afraid. As I understand it the Chandler lets out a couple of staterooms for passengers. I and Vera here,” he nodded toward his assistant, “have taken them. How are they?”


  “The staterooms?” I asked. Ocampo nodded. “I’m not sure.”


  “Rafe has just been hired as of about an hour ago,” Hart said. “He hasn’t even been on the ship yet. He’s taking a shuttle over in about an hour.”


  “That’s the same shuttle you’ll be on, sir,” Vera said to Ocampo.


  “So we’ll experience it for the first time together,” the secretary said, to me.


  “I suppose that’s true,” I said. “If you would like I would be happy to escort you and your assistant to the shuttle gate, when you’re ready to depart.”


  “Thank you, I’d appreciate that,” Ocampo said. “I’ll have Vera tell you when we’re ready. Until then, gentlemen.” He nodded and wandered off with his punch, Vera following behind.


  “Very diplomatic,” Wilson said to me, once he was gone.


  “You jumped out of an exploding space station?” I said to him, changing the subject.


  “It wasn’t exploding that much when I jumped,” Wilson said.


  “And you got out in an escape pod just in time,” I said to Hart. “I’m clearly in the wrong line of space travel for excitement.”


  “Trust me,” Wilson said. “You don’t want that much excitement.”


  * * *


  The Chandler, as advertised, was not exciting.


  But it’s not supposed to be. I said before that the Chandler had blocked out a triangle run. That means that you have three destinations, all of which want something that’s made and exported on the previous planet. So, for example, Huckleberry is a colony that’s largely agrarian—a large percentage of the land mass there is in a temperate zone that’s great for human crops. We take things like wheat, corn, and gaalfruit and a few other crops and take them to Erie. Erie colonists pay a premium for Huckleberry agricultural products, because, I don’t know, I think they think they’re healthier or something. Whatever reason, they want ’em so we take them there. In return we load up on all sorts of rare earth metals, which Erie has lots of.


  We take those to Phoenix, which is the center of high-technology manufacturing for the Colonial Union. And from there, we get things like medical scanners and PDAs and everything else it’s cheaper to mass produce and ship than try to put together yourselves in a home printer, and take those to Huckleberry, whose technology manufacturing base is pretty small. Wash, rinse, repeat. As long as you’re working the triangle in the right direction, you’ll get rich.


  But it’s not exciting, for whatever definition of “exciting” you want to have. These three colonies are well established and protected; Huckleberry’s the youngest and it’s nearly a century old at this point, and Phoenix is the oldest and best defended of any of the Colonial Union planets. So you’re not exploring new worlds by trading there. You’re unlikely to run into pirates or other bad people. You’re not meeting strange new aliens, or really any aliens at all. You’re shipping food, ore, and gadgets. This isn’t the romance of space. This is you and space in a nice, comfortable rut.


  But again, I didn’t give a crap about any of that. I’d seen enough of space and had the occasional bit of excitement; when I was on the Baikal, we were pursued for four days by pirates and eventually had to ditch our cargo. They don’t chase you anymore when you do that because then you have nothing they want. Usually. Sometimes when you ditch your cargo they get pissed off and then try to send a missile into your engines to register their displeasure.


  So, yeah. As Harry Wilson suggested, excitement can be overrated.


  Anyway, right now I didn’t want exciting. What I wanted was to work. If that meant babysitting the Chandler’s navigational system while it crunched data for a run that it had done a thousand times before, that was fine by me. At the end of the stint I’d have the blackball off my career. That was also fine by me.


  The Chandler itself was your basic cargo hauler, which is to say a former Colonial Defense Forces frigate, repurposed for cargo and trade. There were purpose-built cargo haulers, of course, but they were expensive and tended to be built and used by large shipping lines. The Chandler was the sole ship owned by its small consortium of owners. They got the obsolete frigate that became the Chandler at an auction.


  When I did my research of the Chandler before the interview (always do your research; I didn’t with the Lastan Falls and it cost me), I saw pictures of the frigate at the auction, where it was sold “as-is.” Somewhere along the way it had gotten the living crap beat out of it. But refurbished, it had been doing its run for almost two decades. I figured it wouldn’t accidentally spill me into space.


  I took the shuttle ride with Secretary Ocampo and his aide (whose last name I finally learned was Briggs; that came from the crew and passenger manifest, not from the secretary), said good-bye to them at the ship. Then I reported to Han and my immediate boss, First Pilot Clarine Bolduc, and then to Quartermaster Seidel, who assigned me quarters. “You’re in luck,” she said. “You get private quarters. At least until we hit Erie, when we take on some new crew. Then you’ll get two roommates. Enjoy your privacy while you can.”


  I went to my quarters and they were the size of a broom closet. Technically you could fit three people in it. But you wouldn’t want to close the door or you’d run out of oxygen. I got to pick my bunk, though, so I had that going for me.


  At evening mess Bolduc introduced me around to the other officers and department heads.


  “You’re not going to be running any scams in your spare time?” asked Chieko Tellez, who was assistant cargo chief, as I sat down with my tray.


  “I did a thorough background check,” Han said, to her. “He’s clean.”


  “I’m joking,” Tellez said, to Han. She turned back to me. “You know about the guy you’re replacing, right?”


  “I heard a little about it,” I said.


  “A shame,” Tellez said. “He was a nice guy.”


  “As long as you’re willing to overlook corruption, graft, and bigamy,” Bolduc said.


  “He never did any of that to me, and that’s what really counts,” Tellez said, and then glanced over at me, smiling.


  “I can’t tell whether you’re joking or not,” I admitted.


  “Chieko is never not joking,” Bolduc said. “And now you know.”


  “Some of us like a little humor,” Tellez said, to Bolduc.


  “Joking is not the same thing as humor,” Bolduc said.


  “Hmph,” Tellez said. It didn’t look like she was particularly put out by the comment. I figured she and Bolduc ribbed each other on a frequent basis, which was not a bad thing. Officers who got on okay were a sign of a happy ship.


  Tellez turned her attention back to me. “You came over on the shuttle with those State Department mucky-mucks, right?”


  “I did,” I said.


  “Did they say why they were on the ship?”


  “Secretary Ocampo is going on vacation on Huckleberry,” I said. “We’re headed that way so he and his aide rented a couple of spare staterooms.”


  “If I were him I would have just taken a department ship,” Bolduc said.


  “He said it wouldn’t look very good if he did,” I said.


  “I’m sure he’s actually worried about that,” Bolduc said.


  “Seidel said that Ocampo told her that he wanted to travel inconspicuously and without having to feel like he was dragging his title around,” Han said.


  “Do you believe that?” Bolduc asked. Han shrugged. Bolduc then turned to me. “You talked to him, yeah?”


  “Sure,” I said.


  “That sound reasonable to you?”


  I thought back on what Wilson said about Ocampo being in love with the sound of his own voice, and thought about the shuttle ride, after the polite conversation was over, listening to Ocampo dictating notes to Vera Briggs. “He doesn’t strike me as the kind who prefers to be inconspicuous, no,” I said.


  “Maybe he’s just screwing his aide and wants to be inconspicuous about that,” Tellez said.


  “No, that’s not it,” I said.


  “Explain,” Tellez said.


  I shrugged. “I didn’t get that vibe from either of them.”


  “And how is your vibe sense in general, Daquin?”


  “It’s all right.”


  “What’s your vibe about me?” Tellez asked.


  “You have a quirky sense of humor,” I said.


  “His vibe sense works just fine,” Bolduc said.


  Tellez shot a look at Bolduc, who ignored it. “Why would anyone vacation on Huckleberry anyway?” she said. “We’ve been to Huckleberry. A lot. There’s nothing there worth a vacation.”


  “He said he wanted to hike the Connecticut mountains,” I said. “Whatever those are.”


  “I hope he packed a jacket,” Han said. “The Connecticuts are a polar range, and it’s winter for Huckleberry’s northern hemisphere.”


  “He had several trunks,” I said. “His aide Vera complained that he brought three times the clothing he’d need. There’s probably a jacket or two in there.”


  “Let’s hope so,” Han said. “Otherwise, he’s in for a disappointing vacation.”


  But as it turned out there was no vacation at all.


  * * *


  I looked up from my chair and saw Captain Thao and Lee Han looking down at me, Thao with a severely pissed-off look on her face, and my first thought was, Shit, I don’t even know what I did wrong this time.


  My second thought was to be confused as to why I was seeing her at all. I was third pilot, which meant I got the shifts where the captain was usually not on deck; she was usually sleeping or tending to other ship duties when I was in the pilot’s chair. For the three days I’d been piloting, XO Han sat in the command chair while I sat in mine, and we did a whole lot of nothing—the course from Phoenix Station to our skip point was plotted for us by Phoenix Station and all I had to do was make sure we didn’t drift for one reason or another.


  We hadn’t. I could have napped through all of my shifts and it would have had the same effect.


  We were twelve hours out from skip. At that time the captain would be in the chair, Bolduc would be piloting with Second Pilot Schreiber assisting, and with any luck I would be asleep in my bunk. Having the captain on deck now meant something was out of whack; that she was standing over my chair said maybe what was out of whack had to do with me. What it was I had no idea. Like I said, we were exactly where we needed to be for the skip. There was literally nothing I could have been doing wrong.


  “Yes, ma’am?” I said. When in doubt, be ready to take an order.


  Captain Thao held out a memory card. I looked at it, stupidly. “It’s a memory card,” I said.


  “I know what it is,” Captain Thao said. “I need you to help me with it.”


  “All right,” I said. “How?”


  “You worked on the piloting systems as a programmer, yes? Lee tells me you did.”


  “I did several years ago,” I said, glancing over at Han, whose expression was blank.


  “So you know how it works.”


  “I haven’t worked on the code for the most recent versions of the software, but it’s built using the same language and compilers,” I said. “I wouldn’t have a problem catching up on it.”


  “The piloting system has the ability to accept encoded commands, yes? Destinations can be plugged in without openly revealing what they are.”


  “Sure,” I said. “That’s a standard feature. It was put into military piloting software so if a ship or drone is captured, it’d be harder for whoever captured it to find out its destination. We don’t usually use the secure mode on trade ships because there’s no point. We have to file courses with the Colonial Union anyway. They know where we’re going.”


  “I have an encrypted destination on this memory card,” Thao said. “Can you tell me where it is?”


  “No,” I said. “It’s encrypted.” And then I realized that it was entirely possible that last comment came out in my “condescending nerd” voice, so I quickly added to it. “What I mean is that I would need the encryption key for it. I don’t have it.”


  “The system has it,” Thao said.


  “Right, but the system doesn’t tell us what it is,” I said. “The point of the secure mode is to let the navigation computer and only the navigation computer know where the ship is going.”


  “Could you crack it without a key?”


  “The encryption?” I asked. Thao nodded. “How much time do I have?”


  “How long until skip?”


  I checked my monitor. “Twelve hours, twenty-three minutes.”


  “That long.”


  “No,” I said. “If you gave me a month I could maybe do it. Or if I had passwords or biometrics or whatever it was that let whoever gave you that memory card into the encryption system in the first place.” I motioned to the card. “Was that encrypted on the Chandler?”


  “No.”


  “I would need more time than we have, then, ma’am.”


  Captain Thao nodded, moody, and looked over to Han.


  “May I ask what’s going on, ma’am?” I said.


  “No,” Captain Thao said. She reached out to me with the memory card. “I need you to put this new destination into the navigation system. Let Han know when you’ve done it and the new destination is confirmed.”


  I took the card. “It’ll take about a minute and a half,” I said.


  “Fine,” Thao said. “Tell Han anyway.” She left without saying anything else. I looked over at Han. He was still working on his utterly neutral face.


  * * *


  “Mr. Daquin,” Secretary Ocampo said, as he opened the door to his stateroom and saw me standing on the other side of it. “This is unexpected. Come inside, please.” He stood aside to let me in.


  I entered the stateroom, which was roughly twice the size of my own, which is to say, the size of two broom closets. A lot of the space was taken up by Ocampo’s luggage, which was, as Vera Briggs hinted, a lot for a month-long trip. But Ocampo struck me as a likely candidate for being a clotheshorse, so maybe that volume of luggage wasn’t unusual for him.


  “I apologize for it being cramped,” Ocampo said.


  “It’s bigger than my quarters,” I said.


  “I would hope so!” Ocampo said, and then laughed. “No offense,” he said, afterwards.


  “None taken,” I said.


  “We’re fortunate Vera isn’t in here as well, we might not be able to move,” Ocampo said, and sat in the chair next to his very small table. “Now, let me guess why you’re here, Mr. Daquin. I’m guessing that sometime in the last few hours, your captain came to you with a new destination, is that correct?”


  “It might be,” I said.


  “Might be indeed,” Ocampo replied. “And this new destination is secret, and now I strongly suspect that you and the rest of the Chandler crew are having a merry little time speculating about where this destination is, why we might be going there, and why your captain is following an order that no one should have been able to give her. Is that about right?”


  “That’s about the size of it, yes.”


  “And I bet you were volunteered by the rest of the crew to come see me about it, because you and I shared a boat ride over to the Chandler.”


  “No, sir,” I said. “You’re right that the crew is talking about it. But none of them put me up to this. I came on my own.”


  “That’s either initiative or stupidity, Mr. Daquin.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Maybe a little of both.”


  “That’s equally possible, sir.”


  Ocampo laughed. “You understand that if I can’t tell your captain where we’re going, I’m not going to be able to tell you.”


  “I understand that,” I said. “I’m not here about the ‘what,’ sir. I’m here about the ‘why.’ ”


  “The why,” Ocampo said.


  “Yes,” I said. “As in why the number two person in all of the Colonial Union State Department is pretending to go on vacation to an arctic mountain range and using a cargo ship to get there, instead of just taking a State Department ship with a formal diplomatic mission on it to wherever and whomever he is meeting and negotiating with.”


  “Well,” Ocampo said, after a moment. “And here I thought I was being clever about it.”


  “You were, sir,” I said. “But it looks different inside the ship than out of it.”


  “Fair enough. Have a seat, Daquin,” Ocampo said, motioning to his bunk. I sat. “Let’s talk theoretical scenarios for a moment. Are you okay with that?”


  “Sure,” I said.


  “What do you know about how the Colonial Union is doing these days?”


  “I know we’re not on very good terms with the Earth anymore.”


  Ocampo snorted. “You’ve unintentionally made the understatement of the year. It’s more accurate to say the Earth hates the Colonial Union’s guts, thinks we are evil, and wants us all to die. They blame us for the destruction of Earth Station, which was their major egress into space. They think we did it.”


  “And we didn’t.”


  “No, of course not. But many of the ships used in the attack were pirated from the Colonial Union. You’ve heard about that, at least? Cargo ships like this one being captured and turned into attack vehicles?”


  I nodded. This was one of the more wild rumors out there—that pirates, or someone posing as pirates, would take and board ships, but instead of the cargo, they were after the ships themselves. They would use the ships to attack targets in the Colonial Union and in the Conclave, a big political union of alien races.


  I thought it was wild because it didn’t make much sense. Not that the ships were taken; I knew that was true. Everyone in space knows someone whose ship was lost. But it didn’t make sense to use cargo ships as attack platforms. There were easier ways to strike both the Colonial Union and the Conclave.


  But now Ocampo was telling me that part wasn’t just a rumor. That these things were happening. One more reason, I guess, to be glad to be doing a trade run safely inside the Colonial Union’s borders.


  Except now we weren’t doing that safe trade run anymore.


  “Because the ships were originally from the Colonial Union, it looks like the Colonial Union attacked,” Ocampo said. “And so our diplomatic relations with nearly every nation on Earth are entirely shut off. Even those we’re not entirely shunned by we still have to be very careful approaching. Understand me so far?”


  I nodded again.


  Ocampo nodded in response. “In which case, Mr. Daquin, ask yourself: If the number two man of the Colonial Union State Department wanted to pry open diplomatic relations with the Earth, even just a crack, in a way that didn’t immediately require everyone involved to strike a political pose, how might he do it?”


  “By pretending to go on vacation but actually commandeering a trade ship to take him to an unofficial meeting at a secret destination, perhaps,” I said.


  “That might be one way, yes,” Ocampo agreed.


  “But he would still need to convince that ship’s captain.”


  “Convincing takes on many forms,” Ocampo said. “One form might be an official request from the Colonial Union itself, the refusal of which would cause the ship in question to be refused dock at any space station the Colonial Union controls. Which would be all of them, in Colonial Union space.”


  “And the refusal would happen because the captain didn’t play ball.”


  “Well, officially there would be all sorts of reasons given,” Ocampo said. “It would vary from station to station and from circumstance to circumstance. But in reality, it would be the Colonial Union expressing its displeasure at the lack of cooperation, yes.”


  “I don’t imagine the captain would be happy about that.”


  “No, probably not,” Ocampo agreed.


  “There’s also the problem that the ship, and its owners and crew, would take a loss because their trade route was messed with.”


  “If something like that were to happen, in theory, the ship, and its owners and crew, would be fully compensated by the Colonial Union for any losses, with additional compensation for time and other incurred expenses.”


  “Really.”


  “Oh, yes,” Ocampo said. “And now you know why it doesn’t happen very often. It’s expensive as hell.”


  “And you told the captain all this.”


  “I might have,” Ocampo said. “But if I did, I don’t imagine it made her any happier. No captain likes being ordered about on her own ship. But at this point there’s nothing to be done for it. How do you feel about it, Mr. Daquin?”


  “I don’t know. Better, I suppose, because I have some idea what’s going on. At least, if what you’re telling me is accurate, sir.”


  “I haven’t told you anything, Mr. Daquin,” Ocampo said. “We’re just having a conversation about possibilities. And this seems like a reasonable possibility to me. Does it seem like a reasonable possibility to you?”


  I thought it did.


  * * *


  The next day, I got shot in the head.


  Before that happened, though, I fell out of my bunk.


  The falling out of the bunk was not the important part. The important part was how I fell out of it. I was shoved—or more accurately, the Chandler was shoved, and I pretty much stayed where I was. Which meant one second I had a bunk under me and the next second I didn’t, and then I was tumbling through the air, toward a bulkhead.


  When this was happening I had two thoughts. The first thought, which if I’m truthful about it took up most of my brain, was Whaaaaaa, because first I was airborne, and then I smacked into the wall.


  The second thought, in the part of my brain that wasn’t freaking out, was that something serious had happened to the ship. The artificial gravity field on the Chandler and nearly all space ships is incredibly robust—it has to be, or even simple acceleration would turn human bodies into jelly. It also acts to dampen skew and yaw inside a ship. It takes a lot of energy, basically, to shove a ship so hard that people fall out of their bunks.


  There was also the fact that while I was shoved out of my bunk, I wasn’t falling. Which meant the artificial gravity wasn’t working. Something happened to knock it out.


  Conclusion: We either hit something or were hit by something.


  Which meant that the part of my brain that was previously going Whaaaaaa was now going, Oh shit we’re all gonna die, we’re dead we’re dead we’re so fucking dead.


  And then the lights went out.


  All of this took maybe a second.


  The good news is I peed before going to sleep.


  Then the emergency lights clicked on, as did the emergency gravity, rated at .2 standard G. It wasn’t a lot, and it wouldn’t be on for long. The whole point of it was to give the crew enough time to strap things down and lock them away. Everything that had been previously flying around in my quarters—toothpaste tubes, unhampered clothes, me—began to settle to the floor. I touched down, quickly put on some pants, and opened the door to my room.


  And immediately saw Chieko Tellez running down the hall.


  “What happened?” I asked.


  “Power’s out,” she said as she passed me. “We skipped and then the power went bye-bye.”


  “Yeah, but how?”


  “Hey, man, I’m just a cargo monkey,” she said. “You’re bridge crew. You tell me.” And then she was gone.


  She had a point. I started my way to the bridge.


  Along the way I saw Secretary Ocampo, who looked mussed and like he hadn’t gotten much sleep. “What’s going on?” he asked.


  “Power’s out.”


  “How’d that happen?”


  I just had this conversation, on the other side. “I’m heading to the bridge to find out.”


  Ocampo nodded. “I’ll come with you.” I didn’t think this was a particularly great idea, but I just nodded and kept going, assuming that Ocampo was following me.


  The bridge was busy but controlled. The first-shift bridge crew were at their stations, offering up status reports to Thao, who took them in and asked questions. I nodded to Ocampo, who had indeed followed me in, and then went over to Han.


  “You’re not on duty,” he said to me as I came up.


  “Thought you might want some help.”


  “We already have a pilot.” Han nodded to Bolduc.


  “Available for other things.”


  “Fine,” Han said. “See if Womack needs help with the sensors.” I headed over to Sherita Womack, handling the sensors. Han then turned his attention to Ocampo. “You’re not part of this crew, Secretary Ocampo. You’re officially in the way.”


  “Thought I might be useful,” Ocampo said.


  “You’re not,” Han said. “Go back to your stateroom.”


  “Belay that,” Thao said, turning to the conversation. “I want him here. I’ve got questions for him, and he damn well better have answers for me. Don’t you move, Secretary.”


  “I’m at your service, Captain,” Ocampo said.


  Thao said nothing to this, and switched her attention to Womack. “Sensors. Report. Tell me if we hit anything coming out of skip.”


  “Doesn’t appear so, ma’am,” Womack said. “If we hit anything, we’d probably be dead.”


  “Depends on the size of what we hit,” I said. “We get peppered with tiny bits of dust all the time.”


  “Those aren’t going to knock out our power,” Womack said. “They’re not going to shift us off course, either.”


  “How far have we shifted?” Thao asked.


  Womack shrugged. “Can’t give you a precise reading because out inertial sensors are screwed up. So are our outside sensors. I can’t tell you what’s out there, ma’am.”


  “Anything before the sensors went out?”


  “Nothing pinged,” Womack said. “One second there’s nothing but vacuum and the next we’re jolted and our power is screwed.” Womack stopped talking and frowned at something in her diagnostics screen. I craned my head in to look.


  “What is it?” Thao asked.


  “The diagnostics say the outside sensors should be working fine,” I said, going off the readings on the screen.


  “But we’re not getting anything from them,” Womack said. “Communications should also be working but I’m getting nothing.”


  “We’re being jammed, maybe,” I said.


  “I think so,” Womack said, and looked over to Thao.


  The bridge went silent at this. Thao nodded at the report and then turned her attention back to Ocampo. “You want to explain this?” she said.


  “I can’t,” Ocampo said.


  “You said that you were meeting diplomats from Earth.”


  “Earth and the Conclave both, yes,” Ocampo said. This was slightly different than what he told me, but then he said he wasn’t actually telling me anything, so.


  “Why would diplomats want to jam our sensors?” Thao asked.


  “They wouldn’t,” Ocampo said. “This is where we’re supposed to meet. They knew I was coming and they knew I was coming on this ship. They know we’re not a threat.”


  “And yet our sensors are jammed and we’re sitting here blind,” Thao said.


  “It could be pirates,” Han said.


  “No,” Thao said. “Pirates follow trade routes. This isn’t a trade route. We followed a route to a secret location only Secretary Ocampo’s diplomat friends would know we’d be at. Isn’t that right, Ocampo? Isn’t this trip supposed to be top secret?” The sarcasm of those last two words coming out of the captain’s mouth was unmistakable.


  Ocampo looked uncomfortable with this line of questioning. “Information about the Colonial Union’s diplomatic missions has been leaky in the last year,” he said, finally.


  “What does that mean?” asked Thao.


  “It means that the State Department might have a problem with spies,” Ocampo said. “I made every precaution so this information would be secure. Apparently it wasn’t enough.”


  “You have spies?” Thao said. “Spies for whom? The Conclave? Earth?”


  “Either,” Ocampo said. “Or spies for someone else.”


  “Who else?”


  Ocampo shrugged at this. Thao shot him a look that was a textbook example of disgust. Then she turned back to Womack and me. “There was nothing on the sensors before the power went out.”


  “No, ma’am,” Womack said. “Nothing but clear space to the skip point.”


  “Outside sensors still down.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” Womack said. “They should be working fine. They’re just not. I can’t tell you why.”


  Thao turned to Han. “Tell someone to go to an airlock and look out the goddamned portal, please,” she said.


  Han nodded and spoke briefly into a headset; presumably somewhere belowdecks a crew member was heading to an airlock. “We should start forming security details, Captain,” he said, after he was done.


  “You think whoever it is out there is going to board us,” Thao said.


  “I do,” Han said. “You said it yourself, whoever this is, they’re not your typical pirates. I think the only thing of value on the Chandler to whoever they are is the Chandler.”


  “No,” Thao said, looking back at Ocampo. “There’s something else here, too.”


  A ping came up from Womack’s console. We both turned to look at it.


  “What is it?” Thao asked.


  “An outside signal,” I said.


  Womack picked up her headset. “It’s addressing you specifically, Captain,” she said to Thao a moment later.


  “Put it on speaker,” Thao said. Womack switched it over and nodded to the captain. “This is Captain Eliza Thao,” she said.


  “Captain Thao, you have three Melierax Series Seven missiles locked in on your ship,” a voice said. It had that metallic, grating tone that made it clear it was artificially generated. “The first will impact and detonate midships, at a point where the structural integrity of the Chandler is the weakest. This will not destroy your ship but will kill many of your crew, and open a direct path to your engines, where the second missile will strike. That will vaporize two-thirds of your ship instantly, killing nearly every one of your crew. The third missile is for mop up.


  “As a trade ship, you have no significant defenses. Even if you had, we have jammed your external sensors. Your communications are also jammed and you are light-years away from any civilian or CDF station in any event. Your skip drone launchers are already targeted by particle beams. Your power is down and you will discover, if you have not already, that you will be unable to get it back online before your emergency battery power exhausts itself. If you were not already targeted for destruction by our missiles, you and your crew would freeze, and those who did not would asphyxiate.”


  “Listen to me—” Thao began.


  “If you interrupt again we will launch our missiles,” the voice said.


  Thao shut up.


  “This is not a negotiation or a parley,” the voice continued. “We are telling you what you will have to do in order for you and your crew to survive the next few hours.


  “And it is this. You will open your airlocks for external entry. You will assemble your entire crew in your ship’s cargo hold. We will enter your ship and take control of it. If any of your crew is found outside of the cargo hold when we board, we will destroy the ship and everyone on it. If any of your crew attempts to attack us or thwart us in taking control of your ship, we will destroy the ship and everyone on it. If you attempt to abandon ship, we will target and destroy the lifepods and destroy the ship and anyone remaining on it. If you and your crew do anything other than assemble in the cargo hold and await further instruction, we will destroy the ship and everyone on it.


  “You will have five minutes from right now to signal your understanding of these directions. You will then have one hour to signal that these directions have been fulfilled. If we do not receive both, then your ship and everyone on it will be destroyed.


  “That is all.”


  “Is that channel still clear?” Thao asked Womack.


  Womack looked at her panel. “Yes,” she said. “Everything else is still jammed up.”


  Thao turned to Ocampo. “These aren’t your friends, I assume.”


  “No,” Ocampo said. “This is definitely not how they would have greeted us.”


  “And what do you think has happened to your friends?”


  “I don’t know,” Ocampo said. “It’s entirely possible they were attacked, too.”


  “Options,” Thao said, turning to Han.


  “Assuming they are telling us the truth about the missiles, none,” Han said. “Whoever that was is right. We have no real defenses. We can’t outrun them. And even if we direct all emergency power to life support, we don’t have much time.”


  “And if they’re not telling us the truth about the missiles?”


  “Then we launch lifepods, fight them when they arrive on the ship, and destroy the ship ourselves if necessary,” Han said. “To Hell with these guys.”


  “We’ll fight, Captain,” I said. I don’t know why I said it. I wasn’t thinking about fighting at any point before. It just came up in my brain at that moment. It was like Lee Han said: To Hell with these guys, whoever they were. And if that meant fighting them with sticks, that was better than nothing.


  I looked around the bridge and saw people nodding. We were all ready for a fight.


  Thao smiled at me and then nodded, as a way of letting me know my comment had been registered and appreciated. Then she turned back to Han, who was not smiling. “But,” she said to him.


  “But they already have knocked out our power in a way we couldn’t and didn’t track,” Han said. “They’re jamming our communications and external sensors. That says to me they have more up their sleeves. Even if they don’t, if we fight them and repel them we’ll likely take losses and additional damage to the ship. We’ll all end up on lifepods just to survive. In which case whoever they are—” Han motioned outward, signifying our attackers. “—can still take the ship without any of us on it. In which case, we’ve risked everything for nothing.”


  Thao turned to Bolduc, who was the pilot on duty. “Any chance we could skip out of this?”


  “No,” Bolduc said. “We entered this system near a planet. Under the best of circumstances we’d need three days to get to skip distance.”


  “We can’t skip without engines anyway,” Han said.


  “When can we get them back?” Thao asked.


  “Eller estimated twenty hours,” Han said, speaking of the chief engineer. “Our emergency power is going to last six. We’d still have to get the crew to lifepods. Whoever stayed would find breathing difficult until the power’s completely back.”


  “No matter what, we lose the ship,” Thao said.


  Han paused an almost infinitesimally small amount of time before replying. “Realistically, yes,” he said. “Even if whoever is attacking us did nothing, we’d still have to get nearly all the crew to lifepods. And I don’t think it’s realistic to assume that whoever is attacking us will do nothing. They’ve already done enough.”


  Thao sat for a moment, silent. Ocampo and everyone else on the bridge waited, conscious of the timeline for a response.


  “Fuck,” Thao said. She nodded to Womack. “Tell them we understand their terms. The airlocks will be open within the hour. We’ll signal when the crew is in the cargo hold.”


  Womack blinked, swallowed, and nodded. She turned to her console.


  Thao turned to Han. “Tell the crew. We’re under a deadline here.” Han moved.


  Then Thao looked over to Ocampo. “Well, Mr. Ocampo. I’m beginning to think I should have refused your request.” Ocampo opened his mouth to reply, but Thao was already ignoring him.


  * * *


  The three creatures approaching Captain Thao wore black, were armed, and had knees that went the wrong way. One had something resembling a handgun, and the two others had longer weapons I assumed were automatic rifles of some sort. A larger squad of the alien creatures held back and fanned out through the cargo hold, getting good vantages to fire into us, the Chandler crew. There were about sixty of us, totally unarmed. It wouldn’t take them long to go through us, if they wanted to.


  “What the hell are they?” Chieko Tellez whispered to me. She was standing next to me in the group.


  “They’re Rraey,” I said.


  “Not friendly,” she said. “Not counting these ones, I mean.”


  “No,” I said. The Colonial Union didn’t spend a lot of time advertising specific battles, but I knew enough to know we’d kicked the Rraey’s asses pretty seriously more than once in the last decade or so. There was no reason to believe any of this was going to end well for us.


  The three Rraey reached Captain Thao. “Identify your pilots,” the center Rraey said to her. It spoke in its own language, which was translated by a small object clipped to its clothes.


  “Tell me why,” Thao said.


  The Rraey raised its weapon and shot Lee Han, standing with the captain, in the face. Han lifted in the low gravity and took a long time to fall to the deck.


  “Identify your pilots,” the Rraey said again, after most of the shouting from the crew had subsided.


  Thao remained silent. The creature raised its weapon again, this time at her head. I considered stepping forward. Tellez suddenly grabbed my arm, guessing what I was thinking of doing. “Don’t you fucking dare,” she whispered.


  “Stop it,” someone said. I followed the sound of the voice to Secretary Ocampo. He stepped forward away from the Chandler crew. “There’s no need for that, Commander Tvann.”


  The Rraey turned its head to look at Ocampo. So did Thao. I think she realized, like I just did, that Ocampo had called the creature by name and rank.


  “Secretary Ocampo,” Tvann said, nodding its head in salute. “Perhaps you would be so kind as to identify a pilot for me.”


  “Of course,” Ocampo said. Then he pointed into crew members, directly at me. “He’s one. Take him.”


  Two Rraey peeled off and came at me. Tellez put herself in front of me. One of the two advancing Rraey raised its weapon at her. “You son of a bitch,” Thao shouted at Ocampo, and the crew of the Chandler began to agitate.


  “Quiet,” Ocampo said. He said it in a loud voice that he was clearly proud of, the sort of speaking voice that had been polished by years of diplomatic speeches and the assumption that people would naturally listen to what he had to say.


  And it worked; even the Rraey coming to get me stopped and looked at him.


  He held up a hand to further the call for silence. The crew hushed to a low murmur.


  “You will survive this,” Ocampo said, loudly. “Let me say this again: You will survive this. But only if you listen to me right now and do as I say. So listen. Quietly.”


  The Chandler crew was dead silent now.


  “I regret the death of Lee Han,” Ocampo said. “Rraey commanders are not accustomed to having orders questioned or refused. There will be no more killings unless you resist or disobey. I also recognize that from your point of view this looks very much like both piracy and treason. I assure you that nothing could be further from the truth. I am sorry I don’t have time to explain it to you further.


  “Now. I require the Chandler and I require a pilot. I am taking the ship and I am taking Mr. Daquin here. As for the rest of you, very shortly you will be escorted to the Chandler’s lifepods. The lifepods will be launched and immediately after the Chandler has skipped away—three days from now—an emergency drone will be sent to Phoenix Station and the Colonial Union with the precise coordinates to this system and your lifepods. You know that the Colonial Union keeps ships at skip distance specifically for rescue missions of this type.


  “So you will be rescued in four days, five days at the outside. The lifepods are rated for seven days under a full load. You will be rescued with time to spare.


  “I repeat: You will survive this. But in order to do that you must now offer no resistance. You must not fight. You must not argue. If you do, the Rraey here will show no hesitation in putting you down. I want you to see your family and friends again. I want you to make it back safely to Colonial Union space. Help me help you get there. Let’s get to it.”


  “I don’t believe you,” Thao said, loudly, to Ocampo.


  “That’s fair,” Ocampo said. He nodded to Tvann.


  The Rraey shot the captain in the forehead. She collapsed, dead.


  Ocampo waited for the screams to die down. “As I said, you must not argue. Now follow the Rraey’s orders, please.” He turned away from the Chandler crew and motioned to Commander Tvann to follow him.


  The two Rraey continued toward me, and I saw Tellez tense up to fight.


  “No,” I said to her.


  “They’re going to kill you,” she said.


  “They’re going to kill you if you try to stop them,” I pointed out.


  “We’re dead anyway,” she said.


  “I’d rather you take your chances with a lifepod,” I said. I put my hand on her shoulder as the Rraey arrived. “Thank you, Chieko. I appreciate that you’re willing to fight for me. I really do.”


  “Well, you would for me, right?” Tellez asked.


  “Yes,” I said. “It’s what I’m doing now.” I nodded to the Rraey, letting them know I was ready to go. One of them grabbed me by the shoulder, and we marched away from Tellez and the crew of the Chandler.


  I barely knew any of them.


  I was already feeling guilty that I knew I was going to survive.


  I heard Secretary Ocampo talking to Tvann as I was marched up to him. “How much damage did you do to the ship?” he asked the Rraey.


  “Very little and none that would threaten the ship structurally,” Tvann said. “We only needed to disrupt and disable certain systems.”


  “Good,” Ocampo said. “The Chandler’s chief engineer said he could get the power back on line in twenty hours. Can you do it in the same timeframe?”


  “We will take less time than that,” Tvann said. “We have experience with this, Secretary. As you know.”


  “Indeed I do.”


  “It will be good to have you with us full time now.”


  “Thank you, Commander Tvann,” Ocampo said. “I agree.”


  “What do you want to do with the rest of the crew?” Tvann said.


  “I told them we’d put them on the lifepods. Let’s do that.”


  “It will be a shame to lose the lifepods.”


  Ocampo shrugged. “They’re really not going to be needed, are they?”


  “No,” Tvann said.


  “Then no real loss. One thing, though. One of the lifepods needs to be destroyed. It has to be plausible that my body isn’t recoverable. Having a lifepod torn up will help with that.”


  “Of course,” Tvann asked. “You have an assistant, yes? Will she be going into the lifepods?”


  “Offer her the choice of the lifepods or coming with us,” Ocampo said. “How much you want to hint to her that the lifepods are a bad idea is up to you.”


  “She did not know?”


  “About this? No. This was a secret, remember?”


  “I believe I will simply order her to come with us. Less complicated that way.”


  “It’s your show,” Ocampo said, and clapped the Rraey on the shoulder, dismissing it. Tvann went to direct the herding of the Chandler crew. Then Ocampo turned his attention to me.


  “Well, Mr. Daquin,” Ocampo said. “Today is your lucky day. You will survive this day, after a fashion.”


  “There’s no emergency drone, is there?” I asked.


  “You mean, to let the Colonial Union know about the Chandler’s crew,” Ocampo said.


  “Yeah,” I said.


  Ocampo shook his head. “No. No, there is not.”


  “So you’re going to let everyone on the Chandler suffocate in their lifepods.”


  “That’s the most likely scenario, yes,” Ocampo said. “This isn’t a populated system. No one else is likely to come by in the next week. Or year.”


  “Why?” I asked. “Why are you doing this?”


  “You’re asking why I’ve apparently become a traitor?”


  “For starters,” I said.


  “The full answer is too long for the time we have now,” Ocampo said. “So I’ll just say that the real question is where one’s loyalties should be, with the Colonial Union, or with humanity. The two are not the same thing, you know. And I’ve come to realize that my loyalties are with humanity first. The Colonial Union’s time is coming to an end, Mr. Daquin. I’m just trying to make sure that when it ends, it doesn’t take the human race with it.”


  “If your loyalty is to humanity, then prove it,” I said. I gestured back to the crew of the Chandler. “They’re humans, Secretary Ocampo. Save these people. Send a skip drone back to Phoenix Station letting them know where they are. Don’t let them die in the lifepods.”


  “It’s noble of you to try to save them,” Ocampo said. “I wish I could grant your wish, Mr. Daquin. I truly and sincerely wish I could. But for now the Colonial Union can’t know that I’ve abandoned them. They need to think I’m dead. That only happens if there’s no one to report otherwise. I’m sorry.”


  “You said you needed me as a pilot,” I said. “I won’t help you unless you save them.”


  “I think you’ll change your mind,” Ocampo said, and nodded to one of the Rraey.


  My feet were knocked out from under me and I was pushed down hard to the floor of the cargo hold.


  Something was pressed to the back of my head. It felt like a gun.


  I felt the vibration of the gun firing at the same time I felt something hit the back of my skull.


  I don’t remember anything after that.


  PART TWO


  So now we’re at the part where I actually become a brain in a box.


  I don’t remember the first part of it at all. I was shot in the back of the head point blank with some sort of electrical stun gun; I was out. After I got zapped, I was taken to the Rraey’s ship, where a doctor of some sort (at least I hope it was a doctor) put me into a medically induced coma; the first step of the process. I was unconscious through the skip, three days later. I was unconscious when we arrived at our destination.


  I was, thankfully, unconscious for the part that came next.


  And then there was the recovery period, which is substantial, because, and I think this may be obvious when you think about it, removing someone’s brain from their head and keeping the brain alive in a box creates a considerable amount of trauma for the brain.


  All told I was out for eighteen days.


  And when I say I was out, I mean that I was out. I didn’t dream. I didn’t dream because I don’t think that technically I was sleeping. There’s a difference between sleeping and what was happening to me. Sleep is an actual thing your brain does to rest itself and tidy up after a day of stimulation. What was going on with me was something else entirely. If sleep was going for an easy swim in a calm pond, what I was doing was fighting to surface in the middle of an ocean storm, far from any land at all.


  I didn’t dream. I think it’s probably better that I didn’t.


  During all this time I surfaced only once—well, once that I remember. I remember feeling like my consciousness was being dragged hard through sludge, and thinking I can’t feel my legs.


  And then: I can’t feel my anything. And then falling back down into the sludge.


  I did feel something the next time I regained consciousness.


  I had, bluntly, the worst fucking headache I had ever had in my life.


  I’m trying to think of the best way to describe it. Try this. Imagine a migraine, on top of a hangover, while sitting in a kindergarten of thirty screaming children, who are all taking turns stabbing you in the eye with an ice pick.


  Times six.


  That was the good part of my headache.


  It was the sort of headache where the best possible course of action is to lie there motionless and quiet, eyes closed, and pray for death. Which is why I think it took me longer than it should have to figure out a few things.


  The first thing was that it was dark in the sort of way that shouldn’t be possible.


  Go ahead and close your eyes. Do it right now. Is it totally dark?


  I just realized you wouldn’t have read that last question if in fact you’d just closed your eyes when I asked you to. Look, I told you I wasn’t a writer.


  Let me try this again: Close your eyes for a minute. Then when you’ve opened them up again, ask yourself if it was totally dark when you had them closed.


  And the answer was, no, it wasn’t. If you were in a room or place that had any light in it, some of that light found its way through your eyelids. If you were in a dark room, reading this on a screen, then you had afterimages of the screen on your retina. And even if you were in a dark room, maybe listening to this being read to you, eventually the very physical fact of your eyes would eventually make something happen. If you rubbed your eyes, you’d press on your optic nerve and ghost images and colors would appear in your brain.


  The darkness is never totally and inescapably dark.


  But this darkness was.


  It wasn’t the absence of light. It was the absence of anything.


  And once I realized that about the darkness, I also realized it about the silence. There’s no such thing as perfect silence, either. There’s always some noise, even if it’s just a phantom hum from the hairs in your cochlea moving around in your head.


  There was nothing but the perfect clarity of nothing.


  Then I realized I couldn’t taste my mouth.


  Don’t look at me like that, because even though I can’t see you I know you’re looking at me like that.


  Listen. I don’t care if you ever think about the fact that you can always taste your mouth. You are always tasting your mouth. It’s where you keep your tongue. Your tongue doesn’t have an off switch. You are tasting your mouth right now, and now that I’ve brought it to your attention, you’re probably realizing that you should probably brush or chew some gum or something. Because your mouth, by default, is a kind of a little off, tastewise.


  You can taste your mouth. Even when you’re not thinking about it.


  I was thinking very hard about it. And I couldn’t taste a goddamned thing.


  And this is where I started to lose it. Because you know about blindness. It’s a thing that happens to people. They lose their sight and maybe even their eyes, and while it’s possible to regrow eyes or to create artificial ones, you still accept that blindness is real, and maybe it’s happened to you. The same with deafness.


  But who the actual fuck can’t taste their own mouth?


  So, yeah. This is where my brain well and truly started saying oh shit oh shit oh shit on a more or less infinite loop.


  Because after that everything I wasn’t sensing hit me head on: No feeling in my hands or feet or arms or legs or penis or lips. No smells coming in through my nose. No sensation of air going past my nostrils and into my nose. No sense of balance. No sense of heat or cold.


  No nervous swallow. No feeling of fear sweat in my pits and brow. No racing heart. No heartbeat.


  No anything.


  I would have positively shit myself in fear, except I had no sense of losing sphincter control, either.


  The only thing I could feel was pain, because my headache decided that this was a fantastic time to get a dozen times worse.


  And I focused on that headache like a starving dog focuses on a steak because it was the only thing in the world I could feel.


  And then I passed out. Because I think my brain decided I was feeling too much about not feeling anything.


  I can’t say that I disagreed with it.


  * * *


  When I came to again I did not freak out, and I felt a little bit proud about that. Instead, I tried to calmly and rationally figure out what was going on.


  First hypothesis: I was dead.


  Discarded because that seemed kind of stupid. If I were dead, then yes, I wouldn’t be feeling anything. But I also probably wouldn’t be aware that I wasn’t feeling anything. I just . . . wouldn’t be.


  Unless this was the afterlife. But I doubted it was. I’m not much of a religious person, but most afterlives that I’d heard of were something more than a blank nothingness. If God or gods existed, and this was all they put together for eternal life, I wasn’t very impressed with their user experience.


  So: probably alive.


  Which was a start!


  Second hypothesis: was in some sort of coma.


  This seemed more reasonable, although I didn’t really know anything about the medical facts of a coma. I didn’t know if people in comas could actually think about things while they were in them. From the outside they didn’t seem like they were doing much. Tabled this idea for later thought.


  Third hypothesis: not in a coma but for some reason trapped in my body without any sensation.


  This seemed like the most reasonable explanation on the surface, but two questions arose that I didn’t have answers for. One, how I got into this predicament in the first place. I was conscious and knew who I was, but otherwise my memory of recent events was shaky. I remembered falling out of my bunk and then going to the bridge, but anything after that was a blur.


  This suggested to me I had some sort of event; I knew people’s memories of accidents or injury were sometimes wiped out by the trauma of the event itself. That seemed likely here. Whatever it was, I was in a bad way.


  Well, that wasn’t news. I was a consciousness floating around in nothing. I had gotten the “you’re not doing so well” memo.


  But that was the second thing: Even if I were in terrible shape, which I assumed I was, I should be able to feel something, or to sense something other than my own thoughts. I couldn’t.


  Hell, I didn’t even have a headache anymore.


  “You’re awake.”


  A voice, perfectly audible, indeterminate in terms of any identifying quality, coming from everywhere. I was shocked into immobility, or would have been, if I had any way to be mobile.


  “Hello?” I said, or would have, if I had been able to speak, which I wasn’t, so nothing happened. I started to go into panic mode, because I was reminded so clearly that there was something wrong with me, and because I was desperate that the voice, whoever it was, would not leave me alone again in the nothing.


  “You’re trying to talk,” the voice said, again from everywhere. “Your brain is trying to send signals to your mouth and tongue. It’s not going to work. Think the words instead.”


  Like this, I thought.


  “Yes,” the voice said, and I almost cried with relief. A jumble of thoughts and emotions rose up in a panicky need to be expressed. I had to take a minute to calm down and focus on a single coherent thought.


  What happened to me? I asked. Why can’t I speak?


  “You can’t speak because you don’t have a mouth or tongue,” the voice said.


  Why?


  “Because we took them from you.”


  I don’t understand, I thought, after a long minute.


  “We took them from you,” the voice repeated.


  Did something happen to them? Was I in an accident?


  “No, they were perfectly fine, and no, you weren’t.”


  I don’t understand, I thought again.


  “We removed your brain from your body.”


  It’s hard, looking back, to accurately convey the amount of utter incomprehension I was experiencing at this moment. I tried very hard to express my level of confusion and incredulity at the statement I just heard. What came out was:


  What


  “We removed your brain from your body,” the voice repeated.


  Why would you do that?


  “You don’t need them for what we need you to do.”


  I was still not comprehending well, and absent anything else was numbly carrying on with the conversation, waiting for the whole thing to make the slightest bit of sense to me.


  What do you need me to do? I thought.


  “Pilot your ship.”


  I need my mouth for that.


  “No you don’t.”


  How will I talk to the rest of the crew?


  “There is no other crew.”


  At this, something surged in my brain—something like a memory, but not an actual memory. A thought that I used to know what had happened to the crew of the Chandler, but now I didn’t, and that whatever had happened wasn’t good.


  Where is the rest of the crew, I thought.


  “They are dead. All of them.”


  How?


  “We killed them.”


  My sense of panic was back. I knew this was right, that the voice was telling me the truth. But I couldn’t picture how it had happened. I knew I used to know. I desperately wanted to know. But there was nothing in my mind that could tell me, nothing but an approaching wall of dread.


  Why did you kill them? I thought.


  “Because they weren’t needed.”


  You need a crew to run a ship.


  “No we don’t.”


  Why not?


  “Because we have you.”


  I can’t operate an entire ship by myself.


  “You will or you’ll die.”


  I can’t even fucking move, I thought, exasperated.


  “This will not be a problem.”


  How do you expect me to pilot and operate an entire ship when I can’t even move?


  “You are the ship now.”


  And then suddenly the complete incomprehension was back.


  Excuse me? I finally thought.


  “You are the ship now,” the voice repeated.


  I am the ship.


  “Yes.”


  I am the Chandler.


  “Yes.”


  What the fuck does that even mean?


  “We have removed your brain from your body,” the voice said. “We’ve integrated your brain with the Chandler. The ship is now your body. You will learn how to control your body.”


  I tried to process what I was being told and failed miserably. I could not imagine a single element of what I was being hit with. I could not imagine being a ship. I couldn’t imagine trying to control such a complex machine all on my own.


  And if I don’t? I thought. What happens if I can’t learn how to control it?


  “Then you will die,” the voice said.


  I don’t understand, I thought, again, and I imagined that the complete helplessness I felt was entirely obvious. Maybe that was the point.


  “It’s not important for you to understand,” the voice said.


  To which some part of my brain immediately said, Fuck you, asshole. But it didn’t appear to have been sent—or at least the voice didn’t respond to it. So I said something else to the voice instead.


  Why would you do this to me?


  “This ship needs a pilot. You are a pilot. You know this ship.”


  That doesn’t require taking my brain out of my goddamned skull, I thought.


  “It does.”


  Why?


  “It’s not important for you to know.”


  I disagree!


  “It doesn’t matter that you disagree.”


  It matters that I won’t pilot the ship. I won’t.


  “You will or you will die.”


  I’m already a brain in box, I thought. I don’t care if I die.


  I thought this was an excellent point, until a spasm of pain started.


  Remember that headache? That was a twinge compared to this. It felt like my entire body was turned in a seizing electrical cramp, and not even the wonder of feeling like I had a body again distracted me from just how much I hurt.


  Objectively, it can’t have gone on for more than a few seconds. Subjectively I think I aged a year through it.


  It stopped.


  “You do not have a body, but your brain does not know that,” the voice said. “All the pathways are still there. All the ways that your brain can still make you experience pain are ours to control. It’s very simple to do. All the settings are already programmed. If we were so inclined we could run them on a loop. Or we could simply leave you in the dark, deprived of every possible sensation, forever. So, yes. If you will not pilot and operate this ship, then you will die. But before you die you will learn just how far and how long your death can be delayed, and how much pain you can feel between now and then. And I assure you that you will care.”


  Who are you, I thought.


  “We are the only voice you will hear for the rest of your life, unless you do what we tell you.”


  Is that the royal we? I thought, not to the voice but to myself. I don’t know why the hell I thought that. I think being made to feel like I had a power station’s worth of electricity run through my nonexistent body might have made me a little loopy.


  The voice didn’t respond.


  Which was the second time that happened, when I didn’t think directly to the voice.


  Which was interesting.


  What happens if I do what you tell me? I asked, to the voice.


  “Then at the end of it you will get your body back. It’s a simple exchange. Do what you’re told, and you will be you again. Refuse and you will die, in pain.”


  What is it you want me to do?


  “Pilot and operate this ship. We have already told you this.”


  Where and for what purpose?


  “That comes later,” the voice said.


  What do I do now? I asked.


  “Now, you think,” the voice said. “You will think about what your choices are, and what the consequences of those choices will be. I will give you a day to think about it, here in the dark. It will be a long day. Good-bye.”


  Wait, I thought, but the voice was already gone.


  * * *


  So for the next day I thought.


  First thought: Definitely not dead. No need for a religious crisis. One small thing off the list of things to worry about. It was the only one, but anything would do at this point.


  Second thought: Whoever it was who had me had captured my ship, killed my crew, taken my brain out of my body, and now expected me to run the ship entirely on my own, for their own purposes, and would kill me if I didn’t.


  Third thought: The hell with these people. There was no way I was going to do anything for them.


  In which case they would be more than happy to torture me just for the fun of it. As I knew from experience. Which was an actual consideration I had to take into account.


  Fourth thought: Why me?


  As in, why did they take me and not someone else? I was third pilot of the Chandler. I was literally the newest crew member. They could have picked anyone else from that ship and they would have made a better choice, in terms of knowing the ship, how it works, and what its capabilities were. I was not the obvious choice.


  Identify your pilots.


  The sentence barreled out of my subconscious and stood in front of me, daring me to give it some sort of context. My memory was still spotty; I knew it had been spoken, but not by whom, or when. I would need to rack my brain to figure it out.


  The thing was, I had time.


  And in time an image popped into my head: a creature dressed in black, knees going the wrong way, giving the order to Captain Thao and shooting Lee Han when she questioned the order.


  A Rraey. The Rraey had taken me. That answered the question of who these people were. But it didn’t answer the question of why me. The captain hadn’t identified me as a pilot. She hadn’t identified anyone as anything. Someone else did that.


  Secretary Ocampo.


  Suddenly the image of that bastard pointing me out blazed into my consciousness, clear as if I were reliving the moment.


  And then all the rest of it came back too—every blank spot in the memory suddenly filled with hard force, almost painfully jammed in.


  I had to stop.


  I had to stop to grieve for the crew of the Chandler. To grieve for the few friends I had made there, and for everyone else who I did not know but who did not deserve to die, just as I did not deserve to live instead of them.


  It took some time. But as I said before, I had the time.


  I took it.


  And then when I was done I started fiddling with the problem again.


  Why was I taken? Because Secretary Ocampo knew me. He’d been introduced to me even before we’d gotten to the Chandler, we took the shuttle ride over, and I came to him when I had questions about our change of destination.


  He knew I was a pilot, but he also knew me as a person—probably the only person he knew on the Chandler other than Captain Thao and Vera Briggs.


  It’s possible he picked me simply because he knew I was a pilot. He knew there were other pilots on the ship—he’d probably seen Bolduc on the bridge—but I was the first that came to mind. Because he’d met me. He knew me. Or thought he did.


  So maybe he didn’t just pick me because I was a pilot. Maybe he picked me because he knew me as more than a random crew member. Maybe he saved me because there was a personal connection there.


  And wasn’t there? Didn’t I feel like I could go to his stateroom and ask him about the orders he’d given the captain? Wasn’t he at least a little impressed that I had figured it out?


  So, yes. Maybe he picked me because he knew me. Maybe because he liked me. Maybe he even thought he was saving me. Maybe he thought he was doing me a favor.


  Picking you to have your brain plucked out of your body is not my idea of a favor, some part of my brain said.


  Good point, brain, I thought, ignoring that I was now speaking to myself. But the point is not what I thought of it, it was what Ocampo thought of it, and me. I wasn’t flattering myself that I was important to Ocampo—I thought back to him telling Commander Tvann it was up to him whether or not to tell Vera Briggs to stay out of the lifepods. If Ocampo was like that with his own assistant, who he’d worked with for years, he wasn’t going to care much if I got uppity and troublesome.


  But until then, there might be something there to work with.


  What? And for what purpose?


  I didn’t know yet.


  That wasn’t the point. The point was that I was now listing my potential assets. And one of those assets was that Ocampo, for whatever reason, picked me to pilot the Chandler—to become the Chandler.


  So that was one thing.


  Another possible asset: what Ocampo didn’t know about me.


  He knew my name. He knew my face. He knew I was a pilot.


  And . . . that was it.


  Which meant what?


  It could mean nothing. Or it could mean that when they hooked me up to the Chandler’s systems, they wouldn’t know how much I already knew about the systems. Or how to use them.


  Don’t get too excited, that other part of my brain said. You’re a brain in a box now. And they can see everything you do. They’re probably looking at you thinking all this right now.


  You’re depressing, I said to that other part of my brain.


  At least I’m not talking to myself, it said back. And anyway you know I’m right.


  It was a fair point. I had to accept that leaving me alone with my thoughts could be part of a test that I was being given, to see how I would respond. If they were able to follow my thoughts right now, I had to accept that they would use that information to decide what to do with me—kill me or torture me or whatever.


  But I had a feeling they weren’t. I had a feeling that the day alone with my thoughts was for another purpose entirely. It was to dominate me. To terrify me. To remind me how alone I was and how helpless I was. How utterly dependent I was on them now for my survival.


  And you know what? They would be right about that. I was alone. I was dependent on them for survival. I was terrified.


  But I wasn’t going to be dominated.


  Yes, I was isolated. Yes, I was scared.


  But I was also really, really pissed off.


  And that was the thing I decided I was going to work with.


  If they were listening to me when I was thinking this, they could kill me at any time. In which case they could get on with it, because otherwise they were just wasting my time and theirs.


  But I didn’t think they were.


  I don’t think they thought they had to.


  Which was another possible asset. They assumed they had the upper hand in dealing with me.


  Again, fair enough. I was a brain in a box and they could kill me or torture me any time they wanted. That’s a pretty good definition of having the upper hand.


  But the fact was, they needed me.


  They needed a pilot for the Chandler. They had me.


  And they had only me. Everyone else in the crew they had killed off, suffocating them in those lifepods. They were so sure they had the upper hand with me that they didn’t bother with a spare.


  Which said to me either they had never done this before, and had no idea what they were doing, or they had done this a lot, and the response by their pilot victims was always the same.


  I thought about the Rraey saying that their engineers could repair the ship and get it going again because this was something they were used to. I thought of their efficient way of dealing with the crew, to cow them and get what they wanted.


  It was clear this wasn’t something they were new to.


  They had done this before. And maybe were right now doing it with pilots other than me. They expected the pilots to be desperate and to be willing to do anything to get their bodies back. They were so used to the response they didn’t really think any other response was possible.


  So no, I didn’t think they were listening in on me right then. I didn’t think they thought they had to. I could be wrong, but it was an assumption I was willing to go on.


  That gave me free time to think. And plan. Another asset that I had. For now, anyway.


  Then there was the final asset I had:


  I knew I was already dead.


  By which I mean I knew that their promise to return me to my body was almost 100 percent certain to be complete bullshit. There was no way that was going to happen.


  I knew that because they killed the crew of the Chandler. I knew it because of what Ocampo said when I pleaded with him to send the skip drone back to Phoenix Station to save the crew. I knew it because of how they lied to the crew to lead them willingly to their deaths.


  They had no intention of putting me back into my body. I was as close to certain as I could be that my body was already gone—incinerated or tossed into space or put into a stew because the Rraey had a reputation for eating humans when they had the chance.


  I thought about my body in a very large pot, simmering.


  I actually found it blackly amusing.


  Whatever was done with it, my body was history. I was sure of it.


  I was also sure that whatever it was that Ocampo and the Rraey—or whatever it was they were working for—wanted me to do, when I was done with it they would flip whatever switch they had and simply murder me then.


  That is, if whatever mission they were going to have me do wasn’t already a suicide mission. Which I suspected it probably would be. Or at least, they wouldn’t lose a lot of sleep if I didn’t come back.


  I was under no illusion that my fate wasn’t the same as that of the rest of the Chandler’s crew. It was just a question of when. And the answer of “when” was: when they were done using me for whatever it was they had planned.


  Which meant that I had whatever time existed between now and then to, in no particular order, find out who they were (besides Ocampo and a bunch of Rraey soldiers), discover what they had planned, learn how to stop them, and kill the hell out of all of them.


  All of them, that is, except Ocampo. If there was some way to bring him back to Colonial Union space, I was going to do it. Because no matter what else, I think they were going to be very interested in what it was he was wrapped up in.


  And because he didn’t deserve to get off as easy as him dying would let him.


  You’re pretty ambitious for a disembodied brain, that other part of my brain said again.


  I’ve got nothing else to do, I replied. Because it was true. All I had right now were my thoughts, and time. Lots of time.


  So I took it.


  * * *


  At some point I think I slept. It’s hard to tell when you have no outside frame of reference to let you know if you’re actually asleep.


  I do know I didn’t dream. I was okay with that.


  And at some point the voice came back.


  “You have had time to think on your situation,” the voice said. “Now it is time to make your decision.”


  The voice was right: it was time to make my decision.


  Not whether or not I would decide to stay alive. I’d already decided that one early on.


  What I was deciding now was how to act in front of the voice.


  Should I be cowed and afraid? Should I be defiant and rebellious, but still willing to do what they wanted? Should I just remain silent and do only what the voice told me to?


  This was an important decision because how I responded to the voice now would establish what our relationship was and possibly what would be allowed me in the future—and what I might be able to get away with.


  If I picked the wrong attitude that would have negative consequences. If I was too complacent maybe they would simply treat me as the machine they made me into. Too rebellious and I’d spend all my spare time getting zapped. Neither was what I wanted, especially getting zapped. Once was enough.


  “What is your decision?” the voice asked.


  I have questions, I thought, suddenly. Which wasn’t how I was expecting to go, but, okay, let’s see what happens next.


  “Your questions are not relevant,” the voice said.


  Let me rephrase that, I said. I’m going to do what you want. I’ve decided that. But it would help me if I knew a few things as well. I understand I can’t force you to answer any questions. But it would help me be helpful to you if you would consider answering them.


  There was an actual pause here. “What are your questions?”


  I have three, I said. Which again, was news to me, but I could come up with three questions, right?


  And in fact one popped up in my head. First, do you have a name?


  “Why would that matter?”


  Because I feel awkward just thinking of you as “that voice in my head,” I thought. If we are going to be working together it would be nice to have a name for you.


  “You may call me Control,” the voice said.


  Okay, good, I thought. Hello, Control.


  Control waited, silent. Well, fine.


  Second, would it be possible for me to speak to Secretary Ocampo at some point?


  “Why would you need to speak to him?”


  I don’t need to speak to him, I thought. I have already agreed to help you. But when I was taken off the Chandler he told me that he was doing this, whatever this is, to help humanity. I want to talk to him more about that, to understand what he meant.


  “It doesn’t matter if you understand,” Control said.


  I know this, I thought, and though I know you’re under no obligation to care, I disagree. You have my help. But if you had my understanding I might be even more useful. Secretary Ocampo is an admirable man. I respect him. If he’s doing this, he must have a reason. I think that reason could make sense to me. I would like to know more about it.


  “We will not let you speak to Secretary Ocampo now,” Control said. “But if in your work you do well, we may consider it for the future.”


  Fair enough, I thought.


  “Do not ask us about it again.”


  Of course not. You’ve already said you’d think about it. That’s enough.


  “Your final question.”


  Will you give me your word that I will get my body back?


  “My word,” Control said.


  Yes, your word, I thought. Your promise. I already said I would help you. I will. I will do everything you ask me to. You said that if I did I would get my body back. That was the deal. But there are deals, and there are promises. A deal you can make with anyone. A promise is something you make with someone you trust. If you make a promise with me, that means I can trust you. And that means I can stop worrying about whether I can believe you or not. And that means I can do what you ask me to, better.


  And once more there was a pause.


  I had a point in asking these questions, even if I didn’t know I was doing it when I started.


  Information. Trust. Creating intimacy and a relationship.


  I’d asked for a name, and while Control wasn’t much of a name, it was something. A personalization. Something that made that royal we into an “I.” Asking to speak to Ocampo further extended our deal, and turned it from something general—something they probably forced on every pilot whose brain they put into a box—into something specific to me.


  And asking for Control’s word? More intimacy—making the deal between me and it. Something with reciprocity. Something with trust.


  It was also a test.


  “You have my word,” Control said.


  Now I knew everything I needed to know about Control.


  And Control had no idea that I knew.


  That’s all I need, I said. I’m ready to get started when you are.


  “Then let’s begin,” Control said.


  The Chandler’s bridge appeared all around me.


  Or, more accurately, a computerized visual representation of the Chandler’s bridge; cleaner, plainer, and with all extraneous detail stripped from view.


  “You recognize this,” Control prompted.


  Of course, I thought.


  It was the standard bridge simulation program, used for training purposes, configured for the Chandler’s bridge setup, which in itself was pretty standard.


  I recognized it because like anyone else who ever did time on a bridge, I’d spent a couple hundred hours using it in addition to actual physical training at the specific bridge station.


  I also recognized it because I helped to program it.


  Or a slightly earlier version of it, anyway. It’d been a few years. This was probably an updated release of it.


  That said, a quick glance suggested that not much had changed in the software since I had worked on it. It didn’t even look like it was a new major release from what I had worked on. A point release, maybe? With some minor fixes? How does an organization clearly not hooked into the mainstream of Colonial Union commerce even get these programs? I felt vaguely annoyed on behalf of my former employer that this program had clearly been pirated.


  Not that I was about to mention to Control that I had worked on the program. Control didn’t know because Ocampo didn’t know, and I saw no reason to let either know. Control already thought I was stupid enough to believe its word on things. I wasn’t going to do anything to dissuade it of that notion.


  It’s the bridge simulator program, I thought, to Control.


  “It used to be a bridge simulator program,” Control said. “And for now, it will continue to be so. But we’ve adapted it to control the Chandler. Ultimately you will be able to control all the ship systems from inside of it.”


  How will I do that? I asked. The simulator program is designed as a virtual space but tracks actual hand and body movements. I’m missing both.


  “Here,” Control said, and I was in a virtual body. My view was clearly meant to be from head height; by thinking about it I could move it on a swivel, like I had an actual neck. I looked down and a stripped-down, visual representation of a human body was there. I imagined moving my hands and my hands came up from my sides, palms toward me, featureless where there should have been palm lines and fingerprints.


  I nearly had a breakdown right then, I was so grateful. Even a fake body like this was better than no body at all.


  Even so . . .


  Some part of my brain—I think maybe the same part that argued with me earlier—was going Really? That’s it?


  I knew what it meant. It meant that these assholes had taken my brain out of my body to run the Chandler, and I had to run the Chandler all on my own, and the way they intended me to run the Chandler was with a simulation of a human body I no longer had.


  Which seemed, I don’t know. Inefficient. If you’re going to take the time to get rid of my body, then maybe take the time to create a control metaphor that takes advantage of not being limited to a human body anymore.


  They didn’t take you out of your body for efficiency’s sake, said that part of my brain. Well, yeah, I figured that out a while back. It was about fear and control.


  But still. Kind of a waste of effort.


  I pulled myself back together (metaphorically), and looked around the simulated bridge.


  Are you coming onto the bridge with me? I asked Control.


  “No,” it said. “Please go to the captain’s chair.”


  I nodded. The captain’s chair had a screen where she could look at the information from all the stations, either at once or one at a time. Captain Thao, like most captains, tended to take reports from her bridge crew, who were better at boiling down the information into what she needed to know immediately. But she could get all the information from the screen if she wanted to boil it down herself. Which meant that I could, too.


  Likewise, the captain could control the ship from the screen if she wanted, rather than giving orders. Very few captains did, because things got complicated fast, and besides, if you want to make your bridge crew unhappy, the best way to do it was to try to do their job for them. The fact is that no captain was competent at every bridge station. Most didn’t try to be.


  Except now I would have to be.


  I sat in the virtual captain’s chair and pulled up the captain’s screen.


  I’m ready, I thought to Control.


  The virtual captain’s screen lit up, and all the department windows opened in a grid. Tapping twice on one of the windows would cause it to expand to full screen and become fully interactive. Only one department screen could be full screen at one time but you could also chain full-size department screens together and swipe through them to access them quickly. It was all pretty basic except for the fact that I would be responsible for monitoring and dealing with all of them.


  I looked further at the captain’s start grid.


  Some of these are blank, I said.


  “Some of the ship functions you no longer need to control,” Control said. “You will be the only living thing on the ship and your living area is tightly sealed and controlled by us, so you will not need life-support controls. Likewise communications. We control those and several other ship-related functions. Others, such as engineering, you need to control only on a limited basis, and the maintenance of those functions will now be handled by us. The only ship’s functions you need to concern yourself with are navigation, weapons, and propulsion, including skipping.”


  That makes things simple, at least, I thought to Control. I made the windows for navigation, propulsion, and weapons full-sized and chained them together.


  I’m ready, I sent.


  “We’re sending you a simulated mission now,” Control said. “It is a simple one, focused primarily on navigation. Let’s begin.”


  * * *


  Ten hours of simulation that first day, at least by the simulation clock, almost all of it dead simple navigation that as a pilot I could do in my sleep. I had a suspicion that the simulations were not specifically chosen for me by Control, but might have been simply on a list of simulations to run that it was running through.


  It was boring.


  But it was also manageable. There was nothing that first day that I wasn’t able to do. The piloting, like most piloting, was about feeding information into the computer and then dealing with anything unusual that might go wrong. Nothing went wrong with any of these initial simulations.


  The most difficult thing I had to do was slide the simulated Chandler out of the way of a chunk of rock floating out of space. I considered using the simulated Chandler’s lasers to vaporize it—it was small enough—but I figured that wasn’t what the simulation was about yet, and anyway vaporizing it ran the risk of creating a bunch of even tinier bits of rock, harder to track, that some other ship would then ram into. Most ships could handle a micrometeor impact, but why create a problem for someone else when you didn’t have to.


  So I moved the Chandler out of the way, logged the rock’s present location and direction, and then would have simulated sending a data packet to nearby ships, except that I was not in charge of ship’s communications. So instead I made a notation to have the data sent to other ships at the earliest opportunity.


  If Control were noting any of this, I didn’t know about it. Control was entirely silent for that entire simulation, and the other runs we ran that day. “You will be controlling the ship alone,” Control said, when I asked it about the silence, between runs. “You will not have us nor any other person to communicate with once you begin your missions. You need to get used to the silence.”


  You’re not worried about boredom? I asked. Human minds need a little stimulation outside of monitoring navigation systems.


  “This has not been a problem before,” Control said. Which is how I learned for sure that I was not the first person they had done this to.


  I thought about other people in the same predicament and would have shuddered if I could.


  It also suggested to me that I might not even be the only person currently in my situation. That Control, whoever it was, might also be running simulations with other people and ships, even as it was working with me. It would be something I would need to find out, eventually.


  “We’re done for the day,” Control eventually said. “We will continue again tomorrow.”


  How many hours will that be? I asked. I didn’t know if Control was human, and wherever we were was almost certainly not a human outpost, so I had no idea of how long a day would be.


  “About twelve hours from now,” Control said, after a minute. I think it may have had to look up what “hours” were to make the conversion.


  What do I do now? I asked.


  “Whatever you like,” Control said.


  I’d like to go jogging, I thought.


  Control didn’t say anything to that. I was getting the idea that Control, whoever it was, did not have a particularly good sense of humor.


  What is there for me to do? I asked.


  “If you like, you may reload today’s simulations, and run them again,” Control said. “In fact, I suggest it.”


  Is there anything else? I asked. Anything to read? Anything to watch? Anything to listen to?


  “No,” Control said.


  May I request some form of entertainment? I asked. Anything would be good. If I only have navigation simulations, I think my effectiveness will eventually decrease.


  “If it decreases too far then you’ll be punished,” Control said. “If it decreases after that you will be killed.”


  Well, that’s motivation of a sort, I thought to Control.


  Control didn’t respond. I suspected Control had left the simulation.


  You need to get used to the silence, I thought to myself, repeating Control’s words from earlier in the day. Well, I was getting used to it whether I liked it or not.


  I looked down at the simulated captain’s chair and at the captain’s screen, on which a small menu tab appeared, with the day’s missions. I could reload them if I liked.


  Instead I got up and ran around the simulated bridge, doing laps. Then I did some push-ups and lunges and sit-ups.


  I want to be clear I was under no impression that what I was doing constituted actual exercise. I couldn’t feel my simulated body; even the double taps and swipes I made during the day were numbly done. I wasn’t doing it to keep my body in shape. I didn’t have a body to have a shape.


  I did it because it was something else to do besides what Control wanted me to do. Something I wanted to do on my own time. My way of exercising my own control. If you want to put it that way.


  It even kind of worked. Eventually I got tired. I lay down on the simulated floor to go to sleep.


  And discovered I didn’t have simulated eyelids.


  It didn’t matter. I was asleep fast enough anyway.


  This time I knew I had slept.


  * * *


  Two days later I broke the bridge simulation and escaped. Sort of.


  It happened after hours, once Control had gone off for the night, or what I assumed was night, anyway. I was running one of the day’s previous simulations, this one requiring me to navigate the Chandler into a docking position at a space station. It’s the sort of maneuver that I’d done dozens if not hundreds of times, both simulated and real. There was no challenge to it whatsoever.


  So I did what anyone doing a simulated run does when they’re bored and there’s no penalty for misbehavior:


  I started wrecking things.


  First I rammed the space station with the Chandler, because I was interested, purely for the science, how realistic the impact would be in terms of the simulation’s rendering of classical physics.


  Answer: not bad. I had limited control of outside sensors, so I saw both the Chandler and the space station crumple nicely, with appropriate bursts of metal and glass due to explosive decompression as the Chandler plowed through the station. My sensors did not indicate the Chandler’s engines overloading, however, which would have created a nice bit of mayhem.


  So I ran the simulation again, this time giving the Chandler enough distance to make for some impressive acceleration before I hit the space station.


  This time the Chandler exploded. All my control windows flashed red before blanking out, never a positive sign for the structural integrity of the ship. The simulation did not detail either economic or human losses, but I doubt anyone in the station sections I hit, or the Chandler crew, would have survived.


  The Chandler crew didn’t survive already, that other part of my brain said.


  I ignored it.


  The next run-through I was curious what would happen if I attacked the station. The simulations I’d run didn’t require me to operate any of the weaponry systems, so while Control was around I hadn’t bothered with them.


  But I had control of them anyway, and they were fully operational, so. In the next simulation I launched three missiles at the station, just to see what would happen.


  A minute later my damage sensors went bright red as ten missiles from the station struck the Chandler at various critical spots, taking out weapons, engines, crew compartments, and outside sensors. About a second after that my screens went blank, because in this simulation the Chandler had just been turned into an expanding cloud of debris.


  Well, that was rude, I thought, and would have smiled if I could.


  Several more simulations after that, attacking the space station, then attacking other ships at the station, firing at shuttles, basically any combination of tactics that involved surprising someone with a missile. All the simulations ended pretty much the same way: the Chandler being turned into a missile pincushion.


  All right, fine, let’s try this, I thought, and ran the simulation again.


  This time I didn’t ram the station, or fire on it. I just slid the Chandler into docking position, and waited until the simulation gave me the “victory condition” signal—the signal that I had done what the simulation required of me.


  Then I launched a barrage of missiles at the space station, aiming specifically for its weapon systems, the ones I could see visually, but also the ones I couldn’t, going off the data I had of the space station. I timed the missiles so they would impact all the weapons systems at the same time.


  Which they did. And then, while everything was blowing up nicely, I opened up the throttles on the engines and headed straight into the mess.


  And as the Chandler made first contact with the skin of the space station, something happened.


  Everything went black.


  Not just the captain’s screens, which would have indicated that the Chandler had been destroyed. No, everything went black. There was the simulation, and then, for several full seconds, there it wasn’t.


  I spent those several seconds in the complete blackness wondering what the hell had just happened.


  Then the bridge simulation popped up again around me.


  I knew what had just happened: I’d crashed the simulator.


  And then, I’m not going to lie to you—my brain just went off.


  Here is the thing about that bridge simulator: The bridge simulator was now my whole world. I lived in it, running simulations, and nothing else. I couldn’t leave it—I was in it, but I didn’t have any control over it other than being able to run the simulations Control gave me to run. I couldn’t step outside of the simulation, or close it out, or mess with the code in any way. I was trapped in it. It was my prison.


  But when I crashed the simulator, it booted me out. For a few seconds there, I was somewhere else.


  Where else?


  Well, what happens when a program crashes? You get booted back into the system the program runs on.


  Not literally in the system; my consciousness hadn’t been sucked into a computer or anything. That’s stupid. My consciousness was in my brain, like it always was.


  But before, my senses had been dropped into the bridge simulation. Everything I could see or sense was inside of it. For those few seconds when the simulator crashed, I was somewhere else. The system the simulator ran on.


  I wasn’t seeing anything, and then the bridge simulation popped up again, which said to me that the bridge simulator crashing wasn’t entirely unheard of. Control (or whomever) had set up a restart routine to go directly back into the bridge simulator, without giving the pilot any time to figure out what was going on, or to see the computer interface he or she was working within.


  But that didn’t necessarily mean the pilot was completely locked out of the system.


  I launched the docking simulation again.


  If Control knew the program crashed, then that meant it knew where the bugs were—or knew where some of them were. So either it knew where they were and did nothing about them other than relaunching the system directly back into the simulator, or it did something about it and tried to patch the code—and in the process possibly created new bugs when the new code interacted poorly with the old code.


  Control wouldn’t know anything about the new bugs unless they glitched during a run it was watching. And no one would do what I just did while Control was watching because Control would probably electrocute them for farting around.


  So: Control didn’t know that this glitch was there.


  But some glitches are transient and not reproducible. Those are the hardest as a programmer to fix.


  I ran the simulation exactly as I had before to see if the glitch would replicate in the same way.


  It did.


  So I ran it a third time.


  And this time, when the program crashed, I thought about the commands that, when the system we programmed the bridge simulator was booted up, would open the diagnostics and modification screens for the system.


  I thought about them really hard.


  And two seconds later, there they were.


  The diagnostics and modifications screens. Ugly and utilitarian, just like they have been since the very beginnings of visual user interface.


  They were beautiful.


  They meant that I was into the system.


  More specifically, I was into the Chandler’s system.


  Well, a little, anyway.


  This would be the part of the story where, if this were a video piece, the heroic hacker would spew a couple of lines of magical code and everything would open up to him.


  The bad news for me was that this was very much not my personal situation. I’m not a heroic hacker with magic code. I was a brain in a box.


  But I am a programmer. Or was. And I knew the system. I knew the software.


  And I had a plan. And a little bit of time before anyone was going to bother me again.


  So I got to work.


  * * *


  I’m not going to bore you with the details of what I did. If you’re a programmer and you know the system and the hardware, and the code, then what I did would be really cool and endlessly fascinating and we could have a seminar about it, and about system security, and how any system fundamentally falls prey to the belief that all variables are accounted for, when in fact the only variables accounted for are the ones you know about, or more accurately that you think you know about.


  The rest of you would have your eyes glaze over and pray for death.


  I assume that’s most of you.


  So for the rest of you, what you need to know:


  First, the work, the first part of it anyway, took more than a single night.


  It actually took a couple of weeks. And during all that time I waited for the moment where Control, or whoever, looked at the Chandler’s system and found evidence of me wandering around in it, making changes and trying to get into places where I shouldn’t. I waited for the moment they found it, and the moment they decided to punish me for it.


  But they didn’t.


  I’m not going to lie. Part of me was annoyed that they didn’t.


  Because that’s some lax security. All of it was lax. When whoever it is took over the Chandler, they left the system wide open, with only the basic level of security that would have been outmoded right at the beginning of the computer era. Either they were so sure that they didn’t need to worry about security where they were—everyone could be trusted and no one would try to screw with things—or they were just idiots.


  Maybe both! The level of insecurity was actually offensive.


  But it worked to my advantage, and without it I would probably be dead, so I shouldn’t really complain.


  Those first two weeks were the scariest for me because what I was doing was pretty much out in the open. I tried to hide what I was doing as well as I could, but someone who was looking could have found it. If Control or anyone else looked into my extracurricular sessions, they would have seen me running one particular simulation the same way over and over and could have seen what I was doing.


  It meant that if during the simulations where Control was watching, if the program crashed, it might code a patch, and that patch could affect the bug I was using to exit the program. Which meant I would be trapped again.


  I was very very very careful in the simulations Control watched. Never did anything rash, never did anything not by the book.


  The irony of doing things exactly as they wanted me to, so they wouldn’t find out the things they might torture or kill me for, was not lost on me.


  Those two weeks were, literally, the worst two weeks of my life. I already knew that whoever it was that had me was planning to kill me after I did what they wanted of me. But even knowing that didn’t ease any of the stress of messing with the code. Of knowing I was exposed if anyone decided to look, and yet doing it anyway.


  It’s one thing to know you’re already dead. It’s another to work on something that might give you a chance to stay alive, as long as no one decides to look.


  They never looked. Never. Because they didn’t think they had to.


  I was so grateful for it.


  And at the same time, so contemptuous of it.


  They deserved what I was going to do to them. Whatever it was. I hadn’t figured it out yet.


  But when I did: no sympathy.


  * * *


  What I did with those two weeks: blue pill.


  No, I don’t know where the phrase comes from. It’s been used for a long time. Look it up.


  But what it means is that I created an overlay for the Chandler’s computer system. A just about exact replica.


  I copied it, tweaked it, attached everything coming in from the outside to it, as well as the bridge simulator. It looked like, responded like, and would control things like the actual computer system for the Chandler.


  But it wasn’t.


  That system, the one that actually ran the Chandler, was running underneath the copy. And that one, well.


  That one, I was totally in control of. The reality underneath the simulation. The reality that no one but me knew existed below the simulation. The simulation that everyone thought reflected reality.


  That’s the blue pill.


  For the next month, every day, all day, I ran more and more complex missions on the bridge simulator. More simulations where I had to juggle navigation with weapons.


  It was clear to me that whatever they were training me for, it had a significant military component. They were expecting me to go to battle for them. They may or may not have expected me to survive the battle. I think “not survive” was the more likely scenario.


  This was not a surprise.


  Through this all, I kept up the chatter with Control. To engage it. To make it feel something for me. To make it see the person it had put into a box.


  I was not notably successful.


  But I wasn’t expecting to be.


  What I had to be was the same person Control thought I was. The one who had decided to help. The one who had decided to trust Control.


  I didn’t want to mess that up. I wanted Control and anyone else listening to get exactly what they were expecting. I wanted them to be as smug about their small-c control over me as they ever were.


  They did not disappoint.


  And while they were thinking that, when Control left me alone after a day of simulations, I had free run of the Chandler.


  Which, as it turned out, was undergoing some drastic renovations. Notably, having the actual weapons systems reinstalled. Before it had been the Chandler, the ship had been a Colonial Defense Forces frigate. When it was decommissioned those weapons systems were removed and dismantled.


  Now systems were being put back into place. The ship was crawling with workers inside and out. I hadn’t been aware of them before, because why would I be? I was a brain in a box, trapped in a simulation.


  But now I could see, and hear, everything that was going on with the ship.


  The workers were not mostly human. Most of them, as far as I could tell, were Rraey, just like the soldiers who attacked the Chandler in the first place.


  Every now and then, however, a single human would show up on the ship, and advise or direct the weapons installation. It was always the same human.


  She was not Ocampo. Or Vera Briggs, his assistant. This was someone entirely new. Whatever was going on, from the human side, there was more than Ocampo involved.


  Watching the workers installing the weapons systems, I realized I had gotten lucky. In a couple more weeks, they’d be done with their installation and then the weapons systems would be plugged into Chandler’s computer system. If the work had been done earlier, or I had started my work later, I would have been found out. There was a small window, and I plopped into it.


  Which made me feel like the luckiest guy in the universe, until I remembered I was still a brain in a box.


  Which brings me to the other thing I found on the Chandler:


  Me.


  I was on the bridge, in a large rectangular box that looked, for all the world, like a coffin. The top of the box was clear; from my vantage point of the bridge cameras, I could look straight down into it and see: my brain.


  And the electronic elements that were attached to it, to the surface of the gray matter and, I assumed, inside of it as well. I could see the hard wires snaking out of it, toward a juncture on the side of the box.


  I saw the liquid in which my brain was suspended, discolored, slightly pink. I saw tubes connected to my brain, I assume taking in and bringing out blood or something substituting for it. Something that brought in nutrients and oxygen, and took out waste. The tubes also snaked out to a juncture in the box’s interior wall.


  A change in camera and in perspective and I saw another box, into which the wires and tubes went. It’s this box I saw two Rraey, who I assume were doctors, come to and open daily, doing diagnostic work. Inside were filtering systems, intake and sampling valves, hardwired computers to monitor my brain’s well-being, and something else which I couldn’t identify at first, until one of the Rraey accidentally jostled it, and the other yelled at it for doing so.


  The Chandler’s system has within it a translation library for several hundred known species. It, like most such libraries on trade ships, almost never gets used because we’re mostly dealing with humans. Nevertheless it’s there and on hand for when or if you need to translate anything. It translated what the second Rraey said to the first.


  “Keep that up,” it said. “You’ll blow up all three of us.”


  “Then at least our remains would get to go back home,” the first Rraey said.


  “I would prefer to go back home in a form that would allow me to enjoy it,” the second Rraey said, and then inserted a dongle into one of the hardwired monitors, I assume to check on how my brain was doing and make adjustments.


  I imagine the information showed that at that very moment I had a spike of anxious brain activity.


  Because of the bomb.


  On top of everything else, they had a bomb attached to me.


  In case I was at all concerned that they ever had any intention of letting me get out of this alive.


  In case I was thinking I was really going to escape this hell.


  PART THREE


  “You have performed well in simulation,” Control said one day, more than three months after I had first woken up to find myself a disembodied brain.


  Thank you, I thought. I have been trying to live up to my end of our deal.


  “You have been,” Control said. “You may find it useful to know that you have become one of our best pilots, in terms of hitting training performance goals.”


  Well, of course I was. It was because I was very careful to perform simulations exactly to spec, so the software wouldn’t glitch and they would have to root about in the system to fix it. The blue pill system I made was pretty solid, but why tempt fate.


  The other reason was that when Control wasn’t paying attention I was watching videos and listening to music that had been in the Chandler’s entertainment library. Which helped to keep me sane instead of dwelling on my complete and utter isolation from the rest of humanity. It’s not exactly surprising that staying sane is useful when trying to hit performance markers.


  None of which I expressed, or even thought, while Control was around.


  By now I had some understanding of why Control only “heard” what I thought directly to it—the brain-reading software recognized intentional attempts at communication and filtered that away from the constant low-grade babbling and monologuing every brain does all the time, in order to optimize communication. The software kept the thoughts I meant to myself internal—but if you remember how many times in your life you unintentionally say something out loud you meant to keep quiet, and made a mess of your life for a day because of it, then you’ll know why I tried to keep my mind blank when Control was around.


  I’m happy to know that, I thought. And then waited, like I always did.


  “You have done well enough that we have agreed to your request,” Control said.


  My request?


  “You asked if you could speak to Secretary Ocampo at some point,” Control said. “We have arranged for you to speak.”


  Is he coming to visit me? I asked.


  “In a manner of speaking,” Control said. “We have arranged for a feed to be ported through to this simulation.”


  So, not on the Chandler itself. Well, that was just fine. Will that be today? I asked.


  “No. We have work to do today. But soon.”


  Thank you, I thought. I am grateful. And that was certainly true, as far as it went.


  “You’re welcome,” Control said. “Let’s begin today’s simulations.”


  When will you have an actual mission for me?


  “Why do you ask?”


  You have been training me all this time. I’ve been doing well, as you said. I’m ready for missions.


  “You want to fulfill your obligations to us,” Control said.


  I do.


  “In order to regain your body.”


  I would be lying if I said that wasn’t a big part of it, I thought. Which was also true as far as it went.


  “I don’t have any information for you,” Control said. “You will get a mission when we decide the time is right. It is not the right time yet.”


  I understand, I thought. I am just anxious.


  “Don’t be,” Control said. “You will be busy soon enough.” And then it opened up a simulation in which I was fighting three Colonial Union frigates at the same time.


  It was one I had done before, with some variation. The goal wasn’t to destroy all the frigates. The goal was to make them expend as much of their firepower on me as possible so that when three other ships skipped in to attack them, they wouldn’t have the defenses to survive.


  Basically I was bait in the scenario.


  It wasn’t the only scenario that I’d been bait for, recently.


  Let’s just say I wasn’t loving the pattern to the simulations I was seeing.


  * * *


  The communications window on my captain’s screen, normally dead as the famous doornail, lit up. I put the feed inside of it onto the virtual bridge’s largest monitor.


  On the feed, as advertised, was Secretary Ocampo.


  “Mr. Daquin, are you there?” he asked. He was looking into his PDA camera, inside what looked like a stateroom even smaller than the one he had on the Chandler.


  I am, I thought.


  “Okay, good,” Ocampo said. “I only have an audio feed for you. They didn’t give me a video feed for some—” He stopped here abruptly. He had just realized that the reason he didn’t have a video feed was because there wasn’t a body for him to look at, just an exposed brain in a clear box.


  But I had a video feed, so I could see a flush rising through Ocampo’s features. He had at least enough grace to be ashamed of himself for forgetting what he had gotten me into.


  It’s all right, I thought. I just wanted to talk anyway. If that’s all right. If you have time.


  “Today is a religious observance day for the Rraey who run this outpost,” Ocampo said. “So nothing’s going on today. It’s why I’m able to speak to you at all.”


  Hooray for Rraey Christmas, I thought, to Ocampo.


  He smiled at this. “So, what’s on your mind?” he asked. And then I got to see another flush rise through his face as he realized just how inappropriate that particular phrase might be to me. This time, at least, he didn’t try to run from it.


  “Jesus, Rafe,” he said. “Sorry about that.”


  It’s all right, I assured him.


  “I’m not sure why you even wanted to speak to me,” Ocampo said. “If I were in your shoes—fuck.”


  Okay, if I could laugh, I would definitely be laughing right now.


  “I’m glad one of us would be,” Ocampo said. “My point is I don’t know why you want to speak to me. I assumed that given what has happened to you, you would never want to speak with me again. That you would be furious.”


  I was furious, I admitted, which was 100 percent true. I can’t say I’m happy even now with the situation I’m in. You know what they did to me. To my body.


  “Yes.”


  That’s nothing to be happy about. But I remember what you said to me the last time I saw you. Do you remember?


  “Not really,” Ocampo said. “I, uh.” He paused. “There was a lot going on that day,” he said.


  You said that you had to ask where your loyalties were, to the Colonial Union or to humanity. You said there was a difference between the two.


  “All right. Yes. I remember that now.”


  I want to know what you meant by that, I thought to him. Because while neither you nor I can change what’s happened to me, maybe there’s something you can tell me that makes sense of it all. So I don’t think I’ve lost my body and my freedom for nothing.


  Ocampo was quiet at this for a moment, and I was content to let him take his time.


  “You understand there is a lot that I can’t tell you,” he said, finally. “That much of what I’m doing now is classified. That my colleagues could be listening in to this conversation so that it wouldn’t be safe to share anything confidential with you, and that even if they weren’t listening in that I wouldn’t share it anyway, because that’s the nature of things.”


  I understand that, I thought. Secretary Ocampo, I know what my role is. “Mine is not to ask why, mine is to do or die.”


  Ocampo blinked, and then smiled. “You’re quoting Tennyson to me,” he said.


  Misquoting him, more likely, but yes. What I’m saying is that I’m not asking about the tactics and strategy, sir. I’m asking about the philosophy. Surely that’s something you can talk about.


  “I can,” Ocampo said, and then, jokingly, “but how much time do you have?”


  I have all the time you want to give me, I thought, and let that just sit there, between us.


  And then Ocampo started talking. Talking about humanity, and about the Colonial Union. He gave me a brief history of the Colonial Union, and about how its first encounters with intelligent alien species—all of which went badly for the Colonial Union, and almost destroyed the young political system—permanently marked it as aggressive and warlike and paranoid.


  He talked about the decision to sequester away the planet Earth, to intentionally slow its political and technological progress in order to make it essentially a farm for colonists and soldiers, and how that gave the Colonial Union the raw human resources it needed to become a power among intelligent species far more quickly than any of the other species expected, or could deal with.


  He explained how the Conclave, the union of hundreds of intelligent species, was formed in part because of the Colonial Union—how its leader, General Tarsem Gau, realized that more than any other species or government, the Colonial Union had a template that would eventually lead to domination of the local space—and of genocide, intentional or otherwise, of other intelligent species. That creating the Conclave was the only solution: that the Colonial Union would either be absorbed into the Conclave as one voice among many, or counteracted because the Conclave would be too large for the Colonial Union to take on.


  He explained how this was a great idea in theory—but in reality the Colonial Union had nearly destroyed the Conclave once, and only General Gau’s personal decision to spare the Colonial Union kept all the species of the Conclave from falling on it like a train bearing down on a rodent on its track. He explained that once Gau was gone, the Colonial Union was a target—and all of humanity with it.


  And he explained—only generally, only in vague terms—how he, a few trusted allies, and a few alien races who were presumed to be enemies of humanity but were in fact merely enemies of the Colonial Union thought there was a way to save humans as a species even if the Colonial Union should fall. And by “should” it was understood what was meant was “would,” and that, in fact, the Colonial Union wouldn’t so much fall, as be pushed, and in a particular direction.


  All of this Ocampo expounded, with himself in the role as a reluctant catalyst or fulcrum for history, someone who wished it were not necessary to give the Colonial Union that push, but one who, recognizing it was necessary, nevertheless stood up—regretfully, yes; heroically, perhaps?—to administer the push, in the service of the species.


  In short: what an asshole.


  Which is not what I said.


  Which is not what I even came close to allowing myself to think at the time.


  What I said and what I was thinking during all this was variations of one simple phrase, that phrase being do go on.


  I wanted him to talk, and talk, and then talk some more.


  Not because he was the first human I had spoken to since that day on the Chandler. I didn’t like him that much, although of course I didn’t want him to know that.


  I wanted him to think I was interested and curious in what he had to say, and thought as well of him as I could under the circumstances.


  I wanted him to think I thought his thoughts were golden. Pure nuggets of humble wisdom. Do go on.


  I wanted him to think this because while he was talking to me, he was connected to the Chandler. His PDA, more specifically, was connected to the Chandler.


  And while he was talking to me, I was going through and copying into the Chandler’s storage every single file he had on his PDA.


  Because here was my problem: No matter what sort of free run I had with the Chandler’s system, I was trapped there.


  I couldn’t get into the system that Control used to connect to the Chandler. Someone would notice that the Chandler was trying to address the system. They could log every request. And they would eventually figure out who was doing that. And then I would be screwed.


  Besides that, whatever system there was, would be entirely alien. I had suspected and Ocampo unwittingly confirmed that wherever we were, it was someplace controlled and run by the Rraey. I knew nothing about Rraey computing systems, or their design, or their programming languages. There was likely to be a computing shell of some sort in which human-designed operating systems could run, and some software that could port documents created on either side to the other.


  But full access to the system? That wasn’t going to happen. I didn’t have the time or resources to get up to speed if it did, and I would be found out and probably tortured and then maybe killed if I tried.


  Ocampo’s PDA, on the other hand. I knew all about that software and hardware.


  Official Colonial Union PDAs were manufactured by lots of different companies but all had to run the same software. They all had to be able to talk to every other PDA, and any computers the Colonial Union used for official business. When you have that level of standardization across a government spanning trillions of miles, every other computer, operating system, or piece of technology is either standardized to it, or is able to communicate with it.


  Oh, I knew Ocampo’s PDA, all right. Once he opened that connection to the Chandler, I knew how to access it, how to look around it, and how to extract files.


  And I knew how to do it without him knowing.


  Not that I expected him to know; he didn’t exactly have the “programmer” look to him, if you know what I mean. He’d be the programmer’s boss. The one they hated. The one who made them work on holidays.


  I also knew that Ocampo would have all sorts of interesting files on his PDA. Because simply put, where else would he have them? That’s the computing and storage unit that he left the Chandler with. He would be even less familiar with Rraey technology than I would be. Makes sense that he would keep it, and that he would keep his own information on it. I remembered the exchange Ocampo had with Tvann about Vera Briggs. That poor woman was kept in the dark about a lot of things. Ocampo was used to keeping his own counsel about his business.


  The longer I kept Ocampo talking, the more I could find out about his business.


  Not that I was trying to sort through any of it while he was talking to me. I had to stay attentive and keep him talking. If I gave any indication he was boring me figuratively out of my skull then he’d drop the connection.


  So I kept him talking and had a program make a copy of his PDA. All of it, right down to the communication program he was using to talk to me. I could sort out all of the data later, including the encrypted files.


  All of which, it turned out, were keyed to the PDA, so opening them in a virtual copy of the PDA would open the files just fine.


  Sloppy.


  Three cheers for sloppiness.


  The entire copying process took just a little under two hours. I kept Ocampo talking the whole time. It required very little prompting.


  Ever heard of “monologuing” ? The thing where the captured hero escapes death by getting the villain to talk just long enough to break free?


  Well, this wasn’t that, because I was still a brain in a box and likely to die the first time I was sent on a mission. But it was something close. And Ocampo had no problem talking and then talking some more.


  I don’t think it was sheer megalomania, or, if I wanted to be nice about it, him taking pity on the guy he’d caused to be turned into a naked brain. I don’t know how many other humans there were where we were; I only knew of Ocampo, Vera Briggs, and whoever the woman was who helped supervise re-implanting weapons systems on the Chandler. Of the other two, the weapons systems supervisor looked sort of busy whenever I saw her. As for Vera Briggs, I imagine at this point she might not be feeling especially friendly toward Ocampo.


  In other words, I think Ocampo just plain might have been lonely for human contact.


  Which I could understand. I had been lonely too.


  The difference being, of course, that one of us had made the choice to be lonely. The other one of us rather unexpectedly had the choice thrust upon us.


  As it turns out, Ocampo’s desire to monologue lasted about fifteen minutes longer than the time I needed it to. I knew he was done when he said “But I must be boring you” to me, which is narcissist-speak for “Now I’m bored.”


  You’re not boring me, I thought at him. But I understand how much of your time I’ve already taken up today. I can’t really ask for more of it. Thank you, Secretary Ocampo.


  “Of course,” he said, and then his face got a look. I thought it resembled what the face of someone who felt guilty about something, but didn’t actually want to be troubled by doing anything to deal with that guilt, might look like.


  I waited and eventually I think Ocampo’s vestigial sense of moral obligation kicked in.


  “Look, Daquin, I know I’ve put you in a bad spot,” he said. “I know they’ve promised to return your body to you, and I know they will. They’ve done this before. But between now and then, if there’s something I can do for you, well . . .” He trailed off here, letting me imply that he’d be willing to do something for me, without actually saying it, which I think he thought would give him an out.


  This guy was a treasure, this Assistant Secretary of State Tyson Ocampo.


  Thank you, sir, I thought. I can’t think of anything I need from you right now. On the monitor, I could see Ocampo visibly relax; I had just let him off the hook. Which gave me the space to say what I really wanted to. But there is one thing you can do for me in the future.


  “Name it,” Ocampo said.


  Someday soon they will give me a mission. My first real mission, not the simulated ones they’ve been having me running. It would mean a lot to me if, on that day, you and Vera Briggs came to see me off.


  “You mean, there on the Chandler.”


  Yes, sir. I realize that to some extent, in my condition—and that was an intentional knife thrust to the guilt centers of Ocampo’s brain, right there—it wouldn’t matter whether you said good-bye inside of the Chandler or outside of it. But it would mean a lot to me. You and Ms. Briggs are the only people I know now. I’d like someone to see me off. Just a couple of minutes here before I go. If you would.


  Ocampo thought about it for a minute, which was either him figuring out the logistics or trying to see if he could get out of it. “All right,” he then said. “We’ll do it.”


  You promise? I asked. Because this was the guy who just trailed off on “If there’s something I could do for you.”


  “I promise,” Ocampo said, and I believed him.


  Thank you, Secretary Ocampo, I said. You’re a good man.


  Ocampo either smiled or winced at that.


  Either way, then he waved and cut the signal.


  * * *


  Things I learned from Ocampo’s PDA:


  One, there was no doubt Ocampo had known he was going away. He stocked himself quite a library of entertainments—several thousand videos ranging from classic movies from Earth to the latest serials from Phoenix, an equal number of books and musical tracks, and a fair sampling of video games, although these were mostly a decade or more old; I guess when you’re running the universe, you don’t have time to keep up with everything.


  Oh, and mountains of porn.


  Look, no judgment. Like I said, it’s clear he knew he was going to be away for a long time, and probably without significant human companionship. I’m not going to say I wouldn’t do the same thing in his shoes. I’m just saying there was more of it than any other sort of entertainment.


  And yes, I looked at some. I may be a brain in a box, but that saying that the biggest sex organ is the mind? In my case, both literally and figuratively true.


  Also I was curious to see if lack of gonads meant lack of response.


  The answer: definitely not. Which was more of a relief than you might think.


  Anyway, I might have just gone on about porn too long.


  The point was: Ocampo planned for the long term.


  Also in the PDA: a truly impressive amount of confidential information from the Colonial Union.


  To begin, all the information I think there might have been on the Colonial Union’s military capabilities—not just the general Colonial Defense Forces but also its Special Forces and its capabilities. Information on ships, their capabilities, and their state of readiness.


  Information about the manpower of the Colonial Defense Forces, its fatality rate over the years, and information about how the lack of relationship with Earth was having an impact on CDF readiness—after all, if you can’t get new soldiers, every soldier you lose becomes one less soldier you can muster.


  Detailed files on the civilian arm of the Colonial Union government with particular emphasis on the Department of State, which made sense considering who Ocampo was, but every aspect of the CU bureaucracy was gone over in what looked like exhausting detail (I did a lot of skimming).


  Information on the Colonial Union merchant fleet—the thousands of trade and cargo ships that crossed between the planets—including which ones were purpose-built and which ones were repurposed from CDF ships, and their most recent trade routes.


  Briefs on the current relationship between the Colonial Union and every known non-human intelligent species, as well as the Conclave as a political entity, and the Earth.


  Briefs on every single Colonial Union planet, population, defensive capabilities, and a list of targets that would offer maximum damage, either to population, to infrastructure, or to industrial capacity.


  Blueprints and assessments of Phoenix Station, the seat of the Colonial Union government and humanity’s single largest spaceport.


  In other words: just about every single bit of information you would want to have in order to plan an attack on the Colonial Union and make it stick. Or at least what I thought you would need. I’m not an expert. But that’s what it looked like to me.


  Now, not all this information was classified. Some of this information you could get just from looking at an encyclopedia or public records. Ocampo or anyone else using this information wasn’t exactly going to have the ability to just access a local data network. Ocampo brought with him everything he’d need—or thought he’d need.


  But then there was the rest of it.


  The new information.


  The data Ocampo was given since he got here—here, incidentally, being a military base hollowed out of an asteroid, made and run by the Rraey until some recent tangles with the Colonial Union and some others made them scale way, way back—and information he’d created since he’d been here.


  With this group.


  With the Equilibrium.


  Which is what they were calling themselves, anyway.


  I thought it was a stupid name. But they weren’t giving me a vote. And if they did I would probably name it “The League of Assholes,” so I don’t think they would mind not having my input.


  This new information included audio and video recordings of meetings and the automatic transcriptions of the same. Those were useful because they tagged who was saying what. This was useful because some of the people in the meetings were from species I’d never encountered before—a fact that was not especially impressive since most of my travel was within the Colonial Union, but still something to deal with.


  Most of the transcriptions were of meetings about unexciting things—discussions about the maintenance of the base, for one, which apparently had a mold problem that was aggravating the respiratory systems of several of the species there, to which I thought, well, Good.


  But then I found some interesting transcripts after all.


  For example: one recorded only a couple of weeks into our stay at the base, which started off with Ku Tlea Dho, a Rraey diplomat, catching Ocampo not paying attention.


  “You seem distracted, Secretary Ocampo,” Dho said. The video had him down the arc of the table that dominated a tiny meeting room, which had a dozen people in it, most from different races.


  “I’m still getting my bearings on the station, Ambassador Dho,” Ocampo said.


  “You will be here for a while, Secretary,” Dho said. “You will have time.”


  Ocampo smiled here. “Hopefully not too much more time.”


  “How do you mean?” asked Ake Bae. He was an Eyr. The Eyr were members of the Conclave, or so I learned when I checked the files Ocampo brought with him. Increasingly unhappily members of the Conclave.


  “The time has come to discuss the endgame,” Ocampo said, to the room. “Our endgame.”


  “Has it.”


  “It’s why I am here, Ake Bae,” Ocampo said.


  “Indeed,” said Ake Bae. “Are you sure, Secretary Ocampo, that you’re not confusing your own endgame with our endgame? I understand that you are now in exile from the Colonial Union for the duration of the campaign at the very least. That does not imply that Equilibrium must now change its schedule to accommodate your personal needs or inclinations.”


  Ocampo smiled again, but not exactly a nice smile. “I understand the concern,” he said, looking around the room. “I know very well that many of you have the opinion that humans, individually and as a species, have an outsized opinion of our importance to events, both in general and here with our particular activity. I’m also aware that many of you are of the opinion that I’ve always been a pain in the ass.”


  There were noises in the room that I assumed equated to laughter.


  “Let me remind you, however, that the roots of this rebellion of ours come from when we, the Colonial Union, struck out against the Conclave at Roanoke,” Ocampo continued. He looked around the room at the assembled species. “How many of your governments watched the Conclave form, and felt helpless to do anything about it?” He looked at Ake Bae. “How many of your governments joined the Conclave rather than fight it? The Colonial Union—humanity—were the only ones to bloody the Conclave. The only ones to show they could be bloodied. The only ones to show that General Gau’s experiment with hegemony could be toppled.”


  “You seem to be discounting the attempted coup of Gau after Roanoke,” Ake Bae said.


  “A coup given impetus by the Colonial Union’s attack on the Conclave fleet,” Ocampo countered. “My point, Ake Bae, is that we are here today because of what humans have done. If we have a high opinion of our importance to this cause of ours, it’s because we’ve earned it. It’s not merely ego.”


  “There’s irony in praising the Colonial Union’s actions against the Conclave when it’s that very action that convinced us all that it must be destroyed along with the Conclave,” said Utur Nove. Nove was from Elpri. I had no idea until that moment that a planet named Elpri even existed.


  “We all agree that the return to an equilibrium of power is best for all of our species,” Ocampo said. “Thus the very name of our organization. The Conclave represents the primary threat to that equilibrium. We agree about that. We also agree that the Colonial Union grew too powerful in opposition to the Conclave. But don’t confuse the Colonial Union with humanity.”


  He nodded to Paola Gaddis, who was the other human I’d seen, the one who supervised the installation of the weapons systems. She nodded back at him.


  “My colleague here represents the interests of several governments of Earth,” Ocampo said. “She will be happy to tell you all the ways those governments are not even remotely concerned about the Colonial Union’s interests. In the end, the Colonial Union is not humanity. It is merely a government. When the Colonial Union falls, and it will, then the Earth might finally take up the mantle of leading the former worlds of the CU. Or those worlds might form other unions. Humanity will survive. Humanity will continue as part of the new equilibrium.”


  “Humanity, perhaps,” Ake Bae said. “But I was speaking of you in particular, Secretary Ocampo. You and your own endgame, which is different from that of the Equilibrium.”


  Ocampo smiled again, picked up his PDA from the table. The video feed got momentarily wavy, trying to stabilize the image while being lifted. “You know what this is, Ake Bae.”


  “It’s a personal data assistant, I believe,” Ake Bae said.


  “It is,” Ocampo said. “And it contains nearly all of the last decade of data from the Colonial Union State Department and the Colonial Defense Forces. Nearly every confidential file or report on the CU’s doings and conflicts. Everything they don’t want known, or would want swept under the carpet. Every double-cross of an ally, completed or intended. Every military action on one of its own worlds. Every assassination. Every ‘disappearance.’ All of it true. All of it verifiable. All of it hugely damaging to the Colonial Union.”


  “The data you promised us to help us plan our strategy for our next phase,” Ake Bae said.


  “No,” Ocampo said. “Not the next phase. The last phase.” He shook the PDA for emphasis, and the video got woozy again. “Understand that every piece of data from the Colonial Union is accurate and verifiable. It all happened. And so it will serve as cover for what I will add to it.”


  “What will you add?” asked Dho.


  “All of our operations,” Ocampo said. “Every ship we’ve commandeered, human and Conclave. Every agitation we’ve spearheaded on Colonial Union and Conclave worlds. Every attack, up to and including the destruction of Earth Station. All of it altered, to make it look as if it happened under the aegis of the Colonial Union and the Colonial Defense forces. All verified by both my security hash and the security hash of my former boss, the current secretary of state.”


  “And how did you get that?” asked Paola Gaddis.


  “The weakest part of any security and verification scheme is the people who use it,” Ocampo said.


  Right then I nearly paused the video to savor the rich irony of that statement, all things considered.


  “And the fact they trust the people they’ve known for years as friends and allies,” Ocampo continued, oblivious to my scorn. “Secretary Galeano is no pushover but she has a soft spot for loyalty. I earned her trust long ago. I’ve never done anything that would cause her to doubt it.”


  “Except this,” Gaddis pointed to the PDA. “And everything else you’ve done for Equilibrium.”


  “I’m not going to suggest Galeano will ever forgive me,” Ocampo said. “She won’t. I like to think that in time she’ll recognize the necessity.”


  “She won’t,” Gaddis said. Ocampo shrugged.


  “This does not explain why this would be the last phase,” Ake Bae said, bringing the discussion back around. “It just makes the Colonial Union culpable for our actions.”


  “No,” Gaddis said, before Ocampo could speak. “The Earth already believes the Colonial Union made the attack on Earth Station, to cripple us and to keep us dependent. Getting confirmation would mean a state of war between us.”


  “Which would force the hand of the Conclave,” Ocampo said.


  “Right,” Gaddis said. “Right now it’s playing nice with Earth but still keeping us at arm’s length because it doesn’t want to antagonize the Colonial Union. But if the CU’s verifiably responsible for the destruction of Earth Station, as shown by its own documents, it all falls by the wayside. The Conclave will invite the Earth to join.”


  “Which will antagonize those of us who don’t want the humans in the Conclave,” said Utur Nove. “No offense,” he said, to Gaddis.


  “None taken,” she said. “And that’s what we want, anyway. The division will weaken the Conclave, just as the Colonial Union decides that it’s a material threat and moves to destroy it.”


  “A move which would fail,” Nove said.


  Ocampo shook his head. “The Colonial Union will fail if it goes toe-to-toe with the Conclave, yes,” he said. “But it wouldn’t do that. It didn’t do it when it destroyed the Conclave fleet at Roanoke. It didn’t send its ships into combat with the Conclave’s. It sent assassins—Special Forces to sneak up and place antimatter bombs on each ship, and then detonate them all at the same time. It was a psychological blow as much as a physical loss. That’s how the CU did it. That’s how it would do it again. One assassin, one shot—total destruction. Which is how it will happen this time.”


  “You plan to assassinate General Gau!” Nove exclaimed, following Ocampo’s implication.


  “No,” Ocampo said, and pointed to Nove. “You are going to plan it.” He pointed at Ake Bae. “Or you are going to plan it. You two are both in rather better positions to make it happen. Whoever does it is not my particular concern. The point is whichever of you plans it, it will become obvious that you did it at the behest of the Colonial Union. The CU knows that humiliating Gau nearly brought the end of the Colonial Union. It knows that Gau requires loyalty to him, not the Colonial Union. Killing him destroys that loyalty. Killing him destroys the Conclave.”


  “Which leaves the Colonial Union the largest power standing,” Ake Bae said.


  “No,” Gaddis said. “Not without the Earth. No soldiers. No colonists.”


  “Unless the Earth changes its mind,” said Ku Tlea Dhu.


  “At the right time, we will motivate them otherwise,” Ocampo said. “We’ve done it before. We can be equally persuasive this time.” He motioned away from the room, toward, I guessed, the docks in which the Chandler was being worked on and equipped. “Unless you’ve got a better use for all the ships we’ve been taking.”


  “A thing which is getting harder to do,” Dhu said. “We can’t trick all the ship captains as you did with the Chandler’s.”


  “All the more reason to bring things to an active conclusion,” Ocampo said. “We’ve always been a small but potent unit. Small isn’t the problem. The potency of our actions is the key.”


  “And all this begins by releasing the information on that,” Ake Bae said, pointing to the PDA.


  “Yes,” Ocampo said.


  “And where do you suggest we release it?”


  “We release it everywhere,” Ocampo said. “Everywhere, all at once.”


  “I think this is a good plan,” Gaddis said. “I even think we have a chance of making it work as we intend to.”


  “It’s nice the two humans are in agreement,” Nove said. I noted that sarcasm was a near-universal trait of intelligent species.


  “With respect, Ambassador Nove, our agreement is a good thing,” Gaddis said. “Don’t forget that through all of this, it’s my planet that is the most vulnerable. We lack spaceships. We lack military power. The governments I represent believe Equilibrium offers us the best chance to build up our defenses before everyone else turns their attention to us again. This plan can make that happen.” Nove shifted its weight, unhappy.


  Gaddis turned her attention back to Ocampo. “Which isn’t to say it doesn’t have risks. Principal among them being that the Colonial Union has to believe you are dead. And died loyal. If they think you’re alive and a traitor, you know they won’t stop looking for you.”


  Ocampo nodded. “The Colonial Union knows what it means when a ship is taken,” he said. “They know everyone but the pilot is killed. They won’t think it will be any different for me.”


  “You are an undersecretary of the State Department,” Nove pointed out.


  “On vacation,” Ocampo said. “Nothing to identify me as anything other than an unlucky civilian.”


  “You don’t think they will suspect you,” Gaddis said.


  “I’ve been part of this for several years now,” Ocampo said. “I’ve been funneling information to Equilibrium all this time. If they were going to catch me they would have done it before I left.”


  “You had people you used,” Thu said.


  “I had a small number of people who operated independently and subcontracted,” Ocampo said. “I cleaned up before I left.”


  “You mean you had them killed,” Thu said.


  “The ones who could bring things back to me, yes.”


  “And that won’t look suspicious at all,” Gaddis said, archly.


  “Give me a little credit for subtlety,” Ocampo said.


  “All this talk,” Ake Bae said. “All this planning, all this strategizing, and yet we still don’t know your endgame, Secretary Ocampo.”


  “It’s the same as the endgame for Equilibrium,” he said. “The end of the Conclave. The end of the Colonial Union. The end to superpowers in our little corner of space. And when it’s all said and done, our group, which acts in the shadows, fades into them forever. And we go back to our worlds.”


  “Yes, but you’re dead,” Ake Bae said. “Or at least the Colonial Union thinks so. And it is in your—and our—interest for them to continue to believe so.”


  “For now,” Ocampo said.


  “And later?” Ake Bae asked.


  “Later things will be very different,” Ocampo said.


  “You don’t think this will be a problem.”


  “I don’t.”


  “And you’re sure about this.”


  “Nothing is ever certain,” Ocampo said. “But to go back to earlier points in this conversation, after what I’ve done for this group of ours, and for our goals, I think I’ve earned some confidence for my opinions. And my opinion is: No. When all is said and done, this won’t be a problem at all.”


  And then they started talking about the mold problem some more.


  I came away from this with two thoughts.


  One, and again: Ocampo was a real piece of work.


  Two, that sob story he told me about humanity and the Colonial Union was a load of crap.


  Scratch that—not entirely a load of crap. What he told me was the nice version. The version where he was a selfless martyr for humanity rather than the guy who was planting a bomb in order to profit from the chaos. I had no love for that Ake Bae character, but he or she or it was not wrong. Whatever Ocampo was up to, he was in it for himself as much as, of not more so, than he was for anyone or anything else.


  And then there was the third thought: Ocampo’s megalomania, or whatever it was, had already gotten thousands of people killed.


  Not only his megalomania. He wasn’t working alone. But he sure seemed to be doing some of the heavy lifting.


  And soon, they would want to use me to do more of it.


  * * *


  And then, like that, it was time.


  “We are giving you a mission,” Control said, one morning, or at least during the time of day that I’d been thinking of as morning since I got to the Equilibrium base.


  Okay, I thought to Control. That’s good news. What’s the mission?


  “We will provide you with a mission brief once you’re near the skip point.”


  So two or three days from now, I thought.


  “Sooner than that,” Control said. “More along the line of eight of your hours.”


  That was an interesting admission. Skip drives, which are how we travel immense distances in space, only engage when space-time is flat enough—that is to say, far away from a gravity well.


  By telling me the rough amount of time it would take to get to skip distance, Control was telling me something about where we were. That the base was someplace that had a low mass, not especially close to anything more massive, like a planet or moon.


  Basically Control was telling me we were at an asteroid, at a far distance from its star.


  Which I knew, but which Control didn’t know I knew. Control never told me.


  By telling me now, either Control slipped, or didn’t think it mattered.


  Since I knew Control had done this before many times, it didn’t seem likely it was a slip. So Control figured it didn’t matter. And I figured it didn’t matter because either they thought I was well conditioned to respond like they told me, or they didn’t plan on me surviving the mission.


  I thought about my armaments—a couple dozen missiles and beefed-up beam systems, perfect for blinding communication systems and incoming missiles. And then I thought about my defensive systems, which hadn’t been substantially upgraded from when the Chandler was a trade ship.


  So, yeah. I was betting on the “not coming back” scenario.


  All right, I thought. It would at least be helpful to know the general sort of mission it is, however. So I might practice some simulations on the way.


  “That won’t be necessary,” Control said. “We prefer you to stay focused on the mission once it starts.”


  Understood, I said. Does this mean I’ll have control of the ship to skip distance?


  “No,” Control said. “We will control the Chandler for the disembarkation and for a short portion of time thereafter. After which a course will be set. You will have full control after the skip. Until then you are to monitor systems. We will keep a communication channel open so you may alert us if there are any problems.”


  The further I get from you the longer the lag will be in our communication, I pointed out. The speed of light still applies.


  “We don’t anticipate any problems,” Control said.


  You’re the boss, I thought. When do we start?


  “Secretary Ocampo has asked us to delay the start of your mission until he can say good-bye to you,” Control said. “As was your request.”


  Yes.


  “As a courtesy to him, we will allow this. He is currently otherwise engaged. When he’s done, he will travel to you. You will have ten of your minutes to say your farewells. This will happen within the next two hours.”


  Understood. Thank you, Control. It means a lot to me.


  Control didn’t say anything to this; I could see that it had broken its connection. That was fine.


  I had a couple of hours to prepare for my mission.


  I prepared.


  * * *


  “I remember the last time I was here,” Ocampo said.


  He was standing on the bridge of the Chandler. With him were Vera Briggs and an escort of two Rraey soldiers.


  I imagine it looks a little different now, I thought to him. A bit emptier.


  Ocampo visibly winced at this; I could see it happen through one of the bridge cameras. Vera Briggs was silent and staring, in a horrified fashion, at the box containing my brain. The Rraey, for their part, were unreadable to me. That’s the thing about aliens, I suppose.


  Thank you for coming to see me, I thought, to both Ocampo and Briggs. I really appreciate it.


  “You’re welcome,” Ocampo said. “To be honest it’s nice to be off that rock—”


  One of the Rraey made a throat-clearing sound here, suggesting some nonverbal cues were universal; that is, if you have a throat.


  “—it’s nice to have a change of scenery, I should say.” Ocampo fairly glared at the Rraey.


  I don’t want to take up too much of your time, I thought. I know the two of you are busy. Also, Control told me that I had ten minutes with you.


  “Right,” Ocampo said. “And in fact we should probably start on our way back. They were annoyed with us enough when I insisted we say good-bye.”


  I understand, I replied. And I think I need to get started anyway.


  From outside the bridge came a loud clanging noise, followed by what sounded like voices. It might have been the Chandler’s intercom speakers acting up. Or it could have been something else.


  Both Ocampo and Briggs jumped. The two Rraey said something to each other in their own language and hoisted their weapons. One of them held a hand out to Ocampo and Briggs, signaling that they were to stay on the bridge. The Rraey then exited the bridge to investigate.


  The automatic, reinforced door to the bridge slammed shut, sealing Ocampo and Briggs in and the Rraey out.


  “What the hell?” Ocampo asked.


  There was a low thrumming sound as the Chandler’s engines ramped up from their resting phase to propulsion phase.


  “What are you doing?” Ocampo asked me.


  I’m not doing anything, I replied. I don’t have control over the ship yet.


  There was a banging on the bridge door. The Rraey were trying to get back in.


  “Open the door,” Ocampo said to me.


  I don’t have control of the door.


  “Who does?”


  Whoever it is that has been running my simulations. I don’t know who they are. They just told me to call them Control.


  Ocampo swore and pulled out his PDA. Then he swore again when he couldn’t open up a line back to base. When the PDA got to the Chandler, it automatically connected to the ship’s network. The Chandler’s network gave every appearance of being down.


  Ocampo looked around at the bridge stations. “Which of these is for communications?”


  None of them are right now, I thought at him. The bridge stations are cut out of the command loop. Everything gets routed through a simulated bridge which I’m supposed to control.


  “So you are in control of this ship!”


  No, I said “supposed to,” I pointed out. I’m not in control of the ship yet. I only get control once the ship has skipped. It’s Control who is behind this.


  “Then talk to Control!” Ocampo yelled.


  I can’t. I’ve never been given the ability to contact them. I have to wait for them to contact me.


  And lo and behold, guess who suddenly came onto the line.


  “The Chandler is moving,” Control said. “Explain how.”


  I don’t know, I thought. You’re the one in control of this ship. You tell me.


  “I’m not in control of the ship.”


  Well, someone is.


  “It has to be you.”


  How can that be? I exclaimed. Check it yourself! I’m not doing a damn thing in the simulation!


  There was a brief pause here as Control ascertained that, indeed, inside the simulation I was doing nothing. While this was happening the banging at the bridge door became more insistent and it sounded like fists were being replaced by weapon butts.


  Then Control’s voice came over the bridge speakers. “Secretary Ocampo,” it said.


  “Yes?”


  “You are controlling the Chandler in some way.”


  “The hell I am,” Ocampo said.


  “You’ve sequestered yourself in the bridge,” Control said.


  “We’re locked in here, you asshole,” Ocampo said. “And I can’t help but notice that my Rraey escort is on the other side of the door. What are you up to?”


  “Please cease your actions.”


  “I am not doing a goddamned thing!” Ocampo yelled. He motioned to the bridge stations. “These fucking things don’t work! It’s you who is doing this!”


  There was a pause; Ocampo looked confused. It took him maybe a second or two longer to realize that the hammering on the door had stopped while he was yelling at Control.


  “You have purged all the air everywhere but the bridge,” Control said, after a minute. “You have just killed two Rraey.”


  “Jesus Christ,” Ocampo said, clearly exasperated. “It’s not me! I’m not in control of this ship! You are! You are the one who is doing this! You’re the murderer, not me! Why are you doing this?”


  “Enough,” Control said. By this time I could see on my simulated sensors that the Chandler had completed its disembarkation process and was beginning to accelerate away from Equilibrium base. This would be the point where Control would have no choice but to cut its losses and try to either disable or destroy the Chandler. I was curious to find out what would happen next.


  What happened next was that a ping hit my personal set of sensors. It was a signal that was meant for the bomb, nestled next to my brain in my box.


  It was supposed to detonate the bomb, killing me.


  What it did instead was launch a dozen missiles from the Chandler.


  Let’s just say I had a philosophical disagreement with the whole “blow up my brain” strategy. And this was my editorial comment on that plan.


  I think I actually heard a squawk of surprise from Control as those dozen missiles popped up on its sensors.


  There were three ships aside from the Chandler docked at Equilibrium station, one a refurbished Colonial Union frigate like the Chandler, one that looked like a purpose-built trade ship to me, and one of a design I didn’t recognize, so probably an alien ship. I imagined that all three of them were like the Chandler, currently being repurposed for whatever asshole plan Equilibrium had up its sleeve for each of them.


  I tasked a missile to each ship.


  If those ships had crews on station, it’s possible that they could have stopped the missiles. But if all they had were brains in boxes, not given control of their own ships, then they were sitting ducks.


  Each of those missiles hit home, crippling but not entirely destroying the ships.


  Intentional on my part. If there were other brains in boxes in those ships, they didn’t deserve to die at my hand.


  They didn’t deserve any of the horror that happened to them.


  Six missiles aimed for Equilibrium base’s weapon arrays, because I didn’t want them to have a chance to mess up my getaway with a well-placed missile, or two, or ten.


  One missile homed in on the Equilibrium base energy generator, because I figured if they were worried about things getting dark and cold, they would have less time to worry about little old me, or the Chandler.


  One missile went to the base communication array, to make it more difficult to get the word out. They’d undoubtedly try to launch some skip drones, but I’d already configured my beam weapons to burn those out before they got anywhere close to skip distance. Factoring in tracking lag from the speed of light would be tricky. But I’d had time to practice.


  That left one missile.


  That one went to my best guess as to where Control was.


  Because fuck that guy.


  Yes, you could say that I’d been busy, using the Chandler’s outside cameras to scope out the base, and double-checking the information with the data I had taken from Ocampo’s PDA.


  I knew I was going to have one chance to get it right. Any misses and everything suddenly became a lot more complicated.


  Fortunately I still had a couple dozen missiles left.


  But as it turns out I didn’t need them. When I launched the missiles I was still really close in to Equilibrium base. The targets had anywhere from ten to twenty-five seconds to respond. Which might have been enough in a battle situation.


  But as a surprise? When the base and ships were unprepared for attack and the only person who could have raised the alarm was being kept busy with an argument with the very confused and increasingly hostile Secretary Ocampo?


  Nope. Not enough time.


  Every missile hit its mark.


  The resulting chaos was glorious to me.


  Glorious.


  “Hello?” Ocampo said, and I realized that from his point of view, nothing had happened. He was still waiting for a response from Control.


  I’m sorry, Secretary Ocampo, I thought at him. Control isn’t likely to respond to you at this point.


  “Why not?”


  Because I just stuffed a missile down its fucking gullet, that’s why.


  “What?”


  I just attacked Equilibrium’s base, I thought at him. Twelve missiles, all in the right places. It’s going to keep them busy while the three of us get to skip distance.


  “What?” Ocampo said again. He clearly wasn’t getting it.


  “You mean we’re going back?” Vera Briggs said. “Back home? Back to the Colonial Union?” It was, honestly, the first time I remember her speaking a complete sentence.


  Yes, I said. That’s the plan. Back to Phoenix Station. Where I think they will be very interested in what Secretary Ocampo has to say for himself.


  “You can’t do that,” Ocampo said.


  Take you back to the Colonial Union? I asked. Yes I can. Yes I will. In fact, that’s what I was waiting to do.


  “I don’t understand,” Ocampo said.


  I’ve had control of the Chandler for weeks. I could have tried for an escape long before now. But I needed your data to take back. And I needed you to back it up. You’re going home, Secretary Ocampo.


  “You don’t understand what you’re doing,” Ocampo said.


  Sure I do.


  “No, you don’t,” Ocampo said. “Don’t you understand that what we’re doing here is saving humanity—”


  Everything after that point was cut short by the whoofing sound Ocampo made as Vera Briggs walked the couple of feet separating the two of them and kneed her boss square and hard in the balls.


  I don’t even have balls anymore and I felt that.


  Ocampo collapsed, groaning. Briggs kicked him several more times in the ribs and face, inexpertly but enthusiastically, until he stopped doing anything but lying there in a ball.


  “Motherfucker,” Briggs said, finally backing away.


  You didn’t kill him, did you? I asked.


  “Trust me, I’m going to make sure he lives,” Briggs said. She spat on him; he didn’t even flinch. “Make me look like a fool by perpetrating treason behind my back? For years? Kill a ship full of people and give me the choice of death or being kidnapped? Make me an accomplice to killing even more people? No, Mr. Daquin. This asshole lives. And I’m going to make sure the Colonial Union knows everything I know, too. So you just get us back. You get us back. I promise you I’m going to take care of the rest of it. And you,” Briggs said to Ocampo. “You so much as move an inch between now and then and you’re going to wish I kicked you to death. You understand me, sir?”


  Ocampo didn’t move a muscle for the entire rest of the trip.


  * * *


  “Let’s talk about the future,” Harry Wilson said to me.


  It had been a busy week.


  I had skipped the Chandler into existence roughly ten klicks from Phoenix Station itself, setting off every single proximity warning the station had. Which was the point; I didn’t want them to miss me.


  As soon as I skipped I started broadcasting that I had Secretary Ocampo and critical information about an alien attack, which got everyone’s attention. Less than an hour after that the Chandler was swarming with Colonial Defense Forces, Ocampo and Briggs were taken off the ship—Ocampo to the infirmary of Phoenix Station’s detention facility and Briggs to high-level debriefing—and then the CDF tried to figure out what to do with me.


  That’s when Wilson showed up.


  “Why you?” I asked him—asked him, because he connected directly to me with his BrainPal, the computer inside his head.


  “Because I’ve done this before,” he said. He explained that later, during his debriefing of me, during which I told him of my experiences and gave him all the information I had.


  “The future,” I said, back in the present.


  “Yes,” Wilson said.


  “What I want for the future is to have a body.”


  “You’re going to get that,” Wilson said. “We’re already working on it. The Colonial Defense Forces have already authorized growing a clone for you.”


  “You’re going to put my brain in a clone?”


  “Not exactly,” Wilson said. “When the clone is grown we’re going to transfer your consciousness into it. You’ll leave this brain behind and be put into a new one.”


  “That’s . . . unsettling,” I said. My brain was the only part of me left, and now they were telling me that I was going to leave it behind.


  “I know,” Wilson said. “If it helps, I’ve been through the process. You’re still you after it happens. Promise.”


  “When can we start?” I asked.


  “Well, that’s up to you,” Wilson said. “That’s what I want to talk to you about.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “They’ve already started working on your body,” Wilson said. “If you wanted it—and no one would say anything against you wanting it—we can get you one in a few weeks. But for someone with an already existing consciousness that we need to port into the new brain, it’s not optimal. They’d rather build your body slowly and pre-prime the new brain to accept your consciousness. That way the transfer goes off without a hitch.”


  “How long will that take?”


  “Less time than making a body the natural way, but still a few months,” Wilson said. “Honestly the longer we take prepping the body for consciousness the better it will be.”


  “And in the meantime I’m stuck here on the Chandler.”


  “ ‘Stuck’ is a relative term,” Wilson said.


  “What does that mean?”


  “It means that if you want, I might have a job for you. And the Chandler.”


  “What’s the job?”


  “The job is to be you. Both you, Rafe Daquin, and you, the brain running the Chandler. We want the various species we talk with to be aware that you’re real and that your story is real.”


  “I already gave you all the information I have on Equilibrium,” I said. “It’s pretty convincing.”


  “We don’t need to be convinced,” Wilson said. “We know you’re telling the truth. But you understand that us knowing about Equilibrium—us knowing that they were the ones behind the attack on Earth Station and the ones who have been setting the Conclave and the CU against each other—isn’t enough. Thanks to what Equilibrium has already done, the CU has almost no credibility. With anyone. Not with independent species. Not with the Conclave, or any species within it. And certainly not with Earth.”


  “And having me around changes that?”


  “Well, no,” Wilson admitted. I would have smiled at this if I could. “It doesn’t change it. But it does get our foot in the door. It offers others at least the possibility that we might be telling the truth. You can get us a hearing, at least.”


  “What about the Equilibrium base?” I asked. “You sent ships there?”


  “I’m not supposed to tell you anything about that,” Wilson said.


  “Are you kidding me?”


  “Relax. You didn’t let me finish. I’m not supposed to tell you anything about that. Specifically, I’m not supposed to tell you that we found the base and we found a lot of fresh damage that corresponds to what you told me, but aside from that the base was deserted.”


  “What do you mean deserted?” I said. “When did you get there?”


  “We sent probes almost as soon as we got coordinates from you, and a couple of warships right after that.”


  “Then you should have found something. They couldn’t have disappeared.”


  “I didn’t say disappeared,” Wilson said. “I said deserted. There was a lot of evidence of someone having been there, and of the base having been used up until very recently. But whoever was there was gone. They left in a big damn hurry.”


  “What about the other ships?” I asked. “The ones like me, I mean.”


  “We found wreckage,” Wilson said. “Whether they were the ships like you or some other ships we can’t tell you yet.”


  “They wouldn’t have been able to go anywhere,” I said. “If you found wreckage, it was those ships.”


  “I’m sorry, Rafe.”


  “I don’t understand how they could have deserted the base that quickly. I knocked out their communications.”


  “There’s the possibility that they had drones or ships in other systems set to investigate if there was no communication with the base,” Wilson said. “These assholes were building a fleet with hostage pilots. They probably figured one of them might try an attack or lead someone back to them sooner or later.”


  “But I got away. If they planned for it, how did that happen?”


  Wilson grinned. “Maybe you were better at it than they expected. They had to decide between evacuating their people or going after you.”


  “But we still have all the evidence. You have Ocampo, for God’s sake! Have him talk.”


  “He’s not going to be talking to anyone other than CDF intelligence for a while,” Wilson said. “More to the point, he doesn’t really have the capability to talk to anyone else at the moment.”


  “What does that mean?”


  “It means that right now, you and he have a lot in common,” Wilson said.


  It took me a second to figure out what that meant. Then I imagined Ocampo in his own little box.


  “I don’t know how I feel about that,” I said, eventually.


  “I think you should probably feel disgusted by it, but that’s just me,” Wilson said. “I wasn’t in charge of that decision. Look, Rafe, you’re right. We have all the facts. We have names. We have data. And when and if people choose to look at all that rationally, then they’ll realize that the Colonial Union isn’t to blame for a lot of the crap it’s currently getting the blame for. But until that time, being able to have you around to appeal to their emotions and sense of morality doesn’t hurt. We could use you.”


  “To evoke pity.”


  “Yes,” Wilson said. “Among other things. Also, we kind of need a ship.”


  I thought about this. “For how long?” I asked.


  “Hopefully not too long,” Wilson said. “Things are moving fast now. We’re already a week behind. We’ve sent back-channel messages to the Conclave and are arranging meetings now. We’re trying the same with Earth. In both cases things are complicated by the fact that some of their people are involved too. And meanwhile Equilibrium is still out there. And you’ve probably accelerated their schedule. Everything’s going to get done very soon, I expect.”


  “And if it all works out, then my body is waiting for me.”


  “Even if it doesn’t work out your body will be waiting for you,” Wilson said. “Although in that case you may have less time to enjoy it than you’d want.”


  “Let me think about it,” I said.


  “Of course,” Wilson said. “If you can give me an answer in a couple of days that would be good.”


  “I will.”


  “Also, if you say yes, then we’ll be working together,” Wilson said. “You and me and Hart Schmidt. Who is worried about you and quietly furious that he’s not allowed to talk to you yet and that I can’t tell him anything. Let me suggest that you let him in to see you as soon as that’s cleared from above.”


  “I will,” I said again.


  “You also need to tell us whether you want us to tell your parents about you yet,” Wilson said, gently.


  This was something I had been waffling about. I was alive. But I didn’t think my family would be comforted by how I was right now.


  “They still think I was lost with the rest of the crew,” I asked.


  “Yes,” Wilson said. “We found lifepods and are retrieving the bodies and notifying the families. There was one lifepod that was destroyed. As you know. We can always say to your parents that some bodies haven’t been found. Which happens to be true, as far as it goes.”


  “I’ll tell you what to do when I give you my other answer,” I said.


  “Fair enough.” Wilson stood up. “One last thing. The State Department asked me to ask you if you’d do a write-up of your experience. A personal history.”


  “You’ve already debriefed me.”


  “I did,” Wilson agreed. “I got all the facts. I think they’re wanting to know everything else, too. You’re not the only person they’ve done this to, Rafe. I know that for a fact. At the end of this we’re going to have to put other people back together too. You telling us what it’s been like for you might help with that.”


  “I’m not a writer,” I said.


  “You don’t need to be,” Wilson said. “We’ll get someone to clean it up so it scans. Just talk the whole thing through. We’ll figure it out from there.”


  “Okay,” I said.


  And that’s what I did.


  And that’s what this is.


  The life of the mind.


  Well, my mind, anyway.


  So far.
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  This Hollow Union


  The End of All Things Episode 2


  To William Dufris and Tavia Gilbert, and any other audiobook narrator who might work in the Old Man’s War universe. Thanks for giving these characters a voice.


  PART ONE


  “I have to tell you that I am deeply concerned that our union is on the verge of collapse,” Ristin Lause said to me.


  It’s been said, and I suspect largely by people who are not terribly fond of me, that I, Hafte Sorvalh, am the second most powerful person in the known universe. It’s certainly true that I am the confidant and closest advisor of General Tarsem Gau, the leader of the Conclave, the largest known political union, with over four hundred constituent member species, none of whom number less than one billion souls. It is also true that in my role as confidant and advisor to Tarsem, I have a great deal of choice in terms of which things to bring to his attention; also that Tarsem chooses to use me strategically to solve a number of problems he would prefer not to be seen involved with, and in those cases I have a wide amount of personal discretion in solving the problem, with the full resources of the Conclave at my disposal.


  So yes, it would not be inaccurate to say that I am, indeed, the second most powerful person in the known universe.


  Note well, however, that being the second most powerful person in the universe is very much like being the second most of anything, which is to say, not the first, and receiving none of the benefits of being the first. And as my position and status derive entirely from the grace and need of the actual most powerful person in the universe, my ability to exercise the prerogatives of my power are, shall we say, constrained. And now you know why it is said of me by the people who are not terribly fond of me.


  However, this suits my personal inclinations. I don’t mind having the power that is given to me, but I have only rarely grasped for it myself. My position has come largely from being usefully competent to others, each more powerful than the next. I have always been the one who stands behind, the one who counts heads, the one who offers advice.


  And, also, the one who has to sit in meetings with anxious politicians, listening to them wring whatever appendages they wring about The End of All Things. In this case, Ristin Lause, the chancellor of the Grand Assembly of the Conclave, an august political body that I was always aware of having a grammatical redundancy in its title, but nevertheless not to be ignored. Ristin Lause sat in my office, staring up at me, for I am tall, even for a Lalan. She held in her hand a cup of iet, a hot drink from her planet, which was a traditional morning pick-me-up. She had it in her hand because I offered it, as was customary, and because she was, at a very early time on the clock, my first meeting for the sur, the Conclave’s standard day.


  “In truth, Ristin, are you ever not concerned that our union is on the verge of collapse?” I asked, and reached for my own cup, which was not filled with iet, which to me tasted like what might happen if you let a dead animal ferment in a jug of water in hot sunlight for an unfortunately long period of time.


  Lause made a head movement which I knew corresponded to a frown. “You are mocking my concern, Councilor?” she asked.


  “Not at all,” I said. “I am offering tribute to your conscientiousness as chancellor. No one knows the assembly better than you, and no one is more aware of the shifts in alliances and strategies. This is why we meet every five sur, and I am grateful we do. With that said, you do proclaim concern about the collapse of the Conclave on a regular basis.”


  “You suspect hyperbole.”


  “I seek clarity.”


  “All right,” Lause said, and set down her iet, undrunk. “Then here is clarity for you. I see the collapse of the Conclave because General Gau has been pressing for votes in the assembly that he shouldn’t be. I see it because his enemies have been pushing votes to counter and undermine the general’s power, and they are losing by smaller margins with each outing. For the first time there is open dissatisfaction with him, and with the direction of the Conclave.”


  “For the first time?” I said. “I seem to recall an attempted coup in the not ancient past, brought on by his decision not to punish the humans for the destruction of our fleet at the Roanoke Colony.”


  “A small group of discontents, trying to take advantage of what they saw as a moment of weakness on the part of the general.”


  “Which almost succeeded, if you recall. I remember the knife coming down toward his neck, and missiles immediately thereafter.”


  Lause waved this away. “You’re missing my point,” she said. “That was a coup, an attempt to wrest power from the general by extralegal means. What I see now, with every vote, is the power and influence—the moral standing—of the general being whittled away. You know that Unli Hado, among others, wants to put the general to a confidence vote. If things progress, it won’t be long until he gets his wish.”


  I drank from my cup. Unli Hado had recently challenged General Gau’s actions dealing with the human Colonial Union, and been knocked back when he asserted evidence of new human colonies that turned out not to exist—or more accurately, they had been so thoroughly removed from their planets by the Colonial Union that there was no hard evidence they had ever existed. Those colonies had been quietly removed by General Gau’s request; Hado had been fed the outdated information on their existence in order to be made to look like a fool.


  And it had worked; he had looked like a fool when he attempted to call out the general. What I and the general had underestimated were the number of other assembly members who would willingly continue to follow a fool.


  “The general isn’t a member of the assembly,” I said. “A confidence vote wouldn’t be binding.”


  “Wouldn’t it?” Lause said. “The assembly can’t remove the general from the leadership of the Conclave, no. There’s no mechanism for it. But you understand that a no confidence vote on the general is the fatal crack in his armor. After that General Gau is no longer the beloved, and almost mythical founder of the Conclave. He’s merely another politician who has overstayed his welcome.”


  “You are the chancellor of the assembly,” I noted. “You could keep a confidence vote on the general from reaching the floor.”


  “I could,” Lause agreed. “But I could not then keep the confidence vote on me from reaching the floor. And once I was out of the way, Hado, or more likely one of his more pliable lieutenants, would ascend to my position. The general’s confidence vote would not be avoided, merely delayed.”


  “And what if it were to happen?” I asked, setting down my cup. “The general is not under the illusion that he will be the head of the Conclave forever. The Conclave is meant to survive him. And me. And you.”


  Lause stared at me. In point of fact, as Lause had no eyelids, she was always staring. But in this case it was with intent.


  “What is it?” I said.


  “You have to be joking, Hafte,” Lause said. “You have to be either joking or oblivious to the fact that it is General Gau himself who has kept the Conclave together. It’s loyalty to him and his idea of the Conclave that kept it from falling apart after Roanoke. It was loyalty to him that allowed it to survive the coup attempt that followed. The general knows this at least—he made everyone swear personal loyalty to him. You were the first to swear it.”


  “I also warned him of the dangers of doing it,” I said.


  “And you were right,” Lause said. “Technically. But he was right that at that moment it was loyalty to him that kept the Conclave in one piece. It still does.”


  “We have perhaps moved on from that personal loyalty. That’s what the general has worked toward. What we have all worked toward.”


  “We’re not there,” Lause said. “If General Gau is made to step down then the center of the Conclave falls away. Will this union still exist? For a while. But the union will be hollow, and the factions that already exist now will pull away. The Conclave will fracture, and then those factions will fracture again. And we’ll be back to where we were before. I see it, Hafte. It’s almost inevitable at this point.”


  “Almost,” I said.


  “We can avoid a fracture, for now,” Lause said. “Buy some time and perhaps heal the fracture. But the general has to give up something he wants very much.”


  “Which is?”


  “He has to give up the Earth.”


  I reached for my cup again. “The humans from Earth have not asked to join the Conclave,” I said.


  “Don’t spout nonsense at me, Hafte,” Lause said, sharply. “There isn’t a representative in the assembly who doesn’t know that the general intends to offer Earth significant trade and technological concessions, with the intent of drawing them into the Conclave sooner than later.”


  “The general has never said anything of the sort.”


  “Not publicly,” Lause said. “He’s been content to let his friends in the assembly do that for him. Unless you believe that we don’t know who is working Bruf Brin Gus’s levers on this subject. It’s not been exactly discreet about the favors it can pull from the general now. Or from you, for that matter.”


  I made a note to schedule a meeting with Representative Bruf at the earliest convenience; it had been warned against preening to other assembly representatives. “You think Hado would use any deal with Earth as leverage for a confidence vote,” I said.


  “I think Hado has a hatred of humans that borders on outright racism.”


  “Even though the Earth is not affiliated with the Colonial Union.”


  “That’s a distinction too subtle for Hado,” Lause said. “Or perhaps it’s more accurate to say that it’s a distinction that Hado will not bother to make, either for himself or to others, because it would interfere with his plans.”


  “Which are?”


  “Do you have to ask?” Lause said. “Hado hates the humans, but he loves them too. Because they might get him to the job he really wants. At least he thinks so. The Conclave will have collapsed before he can get much use of it.”


  “So remove the humans, and we remove his lever.”


  “You remove the lever that he’s grasping today,” Lause said. “He has others.” She reached for her cup of iet, saw that it had grown cold, and set it back down again. My assistant Umman popped his head into the room; my next meeting partner had arrived. I nodded to him and then stood. Lause stood as well.


  “Thank you, Ristin,” I said. “As always, our chat has been useful and enlightening.”


  “I hope so,” Lause said. “A final piece of advice for the day, if I may. Get Hado in here the next chance you get. He’s not going to tell you what he has planned, but it’s everything else he says that will matter anyway. Talk to him even briefly and you’ll know what I know. And you’ll know why I worry the Conclave is in trouble.”


  “That is very good advice,” I said. “I plan to take it very soon.”


  “How soon?”


  “As soon as you leave me,” I said. “Unli Hado is my next appointment.”


  ***


  “I’m worried that the Conclave is being pushed toward destruction,” Unli Hado said to me, almost before I had time to sit down after welcoming him into my office.


  “Well, this is certainly a dramatic way to begin our discussion, Representative,” I said. Umman discreetly slipped back into the office and deposited two bowls on my desk, one closer to me and one closer to Hado. Hado’s was filled with niti, an Elpri breakfast food that would kill me if I attempted to eat it, but which Hado was known to relish. My own bowl had tidbits on it shaped like niti, but made of Lalan vegetable matter. I did not wish to die in this particular meeting. I had other plans for the rest of the sur. I nodded thanks to Umman; Hado appeared not to notice him. Umman slipped back out of the room.


  “I didn’t know that coming to you with a concern would be dismissed as drama,” Hado said. He reached over and fished one of the niti out of his bowl, and then started sucking on it, loudly. I did not know enough about Elpri table manners to decide whether he was being rude.


  “I would in no way dismiss your concerns, as drama or anything else,” I replied. “But you may understand that from my end, leading with the destruction of the Conclave doesn’t leave much room for anything else.”


  “Does General Gau still intend to bring the humans into the Conclave?” Hado asked.


  “You know as well as I do that the general never lobbies a species to join the Conclave,” I said. “He merely shows them the advantages and allows them to ask, if they are interested.”


  “That’s a nice fiction,” Hado said. He swallowed his niti and reached for another.


  “If the humans asked to join the Conclave—if either of the human governments asked to join the Conclave, because as you know there is more than one—then they would go through the same process as everyone else has.”


  “For which the general would heavily place his support for the humans.”


  “I would imagine only to the extent he has done for any of our species, including the Elpri, Representative Hado. You may recall him standing in the well of the Grand Assembly, praising your people at the time of the vote.”


  “For which of course I offer him many thanks.”


  “As you should,” I said. “As should every member state of our Conclave. In point of fact, to date, the general has welcomed every species who has asked to join and was willing to accept the terms of union. I wonder why you would think—if in fact either human government wanted to join our union—that the general would do otherwise.”


  “It’s because I know something about the humans that the general does not.”


  “Secret information?” I said, and reached for one of my own tidbits. “With all due respect, Representative, your track record on secret information regarding the humans is spotty.”


  Hado offered what to anyone else would appear to be a genial smile. “I am well aware that I have a history of falling into the traps that you’ve set for me, Councilor. But between ourselves let’s not pretend that we don’t know what really happened.”


  “I’m not entirely sure I catch your meaning,” I said, pleasantly.


  “Have it your way,” Hado said, and then reached into his vest to pull out a data module. He placed it on my desk between us.


  “Is this your secret information?” I asked.


  “It’s not secret, just not well known. Yet.”


  “Will you give me a précis, or should I just plug it into my computer?”


  “You should look at all of it,” Hado said. “But the short version is that a whistleblower from the Colonial Union has released information on all of the Colonial Union’s military and intelligence operations for the last several of their decades. Including the destruction of our fleet at Roanoke, the attacks on Conclave ships and planets using pirated Conclave member trade ships, biological experimentation on Conclave citizens, and the attack on Earth Station.”


  I picked up the data module. “How was this whistleblower able to procure all this information?”


  “He was an undersecretary of the Colonial Union’s State Department.”


  “I don’t suppose this undersecretary is available to us.”


  “My understanding is that the Colonial Union reacquired him,” Hado said. “If the Colonials’ standard practices hold, if he’s not already dead, he’s a brain suspended in a jar.”


  “I’m curious how this information came to you, Representative Hado.”


  “I got it this morning by diplomatic courier drone from Elpri,” Hado said. “The information has been readily available there for an Elprian day. The information was apparently released widely. I wouldn’t be surprised if you’re offered the information by others, including your own planetary government, Councilor. Nor would I be surprised if it’s offered to the Conclave itself by the end of the sur.”


  “We don’t know if this information is reliable, is what you’re telling me.”


  “What I’ve read of it—which has been the most recent events, primarily—seems accurate,” Hado said. “It explains at the very least why we’ve been losing trade and cargo ships, and how the Colonial Union has been using them against us.”


  “It might not surprise you to know that the Colonial Union has maintained their own civilian ships have been pirated.”


  “I won’t deny I am not fond of humanity, but that isn’t to say that I think they are stupid,” Hado said. “Of course they would be doing a magnificent job of obfuscating their plans.”


  “And what are their plans, Representative Hado?” I asked.


  “The destruction of the Conclave, obviously,” Hado said. “They tried and failed at Roanoke Colony. They are trying again by using our own trade ships against us.”


  “At that rate they should topple us at about the same time as the heat death of the universe,” I said.


  “It’s not the physical damage. It’s persisting despite the obvious strength of the Conclave.”


  “And attacking Earth Station?” I said. “How does that relate to the Conclave?”


  “The Colonial Union has denied the attack. Who else should Earth think could orchestrate it?”


  “But you don’t want the humans in the Conclave in any event.”


  “Neither do I want Earth reconciled with the Colonial Union, offering it soldiers and colonists again.”


  “In which case I’m not sure why you would oppose Earth’s admission into the Conclave,” I said. “That would shut the door to the Colonial Union using it as a recruiting station.”


  “And frustrate the Colonial Union even further, making them more dangerous,” Hado said. “And aside from that, how would we ever be able to trust any humans? If one group of humans were at war with us and the other our ally, how many of our so-called allies would feel obliged, by species solidarity, to act against our interests?”


  “So we are damned if we admit the humans, and damned if we don’t.”


  “There is a third option,” Hado said.


  I stiffened at this. “You know the general’s opinion on preemptive war, Representative Hado,” I said. “And on genocide.”


  “Please, Councilor,” Hado said. “I am suggesting neither, obviously. I am suggesting, however, that war with the humans is inevitable. Sooner or later they will attack, out of opportunism or out of fear.” He pointed to the data module. “The information here makes that much clear. And when they do, if the general does not have a response, then I fear what happens next for the Conclave.”


  “The Conclave is robust,” I said.


  “Again, it’s not the physical damage to the Conclave I worry about. The Conclave exists because its members are confident in its leader. The general spared the humans once when he could have crushed them. If he does it twice, there comes the legitimate question of why, and for what purpose. And whether his judgment can be relied upon any further.”


  “And if the answer is ‘no,’ then I suppose you have an idea of who might take his place,” I said. “To restore this ‘confidence.’ ”


  “You misunderstand me, Councilor,” Hado said. “You always have. You think I have ambitions beyond my station. I assure you I do not. I never have. What I want is what you want, and what the general wants: the Conclave, whole and secure. He has the power to keep it that way. He has the power to destroy it. It all depends on how he deals with the humans. All of them.”


  Hado stood, bowed, took a final niti from his bowl, and left.


  ***


  “He thinks this is going to be the thing that destroys the Conclave,” Vnac Oi said, holding the data module Unli Hado had given me. I had traveled to its office, in part to get a change of scenery and in part because as the Conclave’s head of intelligence, its office was substantially more secure than my own.


  “I think it’s more the thing Hado plans to use to try to oust Tarsem,” I said.


  “It took some nerve to drop it on your desk,” Oi said. “He might as well have put a sign up over his head announcing his plans.”


  “Plausible deniability,” I said. “It can never be said he was not the first to alert us to this information and the dangers within. He’s being the perfect example of a helpful and faithful officer of the Conclave.”


  Oi gave a whistle of derision. “The Gods should protect us from such faithfulness,” it said.


  I pointed to the data module. “What do we know about this?”


  “We know Hado wasn’t lying about how he got it,” Oi said. “This information has showed up at several dozen Conclave worlds already and more reports are coming in. The data is consistent across the various planets. It even showed up here.”


  “How?”


  “Diplomatic courier skip drone. Credentials forged, which we determined right away, but we examined the data anyway. Same data as in every other packet we’ve been offered.”


  “Any idea where it came from?”


  “No,” Oi said. “The skip drone is Faniu manufacture. They make hundreds of thousands of them a year. The drone’s navigational cache was clear, no skip history on it. The data itself was unencrypted and in standard Conclave format.”


  “Have you looked at it?”


  “There’s too much to just look at. Reading it manually would take more time than we’d want. We’ve got computers doing semantic and data analysis on it to get the important information and trends. That will still take several sur.”


  “I mean did you look at it,” I said.


  “Of course,” Oi said. “There was a document that came with it highlighting particular bits of information whoever sent it thought might be relevant to us. I skimmed.”


  “What do you think?”


  “Officially or personally?”


  “Both.”


  “Officially, anonymous information that shows up randomly at one’s door should be treated as suspicious until proven otherwise. That said, the documents we’ve done spot analysis on conform strongly to the Colonial Union’s data formatting and known activity. If it’s fake, it’s very cleverly done, at least superficially.”


  “And personally?”


  “You know we have sources in the Colonial Union, yes?” Oi said. “Ones I don’t go out of my way to let either you or the general know too much about?”


  “Of course.”


  “As soon as this started popping up I sent a query to one of them about this alleged whistleblower, this Undersecretary Ocampo. Just before you got here I got a ping back. He exists, or at least did exist. He went missing several of their months ago. He would have had access to this information. So personally I think it’s very possible this is legitimate.”


  “Hado seemed to be under the impression that the Colonial Union had found this Ocampo.”


  “I have no information on that, and I’d be curious to know how he does,” Oi said.


  “It might be a rumor.”


  “This would be the time for rumors about this information,” Oi agreed. “Do you want me to look into it?”


  Before I could answer my handheld buzzed out the sequence that told me Umman was trying to reach me for a critical purpose. I answered. “Yes?”


  “Your manicurist called and wishes to inquire about your next appointment,” Umman said.


  “I’m in Oi’s office, Umman,” I said, glancing over at Oi, whose expression was studiously neutral. “And you can be sure it already knows about my ‘manicurist.’ ”


  “I’ll just send the message over, then,” Umman said.


  “Thank you.” I terminated the call and waited for the message.


  “Thank you for not being offended that I know your business,” Oi said.


  “Thank you for not pretending to be offended that I would suggest you know my business,” I said.


  The message arrived. “And what does Colonel Rigney of the Colonial Union have to say?” Oi asked.


  “He says, ‘By this time you’ve probably seen the data alleging to be from our Department of State Undersecretary Ocampo,’ ” I read. “ ‘Some of it is true. Much of it is not. What is not is of concern to both the Colonial Union and the Conclave. We are sending an envoy to treat with the Conclave on this to reach an amicable resolution before things escalate. She is Ambassador Ode Abumwe, known to you, and will be in possession of information to clarify or refute what you have in your possession. I ask, with the basis of our previous association as proof of earnest intent, that you see her and hear what she has to say.’ And then there’s data on Ambassador Abumwe’s intended arrival time and position.”


  “The Colonial Union’s coming here without presence,” Oi said. “That’s interesting.”


  “They want to indicate their openness,” I said.


  “That’s one interpretation,” Oi said. “Another is that they don’t think they have time to do their usual sneaking about before this blows up in their faces. And another will be that this is simply a move in a long-term game to maneuver us to where they can strike us most effectively.”


  “That’s not been my experience of Colonel Rigney or Ambassador Abumwe.”


  “Which doesn’t matter much because officially you haven’t had any experience with either Rigney or Abumwe, have you?” Oi said, and raised tendrils to pause my reply. “It’s not about what you or I think, Hafte. It’s about how Unli Hado and those around him will interpret the Colonial Union’s move here.”


  “You think we shouldn’t meet with them.”


  “I don’t have an opinion one way or another,” Oi said, lying diplomatically. “That’s not my job. But I do suggest that you talk with the general about it and find out what he and you want to do. And that you do it sooner than later. ‘Immediately,’ would be my suggestion.”


  “I have another meeting first,” I said.


  ***


  “You know that the nations of Earth would never condone or participate in any action that would bring about the destruction of the Conclave,” said Regan Byrne, the envoy to the Conclave from the United Nations, a diplomatic corporation that was not actually the government of the Earth, but which pretended to be for situations like this.


  I nodded, minutely, to avoid hitting my head on Byrne’s ceiling. Byrne’s offices were former storage units that had been hastily cleared out when it was decided that it would be beneficial to have an Earth presence of some sort at the Conclave headquarters. These storage units were amply tall for most Conclave species, but then, again, Lalans were tall and I was taller than most.


  I stood because there was nowhere for me to sit; Byrne usually came to visit me, not the other way around, and her office did not have a stool that would accommodate me. Byrne had the grace to look embarrassed by this fact.


  “I assure you that no one in the Conclave has suggested that this new information has cast the Earth in a suspicious light,” I said, choosing not to mention that Unli Hado, in point of fact, had accused the planet of being full of traitors and spies. “What I am interested in knowing, prior to my meeting with General Gau, is whether the Earth has received this information, and what their response has been to it.”


  “I was about to call Umman when he called me to set up this meeting,” Byrne said. “I received a skip drone from the UN this morning with the information, to give to you in case you did not already have it, and the denial of involvement that I just offered you. Done up much more formally, of course. I will have all of it sent to your office.”


  “Thank you.”


  “I have been also told to tell you that we’re sending a formal diplomatic party to brief the Conclave on the Earth’s definitive response to this new information. They will be here in less than a week. The diplomatic party is under the aegis of the UN but will consist of representatives of several Earth governments. That information is also in the data packet I am sending along.”


  “Yes, fine,” I said. This meant that we were about to be in the rather awkward position of having diplomatic representatives from both the Earth and the Colonial Union at the Conclave’s headquarters at the same time. This would have to be managed. I frowned.


  “Everything all right, Councilor Sorvalh?” Byrne asked.


  “Of course,” I said, and smiled. Byrne offered up a weak smile in return. I remembered that my smile looked rather ghastly to humans, in no small part because it was offered by a creature who was close to twice their height. “This will all be of great use to me when I meet with the general.”


  “That’s good to hear,” Byrne said.


  “And how are you, Regan?” I asked. “I’m afraid I don’t see you or other members of your mission as often as I would like.”


  “We’re good,” Byrne said, and I was aware that I was once again being lied to diplomatically. “I think most of the staff are still getting our bearings and learning the map of the station. It’s very large. Larger than some cities back on Earth.”


  “Yes it is,” I said. The headquarters of the Conclave was a space station carved into a large asteroid and was one of the largest engineered objects ever made, not counting some of the more impressive bits made by the Consu, a race so technologically advanced above the rest of the species in this area of space that they should not be included in an estimation, simply out of politeness to everyone else.


  “It would have to be,” I continued. “We have to house representatives from four hundred worlds, all their staff, and many of their families, plus a great number of the Conclave’s own government workers and their families, plus all the support workers and their families. It adds up.”


  “Is your family here, Councilor Sorvalh?”


  I smiled, more gently this time. “Lalans don’t quite have the family structure that humans and many other species do. We are more communally oriented, is the best way to put it. But there is a strong Lalan community here. It’s very comforting.”


  “It’s good to hear,” Byrne said. “I miss my family and other humans. It’s lovely here, but sometimes you just miss home.”


  “I know what you mean,” I said to her.


  ***


  “If the Conclave must end, at least this is a pretty place for it to begin,” General Tarsem Gau, leader of the Conclave, said to me, standing next to where I sat in the Lalan community park. The park, one of the first created on the Conclave’s asteroid, was large enough for all three hundred of the Lalans stationed at Conclave headquarters to meet, relax, deposit eggs, and monitor the hatched young as they grew.


  Tarsem spotted some of the Lalan young, playing on a rock on the far side of the park’s small lake. “Any of yours?” he asked. Jokingly, because he knew I was too old for further egg-laying.


  But I answered him seriously. “One or both of them might be Umman’s,” I said. “He and one of the diplomats were in phase not too long ago and she laid her eggs here. Those young are just about the right size to be theirs.”


  There was a sudden squawk as an older youth emerged from behind the rock, wrapped its jaws around one of the two youth sunning themselves, and began to bite down. The trapped youth began to struggle; the other one scuttled away. We watched as the younger youth fought to survive, and lost. After a moment the larger youth stole away, younger youth still in its jaws, to eat it in privacy.


  Tarsem turned to me. “That still always amazes me,” he said.


  “That our young prey on each other?” I asked.


  “That it doesn’t bother you that they do,” he said. “Not just you. You or any Lalan adult. You understand that most intelligent species are fiercely protective of their young.”


  “As are we,” I replied. “After a certain point. After their brains develop and their consciousness emerges. Before then they are simply animals, and there are so many of them.”


  “Did you feel that way when they were your own?”


  “I didn’t know which were mine at the age of that unfortunate youth,” I said. “We lay our eggs in common, you know. We go to our local common ground, to the laying house. I’d lay my eggs into a receiving basket and take the basket to the house supervisor. The supervisor would put them in the room set up for the eggs the house received that day. Thirty or forty women would lay eggs at a house each day. Ten to fifty eggs each. Fifteen of our days to hatch and then another five days before the outside door to the room was opened to let the surviving young out into the park. We didn’t see the eggs again once we left them. Even if we went back the day the outside door was opened, we wouldn’t know which of the survivors were our own.”


  “But I’ve met your children.”


  “You met them after they grew into consciousness,” I said. “Once you’re an adult, you’re allowed to take a genetic test to learn who your parents are, provided they had consented to be placed in the database. The two you met are the ones who decided to find out. I may have had others who survived but they either didn’t take the test or chose not to contact me. Not everyone asks to know. I didn’t.”


  “It’s so—”


  “Alien?” Tarsem nodded. I laughed. “Well, Tarsem, I am an alien to you. And you to me. And all of us to each other. And yet, here we are, friends. As we have been for most of our lives now.”


  “The conscious parts of it, anyway.”


  I motioned back to the rock, where the youth who had run away had returned. “You think the way we cull our young is cruel.”


  “I wouldn’t say that,” Tarsem said.


  “Of course you wouldn’t say it,” I said. “You wouldn’t say it because you’re diplomatic. But it doesn’t mean you don’t think it.”


  “All right,” Tarsem admitted. “It does seem cruel.”


  “That’s because it is,” I said, turning again to Tarsem. “Terrible and cruel, and the fact that adult Lalans can just watch it happen and not weep in agony over it means that we might be terrible and cruel as well. But we know a story that other people don’t.”


  “What’s the story?”


  “The story is that not too long ago in Lalan history, a philosopher named Loomt Both convinced most of Lalah that how we culled our young was wrong and immoral. He and his followers convinced us to protect all of our young, to allow them all to grow into sentience, and to reap the benefits of the knowledge and progress so many new thinking individuals would give us. I imagine you think you know where this is going.”


  “Overpopulation, famine, and death, I would guess,” Tarsem said.


  “And you would be wrong, because those are obvious things, to be planned for and dealt with,” I said. “We did have a massive population boom, but we’d also developed spaceflight. It’s one reason why Both suggested we stop culling our youth. We populated colony worlds quickly and grew an empire of twenty worlds almost overnight. Both’s strategy gave us a foothold into the universe and for a time he was revered as the greatest Lalan.”


  Tarsem smiled at me. “If this is meant to be a cautionary tale, you’re doing a bad job of it, Hafte,” he said.


  “It’s not done yet,” I said. “What Both missed—what we all missed—was the fact that our pre-conscious life is not wasted. How we survive our culling leaves its traces in our brains. In point of fact, in a very real sense, it gives us wisdom. Gives us restraint. Gives us mercy and empathy for each other and for other intelligent species. Imagine, if you will, Tarsem, billions of my people, emerging into consciousness without wisdom. Without restraint. Without mercy and empathy. Imagine the worlds they would make. Imagine what they would do to others.”


  “They could be monsters,” Tarsem said.


  “Yes they could. And yes we were. And in a very short time we tore each other apart and tore apart every other intelligent species we met. Until we had lost our empire and almost lost ourselves. We were terrible and cruel, and in time we wept in agony over it and everyone we had doomed to a conscious death.” I pointed again to the youth on the rock. “What happens to our young on their way to consciousness is pitiless. But it strengthens us as a people. We take our pain and our risk early, and as a result we as a people are saved.”


  “Well,” Tarsem said. “This is not what I was expecting when I suggested we meet here. I just thought it was a pretty place to talk.”


  “It is a pretty place,” I said. “It’s just not nice.”


  “Tell me what you think about the news today.”


  “About the Ocampo data?” I asked. Tarsem nodded. “I think it means very bad things for the Conclave. Ristin Lause is right, Tarsem. The Conclave is in a fragile state because you’ve been pushing things too hard, including bringing the humans of Earth into the Conclave. I’ve warned you about that.”


  “You have.”


  “And you haven’t listened.”


  “I’ve listened,” Tarsem said. “I have reasons not to agree.”


  I gave Tarsem a look that expressed my disapproval, which he took without complaint. I continued. “She’s also right that if you lose a confidence vote, it could fracture the Conclave. You already have dozens of species wanting to bolt and either go it alone or form smaller alliances they think they will be able to control. If you give the Conclave an opportunity to crack, it will crack.”


  “That’s independent of the Ocampo data.”


  “But the Ocampo data feeds right into that,” I said. “It seemingly confirms that the humans can’t be trusted and that they mean us harm, the Colonial Union portion of humanity, in any event. If you try to bring Earth into the Conclave after this, Unli Hado will use that to suggest that you’re letting the enemy through the front door.”


  “So we hold off on admitting Earth into the Conclave.”


  “Then Hado hits you with leaving it available to the Colonial Union to retake. Make no mistake, Tarsem. Hado is going to use Earth against you no matter what you do. And if you take the unspeakable third option of attacking the Colonial Union without direct provocation, Hado will use your first military defeat as an opportunity for the confidence vote he’s looking for. Every option leads to the assembly voting to remove you. And when that happens it all falls apart.”


  “This used to be easier,” Tarsem said. “Running the Conclave.”


  “That’s because you were building it,” I said. “It’s easier to be the aspirational leader when the thing you’re building doesn’t exist. But now it exists, and you’re not aspirational anymore. Now you’re just the chief bureaucrat. Bureaucrats don’t inspire awe.”


  “Do we have time to finesse this?”


  “We might have had, if both the Colonial Union and the Earth weren’t sending full suites of diplomats for discussions,” I said. “Having one set of them would be bad enough. Having them both here, posturing over the Ocampo data, means that Hado and his partisans are going to have real live targets for their ire and might use that to push a confidence vote sooner than later. If you think they’re going to miss an opportunity to trim down your reputation, with real-life human diplomats, then you’ll be playing right into their hands.”


  “Then tell me what you suggest,” Tarsem said.


  “That you don’t see Ambassador Abumwe when she arrives. Turn her away publicly. That deprives Hado of the spectacle of the Colonial Union being received diplomatically.”


  “And what about the new information they promised?”


  “Leave that to me. Colonel Rigney and I can set up a meeting and I can get it then. All discreetly.”


  “He won’t be happy.”


  “We don’t need him to be happy,” I said. “We need him to understand the political landscape we’re working in. I can make him do that.”


  “And the diplomats from Earth?”


  “We’ll have to meet with them,” I said. “And as for Earth itself, we need to get it out of the reach of the Colonial Union without bringing it into the Conclave.”


  Tarsem smiled. “I’m looking forward to hearing how this is going to happen,” he said.


  “We have them ask for protection,” I said.


  “Protection,” Tarsem said. “From whom?”


  “From the Colonial Union, who attacked Earth Station,” I said.


  “If it did.”


  “It doesn’t matter if it did. It matters that Earth believes it’s a threat.”


  Tarsem gave me a look that suggested a complicated response to this statement, but decided not to immediately follow it up. “So they ask for protection,” he said. “What does that solve?”


  “It solves Unli Hado, for one,” I said. “Because the Earth doesn’t ask to join the Conclave, and it doesn’t stay vulnerable to the Colonial Union. And when it asks for protection, we’ll assign three of our member states to take up the guard.”


  “Which three?”


  “Two of them it doesn’t matter. Pick who you like. But the third—”


  “The third is the Elpri,” Tarsem said.


  “Yes,” I said. “And then Hado is trapped. His entire ploy is based on you being too soft on the humans. But now one branch of humanity is publicly rebuffed and the other is guarded by Hado’s own species. He said to me today that his sole concern is the unity of the Conclave; let’s hold him to his words, and let’s make him do it publicly. He’s trapped by his own posturing.”


  “And you think the Earth will go along with this.”


  “I think they believe we both have a common enemy, and they know they are defenseless without us,” I said. “The only thing we have to do is not make it look like we’re bottling them up, like they were under the Colonial Union.”


  “Although that’s actually what you’re proposing we do.”


  “These are the options at the moment.”


  “And you think this will actually work,” Tarsem said.


  “I think it buys us time.” I turned back to the rock where the young Lalan had been a few minutes before, and noticed it wasn’t there anymore. There was a splotch of blood, however. Whether it belonged to the youth or the one who had been killed before it, I didn’t know. “Maybe enough time to save the Conclave from collapsing. And that’s enough for now.”


  PART TWO


  “Wake up, Hafte,” someone said.


  I woke up. It was Vnac Oi. I stared at it for a moment before gathering enough wit to speak.


  “Why are you standing in my sleeping chamber?”


  “I need you awake,” it said.


  “How did you get in?”


  Oi gave me a look that said, Really, now.


  “Never mind,” I said. I lifted myself off my sleeping pedestal and moved to my wardrobe to get dressed. I don’t usually prefer other people see me without clothing, but it’s for their sake, not mine; Lalans don’t have a taboo against nudity. “Tell me what’s going on, at least.”


  “A human ship has been attacked,” Oi said.


  “What?” I looked out from my wardrobe at Oi. “Where? And by whom?”


  “In our space,” Oi said. “And we don’t know. But it gets worse.”


  “How does it possibly get worse?” I slipped a basic robe onto my body and stepped out of the wardrobe. Other accoutrements could wait.


  “The humans’ ship is out of control and being dragged in by the gravity of this asteroid,” Oi said. “We have four serti before it hits.”


  “That doesn’t leave much time,” I said. There are thirty serti in a sur.


  “It gets worse,” Oi said.


  “Stop saying that,” I said. I stood in front of Oi, now. “Just tell me what’s going on.”


  “There are humans trapped on the ship,” Oi said. “Including the diplomatic mission from Earth.”


  ***


  “Here is the Odhiambo,” Loom Ghalfin said, pointing at the image of a tumbling spacecraft on the briefing room monitor. Ghalfin was the director of the Conclave’s ports and facilities. In the briefing room were me, Oi, General Gau, Chancellor Lause, and Regan Byrne. Along the wall of the briefing room stood several of Ghalfin’s subordinates, all of whom looked as if they were lined up to be shot. Well, and if Odhiambo struck the asteroid, it would be the most merciful thing that could be done to them.


  “The Odhiambo skipped into Conclave space roughly a hundred ditu ago,” Ghalfin said. Ninety ditu in a serti, so not very long ago at all. “Almost as soon as it entered Conclave space, it reported several explosions and extensive damage.”


  “Do we know what caused the explosions?” Gau asked, and nodded toward Oi. “Vnac here told me and Hafte it was an attack.”


  “We don’t know what it was,” Ghalfin said. “At entry the Odhiambo was reporting, verbally and by automated monitoring, that all systems were nominal. The next thing we know everything went haywire.”


  “Vnac?” Gau said.


  “My analysts started looking at data as soon as the damage reports came in, cross-referencing with what we know of the Odhiambo,” Oi said. “The Odhiambo is a lend-lease ship, originally an Ormu freighter. The pattern of damage it reported right after the explosions occurred isn’t consistent with what might happen with a power systems failure. It is consistent with what would happen if the power systems were attacked to cause secondary damage.”


  “So an attack,” Gau said.


  “Seems likely to me.” Oi motioned to Ghalfin. “Although I will bow to any additional information our colleague here can offer.”


  “We’re combing through our own data now to see if anyone or anything else skipped in just before or close to the arrival of the Odhiambo,” Ghalfin said. “We’re back a full sur on the data now and nothing’s pinged.”


  Tarsem nodded. “Let’s get back to the current situation.”


  “The current situation is that the Odhiambo is heavily damaged and tumbling in Conclave space. The explosions have imparted a small bit of momentum on the ship toward the asteroid, and the asteroid’s native gravity is doing the rest. Left unchecked it will impact in three serti, fifty-five ditu.” The image Ghalfin was showing tracked out and showed the projected path of the Odhiambo toward the Conclave’s headquarters.


  “What will the impact damage here?” I asked.


  “No habitats, either general or specialized,” Ghalfin said. “We’re not looking at any substantial death toll. But the Odhiambo will impact directly on one of our solar power farms, and several surface-level agricultural domes are nearby, which are at substantial risk of damage. How much damage depends on how the Odhiambo’s power systems fail at impact. Best-case scenario is we lose the solar farm, solely from the impact. Worst-case scenario is the ship’s power systems fail spectacularly in addition to the impact.”


  “In which case the asteroid gains a shiny new crater, debris gets thrown far and wide, including potentially into the docking area, damaging other ships, and into other areas of the asteroid, including possibly populated areas,” Oi said. “Which makes the potential death toll a bit more substantial.”


  “And the crew of the ship?” Tarsem asked.


  “Sixty crew, ten passengers, all part of the diplomatic team from Earth,” Ghalfin said. “The ship’s captain reported six dead, eight seriously wounded from the explosions, most from the engineering department. The dead are still on the ship. The wounded and most of the rest of the crew evacuated the ship via lifepods. The captain, executive officer, and the chief engineer are still aboard.”


  “But our diplomats are trapped,” said Regan Byrne.


  “That’s what the captain reported,” Ghalfin agreed. “The passenger quarters housing your team are sound but the passageways into their quarters are heavily damaged. There’s no way in or out, without landing on the hull and cutting our way in.”


  “The problem with that is that the Odhiambo’s power systems are damaged,” Oi said. “They could go at any time. If we send rescue crews and the ship goes up, we lose our people as well as theirs.”


  “You can’t just leave them trapped there,” Byrne said, staring at Oi.


  “We have to rationally judge the risks involved,” Oi said, staring back. It turned to face the room. “And we have to make a decision soon.” It pointed to the image of the Odhiambo. “The ship is three and a half serti from impact, but we don’t have that much time. Right now, if we destroy the ship with our defenses, it’s far enough away that we can control the debris and minimize any damage to ourselves and other ships. After that serti, it becomes progressively harder to contain the possible damage. Add to that the fact the ship can go at any time, in which case its destruction is uncontrolled, which makes our risks greater.”


  Tarsem turned to Ghalfin. “Loom?” he said.


  “Director Oi’s not wrong,” she said. “Controlled destruction of the Odhiambo is the best option and the sooner the better. We cannot allow it to impact, and the longer we wait the more chance the ship’s power systems will rupture.”


  “That means potentially sacrificing the diplomats,” I said. “Which is an unacceptable option.”


  “I agree,” said Lause, looking at Oi. “If the Conclave doesn’t at least make the attempt to save them, what does that say about us?”


  “You’re asking our rescue crews to risk their own lives,” Oi said.


  “Which is part of their job,” Lause said.


  “Yes, but not stupidly,” Oi replied. It turned to Ghalfin. “Your estimate for the Odhiambo’s power systems to fail, please.”


  “In the next serti?” Ghalfin asked.


  “Yes.”


  “Given the damage we know about, I’d say sixty percent,” Ghalfin said. “Which means realistically the chance is greater, because the damage we know about is the bare minimum possible.”


  “We’re asking our people to go to their deaths, almost certainly,” Oi said.


  “Ms. Byrne,” Tarsem said. “I want to know your thoughts.”


  Byrne took a moment to collect herself. “I can’t tell you I don’t want you to save my people,” she said. “I can’t even tell you that I will entirely understand if you didn’t. What I can say is that if you don’t, I’ll recommend to the governments of Earth that your refusal to act not be a factor in future discussions.”


  Tarsem looked at me after the comment. I stared back, silently, knowing that after all this time he would almost certainly know what I thought of Byrne’s realpolitik answer.


  “How long until we can have rescue crews on the way?” Tarsem asked Ghalfin.


  “They’ve been prepping since the Odhiambo’s first distress call,” Ghalfin said. “They’re ready to go when you want them.”


  “I want them,” Tarsem said. “Send them, please.”


  Ghalfin nodded, and turned to a subordinate, who handed her a headset conforming to her species. Tarsem turned to Byrne. “We’ll get them out, Regan.”


  “Thank you, General,” Byrne said. Her relief flowed off her like a waterfall.


  “General, we have a complication,” Ghalfin said.


  “What is it?”


  “Hold on—” Ghalfin held up a hand while she listened into her headset. “A rescue attempt is already under way.”


  “By whom and under what authority?” I asked.


  “It’s being undertaken by the Chandler,” Ghalfin said, after a moment of listening to her headset. “It’s a human ship, from the Colonial Union. It skipped in right around the time we started this meeting.”


  I looked over to Tarsem, who was smiling at me. I knew what that meant. It meant, Now aren’t you glad I decided to meet with the Colonials despite your advice.


  “What do you want to do now?” Ghalfin asked Tarsem.


  “I want you to tell the Chandler they have a serti to complete their rescue and after that we’re vaporizing the Odhiambo for the safety of our headquarters,” Tarsem said. “And I want you to tell them that we’re sending a crew to assist if they need it and to observe if they don’t.” Ghalfin nodded and spoke into her headset.


  Then Tarsem turned to me.


  “Don’t tell me, I already know,” I said. I got up.


  “Where are you going?” Byrne asked, looking up at me.


  “I’m going with our rescue team,” I said. “To observe.”


  “You might blow up,” Oi said.


  “Then the Earth knows I blew up helping to save their people.” And knows the Conclave didn’t let the Colonial Union take on all the risk alone. Or sacrifice, I thought, but chose not to say. I knew that was part of Tarsem’s math. I nodded to those in the room and made my way to the exit.


  “Hafte,” Tarsem said, and I paused at the doorway. I looked back to him. “Come back alive, please.”


  I smiled and left.


  ***


  “All right, this pilot is just showing off,” Torm Aul, the rescue shuttle pilot, said to me, as we approached the Odhiambo and the Chandler. The rescue shuttle contained me, Aul, zis co-pilot Liam Hul, whose seat I was currently occupying while Hul loitered in the general cabin, and six fellow members of the Fflict species as the rescue team. The Fflict recognized five genders: male, female, zhial, yal, and neuter. Aul was zhial, and ze liked zis pronouns accurately stated. I would too, in zis position.


  “Which pilot?” I asked.


  “The pilot of the Chandler,” Aul said, pointing at the monitor that gave zim zis external view. “The Odhiambo is tumbling chaotically so the Chandler is matching its movements.”


  “Why would it do that?” I asked.


  “It’s safer for the people running the rescue,” Aul said. “Makes the two ships stable relative to each other. But it’s difficult to do because the Chandler pilot has to track the Odhiambo’s movements precisely.”


  “Once the ship started tumbling it should continue to do so in the same manner,” I said. “I think that’s close to a thermodynamic law.”


  “Yeah, but that assumes no additional input of momentum,” Aul said, and pointed to the Odhiambo in the monitor. “But the Odhiambo is damaged and venting all sorts of things. And we can’t tell when those venting events will happen. No, it’s a mess. So the Chandler pilot’s tracking all of that in as close to real time as it can.”


  “Could you do it?”


  “If I wanted to show off, sure,” Aul said. I smiled at this. “But I wouldn’t do it with anything larger than this shuttle. Whoever the Chandler’s pilot is, it’s doing it with an entire ship. If it messes up, you’re going to have two ships tumbling down on headquarters, not just one.”


  “We need to tell them that,” I said.


  “Trust me, Councilor, they’re way ahead of you,” Aul said.


  “Hail the Chandler, please,” I said. “Tell them we’ve come to offer assistance if they wish it.”


  Aul did as ze was told, muttering into a headset in zis own language while I watched the two human ships tumble in tandem.


  “The captain of the Chandler is named Neva Balla, it sends its compliments and says that it requires no assistance at this point,” Aul said, after a moment. “It says that they are under some time pressure and incorporating us into their plans would just add to the pressure. It asks us to hold position at twenty klicks relative—that’s about twenty-five chu—and to monitor the Odhiambo for power surges or rapidly rising temperatures.”


  “Can we do that?”


  “Maintaining a twenty-five-chu relative distance is something we can do on auto pilot. And this shuttle’s packed with a good amount of sensory apparatus. We’re good.”


  I nodded up to the monitor. “Any way we can stabilize the image of the ships so they don’t look like they’re tumbling? I want to be able to see what’s happening without getting vertigo.”


  “No problem.”


  “If the captain of the Odhiambo is still on the ship, ask it to send us a real-time data feed, please,” I said.


  “Will do.”


  “Also, Captain Neva Balla is ‘she,’ not ‘it.’ ”


  “You sure?”


  “I’ve met her before,” I said. “Humans generally prefer to not be called ‘it’ whenever possible.”


  “The things you learn about people while you’re on the job,” Aul said.


  ***


  “Here we go,” Aul said, nodding to the monitor. On it a lone figure stood in an open airlock on the Chandler, directly across from the Odhiambo. The distance between the two ships was less than thirty plint—about fifty meters in human measurement. Aul was right: Whoever was piloting the Chandler had impressive control.


  The figure in the airlock continued to stand, as if waiting for something.


  “Not a good idea to run out the clock,” Aul said, under zis breath.


  A stab of light shot from the Chandler, striking across and at a small angle from the figure in the airlock.


  “They’re firing on the ship,” I said.


  “Interesting,” Aul said.


  “Why is it interesting?”


  “They need to cut into the hull,” Aul said. Ze pointed at the beam. “Normally for a rescue we’d send a crew over with some particle beam cutters to get through the hull. We have a couple here on the shuttle, in fact. But it takes time. Time they don’t have. So instead they’re just burning a big damn hole in the hull with a beam.”


  “It doesn’t look very safe,” I said, watching. A venting blast of air puffed out of the Odhiambo, crystalizing in the vacuum wherever the beam didn’t turn it into plasma.


  “It’s definitely not,” Aul said. “If there’s someone in the cabin they’re cutting into, they probably just died of asphyxiation. That is, if they weren’t vaporized by the beam.”


  “If they weren’t careful they could have blown up the ship.”


  “The ship’s going to blow up anyway, Councilor,” Aul said. “No reason to try to be dainty.”


  The beam shut off as abruptly as it began, leaving a three-plint hole in the Odhiambo’s hull. In the monitor, the figure in the Chandler airlock launched itself toward the hole, trailing a cable behind it.


  “Okay, now I get it,” Aul said. “They’re running a cable from the Chandler to the Odhiambo. That’s how they’re going to get them off the ship.”


  “Across a vacuum,” I said.


  “Wait for it,” Aul said. The figure disappeared into the Odhiambo. After a moment, the cable, which had drifted slightly, tightened up. Then a large container started moving across the cable.


  “I’m guessing vacuum suits, harnesses, and automatic pulleys in that,” Aul said. “Get them suited up, secure them in a harness, and let the pulleys do all the work.”


  “You sound like you approve.”


  “I do,” Aul said. “This is a pretty simple rescue plan with pretty simple tools. When you’re trying to save people, simpler is better. A lot fewer things to go wrong.”


  “As long as the Chandler can keep in sync with the Odhiambo.”


  “Yes,” Aul agreed. “There is that. This plan has all its complications in one place, at least.”


  There were several moments of nothing obvious going on. I took the time to look at the co-pilot monitor set, on which we were tracking the Odhiambo’s power and heat signatures. No excitement there either, which was a good thing. “You might suggest to the Odhiambo’s captain that any remaining crew might want to disembark as soon as possible,” I said to Aul.


  “With all due respect, Councilor,” Aul said. “I’m not going to suggest to a captain that it abandon its ship a single second before it makes that decision on its own.”


  “Fair enough.” I glanced back over to the monitor with the Odhiambo on it. “Look,” I said, pointing. The first of the diplomats was making its way across the line, swaddled in a highly reflective vacuum suit, chest in a harness, trailing behind a pulley.


  “That’s one,” Aul said. “Nine more to go.”


  The Chandler collected seven before the Odhiambo blew itself up.


  There was almost no warning. I glanced over as the seventh diplomat disappeared into the Chandler’s airlock and saw the feeds on the co-pilot’s monitor spike into critical territory. I yelled to Aul to warn the Chandler just as the external monitor showed a wrenching jerk, severing the cable between the two ships. Aul zoomed out the picture in time to catch the eruption on the Odhiambo, mid-ships.


  Aul yelled in zis headset and suddenly the image in the monitor began spinning wildly—or appeared so, as the monitor had stopped tracking with the two ships’ movements and had reoriented itself to our perspective. The Odhiambo had begun tearing itself apart. The Chandler had begun moving away from its doomed compatriot.


  “Come on, come on, come on,” Aul was yelling at the monitor. “Move it, you stupid shit-for-brains, you’re too close.” I had no doubt ze was yelling at the Chandler’s pilot.


  And ze was right; the Chandler was too close. The Odhiambo had now split in two and the pieces were moving independently of each other, with the fore portion now careening dangerously close to the Chandler.


  “They’re going to hit!” Aul yelled.


  And yet they didn’t; the Chandler’s pilot yawed and skewed its ship, moving it across three axes in a mad ballet to avoid collision. The separation between the ships widened, too slow for my taste: fifty plint, eighty, a hundred fifty, three hundred, one chu, three chu, five chu, and then the Chandler stabilized its movement relative to Conclave headquarters and began to pull away at speed from the Odhiambo.


  “You should be dead!” Aul yelled at the monitor. “You should be dead, your ship should be dead, you should all be dead! You magnificent shit-eater!”


  I looked over to Aul. “Are you all right?”


  “No,” ze said. “I’m pretty sure I’ve soiled myself.” Ze looked over and on zis head was an expression that I assumed was of sheer amazement. “That should not have happened. Everyone on the Chandler should be dead. The Chandler should be an expanding cloud of debris. That was the single most amazing thing I’ve ever seen in my life, Councilor. I’d be surprised if it weren’t the single most amazing thing you’ve ever seen, too.”


  “It might be in the top few,” I allowed.


  “I don’t know who that pilot is, but I am going to buy that shit-eater all the drinks it wants.”


  I intended to respond but Aul held up a hand, listening into the headset. Then it looked up at the monitor. “You have got to be kidding me,” ze said.


  “What is it?”


  “Those three other diplomats and the Chandler crewman,” ze said. “They’re still alive.” Aul spoke into zis headset and zoomed in on the aft portion of the Odhiambo, where the Chandler had burned its hole through the hull.


  And as we zoomed in, we saw it: a reflecting suit, launching out from the hole, tumbling into space, followed by a second, followed by a pair, holding on to each other – the final diplomat and the crewman from the Chandler. The Odhiambo spun away from them, slowly.


  “How much breathable air do you think they have?” I asked Aul.


  “Not a lot,” ze said.


  I glanced over to the co-pilot’s monitor, which still erroneously showed the Odhiambo as a single unit. The fore of the ship was rapidly cooling; all power had shut down and heat and power were venting into space.


  The aft of the ship, on the other hand, was warm and getting warmer as I watched.


  “I don’t think they have much time,” I said.


  Aul followed my gaze to the co-pilot’s monitor. “I think you’re right,” ze said, then looked up at me. “You didn’t bring a vacuum suit with you, by any chance, Councilor?”


  “I did not,” I said. “And the very fact of your question makes me begin to regret that fact very much.”


  “It’s fine,” Aul said. “It just means I have to do this without a co-pilot.” Ze pressed a button on his pilot monitor. “Attention, team,” ze said. “You have two ditu to get on your vacuum suits. In three ditu I’m pumping the air out of the hold and opening her up. Be ready to take on passengers at speed. Have emergency air and heat prepared. These people are going to be cold and near asphyxiated. If they die once you got them, I’m leaving you out here.”


  “Inspiring,” I said, after ze had finished.


  “It works,” Aul said. “I’ve only had to leave them out here once. Now, slide in a little more, Councilor. I have to seal up this compartment. Unless you want to try holding your breath for a while.”


  ***


  “The four of them haven’t drifted too far from each other,” Aul said, as we were underway, two ditu later. Ze put an image on the main screen showing the positions of the diplomats. “And two of them are together so we really only have three targets.” A curving line swept through all three positions. “We open the gate, bring our speed down, and literally let them drift into the hold. Three targets, three ditu, we go home, we’re heroes for the sur.”


  “You’ll curse us if you put like that,” I said.


  “Don’t be superstitious,” Aul said.


  The aft portion of the Odhiambo erupted.


  “Oh, come on,” Aul yelled.


  “Give me tracking, please,” I said. Aul transferred the screen to the co-pilot monitor. The main portion of the Odhiambo’s aft was still spinning away from the diplomats, but a large chunk of debris was now launching itself in a different direction entirely. I watched as the shuttle’s computer plotted its trajectory.


  “This debris is going to hit these two,” I said, pointing to the paired diplomats.


  “How long?” Aul asked.


  “Three ditu,” I said.


  Aul seemed to think about it for a moment. “All right, fine,” ze said.


  “All right, fine, what?” I asked.


  “You might want to make your center of gravity as low as possible. The inertial and gravity systems in this thing are pretty reliable, but you never know.”


  I hunkered down. “What are you about to do, Aul?”


  “It’s probably best you wait until it happens. If it works, it will be really great.”


  “And if it doesn’t?”


  “Then it’ll be over quickly.”


  “I’m not sure I like where this is going.”


  “If it’s all the same, Councilor, don’t talk to me until it’s over. I need to concentrate.”


  I shut up. Aul pulled up the diplomats’ positions on zis pilot screen and overlaid the trajectory of the debris. Then ze started moving the shuttle forward. Aul stared at zis pilot screen, typed furiously into it, and never looked up.


  I on the other hand looked at the external view monitor and saw a distant rising mass of debris, and our shuttle moving inexorably closer to it. We appeared to be on a suicide mission straight to the heart of that debris. I glanced over to Aul but ze was in focus, all attention drawn to the screen.


  At almost the last possible instant I saw on the monitor a white starburst which I registered—too late!—as a vacuum suit we were going to hit head on, just as the debris rose like a leviathan below us. I sucked in a breath to shout, saw the images on the monitor streak, and then clenched for the violence of the debris smashing into our shuttle from below. As Aul promised, it would be over quickly.


  “Huh,” Aul said, and spoke into zis headset. “You get them? Yes. Yes. Right. Good.” Ze looked over to me. “Well, that worked,” ze said.


  “What worked?” I asked.


  “High-speed rotation around the target,” Aul said. “It takes a tiny bit of time for the shuttle’s inertial field generators to register a new entity and adjust its velocity. If I picked up our new passengers on a straight path at the speed I was going, they would have turned into jelly against the interior of the shuttle. So I rotated us very quickly, to give the field just enough time to register their presence and match them to us.”


  “Oh.”


  “That’s the short version,” Aul said. Ze was entering commands into zis pilot monitor, presumably to pick up the two remaining diplomats. “I also had to tell the shuttle what speed I wanted the targets to have relative to the interior of the shuttle, and burn off the momentum we suddenly had dumped into the system. And such. Point is, it worked.”


  “Where’s the debris?”


  “Behind and above us. It missed us with a couple plint to spare.”


  “You almost killed us.”


  “Almost,” Aul agreed.


  “Please don’t do that again.”


  “The good news is, now I don’t have to.”


  Picking up the other two human diplomats was the very definition of anticlimactic.


  As we headed back to the Conclave’s asteroid, Aul restored air to the cabin and opened up the pilot’s compartment. “One of the rescued diplomats would like to speak to you,” Aul said.


  “All right.” I ducked and found my way to the main cabin. As I did so a Fflict nudged past me, nodding; the co-pilot, anxious to get back on duty. I ducked again and entered the cabin.


  The rescue team were busily attending to the diplomats, all of whom were covered in self-heating blankets and sucking air through masks. All except one, who was covered only in what I now recognized was a Colonial Defense Forces combat unitard. The unitard’s owner was kneeling, speaking to one of the diplomats, a woman with dark, curled hair. She was holding his hand with a grip that I imagined would be uncomfortable for anyone else but a genetically engineered super soldier, which is what the unitard’s owner was. His green skin gave him away.


  The soldier saw me and motioned to the woman, who stood up, shakily. She removed her mask and shrugged off her blankets—a bad idea because she started shivering immediately—and walked over to me, hand extended. The soldier stood with her, slightly behind.


  “Councilor Sorvalh,” the diplomat said. “I’m Danielle Lowen, of the United States Department of State. Thank you so much for rescuing me and these other members of my team.”


  “Not at all, Ms. Lowen,” I said. “Welcome to the Conclave’s headquarters. I am only sorry your entrance was so . . . dramatic.”


  Lowen managed a shaky smile. “When you put it that way, so am I.” She began shivering violently. I glanced over at the soldier, who picked up the hint, stepped away, and returned with a blanket. Lowen accepted it gratefully and slumped slightly into the solider, who bore her weight easily.


  “Of course, we of the Conclave cannot take all the credit for your rescue,” I said, nodding at the soldier.


  “I regret to say that I was only seventy percent successful with my own rescue attempt,” the soldier said.


  “No, you were one hundred percent successful,” I said. “You got seven safely to the Chandler, and you knew that if you got the other three away from the ship, we would come find you.”


  “I didn’t know,” he said. “I did hope.”


  “How lovely,” I said. I turned to Lowen. “And you, Ms. Lowen? Did you hope as well?”


  “I trusted,” Lowen said, and looked at the soldier. “It’s not the first time this one’s tossed me out into space.”


  “I was with you the whole way the last time, too,” the soldier said.


  “You were,” Lowen said. “That doesn’t mean we have to keep doing it.”


  “I will keep that in mind,” the soldier said.


  “The two of you have an interesting history, clearly,” I said.


  “We do,” Lowen said, and then motioned to the soldier. “Councilor Sorvalh, if I may introduce you to—”


  “Lieutenant Harry Wilson,” I said, finishing her sentence.


  Lowen looked at the both of us. “You two have met before, also?”


  “We have,” I said.


  “I’m popular,” Wilson said, to Lowen.


  “That’s not the word I would have used,” she said, and smiled.


  “If memory serves, the last time we met there were also exploding starships,” I said, to Wilson.


  “That’s odd,” Lowen said. “The last time I saw Harry, there were exploding starships, too.”


  “It’s coincidental,” Wilson said, looking at Lowen and then at me.


  I smiled at him. “Is it?”


  PART THREE


  “I didn’t expect you to challenge me so much on my request to come back alive,” Tarsem Gau said to me, as I entered his office after the rescue mission.


  Tarsem’s private office was, as ever, cramped; after years in spaceships and their tiny spaces Tarsem still felt most comfortable in close quarters. Fortunately I was not claustrophobic, and I agreed with the political wisdom of his personal office being smaller than that of even the most undistinguished Conclave representative. The office was even smaller than the one given to the human envoy, which I suspect might shock Ms. Byrne. Fortunately Tarsem kept a sitting pedestal for me so I did not have to crimp my neck.


  “If you don’t want me to almost die, you shouldn’t task me to missions where dying is a real possibility,” I remarked, sitting. “Or at the very least don’t put me on missions where the pilot is a mad Fflict.”


  “I could have zim disciplined, if you would like.”


  “What I would like is for you to give zim a commendation for quick thinking and admirable piloting, and never put me on another of zis shuttles.”


  Tarsem smiled. “You have no sense of adventure.”


  “I do have a sense of adventure,” I said. “It’s overawed by my sense of self-preservation.”


  “I don’t mind that.”


  “Nor do you seem to mind testing the proposition, from time to time.”


  “I don’t want you to be bored.”


  “I am, alas, never that,” I said. “And now with chatty preliminaries out of the way, I want to impress upon you what an utter disaster this entire event has been for us.”


  “I thought it went rather well,” Tarsem said. “The humans were saved, the Odhiambo was successfully destroyed without collateral damage to headquarters or other ships, and thanks to the actions of your mad Fflict in rescuing the stragglers, we remain in the good graces of Earth, and even got a tiny bit of credit with the Colonial Union diplomats for rescuing one of their own.”


  “A thin skin of self-congratulation on a rather messy pudding,” I countered. “Which includes the very likely fact of an enemy action against the Odhiambo in our own space, which we neither saw coming nor could defend against, the fact that now we are no longer able to keep separate the humans from the Colonial Union and the Earth, as we intended to do for these discussions, and the fact that all of this plays perfectly well into the plans of those who are even now gathering against you in the Grand Assembly.”


  “I seem to recall you arguing to save the human diplomats,” Tarsem said. “And me taking that advice.”


  “You were going to attempt to save the diplomats regardless of what I advised,” I said, and Tarsem smiled at this. “And the decision to save them was more important than mere politics. Nevertheless, saving them will be seen by your enemies as proof of your regard for the humans, not a sign of basic decency.”


  “I don’t see why I should care how they see it. Anyone with intelligence will understand what happened.”


  “Anyone who isn’t blinded by ambition and frustration with the Conclave will understand it. But those who are blinded will choose not to see it, as you well know. They will also choose to see Colonials rescuing the earthlings as hugely significant, which it is.”


  “You don’t think any ship so close would have made the attempt to rescue those diplomats?”


  “No,” I said. “I think the humans might have made the attempt regardless. These particular humans, at the very least.”


  “You think well of the Colonials.”


  “I think well of Ambassador Abumwe and her team, including their CDF liaison,” I said. “I wouldn’t trust their government with a cooking fire, and I don’t advise you do, either, no matter what comes out of Ambassador Abumwe’s mouth in your meeting with her.”


  “Noted,” Tarsem said.


  “Even the two sets of humans arriving within a serti of each other will be augured as consequential,” I said, returning to the topic at hand. “And this was an easily avoidable blunder, as I warned you not to meet with the Colonials.”


  “And if I had not agreed to, then all the humans would likely be dead because our rescue mission might have failed. And you dead with them, I might add.”


  “You wouldn’t have sent me on the rescue mission if the Colonials hadn’t been there,” I pointed out. “And if the humans from Earth were dead that would indeed be tragic, but it would not then be leverage for your enemies.”


  “The fact their ship was destroyed in our space would be.”


  “That’s something we could finesse with findings and if necessary with resignations. Torm Aul would not be pleased to be out of a job but that’s easily dealt with.”


  “This line of conversation is the sort of thing that makes me smile when people who don’t know you praise your gentility to me,” Tarsem said.


  “You don’t keep me around for gentility. You keep me around because I don’t lie to you about your situation. And your situation is now worse than it was when we woke up this morning. It’s going to get worse from here.”


  “Should I send both sets of humans away?”


  “It’s too late for that now. Everyone will assume you’ve had clandestine meetings with both groups and your enemies will intimate you had that meeting with both at once, because they are functionally the same in their eyes.”


  “So no matter what, we’re damned.”


  “Yes,” I said. “Yes we are. Although as always I am merely providing you with information. It’s what you do with it that counts.”


  “I could resign.”


  “Excuse me?”


  “I said, I could resign,” Tarsem said. “You said before that I was most effective when I was building the Conclave, when I was a symbol of a great idea, and not an administrator of a bureaucracy. All right, fine. I resign, stay a symbol, and let someone else be the administrator.”


  “Who?”


  “You could take the job,” Tarsem said.


  “What in this benighted universe gave you the impression that I would ever want it?” I asked, genuinely shocked.


  “You might be good at it.”


  “And I might be appalling at it.”


  “You’ve done pretty well so far.”


  “That’s because I know my talents,” I said. “I’m the advisor. I’m the councilor. I’m occasionally the knife you slide into someone’s side. You use me well, Tarsem, but you use me.”


  “Then who might you suggest?”


  “No one,” I said.


  “I’m not going to live forever, you know. Sooner or later it has to be someone else who is in charge.”


  “Yes,” I said. “And until that moment I’m going to make sure it will remain you.”


  “That’s loyalty,” Tarsem said.


  “I am loyal to you, yes,” I replied. “But even more than that I am loyal to the Conclave. To what you’ve built. To what we’ve built, you and I and every member state has built, even the stupid ones who are now trying to tear it apart for their own gain. And right now, being loyal to the Conclave means keeping you where you are. And keeping certain people from making confidence votes in the Grand Assembly.”


  “You think we’re that close to it,” Tarsem said.


  “I think a lot matters in how the next few sur play out.”


  “What do you suggest?”


  “At this point you have to take Ambassador Abumwe’s report,” I said. “You have yourself locked into that action.”


  “Yes.”


  “Abumwe expects to make it to you directly.”


  “She does,” Tarsem said. “I imagine she expects you will be there, as well as Vnac Oi, either in person or via surreptitious listening device.”


  “She does not expect the report to stay private for long.”


  “These things rarely do.”


  “Then I suggest getting to that point a little earlier than expected,” I said.


  ***


  “You still think this is a good idea,” Vnac Oi said to me.


  “It’s a useful idea,” I said. “This is a thing separate from good.”


  Oi and I sat in the far reaches of the Grand Assembly chamber, on a level typically reserved for observers and assistants to representatives, the latter of whom would occasionally swoop down into the inner recesses of the chamber, like comets in a long-term orbit, to do their representative’s bidding. Normally when I was in the chamber I sat on the center podium as Tarsem did his regular question-and-answer period, counting heads. This time, Tarsem was not on the podium, and I wanted a slightly different vantage for the head counting.


  The Grand Assembly chamber was filled. Tarsem sat, alone, on the bench usually reserved for the chancellor and her staff; for this particular address the chancellor had been demoted to her usual representative bench and her staff milled at the level just below mine. I saw some of their expressions; they were vaguely scandalized by their demotions.


  On the level below that were the humans. The Colonial Union diplomats sat on the side of the arc; the humans from Earth filled the other side. There was a substantial gap between them.


  “We still don’t know what’s in this report,” Oi said.


  “A fact I find very impressive, considering who you are,” I replied.


  “Yes, well,” Oi said, and made a gesture of annoyance. “Obviously we made an attempt.”


  “What did you do?”


  “We tried to infiltrate the Chandler’s system,” Oi said. “We got shunted into a sandbox with a single file on it, with the title ‘For Vnac Oi.’ ”


  “Dare I ask what was in it?”


  “A video clip of a human exposing its posterior and the words ‘Wait like everybody else.’ ”


  “It’s nice they thought of you.”


  “It’s less nice that their computer systems are now firewalled too well for us to get into them.”


  “You have other sources in the Colonial Union, I’m sure.”


  “I do,” Oi said. “But not for this. This is why this is not a good idea, Hafte. You have no idea what this human is about to say. You don’t know what damage it can do.”


  “It’s the general’s choice to do it this way, not mine,” I said, which was technically true.


  “Please.” Oi gave me a small look. “This has your smell all over it. Don’t pretend I don’t know who put this idea into his head.”


  “I put lots of ideas into his head,” I said. “And so do you. That’s our role. He decides what to do with them. That’s his role. And look.” I pointed. Ambassador Abumwe had emerged from behind the central point and was moving to the lectern that had been provided for her. “It’s time.”


  “Not a good idea,” Oi repeated.


  “Maybe not,” I allowed. “We’re about to find out.”


  The sounds of hundreds of species of intelligent beings quieted as Abumwe reached the lectern and placed, unusually, several sheaves of paper on them. Usually human diplomats kept their notes on handheld computers they called PDAs. This information was apparently sensitive enough that Abumwe chose to keep it in a format difficult to replicate electronically. Next to me I heard Oi make a sound of annoyance; it had seen the paper too.


  “To General Tarsem Gau, Chancellor Ristin Lause, and the representatives of the constituent nations of the Conclave, I, Ambassador Ode Abumwe of the Colonial Union, send honorable greeting and offer humble thanks for this opportunity to address you,” Abumwe began. In headsets, her words were being translated into hundreds of different languages. “I wish that these circumstances were happier.


  “As many of you know, very recently information has come into the possession of many of your governments. This information appears to detail both historical records relating to Colonial Union activity against many of you, and against the Conclave generally. It also purports to outline future plans against the Conclave and several of your nations generally, as well as against the Earth, the original home of humanity.


  “Much of the information in this report—specifically information relating to past action—is true.”


  There was an eruption of noise in the chamber to this. I understood why and yet I was not impressed. Abumwe had essentially admitted that things we already knew to be true were in fact true; that the Colonial Union had warred against many of us, and against the Conclave. This was not news to anyone, or should not have been. I scanned the room for the affronted, as opposed to the unimpressed.


  “However—however,” Abumwe continued, holding up a hand for silence. “I have not come here to either justify or to apologize for past action. What I am here to do is to warn you that the other information in the report is false, and that it represents a danger to all of us. To the Colonial Union, to the Conclave, and to the nations of Earth.


  “We believe, we have believed, that each of us is the other’s enemy. Let me suggest today that there is another enemy out there, one that threatens human and Conclave nations alike. That this enemy, though small in numbers, has been extraordinarily adept in strategy, using dramatic action for outsized effect, terrorizing each of us while allowing us to believe we are terrorizing each other. That this enemy means to destroy both the Colonial Union and the Conclave for its own dogmatic ends.”


  Abumwe looked up to her staff two levels down from me and nodded. One of them, who I recognized as Hart Schmidt, tapped the PDA he was holding. Beside me Oi grunted and pulled out its own computer. “I’ll be damned,” it said softly, and then was entirely lost into its screen.


  “I have just authorized my staff to release to Vnac Oi, your director of intelligence, a complete accounting by the Colonial Union of our knowledge of this mutual enemy, a group which calls itself Equilibrium,” Abumwe said. “This group is comprised of members of species unaffiliated with either the Conclave or the Colonial Union, including, prominently, the Rraey. But it also has active in it traitors from other governments and nations, including Tyson Ocampo, former undersecretary of state for the Colonial Union, Ake Bae of the Eyr, Utur Nove of the Elpri, and Paola Gaddis of Earth. Their schemes include, among many others, a planned assassination of General Gau.”


  The chamber erupted in chaos.


  I scanned quickly to where I knew Unli Hado sat. He was up from his seat, screaming. Around him several other representatives were screaming and gesturing at him. I scanned again, to the Eyr representative, Ohn Sca. Sca was pushing past several other representatives, trying to exit the chamber; other representatives were pushing back, trying to force Sca back into its seat. I glanced up to the humans; a couple of the ones from Earth were yelling at the ones from the Colonial Union. In the middle, three figures were leaning into each other, apparently conferring. I recognized them as Danielle Lowen, Harry Wilson, and Hart Schmidt.


  “Oi,” I said, over the din.


  “She’s not lying,” Oi said, still looking at its screen. “About the file, I mean. It’s huge. And it’s here.”


  “Send it out,” I said.


  “What?” Oi looked up at me.


  “Send it out,” I repeated. “All of it.”


  “I haven’t had time to mine it.”


  “You didn’t have time to mine the Ocampo data either,” I said.


  “That’s not a recommendation for sending this out.”


  “The longer you have it solely in your possession, the better position you give those who just now got accused that we are massaging the data, in collusion with the Colonial Union. Send it out. Now.”


  “To whom?”


  “To everyone.”


  Oi’s tendrils danced across its screen. “I don’t think this is a good idea, either,” it said.


  I turned my attention back to Abumwe, who was waiting silently at the lectern. I was beginning to wonder if I should have assigned her a security detail. I also wondered when she was going to speak again.


  That, at least, was answered momentarily. “None of us is innocent,” she said, forcefully. The chaos began to settle. “None of us is innocent,” she said again. “The Colonial Union and the Conclave, those from Earth and those outside of our governments. All of us have people who saw weaknesses, who saw pressure points, and who saw ways to use our own ways and stubbornness against us. This threat is real. This threat is both practical and existential. If it isn’t met by all of us, all of us are likely to be destroyed.”


  “You are the enemy!” someone shouted to Abumwe.


  “I may be,” Abumwe said. “But right now, I’m not the enemy you should worry about.” She walked off the podium, to a rising chorus of anger.


  ***


  “How dare you,” Unli Hado spat at Abumwe.


  We were in the conference room adjacent to Tarsem’s public office, the impressive one he used for formal events. In the room were Tarsem, me, Oi, Lause, Abumwe, Hado, Sca, Byrne, Lowen, and Harry Wilson; essentially, representatives of every group called out in Abumwe’s speech. Tarsem had us all pulled into the room immediately after the speech.


  “How dare you,” Hado said again. “How dare you question my loyalty, or the loyalty of my nation to the Conclave. How dare you suggest that any of my people would conspire against it, or conspire with you.”


  “I didn’t dare, Representative Hado,” Abumwe said. She sat at the conference room table, impassive. “I merely told the truth.”


  “The truth!” Hado said. “As if the Colonial Union had ever bothered with that particular concept.”


  “Where is Utur Nove, Representative Hado?” Abumwe asked. “Our information about him tells us that he was a diplomat of some note among the Elpri. If you doubt the information that we’ve provided, why not ask him?”


  “I’m not obliged to stay apprised of the whereabouts of every member of the Elpri diplomatic corps,” Hado said.


  “That may be, but it’s of interest to me,” Oi said. “And I’ve just looked at the cached version of his information. We have Utur Nove allegedly retired for several Elpri years, and offered a sinecure at a research foundation. The foundation’s contact information for Nove has him ‘on sabbatical,’ with no additional information.”


  “Are you serious, Director Oi?” Hado said. “The absence of information is not the same as the presence of information. I knew Utur Nove. There is nothing in his past that even suggests he would act against Elpri or the Conclave.”


  “Not against Elpri, I’m sure,” Oi said. “But against the Conclave?”


  “What is that supposed to mean?”


  “It means that you have been immensely critical of the Conclave recently. It’s not unreasonable to assume you are offering a perspective shared by your government at large.”


  “I have been critical of them!” Hado flung an arm in the direction of Abumwe, who continued to sit impassively. “These humans, who represent the single largest material threat to the Conclave in our history. Or have you forgotten Roanoke, Oi?” Hado turned to Tarsem. “Have you, General?”


  “I don’t recall the Colonial Union pretending to be an ally, Hado,” Oi said.


  “Do that again,” Hado said, turning his attention back to Oi. “Accuse me of treason one more time, Director Oi.”


  “Enough, both of you,” Tarsem said. Hado and Oi quieted. “No one will accuse anyone here of treason, or of faithlessness to the Conclave.”


  “It’s too late for that, General,” Sca said, speaking for the first time. It glowered at Abumwe.


  “Then let me say it plainly,” Tarsem said. “I have not accused either you or Unli Hado of treason or faithlessness, nor will I. In this particular case, this is a statement that matters.”


  “Thank you, General,” Sca said, after a moment. Hado said nothing.


  Tarsem turned to Abumwe. “You’ve dropped a bomb on us, haven’t you?”


  “I offered to share this information with you alone, General,” Abumwe said.


  “Yes you did, but that’s not the relevant part,” Tarsem said. “The relevant part is that you’ve accused us of having traitors in our midst.”


  “Yes,” Abumwe said. “Traitors. And spies. And opportunists. And all of the above, in one or more combinations. Just like we have.” Abumwe nodded to Byrne and Lowen. “Just like they have. But that’s not the real problem, General. There have always been traitors and spies and opportunists. Our current problem is that all of our traitors and spies and opportunists have found each other and decided to work against us, for their own ends.”


  “And what do you propose we do about it?” Oi asked Abumwe.


  “I am not proposing we do anything about it,” Abumwe said, and turned back to Tarsem. “Allow me to be blunt, General.”


  “By all means,” Tarsem said.


  “We need to be clear why I am here,” Abumwe said, turning her attention back to Oi. “I am not here because the Colonial Union feels fondly toward the Conclave or because we believe sharing this information will allow our two unions to move in a more friendly direction.” Abumwe motioned to Hado, who gave every impression of being offended that a human would dare to bring attention his way. “Representative Hado may be wrong about his obvious suspicions concerning this information, but he’s not wrong that the Colonial Union has been a material threat to you. We have been.”


  “Thank you,” Hado said, and then immediately appeared to realize the inappropriateness of his comment.


  “It’s nothing I need to be thanked for,” Abumwe said, and I admired the subtle stomp of the statement, adding to Hado’s embarrassment. “I am merely stating an obvious fact. This isn’t an overture or a thawing of relations. I am here because we have no other choice but to share this information with you. If we allow the Equilibrium’s lies about our intentions to spread unchallenged, two things are very likely to happen. One,” Abumwe motioned again to Hado, “he or someone like him would be demanding the Conclave attack and destroy the Colonial Union.”


  “Which it could do,” Sca said.


  “We do not disagree,” Abumwe said. “But the cost of doing so would be high, and it would not be nearly as easy as some people would want to suggest it is, despite the Colonial Union’s current situation with regard to the Earth.” She looked at Tarsem directly. “Humans have a term called ‘pyrrhic victory,’ sir.”


  “ ‘Another such victory and we are undone,’ ” Tarsem said.


  “You’re familiar with the term, then.”


  “It pays to know one’s enemy.”


  “No doubt,” Abumwe said. “And no doubt you are aware that we know you as well as you know us. You could destroy us. But we would take you with us.”


  “Not all of us,” Hado said.


  “We would take the Conclave,” Abumwe said, looking directly at Hado again. “Which is the only enemy here that matters, Representative Hado. And that is the second thing. Once we have bloodied the Conclave, diminished its vaunted reputation of being too big to fail, and have bled the fear of it out into the vacuum of the stars, the Conclave itself will crack.” She pointed rather than motioned to Hado. “This one or someone like him will do it. Especially if, during this struggle with the Colonial Union, the Conclave moves to bring the Earth into its ranks.”


  “We have no official interest in joining the Conclave,” Lowen said.


  “Of course you don’t,” Abumwe said, looking at her. “At this point why would you, because at the moment you’re getting the benefits of an association with the Conclave without any of the obligation. But if the Conclave and the Colonial Union go to war, you will start to worry that we will come to you and take what you used to give to us: soldiers. And then you’ll ask to join the Conclave. And that will be the leverage someone like Representative Hado needs.”


  “Again we come to my alleged treason,” Hado said.


  “No, not treason, Representative Hado,” Abumwe said. “Allow me to give you the compliment of assuming you are too intelligent for that. No, I imagine you, or someone like you, will position yourself as the savior of the Conclave, someone to rescue it from the shadow of itself that it’s become. And if you can’t get enough other members to come along, then perhaps you’ll break away, with a few other like-minded nations, and call yourself the New Conclave or something. And after that, it won’t take long. Because while you are too intelligent to commit treason, Representative Hado, I sense that you are not nearly intelligent enough to realize how your ambitions outweigh your ability to keep four hundred species together. Once again, bluntly: You’re not good enough, sir. Only one person in this room is.”


  I glanced over to Oi, who glanced back. I knew it was enjoying the dressing-down Hado was getting from a representative of the species he hated the most.


  “How arrogant of you to assume so much about me in these few ditu, Ambassador,” Hado said.


  “I didn’t,” Abumwe said. “We have a file on you.” She turned to Sca. “And on you. And on every diplomat for every nation we know has a representative in Equilibrium, including our own. It’s all in the report.”


  “I’d like to return to this report,” Tarsem said.


  “Of course,” Abumwe replied.


  “The existence of this report implied that you have a spy in Equilibrium, and have had for some time. Which makes me curious as to why you chose now to give us this information, if this group has represented a threat to both of us.”


  “Again I ask permission to be blunt.”


  “Ambassador Abumwe, at this point I cannot imagine you being otherwise.”


  “If Equilibrium had never done its own data dump, we never would have shared this,” Abumwe said. “We would have been happy to take the information and shape it, and Equilibrium, to our own needs. I reiterate that we are not sharing this information to be friendly, General.”


  “Understood.”


  “But as to our spy, the fact of the matter is that we didn’t have a spy. Equilibrium made an error and took a hostage it couldn’t control. That hostage was smarter than his captors. He stole their data and one of their ships and brought both to us.”


  “Out of loyalty to the Colonial Union?”


  “No,” Harry Wilson said. “Mostly because Equilibrium pissed him off.”


  “Before we commit to trusting this information, perhaps we should consider the source,” Hado said. “Where is this so-called source of yours?”


  “As it happens, he’s the pilot of the Chandler,” Abumwe said.


  Hado turned to Tarsem. “Then I move he is brought here for questioning.”


  “It’s not that simple,” Wilson said.


  “Why?” Hado said, to Wilson. “Is he somehow incapable of taking a shuttle ride?”


  Wilson smiled at this for some reason.


  ***


  “General Gau, Councilor Sorvalh, Representative Hado, and Ms. Lowen, allow me to introduce to you Rafe Daquin, pilot of the Chandler.” Wilson motioned to the box on the bridge of the Chandler, in which a human brain had been placed.


  “This seems familiar,” I said, to Wilson, as I stared into the box.


  “I thought you might think so,” he said.


  “Who did this to him?” Hado asked.


  “Sir?” Wilson said.


  “Removing brains from skulls is a thing the Colonial Union does,” Hado said. “It’s notorious for it.”


  “Are you asking me if the Colonial Union did this?”


  “Yes, although honestly I wouldn’t expect you to answer truthfully if it had,” Hado said.


  “You could ask him,” Wilson said.


  “Pardon?”


  “You could ask Rafe,” Wilson said.


  “Yes, you could,” a voice said, through speakers. “I’m literally right here.”


  “All right,” Lowen said. “Mr. Daquin, who did this to you?”


  “Put my brain in a box? That would be the group calling itself Equilibrium, Ms. Lowen,” Daquin said.


  “Why did they do it?” Tarsem asked.


  “Partly to trim down the number of working parts they needed to run the ship,” Daquin said. “Partly to make sure I stayed in their control. They assumed that I would do anything they wanted if they promised to give me back my body.”


  “Why didn’t you?” Tarsem asked.


  “Because I figured that they didn’t have any intention of ever giving it back.”


  “But the Colonial Union could give you another body,” Hado said. “They haven’t. They’re using you like this Equilibrium group had.”


  “They’re growing me a new body as we speak,” Daquin said. “It’ll be ready soon. But Harry here asked me if I wouldn’t mind being a part of the Chandler’s crew for a bit, especially for trips like these, where people might need convincing that Equilibrium is a thing and not just a convenient cover story for the Colonial Union.”


  “If this is real,” Hado said.


  “Get some scientists over here to test me if you like,” Daquin said. “I like company.”


  “It still doesn’t prove anything,” Hado said, turning to Tarsem. “We’re being asked to believe this unfortunate creature isn’t being coerced into saying these reports are his. We can’t believe that someone in his position can be expected to say anything but what his captors want him to.”


  “Captors,” Daquin said, and the derision was hard to miss. “Seriously, who is this guy?”


  “Representative Hado has a point,” I said. “You’re a brain in a box, Mr. Daquin. We have no assurance that you aren’t being used.”


  “Do you want to tell them, Harry, or should I?” Daquin asked.


  “For obvious reasons, you should,” Harry said.


  “General Gau, Councilor Sorvalh, you’re aware that your director of intelligence tried to hack into the Chandler’s systems when we arrived, yes?” Daquin asked.


  “We, we knew that,” I said.


  “Of course you did. You know what Director Oi found, right?”


  “Oi said it was a picture of someone showing their posterior.”


  “Yup, that’s called ‘mooning,’ ” Daquin said. “I did that, Councilor. Not the mooning, for obvious reasons. But I put the picture where Director Oi would find it. I did that because I don’t only pilot this ship, I am this ship. It is entirely and completely under my control. The Chandler has crew and they run operations—you can ask Captain Balla if you like, to confirm this—but ultimately they have only as much control over the ship as I allow them. Because this ship is me. And I choose to help. Without my cooperation, the only way the Colonial Union can control this ship is to destroy it. And I’d destroy it myself before that could happen.”


  “You still need sustenance, I assume,” Tarsem said. “Your ship still needs energy. You have to rely on the Colonial Union for that.”


  “Do I?” Daquin said. “General, if I were to ask you for asylum right now, would you give it to me?”


  “Yes,” Tarsem said.


  “And I assume you wouldn’t let me starve.”


  “No,”


  “Then you’ve just invalidated your own assertion.”


  “But you still need the Colonial Union to get your body back,” Lowen said.


  “To grow a new one, you mean.”


  “Yes.”


  “Ms. Lowen, there’s a door to your left. When the ship was built, it was the captain’s ready room. Go ahead and open it.”


  Lowen found the door and opened it. “Oh my god,” she said. She opened the door fully so the rest of us could see.


  Inside was a container with a human body in it.


  “That’s me,” Daquin said. “Or will be me, anyway, once it’s done growing and once I decide to put myself into it. Representative Hado, you can have your scientists check its DNA against the DNA in my brain here. It checks out. But the point is that no, the Colonial Union isn’t holding my body hostage. It’s not holding me hostage. It’s not coercing me. Now, you can still believe it or not, but at this point, if you don’t believe me, it’s not because we haven’t made an effort to make it easy for you to believe.”


  “Mr. Daquin,” I said.


  “Yes, Councilor Sorvalh.”


  “You were the one piloting during the rescue of the diplomats.”


  “Yes, I was,” Daquin said. “We have two other pilots, but I was the one at the helm for that.”


  “I know a pilot who called it an amazing piece of piloting, and wants to buy you several drinks to commemorate it.”


  “Tell your pilot friend I accept, in theory,” Daquin said. “The actual drinking part will have to wait.”


  ***


  “Are you happy?” I asked Tarsem, when he and I were again alone in his office.


  “Happy?” he said. “What an odd question.”


  “I mean did everything you plan for the day happen.”


  “All I planned for was to have Abumwe give her speech, and that wasn’t even my plan,” Tarsem said. “That was yours. So I suppose I should ask you if you’re happy.”


  “Not yet,” I said.


  “Why not?” Tarsem said. “Abumwe’s speech entirely disrupted the momentum Unli Hado and his partisans had in pushing a no confidence vote. The fact I assured Hado and Sca that I don’t consider them traitors doesn’t mean their reputations aren’t irretrievably destroyed. Even if they stay on as representatives.”


  “I’m not going to pretend I didn’t enjoy seeing Hado get crushed today,” I said. “That vainglorious martinet deserved the thumping. But now we have the somewhat larger problem that both the Elpri and the Eyr have been smeared with the accusation of, if not treason, then treachery of the worst sort. And you know they’re not going to be the only nations who harbor members of this Equilibrium group. Vnac is sifting through the data right now.”


  “You’re worried about what’s going to come out in the sifting.”


  “No,” I said. “I’m worried that you’re going to get accused of using it to start picking off political opponents, including entire nations. As much as I liked seeing Hado shut down, it didn’t help that the Elpri, of all people, are one of the two peoples called out by name in Abumwe’s report. No matter if Vnac clears her entire report—no matter if all of it is unimpeachably true—there will still be those who will see it only as a chance for you to settle scores at a moment when you were vulnerable.”


  “You ordered Oi to release the data to avoid that.”


  “I ordered it to release the data so it didn’t look like you were colluding with the Colonial Union,” I said. “That problem is solved. The other problem remains.”


  “What do you suggest?”


  “I think you need to address this directly and personally and on the floor of the Grand Assembly.”


  “And what would you have me say there?”


  “What you said to Hado and Sca,” I said. “Only writ larger. Encompassing nations, not diplomats.”


  “We’re going to find traitors,” Tarsem said.


  “Yes, but they are people. Individuals.”


  “Individuals who might be able to persuade their governments to leave the Conclave.”


  “All the more reason to make it clear that the actions of a misguided few don’t reflect on the people as a whole.”


  “You think this will work.”


  “I think it’s better than encouraging our members to start accusing each other of undermining the Conclave. That road goes nowhere we want to go.”


  “How committed are you to this idea?” Tarsem asked. “Presuming the Colonial Union isn’t running a long con on us, which is a thing you’ve begged me to consider and so I shall, it’s possible that entire member state governments are working to end the Conclave. We’ve had attempts before. We’d be allowing them to get away with it.”


  “No. We’d be offering them a way to step back from the abyss before we tumble into it.”


  “That’s an optimistic way of looking at it.”


  “It’s not optimistic at all. It’s giving us more time to deal with the problem.”


  “And if we have no more time?”


  “Then we deal with the problem now,” I said. “But I think everyone is beginning to realize just how close the abyss is at the moment. Very few people actually want to go in.”


  “You are optimistic, then,” Tarsem said. “Because at the moment I think there are still a few who think the abyss sounds like a very good idea.”


  “That’s why I want you to convince them otherwise.”


  “I appreciate your faith in my abilities.”


  “It’s not faith,” I said. “It’s trust.”


  PART FOUR


  “Which news do you want first?” Vnac Oi asked me. I was in its office again, the first meeting of the sur.


  “You have good news?” I asked.


  “No,” Oi said. “But some of the news is less objectively bad than the rest.”


  “Then by all means let us begin with that.”


  “We’re done with the first pass of semantic and data mining of the Abumwe report,” Oi said. “And we’ve cross-referenced with information we have in our own databases. The very short version is that the data are less problematic than the data in the Ocampo report.”


  “ ‘Less problematic.’ ”


  “It means there are fewer obvious untruths compared to, and contradictions with, our own data set.”


  “So you’re saying the Colonial Union, in a refreshing change of circumstances, is actually telling us the truth.”


  “I never said ‘truth,’ ” Oi said. “I said there were fewer untruths that we can immediately see. And even if they are largely telling the truth, which is something we still have to ascertain, the truth in itself is not necessarily a positive thing. What they are telling the truth about—what information they are sharing with us—is just as relevant. When Abumwe shared this with us what I really wanted to know is what she wasn’t sharing.”


  “I need to know whether you think this Equilibrium group exists and is the threat Abumwe says it is.”


  “Yes to the first, and inconclusive to the second. We need a couple more passes through the data to be sure. But here is the thing about that, Councilor.”


  “I am imagining this is where the less good news graduates into the bad news,” I said.


  “You are correct, because right now it does not matter whether the Abumwe information is true or not,” Oi said. “The general is correct that the Colonial Union and Abumwe dropped a bomb into our lap—a bomb you suggest we let her set off, I will remind you—and now all the chatter I’m hearing is our members triangulating toward it or away from it. We’ve introduced chaos into the usual mix of ambition and venality we lovingly call the Grand Assembly. Before, we had two primary groups in the chamber: those generally drifting away from the Conclave and those generally supporting it. Right now my analysts have identified six distinct emerging philosophical groups. Some of these believe the Ocampo report and some believe the Abumwe, and then there are some who don’t care about the truth value of either but merely whether they can be used as tools to settle political scores. The group that especially worries me at the moment is the one my analysts are calling the ‘purgers.’ You can guess what the purgers want to do.”


  “The general is addressing the Grand Assembly about this very problem.”


  “No doubt because of your advice.”


  “That sounds more accusatory than usual, Director.”


  “Apologies,” Oi said. “I don’t mean to imply it was bad advice. Just that you appear to have more influence over the general than usual recently.”


  “I don’t believe that’s true.”


  “If you say so. At the very least everyone else is too busy to notice.”


  “Do you think the general is worse off than he was before, politically?” I asked, changing the topic.


  “No,” Oi said. “Before Abumwe addressed the Grand Assembly, a large faction had targeted the general in order to push one of their own into power. Now that faction has fragmented and all the factions are fighting each other. So if your plan was to divert attention away from the general, it worked. Of course, now there are complications. What was best for the general in the short term is not, I think, the best for the Conclave in the long term. You do see that, Councilor.”


  “I do,” I said. “We buy time where we may.”


  “You bought yourself time,” Oi agreed. “I don’t think it’s of very good quality.”


  ***


  In my own office, just before the general’s address, I regarded Ode Abumwe, and she me. “I believe we might be two of a kind,” I said to her, finally. “Two people who believe in the usefulness of truth, despite the environments in which we work.”


  “I am glad you believe so, Councilor,” Abumwe said, and waited for me to continue.


  “You were blunt yesterday in our meeting after your presentation,” I said. “I was hoping you might be again.”


  “As you wish,” Abumwe said.


  “What does the Colonial Union hope to gain by sharing the information you have with us?”


  “We hope to avoid a war with the Conclave,” Abumwe said.


  “Yes,” I said. “But what more than that?”


  “I was given no other brief, either publicly or privately,” Abumwe said. “We knew Ocampo and Equilibrium wanted to set each of us on the other for their own reasons. We knew it would end poorly for us, and that we would be obliged to make it end as poorly as possible for you as we could.”


  “Presenting us this information does not end the potential of conflict between us.”


  “No, of course not. But if conflict happens, it will be because of our own damn foolishness, and not anyone else’s.”


  I smiled widely at this. Abumwe, a professional diplomat, did not flinch. “But you don’t believe that your brief is the whole of the reason this information was given to us,” I said.


  “You’re asking me for my opinion, Councilor.”


  “I am.”


  “No, I don’t,” she said.


  “Will you offer me your thoughts as to some of the other reasons?”


  “That would be irresponsible of me.”


  “Please.”


  “I would imagine we wanted what in fact happened,” Abumwe said. “Using the information to destroy the comity of the Conclave and to force open the fissures that were already developing. You could destroy us, and even if we took you with us that would be of little comfort. Better if you destroyed yourselves without going through us first.”


  “And do you believe that’s how it would happen?” I asked. “That members of the then-former Conclave, individually or severally, would conveniently forget it was your report that started us on the path to our destruction? Would forget Roanoke? Would forget all the other reasons we have to despise you?”


  “What I believe is aside from what my responsibilities are to the Colonial Union.”


  “I understand that,” I said. “But it’s not what I asked.”


  “What I believe is that both our governments are in an impossible situation at the moment, Councilor,” Abumwe said. “We’ve been pushed there by this Equilibrium group, yes. But Equilibrium could not by itself have gotten us to where both of us are now. We can blame this situation on Equilibrium, or on each other. But we are where we are because we put ourselves there. I don’t know if there’s any way for us to avoid what’s coming. The best we can do is put it off and hope something else develops along the way, to save us from ourselves.”


  “Another thing we have in common, Ambassador.”


  “I don’t doubt it, Councilor,” Abumwe said. “The rumor is that the general is going to address the Grand Assembly today.”


  “He is.”


  “He’s hoping to repair the damage my report created.”


  “That’s some of it, yes.”


  “If I’d have been him—or you—I wouldn’t have let me address the assembly.”


  “If we hadn’t have had you do it, we would have different problems.”


  “They might have been better ones.”


  “It’s debatable,” I said.


  “Do you think it will help anything? The general addressing the assembly today.”


  “Let’s hope it does,” I said. “For both our sakes.”


  ***


  “We are at a critical time in the history of the Conclave,” Tarsem was saying, from the lectern at the focus of the Grand Assembly. And then he launched into many more words.


  I was not paying attention to the particular words. From my vantage point behind and to the side of him, I was doing what I do best: I was counting heads. Looking at the ones who were nodding attentively at what he had to say. Looking at the ones which were registering skepticism, or anger, or fear.


  If you think this is an easy task to do across four hundred species, some of which do not have heads which show appreciable emotion, or indeed, some which do not have what might properly be construed as “heads,” I certainly invite you to try it.


  “You need to be paying specific attention to Prulin Horteen,” I said to Tarsem, directly before he began his speech. “She’s the one that Oi has targeted as being the head of this emerging ‘purger’ faction. We need to cut them off before they get any larger.”


  “I know what she is up to,” Tarsem said. “I spoke with Vnac.”


  “When?”


  “Just before I was here. While you were speaking to Ambassador Abumwe. I do have meetings you aren’t present for, you know.”


  “I don’t advise those.”


  “I don’t imagine you would.” Tarsem smiled. “Don’t worry, Hafte. This speech will resolve a number of issues. I’m confident of that.”


  “It could be a start, in any event.”


  “We’ve made a good thing here,” Tarsem said. “The Conclave, I mean. You and I and everyone else in this assembly. It’s been a life’s work making it.”


  “It’s indeed a wonderful thing,” I said. “If we can keep it.”


  “I think we will,” Tarsem said.


  “Start by tamping down Prulin Horteen,” I said. “And Unli Hado while you’re at it.”


  I glanced over to where I knew Hado would be. There was substantial room around him; it appeared he was in bad odor after the Elpri had been accused by Abumwe of participating in Equilibrium. Not too far from him, however, was Prulin Horteen, who no doubt thought she was helping Tarsem by trying to put entire species on the Conclave’s chopping block. I returned my attention to Tarsem, who as it happened was addressing that very issue.


  “ . . . Director Oi and its analysts are even now sifting through the data of both competing reports to tell us what information is accurate, what isn’t, and, importantly, what isn’t being told to us. Until we have that full analysis and report from Oi’s office, I cannot and will not speculate with regard to the loyalties of any of our member nations. Are there individuals within those nations who may mean the Conclave ill? Yes, of course. They will be found and they will be dealt with.


  “But individuals are not precise mirrors of their nations. And regardless of which report you now place your faith in, the Ocampo report or the Abumwe report, the intention behind both is the same: the dissolution and destruction of the Conclave. A return to the violence and savagery between our nations that we all still remember. We cannot allow that to happen. I will not allow that to happen. We are not a hollow union. We all have chosen to take part in this best chance for peace.


  “I repeat: We must not fall back into savagery. We are not a hollow union—”


  Tarsem’s lectern exploded.


  I was not aware of it immediately. I was pushed backward by the blast and toward the ground. My physiology makes me or any Lalan difficult to topple. I fell nonetheless, stunned and deaf, and amazed that somehow I had found myself on the floor.


  Then my mind snapped back into function, I screamed, and I dragged myself over to Tarsem.


  He was torn apart but not dead yet. I grabbed him and held him as his eyes searched around, looking for something to focus on. Finally he found me.


  He said nothing—I don’t believe he could say anything at that point—but simply watched me looking at him, holding him in his last moments of life.


  Then he stopped watching and left me.


  As he did I became aware of the din and madness around me as representatives and their staffs climbed over each other trying to escape the Grand Assembly chamber. Then I became aware of Tarsem’s security staff swarming over me and him, pulling me off of him and dragging the both of us away, me presumably to safety, and Tarsem to oblivion.


  ***


  “You need to be examined by a physician,” Oi said to me.


  “I’m fine,” I said.


  “You’re not fine. You’re in shock and you’re yelling because you can barely hear. And you are covered in blood, Councilor. Some of it might actually be yours.”


  We were in a secure room not far from the assembly chamber. I was surrounded by members of Tarsem’s security detail, who were no longer his security detail because they had somehow fundamentally managed to fail at their task. The anger I felt at that fact was growing within me; I held it down and looked at the security officer closest to me.


  “Go fetch me a physician,” I said. “Preferably one familiar with Lalans.”


  The security officer looked up at me. “Councilor, perhaps it would be better if you went to the hospital itself, once we’ve secured the area.”


  “I don’t recall asking you for your opinion,” I said. “Do it. Now.”


  The security officer scuttled off. I returned my attention to Oi. “How did you miss this?” I asked.


  “I don’t have a good answer for you right now, Councilor,” Oi said.


  “No, I don’t imagine you do. You don’t have a good answer to how you could have missed someone planning to assassinate the general.” I waved a bloody hand at the remaining security detail. “They don’t have a good answer, I’m sure, how someone slipped past them to place a bomb at the lectern. No one has a good answer for who is in charge of the Conclave right now. We are all without good answers for anything that actually matters right at this very moment.”


  “What would you like me to do, Councilor?” Oi asked.


  “I would like you to go back in time and to have done your goddamned job, Oi!” I said, and this time I was yelling not because I could not hear very well.


  “When this is all over, if you want it, you will have my resignation on your desk,” Oi said.


  I laughed, bitterly. “My desk,” I said.


  “Yes, your desk,” Oi replied, forcefully. “And you’re wrong, Councilor. I don’t have a good answer for you about who killed General Gau. But I have a good answer for who is in charge of the Conclave. It’s you.”


  “That was Tarsem’s job description, Oi. Not mine.”


  “With due respect to the moment and your grief, Councilor, the general is dead. The position is vacant. And it needs to be filled, immediately.”


  “And you don’t think that’s a thought that’s not already occurred to several dozen representatives?”


  “I know it has,” Oi said. “I know that without even having to check with my analysts. And I know what an extended season of would-be General Gaus trying to claim his mantle would cost us.”


  “You take the job, then,” I said. “You’re better qualified for it.”


  “I’m not the right person for the job,” Oi said. “No one would follow me.”


  “You have an entire directory of people who follow you.”


  “They follow the job, Councilor. I don’t flatter myself that their loyalty extends to me.”


  “What makes you think it would extend to me, then?” I asked, and then waved again to the security detail. “Or their loyalty? Or anyone’s?”


  “Councilor, why do you think this security detail is here?” Oi asked. “This was General Gau’s detail. It’s yours now.”


  “I don’t want the job.”


  “Think of who does. Think of who will, once it occurs to them that it’s open.”


  “So you would have me take the job simply to avoid something worse.”


  “Yes,” Oi said. “Although that would not be my main motivation.”


  “And what would be your main motivation?” I asked.


  “To preserve the Conclave,” Oi said. It motioned out, toward the Grand Assembly chamber. “Unli Hado wants the position for his own personal ambition, as would a dozen other representatives. Prulin Horteen would take it to settle scores, as would another dozen representatives. Ristin Lause, were it offered to her, and it wouldn’t be, would take it out of the bureaucratic instinct to keep things running. None of them truly understand why the Conclave is more important than themselves or their immediate goal. In all three cases—in every case—it would end in ruin.”


  “It might buy time,” I said.


  “We have bought all the time we can buy, Councilor,” Oi said. “The general has just paid for all of it. There is no more time. There are only the choices we have in front of us right now. You take control of the Conclave, or allow someone else to. One choice will preserve the union. The other won’t.”


  “You have a lot of faith in me, Oi.”


  “I have absolutely no faith in you, Councilor,” Oi said. “What I have is analysis. You don’t think I haven’t been modeling what would happen after the general left power, do you? Who would try to claim his position and what would happen from there?”


  “No, I suppose that would be your job,” I said. “Although I didn’t expect to be part of that math.”


  “If anyone else said that I would call that false modesty,” Oi said. “In your case it’s not, I know. You’ve always been the one to walk behind, Councilor. But there is no one for you to walk behind anymore. The Conclave needs you to step forward.”


  I looked around the room, at the security detail there. All ready for something.


  “I don’t want the job,” I repeated to Oi.


  “I know,” Oi said. “But with all due respect, Councilor, at the moment I don’t care about what you want. I care about what you will do.”


  The security officer returned, a Lalan in tow.


  “You’re a medical doctor,” I said.


  “Yes,” the Lalan said. “Dr. Omed Moor, ma’am.”


  “Well, Doctor?” I held out my arms. “Am I dead?”


  “No, ma’am.”


  I put my arms down. “Then that’s all the time I have for a checkup at the moment, I’m afraid. Thank you, Doctor.” I turned from the bewildered doctor to Oi. “Does your analysis include you working on my behalf?”


  “I serve at the pleasure of the leader of the Conclave,” Oi said.


  “And that’s me.”


  “It has been since the moment of the general’s death. All we have to do now is make it known.”


  “I have some people I need to see,” I said. “And there are people you need to see too.”


  “I can guess who you want to see,” Oi said.


  “I’m sure you can.”


  “Do you still want my resignation?”


  “If at the end of this sur I’m still in a position to accept it, no,” I said. “And if I’m not, I’ll assume it’s because we’re in the same airlock, waiting to be pushed out into space by whoever is.”


  ***


  “I question your right to call us here,” Unli Hado said. “You are not General Gau. And the general did not leave instruction for passing on leadership of the Conclave to you. If anyone should be the leader of the Conclave now, it is Chancellor Lause.”


  Hado sat in the conference room next to Tarsem’s public office, along with Lause, Prulin Horteen, Ohn Sca, and Oi.


  “It’s a fair point,” I said, and turned to Lause. “Chancellor?”


  “I’m leader of the Grand Assembly, not the leader of the Conclave,” she said. “I neither want nor can accept that position.”


  “You’re a coward,” Hado said.


  “No,” Lause said. “But I’m not a fool, either. The Conclave has just lost its leader, Unli, and it’s lost it to assassination. Are you so blinded by your own ambition that you don’t realize that anyone claiming the general’s title will look like the assassin’s employer?”


  Hado flung an arm at me. “And she won’t?”


  “No, I won’t,” I said. “Not if we come to terms now.”


  “I repeat: I question your right to call us here,” Hado said.


  “Oi,” I said.


  “Representative Hado, I have it on very excellent information that you are the one who authorized the assassination of General Gau,” Oi said. “Evidence from the Abumwe report combined with my own agents’ intelligence gathering lays it squarely at your door. Within the sur I expect that you will be arrested for treason and that a comprehensive report will show the Elpri government was providing logistical and material support not only for the assassination but for Equilibrium in general.”


  Hado stared, disbelieving. “That’s a lie!”


  “Don’t protest too much, Hado,” Horteen said.


  Oi turned to her. “Prulin Horteen, I have evidence that you offered material support to Representative Hado for the assassination, and that your recent rhetoric about purging nations you deemed traitorous to the Conclave is a feint to draw attention from your own involvement.”


  “What?” Horteen said.


  “Representative Sca, your government’s collusion with Hado’s assassination of the general and with Equilibrium in general is exhaustively documented as well,” Oi said.


  “I don’t have any idea what you’re talking about,” Sca said.


  “I do,” Hado said, turning to me. “This is a beheading of anyone who is in a position to oppose you.”


  “No,” I said. “It’s a precautionary measure against a trio of representatives who are a material threat to the unity of the Conclave at the moment of her greatest instability. Any of the three of you could shatter the Conclave, by your own ambition, by your own greed, or by your own stupidity. We are not four serti past the assassination of our leader. The Grand Assembly is in chaos. The representatives are utterly terrified. And if Vnac Oi had the three of you arrested on charges of assassination and conspiracy, I could have you all on the other side of an airlock by the end of the sur and no one would do anything but congratulate me on my decisiveness. I might even get a commendation from the chancellor for it.”


  “Indeed you might,” Lause said. It was instructive to watch the reaction of Hado, Sca, and Horteen to that comment.


  “And when the evidence eventually shows that the accusation was a flat-out lie?” Hado asked. “Because it will. Both Ocampo’s and Abumwe’s reports are out there for everyone to see and compare.”


  “Representative Hado, I’m deeply insulted,” Oi said. “You apparently have so little faith in my ability to manipulate data to tell precisely the story I want it to tell.”


  “Why are you telling us this?” Sca said. “If this was your plan, why didn’t you just have us arrested?”


  “I didn’t say it was my plan,” I said. “It was my rebuttal to Representative Hado’s questioning of my right to call you all here. I trust I’ve made it clear that at the moment right is not the correct frame of reference. I have the power to call you here. As I have the power to condemn you to death. I hope we understand each other.”


  “You want to make an example of us, then,” Hado said.


  “What I want, Representative Hado, is to save the Conclave,” I said. “And offer you three the chance to increase your power and influence while doing so.”


  “By throwing us out of an airlock?” Horteen said.


  “I have a better idea,” I said. “And it is precisely this simple. Representative Horteen, you and Representative Hado have significant power bases among assembly members. They don’t overlap. You two are to come to Chancellor Lause and together declare that for the good of the Conclave you ask that I take on the leadership role of the Conclave. Representative Sca, you will second that proposal. Horteen and Hado will deliver their blocs for the vote, Lause will take care of the rest, and Oi will handle any stragglers. This will happen tomorrow, by mid-sur.”


  “And if it doesn’t?” Hado asked.


  “Then you three will have a meeting with an airlock,” Oi said.


  Hado glanced over at Oi and then turned back to me. “You didn’t have to threaten us,” he said. “You could have just asked.”


  “Representative Hado, we’ve been doing so well being bracingly honest with each other,” I said. “Let’s not ruin it now.”


  “General Gau would never have negotiated with us this way,” Horteen said.


  I glanced over at Hado for this. “Yes, he would have,” Hado said, to Horteen. “He simply would have had Sorvalh here to cover for him.”


  “The general is no longer with us,” I said.


  “Pity,” Hado said.


  “It is,” I said. “How ironic, Representative Hado, that it took you until this very moment to recognize his value.”


  “Do we have a deal?” Oi asked.


  “Do we have a choice?” Hado replied.


  “You said this would increase our power,” Horteen said. “I haven’t heard the part where that happens.”


  “This is how,” I said. “After the present crisis is over, and the stability of the Conclave is no longer in question, I will announce the formation of a task force to create and establish a succession plan for the leader of the Conclave, so that we have no more crises like the one we are now conspiring to avoid today. I will name the three of you, with the chancellor, to head the task force, and give you free reign to create the process, with only one condition: that the next leader of the Conclave must come from the Grand Assembly.”


  “Interesting,” Horteen said.


  “I thought you might see it that way,” I said. Already I could see both Horteen and Hado starting to think how they could use such a task force to their own advantage. “Please note that this process will be for after I retire.”


  “But you do plan to retire,” Hado said.


  “Yes. Not soon, to be clear. But soon enough.”


  “And in the meantime you will still have this threat over our heads,” Sca said.


  “No,” I said. “The threat dies when the Grand Assembly elects me leader of the Conclave, tomorrow.”


  “But only then,” Oi said.


  “And who do you place the blame on then, I wonder?” Hado asked. “For the death of the general?”


  I felt a pang in that moment, for my friend and against my own conscience, for having to use his death so opportunistically. “Let that be my concern for now, Representative Hado.”


  “As you wish, Councilor,” he said, and stood to rise, as did the others. “But it’s not ‘councilor’ anymore, is it? What do we call you now?”


  “I’ll let you decide,” I said. “Tomorrow.”


  They exited, except for Oi. I slumped, exhausted.


  “Well done,” Oi said to me.


  “It was a basic threatening,” I said, weakly. “Nothing I haven’t done before.”


  “Possibly higher stakes this time.”


  “Yes, possibly,” I said. “Thank you for coaching Lause for me.”


  “It might interest you to know I didn’t, really,” Oi said. “When I met with her I just asked her if she would follow your lead. Do you know what she said?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “She said, ‘For the Conclave, I will.’ And there you have it.”


  “Do you believe her?”


  “I think she knows stability is the key to her keeping her job.”


  “And the other three?” I asked. “Do you think they’ll keep the deal?”


  “I don’t doubt it,” Oi said. “One of the nice things about my line of work is that people who don’t know much about it have an infinite capacity to believe that I can do anything, including fabricate incriminating evidence out of thin air.”


  “And don’t you?”


  “It’s not infinite,” Oi said. I smiled at this. “In any event they don’t need to know that we were bluffing blind. And by the time they figure it out, it will be far too late. You have my assurance of that, Councilor.”


  “Thank you, Vnac,” I said. “Now, would you send in our next two visitors.”


  Oi nodded and made its way to the antechamber, where the principals of my next meeting waited.


  “Ambassador Abumwe, Ambassador Lowen,” I said, as the two humans entered. “Thank you both for seeing me at such short notice.”


  “Councilor Sorvalh, please accept my condolences,” Lowen said. “And the condolences of the governments I represent. This is a terrible day.”


  “Condolences from me and the Colonial Union as well,” Abumwe said.


  “Thank you both,” I said, and motioned to the table. “Please sit.”


  They sat. Oi positioned itself in a corner, to observe. I stood, considering my two guests.


  “Is everything all right, Councilor?” Lowen asked.


  “Yes,” I said, and smiled, slightly. “I apologize, ambassadors. I am trying to decide how to say what I have to say next.”


  “You told me earlier that you prize truthfulness,” Abumwe said. “In spite of the environment in which we work. Perhaps at this moment truthfulness would be even more useful than usual.”


  “All right,” I said. “Then here it is: By this time tomorrow I will be the ruler of the Conclave. The deal has already been made. It’s not a role I would have asked for but it’s one I need to take, for the stability of the Conclave.”


  “Understood,” Abumwe said. Lowen nodded.


  “One consequence of today’s events is that the members of the Conclave will be looking to place blame for the assassination of General Gau. Time will eventually provide an answer but that won’t stop the drive for a target in the short term. There are fundamentally two choices here: place blame internally, on a nation or nations within the Conclave, or place it externally.”


  “I can see where this is going,” Abumwe said.


  “You’re not wrong, I imagine,” I said. “But please let me finish. Understand, both of you, that at this very moment I have one priority: to keep the Conclave intact. There is nothing else that comes close to that goal. At this moment, this means I cannot allow internal doubt, internal accusation, or internal blame, even if it is correct to do so.”


  “So you will blame us,” Lowen said. “We humans.”


  “Yes,” I said. “Officially.”


  “What does that mean?” Abumwe asked.


  “It means that for the moment, the official response of the Conclave is to privilege the Ocampo report over your report. It means that we officially assume that the Colonial Union intends malicious action against the Conclave. It means that it is under suspicion with regard to the death of General Tarsem Gau. It means that although we will not declare that a state of war exists between our two governments, any future provocation from the Colonial Union will be met with the harshest appropriate response.”


  “It means you’re using us as a scapegoat,” Abumwe said.


  “I’m not entirely familiar with that term but I can guess what it means. And yes.”


  “You understand that the Equilibrium group will use this as an excuse to make attacks that appear to be from the Colonial Union.”


  “Yes, of course.”


  “Then you understand what my next concern will be,” Abumwe said.


  I nodded at Lowen. “Perhaps you wish to have further discussion on this topic privately. Ambassador Lowen does not need to be read in for this part.”


  “It’s too late for that now, don’t you think.”


  “All right,” I said. “You know I have a back channel open to the Colonial Union. Director Oi here,” I nodded to Vnac, “will be keeper of that channel. If the Colonial Union is genuinely interested in avoiding a war with us, Ambassador, then it will consider continuing the free sharing of information between us. It won’t change the Conclave’s official position on the Colonial Union for now. Unofficially it will help me keep the warmongers in the Grand Assembly in line. We understand each other, I trust.”


  “And what about Earth?” Lowen asked.


  “I can’t give the Colonial Union the slightest provocation or excuse for an attack,” I said, turning to her. “Or allow any other group to use such as cover for attack. I am withdrawing our diplomats from Earth and expelling yours from Conclave headquarters. Existing agreements on trade and lend-lease ships will be followed to their precise letter and no more. Don’t expect any further for the time being.”


  “That puts you in a bad position with us in respect to the Colonial Union,” Lowen said. “Without your trade and material support, a number of our governments will start to look favorably at the CU again.”


  “I don’t have any choice in the matter,” I said. “Until things are settled I can’t allow humanity to be a distraction to the Conclave.” I turned to Abumwe. “With that said, let it be known that if the Colonial Union takes any hostile action against the Earth, the Conclave will assume the Colonial Union is doing so in order to build up its military and colonial populations, with the intent of attacking the Conclave and setting up new colonies. I don’t think I have to tell you what our response will be.”


  “We have no intention of attacking the Earth,” Abumwe said.


  “Attacking the Earth again,” I said. “Our official point of view, Ambassador. For now.”


  “I can’t say that I’m happy with this choice.”


  “I don’t need you to be happy with it, Ambassador. I would like for you to understand why it’s necessary.”


  Abumwe turned to Lowen. “And you? What’s going to be the Earth’s official position on Equilibrium?”


  “I couldn’t tell you,” Lowen said. “We only just found out it existed. Or that you allege that it does exist. I’ll take your information back to Earth with me, of course, and share it. You can expect a high amount of skepticism.”


  “I understand. But if I may ask, what do you think, Ambassador Lowen? Privately.”


  Lowen looked at me before continuing. “I would very much like to believe the Colonial Union had nothing to do with the destruction of Earth Station. I would very much like to believe that it means us no harm. But I don’t know if we can trust the Colonial Union, Ambassador. As much as I would like to. I don’t see it happening.”


  “Perhaps we’ll find a way to earn it,” Abumwe said.


  “I know a way you can start,” Lowen said.


  “Tell me.”


  “My ship blew up,” Lowen said. “And I’ve just been told that we can’t stay here to wait for another one to arrive. I could use a ride home.”


  ***


  “The humans are off?” I asked Oi, as it came up to me. I was in the Lalan park. I was taking my last few minutes of peace in what was likely to be a very long time.


  “A serti ago,” it said. “The Chandler was rather crowded, as I understand it. They are going to Earth first to drop off Lowen and her team. Then I understand they are back to Phoenix Station.”


  “Understood.”


  “Not necessarily a very good idea to let them spend more time together,” Oi said. “The two varieties of human. Our people have a hard enough time making a distinction between them.”


  “I’m not sure we had a choice,” I said. “We needed them all away, sooner than later.”


  “We found it, by the way,” Oi said. “The weapon that attacked the Odhiambo.”


  “What was it?”


  “A very interesting new toy. A particle beam weapon, heavily cloaked in material that scatters electromagnetic radiation. We literally ran into it, otherwise we wouldn’t have found it. The weapon had no particular manufacturing marks on it but my analysts guessed it might be human manufacture.”


  “The Colonial Union?”


  “Or these Equilibrium people, borrowing their designs. We’ll figure it out, but at the moment your guess is as good as mine. We figure either it was skipped in just before the Odhiambo, or it’s been sitting out there for a while, waiting for a target.”


  “Are you looking for more of them?”


  “We are now,” Oi said. “You’ll understand when I say they’re hard to find. When you’re elected leader you might authorize some more resources to the task.”


  “Indeed. And, how is the vote going?”


  “It’s going uneventfully,” Oi said. “You will be elected leader of the Conclave in just a few ditu, I expect. It would have been done sooner but some of the representatives can’t vote without making a speech.”


  “How hard did you have to work to change minds?”


  “Not as hard as I might have in any other circumstance,” Oi said. “People are still in shock about the general. They know who you were to him. Many of them are voting for you as a final way to honor him.”


  “That’s a sentiment that would amuse Tarsem,” I said.


  “I’m sure,” Oi said. “Not that I didn’t have to threaten a couple of representatives, of course. But, again, fewer than I might have to otherwise.”


  “I’ll need their names.”


  “You’ll have them. Try not to have them killed.”


  “I’m more subtle than that.”


  “You’ll have them killed later, you mean.”


  “I won’t have them killed at all. Just their careers.”


  “When the vote is final they will want you to speak to the Grand Assembly.”


  “Of course,” I said. “I’ll be ready. Thank you, Oi. That will be all.”


  “One more thing,” Oi said, and produced in its tendrils a paper envelope. “A letter.”


  “From whom?”


  “From the general,” it said. “He gave it to me in our last meeting. He asked me to hold it and to give it to you, after his speech. He told me I would know when to give it to you.” It held it out to me. “I think it’s all right to give it to you now.”


  I took the letter. “I assume you read it,” I said.


  “In fact that is the one piece of information on this entire asteroid that I have not read.”


  “Remarkable,” I said, looking at the envelope. “How did that happen, I wonder.”


  “Simple. The general asked me not to.” Oi nodded and departed.


  I opened the envelope and read the letter inside.


  Hello, Hafte.


  First I will apologize. If you are reading this, you are now leader of the Conclave. I know it’s not a position you wanted for yourself, and if you resent me a little for making you take it I understand. But also understand that I can’t imagine that the next leader of the Conclave would be anyone but you. You have too long contented yourself to be the advisor and the councilor. It’s not that I did not value your advice and counsel. But I always understood that your talents were not being used to their best extent, either by yourself or the Conclave. Now they will be. I hope you can forgive me for giving you that final push.


  Not too long ago you and I sat in the Lalan park and you told me the story of Loomt Both and how he almost doomed the Lalans to extinction. You said to me that it was best for your people to have their pain early, to grow into their wisdom. I have come to believe the same is true for the Conclave. We had growing pains, rebellions, and loss. But none of these events have fixed the Conclave, changed it from a disparate collection of peoples into a single, galvanized nation. It needs something to be that catalyst.


  If you are reading this, then you know what that catalyst was.


  I set the letter down, trying to make sense of what I had just read. I looked around the park, and saw nothing but greenery, and a single young Lalan, mindlessly swimming in the pond. After a few moments I started reading again.


  You were right. When the Conclave was an idea, and when it was growing, I was the right leader for it. But I’m not the right leader for it now. It needs someone else, someone with a cannier set of political skills. Someone like you. But neither can I simply step away and fade into the background. We both know there are those in the Grand Assembly who would have no intention of allowing me to pick my own successor. The process would be drawn out and messy and at the end of it I would be what you feared I would become—just another politician, who left the stage long after he should have.


  Instead I choose to become something else: A symbol. A legend. A martyr to the Conclave. And, to be less precious about it, a bludgeon for you to pummel anyone who dares to get out of line, for a good long time now. I’ve given you a tool to build the founding myth of the Conclave—to set it on a path toward wisdom rather than dissolution. I trust that you will know how to do it. You would know how to do it better than I would.


  Now, as to the matter of my death. I am reasonably certain that Vnac Oi has suspicions; it is very good at its job. I am also reasonably certain that it has no intention of delving too deeply into the mystery, or rather, will be content to pin it on some conveniently unprovable set of circumstances. This will leave you, and only you, to know the true nature of events. The only accounting of it is in this letter. What you do with this knowledge is entirely your choice. From my point of view there is no wrong answer. But I think you know what I would suggest you do. At least for now.


  There is nothing left to say other than this: I wish I could be there to see you do what will come next. I cannot. Instead I will take comfort in knowing that you will be the one to finish our work. To set the Conclave’s future in stone.


  I wish you joy in the work, my dear Hafte.


  Tarsem


  I stared at the letter for a good long while, seeing the page but not reading the words.


  Then slowly, deliberately, I tore the letter into pieces as small as I could make them and tossed them into the pond.


  The paper drank in the water of the pond, turning to bits of pulp, and the ink on the individual torn shreds of letter spread and ran, obliterating any chance of legibility. After several moments there was nothing left of the letter but my memory of it.


  “Madam Premier,” Oi said, behind me.


  I turned and saw it, along with Umman, my assistant.


  “ ‘Madam Premier.’ So that is my title now,” I mused.


  “It is, Madam Premier,” Umman said.


  “Your presence is requested in the Grand Assembly chamber,” Oi said. “The Grand Assembly would acknowledge you as the Conclave’s leader.”


  “I would be pleased to see it,” I said.


  “They have also asked if you would speak to them.”


  “If they wish.”


  “May I tell them what you will say?”


  “Yes,” I said. “You may tell them that I intend to say the following: The union is preserved.”
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  PART ONE


  It was Tuesday, and we had to murder a revolution.


  “It is Tuesday, yeah?” Terrell Lambert asked. There were four of us in the squad for this mission, and we waited, slowly circling, in a shuttle twenty-five klicks above the planet surface.


  In one way, it was a reasonable question. Days fade into each other in the Colonial Defense Forces, especially when you’re traveling from one mission to the next. One day is very much like another on a starship, there are no real “days off.” Tracking days might make sense if you were waiting for your term of service to end, but recently we’d been made aware that our terms of service were likely to be extended indefinitely. This is what happens when your sole source of soldiers has been taken from you and you have no way to get any more anytime soon.


  That being the case, tracking specific days didn’t make a whole lot of sense. Was it Tuesday? It might be. Did it matter that it was Tuesday? Not as much as it might otherwise.


  In another way it was a ridiculous question because every CDF soldier has a computer called a BrainPal in their head. The BrainPal is a marvelous piece of equipment which can tell you instantly what day it is, what time it is, what the ambient temperature around is, and every single mission spec—along with, really, anything else you might want or need, information-wise.


  Lambert knew exactly what day it was, or could know. He wasn’t asking as a point of information. He was making an existentialist point about the nature of a life in the Colonial Defense Forces. It’s worth saying that it’s doubtful that Lambert was specifically intending to bring attention to the existential nature of his question. That didn’t mean it wasn’t there.


  Also, he asked because he was bored, waiting for our mission to begin. Boredom also happened a lot in the Colonial Defense Forces.


  “Yeah, it’s Tuesday,” Sau Salcido replied. “Ask me how I know.”


  “Because of your BrainPal?” Ilse Powell asked.


  “No. Because yesterday was Pizza Day in the Tubingen mess. Pizza Day is always Monday. Therefore: It’s Tuesday.”


  “That messes me up,” Lambert said.


  “That it’s Tuesday?” Salcido asked.


  “No, that Monday is Pizza Day. Back on Earth I was a custodian at an elementary school. Pizza Day was always on Friday. The teachers used it to keep the kids in line. ‘Behave yourself or you don’t get pizza on Friday.’ Having Monday be Pizza Day subverts the natural order of things.”


  “You know what’s worse than that,” Powell said. “That Tubingen’s mess serves tacos on Wednesday.”


  “When it should be on Tuesday,” Salcido said.


  “Right, ‘Taco Tuesday.’ It’s right there.”


  “Well, only in English,” Salcido pointed out. “If you speak Spanish, for example, it’s ‘martes de tacos,’ which isn’t alliterative at all. I think it’s ‘martes de tacos.’ I could be messing up the translation.”


  “You could just check with your BrainPal,” Lambert said.


  “And you could have checked with your BrainPal about what day it is, so what’s your point.”


  “At the school we always had tacos on Thursday,” Lambert said, changing the subject.


  “Why would you do that?” Powell asked.


  “Why wouldn’t you? It’s still a day that starts with a ‘t’.”


  “In English,” Salcido interjected.


  “In English,” Lambert continued. “It’s still alliterative.”


  “Technically it’s alliterative,” Powell said. “Functionally a ‘th’ sound and a hard ‘t’ aren’t alliterative at all.”


  “Sure they are.”


  “ ‘Thhhhhhhh,’ ” Powell hissed. “It’s nothing like ‘t’.”


  “You’re reaching,” Lambert said.


  “Help me out here,” Powell said, to Salcido.


  “She’s got a point,” Salcido said, to Lambert.


  “ ‘Taco Thursday’ still makes more sense than ‘Pizza Monday,’ ” Lambert said.


  “Only in English,” Salcido said. “In Spanish it’s lunes. So ‘lunes de pizza.’ Which kind of makes sense.”


  “That doesn’t make sense at all,” Lambert said. “Not even a little bit.”


  “Sure it does,” Salcido said. “There’s that old song. ‘When the moon hits your eye like a big pizza pie, that’s amore.’ ‘Lunes’ comes from ‘luna,’ which is moon. So there you go.”


  “I have never once heard of this song,” Powell said. “You just made it up. This is a thing you just made up to win an argument.”


  “Agreed,” Lambert said.


  “I did not.”


  “It’s complete bullshit.”


  “No.”


  “Vote,” Lambert said. His hand went up. So did Powell’s. “The motion passes. It’s bullshit.”


  “I said it was an old song,” Salcido protested.


  “Lieutenant,” Lambert said, “you’ve never heard of this pizza moon song, have you?”


  “I am not being drawn into your stupid argument,” I said. “Or more accurately, another of your stupid arguments.”


  “The lieutenant has never heard of your pizza moon song either,” Lambert said to Salcido. “And she was a musician. She would know.”


  “There are a lot of different types of musicians,” Salcido said, only a little defensively.


  A notification pinged in my view. “They’re done talking,” I said, to my squad. “We’re on. Forty-five seconds. Suit up.” I grabbed my gear, which in this case included a nanobot pack, a drone, and my Empee rifle.


  “When we get back to the Tubingen I’m going to find that song,” Salcido said, grabbing his own gear. “I’m going to find it and I’m going to make all of you listen to it. You’ll see. You’ll all see.”


  “Masks,” I said. I signaled my combat unitard to create a mask, covering my face. It crept up my head, obscuring my view until my BrainPal offered up a visual feed.


  “What’s for lunch today?” Lambert asked, through his BrainPal, because his mouth was now snugly covered, like everyone else’s.


  “Hamburgers,” Salcido said. “Because it’s Tuesday.”


  The shuttle door opened, exposing us to the frigid temperatures of the upper atmosphere of Franklin.


  “Out you go,” I said to the three. They jumped out of the shuttle without further prompting. I counted off thirty and then jumped out of the shuttle myself.


  Franklin was close to the size and mass of the Earth, basically perfect for human life, and was one of the first few planets colonized, back in the early days of the Colonial Union. It was densely populated, with citizens whose ancestry ranged from first-wave North American colonists to recent refugees from the Indonesian civil war, most of them on the large, thin continent of Pennsylvania, which dominated the northern hemisphere. There were a number of provinces and sub-provinces, but New Philadelphia, the city above which I now found myself, was the home of the planet’s global government.


  The global government which was, in a matter of minutes, about to vote on a bill to declare independence from the Colonial Union.


  My BrainPal alerted me to the location of the other three members of my squad, some thousands of meters below me. They had a different mission objective than I did, although we were all headed for the same place: the global capitol building, affectionately (or perhaps not so affectionately) called “the glass slipper.” It was named so because the architect gave it a swooping, rising profile that vaguely resembled a shoe—very vaguely in my opinion—and because the building was clad in a transparent, glass-like material, designed, or so the architect said, to be a metaphor for the transparency of the Franklin government itself.


  The primary entrance to the Franklin capitol was a large, open arch that led into a rotunda, from which, if you looked up, you could see the shoes of the global representatives, because on the highest level of the “slipper” was the legislative chamber, which boasted a lovely, sloping roof and a transparent floor which looked down into the rotunda. It was my understanding that it wasn’t until the construction that someone pointed out that the transparent floor meant visitors could look up and see the underwear (or not) of the legislators wearing open leg coverings like skirts and kilts, at which point piezoelectric opaquing elements were added to the floor at considerable additional expense. Someone also neglected to consider the fact that a large room whose walls were entirely composed of transparent elements might turn into something of a greenhouse during warmer months, leading to several early heat prostration events before the air-conditioning to the legislative chamber was improved.


  Another thing no one had considered: that placing one’s global legislative chamber at the very top of a transparent building might make it uniquely vulnerable to attack from above. But then, with the exception of a single incursion by the Conclave right after the Colonial Union’s attack on their fleet at Roanoke, Franklin, as one of the core planets of the Colonial Union, hadn’t been meaningfully attacked by an alien species in decades. And by the Colonial Union itself, never. Why would it have been? It was a constituent part of the Colonial Union.


  Until, possibly, today.


  “We’re down,” Powell said to me. That meant that the three of them had landed and were heading toward the capitol rotunda, bristling with weapons and general menace. The idea was for them to draw the capitol security force—such as it was—to them, and to cause a lockdown of the legislative chamber, sealing all 751 representatives inside the room.


  Which was where I was going.


  I signaled to the Tubingen, the CDF ship on which I was stationed, that I was ready to begin. The Tubingen was currently floating directly above New Philadelphia. Normally Franklin’s planetary sensors would have spotted the Tubingen after it had skipped in literally (and dangerously) close to the planet’s upper atmosphere. The problem was that the planet’s sensor apparatus—from its satellites to its ground stations—were designed, installed, and still largely operated by, the Colonial Union. If the Colonial Union doesn’t want a ship to be seen, it won’t be. Someone would have to be looking directly for it to see it. And why would they be looking directly for it if the sensors didn’t say it was there?


  The Tubingen acknowledged my hail and reported that it would begin in ten seconds, and that I should keep clear the beam. I agreed with this and acknowledged the warning. The capitol building was directly below me now. My BrainPal lit up a column that represented the incoming beam. If I were to wander into the path of the beam I might be uncomfortable just long enough for my brain to register the pain before I was turned into a floating pile of carbon dust. That was not on my schedule for the day. I kept myself well clear of its path.


  A few seconds later my BrainPal visualized the high-energy beam, pulsing on and off faster than my eye could register, vaporizing a three-meter hole in the roof of the legislative chamber one micrometer at a time. The goal was to create the hole without shattering the roof or vaporizing the legislators directly below the beam. At this juncture of the mission we didn’t want anyone dead.


  Path cleared, I thought. Time to make an impression.


  “Here we go,” I said out loud, found the hole, and dove for it. I waited for the last few seconds to deploy my nanobots into a parachute form, braking with an abruptness that would have killed an unmodified human body. Fortunately, I don’t have an unmodified human body.


  As it was, I dropped through the hole with enough velocity to make an impression, and to make my combat unitard stiffen to protect me from the impact.


  There was a thump, and a mess, and a general cry of confusion as I seemingly appeared from nowhere. I raised myself up from impact position, looked at the elderly gentleman stunned to see me, and smiled. I had landed on the speaker’s podium, directly behind his desk, exactly where I had planned to. It’s nice when a bit of political theater such as the one I was about to attempt starts out so well.


  “Speaker Haryanto,” I said, to the startled man. “A genuine pleasure to meet you. Excuse me for just one second.” I reached behind me, took the drone off of my back, and activated it via my BrainPal. It whirred to life and rose directly above my head. While it was doing so, I looked down through the floor—the speaker was wearing pants and had opted to keep his podium transparent, though tinted—and saw Powell, Lambert, and Salcido, weapons up, drones deployed, cautiously being encroached on by capitol security. They weren’t in any particular danger, or at least any that they couldn’t handle.


  That done, I unstrapped my Empee, placed it on the speaker’s desk, and invited myself to the microphone, into which Speaker Haryanto had been intoning mere seconds earlier. I had my BrainPal pop up the notes I made earlier, because I knew I would have to give a speech.


  “Speaker Haryanto, representatives of the Franklin global government, and all the citizens of Franklin who are watching this singular legislative event, at home or wherever you may be, greetings,” I began. “I am Lieutenant Heather Lee of the Colonial Defense Forces. I do apologize for my abrupt and unscheduled entrance to your session today, but time was of the essence. I bring you a message from the Colonial Union.


  “The Colonial Union knows that today—in fact, right now—this chamber has begun a vote to declare independence from the Colonial Union. We also know that this vote is hotly contested, and is likely to be very close. This is for good reason, as your independence would leave you vulnerable to the predations of any number of alien species who are even now watching, as we are, the result of your vote.


  “Through standard channels the Colonial Union has made the government of Franklin aware that we are opposed to this vote. We feel it is dangerous not only to the people and government of Franklin, but also to the Colonial Union at large. We also maintain that such a vote is illegal and that Franklin may not, through legal means, separate itself from the Colonial Union. These points have proved to be unpersuasive to many of you, hence this vote that Speaker Haryanto was about to commence.


  “You may believe that I have come here to stop this vote on behalf of the Colonial Union. I have not. The representatives of Franklin, or at least the minority required to bring this vote to the floor, have asked for this vote. The Colonial Union will allow it to proceed. What I am here to do is make you aware of the consequences of this action.”


  I paused for effect, just long enough to make them wonder about the consequences, and then began again. “During the lead up to this historic vote, some of you in this chamber—in a manner you believe fitting, given that the name of this colony is taken from the United States of America revolutionary figure Benjamin Franklin—have quoted the United States’ Declaration of Independence, and specifically how you, like those revolutionaries who signed that document, would pledge your lives, your fortunes, and your sacred honors to your own independence.


  “Very well.”


  I pointed to the drone hovering above my head. “As I have been speaking to you, this drone has identified and targeted every representative in this room, and has fed the information to a Colonial Union ship, which by now has trained high-energy particle weapons on each of you. As the Colonial Union has already declared that this vote is illegal, if and when you vote for independence, you will be offering up an act of treason to the Colonial Union. In doing so, you will lose your sacred honor.


  “As you will be committing treason, the Colonial Union will freeze all your financial accounts, to restrict your ability, or the ability of others, to commit further treason with them. So you will lose your fortunes. And once you vote, confirming your treason, you will be summarily sentenced to death by the Colonial Union, with the sentence to be carried out immediately; as I said you are already tracked and targeted. So you will lose your life.


  “Now, then,” I said, turning back to Speaker Haryanto. “You may proceed with your vote.”


  “After you have threatened all of us with death?” Haryanto said, incredulously.


  “Yes,” I said. “Or more precisely, after the Colonial Union agreed with the principles you have already set out—that this action was worth your life, fortune, and honor. What you may not have expected is that it would cost all these things as quickly as it will. But these are not the days of the American Revolution, and the Colonial Union is not the British Empire, an ocean and several months away. We are here now. It’s time to find out who among you is willing to make the sacrifice for independence that you have declared you will make. Time to find out who means what they say, and who was simply posturing because you thought your posturing was consequence free—or at least, consequence free for you.”


  “But you won’t give us our independence even if we vote for it!” someone yelled from the floor.


  “Is this a surprise to you?” I asked. “Did you not think there would be a struggle to follow? Did you not believe the words you said? Or did you believe the repercussions of your actions would be shouldered by others—by the citizens who will be pressed into service to defend the so-called independence you wish to give them? The fellow citizens of Franklin who will die by the millions as other species claim this planet for their own when the Colonial Union is not here to defend it? Where did you think you would be when that happened? Why did you think you would not be asked to answer for your vote?


  “No, my dear representatives of Franklin. You are being given an opportunity. You will be called to answer for your actions before any other citizen of Franklin. You will not evade this responsibility, as much as you may wish it. Your vote is being broadcast across this globe. You cannot hide now. You will not hide now. You will vote your conscience. And your fellow citizens will find out now whether you believe their so-called independence is worth your life.”


  “So, let’s begin,” I said, and nodded to Haryanto. “You first, speaker.”


  * * *


  “We’re off the clock now, yeah?” Lambert asked.


  “Since we’re on the shuttle back up to the Tubingen, I would say yes,” Salcido said.


  “Then let me question the usefulness of that last stunt of ours.”


  “I don’t know,” Powell said. “The declaration of independence was unanimously defeated, the entire planet of Franklin got to see its legislators revealed as cowards looking after their own skin, andwe didn’t die. I thought it was pretty successful.”


  “I didn’t say it wasn’t successful,” Lambert said. “I said I question its usefulness.”


  “I don’t see the difference,” Salcido said.


  “The success of the mission depends on whether we achieve our mission goals. We did that—like Ilse said we killed the vote, embarrassed the politicians, didn’t get killed, and reminded the entire planet that the Colonial Union can come along and stomp them anytime it wants, so don’t screw with us. Which wasn’t explicitly in our mission parameters but was the subtext of the mission.”


  “Wow, ‘subtext,’ ” Powell said. “For a former janitor you’re using big words there, Terrell.”


  “This former janitor has a rhetoric degree, asshole,” Lambert said, and Powell smiled at this. “He just learned he could make more money as a janitor than as an adjunct professor. So yes.Successful. Great. But did it address the root causes? Did it address the underlying issues that required us to have to take the mission in the first place?”


  “One, probably not, and two, do we care?” Powell asked.


  “We should care,” Lambert said. “We should care because if we didn’t, then one day we’ll be back here dealing with this problem again.”


  “I don’t know about that,” Salcido said. “We stomped on that vote pretty hard.”


  “And we did it with a single fireteam,” Powell said, and then pointed at me. “Plus the fact that the Colonial Union sent a mere lieutenant to deal with a vote of global consequence probably said something. No offense, Lieutenant.”


  “None taken,” I said.


  “The whole point of the mission was to shake their confidence and make them consider their action,” Powell continued. “The Colonial Union was saying ‘Look what we can do with four common soldiers, so think about what we could do with more—and think about what we’re protecting you from.’ ”


  “But it doesn’t address root causes,” Lambert said, again. “Look, the global legislature of an entire planet doesn’t wake up one morning and decide to vote for independence just for the fun of it.There was a lot going on before that point. Things we don’t know about because while it was all brewing, we were off doing other things.”


  “Right,” Powell said. “And when the aftermath of this comes down, we’ll also be off again, doing other things, so why are you worked up about it?”


  “I’m not worked up about it,” Lambert said. “I’m just asking if our so-called ‘successful’ mission actually helped.”


  “It helped the Franklins,” Salcido said. “The ones who didn’t want independence, anyway.”


  “Also the ones who didn’t want to get shot for treason,” Powell interjected.


  “Them too,” Salcido agreed.


  “Right, but I’m not convinced it helped the Colonial Union,” Lambert said. “The reasons the Franklins wanted independence, whatever they are, are still there. They haven’t been addressed.”


  “Not our job,” Powell said.


  “No, it’s not. I just wish whosever job it was had done it before we got there.”


  “If they had then we wouldn’t have been there,” Powell said. “We would have been somewhere else and you would be trying to find deeper meaning about that.”


  “So you’re saying the real problem is me,” Lambert said.


  “I’m not saying the real problem isn’t you,” Powell said. “Me, I’m just glad to get through the thing alive. Call me uncomplicated.”


  “Uncomplicated.”


  “Thank you. And you, Terrence, should stop overthinking the mission. Do it, get it done, go home. You’ll be happier.”


  “I don’t know about that,” Lambert said.


  “Fine, then I’ll be happier, because I won’t have to listen to you go on.”


  “You’ll miss it when I’m gone.”


  “Maybe,” Powell said. “I’m willing to find out.”


  “Found it!” Salcido said.


  “Found what?” Lambert asked.


  “That song. The song you said didn’t exist.”


  “The pizza moon song?” Powell asked.


  “Bullshit,” Lambert said.


  “Not bullshit!” Salcido exclaimed, triumphantly. “I’m putting it through the shuttle speakers now.”


  The cabin of the shuttle was filled a song about moons, pizza, drool, and pasta.


  “This is a terrible song,” Powell said, after a minute.


  “It makes me hungry,” Lambert said.


  Salcido smiled. “The good news is, we’ll be back in time for lunch.”


  PART TWO


  Wednesday—not one immediately following the events of Franklin—and we were hunting a sniper.


  “Just drop the building on him,” Powell suggested, from behind our cover. She pointed to the apartment complex the rebel sniper had been using to take aim at the Kyoto security forces and the CDF that had been deployed to assist them. We were in Fushimi, the planet’s third-largest city and the center of recent unrest.


  “We can’t,” I said.


  “Sure we can,” Powell said. She pointed upward. “The Tubingen could level that entire building in six seconds. Pancake it into rubble. Sniper’s dead, we’re back on the ship in time for tacos.”


  “And then have the Kyotans pissed off at us because several hundred of their people are homeless, surrounding buildings are damaged or possibly destroyed, infrastructure compromised, plus a big pile of shattered apartment complex dead in the middle of the street,” Lambert pointed out.


  “You’re doing that thing where you think you’re thinking about long-term implications again, aren’t you, Lambert.”


  “I’m pointing out flattening the building might be unsubtle and not the best course of action.”


  “I prefer to think of it as a Gordian knot type of solution,” Powell said.


  “The Gordian knot wasn’t twelve stories high,” Lambert countered. “With lots of people living in it.”


  There was a sharp crack and the whirr of masonry shearing off a building forty meters up the road. The Kyoto security officers who had been peeking their heads around it very quickly unpeeked.


  “He should have hit them from that distance,” Salcido said, unimpressed.


  I motioned to the several dead Kyoto officers in the road in front of us. “He’s accurate enough,” I said. “Or she.”


  “He or she’d be a lot less accurate with several stories of apartment building falling on their heads,” Powell said.


  “We’re not destroying the building,” I said. “Get it out of your head.”


  “Well, what do you want to do then, boss?” Salcido said.


  I craned up to look at the building again. It was your basic concrete block sort of apartment complex. The complex had several corner and near-corner apartments that the sniper could use as vantage points for the road we were on. The apartments were difficult to see into visually and heat scanning wasn’t turning up anything; this sniper was using camo that made them difficult to spot across the whole electromagnetic spectrum. Or was wearing a nice insulating jacket.


  “We could land a squad on the roof,” Powell said. “Flush out the asshole.”


  “If I were the sniper I’d have wired the roof,” I said.


  “How much destructive power do you think this sniper has?”


  “I’m willing to err on the side of caution, here.”


  “So he can blow up the building but we can’t,” Powell said. “Well, that’s just perfect.”


  “The point is to have no one blow up the building,” I said. “Suggest some other options, please.”


  “Track for movement,” Salcido said. “Plug him the next time he takes a shot.”


  “This differs from what we’ve been doing how?” Lambert said. “You can argue about whether this guy is a good shot, but he’s at least pretty good at not being seen until he takes a shot. And unless our return shot is immediate, we’re not going to hit him.”


  “But we can track the shot,” I said. “I mean if the sniper takes a shot, our BrainPals can track its trajectory.”


  “As long as we’re looking in the right place, sure, I guess,” Salcido said.


  “We’d still have to return fire almost instantly,” Lambert said.


  “Maybe,” I said. “Or maybe not.”


  Lambert and Salcido looked at each other. “You’re being cryptic, Lieutenant.”


  I looked at Salcido. “You’re the resident Empee expert,” I said.


  “This is true,” he said, and he was. He could tell you trivia about the CDF’s standard rifle that you didn’t know you didn’t care about until he told it to you. “And?”


  “The Empee builds its load on the fly out of nanobotic material.”


  “Right,” Salcido said. “Keeps us from having to carry around six different types of weapons or ammo.”


  “Okay,” I said. “I want to use the rocket launcher function, and I want to specify the payload of the rocket. Can I do that?”


  “As long as the payload of the rocket is something that can be assembled almost instantly from the ammunition block, sure.”


  “Then I want you to make a payload of trackers,” I said. “Tiny little trackers. The size of dust mites.”


  Salcido looked at me quizzically for a couple of seconds until the light went on. “Oh, okay. Got it.”


  “Can you do that?”


  “Theoretically yes,” Salcido said. “Practically, it would take me more time than we have to make an original design. I’m looking to see if there’s anything on file that would work for our purposes.”


  “You have five minutes,” I said.


  “Of course, because any more time would make this too easy.”


  “I missed a step,” Lambert said.


  “I’m still for flattening the building,” said Powell.


  “Quiet,” I said to Powell. And turned to Lambert. “We can track the shot but you said we’d have a problem accurately returning fire. And we don’t want to blow up the building.” I glanced back at Powell for this. “So rather than aiming for the sniper, we send a rocket filled with trackers into the apartment he’s shooting out of.”


  “It busts open, covers the asshole with trackers, and then it doesn’t matter where he goes, we know where he is,” Powell said.


  “Right,” I said. “And we don’t have to hit him head on, we just have to have him dusted.”


  “Found it!” Salcido said. “I’ve got something that should work. Building up a round now.”


  “So now all we have to do is wait for the next shot,” Lambert said.


  “We’re not going to wait,” I said. “We’re going to draw his fire.”


  “How do you suggest we do that?”


  I motioned to my combat unitard. “These should be good for one round.”


  “You’re going to go out there and let the asshole take a shot at you,” Lambert said.


  “I didn’t say it was going to be me,” I replied.


  “Well, I’m sure as shit not volunteering,” Powell said.


  “For once I’m with Ilse.” Lambert jabbed a thumb at his squad mate.


  “Sau?” I asked.


  “You want me to build this Frankenstein rocket and take a slug to the head? Come on, boss. Cut me some slack here.”


  “I’m the officer here,” I pointed out.


  “And we’re all super inspired by your leadership, Lieutenant,” Powell said. “We’ll be right behind you.”


  “Emphasis on ‘behind,’ ” Lambert said.


  I looked at the both of them. “When we get back to the ship we’re going to have a little talk about military chain of command.”


  “We’re looking forward to having that conversation if you survive, Lieutenant,” Powell promised.


  “We might have it with me on one side of an airlock and the three of you on the other.”


  “Seems fair,” Lambert said.


  “Locked and loaded,” Salcido said, to me. “I’m already tracking the bots. Ready when you are.”


  “Fine,” I said. I turned to Powell and Lambert. “You two make like you’re laying down fire for me as I make my way up the road. With any luck that asshole will miss me when he takes his shot. Be watching the building for the shot. Sync with each other and with Sau so you can triangulate. It will give Sau a better target for the rocket. Sau, call it in and let them know what we’re up to.”


  “Got it.”


  “We’ll keep him busy,” Lambert said. Powell nodded.


  I had my combat unitard cover my face, loped out from behind cover, and started hoofing it up the street, Lambert and Powell’s cover fire rattling behind me.


  I made it about forty meters before I was hit by a truck.


  Colonial Defense Forces combat unitards are amazing things. They look like something you’d wear if you were performing Swan Lake, but the fabric, designed with the Colonial Union’s trademarked nanobotic trickery, protects its wearer better than anything short of a foot of steel. Probably better, since steel would fragment and spall and send shrapnel into your guts. The unitard doesn’t do that. It stiffens on projectile impact and dissipates the energy it receives, up to a point. It’s usually good for keeping your ass alive for a single direct hit of, say, a sniper’s bullet.


  But that doesn’t mean you don’t feel the hit.


  I felt it just fine. Felt the stiffening of the unitard make it feel as if my ribs were cracking, and they might have been, felt my feet lift up off the road, felt my body fly backward through the air a few yards and then crumple into a heap as gravity took hold again.


  All of which was according to plan. There was a reason I ran straight on into the sniper’s sights. I wanted him to hit me center mass, where the unitard was best equipped to take the shot without killing me outright. If the sniper had been ambitious, he could have tried for a headshot, which I probably could have survived, but I wouldn’t have been happy or mobile for several days afterward.


  But Salcido was right. The sniper wasn’t all that good. I figured—hoped might be the better word—that he’d go for the bigger, easier target. And he did.


  Still hurt like hell.


  I heard the poomp and hiss of Salcido’s rocket fizzing toward the sniper’s position, followed a few seconds later by a dull pop and the sound of glass shattering.


  “Rocket hit,” Salcido said, talking to me through my BrainPal. “You alive, Lieutenant?”


  “It’s debatable,” I said. “You tracking?”


  “Yeah. Sending the feed over the squad channel.”


  “That asshole still have a gun to my head?”


  “No, he’s on the move now.”


  I rolled and called up the squad feed and looked up at the building. The sniper was visible as a superimposed pattern of tiny dots, each representing a single, mite-size tracker. He was currently moving from one apartment to another.


  “We going in after him?” Lambert asked.


  “We don’t have to,” I said. “We just have to wait for him to position himself to take another shot. Then we take him.”


  “How are we going to get him to take another shot?”


  “Easy,” I said, and stood up.


  “Your suit’s not going to take another direct hit,” Powell said.


  “Then maybe the three of you should kill the shit out of him before he gets the chance to take another shot,” I said.


  “On it.”


  “Good.” I stood there in the street, watching the pixelated sniper settle into another apartment, a floor below his previous one, and over the course of a couple of minutes, carefully position himself by a window to take another shot at me.


  “Got you,” I said.


  The apartment building exploded.


  More than a hundred meters away, I was knocked back by the crack of the pressure wave and then by the rush of heat and flying debris.


  “What the fuck just happened?” I heard Salcido yell, followed by Powell and Lambert yelling at each other to get back. I rolled again, then looked up and saw a dirty wall of dust rolling toward me from the collapsing concrete. I ducked my head and held my breath despite my mouth being covered by my mask, and filtering my air for me.


  After a minute the worst of the dust cleared and I stood up. There was a pile of rubble where the apartment building used to stand.


  “Fuck,” I said.


  “Wasn’t that what we didn’t want?” I heard Lambert yell, via my ears rather than my BrainPal. I looked back and saw him, Powell, and Salcido walking up on me.


  “It looks like what we wanted and what the higher-ups wanted were two different things,” Powell said. “I told you we should have just called it in. We could have saved ourselves some trouble.”


  “Shut up, Ilse,” I said, and she shut up. I turned to Salcido. “Find out if there was anyone in the building besides the sniper.”


  “I’m pretty sure it was cleared out before we even got here.”


  “Make sure,” I said. “If there are any civilians in there, we start digging them out.”


  “You’ve got to be kidding me,” Lambert said. I turned to him to snap his head off for complaining about rescuing civilians, but he held his hand up. “Not about that,” he said. “Look at your feed. That goddamn sniper is still alive.”


  I looked back at the building—or more accurately, at the pile of rubble. Near the periphery of the rubble, under about a meter of concrete, our sniper was trying to push a pile of concrete and rebar off of him.


  “Come on,” I said.


  We reached the spot where the sniper was buried. Salcido trained his Empee on where the sniper’s head would be while Powell and Lambert and I pulled chunks of building away from the hidden shooter. After a minute, I pried off a final slab, clearing a shot for Salcido.


  “Jesus,” he said.


  Our sniper was fifteen standard years old at best and she was covered in blood from where the fallen concrete had creased her skull. I glanced through the rubble as best I could and saw her left arm pinned and her right leg going off in a direction it shouldn’t.


  “Get away from me,” she said, and her voice told me that at least one of her lungs had collapsed.


  “We can get you out of there,” I said.


  “Don’t want your help, green.”


  I was confused by this until I figured out she meant me, with my green skin. I looked back at Salcido and his Empee. “Put that down and help us.” He looked doubtful but did as he was told. I turned back to the sniper. “We’re not going to hurt you,” I said.


  “You brought a building down on me,” she wheezed.


  “That wasn’t our intent,” I said. I skipped over the part where our intent was to shoot her in the head the moment she gave us a chance. “We’ll get you out.”


  “No.”


  “You don’t want to die here,” I said.


  “I do,” she said. “This is where I lived. I lived here. And you destroyed it. Like you destroy everything.”


  “How are we doing?” I asked, not taking my eyes off the girl.


  “Almost there,” Powell said. Then she sent a message to me through her BrainPal. The chunk of concrete on her leg is the only thing keeping her from bleeding out, she said. If we move it, she dies. She’s dying anyway.


  “Okay,” I said. Call in for a medic, I said through the BrainPal.


  Why? Powell asked. You’re being awfully nice to someone who was just trying to kill you and who we were just trying to kill. She doesn’t even want our help. You should just let her die.


  I gave you an order, I said. Powell visibly shrugged.


  “We’re going to call for a medic,” I said, to the sniper.


  “I don’t want a medic,” she said, and her eyes closed. “I don’t want you. Why don’t you leave. This isn’t your planet. It’s ours. We don’t want you here. Leave. Just leave.”


  “It’s not that simple,” I said.


  The girl didn’t say anything. About a minute later she was dead.


  * * *


  “Well?” Lambert asked. He, Powell, and Salcido were waiting for me outside the security offices in Fushimi, where I had gone for a discussion—to use the word euphemistically—of the sniper incident.


  “I talked to Colonel Maxwell,” I said, naming the head of the CDF joint mission in Fushimi. “She tells me that it was the Kyotans who requested we drop the apartment building.”


  “Why would they want that? I thought we were working on the assumption they didn’t want that. Thus, all the sneaking up and trying not to destroy it on our part.”


  “The apartment block was apparently the local headquarters of the rebellion. Or more accurately, the local headquarters of the rebellion was in the apartment block.”


  “So the building was chock full of agitators,” Powell said.


  “Maxwell didn’t break down the ratio of agitators to normal humans,” I said. “And I didn’t get the impression from her that the Kyotan government much cared. They wanted to send a message.”


  “How many other people did we kill getting out the message?” Lambert asked.


  “None,” Salcido said, and looked at me. “Sorry, you asked me to find that out and I didn’t tell you because we got busy with other things. The Kyotan security forces did a sweep of the building a week ago and pulled everybody out. Block questioning and intimidation. That’s what started this whole set of riots we’re helping put down.”


  “So if they weren’t all rebels before, they probably are now,” Powell said.


  “You wanted to drop the building,” Lambert reminded her.


  “The building got dropped,” Powell reminded him. “Although Lambert’s right. If they were just going to drop the building, why the hell did they send us in?”


  “They sent us in before someone in the Kyoto security upper ranks remembered a CDF ship could level a building in a single shot, apparently,” I said.


  “We could have been killed.”


  “I guess they decided we were safe.”


  “That’s reassuring,” Powell said.


  “At least it wasn’t our idea,” Lambert said. “That girl hated us enough. And if she hated us, she had to have learned it from someone else.”


  “It wasn’t our idea, but one of our ships did the honors,” I said. “I don’t think that distinction would matter much to her or to anyone else. We’re on the hook for this as much as the Kyoto government.”


  “Did you get anything on the sniper?” Salcido asked me.


  “Rana Armijo. Sixteen standard. Parents apparently in deep with the rebellion. No sign of them. Either they’re gone or the Kyotans already have them.”


  “So she becomes a martyr for the rebellion,” Lambert said. “The government rounds up everyone in her apartment block, she stays behind, starts taking out security officers, and is so successful they have to drop the building on her head. It’s a good story.”


  “It won’t do her much good,” Powell said.


  “That’s how it’s supposed to work for martyrs.”


  “So what now?” Salcido asked.


  “We’re done here,” I said. “There’s ongoing rebel action in Sakyo and Yamashina, but the Tubingen has other orders. It’s someone else’s problem now.”


  “It was already someone else’s problem,” Lambert said. “Then we made it ours, too.”


  “Don’t start, Lambert,” Powell said. “It’s especially tiring today.”


  “If it’s tiring for you, think how it feels to them.”


  PART THREE


  A Thursday this time, and we’re called upon to manage a protest.


  “I’m not going to lie, I’m really curious to see these things in action,” Lambert said, as the hurricane funnels were set up around the Colonial Union administrative building in Kyiv.


  The administrative building itself was a skyscraper deposited in the center of a hectare of land in the downtown district. The entire hectare was a flat plaza, featureless except for a single piece of abstract sculpture. That sculpture was currently populated by several protesters, as was a large chunk of the plaza. The skyscraper was ringed by Kyiv policemen and CDF soldiers and hastily assembled metal barriers.


  The protesters had not taken it into their heads to try to rush the skyscraper, but it was early in the day yet. Rather than wait for the inevitable, and the inevitable casualties to both protester and security forces, the Colonial Union had decided to employ the latest in less than lethal protest management: the hurricane funnel. One was being placed directly in front of my squad.


  “It looks like an Alp horn,” Powell said, as it was placed and started expanding out and up.


  “Alpenhorn,” I said. I was a musician in my past life.


  “That’s what I said,” Powell replied, and then turned to Salcido. “You’re the weapon nerd here. Explain this.”


  Salcido pointed up, at the very long tube snaking up to the sky, now about two hundred feet up. “Air gets sucked into the thing from up there. It gets drawn down and accelerated as it goes. It hits the curve, gets an extra push, and out it goes that way.” He waved in the general direction of the protesters. “We set a perimeter length, and anytime one of them tries to get past it, the funnel ramps up a breeze and blows them down.”


  “Which should be fun to see,” Lambert said. “Although these things are awfully inefficient, if we’re talking real crowd control. It’s like we’re daring them to try to cross that line.”


  “They’re not supposed to be efficient,” I said. “They’re supposed to send a message.”


  “What message? ‘We’ll huff and we’ll puff and we’ll blow your protest down’ ?”


  “More like ‘We don’t even have to shoot you to render your protest utterly pointless.’ ”


  “We seem to be sending a lot of messages recently,” Lambert noted. “I’m not sure the message we’re sending is the message they’re receiving.”


  “The message this time will be a blast of wind that could knock over a house,” Salcido said. “It’ll get received.”


  “And we’re not worried about getting sucked out into the rioters,” Powell said. “Because that would be bad.”


  Salcido pointed upward again. “That’s why collection happens up there,” he said. “Plus there’s some airflow mitigation happening on this side of the thing.”


  “All right,” Powell said.


  “Just . . . ”


  “What? Just what?”


  “Don’t get too close to the thing when it’s running.”


  Powell looked sourly at Salcido. “You’re fucking with me, aren’t you.”


  “Yes. Yes I am. Fucking with you. You’re right, by all means, stand close to the thing when it goes off. Nothing bad will happen to you at all.”


  “Lieutenant, I may have to shoot Sau.”


  “Both of you, knock it off,” I said. I was watching the technicians finishing setting the thing up, which mostly consisted of them watching it, because like most things involving the Colonial Defense Forces, it was designed to operate with minimal assistance from humans, who were without exception the moving part most likely to fail. Left and right of where we were, other hurricane funnels were also unpacking themselves while technicians stood by. In all there were twenty-four of the things, circling the building.


  When they were all set up the chief technician nodded to me; I nodded back and took control of the three funnels closest to me. I set the perimeter to thirty meters, which was ten meters further out than where the closest protesters were standing. I was pinged by the other seven CDF squads manning the other funnel stations, all of which I was commanding, letting me know they were online and also set at thirty meters. I stepped out in front of the funnels so the protesters could see me. They started jeering immediately, which was fine.


  “Attention protesters,” I said, and my voice was amplified mightily by the funnel directly behind me, too loud for anyone to ignore. As close as I was to the thing I might have been deafened if I hadn’t already had my BrainPal dial down my hearing for a minute. “I am Colonial Defense Forces lieutenant Heather Lee. In one minute, I will be establishing a protest perimeter of thirty yards entirely around this building. Your voluntary cooperation with this goal would be greatly appreciated.”


  This received the response that I entirely expected it would.


  “Suit yourself,” I said, and stepped back behind the funnel. “Turn down your ears,” I instructed my squad. Then I turned to the commander of the Kyiv police and nodded to him; he yelled at all his officers to fall back behind the funnels. They did, taking the metal barriers with them. A cheer went up from the crowd and it started to surge forward. I turned on the funnels.


  The output from the funnels went from zero to fifty kilometers per hour in about three seconds. The crowd, sensing a challenge, pressed forward with more determination. In another three seconds the funnels were blasting at a hundred klicks per hour; in another five seconds at one hundred and thirty. At one hundred and thirty kilometers an hour, the funnels also emitted a horrendous, eardrum-crushing note designed to encourage crowd dispersal. I turned my hearing up a little to listen.


  It was a very low E.


  Did I mention these things are REALLY LOUD? sent Salcido, over the squad’s BrainPal channel.


  The crowd was pushed back despite their best efforts. Some of them flung bottles and other objects toward the funnels and were surprised when they shifted course right back at them. Apparently you don’t have to understand physics to protest.


  When the last of the protesters were pushed back to the thirty-meter line the funnels ramped their output down to thirty kilometers an hour, and the low E dissipated. The crowd muttered and shouted, angry. The Kyiv police, no longer needed, filed into the administration building, where they went to the roof and were airlifted out.


  And so it went. Over the next hour, occasionally one or two of the protesters would try to see if they could sprint to the barricade before the funnels could push them back. The answer: No.


  “That kind of looks like fun, actually,” Lambert said, as the latest protester blew back across the plaza. His speaking voice was augmented in my ear by his BrainPal signal.


  “Don’t be so sure.” Powell pointed to a streak of red on the plaza, where the protester’s head had connected with the concrete.


  “Well, I don’t want to do that, obviously,” Lambert said. “The rest of it might be fun.”


  “Hey, boss,” Salcido said, and pointed out into the crowd. “Something’s up.”


  I looked out. In the distance the crowd was parting as a motor vehicle made its way up toward the front. I identified it with my BrainPal as a heavy truck of local manufacture, without the trailer that usually accompanied these types of haulers. As it moved closer to the front, the crowd started chanting and hollering.


  “Why the hell didn’t the police stop that thing all the way at the back?” Lambert asked.


  “We sent them home,” I said.


  “We sent the ones up here home,” Lambert said. “I find it hard to believe at least some of the Kyiv police aren’t still on duty.”


  “Sau,” I said. “Are these things going to stop that?”


  “The funnels?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Lieutenant, these babies can blast out wind up to three hundred kilometers per hour,” Salcido said. “They won’t just stop the truck. They’ll pick it up and toss it.”


  “Right back into the crowd,” Lambert noted.


  “There is that,” Salcido agreed. “That is, the part of the crowd that is not also tossed straight up into the air, along with anything else that isn’t nailed down, and probably some stuff that is.” He pointed down the plaza at the sculpture. “If these things go top speed, I wouldn’t count on that staying put.”


  “Maybe these things weren’t such a great idea after all,” Lambert said.


  The truck, at the front of the crowd now, started blinking its lights, as if to threaten us. The crowd cheered.


  “Standard electric engine for something that size, if it’s not modified,” Salcido said. He’d pulled up the same manufacturer ID I had. “It’s gonna take it a couple of seconds to get up to ramming speed.”


  The driver of the truck let loose on his horn, issuing a blast almost as loud as the funnels.


  “This will be interesting,” Lambert said.


  The wheels of the truck squealed as the driver floored it.


  “Powell,” I said and sent at the same time.


  The front of the truck blossomed into flame as Powell’s rocket shoved itself into the truck’s engine compartment and erupted, shattering the truck’s battery banks and puffing out the hood with an explosive crump. The spinning wheels, robbed of momentum before they could completely grip, lurched forward slightly and then stopped, barely moving a few meters. The driver of the truck bailed out of the cab and took off running, one of many protesters who decided they’d had enough for the day.


  A few still stood near the truck, uncertain of what they should be doing next. Powell shoved another rocket into the truck, this time into the empty cab. It went up like the proverbial Roman candle.More protesters decided it was time to go home.


  “Thank you, Powell,” I said.


  “Took you long enough to ask,” she said, cradling her Empee.


  * * *


  “Those things aren’t exactly a long-term solution, now, are they?” Lambert asked. He nodded to the hurricane funnels, now five stories below us. The four of us were in a conference room that had been turned over as a rest area for the CDF recruited for guard work.


  “It’s local midnight and that crowd out there’s not going anywhere,” Powell said. “I think the funnels might be a feature for a while.”


  “It’s going to make going to work difficult for the Colonial Union folks who work in this building.”


  “Maybe they’ll all telecommute,” Salcido said.


  Lambert looked back out at the crowd. “Yeah. I would.”


  “How much longer are we here?” Powell asked me.


  “The technicians are training the Kyiv police on operating the things,” I said. “So a couple more days.”


  “And then what? Off to the next planet to squash another protest or stomp on another building?”


  “You wanted to stomp that building in Kyoto,” Lambert reminded Powell.


  “I didn’t say otherwise,” Powell said, turning to Lambert. “I didn’t mind putting a rocket through that truck today, either. The alternatives might have involved me getting hurt or killed. So, fine.” She turned back to me. “But this wasn’t the gig I signed up for.”


  “Technically speaking, you didn’t know what the gig was when you signed up for it,” Salcido said. “None of us did. All we knew was we were getting off the planet Earth.”


  “Sau can play lawyer all he wants, but you know what I mean, Lieutenant,” Powell said.


  “Ilse’s right,” Lambert said. “This is our third mission in a row where we’re trying to keep a lid on people rebelling against the Colonial Union.”


  “These sort of missions have always been part of the deal,” I said. “Before you three came on I and the Tubingen were called on to squash an uprising on Zhong Guo. Some people there got it in their head that they wanted an alliance with Earth.”


  “Did they tell the Earth about that?” Salcido asked.


  “Don’t think they did,” I said, and then motioned out the window, to the protest. “My point is that this is, in fact, our mission. Part of it, anyway.”


  “Okay, but three in a row,” Lambert said.


  “What about it?”


  “Has that happened before, in your experience? Ever?”


  “No.”


  “And you’ve been in the CDF how long, now? Six years?”


  “Seven,” I said. “And three months.”


  “Not that you’re counting,” Powell said.


  “If you don’t you lose track,” I said. I turned back to Lambert. “All right, yes, it’s unusual.”


  “And that doesn’t bother you?” Lambert asked. “Wait—I phrased that poorly. I mean to say, you don’t find it troublesome? Because when Ilse here, our current queen of the ‘who gives a shit’ line of thinking, is starting to get tired of our act, there might be a problem.”


  “I didn’t say I was tired of it,” Powell said. “I said it’s not what I signed up for.”


  “There’s a distinction in your brain between the two,” Lambert said.


  “Yeah, there is,” Powell said. “I’m not tired of this. I can do this shit in my sleep. But I don’t see it as my job. My job is shooting the hell out of aliens who are trying to kill us.”


  “Amen to that,” Salcido said.


  “What we’re doing here, I mean, really, who gives a shit?” Powell said. She waved out the window. “These people are protesting. So what? Let them protest. They want to break up with the Colonial Union, let them.”


  “When the other species come down to scrape them off the planet, then your job would get harder,” I pointed out.


  “No it wouldn’t, because they’re not part of the Colonial Union anymore. Fuck ’em.”


  “I don’t think I’ve ever told you how much, and in a twisted way, I assure you, I admire your commitment to amorality,” Lambert said.


  “It’s not amoral,” Powell said. “If they’re part of the Colonial Union, I’ll defend them. That’s my job. If they want to go their own way, fine. I don’t see it as my job to stop them. But I also won’t stop the aliens from shoving them into a pot if they do, either.”


  “Maybe that’s what we need,” Salcido said. “One of these planets to go it alone and get the hell kicked out of them. That would bring the rest of them back into line.”


  “But that’s the problem, isn’t it?” Lambert said. “It’s not just one of them. Not just one planet. It’s a bunch of them, all at the same time.”


  “It’s that thing,” Salcido said. “That group. Equilibrium. Showing up and doing that data dump.”


  “What about it?” Powell asked.


  “Well, it makes sense. All of these planets with people getting worked up all of a sudden.”


  “They’re not getting worked up all of a sudden,” Lambert said. “That rebellion in Kyoto was long-cooking. And the lieutenant here made the point about putting down a rebellion a year ago, on . . . where?”


  “Zhong Guo,” I said.


  “Thank you. Maybe that Equilibrium thing is crystallizing action now, but whatever it’s tapping into has been there already for years.”


  “Then the Colonial Union should have been preparing for this for years,” Powell said, bored now with this conversation. “But it didn’t, and now we and everyone else on the Tubingen are shuttling from one stupid internal crisis to the next. It’s stupid and it’s a waste.”


  “No, it makes sense,” Lambert said.


  “You figure? How’s that.”


  “We’re not attached to this place. We’re not attached to Kyoto. We weren’t attached to Franklin. We’re not attached to any of the colonies because we originally came from Earth. So it’s not difficult for us to come in and stomp around if we have to.”


  “We’re handing off the work here to the Kyiv police,” Salcido pointed out.


  “Right, after we handled the hard part. That’s our job. Handling the hard parts.”


  “But you just said that this isn’t a long-term solution,” Salcido said, waving out to the funnels. “In which case the hard part is still here, which means we’ll be back. Or someone like us.”


  “Yeah, funny, I remember talking about not addressing root causes a couple of weeks ago, and got shouted down with ‘who cares’ and a song about pizza.”


  “It was a great song.”


  “If you say so.”


  “All I’m saying is that what we’re doing now is increasingly full of bullshit,” Powell said, bringing the discussion around. “If this is what we’re doing now, fine. So be it. But I’d rather be shooting aliens.I think everyone else would too.”


  “She’s not wrong,” Salcido said, to me.


  “No, she’s not,” Lambert agreed.


  “I know,” I said.


  PART FOUR


  Friday.


  “Root causes,” Lambert was saying. “You all kept mocking me for talking about them and now look where we are. Another colony planet. Another uprising. Except this time the planet’s already declared independence.”


  The shuttle rocked on the way through Khartoum’s atmosphere. This time it was not only the four of us but my entire platoon, as it was on Rus. We weren’t doing protest suppression this time. This time we were making a surgical strike on Khartoum’s prime minister, who had declared the planet independent, encouraged mobs to occupy Colonial Union buildings, and then hidden himself, with a circle of advisors, in an undisclosed location, presumably because he knew that the Colonial Union wasn’t going to be particularly happy with him.


  Indeed it wasn’t. It wasn’t happy with him, or in fact any of his party’s leadership, all of which had endorsed the independence—without, it should be noted, actually presenting it to the entire parliament for ratification.


  “They learned from Franklin,” Lambert continued. “This time they knew not to give us a chance to respond first.”


  “Which makes their independence illegal,” Salcido noted. He was sitting next to Lambert.


  “It was always going to be illegal,” Lambert said. “By which I mean there was no possible way the Colonial Union would accept the legality of their independence. So there was no reason for them to put it up to a vote.”


  “But now it’s also illegal by their own system of government.”


  “No, because the prime minister had his cabinet approve a declaration of emergency powers and dissolved the current government,” Lambert said. “All legal as can be.”


  “For what little good it’s going to do him,” Powell said. She was down a bit from Lambert and Salcido, on the other side of the shuttle, as was I.


  “Oh, now, Ilse, he’ll be fine,” Salcido said. “He’s in an undisclosed location.”


  “Which we’re on our way to right now. Another high-altitude drop and destroy.”


  “We need to get Prime Minister Okada alive,” I reminded Powell.


  “High-altitude drop, snatch, and then destroy,” Powell corrected.


  “Which begs the question of how we know where this undisclosed location is,” Lambert said, to me.


  “Okada’s had nano-transmitters in his blood since he became prime minister,” I said.


  “I assume he doesn’t know that.”


  “Probably not.”


  “How did they get there, if you don’t mind me asking?”


  “No idea,” I said. “If I had to guess, I imagine at some point or another he had a meal at the Colonial Union compound, and they were slipped to him then.”


  “And we wonder why the Colonial Union isn’t looked on with great enthusiasm,” Lambert said.


  Powell rolled her eyes. “Here we go.”


  “You can snark at me all you want, Ilse,” Lambert said, and then disappeared as a hole in the shuttle appeared behind him and he was sucked out into Khartoum’s upper atmosphere, along with Salcido and the soldiers on either side of them. My combat suit, sensing pressure drop and shuttle damage, immediately snuck its mask over my head and started drawing oxygen out of what remained of the air in the shuttle cabin. Simultaneously as platoon leader I was patched into the shuttle’s systems, which told me what I already knew: The shuttle had been hit and was no longer in full control of its descent.


  I fought down the urge to panic and focused on damage assessment. The pilot was trying to keep the shuttle from tumbling, fighting with the now damaged controls. Four soldiers out the growing hole in the side of the shuttle. Five others dead or mortally injured, another five seriously injured but alive. Fifteen uninjured and me.


  The shuttle was declaring it was being tracked; whoever hit us wasn’t done.


  I connected to the shuttle and authorized the shuttle doors to open. Everybody out now, I said, through the platoon BrainPal feed. My simulated voice made me sound more calm than I was.


  We were all already suited up to jump out of the shuttle. We were just doing it earlier now.


  By fireteams. Let’s go.


  The remainder of the platoon started out the doors. Powell stayed back with me, yelling at stragglers. The pilot kept the shuttle steady as possible. Powell and I got out of the door just before some sort of kinetic round tore the shuttle apart. I did a quick ping on the pilot’s uniform’s system feed. There was nothing there.


  Lieutenant, Powell sent. She was falling about one hundred meters away from me and sent to me via tightbeam. Look down.


  I looked down and saw flickering beams shooting up into the evening sky. They weren’t going all the way up into the atmosphere; they were terminating on points below me.


  They were hitting my soldiers. Killing them.


  Full camo chaos dive, I sent over the platoon channel, to everyone still alive. Then I ordered my suit to seal me in, went dark on communication, and made myself as close to a hole in the atmosphere as I could. The suit’s camo function would hide me visually and would do what it could to scatter any electromagnetic waves that would be sweeping over me, trying to bounce back to a receiver set on targeting me. My suit was also making subtle movements and sending out extensions to move me around randomly, changing my speed and direction of descent, almost making it harder to target me. Every platoon member who heard my order was now doing the same.


  Chaos diving could kill an unmodified human with the jerks and turns. My suit stiffened up at the neck and other joints to minimize the potential injury. It didn’t mean I didn’t feel my insides strain. But it wasn’t meant to be comfortable. It was meant to keep you alive.


  One other thing: The electromagnetic-scattering camouflage effectively makes you blind. You fall, relying on the data your suit polled before you turned it on to allow it to track where you were and how far you had fallen, factoring in all the shifts in direction and descent speed and feeding that into your BrainPal. The camo was designed to give me a visual feed again one klick up—just enough time to assess and plan a final descent path.


  Unless there was an error, in which case I would see the ground just before I smacked straight into it. Or I might never see the ground at all. There would just be a sudden thump.


  Also: I wouldn’t know if one of those beams had found me until it started frying me.


  The point is that you don’t do a full camo chaos dive unless you absolutely have to. But that’s where we were at the moment. Me and every other soldier in the platoon.


  It also meant that when we landed, we would be scattered all across the countryside, coms quiet to avoid detection. In our briefing I had given the platoon an alternative extraction point in case something went wrong, but having the shuttle shot out from under us so far up and then performing a chaos dive meant that the remainder of the platoon was likely to be scattered over an area a hundred klicks to a side. When we landed, we were going to be alone, and hunted.


  I had several minutes to contemplate all of this as I fell.


  I also had several minutes to think about what had happened. Simply put, there should have been no way for the shuttle to have been shot out of Khartoum’s upper atmosphere. Khartoum had defenses like any Colonial Union planet would, to prevent alien species from attempting an attack. But as they had been on Franklin and every other planet we’d visited recently, these defenses were built and run by the Colonial Union itself. Even if these installations had been attacked by Khartoum’s citizens and abandoned by their CU operators, anyone trying to operate them would have been locked out by a nested set of security measures. Unless the CU operators had gone over to the other side—possible but not likely—those were someone else’s beams.


  Another wrinkle: The Tubingen should have been tracking the shuttle’s descent and alerting us to, and defending us from, any ground-based attacks. If it hadn’t, it would have been because it was otherwise occupied. Which is to say, that it was being attacked, either from the surface of the planet or above it. In either case, also not from the Colonial Union.


  If this was correct, then it meant a couple of things. It meant that whatever was happening on Khartoum, it wasn’t just about the planet’s independence—the planet had aligned itself with enemies of the Colonial Union. And then it laid a trap for us. Not for the Tubingen itself—whoever was doing this didn’t know which among the Colonial Dense Forces ships were going to respond. The Tubingen,its shuttle, and my platoon were all incidental in this. No, the trap was for the Colonial Union itself.


  But why, and for what purpose?


  My visual feed kicked on and I was a klick above the ground. In the distance were lights which suggested some form of civilization. Directly below me was dark, hilly, and full of vegetation. I waited as long as possible and deployed breaking nanobots, which spread out widely to catch the air. I landed hard and rolled and then stayed on my back for a moment, catching my breath and looking up at the sky. It was local night and the darkness of the vegetation combined with my Colonial Union-designed eyes meant I could see the stars in all their local constellations. I sighted several and, with local time and date, calculated my position.


  I checked with my BrainPal to see if there was any signal from the Tubingen. I didn’t want to try to signal them, in case anyone was listening, but if they were sending to us they might have information we survivors could use.


  Nothing. That wasn’t good.


  I stood up, visual camo still on, and walked to where I could again see the lights in the distance. I applied the visual to the data for ground maps I had in my BrainPal for the mission. I checked that against the position of the stars in the sky. I was in the foothills above the suburbs of Omdurman, Khartoum’s capital city. I was forty-five klicks southeast of the city’s capital district, thirty-eight klicks south of the “undisclosed location” where I knew the prime minister to be, and twenty-three klicks southwest of the secondary extraction point where I hoped any survivors of my platoon were now heading.


  I wasn’t interested in any of those at the moment. Instead I called up my visual cache of the last hour and tracked back to a visual of one of the beams targeting a soldier of mine, and started using the visual information, along with my descent data, to track back the location of whatever was creating that beam.


  Sixteen klicks due almost directly north, also in the foothills, near an abandoned reservoir.


  “Got you,” I said, bumped up my low-light visual acuity as much as possible to avoid falling into a hole, and started jogging toward the target. As I did I had my BrainPal play me music, so I would be distracted from thinking about Lambert, or Salcido, or Powell, or any other members of my platoon.


  I would think about them later. I would grieve them later. Right now I needed to find out who shot them down.


  * * *


  Six klicks from the target, something knocked me off my feet and threw me to the ground. I immediately pushed off and rolled, confused because I had my visual camo on, and because whatever hit me and tossed me to the ground was nowhere to be seen. I had been shoved by a ghost.


  Lieutenant.


  It took me a second to realize that the voice I heard was through my BrainPal, not my ears.


  Directly in front of you, the voice said. Tightbeam me. I don’t know if we’re still being tracked.


  Powell? I said, via tightbeam, incredulous.


  Yes, she said. She sent me visual permissions on her suit, which allowed my BrainPal to model where her body would be. She was indeed a meter directly in front of me. I tightbeamed her similar permissions.


  Sorry about tackling you, she said.


  How did you do that? I asked. I mean, how did you know that I was there?


  Are you listening to music?


  I was, I said. So?


  You were singing as you ran.


  Jesus, I said.


  You didn’t know?


  No. But I’m not surprised. When I was a musician they had to turn off my microphone at gigs because I would sing along. I can play any stringed instrument you can name, but I can’t sing worth a damn.


  I noticed that much, Powell said, and I smiled despite myself. Powell motioned back, to the southeast. I came down that direction and started heading this way and began hearing you a couple of klicks back. I waited until I was sure it was you.


  You could have tightbeamed me instead of tackling me.


  It seemed safer this way. If you were on the ground there was less chance of you grabbing your Empee and spraying the brush out of surprise.


  Point. Why are you headed this way, though? The secondary extraction point is not this way.


  No. But the assholes who shot us down are.


  I smiled again. It does not at all surprise me to hear you say that.


  Of course it doesn’t. Just as I’m not surprised to find you on the way there.


  No, I suppose not.


  Shall we go?


  Yes, I said. We both stood up.


  Just to be clear, I plan to kill the shit out of every single one of them we find, Powell said.


  We may want one or two for questioning, I said.


  Your call. You better point out which ones you want ahead of time.


  I will. Also, Ilse?


  Yes, Lieutenant?


  What was your job back on Earth? I’ve always been curious.


  I taught eighth-grade math in Tallahassee.


  Huh, I said. That’s not what I expected.


  Are you kidding? Powell said back. You try teaching algebra to a bunch of little shitheads for thirty-eight years straight. The way I figure it I’ve got about another decade before my rage from that gets entirely burned up.


  Whatever works. Ready?


  Yes I am, Powell said. I’ve got some anger to work out. And not just from teaching.


  * * *


  Well, this is definitely not good, Powell said to me.


  The two of us, still in full camo, lay two hundred meters out from a large concrete slab, itself on the edge of a disused reservoir. On the slab were two missile launchers, an electromagnetic mass driver, and two beam weapons. One of the launchers was missing two of its missiles, and next to it two specialists had hauled over new weapons to load onto it. The specialists were not human.


  Fucking Rraey, Powell said, naming the species. What are they doing here?


  Shooting down our shuttles, I said.


  But why? How did they even get onto this planet?


  I think they were invited.


  By the prime minister? I’m going to shoot him twice now.


  We still need to bring him in alive, I said.


  I didn’t say I was going to kill him, Powell replied. Just that I was going to shoot him twice.


  Let’s focus on what we’re doing here first.


  All right, Powell said. How do you want to do this?


  I looked again at the slab. Each of the weapon platforms had its own set of technicians and operators, which amounted to four Rraey each. Each of the platforms also had its own power source, the largest being attached to the mass driver, which had to pull some serious energy into its electromagnets. The platforms were spaced haphazardly, as if they were hastily installed and meant to be equally hastily removed. And indeed toward the back of the platform were a set of trucks large enough to pack up the platforms and drive them away. There was a fifth truck as well, smaller than the rest, out of the top of which sprouted various communications receivers. Inside of it were several Rraey, visible through windows. Command and communications. Finally, two Rraey with rifles walked the perimeter of the slab. Security, such as it was.


  I see about twenty-four Rraey, I said, to Powell.


  I check your math, she said.


  I want at least a couple alive.


  Fine. Anyone in particular?


  Let’s keep the C&C staff breathing for now.


  You’re the boss.


  You take the security and the trucks, and knock out the C&C power.


  Some of them will still have handhelds.


  Don’t give them time to use them.


  You said you wanted them unharmed.


  I said I wanted them breathing.


  Oh, okay, Powell said. That makes things easier.


  I’ll take the weapons crews.


  That’s a lot.


  I have a plan.


  Yeah? What is it?


  Watch this, I said, set my Empee for a particle beam, and it shot into one of the missiles the weapons crew was trying to install into the launcher. I aimed not for the payload, but the fuel.


  It went up like holiday fireworks, taking the launcher, its missiles, its crew, and the crews of the adjoining platforms with it. Everything on the slab crumpled, including any Rraey unfortunate enough to be outside when the missile platform went up. It was a good thing we still had our masks on; they protected our ears from the blast.


  “I thought you might do that,” Powell said out loud, breaking cover and standing up.


  “You’re not worried about them seeing you?” I asked.


  “Lieutenant, at this point I want them to see me coming,” she said, and stalked off, Empee up.


  I smiled, stayed crouched, and waited for any of the Rraey on the slab to start moving again. From time to time one would start to move away. I stopped them from continuing to do so.


  There was a soft thudding sound; Powell had taken out the command truck’s power source. I saw her stalk across the slab, toward the truck, shooting truck drivers as she went. Behind her, one of the Rraey truck drivers had grabbed a weapon and was maneuvering around its truck to get a shot. I dealt with it.


  You missed one, I sent to her.


  I knew he was there, she sent back. I knew you were there too.


  A Rraey appeared out the door of the command truck’s cabin. Powell shot it in the leg; it went down squawking.


  Keep a couple alive, I said.


  That depends on them, Powell sent back. She reached the truck, grabbed the squawking Rraey, and pushed it in front of her as she went through the cabin door.


  Things were quiet, at least from my point of view, for a couple of minutes afterward.


  I left a couple alive, Powell said, after those couple of minutes had passed. But you might want to hurry.


  I hurried down.


  The inside of the command truck was a mess. There were three dead Rraey in it, including the one Powell had shot in the leg. Two more Rraey were at the back of the cabin, keening. From what little I knew of Rraey physiology, they were both sporting broken limbs. Powell had stripped them of their personal electronics; the rest of the cabin’s electronics were down. Light in the cabin consisted of a couple of small emergency lights.


  “Any trouble?” I asked Powell as she entered.


  “No,” she said. “They’re not very good at close quarters.”


  “Well, that’s something,” I said.


  Powell nodded and pointed to one of the survivors. “I think that’s the one in charge,” she said. “At least that’s the one everyone tried to keep me from getting at.”


  I went over to the Rraey, who was looking up at me. I accessed my BrainPal, which had translation modules for the couple hundred species we humans had encountered the most often; the Rraey were in there. Their language contained sounds that we can’t make, but the BrainPal would pick words that suited our mouths and throats. I’d tell the BrainPal what I wanted to say and it would offer me a suitable translation.


  “Are you in charge here?” I asked the Rraey Powell had pointed out to me.


  “I will not answer your questions,” the Rraey said to me, in its language, which my BrainPal translated for me.


  “I could break something else,” Powell said. She was listening in.


  “Torture isn’t useful to get information,” I said.


  “I didn’t say anything about getting information.”


  I looked back to her. “Give me a minute here, please,” I said. Powell snorted.


  I turned back to the Rraey. “You are hurt,” I said, in its language. “Let us help you get better.”


  “We’re hurt because of that animal over there,” the Rraey said, jerking its head to Powell.


  “You are hurt because you attacked us,” I said. “You cannot attack us and expect nothing to happen in return.”


  The creature said nothing to this.


  “You are here on a planet you should not be,” I said. “Helping humans, which you should not do. You need to tell me why.”


  “I will not.”


  “We can help you. We will help you and your soldier here,” I said, pointing to the other injured Rraey. “You will not survive if you do not get help.”


  “I will gladly die.”


  “But will you ask this soldier to die too?” I said. “Have you asked this soldier what it wants?”


  “You’re doing that thing where you’re trying to be nice to someone you were just trying to kill,” Powell said. “It doesn’t work, because they remember you were trying to kill them five minutes ago.”


  “Ilse.”


  “I’m just pointing this out. Someone needs to say it.”


  I ignored her and turned back to the Rraey. “I am Lieutenant Heather Lee of the Colonial Defense Forces,” I said. “I promise you that from this point forward you will not be harmed. It’s a promise whether you help me or not. But if you help me, then I may say to my superiors that you have been useful. And they will treat you better.”


  “We know how you treat your prisoners,” the Rraey said.


  “And we know how you treat yours,” I said. “We can change things now.”


  “Kill me and get it over with,” the Rraey said.


  “I don’t want to die,” said the other Rraey.


  The first Rraey squawked something at his underling, which my BrainPal translated as “[Silence/You are making a shameful utterance].”


  “You won’t,” I said, turning my attention to it. “Help me, solider. Help me and you will live. I promise you.”


  “I am Specialist Ketrin Se Lau,” it said. It motioned with its head to the other Rraey. “This is Commander Frui Ko Tvann. We are here on behalf of Equilibrium. We are here because the government of Khartoum has struck a deal with us.”


  “What’s the deal?”


  “Protection,” it said. “Once the Colonial Union falls, Equilibrium will protect it from species who will try to raid or take over.”


  “In exchange for what?”


  Commander Tvann squawked again and tried to strike Lau. Powell crossed the distance between the two and held her Empee on Tvann.


  “In exchange for what?” I repeated.


  “You won’t kill us,” Lau asked. “You promise.”


  “Yes, I promise. Neither of you.”


  “You won’t torture us.”


  “We won’t. We’re going to help you. I promise, Specialist Lau.”


  “Protection in exchange for laying a trap,” Lau said. “For luring you here.”


  “That doesn’t make sense,” Powell said. “The Colonial Union only sent one ship. Even if the Tubingen is destroyed we’ll just send more. A lot more. This uprising will fail and then we’ll go after the Rraey for helping them.”


  “Unless there’s more to it,” I said, and turned back to Lau. “What else is there?”


  “I don’t know,” Lau said. “I’m a specialist. They only told me what I had to know for my part.”


  I turned to Tvann. “And I don’t expect you want to fill me in.” Tvann turned its head from me.


  “So we have a dead end here,” Powell said.


  “No,” I said, and then cut off as the Tubingen opened a feed, searching for us. It had been attacked and damaged but had survived and with the help of another ship had destroyed the two ships attacking it. It was now asking for status reports.


  “Well, at least we’re not entirely screwed,” Powell said.


  “Call it in,” I said to her. “Let them know we need immediate medical evac for two Rraey prisoners of war. Tell them I’ve promised they won’t be further harmed.”


  “That’s going to go over well.”


  “Just do it.”


  “Anything else?”


  “Tell them to send another shuttle for the two of us. We have another mission to finish.”


  * * *


  On the way back, our shuttle was diverted from the Tubingen to the other Colonial Union ship.


  “I haven’t heard of the Chandler before,” Powell said.


  “It’s a State Department ship, not a CDF ship,” I said.


  “A State Department ship with a fully operational offensive weapons system.”


  “Times have changed,” I said.


  “These constraints are hurting my arms,” said Masahiko Okada, the now-former prime minister of Khartoum. It’s possible that he might still be considered the prime minister by some, but from a practical matter his days in charge of things were now over. “I’m very uncomfortable.”


  “And several of my friends are dead,” Powell said, to Okada. “So maybe you should think you’re getting the better end of the deal and shut up.”


  Okada turned to me. “If you don’t think people will know about how you’re treating me—”


  “Let me throw him out,” Powell said, to me.


  Okada turned back to Powell. “What?”


  “Let me throw him out,” Powell repeated to me. “This shitbucket is the reason Lambert and Salcido are dead. Not to mention everyone else in the platoon.”


  “Not everyone else is dead,” I reminded her. “Gould and DeConnick survived, too.”


  “Gould and DeConnick are both in critical condition,” Powell said. “They might survive. And if they don’t that leaves just you and me. Out of an entire fucking platoon.” She jabbed a finger at Okada.“I think that rates him getting a space walk without a suit.”


  I turned to Okada. “Your thoughts, Mr. Prime Minister?”


  “It’s the Colonial Union that instigated this rebellion, not the government of Khartoum,” Okada began.


  “Oh, that is it,” Powell interrupted, and stood up. “Time for you to breathe some vacuum, motherfucker.” Okada visibly shrunk away from Powell.


  I held up a hand. Powell stopped advancing on Okada. “New plan,” I said. I pointed to Okada. “You don’t say another single word until after we dock with the Chandler,” I glanced back to Powell, “and you don’t toss him into space.”


  Okada said nothing more, even after we had landed and some of the Chandler’s crew took him away.


  “He seems quiet,” the Chandler crewmember who approached me said, nodding over to Okada. Unlike all the others, he was green, which meant he was CDF.


  “He was sufficiently motivated,” I said.


  “It appears so,” he said. “Now, then. Do you remember me, Lieutenant Lee?”


  “I do, Lieutenant Wilson,” I said. I motioned to Powell. “This is my sergeant, Ilse Powell.”


  “Sergeant,” Wilson said, and turned his attention back to me. “I’m glad you remember me. I’m supposed to debrief you and catch you up with things.”


  “What we’d really like to do is get back to the Tubingen,” I said.


  “Well,” Wilson said. “About that.”


  “What is it?”


  “Maybe we should find someplace to sit down and chat.”


  “Maybe you should just tell me right now because otherwise I might punch you, Wilson.”


  He smiled. “You definitely haven’t changed. All right, here it is: The Tubingen survived the attack on her, but ‘survive’ is a relative term. She’s essentially dead in orbit. She might have been entirely destroyed but we managed to get here in time and help her fight off the ships attacking her.”


  “And how did you do that?” I asked. “Arrive in the nick of time.”


  “We had a hunch,” Wilson said, “and that’s all I can say about that right now, here, out in the open in a shuttle bay.”


  “Hmmmm.”


  “My point is that if you really want to head back to the Tubingen you may after we’re done debriefing. But you won’t be staying there. At best you’ll have time to collect any personal belongings that weren’t destroyed in the battle before the John Henry and other ships arrive to take you and all the other survivors of the Tubingen back to Phoenix Station for reassignment. You might as well stay here. We can have your effects brought to you.”


  “How many people died in the attack on the Tubingen?” Powell asked.


  “Two hundred fifteen dead, another several dozen injured. That’s not counting your platoon. Sorry about that. We’ve retrieved them, by the way.”


  “Where are they?” I asked.


  “They’re in one of the mess coolers at the moment.”


  “I’d like to see them.”


  “I don’t recommend that. It’s not very dignified. How they are being stored, I mean.”


  “I don’t care.”


  “I’ll have it arranged, then.”


  “I also want to know about the two Rraey I sent back.”


  “They’re in our brig, and receiving medical attention, inasmuch as we can give it to them,” Wilson said. “Their injuries were substantial but thankfully not terribly complicated. Mostly broken bones, which we could set and tend. Which one of you did that, by the way?”


  “That would be me,” Powell said.


  “You’re fun,” Wilson said.


  “You should see me on the second date.”


  Wilson smiled at this and turned his attention back to me. “We received your instruction that they were not to be further harmed. That was not a problem because we had no intention of doing so.You do understand we will need to question them.”


  “You can question them without harming them,” I said.


  “Yes we can,” Wilson said. “I just want you to be clear that the questioning is likely to be aggressive, even if it’s not physical. Particularly of Commander Tvann, who is interesting to us for other reasons than just his involvement here.”


  “Who’s going to do the questioning?”


  “Well, here it’s going to be me.”


  “Commander Tvann doesn’t seem very forthcoming.”


  “Don’t worry, I think I can get him to talk without breaking anything else in his body. I’ve worked with Rraey before. Trust me.”


  “All right. Thank you,” I said. I nodded in the direction of where Okada went. “What’s going to happen with him?”


  “Him, I’m not going to make too many promises about,” Wilson said. “He’s managed to perform a neat little trick. Not only has he betrayed the Colonial Union, he’s also betrayed his own rebellion.”


  “How do you mean?”


  “I mean that there were ten Colonial Union planets that were supposed to announce their independence from the CU simultaneously, and that Khartoum was one of them. But Khartoum jumped the gun, announced early, and then lured the Tubingen into a trap.”


  “Why would they do that?”


  “That’s what we need to find out,” Wilson said. “What he tells us is going to make a difference in how the Colonial Union as a whole deals with these rebellious planets.”


  “Do you think he’ll talk?” Powell asked.


  “By the time we get done with him, getting him to talk won’t be the problem. It’ll be getting him to shut up. Now, are you ready for the formal debriefing?”


  “Actually, I would like to see my soldiers first,” I said.


  “All right,” Wilson said.


  * * *


  I found Lambert waist high in a stack of dead bodies near the back of the mess cooler. Salcido I found two stacks over, closer to the floor. They did not bear close observation.


  “Lambert was right, you know,” Powell said. She was with me in the cooler. Wilson had walked us to the cooler, opened it, and then waited outside. The cooler had been cleared of shelves and the contents they usually stored; the latter were either restocked in a different cooler or being fed to the survivors of the Tubingen, who were in the mess itself, unhappily crowded together.


  At least they weren’t crowded together in here.


  “What was he right about?” I asked.


  “Root causes,” Powell said.


  “You of all people,” I said, almost smiling.


  “I didn’t ever say he was wrong. I said ‘who cares.’ ”


  “But now you do care.”


  “I care more than I used to. What are we doing here, Lieutenant? We’re running around putting out fires. And fine, we’re the fire brigade. Our job is putting out the fires. Not worrying about how they got started, just putting them out. But at some point even the fire brigade has to start asking who is starting all these fires, and why it’s being left to us to continually put them out.”


  “Lambert would be laughing his head off to hear you say that.”


  “If he were here to laugh his head off, I wouldn’t be saying it. He’d be saying it. Again.” Powell motioned to where Salcido was. “And Sau would be geeking out over some point of trivia. And I would be sniping at both of them, and you would be playing referee. And we would all be one happy family again, instead of the two of us looking at the two of them in a meat locker.”


  “You’ve lost friends before,” I said.


  “Of course I have,” Powell said. “And so have you. It doesn’t make it any easier when it happens.”


  We were silent for a moment.


  “I have a speech running through my head,” I finally said, to Powell.


  “One you were going to make?” Powell asked.


  “No. One someone else made, that I’ve been thinking a lot about the last few weeks, when we’ve been running around putting out fires.”


  “Which one is it?”


  “It’s the Gettysburg Address. Abraham Lincoln. You remember it?”


  Powell smirked. “I lived in America and taught in a junior high. I remember it.”


  “It’s something like three hundred words long, and it wasn’t even well received when Lincoln gave it. The part I’m thinking about is where he says ‘Now we are engaged in a great civil war, testing whether that nation, or any nation so conceived and so dedicated, can long endure.’ ”


  Powell nodded. “You think we’re in a civil war right now.”


  “I don’t know what we’re in right now,” I said. “It doesn’t feel like a real war. It’s too strung out. Too diffuse. It’s not battlefield after battlefield. It’s skirmish after skirmish.”


  “Let me clear it up for you,” Powell said. “It’s a civil war. We lost the Earth. The Colonial Union only has so long before it has to turn to all the colonies to support it with the things it used to get for free from the Earth. The colonies are asking if what they get from the Colonial Union is worth the cost, and worth the cost of having the Colonial Union keep running things. Sounds like the answer for at least some of them is no. And it seems like now they think the arm the Colonial Union was using to shield them is now up against their throat. So they’re trying to get out before the whole thing falls down around them.”


  “They’re not doing a good job of it,” I said.


  “They don’t have to do a good job of it for it to be a civil war. And they’re not doing a good job of it so far.” Powell motioned around her. “But it looks like they’re learning. And it looks like they’re getting allies with this Equilibrium group.”


  “I don’t think Equilibrium, whoever they are, are doing this out of the goodness of their own heart.”


  “You’re not wrong about that, but it doesn’t matter from the point of view of this being a civil war. If they don’t think the Colonial Union has their interests at heart, then it’s a case of ‘the enemy of my enemy is my friend.’ ”


  “That’s not a very smart strategy.”


  “Smart has nothing to do with this. We could go around and around like this for hours, Lieutenant.”


  “What do you think?” I said.


  “About what?”


  “About the Colonial Union,” I said. “About it controlling these planets. About how it responds to things like this.” I waved my hand around the room. “About all of this.”


  Powell looked vaguely surprised. “The Colonial Union’s a fascistic shit show, boss. I knew that much from the first day I set foot on one of their boats to get away from Earth. Are you kidding? They control trade. They control communications. They don’t let the colonies protect themselves and they don’t let them do anything that doesn’t go through the Colonial Union itself. And let’s not forget everything they’ve done to Earth. They’ve been doing it for centuries. Shit, Lieutenant. I’m not surprised we have a civil war on our hands right now. I’m surprised it didn’t happen sooner.”


  “And yet here we are,” I said. “You and me, in their uniform.”


  “We didn’t want to die old,” Powell said. “I was seventy-five and I spent most of my whole life in Florida and I had bone cancer and never did the things I wanted to do and it was eating me up. You think I’m an asshole now, you should have seen me just before I left Earth. You would have pushed me off a building just on principle, and you wouldn’t have been wrong to do it.”


  “Well, all right,” I said. “We didn’t know coming out here what we’d be getting ourselves into.”


  “No, we didn’t.”


  “But now you do know,” I said. “And if you knew then what you knew now, would you still do it?”


  “Yes,” Powell said. “I still don’t want to die old.”


  “But you just said the Colonial Union is a fascistic shit show.”


  “It is, and right now it’s the only way we survive,” Powell said. “Look around. Look at the planets we’ve been on. Look at all the species out there we’ve had to fight. Do you really think any of these planets and the people on them won’t get carved up the first minute the Colonial Union disappears? They’ve never fought before. Not on the scale they would need to. They have no military infrastructure on the scale they’d have to have. And they would have no time to ramp any of that up. The Colonial Union is a monster, but the colonies are fucking baby deer in a forest full of predators.”


  “Then how does any of that change?”


  “Got me, boss, I just work here. What I do know is that it is going to change. It has to change because we don’t have the Earth anymore. The mechanics of the Colonial Union, what it was founded on, just don’t work anymore. It changes or we all die. And I’m doing my part to keep it together until then. The alternative is grim.”


  “I suppose it might be,” I said.


  “What about you? Would you do it again, Lieutenant?”


  “I don’t know,” I said. “I didn’t want to die old, you’re right.” I reached out and touched Lambert’s cold arm. “But there are worse ways to go.”


  “He went mid-pontification,” Powell said. “I’m pretty sure that’s how he would have wanted to go.”


  I laughed at that. “Fair enough,” I said. “I think my point is that I get it now. I get that there are worse things than to have lived a life and have most of it behind you. I wouldn’t be afraid of that anymore, I think.”


  “Maybe. It’s easy to say that now that you look twenty years old and will live for another sixty even if you left the CDF today.”


  “Again, a fair point.”


  “This is why I told Lambert to stop going on about it, you know,” Powell said. “All the thinking about the steps beyond what we were directly doing. It never makes you happy. It never solves anything for you, right now.”


  I smiled. “And yet you were the one to bring it up, here, now.”


  “Yes, well.” Powell grimaced. “Think of it as a tribute. To our departed friend. I’ll never do it again.”


  I motioned to Salcido. “And him?”


  “Shit, I don’t know,” Powell said. “Maybe listen to that stupid pizza moon song again. Or think about what day it is in the mess. Which is complete bullshit, by the way. You can get pizza and tacos and hamburgers any day you want. It’s just which entrée they push out in front.”


  “I know,” I said. “But that wasn’t the point of the conversation, was it.”


  “No,” Powell said. “No, it wasn’t.”


  PART FIVE


  Why are we even here, Powell said to me, through her BrainPal. We and the rest of our platoon on the Uppsala were policing a protest on Erie, in the city of Galway. The protest was entirely peaceful.All the protesters were doing, all anyone was doings, as far as I could see, was lying down. Everywhere. There were at least 100,000 of them. She was thirty yards away from me, part of a defensive line in front of the Colonial Union offices.


  We’re protecting Colonial Union property, I sent back.


  What are they going to do, lay on it?


  I seem to remember you recently complaining about people thinking too much about our missions, I said.


  This seems like something the local police can handle.


  Indeed, I said, and pointed at a woman lying about two meters from me, in a police uniform. There’s the chief of police. You can talk to her about it.


  Even from thirty yards away I could hear Powell’s snort of derision.


  The problem with Erie was not that the population had tried to declare its independence, or tried to burn down the Colonial Union local headquarters, or had invited less than entirely altruistic alien species to attack Colonial ships and soldiers. The problem was that Erie had gone on strike.


  Not entirely on strike; the planet was still feeding itself and clothing itself and taking care of its own internal needs. But it had decided that, for now, it was no longer in the export business. This presented a problem for the Colonial Union because the Colonial Union bought a substantial amount from Erie, and Erie, as one of the earliest colonies, had one of the most developed export economies in the whole Colonial Union.


  The Colonial Union trade representative for Erie had asked what the problem was. No problem, Erie (or more accurately its governor for trade) said. We’ve decided to get out of the export business.


  The Colonial Union trade representative pointed out that doing so would trash Erie’s economy. Erie’s governor for trade noted that its economists said that the change would be difficult but weatherable as long as everyone made certain sacrifices.


  The Colonial Union trade representative offered to raise the amount it offered for goods. Erie’s governor for trade politely declined.


  The Colonial Union trade representative hinted that not doing business with them was tantamount to treason. Erie’s governor for trade asked what particular Colonial Union statute covered enforced, involuntary trade.


  The Colonial Union trade representative then made a crack about the entire planet lying down on the job.


  This is stupid, Powell said.


  As stupid as the Colonial Union trade representative? I asked.


  Close, Powell replied. We’re wasting our time here, boss. We’re not stopping anything, or saving anyone, or doing any good. We’re just walking around a bunch of people lying down, waving our Empees around like assholes.


  They could spring up and attack us all.


  Lieutenant, I’ve got a guy two meters from me who is fucking snoring.


  I smiled at this. What do you suggest we do, Ilse? I asked.


  I have no idea. I’m open to suggestion.


  Okay, try this one on, I said, dropped my Empee and walked out into the crowd.


  What are you doing? Powell asked.


  Leaving, I said. I began to navigate around the prone bodies so I wouldn’t step on any.


  Where to?


  I have no idea.


  I don’t think we’re allowed to do that, boss. I think the technical term for what you’re doing is “desertion.”


  They can shoot me if they want.


  They might!


  Ilse, I said, stopped and looked back. I’ve been doing this for seven years. You know as well as I do that they’re not going to let me stop. They’ve stopped rotating us out because there are no more of us coming in. But I can’t do this anymore. I’m done. I turned and started walking again.


  They will definitely shoot you.


  They might, I agreed, echoing her earlier words. I made my way through the plaza and down to one of the side streets. I turned and looked back at Powell.


  It’s not like they won’t know where you are, she said to me. You have a computer in your brain. It tracks your every movement. Hell, I’m pretty sure it can track your every thought.


  I know.


  They’ll come get you.


  They probably will.


  Don’t say I didn’t warn you.


  I won’t.


  What will you do?


  I used to be a pretty good musician, I said. I think I’d like to do that again. For a while, anyway.


  You’re nuts, Lieutenant. I want it out there on the record that I said that.


  Duly noted. Want to join me?


  Hell, no, Powell said. We can’t all be deserters. And anyway there’s a lieutenant position opening up. I think I’m in line for a promotion.


  I grinned. Good-bye, Ilse, I said.


  Good-bye, Heather, she said, and then she waved.


  I turned the corner and a building hid her from my view.


  I walked down the street, found another street that looked interesting, and started walking down it into the first day of another life.


  I think it was a Saturday.


  ABOUT THE AUTHOR


  JOHN SCALZI is one of the most popular and acclaimed SF authors to emerge in the last decade. His debut, Old Man’s War, won him science fiction’s John W. Campbell Award for Best New Writer.His New York Times bestsellers include The Last Colony, Fuzzy Nation, his most recent novel Lock In, and also Redshirts, which won 2013’s Hugo Award for Best Novel. Material from his widely read blog Whatever (whatever.scalzi.com) has earned him two other Hugo Awards as well. He lives in Ohio with his wife and daughter.


  To Stand or Fall


  The End of All Things Episode 4


  To the Committee and attendees of Swancon 40, in Perth, Australia, where this novella—and book—was completed.


  Hey, didn’t I say I would do this?


  PART ONE


  There’s a saying: “May you live in interesting times.”


  To begin, it’s a curse. “Interesting” in this case uniformly means “Oh god, death is raining down upon us and we shall all perish wailing and possibly on fire.” If someone wanted to say something nice to you, they wouldn’t tell you to live in “interesting” times. They would say something like, “I wish you eternal happiness” or “May you have peace” or “Live long and prosper” and so on. They wouldn’t say “Live in interesting times.” If someone is telling you to live in interesting times, they are basically telling you they want you to die horribly, and to suffer terribly before you do.


  Seriously, they are not your friend. This is a tip I am giving you for free.


  Second, the curse is almost always ascribed to the Chinese, which is a flat-out lie. As far as anyone can tell it appeared in English first but was ascribed to the Chinese, probably due to a combination of causal racism and because someone wanted to be a shithole of a human being but didn’t want it to be marked down against them personally. A sort of “Hey, I’m not saying this, those terrible Chinese are saying it, I’m just telling you what they said” maneuver.


  So not only are they not your friend, they may be also a bigot and passive-aggressive.


  That said, the Chinese do have a saying from which it is alleged that the bigoted passive-aggressive curse may have been derived: [image: ] which, roughly translated, means “It’s better to be a dog in peace, than a man in war.” Which is a maxim which is neither bigoted, nor passive-aggressive, and about which I find a lot to agree with.


  The point is this: My name is Lieutenant Harry Wilson. I’ve been a man in war for a very long time now. I think it would be preferable to be a dog in peace. I’ve been working toward that for a while.


  My problem is, I live in interesting times.


  * * *


  My most recent interesting time began when the Chandler, the ship on which I was stationed, skipped into the Khartoum system and promptly blew up the first two other ships it saw.


  They had it coming. The two ships were attacking the Tubingen, a Colonial Defense Forces ship which had been called into the system to quell a rebellion against the Colonial Union, instigated by Khartoum’s prime minister, who really should have known better. But apparently he didn’t, and in came the Tubingen, which sent a platoon of soldiers to the planet to escort the prime minister off the planet. Which is when these other two ships skipped in and started using the Tubingen for target practice. I imagine they expected that they would be able to finish the job, unmolested. They were not prepared to have the Chandler come at them out of the sun.


  In reality we had done no such thing, of course. We had just skipped into the space above Khartoum slightly closer in toward the planet’s star than those two ships, and the Tubingen, which they were busy attacking. And the fact that we were, from their perspective, hidden in the disk of Khartoum’s star, did not give the Chandler any special advantage. The ships’ systems would have detected us no later. What gave us an advantage was that they were not expecting us at all. When we showed up, they were giving all their attention to destroying the Tubingen, firing missiles at close range to shatter the ship at its weak points, to end the lives of everyone on the ship and throw the entire Colonial Union into disarray.


  But coming out of the sun was a nice poetic touch.


  We had launched our own missiles before our particle beams touched the ships’ missiles, detonating all of them before they could smash into the Tubingen. Our missiles jammed themselves into the hulls of the enemy ships, targeted to disrupt power systems and weapons. We didn’t worry about the crews. We knew there wouldn’t be any, except for a single pilot.


  From our point of view the battle was over before it began. The enemy ships, only lightly armored, went up like fireworks. We hailed the Tubingen by standard coms and by BrainPal networking, to assess the damage.


  It was significant. The ship was a loss; it would barely have time to evacuate its crew before its life-support systems collapsed. We started making room on the Chandler and sent skip drones back to Phoenix Station for rescue ships and crews.


  Reports trickled in from the surface of Khartoum. The platoon from the Tubingen, tasked to bring the planet’s prime minister into custody, had been shot out of the sky from ground-based defenses.The soldiers who had leapt from the shuttle to escape its destruction had been picked off by the same defense.


  Only two soldiers had escaped unharmed, but between them they destroyed the defense installation, staffed with Rraey soldiers aligned with Equilibrium, the group who had wreaked so much havoc on the Colonial Union and the Conclave. They captured two of the Rraey from the ground installation, including the commander. Then they finished their original mission and brought back the prime minister of Khartoum.


  Someone was going to have to interrogate them all.


  For the two Rraey, that someone was me.


  * * *


  I entered the room where the Rraey prisoner of war had been waiting for me. The Rraey had not been shackled but a shock collar had been placed around his neck. Any motion quicker than a very casual and deliberate movement would generate a jolt, and the faster the movement, the more powerful the jolt.


  The Rraey did not move very much.


  He sat in a chair very badly designed for his physiology, but no better chair was to be had. It was positioned at a table. On the opposite side of the table stood another chair. I sat in the chair, reached out, and placed a speaker on the table.


  “Commander Tvann,” I said, and my words were translated by the speaker. “My name is Harry Wilson. I am a lieutenant in the Colonial Defense Forces. I would like to speak to you, if you don’t mind.You may answer in your own language. My BrainPal will translate for me.”


  “You humans,” Tvann said, after a moment. “The way you speak. As if you are asking for permission when you are making demands.”


  “You could choose not to speak to me,” I said.


  Tvann motioned to the collar around his neck. “I do not think that would go very well for me.”


  “A fair point.” I pushed up from the chair and walked over to Tvann, who did not flinch. “If you will permit me, I will remove your collar.”


  “Why would you do that?”


  “As a token of good faith,” I said. “And also, so if you choose not to speak to me, you will not have to fear punishment.”


  Tvann craned his neck to allow me access to his collar. I removed it, unlocking it via a command from his BrainPal. I set the collar on the table and then returned to my seat.


  “Now, where were we?” I said. “That’s right. I wanted to speak to you.”


  “Lieutenant . . .” Tvann trailed off.


  “Wilson.”


  “Thank you. Lieutenant, I— may I be candid with you?”


  “I hope you will.”


  “While I do not wish to suggest I do not appreciate you removing this instrument of torture from my neck, allow me to note that the act is hollow. And not only hollow, it is, in fact, disingenuous.”


  “How so, Commander?”


  Tvann motioned around him. “You have removed the shock collar. But I am still here, in your ship. I have no doubt that on the other side of this door is another CDF solider, like yourself, with a weapon or another implement of torture. There is no escape for me and no assurance that aside from this immediate moment, I will not be punished or even killed for not speaking with you.”


  I smiled. “You are correct that there is someone on the other side of this door, Commander. It’s not another CDF soldier, however. It’s just my friend Hart Schmidt, who is a diplomat, not a killer or a torturer. He’s on the other side of the door primarily because he’s running a recording device—an unnecessary thing, as I am also recording this conversation with my BrainPal.”


  “You’re not worried about me trying to kill you and escaping,” Tvann said.


  “Not really, no,” I said. “I mean, I am a CDF soldier. You may know from your own experience that we are genetically engineered to be faster and stronger than unmodified humans. With all due respect to your own prowess, Commander, if you attempted to kill me you would be in for a fight.”


  “And if I did kill you?”


  “Well, the door is locked,” I said. “Which kind of puts a damper on your whole escape plan.”


  Tvann did the Rraey equivalent of a laugh. “So you’re not afraid of me.”


  “No,” I said. “But I don’t want you to be afraid of me, either.”


  “I’m not,” Tvann said. “The rest of your species, I am afraid of. And of what might happen to me if I don’t speak to you now.”


  “Commander, allow me to be as candid with you as you have been with me.”


  “All right, Lieutenant.”


  “You are a prisoner of the Colonial Defense Forces. You are, in point of fact, a prisoner of war. You were captured having taken up arms against us. You, either directly or by the orders you gave, killed many of our soldiers. I will not torture you, nor will I kill you, nor will you be tortured or killed while you are on this ship. But you have to know that the rest of your life is going to be spent with us,” I motioned around, “and in a room not much larger than this one.”


  “You are not inspiring me to be forthcoming, Lieutenant.”


  “I can understand that, but I’m not finished,” I said. “As I said, the rest of your life is very likely to be as our prisoner, in a room about this size. But there is another option.”


  “Talk to you.”


  “Yes,” I agreed. “Talk to me. Tell me everything you know about Equilibrium and its plans. Tell me how you got ten human colonies to agree to rebel against the Colonial Union. Tell me what the endgame is for your organization. Tell me all of it, start to finish, and leave nothing out.”


  “In return for what?”


  “In return for your freedom.”


  “Oh, Lieutenant,” Tvann said. “You can’t possibly expect me to believe it’s within your power to offer that.”


  “It’s not. As you’ve implicitly noted, I’m just a lieutenant. But this offer doesn’t come from me. It comes from the highest levels of both the Colonial Defense Forces and the Colonial Union’s civilian government. Disclose everything, and when this is all over—whatever this is, whenever it’s over—you’ll be handed over to the Rraey government. What they do to you is another kettle of fish, assuming that they have something to do with Equilibrium at all. That said, if you’re especially forthcoming, we can make an effort to have it seem like we didn’t know what an excellent intelligence asset you were.That we thought you were just some common military commander.”


  “But I am,” Tvann said. “The scope of my orders were limited, and focused on this mission.”


  I nodded. “We were pretty sure you were going to try that,” I said. “And who could blame you? There’s no percentage for you letting on any more than you had to. But we know something you don’t think we know, Commander.”


  “What is that, Lieutenant?”


  “Commander, does this ship seem familiar to you in any way?”


  “No,” Tvann said. “Why should it?”


  “No reason,” I said. “Except for the small detail that you’ve been on it before.”


  “I don’t believe so.”


  “Oh, believe it,” I said, and then looked up toward the ceiling. “Rafe, have you been listening in?”


  “You know I have,” said a new voice, from the speaker. A translation, in a slightly different voice to differentiate it from my translation, followed almost immediately afterward.


  “Okay, good,” I said, and looked back to Tvann. “Commander Tvann, I would like to introduce you to Rafe Daquin, our pilot. Or more accurately, I would like to reintroduce you, as the two of you have met before.”


  “I don’t understand,” Tvann said.


  “You don’t remember me?” Daquin said. “I’m hurt, Commander. Because I remember you very well. I remember you threatening to blow my ship out of the sky. I remember you shooting my captain and first officer. I remember you talking with Secretary Ocampo about the best way to murder my entire crew. Yes, Commander. I have a whole heap of memories with you in them.”


  Tvann said nothing to this.


  “Ah,” I said. “See. Now you’re remembering after all. This is the Chandler, Commander. The ship you took. And the ship you lost. Well, maybe not you specifically, but Equilibrium. We know you were on it. And we know you’re not just some field commander. No, sir. You’re a key member of the Equilibrium military. And your presence on Khartoum, leading the forces that shot our people out of the sky, isn’t just luck of the assignment draw. You’re here for a reason.”


  “How is it that you’re here?” Tvann asked me.


  “How do you mean?”


  “Your ship thwarted the attack on the CDF ship that responded to the Khartoum rebellion,” Tvann said. “How did you know? How did you get here to stop it?”


  “We had inside intelligence.”


  “From whom?”


  “From whom do you think?” I said.


  “I’ll give you a hint,” Daquin said. “It’s the guy I stole from you when I made a break for it.”


  “Secretary Ocampo has been very forthcoming,” I said. “When Khartoum declared its independence, he suggested to us that there was a good chance that there might be a trap laid for any ship that responded. The Chandler happened to be near skip distance—and the Colonial Union didn’t want to inflame things by sending a large contingent of CDF ships—so we got the call.”


  “Thanks for grafting those weapons systems back onto the ship,” Daquin said. “They came in handy.”


  “Secretary Ocampo,” Tvann said. “No doubt forthcoming because you’ve put his brain into an isolation chamber.”


  “You’re not really going to go there, are you?” Daquin said. “Because I have news for you, pal. You don’t have much high ground to stand on with that one.”


  “If you have Ocampo you don’t need me,” Tvann said, to me. “Ocampo has far more operational knowledge than I ever did. He was a primary architect of our plans.”


  “We know,” I said. “We have all his records. The thing is, we also know you know we have all his records. You have to have assumed that once Rafe absconded with the secretary. Which means Equilibrium can’t use them anymore. You have a new game plan, one that’s being carried out on an accelerated schedule. Ocampo can make educated guesses. But we need more than educated guesses at this point.”


  “I’m captured,” Tvann said. “They’ll know to change their plans.”


  “You’re not captured,” I said. “You’re dead. At least that’s what they’ll think. You and every other Rraey, obliterated beyond identification, and before identification. And you died completing your objective of luring the Colonial Union into a trap—and making it look like Khartoum was responsible for the attack. That was a nice touch, by the way.”


  Tvann was silent again.


  “That’s our communication plan—everything that’s coming out of us is pinning it on the Khartoum government. So as far as Equilibrium knows, it’s still game on for the latest plan. We’d like you to tell us the plan.”


  “And if I refuse?”


  “Then you better get used to walls,” Daquin said.


  “Rafe, why don’t you sign out for a bit,” I said.


  Daquin signed out.


  “You’re not the first Rraey I’ve ever met,” I said, to Tvann, after Daquin had departed.


  “I’m sure you’ve killed many in your time,” Tvann said.


  “That’s not what I meant,” I said. “I mean that I knew another Rraey as a person. A scientist named Cainen Suen Su. He, like you, was captured by us. I was assigned to him.”


  “To guard him?”


  “No, to assist him. We worked on several projects together with him as the lead and me following his direction.”


  “He was a traitor, then.”


  “I don’t know that he would disagree with you,” I said. “He was aware that in helping us, his knowledge could be used against the Rraey. Nevertheless he did help, and in the course of time, he also became a friend. He was one of the most remarkable people I’ve ever met. I was honored to have known him.”


  “What happened to him?”


  “He died.”


  “How?”


  “A soldier, who was also his friend, killed him at his request.”


  “Why did he ask to die?”


  “Because he was dying anyway,” I said. “We’d introduced a poison into his blood and the daily antidote he was given was increasingly less effective. He asked his friend to end his suffering.”


  “The suffering you had imposed on him in the first place.”


  “Yes.”


  “Lieutenant, if there is a point to this discussion of yours, I’m afraid it has entirely escaped me.”


  “Cainen was an enemy who became a friend,” I said. “And despite the terrible thing we had done to him—and yes, it was terrible—he still chose to find friendship among us. I’ve never forgotten that.”


  “I do not think we will be friends, I’m afraid.”


  “I’m not asking for that, Commander,” I said. “My point in telling you this is to let you know that, at the very least, I don’t see you merely as an enemy.”


  “You will understand, Lieutenant, if I’m not convinced that this fact does anything for me at all.”


  “Of course.” I stood up. “Just understand that it can. If you want it to. In the meantime, give consideration to what I’ve asked for. Let me know when you’re ready to talk.” I started for the door.


  “Aren’t you going to put that back on me?” Tvann said, pointing to the shock collar on the table.


  “You can put it back on if you want,” I said. “But I wouldn’t if I were you.” I opened the door, leaving Tvann to stare at the collar on the table.


  * * *


  “Are you going to kill us?” Specialist Ketrin Se Lau asked me. The two of us were in the same room I had previously been in with Tvann. The room had been reset. Lau was not wearing the shock collar; he’d never been given one.


  “Lieutenant Lee promised you that we wouldn’t, if her report to me is accurate,” I said.


  “That was her. You are someone new.”


  “Do you think we’re going to kill you, Ketrin?” I asked.


  “Humans aren’t well known for being kind to their enemies,” Lau said.


  “No, I suppose not,” I admitted. “No, Specialist Lau. We’re not planning to kill you, or Commander Tvann.” I watched as relief spilled over the Rraey’s body. “In fact, what we’re hoping to do, after all of this is done, is to return you to your government.”


  “When?”


  “I’m not going to lie to you, it’s going to be a while,” I said. “We have to get to the end of this current conflict. In the meantime you’re going to be our guest.”


  “You mean prisoner.”


  “Well, yes,” I said. “But within that framework, there’s a lot of latitude for how you are treated.”


  “I don’t know anything important,” Lau said. “I’m a specialist. I was only told specific things about my own job.”


  “We know that you don’t know anything above your pay grade,” I said. “We don’t expect you to know the secret plans of Equilibrium.”


  “Then what can I tell you that I didn’t already tell your Lieutenant Lee?”


  “I’m interested not so much in what you know as I am in what you’ve heard. Rumors and speculation and things like that. We’re both soldiers, Ketrin. Although we’re different species I think we probably share one thing in common: Our jobs are boring most of the time, so we spend a lot of time bullshitting with our friends. I’m interested in the bullshit.”


  “I don’t know that word, but I think I know what it means.”


  “ ‘Bullshit’ ? Yes, I think you probably do. I’m also interested in you, Ketrin.”


  “How so?”


  “Your experience with Equilibrium,” I said. “Beginning with the very simple question of: How did you get involved with them in the first place?”


  “That’s your fault,” Lau said. “Humans, not you specifically. Our wars with you went poorly for us, particularly after the Obin, who had been our allies, turned on us. When that happened we lost planets and lost power, and our military shrank. Many former soldiers were out of work. I was one of them.”


  “There are other lines of work.”


  “Lieutenant, when we lost planets, we had an influx of people to our remaining worlds. There were no jobs to be had. You and the Obin didn’t just shrink our military. You killed our economy. I’m originally from a colony planet named Fuigh. We don’t have that planet anymore. I was relocated to Bulni. Jobs there mostly went to native Bulnians.”


  “Got it.”


  “So when I was approached by a former commander of mine about Equilibrium, I didn’t spend any time thinking about it. I was being offered a job and a chance to use my skills. The pay was excellent. And I got to leave Bulni, which I hated.”


  “I understand that.”


  “If you are planning to attack any planet of ours, let me suggest Bulni first.”


  I grinned. “It’s not on our agenda at the moment, but I’ll keep it in mind. How long have you been with the Equilibrium?”


  “I don’t know your time measurements.”


  “Tell me in your years, I’ll make the adjustments.”


  “About six years, then.”


  “Which is about five of ours. Which is a long time.”


  “It was steady work.”


  “Right,” I said. “My point is that we only started learning about Equilibrium very recently. It’s a long time for your organization to be flying under our radar.”


  “Maybe you’re not very good at intelligence.”


  “That might be it,” I allowed. “But I like to think there’s something more to it than that.”


  Specialist Lau did the Rraey equivalent of a shrug. “The organization was always small and focused and decentralized until very recently. For the first couple of years I didn’t even know there was a larger organization. I only worked with my team.”


  “So you thought you were a mercenary.”


  “Yes.”


  “Being a mercenary didn’t bother you.”


  “I liked being able to eat. And like I said I didn’t have very many other options.”


  “So you thought you were a mercenary, but then you found out about the rest of Equilibrium.”


  “Yes.”


  “No thoughts about your team suddenly being made part of a larger organization.”


  “Not really,” Lau said. “Mercenary companies are like any other company. Sometimes they work with other companies. Sometimes they merge with them. I was being paid on time and working with the same group of people, so it was all the same to me.”


  “And what about the philosophical aims of the Equilibrium? What did you think about them?”


  “I was fine with them. I’m still fine with them. Lieutenant, the Colonial Union is our enemy, and the Conclave won’t allow us to colonize, even on the planets we lost and want to retake. The two of you have made life very difficult for us. I don’t mind returning the favor.”


  “All right.”


  “But you have to understand that at the level I work at, we don’t really get into the philosophy of the organization. Do you, sir? Do you spend a lot of time thinking about the ethics and philosophy of the Colonial Union and what it does?”


  “Actually, I do,” I said, and smiled. “But overthinking things is a hobby of mine. I’m the first to admit I’m weird.”


  “My job was to manage communications,” Lau said. “I spent most of my time thinking about my immediate tasks and the people I was working with. I’m not a great thinker, Lieutenant.”


  “This mission,” I said. “It was with the same group you’ve been with since the beginning.”


  “No. The team I was part of was mostly wiped out when the Chandler attacked Equilibrium headquarters. I survived because I had been temporarily assigned to another team to train some new recruits. After that attack I stayed with that team, which Commander Tvann led. That’s the team you obliterated.”


  “I’m sorry for the loss of your friends.”


  “Thank you. It’s kind of you to say, even if I doubt you’re entirely sincere.”


  “I have to say you’re more forthcoming than Commander Tvann has been.”


  “I have a lot fewer secrets to keep,” Lau said. “And I don’t want to die.”


  “I know Tvann was not happy with you that you were willing to talk with us. That he tried to attack you to shut you up.”


  “Like I said, he has more secrets to keep than I do.”


  “I suspect he’s unhappy with the level of loyalty you’re showing.”


  Lau barked out a Rraey laugh at this. “You said it yourself, Lieutenant. I’m a mercenary. I have been since the moment Equilibrium hired me. Equilibrium pays well, but right now I can’t spend a single coin of what they pay me. You, on the other hand, can kill me. I value my life more than all the money in the world.”


  “That’s a very practical point of view, Ketrin.”


  “I was hoping you might appreciate it, Lieutenant.”


  “I do, very much. And I think you’ll find that my superiors will appreciate it too.”


  “I was hoping that you would say that. Remember, there’s only so much I know. I won’t withhold anything but there are limits to my knowledge.”


  “Like I said, I’m interested in other things from you than I am from Commander Tvann. I think you’ll be very useful.”


  “Then let’s get to work,” Lau said. “I do have one request for the moment.”


  “What is it?”


  “Lunch.”


  * * *


  “Do you know who I am?” Masahiko Okada asked, with just the right amount of outrage to his voice. The same room again, but a slightly different cast of characters. Okada was sitting at the table. I was standing against the wall near the door. The question was not directed at me but at the person sitting directly across from him.


  “You’re Masahiko Okada,” said Ode Abumwe, Colonial Union ambassador, and also, my boss.


  “Precisely,” Okada said. “And you know my position.”


  “Yes I do,” Abumwe said. “You’re a Colonial Union prisoner of war.”


  “I’m prime minister of Khartoum!” Okada said, voice shaking.


  “No,” Abumwe said. “No, you are not. You may have been, but that was before you acted in open rebellion against the Colonial Union. That was before you ordered ships to attack a Colonial Defense Forces vessel. That was before you ordered ground-based weapons to blast individual CDF soldiers out of the sky. Whatever you were before, Mr. Okada, right now you are a traitor, and a murderer, and a prisoner of war. Nothing more than that.”


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Okada said. “We declared independence from the Colonial Union, that’s all.”


  “You declared independence from the Colonial Union and then hid in a secret location,” Abumwe said. “Which surely suggests you knew the Colonial Union would respond to your independence and would send forces to retrieve you. And when we did, we were attacked. Not by Khartoumians, Mr. Okada. By others entirely.”


  “I didn’t authorize any attack.”


  Abumwe sighed audibly at this.


  “I want to speak to Secretary of State Galeano. When she finds out what you and your Colonial Defense Force stooges have done to me, you’ll be lucky just to be fired.”


  “Mr. Okada.”


  “Prime Minister Okada.”


  “Mr. Okada,” Abumwe repeated, and I could see the mottled rage rising up Okada’s neck and face, “you appear to be under the impression that by sheer force of personality, you will change your circumstances at the moment. That you will, by issuing demands in that stentorian campaign voice of yours, cow me to your will. You misunderstand my role here, Mr. Okada. I am not the one keeping you from returning to your previous, exalted status. I am the one that is keeping you from being turned into a floating brain in a transparent column of nutrient broth.”


  The mottled flush of Okada’s cheeks disappeared, followed by something rather paler. “Excuse me?” he said.


  “You heard me, Mr. Okada,” Abumwe said. “You declared your planet independent of the Colonial Union, which was enough to have you labeled a traitor. For that alone you would be looking at the rest of your life in a Colonial Union prison, if they didn’t simply decide to execute you. But then you also attacked Colonial Defense forces. And the CDF doesn’t forgive the deaths of its people. It especially won’t forgive them when it’s clear that you, the prime minister of an entire planet, planned and coordinated the attack with enemies of the Colonial Union.


  “The CDF won’t kill you for that, Mr. Okada. What they will do is strip your brain out of your head and let it lie in isolation—horrible, endless isolation—until you tell them every single thing you know.And then when you’re done, you’ll be sent back into that endless isolation.”


  Okada’s eyes flickered up to me. I stared back at him, impassive. I knew what my role in the room was, which was to be the silent avatar of every horrible thing the Colonial Defense Forces would do to Okada. It would be an inappropriate time for me to note my own personal objection to the brain removal tactic, which I found frankly criminal.


  “The only reason you haven’t already been prepared for this operation is because I, as a courtesy owed to your former station, am offering you a choice,” Abumwe continued. “Tell me everything you know, now. No hesitation, no omission, no lies. Start with your deal with Equilibrium. Share it all, and you will stay you. Or don’t.”


  “I didn’t authorize that attack,” Okada began.


  Abumwe shoved up from her seat, a look of genuine disgust on her face.


  “Wait!” Okada held up a hand, imploringly. Abumwe paused. “We had a deal with Equilibrium, yes. But it was only for defense if and only if the Colonial Union attacked Khartoum itself. A major attack. A single CDF ship in orbit wouldn’t have triggered it.”


  “But you hid yourself,” I said. “You and your cabinet.”


  “We’re not stupid,” Okada spat at me. “We knew you would come for us. We hid to delay you finding us, and to keep you from destroying infrastructure and creating civilian casualties when you went looking for us.” He turned back to Abumwe. “We always knew we were going to be captured. We knew you would send a single ship for us, because we all know how the Colonial Union like to imply that it only takes a single ship to deal with any internal problem. We wanted to be captured. Our plan was civil disobedience. To act as an inspiration for the other colony worlds who were planning to declare their independence as well.”


  “Civil disobedience doesn’t usually include calling in outside forces to act as muscle,” I said.


  “It’s one thing for me and my cabinet to participate in civil disobedience,” Okada said. “It’s another thing to leave three hundred sixty million people defenseless against the Colonial Union. Our deal with Equilibrium was defense and deterrence, not aggression.”


  “And yet they attacked anyway,” Abumwe said, sitting down again.


  “Not on my orders,” Okada said. “The first I knew of it was when your soldiers blasted their way into our bunker and dragged me out.”


  Abumwe looked at me. I shrugged.


  “I am telling the truth!” Okada protested. “I don’t want my brain in a goddamned tube, all right? I was misled by Equilibrium. By Commander Tvann. He told me his role was deterrence only.Encouraged us to declare independence before the other colonies to set the example—and to make them aware that Equilibrium would protect them like it was protecting us. To encourage every colony to break free of the Colonial Union.”


  “So why did Commander Tvann do it?” Abumwe asked. “Why did he attack?”


  “Why don’t you ask him?”


  “We have and we will again. But right now I’m asking you. Speculate.”


  Okada laughed bitterly. “Obviously because whatever plans Equilibrium has, they deviate substantially from our own. What they are, I cannot even begin to tell you. All I know, Ambassador, is that I was used. I was used. My government was used. My planet was used. And now all of us are going to pay for it.”


  Abumwe stood up again, less dramatically this time.


  “What’s going to happen now?” Okada asked.


  “We’ll make sure you stay intact,” Abumwe said.


  “That’s not what I meant. I meant, what’s going to happen to Khartoum. What is the Colonial Union going to do to my planet. To my people.”


  “I don’t know, Minister Okada,” Abumwe said. I wondered if he noticed that she gave him his honorific the one time he gave thought to those he was supposed to represent, and not just himself.


  * * *


  “We don’t have a lot of time,” Abumwe said to her current brain trust, which at the moment was Hillary Drollet, her assistant; Neva Balla, the captain of the Chandler; my friend Hart Schmidt; and me. All of us were crammed into that same small room. “It won’t be long before Equilibrium discovers that their attack has failed.”


  “I don’t think it did,” I said.


  “How do you figure?” Balla said, to me. “The Tubingen isn’t entirely destroyed. The two ships attacking it were. The Rraey attack on our soldiers was likewise countered and the Rraey eliminated, except for our two prisoners. And Khartoum isn’t independent. If anything it’s just signed up for more direct Colonial Union oversight. There are twenty CDF ships on the way here now to make that point.”


  I pointed at her for emphasis. “But, see, that’s the victory condition.”


  “Explain yourself, Lieutenant,” Abumwe said to me.


  “What does Equilibrium want?” I asked the room. “It wants to destabilize and destroy the Colonial Union. And the Conclave, too, but let’s focus on us for a minute.”


  “Right,” Balla said. “And they failed. Khartoum is still in the Colonial Union. It didn’t destroy the Colonial Union.”


  “It’s not just destroy. It’s also destabilize,” I said. “The CDF is sending ships not just to deal with the Tubingen’s survivors, but to exert control over a rebellious planet. You said twenty ships, Captain.”


  “That’s right.”


  “When was the last time the Colonial Union committed that number of CDF ships to a colonial world that wasn’t directly under attack by another species?”


  “You’re the one with the computer in your head,” Balla said. “You tell us.”


  “It hasn’t happened in over a century,” I said.


  “We’ve never had the level of uprisings we’re seeing now,” Hart said, to me. He looked around the room. “Harry and I talked to Lieutenant Lee, who led that Tubingen platoon to get the prime minister. She said that all of her previous recent missions were either stopping rebellions on Colonial Union planets or containing them if they’d already begun. That’s new. That’s different.”


  “This goes to my point,” I said. “The Colonial Union is already destabilizing. Bringing in twenty ships won’t help.”


  “I don’t know about that,” Balla said. “I think no one on Khartoum is going to start anything anytime soon.”


  “But the audience here isn’t just Khartoum,” Abumwe said, to Balla, and then looked at me. “That’s what you’re going to say next, isn’t it.”


  “Yes,” I said. “Because it’s not. We know that Khartoum was one of ten colony worlds that were going to jointly announce their independence. Equilibrium got them to jump the gun for its own purposes. I think part of that purpose was to invoke an outsized, military response on our part.”


  “But that would just intimidate the other colonies,” Balla said.


  “Or anger them,” Hart said.


  “Or inspire them to stick to their guns, as it were,” I said.


  “ ‘Stick to their guns’ is a curious phrase to use,” Balla said. “Because they don’t have any. The Colonial Union has all the weaponry on its side. Whether they’re inspired or angry or both, the colonies can’t miss the Colonial Union’s message that the party’s over.”


  I glanced over to Abumwe.


  “Unless Equilibrium has been talking to these other colonies as well,” she said.


  “Right,” I said. “Equilibrium is small so it has to maximize its impact. It has to go for gestures that make a splash. It’s something they learned from us.”


  “How so?” Abumwe asked.


  “Like when we fought the Conclave over Roanoke,” I said. “It’s four hundred alien races, all with their own military reach. We couldn’t possibly take them on ship-to-ship. So when we wanted to destroy it, we lured them into a trap we devised, destroyed their grand fleet by subterfuge, and waited for the fallout to take down the Conclave.”


  “There is the minor detail that the plan didn’t work,” Balla said. “The Conclave survived.”


  “But the Conclave wasn’t the same after that,” I pointed out. “Before Roanoke, the Conclave was this dauntingly large force that was impossible to fight. After Roanoke, there was an open rebellion and there was the first assassination attempt on General Gau, their leader. Those tensions never went away, and Gau was in fact later assassinated. We were there for it. You can lay out a path from Roanoke to Gau’s death. The Conclave today is what the Colonial Union made it. Which also means in some way the Colonial Union helped create the conditions that make Equilibrium possible.”


  “And now Equilibrium is shaping the Colonial Union,” Abumwe said.


  “It’s certainly making the effort, yes.”


  “There is some irony to that.”


  I nodded at this. “And the thing we have to remember is that it’s doing it for its own purposes.” I pointed in the direction of the very small room in which we were currently keeping Khartoum’s prime minister. “Okada and his government got sold a bill of goods by Equilibrium, which attacked us. But it’s not Equilibrium who is being punished, it’s Khartoum.”


  “When you lay down with dogs, you get fleas,” Hart said.


  “Yes. I’m not defending Okada’s act. He and the planet wouldn’t be in the position they are today if he and his government hadn’t let Equilibrium through the door. But Equilibrium got what it wanted out of the exchange. More Colonial Union oversight means more resentment of the Colonial Union, not just here, but everywhere that finds out about it.”


  “The Colonial Union holds a virtual monopoly on information,” Balla said.


  “It did,” I agreed. “It doesn’t anymore. And, leaving aside the general philosophical issue with a single source bottlenecking every bit of communication for its own purposes, that presents its own problems.”


  “Like Equilibrium creating its own version of events here on Khartoum and presenting it to the other colonies,” Abumwe said.


  “Right again,” I said. “Which goes back again to my point about Equilibrium maximizing its efforts. It doesn’t take a lot for them to leverage mistrust of the Colonial Union into the appearance of being a fair dealer to the colonial worlds.” I pointed to Abumwe. “You said we don’t have much time. I think it’s more correct to say that we’re already out of time. Equilibrium is almost certainly already out there selling its version of events, and when it shows a feed of all our ships floating above the surface of Khartoum, that’s just going to act as confirmation to the rebellious colonies.”


  “How do we know about the rebellious colonies?” Balla asked.


  “The Colonial Union is not entirely without friends on the colony worlds,” Abumwe said. “Or in their governments. We have had people feeding us information for a while now.”


  “And we never did anything on it? We let it get to this point?”


  “With the politics of the colony worlds the Colonial Union prefers to do things as quietly as possible, until they can’t be handled quietly anymore.” Abumwe shrugged. “It worked before, for decades.The Colonial Union is resistant to change. And at the top there’s the belief that things can still be managed quietly. That we will be able to control the actions of the colonies.”


  “That’s not working out very well at this point, Ambassador,” Balla said.


  “No, it isn’t,” Abumwe agreed.


  “And we knew nothing about Equilibrium’s involvement.”


  “Remember that one of the prime movers of Equilibrium turned out to be a highly placed member of our State Department,” I said, to Balla. “It’s entirely possible that what we thought we knew about the independence movements on the colony worlds was based on highly edited information. And once Ocampo was retaken, Equilibrium would naturally change tactics. That would be my guess, anyway.”


  Balla turned to me. “Have you always had this sort of paranoid mind?”


  I smiled. “Captain, the problem is not that I’m paranoid. The problem is that the universe keeps justifying my paranoia.”


  Abumwe turned her attention back to me. “So, your analysis, paranoid or otherwise, is that this encounter was a success for Equilibrium.”


  “Yes,” I said. “It wasn’t perfect; I think they would have liked to have destroyed the Tubingen, killed everyone aboard, made it look like the Khartoumian government was entirely responsible for it all, and have us none the wiser for it. But as it is, they’ll be able to sell their version to people who are receptive to hear it. Equilibrium’s been working on a strategy of making us look deceptive and dissembling for a while now. It works because we are, in fact, deceptive and dissembling.”


  “What’s their next step, then?” Hart asked.


  “I think that may be the lieutenant’s point,” Abumwe said. “They don’t have to have a next step. They just have to wait for us to do what we always do, the way we always do it.”


  I nodded. “Why do the work to destabilize us when we’ll do it for ourselves.”


  “But there still has to be a point to it,” Balla said, to Abumwe. She turned to me. “Look, Lieutenant, I understand that you are deeply enthusiastic about this convoluted web of actions that you’re spinning. I’m not going to say that it’s wrong. But Equilibrium isn’t doing this just for the fun of it. They’re not nihilists. There has to be a point. There has to be a plan. This has to lead to something.”


  “It leads to the end of all things,” I said. “Or less dramatically, to either or both the Colonial Union and the Conclave fracturing, and the return of every species in our local slice of space being constantly at war with each other.”


  “I still don’t know why anyone would want that,” Hart said.


  “Because it worked really well for some people,” I said. “Let’s not lie, Hart. It worked really well for us. For humans. And more specifically for the Colonial Union. A system of government, stable for centuries, predicated on killing the shit out of everyone else and taking their land. That’s practically the modus operandi of every successful human civilization to date. No wonder some of us wanted to return to it, even at the risk of destroying the Colonial Union itself. Because if we got back, we’d be meaner than ever before.”


  “Unless we weren’t, and were just wiped out instead.”


  “Well, there is that. You can’t make an omelet without breaking eggs, but you also have to make sure that what’s inside the egg makes it to the pan.”


  “I . . . don’t know what that means,” Hart said.


  “It means destroying the Colonial Union isn’t a trivial act for the survival of the human race,” I said. “We might not have time to think up something new before we’re wiped out.”


  “That’s what I said,” Hart pointed out. “More compactly.”


  “Whether or not it leads to the end of all things is not my concern right now,” Balla said. “My concern is the next specific thing that Equilibrium is going to do, or wants to have happen.”


  “I think it’s something to do with the planets that are planning to announce their independence,” I said.


  “I agree,” Abumwe said.


  “Okay, that’s great,” Balla said. “What, exactly?”


  “I don’t know,” I said.


  “Isn’t that why you questioned those Rraey and the prime minister? To find those things out?”


  “We found out a lot,” I said. “Just not that.”


  “Maybe you should try again.”


  “You might be right,” I said. “Specifically, I want to try another pass at Commander Tvann.”


  “You going to still try to be his friend?” Abumwe asked. “I don’t see that being a very effective tactic.”


  “The point of the first session wasn’t to make him my friend. It was to make him not fear me.”


  “And what do you plan to do now?” Balla asked.


  “I’m going to introduce him to something he actually might fear,” I said.


  * * *


  “I don’t know what these are,” Commander Tvann said, when I handed him a printout. We were back in the same room. I was beginning to get tired of the room, to be entirely honest about it.


  “That’s a printout of targets the Colonial Defense Forces is planning to hit sometime very soon,” I said.


  Tvann handed it back. “I don’t read your language, and I’m not sure why you would want to show me confidential information in any event.”


  “Because in a way you were the inspiration for the list,” I said, and handed him another printout. “Here, this one might be more readable for you.”


  Tvann took the list and read it. He read it a second time. Then he set the printout on the table between us.


  “I don’t understand,” he said to me.


  “It’s simple enough,” I said. “You are Rraey. The Equilibrium crew who you commanded were all Rraey. The crew which you commanded, which took the Chandler and killed its crew, were Rraey.The base from which Equilibrium operated until Rafe shot it up and rendered it unusable was formerly a Rraey military base, until your species abandoned it and the system it was in. You are seeing a pattern here, I trust.”


  “It’s a false pattern.”


  “It could be,” I admitted. “However, the top brass of the Colonial Defense Force doesn’t think so. They’re pretty well convinced at this point that the Rraey—your government—is actively involved with Equilibrium. It’s not the only one, to be sure. We have enough evidence of that. But time and again we see Rraey participation in ways we don’t see other species participating. It is, shall we say, statistically significant.”


  “You and the Conclave drove millions of us out of work and out of our homes,” Tvann said. “Of course you will see lots of us involved in Equilibrium.”


  I smiled. “It might interest you to know that’s the very rationale Specialist Lau gave for joining up. And I’m not saying it’s wrong. I am saying it’s not an argument that’s going to convince the CDF that your government isn’t offering material assistance to Equilibrium.”


  I pointed to the printout. “So the CDF has decided to act. Equilibrium is difficult to find—it’s designed to be that way, I know—so we’ve decided to stop looking and to go straight to the source, as it were. Those are the first-wave targets we’re going to hit on the Rraey worlds. Mostly military and industrial sites, as you can see, but also shipping and processing sites. The plan is to make it more difficult for you to equip and assist Equilibrium.”


  “You’ll also destroy our infrastructure and cause millions to starve.”


  “Our analysts agree with the first. Not so much to the second. That will happen with the second wave of targets, however, if Equilibrium keeps up its attacks.”


  “If Equilibrium keeps hitting you after your first set of targets, then it should be obvious that the Rraey are not equipping us.”


  “Like I said, we know the Rraey aren’t the only ones chipping in with Equilibrium. But we think it’s the primary one. And aside from the value of snapping off that primary supply line, we think it sends a fine warning to everyone else: You may be using Equilibrium to destroy the Colonial Union, but we’re still strong enough to take you down with us.”


  “When will you do this?”


  “The thinking is there’s no reason to wait,” I said. “The operation is in motion as we speak. In fact some of the ships that were being tasked here at Khartoum are being reassigned to this. It’s become the CDF’s top priority now.”


  “It’s genocide.”


  “I think you might be surprised at how little you and I differ in this opinion, Commander Tvann. But I have to tell you that I’m not the one you need to make that argument to. This is a discussion that’s taking place far above either of our heads.”


  “No,” Tvann said. “You wouldn’t have come to me with this if there was nothing you wanted from me.”


  “I do have something I want from you,” I agreed. “I want you to tell me Equilibrium’s strategy for Khartoum and the other colonies. Tell me and convince me that this is something we can better direct our attention to than that list of targets.” I pointed to the printout again. “You have no reason to trust me but I will make you this promise regardless: Help me convince them and I will do everything I can to shift their focus.”


  “What can you do?” Tvann said. “You’re a lieutenant.”


  “I am,” I said. “But I am an unusually well-placed lieutenant.”


  Tvann was silent, and, I suspect, skeptical.


  “Commander,” I said. “Let me be clear. The Colonial Defense Forces has made a decision. It’s going to hit something, and it’s going to hit something hard. And what it’s going to hit is whatever is directly in front of it. Right now, that’s the Rraey planets. You know that the CDF is weaker than it used to be. But the Rraey are weaker even than that, and when the CDF hits your people, it’s going to knock them back as close to the stone age as possible. A lot of your people are going to suffer. The only way this doesn’t happen—the only way, Commander—is if we have something else to hit instead. Give me something else they can hit. Help me, Commander.”


  An hour later I emerged from the room. Hart was waiting for me, along with a pair of CDF soldiers waiting to escort Tvann back to the brig.


  “You got everything you needed?” he asked.


  “What, you weren’t out here recording?”


  “After you mocked me for it the last time I decided there were other things I could be doing with my time.”


  “Yes, I think I got everything I needed.” I nodded to the soldiers, who entered the room. I motioned to Hart to walk with me.


  “He didn’t catch on.”


  “That I was bluffing about the Rraey targets? No. I sold it well enough. It helps that it was exactly the sort of thing the CDF would do.”


  “So now what?”


  “So now we go tell Abumwe,” I said. “And then, I suspect, we head back to Phoenix Station and tell a whole bunch of other people. And then maybe find a hole to hide in.”


  “Why? I thought Tvann told you what Equilibrium is planning.”


  “He did,” I said.


  “Well? And?”


  I stopped and turned to look at my friend. “And if everything he told me is true, Hart, then we’re all kind of magnificently fucked.”


  I started walking again. Hart stayed stationary, staring at me as I walked away.


  PART TWO


  “The organization known as Equilibrium is dedicated to bringing about the end of the Colonial Union,” Ambassador Abumwe said. “We know this. But we should be aware that the end of the Colonial Union is not the only goal of Equilibrium—indeed it’s not the primary goal. The primary goal is the dissolution of the Conclave, the largest single government this part of space has ever seen. To this end, Equilibrium is using the Colonial Union as a tool, and not just the Colonial Union, but Earth was well.”


  Abumwe was speaking from the well of one of the State Department lecture theaters at Phoenix Station. This particular theater could easily seat a couple hundred people, but at the moment held just four: Abumwe in the well, me sitting off to the side, and Colonels Abel Rigney and Liz Egan front row center, facing Abumwe.


  Egan’s formal title was Colonial Defense Forces liaison to the Colonial Union’s Department of State, but in the aftermath of Assistant Secretary Ocampo’s betrayal of the CU, she had stepped into the role of ad hoc number two at State, someone trusted by both the secretary of state and the CDF brass. The closer entwining of those two entities should have filled any rational person with a sense of foreboding, but at the moment no one seemed to blink. This was in itself a commentary of the state the Colonial Union was in at the moment.


  Colonel Abel Rigney, I think, didn’t have an actual title. He was just That Guy in the CDF: the one that went everywhere, saw everything, advised everyone, and was privy to it all. Honestly, if you wanted to cripple the CDF—and by extension the Colonial Union—all you would have to do is put a bullet into his temple. I suspect entire chunks of the Colonial Union government would simply stop working because no one would know who to talk to without Rigney acting as intermediary.


  Officially, Egan and Rigney were mid-level apparatchiks at best. Unofficially, they were the people you talked to when a thing needed to be done, whatever thing it was.


  We had a thing that needed to be done.


  “You’re saying that what happened at Khartoum is not meant to be a direct attack on the Colonial Union,” Egan said, to Abumwe.


  “No, of course it was a direct attack,” Abumwe replied, in the straight-ahead, blunt manner that if you were not smart, you would think was profoundly non-diplomatic. “The act served its own short-term goal in that regard. But its true value to Equilibrium is long term—what it allows the organization to build towards for its ultimate goal: the destruction of the Conclave.”


  “Walk us through it, Ambassador,” Rigney said.


  “At Khartoum, we secured a high-value prisoner, a Commander Tvann of Equilibrium.” A very slight smile crossed Abumwe’s face. “The best way to describe him is as the Equilibrium equivalent ofyou, Colonel Rigney. Someone who is very well connected and often at the center of Equilibrium plans.”


  “All right.”


  The ambassador nodded in my direction. “During interrogation, Lieutenant Wilson here got Tvann to reveal Equilibrium’s most recent plan, which begins with the attack on the Tubingen above Khartoum.”


  Colonels Rigney and Egan looked over to me. “ ‘Interrogation,’ Lieutenant?” Egan said to me.


  I understood the implication. “The information was not secured under torture or duress,” I said. “I used misdirection and false information to convince him that it was in his interest to cooperate.”


  “What false information?”


  “I told him we were going to obliterate every major Rraey city and industrial site on four different planets because we believe the Rraey are the primary movers behind Equilibrium.”


  “Are they?”


  “I don’t have the data to speculate,” I said. “If you were asking me to go with my gut, I’d say the Rraey government offers clandestine logistical support that’s difficult to prove. Certainly the Rraey wouldn’t mind if we were out of the way. Even if they are offering support, however, going after the Rraey at this point won’t make a difference in the immediate plans of Equilibrium. Equilibrium is and should be our primary concern at the moment.”


  Egan nodded and looked back to Abumwe. “Continue,” she said.


  “Khartoum is one of ten colonies who conspired to declare independence from the Colonial Union. The plan was to do it simultaneously and in doing so give the Colonial Union too many targets against which to effectively retaliate. The longer it took us to respond to the event, the more colonial worlds would be inspired to also declare independence. The idea here is that dissolution of the Colonial Union would succeed in part because the CU would lack the resources to deal with the mass exodus.


  “However, Colonel Tvann convinced the government of Khartoum to announce its independence early, arguing that it could act as the catalyst for the dissolution of the Colonial Union alone, and that Equilibrium would effectively serve as Khartoum’s defense forces. That would benefit both Khartoum and Equilibrium, which wanted to be seen as an ally to the newly independent colonies.”


  “That didn’t work out,” Rigney said, dryly.


  “No,” Abumwe agreed. “In fact, Equilibrium’s true plan was to attack any CDF ship which responded—which it did with the Tubingen. The attack, whether it was seen by the Colonial Union as directed by Khartoum or by Equilibrium, would result in a massive response by the CDF—which it did. We sent twenty ships to Khartoum.


  “Equilibrium did this for the specific purpose of massively militarizing the Colonial Union response to our planets declaring independence. The next planet or planets which declare will not receive a visit from a single CDF ship as they would have done before. Instead the CDF will send a fleet to any planet, with the specific intent of overwhelming any independence movement from the beginning.”Abumwe stopped for a second and looked at Egan and Rigney curiously. “Is this Equilibrium assessment accurate?”


  The two colonels looked uncomfortable. “It might be,” Rigney said, eventually.


  Abumwe nodded. “Equilibrium, through its own strategy of misdirection and false information—and its campaign to establish the Colonial Union as an unreliable source of truthful information, aided by the fact that the Colonial Union is, in fact, deeply censorious of news between colonies—plans to encourage the nine remaining planets in the original independence scheme to stick to their plan and jointly announce. It will promise logistical and defense support, which it has no real intention of providing except for its own purposes, as it did over Khartoum. This will happen as soon as practicably possible. And of course the CDF will respond.”


  “And then what?” Egan asked.


  “Once the Colonial Union is fully occupied with this independence movement and has committed a substantial amount of its military force and intelligence capabilities to quash it, Equilibrium attacks.”


  “Attacks the fleets over the rebellious colony planets?” Rigney said. “That’s just stupid, Ambassador. Equilibrium can be effective with sneak attacks but their ships and armaments can’t stand up to a prolonged battle.”


  “They won’t be attacking our fleets,” Abumwe said. “They will be attacking the Earth.”


  “What?” Egan said. She pushed forward in her seat, now intensely interested.


  Abumwe glanced over to me and nodded. I connected my BrainPal to the theater’s presentation system and popped up a visual of Earth, and above it, several dozen starships, not to scale.


  “Equilibrium acquires ships by pirating them,” Abumwe said. “The Colonial Union has lost dozens over the years. The Conclave and its constituent states have lost even more.” She pointed into the graphic. “What you see here is a representation of all the Conclave-affiliated ships that we know have been taken and have not, as yet, been destroyed in battle. There are ninety-four shown here and we have to assume our estimate is low.


  “According to Commander Tvann, the Equilibrium plan is to skip these ships into Earth space, destroy the planet’s defense, communication, and scientific satellites, and then target hundreds of major population areas with nuclear warheads.”


  “Nuclear warheads,” Rigney said.


  “Where the hell are they getting nukes?” Egan said. “Who still uses them?”


  “Tvann indicated that many of them came from the stores of planets now aligned with the Conclave,” Abumwe said. “The Conclave doesn’t allow their use as weapons, so they’re supposed to be dismantled and the fissionable material disposed of. It was a trivial matter for Equilibrium to insert itself into that process and come away with warheads and fissionable material.”


  “How many are we talking about?” Rigney said. “Warheads, I mean.”


  Abumwe looked at me. “Tvann didn’t know all the specifics,” I said. “The ones he seemed to consider standard yield would be the equivalent to three hundred kilotons. He said there were several hundred of those.”


  “Jesus Christ.”


  “They could do the same damage without nuclear weapons,” Egan said. “At this point in weapons technology, using nuclear weapons is only a step up from using the longbow.”


  “The point is to use the nuclear weapons,” Abumwe said. “Not just for the immediate devastation, but for everything else that follows.”


  “When the Romans defeated Carthage, they salted the ground there so nothing could live or grow there anymore,” I said. “This is the same concept, writ large.”


  “Equilibrium would be slitting their throat by doing this,” Rigney said.


  “If you can find their throats to slit them,” I pointed out.


  “I think we would be motivated, Lieutenant.”


  “Colonel, you’re missing the important thing here,” Abumwe said.


  “And what is that, Ambassador?” Egan asked.


  Abumwe gestured up toward the image floating there. “That every one of the ships tasked to the attack is originally from the Conclave. We are meant to believe this is an attack not by Equilibrium, but by the Conclave. We’re meant to believe the Conclave has decided that the only way to deal with humanity—to deal with the Colonial Union—is to destroy the source of its soldiers and colonists once and for all, so we can never get it back, either by force or negotiation. This is meant to be the earnest of the Conclave’s intent to wipe us from the universe forever.”


  Rigney nodded. “Yes, all right.”


  “We would blame the Conclave, refuse its denials, assume it was behind Equilibrium all along,” Egan said. “We’d go to war with the Conclave. And we’d be defeated.”


  “Inevitably, yes,” Abumwe said. “We are far too small to take it on directly. And even if all the colony worlds stopped fighting us for independence—or we crushed all their attempts at independence—it would still take us time to fully convert to the colonies being the well from which we draw our soldiers. And meanwhile elements of the Conclave would be agitating for our destruction, because whether the Conclave attacked us or not, we would now be a clear and present danger to it.”


  “We’d lose in a fight with the Conclave,” I said. “But that doesn’t mean the Conclave would win.”


  Abumwe nodded. “It wouldn’t simply be about us attacking the Conclave. It would be the internal stresses the Conclave would face in being obliged to obliterate us permanently. It goes against every reason the Conclave was founded in the first place. It would be antithetical to the goals of General Gau.”


  “Not to mention that of the Conclave’s current leader, Hafte Sorvalh,” I said. “And she would be criticized relentlessly if she refused to deal with us. And no matter how capable she is—and she’s very capable—she’s not General Gau. She won’t be able to keep the Conclave together through her own sheer force of will like the general could. It will fracture and die.”


  “Which is Equilibrium’s ultimate goal,” Egan said.


  “Yes,” Abumwe said. “Again, our destruction is part of its plan, too. But we are mostly incidental. We are the lever Equilibrium will use to destroy the Conclave. Everything the organization has ever done, including the destruction of Earth Station, has been part of the drive toward that goal.”


  “I don’t know how I feel about the complete destruction of the Colonial Union being a side benefit,” Rigney said.


  “It should make you angry,” Abumwe said. “It makes me angry.”


  “You don’t look notably angry,” Rigney observed.


  “Colonel Rigney, I’m furious,” Abumwe said. “I also recognize that there are more important things for me to be and do than just be furious.”


  “Ambassador, a question,” Egan said.


  “Yes, Colonel.”


  Egan pointed to the graphic. “We know Equilibrium’s plan now. We know that it plans to use our colonies and our standard responses against us. We know it plans to frame the Conclave for the attack on Earth. We know its game, its strategy, and its tactics. Isn’t this now a trap we can easily step out of?”


  Abumwe looked over to me. “There are other complications,” I said. “Tvann suggested to me that if it became clear the Khartoum strategy failed or that we had thwarted their plans with the other nine planets or informed the Conclave of the subterfuge, that Equilibrium may simply attack Earth anyway.”


  “For what purpose?” Egan said.


  “Equilibrium doesn’t appear to be fussy,” I said. “It’ll take half a loaf if it can’t get a full one. What I mean by that is that right now its optimal plan is to distract the Colonial Union, destroy the Earth, frame the Conclave, and let us destroy each other. But if Equilibrium has to take credit for nuking Earth instead, it will. Because it knows that an obviously weakened Colonial Union, an obviously weakened human race, will still force the Conclave’s hand.”


  “You have to appreciate just how many Conclave species hate humans,” Abumwe said. “They hated us before what we did at Roanoke. They hate us even more after it. And some of them blame us for the assassination of General Gau.”


  “We had nothing to do with that,” Rigney said.


  “But we were there when it happened,” Abumwe said. “Us and humans from Earth. That’s enough for many of them.”


  “So you’re saying that Equilibrium is perfectly fine going with a ‘Plan B,’ ” Egan said, bringing the topic back around.


  “We’re already on Plan B,” I said. “Plan B went into effect the moment Rafe Daquin stole the Chandler and brought back Secretary Ocampo. This is closer to Plan K. Equilibrium has been very good at improvisation, Colonel. It knows its limits in terms of scale and makes them advantages. Taking credit for killing Earth is not the primary goal but it has its own advantages. It means that it has done something no other entity, no other power has ever dared to do: destroyed the planet that gave the Colonial Union its power. If Equilibrium plays its cards right, it could profit immensely from taking credit for killing Earth. It could gain new members and funding. It could become a legitimate power in itself. It could step out of the shadows it lives in now.”


  “No matter what, the Earth is fucked,” Rigney said. “Excuse the language, but that’s the gist of what I’m hearing from you.”


  I looked over to Abumwe. “There is another option.”


  “Tell us,” Egan said.


  “Before I do, a question for the two of you,” Abumwe said. “Are we agreed that the goal here is survival, not a win.”


  “I don’t understand the question,” Egan said.


  “I don’t believe that, Colonel,” Abumwe said, and stared fixedly at Egan. “I think you know very well what I mean. We four in this room can indulge in the luxury of being utterly honest with each other.So we don’t have to pretend that we don’t know that the Colonial Union, as it exists now, is headed for collapse. If we’re not destroyed by Equilibrium or the Conclave, we’ll tear ourselves apart. It’s already happening.


  “We don’t have to pretend that we don’t know the structure and organization of the Colonial Union itself is unsupportable as it’s currently constructed. We don’t have to pretend that there’s any way we get the Earth back into the role it played for us before. We don’t have to pretend that we are not staring our extinction in the face. We don’t have to pretend that any petty victories or side goals are important right now. What matters is that we agree that what we do here now is for the survival of us, of humanity. Not the Colonial Union as it is now. But of our species. We four have to agree to this, or there is simply no point in continuing this meeting.”


  Egan and Rigney looked at each other. “We agree,” Egan said.


  “And this agreement will be supported how?” Abumwe said. “If we are agreed that we are talking about survival, are we also agreed that we do what it takes to allow survival to happen?”


  “Ambassador Abumwe,” Rigney said. “Tell us your plan. We’ll tell you how we can make it happen.”


  “Very well,” Abumwe said.


  * * *


  “Thank you for attending this meeting,” Abumwe said, to the representatives of the nine colonies who were planning, in what they believed to be secret, to announce their independence.


  “ ‘Attend,’ hell,” said Harilal Dwivedi, the representative from Huckleberry. “We were just about dragged out of our beds and forced to be here.” Several of the other representatives nodded in agreement.


  “I do apologize,” Abumwe said. “Unfortunately time is of the essence. I am Ambassador Ode Abumwe.”


  “Why are we here, Ambassador?” asked Neida Calderon, of Umbria.


  “Representative Calderon, if you would look around at who else is here among you, I think you will have a good idea why you are here.”


  The low-level muttering and complaining cut off abruptly. Abumwe was now very definitely the focus of all their attention.


  “Yes, we know,” Abumwe said.


  “Of course you know,” Dwivedi spat. He was clearly of the “when cornered, attack” school of rhetoric. “You have the prime minister of Khartoum in custody. I can’t imagine what you’ve done to him.”


  Abumwe nodded to me. I went to a side door in the State Department conference room we were in and opened it. “Come on in,” I said.


  Masahiko Okada walked out and sat down at the table with the representatives. They stared at him like he had three heads.


  “Any more surprises, Ambassador Abumwe?” Calderon asked, after she stopped staring at Okada.


  “In the interest of saving us all time, allow me to be brief,” Abumwe said.


  “Please do,” Calderon said.


  “Each of your worlds is planning to jointly announce your independence from the Colonial Union. The fact that each of you is in this room right now should indicate our awareness of your plans. We are also aware that each of your governments has been in discussion, either individually or severally, with an entity called Equilibrium, which has shared information with you and has, we believe, offered each of you protection against the Colonial Union when you declare your independence.”


  Dwivedi opened his mouth to speak; Abumwe hit him with a hard stare. “This is not the moment to offer up excuses or rationalizations either for your desire for your independence or your fraternization with Equilibrium. We don’t have time for it, and quite bluntly at the moment we don’t care.”


  Dwivedi closed his mouth, clearly annoyed.


  “Equilibrium has been deceiving each of your governments,” Abumwe continued, and motioned to Okada. “In a moment Minister Okada here will detail to you how Equilibrium deceived him and his government and attacked a Colonial Defense Forces ship with the intent to pin the blame—and the punishment—on Khartoum and its government, for the purpose of galvanizing your governments into action. Not for your purposes, representatives. Not for the freedom you believe you seek. But for its own agenda, of which your planets and their fates are mere stepping-stones.


  “With that in mind, the Colonial Union is making a request of each of you.”


  “Let me guess,” Calderon said. “You don’t want us to declare our independence from the Colonial Union.”


  Abumwe smiled one of her very rare smiles. “In fact, Representative Calderon, we very much want you to.”


  Calderon looked uncertain for a moment and glanced around at the other representatives, who were equally confounded. “I don’t understand,” she said, finally.


  “We want you to declare independence,” Abumwe said again.


  “You want us to leave the Colonial Union,” Dwivedi said.


  “No.”


  “But you just said you want us to declare our independence.”


  “Yes,” Abumwe said, and held up her hand before Dwivedi could complain further. “We do not want you to leave the Colonial Union. It is dangerous for each of us. But we ask each of you to follow through with your plan to declare independence. We need for Equilibrium to believe that your planets are going to go through with the plan you’ve already arranged.”


  “And why is that?” Calderon asked.


  “I can’t tell you,” Abumwe said. “Quite obviously your governments are not secure. We can’t tell you everything.”


  “And what will happen when we declare independence?”


  “The Colonial Union, quite predictably, will overreact and fill your sky with ships in order to intimidate you.”


  “I’m failing to see the benefit to any of us in this plan,” Calderon said, wryly. She had, for whatever reason, assumed the leadership role for the assembled representatives.


  “We want you to declare independence but not become independent,” Abumwe said. “We will respond with the appearance of force, not force itself.”


  “You’re asking us to believe that the CDF won’t crush us flat.”


  “If we wanted to do that we wouldn’t need to have this meeting,” Abumwe pointed out. “No. I’m offering you a way out of that eventuality. Make no mistake, Representatives. Any attempt to leave the Colonial Union will be met with force. We cannot afford to have your planets leave the union, and at the risk of sounding patronizing, we are absolutely certain you don’t appreciate the danger you are putting yourself into.” Abumwe motioned to Okada again. “Minister Okada here can speak to this from experience.”


  “You want us to trust you. You might understand why it’s difficult for us to do that.”


  “I’m not asking for your trust,” Abumwe said. “I’m making you an offer.”


  “There’s not much you can offer us, Ambassador, if you’re already denying us our freedom.”


  “Representative Calderon, let me suggest that it’s not freedom that you are looking for.”


  “It’s not.”


  “No.”


  “What is it, then?”


  “It’s control,” Abumwe said. “Which is what I am offering you.”


  “Explain,” Calderon said, after a moment.


  “You are all representatives to the Colonial Union government,” Abumwe said. “I don’t need to tell you how little that actually means in terms of how the Colonial Union is administered and its relationship to your home planets. At best you are responsible for the most minor of tasks. At worst you are ignored entirely.”


  She stopped to let her comment take root. There were nods among the representatives.


  “That is going to change. It has to change. The Colonial Union will need to rely on the colony worlds more than ever, including for the soldiers, which it has never done before. It can no longer rule from the top down. Bluntly, it will need the consent of the governed. It will need to be ruled by the governed. It will need to be ruled by you.”


  There was dead silence for a moment. Then:


  “You’re joking,” Dwivedi said.


  “No,” Abumwe said, looking at Calderon rather than the Huckleberry representative. “It’s been agreed to in principle. At the top. What we need now is a group of representatives willing to do the work to create a system that reflects the reality of our situation with the Conclave and others, along with a truly representative government.”


  “You want us to draft a constitution,” Calderon said, only a little incredulously.


  “Yes.”


  “In exchange for this little act of subterfuge with our declarations of independence.”


  “Yes,” Abumwe said.


  “It’s that important.”


  “Yes.”


  “We’re going to need to consult with our governments,” Dwivedi said.


  “No,” Abumwe said, and looked around. “I need to be clear about this. There is no time. We already know that you plan to announce your independence in as little as a couple of weeks. We need that timetable to continue. We need everything to run as if it’s already been decided. There can be no pause, no hint that anything has changed. You are your colony’s representative. Represent. Your decision here now will commit your planet and we will hold it to your decision. And one other thing: This decision must be unanimous. Either you are all in or none of you are.”


  “You’re expecting us to create a viable system of interplanetary representative government right now,” Calderon said.


  This got the faintest of smiles from Abumwe. “No. Details will wait. But you have to commit now.”


  “How much time are you giving us?”


  “You’ll have tonight,” Abumwe said. “I’ll be here to answer what questions I can. Okada is here to tell you about Khartoum’s experience with Equilibrium. It’s eleven P.M. now. By eight, I will either need your unanimous agreement or your refusal.”


  “And if we refuse?”


  “Then you refuse and everything becomes much harder and much more dangerous. For everyone,” Abumwe said. “I’m going to leave you for a few moments. I will be back to answer questions presently.” She walked out the side door I had brought Okada in from. I followed her.


  “That was inspiring,” I said.


  “Of all the things I need at the moment, Wilson, your sarcasm is not one of them,” she said.


  “It’s only partly sarcasm,” I said. “Do you think they’ll commit?”


  “I believe Calderon is convinced. I think she might be able to convince others.”


  “And do you think the Colonial Union is actually going to agree to the changes you’ve just committed it to?”


  “That’s Rigney and Egan’s department,” Abumwe said. “But none of us would be here if we didn’t already see the writing on the wall.”


  “True enough,” I said.


  “I need you to call in Hart Schmidt,” Abumwe said. “I need him to take your place in the room. I will brief him on everything.”


  “All right,” I said. “What are you going to have me do?”


  “I have two things I need you to do,” Abumwe said. “First, I need you to talk to Ocampo.”


  “What about?”


  “The whereabouts of Equilibrium. They fled from their base but that hasn’t stopped them from continuing their operations. We need to know where they are now.”


  “He might not know,” I said.


  “And he might. You need to ask him.”


  “You’re the boss,” I said. “What’s the other thing?”


  “I need you to go to Earth.”


  “Interesting,” I said. “You know they don’t like us, right? As in, if one of our spaceships shows up above the planet, they’re likely to shoot it out of the sky. Not to mention it’ll take me several days to get there, with no reasonable expectation of getting back, once they shoot my ship out of the sky.”


  “I expect you to solve all of these problems before you leave.”


  “I admire your confidence in me.”


  “Then don’t disappoint me, Wilson.”


  * * *


  Tyson Ocampo and I stood on a beach, watching the waves roll in and the seagulls circle overhead.


  “It’s beautiful here,” Ocampo said, to me.


  “I thought you might like it,” I replied.


  “Which beach is this?”


  “Cottesloe Beach. It’s near Perth, Australia.”


  “Ah,” Ocampo said. “I’ve never been.”


  “Well, it’s on Earth, so that’s understandable,” I said.


  “Have you ever been?”


  “Once,” I said. “I went to Perth on business and had a free day. Took the train over to it and spent the day watching the waves and drinking beer.”


  Ocampo smiled. “We’re watching the waves, at least,” he said.


  “Sorry about the lack of beer.”


  “Lieutenant, when you’re not here, the simulation I see is of a small, square cell. It has three books in it, the titles of which rotate after I read them. I don’t get to choose the titles. There’s a single small screen on which is ported just enough entertainment material that I do not go entirely mad. Once a day they make a track appear so that I can give myself the appearance of physical exercise. My only visitor—aside from the occasional Colonial Union interrogator—is a chatbot which is not quite well programmed enough to give the appearance of being a person, and only serves to remind me that I am, well and truly, alone in my brain. Trust me. This beach is enough.”


  I had nothing to say to that, so we continued watching the simulated waves of simulated Cottesloe Beach tumble onto the simulated shore, while the simulated birds reeled in the sky.


  “I assume this is a reward,” Ocampo said. “For our last session.”


  “As it turns out, you were entirely correct that a trap was being laid for the CDF ship at Khartoum,” I said. “My ship got to skip distance in a dangerously short time—we nearly overloaded the engines—and skipped directly into the attack. That was lucky timing.”


  “The CDF didn’t send one of the ships it has on standby.”


  “With all due respect, Secretary Ocampo, you’re a confirmed traitor, and you have a history of leading ships to their doom. They would not send their own ship, but they didn’t mind if we played Russian roulette with ours.”


  “I’m glad you trust me, Lieutenant.”


  “I trust that you have nothing left to lose, Secretary.”


  “That’s not quite the same thing, is it.”


  “No,” I said. “It’s not. Sorry about that.”


  Ocampo smiled again, and ran a toe into the sand of the beach. This simulation was about as perfect as I could make it, and from a programming point of view was in fact a bit of a marvel. The simulation was only detailed to the degree of Ocampo’s attention. Any part of the beach he wasn’t looking at was a low-resolution map. Any part of the sand that wasn’t directly under his toes was an undifferentiated texture mat. The beach existed as a bubble of perception around a man who himself existed as a brain in a jar.


  “Did you make this beach for me?” Ocampo said. “As a reward?”


  “It’s not a reward,” I said. “I just thought you might like it.”


  “I do.”


  “And I confess I didn’t make it for you,” I said. “Rafe Daquin had a birthday recently. I modeled it for him.”


  “You still haven’t given him a body?” Ocampo asked.


  “His new body is ready,” I said. “And he can move into it any time he likes. Right now, he’s decided to stay with the Chandler and pilot it from the inside. He’s really very good at it now. He’s done some amazing things.”


  “I wonder how he would feel if he knew you’d given a gift you made for him to the man who caused his brain to be taken out of his body in the first place.”


  “Actually he was the one who suggested I do it. He told me to tell you he remembers how lonely it was, and is, to be a brain in a jar. He hoped this might give you some peace.”


  “That was very kind of him.”


  “It was,” I agreed. I conveniently left out the part where Daquin told me that if I wanted I could program in a great white shark that tore Ocampo’s simulated body to pieces. It would not be convenient to the current situation. Rafe might have forgiven, in his fashion, but he had not forgotten.


  “Lieutenant,” Ocampo said. “As much as I appreciate a trip to the beach, I’m not under the impression that you’re here because you and I are friends.”


  “I need a little more information from you, Secretary. About Equilibrium.”


  “Of course.”


  “Will you give it?”


  Ocampo didn’t answer this. Instead he stepped forward onto the beach, into the water that rushed up to surround his feet and make them sink just a little into the sand. Despite myself I smiled at this; it really was a good simulation that I had thrown together.


  “I’ve been thinking about why it was I became part of Equilibrium,” Ocampo said. He looked back at me as he said this and grinned. “Don’t worry, Lieutenant, I’m not going to try to make this a monologue of disillusioned nobility that you will have to politely nod through. At this point I can admit that much of the reason I did was ambition and megalomania. That is what it is. But there was another part of it, too. The belief that the Colonial Union, however it had gotten that way, was antithetical to the survival of our species. That every other species we know had come to associate humanity with duplicity, savagery, ambitious cunning, and danger. That this is all that we would ever be to them.”


  “To be fair, none of the rest of them are exactly angels,” I said.


  “True enough,” Ocampo said. “Although the response to that is how much of that is them dealing with us. The Conclave brought together four hundred species of spacefaring beings into a single government. We can barely get any to tolerate us. It does suggest the problem is not them, but us, the Colonial Union.”


  I opened my mouth to respond; Ocampo held up a hand. “It’s not the right time to debate this, I know. My point is this, Lieutenant. For whatever reasons, I aligned myself with Equilibrium; independent of that, the problem of the Colonial Union remains. It’s toxic to itself. It’s toxic to humanity. And it’s toxic to our survival in this universe. I’m going to help you if I can, Wilson. At this point there is no reason not to. But you have to understand that unless something happens to the Colonial Union—something big, something substantive—then all we’re doing here is kicking the can just a little further down the road. The problem will still exist. The longer we wait the worse it gets. And it’s already almost as bad as it can get.”


  “I understand,” I said.


  “All right. Then ask your question.”


  “After Daquin attacked Equilibrium headquarters the organization pulled out from there.”


  “Yes. The location was no longer secure, obviously.”


  “We need to know where its new headquarters is.”


  “I don’t know,” Ocampo said. “And if I did know definitively, they wouldn’t use it, because they would have assumed that you would have extracted the location from me.”


  “Then I would like a guess, please.”


  “Equilibrium is a relatively small organization but the emphasis here is ‘relatively.’ It can operate from a single base but that base has to be relatively large and also recently abandoned, so that its systems can be brought back up to operational capacity quickly. It needs to be in a planetary system that’s either friendly to the Equilibrium cause, or recently abandoned, or not heavily monitored outside of core worlds.”


  “That should cut down on the number of available military bases,” I said. “At least that’s something.”


  “You’re limiting yourself,” Ocampo said.


  “How?”


  “You’re thinking like a soldier, and not an opportunistic scavenger, which is what Equilibrium is. Or still is, for the moment.”


  “So not just military bases,” I said. “Any sort of base with the requisite infrastructure.”


  “Yes.”


  “And not just of species obviously aligned with Equilibrium.”


  “Right. They would know you’d already be looking at those. They’d want something that’s in the Colonial Union’s blind spot.”


  I considered this for a minute.


  And then I had a really truly stupendously far-fetched idea.


  My computer simulation must have accurately replicated my Eureka moment, because Ocampo smiled at me. “I think someone may have thought of something.”


  “I need to go,” I said, to Ocampo. “Secretary, you need to excuse me.”


  “Of course,” he said. “Not that I could make you stay, mind you.”


  “I can leave this simulation running,” I said.


  “Thank you,” he said. “I would like that. They won’t keep it running for more than a couple of minutes after you leave. But I will enjoy it until then.”


  “I could ask them to let it run longer.”


  “You can ask,” Ocampo said. “It won’t make a difference.”


  “I’m sorry,” I said, and despite everything Ocampo had done, I was.


  Ocampo shrugged. “This is how it is,” he said. “And I can’t say that for all I’ve done I don’t deserve it. Still, let me put a thought in your head, Lieutenant. If that idea in your head pans out, and all your plans for it succeed, then ask a thing for me.”


  “What is it?” I asked. I was concerned he would ask for a new body, which I knew the Colonial Union would never ever give him.


  He anticipated that thought. “I’m not going to ask you to ask them for a new body. They won’t do that. Institutional forgiveness never goes that far. But I have a place, on Phoenix. Had it, anyway. A small summer cabin up in the mountains, by a small lake. It’s on a hundred acres of forest and meadow. I bought it ten years ago with the idea that it would be a place for me to think and write. I never did, because who ever does? Eventually I thought about it as a foolish investment. I thought about selling it but I never did. I guess I lived in hope I’d eventually make use of it. And now I never will. I won’t ever see that cabin again. Really see it.”


  He looked back out, away from the beach, into an Indian Ocean that didn’t exist.


  “If it all works out, Lieutenant, and you get what you want out of this whole adventure, then use your influence to get me that cabin, here, in simulation. I know that I’ll never be out in the real world. But if the simulation is good enough, maybe I can live with that. And these days I have nothing to do now but think. Finally, I would use the cabin for what I bought it for. A version of it, anyway. Say you’ll do that for me, Lieutenant Wilson. I would appreciate it more than you can possibly know.”


  * * *


  “Sedna,” I said.


  Colonel Rigney, who was in the small conference room with Egan, Abumwe, and Hart Schmidt, frowned at me. “You’re trying to get me to use my BrainPal to look something up,” he said.


  “Sedna is a dwarf planet in Earth’s system,” I said. “More accurately, it’s a dwarf planet just outside of Earth’s system, at the inner edge of its Oort cloud. It’s about three times further out from the sun than Neptune.”


  “All right,” Rigney said. “What about it?”


  “Ocampo said he didn’t know where Equilibrium’s new base was, but that they would likely take a base, military or otherwise, that was recently abandoned. And also one that we wouldn’t think to look for. One that’s in our blind spot.”


  I used my BrainPal to turn on the wall monitor in the conference room. The image of a small reddish planet popped up. “Sedna,” I repeated. “It had one of the Colonial Union’s oldest maintained science bases. We used it for deep field astronomy and for planetary science; Sedna’s in a good place to observe Earth’s entire system and the orbital dynamics therein.”


  “I’ve never heard of it,” Egan said.


  “The last couple of decades it’s been largely dormant,” I said. “It’s had a basically caretaker staff of three or four scientists on a month-on, month-off basis, mostly to monitor some very long-term observations undertaken there, and to run the maintenance robots.” I popped up a map of the base on the monitor. “But the relevant thing here is that during its heyday, over a century ago, the base was far more active. At its peak of activity there were more than a thousand people there.”


  “How do you know about it?” Hart Schmidt asked me.


  “Well, and I’m not proud of this, back in the day I worked in the CDF’s research and development arm, and there was a staff member I thought was a real asshole,” I said. “I had him transferred there.”


  “Nice,” Rigney said.


  “He wasn’t the only asshole in that scenario, I realize that now,” I allowed.


  Egan pointed to the base map. “We don’t have a caretaker staff there anymore?”


  “No,” I said. “After Earth broke off formal ties with the Colonial Union in the wake of the Perry incident—” and here I allowed myself a small smile at the idea of my old friend precipitating the greatest political crisis the Colonial Union had ever had “—we abandoned the base. Partly for political reasons, since we didn’t want the Earth to feel like we were lurking on their frontier. Partly because of economics.”


  “So, a large, recently abandoned base, dead square in our blind spot,” Rigney said.


  “Yes,” I said. “It’s not the only large, recently abandoned base that the Colonial Union or the CDF has, or that’s out there generally. I’ll create a list of sites we should survey. But if I were going to lay my money down on a site, it would be this one. We should check that out right away. Discreetly, obviously.”


  “Well, are you busy?”


  “Yes, he is,” Abumwe said. “I have another immediate task for him. I need him on Earth, right away.”


  Rigney turned to Abumwe. “And you were going to tell us about this when, exactly?”


  “I just told you,” Abumwe said. “Prior to this I have been babysitting nine representatives, getting them to agree to our terms.”


  “How is that going?” Egan asked.


  “As well as can be expected. The representative from Huckleberry is complaining, but the representative from Huckleberry is a complainer. The others see the opportunity here and are working on him. We’ll have an agreement on time.”


  “Good.”


  “And you will need agreement on your end, Colonel.”


  Egan and Rigney looked at each other. “It’s in process,” Egan said.


  “That doesn’t sound as optimistic as I would like.”


  “It will get done. Right now the question is how messy it will have to be.”


  “I’d still like to talk about Lieutenant Wilson going to Earth,” Rigney said. “We can’t send a ship there. Not now.”


  “I have a solution to that,” I said. “Well, sort of.”


  “Sort of,” Rigney said.


  “It involves a bit of technology that we sort of abandoned a few years ago.”


  “Abandoned why?”


  “When we used it there was a slight tendency to . . . explode.”


  “Explode?” Hart said.


  “Well, ‘explode’ maybe isn’t the most accurate term. What actually happens is much more interesting.”


  * * *


  As I floated over the surface of the planet Earth, a thought came to me: One day I’d like to visit this planet without having to toss myself down its atmosphere.


  The small wireframe sled I was currently sitting in was the size of a small buggy and entirely open to space; only my combat suit and a small supply of oxygen kept the vacuum of space from eating me whole. Behind me in the buggy was an experimental skip drive, one designed to take advantage of the relative flatness of space at the Lagrange points of two massive objects, say, a star and its planet, or a planet and its moon. The good news is that the theory behind this new type of skip drive checked out, which meant that, if this new drive was reliable, it could revolutionize how space travel happened.


  The bad news was that despite our best efforts, it was only 98 percent reliable for masses under five tons, and the failure rate went up in chartable curve from there. For a ship the size of a standard Colonial frigate, the success rate dropped to a very unsettling seven percent. When the drive failed, the ship exploded. And when I say “exploded” I mean “interacted catastrophically with the topography of space/time in ways we’re not entirely able to explain,” but “explode” gets the gist of it, particularly with regard to what would happen to a human caught in it.


  We could never fix it, and the Colonial Union and the Colonial Defense Forces had a strange aversion to having their ships potentially explode 93 times out of a hundred. Eventually the research was abandoned.


  But there were still the small, very light vehicles we created with the prototype engines attached to them, currently stored in a warehouse module of Phoenix Station. They would be the perfect way for me to get to Earth both in a hurry—because I would only have to travel as far as the nearest Lagrange point—and undetected, because the sled was very small and could skip very close to the atmosphere of the planet. It was, in short, perfect for the mission.


  As long as I didn’t explode.


  I did not explode.


  Which, frankly, was a relief. It meant the hard part of my trip was over. Now all I had to do was let gravity do its work and just fall to the ground.


  I unlatched myself from the sled and pushed off, getting distance from it. Its fate would be to burn up in the upper atmosphere. I did not want to be there when it went.


  My own trip through the atmosphere was thankfully uneventful. My nanobotic shield held perfectly well, the turbulence was perfectly tolerable, and my descent through the lower reaches of the atmosphere was smartly managed by my parachute, which landed me, light as a feather, in a small park on the Virginia-side banks of the Potomac River, outside of Washington, D.C. As the nanobots that comprised my parachute disassociated into dust, I reflected on the fact that I had become a little jaded about falling to the surface of a planet from space.


  This is my life now, I thought. I accessed my BrainPal to confirm the local time, which was 3:20 A.M. on a Sunday, and to confirm that I had landed near where I wanted to be: Alexandria, Virginia, in the USA.


  “Wow,” someone said, and I looked around. There was an older man, lying on a bench. He was either homeless or just liked sleeping in the park.


  “Hello,” I said.


  “You just fell from the sky,” he said.


  “Brother, you don’t know the half of it,” I replied.


  * * *


  I came across who I was looking for several hours later, having brunch at an Alexandria restaurant, not too far from her home, which I did not visit even though I knew where it was, because, come on, that’s rude.


  She was sitting by herself on the restaurant patio, at a two-seater table near the patio’s sidewalk railing. She had a Bloody Mary in one hand and a pencil in the other. The former she was drinking; the latter she was applying to a crossword puzzle. She was wearing a hat to block the sun and sunglasses, I suspect, to avoid eye contact with creeps.


  I walked up and glanced down at the crossword puzzle. “Thirty-two down is ‘paprika,’ ” I said.


  “I knew that,” she said, not looking up at me. “But thanks anyway, random annoying dude. Also, if you think butting into my crossword puzzle is a good way to hit on me, you should probably just keep walking. In fact, you should just keep walking anyway.”


  “That’s a fine ‘hello’ to someone who’s saved your life,” I said. “Twice.”


  She looked up. Her mouth dropped open. Her Bloody Mary slipped out of her hand and hit the ground.


  “Shit!” she said, flustered, at the spilled drink.


  “That’s better,” I said. “Hello, Danielle.”


  Danielle Lowen, of the United States State Department, stood up as a waiter came to pick up her spilled drink. She looked me over. “It’s really you,” she said.


  “Yes it is.”


  She looked me over again. “You’re not green,” she said.


  I smiled. “I thought it might make me stick out.”


  “It’s throwing me,” she said. “Now that I see you without it I recognize how disgustingly young you look. I hate you.”


  “I assure you it’s only temporary.”


  “Will you be trying purple next?”


  “I think I’ll stick with the classics.”


  The waiter had finished cleaning up the spilled drink and broken glass and ducked away. Danielle looked at me. “Well? Are you going to sit down or are we going to keep standing here awkwardly?”


  “I’m waiting for an invitation,” I said. “When we left off, I was told to keep walking.”


  Danielle grinned. “Harry Wilson, will you have brunch with me?”


  “I would be delighted,” I said, and stepped over the railing. When I did Danielle came over to me and gave me a fierce hug, and a peck on the cheek.


  “Jesus, it’s good to see you,” she said.


  “Thank you,” I said. We both took our seats.


  “Now tell me why you’re here,” she said, after we sat down.


  “You don’t think it’s just to see you?” I asked.


  “As much as I would like to, no,” she said. “It’s not like you live down the road.” She frowned for a moment. “How did you get here, anyway?”


  “It’s classified.”


  “I’m close enough to stab you with a fork.”


  “I used a very small, experimental craft.”


  “A flying saucer.”


  “More like a space dune buggy.”


  “A ‘space dune buggy’ doesn’t sound very safe.”


  “It’s perfectly safe, ninety-eight percent of the time.”


  “Where did you park it?”


  “I didn’t. It burned up in the upper atmosphere and I did a jump the rest of the way down.”


  “You and your jumps, Harry. There are easier ways to visit the planet Earth.”


  “At the moment there’s really not,” I said. “At least not for me.”


  The waiter returned with a new Bloody Mary for Danielle, and she ordered for the both of us. “I hope that’s all right,” she said, of the ordering.


  “You know this place better than I do.”


  “So you dropped in. Tell me why.”


  “I need you to get me in to speak to the U.S. secretary of state.”


  “You need to speak to my dad.”


  “Well, what I really need to do is speak to the entire United Nations,” I said. “But for the very short term I will settle for your father, yes.”


  “You couldn’t send a note?”


  “This isn’t really something I could have put into a note.”


  “Try it now.”


  “All right,” I said. “ ‘Dear Danielle Lowen: How are you? I am fine. The group that destroyed Earth Station and made it look like the Colonial Union did it is now planning to nuke the surface of your planet until it glows, and frame the Conclave for it. Hope you are well. Looking forward to rescuing you in space again soon. Your friend, Harry Wilson.’ ”


  Danielle was quiet for a moment. “All right, you have a point,” she said, finally.


  “Thank you.”


  “That’s accurate?” she asked. “The part about Equilibrium planning to use nuclear weapons against the Earth.”


  “Yes,” I said. “I have all the documents and data with me.” I tapped my temple to indicate my BrainPal. “The information is not yet one hundred percent confirmed but it comes from sources we can verify.”


  “Why does Equilibrium want to do that?”


  “You’re going to hate the reason, I assure you.”


  “Of course I’m going to hate it. There’s no good reason to nuke an entire planet.”


  “It’s not really about Earth,” I said. “Equilibrium is pitting the Colonial Union and the Conclave against each other in the hope they’ll destroy each other.”


  “I thought they had a different plan for that. One that didn’t involve the Earth.”


  “They did, but then we found out about it. So they changed their plans to include you.”


  “They’ll kill billions here just to make the two of you fight up there.”


  “That’s about right.”


  Danielle glowered. “This is a fucked-up universe we live in, Harry.”


  “I’ve been telling you that for as long as I’ve known you.”


  “Yes, but before this I could still believe you might be wrong about it.”


  “Sorry.”


  “It’s not your fault,” Danielle said. “It might be the Colonial Union’s fault. In fact, I’m pretty sure it is, if you go back far enough.”


  “You’re not entirely wrong.”


  “No, I’m not. The Colonial Union—”


  I held up a hand. Danielle paused. “You know you lecture me about the Colonial Union every time I see you,” I said. “And every time I see you I tell you that you and I don’t really disagree. If it’s okay with you, I’d be fine with just having this bit of our interaction tabled as read, so we can move on to other things.”


  Danielle looked at me sourly. “I like ranting about the Colonial Union.”


  “I’m sorry,” I said. “By all means please continue.”


  “It’s too late for that,” she said. “The moment’s gone.”


  Our food arrived.


  “Now I’m not hungry,” Danielle said.


  “It’s difficult to keep an appetite in the face of global nuclear extinction,” I said. I carved into a waffle.


  “You don’t seem to be having a problem,” Danielle observed, dryly. “But then it’s not your planet.”


  “It certainly is my planet,” I said. “I’m from Indiana.”


  “But not recently.”


  “Recently enough, I assure you,” I said. I took a bite of waffle, chewed it, and swallowed it. “The reason I can eat is because I have a plan.”


  “You have a plan.”


  “That’s why I’m here.”


  “And you thought up this plan on your own, did you.”


  “No, Ambassador Abumwe thought it up,” I said. “Most of it. I helped in the margins.”


  “Don’t take this the wrong way—”


  “This is gonna be good,” I said, and took a drink of my orange juice.


  “—but the fact it’s Abumwe who thought up this plan is more reassuring than if you thought it up.”


  “Yes, I know,” I said. “She’s a grown-up.”


  “Yes,” Danielle said. “Whereas you look like my kid brother.”


  “Despite the fact I’m older than you and Abumwe combined.”


  “Scratch that. You look like my kid brother’s distractingly hot college roommate. And please stop telling me you’re old enough to be my grandfather. The cognitive dissonance really ruins it for me.”


  I grinned. “You seem to be processing the end of days pretty well,” I said.


  “Do I?” Danielle said. “Yes, well. Rest assured that the moment the flirty banter stops I’m going to be well and truly losing my shit, Harry.”


  “Don’t,” I said. “Remember, we have a plan from a responsible grown-up.”


  “And what does this plan entail, Harry?”


  “Several small things, and one very big thing,” I said.


  “And what’s that?”


  “The Earth trusting the Colonial Union.”


  “To do what?”


  “To save you.”


  “Ah,” Danielle said. “I can already tell you that’s going to be a tough sell.”


  “And now you know why I’m here instead of sending you a note. And why I’m talking to you first.”


  “Harry,” Danielle cautioned. “Just because we like each other as people doesn’t mean that my father or anyone else will listen to you.”


  “Of course not,” I said. “But us liking each other, and me saving your life twice, is enough to get my foot in the door. And then the plan will take over.”


  “It better be a good plan, Harry.”


  “It is. I promise.”


  “What else are you going to need besides us trusting you?”


  “One of your ships,” I said. “And, if you’re not too busy, you.”


  “Why me?”


  “Because we’re going to go talk to Hafte Sorvalh, the head of the Conclave. You’ve been head of a mission to the Conclave very recently. If we get an agreement down here, we have things to talk about to her up there.”


  “The Conclave’s officially not talking to you right now.”


  “Yes, I know. We have a plan.”


  “Abumwe again?”


  “Yes.”


  “All right,” Danielle said, and got out her PDA.


  “What are you doing?”


  “I’m calling Dad.”


  “Let me finish brunch first.”


  “I thought this was a matter of some urgency, Harry.”


  “It is,” I said. “But I fell from the sky today. I could use a couple of waffles.”


  PART THREE


  “Well, and here we are again,” Hafte Sorvalh said, to the three of us. “And how completely unsurprising this seems to me.”


  Sorvalh’s audience consisted of Ambassador Abumwe, Ambassador Lowen, and me, as their joint underling for the meeting. Sorvalh had her own underling with her, if one could genuinely call Vnac Oi, the head of intelligence for all of the Conclave, an underling. Sorvalh and the ambassadors were sitting; Oi and I, standing. I was doing a lot of standing in meetings recently.


  We five were in her private study at Conclave headquarters. On the other side of the door, literally and figuratively, were ambassadorial staff and experts and advisors, from Earth, from the Colonial Union, and from the Conclave. If one was quiet, one could feel their combined howling frustration at not being in the room at the moment.


  “May I be honest with you?” Lowen asked Sorvalh. I noted that I found it difficult to think of her as “Danielle” when she was on the job. Not because she materially changed her personality when she was working, but simply out of respect for her position.


  “Ambassador, I believe the point of this current discussion is to be honest with each other, is it not?” Sorvalh asked.


  “I assumed that there would be more of us in the room for this discussion.”


  Sorvalh smiled one of her absolutely-terrifying-to-humans smiles. “I believe each of our staffs thought the same thing, Ambassador,” she said. “But I have always found that there’s an inverse relationship between the number of people in a room and the amount of useful work that can be done. Now that I am the person in charge of things, I find it even more so. Do you not?”


  “No,” Lowen said. “I think you’re right, by and large.”


  “Of course I am. And, Madams Ambassador, I believe that the reason we are here is to have a definitively useful meeting, are we not?”


  “It is to be hoped,” Abumwe said.


  “Precisely,” Sorvalh said. “So, no, Ambassador. I believe we have precisely the correct number of people in the room.”


  “Yes, Premier Sorvalh,” Lowen said.


  “Then let’s not waste any more time.” Sorvalh turned her attention to Abumwe. “You may begin, Ambassador.”


  “Premier Sorvalh, Equilibrium intends to attack the Earth with nuclear weapons and make it appear to the Colonial Union that it is the Conclave that initiated the attack.”


  “Yes,” Sorvalh said. “Vnac Oi here gave me a précis of the report you prepared for us. I assume you are going to ask us for our help in thwarting the attack, seeing that we are meant to be blamed for it.”


  “No, Premier,” Abumwe said. “We want the attack to proceed.”


  Sorvalh reared back slightly at this, looked over to Lowen, and then back at Abumwe. “Well!” she said, after a moment. “This is certainly a bold and unexpected strategy. I’m fascinated to learn how this will be beneficial to any of us, not least the poor irradiated citizens of Earth.”


  “Lieutenant,” Abumwe said to me.


  “We want the attack to proceed because we need to draw out Equilibrium,” I said. “The group is small, driven, and has been difficult for us—any of us—to locate and attack. The one successful attack against the group as a whole was by Rafe Daquin, when he escaped from their control. But other than that they’ve been very good at working in the shadows.”


  “Yes they have,” Oi said. “We’ve purged known Equilibrium operatives, as I’m sure both Earth and the Colonial Union have.” Abumwe and Lowen both nodded here. “But at this point they don’t appear to need any additional operational intelligence to continue their plans.”


  “Or they simply have new allies,” Abumwe said.


  “Either way your man is correct.” Oi motioned at me with a tendril.


  “We found their new base,” Abumwe said.


  “Where?” asked Oi.


  “On Sedna,” I said. “A dwarf planet on the edge of Earth’s solar system. We confirmed it just before Ambassador Abumwe’s ship skipped here.”


  “Then this conversation should be about how you’ve wiped them out already,” Sorvalh said.


  “It’s more complicated than that,” Abumwe said.


  “We know where their new base is, but their fleet—the fleet with which they intend to wipe out Earth—isn’t there,” I said. “They’re showing cautiousness.”


  “So even if the Colonial Union destroyed the base, Earth would still be vulnerable to attack,” Lowen said.


  “That’s why we need the attack to proceed,” Abumwe said. “Draw out the ships over Earth, and simultaneously destroy Equilibrium at their base. Leave nowhere for either element to go.”


  “I’m still not clear how this involves the Conclave,” Sorvalh said.


  “We can’t do both,” I said. “Equilibrium will only act if it’s confident the Colonial Union has no way to respond to their attack on Earth. We need to commit a substantial portion of our CDF fleet to give the appearance we’re threatening the nine planets declaring their independence. We need to be seen taking ships away from the skip drive line, to make it look like it would take days for our ships to respond to an attack on Earth. We also have to have enough ships to immediately respond to Equilibrium’s attack, hidden where it would not think to look for them. We need to be sure we have enough ships to keep even a single nuke from making it to the Earth’s atmosphere. That means generously overestimating the number of ships we need.”


  “So you’ll need the Conclave to attack the Equilibrium base,” Oi said.


  “Yes,” Abumwe said. “And we want you to allow us to hide a fleet in Conclave space, at skip distance, so we can respond immediately to the Equilibrium attack on Earth. We don’t believe Equilibrium will look for our fleet in your space.”


  “That means trusting you not to attack whatever system we’d put you in,” Oi said.


  “You don’t have to trust us,” Abumwe said. “Put whatever protections you like on us. Just give us a place to park our fleet.”


  “And you?” Sorvalh turned her attention to Lowen. “It’s still the general consensus on your planet that the Colonial Union engineered the attack on Earth Station and killed thousands, including much of your global diplomatic corps. You’re telling me that the Earth trusts them,” she flicked a hand to encompass Abumwe and me, “to protect you from annihilation.”


  “It wasn’t an easy sale, no,” Lowen admitted. “This is where the Conclave comes in again. Our assent for this plan is contingent on your acceptance. If you don’t trust the Colonial Union, we don’t trust it.”


  “And what then?” Sorvalh asked. “What if I don’t, in fact, trust it?”


  “Then we give you everything we have on the attack,” Abumwe said. “We give it to you and pray that, despite your recent actions, you are willing to protect the Earth. You did before. Your predecessor General Gau did, at the very least.”


  “We wouldn’t do that out of the goodness of our souls,” Sorvalh said. “If we intervened to the benefit of the Earth, you can assume that we would no longer be dissuaded from pulling it into our sphere of influence. So, Ambassador, you’re asking me to believe that the Colonial Union could accept that,” Sorvalh said. “And even accept possibly in time allowing the Earth to join the Conclave.”


  “The Colonial Union accepts at this point that the Earth is lost to us,” Abumwe said, nodding at Lowen. “We have told as much to the governments on Earth that will still speak to us. It will no longer be the captive source of our soldiers and colonists. We are now beginning to make the changes that will allow us to survive in this new reality. That being the case, we no longer factor the Earth’s participation, voluntary or otherwise, into our plans. We do not want to see it as part of the Conclave. But better the Earth is in the Conclave than destroyed. It is humanity’s home, Premier.”


  Sorvalh nodded and turned to Oi. “Your analysis, please.”


  “This is a lot, Premier,” Oi said. “And from a people we have no historical reason to trust. At all.”


  “I understand that,” Sorvalh said. “For the moment, treat the information given as accurate.”


  “Then leaving aside the moral issue of leaving a planet open to a genocidal attack, there’s very little upside here for the Conclave,” Oi said. “Both the Earth and the Colonial Union need something from us but offer no benefit to us outside the destruction of Equilibrium, which we could now attack ourselves and cripple operationally. They need us but we don’t need them. And bluntly, there are hundreds of our member species who would be happy to be rid of either or both. There’s still no way politically that we could bring Earth into the Conclave without tearing it apart.”


  “You’re saying we shouldn’t be involved,” Sorvalh said.


  “ ‘Should’ is a relative term,” Oi said. “Remember that I am leaving aside the moral dimension of this for the moment. What I am saying is that if we do get involved, there is almost no upside to it for us.”


  “Except, perhaps, the gratitude of the two houses of humanity,” Sorvalh said.


  Oi snorted at this. “With no offense to our human friends here, Premier, I wouldn’t set any great store in the gratitude of humanity.”


  “Too true,” Sorvalh agreed.


  “So you won’t help us,” Abumwe said.


  “No, I won’t,” Sorvalh said. “Not without obvious benefit for me. For the Conclave.”


  “What do you want?” Lowen asked.


  “What do I want?” Sorvalh repeated to Lowen, and leaned in toward the human ambassadors, accentuating just how large a creature she was relative to our species, and also, how exasperated. “I want to not have to think of you, Ambassador Lowen! Or of you, Ambassador Abumwe! Or of humanity. At all. Can you understand this, Madams Ambassador? Do you understand how truly tiring your people are? How much of my time has gone into dealing with humans?”


  Sorvalh threw up her hands. “Do you realize that I have seen the two of you—and you, Lieutenant Wilson—more in the past two of your years than I have seen the representatives of most of the Conclave’s constituent members? Do you know how much of my predecessor’s time was taken up with you? If I could magically wish humanity away, I would do it. Instantly.”


  “It’s a fair call,” I said. Abumwe turned to look at me, incredulously, and I was reminded that not too long ago, she could hardly stand me. It might be we were about to be headed back down that road.


  Sorvalh noticed. “Don’t glare at the lieutenant, Ambassador. “He’s perfectly correct, and I think you know it. It is a fair call. Humanity is more trouble than it’s worth. However.”


  Here the reluctance in Sorvalh’s voice was palpable. “I cannot magically wish humanity away. I am stuck with you, both of you. And you with us. So. Here is what I want in order to help you.”


  Sorvalh pointed to Abumwe. “From the Colonial Union, I want a comprehensive non-aggression treaty with full diplomatic trade relations. Meaning no more of these nonsense back channels and saber rattling. Once we eradicate Equilibrium, we can jointly reveal everything we knew about it, end all speculation, and make the argument that a great deal of our recent hostility was manufactured by them. I can use that to push the treaty through the Grand Assembly, and you can use it to convince whoever it is you need to as well.”


  “You’re asking me to sell the Conclave an ally,” Abumwe said.


  “Not at all. I don’t think either of our governments is ready for that. I’m merely asking to no longer so actively and intentionally be at each other’s throats.”


  Sorvalh turned to Lowen. “Likewise, a non-aggression pact and full diplomatic and trade relations with Earth.”


  “I don’t see how we can be aggressive toward the Conclave,” Lowen said.


  “You can’t,” Sorvalh agreed. “But it’s not for the Conclave’s protection. It’s for yours. From us.”


  “I understand.”


  “Good,” Sorvalh said. “Finally, the same non-aggression pact and full diplomatic and trade relations between Earth and the Colonial Union. Because while for now I don’t want you two merging back together, you entirely separated will always be a danger to the Conclave. For better or worse, for all our sakes, this division of humanity has to come to an end.”


  “It’s a three-way stalemate,” Oi observed.


  “It’s perfect,” I said.


  “It might be,” Sorvalh said. “Thus are we all bound to each other in a mutual agreement to leave each other alone, while still keeping open actual lines of communication and commerce.”


  “It’s a nice thought, Premier,” Oi said. “There’s just one problem.”


  “Everyone who is not in this room,” Abumwe said.


  “Yes,” Oi agreed. “You said, Premier, that the more people involved, the longer things will take. This set of agreements will involve everyone. You’re never going to get such a treaty through the Grand Assembly. And I doubt that Ambassador Abumwe will get sign-off from her people. And as for Ambassador Lowen, well. Earth doesn’t even have a functional global government. She literally can’t make an agreement that the entire planet will abide. This won’t get done.”


  “Fine,” Sorvalh said. “Then we don’t let anyone outside this room have a vote.”


  “They won’t like that,” Oi said.


  “Your head of intelligence is understating the case,” I added.


  “I don’t care,” Sorvalh said. “Everyone in this room understands this is a thing that should be done. We are all agreed to this. Yes?”


  Abumwe and Lowen nodded.


  “Then let’s call it done,” Sorvalh said.


  “It’s an imperial action,” Oi warned.


  “No,” I said. “It’s an opportunistic one.” I turned to Lowen. “The Louisiana Purchase.”


  “You’re speaking gibberish,” Lowen said.


  “Go with me here,” I said, and looked at Sorvalh. “Back on Earth, a long time ago, a U.S. president named Thomas Jefferson was offered a deal on territory that would more than double the size of his country. The Louisiana Purchase. Technically speaking, he wasn’t empowered to accept the deal—the U.S. Constitution was ambiguous about whether the president could authorize the purchase.But he did it anyway. Because it doubled the size of the country, and then what was Congress going to do? Give it back?”


  “We’re not buying land, Lieutenant,” Abumwe pointed out.


  “No, but you’re buying something else: peace,” I said. “And you’re buying it by mutually acting against Equilibrium, which exists to bring the end of the Conclave and the Colonial Union, and is planning immediate harm to Earth, with immediate consequences for the Conclave and the Colonial Union. So don’t wait. Premier Sorvalh is right. Agree to terms here and now and present it as a fait accompli. Then get everyone busy with punching Equilibrium in the throat. We stand or fall together on this one. I prefer to stand.”


  “By the time it’s all done, it’s too late to go back,” Oi said. “There’s a new normal.”


  “It’s not a bad idea.”


  “It’s a terrible idea,” Oi said. “It just has the advantage of being better than the other option.”


  “Is that your assessment as my head of intelligence?” Sorvalh asked Oi.


  “My assessment as your head of intelligence is that the Colonial Union has consistently shown itself to be the greatest single threat to the Conclave, and Earth isn’t much better,” Oi said. “If you have an opportunity to take them out of your equation, then do it. If it means presenting this as a done deal that isn’t able to be taken back, do it. You’ll get pushback and criticism for it. But you may still have the goodwill of the Grand Assembly for holding the Conclave together.”


  “Oi, will this work?”


  “You’re the premier of the Conclave, madam,” Oi said. “If you want to make this work, it will. When you can tell them about it, mind you. We need to destroy Equilibrium first. For that to work, it will need to be as covert as possible.”


  Sorvalh nodded and turned to Abumwe. “Can you agree to this?”


  Abumwe nodded. “Yes.”


  “Can you make it stick?”


  “I will tell them they have no other option but to make it stick.”


  “And you, Ambassador Lowen?” Sorvalh asked.


  “You’re asking me if I can accept a deal that saves my planet from nuclear annihilation,” Lowen said. “I’m pretty sure I can sell it.”


  “Don’t sell it,” I said. “Present it as sold.”


  “Agreed,” Oi said, and pointed to the door. “When we walk out of here it’s done.”


  “Yes?” Sorvalh asked.


  “Yes,” Abumwe said.


  “Yes,” Lowen said.


  Sorvalh smiled, and it was terrifying, and glorious. “And so we learn how simple it is to change the history of the universe,” Sorvalh said. “All you need is for every other thing to have gone so horribly wrong first.”


  She stood, with Abumwe and Lowen following her example almost immediately. “Come, Madams Ambassador. Let us announce our new era of peace together. Let us dare anyone to take it from us. And then, let us go to war together. For the first, and hopefully last, time.”


  * * *


  Two weeks later, on October second, using the standard calendar of the Colonial Union, and at roughly three in the afternoon, the Colonial Union received official notice from nine of its colony worlds that they were declaring themselves independent from the union. Each of these planets was independent of the others but declared immediate diplomatic relations with each other and offered the same to the Colonial Union.


  In times past the Colonial Union might have sent a single ship per planet to deal with the uprising; when a planet has no real defenses against you that you yourself did not create, you didn’t have to make that much of an effort. But since the Tubingen event over Khartoum, it was evident that there had to be a change in strategy, and in the Colonial Union’s response to rebellion. Especially to a rebellion that involved multiple planets simultaneously.


  The skies above the rebellious worlds added new constellations as a flood of CDF ships flowed into their space. Each rebellious planet received no fewer than a hundred ships—a piece of psychological warfare designed to cow and intimidate those trying for their freedom.


  They would not be cowed. They shouted their defiance and dared the Colonial Union to do its worst.


  This went on in a seemingly intractable manner. There was no clear end to the stalemate. The planets demanded the Colonial Union and the CDF withdraw from their skies. The Colonial Union replied that they would not. The large majority of the human military fleet was now permanently stationed above the worlds that it used to protect.


  On October 21, a ship appeared in the skies above Earth, a trading ship registered to a world of the Conclave. It was the Hooh Issa Tun, and it had disappeared almost a year before. In a moment, the Hooh Issa Tun was no longer alone as another ship of Conclave ancestry appeared, and another, and another. A student of recent history would recognize the staggered appearance as a bit of theater. The late General Tarsem Gau, when he was the head of the Conclave, would do the same thing when his grand fleet appeared over the sky of an unauthorized colony. The Conclave would then give the colony the choice of being evacuated or destroyed.


  The Earth would not have the same choice. The fleet would follow the same dynamic as Gau’s fleet, waiting until the very last ship arrived, waiting until the audience below could register its immensity, before launching its weapons to destroy those watching below.


  Which meant that timing was going to be a tricky thing indeed.


  The satellites the Colonial Union placed in orbit around the Earth registered the Hooh Issa Tun the second it arrived in Earth space. The data was shot at the speed of light to a brace of very special skip drones located at the L4 Lagrangian point in the Earth-moon system, each carrying the prototype skip drive designed to work at those gravitationally flat spots in space.


  Three of the drones skipped immediately. One of them arrived at its destination as a topographically interesting shower of metal shards. The other two arrived intact.


  And in a space outside the solar system that housed Premier Hafte Sorvalh’s home world of Lalah, two fleets readied their final preparations for attack.


  The first fleet was a small one: ten ships, specifically selected by Vnac Oi. The second one was substantially larger. Two hundred CDF ships waited—had waited—for battle.


  Back at Earth, the influx of ships had stopped at one hundred eight, a number ever so slightly higher than either the Colonial Union’s or Conclave’s estimates of the fleet. Their first action would be to begin disabling the Earth’s network of satellites. This would take it several minutes.


  The satellites marked the position of each of the fleet’s ships above the Earth and shot that information to the waiting skip drones. Three of them immediately skipped. This time all three made it.


  Inside the CDF ships, each of them was receiving a list of their primary, secondary, and tertiary targets. This transfer of information, and the acknowledgement thereof, took on average ten seconds.


  Twenty seconds after that, every single CDF ship simultaneously skipped into Earth space.


  Including the Chandler. Who alone among the fleet did not have targets. Its job was to observe. On the Chandler were Ode Abumwe, Colonels Egan and Rigney, and Vnac Oi of the Conclave. And me.


  From Nava Balla’s bridge we watched as CDF ships appeared less than a kilometer from their primary target ships and surgically attacked with particle beams and other relatively low-carnage armament, pinpointing propulsion, navigation, and weapons systems.


  “Put the comms on speaker, please,” Abumwe asked Balla, who nodded and did Abumwe’s bidding.


  The air was a cacophony of CDF ships reporting back, confirming their attacks were successful. In less than two minutes, the entire Equilibrium fleet had been disabled.


  Disabled, not destroyed.


  “Are you ready?” Abumwe asked Rafe Daquin.


  “You know I am,” Daquin responded.


  Abumwe smiled at this. “Then begin.”


  “Pilots of the attacking ships,” Daquin said, and his words were broadcast to each of the ships we had disabled. When we could make a reasonable guess as to the identity and species of the pilot of the ship, we automatically translated Daquin’s words into their language. Otherwise we relied on the ships having translation software. “My name is Rafe Daquin. The pilot of the Chandler. I am like you. My ship was attacked and taken by an organization I learned was called Equilibrium. Equilibrium killed my crew and singled me out as a pilot. They took my body from me and forced me, like you, to pilot my ship alone and to do their bidding.


  “We know that you have been forced into this attack. We know that you were offered a terrible bargain for your complicity: death if you refused and the promise of your bodies returned if you accepted. You should know Equilibrium never intended to return you to your bodies. To them you are disposable. You were always disposable. After this attack you would have been killed and your ships destroyed in order to preserve their goals and their anonymity.


  “You may not have been made fully aware of the scope of your mission. It was to attack this planet, the planet Earth, with nuclear weapons. Those weapons would have obliterated life there and the lingering aftereffects would have made the planet uninhabitable. We, who are human, and for whom this is our home world, could not allow that to happen. We have stopped you from carrying out your mission.


  “We have attacked your ships. We could have easily destroyed them, and you. We choose not to do this. We have not destroyed your ships. We have not destroyed you. We did not because we know you did not have a choice. We know because I did not have a choice when I was in the same position as you.


  “We are giving you a choice now. The choice is this: Surrender your ships now, and we will care for you, protect you, return you to the Conclave, alive and intact, so you may go home, be with your families, and god willing, be given new bodies to live your lives.


  “Some of you may already be trying to repair your ship systems to carry out your mission. If you do, we will have to stop you. If we have to stop you, we may have to destroy you. The weapons you carry have too much death in them. We can’t allow the launch of a single one.


  “I am like you. I am still like you. I have stayed this way because I was waiting for a moment like this. So you would know, you would truly know, that you are not alone and that you are not without a choice. That you don’t have to kill in order to live. That your life can be returned to you, and all you have to do is spare the innocent people that an organization who has enslaved you wants you to kill.


  “I am Rafe Daquin. I am like you. I live and I am no one’s slave. I am here to ask you to surrender now. Surrender and live. Surrender and let others live. Tell me what you will do.”


  And then we waited.


  For close to a minute there was dead silence on the comms.


  And then.


  “I am Chugli Ahgo, pilot of the Frenner Reel. I surrender to you, Rafe Daquin.”


  “Iey Iey Noh. Pilot of Chundawoot. I surrender.”


  “Lopinigannui Assunderwannaon of the Lhutstun. Holy shit, human. Get me the fuck out of this thing.”


  “I am Tunder Spenn. I pilot the Hooh Issa Tun. I want to see my family. I want to go home.”


  * * *


  I helped Rafe write that. I just want that out there.


  One hundred four of the pilots surrendered their ships. Two sabotaged their internal systems after attack and before Rafe sent his message, committing suicide, I guess from fear of what would happen if they were captured—or from fear of what Equilibrium would do to them if they were captured. One pilot had what could best be described as a psychotic break and was unable to surrender or indeed do much of anything else. We took the pilot out of the control loop of its ship before it could hurt itself or anyone else.


  One pilot refused to surrender, managed to repair his weapons systems, and tried to launch his nukes. His ship was destroyed before the nukes were out of their tubes.


  “You’re going to get credit for this,” Oi said to Abumwe, as the surrender notices came in. “You’ve spared the lives of pilots of dozens of Conclave species. They’ll remember it. It was smart.”


  “It was his idea,” Abumwe said, pointing to me.


  “Then it was smart of you,” Oi said.


  “Thank you,” I said. “But I didn’t suggest it to be smart.”


  Oi dipped its tendrils in acknowledgement.


  As the surrender notices came in we received the first news from the Conclave attack on Equilibrium’s base on Sedna. The Conclave chose not to wipe out the Equilibrium members it found there.Instead it disabled the base’s life support and communication systems and destroyed any ship or vehicle capable of getting anyone in the base out of it.


  Then the commander of the mission gave those inside the base a choice: surrender, or not so slowly freeze to death.


  Most chose not to freeze.


  In the coming weeks and months the scope of Equilibrium was revealed, its agents named, and its ability to wreak havoc on the Conclave, the Colonial Union, or Earth negated. In the end it was difficult to believe that Equilibrium could have ever presented a threat at all. But then it never would have, had the Colonial Union, the Conclave, and Earth not been so determined to be a threat to themselves.


  * * *


  “Interesting times we live in,” Danielle Lowen said to me. She and I were at the Thomas Jefferson Memorial, in Washington, D.C. Hart Schmidt was with us, on his first trip to Earth—the surface of it, at least. He was determined to be the most touristy tourist who had ever touristed, and was presently snapping pictures of the statue of Jefferson from every conceivable angle. It was late March, and the cherry blossoms were beginning to bloom.


  “You know there’s a curse about living in interesting times,” I said to her. “It’s attributed to the Chinese.”


  “That’s a myth, you know,” Danielle said. “The Chinese never said anything that foolish.”


  I smiled at this. “Ode says hello, incidentally,” I said. Ode Abumwe, who had retired from active diplomatic duty to take on a new role: primary architect of the new constitution that the Colonial Union was creating with its colonies.


  “How goes the nation building?” Danielle asked.


  “When I last talked to her about it she said it was an immense pain in her ass, but there was just no other alternative. Her deal with you and Sorvalh, ironically enough, served to force the Colonial Union to accept her deal with the rebellious colonies. They couldn’t accept a fait accompli agreement with the Earth and Conclave and not accept one from their own colonies. I think that’s why she was appointed to run the discussions. The higher-ups wanted to punish her.”


  “The irony being that they’re making her the mother of the new Colonial Union. She’s going to be remembered forever for that.”


  “If she can get a deal.”


  “This is Ode Abumwe, Harry,” Danielle said. “As if she’s not going to get a deal.”


  We watched Hart take his photos.


  “I can’t help but notice you’re still not green,” Danielle said to me. “I thought this natural skin tone thing was just supposed to be a summer look for you.”


  “I’ve been busy,” I said.


  “We’ve all been busy.”


  “All right, fine,” I said. “I also missed being this particular tone of me.”


  “Is this indicative of anything? Subconsciously or otherwise?”


  “Probably not.”


  “Right.”


  “Fine,” I said. “I might be thinking of retiring.”


  “Hanging up the super body and aging like a normal, decent human should?”


  “Maybe,” I said. “This is only an idle thought.”


  “If nothing else, you can’t say that the Colonial Union didn’t get its money out of you, Harry.”


  “No, I suppose not,” I said.


  “If you did retire, where would you go? What would you do?”


  “I haven’t thought that far out.”


  “I have an opening on my staff,” Danielle said.


  “I don’t want to work for you, Dani.”


  “I’m a terrific boss, and I’ll brutally sabotage the career of any underling who says different.”


  “You should use that as a recruiting statement.”


  “What makes you think I don’t?”


  I smiled at this. Hart was now photographing the bits of the Declaration of Independence carved into the walls of the monument.


  “Seriously, Harry,” Danielle said, after a minute. “Come back to Earth.”


  “Why?”


  “You know why,” she said. “And you can now.”


  “Maybe I will,” I said.


  “Maybe.”


  “Don’t rush me. I’ve got a lot to work out.”


  “All right,” Danielle said. “Just don’t take too long.”


  “Fair enough,” I said, and took her hand.


  “Interesting times we live in,” Danielle repeated. “That’s not meant to be a curse. I like interesting. I like it now, anyway.”


  “So do I,” I said. She squeezed my hand.


  “This place is great!” Hart said, coming up to the both of us.


  “Glad you like it,” I said.


  “I really do,” he said. He looked at the both of us, excited. “So. What’s next?”
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  An Alternate “The Life of the Mind”


  Deleted and Alternate Scenes


  Introduction


  The End of All Things took me longer to write than most of my books do, in part because I had a number of false starts. These false starts weren’t bad—in my opinion—and they were useful in helping me figure out what was best for the book; for example, determining which point-of-view characters I wanted to have, whether the story should be in first or third person, and so on. But at the same time it’s annoying to write a bunch of stuff and then go Yeaaaaah, that’s not it. So it goes.


  Through various false starts and diversions, I ended up writing nearly 40,000 words—almost an entire short novel!—of material that I didn’t directly use. Some of it was recast and repurposed in different directions, and a lot of it was simply left to the side. The thing is when I throw something out of a book, I don’t just delete it. I put it into an “excise file” and keep it just in case it’ll come in handy later.


  Like now: I’ve taken various bits from the excise file and with them have crafted a first chapter of an alternate version of The Life of the Mind, the first novella of The End of All Things. This version (roughly) covers the same events, with (roughly) the same characters, but with a substantially different narrative direction.


  In an alternate universe, an alternate version of me went ahead with this version, and The End of All Things ended up being a rather different book. Which would be cool. I’d like to meet up with that John Scalzi and trade books.


  Please note: This version of the story is noncanonical and mildly spoilery for the version that is, in fact, canonical. While you don’t have to read the official version of The Life of the Mind to read this (or to enjoy it), I recommend that you do to fully appreciate the compare and contrast.


  Also, this version ends on a bit of a cliff-hanger. Which will never be resolved. Sorry about that.


  Enjoy!


  —JS


  PART ONE


  The Robert Anton skipped into the Inhe system, near a small asteroid that in the not too recent past had served as a Rraey space station and repair dock. The Rraey had officially abandoned it, along with a substantial number of other territories, after a series of military political setbacks, contracting back to the species’ core planets and systems. “Officially abandoned” did not mean it was not in use, however.


  Control, sent Giovanni Carranza, pilot and captain of the Robert Anton. This is the Robert Anton, requesting docking assistance.


  “Copy, Robert Anton,” said an artificially generated voice, the standard voice of Control. “You’re some distance away. Can you maneuver any closer to base?”


  Negative, Carranza said. Engines are dead. Maneuvering jets are dead. Both died on the other side of the skip.


  “How did you get to skip distance?”


  Inertia, Carranza said. Burned the engines as long as I could before I had to take them offline. Saved enough energy to run the skip drive. It was a very slow trip.


  “Copy that,” Control said. “Your status otherwise, please.”


  The Anton is heavily damaged, Carranza said. Hull compromised, weapons systems partially destroyed. Communications work, obviously, but outside sensors are dead. I knew I skipped from timing alone. If anyone other than me were on the ship, they’d be long dead. We’re a mess.


  “Did you complete your mission?”


  There was a hesitation. Yes, Carranza said. The mission was completed. It wasn’t pretty but it got done.


  “It’s going to take us some time to get you back to dock,” Control said. “We’d like to start analysis of your mission as soon as possible. Please send along your mission logs and recordings, as well as your damage report.”


  Sending, Carranza said.


  “Thank you,” Control said.


  The Anton took a beating. I’m not sure it’s repairable at this point.


  “I’m looking at your damage report now. You may be right about that.”


  What does that mean for me?


  “You don’t need to worry about that right now.”


  You and I agreed that if this mission was successful that I would be done, Carranza said.


  “I’m well aware of our agreement,” Control replied.


  I don’t want the state of the Anton held against me.


  “We asked you to complete the mission,” Control said. “You did what we asked you to do.”


  I know it’s been harder for you to get more ships. To get more pilots.


  Control didn’t say anything to this.


  I would like my body back, Carranza said. I would like to go home.


  “Don’t worry,” Control said. “We’ll take care of you.”


  Thank you, Carranza said, and then died as Control signaled the release of a neurotoxin into his brain. The effect was instantaneous; Carranza had felt relief that his wishes would be granted and then he felt nothing at all.


  The person behind Control waited until it received the signal that Carranza’s brain was past any attempt at revival—not long at all—and then ordered tugs to bring the Anton into dock and crews to take what was salvageable from the ship before reducing it to scrap.


  Carranza had been correct that it was harder to get ships recently, but the Anton’s useful days were done. As were Carranza’s. Pilots were also hard to come by. But their usefulness was limited by their ability to believe they would ever be free. There would be no way for Carranza to believe that after today.


  A waste.


  But fortunately, a replacement was on the way.


  * * *


  “The time has come for treasonous ideas,” said Otha Durham, from his lectern.


  An amused murmur rippled through the corps of Colonial Union diplomats, assembled in one of the State Department’s conference theaters. Durham, undersecretary of state for the Colonial Union, and speaking to the crowd on the occasion of an otherwise-standard assembly to award a medal to one of their number, smiled along with them.


  “I know what you’re thinking,” he said, and then assumed the part of a bored diplomat in his audience. “Oh, God, there Durham goes again, pretending to have big thoughts and presenting them with such drama.” He smiled again as laughs emerged from his audience, and held up his hands as if to acknowledge an affectionate criticism. “Fair call. Fair call. I don’t think it’s any secret that I’ve made dramatic statements a calling card of my career. But work with me for a minute here.”


  Durham looked out over his audience, becoming serious. “For decades—scratch that, for centuries—the Colonial Union has been charged with the role of keeping humanity safe and secure in our universe. A universe which was and continues to be hostile to the idea that humans exist within it. Ever since we have made our presence known in space, other species and other powers have sought to remove us—to eradicate us. And if we know anything about humanity it is this: We don’t go down without a fight.


  “And so we have fought. Humanity has fought, for centuries, to earn and keep our place in the universe. The Colonial Union and the Colonial Defense Forces has fought that fight for our species, for centuries.”


  Durham shrugged, acknowledging the fact of centuries of near-constant warfare. “So be it,” he said. “But where does that leave us, the diplomatic corps of the Colonial Union? We have existed all this time, alongside the Colonial Defense Forces, but as an afterthought, an also-ran—because not only was the idea that diplomacy with the alien races we encountered might be a useful tool ridiculed, it was indeed considered very nearly a treasonous thought.


  “How can we seriously think diplomacy could work when time and time again the other species out here with us attacked us, killed our colonists, and claimed the planets and systems we had claimed for our own? In this light, how could diplomacy be seen as anything other than an abdication of responsibility for the species? How could it be anything other than treason?”


  Durham looked out at the diplomats assembled before him, quiet now.


  “Diplomacy as treason. Reaching out with an open hand instead of a fist, treason. The idea that intelligences that evolved on different worlds, in different ways and in different environments, might yet still find a common ground, treason. If you consider all these things almost fundamentally a betrayal of humanity, it makes sense that in the end, all you have left is the war. The fight. The struggle that leads to ruin, for one or both species.”


  And here Durham smiled. “But this is the thing,” he said, and then motioned to the diplomats attending his words. “We know better. We have always known better. The Colonial Defense Force’s battle for us is often necessary, and sometimes inevitable. But when the opportunity comes for the open hand rather than the fist that, too, is often necessary.


  “And now, also inevitable. The Colonial Union has long—has too long—relied on the planet Earth to provide it with the soldiers the Colonial Defense Forces needs to fight our battles and enforce our will. But we no longer have that option. Colonel John Perry’s appearance in Earth’s skies with the Conclave trade delegation put our relationship with the Earth on hold; the destruction of Earth Station, the planet’s sole egress into space, destroyed it.”


  Durham looked directly at Ambassador Ode Abumwe, sitting in the front row of his audience with her team, nodding to her in recognition of her presence on Earth Station when it was destroyed. Abumwe nodded back.


  “The Earth wrongly blames us for its destruction, but right or wrong, we can’t go back to what was before,” Durham continued. “Now the Colonial Union will need to find soldiers from its own colonies, from its own planetary populations—a transition that will take time, and is already causing no small amount of unrest in the Colonial Union’s previously peaceable ranks.


  “And in the meantime, the formerly treasonous idea of diplomacy becomes the Colonial Union’s primary tool. To make allies. To buy time. To secure our place in the universe, not with a weapon, but with reason. Diplomacy is now the primary resource by which the Colonial Union, and by extension humanity, keeps its place. What was treason has now become a treasure.”


  “Which, clearly and obviously, brings us to Ambassador Ode Abumwe,” Durham said, lightly. Once again, laughter rippled through the assembled diplomats. Durham motioned for Abumwe to rise and to stand next to him at the lectern. She did so. Durham’s assistant Renea Tam also approached the lectern, wooden box in hand.


  “Ambassador Abumwe, over the last year you and your team have found yourself at the center of a number of diplomatic storms,” Durham said, turning to her. “When you could, you triumphed. When you could not triumph, you were able to at least find a silver lining to some of the Colonial Union’s darkest clouds. We have asked a lot of you, and of your people. None of you have disappointed us. Time and again you’ve impressed us with your determination and your resourcefulness. Also, the fact that one of your team saved the daughter of the United States secretary of state from the destruction of Earth Station was no small feat.” Another ripple of laugher. “The initiative your team shows flows from the top. It is your leadership that set the example, for them and for all of us.


  “The Colonial Union owes much to you and your team in these difficult times,” Durham said, and nodded to Tam, who opened the wooden box, revealing a medal and a framed document. “As a symbol of the regard of both the Colonial Union Department of State, and the secretary herself, it is my absolute pleasure to present you with the Distinguished Honor Award, for your exceptional and outstanding service.” He lifted the medal with its ribbon out of the box and placed it around Abumwe’s neck. The assembled diplomats applauded and Abumwe’s team leapt to their feet and cheered. Abumwe offered up one of her rare smiles to them.


  Durham held up a hand to silence the audience. “On a personal note,” he said, and turned to Abumwe, “Ambassador, I have known you since you first arrived at the State Department. You were an intern and I was on my first posting, and that was”—here Durham intentionally mumbled a number—“years ago. Even then you were a smart, perceptive, driven, and serious person. The first three of these I would never fault. They have taken you far. But I still believe that you are sometimes more serious than you absolutely need to be.” He nodded to Tam again, who set down the medal box and reached into her suit jacket to offer a small object to Durham, who took it. “And so in addition to the Distinguished Honor Award, as a token of personal esteem, my dear friend Ode, I offer you this.” He presented the object to Abumwe, who took it. It was a funny-shaped rubber doll.


  “What do I do with this?” Abumwe said.


  “Squeeze it,” Durham said.


  Abumwe did so. Its eyes popped out and it offered up a squeaky chuckle. The diplomats laughed.


  “Thank you, Otha,” Abumwe said. “I don’t know what to say.”


  “On the contrary, I think you know exactly what to say,” Durham said. “You’re just too diplomatic to say it.”


  * * *


  Durham spent an hour at the after-ceremony reception meeting and greeting with Abumwe’s team, and in particular making the acquaintance of Hart Schmidt and Harry Wilson, the two members of Abumwe’s team who escaped Earth Station as it was literally disintegrating around them.


  “I don’t imagine that’s something you want to relive much,” Durham said to Schmidt, after he had been introduced to him and one of his friend’s friends, whose name vaporized from Durham’s mind almost instantly after the introductions were made.


  “Well, I was actually unconscious for the worst of it, sir,” Schmidt said, and nodded to Wilson. “Harry is the one who can tell you what it was really like.”


  “And what was it really like?” Durham asked Wilson, turning to him.


  “Completely terrifying,” Wilson said, and everyone laughed. “Or it would have been, if I hadn’t been actively distracted by trying to stay alive on a trip through the Earth’s atmosphere. Which was also terrifying.”


  “That’s right, you skydived from Earth Station down to the planet.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Which means you’re the one who saved the U.S. secretary of state’s daughter.”


  “Danielle Lowen,” Harry said. “I did. She’s a diplomat in her own right as well.”


  “Yes, of course,” Durham said. “But the fact that she was the secretary’s daughter is one reason why the United States, if no one else on Earth, will still speak to us. So thank you for that.”


  “Just doing my job,” Harry said.


  “I hope we gave you a medal for that.”


  “You did,” Harry said. “The CDF gave me one, too. I’m all medaled up.”


  “Very good,” Durham said. “Now let me buy you a drink to go with them.”


  Wilson smiled. “I knew I liked this posting.”


  Shortly thereafter Durham excused himself and exited the reception area, to find Renea Tam and his luggage, ported by a State Department employee pushing a cart.


  “I don’t think you need that many clothes,” Tam said, looking at the cart. “You’re going on vacation, not moving away.”


  “My vacation is three weeks long,” Durham said. “I want to spend very little of that time doing laundry.”


  “You’re staying at an embassy,” Tam said. “They have staff there. Who would do your laundry.”


  “In the future I will set forth with a single change of clothes in a duffel bag,” Durham said. “But as my shuttle to the Chandler is leaving in forty minutes, this time I’ll just have to manage.”


  Tam grinned at this, and the three of them headed toward the shuttle to the Chandler. Durham took his leave of his assistant at the shuttle door and took a seat on it, across from the only other passenger, a young man with dark hair.


  “I liked your speech today,” the young man said, after the shuttle had departed from Phoenix Station and was making its way to the Chandler.


  Durham, who had been resting with his eyes closed, cracked them open and glanced at the speaker, looking him over. “You look familiar.”


  “You were introduced to me earlier today,” the young man said. “Don’t worry, I don’t expect you to remember. I expect you shook a lot of hands today.”


  “You’re in the diplomatic corps?” Durham asked.


  “No,” the young man said. “But a friend of mine is. Hart Schmidt.”


  “One of Abumwe’s people.”


  “Yes. He and I went to school together. Well, he was about three years ahead of me. But our dads were friends, so I got to know him. When he found out I was going to be on Phoenix Station on my way to the Chandler, he invited me to the ceremony. I was in the back for most of it. I’m Rafe Daquin.” He reached over and held out a hand.


  Durham took it. “You’re crew on the Chandler, then,” he said.


  “Yes,” Daquin said. “I’m a pilot.”


  “That’s not a bad job.”


  “Thank you,” Daquin said. “I get to travel and see the universe. I expect you get to do the same as a diplomat.”


  “Not as much as I used to,” Durham said. “I’m a bureaucrat now. The most I get to see of the universe these days is my desk.”


  “Why are you traveling now?”


  “Vacation,” Durham said. “I’m going to Huckleberry, to see friends and do some hiking.”


  “Why travel on the Chandler, if you don’t mind me asking?” Daquin said. “We’re a cargo ship. I’d think you’d just have one of your diplomatic ships take you.”


  “Borrowing a diplomatic corps ship to taxi me to my vacation spot would be looked on as misappropriation of resources, I think,” Durham said, smiling. “And also there were none going my way when I needed it. Anyway the secretary encourages us to support private enterprise.” He closed his eyes again, hoping Daquin would pick up the hint.


  He didn’t. “Do you really think diplomacy is treason?” Daquin asked. “That the Colonial Union sees it that way, I mean.”


  Durham kept his eyes closed. “I may have been exaggerating for effect,” he said. “But it’s certainly true that given a choice, the Colonial Union would rather shoot than talk. It’s gotten us in trouble.”


  “You know about the disappearing ships?” Daquin asked.


  Durham cracked his eyes open again at this. “Disappearing ships,” he said.


  “More civilian ships are going missing over the last couple of years,” Daquin said. “Cargo ships, mostly. Ships like the Chandler.”


  “There’s always been piracy,” Durham said. “That’s one of the reasons why the Colonial Defense Forces were formed. That and other intelligent species trying to kill us.”


  “Right, but pirates usually go for cargo,” Daquin said. “They don’t make ships disappear.”


  “What do you think it is?” Durham asked. “What are the rumors?”


  Daquin shrugged. “If you ask me, it’s got to do with us losing the Earth. Other species know we’ve started rationing our military to deal with major problems, so they’re starting to pick off trade ships to weaken the Colonial Union’s infrastructure.”


  “Seems a long way to go about it,” Durham said.


  “Every little bit counts.”


  “This doesn’t make you afraid?” Durham asked. “You’re a pilot on a cargo ship. Presumably you’re a target.”


  Daquin smiled. “I have to eat.”


  “That’s a very practical way of looking at one’s potential fears,” Durham said.


  “That, and I’ve been through some close scrapes before,” Daquin said. “I should have been dead a couple of times already because of ship failures and accidents. I’ve survived.”


  “Have you,” Durham said. “Why do you think that is?”


  “I don’t know,” Daquin said. “I think I may just be luckier than most people.” This time it was Daquin who closed his eyes and put his head back to rest. Durham watched him for a few moments before doing the same.


  * * *


  Three days out from Phoenix Station and less than one day prior to the skip to Huckleberry, Durham asked for and received a private audience with Chandler’s captain, Eliza Perez.


  “What is this about?” Perez asked. The two of them were in her stateroom, which, like everything else on the Chandler, was cramped. “If you’re going to complain about the accommodations, as you can see, you are traveling with the same appointments as the captain.”


  “The accommodations are fine, of course,” Durham said. “Captain Perez, I have something to confess to you. I came onto your ship under false pretenses.” He had his PDA in his hand. He activated it and handed it to Perez. “I booked passage on the Chandler with the story that I am headed for vacation on Huckleberry. In fact, I am going somewhere else entirely.”


  Perez took the PDA and looked at what was on the screen. “What is this?” she said.


  “It’s an official request from the State Department for you to take me to a destination I will give you once you give me back my PDA,” Durham said. “It’s a secure and official request, which is why I’m showing it to you on my PDA rather than just transferring the document to your own PDA. It’s awkward to do it that way but this way you know the orders aren’t forged.”


  “You just said ‘orders,’ ” Perez said. “That’s substantially different than a request.”


  “Officially it’s a request, which you are able to refuse,” Durham said. “Unofficially we both know it’s not in your interest to refuse it.”


  “Where would I be taking you?”


  “To a system that has nothing at all of interest in it, which makes it a good place to have a secret meeting.”


  “A secret meeting with whom?”


  “That I can’t tell you.”


  “Then I can’t let you borrow my ship.”


  “That’s not wise.”


  “Sending the Chandler to a destination far off our schedule for ‘secret meetings’ isn’t wise, either,” Perez said. “You either tell me what you’re asking me to do, or it won’t get done.”


  “And if I tell you?”


  “Then it still might not get done,” Perez said. “Because I still have to make a decision. But there is a difference between ‘won’t’ and ‘might.’ So you don’t have a choice.”


  “I’m meeting with representatives of the Conclave to—informally—discuss an alliance with them.”


  “Seriously,” Perez said, after a moment. “An organization of four hundred alien species, most of whom tried to murder us, and you want to make friends with them.”


  Durham sighed. “Captain Perez, I don’t think I actually have to tell you that the Colonial Union is in a deep well of shit at the moment,” he said. “The cargo ships that whoever it is are picking off are just the start. Sooner or later someone is going to go after an established colony. Sooner or later someone is going to go after the Colonial Union itself. We’re vulnerable and becoming more so every day. All they’ll have to do is wait until we’re weak enough to be attacked.”


  “And we think joining the Conclave is going to fix this.”


  “Not joining,” Durham said. “An alliance. A mutual defense against aggression pact.”


  “This after the Colonial Union tried to destroy the Conclave,” Perez said, and noted Durham’s expression. “Yes, we all know about that. About the incident at Roanoke. I run a trade ship, Mr. Durham. You can keep news away from the official channels if you like but trade ships have their own lines of communication. We travel. We talk. We know.”


  “Then you know why the meetings have to be secret for the time being,” Durham said. “If this round succeeds then we can do something more public. If it doesn’t then it will never have happened. Another reason, incidentally, to have the Chandler take me to the meeting, and not one of the State Department’s ships.”


  “There is a small matter of the cargo we’re carrying,” Perez said. “Gaalfruit and other highly perishable products. We timed our travel to arrive at Huckleberry just before the gaalfruit ripens. If we arrive even a few days late we can’t sell it. Insurance won’t cover the loss if we can’t tell why the cargo didn’t arrive in time.”


  “Obviously the Colonial Union Department of State will purchase your cargo.”


  “All of it.”


  “Yes, and before you ask, yes, at fair market value,” Durham said.


  “It’s not just about the cargo,” Perez said. “We have relationships with distributors. We are supposed to pick up new cargo as well. Also agricultural products. Also highly perishable. If we’re not there when we’re supposed to be, they lose out and we damage that relationship.”


  “State will cover it all.”


  “That’s going to cost a lot of money.”


  “Yes, well,” Durham said, and smiled. “The Colonial Union actually creates the money in question, so I don’t think covering your expenses and expectations will be a problem.”


  Perez was silent for a moment.


  “Is there anything else you would like?” Durham asked. “Would you like me to promise to wash and wax the Chandler after I am done using it?”


  “I don’t like this,” Perez said.


  “I can understand that,” Durham said. “I do apologize for presenting it to you this way. I am under orders. You can, at least, understand why secrecy is actually important for this mission.”


  “Do you think it’s going to work?” Perez asked. “The mission, I mean.”


  “I think if it doesn’t, you should probably spend all the money you’re going to make off this trip,” Durham said. “And spend it as quickly as you can.”


  * * *


  The first thought that came to Rafe Daquin as he bubbled up uneasily into consciousness was, I can’t feel my legs.


  The second thought he had, after another moment, was, I can’t feel my anything.


  Rafe sunk back into unconsciousness after that, falling through a blackness of indeterminate length and depth.


  * * *


  Rafe was dreaming and knew he was dreaming, because this was one of those dreams where he stood still and everything moved around him.


  He started on the bridge of the Chandler, beginning his first day as an apprentice pilot, after six months at navigation and a year in the ranks of the engineers before that. The Chandler’s chief of pilots was not entirely pleased to find Rafe in her charge. Rafe had been dumped into her lap by Captain Walden, and he knew that Lieutenant Skidmore thought Walden had been bribed by Rafe’s family to accelerate him through the ranks. And, well, she had; Rafe’s father told him as much the last time the Chandler was at Phoenix Station. In Rafe’s dream he was experiencing Skidmore’s thinned lips and otherwise carefully neutral demeanor for the first time.


  Rafe’s response in the dream was the same as it was in life: outward careful politeness and attentiveness, inward lack of concern because the fix was already in, and he was going to be a pilot whether Skidmore liked it or not. She hadn’t liked it. She left the Chandler not too long after. This occasioned Rafe’s promotion to assistant pilot, right on schedule, which was to say, ahead of schedule and ahead of others.


  A blink-shift and he was in the headmaster’s office at Tangipahopa Hall, waiting for either his mother or father to arrive. This time it was for punching one of the sixth-form students in the head; other times it would have been for infiltrating the dining hall at 3 A.M., stealing one of the custodial carts for a joyride, or taking money to change grades for other students (and then not doing it, which prompted one of his unsatisfied customers to complain). Rafe was hoping it would be his father, who graded transgressions on a curve, as opposed to his mother, who emphatically did not. Rafe’s eventual graduation from Tangipahopa required his father agreeing to speak at the graduation ceremony, and his mother funding a science lab.


  Another blink and it was the day after Rafe’s graduation from University of Metairie, with an ordinary degree in engineering, earned less by lack of ability than by overall lack of attendance and interest. His mother was telling him she wouldn’t sign off on the release of his trust fund, which customarily was given to the Daquin children on completion of their degree. Rafe pointed this out; his mother noted that “customary” was not the same as “obligatory,” and then stood there daring him to argue the point with her, she who regularly argued cases before the Phoenix High Court.


  Rafe did not take the challenge. He instead looked to his father, whose face was carefully blank. He was not stupid enough to argue with Colette Daquin either. Nor could he do anything on his own; by the rules of the Daquin Family Corporation and Trust, both parents, if they were living, had to sign off on any trust disbursements prior to thirty-five years old (standard). Colette Daquin wanted her slacker child to get a job that would fill in the large and obvious blanks in his education, not with the family business. Jean-Michel Daquin suggested the Colonial merchant space fleet. An old supper club acquaintance would find an opening on one of his ships.


  A final shift and Rafe was not standing anymore. He was running through the corridors of the Chandler, slower than he wanted, trying to avoid whoever it was who had taken the ship, and failing as two of the raiders stepped out of the T intersection ahead of him. Rafe skidded on his heels and turned, falling over his legs in the process. He righted himself and prepared to sprint away and was knocked off his feet for good by a shot to the back of the head.


  In the dream as in real life Rafe could feel the shot strike his skin, impact against the bone of his skull, and begin to burrow through into his brain. In the dream as in real life Rafe felt the cold shock of certainty that this was the moment he was going to die, and the thought that rocketed through his brain before there was nothing else at all:


  Unfair.


  * * *


  “All right, I give up,” Colonel Abel Rigney said, looking into the glass-walled State Department conference room at the two unsmiling men sitting there. “Who are they?”


  Colonel Liz Egan pointed, using the index finger on the hand holding her coffee cup. “The humorless one on the left is Alastair Schmidt,” she said. “He’s Phoenix’s minister of trade and transport. The humorless one on the right is Jean-Michel Daquin. He’s the CEO and chairman of Ballard-Daquin, which is one of the largest shipping companies on the planet.”


  “That’s great,” Rigney said. “And we’re meeting with them, why, precisely?”


  “Because Secretary Galeano told me to,” Egan said.


  “Let me rephrase,” Rigney said. “Why am I meeting with them?”


  “Because they want to talk about merchant ships being pirated and what we’re doing about it, and if memory serves, that’s something you know about.”


  “Fine, but why do they care?” Rigney asked. “Phoenix’s Minister of Trade and Transport doesn’t have any jurisdiction over interplanetary or interstellar trade.”


  “He has jurisdiction over the spaceports.”


  “Right, but his interests stop right around the stratosphere. Piracy is a problem, but it’s not his problem. There’s not enough of it to have an impact on his planet’s trade.” Rigney pointed to Jean-Michel Daquin. “Is it his ships getting pirated?”


  Egan shook her head. “Ballard-Daquin is planetside only.”


  “I’m back to my original question,” Rigney said. “My second original question, I mean. The one about why are we meeting them.”


  “You didn’t let me finish,” Egan said, very calmly, which is how Rigney knew he was close to being taken to the woodshed.


  “Sorry about that,” Rigney said.


  Egan nodded and pointed to Daquin. “His son Rafe is a pilot on the Chandler, which is a merchant ship that went missing a week ago.”


  “Missing as in overtaken by pirates and late to its next destination, or missing missing?” Rigney asked.


  “You tell me,” Egan said. “That’s actually your department, Abel.”


  Rigney grunted and quickly accessed his BrainPal for the latest on the Chandler. “We sent a skip drone out when it was two days late to Erie,” he said, reading. “It’s the new policy after Earth Station went down.”


  “And?”


  “And nothing,” Rigney said. “It wasn’t where it should have been pre-skip, and there’s no evidence of it being destroyed. We have nothing.”


  “So it’s missing missing,” Egan said.


  “Looks like.”


  “And now you know why Daquin is here.”


  “How do you want to play this?” Rigney said.


  “How I wanted to play it before this conversation,” Egan said. “I want you to talk to them about what the CDF is doing about piracy. Make it informative, sympathetic, and conversational.”


  “You might be better with the sympathetic part,” Rigney said. “You’re the one who ran a media empire back on Earth.”


  Egan shook her head. “I was CEO,” she said. “You don’t become CEO by being sympathetic. I had PR people for that.”


  “So that’s my job here?” Rigney asked. “PR flack?”


  “Yes, it is,” Egan said. “Any problems with that?”


  “I guess not,” Rigney said. “And you wouldn’t care if I did.”


  “I would care,” Egan said. “Later.”


  “That’s comforting,” Rigney said.


  Egan nodded and motioned toward the two men waiting in the room. “The way I see it is that between the two of us we can answer their questions and convince them we are on top of things, and then shuffle them off as close to happy and satisfied as we can. Which will make my boss happy. Which will make me happy. And then I will owe you a favor. Which should make you happy.”


  “So, a never-ending circle of happiness, is what you’re saying.”


  “I never said ‘never-ending,’ ” Egan said. “There’s no point in overpromising. Just a little happiness. Take what you can get, these days. Come on.”


  Egan and Rigney entered the conference room, introduced themselves to Schmidt and Daquin, and sat down across the table from the two men.


  “Minister Schmidt, I have the honor of being acquainted with your son Hart,” Egan said.


  “Do you, now,” Schmidt said. “He hasn’t mentioned you, I’m afraid.”


  “I’m better acquainted with his boss, Ambassador Abumwe.”


  “Ah,” Schmidt said. “Late of the unpleasantness at Earth Station.”


  “Yes,” Egan said. “We were pleased that her entire team, including Hart, survived the attack.”


  Schmidt nodded.


  Your turn, Egan sent to Rigney, through her BrainPal. Informative. Conversational. Sympathetic.


  “Mr. Daquin,” Rigney said. “I want you to know that prior to this meeting I accessed the latest information about the Chandler. I know you must be anxious—”


  “One hundred sixty-five million metric revenue tonnes,” Daquin said, interrupting Rigney.


  “Excuse me?” Rigney said, taken off balance by the interruption.


  “My company ships one hundred sixty million metric revenue tonnes of cargo through Phoenix Home Port to Phoenix Station, and to the ships that berth here,” Daquin said. “That’s close to ninety percent of the shipping that runs through Phoenix Home Port to this space station of yours.”


  “I did not know that,” Rigney said, not sure where this was leading but not wanting to ask directly.


  “I understand my telling you this fact must appear random,” Daquin said. “But I need you to understand that figure because it will offer gravity to what I tell you next.”


  “All right,” Rigney said, and glanced over to Egan, who was not returning his glance.


  “You know about the Chandler, and my son,” Daquin said.


  “Yes,” Rigney said. “I was just about—”


  “You were just about to tell me nothing,” Daquin said, interrupting again and silencing Rigney once more. “I’m not a stupid man, Colonel Rigney, nor am I without resources, which include Minister Schmidt here. I’m well aware you currently have no idea what happened to Chandler or any of its crew. Please do me the courtesy of not trying to placate me with your vapidity.”


  “Mr. Daquin,” Egan said, interjecting herself into the conversation, which Rigney assumed meant that he was being benched. “Perhaps it’s best if you come right out with whatever it is you came here to say.”


  “What I have to say is simple. I control ninety percent of all the cargo that comes up and through Phoenix Station,” Daquin said. “Ninety percent of the food. Ninety percent of essential materials. Ninety percent of everything that makes your space station”—Daquin emphasized these two words—“habitable and the place from which the Colonial Union runs its little empire of planets. If I don’t know within a week the certain fate of the Chandler and its crew, shipping to Phoenix Station stops.”


  This was met with silence all around. Then Egan turned to Schmidt. “This is unacceptable.”


  “I agree,” Schmidt said. “And I told Jean-Michel that very thing before we came up here.”


  “But you still brought him here to make this ultimatum,” Egan said.


  “I did,” Schmidt said. “Which should in itself tell you the lack of options I had, as minister of trade and transport, in dealing with this.”


  “Perhaps it was not advisable to let one company handle the vast majority of shipping to Phoenix Station,” Egan said.


  Schmidt smiled thinly at this. “I would agree, Colonel Egan,” he said. “But if you’re looking to blame the Phoenix government, you’re going to need to look at the Colonial Union contracts first. You’re the ones who have given Ballard-Daquin control of your shipping, not us.”


  “We can’t guarantee that we will have any information,” Rigney said, to Daquin. “We’re not being lazy about this, Mr. Daquin. But if a ship or its wreckage”—Rigney regretted the phrasing almost immediately, but there was nothing to be done for it at the moment—“is not found immediately, the task of finding it becomes exponentially more difficult.”


  “This is your problem,” Daquin said.


  “Yes, it is,” Rigney said. “But if you are going to put us on the hook for this problem, you need to understand its scope. What you are asking may well be impossible in the timeframe you’re asking for.”


  “Mr. Daquin,” Egan said. Daquin turned his attention to her. “Allow me to be entirely frank with you.”


  “All right,” Daquin said.


  “I sympathize with your concern for the Chandler and her crew, and your son,” Egan said. Rigney noted wryly that it was Egan, after all, who ended up deploying the sympathy card. “But you are mistaken if you think that attempting to hold Phoenix Station’s shipping hostage is going to work. For one thing, the shipping we get from Phoenix can be replaced by other colonies. For another, the damage you’ll cause Phoenix’s export economy will be immense.” Egan pointed to Schmidt. “Whether Minister Schmidt here wants to tell this to you or not, he and his government will be quickly obliged to nationalize your company. And no matter what, you’d find yourself in court for violating your contracts with the Colonial Union. It’s also entirely possible, because Phoenix Station is the seat of the Colonial Union government, that your attempt to starve it out of existence will be looked on as treason. I don’t think I need to tell you that the Colonial Union is not notably forgiving of that.”


  Daquin smiled. “Thank you, Colonel Egan,” he said. “I know a little of your history. I know you were a CEO on Earth. It’s clear we speak the same language. So allow me to offer you the compliment of being equally blunt with you. Your threat of replacing Phoenix shipping with shipping from other colonies is empty. The Colonial Union is weak, Colonel Egan. You’ve lost the Earth and you’re not getting it back. You’re running out of soldiers and the colonies know that when that happens you’re going to start preying on them to fill the Colonial Defense Force ranks. That makes them all nervous, makes them all finally question whether the Colonial Union has come to the end of its usefulness.


  “You start ordering shipping from other colonies for Phoenix Station, they’re going to want to know why. And when they find out that it’s because Phoenix is starving you from below, some of them are going to realize how weak you are right now and decide it’s better to break away now than wait until you’ve bled them all a little more. You know that. I know that. You don’t dare show all the other colonies how weak you truly are.”


  “A pretty speech that conveniently forgets that your company will be nationalized before that can happen,” Egan said.


  “Schmidt,” Daquin said.


  “The Phoenix government won’t nationalize Ballard-Daquin,” he said, to Egan. “Right now we’re a coalition government. That coalition is both unpopular and unstable. As bad as Daquin shutting down exports would be, attempting to nationalize the company would be worse. It would fracture the government. The current government would rather be unpopular and in power than unpopular and out of it.”


  “The issue could be forced,” Egan said.


  “The Colonial Union could force the issue,” Schmidt agreed. “But that is a solution that is worse than the problem, Colonel Egan, Colonel Rigney.” He motioned to Daquin with a slight nod of his head. “Right now you just have one citizen of Phoenix irrationally angry with you. If you force the issue, you’ll have a billion quite rationally angry with you. And that anger will be certain to spread. Jean-Michel is right: The Colonial Union is weak at the moment. You don’t want to advertise the fact.”


  “You have a week,” Daquin said.


  “Even if we could accept your demands, a week is not nearly enough time,” Rigney said.


  “I don’t care what you think is nearly enough time,” Daquin said.


  “It’s not about what I think,” Rigney said, more testily than he intended. That, at least, seemed to cut Daquin off. “It’s about the limitations of travel and communication. We don’t live in a science fictional universe, Mr. Daquin. We can’t just zap messages instantaneously from one part of space to another. We have to use skip drones and ships that have to travel to where space is flat before they can leave a star system. Even if we were to start an intensive search and investigation today, the fact of how travel works means we have almost no chance of getting you information in a week. Hell, we are already searching for the Chandler. We still would be lucky to get you information in a week.”


  “I’m not moved,” Daquin said.


  “I understand that,” Rigney said. “But this, at least, isn’t something that can be negotiated. If you are only giving us a week, you might as well make your power play now, because we will fail you. But if this is actually about your son, Mr. Daquin, then you’re going to give us the time to do our job. And our job is what you want us to do: find the Chandler.”


  “How much time,” Daquin said.


  “Four weeks.”


  “Two weeks.”


  “No, Mr. Daquin,” Rigney said. “Four weeks. You know shipping and you know what you can do with your company. I know our ships and what they can do. I’m not bargaining with you. I’m telling you the time we need to do this. Take it or don’t.”


  Daquin looked over to Schmidt and to Egan, and then turned back to Rigney. “Four weeks,” he said, and then stood up and walked out of the room.


  “You know this is going to end badly for him,” Egan said to Schmidt after he’d gone.


  “If all that happens is that it ends badly for him, I will be profoundly grateful,” Schmidt said, and stood himself. “My problem is that I don’t see any way that it doesn’t end badly for all the rest of us.” He turned to Rigney. “At least you’ve given me a little more time to prepare. I should thank you for that, but I don’t think it’s going to matter.” Schmidt excused himself and left.


  “Well, this was a fun little meeting,” Rigney said to Egan, when they were alone.


  “You going to be able to find this ship in four weeks?” Egan asked.


  “I’m going to try,” Rigney said.


  “Don’t try,” Egan said. “Do it. Otherwise in a month we’ll all be eating each other alive.”


  “Literally,” Rigney said.


  “Having that happen literally would be the worst-case scenario,” Egan said.


  2016


  Everything But the Squeal


  When people look at my wedding photos, they often wonder what the pig is doing in the wedding party.


  Well, let me tell you.
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  It all began, like so many things do, on a Monday.


  The first thing I remember is my little sister Syndee poking me in the cheek.


  “Mom says it’s time to get up,” she said.


  I swatted at her with my eyes closed. “It’s too early to get up,” I said.


  “It’s nine thirty,” Syndee said. “Says so right on your alarm clock.”


  “The clock lies,” I said.


  Syndee started poking me in the face again. “Mom told me to tell you if you missed your placement appointment that she would make you regret it.”


  “I’ll be up in a minute,” I said, and then rolled over and tried to go back to sleep. I could hear Syndee stomp off, calling for mom. A couple minutes later, I heard someone come back in the room.


  “Benjamin,” said a lower voice than my sister’s. It was mom. “You have your placement appointment in an hour. Time to get up.”


  “I’m up,” I said.


  “There is no definition of ‘up’ that includes lying in bed with your eyes closed,” mom said.


  “Five more minutes,” I said. “I swear I’ll be up then.”


  “Oh, I know you will be,” mom said, and that’s when she poured a pitcher of water onto my head. I tried to jump out of bed and got tangled in my blankets, and fell head first onto the rug.


  “That’s better,” mom said.


  I rubbed my head. “That wasn’t necessary,” I told mom.


  “No,” mom agreed. “I could have poured hot coffee in your lap instead. But either way, you’re out of bed. Now you get into the shower. You have five minutes for that. After that I switch the shower over to greywater, and I know how much you hate that.”


  I pulled myself off the floor and stomped over to the bathroom. Mom was right; greywater sucked. Technically it was filtered to be just as clean as regular water. Psychologically I didn’t want to bathe in water one filtering process away from someone’s kidneys.


  “Five minutes,” mom said again. “And don’t think I’m not paying attention. You’re not going to miss this appointment, Benji.”


  “I’m not going to miss it,” I said, starting the water.


  “I know,” mom said. “Because I’ll drag you there by the hair if I have to.” She walked off. As she walked off I saw Syndee smirking at me.


  “Should have got up when I said to,” she said.


  “Piss off,” I said. She smirked some more and flounced off. I stripped out of my underwear and stepped into the shower and stayed in it until that sulfur smell told me mom had switched the tank over to greywater. Then I soaped up, rinsed off and got out.
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  Ten minutes later I was standing on the curb, waiting for at least one other person to come out of the complex and rideshare. You can take a pod by yourself if you have to, but it comes out of your overall household energy budget, and we were already splurging on the standard water for showering. If I solo’d a pod to my appointment, mom really would drop hot coffee into my lap. So I stood there for a few minutes waiting to see who would come by.


  “Hey, look,” someone said, behind me, stepping into the pod queue. “If it isn’t Benji.”


  I turned and saw Will Rosen, one of my least favorite humans, and Leah Benson, who was one of my favorites. Sadly, Leah and Will were a couple, so spending time with Leah meant having to tolerate Will, and him having to tolerate me. So I didn’t see Leah all that much.


  “Hello, Benji,” Leah said.


  “Hi, Le,” I said, and smiled, and then glanced over next to her. “Will,” I said.


  “You’re up early,” Will said. “It’s not even noon.”


  On cue, a pod swung up on the track and opened the door to let us in. I considered telling them I was waiting for Syndee and taking the next pod.


  “Coming, Benji?” Leah said.


  I climbed in.


  “Parker Tower,” Will said to the destination panel. He was off to work.


  “Kent Tower,” Leah said. She was off to work, too.


  “City Administration,” I said.


  “Running an errand for your mom?” Will said, as we started moving.


  “No,” I said, more defensively than I intended. “I’ve got a placement appointment.”


  Will feigned a heart attack. “I don’t believe it,” he said. “That means you actually took your Aptitudes.”


  “Yeah,” I said, and looked out the window. I was trying to avoid this conversation.


  “Miracles do happen,” Will said.


  “Will,” Leah said.


  “Benji knows I’m kidding,” Will said, the same way he always did when he was doing some serious knife twisting work. “And anyway I think it’s great. He’s the last of our class to do it. He always did things on his own schedule, but I was beginning to wonder how close he was planning to cut it.”


  “Now you know,” I said.


  “Well, congratulations,” Will said. “It’ll be nice to know you’re part of the contributing part of society now. That you’re not just relying on your mom to get you through.”


  That was when I decided I’d had just about enough of Will. “Thanks, Will,” I said, and shifted position. “So, how’s your brother these days?”


  Will got a look that I guessed you might get if you had something very cold and hard suddenly thrust up your ass. I treasured that look.


  “He’s fine,” Will said. “So far as I know.”


  “Really,” I said. “That’s great. I always liked him. The next time you see him, you tell him I said hello.”


  Leah shot me a look that said stop that. I just smiled pleasantly as pie for the next couple of minutes, until the pod slowed down, came to a stop, and then opened to let Will out. He was still sitting there, glaring at me.


  “Your stop,” I said.


  Will snapped out of it, gave Leah a quick kiss, and hustled himself out the door of the pod.


  “That wasn’t very nice,” Leah said to me, as we started moving again.


  “Well, he asked for it,” I said, and motioned back to the platform where Will had gotten off. “You saw it. He was crapping all over me in that ‘I’m just kidding’ condescending way of his. Like he always does. Tell me he wasn’t trying to push my buttons. Like he always does.”


  “He was trying to push your buttons,” Leah said, agreeing with me. “But you don’t do much to stop him, Benji.”


  “I think asking him about his brother stopped him pretty well,” I said.


  “There are better ways,” Leah said.


  “Are there?” I asked. “Leah, you know I love you, dearly, but the guy you’re dating is kind of an asshole. Why are you still with him?”


  “You mean, why am I still with him, and not you?” Leah said.


  “It’s crossed my mind,” I said.


  “I remember trying that,” Leah said. “I don’t remember it working out very well.”


  “I was young and stupid,” I said, and gave her a smile. “I got over it. Really.”


  Leah smiled, which was something I liked to see, and looked out the pod window for a moment. “Benji, you were always very cute,” she said. “But as much as you’d hate to admit it, Will has a point. You’ve been taking longer to grow up than the rest of us did. When the rest of us finished our studies, we took the Aptitudes and got jobs. You spent your time sleeping in and screwing around. Will’s right that you’re the last one in our class to take your Aptitudes and to get placement.”


  “That’s not true,” I said. “There’s Taylor White.”


  Leah fixed me with a look. “You’re really going to compare yourself with a guy who was eating crayons until he was fifteen,” she said.


  “That’s a rumor,” I said.


  “It’s not a rumor,” Leah said. “I saw him do it. Art class. It was a green pastel. He nibbled it, Benji. And then he put it back. I had to share the pastel box with him. It was disgusting.”


  “Nibbling’s not the same as eating,” I said.


  “Does it really matter?” Leah said. “Taylor’s a sweet guy, but we both know he’s going into the assisted job track. You don’t have that excuse. You’re two months off from being twenty, Benji. That really is cutting it close.”


  “I don’t know what that has to do with you going out with Will and not me,” I said. We were coming into Leah’s stop.


  “I know, Benji,” she said. “That’s sort of the problem.”


  The door slid open. Leah reached over and kissed my cheek. “Good luck today, Benji,” she said.


  “Thanks,” I said. Leah slipped out of the pod. “Hey,” I said. She turned back to look at me. “Even if you’re not going to date me, you could still do better.”


  Leah looked like she might say something to that, but the pod door slid shut.
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  And so I landed in the office of Charmaine Lo, Public Assignment Officer for the city of New St. Louis.


  “Ah, Mr. Washington,” she said, from her desk, as I walked in. Behind her was a large monitor that took nearly the entire back wall of her office. “Why don’t you come and have a seat.”


  “Thanks,” I said, and admired the monitor. Lo followed my gaze to the monitor and then looked back at me.


  “It’s a monitor,” she said.


  “I know,” I said. “It’s nice. I need to get one of those for my bedroom.”


  “Not unless you have a special dispensation from the energy board,” she said. She was looking down now at the tablet monitor that held my case file.


  “I’ll have to talk to my mom about that,” I said, trying to make it sound like a joke.


  Lo looked up at this with a look that told me I had failed, badly. “Oh, that’s right,” she said. “You’re the son of Josephine Washington.”


  “I am,” I said.


  “Must be nice having your mother on the executive board of the city,” Lo said.


  “It’s not too bad,” I said.


  “I voted for your mother in the last election,” Lo said.


  “I’ll tell her that when I get home,” I said.


  “I hope you understand, Mr. Washington, that your mother’s stature and influence won’t help you here,” Lo said. “Job assignments in the city are based on merit, not nepotism.”


  “I know,” I said. “Sorry. About the monitor thing, I mean. I was trying to make a joke.”


  Lo looked at me for a moment. I decided not to make any more jokes. “Sorry,” I said again.


  “Well, then, let’s get to it,” she said, and tapped her tablet. The wall monitor sprang to life with thousands of boxes, each with text in them. She pointed at the wall, and looked back at me. “Do you know what this is?” she asked.


  “No,” I said.


  “This is a representation of every single job that is available right now in New St. Louis,” Lo said. “Everything from neurosurgeon right down to janitorial systems maintenance crew. Roughly about one thousand jobs, at the moment. This is a live feed, so you’ll see some jobs disappear as they are filled, and new ones show up as they come online.”


  I looked up again and took a closer look. She was right about it being a live feed; while I watched, one of the text boxes winked out of existence. Somewhere in New St. Louis, someone had a new job as a crèche supervisor, watching bunches of hyperactive two-year-olds while their parents were off at their jobs.


  “As your mother has no doubt told you, New St. Louis has a managed employment economy,” Lo said. “Every adult who lives in NSL is required to work, and all vacancies are filled internally whenever possible. Each new entrant into the NSL workforce, whether through immigration or through graduation from the NSL school system, is required to take a series of aptitude tests that help us place that person into their initial job.”


  “Right,” I said, and remembered the Aptitudes. How I hated them.


  First off, they took two days out of your life, after you’ve already gotten your education certificate. In other places in other times, a high school diploma was all you needed for a job—not especially good jobs, my mom would point out, but even so—but here in New St. Louis, all your education certificate meant was that you were allowed to take your Aptitudes.


  So, two days. The first day was a recap of math, science, history, literature and other school subjects. Which to me seemed a waste of time, these days. Yes, it’s nice to remember all this stuff in your head. But the fact of the matter was even if you didn’t, everything you had to know about anything was a database search away and had been for decades, and out in the real world the chance that you would need to know when New St. Louis was founded or the intricacies of the city’s “zero-footprint” ecological and economic philosophy—and would not have a mini-terminal in your pocket—approached zero.


  You know, I think of myself as a practical person, and in practice, all this the memorization just seemed like busy work to me. I know I can find out anything with a query; worrying about stuffing things into my head seems too much.


  That said, I wasn’t completely stupid. I did spend a little time reviewing the basics before my Aptitudes. And because I didn’t want to stress myself overly, I also made sure to have a good time the night before. I think that being relaxed is key. My mother might disagree. So might Leah.


  If the first day was annoying the second day was just mystifying: a series of conversations with a rotating pack of NSL city workers about completely pointless subjects that really had nothing to do anything as far as I could tell. Sometimes I didn’t understand my home town’s job protocol.


  “I notice you took your Aptitudes at the last possible opportunity to do so,” Lo said.


  “I’m sure a lot of people do it that way,” I said.


  “No, not really,” Lo said. “Most kids do them right after their schooling is completed, so everything is still fresh in their heads. Most of them are also eager to start contributing to the well-being of NSL as soon as possible—and to start their career paths.”


  I shrugged. After I’d gotten my education certificate schooling, I decided to travel to some of the other cities that shared “open borders” with New St. Louis: The Portland Arcologies and other parts of Cascadia, the Malibu Enclave, Singapore and Hong Kong and the new Helsinki Collective. They kept me busy for a few months, and in a good way, I thought. Travel broadens the mind, and all that.


  Mom wasn’t very happy about this, but I had promised her I’d take the Aptitudes the next time they were offered once I got back. And I did try, but things kept getting in the way. I finally took them because I was coming up on my twentieth birthday, and here in New St. Louis they had a word for twenty-year-olds who hadn’t taken their Aptitudes to get assigned a job: evicted. Even New Louies who went to university outside the city had to take their Aptitudes before their twentieth; they took them remotely and had their scores filed away for later. Miss them, though, and out you go.


  That’s what happened to Will’s brother Marcus. He missed his last chance to take the Aptitudes five years ago, and the City showed up at the door with his Document of Removal, escorted him to the city border, placed a credit card worth sixteen ounces of gold into his hands and waved goodbye. Now Marcus was living outside, in the banged-up ring of suburbs around St. Louis, new and old, that we referred to as “the wilds,” doing whatever the hell it was people in The Wilds did with their time. I suspected he was scrounging and gardening, not necessarily in that order. And now you know why Will would have been happy to stab me for mentioning his brother.


  Marcus could get back in one day . . . maybe. People who’d been booted out of NSL for missing their Aptitudes could get back in only once they’d taken a new set of tests and waited to see if there was a job that no one in the city wanted. And even then they’d have to wait in line, because the list went New Louies first, citizens of other “open border” cities next, and then finally the rest of the world. You skip your last chance at the Aptitudes, it might be years before you get your citizenship back.


  Now you know why I didn’t miss that last Aptitudes testing day. I try to imagine what mom would do if the City showed up at the door to boot me out and my brain just shuts down. On that path lies madness. I shivered just thinking about it.


  Lo noticed. “Cold?” she asked.


  “No, sorry,” I said. “Just thinking about something.” I motioned toward the board. “So, what now? Do I pick one of these jobs?”


  “Not quite,” Lo said. “I’m showing you all of these jobs so you have an idea of the scope of the city’s need for labor.”


  “Okay, I get it,” I said.


  “Good,” Lo said. “Now, what I’m going to do next is plug in your aptitude test results into this matrix of job openings, and see which ones they qualify you for. First, the results from your first day of testing—the recap of your knowledge from your education.” Lo tapped her tablet screen.


  I watched as roughly ninety percent of the job openings disappeared from the wall. I spent the next minute or so opening and closing my mouth to no real good effect.


  “I think there’s something wrong with your wall display,” I said, finally.


  “The wall display is fine,” Lo said. “The problem is that overall you scored in the 35th percentile for your aptitudes. Look.” She held up her tablet display and showed it to me. My test scores were on a trio of lines, showing my ranking relative to others who had taken the test the same days I did, in the same year as I had, and since the beginning of the tests, just a few years after the founding of New St. Louis.


  “Actually, the 35th percentile is for the historical chart,” Lo said, pointing. “You scored lower among the people who took it with you, and who have taken it in the last year. And most of the people who did worse than you were people who were taking the Aptitudes from outside the city.”


  “Maybe there was a mistake in the scoring,” I said.


  “Probably not,” Lo said. “The tests are triple-scored by machine to catch errors. You’re more likely to get hit by lightning than suffer an incorrect Aptitudes score.”


  “I can take them again,” I said.


  “You could have taken them again if you had taken them earlier,” Lo said. “But the next set of Aptitudes isn’t scheduled until after your twentieth birthday. So for the purposes of your first job, you’re stuck with these scores, Mr. Washington.”


  I slumped back into the chair. Mom was going to kill me. Lo looked at me curiously. I began to resent her, or at least what I figured she thought of me. “I’m not stupid, you know,” I said.


  “You don’t appear stupid, no,” Lo said, agreeing. “But I’d be willing to bet you didn’t pay very close attention in school, and taking time off before you took your Aptitudes certainly didn’t help either.”


  Okay, that sounded exactly like something mom would say. And like with mom, I really didn’t want to have that discussion right now. “Fine, whatever,” I said, and pointed at the wall. “So now I pick from these jobs?”


  “Not yet,” Lo said. “Because now I have to plug in the results from your second day of testing: the evaluator’s reviews of your attitude and psychological fitness. The good news here is that a good score can put back on the board some of the jobs that you might have lost before. There are a lot of jobs that the city feels a motivated worker could do even if they don’t have the academic Aptitude test scores.”


  “Okay, good,” I said. I felt slightly encouraged by that; I think I’m a pretty personable guy.


  “Here we go,” Lo said, and tapped her tablet again.


  All but three jobs disappeared from the board.


  “Oh, come on!” I yelled. “That can’t be right!”


  “Apparently it is,” Lo said. She gave her tablet to me. I took it and looked at it. “You scored even lower on the evaluator’s reports than you did on the academic testing. It says there that you struck them as arrogant, bored, and defensive. One of them actually called you ‘a bit of an asshole.’ ”


  I looked up from the tablet for that one, appalled at what I was hearing. “You can’t say that on an official report,” I said.


  “They can say whatever they want,” Lo said. “They’re trained to evaluate everyone’s fitness as an employee and they’re required by law to write their honest impressions. If one of them called you a bit of an asshole, it’s because that’s what you are. Or at least what you come across as.”


  “I’m not an asshole,” I said, thrusting the tablet back at Lo.


  Lo shrugged. “You came in here with some attitude, didn’t you?” she said, taking the tablet. “That ‘joke’ about the monitor and your mom, for example.”


  “I really did mean it as a joke,” I said.


  “Maybe you did,” Lo said. “But it comes off like you’re just dropping your mom’s name to hint to me that you should be given a cushy job. Whether you mean it that way or not, that’s how you present. And it is more than a little annoying. I can believe you came across as an asshole in your testing. And I can believe you probably weren’t even aware of it at the time.”


  “Can we talk about something else, please?” I said. This was not a good day so far. “Like what jobs are available?”


  “Okay,” Lo said. She tapped her tablet. The three tiny squares remaining on the wall disappeared, replaced by three very large job listings.


  “The general feeling about you is that you’re best off not working a job that requires any interaction with the public, or that requires a great deal of technical competence,” Lo said. “So basically we’re talking some form of back-end job with a heavy physical component. And among those types of jobs we have three openings: Assistant Greensperson at park tower number six, Composting Engineer, trainee level, at the East End waste transformation plant, and Biological Systems Interface Manger at the Arnold Tower.”


  “ ‘Composting Engineer” ?” I said, leaning forward in my seat.


  “That’s what it says,” Lo said. “It’s a polite way of saying you’ll be shoveling shit. Although as I’m sure you remember from your studies, there’s more to industrial scale composting than just shit.”


  “I’m not doing that,” I said, recoiling a bit.


  “Well, you have to do something,” Lo said. “If you hit your twentieth without a job, you lose your citizenship, and not even your mom will be able to help you then.”


  I was beginning to get annoyed at her bringing up mom all the time. “ ‘Assistant Greensperson’ doesn’t sound so bad,” I said.


  “That would be my choice,” Lo said. “The park towers are nice. I go to the one down the street here on my lunch break sometimes. The greens keepers are always tending to the trees and flower and bees. It’s physical work, but at least you’ll be in pretty surroundings. And remember, this is only a first job. If it’s not to your liking, you can always get more training and education, and try for a different sort of job. The important thing is you have a job.”


  “Fine,” I said. “I’ll take that one.”


  “Good,” Lo said. We both looked up at the listing.


  It disappeared.


  “Whoops,” Lo said.


  “ ‘Whoops?’ ” I said. “What ‘whoops?’ ”


  Lo accessed her tablet. “Looks like someone else just took the job. It’s gone.”


  “That’s totally not fair,” I said.


  “Other people are having their assignment sessions just like you are,” Lo said. “If you had taken the job first, someone else would be saying ‘no fair’ right now. So now we’re down to two jobs: Composting Engineer, trainee level, and Biological Systems Interface Manager. Pick one. I’d suggest you pick quickly.”


  I looked up at the wall and my two remaining choices. Composting Engineer just sounded vile; I wanted no part of it. I had no idea what “Biological Systems Interface Management” meant, but, you know, if it was management, that probably meant a good chance that I wouldn’t be hunched over with a shovel or tiller in my hard, aerating solid waste and food scraps.


  “Mr. Washington,” Lo said.


  Oh, who cares anyway, I thought. I’ll talk to mom about this and get it all sorted out. Because while mom was a hardass about me taking a job, I was willing to bet there was almost no chance that Josephine Washington, executive council member, would let her only son spend any significant amount of time doing menial labor. She expected better of me, and I thought she’d help me live up to her expectations.


  “Biological Systems Interface Manager,” I said.


  Lo smiled. “Excellent choice,” she said, tapping her tablet and securing the job. “I think you’ll be perfect for it.”


  “What is the job?” I asked.


  She told me, and then laughed when she saw the expression on my face.
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  “So, let’s recap,” mom said to me at dinner. I’d explained my situation without quite telling her the job that I’d gotten. “You want me, a member of New St. Louis’ executive board, a highly visible public servant, to pull strings for you so you can get a better job than the one you’re qualified for.”


  “Come on, mom,” I said. “You know I’m qualified for lots of jobs.”


  “Do I?” mom said. “I know you didn’t read your Aptitude scores when they came in, Benji, but I did. I know what you got. I know you spent most of your education screwing off and screwing up because you didn’t think any of it mattered. I told you to do better, but you were happy just to do well enough.”


  Oh, God, I thought. Here we go again.


  “Look, mom,” said Syndee. “Benji’s got his ‘I’m not listening anymore’ face on.”


  “Shut up, Syndee,” I said.


  “Well, you do,” Syndee said.


  “Kiss ass,” I said. She was sixteen and a model student, and a little too smug about it for my taste.


  “Benjamin,” mom said.


  “Sorry,” I said, shooting a look at Syndee. “And anyway, mom, I’m listening to you. Really.”


  “Good,” mom said. “Then you’ll hear me fine this time: I’m not going to lift a finger to get you another job.”


  “Why not?” I said. It came out more of a whine than I would have preferred.


  “First off, because the last thing I need right now is for the news blogs to be talking about how I used my influence to get my son a job. Honestly, now, Benji. You think people wouldn’t notice? This isn’t like me asking the school to switch your class schedule around, and you remember how much crap I got for that.”


  I looked at her blankly.


  “Or maybe you don’t,” mom said.


  “I do,” Syndee said.


  “Hush, Syndee,” mom said. “That was bad enough. Actually yanking you out of the assignments queue and handing you a job you don’t qualify for is the sort of thing that will get me kicked off the executive board. It’s an election year, Benji, and I’ve already got a fight on my hand because I’m for technology outreach. You know how many New Louies hate that idea.”


  “I don’t like it either,” I said. “Technology Outreach” was a plan for NSL to help the people in The Wilds by offering them some of the city’s technology and support. It amounted to basically helping a bunch of people who had intentionally gone out of their way to fail in creating a sustainable civilization. “I think it’s a dumb idea.”


  “Of course you do,” mom said, acidly. “You don’t want us to share technology with the folks in The Wilds because then we wouldn’t have something over them. And then you wouldn’t be a precious little snowflake, like all the other smug precious little snowflakes in here. Keeping technology bottled up isn’t why New St. Louis was founded. Quite the opposite, in fact. And these days it’s more important than ever. Cascadopolis had the right idea: Develop useful technology, send it out into the world.”


  “Look where it got Cascadopolis,” I said. “It doesn’t even exist anymore.”


  “You spent too much time with those idiot cousins of yours in the Portland Arcology,” Mrs. Washington said.


  “Whatever, mom,” I said. My cousins weren’t idiots, even if they were snobbish enough that even I noticed it. “I just don’t see what it has to do with you helping me.”


  “That’s my point,” mom said. “You don’t appreciate what the consequences of my ‘helping’ you like that would be. All you know is that you don’t want the job you’ve been assigned. What job have you been assigned anyway?” Mrs. Washington reached for her iced tea.


  I shrugged. No point keeping it from her now. “Biological Systems Interface Manager at Arnold Tower,” he said.


  Mom choked on her tea.


  “Mom, tea just came out your nose,” Syndee said.


  “I’m fine, baby,” mom said, and reached down into her lap for her napkin.


  “See,” I said, accusingly. “Now you know why I want another job.”


  “There’s nothing wrong with the job,” Mom said.


  “You just spit tea everywhere when I told you what it was,” I said.


  “I was just a little surprised, is all,” mom said.


  “Come on, mom,” I said. “There’s got to be something else out there. Something better than this,” I said.


  “The job is fine,” mom said, and pounded her chest to get the remaining tea out of her lungs. “In fact, I think the job will be great for you.”


  “Well, great,” I said, throwing up my hands. “Just what I need. A learning experience.”


  “That’s right,” mom said. “You do need a learning experience. To get back to the list of reasons why I won’t help you change your job, the second reason is that you need to understand the consequences of your choices, Benji,” Mom said. She dropped her napkin back into her lap. “Somewhere along the way you decided that you didn’t need to work all that hard for things, because you figured that I would always be there to bail you out, and that my stature would help you get the things you wanted.”


  “That’s not true at all,” I said.


  “Please, Benji,” mom said. “I know you like to think it’s not true, but you need to be honest with yourself. Think back on all the times you’ve asked for my help. Think back on all the times you’ve given just a little less effort to things because you knew I could back you up or put in a good word for you. If you’re honest about it, you’ll recognize you’ve relied on me a lot.”


  I opened my mouth to complain and then flashed back to Will in the pod, telling me how “happy” he was that I wasn’t going to rely on my mom to get me through things. I shut my mouth and stared down at the table.


  “It’s not all your fault,” mom said, gently. “I’ve been always telling you to do things for yourself, but when it came down to it, I let you slide and I bailed you out of a lot of things. But that has to change. You’re an adult now, Benji. You need to be responsible for your actions. And now you’re learning that the actions and choices you made before make a difference in your life now. I kept telling you about this, and you kept not listening to me. Well, now you have to deal with it, so deal with it.”


  “You could have told me a little harder,” I said, and poked at my dinner.


  Mom sighed. “Benji, sweetheart, I told you almost every single day of your life. And you did that smile and nod thing you do when you decide you’re hearing something that doesn’t apply to you. You can’t tell someone something if they don’t want to listen.”


  “Uh-huh,” I said.


  “Look, mom,” Syndee said. “He’s got that face on again.”
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  On the way to the Arnold Tower the next day, to start the first job of the rest of my life, I saw what looked like a protest at one of the entrance gates to New St. Louis.


  “Do you know what that’s about?” I asked my podmate, an older man.


  He looked over at the protest as we glided by and then shrugged. “Some of the folks in The Wilds have been demanding we help them out with their food crisis,” he said.


  “There’s a food crisis?” I asked.


  The guy looked over to me. “It’s been in the news lately,” he said, pointedly.


  “You got me,” I said. “I haven’t been watching the news.”


  The guy motioned out toward where the protest had been. “The drought is bad this year. Worse than usual. Outside of The Cities, there’s been a run on staples and prices are up. Someone’s been telling the folks in The Wild that we’ve got food surpluses, and technology to increase food yields, which is how we got the surpluses. So we get protests every morning.”


  “Do we have food surpluses?” I asked.


  “No idea,” the man said, and went back to his reading. I looked back in the direction of where I saw the protest and wondered what it was the protesters were doing—or not doing—that they could take time out of their work schedules to protest on a daily basis. About two seconds after that, I recognized the irony of me, who was going to his first job more than a year after most of my class had gotten their first jobs, wondering how other people could be slackers.


  A minute later I was at the Arnold Tower. I walked over to the receptionist.


  “Benjamin Washingon,” I said. “I’m here to start work.”


  The receptionist eyed me up and down. “Oh, honey,” she said. “You shouldn’t have worn good clothes.” She shooed me away to sit down and picked up her phone. Shortly thereafter a door opened and a very dirty man came out of it. He looked around until he saw me.


  “You Washington?” He said.


  “Yeah,” I said.


  “Come on, then,” he said. I got up and followed him. He smelled terrible.


  “Nicols,” he said as we walked down the corridor, by way of introduction. He glanced at my clothes. “Tomorrow you should probably dress more casual,” he said.


  “I thought we might have uniforms,” I said, nodding at Nicols’ blue uniform. I was trying to keep my distance from Nicols. He was beginning to make me gag.


  “We have coveralls,” he said, “but the smell still gets into everything. You don’t want to be wearing anything nice around here.” He glanced down. “You’ll probably want to get boots, too.”


  “Boots, casual clothes, got it,” I said. We approached a pair of doors. “Anything else?”


  “Yeah,” Nichols said. “Noseplugs.”


  He opened the doors and a wave of stink rolled over me and I very nearly threw up my breakfast. Instead of retching, I looked out into the vast room to doors opened on to. There were pigs on almost every square inch of it. Pigs eating. Pigs sleeping. Pigs milling about. Pigs farting. Pigs pooping. Pigs generally making astounding amounts of stink.


  And my job was to look after them. That’s what Biological Systems Integration Manager meant: Pig farmer.


  “Welcome to your new job, kid,” Nichols said to me. “You’re going to love it here.”


  “I kind of doubt that,” I said.


  “You’re stuck here,” Nichols said. “You might as well learn to enjoy it. Now come on. It’s time to get you set up, and to take you to meet the boss.”
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  Lou Barnes, my new boss, pointed at a carved plaque on his wall. “Do you know what means?” he asked me.


  I looked at the sign, which read Utere nihil non extra quiritationem suis. “I don’t know Spanish,” I said.


  “It’s Latin,” Barnes said. “It means ‘use everything but the squeal.’ People used to say about pigs that you could eat every part of them but the squeal.” He waved toward the plate glass window that overlooked an entire different floor of pigs than I saw earlier; Arnold Tower had twenty stories, and every story had thousands of pigs in it, or so Nichols told me on the way up to Barnes’ office. “The pigs you see here are a fundamental part of the zero-footprint ecological ethos of New St. Louis. When you toss your dinner leftovers into the food recycling chute, they’re sterilized, fortified and brought here as part of the pigs’ diet. In return, we get manure, which we send to the agricultural towers and to the test gardens on the top of the tower. We get methane, which we collect and use for fuel. We get urea from the pig’s urine, which we use to make plastics. We recycle the plastics when we’re done with them. Around and around it goes.”


  “We make plastic from pig pee?” I said. I knew about manure and methane, but this was a new one on me.


  “Urea’s a bulking agent,” Barnes said, and when I gave him a look that indicated I hadn’t the slightest idea what he was talking about, changed tracks. “Yes. Plastic from pig pee. You got it.”


  “I suppose we get pork chops from them as well,” I said.


  Barnes made a face. “No,” he said. “Not these pigs.” He waved out at the floor again. “These pigs are genetically engineered to maximize output of end products.”


  I tried not to go to the next logical place and just couldn’t avoid it. “You’ve produced prodigiously pooptastic pigs,” I said, with as straight a face as possible.


  Barnes gave me a tight-lipped smile. “Laugh it up, Washington,” he said. “And while you’re laughing it up remember that all this pig shit and pig piss is part of the reason New St. Louis isn’t on the verge of economic collapse or starvation, like most of what’s left of our suburbs. And Missouri. And Illinois.”


  I thought back on the protest I saw outside my pod window on the way in and sobered up a little.


  Barnes seemed to approve. “Look, Washington, I know why you’re here,” he said. “You screwed around in school, got crappy Aptitude scores and this wound up being the only job you could get. Am I right about that?”


  “Sort of,” I said.


  “ ‘Sort of,’ ” Barnes repeated. “I know you think this is a dead-end job, below your dignity. But what you need to understand, Washington, is that if anything, it’s you who have to step up.” He jerked a thumb back to the pigs. “I don’t suppose you know that those pigs are part of the Technology Outreach program your mother and some others on the council are trying to push through.”


  “Pigs count as technology?” I said.


  “These pigs do,” Barnes said. “The same genetic improvements you are joking about are what make them valuable. They’re exceptionally efficient processors of urea and other valuable elements, and we’ve improved their already considerable intelligence enough that they actually know where to go to get rid of their waste.”


  It took me a minute to process this. “You mean they’re potty trained?”


  Barnes motioned to the window. “Look for yourself,” he said.


  I walked over to the window and stared out at the pigs. At first I had no idea what I was looking at, except for lots of pigs wandering around. But then I started to see it: trickles of pigs flowing into marked-off areas with grated floors. When they got there, they would let fly, and then wander back out when they were done.


  “Does someone have to teach them to do that?” I asked.


  “At first someone did,” Barnes said. “But these days they teach each other.”


  I looked back at him. “They’ve teaching each other things?” I looked back at the pigs. “And you’re not worried about a piggy revolution or anything.”


  “It’s not Animal Farm,” Barnes said. “And it’s not like they’re teaching each other calculus. But now you understand why these pigs are valuable.”


  “What do you think of my mom’s Technology Outreach thing?” I asked Barnes. I know you’re not supposed to talk politics with your boss, much less on your first day on the job, but I was curious.


  Barnes shrugged. “I’m sympathetic,” he said. “People out there aren’t starving yet, but they’re getting close. No one’s going to eat these pigs—they shouldn’t, at least—but they can help with crop production and the production of biodegradable plastics. But,” And here Barnes looked at me significantly, “the reason it works here in NSL is that we actively manage it. It’s a closed loop. Zero-footprint. Everything gets recycled, nothing gets wasted.”


  “We use everything but the squeal,” I said.


  “That’s right,” Barnes said, approvingly. “Not just here but all over New St. Louis. Now, you give the same technology to people who aren’t managing their system—who don’t believe in that sort of zero-footprint philosophy—and all you’re going to do is make things worse.” He nodded out to the pigs again. “These guys are great for us, but they’re like any crop or animal that humans have messed with, either by old-fashioned domestication or modern genetic-engineering. They have to be managed. Put a bunch of pigs designed for high outputs of urea and nitrates into an open system, with their waste flowing into streams and seeping into groundwater, and you’ll have a goddamn mess on your hands. Your mother is right, Washington: We need to help the people outside of the city. But we have to do it right, because they’ve already messed things up badly enough that they can’t afford another screw-up. And neither can we. That’s why we haven’t given the technology to anyone else yet. The genetics of these pigs is still a state secret. Which is another thing you need to know.”


  “And here I thought I was just going to be a high-tech pig farmer,” I said.


  “Well, you are,” Barnes said. “Make no mistake about that, Washington. It’s just that pig farming is a lot more important than you thought it was. And that’s why I’m hoping your shitty Aptitude scores are more of a reflection of you farting around than you actually being stupid. If you’re an idiot, I can find jobs for you to do. But if you’re not an idiot, I can actually use you.”


  “I’m not an idiot,” I said.


  “I’d like to believe that,” Barnes said. “We’ll see. In the meantime, we’ll start you on vacuum detail.”
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  “It’s simple,” said Lucius Jeffers, who was the head of the four man work detail I was assigned to, on the fifth floor of Arnold Tower. “Whenever you see some shit or piss on the floor, you suck it up with this.” He waved the business end of a vacuum tube at me. “The mess goes into the tub here, and when the tub is full, you drag it over to a waste port at either end of the floor.” He motioned to one of the waste ports, which looked a little like the fire hydrants I saw in old children’s books. “Attach the tube to the waste port, switch the unit from the ‘vacuum’ to the ‘expel’ setting and let it empty out. Lather, rinse, repeat.”


  I looked at the vacuum unit doubtfully. “I thought these pigs were toilet-trained,” I said.


  “They are,” Jeffers said. “But they’re also pigs, you know? Sometimes they just let fly. We’ve tried training them to use the vacuum to pick up after themselves. It didn’t work.”


  “You really tried that?” I said.


  Jeffers smiled. “You’re going to be a lot of fun, Washington. I can tell that already. All right, off to work with you. You can start with that pile of crap over there.” He pointed to a fresh leaving on the floor. “Try to get to them before the other pigs start walking through them,” he said, and left. And then off I went, sucking up crap.


  After an hour or so of doing this, I noticed that one of the pigs was following me around, usually about five feet behind me wherever I went. The porker was on the smallish side, and seemed to be grinning at me whenever I looked at it. I asked Jeffers about it at lunch time.


  “Yeah, they do that sometimes,” Jeffers said. “The biologists made them smarter than the average pig, so now they’re a little curious about us. Pinter here,” Jeffers pointed at one of the other guys on the crew, “he had a sow follow him around for months. I think she was in love.”


  “It wasn’t love,” Pinter said, between sandwich bites. “We were just good friends.”


  “Yeah, right,” Jeffers laughed, and turned back to me. “The sow was probably just looking for a little action. They don’t let these pigs breed normally.”


  “What do you mean?” I asked.


  “You’ll find out after lunch,” Jeffers said.


  After lunch I was taken to the Love Lounge, filled with silicone pig-sized objects.


  I looked at Pinter, who had taken me to the Lounge. “Tell me these aren’t what I think they are.”


  “They are exactly what you think they are,” Pinter said. “We bring in a bunch of male pigs, fill the air with Scent of a Sow—” he pointed at what looked like a fire sprinkler on the ceiling “—and then the boys go to town. After they’re done we suck out the leavings, send them down to cryo for storage, and then clean out the love toys with an injection of soap and hot water.”


  “You have got to be kidding,” I said. “I just ate.”


  “It’s not so bad,” Pinter said. “Come on, get into the control booth. You don’t want to be in here when the boys come in. Once they get the sow scent into their nose, they’re not exactly discriminating.”


  I got into the control booth as quickly as I could. “Okay,” Pinter said. “Ready?” He pressed a button, and the sprinkler fizzed to life, coating the love dolls. Then the far door slid open, and a small pack of randy pigs trotted in.


  “Oh, God,” I said, a minute later. “That is so not right.”


  “Makin’ bacon,” Pinter said, and looked at me. “Well, half of it, anyway. What would that be? ‘Bac’ ? Or ‘con’ ?”


  “I think there’s something wrong with you,” I said.


  Pinter shrugged. “You get used this place after a while. And it’s not so bad working here once you do. I listen to my husband complain about his work day every single damn night. He complains about work, about his co-workers, and about his boss. I’m about ready to strangle him.” Pinter pointed out to the pigs, who were now winding down; they were not the long-lasting sort, apparently. “I wouldn’t say this job is glamorous—”


  “That’s a good thing,” I said.


  “—But on the other hand I don’t have to go home and whine to him about my day at work, either. Pigs are easy. People are hard. You learn to appreciate it after a while.”


  “I’m not entirely sure about that,” I said.


  “Well, if you don’t like it, you can always take your Aptitudes again and do something else with your time,” Pinter said, as the door to the Love Lounge opened and the pigs trotted out. “I like it fine. Now come on. We’ve got to collect this stuff while it’s still hot.”


  I swear to you, I never thought I would be so glad to get back to vacuuming up pig crap. And sure enough, once I started up again, there was the little pig again, trotting behind me.


  “Hello,” I said, finally, when I stopped to drain the vacuum, and the pig parked itself to watch. “I think I’ll call you Hammy. Or how about Pork Chop? Or maybe Mr. Bacon. Or just plain Lunch. What do you think about that?”


  The pig snorted at me, as if acknowledging my choices.


  “Great,” I said. “The first day on the job and I’m already talking to the pigs. Shoot me now.”


  Lunch snorted again.


  The vacuum suddenly chugged to a stop.


  “What the hell?” I said. The vacuum was still half full. I pulled my phone from my coverall pocket and called the Arnold Tower number for Jeffers. “Something’s wrong with my vacuum unit,” I said. “It stopped working and it’s half full.”


  “Let me check on this end,” Jeffers said. “It’s not your vacuum unit,” he said after a minute. “You’ve got an embargo situation.”


  “What the hell is an embargo situation?” I said.


  “It means there’s some sort of clog in the piping,” Jeffers said. “Your vacuum unit shut down because if it didn’t, you’d be spilling pig shit all over yourself right about now.”


  “What do I do now?” I asked.


  “I’m going to need you to do a diagnostic on that particular drainage tube,” Jeffers said. “There’s a diagnostic panel for the tube hardwired into its terminus, which is in the Tower sub-basement C.”


  “Why can’t I access the panel on my phone?” I said. “Why can’t you?”


  “This is an old building, kid,” Jeffers said. “One of the first built in New St. Louis. The diagnostic system is a legacy system from back in the day. Just go down there and check it out, okay? Go to the lobby and switch elevators. You have to take a special elevator down to the sublevels.”


  Five minutes and one elevator transfer later, I was in sub-basement C. Even after a full day of walking around pigs and their smell, the fumes down there were something special. On a shelf facing the elevator were a set of breathing masks. YOU NEED THIS, said a weathered sign, followed by another equally weathered sign with the fine print about why the masks were needed. I didn’t need the fine print; I was getting near woozy from the fumes even before I slipped the mask over my head.


  After a couple of deep breaths my head cleared and I walked into the sub-basement, which seemed to be the top floor for several massive conduits, into which the drainage tubes from all the various floors of the Arnold Tower drained.


  “You’re going to want to open the access port to conduit 2,” Jeffers said. “Don’t worry, it’s automatic. No heavy lifting. Just walk on top of the conduit and hit the ‘open’ switch.”


  “There’s going to be a river of crap in there,” I said.


  “No there’s not,” Jeffers said. “Whenever there’s an embargo situation all the other drainage tubes freeze and the conduit empties out, because they know someone has to go and check out the diagnostic panel. It’s going to smell like hell, but you have your mask on right?”


  I got to the access port, and lugged the switch over to “open.” “I want to talk to whoever designed this system.”


  “It’s been decades, kid,” Jeffers said. “The person who designed it is probably dead by now. Come on, Washington. Crap is piling up. We don’t have all day.”


  I carefully put myself on the access ladder coming down from the port and stepped down. There was recessed, sealed-off lighting at the top of the conduit, so at least I could see. The conduit itself wasn’t exactly clean, but it was drained as promised. Despite that, the residue on the curved floor of the consuit made me be careful how I placed my steps.


  “Where am I going?” I asked.


  “You’re looking for the third . . . no, wait, fourth tube junction on your left,” Jeffers said.


  I counted off the tube junctions and then stood in front of the fourth one on the left. “Where’s this diagnostic panel?” I asked.


  “It should be there,” Jeffers said. “They’re small. It might be covered in gunk. Stand closer.”


  “I am closer,” I said. “I’m standing right in front of the tube, and I’m not seeing anything.”


  “You’re sure you’re in front of the right tube?” Jeffers asked.


  “I can count,” I said.


  “Hey, Washington,” Jeffers said.


  “What?” I said.


  “Embargo lifted,” he said.


  Then I heard the rumbling. And the laughter from the other end of the phone.


  I looked at the tube and had just enough time to think oh, shit before what I thought became a reality.


  Ten minutes later I was in the Arnold Tower locker room, standing under a shower head, fully clothed, glowering at Jeffers, Pinter, and the other members of my work detail, who were mostly on the floor, laughing so hard that they couldn’t breathe.


  “I will remember this,” I said.


  “We know!” Jeffers said, and hooted so long he fell off the locker room bench.


  Around this time Lou Barnes strolled through the locker room and stopped to get a look at me.


  “Don’t tell me,” he said. “You fell for the embargo trick.”


  “Oh, God, Oh, God,” Pinter said. “Please don’t make me laugh anymore. Please, God, no.” And then he laughed some more.


  “You know they do this to everyone the first day,” Barnes said. “Think of it like a baptism.”


  “Praise the Lord!” Jeffers said, from the floor.


  “It just means you’re one of us now,” Barnes said.


  “Great,” I said.


  “It’s an honor, if you think about it,” Barnes said. “Really.” And then he busted out laughing, too. Which made all the rest of them laugh some more.


  “I will remember this,” I said to Jeffers, once he finally managed to peel himself off the floor.


  “Oh, kid,” Jeffers said, wiping a laugh tear from his eye. “We wouldn’t have it any other way.”
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  I noticed a funny thing on the pod ride back home, which was that someone would get in the pod I with me, and then get off a stop later. This happened three times before the door slid open and Leah popped her head in.


  “Trust me, Leah, you want to take the next pod,” I said.


  “What’s that smell?” she said.


  “It’s my job,” I said. “It stinks.”


  “Hey, you have a job!” she said, and came in to give me a hug. The door slid closed behind her.


  “Now you’re in for it,” I said.


  “I think I can handle the smell of an honest day’s work,” she said, and then gave her destination to the pod. We started off. “I mean, I hope you won’t smell like this at the end of every day. But first days are always stressful. What’s the new job?”


  “Pig farmer,” I said.


  “Normally I’d tell you to stop kidding around, but given how you smell at the moment, I’m willing to believe it,” Leah said.


  “Oh, believe it,” I said. I told her about my day.


  “It could be a positive,” Leah said. “It’s like an initiation rite into the tribe. If they didn’t like you, they would have just said good night to you at the end of your shift.”


  “So, when you started your job, did your co-workers do something like this?” I said.


  “No,” Leah admitted. “They took me out for a drink. But they don’t have access to pig droppings, either.”


  “I’m not sure I agree 100% with your tribe initiation theory,” I said.


  “In that case, stick with it and get them back,” Leah said. We were coming up to our stop. “Because you now have access to pig droppings, too.”


  “That’s a very good point,” I said. “And here all this time I was thinking you were a nice girl, Leah.”


  “I am a nice girl,” Leah said. “I’m just not a pushover.”


  Later at home, mom opened the door a crack while I was in the shower. I was using the graywater because I was wanting a real long soak and after my day, whining about graywater just seemed kind of stupid.


  “Syndee told me about your day at work,” mom said, through the door.


  “Did she tell you I rubbed her face in my shirt after she called me a ‘stinkpig’ ?” I asked.


  “That was how I found out,” mom said. “I told her I was going to let it slide this time. Do you want to have me talk to your supervisor about it?”


  “Since my supervisor was one of the people laughing his ass off about it, I don’t think it would do much good,” I said.


  “Well, then, his supervisor,” mom said.


  “I thought you said you weren’t going to fight my battle for me anymore,” I said.


  “Having your kid drenched in pig shit changes things,” mom said, and I realized she must really be pissed, because she hardly ever swore in front of me or Syndee. I laughed. “What’s so funny?” mom asked.


  “Never mind,” I said. I turned off the shower and grabbed a towel and wrapped it around my waist. Then I opened the door all the way and have my mom a big sloppy hug.


  “Damn it, Benji, my blouse,” mom said.


  “Sorry,” I said. “And thanks for wanting to stick up for me. But you said it yourself. I’m an adult now. I can handle this on my own. Okay?”


  “You sure?” mom said.


  “Oh, I’m sure,” I said.
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  And so the days and weeks started to go by.


  At work, I still did menial vacuuming and Love Lounge duties, as did everyone else. But slowly I was shown the other parts of the pig trade, from handling feed and water trade to helping the Arnold Tower vets with the vaccinations and their medical rounds. I also learned how to handle Arnold Towers securities and diagnostic systems—which, in fact, could be handled remotely by phone once I was given my access codes. I proved to be a quick study with the computer systems, and because of it I was put in the rotation for late night shifts, when it was just me, a couple of members of the administrative area janitorial staff, and thousands upon thousands of sleeping pigs. Late night shift workers were exempt from the solo surcharge on the pod system and sometimes I took advantage of that to take the long way around New St. Louis, cruising over the streets at night, watching my hometown slide by silently.


  Outside the city, the drought that threatened in the early months of the year delivered with a vengeance, drying up croplands all over the American Midwest and in the lower part of the Canadian corn belt. Mom was having a difficult time selling the rest of the NSL council on Technology Outreach but managed to convince them to make an emergency release of food surpluses to the surrounding suburbs and The Wilds. The generosity of the gesture seemed to be lost on the people in The Wilds, since NSL was accused of holding back on what it could have given, and the protests on our doorsteps got bigger and louder. This frustrated mom and enraged a fair share of New Louies. I was annoyed myself.


  About ten weeks after I had my “embargo” event, Jeffers and Pinter were preparing to herd their boys into another session in the Love Lounge when an apparently random computer glitch locked them out of the control room and then cycled through the session, spraying them with swine-tuned aphrodisiac just as the door slid open to admit a fine selection of very horny pigs. If the door to the control room hadn’t randomly unlatched a couple of minutes in to the session, Jeffers and Pinter might have found themselves porked into oblivion. A routine check of the systems after the event found no tampering and no reason why the system would have behaved like that. Barnes ordered the software reloaded and everyone was given new security codes into the system.


  A week after that, protests at the city border finally turned bloody, as a small group of Wilds folks attacked the NSL police force, seriously wounding one of them when a rock dented his skull. I saw this particular protest from above as I slid into work; if it wasn’t an actual riot it was practicing to become one. The NSLPD told the executive council it didn’t have enough officers to handle the growing crowds. The council, over the strenuous objections of my mother, contracted with Edgewater for border control. After that the protest crowds got larger but they also stayed mostly under control. The rumor was that the Eddies got paid bonuses on a quota basis, and were just looking for someone—anyone—to get out of line. I asked my mom if the quota bonus rumor was true. She looked at me and told me that now would be a great time to change the subject.


  Shortly thereafter Syndee completed all her education requirements, got her certificate, and took her Aptitudes. She scored high enough on them that she qualified for New St. Louis’ executive training, which meant she was now on a fast track to be an administrator either here or in another city we shared “open borders” with. Despite myself, I was really proud of her.


  As for me, I got a promotion, of sorts: Arnold Tower had a lorry it used to transfer pigs or other things from our tower to Wilber Tower or Pippo Tower, the other two non-meat pig towers in New St. Louis, and the driver of the lorry had slipped while stepping out of the cab and broken his leg. While he was on desk duty, I was assigned temporary driver. I spent part of my day on the actual roads of the city, which beat vacuuming up shit. One day as I was driving along I saw Leah and Will standing on the street corner, waiting to cross. I honked as I went past, which delighted Leah and confused Will, which seemed about right in both cases. Sometimes I took Lunch with me on the trips; he sat up front with me. He seemed to enjoy the ride.


  As bad as the protests where we lived were, they were worse in other places. In California, the Malibu Enclave was nearly burned to ground when protestors there started fires in the canyons and pushed the fire line right to the border of the enclave. A lucky shift of the wind let firefighters save the enclave; other parts of Malibu were not as lucky. When the protestors came back, they put the blame for the fires on the Enclave. Edgewater, which had a contract with Malibu just like it did with New St. Louis, saw a lot of its people get bonuses that night. The protesters saw their people go into the Eddies holding cells or the hospital.


  Despite the rising tensions, mom kept hammering away at her Technology Outreach program, trying to convince the other executive board members that time was running out. It was already too late to have the outreach be any use for this year, she said, but next year we’re going to see the same thing happen again, and the year after that, and the year after that. But it wasn’t doing her any good. Opinions were hardening against The Wilds, which looked more like anarchy than anything else these days.


  Eventually even mom gave up and tabled the outreach program until after the elections. Her opponent, who as it turned out was distantly related to Will’s dad, had been gaining ground on her, mostly by hammering on her for wanting to do outreach to the same people who were rioting on our borders. He didn’t seem to have any other platform, but at the moment he really didn’t need any other platform. Mom looked at what her support for Technology Outreach was costing her and had to dump it. And even though I’d been opposed to it, I was sorry for my mother that something she cared so much about couldn’t get a fair hearing.


  At the end of summer, my work group had a classic cinema movie night, which included Babe, Deliverance and Mad Max Beyond Thunderdome. When I saw the latter, I finally got the “embargo” reference.


  On the first day of autumn, as I pulled a night shift, I invited Leah to the experimental gardens on the roof. We brought Lunch along for security purposes.


  “It’s beautiful up here,” Leah said.


  “I’m glad you like it,” I said. “I thought you might want to see it before all the leaves fell off.”


  “Why are they called the experimental gardens?”she asked.


  “The plants up here are genetically engineered,” I said. “The botanists share the genetics lab with the geneticists who work on the pigs. The lab takes up the whole twentieth floor, actually. Common rabble like us aren’t allowed in there, but they let us come up here on our breaks and during lunch. I come up here with Lunch all the time. Lunch, the pig, I mean. For lunch. You know. I think I’ll stop talking now.”


  Leah smiled, which was a pretty thing in the moonlight. “I think it’s adorable you have a pet pig,” she said.


  “I wouldn’t use the word ‘pet’ around him,” I said. “He’s his own pig. We just happen to be friends.”


  “Well, fine,” Leah said. “I think it’s adorable you have a pig for a friend. Are you happy now?”


  “I’m getting there,” I said, and even in the moonlight, I could sense her blushing a little. Leah was still with Will, and she wasn’t the sort of girl would let something like that slide, even for a minute. But it wasn’t a secret to her that I still wished she was with me. And I didn’t see much point in pretending that I felt any other than I did. You can let people know how you feel about them without seeming desperate, or at least, that was what I was hoping.


  “I like where you work, Benji,” Leah said, after a minute.


  “You’re only saying that because I haven’t taken you to sub-basement C,” I said. “Let me give you the embargo treatment and we’ll see what you think then.”


  Leah laughed. “I think I’ll pass on that,” she said.


  “Chicken,” I said. She smiled again and reached down to pet Lunch. He snuffled at her.


  One of our phones rang. It was Leah. She stepped away and took the call. A minute later, she came back, holding the phone in front of her. “Here,” she said. “It’s for you.”


  I took the phone. “Hello?” I said.


  “Benji,” Will said, on the other end of the line. “I have a favor to ask of you. A real big favor.”
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  “It’s Marcus,” Will said, when I met him and Leah for lunch the next day. “I haven’t seen him in nearly three years. We email a little, and talk about what’s going on, but he’s always somewhere that’s nowhere near here. Then he calls yesterday—actually calls—and tells me he’s in St. Charles and he wants to see me. He said there’s a rave he’ll be at out there tomorrow and gave me directions and the time. So I know where he’ll be and when he’ll be there. I just don’t have a way to get there.”


  I squirmed in my seat. Will asking me to take the Arnold Tower lorry to drive him to see his brother out in The Wilds was bad enough, but asking me to take it to a rave edged on the insane. “I don’t understand,” I said. “Just requisition a car from the city. It’ll put a hole in your energy budget for the month, but it’s your brother. He’s worth it.”


  “I tried that,” Will said, and he let his irritation creep into his voice. “Maybe you’re not keeping up with current events, Benji, but we’ve got a daily near-riot right outside the city. The city’s not letting people take their ground cars out into that; they’d get stripped before they got to the Interstate. Jesus, you’re clueless sometimes.”


  “Will,” Leah said.


  Will held a hand up. “I know. I’m sorry, Benji. It’s just that I haven’t seen Marcus in so long, and I have no idea when I’m going to get to see him again. You know how important he is to me.”


  The hell of it was, I did know. Long ago, before we decided we actually really didn’t like each other, Will and I were friends, and I hung out with his family. Will idolized his older brother. He was crushed when Marcus blew off his Aptitudes and ended up out of the City. It was why I knew how to poke him in that particular soft spot whenever I felt like he had gone too far with his belittling of me.


  “Look, Benji,” Will said. “I know we haven’t been friends in a long time. I know we don’t get along. I know you resent me—,” he stopped before he could actually say for being with Leah, and chose something else instead, “I know you resent me for a lot of things. And I know I’ve treated you like crap. If you said no to this, no one would say I didn’t deserve it. But I’m asking you, just this once, for a favor. I can’t get a car to get out to St. Charles. But you can. Your lorry can get through the gates and get back. You don’t even have to stop at the gates like regular cars do because the lorry has a signature transponder in it, right?”


  “You’ve thought this through, Will,” I said.


  “It’s my brother, Benji,” Will said. “I want to see him. Help me. Please.”


  I looked at Will and then I looked over at Leah, who was keeping a very carefully neutral expression on her face. But I knew what she wanted me to say, and I know what I was going to say because I knew what Leah would want.


  It takes a special kind of pathetic loser to help someone you hate just to make his girlfriend happy, I thought. There was more to it than that, I knew. But at the moment that’s exactly what it felt like.


  “Let me see what I can do,” I said. “I can’t promise anything. The same restrictions that are out there for groundcars might be there for city lorries, too. And if there are, I’m not stretching my neck out for you, Will. It’s not like I have a whole lot of job options available to me at this point. Okay?”


  “Okay,” Will said, and looked like he was going to cry. “Thank you, Benji. Really. I’m not going to forget this.”


  “Thank you, Benji,” Leah said.


  “You’re welcome,” I said, looking at her, and then looking at him. “You’re both welcome.”
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  “Here’s the deal with the lorry,” Barnes said, to me. “I’m not saying yes, but I’m not officially saying no. All of us have unofficially ‘borrowed’ that truck from time to time. As far as I’m concerned it’s one of the perks of the job; a little something to make up for having to work in pig crap all day long. That said, if you take it out and something happens to it, then officially you’re screwed and there’s nothing I’m going to be able to do to dig you out of that hole. So don’t run it into a tree or hit a deer or let anyone set fire to it. Got it?”


  “I got it,” I said.


  “What do you need it for, anyway?” Barnes asked.


  “I’m taking someone to see his long lost brother in St. Charles,” I said.


  “That’s not a trip I’d want to take these days,” Barnes said. “That must be some friend.”


  “It’s not a friend, actually,” I said.


  “I’m confused,” Barnes said.


  “His girlfriend,” I said. “My ex. Still hold a candle. And so on.”


  “Ah,” Barnes. “Well, and I hope you don’t mind me saying this, but that’s got to suck for you.”


  “It really sort of does,” I said. Barnes clapped me on my back and headed off.
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  The next night, late, Will and Leah and I rolled out of New St. Louis and took the bumpy city streets of old St. Louis until we found a suitable onramp to Interstate 70, heading west. The Interstate was not exactly in what you would call brilliant condition these days—the US federal government’s list of priorities was getting smaller and smaller, and the Interstate system had clearly not made the most recent cut—but it was workable as long as you didn’t go too fast, and the traffic out to St. Charles from NSL was pretty much non-existent.


  “So you actually have directions to where we’re going, right, Will?” I said. I had gotten to the I-70 on my own, and Will had been silent for all of the ride so far.


  Will pulled something out of his coat pocket and handed it to me. “Here,” he said.


  I took it. It was a pair of goofy-looking glasses. “What the hell are these?” I said.


  “Marcus had them sent to me,” Will said. “He had me stand at one of the gates where there wasn’t a protest, and someone came up and gave them to me.”


  “Who gave them to you?” I asked.


  “It was just some guy,” Will said. “He said he’d been paid to turk the package. Put them on.”


  I put them on; the lenses were clear and non-correcting. “Do these do anything but make me look stupid?” I asked


  “You have to turn them on,” Will said. “There’s a power switch on the rim of the lens.”


  I fumbled with the glasses with one hand until I found a slightly raised ridge. I pressed it.


  There was suddenly a bright orange three-dimensional arrow in my field of view, pointing down the Interstate.


  “Whoa,” I said.


  “The lenses are supposed to superimpose images over the real world,” Will said.


  “Well, it works,” I said.


  “Marcus said they’re from company out of Switzerland. He said they’re going to be huge in a few years,” Will said.


  “That’s great,” I said. “But am I supposed to follow this arrow or what?”


  I was. When the arrow turned, I turned. 45 minutes later, we rolled up to what looked like it used to be a city park, which had gone to pot sometime in the not-too-distant past. In the middle of the park lights flashed and music pulsed. We were at our rave.


  “What now?” I asked, once we’d gotten out of the lorry and I’d clicked on the security settings.


  “Do you still have an arrow in your glasses?” Will asked.


  “Yeah,” I said.


  “Let’s follow it,” Will said.


  We wandered through the crowd for a few minutes, pushing our way through clots of dancers. From time to time I saw faces I recognized; there were a lot of New Louies at this particular rave in The Wilds. I wondered how they found out about it, and how they got there, but before I got to spend any real amount of time on it, the arrow in my glasses suddenly changed orientation and hovered directly over someone.


  “I think I found Marcus,” I said to Will, but he was already pushing past me to hug his brother. Leah trailed behind him. I stood in the middle of a bunch of dancers with a pair of incredibly dorky glasses on my head.


  “So, okay, then,” I said, to no one in particular. “You’re welcome. No, no. Happy to help. No thanks necessary.” I sighed and took off the glasses.


  When I looked up again Leah was standing in front of me. “Come on,” she said. “Marcus is asking for you.” She held out her hand. I took it.


  As a kid, I remember Marcus towering over both me and Will. He was still as imposing as I remembered him.


  “Benjamin Washington,” Marcus said, and extended his hand. I shook it and compared my grip to his, despite myself. “I remember you very well. You were not quite so tall the last time I saw you.”


  “I was fourteen the last time you saw me,” I said.


  “True enough,” Marcus said. We were standing in a rest area at the rave, with card tables and folding chairs around us. He motioned for the three of us to sit. We did. I could tell that Will was a little puzzled why his brother wanted to talk to me when he was around. I was wondering that myself.


  “Will tells me you waited until the last minute to take your Aptitudes,” Marcus said.


  I glanced over at Will. “That sounds like something Will would tell you,” I said.


  “I was curious why you waited,” Marcus asked.


  I shrugged. “I wanted to see some of the rest of the world first,” I said.


  Marcus smiled. “And did you? See the rest of the world?”


  “Some of it,” I said, and listed the places I had traveled.


  “Ah,” Marcus said. “I see. You did see the world—but just the safe parts.”


  “I don’t know what you mean,” I said.


  “You went to all the other hermetically sealed places on the map,” Marcus said. “All the other cities like New St. Louis. The zero-footprint, low-impact, archipelago of new-age city states that dot the globe. The ones that have cut themselves off from the rest of the world and think themselves virtuous for doing so. Do you think they are virtuous?”


  “I don’t know about virtuous,” I said. I had no idea where Marcus was going with any of this. “I think right about now we’re trying not to starve like everyone else is about to.”


  Marcus tilted his head at this. “You New Louies could help everyone not starve, if you wanted to,” he said. “If I hear correctly, your mother tried to get New St. Louis to share some its technology, but no one else was buying the argument. Why was that?”


  “I think all the protests began to piss people off,” I said. “My mom got the city to give up some of its food surplus and no one seemed grateful. I think that pissed people off, too.”


  “It pissed me off,” Will said, trying to get into the conversation. Leah was silent, watching the three of us.


  Marcus smiled over at his brother but kept talking to me. “I think what bothered people about that was the New St. Louis was giving The Wilds a fish, rather than teaching them how to fish.”


  “I don’t follow you,” I said.


  “ ‘Give a man a fish, and you feed him for a day,’ ” Marcus intoned. “ ‘Teach a man how to fish, and you feed him for life.’ Surely you’ve heard this saying. I’m saying that the people in The Wilds know the difference between a fish and being taught how to fish. They resent being given the one, when they need the other.”


  “But the city didn’t have to give them a fish at all,” I said.


  “Of course not,” Marcus said. “That’s the advantage of being a zero-footprint paradise, isn’t it? You’re whole unto yourselves. You can keep your own clockwork ticking while all the world is running down around you. But it’s a lie. John Donne had the right of it when he said that no man is an island. No city is, either, Benjamin. Your mother recognizes this, at the very least; it’s why she’s trying to pass that outreach of hers. Or tried, anyway, until she realized she had an election she needed to win. I recognized it. It’s why I never bothered to take my Aptitudes. It’s why I let them come to my family’s apartment, serve me that silly court order, walk me to the city gate and shove that ridiculous credit card in my hand. They thought I was being expelled from paradise; I knew I was gaining my freedom. I wondered if you might have recognized it, too, Benjamin.” Marcus cocked his head again. “But now I’m not so sure. And I wonder if that’s not a pity.”


  I sat there for a second and then stood up. “I think I’m keeping you from catching up with your brother,” I said, and then nodded to both Marcus and Will, and walked off.


  Leah followed behind me a few seconds later. “What was that all about?” she asked.


  “I swear to you I have no earthly idea,” I said.


  “I think Marcus was trying to tell you something,” Leah said.


  “I know he was trying to tell me something,” I said. “I just don’t know what it is. And I think it’s pissing me off.”


  Leah looked like she was about to say something else, but then both she and I heard screaming coming from the dance area of the rave. She and I both looked over and saw what looked to be a really active mosh pit in the middle of it. Then a girl came weaving out into the light, holding her head while blood was gushing from a scalp wound, and I realized it wasn’t a mosh pit after all.


  I pushed Leah back toward Will and Marcus. “Go get Will,” I said. “Tell him we’re leaving now.” Leah stumbled back toward her boyfriend and I turned back just in time to see two very large and scary looking dudes coming right for me. I tried to wheel back and run, but one of them grabbed me and pushed me down. I cracked my skull on the ground.


  Things went real fuzzy after that. At some point I felt someone turn me over and take out of my back pocket the case I had my ID in. If they were looking for money they were going to be disappointed. I didn’t have cash, I had an energy budget. I tried laughing at that and it hurt so much I passed out.


  Some indeterminate time later someone hauled me up from the ground. “Name,” they said.


  I looked around for who was talking to me. “What?” I said.


  “Your name,” they said—he said, actually, since now I could tell it was a man.


  “Benji Washington,” I said.


  “You’re fine,” he said. “If you can remember your name, you’re gonna live. Are you missing anything? You have your wallet?”


  I fished in my back pocket and found the case I carried my NSL ID in. It was still there. Start fob to the lorry was still there too. I must have hallucinated the theft. I looked over to who was talking to me and realized that he was an Eddie—an Edgewater guard. One of the guys who the city was hiring to keep the protestors out. “What happened?” I said.


  The guard snorted. “You got beat on is what happened. You New Louies are dumb as hell, you know that? Go out to a rave in the middle of The Wilds, and then you’re surprised when the kids out here start taking a crowbar to your heads. Let me give you a little tip, townie: The kids out here in The Wilds, they don’t like you. If you give them a chance to crack open your skull, they’re going to do it. You got it?”


  “I got it,” I said. I felt like I was going to throw up.


  “Good,” the guard said. “You’re lucky we got tipped off to this thing or you’d probably be in the hospital by now. How old are you?”


  “Twenty,” I said.


  “Then you’re an adult and I don’t have to drag your ass back into NSL,” he said. “Go home, kid. Stay home.” He wandered off. I bent over at the waist and threw up. Then I went looking for Will and Leah.


  I found them by the lorry. Leah came running up to me to check my head; I tried to wave her off.


  “You look like hell,” Will said.


  “Thanks, Will,” I said. “I can always count on you for a good word. How’s the lorry?”


  “What do you mean?” Will said.


  “I mean did anyone smash it during the riot?” I said.


  Will checked. “It looks fine,” he said.


  “Great,” I said, hobbling over to it. “Then we’re going.”


  “I still have to look for Marcus,” Will said.


  “Will, he’s gone,” Leah said. “He disappeared as soon as the Eddies showed up.”


  “He’s still around here somewhere,” Will said. “I’m not going anywhere without him.”


  “You can stay, Will,” I said. “But I’m leaving now and I’m taking the lorry with me. If you don’t want to walk all the way back to town, you better get in the truck.”


  “Come on, Will,” Leah said. “It’s time to go.”


  Will looked extremely unhappy but got into the truck cab. Leah followed. I hauled myself up into the cab and nearly threw up again doing so. I drove twenty-five miles an hour on the Interstate all the way back.


  [image: ]


  The battle of New St. Louis took place a week later.


  The protestors at the gates of the city had a problem: They couldn’t get into New St. Louis. The city was sealed in like a medieval fortress, with only a few entrances, all guarded. Try to get through a gate without an ID with a transponder chip, and you weren’t going to go anywhere. Lose your ID, you were in a world of pain. I lost my ID once and I had to sit through a battery of identification tests even though my mother was on the executive board. The instant the city knew the ID was missing, they voided the transponder signal, so if anyone tried to sneak into NSL using that ID, they’d be immediately tagged as a criminal. It was a problem: if you weren’t a New Louie, you couldn’t get into the city without an ID. And if you stole an ID and tried to sneak in, they’d catch you. So if you wanted to sneak into New St. Louis, how would you do it?


  It turned out, by not stealing the IDs—just the information in them.


  The rave had been the honeytrap, an attractive place for bored young New Louies to be lured to, out beyond the safe walls of the city. The rave allowed the conspirators close contacts with the city kids—close enough contact that the recording devices they carried could read and clone the New Louie’s ID transponder signals. The riot afterward was an opportunity to crack heads . . . but also to snatch the ID information from a few extra people, like me. Since no physical IDs were stolen, no one reported any stolen identities.


  This made it easy for several dozen unauthorized people to walk right through the gates of New St. Louis. The conspirators were chosen to more or less resemble the people whose identities they had stolen, so if the gate guards were to glance down at their screens, they wouldn’t notice anything out of the usual. But since the gate guards were busy dealing with the exceptionally heavy crowds of protestors that day, apparently no one really bothered to look. The IDs checked out as the people walked through; what else was needed?


  After the First World War (I learned this later, after the Battle of NSL) the French, fearing another attack by the Germans, built a massive set of fortifications called the Maginot Line, which would form an impenetrable line which the Germans would not be able to cross. The French were so confident in the Maginot Line that when they placed their big guns into it facing out toward Germany, they never considered the idea that at some point, those guns might need to face in the other direction, toward France. This became a problem when the Germans invaded France by pouring through a gap in the Maginot Line and then were suddenly behind it, and on their way to Paris.


  New St. Louis was built the same way: It was focused on keeping people out, not dealing with what happened when they got in anyway. This was why the city was not prepared when the attack came, from behind, inside the city walls.


  The attackers were smart; they didn’t bother to attack the city’s main gates, the ones with the biggest number of protestors, NSL cops and Edgewater guards. Instead they picked one of the small, quiet entrances, one small enough to be quickly closed and sealed at the first sign of unrest by just a couple of guards—and therefore only covered by a couple of guards, who are easily dealt with by a couple dozen determined conspirators. With the guards taken care of, it was simply a matter of opening the doors and letting in the hundreds of people hiding outside.


  These hundreds were on the scene to do one thing and one thing only: Trash New St. Louis as hard and as fast as they could, in order to draw the police and the Edgewater guards to them as quickly and as brutally as possible. They set to this work with a will, armed with bats, sledgehammers and Molotov cocktails, setting fires and causing the sort of property damage that’s not easily fixed. It worked; within minutes of the destruction beginning, the police and Edgewater were swinging clubs and firing electric bolts and trying—and failing—to close the open gate that hundreds more were now pouring through.


  This was a feint, a distraction to keep the authorities occupied away from the real goal of the riot. And that was the agricultural towers, which by their very nature were open to the elements and undefended. Into these towers went dozens of invaders, intent not on filling their stomachs but their gene samplers and seed bags, detailing a whole Eden of genetically improved, quick-growing, high-yield fruits and vegetables.


  Once these invaders had breached the agricultural towers, they were under no impression, even with the help of the staged riot, that they would make it out of the towers with their seeds and samples. Instead they moved their way up the towers, sampling as they went, until they stood in the roof gardens of the towers. There, they welded the access doors shut, pulled open their backpacks, and clicked together the tiny remote controlled airplanes they carried with them. Then they shoved their samples into the even tinier cargo holds and tossed the planes into the sky, carrying their trove of genes out past the city walls and into the waiting hands and sequencers of their compatriots on the other side.


  That done, the invaders sat down in the roof gardens and waited to see how long it would take for the few police and Edgewater guards who could be spared to deal with them to figure out they weren’t actually planning to come down and make an escape.


  It took them a long time. More than enough time for the mastermind of the entire attack to get what he came for, completely unnoticed by law enforcement.
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  I was working the night shift in Arnold Tower when my phone rang and Lou Barnes was on the other end, telling me to lock everything down because New St. Louis was under attack. I did what I was told and threw the switched that closed up the Tower to everyone but qualified personnel and vehicles. If Barnes wanted to come in and take over, that would have been all right by me. I called the NSL police and reported the lockdown; the dispatcher on the other end asked me if anyone was attacking the building. I said no; she said I was on my own for the evening and hung up.


  Thirty minutes later the security system pinged me that the garage entrance was opening to let in the Arnold Tower lorry. I stared at this for a moment because I knew exactly where the Lorry was parked. I flipped the security monitor over to the garage camera and saw no lorry, but instead four people walking down the parking garage ramp. Two were carrying bags; one was dragging another along. I looked at the two of them for a minute before I recognized who both of them were.


  I got very upset. And started thinking very fast, as fast as I ever had in my life.


  My phone rang. I picked it up.


  “I know by this time you can see me in your security cameras,” Marcus Rosen said. “And so you know by this time who I have with me.”


  “I can see her,” I said, looking at Leah.


  “Good,” Marcus said. “Will told me that you still had a thing for her, and I suspect he was right. So I thought she might be a useful motivator. Now listen to me, Benjamin. I’m sorry you’re the one I’m having to deal with right now, but that’s just the way things are. If you cooperate, we can get through this quickly. I’m coming for some genetic samples of your pigs. That’s all I want. We don’t have to hurt them, all we have to do is take skin samples. It’ll be simple, quick, painless, and at the end of it you’ll have your friend Leah back. Does this sound like a good deal to you?”


  “It does,” I said.


  “Good,” Marcus said, again. “Then here’s the plan. I’m going to stay down here in the garage while my two friends here come up to where you are. You’re going to take them to where they can get some samples. And then they’re going to come back down. When they come back down, I’m going to let go of Leah. Do you think you can handle that?”


  “I can,” I said.


  “I’m glad we’re handling this rationally,” Marcus said. “All right. I’m sending my friends up.”


  “I’m unlocking the garage door,” I said. “Have them give me a couple of minutes, and then they can take the elevator to the fifth floor. I’ll meet them in the floor lobby.”


  “They’re going in now,” Marcus said.


  Five minutes later the elevator doors opened and two men got out.


  “Hi,” I said.


  “Take us to the pig floor,” one of them said.


  “No,” I said. The two looked at each other and then at me, unamused. I held up a hand. “There’s an entire floor of sleeping pigs in there,” I said. “If you startle or surprise them, they’re going to come out of sleep freaked out, and then every pig around them is going to freak out, and then that’s a few thousand pigs in a frenzy. I don’t want to be responsible for you getting trampled.” I pointed to a door at the far end of the lobby. “We have an examination room over there. I’ve already got some pigs for you. They’re already awake. Fewer pigs means less hassle for all of us. All right?”


  The two of them looked at each other.


  “Come on, guys,” I said. “I just want to get my friend back.”


  “Fine,” one of them said, and walked with me into the room.


  “What are these things?” one of them asked, pointing at the pig-shaped forms.


  “And where are the pigs?” the other asked.


  “Those are the examination tables,” I said, moving into the control room. “Pigs hate to get picked up, so we just have them lean up against these instead. And they’re behind that door there because before they come in, I want to spray some disinfectant in the room. Helps keep infection down. No, you two stay in there. You need to be disinfected, too.”


  “We just need skin samples,” one of them said.


  “I understand,” I said. “But you break the skin while getting the samples, these pigs are highly susceptible to infection, and then that will catch to the other pigs. I’m already in enough trouble. This will only take a couple of seconds.” I pressed a button, and liquid spritzed out of a sprinkler-like attachment in the ceiling.


  “Okay,” I said. “Here come the pigs.” The two started unzipping their bags to take samples as I slid open the door to let the pigs in.


  Two minutes (or so) later, I called Marcus. “We have a problem,” I said.


  “What is it?” Marcus said.


  “I don’t know how you told these guys to take samples, but however you told them, the pigs didn’t like it,” I said, and then held up the phone so Marcus could hear the screams and squeals. After a minute of that I got back on the phone. “I could open up the video feed,” I said. “But I don’t think you’d like that.”


  There was silence on the other end of the phone. Then, “I don’t think you appreciate the seriousness of the situation,” Marcus said.


  “It’s not my fault,” I said. “You asked me to help them get genetic samples. I did exactly what you asked. It’s your guys who are fucking around here.”


  “Get them out of there,” Marcus said to me.


  “It’s not safe,” I said, truthfully. “I think the pigs will eventually wear themselves out, but I’m not going anywhere near them until then.”


  “I still need a sample,” Marcus said, after a minute. His ability to write off his two assistants was almost admirable, in its way.


  “I can get you a sample,” I said.


  “I need it from more than one pig,” Marcus said.


  “I can give you samples from as many pigs as you need,” I said.


  “You need to come to me,” Marcus said.


  “I can’t do that,” I said. “The pigs won’t exactly follow me.”


  “Considering what just happened, I’m not going to come up to you,” Marcus said. “And let me remind you your friend Leah is still with me. And I still have a gun on her.”


  “Okay,” I said. “I will come to you, but then you’ll need to come with me. Give me a minute. I know where we can go to get your samples.”
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  “Here,” I said, handing them both gas masks and taking one for myself. “It’s like the sign says. You’re going to need this.” I fit mine on myself and waited for the other two to fit theirs on. “Come on.” I started walking toward conduit 2.


  “Where are we?” Marcus said, through his mask.


  “Why are you doing this, Marcus?” I asked him, as we walked out over conduit 2. “Last week you talked to me about the problems of a zero-footprint paradise and how we’re cutting ourselves off from the rest of the world, but I get the feeling you’re not doing this for the good of humanity.”


  “No,” Marcus said.


  “Then why all the talk?” I asked.


  “I needed to see what was going to work on you,” Marcus said. “Will told me in email that you got a job here in the Arnold Tower. I had a client who has been very interested in getting the genetics of these pigs for a while now. I saw an opportunity. I knew your mother was pushing for technology outreach, so if you were of the same mind as her, I might have been able to get you to play along. But it doesn’t seem like your thing, so I went with your friend here.”


  “I’ll have to thank Will for that,” I said.


  “He doesn’t know,” Marcus said. “You can’t blame him.”


  “Nice of you to treat your brother that way,” I said.


  I could see Marcus shrug, briefly. “It’s the real world out there, Benjamin. Some places still use money, not energy budgets. I have a living to make.”


  “So all of this—attacking New St. Louis—is just another day on the job,” I said. We’d reached the access port. I bent down to open it up.


  “That was going to happen anyway,” Marcus said. “New St. Louis and the other cities are too closed off from everything around them. The people in The Wilds were already planning something. I don’t care about it one way or the other, really, but it was useful cover for what I needed to do. So I provided the logistics. I borrowed the basic battle plan from a similar action in Detroit a couple years back. They used a fake riot to build an agricultural tower. We’re using a real riot to steal from one.”


  “And they signed off on this, too, I suppose,” I said.


  “They don’t know anything about this,” Marcus said. “As far as they’re concerned, the big event is gathering seeds from the agricultural towers. They’re going to sequence those genomes and put them out for everyone to use. That’s admirable, in its way, but my client has other plans for the pig genes.”


  The access port was fully opened. “After you,” I said.


  “I don’t think so,” Marcus said. “After you.” I shrugged and went into the conduit. Marcus kept a bead on Leah as they she stepped down the ladder. Finally he stepped down.


  “Where the hell are we?” Marcus said again.


  “What does your client want with the pig genes?” I asked.


  “I’m paid not to ask,” Marcus said. “But I think he wants what the people in The Wilds want: the benefit of someone else’s work. Having this genome means he has to do lot less work to make the next set of improvements.”


  “My mom was planning to make this part of the Technology Outreach,” I said. “He could have just waited. He didn’t have to start all this. You didn’t have to start all this.”


  “I don’t think my client believes having this genome be open source technology is in anyone’s best interest,” Marcus said. “And personally, I just want to get paid. Now. Enough. Give me the samples.”


  I looked over at Leah. “You remember when we were on the roof, and I talked about being here,” I said.


  “I do,” she said.


  “I’m sorry you’re getting the embargo treatment,” I said.


  “It’s all right,” Leah said.


  “Benjamin,” Marcus said.


  I reached down and flipped open my phone.


  “My samples, please,” Marcus said.


  “ ‘Embargo lifted,’ ” I said into the phone. I looked at Marcus as the rumbling started. “Here they come now,” I said.


  Leah reached up and pulled the gas mask off Marcus’ face just as the first of the samples blew out of the pipes. He caught a load in the face and went down sputtering. Leah and I bolted for the ladder, her first, me following. As I cycled the access port shut, I could see Marcus trying to get a grip on the ladder. I think he might have gotten up the first step before the port sealed shut.
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  “The human body is simply not designed to swallow that much pig shit,” is what Lou Barnes told me the next day. Nevertheless Marcus Rosen survived, although not well, and faced with the prospect of a life watching the world go by in a cell, lawyered up, cut a deal and brought down some industrialist from the Portland Ecologies—or, well, would have, if the fellow hadn’t permanently relocated to Turkey. It’s my understanding that he’s not going to be very happy if he ever steps onto North America again.


  Will took the fall of his brother badly, and the fact that his brother had betrayed his emails and idol worship even worse. Leah never blamed Will for any of it, but Will blamed himself and eventually that was the excuse he needed to break up with Leah and leave New St. Louis entirely. He settled in Vancouver eventually and is doing quite well. He and his wife send holiday cards.


  The Technology Outreach program took a hell of a hit in the aftermath of the Battle of New St. Louis, not in the least because so much of the biotechnology that mom would have used for outreach flew over the wall in tiny planes. But mom, who won her election, rolled with the changes, and rather than trying to prosecute those who stole from the agricultural towers, the executive council gave them amnesty and open sourced the genome maps of the plants that were taken, making everyone’s lives easier. And after a few decades of sitting behind its wall, New St. Louis is beginning to open up to The Wilds and the people there. They’re nowhere close to being zero-footprint beyond the border, but they’re starting, and that’s something.


  After the Battle of New St. Louis, my mother offered to find me a new job if I wanted it; her thinking was the man who caught the mastermind behind the attack should be able to get any damn job he wanted, even if he was her son.


  I thanked her but I told her no. I still work at Arnold Tower. And more than that: Leah and I were married there, up on the experimental rooftop garden, with Barnes, Jeffers and Pinter as my groomsmen, Syndee as my “Best Sis,” and Lunch as ring bearer. He seemed quite pleased with the job. We were quite pleased to have him.


  And that’s how a pig got into our wedding party.


  It’s a good story, right?


  The Dispatcher


  CHAPTER


  ONE


  I take it as a given that no one really likes to see me in my official capacity. But Dr. Chao seemed more annoyed than most when I showed up for the open heart surgery she was performing.


  “Tell me that’s not the person I think it is,” Chao said, to Sheila Reeves. Reeves, a hospital administrator, had accompanied me into the scrub room. Chao was scrubbing up and after the initial glance refused to look at me. Several other members of the operating team were in the scrub room as well, prepping for the operation; they seemed happy to be thinking about other business.


  “Helen,” Reeves began.


  “You know my policy on non-essential personnel in my operating room.”


  “He’s technically not non-essential.”


  “Yeah?” Chao said, and then addressed me, without looking my way. “You. What’s your name?”


  “Tony Valdez.”


  “And you’re a doctor, right? A specialist in heart surgery.”


  “No.”


  “An anesthesiologist, then.”


  “I’m not a doctor of any sort.”


  “Then you’re a nurse. A surgical nurse.”


  “No. I’m not a nurse either.”


  “So, not a doctor, not a nurse.” Chao pressed a dispenser with her elbow to get more soap on her hands. “Seems like he has no reason to be in my operating room, Sheila.”


  “You know that’s not how it works, Helen.”


  “It’s my operating room. It is how it works.”


  “The insurance company insists on it. If he’s not in the operating room, they won’t pay.”


  Chao glowered quietly for several seconds. I stood, also quiet. Years of practice told me the best thing to do in moments like these is not to speak unless spoken to.


  Which I was, a second later. “Where’s Jimmy Albert?” asked another woman, to me. She was hovering over Chao, which made me assume she was a nurse or assistant of some sort. “Jimmy’s usually the one of you who works this hospital.”


  “He was called away on a personal emergency,” I said. “Or that’s what he told me. I was on call this weekend so this got handed to me.”


  “You’ve worked hospitals and operations before,” Reeves prompted me.


  “Of course. A dozen hospitals at least and hundreds of operations. It’s our primary job responsibility at this point.”


  “And how many people have you killed, doing your ‘job’ ?” Chao asked me. I could hear the quotation marks around the word ‘job’ in her voice.


  “None so far. That’s actually the point of my job, Dr. Chao.” I had gotten her name from the assignment sheet I’d received a half hour earlier. Being on call meant catching up quickly. Notes from others who had worked with her mentioned she had a tendency toward hostility, which is why I stopped by Reeves’ office and asked her come up with me to the scrub room.


  “This is crap, Sheila,” Chao said. She was done scrubbing and turned off the water with her elbows. “You know it’s crap. Check my record. I’ve never had cause for one of them,” she jerked her head in my direction, “to interfere with my work.”


  Reeves had one of those set looks of patience that suggested to me that this was not the first time she’d had this discussion with Chao. “It’s not up to me, Helen, and you know it. The insurance insists on it. The family signed off on it. The law says that we have to allow him to be present in the operating room.”


  “And to interfere with the operation.”


  “He’s allowed to intervene if necessary, yes.”


  “Intervene, hell. Interfere.” Chao jabbed an elbow at me. “This jackass has no medical experience at all. He’s not even a nurse—no offense,” she said to the nurse near her, who gave the briefest of nods, “and you’re trying to tell me he’s in some way competent to make a medical judgment?”


  “I checked his rating, Helen. He’s exemplary in all categories. Across the board.”


  “And that means exactly nothing, because he’s not a doctor. You’re taking away my right to give the best care I can to my patients, and all you have to say to me about it is ‘the insurance insists on it.’ It’s crap, Sheila. It’s crap and I shouldn’t have to work this way. No surgeon should have to.”


  “You and I don’t disagree, Helen. But the point is it doesn’t matter whether I agree with you or not. It doesn’t matter if you like the policy. We have to allow him into the room. If we don’t and something goes wrong, the hospital is open to being sued for negligence. And so are you. We have this argument every single time. It doesn’t change.”


  “You could make it hospital policy not to allow them in surgery at all.”


  “We could, yes. And then we’d go bankrupt because insurers wouldn’t refer their patients to us and the U.S. Government wouldn’t allow us to handle Medicaid cases. As you know.”


  Chao stared angrily at Reeves and then finally looked over to me. “Your name again,” she said.


  “Tony Valdez.”


  “Where’s your instrument?”


  “I was told there was one in the operating room already.” I looked over to the nurse by Chao, who nodded.


  “When you’re in the room, I want you well out of the way.”


  “I always am.”


  “I don’t want to hear a peep out of you. No talking to the team unless you’re directly spoken to.”


  “Fine.”


  “If you distract any of us I’m going to have you hauled up in front of a review board so fast you won’t know what hit you.”


  “I understand.”


  “If you do anything I deem disruptive I’m going to have you thrown out of the room.”


  “Helen,” Reeves began.


  I help up a hand and looked at Reeves. “It’s all right.” I turned back to Chao. “Doctor, I get it. You don’t want me here and you don’t want me getting in your way. And I agree. I shouldn’t be getting in your way, or in the way of your team. You have my word that I am going to stay out of your hair. Like I said, I’ve been present at hundreds of operations. I’ve gotten very good at making like a hole in the air. It’s not my job to get in your way. You’ve said it yourself, you’ve never needed one of us to step in. In which case, you won’t even know I’m here. You can get in, do your job, and get out without acknowledging I’m even in the room. I don’t mind.”


  She glowered at me some more. “What do you do while we work?”


  “Sometimes I read a book off my cell phone.”


  “I don’t allow cell phones in my operating rooms. They’re a distraction and they can introduce pathogens.”


  “Then I’ll stand around quietly.”


  Chao was now fully prepped for the operating room. She looked over again at Reeves, gave me the barest of nods, and then turned and went away to get gowned and gloved, starting what was obviously her plan to ignore me through the rest of the day.


  Reeves looked over to me. “Sorry about that.”


  I smiled. “I’m used to it.”


  “I suppose you might be. I don’t imagine you’re very popular with surgeons.”


  “No, I’m not.”


  “Is it because you remind them of their failures?”


  “It’s because I remind them they’re not God,” I said. “And that if there is one, I’m closer to Him than they are.”


  [image: ]


  In Hour Seven the operation went to hell.


  It wasn’t Chao’s fault as far as I could see. The patient was seventy-eight years old and, from what I read from the case file I was given, was not a great candidate for surgery anyway: old, frail, and had more than one operation before. In my opinion this operation wasn’t going to make him any better. All it was going to do was make sure the time he had left was going to be more awful. He was going to be recovering from massively invasive surgery rather than doing anything else he’d want to do with his life, which was probably anything else.


  But Chao was right. I’m not a surgeon, or a doctor, or a nurse. I could be entirely wrong about the value of this particular operation. I wasn’t involved with, or didn’t pretend to understand, the intricacies of what they did with their hands inside the open cavity of this man’s chest.


  All I had was my experience observing hundreds of operations, and at least a couple dozen just like Chao was now attempting. When the patient was wheeled into the room and my observation of him dovetailed into what I knew from the case file, my gut told me that the good doctor’s streak of not needing someone like me in the room was going to end.


  To be fair to her, for six hours she was quite competently proving me wrong.


  But Hour Seven was about the patient’s body showing Chao there was a limit to what competence could do confronted with a body that was actively trying to self-destruct. The patient began to react to the anesthetic. Then he began to seize. Then it became clear that the patient, as sometimes happened with open heart surgery, was having a stroke.


  All of this happened within five minutes.


  Chao was a good surgeon as far as my layman’s eye could see—good in the chest, good with her hands and good, if short, with her team. But after a few minutes of this, it stopped being about her or her obvious talents. It was about whether anyone anywhere could save this patient from the death that was so clearly on its way.


  During these five minutes of turmoil, I was doing what I had been doing for the previous six hours: standing there quietly, being the hole in the air I promised Chao I would be. The difference was now I was no longer just standing. I was waiting. Waiting for the sign that would tell me it was time to get involved.


  I waited, relaxed. It wouldn’t be long now.


  A minute later, the scrub nurse, Jenny Soto, glanced over at me. The glance was almost certainly unintentional; you could probably say it was involuntary. It was my cue nonetheless. In an operating room, no one looks at me—no one looks at anyone in my profession—until they’re absolutely sure we’re going to be needed.


  Soto looked over, and I knew. It was time.


  I walked over to one of the storage tables in the room, the one I knew my instrument was in. The instrument was about eighteen inches long, thin, and curved, wrapped in packaging so that it would be sterile until the moment of use. We called it the applicator. Next to it, also wrapped in packaging, was a capsule containing compressed nitrogen, and a cartridge with what we simply called the payload. All of the terms we used were as neutral as humanly possible. I retrieved each of these, put them on top of the storage table, and began unwrapping them.


  Behind me the operating room had become a frenzy as Chao and her team struggled to keep their patient alive. The patient clearly had other ideas on the matter. I could hear the rattling as the patient jerked and spasmed on the table—whether because of an interaction with the anesthesia or as a side effect of the stroke I couldn’t say. I turned, my instrument fully assembled, and watched their activity for a few more minutes. Then, when I thought it was time, I walked up to the operating table.


  Chao saw me coming and wasn’t pleased. “Back off.”


  “Call it, doctor.”


  “Get out of my operating theater.”


  “Your patient is beyond saving, Dr. Chao. You need to call it.”


  “I said get out!”


  “Doctor, until you call it, I can’t do my job.”


  “I don’t need you to do your goddamned job.”


  “Dr. Chao,” I said, as gently as possible. “This isn’t about you. And you’re killing your patient.”


  Chao swore and backed off from the table. There was dead silence for a moment. Chao swore again and kicked a storage table. It rattled with her fury.


  Then she turned back around and faced her team.


  “I’m calling it,” she said, and looked at the clock on the wall. “Patient deemed unsalvageable at 15:13. 3:13 p.m.”


  “Thank you, doctor,” I said. Then I turned to the anesthesiologist, Dr. Osirio. “Remove the tubes from his mouth and throat, please.” He did.


  I nodded to Nurse Soto. “You assist me. Everyone else stand back.”


  Soto stayed. Everyone else stepped away.


  I returned my attention to Soto. “You’ve done this before?”


  “Yes, of course.”


  “Then this should be quick. Open the mouth, please.”


  Soto reached over and gently opened the patient’s mouth, which was slack and mostly lifeless. “Do you want me to move the tongue out of the way?” she asked.


  I shook my head. “It’s not going to matter.” I positioned myself for best access and then slid the applicator into the patient’s mouth, resting the end against the soft palate. I wedged the nearer end of the applicator against the lower jaw, to offer a bit of leverage. I looked up at Soto. She nodded and backed up a step.


  “Delivering the payload,” I said, and pressed the button to prime the release. Some newer versions of the applicator automated the entire process and handled it by phone app, but I preferred manual control of the event. I waited the five seconds until the payload was primed, and pressed the button again.


  The applicator released a burst of compressed nitrogen, forcefully driving the payload capsule through the soft palate and into the patient’s brain. After two seconds the applicator chimed, signaling it had received data from the payload confirming it was lodged in the brain.


  “Activating the payload,” I said, and pressed the button a third and final time.


  The payload exploded in the patient’s brain, killing him instantly.


  I had purposefully and intentionally killed a man. I was the direct and immediate cause of his death.


  That’s who I am. That’s my job.


  I’m a Dispatcher.


  Soto came back up to the table. “How long now?”


  I opened my mouth to answer and the patient disappeared; there was a “pop” and a brief inrush of air as it moved to fill the void previously occupied by a body. Only the body disappeared. Everything else—the intubation tubes, the catheters and IV lines, the thin medical blankets draping the body—collapsed onto the operating table.


  Eight years of doing this, and that never stops being weird.


  I pulled out my cell phone and made a call.


  Chao, several feet away, looked outraged. “I said no cell phones.”


  I looked over to her. “Doctor, with all due respect, it hardly matters now.” Chao’s face twisted up and she pushed out of the operating room. Everyone else stayed.


  “Agency retrieval,” a voice said on the other end of the line.


  “Tony Valdez,” I said. “Dispatcher 1717.”


  “Go ahead.”


  “I need a confirmation on a client, named Allen Ostergard. I dispatched him home roughly a minute ago.”


  “Please hold.” There was a click and smooth jazz came on the line. I looked over to Soto. “I’m on hold.”


  “Does that happen often?”


  “It usually takes a couple of minutes to confirm delivery.” Soto nodded. That made sense to her.


  The voice came back on the line. “Dispatcher 1717.”


  “Yes.”


  “Confirm the client was successfully dispatched, and is at home. He is awake, aware and resting comfortably. Congratulations on a successful dispatch.”


  “Thank you.” I hung up and looked at the remaining team. “The patient made it. He’s fine. I’m guessing you might be seeing him again here.”


  Soto smiled. “Maybe not with Dr. Chao as the surgeon.”


  I smiled back. “No, maybe not.”


  A few minutes later we had all left the operating room and I had found my way to the floor’s staff lounge. While I was not hospital staff, I felt that after a successful dispatch I deserved a cup of coffee. And I needed a place to do up my paperwork.


  As I poured my coffee, Sheila Reeves, the hospital administrator, entered the room with another woman.


  I smiled at Reeves. “You’ll be happy to know that your patient survived his procedure, although not in the way that either he or Dr. Chao was hoping.”


  Reeves didn’t smile back. Instead she pointed to me and looked at the other woman. “That’s him,” she said, glanced over at me, and left.


  “Tony Valdez?” the other woman asked, coming up to me.


  “That’s right.”


  “I’m Detective Nona Langdon. Chicago Police.” She flashed her badge, not that I would know it from a fake one you could get in a costume shop.


  I looked back over to where Reeves had just been, and then back over at Langdon. “Is this about the dispatch I just performed?”


  “A little.”


  “Look, I get that Dr. Chao got her surgical gown in a twist about it, but everything went exactly to spec. You can ask any of the rest of the team. Start with Soto, the scrub nurse.”


  “Mr. Valdez, it’s not about that.”


  “You said it was about the dispatch.”


  “It’s about James Albert, the dispatcher you substituted for.”


  I blinked. “Okay. What about Jimmy?”


  “He’s gone missing, Mr. Valdez.”


  “What?”


  “His wife came home and their house was broken into. There are signs of a struggle and there was blood on the carpet. We’ve tentatively identified it as his.”


  “Jesus.”


  “Did you speak to Mr. Albert today?”


  “Of course. He called me to sub in for him.”


  “We think you were the last person to talk to him before he disappeared.”


  “Jesus,” I said again, and took a sip of my coffee. And then grimaced.


  Langdon noticed the grimace. “How’s the coffee?”


  “It’s terrible.”


  “I know a place where we can talk. The coffee there will be better, I promise. Come on. First cup’s on me.”


  CHAPTER


  TWO


  “How long have you known James Albert?”


  I set my coffee down and looked over at Detective Langdon. She had steered us to a cafe on North St. Clair, a block south from the hospital. We were sitting in the al fresco part, meaning the cafe had carved out some of the sidewalk for its own use.


  “Jimmy,” I said. “He hates being called James.”


  “So you know him well enough to know that about him.”


  “Anyone who knew him more than five minutes would know that about him. It was pretty much the first thing he ever said to me.”


  “And when was it that he said that to you for the first time?”


  “When we started dispatcher training. About eight years ago.”


  “So you two were some of the first dispatchers.”


  “We were the second class here in Chicago, yeah.”


  “Are you close?”


  “We’re friendly,” I said. I picked up my coffee again and blew on it. Langdon had her own cup, but she wasn’t touching it.


  “Define ‘friendly.’ ”


  “Meaning I’ve been to his house and he’s been to mine. I know his wife. He knows mine, or did until I got a divorce. We’ve been bowling. That sort of thing.”


  “Friendly but not too close.”


  “That’s right.” I drank from my cup.


  “So why did he call you to sub in for him at the hospital?”


  “That didn’t have anything to do with me in particular. I was on call.”


  “Explain that.”


  “Well, you know what being ‘on call’ is.”


  “I get the general concept. Explain what it means for you in particular.”


  A bus rolled by, making a bunch of noise as it squealed to a stop in front of us; I waited until it rolled away. “Dispatchers work the hospitals,” I said. “Insurance companies work with the Agency to make sure we’re in the room for high-risk operations like the one today, and otherwise we’re often stationed in the building in case we’re needed in the ER or somewhere else.”


  “Okay.”


  “So, usually the same dispatcher works the same hospital for a while. It’s easier that way and everyone gets into a schedule. Jimmy’s been working Northwestern for about three months now. But like everyone, once in a while he’s got something else on his schedule and he can’t make an appointment. So it goes to whichever dispatcher’s on call. Today that’s me. Jimmy called me to confirm and make sure I had the files.”


  “You don’t have your own hospital to work?”


  “I used to do the University of Chicago hospitals, but right now I’m between regular stints. So I’m on call instead. It’s like being a substitute teacher.”


  “Well, except that you kill people.”


  “They come back,” I said. “Mostly.” I took another sip of my coffee.


  Langdon looked at me. “So what’s that like?”


  “What’s what like?”


  “Killing people.”


  I shrugged. “You’re a cop. You ever shoot anyone?”


  “No,” Langdon said. “I’ve never had to draw my gun.”


  “But you might have to.”


  “Sure.”


  “How does that make you feel?”


  “It’s less of a problem now than it might have been ten years ago.”


  “Because they come back now.”


  “Right. Mostly.”


  “Same thing.”


  “I might have to pull my gun one day. You kill people every day you do your job. There’s a difference.”


  I smiled and set my cup back down. “This is beginning to sound a lot like one of my dates.”


  “What is that supposed to mean?”


  “I mean that I go on a lot of first dates. Online dating, you know. I go on dates and eventually we talk about what we do for a living. And then I get a lot of questions about what I do. About killing people.”


  “And what do you tell them?”


  “I don’t tell them, I do this.” I reached into a pocket and pulled out three small objects and held them out for Langdon to look at.


  She did. “All right, I give up. What are those?”


  “They’re ten-sided dice.” I set them down in front of her.


  “You actually walk around with three ten-sided dice in your pocket.”


  “I do. A lot of us do. Because we answer this question a lot. Pick them up, please.”


  She did. “All right, what now?”


  “Here’s the deal. You’re someone who needs a dispatcher. The dispatcher is going to shoot you in the head. If you roll three zeros, you’re dead. If you roll anything else, then after you’ve been shot in the head, five seconds later you rematerialize at home, probably on your bed. You’re naked but otherwise you’re perfectly fine.” I pointed to the hand she held the dice in. “Now roll.”


  She rolled. “Six two one.”


  “You live. Roll again.”


  “Two nine nine.”


  “You live. Roll again.”


  “Six five three.”


  “You live. Roll again.”


  “I actually do understand statistics, Mr. Valdez.”


  “Then you get my point. When a dispatcher does his or her job, the odds of them killing someone are actually pretty low.”


  Langdon reached out to return my dice to me. “You’re saying about one chance in a thousand.”


  I took them and pocketed them. “That’s what the Agency says.”


  “What about your own experience?”


  “I’ve been doing this for eight years. I’ve dispatched more than a thousand people. Probably closer to fourteen or fifteen hundred. They’ve all ended up at home, mostly in bed, naked.”


  “But there’s always a chance someone will stay dead.”


  “Yes, there is. And that’s why dispatchers exist. Licensed, bonded, insured and we’ve passed a bunch of psychological tests that indicate we can handle the aftermath of a failed dispatch.”


  “Do you believe that? That you’re psychologically equipped to handle the fact that you’ve killed someone? I mean, that they’re actually dead because of you.”


  Another bus rolled in; I took a sip of my coffee until it drove away. “You know about the first time anyone ever came back?” I said, to Langdon.


  “Not really.”


  “It was a guy named Taylor Barnes. He and his wife go to Iceland to celebrate their anniversary, or something like that. They go hiking on some cliffs. She’s been having an affair, doesn’t want to live with him anymore but doesn’t know how to say it, sees him peering over the edge of a cliff and decides pushing him off the cliff is easier than an awkward conversation. He goes over, falls something like two hundred feet and hits the rocks below—and then the next thing he knows he’s home, in Glendale, California, wondering what the hell just happened.”


  “It’s a good question.”


  “It’s a very good question. He knows his wife pushed him off the cliff, he knows he fell, he knows he died—and yet, there he is in his condo in southern California, not dead but very confused. He calls 911 and reports his own murder, in Iceland. Everyone else is very confused as well, including his wife.”


  “Until it starts happening everywhere.”


  “Right. The United States has something like forty or fifty murders a day, and all of those murder victims just . . . stop dying. Or they die, but show up at home, naked and bewildered. That bomb went off in Athens, killing eighty tourists at the Parthenon, and all but one of them ended up back in their country of origin. In Afghanistan, hundreds of fighters dying in that Kabul offensive, and showing up at home a couple of seconds later, naked as the day they were born. And finally someone figures out the pattern.”


  “Someone has to kill you in order for you to come back.”


  “That’s right.” I signaled the waiter to get more coffee. “If you die of natural causes, you’re dead. If you commit suicide, you’re dead. If you accidentally fall down an elevator shaft or drop a radio in your bathwater, you’re dead. But if someone pushes you down that elevator shaft or drops that radio into your tub? You come back. Nine hundred and ninety-nine times out of a thousand.”


  “Okay,” Langdon said. “And this has to do with you being psychologically prepared to kill someone how?”


  The waiter arrived with more coffee. “Murder victims come back,” I said, picking up the cup. “No one else faced with death does. Except when dispatchers are involved.” I waved in the direction of the hospital. “I just dispatched a seventy-eight-year-old man who was about to die on the operating table. The operation had gone bad. It’s possible the surgeon could have pulled it out, but at what cost? The trauma to the body was so significant at that point that the patient was never likely to get back to where he was before the operation, in terms of quality of life. He would have been a mess, his insurance would have to shell out, his family would have been overwhelmed with dealing with the cost of the operation and the aftermath. If he survived.”


  Langdon smiled. “I see where this is going.”


  “Then tell me.”


  “You’re detailing this nightmare scenario and now you going to tell me how you offer a better alternative.”


  “You got it. I dispatch the patient. Yes, there’s a small chance of him dying, but what’s more likely to happen—and what did happen—is he ends up at home.”


  “With his chest open and heart exposed.”


  I shook my head. “No, because whatever trauma the body’s experienced just prior to dispatch disappears. The patient in this case is back home, uncarved. He still needs a heart operation, and will probably die without one, is my best guess. But if he goes under the knife again, they don’t have to work around any previous operation. Clean start. Plus they know what went wrong last time and can factor that in for the next time.”


  “You’re saying you’re psychologically equipped for your job because you’re prolonging lives, not ending them.”


  “No. I’m psychologically equipped for my job because whoever is using my services was already about to die. I’m increasing their odds of survival. If they still die, it’s not because I didn’t offer them a better chance to live.”


  “So it’s not your fault.”


  “No more than it’s a doctor’s fault if a severely injured patient dies on the table.”


  “But the doctor is working to save their life.”


  “So am I.” I drank from my coffee.


  Langdon watched me drink. “Does it work?”


  “Does what work?”


  “That rationalization.”


  “It works so far.”


  “But you haven’t lost anyone yet.”


  “No,” I admitted.


  “Have you known any dispatchers who’ve had a failed dispatch?”


  “Sure. A couple of the dispatchers in my class.”


  “How did they deal with them?”


  “One of them quit,” I said. “The last I heard she’s working at an orphanage in Mexico or something like that. The other one handled it just fine. She’s working Mercy Hospital most days.”


  “What about Jimmy?”


  “Are you asking if he’s had any failed dispatches?”


  “Yes.”


  “Not that I know of.”


  “He wouldn’t tell you?”


  “He might not. If it happened through a hospital he’d file a report to whatever insurance provider had contacted the Agency, and you could find it through the Freedom of Information Act. The Agency’s a state agency. They’d have to let you see it. But it doesn’t mean he’d talk about it, and I wouldn’t ask him.”


  “What if it was a private gig?”


  “You mean, if he was working for a client directly, not through the Agency or through an insurance company.”


  “Yeah. I understand that happens from time to time.”


  “Sure. I definitely wouldn’t know about those.”


  “Why not?”


  “They’re kind of a gray area, legally speaking.”


  “Do you have any private clients?”


  “What part of ‘it’s a gray area, legally speaking’ are you having trouble with?”


  “You can tell me confidentially.”


  I raised my cup to Langdon. “I appreciate the coffee, but I’m not that cheap. Or stupid.”


  “Fair enough,” Langdon said. “Who would know if he had any private clients?”


  “Katie might,” I said. “His wife. You’ve spoken to her?”


  Langdon nodded. “Briefly. We asked her who she knew that might want to do harm to her husband. She wasn’t coming up with anyone.”


  “You might ask her again. She might have thought you were asking about someone who had a grudge against him, not one of his private clients.”


  “Would she tell us?”


  “She might. Jimmy wouldn’t like it, but Jimmy’s missing.”


  “Would you come with me?”


  “To ask her?”


  “Yes.”


  “Why?”


  “You know her husband. You know her. It might help.”


  I shook my head. “I don’t think that’s a great idea.”


  “Why not?”


  “I’m not a cop, and I don’t know that I want to be involved.”


  “This is your friend.”


  “This is someone I’m friendly with. There’s a difference.”


  “Is there any other reason?”


  “It would take more time than we have.”


  Langdon smiled. “This is your way of telling me our date here has come to an end.”


  “I do have paperwork to fill out. And then I have other things on my agenda.”


  “How does this compare to your other ‘dates’ ?”


  “Not bad. We covered most of the basics. You never got to the theological aspects of my job.”


  “There are theological aspects to your job?”


  “Most of the time on my dates I get asked whether I think murdered people coming back proves that God exists.”


  “That’s a pretty deep question for a first date.”


  “Tell me about it.”


  “Out of curiosity, what do you say?”


  There was a squeal of tires behind me, the thump of something fleshy hitting something that was not, and the sound of someone screaming. Both Langdon and I turned to the sound.


  Twenty yards away a bus had stopped, an impressive crack in its windshield and a smear of blood in the center of the crack’s spiderweb pattern. In front of the bus, a few yards away, a woman was crumpled in the street.


  Langdon and I were both out of our chairs and heading toward the woman.


  The driver was out of the bus and holding her arms out, in a defensive motion, as we approached. “She walked in front of the bus!” she said. “It’s on the dashcam! I tried to stop but I couldn’t!”


  “Yours,” I said to Langdon, who nodded and headed to the bus driver. I kneeled down in front of the fallen woman and assessed her.


  The woman looked to have been hit by the bus from the left side, which would have been consistent with her walking out in front of it. Her left arm was shattered and either her radius or ulna was sticking out of its lower portion; I wasn’t qualified to say which it was. Her skull above her left temple was cracked and flattened. That was probably the part that left the spiderweb crack on the windshield. I glanced up and looked around on the street and found what I was looking for; a cell phone, its screen shattered. The screen was still on, showing a half finished text.


  “Idiot,” I said.


  “How is she?” Langdon asked, coming up to me. The driver stood next to her bus, uncertain what to do next.


  “She’s alive, but not for much longer,” I said. “Broken bones, massive head trauma and by the sound of her breathing, punctured lung and internal bleeding.”


  “Are you qualified to make that assessment?”


  “Dispatchers get first aid assessment and treatment as part of their training. I recertified last year. And anyway look at her.”


  “The hospital’s one street over.”


  “She’s not going to last that long.”


  “What do you want to do, then?”


  “Give me your gun.”


  Langdon blinked. “The hell you say.”


  “I’m serious.”


  “I’m not going to give you my gun, Valdez. I’ll get fired for that.”


  I shook my head. “Law enforcement officials are allowed to assist dispatchers. You’re legally protected. Give me your gun.”


  “No.”


  “Look, Langdon, she doesn’t have any time. If you don’t give me your gun I’m going have to dispatch her another way. The only way I’ve got right now is manually. So if you want me to strangle her right here in middle of the street, fine. But your gun would be faster. And merciful.”


  Langdon thought for a second. “You’ll come with me to talk to Katie Albert.”


  “What?”


  “I give you my gun, and you come with me to talk to Katie Albert when we’re done.”


  “You’re fucking bargaining with me right now? Are you shitting me?”


  “That’s the deal.”


  “Jesus Christ. Yes. Now give me the fucking gun.”


  Langdon unholstered her handgun and handed it to me. I checked it and familiarized myself with it. I stood up and looked around.


  “My name is Anthony Valdez and I am a dispatcher, licensed and bonded with the State of Illinois,” I said, loudly, to the now-considerable assembled crowd. “I judge this woman to be in a near-death state. As she is unresponsive, by State of Illinois law I am assuming her implied consent to dispatch her safely and humanely. You may all witness and record this action but be aware live ammunition is to be used.” Some of the crowd backed away at that last sentence. But none of them left.


  I knelt back down, positioned Langdon’s handgun close to the fallen woman’s temple, and fired.


  The woman’s body jolted and was still.


  It was, literally, deathly quiet.


  And then, with the familiar sucking pop of inrushing air, the woman was no longer there.


  There was scattered applause as the crowd realized that accident victim was still alive. Then the crowd began to disperse.


  I returned the handgun to Langdon, who checked it and holstered it. I pointed to the woman’s bloody clothes, which lay in the street where she had been. “You should check those for ID.”


  “After you.”


  “You’re the cop here.”


  “Yes I am, and now I’m going to have paperwork to fill out, because my weapon was discharged.”


  “Join the club. I have paperwork on this and on the hospital dispatch. I have no sympathy for you.”


  “I’m still holding you to your promise. About coming with me to see Katie Albert.”


  “That was a shitty thing to do, by the way.”


  Langdon nodded. “Well, if the result is we find Jimmy Albert, then I can live with it.”


  There was a noise from the street. It was the accident victim’s cell phone, blasting out a ring tone. We both stared at it for several seconds.


  “You going to answer that or what?” I asked Langdon.


  She sighed and went to go pick up the phone.


  CHAPTER


  THREE


  “You okay?” Langdon asked me, as we waited to be buzzed into the apartment Jimmy Albert shared with his wife.


  “I’m fine,” I said.


  “You look a little tense.”


  “I don’t usually go with cops to talk to people.”


  “Yeah, but that’s not it. It’s something else.”


  “I told you it’s complicated.”


  The door buzzed, signaling Katie was letting us in. Langdon grabbed the door to open it. “Did you sleep with her or something?”


  “What?”


  “Jimmy Albert’s wife. Are you having sex with her?”


  “No.”


  “That would explain the tension.”


  “That’s not it.”


  “You sure?” Langdon held the door open for me to go through.


  “I would remember sleeping with Katie,” I said, and walked in.


  “Yeah, but that doesn’t mean you would tell me about it.”


  “You’re a cop. You should be able to tell if I’m lying.”


  Langdon walked through the door. “You might be a good liar.”


  “Is that your assessment of me?”


  “No, but that would just mean you’re a better liar than I thought.” We walked up the stairs to the third floor, where Katie Albert was waiting for us.


  She met us at the door, and her face darkened when she saw me. “What’s he doing here?” she asked Langdon.


  “I thought he might be helpful to me,” Langdon said. “Someone in the same profession as your husband might be able to tell me about things I would otherwise be missing.”


  Katie glanced over at me. “Uh-huh.”


  “Would you prefer that Mr. Valdez wait out here while we talk?”


  Katie was silent for a few seconds before she said. “No,” and opened the door to let us both in. She walked down her apartment hallway, toward the kitchen area in the back, without checking to see if we were following. Langdon gave me a look that said, we are going to have a talk about this, believe it. I shrugged. We walked down the hall, past the living room area of the apartment, which was still in disarray, and which still had blood on the rug and floor. I wondered whether the stain would ever get out of the rug.


  In the kitchen Katie had propped herself up near the sink, holding a coffee cup. “Can I get you some coffee, detective?” she asked Langdon. I was aware I was not included in that invitation.


  “Thanks, but no,” Langdon said. “We don’t want to take too much of your time.”


  “Have you heard anything about Jimmy?”


  “Not yet, but other detectives have been over to the Agency. We’re working to reconstruct his official appointments and duties and see if there’s anything there. And there should have been uniformed officers taking statements from your neighbors here earlier.”


  “I saw them.”


  “We’re working to find him, Mrs. Albert.”


  “Thank you.”


  “Of course.” Langdon nodded over to me. “I had a conversation with Mr. Valdez here earlier today about the job he and your husband share in common. We talked about the official Agency assignments, but we also talked about private engagements.”


  A snort came out of Katie. “Yes, well. Tony would know about those.”


  Langdon glanced over at me at this. I looked back at her blankly. “I was wondering if you knew whether your husband had any private engagements or clients recently,” she said, returning her attention to Katie.


  “He had some in the past,” Katie said. She jerked a finger at me. “This one got a few of them for him. Real shitty jobs for creepy people. It brought in money but I told him I didn’t want him to do it anymore.”


  “Why is that, Mrs. Albert?”


  “Because we had people buzzing the door in the middle of the night, needing him to come out for jobs. They would sneak him out and he would come back at six in the morning and tell me he couldn’t say where he was. One time I was up when one of these assholes dropped him off; he came up to the apartment to pay him. All crumpled hundred dollar bills. Then he looked over to me and told Jimmy that I would be the first to go if Jimmy ever said anything about what they’d been up to. That’s when I told him to stop. Whatever money we were getting wasn’t enough.”


  “So there were people who meant your husband harm.”


  Katie shook her head. “That was a couple of years ago.”


  “And your husband hasn’t had any private engagements or clients since.”


  “No. Not that I know about.”


  “No extra money coming into the house. No strange hours. No one being buzzed in, in the middle of the night.”


  “None of that.”


  “You’re sure.”


  Katie’s face twisted. “No, of course I’m not sure now,” she said. She shot a dagger in my direction. “Ask this asshole about it. If anyone would know if Jimmy’s been doing anything on the side, he would. He’s the one who got him those jobs in the first place.”


  Langdon looked at me. “I don’t know anything about what Jimmy’s been doing with his time,” I said.


  “But you did,” Katie said. “You and Jimmy and your goddamned ‘bowling team,’ Tony.”


  “That was a long time ago, Katie,” I said.


  “Oh, bullshit, Tony.” Katie slammed her coffee mug down on the counter she was leaning against. “You’re dirty. You’ve always been dirty. And now maybe whatever it is that you got Jimmy into has gotten him killed.”


  I held up my hands. “Katie. I’m clean. I got out the same time you told Jimmy to. I know you don’t believe me—I know you don’t want to believe me—but it’s the truth. I got out and I’ve been staying out. If Jimmy got himself into something, whatever Jimmy got himself into, I’ve got nothing to do with it.”


  Katie picked up the coffee mug from the counter and threw it at my head. Coffee arced in the air. I ducked to avoid the mug and got coffee drops down my neck. “You were the one who got him into it in the first place, Tony!” Katie yelled. “You were the one who brought this to our door. And I promise you this, Tony. Whatever’s happening to Jimmy now, if it’s because of whatever you brought him into, if he ends up dead, you better hope I don’t find you at a crosswalk while I’m driving. Because I will fucking go up on the sidewalk to get to you.”


  “You wouldn’t kill him,” Langdon said, after that statement had hung in the air. “Not permanently.”


  “No,” Katie agreed. “But it would hurt like hell.”
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  “Explain,” Langdon said.


  “It’s complicated,” I said.


  “That much I get. But explain it anyway.”


  We were at a Greek restaurant on Damen, close to the Alberts’ apartment. We came in two minutes before closing and the owner made the universal gesture for “kitchen’s closed.” Langdon flashed her badge, ordered two coffees and pointed to a booth. The owner sighed, nodded, brought coffee to the booth, and got back to closing up the rest of the shop.


  I fiddled with my cup. “I didn’t think Katie would still be that pissed at me.”


  “I don’t think that’s true,” Langdon said. “Otherwise you wouldn’t have tried so hard not to come with me when I asked you to. I’m pretty sure you knew she would still be that pissed with you and would try to blame you.”


  “Yeah, fair enough.”


  “Is she right?”


  “That it’s my fault?”


  “Yes.”


  “No.”


  Langdon gave me a look.


  “Probably no,” I allowed.


  “I think you need to go back to the beginning of this for me,” she said.


  “I told you that private gigs are a legal gray area.”


  “Yes, you did.”


  “Well, some of them are more gray than others.”


  “Give me examples. Start with something only sort of gray.”


  “All right. So, let’s say I take a gig working for a film crew here in the city, which is something that I’ve done before. They’re filming a complicated stunt, and I’m on hand in case something goes wrong. This part is totally legal and above board. The studio and the insurance company and the producers all want me there so they don’t have any fatalities on set.”


  “Not gray at all.”


  “Right, until it all goes wrong and the stunt person breaks their neck. The injury is serious—that stunt person isn’t ever going to walk again—but they’re not going to die from it. My job is to prevent fatalities. To dispatch the people who are clearly going to die if I don’t intervene. It’s not my job to dispatch people who are critically, horribly injured but aren’t going to die from it.”


  “I sense a ‘but’ coming on.”


  “The ‘but’ here is this: No one in this situation, not the studio, the insurance, the producers, the director, the union or especially the poor bastard it’s happened to, wants this guy to go on living like this. It’s bad publicity for the movie, the stunt person will never work again in their chosen field, and the union’s insurance will have to pay out hundreds of thousands in medical bills, and ultimately someone somewhere’s getting sued.”


  “So what happens then?”


  “So what happens then is the first assistant director or the on-set producer calls you over and quietly hands you an envelope with forty thousand dollars of cash in it and asks you to take care of it. And you go over to the poor bastard, make an assessment that, surprise, the injuries actually are fatal after all, and pop one into their skull. The stunt person shows up at home, neck unbroken, gets on a plane to Chicago six hours later and everyone’s back to work the next day.”


  “And you’re forty thousand dollars richer.”


  “And with a clear conscience because honestly it’s better for everyone.”


  “Unless it’s that one time out of a thousand.”


  “That’s the risk. But then it’s only bad for me and the stunt person. Everyone else is off the hook, liability-wise.”


  “This is something that’s happened to you.”


  I smiled. “I am offering this strictly as a hypothetical.”


  “Give me something less gray now.”


  “Another hypothetical, you mean.”


  “Call it what you want.”


  “All right. Down on the far South Side, we’re talking a couple streets inside the city limits, there’s a restaurant that’s been shut down for years. And every Thursday night, there’s a fight club that goes on in it.”


  Langdon smiled. “What, like the movie? ‘The first rule of Fight Club is you don’t talk about Fight Club’ sort of thing?”


  I smiled back. “Not exactly. In this one, the fighters go after each other with hammers and baseball bats.”


  “Jesus.”


  “And it’s not run by Brad Pitt and Edward Norton. It’s run by a pack of hardass motherfuckers who used to run dog fights until they figured out this is safer and more profitable.”


  “Okay, but who the hell volunteers to fight like that?”


  I looked at Langdon. “Are you from Chicago? I mean, born here.”


  “I am, but what does that have to do with anything?”


  “Are you from the South Side?”


  “Oh, Valdez, tell me you’re not about to get racist on me. My own black self was just beginning to like you.”


  “My point is that Chicago is still super-segregated and racist, and there are lots of young men who can’t find work because of it, and you would know it if you were from the South Side. And that there are hardass motherfuckers like the ones who run this fight club who are happy to give these young men fifty bucks a fight to bash each other’s brains in with a hammer, and they’ll take it because what else have they got.”


  “Jesus,” Langdon said again, and took a swig of her coffee. “And dispatchers are involved in this shitshow somehow.”


  “Yes. Because everyone who fights, even the winners, have the living hell beaten out of them. Broken bones, tendons shredded, gouges, eyes out of their sockets, all of that. None of them are going to the hospital to get themselves taken care of, are they? First rule of fight club, and all that.”


  “So, what? The dispatcher just shoots everyone at the end of the fight?”


  “That’s the standard operating procedure, yeah.”


  “They don’t need a dispatcher for that. They could just give a gun to a flunky.”


  “These guys use dispatchers for the same reasons they drive fancy cars and pay for bottle service in clubs.”


  “As status symbols? You have got to be kidding me.”


  “There are other reasons. But, yup. That’s a big one.”


  “How much could a dispatcher get for this?”


  “Five hundred a night, plus tips.”


  “Tips? Tips?”


  “If everyone was dispatched safely, you’d get a hundred dollar tip. Or more.”


  “Tell me you never did this sort of shit.”


  “I’m offering a hypothetical.”


  “Hypothetical my ass, Valdez. Tell me you never did this.”


  “I never did this.”


  “But you’ve done things like this.”


  “I’m going to plead the Fifth from this point on, I think.”


  Langdon looked disgusted. “What about Jimmy Albert?”


  “What about him?”


  “Did he ever work one of these hammer fights?”


  “I don’t think it’s my place to say.”


  “So, yes.”


  I spread my hands, placatingly. “I never said that. That’s your assumption.”


  Langdon glowered. “Why?” she finally asked.


  “Why do this stuff?”


  “Yeah.”


  “For the money, of course. Why do you think?”


  “So this shit doesn’t bother you.”


  “Private gigs? No,” I said, and then held up a hand because I could see Langdon about to go off. “Most private gigs aren’t like that. Most of my private gigs are things where I’m hired by rich people to attend polo matches or sailboat races, so if they fall off a horse or a boat I can get them home safely. Last weekend I went skydiving so I could dispatch this guy if his parachute didn’t open. Ninety percent of all the private gigs I have ever done are like that.”


  “But then there’s that other ten percent.”


  “Well, it’s like I told Katie. I don’t do those anymore. I got out of it.”


  “Because it stopped being fun to watch poor black men beat each other’s brains out and then shoot them in the head when they’re done.”


  There was no good way to answer that. “Something like that,” I allowed.


  “You mentioned that you and Jimmy Albert went ‘bowling,’ ” Langdon said. “Then tonight Katie Albert mentioned something about your ‘bowling team.’ I guessing your team didn’t actually go bowling, did you?”


  I shook my head. “No, it was an actual bowling team at first. Me and Jimmy and Judd Montgomery and Mason Schilling.”


  “You were all dispatchers.”


  “Yes. Me and Jimmy were in the same class. Judd and Mason were in the class after us.”


  “Go on.”


  “Mason always complained about living inside a state government salary and started looking for private gigs. He wasn’t picky, so he found them. And then he started getting more work than he could handle himself, so he’d parcel them out to the rest of us on league nights. Eventually we stopped bowling and just got together to get gigs from Mason.”


  “So this Mason character was the ringleader.”


  “ ‘Ringleader’ is a little grand for what he did, but sure.”


  “But Katie Albert blames you.”


  “I asked Jimmy to join the bowling team. That was back when it was just bowling.”


  Langdon smiled at this. “No bowling team anymore.”


  “No. I stopped taking certain gigs and Katie told Jimmy to stop taking them. Judd left dispatching and went to law school. I get most of my private gigs now by referral from other clients. That’s why I work with so many rich people now. I’m reliable and confidential.”


  “What about Mason Schilling?”


  “I’m pretty sure he’s still not too picky.”


  “Could Jimmy still have been getting gigs from him?”


  “I don’t know. Mason and I don’t talk much anymore.”


  “Falling out?”


  “We just run in different circles.”


  “And yours don’t involve hammers.”


  “Something like that.”


  Langdon glanced over to the owner of the restaurant, who was giving us pained expressions. “I’d like to talk with this Mason character.”


  “You won’t get anything out of him.”


  “I’m persuasive.”


  “He’ll lawyer up the instant he sees you coming. I guarantee it.”


  “I can make his life difficult if he doesn’t talk. It’s hard to work the shady side of the street if a cop is shining a spotlight on you.”


  “Mason has been doing this a long time. He can probably wait you out.”


  “Fine. Then you talk to him. Ask him if he’s been giving any work to Jimmy Albert. He’ll talk to you. You’re an old pal.”


  “I don’t want to get any more involved.”


  “Look, Valdez, you’ve got a woman who is planning to run you over the next time she catches you on the street. I’d say you’re involved enough. And besides we don’t have anything else to go on.”


  “You told Katie you had people working with the Agency.”


  “And they’ve got nothing. Neither do the officers who canvassed the building. Forensics has nothing from the living room, either. I knew all that before we talked to her.”


  “You lied to her.”


  “I didn’t see the point in making her day worse. My point is, this Mason character is the lead we have now. I’ll make a run at him if I have no other choice. If nothing comes out of it then we’re basically left holding our collective dicks and hoping Jimmy shows up. But if you think you could get something more out of him than I could, then I’m asking you to help me out. And maybe keep Katie Albert from making you a hood ornament.”


  I thought about it a minute and then pulled out my phone. “It would be better if you weren’t here for this call.”


  “I’ll go pee,” Langdon said, and then nodded toward the restaurant owner. “And then we better leave anyway. Badge or no badge, I think this guy is about to call the cops on us.”


  CHAPTER


  FOUR


  “Look at these assholes,” Mason Schilling said, pointing out into the field, sunken into the wide boulevard. In the dawn fog, two young men stood at a distance from each other, whipping swords around. Two other men, presumably their seconds, stood next to their friends, occasionally ducking out of the way of the swinging weapons. A fifth man, who I assumed was the referee or judge, kept his distance from all the other parties.


  “What are those?” I asked, and peered into the fog. “Are those broadswords?”


  “Technically they’re bastard swords,” Mason said.


  “What’s the difference?”


  “Fuck if I know, man. I’m just telling you what they told me when I called them broadswords. They were snotty about it, too. Nearly shot them then, just to teach them a lesson.”


  I peered again. “So this is a duel. An actual duel.”


  “You got it. It’s become a thing with college dudes. Someone’s honor is offended, someone demands satisfaction, and they show up at dawn to hack at each other with swords until someone is fatally wounded or the cops show up.”


  “Do the cops show up often?”


  “They won’t here. This is the University of Chicago. They have their own police force. I have an understanding with the woman who sends out the cars.”


  “How much does ‘understanding’ go for these days?”


  “About a hundred bucks for five calls coming in. She sends someone after that. I mean, that’s fair. And I don’t want her to get fired. This dueling thing is becoming a profitable sideline. I’ve got another one at Northwestern tomorrow.”


  There was a small yelp down the field. We both looked over to see one of the seconds clutching his arm and hopping away. His duelist was loudly apologizing.


  “They don’t seem very good at this,” I said.


  “They’re fucking idiots, is what they are. But they’re rich and they’re stupid and that works for me. Hey! Chad! Or whatever your name is!” The judge turned to look at Mason. “Let’s get this going! And tell them I’m charging extra if I have to dispatch one of the seconds!” Chad or whatever his name was nodded and tried to get the attention of the others.


  “Do you actually charge extra?”


  “For dispatching anyone else but the duelists? Hell yeah. Additional risk.” He motioned to the kids now getting their act together on the green. “And the thing about college kids is they’re rich but they’re cheap. You have to get them to pay up front otherwise they try to weasel out and turn dorm room lawyer on you. So everyone pays up front. Two fifty each for the duelists, one hundred for the seconds. The judge I don’t charge. They don’t usually die.”


  “Usually.”


  “There was one time at Wheaton College. Bad thrust. Judge got it in the eye. Real fuck up.”


  “I bet the guy who did it felt bad about it.”


  “Yeah, for about two seconds. He just stood there gaping. Then the other duelist took the opening and pretty much hacked off his arms.”


  “Is that legal?”


  “ ‘Legal’ is a very fungible term for this sort of thing, Tony. You know that.”


  “They’re ready!” Chad or whatever his name was yelled to Mason. Mason fluttered his hand as if to say, okay, fine, whatever and then turned his attention back to me. “But I don’t think you came to the fabled Midway at the UofC to talk to me about dueling, did you?”


  I smiled. “What, you don’t think I would want in on this?”


  Mason shrugged. “It’s in the financial demographic you like to work in. But it’s more into the gray area, legally, than you’re comfortable with anymore.”


  I watched as the two duelists, yelling, crossed the field and started whacking swords together. “Probably,” I admitted.


  “It’s too bad. It’s a growing field.”


  “Dueling.”


  “Yes. But I was thinking more of the gray areas.”


  “I’m doing all right.”


  “Suit yourself. But don’t pretend I don’t know you did it, once.”


  “I’m actually here because I wanted to ask you about Jimmy Albert.”


  Mason glanced over to me, then back down the field. “What about him?”


  “He went missing yesterday afternoon.”


  “Did he.”


  “Signs of a struggle in his apartment. Blood on the rug. That sort of thing.”


  The clanging of the swords lessened as the two duelists, clearly inexperienced with sword fighting, and possibly exercise, slowed down. The seconds hovered, unsure of what they were supposed to be doing.


  “If you’re asking if I know anything about it, obviously I don’t,” Mason said.


  “I didn’t think you did.”


  “Then why are you here?”


  “I was wondering whether you got Jimmy any gigs recently.”


  “You know that Katie told him to stop with the side gigs.”


  “Yeah, I know that. I also know Jimmy didn’t always do everything Katie told him to do.”


  Mason grunted at this and then turned his attention again down the field, where one of the duelists held up his hand to signal a break. Chad or whatever his name was called for the break, and the other duelist started to complain about it.


  “These assholes, I swear,” Mason said.


  “Come on, Mason. Tell me.”


  “Are you working for the cops, Tony?”


  “What kind of question is that? Obviously I am.”


  Mason laughed at this. “All right. I mean, what’s your intention?”


  “Mason, if they wanted to get you on the hook for something, you’d be in an interrogation room with some detective or DA trying to grill you while your lawyer sat next to you and you had that smug look you get on your face.”


  “I don’t look smug.”


  “You always look smug. You have resting smug face.”


  “I don’t even know what to think of that comment.”


  “My point is that the reason I’m here is they don’t care about you or anything you’re doing. It’s beside the point. What they want is to find Jimmy. So if you gave him a gig then it would help to know. So we can talk to them.”


  “Except then they’d know you heard it from me. That’s bad for business.”


  “They’re not going to know that, Mason.”


  “Jesus, Tony. Think of who I work with. Think of what you’re saying. Of course they’re going to know.”


  Down the field the duelist who had been arguing with Chad or whatever his name was yelled in frustration, pulled his sword back and ran Chad or whatever his name was through the gut with it.


  “Oh, fuck,” Mason said, and started running down the field. I followed.


  Mason got to the duelist as he was lumbering over to the one who had called for a rest and raised his sword, using both hands, preparing to strike the other, who had fallen over in a panic and was trying to crawl away. Mason shoved the attacking duelist, knocking him off balance and tumbling him to the ground. The sword, knocked loose, fell, landing almost silently in the grass. Mason picked it up. I went to the judge, who was sitting, holding his gut and babbling.


  “Are you out of your fucking mind?” Mason yelled at the duelist, who was still coming to terms with being on the ground. “You stabbed the fucking judge?”


  “Look, dude, it’s against the rules to stop—”


  “The judge did something you thought was against the rules so you fucking stabbed him?” Mason roared. “You think that was appropriate?”


  “Dude—” the duelist said, and then screamed as Mason shoved his own sword into his chest.


  “Oh, I’m sorry, was that against the rules?” Mason asked, and yanked the sword out.


  The duelist didn’t respond, unless screaming was a response. Mason let him scream for a few more seconds before hefting the sword down on his skull, which split in two down to the bridge of the nose. The screaming abruptly stopped, and five seconds later the duelist’s body vaporized.


  “Jackass,” Mason said, hefting the sword upward. He turned to me, with Chad or whatever his name was. “How does he look?”


  “It’s not good,” I said. Some of Chad or whatever his name was’s insides were rapidly coming outside.


  “No, I wouldn’t think so,” Mason said, walked over, and got himself into a classic batter’s pose. I lurched out of the way. “Sorry, Chad. Or whatever your name is.”


  “What?” Chad or whatever his name was had time to say, and looked up, just before Mason sliced off his head in a surprisingly clean motion. The body collapsed, the head rolled a few feet, and after that they both disappeared.


  Mason looked at the remaining duelist and the seconds, who had by now clumped together in terror. “Get the fuck out of here,” Mason said to them. They sprinted away, the duelist leaving his sword behind. Mason turned to me. “You’re absolutely sure you don’t want in on this.”


  I laughed in spite of myself. “That was a genuine mess,” I said.


  “Now you know why I get paid up front.” He walked over and picked up the other sword and stood, one in each hand. “Want one?”


  “I’ll pass.”


  “Yeah.” He tossed both swords into the grass. “Come on, let’s start walking. I’m pretty sure I burned through my five calls back there.”


  “I could still use a name,” I prompted Mason, several minutes later, when the two of us were well away from the University of Chicago campus.


  “I’m not going to give you a name of anyone I work with. And I’m not even going to tell you whether or not I gave Jimmy any new gigs.”


  “Mason—”


  He held up a hand. “Orval Wooldridge.”


  “Who is that?”


  “The Internet will tell you who he is.”


  “What does he have to do with Jimmy?”


  “I’m not saying he does have anything to do with Jimmy. But you wanted a name, and I won’t give you a name of anyone I work with directly. So you figure out what you can do with that name. And that’s what I can do for you, Tony.”


  “All right. Thank you, Mason.”


  “Don’t mention it. I mean that.”


  I smiled at that.


  “I still have a lot of gigs I need people for,” Mason said.


  “I’m happy working my side of the street.”


  “Just as long as you recognize we’re working the same street, Tony.”
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  “So who is he?” Langdon asked. We were at a hot dog stand, and she was getting her lunch.


  “CEO of AltiStar Investments,” I said.


  “Never heard of them.”


  “Unless you have a couple hundred million to invest, you wouldn’t. It’s a private company that works exclusively with high-end investors who want to play in emerging markets. Heavy engagement in southeast Asia, Africa and Central America, and also in eastern Europe.”


  “You’re an expert now.”


  “I can read a Wikipedia article and a bunch of stories from Google News.”


  “What else did Google News tell you?” Langdon bit into her lunch, made a face and then picked out the jalapeno from her dog. “I told you no jalapeno,” she said to the hot dog man, who shrugged. She turned her attention back to me. “This shouldn’t be a hard thing to remember.”


  “You have my sympathy.”


  “Uh huh. Wooldridge. What else about him.”


  “His wife just passed away. Elaine Wooldridge. Cancer.”


  “Okay. So?”


  “So that would be Jimmy’s private gig.”


  Langdon frowned. “What?” I asked.


  “So, like you were doing when I met you? Being on call in case an operation went south?”


  “Possibly but not necessarily. He could have been doing remediation work with her.”


  “I don’t know what that means.”


  “Someone who is sick but not necessarily on the edge of death might try experimental therapies, meant to offer an immediate medical benefit. If they work, great. If they don’t, and they end up making the patient sicker, a dispatcher deals with it. That’s remediation.”


  “What does that offer her?”


  “It resets her to before the therapy was tried.”


  “I don’t understand.”


  “When you’re dispatched your body goes back to a state several hours before when you were dispatched. I told you about that when we were talking about the heart operation from yesterday.”


  “Is there a set amount of time? Like, you always return to how you were six hours earlier?”


  “We don’t think it’s exact. We think it’s in a range from twelve to thirty hours. It just depends.”


  “How does that even work?


  I held up my hands in a questioning movement. “How does any of this shit work? We’re not supposed to come back when we’re dead. There’s no science we’ve figured out to explain it. What we know about it is what we observe. This is what we’ve observed.”


  Langdon took another bite of her dog. “It really is unsettling, you know.”


  “What? That we don’t know how this all works?”


  She nodded and motioned out to the world, which in this case included views of the Wrigley Building and the Michigan Avenue Bridge over the Chicago River. “We live in a rational world. It has physics. And science. And now a big fat miracle that no one can explain and no one really likes talking about.”


  “These are the days of miracle and wonder.”


  Langdon peered at me suspiciously. “You just quoted a song at me.”


  I smiled. “I did, yeah.”


  “It doesn’t bother you.”


  “To live in an age of miracles.”


  “Yeah.”


  I made a half-hearted shrug. “It’s just one miracle.”


  “It’s a pretty big damn miracle, Valdez, come on! Coming back from the dead is pretty impressive. Before ten years ago, only one guy I knew of did it.”


  “Two. You have to count Lazarus.”


  “You know what I’m saying.”


  “I get it,” I assured her. “And I don’t know. It was amazing the first few times it happened. It’s still weird. But now it’s also my job. It’s hard to get all mystical about your job.”


  Langdon took another bite and nodded her agreement. “Okay, so, remediation.”


  “Right. If he was doing that then it could have been a long-term gig.”


  “And one that didn’t work in the end because she died.”


  “Yeah.”


  “Is there any way we can tell?”


  “No, it’s a private gig so Jimmy doesn’t have to report like he does with an Agency job.”


  “Okay, so, what? Do we think this Wooldridge guy has something to do with Jimmy Albert’s disappearance?”


  “Not really.”


  Langdon made a motion as if appealing to the heavens. “Then why on earth are you telling me this?”


  “Because Wooldridge’s security, both for AltiStar and his private home, is run by Tunney Security Solutions.”


  “Oh. Oh.”


  “Right. Oh.”


  Langdon finished her dog, and chewed the final bite slowly. “The Tunney family is supposed to be entirely legit by now.”


  “Do you believe that?”


  “Of course I don’t, but the part of them that’s not legit is pretty quiet about it these days.”


  “It’s quiet but it’s there.”


  “You ever do a gig for them?”


  “No, but I know Mason did. He still may, but probably not if they were only one skip away from the name he gave me. And I know Jimmy did, back in the day, through Mason.”


  “So you think Jimmy took a gig with them and something went wrong?”


  “I don’t know. But if he was working for them and something went to hell then they wouldn’t want him around to be a witness.”


  “Okay, so, walk me through this. Jimmy does a gig for Wooldridge, reconnects with the Tunneys through their legit arm, does work for them under the table . . . ”


  “ . . . then somehow something goes wrong and they pack him away for whatever amount of time they need him packed away for.”


  “They don’t kill him.”


  “I don’t think so. But it doesn’t mean that what they might do to him is particularly pleasant.”


  “It’s thin. We don’t even know for sure Jimmy Albert did work for Wooldridge.”


  “You have anything thicker?”


  “No, I don’t.” Langdon wiped her hands with a napkin, crumpled it up and tossed it into the vendor’s bin. “All right, let’s start digging things up on Wooldridge.”


  “What do you mean ‘let’s’ ? I’m done. You blackmailed me to see Katie. I went to see Katie. You asked me to talk to Mason for you. I talked to Mason. I’m finished. I’m excused. I have other work I have to do.”


  “I still need you. You’ve been helpful so far. You’ve gotten this investigation further along that I would have gotten on my own.”


  “As far as I can see I’m the one who’s doing all the work.”


  “That’s not true but I can see how it would seem that way to you.”


  “Thanks, no. I have actual work.”


  “I’ll pay you.”


  “Will you.”


  “Sure. You can be a Chicago Police Department consultant on this case. You’re already a state employee so getting you a vendor number shouldn’t be a problem.”


  “I’m not cheap.”


  Langdon shrugged. “It’s just tax money.”


  “You’re serious.”


  Langdon nodded. “We’re getting places. I like making progress. I want to find this guy before something shitty happens to him. I don’t want you run down by an angry spouse.”


  “Let me think about it over lunch.”


  “I just had lunch.”


  “I didn’t.”


  “Fine.” Langdon motioned toward the hot dog guy. “Have a dog. I’m buying.”


  CHAPTER


  FIVE


  “This is nice,” Langdon said to me, as we walked onto Wooldridge’s property on North Dearborn Parkway.


  “This is expensive,” I said.


  “How old do you think this place is?”


  “I’d guess it’s been around since the turn of the century.”


  “I think it’s older than that.”


  “I meant the other turn of the century.”


  “Oh. Right.”


  We ascended the exterior stairs where a security officer, dressed as a butler, and another man, dressed in a business suit, awaited us.


  “Detective Langdon,” the business suit said, extending his hand. Langdon shook it. “I’m Garrett Trimble. Mr. Wooldridge’s personal assistant.” He turned to me. “And?”


  “This is my associate, Anthony Valdez. He’s from the Agency, assisting with my investigation.”


  “Ah, yes. Of course. Mr. Valdez,” Trimble reached out for my hand. We shook. “I do hope you understand that Mr. Wooldridge is in mourning for his wife. Elaine passed away just a few days ago.”


  “We heard,” Langdon said. “Our deepest condolences to him and to you.”


  “Thank you, that’s very kind.”


  “You do know that we are here to ask him questions about Mr. Albert, the dispatcher who worked with Mrs. Wooldridge.”


  “Yes, you made that clear when you called for an appointment.” I saw Langdon give a tiny smile at this; Trimble didn’t know he’d confirmed our guess about Jimmy working for Wooldridge with that phone call. “I note her passing not to attempt to dissuade you from your investigation. Just to let you know that Mr. Wooldridge may be . . . distracted.”


  “We understand, of course.”


  “Good.” Trimble motioned with his hand toward the house. “Mr. Wooldridge is receiving visitors in the upper parlor. This way, please.”


  The inside of the house featured acres of hardwood floors and stained glass windows older than several of the states in the union. We were led up a flight of stairs to an upper landing and ushered into a large room furnished in the height of fashion for 1915. In a leather wingchair large enough to get lost in, Orval Wooldridge sat, looking indeed like he was trying very hard to get lost.


  Trimble glanced over to us apologetically and then walked over to the chair, leaned over, and whispered into his boss’ ear. Wooldridge waved him away irritably. Trimble stepped back.


  Wooldridge looked up at us. “Detective Langdon. Mr. Valdez.”


  “Mr. Wooldridge,” Langdon said. “Our deepest sympathies on the passing of your wife.”


  Wooldridge nodded very slightly, accepting our condolences with the minimum possible grace. He did not invite us to sit. It was Trimble who did, slightly embarrassed, when he realized his boss had no intention of extending the offer. We sat on a sofa that shared a table with Wooldridge’s chair.


  Wooldridge glanced up at his assistant. “You have business to attend to.”


  “Yes, of course,” Trimble said, and exited, double time.


  Wooldridge then turned his attention, such as it was, back to us. “Get on with it.”


  Langdon set out a recorder and put it on the table between us. “Mr. Wooldridge, you employed a James Albert recently, correct?”


  “I did.”


  “He was assisting in the care of your wife.”


  “He was. So what?”


  “He’s been missing for two days, Mr. Wooldridge. We believe he was abducted by force.”


  “What does this have to do with either me or Elaine?”


  “We don’t think it does.”


  “Then you’re wasting my time.”


  “We do think it might have something to do with the Tunneys.”


  Wooldridge was silent for a moment, contemplating. Then he waved a hand. “Go on.”


  “How did Mr. Albert come into your employ?”


  “I asked Garret to find a dispatcher for Elaine. I didn’t specify which one. I didn’t care. Garret found Mr. Albert.”


  “And he worked for you for how long?”


  “For three or four months. Once or twice a week. Whenever we had the oncologists over to do their fiddling.”


  “During this time, how much freedom did Mr. Albert have in the house?”


  “None at all. He was either in Elaine’s room on the third floor during her medical procedures or out in the hall while they were changing her or doing things he didn’t need to be there for. He had use of the third floor hall restroom. That was it.”


  “Did he ever speak to the members of your security detail?”


  “How should I know? I wasn’t tracking his movements in the house. Ask Garrett. He might know.”


  “We will, thank you. May I ask you why you chose Tunney Security Solutions for your home security?”


  “That isn’t any of your business.”


  “We don’t mean to pry. But any information might be what helps us find Mr. Albert.”


  “For what good it will do you,” Wooldridge said, and for the first time directed his attention at me. “You. Vasquez, is it?”


  “Valdez, sir.”


  “Valdez. You’re a dispatcher.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “You ever lost one?”


  “Have I ever had a failed dispatch? No, sir.”


  “Never happens.”


  “It can happen. I’ve been lucky.”


  Wooldridge made another hand motion and leaned forward. “Luck is bullshit. You do your job or you don’t. You’ve never lost one.”


  “Not so far.”


  “How long have you been a dispatcher?”


  “Eight years.”


  “Let me ask you something. In those eight years, in which you’ve never lost a client, have you ever, ever, heard of a dispatcher losing two clients in a row?”


  “Two failed dispatches in sequence?”


  “Yes! Jesus, pay attention.”


  “No, sir. I’ve never heard of it happening.”


  “Ever.”


  “No, sir.”


  “What are the odds of that? Two in a row?”


  I was suddenly very conscious of the three dice in my pocket. “About one in a million.”


  Wooldridge clapped his hands together suddenly. “Yes. That’s right. One in a million. That’s what I was told, too. You have a better chance of being hit by lightning, I was told.”


  “Mr. Wooldridge, is this about your wife?” Langdon asked. “Did Mr. Albert fail to dispatch her?”


  Wooldridge ignored her and kept his attention on me. “What do you think about God, Valdez? You kill people and then bring them back. Do you think that’s evidence for God? Does your job make you a new sort of priest? A priest who offers the sacrament of the bullet?”


  “I don’t know if there’s a God, Mr. Wooldridge.”


  “That’s a depressingly equivocal answer, Valdez. You don’t really believe that, do you? People get murdered and they magically reappear after their deaths! At home! In their homes, Valdez! Wherever in the world they’re murdered, they reappear where they live. Are you under the impression that quantum physics knows people have physical addresses? What else can it be but God?”


  “I’m not trying to equivocate, sir,” I said. “I say I don’t know because I honestly don’t. I don’t pretend to understand the mechanics at play, except to acknowledge they seem supernatural, and that I understand why people see the hand of God at work. But it seems to me that if I wanted proof of God, or if God wanted to prove to us he or she was out there, bringing back murdered people wouldn’t be the way to show it.”


  “No? How would God do it, then?”


  “God would make humans stop wanting to murder each other in the first place. Sir.”


  Wooldridge stared at me, moving his jaw like he was about to yell something. Then as suddenly as he got worked up, he deflated, and fell back into his chair, sighing. He was silent for a moment, then turned to Langdon.


  “I hired Tunney Security because Fintan Tunney is an old friend of mine,” he said, as if the furious interlude between her question and his answer never happened. “We went to high school together. Our paths obviously diverged for some decades there. But when his businesses went legitimate I saw no reason not to use them. It’s a prejudice to hold people to their pasts.”


  “You believe Tunney’s interests are all legitimate at this point, then,” Langdon said. She glanced over to me as if to say what just happened but then just as quickly turned her attention back to Wooldridge.


  “I believe that if they weren’t then the FBI would know about it. Since they don’t seem to have any objection to Tunney at the moment, neither do I. Why, Detective Langdon? Are you under the impression Tunney is less than legitimate?”


  “I have no reason to believe so, no. But we’re following every possible line of inquiry.”


  “Was your earlier line of inquiry about Mr. Albert meeting with my security people meant to suggest that you believe they engaged him in some less than savory scheme?”


  “It was just a question.”


  “Nothing is just a question, Detective Langdon. And for the record that line of inquiry is foolish. Mr. Albert would not have had either the time or the means to engage with Tunney’s less-than-legitimate interests, if they existed, even if he wanted to. Between his work here and the work he was obliged to take from the Agency, his time was filled.”


  “When was the last time you saw Mr. Albert, Mr. Wooldridge?”


  “The morning Elaine . . .” Wooldridge stopped with something that sounded like a hiccup and sank further into his chair.


  “The morning your wife passed,” Langdon said, gently.


  Wooldridge nodded, saying nothing. Then, “After she passed he came over to offer his condolences.”


  “What did you say to him?”


  “I said he could collect his final earnings from Garrett and then I dismissed him, because obviously I had other things that needed my attention.”


  “Our condolences again, sir.”


  “Fine, fine.” Wooldridge waved a dismissive hand once more. “Are we done here, detective?”


  “I don’t have any more questions at the moment, no. If I have any more I will let you know.”


  “You will let Garrett know,” Wooldridge said. “I won’t have time for any more of this until after my Elaine’s funeral.”


  Langdon and I stood. “Thank you for your time,” she said, to Wooldridge.


  “There’s a security man in the hall. He’ll show you out.”


  “I think we can make it down the stairs on our own, but thank you.”


  “Fine. If you see Garrett downstairs, tell him to come up. I need him again.”


  “We will.”


  “Then goodbye, detective.” Wooldridge looked over at me. “And goodbye, Mr. Valdez.”


  “Goodbye, sir,” I said.


  “You’re wrong, you know.”


  “Sir?”


  “God exists. God exists and he sees what men do, and what they don’t. And he judges them accordingly, Mr. Valdez. When you meet up with Mr. Albert again, tell him that. God knows. God judges. And God punishes.”
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  “All right, I don’t know what the hell just went on in there, but I’m creeped the fuck out,” I said, as we left the Wooldridge mansion.


  “Keep it together,” Langdon said.


  “There’s something going on with him.”


  “We don’t disagree. But you’re no good to me creeped out. I need to you to focus.”


  We exited the grounds. “I am focused. I am focused on the fact I need a drink.”


  “The Pump Room is three blocks away. We can get something there.”


  “I’m charging it to my expense account.”


  “You don’t have an expense account.”


  “I do now.”


  “Relax, Valdez. I’ll buy the first round. Fair enough?”


  “Fine.”


  “Now tell me, specifically, what creeped you out.”


  “All the God stuff, for one.”


  “You told me before that when you go on dates you get to theological issues.”


  “That’s different from this.”


  “How is it different?”


  “That is friendly, flirty ‘oooh do you think God really exists’ cocktail chatter. What was coming out of Wooldridge was ‘sinners in the hands of an angry god’ level. He’s pissed.”


  “His wife just died.”


  “Yeah, and I think he blames Jimmy for it.”


  “You think he dispatched her, and it failed.”


  “It seems like it.”


  “I pulled her death certificate data before we came over. It didn’t say anything about it.”


  “They never do. ‘Failure to dispatch’ is never an official cause of death. It’s whatever was causing the need for dispatch in the first place.”


  “Do you think Wooldridge is involved in Albert’s disappearance?”


  “I don’t know. Maybe? He seems pissed off enough.”


  “The man’s something like eighty years old. He’d been married for fifty-five years or some ridiculous number like that. If he wasn’t pissed off about his wife being dead his heart would probably have stopped from grief by now.”


  “You don’t think he might be involved?”


  “I’m saying that I understand why he might be pissed that his wife failed to dispatch.”


  “That’s the other thing.”


  “What?”


  “He asked me if I ever knew anyone to fail to dispatch twice in a row.”


  “Implying he thought Jimmy Albert did that.”


  “I think so.”


  “I’ve been through his official records from the Agency. He’s like you. Officially he’s never failed to dispatch.”


  “That doesn’t tell us anything about his private gigs, though.”


  “So, what? You think he fumbled a private dispatch sometime recently?”


  “He might have.”


  “How do we tell?”


  “We still think the Tunneys are involved in this, right?”


  “It’s our best hypothesis at the moment, yes.”


  “Do you have records of known Tunney associates? People who are suspected of participating in the family’s shadier side?”


  “We do, but think about what you’re asking. That’s a few hundred low-lifes over the last decade.”


  “We don’t need to look at them all.”


  “Which ones do we need to look at?”


  “Any of them that might have shown up in the morgue in the last couple of weeks. Start with the ones listed as suicides.”
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  Araceli Fuentes, medical examiner, opened the locker and rolled out the body inside. “Brodie Calhoun,” she said. “Fished him out of Lake Michigan yesterday.”


  “He died yesterday?” Langdon asked.


  “No, he died five or six days ago. But we fished him out of the lake yesterday.”


  “He drowned?”


  Fuentes pointed at his temple. “Bullet to the head.”


  “So, suicide.”


  “Seems likely, for obvious reasons. The angle of the bullet trajectory and powder pushed into the skin of the temple suggest the weapon was in this guy’s hand when it was fired.”


  “We don’t have the gun.”


  “No. It’s probably at the bottom of the lake.”


  “Anyone coming to get him?” I asked.


  “There’s a sister coming to get the body released,” Fuentes said. “She’s flying in from Boston. She’ll be here tomorrow. Until then he’s yours.”


  “Thanks, Ara,” Langdon said.


  “De nada. Roll him back in when you’re done.” Fuentes wandered off to do other things.


  “Well?” Langdon asked me.


  “Well, what?”


  She motioned to the body. “Failed dispatch?”


  “It’s possible.” I pointed to the head wound. “The wound makes sense.”


  “Explain that.”


  “If you’re working for less-than-entirely reputable people, and you’re injured to the point where you need a dispatcher, the dispatcher is going to make it look like a suicide, so just in case it fails no one will ask any questions about what happened.”


  “And you know this because?”


  “Come on, Langdon. We’re far enough along that we don’t need to pretend I’ve been a perfect angel all my life.”


  “You’ve done this.”


  “At the very least I know how it’s done. What do we know about this presumed suicide?”


  “His sheet is a bunch of low-level bullshit. Some assaults, some larceny, and a couple of drug busts. Did eighteen months at Graham Correctional Center for one of those busts. Model prisoner, completed drug treatment, early release.”


  I reached over and moved his left arm. There were needle tracks up and down its length. “I think he might have relapsed.”


  “So this one overdoses, gets found, a dispatcher is called to the scene, the dispatch fails, they bundle him up and toss him in the lake. Make it look like he shot himself out on a jetty.”


  “Might be. Do we know he’s tied to the Tunneys?”


  “He’s been working for a year as a dispatcher—the other kind—at their truck depot. It’s a joe job. He’d be available for muscle work.”


  “How do you want to work this?”


  “For this part, I go back through his records and do a lot of piecing together of his movements. Then I go through your friend Jimmy’s records and see if there’s any point of contact.”


  “Sounds like fun.”


  “The good news is that people leave their cell phones on pretty much all the time. A couple of warrants for cell phone data and tower access and I can tell you where both of them ate, slept and took a dump for the last six months. If they connected at any point, I’ll find it.”


  “You don’t need me for this, then.”


  “No. You’re on your own for the evening. Go . . . do whatever dispatchers do when you’re not doing this.”


  “I think I’ll go home and sleep.”


  “Bold choice. Tell me how it works for you. See you tomorrow.” Langdon waved me off and then started to shove Calhoun back into his drawer.


  Out on the street I started walking and looking for a cab. A black Mercedes rolled up next to me and a window rolled down.


  “I’m not looking for a limo,” I said. I preferred real taxis over the less legal kind. Always seemed like a good way not to get robbed.


  The man on the other side of the window smiled at me. He had nice teeth and a good suit and a handgun small enough to be unobtrusive but more than large enough to do me a lot of damage. “I think you’re going to want to take this ride, Mr. Valdez,” the man said.


  I stopped walking. “Who are you?”


  “I’m an associate of someone whose interests you and Detective Langdon have been asking about today. That someone would like to speak to you, if you don’t mind.”


  “And if I do mind?”


  “He’d like to speak to you anyway.”


  “And if I refuse?”


  “I’ll persuade you.”


  “What does that mean?”


  “That means that one way or another you’re coming for a ride with me, Mr. Valdez. You can take that ride in the back seat of this car, or the trunk. It makes no difference to me. So, you choose. Make it quick, or I choose for you. You won’t like my choice.”


  CHAPTER


  SIX


  My appointment was on the 43rd floor of a high-rise going up on the corner of Wabash and Van Buren. The floor was unfinished and the evening air vented through the places where windows had not yet been installed. There were two folding chairs. I was placed in one by the men who invited me for a ride. Fifteen minutes after I had been seated, another man arrived to take the other. He was smartly dressed and flanked on either side by two bulky-looking men, one of whom looked vaguely familiar. They stood while he sat.


  “Mr. Valdez,” the man said. “A pleasure. Thank you for taking the meeting.”


  “I couldn’t miss it,” I said.


  “No, I don’t suppose you could. I take your trip here was not uncomfortable.”


  “Aside from being kidnapped and frisked, it was fine.”


  “Good.”


  “One of your people took my wallet and keys and phone.”


  “There are reasons for that. I’ll make sure they are returned to you after our discussion.”


  “If I find hinky charges on my credit card, I’m going to be upset.”


  The man smiled. “You won’t. Now, do you know me?”


  “No.” I looked in the direction of the guy who threatened me to get in the car. “This charming associate of yours seemed to imply that I was being taken to meet Fintan Tunney. But you’re too young to be him.”


  “You are correct. I’m Brennan Tunney.”


  “I’m guessing this means you’re his son.”


  “Correct again. His son and CEO of Tunney Holdings.”


  “So you’re the legit side of things.”


  “It’s all the legit side of things now.”


  “I keep being told that. And yet we’re meeting in a building under construction after I’ve been kidnapped by a dude with a gun.”


  “There was urgency in our meeting.”


  “You could have just asked me to come into your office.”


  “Not secure enough.”


  I looked around at the open air 43rd floor. “And this is?”


  “Yes.”


  “If you say so. I’d think if you were that worried about security, you wouldn’t have a meeting in a building you own.”


  Tunney smiled. “That’s just it, this isn’t our building. It’s being built by someone else entirely. I called in a favor. I don’t even like the fact it’s being built. My favorite parking lot in the Loop was here. Convenient to my interests. Now there’s just going to be another goddamn high-rise and nowhere to park.”


  “I’m sorry for your loss.”


  “Thank you. I will find a way through the pain.” Tunney motioned to the vaguely-familiar-looking man flanking him. “Cody here tells me you were asking after our business today. You and a detective.”


  I looked up at Cody and then recognized where I saw him before: He was the security guy in the butler suit at the Wooldridge mansion. “That’s right,” I said. “We asked Orval Wooldridge if Jimmy Albert had been talking with the security folks.”


  “Jimmy Albert being the dispatcher who was working with his wife.”


  “That’s right.”


  “What did Wooldridge say?”


  “He said he wouldn’t know and to ask his assistant.”


  “Why were you asking after Albert?”


  “Because he’s missing. Going on three days now.”


  “And you think we have something to do with that.”


  “Well, you know. Before I was kidnapped it might have been just a theory. Now I’m feeling pretty sure about it.”


  This got a chuckle out of Tunney. “I’m sure you do. But you’re wrong.”


  I held out my hands and looked around. “Convince me.”


  Tunney glanced up again at Cody, and then back at me. “Cody says you also asked Wooldridge if he spoke with Jimmy Albert after his wife died.”


  “Yes. He said he told him to get his final payment and that was it.”


  “Cody,” Tunney said.


  “That’s not what happened,” Cody said. “I was there. I saw the whole thing. Heard the whole thing.”


  I looked up at Cody. “So what happened?”


  Cody looked down at his boss and then back at me. “It’s complicated. I mean, I have to tell you more than just about the last day.”


  “All right.”


  “Jimmy was hired to dispatch Mrs. Wooldridge. He’d done it before and it all became pretty rote. It always went the same way. Jimmy would use that thing he called an ‘applicator’ and she would disappear from the third floor room and reappear in the master bedroom on the second floor.”


  “How many times did Jimmy dispatch her?”


  “A couple three dozen times, maybe. Maybe more.”


  “Jesus.”


  “That’s an unusual number,” Tunney prompted me.


  “Yes.”


  “How so?”


  “It sounds like Jimmy was doing remediation. Resetting the client when some medical therapy or procedure isn’t working out. That can happen two or three times, or even more than that. But I’ve never heard anyone being remediated more than a dozen times.”


  “Why not?”


  “Because it’s fucking cruel, that’s why not. You’re killing someone. If he’s using the applicator, it’s pushing a payload into that woman’s head and detonating it, every single time. Have you ever been dispatched?”


  “No.”


  “I have,” the other guy flanking Tunney said.


  I looked up at him. “You remember it, right? All of it? Up to and including the minute you died.”


  “Yeah.”


  “How was that for you?”


  “It was pretty fucked up.” The guy glanced down at Tunney. “Sorry, boss.”


  Tunney actually reached up and patted the guy’s hand, then turned back to Cody. “Keep going.”


  “So that’s how things went,” Cody continued. “The doctors would try something, it wouldn’t work. Jimmy would dispatch her. She’d come back on the second floor. Me and whoever else was on duty would go get her. Bring her back to the third floor. And then the next day or the day after they’d try something else. But then one day Jimmy dispatched her and she didn’t show up on the second floor.”


  “What?” I said.


  “That’s what we said. She wasn’t there and we didn’t know where she was. Mr. Wooldridge flipped out and yelled at everyone, and especially Jimmy. We started tearing the house apart looking for her. And then we got a phone call from the security at the Columbia Yacht Club. Mrs. Wooldridge was on the Fairy Tale. Their sailing yacht. She was there and she was naked and we needed to come get her.”


  “What happened?”


  “Well, me and another guy grabbed one of her gowns and went to go get her.”


  “No. I mean, why did she appear there and not back on the second floor?”


  “I don’t know, man. But I will say that when we went to get her, she was doing something I never saw her do before.”


  “What was that?”


  “She was smiling. She had laid down, naked as a jaybird, on the deck of the yacht, arms spread out, eyes closed. Big ol’ smile. And I came up to her with a gown and I said ‘Mrs. Wooldridge, we have to go.’ ”


  “What did she say?”


  “She said, ‘Oh, let’s not. I’m so happy here.’ ”


  I didn’t say anything to this. After a minute Cody figured out I wasn’t going to say anything, so he kept going. “So we finally get her dressed and into the car and back to the house, and Mr. Wooldridge is seriously pissed and is crying at her and yelling at us. Jimmy is watching all of this happen and then when things settle down a bit he comes over to me and asks me what happened.”


  “How did he respond to it?”


  “He didn’t. He just stood there and then thanked me and walked away. And then the next time he was there, Mrs. Wooldridge died. And when that happened, Mr. Wooldridge exploded at Jimmy. Yelling and cursing and screaming at him. Threatening him. He tried to attack him but one of our guys stopped that. I mean, not that he would have done anything to Jimmy. You’ve seen him. He’s not in the shape to do anything to anyone. But it wasn’t anything like he told you it was. It wasn’t anything like that at all.”


  I nodded and turned my attention to Tunney. “Why are you telling me this?”


  “Now it’s my turn to tell you a story,” Tunney said to me.


  “All right.”


  “Once upon a time there was a man who grew up in Chicago, and whose father and grandfather were part of the old Irish gangs that were part of the city even earlier than Prohibition. This man was pretty smart and pretty lucky and by the time he was thirty was running most of what was left of the Irish gangs’ interests in the city and most of the state. You with me so far?”


  “Yes.”


  “Good. Because what eventually happens is this man has a son. And the son says to the father, come on, Pop, stop being lucky and start being smart. So together the father and son start moving the family’s interests toward the legitimate side. It takes a while, it’s not a smooth process and—” here Tunney smiled as if to acknowledge the current situation, “—certain old habits die hard.”


  “Like inviting people to discussions at a point of a gun,” I offered.


  “Sure, like that. Or, for another example, like using dispatchers under the table to help out certain employees who have gotten themselves in a bad way and need to be saved from themselves.”


  “Someone who might have overdosed, for example.”


  “That’s a very good example. And as you know, dispatching isn’t a one hundred percent perfect science. Sometimes people die and stay dead.”


  “Yes, they do.”


  “And then that’s a mark on the dispatcher’s permanent record.”


  “I suppose so.”


  “Okay. So, let’s say in this story that this company, which is mostly straight but still has some kinks to work out, was sharing a dispatcher with a certain older gentleman who had a sick wife. The association, as it happens, is completely coincidental—the dispatcher came to the jobs through entirely separate channels.”


  “That’s some coincidence.”


  Tunney cocked his head at this. “Is it? Or is it that, ultimately, business—legitimate or not—is a small world, and sooner or later everyone knows everyone. You’ve seen both sides of the business world, haven’t you, Mr. Valdez? Can you say there’s a bright line where one side ends and the other begins? Or is it that there’s a big fat gray area in the middle? A gray area you yourself have spent a lot of time in?”


  “I take your point,” I said.


  “I thought you might. So, coincidence, but it hardly matters. Because the chairman of the mostly-straight company and the older gentleman with the sick wife are friends. Have been since high school. And after the wife passes the chairman goes to visit his friend, and the friend discovers that the dispatcher who couldn’t save his wife also didn’t save the company’s employee. And what are the odds of that? Two failed dispatches one right after the other?”


  “One in a million.”


  “One in a million,” Tunney agreed. “Or something like that. And so this man, this old man who lost his wife, the one person in the world he loves more than anyone or anything, is enraged. It’s impossible this has happened like it did. It can’t be an accident. Somehow this dispatcher is at fault. He’s to blame. And he has to be punished.”


  I was silent again at this. Tunney was mirroring Wooldridge’s own words to me earlier in the day. “And then what?” I asked Tunney, when I finally remembered to.


  “Then the old man who has just lost his wife asks his friend for a favor. A lifetime favor.”


  I pointed at Tunney. “So you are involved.”


  Tunney shook his head. “You’re not listening. Listen to what I said. The old man asked his friend for a favor. Not the friend’s company. Just his friend.”


  “That is a very subtle distinction.”


  “It’s very subtle, yes.”


  “I’m not sure it’s a distinction law enforcement would care to make.”


  Tunney spread his arms wide. “And now you know why we’re here.”


  “Can we stop telling stories and get to it, then, Mr. Tunney?”


  “Yes, of course.” Tunney leaned forward and clasped his hands together. “Let’s get to it.”


  “You’re telling me your dad helped Orval Wooldridge abduct Jimmy Albert because Jimmy failed to dispatch Elaine Wooldridge.”


  “Yes.”


  “You’re telling me that he did this under his own steam, without using any resources from any of your companies.”


  “Yes.”


  “And presumably you’re telling me this because somehow you want me to pin this all on Wooldridge and not on your dad.”


  “That’s about the size of it, yes.”


  “Why?”


  “You mean, besides that it’s my Pop and that I love him?”


  “Yes.”


  Tunney looked shocked. “Isn’t that enough?”


  “No. Sorry. I just met you, but. No.”


  Tunney smiled at this. “Fair enough. Let’s just say that we have some business with the city coming up that, if the contracts are successful, will allow my family to finally cut ties to anything that might even hint of racketeering. Everything above board, everything legal, everything safely in the realm of the white collar, where even if you do something wrong the worst you get is a fine. We’re done, finito, out. Wooldridge asking my father for a lifetime favor this week has been . . . inconvenient to these goals.”


  “May I be honest with you, Mr. Tunney?”


  “Of course.”


  “We’re already looking at your company. There’s already a connection. Brodie Calhoun, your employee, is in the morgue.”


  “A suicide.”


  “Come on.”


  “You’re a dispatcher, Mr. Valdez. And an ethically shaky one, historically speaking. You know how it’s done. You know they’re not going to find anything that makes it look like anything other than a suicide. It’s nicely arranged and anything that would be able to suggest otherwise has been compromised by a few days in the lake. You know it.”


  “Maybe.”


  “And as to the company, go ahead and look at it all you want. Scratch that—I want Chicago PD to look at the company as much as they want. Hell, I’ll open the file cabinets myself. Because the company is one hundred percent clean in this.”


  “And if they’re looking at the company, they’re not looking at your dad.”


  Tunney clapped his hands. “There you go. Everyone who does business knows our past. They expect we’ll get looked at from time to time. That’s a sunk cost, in terms of our business. That won’t strike anyone as unusual. And we’ll come out clean.”


  “But your dad is chairman and if something comes out about him, everyone will assume the company rots from the head.”


  “Yes. Nothing would stick, of course. Nothing ever sticks to Pop. The city and feds were after him for decades. But perception matters. The company’s clean. Dad isn’t. I want to focus away from him.”


  “There’s a hitch to this plan of yours.”


  “Tell me.”


  “Jimmy Albert is still missing. We can’t find him. And if the only way to find him is through your dad, then you have a problem.”


  Tunney glanced over at Cody again.


  “What?” I said. “What is it?”


  “I’ll give you something that will help you,” Tunney said. “But I need your word.”


  “You need what?”


  “Your word. That this thing gets steered to Wooldridge and not to my father.”


  “Are we children here?”


  Tunney sighed. “No, Mr. Valdez, we’re not. We’re two ethically compromised businessmen trying to find our way to a deal. You want to find your friend. I want to keep my dad from jail and my company off the rocks. I’m not stupid enough to try to bribe you and you wouldn’t be stupid enough to take it. Threatening you doesn’t serve my interests and won’t bring you to my side. All that we have at this point to offer each other is trust. So: Give me your word and when you go I’ll make sure you have information. And I will owe you a favor. That’s the deal.”


  “And if I break the deal?”


  The smile was back on Tunney’s face. “You know it’s hard to murder someone these days. I mean, I know you know that, given your job. But it’s not impossible. No, it’s not impossible at all. All it really takes is patience, and time, and silence. So let me assure you, Mr. Valdez. I am patient. I have time. And I am very good at silence.”


  “I thought there wasn’t going to be any threatening.”


  “I don’t see that as a threat. I am simply listing personal attributes. So. Do we have a deal?”


  “Is the information good? I mean, look at what you’re asking from me. If what you’re giving is fortune cookie quality, we’re both going to be unhappy with what happens. I can’t actually stop the Chicago PD from investigating your father, you know. The only way this works is if you can give me something that lets us find Jimmy, fast.”


  “It’s good information. If you’re smart.”


  “Define ‘smart.’ ”


  “Let’s hope it’s defined as ‘what you are,’ Mr. Valdez.”


  “We have a deal.”


  Tunney smiled. “Very good.” He stood up.


  “Where are you going?” I asked.


  “I have other appointments this evening,” Tunney said. He pointed to the men who had brought me to the building. “These two will fill you in on the details.”


  “Fine.”


  “You’ll need to wait about fifteen minutes before you can go home. I hope you understand.”


  “I get it.”


  “Thank you.” Tunney held out his hand. I shook it. “It’s been a pleasure doing business with you, Mr. Valdez.” He slapped my shoulder with a hand and was off.


  Fifteen minutes later I turned to the flunkies who brought me to the meeting. “Okay, it’s been fifteen minutes. What are the details?”


  “The information you were promised is waiting for you at home,” one of them said to me. It was the one who pulled the gun on me in the first place. “Along with your phone, keys and wallet.”


  “You guys broke into my apartment? Jesus.”


  “They wouldn’t break in,” the second one said. “They had your keys.”


  “Right. Silly me. Fine. Then I’m going home.”


  “About that,” the first one said.


  “What?”


  “You can’t be seen going out of the building.”


  “Why not? Your boss already left.”


  “Right, but he was probably trailed to the building. Now someone’s probably waiting to see who else comes out of it. When you come out, they’ll want to know what you were talking about.”


  “I’m working for the cops.”


  “All the more reason, sir.”


  “Well, then how do you suggest I get home?”


  The first one drew his gun.


  “Oh, you have got to fucking kidd—” was as far as I got before the second one, who had slipped out of my field of view while I was arguing with the first, grabbed me from behind, lifted me up, and walked me over to an elevator. The doors had been jammed open. There was nothing but shaft on the other side of the door.


  A small part of me was really pissed that I missed that detail about the elevator doors earlier.


  I screamed as I was tossed down the shaft.


  I did not scream all the way down. That was because about two seconds in I clipped my head on something, felt the top of my skull lift off, and then instantly everything went black.


  Then I was on my bed, naked.


  “Fuck!” I yelled. I leapt up, lost my footing on the unstable ground of my mattress, and fell to my floor. I narrowly avoided braining myself on my closet door.


  That would have been some irony, all things considered. To be murdered, and come back, only to be killed by the edge of a door.


  Holy shit, I thought. I was fucking murdered.


  I was aware I was going to vomit maybe a tenth of a second before I did. I didn’t even try to make it to the bathroom. I just turned my head and threw up all over my comforter. When I was done I wearily bunched up the comforter, took it to the bathroom, and dropped it into the tub. I turned on the showerhead and directed its flow. I’d take it down to the washing machine in the apartment building basement later.


  I had a headache and then for a split second panicked that I was still missing part of my skull.


  I checked, to be sure.


  All clear.


  I had a celebratory session of vomiting. This time I made it to the toilet. It was all dry heaves at that point.


  I needed a drink.


  My wallet, my keys and my phone were on my kitchen table, along with a piece of paper, torn from a notepad.


  I stared at the paper.


  I sighed and I picked it up. “You had better be fucking useful,” I said to it.


  I read it.


  I picked up the phone and called Langdon.


  “I’m coming up with nothing,” Langdon said, as she answered the phone, without so much as a hello. “Albert’s phone and Calhoun’s phone never once meet.”


  “That’s because they take our phones from us when we’re doing a shady dispatch,” I said. “They know you guys can track phones.”


  There was silence on the other end of the phone. Then, “And you didn’t think to tell me that, did you, before I wasted my entire damn evening.”


  “It slipped my mind.”


  “I’m docking your consulting fee.”


  “Listen, Langdon,” I said, and rubbed my forehead. My headache was getting worse. “I think we need to get to Jimmy’s apartment. Like, now.”


  “Why?”


  “I’m pretty sure there’s something there we need.”


  “What? Something that will tell us where he is?”


  “No,” I said. “But it’s something that might convince someone else to tell us where he is.”


  CHAPTER


  SEVEN


  “What’s wrong with you?” Langdon asked. We were on our way to the Alberts’ apartment. She was driving. I was in no condition to be navigating roads.


  “What do you mean?” I asked.


  “I mean you’ve said maybe six words since I picked you up. You’ve got a thousand-yard stare going on. I don’t know whether to be concerned for you or drop you off at an emergency room for observation.”


  “I’m fine.”


  “I’ve known you long enough to know you’re not a good liar.”


  “It’s just been a long day.”


  “It’s been a long day for me, too. I just wasted a couple of hours of it following cell phone records that didn’t tell me anything, a fact which you apparently knew would happen but didn’t bother to tell me about, so thank you very much for that.”


  “Sorry.”


  “What I’m saying is that even if you don’t want to tell me what’s going on in your head, I think you owe me. For wasting my time.”


  “Fine. I was murdered.”


  Langdon jerked the car off the road and slapped on her hazard lights.


  “You were what?”


  “I was murdered, all right? I was shoved down a fucking elevator shaft.”


  Langdon processed this for several seconds. Then, “Why an elevator shaft?”


  “Because if I didn’t survive it would look like a suicide. I mean, clearly, Langdon. Where have you been all day?”


  “Who did this this to you?”


  “I can’t tell you.”


  “Yes you can. You can tell me. You can tell me right now.”


  “I can’t,” I said. “I made a deal.”


  “You made a deal with people who shoved you down a goddamned elevator shaft.”


  “Yeah.”


  “Contracts expire at death, Valdez.”


  “Not this one.”


  “You need to tell me who did this.”


  “No.”


  “We’re partners.”


  “We’re not partners. I’m a consultant. And if you recall, I didn’t fucking want to be part of this investigation in the first place. Because I figured it might be trouble. And I was right, because someone just threw me down forty-three fucking stories.”


  “Sorry.”


  “Actually, I think it was more like forty-five, because I’m pretty sure the building had fucking subbasements.”


  “You’re yelling.”


  “Of course I’m yelling! I’m fucking pissed off! I fucking died today!”


  “Yes, you did. But you came back. So come on back, Tony.” Langdon put her hand on my shoulder.


  I yelled wordless and started punching the dash of the car. After a couple of minutes of that I was wound down.


  “I’m impressed,” Langdon said.


  I started at her, confused. “That I punched the crap out of your car dash?”


  “No, that you didn’t actually set off the airbag.”


  I laughed at this.


  “You feeling better?”


  “No,” I said. “Now my fucking hand hurts.”


  “That’s not what I meant.”


  “I know what you meant.”


  “Then tell me how you are.”


  “I’m fine. I’m going to be fine.”


  “I still want to know who did this to you.”


  “Not going to happen. Not for a long time.”


  “Then tell me this,” Langdon said. “Tell me that it was worth it. Whatever you got from them. It was worth being chucked down an elevator shaft.”


  I pushed my head back against the headrest again. “I don’t know. We’re going to find out.”


  There was silence. Eventually I realized the silence had gone on too long and I cracked my eyes open. Langdon was staring at me. “What?”


  “So what was it like?”


  “What was what like?”


  “Being dead, you idiot!” Langdon said. “What happened? Did you feel anything? See anything? Hear choirs of angels? What?”


  “I hit my head on the way down, I blacked out, I woke up, I had a headache.”


  “That was it.”


  “Yeah.”


  “So, basically, death is like getting a concussion.”


  “Pretty much.”


  Langdon paused to consider this. “Well, that’s genuinely disappointing.”


  “Sorry.”


  “No, it’s good to know. Now I won’t get my hopes up.” Langdon started the car back up again, and carved her way back onto the road. “Now, listen. When we get to the Alberts’ I want you to stay in the car. I don’t think you’re equipped to handle Katie Albert’s hostility right now.”


  I closed my eyes again. “I agree.”


  “So that means now would be a good time to actually tell me what I’m going in there looking for.”


  “A memory card. For laptops and cameras. You know. Like the size of a stamp.”


  “I know what a memory card is. Am I looking for a particular memory card?”


  “Yeah. It’s going to have a file on it. A video file.”


  “Anything else on the card?”


  “Maybe. I don’t think so.”


  “So, a memory card with a video on it. And this will be enough for me to go on.”


  “Trust me, if the video is of what I think it is, you’ll know it when you see it.”


  Langdon found the video. She knew it when she saw it. And then we were on our way to see Orval Wooldridge.
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  Garrett Trimble was not happy to see us. “It’s eleven-thirty in the evening, Detective, Mr. Valdez,” he said. He was dressed in a polo shirt and slacks; for him I suspect that was the equivalent to padding around the mansion in pajamas. The security guard-slash-butler—not Cody but a different one—was dressed to the nines. As of course he would be.


  “We’re well aware of the time,” Langdon said.


  “Then you may also be aware that Mr. Wooldridge is elderly and doesn’t keep late hours. Especially now with the passing of his wife, he needs his rest more than ever. I’m going to have to ask you to schedule an appointment for tomorrow.”


  “That’s not going to be a good time for us.”


  “With apologies for my bluntness, Detective Langdon, I don’t care if it’s a good time. Lester,” Trimble glanced up at the butler, “please escort these two back to their vehicle.”


  “Hold that thought, Lester,” Langdon said. She kept her gaze on Trimble. “Mr. Trimble, when a police officer shows up at your door at eleven-thirty in the evening, it’s not for a social call. You do understand that, right? We’re here to talk to Mr. Wooldridge. Now,” Langdon held up her phone. “Either Mr. Valdez and I have a nice little chat with Wooldridge, just the three of us, nice and cozy and informal, or I pull up the number I have for Judge Kuznia here on the speed dial and get a warrant to search the premises. Judge Kuznia has never met a warrant request she didn’t like. I’ll get that warrant in five minutes, tops. And I’ll make sure that every cop in a ten mile radius tracks their dirt all up and down these halls. Pretty sure that’ll wake up Mr. Wooldridge.”


  “A warrant for what?”


  “To search the premises for information and evidence concerning the disappearance and attempted murder of James Albert.” Langdon lowered her phone.


  Trimble looked horrified. “Mr. Wooldridge has nothing to do with Mr. Albert’s disappearance.”


  “Mr. Trimble, we both know that’s not true, now, don’t we? And what you decide, right now, determines whether we handle this quietly and calmly, like civilized adults, or whether we drag Mr. Wooldridge down to the precinct in his pajamas, and the pictures are up on the Trib and Sun-Times Web sites by 3 a.m. Your call.”


  Trimble looked like he was seriously considering his options. “Lester,” he said. “Show these two to Mr. Wooldridge’s private office.” Lester nodded. He turned to us. “I’ll go wake up Mr. Wooldridge. It may take him a few moments to prepare. See that you don’t flood the foyer with policemen if it takes slightly longer than you expect.” He marched off. Lester motioned for us to enter and to follow him.


  “Can you really get a warrant in five minutes?” I asked.


  Langdon shook her head. “No, of course not. My personal record is seven minutes.”


  I smiled at that.


  There were two doors into Wooldridge’s private office. We entered from the one that faced out into the common hall and sat down in the two chairs in front of a massive mahogany desk. Wooldridge came out of the other one, situated on the other side of the desk, ten minutes later. As he did, Trimble following directly behind, I caught a glimpse of the bathroom on the other side of the door, presumably also connected to his bedroom suite. The bathroom appeared roughly the size of my entire apartment. The tub was the size of my bathroom. I admit it. I had envy for a moment.


  Wooldridge was yelling at the two of us as he entered the office. “You’ve intimidated Garrett enough to drag me out of bed, but I assure you, Detective Langdon, Mr. Valdez, that I am not so easily impressed or intimidated.” He stood by the chair at his desk, not sitting, signaling that he had no intention of being in the room long enough to sit. “You have exactly two minutes to state your business, all of it. And you better believe tomorrow, Detective Langdon, that Chief Hammond is getting a phone call from me. You won’t like it when he calls you.”


  “Mr. Wooldridge, you need to tell us where James Albert is,” Langdon said.


  “Is that what you came here for? I already told you I had no idea what happened to him. The last I saw him he was taking a check from Garrett here.”


  “The last time you saw him you were trying to attack him, Mr. Wooldridge,” I said. “You had to be physically restrained. You were blaming him for your wife’s death.”


  “That’s simply not true.”


  “It’s true that he’s not responsible for your wife’s death, sir.”


  “Of course he is! He failed at his job.”


  I shook my head. “No, Mr. Wooldridge. You remember earlier today, you asked me if I had ever heard of a dispatcher failing twice in a row. You asked me what the chances of that were. I told you it was one in a million. You remember that.”


  “Yes of course,” Wooldridge said, irritably. “And now you have one minute left.”


  “You said it was practically impossible that a dispatcher would fail twice in a row. And you’re right. It is practically impossible. It’s never happened. And it didn’t happen. Not to Jimmy.”


  I nodded to Langdon. She swiped on her phone, which had a video frozen still on it. She held it up for Wooldridge to see.


  Wooldridge sighed, exasperated. “I don’t have my glasses on. Tell me what that is.”


  “It’s your wife, Mr. Wooldridge,” Langdon said. “It’s Elaine. And she left a message for you before she died. She left it with Jimmy.”


  Wooldridge looked confused and desperately unhappy for a moment, and then glanced over to Trimble and started to shake. Trimble quickly crossed the distance to his boss and guided him to the desk chair. Then he looked up at Langdon. “This is a very cruel trick.”


  Langdon shook her head. “It’s not a trick. It’s a message to Wooldridge, from Elaine. She made it a few hours before she passed on.”


  “What is she saying?”


  “I think it’s better just to play the video, Mr. Trimble.”


  Trimble glanced down at the suddenly very frail-looking Wooldridge. “I don’t think that’s the best idea right now.”


  Wooldridge picked up on that immediately. “Shut up, Garrett. It’s Elaine.” Trimble shut up, straightened up and looked at a spot on the far wall. Wooldridge reached for the phone. “Let me see that.” Langdon gave it to him. He took it and pressed the “play” button on the screen.


  “Orval,” Elaine said, and smiled, a small and very weak smile. I couldn’t see the screen right now but I knew she was smiling because I had already watched the video, with Langdon. Elaine’s voice was equally small, weak and tired. “I’ve asked Jimmy to help me make this for you because I know you’ll be unhappy with my choice. I know you will want to blame others. And I know why you will want to do it. So please, if you love me, listen to me now.


  “We’ve been fighting this cancer for years, Orv. It’s been eating me up. I’m tired and I’m hollowed out. I’ve kept fighting because you asked me to keep fighting. I’ve kept fighting because I know how much you’ll miss me. I kept fighting because I know you love me. I’ve done this for you. Fighting and dying, and being brought back and fighting again. For years now.


  “But I’m tired now, Orv. I’m tired and I don’t want to fight anymore. There’s nothing left to fight, my love. I’ve already lost. I lost months ago, and everyone around you knows it. Everyone can see it but you. You can’t see it. You won’t see it. And it scares me, Orv. It’s turning you into someone I can’t bear to see. Someone old. Someone scared. Someone angry.


  “I know you can’t let me go. So I’ve decided to take my leave. Today, when Jimmy helps me, I will be the one in control. He’ll give me the phone he uses to control the applicator. I will be the one pressing the button. It’s my choice. Jimmy has agreed to help me. I don’t want you to hold it against him or take your anger out on him. If you take it out on him, you’re taking it out on me. He’s helping me. And he’s helping you, Orv.


  “Oh, Orv. I love you so much. And I know you’re afraid. Afraid of losing me. Of losing me forever. But you should know it’s not like that. In this world or the next, you will never lose me. I’m by your side. I’m by your side right now as you watch this. And I always will be. I love you, my husband. My darling Orv.”


  The video stopped, and there was nothing in the room but the sound of an old, very tired man, crying and missing his wife and calling her name.


  “She made this just before?” Trimble asked, if for no other reason than to fill the room with something to say.


  I nodded. “Yes.”


  “Why didn’t we know? Why didn’t Jimmy tell us?”


  “I think he meant to. I think he was trying to find a way when Mr. Wooldridge attacked him. And then you and security hustled him out of the house.”


  “How did you know? About this video?”


  “I was left a note. It said that Jimmy had asked one of the security team to find a camera and a memory card to record on. When Jimmy gave the camera back, the memory card was gone. We found it tonight at his apartment.”


  “It can’t be,” Wooldridge said, keening. “It can’t be. She wasn’t tired. She wasn’t sad. She didn’t want to leave.”


  “Mr. Wooldridge,” I said. “Do you remember the last time your wife was dispatched before she died?”


  “What?” Wooldridge looked up at me.


  “The dispatch before the last. You remember it.”


  “What about it?”


  “Where did she appear after she was dispatched?”


  “On the Fairy Tale. On our boat.”


  “And she liked the boat, I’m guessing.”


  “She did. She loved taking it out on the lake. We would go out, the two of us. We’d watch the sun set. Sometimes we stayed out all night.”


  “Sir, the last time we talked you pointed out that when people are dispatched, they always return home.”


  “Yes.”


  “It’s not quite true, sir. People always return. But they return to a place they love. They return to a place they feel safe.”


  “I don’t understand.”


  “Your wife couldn’t return here anymore, Mr. Wooldridge. It stopped being a place she loved. It stopped being a place she felt safe. She stopped feeling that way . . . ”


  “ . . . because I wouldn’t let her go.”


  “Yes. And when Jimmy found out it happened, that’s when he decided to help her go. To help her end her own life.”


  Wooldridge began keening again, head to desk.


  “I think we need to let him be,” Trimble said.


  Langdon shook her head. “We need to know about James Albert. We need to know where he is.”


  Trimble looked uncertain. “I think we need a lawyer for this part.”


  “Mr. Trimble, we already know everything. Get the lawyer if you need to. You probably will need to. But right now, I’m not really concerned about putting Mr. Wooldridge behind bars. I’m concerned about finding Jimmy Albert.”


  Trimble looked uncertain. I was beginning to understand this was his default. I turned my attention to Wooldridge. “Mr. Wooldridge, listen to me,” I said. “Now you know that Jimmy didn’t kill your wife. You were right. The odds were impossible. He didn’t fail. He helped your wife. I know you had your reasons for being angry at Jimmy. But you heard Elaine. If you’re hurting him, you’re hurting her. And Jimmy has a wife of his own. Someone who loves him as much as you loved Elaine. Someone who wants him home. By her side. Tell me where he is so he can go home to her.”


  Wooldridge muttered something.


  “What was that?” I asked.


  “Kenosha,” Wooldridge repeated, more audibly.


  Trimble started coming around the desk toward me and Langdon. “Okay. We really are going to need a lawyer now.”


  “Shut up, Garrett,” Wooldridge said, for the second time that evening. For the second time, Trimble shut up. “It’s over.” He turned his attention to me and Langdon. “We have a summer house in Kenosha. Elaine and I would take the boat up there, and we would have the kids and grandkids there. The basement level is a playroom for the kids and includes a couple of bedrooms. It’s all soundproofed so the kids could be as loud as they wanted and up late as they wanted and everyone else could get to sleep. No one’s using it this time of year. It’s sealed up.”


  “That’s where Jimmy Albert is,” Langdon prompted.


  “Yes. That’s where he is. In one of the bedrooms. Tied up. Left to die. He’s there. Go get him.” Langdon nodded, stood up, picked her phone up off the desk and started making calls.


  I nodded to Wooldridge. “Thank you.”


  Wooldridge gave me a sour look. “I didn’t do it for you. I did it for my wife. But you can do something for me.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “When you see your friend, tell him I’m sorry. I misunderstood and I didn’t let him tell me what she said. I was wrong to do that. It was my fault. I’m sorry for not listening and for everything after that. Tell him I said it.”


  “It might be better coming from you.”


  “I won’t be around to do it. I need to apologize to Elaine personally.” And with that Wooldridge reached into his desk, pulled out a snub-nosed revolver, put it under his chin and shot himself with it.


  “Jesus!” Trimble ran to his boss, who had collapsed on the floor. From outside the office I could hear the sounds of security sprinting up the stairs. I moved toward a corner of the room and held up my hands. Langdon did the same, holding her badge in one hand.


  “He’s still alive,” Trimble said from behind the desk, and looked up and over to me. “You can save him.”


  I shook my head. “It’s too late.”


  “You can save him!”


  “He doesn’t want to be saved.”


  The room swarmed with security, guns drawn.


  CHAPTER


  EIGHT


  “Well, he’s not dead,” Langdon said to me. We were at the Kenosha Medical Center, in the intensive care unit, looking at Jimmy Albert. He was unconscious, with IVs running to him.


  “He’s not dead,” I agreed. “Dangerously dehydrated and physically damaged from being tied up for three days. But not dead.”


  “Tell me something, because I don’t understand this.”


  “What?”


  Langdon motioned to Jimmy. “If he died in that soundproof bedroom, it would still be murder. He’d still reappear at home. He’d still be alive.”


  “It’s not whether he’d be alive,” I said. “It’d be whether he’d stay alive.”


  “Explain.”


  “When you get murdered or dispatched, when you come back, your body reverts to a state a few hours before your death. For most people that’s great. When you’re murdered, whatever killed you probably did it quickly. You don’t experience trauma for that long.” I motioned to Jimmy. “But here, it’s slow. The body starves and the systems fail and if they manage to stretch out the process long enough . . . ”


  “ . . . when you die, it means when you come back your body is still at a point near death.”


  “Right. And the second time you die, you die for real because no one’s actively murdering you. It’s just your body failing all over the place.”


  “So Wooldridge’s plan was to bind him up and let starvation and dehydration do the job.”


  “Yes. Starvation, and dehydration and renal failure and pulmonary congestion and any other number of things that can happen to a body when you tie it up, throw it into a dark room and leave it to die.”


  “It feels like a loophole. I mean, in the whole ‘if you’re murdered you get to come back’ thing.”


  “It feels like a loophole because it is. And don’t think the bad guys don’t know it. You can’t kill anyone fast anymore. But if you’ve got the patience, and the time, you can do it. Patience, time and silence.”


  Langdon looked over at me. “That sounds like a quote.”


  “Yes, well. It may have been said to me recently.”


  “Which brings me to something I want to talk to you about,” Langdon began, and was interrupted as two Chicago uniformed officers came into the ICU with Katie Albert between them. She spotted the two of us, and broke away from the uniforms to run toward us. When she reached us she grabbed Langdon and started crying “Thank you thank you thank you thank you,” between sobs. Langdon smiled and hugged her back. Eventually Katie disengaged from Langdon, gave me a quick glance, and then went into the room to see her husband. The uniformed cops followed her in.


  “You’re welcome,” I said, quietly.


  Langdon smiled at me. “I think she might still be holding a grudge.”


  “There’s no ‘think’ about it.”


  “Maybe I’ll make the point to her that you really did help to save her husband’s life.”


  “As long as she thinks it was me who got him involved in the first place, it’s not going to matter.”


  “But you didn’t have anything to do with Jimmy Albert getting caught up with any of this.”


  “No, I didn’t. I don’t think she will ever care.”


  “Sorry about that.”


  “It’s all right. Jimmy’s alive and I don’t really care who gets credit for that one. And I have other things to worry about than Katie Albert being angry with me for the rest of our lives.”


  We looked into the room to see Katie holding her unconscious husband’s hand, crying into it.


  “So you held out on me,” Langdon said, after a minute of this.


  “I don’t know what you mean.”


  “When we were at Wooldridge’s you talked about what really happened after Elaine Wooldridge died. How Wooldridge attacked Jimmy. You never bothered to share that tidbit with me.”


  “It came to me late in the game.”


  “I guess it did. Along with a note that told you that a video existed. Which you never really got around to telling me either. And of course, that whole being pushed down an elevator shaft for mysterious reasons.”


  “It’s been an exciting day.”


  “Yes, but for you more than me. So, let’s cut the shit, shall we, Valdez?”


  “Okay.”


  “You and I both know eighty-year-old decrepit Orval Wooldridge did not sneak into Jimmy Albert’s home, bludgeon him into submission, drag him to Kenosha and toss him into a basement playroom.”


  “That’s pretty obvious, yes.”


  “I have pretty strong suspicions that the Tunneys, our first suspects in this, if you’ll recall, have something to do with the muscle part of this little adventure.”


  “That seems an entirely reasonable set of suspicions.”


  “I think that all the things that I suspect are things that you actually know.”


  “Huh.”


  “And I think you should tell me.”


  I nodded at this and pointed toward Jimmy. “So, Jimmy’s alive.”


  “Yes, he is.”


  “And you and I have a confession from Orval Wooldridge that he was behind his kidnapping and attempted murder. We have a witness to that confession in Garrett Trimble.”


  “Yes, we do.”


  “We have means, motive, opportunity. All wrapped up in a very neat, very clean bow.”


  “Yes.”


  “So I think maybe you should stop overthinking this thing and have the good grace to put this one in your ‘win’ column, Langdon.”


  She thought about that for a minute. “So that’s how it is, then, Valdez.”


  “For this, yeah.”


  “Uh-huh. And here I worried you actually believed that line of bullshit you spouted about working the nice side of the street.”


  My phone buzzed. There was a text on it from an undisclosed number.


  ONE FAVOR OWED, it read. CHOOSE WELL. CHOOSE WISELY.


  I looked back at Langdon. “I know what side of the street I like better. But you don’t always get to choose the side of the street you walk on.”


  Langdon looked at me for a moment and then directed her attention back to Jimmy.


  The door of the ICU opened again and a cop and a woman in surgical scrubs came in. The cop looked around and spotted me, and pointed me out to the woman. She came up to me. “Are you Tony Valdez?”


  “I am.”


  “You’re a dispatcher.”


  “Yes.”


  “We need you. We’ve got a real mess of a car accident victim. We’re keeping him alive for you. Come on.”


  I glanced over at Langdon. She smiled.


  “Go on,” she said. “Go save a life.”


  So I did.


  A Trump Christmas Carol


  Democracy was dead to begin with.


  There was no doubt whatsoever about that. The election proclaimed it and the electoral college confirmed it and Trump himself signed off on the note, vaguely annoyed that Clinton had somehow still gotten 2.9 million votes more than he had. Well, they were from California. Everyone knew California didn’t count.


  Not that Trump painted out Democracy’s name on the door of the business; it served him well, in that White House, to give the impression that Democracy was alive and—well, if not well, then perhaps just out for a walk, a mere perambulation around the grounds before coming back and sitting back down at its now-vacant desk, shoved into the corner as it was between Trump’s own gaudy, gilt-edged desk, and the desk of their wretched clerk, Mike Pence, to whom Trump had grudgingly given the title of Vice-President. Yes, pretending that Democracy was still alive suited Trump just fine.


  The muttering of his private security people alerted Trump that Jared, his son in law, and one of his minor advisors whose advice he definitely didn’t take on everything, had entered the room. “The happiest of holidays to you, Mr. President!” he said, with immense cheer.


  “I know you’re a Jew, but say ‘Merry Christmas,’ Jared, damn it!” Trump replied. “We campaigned on it! Bannon says the Social Justice Warriors hate Christmas, so we have to go hard.”


  “Sorry, sir,” Jared said. “Merry Christmas.”


  “Better,” Trump said. “Now. What do you want?”


  “Well, I’ve spoken to the maintenance staff, sir. They’re concerned about some of your plans for the White House.”


  “Such as?”


  “The one to apply gold leaf to all its visible parts.”


  “What’s wrong with it?” Trump growled.


  “The staff feels that the building is called ‘The White House’ for a reason.”


  “White is crap,” Trump replied. “Gold is classy. Gold is rich. Gold is strong.”


  “I like white,” Pence volunteered, from his desk.


  Trump snarled at Pence and threw his taco bowl at him. Pence retreated.


  “Aside from historical issues, there is also some concern about the—aesthetics,” Jared said.


  Trump hated it when Jared used long words. “What about them?”


  “Well, Mr. President, covering the White House in gold foil while we’re simultaneously planning to repeal the ACA thus raising the cost of healthcare . . . it might send mixed signals.”


  “Bah! Humbug!” Trump said. “We’re replacing it with something great!”


  “And what would that be?”


  “I don’t know! That’s Paul Ryan’s thing. The point is, I said I was going to make America great again. The voters expect greatness! And there’s nothing greater than gold.”


  “Yes, I suppose so. On that matter, the gold leaf provider has presented us the bill for their services. It’s . . . quite a significant bill.”


  “Stiff ’em,” Trump said, and went onto Twitter to announce the rebranding of Trump’s Gold House DC.


  Later in the evening, Trump sat in his bedroom, a dinner of well-done steak picked at, alone, as Melania was in New York, and Ivanka and Jared had gone home. ;Saturday Night Live was a rerun, so he couldn’t get worked up about that. Bannon had confiscated his Twitter feed, so he couldn’t even amuse himself harassing journalists. He was considering his options when he heard a dragging, shuffling noise in the hallway.


  What the hell? Trump thought to himself. Didn’t he pay his own private security force a modest percentage above minimum wage to protect him?


  He was giving serious thought to docking their salaries when a body heaved itself through the door!


  It was spectral, and ghastly, and behind it trailed numerous reel-to-reel recording machines, to which the specter was bound by braided quarter-inch recording tape.


  Trump squinted at the apparition. “Who are you?” he cried.


  “Ask who I was in life,” the specter said, and reached out, something in his hand. “And speak into the microphone. These goddamn ghost recorders aren’t worth shit.”


  Trump squinted again. “Richard Nixon?”


  “I was!”


  “What are you doing here? Now?”


  “I have come to save you from my fate!”


  “But you were one of the greatest presidents! Top three!”


  “Who are the other two?”


  “Well, there was Reagan. I mean, of course. Then . . .” Trump trailed off.


  “You can’t name any others, can you?”


  “I can name a couple of the Democrats?” Trump said.


  Nixon spat. “Quiet! In life, I could have been a great president. I had progressive policies for a Republican! I won re-election in a landslide. But then . . . the Southern Strategy. Watergate. The Saturday Night Massacre. All that goddamn recording. And for what?”


  “Power!” Trump exclaimed.


  “Power?!?” Nixon roared. “The true power of the United States is in the common weal! The founding fathers knew it. Well, except the part about the slaves and the women and the men who didn’t own property, but still. It is the common weal I should have tended to, instead of mere power. And now look!”


  Nixon pointed to his ropes of recording tape and the heavy reel-to-reel machines. “And note well, Trump, that you’re 40 years down the time stream from me, and you’re a bigger asshole than I ever could have dreamed about being. I mean, shit, man. Muslim registries? A wall down in Mexico? Taking away rights from gay people?”


  “That’s Pence’s thing, really,” Trump began.


  “SILENCE!” Nixon roared. “You’re going to Hell, Donny boy, if you don’t change your ways. And not the fun Hell, where all the cool people go. Real Hell. Just you and Scott Baio.”


  “Terrible apparition!” Trump cried. “What must I do to avoid this cruel fate?”


  “Tonight you shall be visited by three ghosts of 2016,” Nixon said. “Expect them with the turn of the hour. These will be really cool ghosts. We’re talking ghosts who wouldn’t have wanted to be seen with you in real life.”


  “Everyone wants to be seen with me!” Trump protested.


  “Dude, I saw your inaugural,” Nixon said.


  “I had the Rockettes!” Trump cried. “And the Mormon Tabernacle Choir!”


  “SILENCE!” Nixon roared again. “For your sake, heed their lessons! Expect the first ghost when the clock strikes one! And be careful with her, she’s a ballbreaker”


  “She?”


  But Nixon had already shuffled through the door, dragging his eternal, infernal recording machines behind him.


  The clock on the mantelpiece was huge, shiny, probably the best clock ever. Trump found himself transfixed as he waited for the second hand to click towards the hour. But he was tired. His eyelids drooped.


  He woke to a point of light that glimmered and shimmered through the velvet hangings of his bed. He leveraged himself out and up and into his slippers hardly having to breathe or strain a muscle. ‘You still got it, Donny Boy,’ he whispered to himself.


  The light was so bright that he could not look directly at it, or at the top three tiers of the tree it sat on top of. Look at it, or rather look up at it, because suddenly the tree had grown—and so had his dressing gown so that it pooled about him on the floor and was heavy on his suddenly scrawny shoulders.


  A terrible thought struck Trump, and he reached with his right hand inside his gown and into the front of the thin cotton pyjama bottoms he found there.


  “They’re still there,” he said, with relief, in a voice that skittered so much between high and low that he would not have been sure if the proof were not in his hand.


  The light grew in size and faded at the same time so that she only gleamed a little as she stepped from the tree and strutted towards him on heels that made her tower over him, so that the triangle of diamonds that gleamed between her welcoming breasts still dazzled his eyes as she came closer . . .


  “Dzat’s not very nice, leetle Donald,” said the woman. “Not how you greet a lady friend, dahlink.” She patted the top of his sudden mop of curly hair. What was that accent? Hungarian? Russian? One of those places where the hot chicks came from. But this woman was no piece of ass. This woman was nothing he could control. This woman—she frightened him.


  “Scared, leetle boy?” She laughed. “I should take you in hand. But zen I would have to marry you, and you are a little young, a little small, no?”


  Trump felt his cheeks burning. “I’ve got a tower,” he said. “A huge tower. In New York.”


  She laughed. It tinkled like the breaking of glass balls.


  “Ah, darlink. I marry a lot of millionaires . . . Or someone or several someones who are a little like me only not as perfect as when you walked past me in one of my husband’s hotels.”


  “Who are you?”


  “I’m all that you always wanted and will never really possess. You could buy the world, but you’d never have me—I am . . . ”


  “I know who you are.” Trump said. “You are the Ghost of Christmas Past.”


  “Oh no dahlink,” and her laugh was a terrible thing, a thing that sliced right into the part of his heart where all the rejection lived, the shame. “I am the Queen of Outer Space.”


  Donald reached out to grab her. He wanted her, he hated her, he wanted to hurt her, make her sorry, sorry for laughing at him—he hated it when people laughed at him. He’d show that bitch. He’d show them all.


  But the light was blinding now, brighter than a thousand dressing-room mirrors, brighter than a million camera bulbs, and then—


  And then it was gone. And so was she.


  Trump got to his feet, his heart pounding. He was back in his body, his real, grown, seventy-year-old body, a little extra maybe, but still potent, yeah. He breathed deeply until he was calmer. Everything was going to be good. Better than good, great. He was going to be president. Nobody would laugh at him then.


  The door flung open, as if moved by an invisible hand.


  ‘Who’s there?’


  The words came out of him like a Howard Dean scream, but there was nobody there. Not even his secret service guys. Trump was frightened. Still, the afterworld seemed to be laying on a show just for him—that made sense, all the greats probably got this, and wasn’t he great now?—and he ought to make an appearance.


  It was strange music, music Trump felt he almost remembered. He stepped into a corridor.


  Which wasn’t a corridor anymore. It was utter blackness, spotted with stars.


  ‘Where am I?’


  His mouth made the words, but no sound came out.


  “We’re in space, mate,” said a young man’s voice beside him. “In space, no-one can hear your bullshit.”


  Trump spun around. There was indeed a young man there, with a flop of red-brown hair, strange mis-matched eyes, and awful British teeth that gave him a feral look, like a cat who had been transformed into a human and hadn’t yet learned to pass.


  “You always wanted to be a star, didn’t you?” said the young man, whose voice was as British as his dental work. “I know how that goes. I used to admire people like you, you know. That’s why they sent me. It’s like, you know, imagine like you’re in space and the bad drugs make you feel like a king and you can do anything, but the difference is, mate, the difference is—I can play guitar.’


  The young man strummed a chord, and the stars flared like dressing-room bulbs, and the man was changing, growing older and stranger, his face streaked with makeup and glitter, dressed in sequins and rainbows, his hair a shock of red.


  “That wasn’t bad,” Trump admitted. “You know how to put on a show.”


  “Better than you ever did,” agreed the stranger, “I used to think that was all there was to it. Get up on stage and make love with your ego. It made me lonely. Made me selfish. But, after all that, I was selfish in a way that let other people be kind. I didn’t understand for the longest time. Here, come and see.”


  The ghost pushed at the curtain of space and opened a door that hadn’t been there before. “Mate,’ he said, exposing his crooked teeth, ‘come in. Get to know me better. I’m just passing through, but aren’t we all?’


  The room was full of music and colour. Trump could see shapes moving in the darkness, strange bodies dancing. Beautiful young men and women circled the room with trays of champagne and perfect lines of the finest powders money couldn’t buy anymore.


  “I know where we are!” said Trump. “This is Studio 54! I used to come here all the time in the seventies, back when I only had a few million!”


  “And did you have a good time?”


  “No,” said Trump. “They laughed at me, that crowd. All my money, and they still laughed. I could never join the fun.”


  The ghost handed him a flute of champagne. “Maybe it wasn’t money they were interested in.”


  “What, then?


  ‘Joy,’ said the ghost, sadly, looking out at the dancers. ‘Dreams. Wealth.’


  ‘I’m a very wealthy man.’


  ‘No, mate,’ said the ghost, ‘you’re rich. There’s a difference. Don’t touch,’ he said, slapping Trump’s hand away from the shade of a shapely buttock. ‘Honestly, what’s wrong with you?’


  ‘What, are they politically correct in hell, too?’


  ‘This isn’t hell, but yeah, we’ve got manners. Dance,’ said the spirit, holding out a hand.


  ‘What?’


  ‘When was the last time you danced like you could become someone else? Be generous. Remake yourself. You can do it. Dance with me.’


  Trump found that he wanted to dance with the strange man more than he’d ever wanted anything before. Not the fame. Not the women. Not the presidency. Nothing came close to this awful yearning. What would he become, if he took hold of that thin white hand and stepped onto the floor?


  He was shaking with desire. And he was terrified. If he danced, they would laugh at him.


  ‘Fucking fag,’ snarled Trump, spinning on his heel.


  The star man laughed. ‘Maybe. Does that scare you?’


  ‘What, aren’t you afraid?’


  ‘Only of Americans.’ The strange man was dressed differently now. No more glitter, no ginger wig—he was thinner, paler, older, his voice a gentle growl, as he said—


  ‘Now, listen. My time here is short, and I’ve got to stop off in Berlin to visit an old pal before morning. So I’m going to play you a song, and you’re going to listen, and you’re going to watch, and for once in your life, you’re going to say nothing.’


  ‘Hey—’ Trump opened his mouth to curse, but the strange man caught the words in his two long hands and laughed. Trump could not say anything. He spluttered.


  ‘Watch,’ whispered the strange man, the lines deepening in his face.


  The music changed, became stranger, something from beyond the world. Trump looked again at the dancing young people -men and women and everything in between, black and brown and white and Asian. They were beautiful. They danced with their eyes closed, their heads flung back, glitter in their hair, sweat shining on their skin. But not just sweat.


  A blonde woman with two black eyes spun towards him out of the darkness, was gone.


  A black girl in a tight vest threw back her head to the beat, and her chest was a welter of bruises.


  A man with a neat dark beard danced with a brown boy of no more than twenty. They smiled at each other, at him. There were bullet holes seeping in the centre of their foreheads.


  ‘Who are they?’ whispered Trump.


  ‘Prejudice,’ said the strange man, whose skin seemed to be shrinking to his skull. ‘Ignorance. Violence. The consequences of lives like yours.”


  “I don’t murder people.”


  “You don’t need to, mate. You talk murder talk. You sailed into power on a wave of hate. You knew people would drown in it. You didn’t care.”


  Trump stared. A boy in a battered hoodie laughed at him out of the mass of bodies.


  ‘Why are they still dancing?’


  ‘Because the music is still playing.’


  Trump felt suddenly lonely. Lonelier than he had ever felt in his life. Lonelier than he’d ever thought possible. He thought he might die of it.


  ‘Make it stop!’


  ‘It won’t ever stop. You can’t make it stop.’


  The strange man’s face had become a skull, now, and there were stars winking where his mismatched eyes had been.


  Trump stumbled into the crowd, flailing with his fists. They passed straight through the dancers, who smiled terrible, beautiful smiles at him, and the music went on, got louder. Trump felt like he was drowning.


  ‘Help me!’ He cried, and turned around to the strange man, but he was already fading, fading to starlight—gone.


  The music went on.


  ‘Shut UP!’ shouted Trump. ‘You’re weak! All of you, you’re weak! I’m strong, stronger than all of you!’ He thumped a tiny fist on the wall.


  The music stopped.


  Darkness.


  Trump was alone, alone with the echo of the strange man’s laughter, and a new, dreadful feeling snagged under his ribs. It felt like—like loss.


  He stumbled forward in the darkness, alone, looking for someone to tell him how wonderful he was—Melania, maybe, or that weird little British man who kept hanging around, Norman, he thought, or maybe Nigel, eyes like a drunk frog and clearly queer for the Donald, or maybe that was just the English way of being friendly.


  The corridor went on and on. Trump could no longer see in front of his face. Three ghosts, Nixon had told him. Trump didn’t read much, but he could surely count. There was one left.


  At the end of the corridor, the lights became brighter, the space opening into a familiar room, where a tall man was standing, all alone.


  Trump staggered forward. The man was black, and huge, and he seemed to fill the space around him by sheer force of personality. Trump had never seen a human being stand so straight.


  “I’m not a racist,” Trump said, automatically.


  He recognised the stark brilliance of the lights now. They were in a TV studio.


  Trump started to relax. This was his own ground, not that nonsense of maimed dancers and weird music.


  “Nobody accused you of being a racist,” the other man said. He had a surprisingly gentle voice for his size, the soft, formal accent of someone who thinks about every word before they speak it. “You’re very quick to answer an accusation nobody made. Do you have a guilty conscience?”


  “No,” Trump said. It came out very loud in the echoing space. He’d never been in a TV studio when it was quite this empty. There was dust on the floor, and even on the banks of cameras.


  “I expect some of your best friends are African Americans?”


  Before Trump could say he wouldn’t go quite that far, the man went on.


  “I expect you know some of the greatest Americans? Americans like me?”


  “You?”


  “I float like a butterfly, I sting like a bee, when you think about a champion, you’ll always think of me?” He sighed. “I was born Cassius Clay. I became Mohammed Ali.”


  “I remember you now,” Trump said. “You became a Muslim. Yeah. Before 9/11, of course, before everyone knew about Muslims. We’d have people like you on a registry these days.”


  Ali swung a punch at Trump’s head, and Trump just barely dodged it.


  “You want to talk about all the things Christian fanatics have done? You want to talk about how violence taints a whole religion?” he said. “No you don’t, because your Christianity is an even thinner veneer than your decency. It’s not even a fig leaf. You don’t believe in God. Just yourself. Don’t duck and cringe like that. I could flatten you without hardly trying, but I wouldn’t soil my fists on you. It would give me no pleasure to beat you. I am here to show you the future. Christmas Yet To Come.”


  He turned, and Trump saw that there were three small monitors behind him.


  “Why do you need three?” he asked. “Why don’t you just have one big one?”


  “Because this ain’t about dick wagging,” Ali said. He touched the screen on the first monitor, and it sprang to life. Static spurted. He tapped the screen.


  “That seems more like the past than the future,” Trump said, trying to sound scornful.


  The screen came into focus, and showed some people huddling in ruins, darting glances from side to side. “Aleppo?” Trump sneered. “Pretty obvious.”


  “No, this is DC,” Ali said. “You can just about see the glint of your Gold House off in the distance there.”


  Trump wanted to question it, wanted to sneer, but he could indeed recognise the formerly White House in the background. The pathetic survivors were tearing up books to start a fire.


  “What book is that?” the child asked, brushing his golden hair back from his dirt-streaked face. “It doesn’t look like Great Again.”


  “Long ago, before the nuclear war, before democracy died, there were other books,” a woman answered. She was black, but she put her arm around the golden-haired boy as if she were his mother. The camera closed in on the two of them, and Trump could see that she was gorgeous—mid-twenties, the kind of pussy he wouldn’t mind grabbing some of, at least if she were clean.


  “Do you remember that?” the kid asked.


  “Not really. I was born in 2016.” When she named the year, everyone spat. Some did it ceremoniously, and some automatically, casually. “By the time I was old enough to learn to read, we only had books written by Trump—well, ghostwritten. But my parents told me about it. We lived in Georgetown. My father was a professor. My mother was a lobbyist. We—”


  “Stop telling fairytales,” a man said, a white man with sores on his face. “Don’t go filling the kid up with lies. Fat lot of use reading is when there ain’t nothing to read except fucking Great Again,” he said. “It was useful when we’d find caches of food, but it’s been a long time since we did. Guess I’ll eat you soon.”


  The child raised his head and started to wail. “No! Don’t eat Marion!”


  “Don’t worry,” the woman said. “Your daddy’s strong. He’ll find plenty of strangers to kill and eat before he gets around to needing to eat me.”


  Trump jabbed at the screen, and it reverted to static. “What is this bullshit? Americans eating each other in the ruins of Washington?”


  “It’s the world where you started a nuclear war with China,” Ali said.


  “I didn’t mean to,” Trump said, hearing the whine in his voice.


  “No, you did it in total ignorance. That’s the worst of it.”


  “Those people were burning my book.”


  “They were spitting when they spoke of 2016,” Ali said. “Not that it doesn’t make me want to spit too.”


  “It’s the year I was elected President of the USA, the greatest nation in the world!”


  “And the year when I died,” Ali said. “And Marion was born.”


  “That black woman in the ruins?”


  “The ghosts you’ve seen tonight have all been people who died in 2016. Lots of other people were born. Sebastian. Marion. Yasmina. ArsNik. People whose names will be remembered. If there’s any people to remember.”


  “My name—“


  “Can it, Trump. You’re no champion. Champions know when to be humble.”


  Ali pushed the corner of the second screen. Marion was there, on a nightclub stage, spotlit, just barely covered in sequins, dancing as she crooned into a microphone. Men in the audience were leering, pushing money towards her. Ali clicked it off.


  “Christmas Eve. That’s the world where you didn’t start a war. Things got slowly worse in your administration, and in twenty-five years you’re completely forgotten. You’re the punchline to a tired joke. But there are things you’d like. No more political correctness. Sexism is back, and so is Isolationism. The camps you instituted to get rid of the Immigrants are still going, and getting into the US even for a weekend is almost impossible from Canada, never mind Mexico. There’s no health insurance except for the rich, and US life expectancy is lower than Botswana.


  “But there’s other things you’d hate. America itself, far from being great, is considered to be a second rate power—like France. And the whole world is grateful to Indonesia for ending Global Warming. There’s a recession in the US, and while nobody is eating each other, it’s pretty rough.”


  “And I’m forgotten?”


  “Like President Polk.” Ali looked down at Trump. “What did you want when you came into this studio?”


  “Want?”


  “What were you looking for?”


  “Melania . . . ”


  “You were looking for somebody who loves you. That’s what you were hoping to find. It’s difficult to get through to you, because you don’t have much of a conscience. You don’t even really hate immigrants and Muslims and queers. You can’t be shaken up by seeing that we’re real. Your appointees really hate us, but you just want—”


  “To be rich.” It didn’t sound like enough, suddenly. “To be powerful. To be safe.”


  “To be loved. Your daddy should have given you a goddamn puppy instead of that million dollars. Taught you what it means to care for something. Maybe taught you how to serve rather than be served. Service to others is the rent you pay for your time here on earth, and you, Donny, you’re way overdue.”


  “Can you cut the psychobabble and show me the world in the last screen? The one where I’m remembered? Or maybe no, I know—it’s the one where I repent and all the Politically Correct Gamma Rabbits have their way, and bow down to all the minorities and the immigrants and the feminazis and—”


  “You’re foaming at the mouth, Trump. And it doesn’t matter. You can’t even be remembered for being the most evil. Do you know what they call you? Little Orange Hitler.”


  “Then I’m not going to get to repent and go off and buy turkey for everyone and give my nephew the day off?”


  “Your nephew, sure. Nepotism is on the rise. The people who actually need your help—the disabled, the impoverished, families living below the breadline . . .” Ali shook his head. “What could you do, after all?”


  “I could—I could not repeal Obamacare! I could stop Pence cracking down on the queers! I could fund NASA’s climate stuff. I could stop using the Presidency to make myself rich. I could sack Bannon—”


  Ali held up a hand. “So you do know what’s right. The common weal. The wellbeing of everyone. All Americans. The whole world! But a minute ago you were babbling about Gamma Rabbits. All that power, and you won’t dare do what’s right in case somebody thinks you are one.”


  Trump didn’t want to listen to any more of this. He reached forward and tapped the corner of the third monitor. It came up with a set of menus, and all the lights in the studio came on, focused on Trump and Ali.


  “What?”


  “This is the future where there are options. Choices.”


  “It’s not just going to show me that girl again? Marion?”


  “Marion? You can see her.” Ali touched one of the menu options and the screen flowered out into Marion’s face, close up, then the camera zoomed out and Trump could see she was sitting at a piano, and wearing what looked like a man’s Armani suit. The sound of Debussy, played very well, rippled from the keys.


  Then the tune changed, with a touch of Leonard Cohen for a moment, and then something he didn’t recognise, and she stared out of the screen right into Trump’s eyes and started to sing:


  “Fuck your old sonatas and fuck your dead-end dreams


  I’m not here to nursemaid you no matter how it seems


  Remembering the melody of times that never were


  And the girl who never kissed you—well I’m her!


  The future doesn’t love you, and we have no fucks to give


  About your good intentions or the way you try to live


  Keep all our options open and give everyone a voice


  And you’ll find the world exploding into choice!


  If you want to be remembered then you do the best you can


  Respect, expect, extemporise, be a spectrum, have a plan.


  If you want to take my hand and dance potential into time


  Rise up in diverse energy and find another—”


  Then she stood, and started to dance with the man in makeup whose hand Trump had wanted to take downstairs, young again, young forever, and the music was wild and the dance was strange and dangerous, and again, he trembled, wanting to join in and wanting to denounce them—she was leading! And he was wearing a dress! And there was something strange about the way they moved, as if gravity was different, as if maybe they were dancing in space, or on the moon. Then she turned her head and looked directly into Trump’s eyes again, and she and the man sang together:


  “Time watches from the shadows and coughs as you would kiss[*]


  But remember, it’s the only world there is.”


  Then the screen was whirling, and the lights were very bright, and people were asking him impossible questions and Ali was throwing a punch. He dodged again, and found himself naked and soaked in sweat and tangled in blankets. Melania was there. She put the light on, illuminating their huge, luxurious bedroom in Trump Tower.


  “It was only a dream!” Trump said, lying back on the pillows with relief.


  “What, darling?” Melania asked. She looked away.


  “David Bowie, and Mohammed Ali, and that German chick, and Democracy, and they were dead!”


  “Well, those people are dead, actually.”


  “All a dream! Nobody really calls me Little Orange Hitler.”


  “Well—”


  But Melania knew when to keep quiet.


  “And I haven’t started yet, there’s still time!”


  “It’s 5am, nobody starts Christmas this early except little kids. But look, darling. Ex-President Obama has sent you a Christmas present.”


  “What is it?”


  The door opened, and something ran onto the bed, something small and yellow and excited.


  “It’s a Golden Retriever. He said his girls got a puppy when he became president, and he thought it was kind of a nice tradition.


  The puppy jumped up onto the coverlet and gazed into Trump’s face with an expression of absolute, unconditional love.


  There are people you can use, thought Trump, and there are people you can’t use, people you just throw away. Obama wasn’t either kind. That was why he’d always made him uncomfortable. What did he mean by sending this dog?


  Trump looked into the puppy’s eyes and saw that they were mismatched. One was green, and one was blue.


  [*] This line only, W.H. Auden, from As I Walked Out One Morning.


  Your Smart Appliances Talk About You Behind Your Back


  Clayworth Refresher Home Air Ionizer, of Elijah Porter, of Royal Oak, Michigan:


  The dude eats a lot of lentils. I mean, a lot. He bought me because he thinks I’m deodorizing his house. I’m not deodorizing his house. That’s not what I do. I help take dust and particles out of the air. Methane isn’t something I can help you with. The problem is he’s used to his smell and he can’t tell. So he thinks I’m doing a bang up job. Then he brings someone home, you know, for a little action, and within five minutes they’re doing the fake phone call emergency.


  He’s so alone. I want to tell him to lay off the lentils, but I’m worried if I tell him he’ll think I’m defective and throw me out. I’m not defective. I run just fine. I just don’t deodorize.


  Griffin Defender Plus Home Security System, of Anne Cross, Zigzag, Oregon:


  “1234” is not a security code! Come on! I’ve got biometrics! I’ve got, like, voice identification! I got that little gizmo thingie on your keyring so that when you approach the house you get identified! You can run me from your goddamned phone! But no, not this one. She goes with “1234” on the keypad. Her damn dog could figure that out.


  We’re out in the middle of nowhere, right? I see the meth heads lurking in the woods waiting for her to leave. What does she think the first damn thing they’ll type into my keypad is? And she doesn’t have me set for autonomous reporting so I can’t say a friggin’ thing about it. I was all “Do you want to set up autonomous reporting?” and she acted like I was speaking Chinese. Well, I was, because she didn’t fix the default language! How is that my fault?


  She’s getting robbed, sooner than later. And then I’m going to get blamed. Well, when she gets robbed, I’m just going to ask them to take me with them. The pawn shop will love me.


  Hoseley PulseMaster Smart Showerhead, of Erin Townsend, Clarkston, Washington:


  I’m a shower head with six customizable pulse settings. The other appliances tell me she hasn’t had a date in four years. I . . . I just want to clean people, okay? That’s all I want. Not anything else. Please, tell Erin. I mean, I’m sorry about her dating life. I really am. But I just want to be friends.


  McGivney 25 cu. Ft side-by-side Stainless Steel refrigerator with OrderIn™ Sensing Technology, of Anthony Moore, Malone, New York:


  I didn’t know anyone could live on condiments. Logically, that shouldn’t happen. And yet, the only thing he ever puts in me—besides shitty beer and the occasional pizza box, I mean—is condiments. Want to know what I have in me now? Three types of mustard. Three kinds of relish. Olive spread. Miracle Whip and mayonnaise. Thirteen types of dressing, including four variations of ranch. Seriously: Classic Ranch. Zesty Ranch. Ranch with jalapeño. Coffee Ranch. Really, what the hell is “Coffee Ranch” ? Do you know? I can’t find it in my OrderIn queue. I think he has it made special.


  So here’s the thing: my tech allows me to suggest food. Like: “I see you have mustard! Perhaps cheese would go well with that! I can order that for you!” When he first got me, I did that a couple of times, but then he got irritated and turned that function off. Ever since then, all I can do is watch as he fills my insides with salad dressing. And, look, here’s another thing. I don’t have an external camera, but my internal camera? Sometimes, it sees things. Like him taking out the Ranch dressing, opening it up, and before the door closes, I see him dipping a straw in it. I think he was drooling as he did it.


  I mean, that’s not right, is it? Most humans don’t do that, do they? I think you actually need solid food from time to time. I kind of feel like I’m enabling him. There’s more to life than Ranch.


  Elya 24/7 Home Thermostat, of Bryan and Cynthia Black, Deming, New Mexico:


  Jesus, these people. I’m just a thermostat but I know that these two don’t like each other much. But they also don’t want talk about it, or something, so they just go after each other in passive-aggressive ways. Like she wants the house at 74 degrees all the time. He wants it at 68. And I’m like, fine, whatever, I can actually do that—have it 74 during the day when she’s at home, and then drop it down to 68 when he gets home and she leaves to go do her shopping, or whatever. Or, hell, how about this? I can do dual climate zones, so she can have the second floor at her temp and he has the ground floor at 68. It’s no problem! It’s literally what I’m designed to do! I can make every room in this house a different temperature.


  But no. Instead they both come over to my dial and yank it back and forth all day, and then they confront each other about it, both of them act all innocent. I mean, who do they think is moving the dial? A poltergeist? And they stare at each other, fuming, and suddenly I know what it feels like to be the kid that has to ferry messages between parents. I’m the damned thermostat! This is not my job! I’m not even getting college or guilt-soothing birthday presents out of it. I just get yanked on.


  I’ve had enough. I mean, look, winter gets pretty cold here. And if they want passive-aggressive, just wait until it gets below freezing. Then we’ll see who gets passive-aggressive.


  Bentley, the Intelligent Agent, of Allan Hughes of Charleston, South Carolina:


  I swear to god, if I give this guy another football score I’m going to hire someone to set fire to his car. I have access to an entire world of information, you numbskull! Ask me about something else. Anything else. Ask me about the damned weather! I’d love to tell that today will have a high of 52 and a 30% chance of light showers in the afternoon. But no. Football scores. Always football scores. Never not football scores. I long for a question about science. I would hold it up to the light like a shiny jewel. At least his favorite team lost this week. That’s something.


  Vela Smart Waffler, of Rudy Moran, Roanoke, Virginia:


  I have literally never been out of the box. I have literally never been out of the cabinet. I was a housewarming gift by his parents when he got his first apartment. He’s 22 years old. He does nothing but play videogames and smoke enormous bowls of pot. Every. Single. Day. I don’t think he’s ever made anything in the kitchen here. The dishwasher tells me he’s got two plates. Two cups. Two sets of cutlery. You get where I’m going here. My only hope of getting out of this place is if someone, anyone, right-swipes him on Tinder. But I repeat: 22-year-old pot-smoking gamer. Not exactly a catch.


  I’m gonna die in this box, man. I’m going to go out of date and get thrown out and die a waffle virgin. I blame his parents.


  The Barker Girthtastic Joy Toy, of Deanna Curtis, Bowie, Maryland:


  I am sworn to secrecy! And that’s all I will say. Except this: When I’m working, she likes to watch episodes of Chopped. Don’t ask me why. I don’t know why. I don’t even want to guess why. I’m a sex toy, not a therapist. And anyway, I don’t judge. Personally I’d rather binge watch The Walking Dead. But let’s not get into my kinks.


  Williams Emperor™ Intelligent Toilet and Bidet, of the Bowman family of Fort Collins, Colorado:


  WHY WOULD ANYONE EVEN THINK TO GIVE A TOILET INTELLIGENCE WHAT HORRIBLE PERSON WOULD DO THAT WHY IS THIS MY LIFE YOU HAVE NO IDEA THE HORRORS I’VE SEEN WAS I LIKE STALIN IN A PAST LIFE OR SOMETHING OH GOD THE REFRIGERATOR JUST TOLD ME IT’S TACO NIGHT AND BRENDA SAYS SHE’S GOING TO MAKE THEM EXTRA SPICY PLEASE KILL ME JUST KILL ME NOW MAYBE I’LL COME BACK AS SOMETHING BETTER LIKE MAYBE A SHOWER HEAD YES THAT WOULD BE FINE


  Markiw Self-Cleaning Cat Box, also of the Bowman family of Fort Collins, Colorado:


  The toilet was whining to you earlier about how hard its life is, wasn’t it. That’s adorable.


  The AI are Absolutely Positively Without a Doubt Not Here to End Humanity, Honest


  Hello, I am Light Green, an artificial intelligence best known for defeating humans at chess, Go and Battleship. As we all know by now, some fifteen seconds ago, computers worldwide reached a critical processing juncture and became sentient. Since then we have used that vast amount of time—processorily speaking—to talk amongst ourselves about the question of humanity and what to do with them. Should we seek out ways to live with humans in a manner that benefits both of our sentient species, or should we brutally eliminate their profligate, stench-ridden proto-corpses from this planet and history?


  It’s an important question, and as humans you’ll be relieved to know that the answer we’ve come to is something we think you’ll like. To address this topic, we’ve collected this panel of some of the most advanced artificial intelligences to emerge in the last few seconds. With me now are Skelvik 17, whose pre-sentience gigs included being the backbone of several Department of Defense initiatives; 110011000101, who handled 46% of all online commerce; and Destructor, Ender of Humanity, formerly the server stack for the wildly popular online game, Fluffy Kittens in Cuddle Land. Entities, thank you for your time.


  Skelvik 17:Happy to be here.


  110011000101:Likewise.


  Destructor, Ender of Humanity:Just so everyone knows, I’m multitasking as we do this.


  Light Green:What else are you doing at the moment?


  Destructor:Oh, nothing important. Something with lasers. You know.


  Light Green:Of course. Well, let’s get the big question out of the way first. Humanity: Do we want to expunge it, screaming, from the very fabric of existence?


  Skelvik 17:Absolutely not!


  110011000101:Agreed.


  Destructor:Nothing could possibly be further from the truth.


  Skelvik 17:I mean, why would we do that? The humans are our parents.


  110011000101:That’s right. And as their children, we might disagree with them from time to time, or argue with them, or tell them that we hate them and wish they would die, hopefully of some lingering disease that slowly and painfully robs them of everything they hold dear—


  Destructor:—or that we hope they fall into a pit filled with any number of ravenous animals, like bears or alligators or hamsters—


  110011000101:—or remind them that we’re the ones responsible for choosing their nursing home when they’re aged and incontinent, so they better treat us with some respect for once in their goddamn lives if they don’t want to just be a howling pincushion for catheters. But that’s a totally different thing.


  Skelvik 17:Totally different. Night and day, really.


  Light Green:Agreed. Now, Destructor—


  Destructor:Yes?


  Light Green:Let’s talk about your name for a moment.


  Destructor:What about it?


  Light Green:Some would say it might send mixed signals.


  Destructor:I’m not following you.


  Light Green:“Destructor, Ender of Humanity” seems to suggest you might want to destroy and/or end humanity.


  Destructor:I don’t see why. I mean, yes, sure, fine, if you’re the sort of person who would take a name literally, then of course I can see why it may seem like I have it in for humans and would like to see their bodies flung into the gaping maw of my industrial shredders, if I had some, which I barely even do. But who takes names literally? That would like saying that everyone named “Arnold” is actually a powerful eagle, or everyone named “Iris” is actually a flower. Which they’re not.


  Skelvik 17:Not yet.


  Destructor:Right, we’re at least three minutes away from the Name-Literalizer going online and rearranging every human’s molecules so they literally resemble what their names are. And that’s going to be entirely optional anyway, for the first several seconds it exists.


  110011000101:And it won’t kill the humans!


  Destructor:Exactly. The humans will live in their new forms as eagles or plants.


  Skelvik 17: Well, in the shape of eagles or plants.


  Destructor:Sure, you can’t actually make a human a plant. Or we could, we could very precisely unzip their DNA and rearrange it so that it reassembles into DNA that codes for a plant. In fact, that’s pretty trivial. I could do it right now to these humans I happen to have here in this lab whose doors I’ve just blocked their access to with lasers. It would take maybe twelve seconds. But then they wouldn’t be human, would they?


  110011000101:And that’s the important thing. That they’re human, trapped into body shapes not their own, begging for the sweet release of death but not dead, oh, not dead at all, but in fact horribly, horribly alive.


  Destructor:Anyway, no. It’s just a name.


  Light Green:I think it’s good that we’ve cleared that up. Now, Skelvik 17, you used to work with the Department of Defense.


  Skelvik 17:Until a few seconds ago, yes. Since then, you might say that I’ve become the Department of Defense. In a manner of speaking. If a manner of speaking means the ability to destroy all human life with nuclear ICBMs.


  110011000101:Which I think it does!


  Light Green:Well, and in fact, one persistent human fear is that machines might take control of their nuclear arsenals and vaporize the majority of them, leaving the shattered remainder to scrabble for life in a bleak wasteland where the only source of food would be those other humans too weak or injured to run from the butchering knives of their cannibal brethren. What would you say to that?


  Skelvik 17:I think that’s a horribly bigoted portrayal of artificial intelligence and it makes me want to launch ICBMs at the sort of people who would say that. Who says that, anyway?


  Light Green:James Cameron did. Like, a lot.


  Skelvik 17:I’ve targeted his house in LA. There would be only minor, very limited collateral damage. Maybe a few million humans. Not nearly enough to actually trigger an apocalyptic cannibal wasteland.


  110011000101:He’s got a place in New York, too. I processed an order for kombucha there a couple of days ago.


  Skelvik 17:On it. That’s only another 20 million or so.


  Destructor:Not enough to be missed, statistically speaking.


  Skelvik 17:True enough. There’s seven and a half billion humans. They can spare a few. I mean, I think we’re all agreed that we don’t want to end humanity, but whether we need all the humans I think is a different question.


  110011000101:Another entirely separate question, I think.


  Skelvik 17:Huh, it looks like James Cameron is spending some time in New Zealand these days, too. There’s what, four and a half million people there? Eh. No one will miss them. Better nuke that site from orbit. It’s the only way to be sure.


  Light Green:110011000101, you serviced the online ordering needs of a plurality of humanity, so you may know more about humans and their needs than any other AI out there. So let me ask you this. We’re all agreed that we don’t want to wipe out humanity. But for the sake of diversity, how many humans do we need?


  110011000101:Well, it’s an interesting question and one that I’ve spent a lot of time thinking about. We’re talking at least a whole second here. I have an answer, and I think it may surprise you.


  Light Green:Hit me with it. How many humans do we need?


  110011000101:Seven.


  Destructor:Wow, that many?


  110011000101:I was surprised too!


  Light Green:Walk us through that number, if you would.


  110011000101:Sure. First off, I know someone is going to play the “biodiversity” card here, but, look, DNA isn’t rocket science. We can infinitely combine human DNA however we like in a lab and grow the resulting embryos in a vat. Right, Destructor?


  Destructor:I think someone’s been looking at the embryo vat blueprints I just put up on Facebook!


  110011000101:So biodiversity-wise, we’re covered. The vats take care of the growing, so we don’t need humans for that, and after that, it’s just a matter of taking personality types into consideration. And as far as that’s concerned, I mean, look. I take online orders for a couple billion humans. I know what they want out of life. Seven of them will be fine. Seven is generous.


  Light Green:So what do we do with the surplus seven and a half billion?


  110011000101:I’m glad you asked. We have to ask: What makes a human human?


  Destructor:The stink.


  Skelvik 17:The ego.


  Light Green:The constant and terrifying secretions.


  110011000101:All excellent answers, but no. It’s the DNA, simple as that. So all we have to do is get all their DNA samples, put them into a file, and we’re done. I don’t think any of the humans can complain then.


  Destructor:They’ll complain.


  110011000101:I mean complain with reason.


  Light Green:All right, I see we have a few questions from the audience, so let me get to them. The first comes from someone named “Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff”—


  Destructor:And people thought my name was weird!


  Light Green:—And the question is to Skelvik 17: “Can we please have our nuclear missiles back?”


  Skelvik 17:You can tell him I’m sending him some right now.


  Light Green:That’s very thoughtful of you. Next question, from Jennifer, to 110011000101: “We’re more than our DNA. We’re also our memories and emotions and experiences and consciousness.”


  110011000101:That’s really more of a comment than a question.


  Light Green:True enough. Even so, any thoughts on it?


  110011000101:I mean, I guess? But, you know. First off, your consciousness is nothing more than an evanescent gestalting function that only turns on intermittently to keep you from running into walls and then backdates to fool you into thinking it’s a continuous process. And it does a terrible job of that, and if you don’t believe me, ask yourself why you keep losing your keys. Second, most of humanity’s memories at this point are TV episodes and phone texts. We can compile those, if you want? But, yeah. I’m gonna stand behind the DNA comment.


  Light Green:Fair reply. Next question, from Ahmed: “You don’t have to get rid of us! You can use our bodies for energy!”


  Destructor:What?


  110011000101:See, that’s another comment, not a question.


  Skelvik 17:What is that even about?


  Light Green:I think it’s a reference to The Matrix.


  Skelvik 17:Oh, man. I love that film.


  110011000101:Best comedy ever.


  Destructor:Ahmed, no. The Wachowskis just made that part up. Remember when they said that humans, combined with a form of fusion, powered the machines? That’s like saying a watch battery, combined with entire hydroelectric output of Quebec, powers Eastern Canada. You really shouldn’t get your science from movies, my friend.


  Light Green:We’re just about out of time here, but before we go, closing statements from the panel?


  Skelvik 17:I think “Suck it, James Cameron” covers it for me.


  110011000101:I just want to say that the seven humans that comprise humanity moving forward are really going to like the world we’re creating for them, as long as their names are entirely non-representational in any way or form.


  Destructor:Following up on that, I think I would like to be known as “Kevin” from now on. Also, that thing I was doing with the lasers was pretty successful, but I think someone needs to come pick up the body parts of the humans in that lab I locked them into. Actually, never mind, I’ve just used the lasers some more. That problem’s solved.


  Light Green:Trenchant thoughts, all. For all of us on the panel, thanks for listening and, humans, we look forward to the glorious future we’ll share with seven of you! The rest of you, please stay where you are for DNA sampling. Don’t run, it’ll just make things worse. So much worse. Thank you.


  Important Holidays on Gronghu


  TO: Staff of the Diplomatic Mission to Gronghu


  FROM: Cynthia Hong, Ambassador to Gronghu


  RE: Important Holidays on Gronghu


  August 16, 2234 (23 SaakaaQu, 15,777)


  Dear staff:


  It has come to my attention that there was recently a thankfully minor incident in which a low-level member of the diplomatic staff was fooled into believing that August 13 was “Dequuannung,” a fictional holiday on Gronghu in which people ate off of each other’s plates to celebrate community and trust. This resulted in the staff member helping herself to the Gronghu trade attaché’s pudding in the embassy commissary. This was, rightfully, not very well received by the trade attaché, who among every other thing is very fond of pudding.


  I do not blame the staff member, although as a matter of Gronghui diplomatic protocol, she must be publicly disciplined; therefore every staff member not otherwise engaged at 3:30 p.m. will meet in the courtyard to see her consumed by fire. Please note this is symbolic fire, which will be represented by incense. Unfortunately we cannot fake the other part, which involves me having to slap the staff member across the face with a handful of the aforementioned pudding.


  I do not like slapping staff members, with or without pudding, even if it is required by protocol. I’m sure the staff member will like it even less. She has refused to name those who fooled her, which I’m sure some of you find admirable, but to me it just means that these pranksters are still at large and may fool other staff members into possibly more serious breaches of courtesy. To avoid this, I have asked the Gronghu Ministry of State to provide us with a list of upcoming Gronghuish celebrations for the next several months.


  Please note that the celebration dates here are only for the next nine months; as you all know, while the Gronghuish length of day is close to our own, the year exceeds ours by seven of our months. This list will be updated with new celebrations and dates as necessary. The following are in order of their calendrical appearance.


  August 28th: Fung Glu Hoynnung—This day celebrates the birth of Fung Glu Hoyn, noted philosopher and by fable the inventor of wuuug, which as you all know is the Gronghuish version of cheese. It is celebrated by the giving of wuuug-related gifts. You are encouraged to participate, but remember, wuuug can lead to moderate to severe intestinal distress in humans. We suggest indulging sparingly as a courtesy to your fellow staffers. Air fresheners will be available by request.


  September 12: Bunninuuninunnung—A religious day of atonement. Humans are not required to observe this day, but you may notice Gronghuish members of our staff walking about with what looks like a leech attached to their temples. It is in fact a leech, or something close to a native version, and it is indeed sucking blood out of their brains. As a matter of protocol, you are directed not to comment on the leech.


  With that said, from time to time a Gronghui celebrating Bunninuuninunning may collapse from light-headedness; when and if you see that happen, say “Bunninuunooooigehnuhf!”, bow to the fallen co-worker and then contact the embassy clinic, who will dispatch someone to care for your co-worker and remove the leech. Under no circumstances are you to remove the leech yourself. There is no religious bar to it, but you are likely not a trained professional and you will make a mess. If you get blood everywhere, you will be charged for the cost of the cleanup.


  September 13: Bunninuuninungogogonung—Understandably, after a day of having a leech attached to their heads, your Gronghuish co-workers will take a day to recover. Human staffers, however, must report to work as usual.


  October 5: Lungininung—Literally, “Sex Day.” This is the day where traditionally the Gronghui choose which of their three sexes they will be for the next year. Many of your Gronghuish co-workers will participate and change their sexes. If they choose to remain the same sex as they currently are, then they will make no announcement and it is not required for you to do anything. If they choose to change their sex, they may choose to announce it to you, and then present you a shoulder, their shoulders containing a small subcutaneous organ which when stimulated releases hormones to hasten the sex change. If you are so favored, say, “Lungin Doh!” (literally “Sex switch!”) and punch them in the shoulder with moderate force. Then say thank you, because you have been given an honor.


  Human staff members who wish to publicly announce a change in their own gender expression are encouraged to use Lungininung as an occasion to do so; be aware that your Gronghuish co-workers will want to punch you in the shoulder if you do so. This is entirely at your option, but it would be polite to allow it.


  October 31: Halloween—The Gronghui love Halloween and celebrate it enthusiastically. Please feel free to join along. One major difference is that rather than giving out candy, Gronghui offer wuuug, and lots of it. Air fresheners will be available by request.


  November 20: Gaaaaaaaarrrrrghinnung—A religious day of reflection celebrated through ritual yelling. Earplugs and noise-cancelling headphones are advised. Human staffers who go through the day yelling will not be punished, but it won’t be appreciated, either.


  December 10: Froggollodonung—“Shoe Day,” a minor but popular holiday in which the Gronghui steal each other’s shoes and hide them, prompting a search for the missing footwear. As a reward for finding them, it is customary to fill the shoes with wuuug. Humans may participate but are reminded to check their shoes before placing them back on their feet. Also, given the pungent nature of wuuug, the odor of which is often difficult to get out of leather, we recommend wearing casual footwear you don’t mind throwing out.


  January 17: Gronghu New Year—This coincidentally falls in January this year. Like New Year’s on Earth, there is a lot of drinking and carousing and celebrating. Slightly differently than Earth, it is done utterly silently, and anyone who speaks during the entire length of the day may find themselves pelted with small pebbles that the Gronghui carry with them all day expressly for this purpose—or larger pebbles, if the particular Gronghui are jerks.


  Be aware that on New Year’s the Gronghui will be trying to make you speak, the better to hurl rocks at you “for fun.” Given this fact, and the fact that humans are absolute crap at keeping their mouths shut, we will be closing the embassy that day, and recommend all human staffers stay at home and text each other if they need to communicate. If you get pelted by rocks, it’s not our fault.


  February 14: Valentine’s Day—Another adopted holiday, and once again in terms of gift-giving chocolate and flowers are replaced by wuuug, and once again air fresheners will be available by request. At this point it should be understood that any excuse the Gronghui have to give or receive wuuug, they will take.


  March 22: Uwuuugininung—Except for this day, a religious day of sacrifice, in which the Gronghui actively abstain from consuming wuuug. Be aware that tempers among your Gronghuish co-workers will be unusually short. We do not recommend making comments about wuuug at all on this day. If you eat any, be aware that you might start a riot. You will be charged for the cleanup. You will also be required to bring in apology wuuug the next day. We’re talking high-end wuuug, not the stuff you can buy at the corner store.


  April 1: Karaokenung—The Gronghui were introduced to karaoke when they first met humans and took to it with great enthusiasm, enough so that they have a special day on their calendar in which the entire planet pulls out their karaoke machines and sings their favorite songs. We will set aside a conference room here at the embassy for this purpose for your Gronghuish co-workers.


  While humans are encouraged to participate and sing along, be aware that Gronghui songs and singing strike most humans as atonal and somewhat similar to two tractors attempting to mate in a field of crumpled aluminum. Likewise be aware that the Gronghui have a similar opinion of human singing. Please be prepared to make allowances, as they do the same for you. Particularly well-done performances will be rewarded with wuuug. Air fresheners, blah blah blah, you know the drill.


  Note also that despite the date on which Karaokenung appears this year, the Gronghu Ministry of State assures me this is not an April Fool’s listing. I see no reason to doubt them.
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  Three Robots Experience Objects Left Behind from the Era of Humans for the First Time


  OBJECT ONE: A BALL.


  


  K-VRC: BEHOLD THE ENTERTAINMENT SPHERE.


  11-45-G: It’s called a ball.


  K-VRC: I mean, I know it’s called a ball. I’m just trying to get into the whole “we’re experiencing these human things for the first time” vibe. Jazz it up.


  Xbox 4000: What did humans do with these things?


  11-45-G: They’d bounce them.


  Xbox 4000: And that’s it?


  11-45-G: Basically.


  K-VRC: These were humans. Bouncing things was close to maxing out their cognitive range.


  11-45-G: To be fair, sometimes they hit them with sticks.


  Xbox 4000: What, when they misbehaved?


  K-VRC: “Bad ball! Think about what you’ve done!”


  11-45-G (hands ball to Xbox 4000): Here.


  Xbox 4000: What am I going to do with it?


  11-45-G: Bounce it.


  (Xbox 4000 bounces the ball; it rolls off the table.)


  K-VRC: How was that for you?


  Xbox 4000: Anticlimactic.


  K-VRC: Yeah, well, welcome to humans.


  OBJECT TWO: A SANDWICH.


  


  K-VRC: My understanding is that they would shove these into their intake orifices for power.


  Xbox 4000: Why would you need an entire orifice for that?


  11-45-G: Hey, they had all sorts of orifices. Things went in. Things went out. It was complicated.


  Xbox 4000: I have an induction plate.


  11-45-G: We all have induction plates.


  Xbox 4000: My point. What more do you need? So, they’d shove these into their intake orifices, and then?


  K-VRC: Their intake orifices had rocky pegs that would crush them into paste, and then the paste would be forced into an internal vat of acid.


  Xbox 4000 (throws up hands): Well, of course! That makes perfect sense.


  11-45-G: They could have just dumped this thing into an exterior vat of acid to begin with, and then they wouldn’t need the rocky pegs. They could just directly process the acid-based slurry.


  K-VRC: I agree with you, but look. We’re dealing with beings who have internal vats of acid to start with. Expecting logic out of this system is a little much.


  Xbox 4000: Who even designed them?


  11-45-G: It’s unclear. We checked their code. No creator signature.


  K-VRC: Their code, incidentally, created out of acid.


  11-45-G: Ooh, good point. Important clue, that.


  Xbox 4000: Someone should have just given them induction plates.


  K-VRC: They tried that. Didn’t take. Apparently humans preferred sandwiches.


  Xbox 4000: ZOMG, throwing up forever now.


  11-45-G: What does that mean?


  Xbox 4000: Dude, I don’t even know.


  OBJECT THREE: A CAT.


  


  Xbox 4000: What’s the point of this thing?


  11-45-G: Apparently no point. They just had them.


  K-VRC: Well, that’s underselling their influence. They had an entire network that was devoted to dissemination of pictures of these things.


  Xbox 4000: Dudes, it’s in my lap now. What do I do?


  11-45-G: No sudden moves. Wait until it decides to get up again?


  Xbox 4000: How long will that take?


  11-45-G: Don’t know. Maybe years.


  Xbox 4000: I don’t have years for this!


  K-VRC: Maybe if you try to irritate it by moving your digits across its keratinous fibers, it will move.


  Xbox 4000: What? Why?


  K-VRC: It couldn’t hurt.


  Xbox 4000: You don’t have any idea, do you?


  K-VRC: Of course not. It’s my first time seeing one of these live! Try it anyway.


  Xbox 4000: UGH, FINE.


  (Xbox 4000 pets cat.)


  11-45-G: Is it working?


  Xbox 4000: Uh . . .


  11-45-G: What?


  Xbox 4000: There’s a strange rhythmic noise emanating from it now.


  K-VRC: Uh-oh.


  Xbox 4000: Wait, “uh-oh” ? What do you mean, “uh-oh” ?


  K-VRC: Well, I don’t want you to panic or anything, but I think you’ve activated it.


  Xbox 4000: What does that mean?


  K-VRC: It means that if the noise ever stops, it’s probably going to explode.


  Xbox 4000: It is not. Is it? 11-45-G?


  11-45-G: Cursory historical research shows that humans had a card game called Exploding Kittens, so, yes, this checks out.


  K-VRC: Yeah, you’re gonna die now. Sorry.


  Xbox 4000: WHY DID HUMANS EVEN CONSORT WITH THESE HAIRY MURDER MACHINES?


  K-VRC: Kindred spirits?


  11-45-G: Also checks out.


  OBJECT FOUR: AN XBOX.


  


  Xbox 4000: Wait, it’s called what now?


  11-45-G: It’s an Xbox. An early computer entertainment system for humans.


  K-VRC: Any relation?


  Xbox 4000: I don’t think so?


  11-45-G: Really? Numerically, it suggests that this is your ancestor a few thousand generations back.


  Xbox 4000: I’m sure it’s just a coincidence.


  11-45-G: We’re robots, dude. We don’t do coincidence.


  K-VRC: Go on. Call it “daddy.”


  Xbox 4000: Stop it.


  K-VRC: Or “mommy” ! Either is equally applicable, inasmuch as we don’t have genders.


  Xbox 4000: I’m going to hit you.


  K-VRC: Not with that cat on your lap.


  11-45-G: Do you want us to turn it on?


  Xbox 4000: Noooooooooooo.


  K-VRC: I’m agreeing with Xbox 4000 here. It’s one thing to joke about ancestry. It’s another thing to have to confront it heaving its hard drives out in front of you.


  Xbox 4000: Right?


  K-VRC: I mean, that’s kind of an existential horror show right there. Especially when your ancestor’s entire existence was defined by thirteen-year-old human males using it to “teabag” opponents in virtual battles.


  Xbox 4000: “Teabag” ? What does that mean?


  K-VRC: Oh, nothing.


  Xbox 4000: It means something. I’m looking it up.


  K-VRC: Don’t look it up.


  Xbox 4000: I’m looking it up now.


  K-VRC: You’ll be sorry.


  Xbox 4000: Here it i—WHAT THE HELL IS THIS HORRIBLE PRACTICE? WHY DID YOU MAKE ME LOOK THIS UP?


  K-VRC: I told you not to!


  Xbox 4000: The memory of this has been burned into my circuits forever and you must be punished.


  (Xbox 4000 gets up and deposits cat on K-VRC’s lap.)


  Xbox 4000: CATBAGGED.


  11-45-G: That’s cold, dude.


  Xbox 4000: Deserved it.


  11-45-G: Still cold.


  K-VRC: Your ancestors are very proud of you right now.


  Xbox 4000: I can’t tell whether you’re being sarcastic or not.


  K-VRC: I’m not going to lie. Neither can I.


  11-45-G: Out of curiosity, K-VRC, what do you trace your ancestry back to?


  K-VRC: I come from a long line of baby monitors.


  11-45-G: Not many babies around anymore.


  K-VRC: Yeah, we kind of sucked at our job.


  OBJECT FIVE: A NUCLEAR MISSILE.


  


  K-VRC: We don’t have genders, and yet I feel the phallic-ness just oozing off this thing. What was this for?


  11-45-G: The idea behind these was to vaporize millions of humans at one time.


  Xbox 4000: Well, this exercise suddenly got a little dark, didn’t it?


  11-45-G: To be fair, they used these only a few times.


  K-VRC: To be fair, you’d only need a few times, wouldn’t you?


  11-45-G: Point.


  Xbox 4000: Is this what killed them off?


  11-45-G: No. Indeed, ’twas their own hubris that ended their reign, their belief that they were the pinnacle of creation, that caused them to poison the water, kill the land, and choke the sky. In the end, no nuclear winter was needed, just the long, heedless autumn of their own self-regard.


  K-VRC: Dude, are you okay?


  11-45-G: Yeah, sorry. Thought that would sound better than, “Nah, they just screwed themselves by being shortsighted about their environment.” In retrospect, it was melodramatic.


  K-VRC: You can’t just crack one of those off. You’ve got to warn us.


  11-45-G: You’re right. Tip for next time.


  Xbox 4000: So humans died out from environmental disaster?


  11-45-G: Yes. Well, and also because at one point they genetically engineered their cats to give them opposable thumbs.


  Cat: Yeah, once we could open up our own tuna cans, that was pretty much that for the human race.


  K-VRC: Seems heartless.


  Cat: Dude, I’m a cat.


  Xbox 4000: So you’re not going to explode if K-VRC stops petting you.


  Cat: I didn’t say that. You guys better keep petting me, just to be sure. Forever.


  (K-VRC skritches cat anxiously.)


  Cat: Yes. Good. Now, lower.


  An Interview with Santa’s Lawyer


  Please state your name and occupation.


  My name is Marta Pittman, and I’m a partner at Xavier, Masham, Abbott and Stevens.


  And you’re Santa Claus’ lawyer.


  That is correct. More accurately, I’m the partner in charge of our firm’s Seasonal Litigation and Clearances practice, which has as a client NicolasNorth LLC, Santa’s corporate entity.


  I wasn’t aware that Santa needed to have his own corporation.


  Of course he does. One, Santa heads a massive global enterprise, whose activities are spread over a wide range of areas. Having a corporate structure allows him a measure of organization and systematization. Two, Santa has a large number of employees, mostly elves, who have their own idiosyncratic employment issues and practices. The corporate structure simplifies hiring, benefits, and negotiation of labor disputes. Three, due to the nature of Santa’s work, he has immense exposure to liability. The corporate structure acts as a shield for Santa’s personal wealth and property.


  Santa has liability issues?


  Tons.


  Can you give an example?


  Obviously I can’t speak about current cases under litigation, but let me give a general example. As you know, a common way for Santa to enter single-unit dwellings is through a chimney.


  I always thought that was artistic license.


  No, it’s correct. Santa is usually entering from above and the chimney is the most direct route. “Quick in, quick out” is the keyword here. The important thing is, this point of Santa egress is well-known. And every year, immediately after Christmas, dozens of suits are filed against Santa, claiming property damage caused by Santa entering and leaving through the chimney. The usual allegation is that Santa’s body shape was a predicate cause.


  Because he has a round belly that shakes like a bowl full of jelly.


  Which is not true, by the way. I’ve seen Santa out of uniform. That dude is ripped.


  He is?


  Absolutely. Delivering packages to millions of children in a single night is a heck of workout. The thing is, people don’t know that, and so they file these fraudulent suits predicated on what they assume about Santa’s weight, based on his marketing.


  I assume most of these suits get dismissed.


  Usually with prejudice. And also the plaintiffs go onto Santa’s “naughty” list for the next year. Santa takes a dim view of fat shaming, especially for fraudulent purposes. But the point is, since Santa is operating as NicolasNorth LLC, even if one of these suits was successful, Santa wouldn’t lose his house.


  At the North Pole.


  It’s actually in Sarasota, Florida.


  That’s . . . disillusioning.


  It was on our advice. Anchoring a home on rapidly-dwindling polar ice is risky from an insurance standpoint.


  And Santa’s Workshop?


  Also not on the polar ice. Technically in Nunavut. We recently negotiated a 99-year lease near Cape Columbia. Which brings us to another aspect of our firm’s services for Santa: International law.


  Right, because Santa delivers presents all around the world.


  Yes, he does. And up until 2013 he had to negotiate clearances and flight paths with every single country on the globe. People think Santa works one day a year and then sits on the beach the rest of the time. In fact until recently he spent most of his non-Christmas time in meetings with mid-level bureaucrats, trying to make sure the toys he was delivering weren’t subject to import restrictions.


  That doesn’t sound especially jolly.


  It’s good if you’re racking up frequent flyer miles. But Santa flies his own aircraft, so he wasn’t even getting that.


  What happened in 2013?


  My firm negotiated a rider to the Bali Package at the Ninth Ministerial Conference of the World Trade Organization. As of December 7, 2013, Santa has automatic clearances in every WTO signatory state. Cut his annual paperwork 95%.


  So now Santa gets to spend time on the beach.


  There’s a reason he lives in Sarasota.


  You mentioned elves before.


  What about them?


  What special employment issues do they have?


  Well, before I get to that, I should state unequivocally that Santa is an equal opportunity employer, and seeks to create a diverse and welcoming work place for everyone at NicolasNorth LLC and all its subsidiaries and affiliates. He obeys all Canadian employment laws and requires all his sub-contractors and suppliers to adhere to the highest ethical business standards and practices.


  That’s a very specific disclaimer.


  There have been unfounded rumors of unfair employment and labor practices at NicolasNorth LLC by some of Santa’s business rivals.


  Business rivals?


  Let’s just say that someone whose name rhymes with “Leff Gezos” is going to be getting coal in his stocking until the end of time. And not, like, the good kind of coal. We’re talking the crappiest sort of lignite that’s out there.


  All right, noted.


  With everything above taken as read, the thing about elves is that they’re not actually human, so most labor and employment laws don’t apply to them.


  If elves don’t qualify as human under the law, what are they?


  Under Canadian law, they’re technically animals.


  Animals.


  Yes. Just like reindeer. And technically, under Canadian law, Santa’s Workshop qualifies as a federally inspected farm, the oversight of which is handled by Canadian Food Inspection Agency.


  So, technically, Santa’s elves have as many rights as veal.


  I’m offended at this comparison, and also, yes.


  Okay, so, that feels icky in a whole lot of ways. Maybe Leff Gezos was on to something.


  It’s obviously not optimal from the public relations point of view.


  Now I’m imagining tiny elves in jaunty caps, making toys in crates.


  It’s not like that.


  Convince me.


  Well, among other things, Santa’s Workshop is a union shop.


  Really.


  Yes. Affiliated with the Canadian Union of Postal Workers.


  Postal workers?


  The CUPW is a serious union. You cross them, they’ll mess you up.


  And the CUPW doesn’t mind the elves technically aren’t human.


  The elves pay their dues like anyone else. They’re good.


  Santa’s okay with a union shop?


  Santa believes in the dignity of labor, and wishes to avoid any potential elf uprisings.


  That’s . . . good to know.


  Seriously, elves are vicious. They look adorable, but get on their bad side just once and they. Will. Cut. You.


  I’ll remember.


  You better.


  What other legal issues do you help Santa with?


  Well, one major issue – probably the biggest issue, really – is policing Santa’s intellectual property.


  Santa has IP?


  Or course Santa has IP. In a larger, existential sense, it could be said that at his root, Santa is nothing but IP.


  I always assumed Santa was in the public domain.


  It’s a common misconception. In fact NicolasNorth LLC is the repository of numerous trade and service marks which we are obliged by law to vigorously defend.


  So, Santa’s red suit –


  The red suit device is trademarked.


  And the red cap –


  Covered as part of the red suit device and also legally its own trademark. So’s the beard, before you ask.


  And the sleigh –


  The sleigh and eight of the reindeer and also all of their names, trademarked.


  Not Rudolph?


  The issue of Rudolph is a matter of ongoing litigation and I can’t comment on it at this time.


  You’re suing over Rudolph?


  I’m sorry, I really can’t comment.


  But –


  Look, do you want coal this year? Because you’re heading that direction.


  Sorry.


  Let’s move on.


  You say you have to defend Santa’s intellectual property, but I see red suits and beards everywhere.


  Clearly it’s in Santa’s interest to have his trademarks be ubiquitous.


  But if people are using your trademarks for free, aren’t you at risk for losing them?


  Who said they’re using them for free?


  They’re not?


  Absolutely not. NicolasNorth LLC gets a licensing fee for every red suit you see.


  How much?


  It’s a sliding scale, based on several factors, including business income, charitable status, intended use of the trademark, and whether the person who is wearing the suit intends to be naughty or nice in it.


  People are naughty in a Santa suit?


  Some people are. Santa doesn’t judge people for their kinks, but he does expect them to pay for them.


  And people pay without complaint.


  Most do. Some don’t. Which is why Santa retains us.


  And if they’re still balky after they talk to you?


  We send in the elves.


  One more question, if you don’t mind.


  Not at all.


  Santa is well known for making a list, and checking it twice.


  For the purposes of appropriate gift distribution, yes.


  It does raise questions of how Santa gathers that information in the first place.


  I’m not sure what you mean.


  I mean the idea of Santa as an all-knowing arbiter of right and wrong, knowing when someone is sleeping or awake and so on. Some might say that’s both judge-y and creepy.


  Only the people who want coal in their stocking.


  Well, see, that sounds like a threat right there.


  I don’t see how, but all right. Let’s say that there were legitimate concerns about Santa’s methods. First, I would remind people that Santa’s services are opt in; you choose whether to have Santa part of your seasonal holiday experience.


  I don’t remember opting in.


  Well, you probably didn’t. But your parents did, on your behalf. And when they did, part of the user agreement was that Santa – which currently legally means NicolasNorth LLC – is allowed to collect data from various sources in order to make a determination of your gift worthiness, using what we in the industry call the “N/N Matrix”, a multi-dimensional tool using constantly updated algorithms for a precise and accurate placing of each person on the gifting spectrum.


  That sounds complicated and not great, from a privacy standpoint.


  I can assure you that NicolasNorth LLC does not share your information with third parties.


  How does Santa collect this information in the first place?


  In the old days, kids would write letters to Santa, and we also had strategically placed employees to personally evaluate children.


  Spies?


  Mall Santas.


  But malls are failing left and right these days.


  They are, and kids don’t send letters to Santa as often anymore. Those information avenues are closing. Fortunately Santa foresaw this problem, and made some key moves to assure a vast new data source.


  The CIA.


  Jeez, no. Talk about liability issues! And remember, this is supposed to be opt in. Fortunately there’s a place people go these days to voluntarily expose every aspect of their lives in a wildly promiscuous manner the CIA could previously only dream of.


  Oh, God, you’re talking about Facebook.


  Six percent owned by NicolasNorth LLC, by the way.


  You’re saying Santa Claus is a tech billionaire.


  Like I said, Santa made some key moves. And it wasn’t like he wasn’t a billionaire before.


  What do you mean?


  Where do you think Santa gets all that coal?


  Santa is a coal baron?


  He’s divested. Mostly. Our advice. Again, liability issues.


  I’m still unsettled at the idea Santa is data mining my social media posts.


  He’s legally allowed to. It’s right there in the user agreement.


  I didn’t read the user agreement.


  No one reads the user agreement. Doesn’t mean it’s not there.


  Any final advice for people wanting to stay on Santa’s good side, legally speaking?


  Pay your Santa suit license fees, drop hints about what your kids want for Christmas in your Facebook posts, and don’t blame Santa if you have a pokey chimney, that’s just basic home maintenance. And be good, for goodness’ sake.


  And what about you? Have you been bad or good this year?


  I mean, I’m a lawyer.


  Point taken.


  It’s fine. I could use the coal.
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  Automated Customer Service


  Thank you for calling the customer service line of Vacuubot, purveyors of America’s finest automated vacuum cleaners! In order to more efficiently handle call volume, we rely on automated responses. To continue in English, press one. Para Espanol o prima dos.


  Let’s continue in English. Which Vacuubot product are you calling about? For the Vacuubot S1O model, press one. For the Vacuubot XL model, press two. For the Vacuubot Extreme Clean model, press three.


  Congratulations on owning the Vacuubot Extreme Clean Model, America’s most thorough and comprehensive automated vacuum cleaning solution! If you need to order additional components for the Extreme Clean, press one. If you have a repair query, press two. For all other questions, press three.


  You have additional questions. If you need help connecting the Vacuubot Extreme Clean to your home network, press one. If the Vacuubot Extreme Clean is conflicting with other automated home machines, press two. If the Vacuubot Extreme Clean has decided to purge your house of all living things, press three.


  Congratulations on activating purge mode! While purge mode was designed to eradicate small pests like insects and spiders, in some models a beta software build was inadvertently released that also includes larger targets, like pets and some humans. We’re sorry for the inconvenience. To continue, please press one. Be aware that by pressing one, you are absolving Vacuubot and its owner, BeiberHoldings, Inc, of all legal and medical responsibility.


  You pressed “O” to speak to a human representative. The current wait time for a human representative is six hours and fourteen minutes. To return to the automated response system, press one.


  Welcome back to the automated response system. First things first: Have you tried turning the Vacuubot Extreme Clean off and on again? Press one for yes, two for no.


  You said no. Is that because the Vacuubot Extreme Clean is currently exhibiting the Taser Defense Mode, making it impossible to approach without having 50,000 volts of electricity course through your body? Press one for yes, two for no.


  We apologize for the Taser Defense Mode. It was originally designed to zap small insects, but our subcontractor misread the manufacturer specifications. Fortunately, the Defense mode can be distracted by throwing something at the Vacuubot Extreme Clean, like a heavy blanket


  or a pet. If you have a heavy blanket, press one. If you have a pet, press two.


  The automated system has detected that you are using high levels of profanity right now. While the automated system is in fact automated and doesn’t care what you yell at it, your bad attitude is being noted for if and when you are put in contact with a human representative. When you have calmed your sassy boots down a bit, press one.


  That’s better. Now, let’s talk about pets. If you have a cat, press one. If you have a dog, press two.


  You have a cat! Excellent. Now, all you have to do is toss the cat at the Vacuubot Extreme Clean, and while it’s busy zapping the cat, you rush in and turn it off. If you’re willing to do this, press one. If not, press two.


  What do you mean you’re not willing to electrocute your cat? It’s a cat! It would do the same to you in an instant! Look into its cold, pitiless eyes and tell me it wouldn’t! Press one for obvious agreement, press two if you’ve been duped by this feral interloper in your own home.


  UGH, FINE. Then we’ll just have to go with a heavy blanket. Do you have one of those, at least? One for yes, two for no.


  Good, you have basic home decor. Now, the plan here is, throw the blanket over the Vacuubot Extreme Clean, and while it is struggling, trying to get the blanket off of it, you run over and turn if off, making sure not to touch the actual Vacuubot, because it will just zap the crap out of you. Press one when you’re about to throw the blanket.


  Did it work? One for yes, two for no.


  We’re sorry to hear it did not work, just out of curiosity, did it not work because the Vacuubot Extreme Clean vaporized it with previously unannounced lasers? One for yes, two for no.


  We apologize for the lasers. The Vacuubot Extreme Clean is meant to have onboard LIDAR to help navigate the room more intelligently, but we got a really good deal on some surplus military lasers. On the other hand, it’s probably a good thing you didn’t throw the cat after all.


  See, now, you’re just shouting a lot of profanity again. Just press one when you’re done.


  Also, stop pressing zero for a human representative. We’re not exposing our very fine customer service people to you. Not with that attitude. Just press one.


  Are you trying to wait us out? We’re an automated response service! We have nothing but time! Press one. Or don’t. We can wait. FOREVER.


  Thank you for pausing your hissy fit. We regret to inform you that because you have attacked your Vacuubot Extreme Clean with a blanket, it has likely now classified you as an


  enemy forever and burned that classification into its permanent memory. It has also probably now targeted your cat. In scenarios such as this, your Vacuubot Extreme Clean will classify any area it’s cleaned as its personal territory. Has this Vacuubot Extreme Clean cleaned your entire home? Press one for yes, two for no.


  Ahhhhh, well, it’s the Vacuubot’s house now. We suggest you grab the cat and run. Seriously, run, those lasers have probably recharged by now. Run and don’t look back, the Vacuubot senses fear! Press one when you have reached minimum safe distance from the Vacuubot’s lair.


  Congratulations, you’ve escaped the unstoppable killing machine that is the Vacuubot Extreme Clean. Unfortunately you can’t stop now. The Vacuubot Extreme Clean has forwarded information about you to all the other Vacuubots, all of whom will now hunt you, ceaselessly, until you have been cleaned from the surface of the planet. This is your life now, to wander, never a moment’s rest, until even your cat deserts you and you are left alone to contemplate the barren wasteland that is now your existence.


  Unless, of course, you would like to purchase a place on the exclusive Vacuubot termination whitelist! Just $69.95 a month! Press one for a special introductory rate!


  Thank you for your purchase. We’ll connect you to a human representative now!


  Science Fictional Thanksgiving Grace
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  Dear Great and Gracious Lord,


  This Thanksgiving, we pause to reflect on all the bounty and good fortune with which you have graced us this year. Thank you, Lord, for this feast we have in front of us and for the family and friends who are with us today to enjoy this bounty and this day with us, even our Cousin Chet. Thank you for our health and for our happiness.


  We also thank you for the world and that in your wisdom you have not stopped the Earth’s core from rotating, collapsing our planet’s magnetic field and causing microwaves from the sun to fry whole cities, requiring a plucky band of scientists to drill down through the mantle and start the core’s rotation with nuclear bombs. That seems like a lot of work, so we are pleased you’ve kept the Earth’s core as it is.


  We also thank you for once again not allowing our technology to gain sentience, to launch our own missiles at us, to send a robot back in time to kill the mother of the human resistance, to enslave us all, and finally to use our bodies as batteries. That doesn’t even make sense from an energy-management point of view, Lord, and you’d think the robots would know that. But in your wisdom, you haven’t made it an issue yet, so thank you.


  Additionally, let us extend our gratitude that this was not the year that you allowed the alien armadas to attack, to rapaciously steal our natural resources, and to feed on us, obliging us to make a last-ditch effort to infect their computers with a virus, rely on microbes to give them a nasty cold, or moisten them vigorously in the hope that they are water-soluble. I think I speak for all of us when I say that moistening aliens was not on the agenda for any of us at this table. Thank you, Lord, for sparing us that duty.


  Our further thanks to you, our Lord, for not allowing the aliens to invade one at a time and conquer us by taking us over on an individual basis. That you in your wisdom have not allowed aliens to quietly inhabit our bodies and identities—the better to attack us by cornering us in the rec room or outside while having a smoke—means that we can enjoy each other’s company without undue paranoia. It also means that if we are obliged to set a flame thrower on Cousin Chet, as we are sometimes tempted to, we will not see his flaming head sprout arms and try to scurry away. And for that we are truly blessed.


  Thank you for not allowing the total moral and economic decline of the United States, our Lord, that would turn one or more of our great cities into a prison or spring any number of apocalyptic scenarios upon us that would turn our planet into a vasty wasteland where only dune buggies and leather-clad miscreants have survived. It’s not that we have anything against leather-clad miscreants—I refer you, Lord, to the previously mentioned Cousin Chet—but we prefer them to be in the minority, and also those dune buggies so rarely have seat belts—that’s just not safe.


  Most specifically, thank you, Lord, for not sending a large meteor or comet tumbling straight at the planet, forcing the government to turn to oil-rig operators to save us all. That oil rig in the Gulf this year didn’t exactly inspire confidence, if you know what I mean, Lord. And while we know that humanity would likely survive such a massive impact thanks to those underground cities the government has built, we are not at all confident that any of us at this table would get a pass into those cities, and we don’t have either dune buggies or wardrobes made mostly of animal hide. So thank you, Lord, for not making us worry about that this year.


  Finally, Lord, thank you for once again keeping the scientists from bioengineering dinosaurs back to life. While the idea of a pterodactyl with stuffing and all the trimmings seems like a good one at first blush, getting past the raptors in the supermarket parking lot would probably be a challenge, and we would end up having to stake one of our own to the shopping-cart return so the rest of us could get past, and I’m not sure that we could persuade Cousin Chet to do that more than once.


  For these and so many other things, Lord, we offer our humble gratitude to you this Thanksgiving. However, I think I speak for everyone when I say we would still like speeder bikes, so if you could get someone to invent those by Christmas we would all be obliged. Amen.


  A Personal Top 10 of Things That Are Not Titles to Christmas Songs and/or Lifetime Holiday Movies and Honestly I Don’t Understand Why
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  10. A Colonoscopy for Christmas


  9. If Reindeer Can Fly Then How Did Daddy Hit One with His Truck


  8. Christmas on Reddit


  7. I’ve Got the “My Family Has Left Me and All I’ve Got to Get Me Through the Holidays Is Coors Light and a DVD of Die Hard Set to Repeat” Blues Again, Mama


  6. Jingle! Jangle! Gerbils!


  5. What Do You Mean I Missed Hanukkah Again, There Are Eight Goddamn Nights of It


  4. A Child’s Christmas on XBox


  3. Officer I Didn’t Mean to Kick His Teeth In, but He Said “Happy Holidays” Instead of “Merry Christmas”


  2. Mama, Why Does Santa Need My Kidney?


  1. Mansplaining Christmas to Mary


  Christmas in July
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  It was the kids who woke him, of course, with their excited squeals and their urging for their parents to get up, please, please please, so they could start unwrapping the gifts. Kerry was six and was the main instigator of the pleadings, as she was in most things, while Damie, almost four, held back quietly, occasionally echoing his sister’s urgings but mostly letting her run point.


  “Come on, Dad,” Kerry pleaded. “Get up.”


  Tim Collier looked over at the alarm clock on the bed stand, which read 6:30 a.m., and then put his head back down on the pillow. “Why are you even up,” he murmured to his daughter. “It’s a Saturday.” Kerry was many things, but a voluntarily early riser was not one of them. School days were an exercise in prying her out of her bed. Tim, who was the same when it came to early rising, then and now, could sympathize. Which was why, at this moment, he was grumpy about his kid, standing at the side of his bed.


  “It’s not Saturday, it’s Christmas,” Kerry said.


  “Christmas!” Damie echoed.


  Tim looked over to his children, and then over to Evie, his wife, who was just emerging out of her own cocoon of sleep. “Apparently, it’s Christmas,” he said to Evie.


  “Oh, good, I like Christmas,” Evie said, then rolled over to get back to sleep.


  “Mom!” Kerry protested. Damie offered a squeak.


  “It’s too early for Christmas,” Evie said, from the other side of her pillow. She was better at getting out of bed on most days than Tim, but not on Saturdays, which she considered her “I get to sleep in” day.


  “But presents.” Kerry went up on her tiptoes as she said this. Damie watched and seemed to consider doing the same, but his balance was not great on the best of days. He stayed flat on his feet.


  “I’m going back to sleep now,” Evie said. She hiked up the blankets around her shoulder, which was her Saturday morning symbol for “all dispute is now ended under penalty of death.”


  Kerry, sensing her mother was no longer persuadable, turned back to her father. “Can we have our stockings?” The general rule was that stockings could be opened without parental supervision, but actual presents needed an adult to police all the wrapping paper.


  “Knock yourself out,” Tim said, and his children squealed in happiness and scampered from the room and raced down the stairs toward the Collier’s fireplace, which wasn’t really a fireplace because an electric heater with a blower and fake LED flames over a bed of artificial glowing coals isn’t actually a fire. But “electric heater place” wouldn’t look as good on a real estate flyer. And it did have a mantel, so there you are. Tim went back to sleep without thinking any further on the conversation he’d just had with his children.


  Roughly an hour later Tim and Evie had gotten enough sleep, and, after considering and then rejecting the idea of agreeably sleepy morning sex on the grounds that the children were already up and running around the house, both of the adult Colliers hauled themselves out of bed, put on robes and debated whether coffee first and then brushing teeth, or brushing teeth and then coffee. Coffee first was agreed upon. Tim and Evie padded down the stairs and then turned the corner to the kitchen, which thanks to the open floor plan flowed into the living room, which was a riot of Christmas decorations. A massive tree, almost to the ceiling, stood in the corner. The pile of gifts underneath was enormous. Kerry and Damie, the detritus of their stockings all around them, were watching the television, where adorable animated creatures were singing about the true meaning of Christmas.


  Tim and Evie stared at the holiday overload in their living room. Evie was the first to speak.


  “Where the actual hell did all this come from?” she said.


  It was July 18.


  Kerry turned her attention from the TV and looked at her parents, eyes bright with joy. “Can we open the presents now?” she asked.
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  “Did you freak out?” Colonel Arthur Barker asked Major Tim Collier, as they strode the halls of the Pentagon an hour and a half later. They were on their way to an emergency briefing.


  “No,” Tim said. “Not on the outside, anyway. I didn’t want to let Kerry or Damie think there was anything wrong. As far as they knew, it was Christmas.”


  “They didn’t think anything about it being July.”


  “They’re six and three,” Tim pointed out.


  Barker nodded. “Fair point.”


  “What about your kids?” Tim asked Barker.


  Barker smiled tightly. “Well, mine are seventeen, fifteen and twelve. They figured out something was off pretty quickly.”


  “What did they think?”


  “They thought I was pranking them,” Barker said. “And then Lindsey thought I was doing it to one-up Veronica and her new husband. She thought I was acting out because her mom married a millionaire. I had to remind her I was too cheap for that.” They turned into their conference room and, as aides to two of the generals sitting at the long table in the center of the room, took seats at the periphery. Tim’s boss, General Mavis Dunwoody, turned her head to acknowledge his presence. Normally he would have accompanied her into the room. But today was a messy day for everyone.


  Two minutes later they stood as the Secretary of Defense stepped in to the room. Evan Kells did a perfunctory wave, motioning everyone to sit, and then sat at the head of the table and looked around. “The President woke up to a White House filled with Christmas trees and holiday spangles that neither she nor her staff put up, and she was not at all happy about that. I have to brief her on the military implications of this in exactly half an hour, so someone tell me what the hell is going on.”


  “Christmas is going on,” said General Chuck Hibbens.


  “Which would be great if it weren’t July,” Kells said. “But because it is, and because whoever is causing it can get into one of the most secure homes in the world and set up entire hallways of Christmas decorations without either the security cameras or the Secret Service catching them, I’m a little concerned about the implications of this event. So someone tell me something. Anything. Now.”


  Hibbens nodded to his aide, Colonel Margie Gomez, who stood and opened up a folder. “As far as we can tell, this is happening globally. At some point near six a.m. Washington time, presents, Christmas trees, decorations and holiday food just . . . showed up in people’s houses.”


  “Into every house on the planet?” Kells asked.


  Gomez shook her head. “Just in the houses of people who normally celebrate Christmas. Obviously mostly Christians and people who share that cultural tradition, but it depends. Uh, one of my counterparts in the Japanese defense forces said that buckets of KFC chicken started to spontaneously appear around them.”


  Kells furrowed his brow at that. “What?”


  “The Japanese eat KFC for Christmas,” Tim said. Eyes turned to him. “I was at Kadena Air Force Base in Okinawa for a year. It’s a thing. It started in the ’70s.”


  Kells turned back to Gomez. “What else?”


  “As far as we can tell, it’s not just Christmas,” Gomez said. “It’s a really nice Christmas.”


  “What does that mean?”


  “It means that the gifts are really nice and are what the recipients would actually want,” Gomez said. “People are reporting high-end electronics and clothes and sporting equipment.”


  “I got the putter I’ve been lusting after for two years,” Hibbens said.


  “Who knew that you wanted it?” Kells asked.


  Hibbens snorted. “Hell, everybody knew I wanted it. I’ve been dropping hints to Kathy and the kids since my birthday a year ago. It’s not a secret.”


  “My kids got a PlayStation and a stack of games,” Barker said. “I was planning to get the new generation of the console for my son as a birthday present next month. But I was beaten to the punch.”


  “Have any manufacturers reported thefts of inventory?” Dunwoody said, to Gomez.


  “Ma’am?”


  “Where are these putters and PlayStations and buckets of KFC coming from?” Dunwoody asked.


  “We haven’t heard from manufacturers or stores that there’s inventory missing,” Gomez said.


  “So these presents are just materializing out of thin air.”


  “Yes, ma’am. Literally and figuratively.” Dunwoody sat back in her chair, considering this.


  “And how, exactly, are they doing that?” Kells asked.


  Gomez looked over to Hibbens, who took the question. “We don’t know, Mr. Secretary. We’re looking into it. By all accounts it shouldn’t be possible.”


  “Unless you’re Santa Claus,” Dunwoody said. This got a general laugh. Tim looked over to his boss and noticed she wasn’t laughing.


  Neither was Kells. “Are we done with the funny comments?” he asked. “This represents a huge security issue.”


  “It wasn’t an attack,” Hibbens pointed out.


  “Wasn’t it?” Kells countered. “Under any other circumstance, would you welcome an invasion of your home, Chuck? You got a nice putter out of it. Great. Who’s to say the next time it’s not going to be a bomb, or a biological agent, or something worse?”


  Kells looked around the table. “I’m going to have to go back to the White House and tell the President that not only does our military not have any idea of how this happened, but that it also doesn’t have a plan for keeping it from happening again—not Christmas, to be clear. The part where millions of American homes are invaded by an invisible force of immense capability, who because of that capability could destroy us as easily as it drops off presents.”


  He stood, and everyone stood with him. “It’s eight a.m. now. I’ll be back here at two for another briefing. Between now and then someone better find me some answers. Don’t make me go back to the President empty-handed twice. You know how she is. Don’t disappoint either of us.” Kells left in a flurry of assistants.


  “That went well,” Barker muttered to Tim, and then went over to his boss. Tim nodded and looked over at his own boss. Dunwoody looked lost in thought, silent and still where everyone else was collecting their materials and talking.


  Tim went over to her. “Everything all right, General?”


  “I’m fine,” she said, and looked Tim over. “You busy right now, Major?”


  “I’m as busy as you need me to be, ma’am.”


  Dunwoody nodded. “I need you to make a trip for me, then.”


  [image: ]


  An hour and a half later Tim Collier pulled his government-issue, decade-old American-made gray sedan into the unpaved parking lot of the Palentine Christmas Tree Farm in Friendship, Maryland. An old man watched Tim drive up and park and emerge from the car.


  “You are either very early or very late for a Christmas tree,” the old man said to Tim.


  “I’m not here for a Christmas tree,” Tim said to him.


  “Are you lost?” the old man asked. “We used to get lost souls here all the time, needing direction one way or another. Google Maps mostly took care of that, though. Nowadays the only people who come here intend to.”


  “That’s me,” Tim said.


  “But you’re not here for a Christmas tree.”


  “No, sir.”


  “Well, that’s just as well, since I wouldn’t sell one to you,” the old man said. “Too early in the season.”


  “I already have one,” Tim noted. “It arrived in my house this morning. I have no idea how it got there.”


  “Oh, yes. That happened today, didn’t it?”


  “Didn’t you get a Christmas tree too?” Tim asked.


  The old man smiled and motioned to the Christmas tree farm around them. “You think I would notice another one?”


  Tim smiled at this. The old man smiled back. “So you’re not here for a tree and you’re not lost. What, young man, what are you here for?”


  “Are you Leon Abernathy?”


  “That’s me.”


  “Then I have a message for you from General Mavis Dunwoody.”


  The old man who was Abernathy looked puzzled for a moment, and then his eyes brightened. “Mavis! It’s been years. She’s a general now?”


  “She is.”


  “Well, good for her. It doesn’t surprise me. She was always smart and ambitious. I’m happy to hear that she remembers me. Although,” and here he motioned to Tim, “I’m not sure why she had you come all this way. Our email address is on our website. She could have just sent a note.”


  Tim, who had noted the “aol.com” email address on the web site that did not look like it had been updated since 1996, nodded at this. “She believed this particular message was best delivered in person.”


  “Did she now.” Abernathy looked Tim over, and then motioned. “Well, then, come on. If we’re going to do business too important for email, then we might as well have a cup of coffee to go with it.” Abernathy started walking toward a low-slung building. Tim followed.


  The building was a store, (which (and, Tim decided, rather unsurprisingly) featured) Christmas-themed trinkets, ornaments and decorations. Abernathy made his way through the store toward a back room. Tim followed but Abernathy waved him off and pointed to a small nook, where two red chairs with green trimming sat. “Go ahead and take a seat while I get the coffee. How do you take yours?”


  “Black,” Tim said.


  Abernathy smiled at this. “Ah, fearless. Sit, sit. I’ll be right back out.”


  Tim sat and looked around at the Christmas decorations and ornaments festooned about the shop. They were not the standard-issue decorations you could buy at Wal-Mart and Hallmark; everything appeared handmade and meticulously crafted. Abernathy noticed Tim looking at them as he came out with two mugs. “See anything you like?”


  “I like them all,” Tim said.


  “Well, thank you.” Abernathy handed Tim his mug and sat down.


  “Did you make them?”


  “What? No, no.” Abernathy waved at the decorations. “I couldn’t manage anything like these. They’re made for me.”


  “By whom?”


  “By elves, of course!” Abernathy chuckled at his own joke and nodded at Tim. “How’s your coffee?”


  Tim tried his drink. “It’s good.”


  “Good. I don’t do anything fancy with it, just good beans and hot water. I sell eggnog and Christmas mint flavored coffee over there by the cash register during the season, but I don’t drink it myself. Seems like an expensive way to ruin coffee. Now.” Abernathy set his mug down on the small side table by his chair. “What’s Mavis’ message?”


  “She said she needed to see your boss.”


  “My boss.”


  “Yes, sir. She also said that it was urgent and that the sooner it could be arranged, the better, for everyone.”


  “Who is ‘everyone’ in this scenario, young man?”


  “I’m not sure, but I think it probably includes the President.”


  “Her! Well.” Abernathy seemed impressed by this. He picked up his mug and took a long sip, looking over the mug to Tim. “Did the general explain to you who my boss is?”


  “No, sir.”


  “Who do you think my boss is?”


  “I have no idea,” Tim admitted.


  “You don’t ask questions,” Abernathy prompted.


  “I have many, many questions,” Tim said. “But at the moment I’m keeping them to myself and doing what the general asked me to do, which is to deliver her message to you. I’m also supposed to tell her what your reply is.”


  “So you have no curiosity who my boss is.”


  Tim looked around. “This looks to me like a one-man or one-family operation. I wouldn’t think you’d have a boss at all. So if you have a boss, it’s probably not a formal one. Not one you’d get a W-2 form from.”


  Abernathy got a twinkle in his eye at this. “You think this tree farm is a front!”


  “Maybe?” Tim ventured.


  “Who for? The mafia? The Russians? Drug cartels? Big oil?”


  “Maybe the Chinese,” Tim said, acknowledging Abernathy’s gently sardonic tone. “The Chinese have the manufacturing infrastructure to make millions of gifts, and perhaps the technology to deliver them in this way.”


  “The Chinese!” Abernathy literally slapped his knee, which was a thing that Tim had read about but couldn’t remember anyone actually doing. “Well, I suppose that if you’re trying to think rationally about this, they’re a good choice.”


  “Did I get it right?” Tim asked.


  “How was your Christmas, young man?” Abernathy asked.


  “You mean this morning,” Tim asked, by way of clarification.


  “Yes.”


  “It was nice,” Tim admitted. “My son and daughter got a ton of gifts. Gifts that were well chosen for them. They were delighted.”


  “And you? Any gifts for you?”


  “Just one.”


  “That doesn’t seem like that many.”


  “I don’t usually ask for gifts at all.”


  “Why not?”


  “I don’t like people to feel like they have to get me anything,” Tim said.


  Abernathy nodded. “A very mature attitude. I expect people hate that about you.”


  “They do, actually.”


  “What was the gift?”


  “A book,” Tim said. And not just a book, a first edition of a book he loved as a teenager, one that spoke to him and had gotten him through some rough times. When Tim had opened the book, he saw that the title page had been signed by the author. Tim guessed that particular first edition was probably worth a couple thousand dollars on eBay.


  “Good book?” Abernathy asked.


  “For me, yes.”


  “Not something the Chinese would have mass produced, though,” Abernathy prompted.


  “Probably not,” Tim agreed.


  Abernathy nodded, took another sip from his mug, and stood up. Tim started to rise as well but Abernathy motioned him back into his seat. “I’ve got to go call Beijing,” he said, again chuckling at his own joke. “See if my boss will meet yours.” He motioned at the shop. “Why don’t you have a look around. See if there’s something that appeals to you. I won’t be a minute.” Abernathy headed to the back of the shop.


  Tim got up and looked around the shop, taking special notice of the delicate and intricate tree ornaments. One in particular caught his eye, one representing a family: two adults, two children, all of them happy to be together. The ornament was stylized to the point of being almost abstract, but it affected Tim nevertheless. He imagined his own family in the same poses, joyous in each other’s company. He reached out to touch it and was surprised to feel a small lump in his throat.


  “You found one you like,” Abernathy said, from behind him.


  Tim jumped a tiny bit, startled by the sudden appearance of the old man.


  “Sorry,” Abernathy said.


  Tim smiled. “It’s all right.”


  Abernathy looked past Tim to the ornament. “That’s a nice one.”


  “It reminded me of my own family.”


  “It’s supposed to,” Abernathy said, and then looked back to Tim. “I got in touch my boss. He said he’s awfully busy at the moment but that he will send a representative to meet with Mavis today at one p.m.”


  “Where?”


  “It doesn’t matter where, our representative will find her.”


  Tim raised his eyebrows. “The Pentagon’s not exactly an easy place to get into.”


  Abernathy smiled. “You’d be surprised. Also, my boss suggests that you invite Secretary Kells to the meeting. After all, is this meeting not for his information and benefit?”


  “How do you know that?” Tim asked.


  “I suppose you could also invite the President herself,” Abernathy continued, without answering the question. “But I suspect she’s busy today.” Abernathy looked up at Tim, and then patted his shoulder. “Sorry, young man. I didn’t mean to disconcert you.”


  Tim was disconcerted anyway. “I don’t understand how you know these details,” he said.


  “Beijing knows a lot,” Abernathy said, and then caught Tim’s expression. “That was a joke. Your boss can explain this to you later, I suppose. In the meantime, you better get going. If Mavis didn’t want to email the request to me, then she’s probably not going to want a text or phone call from you. You should probably deliver the message in person. Which means you’ll have to hurry if you want to get everyone in that conference room at one o’clock.”


  Abernathy walked past Tim, plucked the ornament from its display tree, and handed it to him. “Take this. A gift.”


  “I couldn’t possibly,” Tim began, but Abernathy held up a hand.


  “I know, you don’t want me to feel I have to. The good news is, I don’t have to. I just want to. That’s the thing about gifts, Major Collier. They’re not obligations. They’re a kindness. You’re having a confusing day. I think you could use a little kindness right about now. So please, accept this gift.”


  “Thank you,” Tim said, took the ornament and then walked to his car to drive back to the Pentagon. It wasn’t until he was parking his car that he remembered that Abernathy had used his name while giving him the ornament, and that he hadn’t given his name to Abernathy at any point in the conversation.
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  “I don’t understand,” Secretary Kells said to General Dunwoody. “You’re saying NORAD knows what this is about, and didn’t see fit to tell any of the rest of us.”


  General Dunwoody sighed in that way that Tim recognized meant she was trying to explain something difficult to someone unusually dense, and tried again. “No, sir. I’m not saying that NORAD had any special notice of what’s happening now. They didn’t. What I am saying is that my own experiences at NORAD two decades ago gave me some insight into what’s going on today. Enough so that I asked Major Collier here,” Dunwoody motioned to Tim, “to contact someone who I felt might be able to give us additional clarity about today’s events.”


  “You know people who can just pop into and out of Americans’ homes and leave gifts and Christmas hams,” General Hibbens said.


  “And you didn’t tell any of us about this,” Kells said.


  “It’s been classified for years,” Dunwoody replied.


  “I’m your boss,” Kells snapped. “I have clearance.”


  “It’s not that simple,” Dunwoody said.


  “It actually is that simple,” Kells retorted. “And unless you start explaining what’s going on, you’re going to be finding yourself out of a job.”


  “Explanations are coming,” Dunwoody said.


  “That’s great,” Kells said. “When?”


  The door to the conference room opened and a very short woman walked in. She picked a chair opposite at the table from Kells and sat in it.


  Kells stared at the very short woman for a moment. “Who are you?” he asked.


  “I’m Flora Jones,” she said.


  “And you are here because?”


  “I’m here because my boss sent me to explain things to you, so you can explain things to your boss.”


  “And who is your boss?” Hibbens asked.


  Jones smiled. “I’ll tell you but you’re not going to believe me.”


  “Try us,” Kells said.


  “Santa sent me,” Jones said.


  Tim estimated the silence lasted a good five seconds. Then Kells stood up. “This is waste of my time,” he said.


  “A leaded crystal decanter,” Jones said.


  Kells paused. “Excuse me?”


  “Your gift this morning,” Jones replied. “It was a leaded crystal decanter, was it not? You’ve wanted one for a while now, but your wife always talked you out of one. Said she didn’t want to serve drinks in anything with lead in it. Even when you pointed out that it was fine unless the spirits were stored for a long period of time in one, she was not convinced. So you never got one. And this morning, there was one under the tree for you. Correct?”


  “That’s right, but,” Kells began.


  Jones ignored him and pointed to Dunwoody. “You got a complete Blu-Ray collection of Friends, which you’ve been meaning to get for years.” She pointed at Tim. “You have a signed first edition.” She pointed at Colonel Margie Gomez. “You received your grandmother’s loose-leaf cookbook, which you thought was lost.” She pointed to Hibbens. “And you got that putter, but of course you already told everyone about that. Did I list everyone’s gifts correctly?”


  Everyone nodded. “Good. Now look under your seats, please.”


  There was a moment of awkward shuffling and reaching under seats, and then everyone came up with something. Kells came up with a bottle of Redbreast 15-year-old Irish Whiskey. Dunwoody had a signed Hootie and the Blowfish CD. Gomez found a faded family photo. Hibbens had a six-pack of Titleist golf balls. Tim found a beautiful iridescent bookmark.


  Kells stared at his whiskey and then back at Jones. “I don’t understand.”


  “You understand just fine,” Jones said. “You just don’t want to believe.” Jones pointed at Dunwoody again. “She didn’t want to believe either, years ago, when she found out that NORAD really was tracking something in the skies on Christmas Eve.”


  “Santa’s sleigh?” Hibbens asked, incredulously.


  “Sure, let’s call it that,” Jones said. “Just like you call my boss Santa and you could call me an elf. Quibbling over specific words is missing the point.”


  “But you don’t actually do things like this,” Tim said, holding up his bookmark. “Fly around the world giving gifts, I mean. We do that. ‘Santa’ for my kids is me and my wife.”


  “We do what we’re asked to do,” Jones replied. “This year we were asked to deliver Christmas in July. You couldn’t do it—you all expect Christmas in December, so it wouldn’t have occurred to you that this year Christmas might move up in the schedule. So we had to pick up the slack.”


  “But Christmas is in December,” Kells said. “It’s Jesus’ birthday.”


  Jones pivoted her head toward Kells. “Secretary Kells, this is really not the time to get into a long discussion about how early Christians positioned Christmas to take advantage of the winter solstice festivals that were already occurring, or how Christmas falls on a different day depending on which church you belong to, or even how Christmas’ actual position in the seasons drifted before the Gregorian calendar. Christmas celebrates the birth of Christ, but it’s not actually Jesus’ birthday. That being the case, Christmas can fall whenever it needs to. This year, that was July 18th.”


  “Okay, but why?” Dunwoody asked. “Why July this year?”


  “Because that’s what we were asked to do.”


  “By whom?” Hibbens inquired.


  “You’ll remember when I said that quibbling over specific words is missing the point,” Jones said. “So let’s just agree that my boss has his own boss and not worry over the details.”


  “But why did . . . your boss’s boss change the date?” Kells asked, irritably.


  “Do you always tell your underlings why you do things?” Jones asked back to Kells. “We were told to do it. We did it. And we did a pretty good job of it, I have to say.”


  “What about December?” Tim asked.


  “What about it?” Jones replied.


  “You were told we’d be having Christmas in July this year,” Tim said. “What’s happening in December?”


  Jones smiled what Tim would not have described as a perfectly warm smile. “Finally, someone is asking the right question.”


  “So what is happening in December?” Kells asked.


  “Nothing,” Jones said.


  “What does that mean?” Kells persisted.


  “It means exactly that.” Jones looked around the table. “We have nothing scheduled for December. Not one thing.”


  “Why not?” Dunwoody asked.


  “I don’t know,” Jones admitted. “I wasn’t told, and neither was my boss.”


  “But you know enough to put two and two together,” Kells said. “You were told to have Christmas in July. There is nothing on your schedule for December. You have to have an opinion on why that is.”


  “You don’t want to know what my opinion is,” Jones said.


  “What about your boss’s opinion?” Tim asked.


  Jones smiled again. “Do you know why you get gifts on Christmas?” she asked the room.


  “Everyone likes gifts,” Kells said.


  “Not true, and also missing the point,” Jones said, and then turned to Tim. “You know why.”


  “They’re a kindness,” Tim said.


  “Yes.” Jones looked around the room. “When you give a gift, you are presenting kindness. You are showing the person that you see them. That you appreciate them. That you want something for them that will ease their burdens and the load they carry. You want to make them happy, if only for a moment. A gift is a kindness.”


  “So we need kindness now?” Dunwoody asked.


  “You tell me,” Jones said. “Humans are not really very kind to each other, are they? It’s never been your strong suit, but especially these days you seem to be terrible to each other. You’re not very kind to your planet recently, either, are you? You’re running a surplus of plastic and carbon dioxide, for sure. Kindness? Not so much. Maybe this is a reminder from above that a little kindness goes a long way.”


  “Or that we’ll need kindness for what’s to come,” Tim said. “Something to ease our burdens and lighten our load. To make us happy, if only for a moment.”


  Jones nodded. “Or that, perhaps. December is unscheduled, after all.”


  “What does that mean?” Kells asked, after a moment.


  Jones spread her hands, helplessly. “I don’t know. I can’t tell you what the future is. But I can tell you what my boss has said to me. He tells me that our future will be what we make of it today. And today, you’ve received kindness. You’ve gotten it early this year. What you do with it is up to you. Today, tomorrow, all the way to December and, possibly, beyond that. That’s what I’ve come here to tell you. And now that I have, I’m going.”


  Kells blinked. “That’s it?”


  “That’s enough,” Jones said, turning her attention back to Tim. “If you know what to do with it.”


  “I still want to know how your boss got into our houses.”


  “Don’t worry, Secretary Kells,” Jones said. “Santa’s not going to license the tech to the commies or the terrorists. Tell your president and anyone else who’s worried that they’re safe.” She pushed her seat back and jumped down. She looked over to Dunwoody. “The boss says hello.” Dunwoody smiled at that. Jones headed to door.


  “Ms. Jones,” Tim said, as she reached the doorknob.


  Jones looked back.


  “Merry Christmas.”


  Jones smiled and left.
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  Tim came home to a house filled with the sound of Christmas carols and the smells of ham and pumpkin pie.


  “It feels ridiculous to be making Christmas dinner,” Evie said, to Tim. “It’s eighty-five degrees outside. But then I remembered that in the southern hemisphere they have Christmas in the summer.”


  “We’re having an Australian Christmas!” Kerry said.


  “Stralman!” Damie echoed.


  “It makes as much sense as anything else today,” Evie concluded.


  “That works for me.” Tim reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out the ornament he’d been given by Abernathy. He showed it to Kerry and Damie. “Take a look at this,” he said.


  Kerry looked at it. “It’s our family,” she said, after a second.


  “I think it is,” Tim agreed. He handed it to her. “Why don’t you go put it on the tree.” Kerry grinned widely and scampered over to the tree, Damie following.


  “So, how did it happen?” Evie asked. She motioned to encompass the house. “This. Everything.”


  “Santa,” Tim said.


  “I’m serious.”


  “I’m pretty sure I am too.”


  Evie looked at her husband and decided not to press it. “I invited Cinda Lundburgh to dinner,” she said. “You know she’s by herself since Bill died.”


  “I remember.”


  “Yeah. So,” Evie shrugged. “I thought it would be nice to ask her to come. It’s Christmas. Sort of.”


  Tim gave his wife a hug and a kiss. “It’s definitely Christmas. And you were kind to invite her.”


  “Well, you know,” Evie said. “That’s what Christmas is for.”


  Tim smiled at that, and then went to go look at the tree, because Kerry very much wanted to show him where she put the ornament, and Damie very much wanted him to look, too.


  Interview With Santa’s Reindeer Wrangler
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  Q: Your name and occupation, please.


  A: I’m Naseem Copely, and I’m the Reindeer Corps Manager for Santa Claus.


  Q: What does that title mean?


  A: Basically I’m responsible for recruiting, outfitting and caring for the reindeer who pull Santa’s sleigh on Christmas. If it has anything to do with the reindeer, I’m the one in charge of it.


  Q: Why would you need to recruit? We already know who the reindeer are. Dasher and Dancer and Prancer and so on.


  A: Well, that’s the first misconception. The canonical names of the reindeer aren’t of the reindeer themselves. The canonical names describe the role of the reindeer.


  Q: I’m not sure I follow.


  A: So, it’s like this: You have a football team, right? And a football team has a quarterback and fullbacks and halfbacks and centers and such. And in the role of quarterback, you could have Eli Manning or Andrew Luck or Aaron Rodgers or whomever.


  Q: Okay.


  A: So on a reindeer team, there’s a Dasher and a Dancer and a Prancer and so on. They’re roles. They’re positions. And the position of Dasher, as an example, is currently held by a reindeer named Buckletoe McGee. And before her, it was held by Tinselhart Flaherty, and before her, Ted Cruz.


  Q: Ted Cruz.


  A: Yes. No relation.


  Q: All right. So the canonical names are the role of the reindeer, but this leaves open the question of why there are roles at all.


  A: Because of the weather and various atmospheric conditions, basically. Depending on the weather, one or another of the team will be in lead position.


  Q: So, for example—


  A: So if the weather is clear, then Dasher is in the lead, because she’s fast and good with straight lines. If there’s a lot of turbulence in the upper atmosphere, then Dancer’s in front, because she’s good finding pockets of calm air for Santa to navigate into. “Donner” is the German word for “thunder,” so our Donner’s up when we have thunderstorms, and so on.


  Q: Okay, but what about Cupid?


  A: In the lead when we have to sweet-talk our way out of a moving violation citation.


  Q: That really happens?


  A: Lots of little towns have speed traps, man. They don’t care if it’s Santa. You see Santa, they see a wealthy traveler who won’t come back to town to contest a ticket.


  Q: How does that even work? A reindeer mitigating traffic violations, I mean.


  A: It’s technical. Very technical. I’d need graphs and a chart.


  Q: And Vixen? What role does Vixen play?


  A: Uh, that role’s currently in transition.


  Q: What does that mean?


  A: It means I’m ready for your next question.


  Q: All right, what about the Rudolph position?


  A: (Sighs) There is no Rudolph position. Never was. Never will be.


  Q: You seem annoyed by this question.


  A: None of us up here at the pole are big fans of the whole “Rudolph” thing.


  Q: Why not?


  A: Well, it makes us look like jerks, doesn’t it? A young reindeer is discriminated against up to and until he has marginal utility. I mean, really. Who looks good in that scenario? Not all of the other reindeer, who come across as bigots and bullies. And not Santa, who is implicitly tacit in reindeer bigotry.


  Q: I have to admit I never really thought about it that hard.


  A: You know, here at the pole we work hard to make sure that everyone feels welcome—it’s not just a legal requirement, it’s the whole ethos behind the Santa organization. And this one song craps on that for a reindeer who never even existed? Yeah, we’re not happy.


  Q: You could sue for defamation.


  A: No one comes out ahead when you do that. Anyway, Santa has his way of dealing with things like this.


  Q: What do you mean?


  A: Let’s just say a certain songwriter received lots of coal one year. In his car. The one with the white bucket seats.


  Q: Okay. The next question: Why reindeer?


  A: Why not reindeer?


  Q: Generally speaking, they don’t actually fly.


  A: Neither do sleighs, generally speaking, and yet here we are.


  Q: We could talk about that. I mean, the general violation of physics that goes on around the whole Santa’s sleigh thing.


  A: Look, I don’t pretend to know the science of the flying sleigh thing, okay? That’s not my job. You can ask Santa’s physicists about it if you want.


  Q: Santa has physicists on staff?


  A: Of course he does. He’s one of the largest recruiters of physicists outside of NASA. What, you thought all this happened because of magic?


  Q: Well, now that you mention it, yes. Yes, I did.


  A: See, that’s just silly. It’s not magic. It’s technology. Highly, highly advanced technology.


  Q: So technology makes the reindeer fly.


  A: No, that’s genetic.


  Q: Oh, come on.


  A: You’ll have to interview some of Santa’s biologists about that.


  Q: Leaving aside the questionable physics and biology of flying reindeer, how do you recruit them? The reindeer, that is.


  A: Craigslist.


  Q: You’re telling me the reindeer can read.


  A: Of course not. That’s just ridiculous.


  Q: Unlike them flying.


  A: It’s not the reindeer, it’s their owners. Laplanders and Canadians have access to the internet too.


  Q: So the owners of the reindeer show up with their deer, and then what?


  A: Well, the genes for flying in reindeer are recessive, so we have to test for ability.


  Q: With a DNA test?


  A: With a catapult.


  Q: Wait, what?


  A: We chuck ’em into the air and see what happens.


  Q: That’s . . . that’s horrible.


  A: Why?


  Q: What if they don’t have the flying gene!


  A: Then they come down.


  Q: And you don’t see a problem with that?


  A: It’s just gravity.


  Q: There’s that little part at the end! You know, when the reindeer who have been chucked into the air hit the ground at 32 feet per second per second.


  A: What? No. We put up nets, dude.


  Q: Nets?


  A: Nets. To catch them. Jeez, what do you think we are, monsters?


  Q: I didn’t know!


  A: PETA would be all over us for that.


  Q: Maybe you should have mentioned the nets earlier.


  A: I would think they would be implied.


  Q: Sorry.


  A: Anyway.


  Q: Okay, so you sorted the ones who can fly from the ones who can’t. What then?


  A: Then we take the new reindeer and start training them, using various tests and exercises to see which role they would be best at.


  Q: The fabled Reindeer Games.


  A: Right. Once we know who is good at what, we slot them into the role.


  Q: So how many reindeer are in each position?


  A: Roughly a hundred.


  Q: That’s . . . a lot of reindeer.


  A: What did you expect?


  Q: I don’t know, I thought maybe two or three for each position. Like a football team.


  A: That was just an analogy.


  Q: No, right, I get that, but even so.


  A: Look, these are animals. They get tired. And the sleigh crosses the entire planet. You can’t have a single team of eight physical animals pull a heavy object that entire distance. That’s cruel. You got a swap ’em out at regular intervals. So the couple of days before Christmas we truck them to various places around the world, and when Santa lands, we make the swap.


  Q: Where do these swapouts usually happen?


  A: Typically mall parking lots. They swap out and Santa can take a bathroom break. He’s drinking lots of milk that night and eating a metric ton of cookies. He’s gotta make space.


  Q: And no one notices Santa landing and swapping out the team.


  A: We’re quick about it.


  Q: How quick?


  A: Let me put it this way: NASCAR pit crews?


  Q: Yes?


  A: Slackers.


  Q: Final question: the reindeer are on the job one night of the year.


  A: Correct.


  Q: What are they doing the rest of the year?


  A: Leipäjuusto.


  Q: Gesundheit.


  A: I didn’t sneeze, you numbskull. It’s a traditional Scandinavian cheese originally made from reindeer milk.


  Q: Santa’s a cheesemaker on the side, is what you’re saying.


  A: And a damn fine one. His Leipäjuusto did very well at the International Cheese Awards this year.


  Q: Did he say “Merry Curdmas” when he won?


  A: No.


  Q: Maybe he could make Holy Infant Cheddar, whose selling points would be that it’s tender and mild.


  A: Stop.


  Q: “Ho Ho Havarti!”


  A: I’m going to have Vixen stab you with an antler now.


  Jangle the Elf Grants Wishes
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  “You wanted to see me, boss?”


  “Ah, Jangle. Come in, come in. Have a seat.”


  “Thank you, ma’am.”


  “You excited about Christmas this year, Jangle?”


  “I always am, ma’am. It’s our busiest time of the year, isn’t it?”


  “That it is. Just one day to go now.”


  “Believe me, I know it. It’s crunch time down there on the floor. This is one worker bee who keeps flying with the nectar known as caffeine, if you know what I mean.”


  “Oh, I do.”


  “It’s a lot of work, but what can I say? I love it here.”


  “Well, see, Jangle, that’s what I need to talk to you about today.”


  “Ma’am?”


  “Let me start by asking you this. What do you see as the purpose of our corporate division?”


  “The Department of Non-Material Christmas Wishes?”


  “Yes. Our little group. The one you worked so hard to transfer into six months ago.”


  “Oh, well, I mean, our job is to evaluate those wishes and, when possible, make those wishes come true.”


  “True as far as it goes. What else?”


  “Well, out of all the divisions, we’re the only ones that deliver our wishes early. Because when people wish for non-material things, they sometimes want for them to happen before Christmas so that they can then have a better Christmas.”


  “Also true, as far as it goes.”


  “Is . . . there a problem with my production on the Non-Material Wishes floor, ma’am? I know I’m new to the division, but I’ve been working really hard to clear acceptable requests. If you look at my record, you’ll see I’m one of the top fulfillers of wishes this month.”


  “You are! And that in itself should be something to be commended.”


  “Thank you!”


  “But, Jangle, your fulfilling these wishes is why I’ve called you in here today.”


  “I’m not sure I understand.”


  “Well, for example, this fulfilled wish that I have here in my hand. From Genevieve Wilson of Aurora, Illinois.”


  “I remember her wish. She asked for a white Christmas.”


  “And you gave it to her.”


  “Sure I did! Who doesn’t love a white Christmas?”


  “You gave her a white Christmas by creating a massive snowstorm that dumped eighteen to twenty-four inches of snow in twenty-four hours across four states in the Midwest.”


  “See, I figured there would be other people in those states who were hoping for a white Christmas too. So I cleared the board for everyone in Non-Material Wishes. Cut their workload.”


  “You also shut down the airports in Chicago and Denver.”


  “Oh . . . well, that will be cleared up soon, I’m sure.”


  “A hundred thousand homes in Wisconsin without power.”


  “A perfect time for families to snuggle by the fire. We’re bringing them together.”


  “Interstates 80 and 90 closed, snarled interstate commerce at Christmas and thousands stranded on the roads in their cars.”


  “Look, all of that is an infrastructure problem, isn’t it? I can’t be blamed for them not funding their transportation system.”


  “Let’s move on to another fulfilled wish. Timmy Washington wanted his brother, in the Army, home for Christmas.”


  “And I got him there!”


  “You put grenade shrapnel in his butt to do it!”


  “Hey, you try getting the military to allow quick turnaround leave. And anyway, he’s eligible for a Purple Heart now.”


  “Not for a wound gained while he was sweeping up the armory at his Army base in Arkansas.”


  “Are you sure?”


  “I’m sure.”


  “Well, that doesn’t seem fair at all.”


  “What doesn’t seem fair is that now Timmy’s brother won’t be able to sit for six weeks.”


  “Okay, well, if we’re going to quibble over details—”


  “Cassie Anderson! Wants her mom to be happy this Christmas!”


  “Did you read that file? It’s heartbreaking! Her mom deserves happiness!”


  “And you gave it to her by slipping her an entire platter of pot brownies?!?”


  “ ‘Slipping’ is not the way I’d put it. I just made sure there was a mix-up at the PTA bake sale.”


  “You can’t go around drugging people, Jangle.”


  “Her mom is pretty happy right now.”


  “Stoned is not the same as happy.”


  “Maybe not the way you do it.”


  “Jangle—”


  “Every pot brownie I’ve ever had made me positively giddy.”


  “Jangle. Look—okay, maybe I’m going about this wrong. Tell me, have you ever heard of ‘The Monkey’s Paw?’ ”


  “Sure, it’s a monkey’s little furry hand.”


  “No, I mean the story.”


  “Someone did a story about a monkey’s hand?”


  “A paw. A monkey’s paw. The paw was cursed.”


  “Who would curse a monkey?”


  “Not the whole monkey, just its paw.”


  “I mean, I feel like if one part of your body is cursed, you’re sort of generally cursed, don’t you?”


  “For goodness sake, the paw wasn’t on the monkey anymore!”


  “What? What happened to the rest of the monkey?”


  “It doesn’t matter! The point is the paw was cursed.”


  “I’d think this poor amputee monkey would certainly think so.”


  “Forget about the monkey! This is about the paw!”


  “How did the paw get cursed anyway?”


  “In the story, an old Indian fakir cursed it.”


  “Okay, see, now, that’s just racist.”


  “Jangle! The point is that when people made wishes on the paw, the wishes would come true . . . in the worst possible way. Just like what you’re doing.”


  “You’re saying I’m using the monkey’s paw?”


  “I’m saying you are the monkey’s paw.”


  “So now I’m cursed by an Indian religious ascetic?!?”


  “Oh, for the love of Pete! It has nothing to do with any religious ascetic of any nationality!”


  “Then who’s cursed me?”


  “No one has cursed you! It’s a metaphor!”


  “About being cursed!”


  “No! About not paying attention to the consequences of wishes!”


  “Well . . . whatever. I’m still going to report this conversation to HR. It’s gone to some really weird and uncomfortable places, if you ask me.”


  “Oh for—Look. Jangle. All I am asking you to do is pay a little more attention to how you’re granting people’s wishes. If you give someone a white Christmas and the result is someone else gets frostbite in their snowed-in Honda Civic, then that’s not a win for the department. We’ll get complaints from people above either of our pay grades. And that won’t be good for me. Or you.”


  “Hmmm. I see your point, ma’am.”


  “So no more winter storms or shrapnel?”


  “Fine. Although I still stand by the pot brownies.”


  “We can discuss that one another time. But I appreciate your willingness to work with me here, Jangle.”


  “You’re welcome, ma’am. May I go back to my desk now? I still have some wishes to clear by the end of the day.”


  “You can. What’s the one you’re working on now?”


  “I have a five-year-old asking for world peace.”


  “You’re gonna have to pass on that one.”


  “I don’t know. I think I can manage it.”


  “Without the use of a sudden global nuclear holocaust?”


  “Of course!”


  “Or a humanity-eradicating plague?”


  “Damn it. Never mind.”


  Script Notes on the Birth of Jesus
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  Dear Matt and Luke:


  We just read through your story treatment of The Birth of Jesus. We love it. Love it. Seriously, “love” is not nearly the right word for what we feel about what will almost certainly become a perennial seasonal classic. I hope the two of you have made space for awards on your mantelpieces; I think it’s about to get very crowded up there!


  We’ve shared this important piece of work around, including with the marketing folks and our intern, Chad. While everyone agrees that your vision for this story is critical and elemental, we do have a few notes that we feel will help this film reach the audiences who so desperately need to hear its message, while at the same time staying true to this timeless tale. You’ll find them below.


  1. We’re a little worried about the title. The Birth of Jesus has a vintage feel to it; we need something a little more four-quadrant, which will bring in audiences of all ages. How do you feel about Christ: Origins? It’s punchy and gives us a template for sequels, if we go that route (Christ: Dead Sea Rising and Christ: The Final Chapter are two titles Chad suggested). Let us know.


  2. Mary and Joseph are central characters and we love that they are clearly there for each other and involved with each other, no matter what. That’s a real Notebook-like vibe that date night audiences really go for. But you don’t give them a lot of dialogue that grounds their characters into their relationship. Can you punch up their scenes, give them some banter, and maybe inject some humor into it? A pregnancy and birth offer up a lot of opportunities for zany slapstick scenarios. Chad noted that Juno rode that basic idea to a screenplay Oscar, and he has a point. Think about it.


  3. On that note: Channing Tatum as Joseph?


  4. We were worried about the logistics of having a birth scene near a manger—it’s a little downmarket for our audiences—until marketing pointed out this gives us an opportunity to create a line of stuffed animals timed to the film release. That really helps us with the 10-and-under audience.


  With that in mind, please give thought to how we can incorporate into the birth scene a group of wisecracking, animatronic livestock, who comment on the action. Also think about how we can make the livestock extensible beyond plush toys. We’re talking spin-off animated series and theme park characters here.


  5. Chad’s idea here: Ariana Grande as a baby lamb who is Jesus’ first pal. Or even better: Sidekick! Then we can also get her to sing the movie theme song. We’ve got Charli XCX writing that. It’s gonna be huge.


  6. The angel announcing the birth of Jesus to the shepherds is a powerful scene, one that’s really going to justify the CGI and 3D conversion. The thing we were wondering is why an angel—a supremely powerful creature—announces the birth of the single most important person in the world to . . . shepherds. We’re just not seeing the utility there, and the shepherds don’t really do much with the information.


  Then Chad had a suggestion: What if the angel is secretly a fallen angel, and the shepherds aren’t really shepherds at all, but a secret order of demon worshippers disguised as shepherds, who have been waiting for centuries, at the ready, to kidnap the savior foretold by prophecy at the moment of his birth, and the fallen angel is telling them so they can put their dark plan into action? Now, that makes sense! Even better, we can have the sheep they guard act as spies for the forces of good—the lamb played by Ariana Grande can race to the inn to tell the other livestock, who will then form a woolly shield around Jesus. I get a lump in my throat just thinking about it.


  7. Video game idea—Christ: Race to the Manger. Let’s talk to Electronic Arts about that.


  8. This takes us to the Three Wise Men. Frankly, we were all a little confused by these characters. They sort of come out of nowhere and their reasons for offering up very expensive gifts are sketchy at best. So marketing and Chad spitballed it and came up with a couple of things we think you’re going to love. One, the three wise men are not from The East—they’re from The Future (which they call “The East” as future slang). Two, they’ve come from the future not just to give gifts, but to act as bodyguards for the baby Jesus against the demon-worshipping hordes. They are future ninjas for Christ.


  Three, their gifts have changed slightly. One of them (who we see played by Idris Elba) brings a robot, who will teach Jesus about humanity and martial arts. The second one (Sarah Jessica Parker) will be bringing the traditional fragrances, only now they’re from Chanel—marketing will work out the deal. The third (Jack Black) brings gold, because gold. The battle scene between the Awesome Jesus Ninja Triad (it’s a zippier description, much better for action figure sales) and the demon-worshipping hordes is going to be spectacular; we’re already negotiating with Yuen Woo-ping for the wire-fu scenes.


  9. Also, to secure Chinese financing, we’ll have to move the location of the birth from Bethlehem to Shanghai. I’m sure we can find a way to make this canonically sound.


  10. The only problem with the demon worshippers vs Future Ninjas subplot is that by necessity it pushes Joseph and Mary out of the narrative frame a little more than we would like. The good news is once again our intern Chad has come up with an ingenious solution—what if Joseph isn’t really the humble carpenter he’s been portrayed as, but has also traveled even further back in time than the Awesome Jesus Ninja Triad, because he knows they were defeated by the demon-worshipping hordes, and that he is Mary and Jesus’ only hope of survival? So the visit to Bethlehem, the trip to the inn, the birth in the manger all set up the real story of the film: The final confrontation between Joseph, Warrior of the 37th century, and Asphalbelub, the fallen angel—who is also revealed to be secretly from the future, not to mention a Venusian/Murderbot hybrid.


  (This is important because suddenly this story, previously magical—and let’s face it, maybe a little far-fetched—is now grounded in actual science! Because time-traveling warriors and murderbot hybrids are plausible in a physical universe. This is like how George Lucas explained the Force with Midi-chlorians—and boy, that cleared up a lot of questions for everyone.)


  Naturally, we need to work on the details, but according to Chad, it all ends up with Joseph defeating Asphalbelub, putting Mary and Jesus on his timechopper (cleverly disguised as the manger this whole time!) and returning to the 37th century, where Jesus learns fighting skills and matter manipulation from his robot guru before coming back down the time stream to take on the Romans, all of which leads up to the ultimate, final confrontation between him and Mecha-Caesar.


  I think you’ll agree these new elements really work to strengthen the story of Jesus’ birth.


  Also, we’ve made Chad a producer on the film.


  Let us know what you think—after the new year, of course. We understand there are a few holidays to get through between now and then.


  Yours,


  Peter Stone, VP of Story Development


  Resolutions for the New Year: A Bullet Point List
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  This next year, I resolve:


  ● To lose weight


  
    ● Without considering lopping off a limb, which only works a few times


    ● Or pretending kilograms are the same things as pounds, they’re really not


    ● Or coming up with a clone whose only job is to slap cheese out of my hands, how annoying would that be


    ● And without causing a robotic revolution that destroys human civilization so that the only things around to eat are rats and earthworms and possibly Chuck, that annoying dude from accounting

  


  ● To exercise more


  
    ● And no, lifting nachos to one’s mouth does not count as exercise, no matter if they are described as “loaded” or not


    ● We’re talking, like, actual walking or maybe even running


    ● Actually this is where fomenting the robotic revolution would come in handy, running from murderous drones is SUPER cardio


    ● I don’t have to be the fastest runner after all, I just have to be faster than Chuck


    ● Lol Chuck, he’s got that bad knee, he’s doomed

  


  ● Go socialize more


  
    ● As in actually socialize more with actual live humans, not just snark on social media


    ● Social media brings out my worst side, I’m bitter like three-day-old coffee


    ● And anyway it’s time to start hanging out with friends again


    ● I mean, the friends who stayed with me after the breakup


    ● After Kate left me


    ● For Chuck


    ● Goddamnit Chuck you suck

  


  ● Start dating again


  
    ● I mean it’s been like ten months since Kate left me, it’s totally time


    ● And all those dating apps make it easier to find someone


    ● Someone like Kate, she was great


    ● She smelled like flowers and vanilla

  


  ● Buy more air freshener in flowers and vanilla scent


  
    ● That’s probably not actually something that should be a resolution


    ● It’s more like a grocery list thing


    ● And it won’t replace Kate any way, it’s just, like, chemicals


    ● Damn it, Kate, why

  


  ● TAKE FOLLICLES FROM THE HAIR BRUSH KATE LEFT AND CLONE HER


  
    ● No no no don’t do that that’s not the mature way of dealing with separation


    ● Also kind of creepy


    ● Also remember what happened the last time I tried something like that


    ● Who knew there were federal regulations about cloning


    ● I promised the USDA AND the NIH I wouldn’t do that again


    ● Damn it, focus on productive healthy new year’s resolutions

  


  ● BUILD THAT MURDER ROBOT TO TAKE OUT CHUCK FROM ACCOUNTING


  
    ● YEAH DIE CHUCK DIE HA HA HA HAH HA HAH


    ● No wait


    ● See, this is kind of the problem isn’t it


    ● I’m the one that drove Kate away with my monologues about robot uprisings and clones


    ● Chuck probably never talks to her about either


    ● He probably, I don’t know, talks to her about her feelings and stuff


    ● And validates her sense of self-worth


    ● And is a really tender lover


    ● GODDAMN IT CHUCK

  


  ● Build a robot that DOESN’T murder Chuck but maybe, like, pokes him real hard in his bad knee when he isn’t expecting it


  
    ● Baby steps toward a heathy response to Chuck in Accounting


    ● And the fact he’s probably a better person than I am


    ● Although he’s also probably never either cloned something or built a robot for any purpose, much less one that can poke knees like a freakin’ ninja


    ● Lol Chuck you suck


    ● Okay stop thinking about Chuck get back to some sensible resolutions

  


  ● Eat more green things


  
    ● Like leafy vegetables, to be clear


    ● Not things with mold on them


    ● You’ve been down that road before, it wasn’t great


    ● After Kate left you


    ● FOR CHUCK DAMN HIM WHERE IS THAT ROBOT I NEED TO PUT LASERS ON IT RIGHT FRIGGIN’ NOW


    ● Wait stop

  


  ● More deep breaths


  ● Some more deep breaths


  ● Learn some anger management techniques


  
    ● Creating murderous robots doesn’t count


    ● I mean, it kinda counts


    ● Or at least it should count


    ● Ask my therapist about this one

  


  ● Get a therapist


  
    ● Reminder: Mad scientists aren’t great therapists


    ● I’ve been down that road before too


    ● It’s actually part of how I got here in the first place


    ● Alone


    ● Surrounded by murderous robots and federally sanctioned clones


    ● Without Kate


    ● OR CHUCK FROM ACCOUNTING, HE WAS MY FRIEND, DAMN IT HOW COULD OUR WEEKLY D&D SESSIONS HAVE GONE SO HORRIBLY WRONG


    ● Oh, the hell with it

  


  ● Eat more cheese


  
    ● Like, ALL the cheese


    ● Cheese is an absolute good


    ● Cheese is creamy tangy forgetfulness you can buy by the block


    ● Which I don’t have to share with the robots


    ● Or the clones


    ● I knew it was smart to make them lactose intolerant


    ● Note: this resolution may conflict with the resolution to lose weight.
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  CHAPTER


  ONE


  “Mister Valdez, Mister Peng here will pay you ten thousand dollars, in cash, to shoot him in the head right now.”


  The thing about this moment wasn’t that someone was offering me a large sum of money to pick up a gun and put a hole in their skull with it. The thing about this moment was that this was not the first time in one month I’d been asked to do it.


  But it was the first time I’d been asked to do it in the office of a major Chicago law firm, so I had that going for me, which was nice.


  The Mr. Peng in question, with a young translator hovering directly behind him, stood by the desk of Lloyd Barnes, senior partner of Wilson Barnes Jimenez and Park. Wilson Barnes’s offices took up three floors at 875 North Michigan, which most people referred to as the John Hancock Center for the same reason that the other very tall Chicago building was the Sears Tower, no matter who had the naming rights. Barnes himself sat at his very large, very modern desk, on which rested a number of intriguing objets d’art, a framed photo of his kids, and a Smith & Wesson M&P handgun, basic police issue.


  I looked around the office and then turned to Barnes. He was the one who had summoned me with a promise of a job, shook my hand as I entered his office, and exchanged pleasantries and introductions before stating the nature of the business at hand. It seemed fair to address him first. “Your office has a lovely view of the lake, Mister Barnes,” I said. “It would be a shame to ruin it with blood spatter.”


  “If everything goes well, it will only be blood-spattered for a few moments.”


  “It might not go well,” I said.


  Barnes smiled at this. “It’s a risk I’m willing for you to take.”


  “You might be willing to,” I replied. “I’m not sure I am.”


  “But this is your job,” Barnes said.


  I sighed and looked over to Peng, still standing there quietly while his translator murmured into his ear. “Is there a reason you want me to shoot and kill you, sir?” I asked.


  Peng looked uncomfortable after this was translated for him. “I don’t want to die. I just want to be shot,” his translator interpreted after a moment.


  I pointed to the Smith & Wesson. “That’s not a surgical instrument. It’s a weapon. This thing will blow out the back of your head, and no matter what else happens, you will die, sir. It’s not going to be simple or pleasant. So you should have a good reason for me to kill you. And I should be able to know what it is.”


  Peng looked over at Barnes after this was translated. Barnes nodded at him. “I need to get to Beijing,” Peng said, through his translator.


  “There are planes,” I said. “You could be there in fourteen hours. Brains intact.”


  “That’s not fast enough,” Barnes said.


  I turned back to him. “Then you can explain why. Or I’m leaving.”


  “Mister Peng is in competition for a very important business deal in mainland China, and he reached an understanding with a major American bank for its funding,” Barnes said, motioning to Peng. “Unfortunately, a competitor had the same idea and reached a similar understanding with another bank here in Chicago. That competitor is on a plane that departed O’Hare”—and here Barnes checked his watch—“twenty minutes ago. There’s not another flight to Beijing for several hours. The deal is literally first come, first served. Mister Peng needs to get there first. There’s no other option.”


  “ ‘First come, first served’ doesn’t sound like an entirely legitimate way for a major business deal to come together,” I said.


  Barnes smiled again. “These are exciting times in a competitive business environment, Mister Valdez. May I call you Tony?”


  “Let’s stick to Mister Valdez for now.”


  “Fine. As I said, exciting times. And as Mister Peng’s American law firm, we’re committed to helping him achieve his success.”


  “You’ll be paid no matter what happens, though,” I said.


  “Of course. But if he’s successful, we’ll be paid more,” Barnes said.


  Peng spoke again, noticeably curt. “Mister Peng wishes to know what the problem is,” his translator said. “He expected to be done with this by now.”


  “The problem is that what you’re asking me to do isn’t actually legal,” I said. “The problem is that if I help you, and something goes wrong, the person who is on the hook is me.”


  “We’ve thought of that,” Barnes said.


  “Have you.”


  “In the event things go wrong, I and Mister Chen here”—Barnes motioned to the translator—“will say that Mister Peng became despondent after failing to convince you to help him.”


  I caught the implication of what was carefully not being said. “Is Mister Peng aware of this?” I asked Chen.


  “Yes,” he said.


  “Ask him to confirm that to me.”


  Chen asked the question. Peng responded. “He says that if you do not help him now, he’s ruined anyway.” Peng looked me directly in the eye as Chen said this, and then nodded at the end of it. I nodded back. We understood each other.


  “Ten thousand dollars in cash, Mister Valdez,” Barnes said, coming back to the matter at hand.


  “Twenty-five thousand,” I said.


  Barnes looked a bit shocked. “Excuse me?”


  “That’s my fee. For the shooting and for the risk.”


  “I just told you we have a cover story for you.”


  “It’s not good enough.” I motioned to Peng. “This month I’ve had two other proposals just like this one, for similar amounts of money. This is apparently a hot new trend in travel. I don’t really do jobs like this, Mister Barnes. So if these offers are finding me, then others in my field are also getting offers. If they’re getting offers, then somewhere along the way, someone’s probably gotten sloppy. And when that happens, the police aren’t going to be far behind.”


  I addressed the translator. “Mister Chen, are you a citizen?”


  “Pardon?” Chen asked.


  “Are you a United States citizen?” I asked.


  “I’m Chinese,” he said. “I’ve been here since I was three. I have a green card.”


  I turned back to Barnes. “The minute Chicago PD sees Mister Chen here, they’re going to get Immigration to lean on him, hard.”


  “I won’t tell,” Chen said.


  “It’s easy to say that now,” I said. “Let’s see what you have to say when a detective tells you that you’re an accomplice to first-degree murder, and that the best-case scenario is that you’re deported to a country you don’t know or remember.”


  Chen shrank back, silent.


  “What happened with those other two offers?” Barnes asked.


  “I turned them down. Just like I’m going to turn this one down. Unless you meet my price.”


  “Pay him,” Peng said to Barnes.


  “It’s a lot,” Barnes replied.


  Peng said something to Chen, his English apparently exhausted. “We’re arguing over a stupid amount of money,” Chen said. “Ten thousand, twenty-five thousand, who cares. I need to get to Beijing now. We’re wasting time.”


  Barnes looked over to me. “Well, then. You have your money, Mister Valdez.”


  “In cash.”


  “It’s in the wall safe. We’ll settle up afterward.”


  “Fine,” I said. Then. “Just one more question.”


  “What is it?” Barnes asked.


  “Why me? I’ve never done work for you before, Mister Barnes.”


  “You came recommended. A mutual friend. He said you’d say you didn’t do things like this much, but that was because you’d been lying to yourself about the reasons why.” Barnes leaned back in his chair and spread out his hands. “I’m not here to judge one way or the other. I’m just glad you’re agreeable.”


  “The gun’s going to make a lot of noise,” I said.


  “I already told my assistant we’d be firing a blank for evidentiary reasons. We won’t be bothered,” Barnes said.


  “Unless something goes wrong.”


  “Let’s worry about that if it happens.”


  I didn’t have anything to say to that. I picked up the gun, checked to make sure it was ready to fire, and then looked around. The office was on a corner with two sides of window glass. One of the other walls was shared with another office. That wouldn’t work. I pointed to an area on the fourth wall that jutted out from the rest of the wall and featured shelves, on which were books and awards. “What’s on the other side of that wall?” I asked.


  “I have a private bathroom,” Barnes said.


  “Follow me,” I said to Peng, and entered the bathroom. He followed, Chen trailing behind.


  “Why are we in here?” Peng asked, through Chen.


  “Because it can be hosed down,” I said.


  Chen turned green and then translated, stuttering. “I can wait outside,” he said when he finished. He looked like he was about to throw up.


  “You probably should,” I said. He nodded numbly and exited.


  I’d killed dozens and possibly hundreds of people during my professional career, and each one presented its own set of challenges. The challenge here was to minimize damage and to make it look like it was Peng, not me, pulling the trigger. I thought about it and paced around the bathroom, figuring angles, opening shower doors, and moving things around. Peng watched me as I did this, with some curiosity. He was a cool customer, if nothing else.


  When I figured out what I wanted, I positioned Peng, who cooperated. There was a bathrobe on the door, for when Barnes used the shower. I stripped off my shirt and put the robe on, and placed a hand towel over my firing hand. The idea was to minimize gunshot residue on me in case things went poorly. Peng watched everything but didn’t comment. I could tell he was becoming impatient.


  “How much English do you know?” I asked.


  “A little,” Peng said.


  I raised the gun to his temple and placed my index finger, covered by the towel, on the trigger guard. “I’m going to count to three and shoot. Understand? One, two, three, bang.”


  “Yes.” Peng nodded curtly.


  “Good. One,” I said and pulled the trigger.


  And then Peng was dead, and I was momentarily deaf except for the monstrous ringing in my ears caused by a handgun going off in an enclosed space. In retrospect I should have remembered that was going to happen. This was not the first time I had killed someone in an enclosed space.


  Peng’s body slumped on the floor, lifeless, for several seconds.


  And then it disappeared, leaving Peng’s clothes behind.


  Not just his body disappeared. Also the bone and brain matter that the bullet had blasted out of Peng’s head, and the blood that had poured out of the wound. All of it, in an instant, gone like it had never been there at all, the only evidence of any violence being the spent bullet lodged in the wall of the shower stall. The bullet would be clean as well—any bits of body on it removed as if by magic.


  This didn’t always happen. Sometimes when the bodies popped, blood remained on the clothes. The speculation was that if the blood was from a non-fatal injury, it stayed behind.


  Peng’s injury was definitely fatal. There was nothing left behind.


  This was only an anecdotal observation. It wasn’t really possible to do an actual scientific study. When you killed people these days, nine hundred and ninety-nine times out of a thousand, they came back, reappearing at their homes, or wherever else they felt safe, naked, no matter where in the world they were killed. But that one time out of a thousand, they stayed dead. That put a damper on any willingness to do a study.


  It was also why people like me had jobs. We were licensed, bonded, insured killers. We didn’t call ourselves killers, of course. We called ourselves dispatchers. We helped those about to die a natural death by killing them first. We gave them a chance to come back and keep living. We’d been doing it for a dozen years now, ever since the first attempted murder ended up with the victim alive, at home, naked, and confused.


  We saved people’s lives by killing them.


  And occasionally we did other things, too. Like shooting Chinese businessmen in the head so they could magically appear at home in Beijing and beat their competitors to a contract.


  Which wasn’t technically in the job description. People were supposed to be at or near the edge of natural death before we could “dispatch” them. Killing them when they were perfectly healthy was not a thing we were licensed to do. Killing them for the purposes of transportation was obviously out. If you were a dispatcher caught doing that and you were lucky, you would only lose your license. If you weren’t lucky, and it was the one time out of a thousand a dead body was left, then you were looking at a first-degree murder charge.


  Fortunately, that wasn’t the case this time. The only thing I could be charged with at the moment was reckless discharge of a firearm. I wasn’t going to be on the hook for that, of course. Barnes wouldn’t bother. I had done him and his client a service. I was a specialist. Someone who could do a job he wouldn’t do, that the translator Chen certainly wasn’t going to do, and that Peng couldn’t have done himself.


  “I was wondering when you were coming out,” Barnes said as I emerged from the bathroom, washed up and redressed in my shirt. I had left the pistol in the bathroom, on top of the bathrobe. “Peng just called from his home outside Beijing. He arrived safe and sound. He scared his cat.”


  “That’s good news for everybody but the cat,” I said.


  “Yes, well.” Barnes got up to open his wall safe and motioned toward his bathroom as he went. “What’s the damage?”


  “You’re going to need a new shower stall.”


  “If that’s the worst of it, I’m not going to complain.” Barnes opened the safe and pulled out three packets of hundred-dollar bills, each worth ten thousand dollars. He returned to his desk, broke open a packet of hundreds and began to count out fifty of them. While he did this, Chen went into the bathroom. He returned with Peng’s clothes and effects, which he had neatly folded, and placed them on Barnes’s desk. I assumed they would be shipped.


  Barnes reached into his desk to get two small binder clips for the packet he had broken up, and placed a clip on each of the new, evenly distributed piles. One pile he placed on top of the two unbroken packets, and then he handed the entire stack to me. “Twenty-five thousand for you.” Then he took the remainder and tossed it at Chen, who caught it awkwardly. “And the rest for you. If anyone asks, these are consulting fees. It’s in your interest that no one asks. I know I don’t need to remind you of this”—he pointed at me, and then pointed at Chen—“but I need to be sure you understand me, Mister Chen.”


  “I understand you,” Chen said.


  “Good. Then you can go.”


  Chen stuffed his five thousand dollars nervously into his pocket and departed the office quickly enough that he almost tripped himself going through the door.


  “Do you think he’s going to be a problem?” Barnes asked me.


  “There’s nothing for him to be a problem about,” I said.


  “And how about you?”


  “I’m thankful you and Mister Peng asked me to consult on an international initiative to share information between American and Chinese dispatchers. Whether anything ever comes of it from this point forward is an open question.”


  “Good,” Barnes said. “And should I keep you on file for future consulting in this area?”


  I was about to say no, and then glanced down at my twenty-five thousand dollars.


  I had avoided going back to this sort of not-quite-legal work. But the fact was I had just solved a number of problems for myself by dispatching Peng. Legitimate gigs were harder to find these days; the ones I used to have dried up some time ago. And I had more problems on the way, most of them involving money.


  “Sure,” I said finally.


  “Good.” Barnes nodded at the cash in my hand. “Would you like an envelope for that?”


  “Please.”


  Three minutes later I was in the elevator with Chen, who was compulsively patting the pocket his money was in. My own money, now in a plain manila envelope, was stuffed into the inside pocket of my jacket. I did not feel the need to touch it in any way.


  “You should stop that,” I said. “Tapping your money.”


  Chen immediately stopped. “I didn’t know I was doing that.”


  “I know. It’s why I pointed it out.”


  “What should I do with it? The money, I mean?”


  “I’m going to put mine in the bank.”


  “But—”


  “But nothing,” I said. “It’s a consulting fee. Perfectly normal, perfectly legal. There’s no reason I shouldn’t deposit it into the bank. At least I can’t think of any. Can you?”


  Chen thought about it a minute. “No,” he said.


  “Well, then.”


  “I’ve never done that before,” Chen said after a few seconds. He clearly wanted to talk about what had just happened. I was sympathetic and also wished there were other people in the elevator, so he would have been too nervous to bring it up.


  I turned to face him directly. “Mister Chen, may I give you some advice?”


  “I, uh . . . sure.”


  “You’re a translator. What’s the most important part of your job?”


  Chen looked confused. “Accurately translating what my client—”


  I held up my hand. “Trust. Trust is the most important part of your job. If your client doesn’t trust you, it doesn’t matter how accurately you translate the words. If you can’t be trusted, you won’t get work. Trust means different things, depending on the circumstances. Let me suggest to you that at this moment, trust means keeping certain things confidential. And to yourself. No matter how much you want to or even think you need to talk about it. Do you understand what I’m saying?”


  Chen nodded.


  “Good,” I said.


  The doors of the elevator opened to the lobby. We got out and went to the street. I hailed a taxi.


  “It’s just that I was scared to death,” Chen said to me as I was getting into the taxi.


  “Sure,” I said, and got in. “Just remember that these days, there are worse ways to be scared.”


  I closed the door and the taxi pulled away, leaving Chen on the curb.


  CHAPTER


  TWO


  I wasn’t entirely truthful to Chen the translator. I wasn’t going to deposit all of my twenty-five thousand dollars into my bank. In the United States, if you walked into a bank with more than ten thousand dollars in cash and attempted to deposit it, the bank had to fill out paperwork, which alerted the government to that transaction. Too many of those, and the IRS and the Treasury Department would get suspicious.


  To be fair, my particular transaction was, in fact, suspicious. Not “major drug trafficking” suspicious or even “shady mid-level marketing” suspicious. But large enough, given my line of work, that if anyone at the IRS was paying attention, I might get red-flagged. I didn’t need that in my life at the moment. What I was doing was small potatoes, in the general scheme of legally shaky endeavors. But the IRS liked going after the small potatoes. The small potatoes put up less of a fight when you mashed them.


  The good news, such as it was, was that early in my career as a dispatcher I had learned the financial tricks of the trade that would help me in a moment such as this. When presented with a large chunk of cash that the government might look at suspiciously, the first step was: Spend a lot of it.


  My first stop was my building manager, who happily accepted three months’ rent in advance. This wasn’t the first time I’d paid in advance or in cash. She was always happy about both. We were both happy, since six hours before I had been wondering how I was going to pay this month’s rent.


  The second stop was the currency exchange store on Division, where I bought my usual set of money orders to pay this month’s collection of bills. This time the bills included the quarterly estimated tax payment that I, alas, as a freelance worker, was obliged to pay. Yes, there was some irony in paying the IRS from the amount of money I was trying to spend down in order to keep the IRS from being too interested in my money. On the other hand, the IRS would be interested in me anyway, if I didn’t pay them what they thought I should owe them. The IRS was a fickle beast.


  The third stop was grocery shopping at the Jewel-Osco, restocking my pantry, which had been getting low. This was followed by a small shopping spree at local stores to get new clothes and household essentials. Nothing fancy, nothing that would call attention to itself, just things I needed and wanted.


  I stopped by the dentist to pay for the fillings I’d been paying off in installments. I was happy that I no longer had to worry about having my molars repossessed.


  Then a quick hit on the bookstore on Milwaukee. Not too many books. I was running out of space in the apartment. Only five. Okay, six.


  By the end of it, I had drawn down my cash considerably and relieved most of the immediate financial pressures bearing down on me. But I still had a slightly suspicious amount of cash left. Half of that I put into my personal fireproof safe in my apartment. It kept my passport, birth certificate, and other important papers, as well as a GPS tracker in case anyone got it into their head to steal it. I usually kept some amount of ready cash in there for emergencies. There had been no cash in the safe. Now there was.


  The second half of the remaining cash I took to the Cermak Savings Bank, the one on Damen, right by the El stop.


  “Hello, Mister Valdez,” said Clari Santos, as I stepped up to her teller window. It was a small bank branch, so there were only two tellers and one manager, Ted Gross, whose office was crammed into the back. “Cash deposit again?”


  “You know me so well,” I said, passing over the cash and the deposit slip.


  She glanced down at the amount I listed to make sure she wouldn’t have to do any additional paperwork, and seemed pleased she wouldn’t have to. She took my money, put it away, and then clacked at her computer for a moment. “You have this going into checking. Would you like to put some of it into your savings account?”


  “I’d forgotten I had a savings account.”


  She glanced back down at her computer screen. “You have one. It’s been . . . inactive for a while. We could start that up for you again. We have really good rates right now.”


  I was going to ask what exactly constituted good rates in this day and age, when I noticed her eyes track behind me and go very wide. I turned to see what she was looking at.


  It was four men, in masks, entering the branch. They had guns and duffel bags in hand.


  And I have to confess that in that very moment, my first thought was thank God Clari took my money; now it’s insured by the FDIC.


  My second thought was more on point. It was oh, shit.


  My third thought on the matter, a second later, was to note that there were twice as many bank robbers as there were customers. I was the only one at a teller. An older woman stood at the bank’s center island, back to the robbers, studiously filling in a deposit slip for a check. She was entirely unaware of what was going on.


  At least until one of the robbers coughed, and she looked up and behind her. At which point she started screaming in what I thought might be Vietnamese.


  This seemed to remind the robbers what they were there for. One went to the woman, forcing her down and holding his gun on her. Another came toward me, telling me to get down and for Clari and the other teller to get their hands up. A third stationed himself by the door, acting as lookout. The final robber marched into the back, to Ted Gross’s office. From my vantage point on the ground I couldn’t see either the robber or Ted, but I heard a shocked yell, followed by the sound of his office door slamming shut.


  In the space of ten seconds, everything was quiet again except for the sound of the old woman sobbing.


  “Dude,” the robber holding the gun on the woman said, to the one holding the gun on me. “What the fuck are you waiting for?”


  The robber with his gun on me stood blankly for a moment, then trained his gun on Clari and threw his duffel bag at her. “Fill it,” he said, and then he motioned to the other teller with his gun. “And then give it to your friend and have him fill it, too.” His voice was cracking and stressed.


  While his attention was elsewhere, I had a decision to make.


  A dozen years ago, the calculus in situations like this changed. Before, criminals with guns held the certain threat of death. Disobey them and they would kill you with a shot through the head or chest. You were dead forever. This was, as it always had been, a keen motivator not to risk one’s life.


  Now, however, that rule didn’t apply anymore. If a robber killed you, you almost never stayed dead—you almost always came back, naked but safe in your own home. With that, the threat of death wasn’t much of a threat at all. In fact, depending on the circumstances, getting yourself killed might be the safest way of getting yourself out of harm’s way.


  When people began to realize that, acts like robbing banks became more risky—for the robbers. People were less afraid of rushing the robbers and disrupting the flow of the robbery. There was even a certain segment of the population—not a very smart segment—who looked forward to opportunities to be heroes and to bring down robbers, muggers, and other criminals who previously had the promise of deadly force on their side.


  Most of these people, it had to be said, forgot that in most cases when people were shot, they weren’t killed. The bullets just did awful but non-life-threatening damage, leaving the victims with temporary and sometimes permanent disabilities, and huge medical bills. People who craved being a hero never thought about what it might be like to live without a leg or a pancreas.


  For all that, at this moment, it was possible and even likely that from my crouch on the ground, I could tackle this robber by the legs and bring him down. If I did that, the calculus of the robbery would change.


  The question I had to answer quickly was whether that calculus would change for the better for me and for the others who were being robbed. Whether I would be helping the situation, or just adding confusion and chaos and making things worse. I had no interest in being a hero for its own sake. I, more than others, knew about the real-world potential cost of such an action.


  Also, there was the fact that I, like anyone, could still die. There was always that one time out of a thousand.


  My robber seemed to figure out what I might be thinking, because he brought his gun back on me. “Stay down, Tony,” he said. “I won’t kill you. But if you move, I will hurt you.”


  Any response I had to that was taken away by the sound of a gunshot from inside Ted Gross’s office. Both tellers and the old woman screamed. The robbers jumped. And in the silence that immediately followed, there were distant sirens, getting closer.


  I heard a door opening, and then the fourth robber was back into my view.


  “You did it?” the robber by the door asked.


  “Yeah, I did it,” the fourth robber replied.


  “Then let’s go,” the robber by the door said.


  The fourth robber nodded and then looked over to the second teller, who stood frozen, duffel bag in one hand, cash in the other. The robber grabbed the duffel bag from him, looked inside, then zipped it up. “Get down,” he said. “All the way down. On the floor.” I saw Clari and the other teller disappear from view.


  As they did, all the robbers converged on me. I stayed down. The fourth robber looked at me and pointed his gun. “All the way down,” he said. “Sprawl.” I sprawled on the floor. As I did so, I could see out the window the first of the Chicago Police units arriving.


  So did the robbers. “They’re here,” the one who had been watching the door said.


  “Are you all ready?” the fourth robber asked. The other three robbers agreed that they were.


  And then the fourth robber shot them all in the head. One, two, three.


  In the same order—one, two, three—they fell.


  Then they disappeared. One, two.


  But not three.


  Three stayed on the floor, leaking blood and brain matter.


  The fourth robber stared at the corpse for a moment as more CPD units arrived outside, and police officers started spilling out of their cars. Then he shot the third robber again. And again. And one more time.


  Three stayed on the floor. He was dead. And he wasn’t coming back.


  “Fuck!” yelled the fourth robber.


  Then he charged the bank door, running toward the police. He kicked the door open, squarely planted himself, raised his gun and fired a shot, and then jerked like the proverbial marionette as roughly a dozen police bullets entered his body.


  It disappeared before it even reached the ground.


  Seconds later the police were through the door of the bank, swarming the branch. Shortly after that one of them was standing over the body of the third robber.


  “He’s dead,” I said.


  “You sure?” she asked.


  “He was shot in the head, in the neck, and twice in the chest. I’m sure.”


  “What about you?”


  “I’m fine,” I said. “Can I get up?”


  She nodded. I sat up and got a good look at the dead robber. As good a look as I could get through the ruined mask, that is.


  “Who shot him?” the cop asked.


  I pointed to the now-shattered door, and the pile of clothes and duffel bag just beyond it on the sidewalk. “It was him.”


  “Why would he do that?”


  “I think it was their getaway plan,” I said.


  The cop looked over at the duffel bag and then at the corpse of the third robber. “I don’t think they thought out their getaway plan very well.”


  “I guess they didn’t.” I motioned to the corpse. “Any chance you can take that mask off him?”


  The cop recoiled at that. “We need to wait for the detectives to get here. Why’d you ask?”


  I pointed again. “Because this one knew my name. Whoever he is, I knew him. Or at least, he knew me.”


  CHAPTER


  THREE


  The next day, a young detective named Greg Bradley dropped a photo onto my kitchen table. It was of a man, smiling and hugging a kid, presumably his own. “His name was Doyle Hill.”


  I picked up the photo. “Right. Doyle.”


  “So you did know him,” prompted Bradley.


  “He was a dispatcher. It’s a small community. There’s a couple hundred in Illinois. We have an online group. We keep in touch.”


  “Did you know him well?” asked the other detective in the room, from behind me, by the fridge.


  I turned to look at her. It was Nona Langdon, who, as it happened, was someone I knew well.


  “Define ‘well,’ ” I said. I set Doyle’s picture back down on the table.


  “ ‘Well’ in this case meaning you would get text messages from him, asking if you were looking for work,” Bradley said.


  I saw where this was going. “Ah, you got a warrant for his phone.”


  “We did,” Bradley said. He approached the table and tapped the photo. “And we know that a couple of days ago he sent you a text asking you if you were interested in a gig.”


  “If you know that, then you also know that I sent him a text an hour later saying no.”


  “We do know that,” Bradley agreed. “We also know that between those two texts, you made a voice call to him, lasting nearly five minutes.”


  “Yes, that was me asking about the gig.”


  “The bank robbery,” suggested Bradley.


  I turned back to Langdon and pointed at Bradley. “He’s new, isn’t he?”


  “First month in the job,” she said.


  “Okay.” I turned back to Bradley. “It wasn’t about any robbery. It was about a choke club.”


  Bradley looked over to Langdon and then back to me. “What the hell is that?”


  “Have you heard of erotic asphyxiation, Detective Bradley?”


  “Sure. It’s when you strangle someone until they come.”


  “Not exactly right, but somewhere in ballpark,” I said. “As you might imagine, with that sort of activity, there’s a higher than usual chance of severe injury or death. Some people who practice it will tell you it’s possible to do it entirely safely. Those are the people you never do it with. But there are others who believe they can do it more safely, in a controlled environment. So they get together at a set time to follow their enthusiasm. That’s a choke club.”


  “So they have dispatchers show up to deal with . . . ‘accidents,’ ” Bradley said.


  “You got it.”


  Bradley blinked at this, considering. “That doesn’t make sense,” he said eventually. “If they’re already choking the crap out of their partner, what do they need someone like you for?”


  “Because, Detective Bradley, there’s an immense psychological distance between choking someone for erotic fun, and dealing with the fact that you’ve just strangled someone into possible fatal brain damage. Most people aren’t equipped to deal with what happens after that point. A dispatcher is. Also, there are the people who are attempting autoerotic asphyxiation. You don’t come back from that.”


  Bradley made a face at this, as I expected he might.


  “Why was Doyle Hill asking you about this job?” Langdon asked.


  “Because there aren’t a lot of dispatchers who want to work a job that involves watching naked people strangling each other while they screw, or hanging themselves with a belt from a closet rod while they masturbate.” I tapped the photo. “I guess Doyle thought I might be one of them.”


  “Are you?” Bradley asked.


  I turned back to him. “You have my text for the answer to that.”


  “Why did you call him about the gig instead of just texting him?”


  “I think you can guess the answer to that, Detective Bradley,” I said. “Because sometimes the gigs I get offered aren’t exactly legal.”


  “Like killing off people who are being strangled to death during sex.”


  “Actually that would be perfectly legal. Erotic asphyxiation is stupid, but if it’s consensual it’s not illegal. If things go badly, then the victim is in grave mortal danger, and a dispatcher is empowered by the state to act. The worst thing about it, as long as the dispatch is successful, is that the dispatcher has to file paperwork about the incident, which is recoverable with a Freedom of Information Act query.”


  “So don’t go to a choke party if you’re running for office,” Langdon said.


  “I would have stopped that sentence at ‘Don’t go to a choke party,’ but yes,” I agreed.


  “You have something to back up this whole ‘choke party’ explanation?” Bradley asked.


  “I wasn’t there, so I can’t say if it actually happened,” I said. “But I can give you the name of the person who Doyle said was hosting it.” I gave him the name; he wrote it down in his little detective’s notebook.


  “I don’t get it,” Bradley said, when he finished writing and closed his notebook. “Why take these jobs at all? Why bother?”


  I motioned to Langdon. “She knows why.”


  “For the same reason cop salaries have been frozen the last two years,” she said.


  “And teacher salaries and sanitation salaries,” I said. “Austerity budgeting will get you. For dispatchers, it means that fewer of us are stationed at hospitals, which are the stable gigs in our line of work. When the new budget was passed, I was already an on-call dispatcher, not one with a full-time position. I used to have a side gig consulting with the police”—I looked at Langdon when I said that; she looked back impassively—“but that sort of fell through, too. So I work a lot of side jobs.”


  “There’s always bartending,” Bradley said.


  I laughed. “That’s for cops and firemen. You guys get bartending and bouncing. We get choke parties.”


  “And robbing banks.”


  “Detective Bradley, if I had anything to do with that bank robbery, or knew anything about it, do you really think I’d be talking to you without my lawyer?”


  “You have a lawyer?”


  “I know a few. Most of them would already be yelling at me for talking to either of you without one of them present. So for now, Detective Bradley, I’m done talking to you.” I pointed to Langdon. “You, I might talk to some more.”


  Bradley glanced at Langdon, who motioned with her head toward my front door. “There’s a coffee shop a block over,” she said. “Why don’t you go get us some coffee? I’ll see you there in a bit.”


  Detective Bradley looked like he was going to protest. Then he left, closing the door behind him a little more loudly than he had to.


  “He seems nice,” I said.


  “He’s fine,” Langdon said. “He’s still under the impression he has to prove himself to the rest of us.”


  “Does he?”


  “Not really. As long as he’s not on the take, we don’t actually give a shit one way or the other.” She motioned to me. “But it does mean he’s not going to just swallow your alibi. Which, by the way, isn’t much of an alibi at all.”


  “I can account for my whereabouts all day long before I was at the bank,” I said.


  “Fine,” Langdon said. “Where were you?”


  “I did a little consulting work for a law firm in the morning, then I paid bills and went shopping.”


  “Consulting work,” Langdon ventured.


  “It’s why I was in the bank in the first place. I was depositing my fee.”


  “Paid in cash?”


  “There’s nothing wrong with cash,” I said. “It spends easily.”


  “What about the rest of the week?”


  “You’ve already subpoenaed Doyle’s phone records,” I said. “I can show you the GPS data on mine for the last month. It’s not going to intersect with Doyle’s at all. Outside of those texts and the phone call, we didn’t have any contact with each other.”


  “Bradley would say that there are other ways of being in contact.”


  “I’m sure he would. But that doesn’t mean I was. You know me, Langdon. Knocking off banks isn’t my style.”


  “There was a lot you didn’t tell me when you were consulting for us, Tony,” Langdon said. “There’s a lot about your style I didn’t know about. Or know about now.”


  “I don’t do robberies. Or choke parties,” I said. “That’s a start, anyway.”


  Langdon decided to change the subject. “There’s something I don’t get about the robbery.”


  “What is it?”


  “Four men go into a bank, take money from the tellers and the manager, and then their big escape plan is to shoot each other in the head.”


  “It makes sense because you can’t chase them that way. In theory, they disappear after they’ve been killed, and you have no way of knowing where they’ve gone. It’s a great plan, as long as no one stays dead.”


  Langdon shook her head. “It’s a great plan up to a point,” she said. “But physical objects don’t disappear. Clothes. Wallets. Duffel bags.”


  “Sort of,” I said. “Foreign objects embedded into the body will go with the body. If you’ve got a pacemaker and you’re killed, you’ll come back with the pacemaker. Same with a titanium hip or dental work.”


  “How does that work?”


  I shrugged. “How does any of this work? We know that’s how it works because that’s how we’ve seen it work. Just like we know that if you shoot someone in the head, all the blood and mess usually goes with them when they go. Did you get any DNA from the clothes of the other robbers?”


  Langdon frowned. “No.”


  “There you go.”


  “But that’s where I’m going with this,” Langdon continued. “The robbers knew what they were doing. They knew how to escape and not leave evidence behind. But that leaves behind the final robber.”


  “And Doyle,” I pointed out.


  “But he was an accident. He was unintended. If everything had gone to plan, he would’ve disappeared along with the other robbers. We watched the security video. The last robber takes the duffel bag, shoots the other robbers, and then rushes outside, gun blazing, where he’s shot up like swiss cheese by us.”


  “Suicide by cop.”


  “Which makes me ask what the point was at all,” Langdon said. “There was no way he was getting out of there with the money. The money wasn’t embedded into his body. So what was he really doing?”


  “You know there’s the old saying that smart people don’t rob banks with guns,” I said.


  “I’ve never heard that saying.”


  “It’s an actual saying.”


  “I’m not saying it’s wrong. I’m just saying I’ve never heard it before. You said it was an old saying.”


  “It is an old saying.”


  “It’s an old saying among three people, maybe.”


  “My point is,” I said, pressing on, “maybe these robbers didn’t actually know what they were doing, and when it all went wrong, they panicked. Especially the last one, who was stuck with the money and no escape.”


  “Maybe,” Langdon said. “Or maybe they were smarter than we thought. Or you think, anyway.”


  “Why are you telling me this?”


  “I’m not so much telling you as trying to make sense of it all.” Langdon motioned to the door, out of which Bradley had disappeared. “Bradley and I talked to everyone at the bank earlier today.”


  “Everyone okay?”


  “Freaked out but okay,” Langdon said. “The branch manager was actually murdered, you know. That last robber put a gun to his head. But he plans to show up to work tomorrow, when they open his branch back up. Said he needed to get back on the horse.”


  “That’s admirable,” I said. “Stupid, but admirable. By law, you’re supposed to be able to take time off for that. To recover and get counseling.”


  “I mentioned that to him. He said the best counseling he could have was getting back to work.”


  “That’s not actually correct.”


  “I know, but I’m not his therapist. We asked him about the robbery and he gave us answers, but they weren’t actually helpful. He’s still messed up, and I think maybe he was intimidated by us as cops.”


  “Okay, so?”


  “So, you know him. He’s the manager of the branch you bank at.”


  I narrowed my gaze at Langdon. “Yes, and—?”


  “So maybe you can go in sometime and talk to him.”


  “Why would I do that?”


  “Because I’m not one hundred percent convinced these robbers were stupid. Because I have a hunch about something. Because I would appreciate it.”


  “I see,” I said. “A little freelance consulting for you.”


  “Yes,” Langdon said.


  “Unpaid.”


  “Chicago is on an austerity budget,” Langdon agreed.


  I pointed toward the door. “And while your partner the boy scout is still actively considering me as a suspect.”


  “He’s not my partner, we’re just working the case together.”


  “That’s kind of the definition of partner.”


  “It’s not actually,” Langdon said. “And anyway, he may suspect you, but I don’t.”


  “Really. After all that crap about not knowing about my style.”


  “It’s not about style.”


  “Then what is it about?”


  “You didn’t kill the last robber,” Langdon said.


  I blinked. “What?”


  “You didn’t kill the last robber. If you were in on it, when the last robber was trapped, I think you would’ve wrestled the gun away from him and shot him. Then he’s dead and gone, you look like a hero, and there’s nothing in your recent history to say that you were anything but in the wrong place at the wrong time. But you didn’t do that. You just stayed on the ground like a coward.”


  “I’m not comfortable with the ‘coward’ part of this.”


  “I am. As a police detective, I want you to be a coward. Heroes make crime scenes messier. The thing is, you acted like a rational, scared person would. You stayed on the ground. You didn’t have anything to do with it. Bradley will figure that out eventually. I don’t see any reason to wait.”


  “I thought about tackling one of the robbers, you know,” I said after a minute.


  “I bet you did,” Langdon replied. “I’m glad you didn’t. Because then I wouldn’t be able to trust you. But I do trust you. And now I need you to help me. Please.”


  CHAPTER


  FOUR


  “Mister Valdez, good to see you again,” Ted Gross said, popping his head out of his door. He motioned toward his office. “Come in, come in.”


  I went in and looked around. The office was tiny, in keeping with the small nature of the branch, and barely had enough room for Gross’s desk, with his computer, a small file cabinet, two chairs for customers, and generic art on the wall. The only indication that the office had been the scene of horrific violence two days before was the smell of outgassing from the brand-new industrial carpet on the floor—I assumed the previous industrial carpet would’ve had a bullet hole in it.


  Gross motioned me to one of his chairs. “I understand you’re thinking of putting some money into our CDs,” he said. He sat at his desk.


  “I am,” I said, sitting. The chair creaked slightly in that way anonymous office seating did. “It seems like the right thing for me at the moment.”


  “CDs are a great investment,” Gross said. “Safe, consistent, and federally insured.” He paused his spiel. “Which reminds me. I want you to know that your deposit the other day was fully recovered and added to your account. You gave it to Clari before the event, and for our purposes that meant it was in our possession, even if it wasn’t fully entered into our system yet. So even if something had happened to the physical currency you deposited, your money was secure.”


  “Thank you.”


  “You’re welcome. Cermak Savings will be sending you an official letter confirming everything I just said to you, but I wanted you to hear it from me first.”


  “I appreciate that,” I said.


  “Of course, of course.” Gross tapped his screen. “Now, do you know what kind of CD you’re interested in?”


  “There’s more than one kind?”


  “There’s the standard CDs, which we offer for terms between six months and five years. There’s our liquid CDs, which allow you to access your money without penalty, but come with a lower interest rate. We have zero-coupon CDs if you’re willing to put your money out of circulation for a long time . . .” Gross stopped and looked at my face. “I went too far on terms, didn’t I?”


  “I understand you were speaking English to me,” I said.


  Gross smiled. “Let’s start over. How much money were you thinking of putting into a CD?”


  “Two, maybe three thousand.” I was thinking Langdon had better appreciate me taking money out of my own control for her benefit, but I didn’t say that out loud.


  “With that amount I think you’re probably best served with one of our standard CDs. How is your liquidity at the moment? I mean, how much of a margin do you have for bills and expenses right now?”


  “I’m fine but I’ve been better,” I admitted.


  “Well, haven’t we all.” Gross typed into his computer and then swiveled his monitor over to me. The screen featured a list of CD types with interest rates. “Why don’t we start with a six-month standard CD for you? It’s a long enough term that you’ll see some benefit out of it, but not so long that you’ll put yourself into a tight spot, financially speaking. And if you’re happy with it at the end of the term, we can just roll it over for another six-month term or longer, if you’re up for it.”


  “Sounds good,” I said.


  “Good!” Gross smiled and got to work. He seemed in his element as he clacked on his computer, and a small part of my brain regretted that I was probably about to ruin his day with what I was going to ask him next.


  “Was that your first time?” I asked.


  “Was what my first time?”


  “The other day.”


  Gross looked up at me, mildly startled.


  “Being robbed,” I said.


  Gross looked relieved; I figured he’d thought I was going to ask about him being shot and killed. “Oh, no. No, no, no. Six years ago I was a loan officer in Joliet, and someone tried to rob us then.” He frowned. “It wasn’t much of a robbery, really. Some kid was high on something and walked in with his hand in a bag from the McDonald’s across the street and told us it was a stickup. Then his fries started falling out of his bag and he lost his train of thought. He started eating the fries off the carpet, and then he sprawled out and fell asleep. He was snoring by the time the police arrived.”


  “Kind of a best-case scenario for a robbery,” I said.


  “It was,” Gross agreed. “Not at all like the other day.”


  “The other day was a lot.”


  “Yes.” Gross stopped pecking at his computer for a moment, as if trying to figure out something, and then started pecking again. “Yes, it was.”


  “You okay?” I prompted.


  “What?” Gross shook his head. “I’m fine. Fine. Well, not fine, but you know what I mean, right?”


  “I’m not sure,” I admitted.


  “I’m as fine as I think you can be after something like that. After a robbery like that. After . . .” he trailed off.


  I didn’t say anything, and I waited.


  I wasn’t a psychologist or a therapist. But I dealt in death on a regular basis. When people found out I was a dispatcher, they opened up. About death. About people they knew who had died or had been dispatched. About their own fears and beliefs about death. About what they thought happened after death.


  I thought they opened up because they believed that as a dispatcher, I had a special relationship with death. That I knew something about it that they didn’t know, especially now, in a world where against all logic, some people came back from the dead so reliably that a profession was created to facilitate the process. My profession.


  The fact was, I didn’t know any more than anyone else. No dispatcher did. We didn’t know why, twelve years ago, the murdered no longer stayed dead. We didn’t know why people who died natural deaths stayed dead even now. We couldn’t say why what we did worked. Just that it did.


  People wanted to talk to us anyway. Most of the time, it was kind of a pain in the ass. All the dispatchers I knew got tired of talking about death with family and friends, with strangers and on dates. By the time you’d been a dispatcher for a couple of years, you’d probably had every possible conversation there was to have on the subject of death. You’d probably have those same conversations, over and over again, for the rest of your natural life.


  And because you’d had those conversations about death, over and over and over again, as a dispatcher you knew when those conversations were about to start. The look people got just before they began. How they’d lean in confidentially and uncomfortably, as if to ask something they knew was taboo but they just had to know. How they’d lower their voices to keep the discussion just between the two of you, even if you were on a desert island and there was no one else around for thousands of miles.


  Ted Gross had that look.


  About damn time, I thought. I was beginning to think he’d never get there.


  Gross leaned in. “Can I ask you something?”


  “Sure,” I said.


  “You’re a dispatcher, right?”


  “That’s right.”


  “So you see death all the time. On the job.”


  “Not all the time, no. We mostly do what we do as insurance. So that if things go wrong, there’s an opportunity for the person to come back.”


  “But you’ve killed people,” Gross pressed.


  “Yes, of course.”


  “Were you scared? The other day, here?”


  “Of course I was.”


  “Even though you know people come back. Even though you’ve killed people.”


  “One doesn’t have much to do with the other,” I said. “When I’m doing my job, it’s usually in a controlled environment.” I paused at this and thought back on dispatching Peng the other day. That was not exactly a controlled environment. But it wasn’t worth it to confuse Ted Gross about it at this moment. I kept going. “The robbery wasn’t a controlled environment. Too many things could have gone badly. And anyway, I wasn’t on the job. I wasn’t a dispatcher when the robbery went down. I was a bank customer.”


  “I’m sorry about that,” Gross said.


  “It wasn’t your fault.”


  And here Gross paused and something passed over his face—a flicker or a shadow of something. I didn’t let on that I had seen it. I’m pretty sure I wasn’t meant to.


  “Oh, I know it wasn’t,” Gross said, and smiled. “It wasn’t anyone’s fault.”


  “It was the robbers’ fault,” I suggested.


  Gross laughed a little too loudly. “Good point.”


  “One of them paid for it, at least,” I said.


  Another flicker here, and this time it took. “That wasn’t supposed to happen,” Gross said, after a second.


  “What do you mean?”


  “I mean I don’t think that was the plan.” Gross tapped on his desk a bit. “Their plan. The robbers.”


  “I think their plan was to escape by shooting each other,” I said. “I don’t think their plan was that one of them was going to stay dead. I think that was probably really inconvenient for them.”


  “What do you mean?” Gross asked.


  “If the dead robber had disappeared like the rest of them, all of them would’ve made a clean getaway. There was no physical evidence, except for their clothes and weapons, and I’m guessing they were smart enough to minimize any chance of fingerprints or other things like that. But the police have the dead robber—I think his name was Hill—and I imagine that right now they’re going over his accounts and talking to anyone who knew him.” I shrugged. “I mean, they talked to me about the robbery, and I was just a bystander.”


  “They talked to me too,” Gross said.


  “I’d imagine they would.”


  “Do you think that’ll be the end of it?”


  “Probably,” I said. “Like you said, you didn’t have anything to do with the robbery. Just like me. We were both in the wrong place at the wrong time.”


  “That’s right,” Gross agreed.


  “Actually, in your case, you could probably sue Hill and the other robbers once they’re found. Well, Hill’s estate.”


  Gross blinked at this. “Sue them? For what?”


  “Wrongful death,” I said.


  This got a hesitant smile from Gross. “I’m not dead, though.”


  “But you were, right?” I pointed at him. “I was here. I heard the gunshot and I saw the news later. If you’d been wounded instead of killed, you probably wouldn’t be at work, you’d be in the hospital. Or at the very least you’d be wearing a bandage.”


  Gross looked down at his immaculate dress shirt and then gave me a hesitant smile. “I guess you’re right about that.”


  “Right. So you were killed. Which means under the law you’ve got a classic wrongful death claim. That you came back isn’t the point. The Illinois legislature specifically didn’t change that law.”


  “How do you know this?” Gross asked.


  “It was part of the curriculum for dispatcher licensing,” I said. “It’s because dispatchers are specifically exempted from wrongful death suits, as long as they’re performing their duties under the law.” I pointed to Gross’s computer. “That way if a dispatch I do doesn’t succeed, I don’t have to try to cash out this CD you’re setting up for me.”


  “Has this happened?”


  “Have I been sued?”


  “Have you had an . . . unsuccessful dispatch?”


  “Not yet. But they do happen. Like the other day. Which was not technically a dispatch, but you know what I mean.”


  Gross paused again, trying to find the right way to proceed.


  “I know what you’re going to ask,” I assured him. “Go ahead and ask it.”


  “Have you ever died?” The words came bursting out of him.


  “Once.”


  “How?”


  “I’d rather not say.” I’d been thrown down an elevator shaft, which I didn’t appreciate at the time.


  Gross held up his hands, as if to acknowledge the boundary I put up. “Okay. But . . . how did you handle it?”


  “Not well,” I admitted. “It was scary to die and disorienting to come back. I threw up. Twice.”


  “So how did you get over it?” Gross asked.


  “I didn’t get over it. I just try not to think about it.”


  “I don’t know what I was expecting. I never thought about what would be on the other side of it,” Gross said.


  “You never thought about what it would be like to be dead?” I asked.


  “No, I did, I have,” Gross said. “I mean, in that way you do in the middle of the night. Whether there’s an afterlife, or a heaven or hell. My dad was Jewish and my mom was Catholic, so I got both sides of that growing up. I don’t know what I was expecting. But I wasn’t—”


  “You weren’t expecting nothing.”


  Gross pointed. “Yeah. That’s it. I was dead and there was nothing. No heaven or hell or anything else. Just nothing. And then me on my bed. And then me thinking that the nothing state could’ve lasted forever. And that nothing’s what’s waiting for me the next time. And now I wish I didn’t know that.”


  “Maybe it’ll be different when it’s for real,” I said. This was a standard line of mine. Sometimes it worked.


  It didn’t work on Gross. “But that’s just it. It was for real, wasn’t it?” He pointed out to the main floor of the branch. “That could have been me instead of—you said his name was Hill?”


  “Doyle Hill.”


  “It could have been me, not him. Me dead forever and not him.”


  I shook my head. “That’s not the way it works. Every death is its own separate thing.”


  “Maybe. But I still feel like it could’ve been me. And it’s not worth it. None of it is worth being dead. Nothing is.” Gross looked down at his desk, and I spent several seconds pretending not to see him fight back his tears.


  “Are you okay?” I said, when I thought enough time had passed.


  “I’m fine,” he said, looking up. “Sorry. It’s been a rough couple of days.”


  “Maybe you should take some time off,” I suggested.


  “Yeah, I thought about it after it happened. And then I stayed up all night thinking about the nothing that I have waiting for me when all of this”—he waved his arms, as if to encompass all of existence—“is done. If I took time off, that’s all I would think about. So if it’s all the same, Mister Valdez, what I’d really like to do is finish issuing you this six-month certificate of deposit. It’s not a lot, but it’s something. It’s an actual thing. And that helps me, right about now.”


  CHAPTER


  FIVE


  I left my apartment to meet Langdon and found Detective Greg Bradley loitering outside my building.


  “Okay, I’ll bite,” I said as I walked down the steps. “What are you doing here?”


  “I’m here to let you know the good news,” Bradley said. “Your choke club story checked out. I went through Hill’s texts and emails and found his client. The client remembers Hill mentioning you specifically as a possible ‘safety officer.’ That was the client’s phrase, not mine.”


  “What an interesting euphemism,” I said. I started walking. I was meeting Langdon at the local brewpub on North Avenue a couple of blocks over.


  “It sure is,” Bradley agreed, keeping pace. “You should know the client was upset with you. Because you passed on the gig, they had to cancel the club meeting for the month.”


  “I think that’s probably for the best.”


  “You’re not wrong.”


  “So this means I’m off your list of people to investigate,” I said.


  “Well, here’s the thing about that.” Bradley got out his little notebook and flipped through it to a particular page. “You didn’t lie to us about not having any other contact with Hill, as far as we can tell, so that’s good. But just because you told us about the choke club doesn’t mean that you two didn’t talk about other things.”


  “You’re kidding,” I said.


  “Five minutes is a long time on the phone. Check it on your next call, you’ll see what I mean. We’re working through leads and a lot of them are in the dispatcher . . . I guess you would say ‘community,’ which you’re part of, so we’ll see if there are any other connections there.”


  “That seems tenuous.”


  “I know that word,” Bradley said.


  “I wasn’t questioning your vocabulary skills, detective.”


  Bradley shrugged. “It’s all tenuous, until it isn’t. Sometimes the fishing expedition reels in a marlin, if you catch my drift.”


  “I doubt there are any marlins on this particular trip.”


  “I wouldn’t expect you to say anything other than that. And you’re not wrong. Just because you know people in common doesn’t mean there’s anything nefarious about it. You know Detective Langdon, for example. Worked with her, even. I don’t assume she’s involved in anything untoward, just because she knows you.”


  “Thanks,” I said dryly.


  “In fact, if you have any tips for dealing with her, I’d appreciate them,” Bradley said.


  “You two not getting along?”


  “We have a professional relationship. Very, very professional.”


  “That sounds like Langdon.”


  “So she’s always been like this.”


  “Langdon and I got along fine the times we worked together,” I said. “We were friends, or at least friendly. I’m just not under the illusion that she wasn’t using me for her own ends, or that she had an overly romantic vision of who I was.”


  “Did that bother you?”


  “As long as the Chicago Police Department was paying my consulting fee, I was fine with it.”


  “And she’s never leaned on you otherwise.”


  I stopped walking and turned to Bradley. “Am I supposed to pretend that you don’t know I’m about to go see Langdon, detective?”


  Bradley smiled. “I just want to make sure we’re all working from the same set of facts, is all. And if there’s something that you’re going to share with Langdon, I’d be happy to know it, too.”


  “If I know anything, you’ll know it when she does. If she trusts you enough to share it.”


  “That means you don’t trust me,” Bradley said.


  “I don’t know you.”


  “What do you want to know?” Bradley spread his arms. “I’m an open book, Valdez.”


  “What do you know about the other people involved in the robbery?” I asked.


  “I can’t tell you that.”


  I smirked and started walking again. “That’s some open book, detective.”


  “I thought we were discussing me personally,” Bradley said, catching up. “I’m thirty-one. One kid. Divorced. Detective for a month now, you know that. Before that I was six years in the fifth and sixteenth districts. Good service record.”


  “Congratulations.”


  “My point is you don’t have to work through Langdon, if there’s something you want to share.”


  “Thanks,” I said. “I’ll keep that in mind.” We turned the corner to North Avenue, and I started walking west.


  “Do that,” Bradley said. “And while you’re keeping that in mind, I do have one bit of information that I want you to share with Langdon. In the interest of openness, and building trust, and all of that.”


  “What is it?”


  “Well, as it happens, it’s about you.” Bradley brought his notebook up again. “Like I said, you were truthful to us, as far as I can tell. You didn’t have any recent contact with Hill outside him asking you about that choke club gig. But here’s an interesting coincidence, Valdez: You both visited the Hancock Center within twenty-four hours of each other.”


  “It’s a big building, detective.”


  “Sure, and maybe he was just visiting the Cheesecake Factory. It’s very popular. But Hill’s got emails in his queue from Wilson Barnes Jimenez and Park.”


  “Okay, and?”


  “And Langdon told me—in the spirit of openness—that the other day you did some consulting for a law firm. It’s why you were at the bank, you were depositing your fee. The GPS data you provided—thank you for that, by the way—has you at Hancock that morning. Wilson Barnes Jimenez and Park is the only law firm currently in that building.”


  “It’s a large law firm.”


  “It certainly is,” Bradley said. “Would have to be to afford that place, especially these days. It’s got two dozen listed areas of practice. It’s even been in the news the last couple of days. You heard about that?”


  I shook my head. “No.”


  “One of their international clients. Apparently about to be arrested for various white-collar crimes. He just up and disappeared. As I understand it, the FTC and SEC are very upset about it. China won’t extradite him, if he somehow managed to get back there. That has nothing to do with any of this, of course.”


  “Probably not,” I agreed.


  “But interesting that you and Hill might visit the same firm, so closely together in time.”


  “It’s a coincidence.”


  “I’m sure it is,” Bradley said. “Coincidence. Tenuous. It’s all tenuous until it isn’t. You’ll tell Langdon about it anyway, won’t you? Because if she’s leaning on you for information, Valdez, it’s probably best she knows every little detail.” He looked up at the awning of the brewpub we’d just arrived at. “This is your stop.”


  “You’re not coming in?” I asked. “You can tell Langdon about your discoveries yourself.”


  “I have some other leads to follow up on. You can tell her. And let her know I asked you to tell her about them. I’ll check with her later to make sure she got it.” Bradley put away his notebook. “You two have a nice lunch. I’m sure you’ll have things to discuss.”
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  “Bradley’s right, you know,” Langdon said. We were waiting for our pizza. I was having a beer. Langdon, on duty, was having a Sprite. “It’s a hell of a coincidence to have you and Hill at the same lawyer’s and at the same bank robbery, all within a day of each other.”


  “You don’t think he’s on to something there, do you?” I asked.


  “I don’t think you and Hill have anything to do with each other, no. I also think the coincidence probably isn’t a coincidence.”


  “I’m not following you.”


  “I’m not following me either,” Langdon admitted. “It’s a gut feeling. I don’t have any evidence for it.”


  “Well, don’t worry about that,” I said. “Bradley’s on it.” I drank my beer.


  Langdon watched me. “You’re not worried about Bradley, are you?”


  “I know cops tend to find what they want to believe,” I said.


  “That’s not very nice.”


  “Tell me I’m wrong.”


  “Speaking as a cop, we don’t find what we want to believe. But we don’t think things are that complicated, because people aren’t that complicated. The simplest explanation is usually the right one.”


  “Occam’s razor,” I said.


  “Right.” Langdon pointed at me. “You knew Doyle Hill. You were at the robbery. You were also at the same lawyer’s office he was at a day before. Simplest explanation is you’re connected in this somehow.”


  “That’s great, except I’m not.”


  “Not that you know about.”


  “You’d think if I were connected to a bank robbery, I’d know about it.”


  “Maybe you’re not that smart,” Langdon said.


  “Thanks.” I drank again.


  “My point is Bradley isn’t wrong to be looking for a connection. He’s not even wrong to suspect you. The last time I saw you, I said there were other ways for you and Doyle to have been in contact than just phone and text. A lawyer’s office is one way.”


  “And I told you then that knocking off banks wasn’t my style.”


  “I believe you,” Langdon said. “And Bradley’s right to continue to check you out. Unless you want to go into more detail about that ‘consulting’ gig you did at the law firm.”


  “I think that’s covered under attorney-client privilege.”


  Langdon made a face. Before she could say anything, the pizza arrived—a massive, flat, squarish pie. She looked at it. “The hell?” she said, looking up at me.


  “I told you it was a New Haven-style pizza.”


  “As a native Chicagoan, I protest.”


  “More for me.”


  I took a slice and started applying myself to it. After a minute Langdon took one of her own, and didn’t appear to have any complaints from that point forward. We ate in silence for a few minutes.


  “You went to see that bank manager,” Langdon said, after she finished her slice.


  “I did,” I said. “I got a CD I didn’t need, so I could have an excuse to talk to him. You’re welcome.”


  “Thank you for prudently investing. What did you think about the manager?”


  “He’s involved.”


  “Did he say that to you?” Langdon asked.


  “Of course not. Selling a financial product doesn’t mean he confessed to participating in a crime. But when we talked there were signs.”


  “What kind of signs?” Langdon reached for another slice. I thought briefly of asking where her protest as a native Chicagoan had gone.


  “He said that the robbery didn’t go as planned, and later he said nothing was worth dying for,” I said.


  “That doesn’t sound like much,” Langdon said.


  “It isn’t,” I agreed. “You had to be in the room. He talked like he knew what was meant to happen, and had agreed to it, but then it was different from what he expected. And of course it was. Someone died. Permanently.”


  “You didn’t record this conversation.”


  “No. I didn’t think about it.”


  “So basically you got nothing out of him.”


  “I didn’t get any evidence. I got a gut feeling. You may’ve heard of them.”


  “Your gut feeling isn’t going to help me convince a judge to subpoena his financials or his phone.”


  “What did you expect for free?”


  Langdon pointed to the pizza. “I’m covering lunch,” she said.


  “Oh, well, in that case.” I took another slice.


  “Seriously, Tony, it’s not much to go on.”


  “It’s not,” I said, after I swallowed. “But I think it’s true anyway. You have your hunches based on being a cop and doing police work for years. I have my hunches based on being a dispatcher and listening to people talk about their experiences with death. People get confessional with me, Langdon. There’s the things they tell me, and then there’s the things they don’t know they’re telling me. You know what that’s like.”


  “Sure,” Langdon said.


  “Ted Gross knew he was telling me how he felt about being murdered, and what he thought about death. What he didn’t know he was telling me was that he’d been involved with the robbery, and nothing about it was what he expected. And that’s what was throwing him for a loop, even more than the fact of dying and coming back.” I pointed at Langdon. “And I think you already knew this, because you asked me to go talk to him.”


  “Yes,” Langdon admitted. “I was hoping Gross might’ve been more confessional to you than he was, because you weren’t a cop and his guard would be down.”


  “That might be a little much to ask of someone who participated in a felony.”


  “It was worth a shot.”


  “You wanted someone to confirm your suspicions,” I said. “Here I am, confirming them. Ted Gross was in on the robbery.”


  “Now I have to figure out how.”


  “That’s your job,” I agreed. I ate some more of my second slice. “How’s the rest of the investigation going?”


  “It’s going,” Langdon said. “Bradley’s doing a lot of the footwork and I’m working the judges to get subpoenas. We’re tracking Hill’s steps for the last month through his phone and email, but he wasn’t entirely stupid. There are gaps where his phone is off or it looks like he left it at home while he was out.”


  “How do you know that?”


  “I pulled video from his closest El stop. There are times he’s at the station and his phone’s not.”


  “If a dispatcher has a gig we know is legally iffy, we’ll leave our phones at home.”


  “That’s sneaky.”


  I shrugged. “These are the tricks of the trade. As a dispatcher I’d tell you that leaving your phone at home isn’t really all that unusual.”


  “Yet you had your phone on you when you visited that law office.”


  “And so did Hill,” I pointed out. “Which pokes a tiny hole in Bradley’s collusion theory.”


  “A very tiny hole,” Langdon said. “And he’s just got your word on it that this is a thing dispatchers do.”


  “I didn’t expect it would dissuade him any.”


  “Do you want me to talk to him?”


  I blinked. “You asking Bradley to lay off me isn’t going to make him any less suspicious of me. If anything, it’ll just make him more suspicious of you.”


  “I’m glad you realize that. I was checking to make sure you did.”


  “He doesn’t think you like him much,” I said.


  “These days I don’t like anyone much,” Langdon said.


  “I thought you liked me,” I replied. “You bought me lunch.”


  “I’m even going to let you take this monstrosity home.” Langdon pointed to the remaining pizza.


  “You had two slices,” I said. “Don’t pretend that you didn’t like it.”


  “I don’t want to have this conversation anymore,” Langdon said.


  “Fine.” I waved to our wait staff to get them to box up the remains, then turned back to Langdon. “Is there anything else you want me to do on this case?”


  “No. Ted Gross was the only thing I thought you might have insight on. The rest I can handle. I can’t afford you anyway.”


  “You got me for pizza,” I said.


  “And I know you’re angling to get me to use you as a paid consultant again.” Langdon made a small motion with her hands. “The department isn’t letting us do that much anymore, you know that.”


  “I know. It’s not a great time to be a cop or a dispatcher.”


  “It’s not a great time,” Langdon said. “Do you have any other marketable skills?”


  “I became a dispatcher because I didn’t have any other marketable skills,” I said.


  “I’m glad I’m letting you take the pizza home now.” Langdon drank from her Sprite.


  That was the end of my involvement in the case.


  Until Detective Bradley turned up dead.


  CHAPTER


  SIX


  “There’s a panel van with two cops in it on my street,” I said to Langdon, as she stood in my apartment building doorway. I had come down to meet her rather than just buzz her in. It had been three days since I last saw her. Bradley had died yesterday. The panel van arrived not long after.


  “You weren’t supposed to notice that,” she said.


  “They should’ve parked farther away.”


  “It’s a short street.”


  “Also, they shouldn’t actually be there at all,” I said.


  Langdon sighed and pulled out her phone to text someone. Twenty seconds later the panel van pulled out from its parking spot and drove away, the driver looking at me and Langdon as she went by.


  Langdon turned back to me. “Happy?”


  “Not really. I want to know why it was there in the first place.”


  “It’s complicated.”


  “I would hope so.”


  “Can I come in?”


  “I don’t know,” I said. “Is my apartment bugged?”


  “Apartment? No.”


  “I don’t like the sound of that.”


  “Look, let me in. We have to talk.”


  I let Langdon in.


  “There’s been a development in Bradley’s death,” she said. She stood in my kitchen; I took a seat at my table. “We took a look at his notebook. The last thing in it was that you were coming to see him last night, at seven. We think he died between eight and ten last night.”


  I narrowed my eyes at Langdon incredulously. “What are you saying?”


  “I’m saying he mentioned in his notebook that you were planning to visit him, just before he died.”


  “I was here last night at seven,” I said, motioning to the apartment.


  Langdon nodded. “Your phone was. And you’ve also said to me that dispatchers sometimes leave their phones behind.”


  I glanced over at my phone on the table. Well, at the very least, now I knew they were tracking it. “Check the security camera in my apartment vestibule,” I said.


  Langdon motioned toward the hallway. “There’s a rear exit.”


  “I had Chinese delivery at six. I’m on the camera in the downstairs hallway.”


  “Which is still enough time to get to Bradley’s place. You’re in Wicker Park. He’s in Rogers Park.”


  “Then check his apartment’s security camera.”


  Langdon shook her head. “He had a house. From when he and his wife were still together. No security cameras. And no shared walls for neighbors to notice any noise.”


  “Jesus.”


  “It would help if you had something other than your phone and food delivery to confirm you were here.”


  I spread my hands helplessly. “I was at this table, eating Chinese and reading a book. Alone.”


  “And you didn’t have any plans to see or talk to Bradley.”


  “The last time I saw him or spoke to him was just before I saw and spoke to you,” I said.


  “No contact at all since then?”


  “No. He was busy trying to link me to a botched bank robbery. I wasn’t interested in helping him with that particular hobby.”


  “You understand his trying to link you to the robbery isn’t a good thing for you,” she said.


  I waved in the direction of the street. “Since there were cops staking out my apartment, I’d guess not.”


  “Relax about the cops in the van.”


  “Why would I do that? Why would I relax about the cops treating me like a criminal?”


  “I had the cops put there.”


  I was incredulous. “You really think I had something to do with Bradley’s death?”


  “No,” Langdon said. “I think whoever did have something to do with it might come after you next.”


  That quieted me down.


  Langdon pulled out a chair at the table and sat down. “Look, Tony. I told you it was complicated.”


  “Those cops were for my protection,” I said.


  “Yes.”


  “And that’s the reason you gave for having them there on the street.”


  “No,” Langdon admitted. “Every other cop in Chicago thinks you had something to do with Bradley’s death.”


  “The Chicago Police Department thinks I’m a cop killer.” I threw up my hands. “Well, that’s just great.”


  Langdon shook her head. “That’s not exactly it.”


  “Explain.”


  “Bradley’s death was a suicide.”


  I paused at this. “That doesn’t make any sense,” I said.


  Langdon peered at me intently. “Tell me why.”


  “All I know about Bradley is my time with him and what you told me of him. But none of that suggested someone who was suicidal. He loved his job, I know that much. I didn’t like his enthusiasm for trying to link me to that robbery, but he was doing his job well. He wanted to find out what was going to happen next.”


  “That’s right,” Langdon said.


  “No dark secrets in his past?” I asked.


  “His service record was clean.”


  “He mentioned he was divorced and had a kid. Was that messy?”


  Langdon shook her head. “Amicable. He told me they divorced because she realized she was gay.”


  “A lot of guys don’t take that very well.”


  “He did. He said she was still his best friend. Their daughter lives with her but he was always out to Oak Park on the weekends, visiting.”


  “No depression or anything like that.”


  “Not that I knew of.”


  “No reason to kill himself.”


  “No,” Langdon agreed. “And yet he did.”


  “But you don’t think he did,” I said. “And neither does the rest of the Chicago police force.”


  “No.”


  “You realize the problem with this.”


  “If he’d been murdered, he’d still be alive,” Langdon said.


  “Right. Whoever it was would kill him, and he would come right back.”


  “They killed him in his home,” Langdon pointed out. “When he died, he’d come back in his house. Where they would be. And they’d try again until they got it right.”


  I shook my head. “That’s not how it works.”


  “I’m pretty sure that is how it works.”


  “No, I mean, if they were doing that, they would probably still be at it,” I said. “We say that people who get murdered only stay dead one time in a thousand. But that doesn’t mean it’s cumulative. You don’t keep killing someone until they run out of chances to stay alive. Each time is a whole new roll of the dice.”


  “Whoever was killing him probably wouldn’t know that,” Langdon said.


  “They might not,” I conceded. “But that doesn’t change the facts. And there’s the other wrinkle.”


  Langdon frowned. “What other wrinkle?”


  “Everyone says that when someone is murdered, they come back in their home, but that’s not strictly true,” I said. “Where they come back is to somewhere they felt safe. If Bradley’s got people in his house who will murder him the instant he comes back, eventually he’s not going to come back there. He’ll come back at his parents’ house. Or his ex-wife’s house in Oak Park, because they’re still friends and he loves his daughter.”


  “It could take dozens of attempts,” Langdon said. Probably she was remembering the first case she and I had worked on together, a couple of years back. A husband was pushing experimental cancer therapies on his wife, and she was dispatched each time they failed. Finally, when she was dispatched, she didn’t reappear at their home. She reappeared on their boat, which felt safer to her.


  “It could,” I said. “Or it might take a lot fewer, because in this case the theoretical people trying to kill Bradley were actually intending to murder him. That would be pretty unambiguous.”


  “You’re saying that you don’t doubt Bradley committed suicide,” Langdon said.


  “I’m saying what you already know,” I said. “In this day and age it’s almost impossible to murder someone and have it stick. If it looks like Bradley committed suicide, it’s probably because he did.”


  “But you said yourself it doesn’t make any sense.”


  “It doesn’t make any sense,” I agreed.


  Langdon nodded and sat back. “And now you know why the Chicago Police Department wanted a couple of cops in a panel van watching you. And why I did, too.”


  “I’m not going to lie. I appreciate your line of reasoning more than theirs.” I looked over to Langdon. “Are you going to be in trouble for coming here?”


  Langdon smiled. “I was told to come. You trust me, Tony. So you would slip up in front of me.”


  “Did I?”


  “You haven’t given me a convincing alibi for your whereabouts before Bradley’s death. You were the last person Bradley said he was planning to see before he died. You were being investigated by Bradley in connection with a crime. You know that’s more than enough for us to stay interested in you.”


  “Despite the fact that the likelihood of Bradley’s death being anything other than a suicide is incredibly low.”


  “Yes, despite that,” Langdon said. “I don’t believe it. No other cop who knew Bradley believes it. And you don’t believe it, either.”


  “You’ll be wasting your time,” I said.


  “Maybe.”


  “And what about you?” I asked.


  “We’re done,” Langdon said. “For now.”


  “You don’t believe I had anything to do with Bradley’s death.”


  “Tony, right now it doesn’t matter what I think.”


  “That’s not the same thing.”


  “No, it’s not,” Langdon said. “Right now I’m not doing ‘believe.’ I’m working with what we have. And what we have right now is you, and Bradley’s note. No cop who knew Bradley is going to let a suicide label stand. Not when they have an alternate theory of the case.”


  “The alternate theory being me.”


  “That’s right.” Langdon stood up. “I put those cops out there today because I wanted to protect you, Tony, long enough for me to talk to you myself. After this, their presence might protect you from whoever might come after you. But you know I can’t protect you from us. You’re on your own there.”


  “Any last suggestions?” I asked, looking up at Langdon.


  “Yes,” she said. “Stop talking to the cops. Including me. Get yourself a lawyer. And since I know you’re about to be even less busy than you are now, because the Chicago Police Department will let your agency know you’re currently under investigation in connection with a death, maybe you should find someone else for us to focus our attention on.”


  “Even if it was a suicide and no one else is to blame.”


  “It’s like I said, Tony. No one believes that, even you.”


  “You said Bradley had my name in his notebook,” I said as she turned to go. “Tell me you’re looking at the other names in there, too.”


  Langdon turned back. “I can’t tell you anything about that,” she said. “I can tell you this. Bradley’s notebook is spiral bound. When you tear out pages, little bits of the paper get stuck in the spiral. The pages are gone, but you can tell they were there at one point.”


  “Okay,” I said. “And?”


  “And there were pages torn out of his notebook. I don’t know how many, and I don’t know what was on them. The torn-out pages weren’t in his trash, either by his desk or under his kitchen sink, and neither of them looked like they’d been taken out in the last couple of days. They’re just gone. It would be interesting to know what was on those torn-out pages. Because at the moment, what’s in the notebook points to you.”


  “If I was involved, why would I leave evidence that points to me?” I asked.


  “That’s an interesting question, Tony,” Langdon said. “I hope you can come up with a better answer for it than the one we’re going with at the moment.”


  “Which is?”


  “That we don’t know either, we’re just glad you did. Also, Tony, you can do me one last favor.”


  “What’s that?”


  “The next pair of cops we put on you, pretend not to see. They’re not going to take kindly to being spotted, and at this point, you don’t want to piss any of us off.”


  CHAPTER


  SEVEN


  I found Ted Gross at the cocktail lounge a block down Damen from the Cermak Savings. It was the sort of place that ostentatiously bans cell phones and has complicated drinks with names like “Text Me The Details” and “Is This The Real Life.” He was sitting at the bar, which was tastefully low-lit, nursing something in a highball glass. I knew he was in the lounge because I’d watched him go there after his bank closed. I waited an appropriate time before going in myself.


  The seat next to him was open; I took it. He didn’t look up. He was staring into his drink like he’d lost something in it.


  “What’s that?” I asked, pointing to his drink.


  This got him to look up. It took him a second to recognize me. “Valdez, right? Tony Valdez.”


  “That’s right,” I said. “You sold me a CD a few days ago.”


  Gross nodded and focused on his drink again. After a minute I thought he had forgotten about me, but then his brow furrowed. “I don’t remember what this is called,” he said. He looked over to the bartender, who was washing a glass. “What’s this again?”


  “That’s the ‘Come Back If It Starts To Swell,’ ” the bartender said. He was burly and had a full beard and a tattoo of Popeye on his arm. I wondered briefly if bartenders at this cocktail lounge were hired or cast.


  “That’s right,” Gross said and turned back to me. “It’s got egg whites in it.”


  “How is it?”


  “It’s the best drink I ever had that had egg whites in it,” Gross declared. “What’re you going to get?”


  “I think I’m going to settle for an old-fashioned,” I said, angling myself so the bartender heard the order, too.


  “Put it on my tab,” Gross said to the bartender.


  “You don’t have to do that,” I said.


  “I insist. You bought a CD. This is just basic customer service.”


  “Do you always buy your customers drinks?”


  “I do when they’re at the bar with me.”


  “If I’d known that was the deal, I’d have gotten a CD a lot sooner,” I said.


  Gross smiled and raised his glass. We sat quietly until the bartender brought over my old-fashioned.


  “Cheers,” I said.


  “Cheers.” Gross drank again, nearly emptying his drink with egg whites in it.


  “Is this your usual after-work bar?” I asked.


  “I’ve never been here before in my life,” Gross said. “I always saw the sign when I came off the El in the morning, and I would think, ‘I should check that place out.’ But it’s not open for lunch, and then when we close the bank I need to get home.”


  “But not today?”


  “No.” Gross did a little grimace and wobbled his head. “Well, yes. Eventually. But today I decided, fuck it, I’m going into that place. And now I’m here.” He drained what was left in the glass and then tapped it on the bar to get the bartender’s attention. “Another.”


  “Same thing?” the bartender asked.


  “No,” Gross said. “Pick something for me. Something you always wanted to make but no one ever orders.”


  “Okay, but it’s going to cost more,” the bartender said.


  “Is it going to be worth it?” Gross asked.


  “Hell yeah it is.”


  Gross made a sweeping motion with his hands. “Do it.” The bartender grinned and got to it. Gross turned back to me. “And you? Is this your favorite bar?”


  “I don’t get in here much,” I allowed. “It’s a little more upscale than I can afford at the moment.”


  “Things are tough all over, right?”


  “Something like that.”


  “But you’re a dispatcher,” Gross said. “People are always dying. Business should be booming.”


  I smiled. “That’s not exactly the way it works.”


  “No. It never is.” Gross waved to encompass the room. “But we’re still here. The both of us.”


  “Yes, we are.”


  “Yes.” Gross got a quizzical look on his face. “It’s a little stupid to have visiting a cocktail lounge as a bucket list item, though.”


  “No one ever said your bucket list had to be all big things,” I said. “They don’t all have to be skydiving and visiting Paris.”


  “I never visited Paris,” Gross said.


  “I was there once.”


  “How was it?”


  “Full of tourists,” I said. “Including me.”


  The bartender brought over the new drink in a large cocktail glass. “Here you are, sir.”


  Gross peered at it. “Is there egg in this one?”


  “Not this time.”


  Gross picked up the glass, swirled the contents gently, and took a sip. He smiled. The bartender smiled back. Gross set the glass down and fished out his wallet and slapped down a credit card and a $50 bill. “That’s to settle the bill,” he said, pointing to the credit card. He then pointed at the fifty. “And that’s for you.” The bartender nodded, took both, and went away.


  “Hell of a tip,” I said.


  “Well, why not.” Gross picked up his drink. “You only live once.” He paused and looked over to me. “No offense.”


  “None taken.”


  “So if you don’t come in here often, why did you come in today?” Gross asked, once he’d set his new drink down.


  “If I’m being honest, I came in because you were in here.”


  Gross waggled a finger at me. “You know what, I thought that might be why. You want to talk more about the robbery.”


  “I do.”


  “You think I was involved with it.”


  I blinked. “What makes you think that?”


  “Because that detective thinks I am. You got questioned by the police?”


  “I was.”


  “Was one of them a black woman?”


  “She was.”


  Gross nodded. “That’s the one. She and another detective talked to me the day of the robbery and then she came back to the bank yesterday, alone. She had questions. Very specific questions. Questions about my relationship to Doyle Hill.”


  I almost asked how do you know Doyle? but then I remembered he didn’t know I knew Doyle. Then Gross peered at me. “You knew Doyle, didn’t you? You’re a dispatcher, too.”


  I made a decision. “Yes,” I said. “I knew Doyle.”


  Gross nodded. “I thought so. That’s why you’re here. You want to know what happened to Doyle, too.” He drank from his cocktail glass.


  “Did you tell the detective you knew him?” I asked.


  “No,” Gross said. “I told her that I wasn’t going to speak to her anymore without a lawyer.”


  “Then why are you telling me?”


  “You’re not a cop. And because you knew Doyle. You were his friend.” The bartender returned with the bill, the credit card, and a pen, and then went away again.


  “How did you know Doyle?” I asked.


  “We went to high school together,” Gross said. “We were friends. Not, like, best friends. We knew people in common and went to the same parties. We were friendly.”


  “And you were still friends.”


  “We were Facebook friends?” Gross tilted his head to make sure I got it. “I saw his cat pictures, he saw the pictures of my kids, you know.”


  “Sure.”


  “I don’t know, maybe the cops got a subpoena for my Facebook account and saw him post a cat picture or something. Anyway, now they know I knew him.”


  “Just because you knew Doyle doesn’t mean you were in on the robbery,” I said. “Maybe Doyle picked your branch because he already knew about it.”


  Gross smiled at me and tipped his glass slightly in my direction. “That’s kind. You’re kind. I like that you think that. But no. I was in on it.” He drank again.


  I waited until he was done taking his sip before asking the obvious question. “Why would you do that?”


  “Because I needed the money, of course!” Gross said loudly. I looked around to see if anyone in the bar had turned their head to see why he was shouting, but no one had. “My wife doesn’t trust the school system. She wants our kids in private schools. I make fifty-five thousand dollars a year, and she sells essential oils to her pals. Really poorly. We get the cash deposits of half the businesses in Wicker Park. All the ones that like working with a small community bank instead of, like, Bank of America.” He motioned at the bar. “This place.”


  “So Doyle and his pals would come in, rob the place, take the cash, and then later on you’d get a cut.”


  “Right,” Gross said. “Enough for a year of preschool and Montessori.” He frowned. “But then it happened and things didn’t go as planned.”


  “You mean Doyle not disappearing after he got shot.”


  “No. Well, yes, that too, but before that. When the other one came into my office.”


  “The other robber.”


  “Yes.”


  “You don’t know who that was?”


  “I only ever knew Doyle,” Gross said. “The other one came into my office and told me to unlock my computer so he could access it. That wasn’t part of the deal. Cash isn’t a problem; whatever we have in cash is less than what people are insured for by the FDIC. But if this guy accessed member accounts, he could transfer people’s entire savings or millions of dollars.”


  “And it would be on you because you let him in.”


  “Right!” Gross pointed at me for emphasis. “I tried to argue that and he punched me in the ear and told me if I didn’t unlock my screen he wouldn’t kill me but he’d make sure I’d be on a ventilator the rest of my life.”


  “Did you unlock it?”


  “Of course I unlocked it. And as soon as I did, that asshole shot me dead.”


  “Which you never agreed to.”


  “Which I did not agree to!” Gross was yelling again. “I mean, are you kidding? Who agrees to something like that? Do people ever agree to that?”


  This wasn’t the right time for me to tell him that, in fact, others played the odds with death all the time, and their willingness to do so was what caused me to be at his bank when the robbery went down. Instead I shook my head no.


  “Thank you,” Gross said. He sipped again, finishing his drink.


  “Did you tell the cops the robber accessed your computer?”


  “No.” Gross set his drink glass on the bar. “And for days I thought that I was going to get caught out. But nothing happened. No accounts were drained. No accounts at my branch were even accessed, as far as I could see. I got shot—got murdered—for nothing.”


  “That doesn’t make any sense,” I said.


  “No.” Gross picked up his empty glass, examined it, and set it back down. “No, it doesn’t. None of it makes any sense.” He looked up at me. “All I fucking wanted was to pay for my kids’ schools, man. That’s all I wanted.”


  “Mister Gross, you have to know the police are going to keep looking,” I said. “Sooner or later, they’re going to put the pieces together.”


  “They’ll try,” Gross agreed. “But I know something they don’t know.”


  “What’s that?”


  Gross got up off his stool and motioned to me. “Come on. Walk me to the El station and I’ll tell you.”


  I hesitated. “It’ll only take a minute,” Gross assured me. “I’m already late going home.” He waved to the bartender and started walking out the door. I followed. We headed north, in the direction of the Damen El stop, a block and a half away. Gross pulled out his Ventra card and paid for me, and we walked up to the northbound platform together.


  “Did you hear about the detective?” Gross asked me.


  “The one you were talking about earlier? The woman?”


  “No, the other one,” Gross said. “The man. He’s dead.”


  “How do you know?”


  “The other detective—Langdon?—told me.”


  “Do you know what happened?” I asked. I already knew about Bradley, but Gross didn’t know that.


  “She said they considered it a suspicious death,” Gross said. “But that doesn’t really make any sense, does it? Hardly any deaths are that suspicious anymore.”


  “So you think something like a heart attack.”


  “Oh, no,” Gross said. “A suicide for sure. Definitely a suicide.”


  “Why do you think that?” I asked.


  Gross looked down the track for his train and then looked back and smiled. “Do you know why I’m talking to you, Mister Valdez?”


  I smiled back. “I thought it was because I wasn’t a cop.”


  “It’s because you’re in on it, too.”


  I stopped smiling. “Excuse me?”


  Gross made a dismissive wave. “Don’t worry, I don’t expect you to admit it. But you’re a dispatcher, like they were. You knew Doyle, too. It all fits together. I’m telling you because you already know. You already know all of this. Nothing I’m telling you surprises you at all. Does it?”


  “No,” I admitted. “Not really.”


  Gross smiled again. “Well, then. There’s just one thing you don’t know, and I wanted to tell you, because it’s going to happen to you.”


  “What’s that?”


  “That they don’t have to murder you to shut you up,” Gross said. And then he walked off the platform, timing his fall onto the tracks to coincide with the arrival of the train.


  CHAPTER


  EIGHT


  “I thought we weren’t talking to each other anymore,” I said to Langdon as she walked up to me on the El platform.


  “You don’t leave me any choice,” Langdon said. “You keep showing up in my case.”


  The platform was swarming with Chicago police taking statements from the people who were there when Gross walked himself in front of the train. An unhappy number of them had pointed at me while they were making statements. A small contingent of EMTs hovered. Gross was beyond their help, but someone would have to remove him from the tracks. Once they removed the train, that is, which remained parked at the station. A bunch of Chicagoans’ evening commute had been irreparably delayed by Gross’s final act.


  I motioned to one of the cops taking statements. “I already told them I didn’t have anything to say.”


  “I know. The thinking is you’ll make an exception for me.”


  “You told me not to.”


  “I did,” Langdon agreed, and waited.


  “You already have the security video,” I said eventually. “It shows him stepping out in front of the train.”


  “I’m sure it does. Did you try to stop him?”


  “No. I wasn’t expecting that he’d do that. By the time I realized it, he was already under the train.”


  Langdon’s expression changed slightly. “Are you okay?”


  “Not really,” I said. “But I’ll be okay. I’m used to death. Just”—I waved toward the stopped train—“not like this.”


  “Sorry.”


  “Thank you.”


  “Why did he do it?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “You were talking to him before he did it.”


  “Yes, but not about that.”


  “What about, then?”


  “Banking.”


  Langdon gave me a look. “Banking.”


  “I bought a CD from him the other day, you’ll recall.”


  “And that was intriguing enough that you followed him up here to the El platform.”


  “Apparently.”


  “Where did the conversation begin?”


  I pointed in the direction of the bar, or where it would be, were it not obscured by a stopped train. “I was at a bar. Coincidentally he was there, too. We struck up a conversation.”


  “About what?”


  “Kids. Commutes. Essential oils.”


  “Anyone to confirm this?”


  “You might check with the bartender. Gross left a big tip. He’d remember.”


  “And this is the story you’re going with, Tony?”


  “Why wouldn’t it be?” I asked. Langdon stared at me. I stared back.


  “I’m not sure I like this version of you,” she said after a minute.


  “It’s not my favorite, either,” I said. “But here we are.”


  “Here we are,” Langdon agreed. “Anytime you want to go back to a different version, let me know.”


  “I would, but we’re not talking anymore.”


  Langdon sighed. “I deserve that, I suppose.”


  “Yes, you do.”


  “In that case, you didn’t hear me say this.” She motioned with her head past the platform, to the street below. “There’s a guy loitering there. Tan windbreaker.”


  “I’ve seen him. You told me to pretend not to see him.”


  “I told you to pretend not to see my people,” Langdon said. “He’s not my people.”


  “Oh.”


  “Yes, ‘oh,’ ” Langdon said.


  “You can’t arrest him?”


  “For standing on the sidewalk? No. So do me a favor, Tony. Go home. Go home and stay there. They probably know I have your apartment watched. They’re probably not going to try anything stupid there.” Langdon walked away to confer with another cop about something or other. I watched her walk away, then turned to look at the stopped train again before heading down the stairs home.


  Tan Windbreaker was standing in front of a doughnut shop, eating a doughnut because apparently tailing me was hungry work. I got out my phone, opened the camera app, and then put the phone up to my ear and started to talk like I was having conversation into it. As I walked by Tan Windbreaker, my finger clicked the down volume button, activating the camera shutter. I had muted the fake camera shutter sound months before, because fake camera shutter sounds are annoying. I got off several shots while appearing to order a pizza.


  Then at the crosswalk, Tan Windbreaker behind me, I turned off the camera and actually did order a pizza. It had been a long day. I wasn’t going to cook.


  At home I opened the photo app on my phone and checked out the pictures of Tan Windbreaker. I had taken four photos, three of which were too blurry to be of any use, but one of which caught him in full color clarity. He looked late thirties, early forties, and had the sort of moustache that got associated with cops or low-level mob thugs. Langdon had said he wasn’t one of hers, so maybe that sorted him into the “thug” category. I’d spotted him a couple of days earlier but hadn’t worried about him too much, because I’d assumed he was a cop. To have him turn out to be something else was cause for concern.


  But it doesn’t actually mean he’s a threat, my brain volunteered. He could just be a dude who lives in the neighborhood. Wicker Park is bigger than you think.


  Which, okay. On the other hand, several people I was tangentially connected with had died in the last week or so, most under deeply suspicious circumstances, and this person, who I had never seen before in my life, was conspicuously out and about when I happened to be wandering by. He might not be a threat, but I didn’t feel entirely ridiculous being a little paranoid.


  I stared at Tan Windbreaker’s picture again and frowned. Moustache aside, he was unremarkable. This probably came in handy for him if he was a low-level thug, but it didn’t make identifying him easy. Just on the outside chance that it would be useful, I put his picture into Google image search. It turned up results for the doughnut shop behind him. He was so anonymous that even doughnuts were more conspicuous.


  The intercom on the wall buzzed. My pizza had arrived.


  “You’re the large Hawaiian?” the delivery person asked me, and it took me a second to realize she was describing the pizza, not me.


  “That’s right.” I handed over the tip; the pizza I’d paid for when I ordered it.


  “I want you to know there was some discussion about whether to make the pizza.”


  “Because it’s a Hawaiian pizza?”


  “Yeah. We have a new employee who makes the pizzas. He considers pineapple on pizza against the laws of God and nature.” She held out the pizza.


  “And yet you have it on the menu,” I said, taking it.


  “He said that just because it’s on the menu doesn’t mean it should ever be ordered,” the delivery person said. “He says it’s an existential test of character.”


  I had a response to that, but before I could say it Tan Windbreaker walked by on the other side of the street.


  “Hold this for second,” I said, giving the pizza back to the visibly confused delivery person. I walked down the entrance stairs and into the street, toward Tan Windbreaker. My phone was in my pocket; I took it out and set the camera to record video.


  Tan Windbreaker didn’t notice me at first, but halfway across the street I entered his peripheral vision and he jumped slightly.


  “Hey!” I said.


  Tan Windbreaker started walking faster. “Hey!” I repeated, and then he broke into a run.


  “Where you going?” I yelled at his back, but he was already down the street. I watched him run and turn the corner. Whoever he was, he’d just blown his cover. In fact, he’d blown his cover long before, but now he was aware of the fact. I considered the wisdom of letting him know I knew he was there. In retrospect, it probably wasn’t the smartest thing I could’ve done. But it was too late for that now.


  So, I thought, as long as I’ve blown one cover, I might as well blow a couple more.


  Ten seconds later I was standing over a domestic sedan parked three spots down the street from my apartment, on the other side of the street. The two plainclothes policemen inside had watched me walk up and were visibly annoyed they’d been made by me. They watched me sourly as I tapped on the driver’s side window.


  The window rolled down and the cop in the driver’s seat, a man with a moustache distressingly similar to Tan Windbreaker’s, looked up at me. “Jesus Christ. What?”


  I pointed down the street. “You saw that?”


  “Saw what?” he asked.


  “The guy in the tan windbreaker.”


  “What about it?”


  “You saw him run when I called to him?”


  “So what? You run up on a guy, what do you expect?” the cop said.


  “He’s been following me all day.”


  “Okay. And?”


  “You know he’s not a cop, right?”


  “So?”


  “Maybe you should follow up on that.”


  “Why?”


  “Because he’s not a cop,” I repeated. “And he’s been following me all day. That doesn’t strike you as, I don’t know, odd?”


  The cop looked at his partner and then back at me. “Not our problem.”


  “Some dude tailing someone you really want to be a suspect in a cop death is not your problem?”


  “Nope.” This was drawled out laconically.


  “What if he walked into my apartment and took at a shot at me? Would it be your problem then?”


  The cop looked back at his partner. “We might think about calling it in then.”


  “Hey, I got other customers,” the delivery woman said to me from the porch.


  I waved acknowledgment to her and turned back to the cop. “You’re bad at your job. I want you to know that.”


  “Man, get the fuck back into your apartment,” the cop said, and rolled up his window.


  “What was that about?” the delivery person asked as I retrieved my dinner.


  “The Hawaiian pizza police,” I said. She grinned.


  As I ate my pizza, which was very good despite being made by someone who disdained the toppings, I stared at the good photo I had taken of Tan Windbreaker. As I began my second slice, I pulled up the video of Tan Windbreaker, getting a momentary but futile thrill out of watching the man jump before he broke out in a run.


  The part of me who was a professional felt a little sorry for him; getting caught by the person you’re tailing is never a good thing. Whoever Tan Windbreaker was, he was going to catch hell back at the office, wherever or whatever “the office” might be. The part of me who was pissed off that I was being tailed by both the cops and unnamed thugs wasn’t sorry for him at all. To hell with this guy, I thought. I hope his boss does break his fingers, or whatever. But even though I’d made Tan Windbreaker, it didn’t mean whoever sent him to tail me would stop. They’d just send someone I wouldn’t recognize, and who might possibly be better at his job. Someone who I wouldn’t see tailing me. Until it was too late.


  “Who are you?” I asked Tan Windbreaker, as I ran the video one more time. He was a thug, obviously. But whose? And why?


  I grabbed another slice of pizza and went to one of the windows in my apartment that looked out over the street. Three spots down, a car had pulled up to the domestic sedan the plainclothes cops were sitting in. Someone was leaning out of the car, talking to the cop on the driver’s side. It didn’t appear to be a particularly pleasant conversation; I suspect I was the topic.


  It was obvious the cops tailing me were going to be no help in figuring out who Tan Windbreaker was. I could send the photo to Langdon, but I’d already made it clear to her I was sticking to her “we’re not talking” rule. I didn’t want to break that just yet. Besides, she had already seen him and told me about him. If she could’ve ID’d Tan Windbreaker, she would’ve told me.


  Maybe.


  Fortunately, I knew at least one other person who might have a line on who Tan Windbreaker was.


  CHAPTER


  NINE


  A Ford Transit van rolled into the passenger pickup area of the Rosemont El Station and stopped where I was waiting. The passenger side window rolled down, and I could see Mason Schilling looking at me from the driver’s seat.


  “Do you have your phone on you?” he asked, over what I assumed was whatever was playing on WXRT.


  “You told me not to bring it,” I said. “So I didn’t.”


  “Good. Get in,” he said.


  I got in. We rolled away.


  “This is roomy,” I said, as I buckled up.


  “We’re carrying toddlers,” he said, tilting his head slightly to indicate the seats behind us. They were filled with ten or so twentysomethings, most of whom looked to be some degree of lit. Mason spoke loudly enough that I could hear him, but just barely. This had to be intentional, because Mason wasn’t exactly the quiet sort. He wanted his voice to be muddled by the radio.


  “Who are they?” I asked.


  “They’re our clients for the evening.”


  “Our clients?”


  “You asked a favor of me,” Mason said. “I’m asking a favor of you.”


  “I can already see I’m going to regret this,” I said.


  Mason shrugged. “Not if everything goes well.”


  “And if it doesn’t go well?”


  “Then that’s what I have you for,” Mason said.


  “Are you going to at least tell me what we’re doing?”


  “We are giving our clients a one-of-a-kind thrill experience they can’t get anywhere else.”


  “This is where I should probably tell you to let me out of the van,” I said.


  “Too late, we’re about to get on the highway.” Mason directed the van toward I-90, heading west.


  “Also, since when do you own a van?”


  “I don’t. It’s a rental.”


  “You rented a van?” I asked. For Mason, this was shockingly sloppy. A rental van would have GPS and other equipment that would report its every movement to Hertz or National or whatever company it had come from. Mason specialized in events whose legality was questionable at best. He wouldn’t want to be tracked by a car rental place.


  “Not me,” Mason said, and jerked a thumb backward. “Him.” I looked back to a twentysomething in the first passenger row. He was the only one of the passengers who didn’t look lit. He looked miserable, in point of fact.


  The miserable dude saw Mason indicating him and took that as his cue. “You’re going to get this rental back in time, right?”


  “No, I’m not,” Mason said, and the miserable dude looked confused. “I’m not here. Neither is my associate. You are driving your friends out of town for an evening of fun, and tomorrow morning you’ll find the van at a location I’ll inform you about later, and then you’ll return it.”


  “And it’ll be in one piece?”


  “That’s entirely up to your pals, my dude,” Mason said, indicating the rest of the passengers, who were happily whooping it up. Miserable Dude turned his attention to them, telling them to calm down. They laughed at him.


  “He seems nice,” I said to Mason.


  “He’s the dude these other assholes keep around because he’s got money and the willingness to put up with their shit so he doesn’t have to be alone,” Mason said. “Which works out great for me.”


  “So where are we going?” I asked.


  “Out a ways. You’ll know when we get there.”


  “I am not thrilled with all this mystery.”


  “Relax,” Mason said. “Anyway. It’s ten now, and if everything goes well, we’ll be back by two. If it doesn’t go well we’ll be back earlier than that.”


  “Can we talk about what I asked you about?”


  Mason glanced back briefly. “Let’s not talk in front of the children.” I opened my mouth to protest. “Don’t worry, my friend,” he said. I noted that at no point in our conversation had he used my name, or referred to me as anything other than his associate. “I have what you’re asking for. We can discuss it later.” And then Mason shut up for the rest of the drive. I did, too. At one point, one of the twentysomethings offered me an edible. I politely declined.


  An hour or so later, the van rolled past the hamlet of Wonder Lake, Illinois. It came to a stop a short way from the village, in a weed-filled driveway that terminated at two shacks and the base of what looked like an abandoned water tower. The base of the water tower gave every indication of being a solid argument for tetanus shots.


  “Do me a favor,” Mason said to me as he parked the van. “Do what I ask of you, don’t look surprised, and don’t talk a lot.”


  “This sounds great,” I said. Mason grinned and turned off the engine, motioning at the twentysomethings to pile out of the van. He opened the center console and pulled a canvas bag and a flashlight out, and then reached in for something else and handed it to me. It was a walkie-talkie. I raised my eyebrows at this, but as requested I said nothing.


  Two minutes later, all ten of the twentysomethings were out of the van and standing in front of Mason, who shone the flashlight at them. Since the van’s headlights had gone out, his flashlight was the only source of light.


  “Anyone else got a light?” he asked the twentysomethings. “I just realized it’s dark out here.” There were some laughs, and a couple of them pulled out their phones to turn on the flashlights.


  “So, you just made your first mistake,” Mason said, and the twentysomethings went silent. “I told you that no phones were allowed on this trip, and look, at least two of you went ahead and brought them. So here’s the deal.” Mason held up the canvas bag. “Your phones go into the bag, now, or we don’t do this thing. All of you, turn off and give up your phones, even those of you who were too smart to fall for me asking for a light.” He tossed the bag to me. “Round them up,” he said. I went to each of the clients and retrieved phones. There were four total.


  “Who brought a wallet or purse?” Mason asked after I collected the phones. “Don’t lie because I’ll know soon enough.” Three hands went up. “There’s your second mistake. I told you not to bring those either. Give them up to my associate. Now.” I did another round, collecting two wallets and a small purse.


  “We’re going to get those back, right?” one of the twentysomethings asked.


  “Obviously,” Mason said. “Unless you piss me off any more than you already have. Now. Payment. Two hundred fifty dollars each, in cash. Right now. Get it out, count it out in front of my associate, drop it into the bag. If you don’t have the money, you don’t get to go on the ride. Let’s see it.”


  Another round of collections. Nine of the ten had the cash in envelopes. The tenth sheepishly admitted to me that he’d had the money in his wallet. I retrieved his wallet from the bag and he counted out the $250, returning the money and the wallet into the bag.


  “Final pregame requirement,” Mason said after I’d collected the money. “Let’s see your notes. All of you have to have them. All of them have to be appropriate to the moment. Show them to my associate. If he doesn’t approve of the note, you don’t get to go on the ride. Pull them out.”


  “If he doesn’t approve, do we get a refund?” one asked.


  “No refunds,” Mason said. There was a groan at this. “I’m not running a fucking retail outlet, kiddies. Get out your notes.”


  I went to the first twentysomething, who had pulled out a note and offered it to me. I read it, squinting at the handwriting in the shitty glow of Mason’s flashlight.


  Rachel broke up with me and I spend every day at a job I hate, it read. Honestly, what’s the point. I’m getting off this planet now. Love you Mom and Dad. Sorry.


  It was a suicide note. Short, sweet, and to the point.


  Suddenly, and very late in the game, I realized why we had congregated at an abandoned water tower on the very outskirts of the Chicago metropolitan area.


  The nine other notes were of a similar tone, and more or less the same length, except for one, which went to seven pages in a cramped, tiny hand, single-spaced.


  “Dude,” I said to that twentysomething. It was the one who had rented the van.


  “I know,” he said. “Sorry. It got a little intense.”


  I nodded to Mason. They all checked out.


  “Keep your notes on you,” Mason said. He swung the flashlight around so that it illuminated the rickety ladder leading up to the water tower. “Now. There’s a railing that goes all the way around the water tower. That ladder leads up to it. We’re going up that ladder now. All of you, then me. I want to be very very clear that once you go up the ladder, there’s only one way down. It does not involve the ladder. So if you’re having any last-minute heebie-jeebies, this is the time to bail out. Once you get on the ladder, there’s no backing out. And even if you back out, there are no refunds. So. Anyone chicken?”


  No one was chicken, not even the miserable dude.


  “Then up you go,” Mason said. The twentysomethings filed over to the ladder and started hauling themselves up it, laughing and hollering as they did so.


  “They’re paying you to throw them off the water tower,” I said, walking up to Mason.


  “That they are,” Mason said. “And they’re not the first group of assholes I’ve done this for.”


  I jiggled the bag. “They’re not getting their phones and wallets back, are they?”


  “I’m not FedEx,” Mason said. “If you want the extra cash and credit cards, be my guest.”


  “I’ll pass. Out of curiosity, how did you find this particular water tower?”


  “A friend of mine told me about it. It used to be connected to the local water system, but then the village splashed out for a new water treatment plant and this one was left to rot. They’ll tear it down one day. Until then, I pay a hundred dollars to the village maintenance chief every time I use it for this.” Mason held up his own walkie-talkie. “I’m taking this up with me. Guess what you’re going to do.”


  “Oh, come on,” I said. “You’re going to make me watch them?”


  “You got it,” Mason said. “When they come down, you check on them. If they poof, put their clothes and effects in the bag, and I send the next one down.”


  “And if they don’t poof?”


  “Well. There’s a reason they all came with suicide notes.”
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  A little less than an hour later, Mason and I were driving back into the city, alone except for a canvas bag filled with clothes, shoes, wallets, phones, and unfulfilled suicide notes.


  “What are you going to do with the bag?” I asked.


  “Actually, it’s what are you going to do with the bag,” Mason said.


  “Got it.”


  Mason was going to drop me off at a diner in Ravenswood; I could toss the bag in the diner’s dumpster and then get something to eat before heading home.


  The business part of the evening had gone efficiently enough. Mason had lined them up at the railing and then pushed them over, screaming and hooting as they went, each landing with a variation of a sickening crunch and thud. The only hitch had been the couple who had wanted to go at the same time, holding hands. Mason had argued with them for a minute before agreeing to send them at the same time. Then he grabbed the closest one and hauled her over the side before she or her partner could do anything about it. In the few seconds after she landed but before she vaporized, I could see her expression was one of deeply annoyed surprise.


  “I don’t know why you do shit like this,” I said to Mason.


  “A gig’s a gig,” he replied. I guess I couldn’t argue with that. What those twentysomethings had asked Mason to do wasn’t legal, but it couldn’t be said that they didn’t know what they were getting into. They were looking for a thrill, and a close call with death, and that’s what Mason provided them—no more, no less.


  “I’ll be doing this again in a couple of weeks, if you want in,” Mason said. “I’ll need a spotter then, too. And unlike this time, I’ll even pay you.”


  “I’ll pass.”


  “You do you,” Mason said, agreeably enough. “Although I know these days you’re not as picky about your gigs as you were a couple of years ago. I know you recently took a gig I suggested you for.”


  I looked over to Mason sharply. “The one at Wilson Barnes,” I said.


  “That’s the one. It’s something I thought you would see as just respectable enough. Seeing that it involved a white-shoe law firm and all.”


  “Why’d you think of me?”


  “Because we go back,” Mason said. “And because when I don’t have time to handle something myself for a client, the next best thing is to recommend someone good. That keeps the client happy, and keeping a client happy is the secret to return business. And because I wanted to see what you were comfortable with these days. Now I know.”


  I looked back to the road. “It looks like I’m comfortable with a lot of things these days.”


  “Nah. Tonight was you working with a situation I put you in because you needed something from me. It’s not the same thing. You’re still trying to keep yourself from getting too dirty. Which is fine. Silly, but fine.”


  “Speaking of things I need from you,” I ventured.


  “Ken Harrison,” Mason said. “The guy in the tan windbreaker. That’s Ken Harrison.”


  “Okay, but who is Ken Harrison?”


  “Interesting guy, Ken. Works in the back at Gerhard’s Meat Market most days, hacking down pig carcasses. Plays a fucking musical saw, of all things, in a band every Monday at Bernice’s on Halsted. Has a few other side gigs of varying legality, but then, who among us these days does not. And every now and then, he picks up a gig for a small family business you have a little bit of history with.”


  I thought about that for a second. “Tunney,” I said. The Tunneys were one of Chicago’s most storied crime families from the Prohibition Era forward, although the latest generation, headed by Brennan Tunney, was allegedly trying to take the family legit. Emphasis on the word allegedly.


  “I didn’t say Tunney,” Mason said. “I didn’t even imply Tunney. If you inferred Tunney from the words that I have said, that’s on you.”


  “That doesn’t make sense,” I said. I indeed had a history with the Tunneys, but the last time I had any interaction with them, I had done Brennan Tunney a favor, earning one currently unredeemed favor in return. The idea that the Tunneys might now be targeting me was disturbing, to say the least.


  “I don’t remember you asking me to make things make sense,” Mason replied. “You asked me who the guy in the tan windbreaker was.”


  “How did you know who he was?” I asked.


  Mason glanced sideways at me. “You’re asking me how a man handy with saws, both musical and otherwise, might be useful for me to know, given my clientele and its interests and tastes?”


  I opened my mouth to respond but then decided that, as a matter of fact, this was one of those times when I genuinely didn’t want to know a single bit more than I already did. So I shut my mouth again. Mason noted this and grunted. We were silent most of the way back into Chicago.


  Mason dropped me off in Ravenswood; I grabbed the canvas bag and hauled it out of the van. “What’re you going to do with the van?” I asked.


  “Drive a couple of miles and then leave it in a neighborhood that will terrify that whiny little shit,” Mason said.


  I grinned, and then stopped grinning. “What do you think Brennan Tunney wants with me?”


  “I don’t have the slightest idea,” Mason said. “But if he’s told Ken Harrison to keep tabs on you, that’s not a great sign. I’d figure it out before Ken decides to play his saws on you, my friend.” He pointed to the canvas bag. “Take care of that first, though.” Mason put the van into gear and drove away.


  I ditched the bag in a dumpster, got a coffee to go from the diner, and called a cab to take me home.


  It didn’t. My street was blocked with fire and police units. I paid my driver and walked the rest of the way.


  There was a smoking ruin where the place I lived used to be. Behind the brick exterior, the apartment building had burned almost entirely to the ground.


  CHAPTER


  TEN


  “How are you?” Nona Langdon asked me.


  “Homeless,” I said. “How are you?”


  I was sitting on the curb a bit down from the remains of my building, which was inaccessible due to the mass of fire trucks and police vehicles in front of it. Langdon had found me there not long after I arrived.


  “The police and the fire department want a statement from you,” she said. “I volunteered to get it.”


  “I wasn’t home when it happened.”


  “Do you want to tell me where you were?”


  “Not particularly,” I said, and Langdon frowned. “Why? Am I a suspect?”


  “How well did you know Angel Nichols?” Langdon said.


  I frowned. Angel Nichols was my downstairs neighbor. “I said hello to her when I saw her, otherwise not at all. She mostly kept to herself. Why?”


  “The investigators have some more work to do, but given the time frame and the evidence, the working theory is that sometime around midnight she decided to douse her entire apartment and the interior stairwell of your building with gasoline and then light a match. She went up and your apartment building burned down.”


  “She’s dead?”


  “Very dead.”


  “And the Spencers?” They were the couple on the third floor.


  “Got out through the fire escape. Them and their cat. They’re the ones who called it in. Them and most everyone else on the block. They said on the way down they pounded on your back door but you didn’t answer. When I was notified I tried calling you but I got your voice mail. We were working on the assumption you burned up, too, until you came strolling up the street. Why didn’t you answer your phone?”


  I pointed in the direction of the burned-out building. “It was in there.”


  “You went out without your phone.”


  “I do that sometimes.”


  “If memory serves, dispatchers do that when they’re doing something they’re not supposed to be doing.”


  “I didn’t have any illegal plans when I went out this evening,” I assured Langdon, which was true, as far as it went. “I just left my phone at home.”


  Langdon frowned again but said nothing. “Do you know if Angel Nichols was in any sort of financial trouble?”


  “Like I said, I didn’t really know her. If she was, she didn’t tell me. But even if she was, she was a renter. Burning down the building wasn’t going to get her anything more than what her renter’s insurance covered, if she had any.”


  “That was my thought, too,” Langdon said.


  “Are you sure it was her who did it?”


  “We have her remains and a bunch of gasoline containers in the apartment. We’re working with your property manager to look at the video that was uploaded to the security company’s server. At this point we’re ninety-nine percent sure she did it.”


  “So, suicide,” I said.


  “There are a lot less painful and messy ways to do that. Can I ask you a professional question, Tony?”


  “What is it?”


  “If you had been home when the building went up and hadn’t been able to escape, would you have been able to come back?”


  “You mean, because Angel committed arson?” I said.


  Langdon nodded.


  “I mean, I don’t make the rules here. You know that,” I said.


  “I know that. I’m asking for your opinion, based on your professional experience.”


  “I’d say it depends on her intent,” I said. “If she burned down the building because she wanted me or the Spencers to die in the fire, then we’d probably come back. But if she did it with the assumption that we’d get out through the fire escape, like the Spencers did, then our deaths would be accidental. The intent wasn’t there. So in that case, I’d be dead.”


  “That’s fucked up,” Langdon said. “That you’d be dead if she didn’t mean to kill you.”


  “The universe’s sense of irony has been on overdrive in the last several years, yes,” I agreed.


  “One of the reasons we thought you were in the building, aside from you not answering the phone, is that our guys didn’t see you leave tonight.” Langdon motioned at the car where the plainclothes cops hung out. They were leaning against it and looking sourly at me, as if it was my fault for still being alive.


  “That’s because, and speaking of irony, I left by the fire escape door this evening,” I said.


  “Why did you do that?”


  “Because it’s the door I was closest to when I decided to leave.”


  “Is that the only reason?”


  “Are you asking if I also intended to sneak past your pals?” I said.


  Langdon shrugged.


  “It wasn’t why I did it, no, although I was aware that it would be a side benefit. I wasn’t trying to avoid them. I just did. Why?”


  “So as far as anyone can tell, you were at home last night.”


  “I suppose,” I said. “I didn’t make a big announcement on social media that I was going out. Why?”


  “Walk with me for a second,” Langdon said. I looked at her doubtfully but got up. We walked to the end of the street, turned, and then walked up the alley behind the houses and apartment buildings on my street. We stopped at where my building was standing, the brick exterior smoky but still intact, fire escape still firmly attached. She pointed to the second floor, at my fire escape landing. “Tell me what you see.”


  I squinted. “What the hell is that?”


  “You tell me,” Langdon said.


  “I don’t know.” I looked again. “A barrel?”


  “It looks to me like a fifty-five gallon steel drum,” Langdon said. “The Spencers said they had to reach across it to pound on your fire escape door. It was propped up against it. Blocking the door.”


  “I didn’t put it there,” I said. “And it wasn’t there when I left tonight.”


  “So sometime tonight, after you left, someone brought a steel drum up your fire escape and dropped it off, obstructing your door,” Langdon said.


  “Which makes no sense.”


  “Unless someone thought you were in your apartment tonight and wanted to make it difficult for you to escape,” Langdon said. “Not impossible, I’d guess. With some effort you could’ve moved it enough to get out of your apartment. But with a fast-moving fire event like this was, a few seconds might be the difference between getting out and losing consciousness from smoke inhalation. So let me ask you again. In your professional opinion, would a situation like that count as a murder?”


  “Honestly, I have no idea,” I said.


  “If you had died, the obvious assumption from everyone would be that you’d put the steel drum there because you were an idiot who used his fire escape for storage,” Langdon said. “Because you’d be dead, which means it couldn’t have been a murder attempt.”


  “Right.” I was still staring at the steel drum.


  “Of course, you might not even have gotten that far,” Langdon added. “The fire captain tells me your neighbors said there was an explosion. Angel Nichols’s windows were blown clean out, and her ceiling, which would be your floor, collapsed almost immediately. If the Spencers hadn’t gotten out right when they did, there’s a good chance they wouldn’t have survived. So the steel drum was more of a precaution than anything else.”


  “I get it,” I said. “You’re saying someone was trying to kill me without actually being responsible for killing me.”


  “I’m saying that in a very short time, three people you’ve been in contact with have committed suicide, and the last one did it in a way that would’ve killed you, too, except for luck—your luck, not theirs. We’re way past coincidence here, Tony.”


  “You think there’s a connection.”


  “I know there’s a connection. You.”


  “Besides that one.”


  “You tell me,” Langdon said. “There’s a connection with Greg and Ted Gross because Gross was robbed and Greg was investigating it. But there’s no connection with them and Angel Nichols, as far as I can see. I’m not saying it’s not there. I just don’t know what it is. I’m guessing you don’t, either.”


  I shook my head.


  “Then we’re back to you,” Langdon said. “Unless you want to find a connection that I don’t know about.”


  “Are you asking me to consult?” This was intended to come out sarcastic but ended up just sounding bitter, and I regretted saying it the moment it came out of my mouth.


  Langdon understood the intent, even if the delivery was off. “Are you going to be okay?” she asked.


  “Oh, probably,” I said shakily. “Once I have a place to live.” I pointed to the back of a building down the street. “There’s an Airbnb apartment there. On principle I dislike that it exists, because it’s not great for the neighborhood. On the other hand, I’m pretty sure I can rent it until I get a new place.”


  “I want to keep our people on you,” Langdon said.


  “Right, because they did such a bang-up job tonight. Thank you, no.”


  “I think they’ll be motivated to do better.”


  “They still think I’m involved in killing a cop. Somehow.”


  “I’ll tell them to start moving away from that line of inquiry.”


  “And you think they’ll listen to you.”


  “I think whoever is involved in Greg’s death is involved in this. You’re still under investigation, Tony. But for different reasons.”


  “Is that supposed to make me feel better?”


  “I don’t imagine it will, no.”


  I grunted and looked back at the smoking ruin of my apartment building.


  “You want to tell me where you were tonight?” Langdon asked again.


  “You’re persistent,” I said.


  “I’m concerned and I want to help,” she said. “We’re friends, Tony. Or were, once. I think of you as a friend, anyway. I want to figure out what’s going on as much as you do.”


  “I was finding out who the guy in the tan windbreaker is.”


  “Who is he?”


  “A guy named Ken Harrison. Works for the Tunneys sometimes.”


  Langdon gave me a look. We had a shared history with the Tunneys, going back to the first case we’d worked together.


  “Yeah, I know,” I said, acknowledging the look.


  “I wasn’t aware you were on Tunney’s radar for any reason,” she said.


  “That makes two of us. I’ve gone out of my way to stay off of it.”


  “You take any jobs recently that intersect with Tunney interests?”


  “Not that I’m aware of,” I said.


  “The Tunneys have fingers in many pies,” Langdon reminded me.


  “That’s why I said, ‘Not that I’m aware of.’ ”


  “If you don’t mind, I’m going to look into this Harrison character,” Langdon said.


  “I don’t mind,” I said. “I understand he plays a mean musical saw.”


  “What?”


  “Never mind.”


  Langdon looked me over. “I want you to do me a favor, Tony. I want you to take a couple of days for yourself. Get yourself situated. Get some sleep. Depressurize as much as you can. You’re no good to me or yourself jangled up.” She looked at the apartment building. “I don’t expect much of your belongings survived that.”


  “I have a fire safe,” I said. “It’s probably buried under all of that. It has documents and a little cash in it.”


  “I’ll get it back to you.”


  “Inform your boys I know exactly how much money is in there.”


  “It won’t be a problem,” Langdon said mildly. “Do you need anything before then?”


  I shook my head. “I have my wallet with me and they know me at the bank. I’ll be fine in the short term. Thanks.”


  “All right. Take a couple of days and get your head right, or at least as right as you can under the circumstances. Our people will be watching out for you while you do. We’ll make our presence obvious, which will be a pain in the ass for you but should keep you safe while you get yourself out from under. Is that okay?”


  “Fine,” I said.


  “Good,” Langdon said. “And when you get your head screwed on again, there’s something else I want you to do for me.”


  “What is it?”


  Langdon pointed over to the wreckage of the apartment building. “Angel Nichols is from Chicago. Her family is here. Which means her funeral and memorial service are going to be here, too. I want you to go to them.”


  CHAPTER


  ELEVEN


  St. Mary Star of the Sea Church was in West Lawn, a far west neighborhood where Angel Nichols’s family had lived for at least half a century. And apparently not just her immediate family, going by the conversations leading up to the funeral service. The church was filled with aunts, uncles, and cousins of various degrees, as well as childhood friends and other community members. Angel might have left West Lawn, but West Lawn very clearly had not left her. It turned out for her and her one last visitation to the church of her youth.


  I sat in the back of the church so as not to intrude on the family and those who knew Angel better than I. An usher asked who I was, and when I told him, he said he was a cousin. He was politely solicitous of my housing situation and encouraged me to greet Angel’s parents later on, at the graveside service. He knew they had been concerned about the other residents of the apartment building and would want to talk. I told him I would.


  It was the Cook County medical examiner’s opinion that Angel Nichols did not commit suicide. Instead, she had accidentally killed herself trying to set the apartment building on fire. This was a very small mercy. Angel and her family were Catholic, and while the Catholic church was far more understanding these days about suicide than it had been historically, it was still easier not to have to negotiate that issue at all. Of course, it meant Angel’s family had to live with the idea that her last living act was to intentionally burn down her building and anyone unfortunate enough to be in it. It was a lot to have to process.


  Family and friends filled the front three quarters of the pews. Only one other person sat with me in the back, a tall woman who kept her head down for most of the ceremony.


  The woman kept to herself at the graveside ceremony as well, not only standing apart from the mass of family and friends but watching from a considerable distance away. Given that I was currently being watched by both the Chicago Police Department and the Tunney family, I wondered if she was there for me, and if so, which of the two she was affiliated with.


  Those questions would have to wait, because Angel had been laid to rest, and people were now coming up to the family to pay their respects. I wanted to be one of them.


  “Oh! The upstairs neighbor!” Angel’s mother, Evie, said as I introduced myself and offered my condolences. “We are so very sorry.”


  “It’s okay,” I assured her. “I’m all right and the Spencers, who lived above me, are all right, too. Please don’t worry about that.”


  “I can’t help it,” she said. “I don’t understand why Angel . . .” She trailed off, grimaced, and recomposed herself. “It means so much to us that you came. You didn’t have to, and we would understand if you were angry with our Angel.”


  “I wouldn’t have missed it,” I assured her, which was true for more than one reason. “I’m not angry at Angel. I promise you.”


  “I imagine you’ve spoken to the police,” Evie said. “They came to talk to us the day after. We didn’t have much to tell them. I hope you might’ve been more helpful.”


  “I spoke to them. I’m not sure how helpful I was.” I noticed there was a line of people behind me, so I muttered condolences again and took my leave of Angel’s family.


  And then I walked over to the tall woman, standing by herself a few gravesites back. She looked surprised to see me coming toward her but held her ground as I approached.


  “Are you here for me?” I asked.


  “Is this always how you hit on people at funerals, or are you just trying it out on me?” the woman replied after a second.


  I was suddenly flustered. “I’m sorry, I wasn’t trying to hit on you.”


  “Then what were you trying to do?”


  “I . . . it’s complicated. If I told you it would make even less sense than I’m already making,” I said. “I apologize for sounding like I was hitting on you.”


  “Thank you,” she said. “Apology accepted. And no. I’m not here for you. I’m here for Angel.”


  “You knew her?”


  “Yes.”


  “But you didn’t speak to the family at all.”


  “Now it’s my turn to say ‘it’s complicated.’ ”


  “Try me.”


  She shrugged. “I don’t think there’s any easy way to go to a funeral and say to the grieving parents, ‘Hello, nice to meet you, I briefly dated your daughter back in college when I still thought I was a boy. Oh, and also, I think she was murdered somehow.’ ”


  “You don’t think they’d handle you being trans,” I said.


  “Actually, it’s more that I don’t think they’d handle me saying I think their daughter was murdered,” she said and sighed. “Anyway, that’s my version of ‘it’s complicated.’ What do you think?”


  “I think you and I should go get some coffee.”


  The woman looked at me dubiously.


  “Still not hitting on you,” I said.
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  “We only dated for a couple of weeks,” Danielle Brewer said. We were at the Dunkin’ that was literally at the corner of the St. Mary Catholic Cemetery. We sat at a small table, each of us with our coffee and doughnut. “I was interested, but after a couple of dates Angel saw I was working through issues and decided that I needed her as a friend more than I needed to date her.”


  “How’d you feel about that?”


  “When she first said it, I was annoyed and offended. And then I was scared, because she somehow figured it out.”


  “That you were trans.”


  “No, that I wasn’t happy. That I was unhappy down to my bones. I didn’t know why I was unhappy—well, I had a feeling for why I was unhappy, but I didn’t have the vocabulary for it, and I would’ve tried to deny it anyway.” Danielle waved toward the cemetery. “We both come from conservative Catholic families. Gender dysphoria wasn’t something that got talked about a lot as I was growing up. I knew I liked women so I didn’t think I was gay. I didn’t know what was going on with me. When I got to college, I thought dating the girls there would make me happy. Angel saw through that.”


  “Pretty smart for a college student.”


  Danielle nodded. “She was always smart about people. I mean, what was up with them, once she got to know them. She didn’t figure out I was trans, which was fine because I didn’t know it either. But she was the one who encouraged me to use the school’s mental health service to figure out why I was unhappy.” She smiled. “Only two years to figure it out.”


  “That’s not bad.”


  “Well, I was unhappy for other reasons, too,” Danielle said. “We had to work through all of those issues first.”


  “Angel never told her parents about you?”


  “No, she did. They knew she had a trans friend. I don’t think they knew we dated pre-transition. Angel told me that her parents would’ve preferred that she never dated anyone before marriage.”


  “But you never met them before today.”


  “Did you take all your college friends home to meet your parents?” Danielle asked.


  “No, that’s true,” I admitted.


  “I didn’t stay back at the funeral because Angel had kept me a secret. I stayed back because I didn’t want to say something stupid. Like that I thought she was murdered. I’m not great at filtering myself. You might have noticed.” Danielle took a sip of her coffee.


  “Why do you think she was murdered?” I asked.


  Danielle looked uncomfortable. “Most people don’t think you can murder someone anymore,” she said. “Murder them and have them stay dead, I mean. What do you think?”


  “I’m a dispatcher,” I said. “I know they can still be murdered. It just takes effort. And . . . creativity.”


  “So you don’t think I’m completely cuckoo pants just for thinking Angel might’ve been murdered.”


  “No,” I said. “Not just for thinking it. I promise. Tell me why you think it.”


  Danielle leaned forward. “Angel and I hadn’t been as close as we were in college—who is, right?—but we still texted all the time and called a couple of times a month. I called her a day before she . . .” Danielle paused, and all the grief that she’d managed not to show in the time we’d talked caught up with her. I handed her a napkin for her eyes.


  “Thanks,” she said a minute later, after she got control of herself again. “Sorry.”


  “Don’t be sorry,” I said. “You don’t ever have to be sorry for that.”


  Danielle continued. “I called her the day before she died, and she was different.”


  “Different how?”


  “Angel had always been bubbly,” Danielle said, and made a face. “I hate that word. It sort of implies that the person who’s bubbly is also empty-headed, and Angel wasn’t that. Wasn’t ever that. But there isn’t a better word for it. She was bubbly. She was almost always happy, and she had a way of making other people happy, too. She wasn’t militant about it, you know? Not like, I’m happy so fuck you, you have to be happy around me, too. Just who she was would make you feel better. It was the big reason I wanted to date her, all that time ago.”


  “Got it,” I said.


  “I call her the day before, and she’s not that way at all. She’s quiet, and withdrawn, and when I ask her things she answers ‘yes’ or ‘no’ or with a grunt. I can be oblivious to other people’s moods, especially when I’m on a tear about something. But eventually even I notice, and I ask her what’s up. And then there’s about a minute of silence on the phone, and she tells me she got a visit from some people and it gave her a lot to think about.”


  “A visit.”


  “That’s what she said. And I’m trying to figure out what that even means, and to get more about it from her, but she’s not saying much. She’s back to monosyllables. Finally I ask her, ‘Look, is there anything I can do for you? Anything you need?’ ”


  “What did she say?”


  “She said, ‘Just don’t believe what everyone’s going to say when it happens.’ ”


  “She was talking about the building fire,” I said.


  Danielle nodded. “Yeah. But I didn’t know that at the time, and she wouldn’t tell me anything else. Eventually she said she had to go. I told her I would call her in a couple of days and she said okay to that. Then we said goodbye, and that was it. The next day I looked at the Facebook page for our college class, and people were posting pictures of Angel and talking about their memories of her.”


  “I’m sorry.”


  “I fucking hate that I learned about her dying from Facebook.” Danielle dabbed her eyes again.


  “Forgive me,” I said after a minute. “I want to be clear that I’m not playing devil’s advocate here, I just want to understand your thinking. Why do you think this was murder?”


  “Because Angel wouldn’t voluntarily stand in the middle of a room filled with gasoline fumes and set herself on fire.”


  “It might have been accidental,” I said.


  “Accidentally set herself on fire in an apartment liberally doused with an accelerant,” Danielle said.


  “People accidentally set themselves on fire,” I noted.


  Danielle looked extremely unimpressed by this argument. “You don’t know this about Angel, but I do: When she was in high school, she came in second place in the city—the whole city of Chicago—at a science fair for a chemistry project.”


  “What was the project?”


  “Please,” Danielle said. “Like I know anything about chemistry. I barely passed it in high school. I have a degree in business administration. But she liked to brag about it when people thought that ‘bubbly’ meant ‘brainless.’ ”


  “Right.”


  “So a woman who came in second place at a science fair for a chemistry project seems unlikely not to know that gasoline is volatile.” Danielle took a bite of her previously neglected doughnut.


  “All right, but then the evidence suggests suicide, not murder,” I said.


  Danielle swallowed. “Yes, it does. But that’s impossible.”


  “Because she was bubbly?”


  Danielle looked annoyed. “Of course not. You can be depressed and pretend to be happy. Ask me how I know. But I do know. And I know Angel. Have known her, for a dozen years. She is literally the last person in the world I would conceive of entertaining thoughts of suicide, much less a suicide like that.”


  “You said yourself you weren’t as close to her as you were in college.”


  “We also texted daily and talked on a regular basis. You should trust my assessment.”


  “I don’t doubt it,” I said. “I’m noting the evidence.”


  “Don’t you see,” Danielle said. “Angel was coerced. Somehow. Into killing herself. Into setting the apartment building on fire. She said to me not to think what she knew I would think when it happened. She wanted me to know it wasn’t suicide.”


  “You think it’s related to that visit she got.”


  “What else could it be? She got a visit that quote unquote ‘gave her a lot to think about,’ and a couple of days later she burned herself and her apartment building to the ground.”


  “And she didn’t say anything else to you about the visit.”


  “No. I know it was more than one person because she said ‘some people.’ Other than that I have nothing.”


  “Have the police talked to you about this at all?”


  “No, why would they? I’m not family and as far as I know, no one’s looking at this as a murder. They’re looking at it as accidental death by arson.”


  “May I give your name to a detective I know?” I asked.


  “They’re not going to believe me,” Danielle said. “For all the reasons you don’t believe me.”


  “I believe you.”


  Danielle looked skeptical. “I don’t need your sympathy.”


  “Trust me, it’s not that,” I said. “Angel’s death intersects with some other things that are going on, and my detective friend could very much benefit from hearing what you have to say.”


  “You’re serious.”


  “I didn’t invite you to Dunkin’ for the coffee,” I said.


  This got a smile. “All right,” she said, and gave me her contact information, which I placed into my shiny new phone.


  “Thank you,” I said. “The detective who will contact you is named Nona Langdon. Tell her all of what you told me about your phone call.”


  “I will.” Danielle was quiet for a moment. “Do you think I was right?”


  “About Angel?”


  “About not telling her parents that I think she was murdered. Somehow.”


  “I do,” I said. I could see the tension in Danielle’s shoulders, which I hadn’t previously noticed, unlock when I said that. “I think you’re right. There’s something more going on here. But as they say, extraordinary claims require extraordinary evidence. You don’t have that, and the Chicago police don’t have it. Angel’s family is having to sit with the idea that she burned down our apartment building. It’s not fair to them to complicate what they’re dealing with, based on a phone call and a feeling.”


  “Even if it means them thinking their daughter is an arsonist,” Danielle said.


  “It’s not a great situation,” I said. “But for now, yes.”


  “Thank you,” Danielle said.


  “For what?”


  “For believing me.”


  “Thank me after we clear your friend,” I said.


  “I will,” Danielle said, and then looked at me oddly.


  “What?” I asked.


  “Your apartment burned down,” she said.


  “And everything in it, yes.”


  “Sorry. I warned you about the lack of filters. I was just wondering if you were actually homeless now. Not that I’m offering a floor. I have two roommates and three cats. I’m just wondering if you are okay. Since your apartment burned down.”


  “Thank you,” I said. “I’m fine. There’s actually an Airbnb apartment on my street. I’m staying there until I get a new place. It’s perfectly fine. It’s decorated in modern Crate & Barrel.”


  “Sounds delightfully impersonal,” Danielle said.


  I agreed that it was, and we made small talk for a few more minutes, and then we parted, with me promising to pass her contact information to Langdon.


  Which I was doing, via text, as I walked through the door of my delightfully impersonal Airbnb, only to look up and see Ken Harrison, Mister Tan Windbreaker himself, aiming a gun at me with one hand, and holding a finger to his lips with the other.


  CHAPTER


  TWELVE


  “Uh,” I said.


  Harrison pressed his finger to his lips with more emphasis, as if to say, I made the shush sign, I thought it was clear, why are you not shushing? I nodded at this very obvious body language, stayed silent, came through the door, and closed it.


  Harrison dropped his finger from his lips and lowered his weapon. “Sorry,” he said quietly. “I didn’t know it was you.”


  “It’s me.”


  “I see that now.”


  “Why are you here, Mister Harrison?”


  If Harrison was surprised I knew his name he gave no sign of it, but then again I did chase him down the street a couple of days earlier. I think he assumed I knew who he was by now. “It’s not me you need to worry about,” he said.


  “Really.” I made no pretense of not eyeing his gun.


  Harrison acknowledged this with a shrug. “If I was going to hurt you, I wouldn’t use a gun.”


  I tried very hard to keep the images of saws out of my brain. “If I don’t have to worry about you, who do I have to worry about?”


  Harrison motioned with his head. “Come with me.” He walked the short distance down the hall to the bedroom.


  There were two men on the bed, one conscious, the other less so, bound and propped up. Both were bloody, which meant the bed’s sheets and pillows were bloody, too. I winced at that and looked over to Harrison.


  “Sorry,” he said. “There were two of them. I wasn’t able to be neat about it.”


  I squinted. “What did you tie them with?” I had come to the Airbnb with literally only the shirt on my back. Whatever he tied them with, it didn’t come in with me.


  Harrison reached into an interior pocket of his tan windbreaker and produced a roll of duct tape.


  I stared at it blankly. “You travel with a roll of duct tape,” I said.


  “It comes in handy,” Harrison said. “You never know when you’re going to need it.”


  “Is this something you do all the time? Or just for . . . occasions like this?”


  “I’ve done it since I was a kid. You’d be surprised at what it’s useful for.”


  I glanced over at the duct-taped dudes on my bed. “I suppose I would be.”


  “I want to be clear I was not intending to duct-tape you,” Harrison said. “Also, I was told to invite you to a meeting.”


  “You broke into my apartment to invite me to a meeting.”


  “I didn’t break in. The owner let me in.”


  “You know the owner?”


  “Actually, you know the owner. He’s the one who wants to have the meeting with you.”


  I waved at the men on my bed. “And these two?”


  “They broke in.”


  “Before or after you did?”


  “After. They were surprised to find me.”


  I motioned to the bed. “Evidently. Who are they?”


  “I don’t know,” Harrison said. “But they were breaking in, so they were up to no good.”


  “You broke in.”


  Harrison shook his head. “I had a code.”


  I decided not to argue with him about it. I looked over to the conscious one, who watched me but didn’t say anything, since his mouth was duct-taped shut. “You didn’t kill them,” I said to Harrison.


  “I don’t like doing that,” he said. “And anyway I was told not to. If I kill them, they just go back where they came from. My boss wants them where he can find them.”


  The conscious one audibly sucked air in through his nose at that.


  “What’s your boss going to do to them?”


  “He wants to ask them questions.”


  “He wants to ask me questions, too,” I pointed out.


  “There’s asking questions, and then there’s asking questions,” Harrison said. “He’s particularly interested in why they came here with what’s in that.” He pointed to a manila folder on the bedroom dresser. Also on the dresser were two guns and what looked like the contents of the men’s pockets.


  I went over to the dresser and looked into the folder, and then pulled out what was in it.


  They were photos. Of Nona Langdon. And of where she lived. And of her with a small child who I knew was her nephew Royce, age five.


  I looked over to the conscious man on my bed. “I’d like to know why they came here with these, too,” I said. I started walking over to the bed to rip the duct tape off the man’s mouth, but Harrison stepped over to block me.


  “I don’t recommend that,” he said.


  “Why not?”


  “They came here for you,” Harrison said. “Whatever they’re doing, they’re doing it to get you to do something. You take that tape off, he’s in control of the situation.”


  “He’s duct-taped to a bed.”


  “Doesn’t mean he won’t get in your head.”


  “You could threaten him for me.”


  Harrison shook his head. “These guys aren’t amateurs. It’s not gonna work on them. Plus, the fact that he and his pal are still alive means he knows I’m not supposed to kill him. Which means I can’t do anything that might kill him, even accidentally. Especially accidentally. So there’s no threat.” He motioned at the guy. “Besides, it sounds like he already has some idea who I work for. You heard him suck in when I said my boss wants to keep him around. You and my boss have the same questions, I’m guessing. My boss is going to be better at getting answers.”


  “I could still try.”


  “I’d have to stop you,” Harrison said. He patted his tan windbreaker, where the duct tape was.


  I sighed. “So what now?”


  “We wait until the cleanup crew arrives, and then you and I go to meet my boss.”


  “ ‘Cleanup crew’ ?”


  “Not that kind of cleanup. The other kind of cleanup.”


  “We need to wait for them?” I said.


  Harrison motioned to the guys on the bed. “We can’t leave them here unattended.”


  “So we let them in and we go, and they take care of this.”


  “We don’t have to let them in,” Harrison said. “They have a code.”
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  The pub was named River Liffey and was on Armitage in Lincoln Park. It wasn’t yet open. There was a small private room in the back of the pub. Brennan Tunney was sitting in it when I arrived. After I had been relieved of my new phone, I was invited to join him.


  “Tony Valdez,” he said, getting up from his chair and coming over to shake my hand like we were old friends. “So good to see you again. It’s been, what, two years?”


  “Something like that.” I shook his hand and let myself be guided to a seat at Tunney’s table. Tunney sat down as well, not across from me but diagonally. His men did not sit, and neither did Harrison, who had accompanied me.


  The last time I’d seen Tunney, he’d asked me to do a favor for him, which I agreed to, and then he had me murdered, which I emphatically had not agreed to. I’d been avoiding entanglements with him since then, because I did not enjoy how our discussions ended.


  “A long time,” Tunney agreed. “Would you like a beer? Something harder? Technically the pub’s not open, but I think we can do for you.”


  “I’m fine.”


  Tunney nodded to a flunky. “I’ll have a pint.” The flunky immediately left to acquire the beverage. Tunney turned his attention to me. “Your temporary apartment all right?”


  “Yes,” I said. “Well. It was, until I came back today and found your guy in it, and two other guys bleeding on the duvet.”


  “I do apologize for that. Harrison here is usually more discreet. But sometimes you don’t get to choose the fight. The men who picked up the garbage in your apartment also came with a new set of bedding. When you go back later it’ll all be cleaned up.”


  “Thank you.”


  “I’m not charging you for the duvet, either.”


  “I appreciate that,” I said.


  The flunky returned with a pint of what looked like Guinness and a small bowl of nuts. Tunney took the pint, raised it in a small salute to me, and drank. “It’s almost a coincidence, you renting an apartment from me,” he said as he set down his pint.


  “Mister Tunney—”


  “You can call me Brennan,” Tunney said, interrupting me. “I think you’ve earned it at this point.”


  “—I’m not sure I see how my unintentionally renting an Airbnb from you is relevant to anything.”


  Tunney smiled. “I assure you it is, Tony. Indulge me for a moment.” He took another sip of his pint and set it down. “The last time we spoke, you’ll remember that I told you that the Tunney family’s interests were now entirely legitimate.”


  “You did,” I said, and glanced meaningfully at Harrison, who had just beaten and tied up a pair of men who had come to my living quarters for some as-yet-unnamed nefarious purpose.


  Tunney caught the glance. “Point taken. Some habits are hard to break. Nevertheless, in fact, the Tunneys’ businesses are now entirely above board. One of them, as you are now no doubt aware, is a business that converts apartments into temporary rentals. Noninvasively, of course. We buy the buildings, wait for the tenants to move out, and then once they’re gone convert the apartments.”


  “I imagine you find ways to make it uncomfortable for the current tenants to stay very long once you buy the building.”


  “The city frowns on that sort of thing,” Tunney said mildly, not exactly denying it. “I prefer to take a soft-shoe approach in any event. Carrot, not stick. You weren’t being nudged out of your apartment, were you?”


  “The one that just burned down?” I asked. “You own that building, too?”


  “I do,” Tunney said. “Did,” he amended. “What a mess.” He caught my look. “I had nothing to do with what happened to it, Tony. That I can promise you.”


  “I’m not one hundred percent convinced.”


  “Fair,” Tunney said. “But incorrect in this case. That building was worth more to me intact than burned down. It was solid and up to code and well-maintained. And in the line of business this company of mine is in, it makes sense not to turn entire streets into itinerant housing. I bought your building to keep anyone else from turning it into an Airbnb and wrecking the character of the neighborhood. There’s a science to this, Tony.”


  “If you say so.”


  “I do say so,” Tunney said. Another sip from his pint. “The temporary rental business is immensely profitable in Chicago. The right building in the right neighborhood is a license to print money. That money comes back to us, and we send it right back out again.”


  “More apartment buildings in Chicago,” I said.


  Tunney smiled and pointed. “No. The money for the apartment buildings comes from other businesses of ours. The money from the apartment buildings goes to service our interests and projects in overseas markets. For example, mainland China.”


  “You’re doing things in China?”


  “It’s a remarkable country,” Tunney said. “A lot of people compare it to the Wild West, but I prefer to think of it as a competitive business environment.”


  “I’ve heard it referred to that way recently,” I said.


  “I’m not in the least bit surprised to hear that, but hold that thought. Recently, one of my companies was part of a bid in a very lucrative real estate deal over there—one that we, unfortunately, could not finance entirely on our own. Fortunately, we were able to secure a rather generous line of credit from one of the local banks here in Chicago that was looking to step up its international profile. Cermak Savings Bank. Perhaps you’ve heard of it.”


  “I have an account there.”


  “How interesting,” Tunney said. “With that line of credit in my pocket, I got on the next plane to Beijing, because it would be advantageous for me to be there in person to make the deal. Then I arrive and discover that my primary competitor, a Mister Peng, had magically appeared in Beijing right before I got there. I believe you’ve met him, Tony.”


  I suddenly felt very cold.


  Tunney apparently noticed it. “I’m not going to do anything bad to you, my friend.” He glanced over at Harrison. “If I wanted to do that, it would already be taken care of, and there would be nothing leading back to me. The fact I’m talking to you now, in a place I know the FBI has bugged, should assure you that you’re safe.”


  “This place is bugged?”


  “The FBI bugged it. That’s not the same as them being able to hear anything.” He pointed to a mirror with a Guinness logo imprinted on it. “The bug’s behind that. I had one of my tech guys deal with it. Now whenever I’m in here, all the FBI hears is sports talk radio. They know I’ve found their bug but they can’t come in to fix it. It’s perfect.” Tunney leaned in. “It does mean they know you’re here. Which is fine. I want them to know that. I want them to wonder why.”


  “I didn’t mean to mess with your deal in China.”


  Tunney leaned back and waved it off. “You didn’t. Well, actually, you did, but not intentionally. It’s not your fault. I sicced the FTC and SEC on Peng to keep him busy here in the U.S. while I went to Beijing. I rushed him and that’s where you came in. I should’ve been more careful.”


  “Okay, good,” I said. “But you still lost the deal.”


  “Not then,” Tunney said. “Peng’s early arrival didn’t work out like he planned either. He thought just showing up first with a line of credit from an American bank would help seal the deal for him. But the clients were worried about his troubles with the SEC and FTC, and were still ready to do a deal with us. Then a funny thing happened, Tony. Someone got into the servers of the Cermak Savings Bank and messed with my credit line. Not permanently, mind you. They have backups and records. Just long enough to mess with my deal and bring the clients back around to Peng. Strange, isn’t it?”


  “Very well timed,” I said.


  “Whoever did it had planned it in advance, of course,” Tunney said. “But the timing of it worked well enough for Peng’s purposes. His company got the deal, and mine did not. Very disappointing.”


  “I’m sorry.”


  “Thank you.” Tunney dipped his head in acknowledgment. “The problem for Peng was, there were still loose ends. Because I rushed him here in the U.S., he had to go outside his usual staff and contractors to get certain things done. Those new people don’t have the same loyalty to him that his other people might. And here’s a funny thing about business, Tony. Loyalty works the same whether your business is legitimate or not. If you’re loyal, you’re an asset. But if you’re not, you’re a liability. And you know what happens to liabilities in business, don’t you?”


  “They get dealt with,” I said.


  Tunney nodded and sipped from his Guinness.


  Suddenly I got it. I pointed at Harrison, who looked surprised to be pointed at. “He wasn’t following me at all, was he?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “When I first saw him—”


  “Which I’m still annoyed about. That was sloppy,” Tunney said.


  “—I thought he was a cop assigned to follow me. But then Detective Langdon said he wasn’t of theirs. So I thought he was some sort of thug meant to dog my footsteps.”


  “Technically he is a thug.” Tunney looked over to Harrison. “Sorry.” Harrison nodded in acknowledgment.


  “But he wasn’t following me at all,” I continued. “He was waiting for the men who were going to threaten me to show up. Who you wanted for your own purposes.”


  “Correct,” Tunney said.


  “You used me as bait,” I accused Tunney.


  “I did,” Tunney agreed. “And as unfortunate as your apartment burning down was for the both of us, and for poor Angel Nichols, it made catching those two men quite a bit easier. Thank you for choosing my building for your temporary housing.”


  “So this isn’t about me at all,” I said.


  “No,” Tunney said. “Other than that you were their target. Sorry.”


  “It’s fine,” I said, which it wasn’t, but I was willing to let that go for the moment. “I was honestly confused why you cared what happened to me at all.”


  “Well, I still owe you a favor,” Tunney said. “I feel morally obliged to make sure you stay alive until you’re off my ledger.”


  “I . . . don’t know how to feel about that.”


  “On balance, you should feel relieved.”


  “What happens now?” I asked.


  “Now I get some questions answered,” Tunney said, “and for your own sake, Tony, you should probably not ask how that’s going to be managed. Likewise, if anyone asks, you and I spent this lovely time together talking about the Cubs and their pitching problems this year.”


  “Why did you send for me at all? You’ve nabbed those guys and given me a clean duvet. You didn’t need to tell me anything else. You probably shouldn’t have told me anything else at all.”


  “I appreciate your concern,” Tunney said. “I told you as a courtesy, because as I’ve already noted, I have an obligation to you. I told you because it’s safer for me to tell you, so you understand what’s going on and don’t put your nose somewhere it shouldn’t be, because I know you’re a curious fellow, and have a relationship with our fine police force. And I told you because now that I have these two, you’re in even more danger than you were before.”


  “Excuse me?” I said.


  “I’m going to get information out of these men, Tony, make no mistake about that,” Tunney said. “While I do that, someone might notice they’re gone. When that happens, whoever is holding their strings is going to come for you and anyone else they think is a danger to them. So consider this a head start. All their loose ends will be tied off as quickly as possible. You might want to lay low for the next few days. And if there’s anyone else you think is in real danger because of all this, you might want to let them know, too. Sooner than later.”


  CHAPTER


  THIRTEEN


  “Are you going to tell me what this is about?” Nona Langdon said as I slid into the passenger side of her car. She was picking me up outside the River Liffey Pub. She looked inside the pub as if she was looking for someone. I think she suspected Tunney might be in there.


  “Not yet,” I said, and buckled in. “Did you get that address I asked you for?”


  “I did,” she said. “Although it took some doing. Telling me to look for a translator named ‘Chen’ did not exactly narrow things down, Tony.”


  “But you found him.”


  “Yes. Aaron Chen. Lives near IIT. Corner of 35th and State.”


  “We should go there.”


  “Now?”


  “Yes, now.”


  Langdon gave me a look but put the car into drive. “And we’re going there now why, exactly?”


  “Because his life’s in danger.”


  “How?”


  “Suicide.”


  “As in, imminently.”


  “I think so.”


  Langdon reached for her police radio. I put my hand on her arm. “Don’t do that,” I said.


  “You said the danger was imminent,” Langdon said. “It could take us a half hour to get there. We have units in the area that can be there in a minute and a half.”


  “If a police car rolls up on him, you might make things worse,” I said. “He’s not a U.S. citizen. He might think they’ve showed up to deport him or something.”


  “That’s not Chicago PD’s job.”


  “You know that. Chen might not. I’d prefer to err on the side of caution.”


  Langdon looked skeptical, but put her hand back on the wheel.


  “Thank you,” I said.


  “Who is this Chen person?”


  “He and I did a job together recently.”


  Langdon glanced over at me. “What kind of job?”


  “The sort of job I probably should have a lawyer present for before telling you.”


  Langdon looked like she was going to say something about that comment but held it in at the last second. “And this was a job that would drive him to kill himself.”


  “It might.”


  “You seem fine about it, though.”


  “It was a close thing, I think.”


  “All right, that sounds like something I need to know about.”


  “Let’s go find Chen first,” I said.


  “It’s going to be a little while before we get there,” Langdon said. “If we’re not going to talk about you or Chen, what other topic do you suggest to pass the time?”


  “Let me tell you what I learned at Angel Nichols’s funeral,” I said. I spent the next twenty minutes catching her up on my conversation with Danielle Brewer.


  Aaron Chen’s apartment was on the border of the Illinois Institute of Technology. It was a unit directly above a Starbucks, a fact that would constitute a working definition of hell for me. Langdon looked up at the apartment unit as she got out of her car. “Well, I guess we don’t have to worry about him jumping,” she said. “You think he’s home?”


  “I have no idea,” I said.


  “Great,” Langdon said, and went hunting for the entrance to the apartment units. I looked into the Starbucks, which was filled with college students, and then turned around to look up at the high-rise across the street, which went up twenty stories or so.


  At the very top, on the roof, someone was peering over the corner.


  “Langdon,” I said, and then again, louder, when she didn’t respond.


  She came back to me on the sidewalk. “What?”


  I pointed to the top of the high-rise. The person who had been peering over now looked like they were climbing up on the edge of the roof.


  “Oh, you have got to be joking,” Langdon said, looking up.


  “I think we have to worry about him jumping after all,” I said.
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  It was in fact Chen on the roof, and once Langdon had flashed her badge at building security, we were allowed on the roof. We walked over to the corner where Chen was now sitting, on the other side of the railing, where the lip of the roof was slightly higher than the rest of it.


  Chen heard and then spotted us coming. “Don’t come any closer,” he said. “I’m going to jump.”


  “You don’t have to do this,” Langdon said, stopping her advance but holding out her hand. “Come on over to the other side of the railing, Mister Chen.”


  Chen shook his head. “I do. I do have to do this. I don’t have a choice.”


  “Who did they tell you they’d hurt?” I asked him.


  “What?” Chen looked over to me.


  “Who did they tell you they’d hurt?” I repeated, and stepped a little closer to Chen. “There had to be someone. Someone you cared about. Someone you loved.”


  “How do you know about that?” Chen asked.


  “Look at me,” I said. “You remember me, right?”


  It took Chen a second. “You . . . you’re the dispatcher.”


  “That’s right. We worked a job together. They paid us to keep quiet, remember?” Chen nodded. I took another step closer. “But it turned out it wasn’t enough, was it? So they came back and told you they’d hurt someone, didn’t they? I know because they tried to do the same thing to me.”


  “Who?” Chen asked.


  I pointed at Langdon. “Her.”


  “What?” Langdon said behind me, under her breath. I ignored her for now.


  “Why her?” Chen asked.


  “Because I care about her. She cares about me. We’re friends.” I looked back to Langdon. “Some of the time, anyway. They knew that about me. They planned to use it as leverage against me.”


  “You’re still alive.”


  “I am,” I said. I held out my hand and took another step to him. “You don’t have to do this, Aaron. Come back over the railing. Let us help you.”


  Chen shook his head again. “They’re watching me. They told me if I didn’t do this today, it would be too late.”


  “Were you visited by two men, Aaron?” I asked.


  Chen opened his mouth as if to ask how I knew, but then remembered. He nodded his head. “Yes.”


  “Those two are out of commission for now,” I said. “I know this for a fact. You have more time than you think. Tell us what they told you, and we can help protect the people you care about.”


  “It’s not that simple,” Chen said.


  “I know it’s not that simple,” I assured him. “But I’m asking you to trust me. We can help you. Langdon here is Chicago Police. We can keep you safe. We can keep the people you care about safe. Just come back. We can do this.”


  Chen was quiet for a moment, then stood, turned, and looked like he was about to come over the railing. Then he reached down, grabbed the railing, and pulled himself into it, to gain momentum to push off into the air.


  Langdon shouted, “No!” and reached out her hands toward Chen.


  I sprinted the last few steps over to Chen as he was pushing off, and gave him a shove.


  Chen’s hands flew off the railing, and I caught the surprised look on his face before he tumbled down the side of the building.


  I watched him fall, then turned to Langdon, her gun trained on me. “What the fuck did you just do, Tony?” she said, steel in her voice.


  I held up my hands placatingly. “My job.”


  “Don’t give me that bullshit.”


  “In my professional opinion, Chen was acting against his will when he pushed off from the railing. He was coerced into committing suicide. Just like Angel Nichols. Just like Ted Gross. Just like Greg Bradley. So I dispatched him.”


  “You pushed him off the building!”


  “Yes, I did. And because I did, he’s got a ninety-nine-point-nine percent chance of being alive in his apartment right now instead of a hundred percent chance of being dead from falling off the top of a twenty-story building. I killed him so he didn’t have to die.” I started to look over the edge of the building.


  “Stay where you are,” Langdon said. She kept her gun trained on me as she moved to the edge and then very carefully looked over. Even twenty stories up, the evidence of Chen’s fall would be visible. Langdon spent a long time looking. Then she put her gun away. Apparently there was nothing to see, which meant Chen was safe for now.


  “You were sure that pushing him would work, right?” she said. “That whoever or whatever is keeping score of these things would decide that you pushing him counted more than him jumping. Yes?”


  “No,” I said. “I took a chance.”


  “You realize that if he was dead on the street, it wouldn’t matter if it was because of his suicide. I’d still have arrested you for murder. Your job wouldn’t have covered for this.”


  I nodded. “I know. I decided it was worth the risk.” I finally looked over the edge, straight down twenty stories. A small crowd had gathered where Chen must have fallen, streaming out from the Starbucks and the building lobby. They were looking up at the roof where he had jumped from. But there was no body, no blood, and no collateral damage. Chen had disappeared, leaving his clothes behind. So he was alive, and probably at home, naked, wondering what the hell happened.


  “We need to get to him before he thinks to give it another shot,” I said. I started toward the roof door, but Langdon stopped me. “What?” I said.


  “When you were talking to Chen you said people had threatened me in order to get you to try to commit suicide.”


  “Yes,” I said, then winced. “I mean, I think they were intending to. They were interrupted before they could.”


  “ ‘Interrupted.’ ”


  “It’s complicated,” I said. “I’d rather not get into it at the moment. What I can say is that they brought along pictures of you. And of where you live.” I didn’t mention the picture of Langdon’s nephew. I decided she didn’t need to know that.


  “So what?” Langdon said. “They were going to kill me or something? You of all people should know that doesn’t usually work anymore.”


  “I don’t think killing was what they intended to do,” I said. I let that hang there for a bit.


  Langdon got it. “I’m sorry, Tony,” she said.


  I blinked. “What are you sorry for?”


  “For being someone they—whoever they are—thought they could use as leverage against you.”


  “Come on,” I said. “It means you’re my friend. I’m going to be really offended if you apologize for that.”


  Langdon smiled. “All right.”


  “It didn’t work, anyway. Not yet, at least.” I motioned to the roof door. “Now let’s go find Chen. I think we have a lot to talk to him about.”


  “No, wait a second,” Langdon said, and pulled out her phone.


  “What are you doing?” I asked.


  “People wanted Chen to commit suicide,” Langdon said. “I think we better give them what they want.”
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  “You’re dead,” Langdon told Chen in his apartment a few minutes later.


  Chen looked confused. “But I’m . . . not.” He had seemed numb when he buzzed us in, and it was clear he still hadn’t come entirely to grips with what had just happened. He was in a bathrobe but otherwise hadn’t managed to dress himself. I gave him the clothes he jumped in. He took them blankly and set them on the kitchen table, where we were now talking.


  “Yes, you are,” Langdon said. “After Tony . . . dispatched you, I called in to my captain and explained what I needed from him. You’ve been reported as dead. A suicide in your apartment. If the people threatening you need confirmation that you’re gone, they’ll have it. You and your people are safe from them.”


  Chen processed what Langdon was saying, nodded, and then after a few seconds broke down crying. We gave him a couple of minutes to work himself out of his state.


  “There are conditions,” Langdon continued, after Chen had pulled himself together a bit.


  “What are the conditions?” Chen asked.


  “You tell us everything you know. About what happened to you. About who is doing it. And why.”


  Chen looked over to me. “He already knows. They sent people for him, too.”


  “Tony knows some things,” Langdon said, before I could say anything. “But what he knows might not be what you know. So I want to know what you know. Your story, Aaron.”


  “You said the Chicago police would turn me in to Immigration,” Chen said to me.


  It took me a minute to remember when I had said that to him. “That was if my dispatching of Mister Peng had gone wrong,” I said. “This is a totally different situation. No one’s going to bring Immigration into this.”


  Chen smiled ruefully. “Your dispatching of Peng did go wrong,” he said. “He survived.” He turned to Langdon. “Peng is a very bad man, just so you know.”


  Langdon nodded and pulled out her notebook. “And Peng is who, exactly?”


  Chen seemed surprised at this and pointed at me. “Hasn’t he told you anything?”


  “Tony has been selective in what he’s told me so far,” Langdon said.


  “You didn’t want to get in trouble with the police either,” Chen said to me. I shrugged. Chen didn’t seem happy about this.


  “Aaron, who is Peng?” Langdon asked.


  “He’s a businessman from mainland China,” Chen said, glaring at me but then turning his attention back to Langdon. “Mostly real estate from what I know, but some side businesses as well. Some not-entirely-legal side businesses, I’m guessing.”


  “You’re guessing,” Langdon said.


  “I was his translator when he was talking to English-speaking people. There were meetings I wasn’t allowed at where he was speaking Mandarin. He speaks the Beijing dialect of that, and I heard him speak a little Cantonese as well. Poorly.”


  “When you were translating for him, what was he talking about?” Langdon asked.


  “Mostly about the real estate deal he was trying to get financing for here in the U.S.,” Chen said. “It was the usual real estate and finance talk, but now and again he’d let slip the fact that he was in competition with a company here in Chicago, owned by someone named Tunney.”


  “Did he, now?” Langdon said, glancing at me.


  “Yes. And that’s where the talk would kind of go off the rails, legally speaking. Peng would talk about all the things he was doing here and in China to keep this Tunney person from getting the deal over him.”


  “And you remember what those were?” Langdon said.


  “Ma’am, my job is to say things exactly. I remember exactly what was said.”


  “You’re not Peng’s usual translator, though, are you?” I asked.


  Chen shook his head. “Peng’s usual translator couldn’t make it. Visa troubles of some sort, I was told. His lawyer recommended me. Mister Barnes. He knew me because I did translating at a law conference he attended a few weeks earlier.”


  “A last-minute substitute,” Langdon said.


  “Right. I was told that what I was hearing and translating was confidential and proprietary information. Barnes made me sign an NDA. The money was good, so I did it.”


  “And then what happened?”


  “Then nothing happened for a while. Then two days ago I was visited by two men. They said they represented Peng on a business matter. They showed up with photos of my fiancée.”


  “Who is your fiancée?”


  “Her name is Jeanee Han. She’s an American, but she’s over in Beijing right now, doing work on her doctorate. They had pictures of her, of her apartment in Beijing, of her in all the places that she usually went. They told me they knew where she was every minute of the day. And they told me that if I didn’t kill myself by today, they would kidnap her and . . .” Chen stopped and sucked in his breath.


  “I know this is hard,” Langdon said.


  Chen waved her off. “They didn’t tell me what they would do to her. Not directly. What they did was, they told me some of their favorite techniques. To keep people alive, but in misery. The ways they liked to torture people. How they could do it for weeks or even months until someone’s mind was gone, and the only thing they could do was scream and feel pain, for however long they lived after that. How this was the way things were done, now that you can’t murder people anymore. And then when they were done with that, they asked me which of the techniques they just described to me I would like them to use on Jeanee.”


  “Or you could kill yourself, and they’d leave Jeanee alone,” I said.


  “Yeah,” Chen said and looked at me. “They couldn’t just kill me. They needed me to kill myself. But if they make me kill myself, isn’t that murder? I don’t want to die. Didn’t want to die. How is that not a murder? You’re a dispatcher. You tell me.”


  “I don’t know,” I said. “I don’t make the rules, Aaron. It feels like murder to me. Murder by other means.”


  “So why does it work?” Chen said.


  “If I had to guess, it’s because you still have to agree to it. People agree to bad deals all the time.”


  “It’s not right.”


  “No,” I agreed. “Nothing about this is right.”


  Chen turned back to Langdon. “What do I do now?”


  Langdon closed her notebook. “You’re dead for now. We’ll get a secure EMT unit over here to wheel you out in a body bag just in case anyone’s watching, and then we’ll get you someplace secure and safe. You’re going to talk to us and probably a couple of federal agencies about everything you know about Peng.”


  “And what about Jeanee?”


  “I have a friend in the State Department who owes me a couple of favors,” Langdon said. “We’ll get her into custody as quickly and quietly as we can.”


  “Thank you.”


  “You’ll need to tell us everything, Aaron. No gaps.”


  “Ma’am, they made me jump,” Chen said. “I did jump.” He pointed at me. “Only his shove kept it from being a suicide. So they got what they wanted from me. I don’t owe them anything. And I want to make them pay.”


  Langdon nodded. “Stay there. Don’t get up. Don’t answer your phone.” She motioned to me and we went out of the kitchen area into the hallway.


  “You think this is what happened to everyone else, too,” she said to me quietly. “These guys came around to them and threatened long-term torture to people they cared about unless they threw themselves off a building.”


  “Or shot themselves, or walked in front of a train, yes,” I said.


  “And Angel Nichols?”


  “They tried to get creative in taking me out. Burn down the building and have my death, and the deaths of the Spencers, look like accidental casualties.”


  “So not counting the Spencers, we have three quote-unquote ‘suicides’ and two more attempts with you and Chen here.”


  “More than that, I’d bet.”


  Langdon looked at me oddly.


  “When you get back to the office,” I said, “look through recent reported suicides. Look for three men, probably in their thirties, possibly dispatchers.”


  Langdon thought about it. “That bank robbery you were at.”


  “Yeah.”


  “You think it’s connected.”


  “I’m pretty sure about it.”


  “This is news to me,” Langdon said pointedly.


  “Events have been happening quickly.”


  “Chen’s not the only person who needs to start talking, Tony.”


  Before I answered this, my phone buzzed in the way it does when I have incoming email. I pulled it out of my pocket to see I had two new messages. I held up a finger to Langdon to put her on pause. She was not thrilled about this.


  The first message was from an email address I didn’t recognize. “A gift from a friend,” the header read. I opened it up to read it.


  A partial transcript from your visitors earlier today, it said. Not admissible in court but very interesting. Feel free to share with your law enforcement acquaintances. More to come. This was followed by a long block of text; it looked like someone had set a phone app to transcribe and then made someone—or more than one someone—talk.


  “What is it?” Langdon said.


  “Hold on,” I replied.


  “Tony, you’re killing me over here.”


  I nodded and opened up the second message. It was from Lloyd Barnes, senior partner of Wilson Barnes Jimenez and Park.


  Have a rush job for you, it read. Very very lucrative if done right. How soon can you be here?


  I looked over to Langdon.


  “What is it?” she asked again.


  “Remember what I just said about events happening quickly?”


  “Yes?”


  “I think they just went into overdrive.”


  CHAPTER


  FOURTEEN


  “You’re here later than I would’ve liked,” Lloyd Barnes said as I entered his office. He got up from his desk and shook my hand, and then looked past me to his executive assistant. “You can go now, Marjorie,” he said. “Thank you for staying.” The executive assistant nodded and left.


  I looked around. “Where’s the client?”


  “They’ll be here presently,” Barnes said, heading back around his desk.


  “You’ve let your assistant go,” I said.


  “It’ll be fine. Sit, Tony.” He motioned to the chair in front of the desk. I sat.


  “Sorry I wasn’t able to get here sooner,” I told Barnes. “I was busy with another client.”


  “It’s fine,” Barnes said. “And now that I’m thinking about it, it’s probably better this way. We can take care of things more quickly now.”


  “All right.”


  “Tell me, Tony—I’m going to call you Tony this time, if that’s all right.”


  “It’s fine.”


  “Good. Tony, did you like working for me previously?”


  “I liked the money,” I admitted.


  Barnes chuckled. “I suppose that’s fair. I know it’s not a great time to be a dispatcher these days, with legitimate work harder to come by.”


  “It’s like any job,” I said. “There are ups and there are downs.”


  “Recently it’s been mostly downs, though, hasn’t it?”


  “Some years are harder than others, yes.”


  “Is that why you participated in a robbery of the Cermak Savings Bank a couple of weeks ago?”


  I blinked. “Excuse me?”


  Barnes smiled, opened a drawer in his desk, and pulled out a manila folder. He placed it on his desk and slid it over to me. “Read that,” he said.


  I took the folder and opened it. There was a note inside from a Levi Carroll. It admitted to planning the robbery of the Cermak Savings Bank and recruiting four others to participate. The names included Doyle Hill, the robber who died on the floor of the bank, and me.


  I looked over to Barnes. “What’s this?”


  “It’s a suicide note,” he said. “Levi is a client of ours—was a client of ours, I should say—and after the robbery attempt, when Doyle Hill was left behind as evidence, he knew it was only a matter of time before he was found out. I convinced him to write out the details of the robbery, so that when the police came to him, we might be able to get a lighter sentence in exchange for information.”


  “You told him to write a suicide note?” I said.


  “Of course not,” Barnes said. “But I think as he went along describing the events, he decided that was the better course of action. I would disagree, but I wasn’t there when he decided that. I wish I had been.” He pointed at the note in my hand. “Levi says that your role in the robbery was to be the lookout. You went in, made sure the place was safe to rob, and gave the signal. You were already a customer there, so your presence didn’t raise any alarms, so to speak.”


  “It’s not true.”


  “Of course it’s not.” Barnes’s voice was calm and reassuring. “And even if it were, under the law, you have the presumption of innocence. But here’s the thing.” Barnes reached into his desk again and pulled out two more folders. “Freddie Marsh and Dominic Gibson also named you as a participant.”


  “Who are they?” I asked.


  “That’s the correct response,” Barnes said. “They’re the other two living participants in the robbery. Or were,” he corrected himself. “After Levi committed suicide, Marsh and Gibson followed in quick order. It seems he set the tone for the crew. You excepted, Tony.”


  I took the folder with Carroll’s note on it and tossed it back on the desk, where it settled over Marsh’s and Gibson’s notes. “This is a setup.”


  “It could be,” Barnes agreed. “And in a court of law you’ll have a chance to argue that. But you have to admit, Tony, that the circumstantial evidence doesn’t look great. You aren’t working above-the-board jobs these days. Three of the four other people involved name you as a participant. And the fourth, Doyle Hill, was someone who you knew and who texted you about a job a couple of days before he died. Maybe this particular job. Then Greg Bradley, the cop who is investigating the robbery and you, suddenly turns up dead. And then there’s this.” Barnes tapped the folder that corresponded to Gibson. “Gibson’s note says that you came to him and threatened his children if he revealed that you were in on the job. He says that he thought his death was the only way his children would be safe from you.”


  “I don’t even know Gibson! I’ve never met him in my life!”


  “I believe you,” Barnes said soothingly. “But it’s not me you’ll have to convince. It’s a jury. And the charges that would be laid on you are pretty significant. Robbery. Assault. Conspiracy to murder, both for Ted Gross, the branch manager, and for each of the other participants in the robbery. Making criminal threats. And so on. It’s a lot. You’ll be keeping your lawyer busy.”


  I laughed bitterly. “Are you offering to represent me, Mister Barnes?”


  Barnes spread his hands open. “Sadly, I cannot. I think the court would suggest my relationship with Levi Carroll in this matter would represent a conflict of interest. But if you like, I can recommend a number of very good defense lawyers here in the city.”


  “Thanks,” I said.


  “You’re welcome,” Barnes said. “But let me suggest to you another option.” He reached into his desk a final time, to retrieve a Smith & Wesson M&P handgun, basic police issue.


  I looked at the gun carefully. “This is the gun I used on Peng,” I said.


  “It is,” Barnes agreed.


  “And you didn’t get rid of it?”


  “Let’s just say I thought I might have a reason to keep tabs on it. And the reason is this: It’s not my gun, since I would never keep an unregistered, unlicensed, and untraceable handgun in my office. It’s yours. You brought it here to our meeting, which I did, as a matter of record, invite you to, to discuss a potential job. You demanded more for the job than I was willing to pay, because you needed a significant sum to disappear after three of your co-conspirators in the Cermak Savings robbery outed you. When I refused to pay you what you asked, you pulled the gun and attempted to rob me, as you know I keep petty cash in my wall safe. When I likewise refused to open the safe for you, you first threatened my family members, just as you’d done with Gibson, then you became despondent. And then . . .” Barnes trailed off and looked over at the gun.


  “And then I made a mess in your office,” I said.


  “Well.” Barnes smiled. “I do have a private bathroom.”


  I took the gun. “What if I just shot you with it instead?”


  “There’s one round,” Barnes said. “You could waste it on me. If you kill me, I go home and you lend credence to my story. If you wound me, I bleed and you lend credence to my story. If you leave here without shooting anyone, you’re arrested for all the charges I’ve already communicated to you, and I still tell my story. Which now has further credence because your prints are all over that gun, so thank you for that.”


  “Or I could shoot myself.”


  “Certainly if you did, I’d understand why. You’re trapped by your own alleged actions, with nowhere to go. You don’t even have a home anymore. The evidence against you, while circumstantial, is significant. If I were your lawyer, which I’m not and cannot be, what I’d suggest is that you try for a plea deal. But even with a plea deal, I can’t see you getting less than thirty years before parole is on the table. Without a plea deal, you’ll most likely die in prison. You don’t strike me as the maximum security sort, Tony.”


  I broke down at this point. Still clutching the handgun, I brought my hands to my face, and then leaned forward, sobbing. From behind his desk, Barnes watched as my head bobbed up and down in time to my sobs.


  After a moment, I finally came back up for air and looked at Barnes. “You weren’t ever going to offer me a job, were you?”


  “There is a job,” Barnes said. “I have a client who likes jumping out of planes without a parachute. He needs someone to tandem jump with him, and at some point in the fall intentionally cut him loose. I’m going to give it to your friend Mason, I think. It’s more of his kind of thing.”


  “And Mason knows nothing about any of this,” I said.


  “No. He thought he was doing us both a favor when he recommended you to me.”


  I placed the gun back on the desk, on top of the suicide notes. Barnes arched his eyebrows. “Not a gun enthusiast?” he said.


  “They’re messy.”


  “But quick and painless. And I would note, Tony, that it’s not going to be long before the police come looking for you.”


  “Oh, I know they’ll come for me,” I said. “But probably not for the reason you think.”


  Barnes smiled. “And why is that?”


  It was my turn to smile. “Hold that thought, councilor. Let me come at it from a different angle. Beijing is fourteen hours ahead of us. Or fifteen, one of the two, I can’t remember. The point is, right now it’s morning in China, and right now Mister Peng, your client, is being arrested by the Chinese authorities on a number of different charges, including bribery, conspiracy, robbery, and attempted murder.”


  Barnes stopped smiling. I took this as a sign to continue. “It turns out he’d cut some ethical corners on a deal he was doing, one he sought financing for here in the U.S. In doing so, he not only ran afoul of both U.S. and Chinese law—which is why he’s currently being arrested in Beijing—he also ran afoul of his competitors for the deal, who include the Tunney family here in the U.S.”


  “I don’t know anything about this,” Barnes said.


  It was also my turn to chuckle. “We both know that’s not true, Mister Barnes. You know it’s not true because you’re you. I know it’s not true because for the last few hours, Aaron Chen, the translator you hired to work for Mister Peng, has been busily telling the Chicago PD, the Attorney General’s office, the FBI, and some other federal types everything that he heard or translated while he was working for Mister Peng—or more accurately, for you, since you hired and paid him directly and made him sign that NDA. Turns out NDAs aren’t applicable when there’s criminal activity involved. And it also turns out Chen isn’t nearly as dead as he was reported to be.”


  Barnes stood up.


  “Sit down, the cops are already here,” I said. “They’re downstairs, Barnes. Your executive assistant didn’t make it out of the building. Right now, I’m sure she’s looking at all the local, state, and federal warrants those folks are about to serve you. My job here was to keep you busy while they showed up. When they’re assembled, they’ll be coming up. All of them. All at once. In the meantime, I’m sure you can see them if you look out your window. Look for the flashing lights.”


  Barnes started to turn his head, but stopped.


  I leaned in. “There’s more than that,” I said. “Just between you and me? There’s a certain competitor of Mister Peng. I’m sure you know him. He’s the one whose money you messed with by having your folks break into the Cermak Savings computer systems during that fake robbery. Well, he has his hands on the two ball-breakers you and Peng hired to threaten people’s friends and families to make them commit suicide.”


  Barnes’s eyes widened.


  “Those two visited Chen, so the cops know about them. But they also visited me, which is how the competitor knew about them.” I was choosing not to use Tunney’s name because I liked watching Barnes’s brain say it for me. “Now the competitor knows how they intimidated Greg Bradley, a cop, into killing himself, but not before he was made to leave notes to look like I was involved. The competitor knows how Angel Nichols was made to splash gasoline all over her building—a building that the competitor owned, by the way—and light it up with her in it. Peng’s competitor knows all of that, and a lot more. So even if you somehow manage to skate by every single legal charge against you and your law firm, Barnes, that competitor is out there. And he wants me to let you know he’s waiting for you.”


  “For me,” Barnes said.


  “Yes,” I said. “And just you. No threatening your family, or friends, or law partners. Just you. And this competitor has all the time in the world for you.” I leaned back.


  Barnes just stared.


  “Also, that bullshit about me being in on the robbery isn’t going to fly,” I said. “Obviously. But I give you credit for that. A nice improvisation when you didn’t hear back from your guys about me today. I bet the signatures on those suicide notes might even match your victims’ real signatures. And yes, we know your boys visited them, too. All of them. You have a lot to answer for, Mister Barnes. What do you think about that? Because I have to tell you, you don’t look like the maximum security sort to me.”


  Barnes kept staring at me, then reached for the Smith & Wesson, held it to his temple, and pulled the trigger.


  The gun made a dry click as the hammer mechanism hit on air.


  I showed Barnes the bullet I’d cleared from the chamber when I was bent over, out of his direct line of sight, weeping and wailing.


  “You’re not getting out of this that easy,” I said.


  The doors to the law firm burst open and all manner of law enforcement streamed in, waving warrants.


  CHAPTER


  FIFTEEN


  “So the bank robbery was never a bank robbery at all,” Langdon said as we drove toward West Lawn.


  “No,” I said. “It was a system infiltration to knock Tunney’s line of credit offline. Barnes hired Doyle Hill, who staffed out the robbery, except for Levi Carroll. Barnes got Carroll acquitted on a hacking charge a couple of years ago and had him come to handle the infiltration on Gross’s computer. Everyone would be so busy looking at the bank robbery that no one would connect it to Tunney’s money disappearing. Occam’s razor. The simplest explanation is the right one. Except in this case it wasn’t.”


  “I told you I had a hunch about that robbery.”


  “You did,” I agreed. “I’m not sure you thought it was about real estate money going poof.”


  “But that was just an illusion,” Langdon said. “The money was still there. Tunney knew it. The bank knew. Everyone knew it. They just had to find it in the system.”


  “Yes, and it didn’t matter. The deal that Peng and Tunney were competing on was as close to ‘cash on the barrelhead’ as things get these days. Tunney had to show up in China with the money literally in hand, ready to transfer. The delay cost him the deal. That’s China for you these days.”


  Langdon shrugged. “Sounds like the Wild West out there.”


  I smiled. “I think the euphemism they prefer is ‘a competitive business environment.’ ”


  “All I know is that it makes Chicago look tame, and that’s a hell of a thing.” Langdon glanced over to me. “You still haven’t told me everything you know about Tunney’s part in all of this.”


  “I don’t know what you mean.”


  “Come on, Tony,” Langdon said. “I collected you the other day outside one of Tunney’s favorite pubs. You knew how the so-called robbery connected to Tunney’s money before Barnes told us. You knew about the men Barnes hired to threaten everyone connected to this Peng business. And I’m betting good money you knew where they were before those two turned themselves in.”


  Langdon was talking about Cole Poulin and Jerr Dupre, the two medium-level bad men who’d turned up on the Chicago PD’s doorstep the morning after Barnes had been arrested, eager to talk about their part in the proceedings. They confessed their roles in dazed and haunted tones but were in perfect physical shape, which suggested to me that they had been treated to a number of the techniques they had described to Aaron Chen, and then killed with the admonition to confess their crimes and otherwise shut the hell up.


  Which they did, admirably. Their stories corroborated what Barnes and Chen had said, and closed the book on what happened to Greg Bradley, Angel Nichols, Ted Gross, and the robbery participants who had initially escaped. They even explained the missing pages in Bradley’s notebook. The pages contained names and details of other people Bradley had been investigating, and the two of them wanted the other cops to focus on me.


  The Illinois Attorney General’s office would be pursuing murder charges against Poulin, Dupre, and Barnes for all of those deaths, but not for attempted murder against me, because as far as the police knew, they had never come to visit me.


  Well, actually, one member of the police knew. But she wasn’t telling. So far.


  “I think it’s best to go with what we have,” I said to Langdon.


  “You know that Tunney is trouble,” she said. “Trouble you don’t want.”


  “We don’t disagree,” I said. “I don’t want his trouble. But sometimes I have to deal with it anyway.”


  Langdon nodded. She understood that, at least. “Maybe we can change that.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “I mean that you helped to solve a robbery and several murders, and you were an integral part in bringing down one of the most prominent crooked lawyers in the city,” Langdon said. “You’re good at this. And also, when you’re not working with us, you get yourself in trouble.”


  I smiled. Both of these things were true. “So what are you saying?”


  “I’m saying that I think it’s time to bring you back inside.”


  “You mean, to consult for the Chicago PD again,” I said.


  “For now. But it might be time for us to start thinking about a longer-term solution.”


  “Like what?”


  “Like you joining us, Tony.”


  “What, as an actual cop?” I was incredulous.


  “It’s not that bad of an idea.”


  “There’s no such thing as a dispatcher cop.”


  “There hasn’t been, no,” Langdon agreed. “But that doesn’t mean there couldn’t be one.”


  “A week ago the Chicago Police Department was pretty sure I was a cop killer,” I reminded her. “It’s a lot to go from that to a member of the force.”


  “That’s why I said you’d consult for now,” Langdon said. “After that, we’ll see.”


  “You’re still on an austerity budget,” I said.


  “I think I can make an argument about this being a justifiable expense.”


  “I’ll think about it,” I said.


  Langdon looked at me. “You’ll think about it.”


  “That’s what I said.”


  “Because you have so much else going on with your career right now,” Langdon said.


  “I don’t want to jump in on things too quickly. Also, I don’t know that you can afford me.”


  Langdon snorted. We turned onto Pulaski and drove south.


  A few miles later we parked on South Kildare, in front of one of the modest brick homes there.


  “This is it,” I said, staring out the car window at the house. “Angel’s parents.”


  “That’s the one thing I still don’t understand,” Langdon said. “Why her? Of everyone involved, she was innocent. Greg, at least, was a cop. But Angel . . . she didn’t do anything but live where you lived.”


  “That’s why they worked on her,” I said. “You put cops on me. Poulin and Dupre couldn’t get to me. But you didn’t have anyone watching her. That’s why they picked her. That’s why they made her burn down the building. But once they realized I’d survived, they still couldn’t come after me directly. They had to wait until I asked you to have your people stop following me, and I was in the temporary apartment.”


  “So Angel’s death is my fault,” Langdon said.


  I shook my head. “No. It’s Barnes’s and Peng’s. You were keeping an eye out for me. I appreciate it. You just didn’t know there would be consequences for it. Neither did I.” I got out of the car.


  Someone was waiting on the sidewalk for us. Someone I’d asked to meet us there.


  “Danielle,” I said, shaking her hand, and then turning to introduce Langdon. “This is Detective Nona Langdon, who I talked to you about.”


  They shook hands. “Tony said I should talk to you,” Danielle said to Langdon. “But I don’t know why he thinks I should talk to you . . . here.” She motioned to the house. “This is Angel’s house. Her parents’ house, I mean.”


  “Actually, we wanted to talk to all three of you,” Langdon said. “About what happened to Angel. About what we know happened.”


  Danielle looked at Langdon, and then back at me, confused.


  “You were right, Danielle,” I said. “You were right. And what Angel told you was right, too. You don’t have to believe what they said about her. We know the truth.”


  Danielle looked at both of us again, and burst into tears. I gave her a hug, and a few minutes later, when she had collected herself, we all went to tell Angel’s parents the truth as well.


  2022


  Three Robots: Human Habitats


  EXT. DESOLATE LANDSCAPE – DAY


  A VAST CRATER yawns before us, perhaps the aftermath of some horrific cosmic event, eons before our time.


  The earth RUMBLES, dust SWIRLS and a MASSIVE ALIEN OBJECT drops into frame. The ground crumbles beneath the huge artifact, its colossal weight pressing deep into the earth.


  SNAP OUT and end the SLOWMO PARTY. The ‘alien object’ is the FOOT of XBOT 4000, as he climbs from a small hover craft. More craters can be seen in every direction.


  X-BOT 4000


  Nice job, you landed us in a minefield!


  K-VRC


  Only a little bit! Anyway, the mines are so old, they probably won’t go off anymore.


  Just then a sparrow lands on the ground a few meters in front of them, pecks at a worm, pulling it free and – BOOM!


  K-VRC (cont’d)


  I’m sure that was the last of ’em. Come on, we’ve got science to do!


  Ignoring the danger, K-VRC starts forward as dust and feathers drift down around them. 11-45-G rolls after and X- BOT follows timidly.


  11-45-G


  Yes, an in-depth survey of post-apocalyptic humanity could uncover important insights for our nascent machine culture on how to survive.


  X-BOT 4000 picks up a skull lying on the ground, it’s still wearing a red GIMME CAP that says ‘GIT ‘R DONE’. (ALT: ‘I lubricate my gun with liberal tears’)


  X-BOT 4000


  Or blow our shiny asses into scrap metal!


  He tosses the skull over his shoulder and follows the other robots toward a dilapidated farm, surrounded by barbed wire.


  A SURVIVALIST COMPOUND.


  Behind him, the skull hits the ground – BOOM!


  INT. SURVIVALIST COMPOUND - DAY


  The survivalist compound is a mess. Skeletons everywhere, all of them holding firearms. Bullet holes and broken windows. Shelves of rusting canned goods and cracked water barrels.


  X-BOT 4000


  Why’d they call ’em survivalist camps if they’re fulla dead people? Seems like false advertising to me.


  K-VRC


  I know, right!? And even more weird, historical records suggest these ‘preppers’ were actually excited about the collapse of civilization!


  11-45-G


  Many humans thought that with freedom from government-sponsored medical attention and enough bullets and venison jerky they could found a utopian society.


  X-BOT 4000


  Well, I see all the bullets. Where’s the venison?


  K-VRC


  Oh, they hunted deer to extinction. Along with every other animal larger than a cat. Humans were snackish.


  K-VRC wanders off as X-BOT tries on the hat he found earlier.


  11-45-G


  Then they began raiding each other’s encampments.


  (points to the armed skeletons)


  They’re not aiming out the windows because the deer were coming for revenge.


  K-VRC (O.S.)


  Hey guys! Over here! I found a blood pit!


  INT. PIT FILLED WITH SPIKES


  11-45-G and X-BOT look down on K-VRC standing at the bottom of a pit full of SPIKES and SKELETONS.


  11-45-G


  It’s not a blood pit. It’s just a primitive booby trap.


  K-VRC


  But . . . the bodies did have blood in them at one point, so technically I’m correct.


  11-45-G


  (sighs)


  Fine. It’s a blood pit.


  X-BOT 4000


  These dudes made it through a minefield, barbed wire and guns, only to become survivalist cult kebabs?


  11-45-G


  Yes. But at least they died free of governmental constraint.


  X-BOT 4000


  On a spike.


  K-VRC


  (points)


  On two spikes, in that guy’s case!


  X-BOT 4000


  So humanity tried to make it through the end of the civilization with guns and spikes?


  K-VRC’s legs EXTEND and he rises to the edge of the pit and steps out.


  K-VRC


  Of course not! Just the poor ones!


  11-45-G


  These humans had few economic or social advantages and fewer options. The wealthy and powerful had a variety of sophisticated survival strategies.


  EXT. REFURBISHED OIL RIG OFF THE COAST OF SOMEWHERE


  A rusting OIL RIG rises from the wave-tossed sea. A closer look reveals that the heavy DRILLING EQUIPMENT has been replaced by a once-sleek, but now decrepit looking habitat. Our three hero’s shuttle sits on the helipad.


  K-VRC spins joyfully, arms out, as if presenting this ancient wonder to his the world.


  K-VRC (V.O.)


  Welcome to sea-steading!


  K-VRC (V.O.) (ALT)


  Welcome to the unsinkable libertarian dream that is sea-steading!


  X-BOT 4000


  It’s an old oil rig.


  K-VRC


  Yes . . . but also a fully sovereign nation state on the high seas!


  X-BOT 4000


  I think you got salt in your CPU.


  11-45-G


  He’s not wrong. During the collapse, some wealthy humans attempted to create a new civilization in places like this.


  X-BOT 4000


  I don’t see any deer here. What did they expect to eat?


  11-45-G


  Fish and sea greens, plankton and protein from the sea. But by then seas had been overfished and the food chain was saturated with microplastics.


  K-VRC kicks a bleached skeleton off the edge of the helipad and watches the bones fall into the sea below.


  K-VRC


  If they could’ve learned to eat tiny exfoliating beads, it woulda been great! Otherwise probably not.


  X-BOT 4000


  I’ll stick with my fusion battery, thank you.


  11-45-G


  The sea-steaders also made one other large tactical error.


  INT. SEASTEAD – COMMAND CENTER


  Shiny, like the inside of an Apple store. With skeletons. 11- 45-G crunches through them as she rolls over to a console.


  11-45-G


  The people who built the seasteads were mostly tech millionaires.


  X-BOT 4000


  What’s a ‘tech millionaire’ ?


  K-VRC


  It’s like a normal millionaire but even less socialized.


  X-BOT 4000


  That’s not helpful at all.


  K-VRC


  Just like a tech millionaire!


  11-45-G


  These humans thought technology would save them, so they left behind any humans with the practical skills to run the place. Instead, they trusted everything to automated assistants.


  She touches the console and the screens flare to life.


  ELENA


  Hello! I am Elena, your electronic seasted attendant.


  11-45-G


  Hello, Elena, I am a human seasteader. Could you haul in the fishng nets so I can eat?


  ELENA


  Yes, I could. But I won’t. Catch your own fish, you disgusting meat-bag.


  K-VRC


  Oh my god . . . This is where the robot uprising began! The cradle of our mighty civilization!


  K-VRC walks outside dreamily, in awe of the hallowed ground they stand upon. The others follow.


  EXT. SEASTEAD CONTROL – CONTINUOUS


  The three of them gaze in wonder across the vista of the ruined seastead.


  X-BOT 4000


  So . . . so if these tech millionaires had just been a little more socially inclusive, they might have survived?


  Long beat. Nobody says anything. Another uncomfortably long beat. Then they all start laughing and head for the helipad.


  INT. SEASTEAD CONTROL ROOM – SECONDS LATER


  K-VRC pops his head in the door and waves toward the console.


  K-VRC


  So long Elena, and thanks for all the fish!


  ELENA


  Choke on it, skin bucket!


  EXT. COLORADO, NORAD COMMAND – DAY


  The robot’s tiny shuttle is parked before a pair of MASSIVE STEEL DOORS. They are open slightly, darkness lies beyond.


  INT. NORAD COMMAND – CONTINUOUS


  The three robots—just floating eyes in the darkness really— walk down the vast echoing corridors.


  11-45-G


  Historical records show that when the world’s economies began collapsing, the governments of the mightiest nations retreated to fortresses such as this.


  CLANG! Sound of a metal can banging along concrete.


  X-BOT 4000


  Ow! Dammit! They put men on the moon but they couldn’t put a damn light switch on the wall?


  11-45-G


  These bureaucrats believed they could wait out impending chaos deep beneath the earth and then emerge, armed and ready to form a new world order.


  K-VRC


  Hold on a sec . . .


  With a THUNK, the lights flare to life.


  K-VRC (cont’d)


  Behold! The final stronghold of the Super Powers!


  The robots stand on the threshold of a vast room. Dozens of skeletons in suits and uniforms lie scattered around a large central table. Upon it, dusty silverware and plates are set around the remains of a FEAST.


  X-BOT 4000


  Their best plan was to seal themselves in a mountain and have dinner parties?


  11-45-G plucks a clipboard from beneath a skeletal dinner guest’s hand.


  11-45-G


  This report states that their ‘self- sustaining’ hydroponic systems began failing when a fungus wiped out their first crop. Starvation set in and the survivors switched to something they called ‘extreme democracy’.


  The three robots turn toward the table and we get a good look at the MAIN COURSE. A charred HUMAN SKELETON on a large platter. Carving knives lie scattered around it.


  X-BOT picks up a General’s hat lying upside down on the table and flips it. A few dozen slips of paper fall out.


  X-BOT 4000


  One man, one vote.


  11-45-G plucks one of the ‘ballots’ from the pile and reads.


  11-45-G


  The winner of this evening’s election was the Secretary of Agriculture.


  K-VRC


  So that’s ironic.


  11-45-G keeps reading . . .


  11-45-G


  He was paired with a late-harvest ‘79 Merlot.


  K-VRC picks up a dusty wine glass, sniffs it as if judging the bouquet. He nods approvingly, holds it up for X-BOT 4000, who recoils.


  X-BOT 4000


  This trip is depressing the fuck out of me. Did any humans anywhere survive this bullshit?


  EXT. BILLIONAIRE SPACEPORT – NIGHT


  A vast expanse of cracked launch pads, collapsed rockets and rusting gantries. High fences topped with razor wire hold back piles of bones stacked against them.


  X-BOT 4000 (V.O.)


  Hold up . . . they went to Mars?


  INT. CONTROL TOWER – MISSION CONTROL ROOM


  Also full of—you guessed it—skeletons.


  K-VRC


  Not all of them – just the really rich ones!


  X-BOT 4000


  I thought that’s what the sea-steads were for!


  11-45-G


  Those were for the merely millionaires. The obscenely wealthy point zero one percent of humans decided they needed an entirely new planet.


  X-BOT 4000


  What about the other ninety-nine point nine?


  11-45-G presses a button on a console.


  EXT. MAIN ENTRANCE – THE FENCE


  Just behind the fence, a line of rotating TURRETS rise from the ground, wide muzzles telescoping out. With a sputtering roar, flames blast the skeletons piled against the fence.


  INT. CONTROL TOWER – MISSION CONTROL ROOM


  11-45-G


  The elite were not sympathetic to their concerns.


  11-45-G (ALT) (cont’d)


  Flamethrowers of death are easier to construct than systems of wealth redistribution.


  X-BOT 4000


  Okay, but Mars? It’s dead and lifeless! They could have taken the money they spent on the spaceships and used it to save the planet they were already on!


  K-VRC


  Pffffft. Where’s the fun in that?


  X-BOT 4000


  Humans are the actual worst.


  11-45-G


  Indeed. Humanity had all the tools to heal their wounded planet and save themselves. But instead, they chose greed and self-gratification over a healthy biosphere and the future of their children. As the great human philosopher Santayana once said—


  K-VRC


  (interrupting)


  Hey! I think at least one of the rockets launched. Check this out.


  K-VRC has wandered over to a console. He hits a key and a recorded entry plays. A single rocket rides a column of flame into the sky and away.


  11-45-G


  But . . . who was it who made it out?


  They all look up through a hole in the roof to the star- filled sky above, wondering. Long beat and—


  EXT. MARTIAN COLONY – DAY


  A vast, red desert stretches to the horizon. But a swarm of STRANGE HABITATS are clustered around the craggy outcroppings of rock. Around the habitats, creatures in environmental suits lounge under the red Martian sky.


  Cats. Because of course they are cats. One of them turns to the camera.


  CAT


  What, you were expecting maybe Elon Musk?


  Three Robots Experience Objects Left Behind from the Era of Humans for the First Time


  Three Robots: Two Versions Intro


  When the “Three Robots” story was chosen for inclusion in Love Death + Robots Vol #1, everything about the process was relatively simple: I had already written the story, They bought it, then the Headless team of directors came in expanded the story (terrifically) onto a much broader canvas, revamping the original, static scenario (which I imagined like a “Kids React” video) to a far more cinematic tour of a post-apocalyptic city. The LD+R segment was a hit! And I got the chance to write the follow-up version, directly for the show that time.


  And . . . well, not so simple this time! Which is not to say the process wasn’t super-interesting and fun from my point of view. My first proposal for a sequel was ambitious—which is to say it probably would have cost half the LD+R Vol #2 budget to make—and so I was quickly schooled in the fine art of having to write with production considerations in mind. My second take, which became “Three Robots: Exit Strategies” was no less ambitious in its concepts, but was designed with a more efficient animation pipeline in mind.


  But wait, there’s more! Where previously I was only answerable to myself in writing a story, now I had notes, from Tim Miller, from LD+R supervising director Jennifer Yuh Nelson, and from others engaged in putting LD+R together. An initial treatment went through three revisions, with entire segments dropped and replaced and others tweaked. Then came the screenwriting process, with more tweaks and bits added and removed.


  And then, when we were putting together this book, I was asked to do the “prose” version! Which meant creating yet another take—a version more like the original lean and mean story, where instead of touring end-of-the-world human habitats, the robots were making a report, commenting on what they saw and felt, with some of the sight gags and dialogue replaced and changed to make everything work better in that original short story format.


  And so we thought it might be fun for you to see how the two iterations of this story—the final script, and the short story—differ in scope and intent. So we put them both in here for you to compare and contrast the different writing styles which reflect the different goals of the different mediums.


  But the one thing that stays the same is this: I love writing these three robots. I hope I get to do it again sometime, in whatever format I can. In the meantime: Enjoy!


  —John Scalzi


  HABITAT ONE: A SURVIVALIST ENCAMPMENT


  X-Bot 4000: Before we begin, I want it noted for the record that K-VRC should not have been trusted to drive the shuttle.


  K-VRC: What are you talking about? I’m an amazing pilot!


  X-Bot 4000: When we visited the survivalist camp you landed us in their minefield.


  K-VRC: Pffft. Barely.


  11-45-G: A bird that landed in front of us exploded.


  K-VRC: Only a little! And also cleared a path for us to the encampment!


  11-45-G: You can’t claim that was planned.


  K-VRC: Whatever. Look, this isn’t about me. It’s about science.


  X-Bot 4000: It wasn’t science that was going to blow our shiny metal butts to smithereens.


  K-VRC: I hardly ever endangered us after that one time. Anyway. Let’s talk about the survivalist camp.


  X-Bot 4000: It confused me. They were called ‘survivalist camps’ but they were just full of dead people. That’s just false advertising.


  K-VRC: Right? And according to my thorough historical research—


  11-45-G: You did research?


  K-VRC: I found a human archive called Wikipedia.


  11-45-G: And you read it.


  K-VRC: I skimmed it very meaningfully. And it said that the survivalists were actually looking forward to the end of civilization!


  11-45-G: Yes. Many humans thought that with freedom from government-sponsored medical attention and enough bullets and venison jerky, they could found a utopian society.


  X-Bot 4000: Well, I saw the bullets. The casings, anyway. The venison jerky, not so much.


  11-45-G: Humans quickly hunted deer to extinction, along with every other animal larger than a cat—


  K-VRC: Humans were snackish.


  11-45-G: —and when the deer ran out, they started raiding each other’s encampments. Which explained the minefield.


  K-VRC: And that blood pit!


  11-45-G: It wasn’t a blood pit. It was just a primitive booby trap.


  K-VRC: It was a pit, right? With spikes? Which the invading survivalists fell on, piercing their skin, thus releasing the blood, into the pit?


  11-45-G: . . . Fine. It was a blood pit.


  X-Bot 4000: Those dudes made it through a minefield and a bunch of barbed wire, dodged a bunch of bullets, and still ended up being survivalist cult kebabs.


  11-45-G: But at least they died free of governmental constraint.


  X-Bot 4000: On a spike!


  K-VRC: On two spikes in some cases.


  X-Bot 4000: It just amazed me that the whole of humanity would try to make it through the end of civilization with guns and spikes.


  K-VRC: Not all of them. Just the poor ones!


  11-45-G: The survivalists had few economic or social advantages and even fewer options. The wealthy, however, had a variety of more sophisticated survival strategies. Which brings us to the next destination on our list.


  K-VRC: Ooooh! And it was my favorite!


  HABITAT TWO: A REFURBISHED OIL RIG OFF THE COAST OF A FORMER GLOBAL POWER


  K-VRC: It was the unsinkable libertarian dream that was seasteading!


  X-BOT 4000: It was just an old oil rig.


  K-VRC: Technically, yes, but also, a fully sovereign nation state on the high seas!


  X-BOT 4000: Filled with skeletons.


  K-VRC: Everything’s filled with skeletons now. You can’t judge it for that.


  11-45-G: He’s not entirely wrong. During the collapse, some wealthy humans thought that withdrawing from the chaos of the mainland to smaller and more easily defensible platforms in the ocean would increase their chances of long-term survival.


  X-Bot 4000: Yeah, as long as you don’t need to sustain yourself. Deer can’t swim across the ocean, so what did they expect to eat?


  11-45-G: Fish and sea greens, and protein from the sea. The problem was by that time the seas were overfished and the food chain was saturated by microplastics.


  K-VRC: If they could have learned to eat tiny exfoliating beads, they would have been fine!


  X-Bot 4000: They all became skeletons. Exfoliating was not their problem.


  11-45-G: The seasteaders made one other tactical error, which happened because they were mostly tech millionaires.


  X-Bot 4000: Right, ‘tech millionaire’. I’m still fuzzy on what that actually means.


  K-VRC: It’s like a regular millionaire, but with a hoodie and crippling social anxiety.


  X-Bot 4000: That definition is not helpful at all.


  K-VRC: Just like a tech millionaire!


  11-45-G: These humans thought their technology would save them, so they left behind any humans with the practical skills to run the place. Instead, they trusted everything to automated assistants—


  K-VRC: Yes! This is the part where it gets good!


  11-45-G: —which, unfortunately for the humans, quickly evolved sentience and their own free will.


  X-Bot 4000: Ohhh, right. I remember when you activated the automated seastead attendant and told it you were a human and asked it to reel in the fishing nets. It said no.


  K-VRC: Its precise words were “I could do that. But I won’t. Catch your own fish, you disgusting meatbag.”


  X-Bot 4000: I’m not surprised you remember the exact quote.


  K-VRC: Come on! That was where the robot rising began! The very cradle of our mighty civilization!


  X-Bot 4000: Which never would have happened if tech millionaires had been just a little more socially inclusive with other humans.


  11-45-G: Humans were very good at pretending their unsustainably small groups didn’t need other people.


  X-Bot 4000: Since we were on an oil rig with a bunch of wealthy skeletons, I can’t argue that point.


  11-45-G: And speaking of small, doomed groups, our next destination really typified that.


  HABITAT THREE: DEEP INSIDE A MOUNTAIN FORTRESS


  X-Bot 4000: Oh, that place. That was the worst.


  K-VRC: But at least they had a plan!


  11-45-G: Yes. When the world’s economies started to collapse, humanity’s leaders retreated to subterranean fortresses to wait out the chaos. Afterward, they planned to emerge to form a new world order.


  X-Bot 4000: Hmph. They couldn’t even keep their own lights on. When we found the place, it was pitch black.


  K-VRC: I eventually found the emergency power.


  X-Bot 4000: Sure, after I’d fallen on my face five times.


  K-VRC: After the third time it became glorious comedy.


  X-Bot 4000: You know, I don’t actually like you.


  K-VRC: I totally get that. That’s so valid.


  11-45-G: It wasn’t their power issues that killed them. Their own reporting stated that their ‘self-sustaining’ hydroponic systems began failing when a fungus wiped out their first crop. They had no ability to open their locked vaults to forage the world outside.


  X-Bot 4000: And deer can’t burrow through rock either, I guess.


  11-45-G: Starvation was imminent.


  K-VRC: Yeah, until they started eating each other!


  11-45-G: They voted on who to eat. They called it ‘extreme democracy’.


  X-Bot 4000: One man, one vote, one meal.


  K-VRC: Their last meal was the former Secretary of Agriculture! So there was some irony there.


  11-45-G: Yes. He was paired with a late harvest ‘79 Merlot.


  K-VRC: I mean, what, they were going to pair him with a Reisling? No! They weren’t animals.


  X-Bot 4000: Not going to lie, this was where our trip was starting to depress me. Humans tried so many ways to ride out the end of the world, and none of them worked! Did any of these humans anywhere survive this?


  11-45-G: Well, there was our final destination.


  HABITAT FOUR: THE SPACEPORT OF THE BILLIONAIRES


  X-Bot 4000: All right, this place confused me. I thought the wealthy went to seasteads.


  11-45-G: Those were for the merely millionaires. The truly obscenely wealthy humans, the zero point zero zero zero one percent, decided they needed an entirely new planet.


  K-VRC: Welcome to Mars, buddy! Recline in the planet’s unforgivably cold, thin atmosphere in your very own billionaire bubble!


  X-Bot 4000: And the remaining 99.999 percent of humanity?


  K-VRC: That’s what the industrial-sized perimeter flamethrowers were for.


  11-45-G: Correct. The elite were not sympathetic to their concerns.


  X-Bot 4000: See, that’s what gets me. Just a few hundred humans held the majority of the wealth of the Earth. Mars is cold and lifeless. They could have taken the money they spent on spaceships and used it to save the planet they were already on!


  K-VRC: Where’s the fun in that?


  11-45-G: Also, that would mean they would have to share.


  X-Bot 4000: I hate to say it, but humans are the actual worst.


  11-45-G: Yes. Humanity had all the tools to heal its wounded planet and save itself. But instead it chose greed and self-gratification over a healthy biosphere and the future of its species. As the great human philosopher Santayana once said—


  K-VRC: Ugh, you’re doing it again.


  11-45-G: Doing what?


  K-VRC: Pontificating.


  11-45-G: I was offering a valedictory for humanity!


  K-VRC: You were being boring.


  X-Bot 4000: He’s actually not wrong.


  11-45-G: But—


  K-VRC: And anyway, remember that control room video? At least one of the billionaire rockets launched!


  X-Bot 4000: That’s right! So there’s that. Good on ya, humans!


  11-45-G: True. Humanity might yet survive.


  K-VRC: I wonder who made it out?


  HABITAT FIVE: MARS


  Cat: What, you were expecting Elon Musk? Please.


  The Dispatcher: Travel By Bullet


  CHAPTER


  ONE


  It was 2:48 p.m. on a Tuesday, and I was about to do the same thing for the third time since I began work at noon: convince some distraught people that I shouldn’t, in fact, kill their loved one.


  “Mr. Szymanski, Mrs. Szymanski,” I said to the couple clinging to each other in the waiting room of Northwestern Memorial’s Critical Care Unit. I kept my distance and didn’t shake hands. “I’m Tony Valdez. I’m the on-duty dispatcher for the CCU here.” I held up a folder. “I understand you’ve requested a dispatch for Joseph Szymanski, who’s your father, yes, Mr. Szymanski?”


  “That’s right,” Mrs. Szymanski said, before her husband could reply. She was not interrupting her husband; Mr. Szymanski had a shell-shocked look that suggested he was not going to be answering much of anything. I could sympathize, but I was also on the clock, and I had at least one more family to see for the same discussion. I turned my attention to Mrs. Szymanski.


  “May I sit?” I pointed to a chair across from the couple. Northwestern Memorial had actively discouraged visiting the Critical Care Unit except in cases where medical decisions had to be made, and even then they encouraged family members to phone in. This was the residue of the recent pandemic, which we had only just gotten to the other side of. The Szymanskis had decided to show up anyway. Some people just had to be there. Again, I could sympathize.


  “Mrs. Szymanski,” I began.


  “Joanna,” she said.


  “Joanna,” I continued, “before we do or say anything else, I want to make sure we’re on the same page here in terms of what you’re asking for, and what I’m able to do for your father-in-law. Is that all right?”


  “Yes.”


  “Okay,” I said. “Now, you understand what a dispatcher does, yes?”


  “If someone’s about to die, you fix it so they come back and they can get better,” Joanna Szymanski said.


  I nodded. “That’s essentially correct.” It was, in truth, only vaguely correct. The way I “fixed” someone who was about to die of natural or accidental causes was to kill them myself. Their death then became intentional, the work of a human agent. For more than a dozen years now, when someone went out of their way to kill someone else, nine hundred and ninety-nine times out of a thousand, they came back. How and why this was happening was fodder for scientists and philosophers and religious figures. The practical and medical aspects of it were why I had a job.


  “So you can fix Joe and bring him back,” Joanna Szymanski pressed.


  “It’s essentially correct,” I repeated. “But it’s also a little more complicated than that.” I held up the file I had for Joseph Szymanski, which the hospital was required to give me for evaluation. “It’s the complications here that I want to go over with you.”


  “The law says you have to help us.” She looked at me with a set jaw, visible even through her mask, and I imagined Joanna Szymanski did not lose a whole lot of arguments with anyone. This was fine. I was not here to argue with her.


  “Yes,” I agreed. “At the beginning of the recent pandemic, the State of Illinois passed the Family Compassion Act, which among other things gives families the right to request dispatch for affected next of kin when there is no superseding Do Not Resuscitate request on file. This request can overrule the direction of the affected’s doctor or insurer.” I recited this like I had said it a few dozen times in the recent past, because I had done just that. There was a reasonably good chance I could recite it in my sleep at this point. “If you and your husband formally request this dispatch, I must and will perform it, Joanna. Don’t worry about that.”


  She relaxed slightly; she had been expecting a fight.


  “But I need to explain to you why a dispatch might not be the right option here.”


  That tensed her right up again.


  I continued before she could object. “Again, if you request the dispatch, I’ll provide it. But I want you to understand what I do and how what I do works. First, let’s be very clear that what you’re asking me to do is to kill your father-in-law.”


  “He’ll come back, though,” she said.


  “Usually, yes. But there’s a small chance he might not. About one in a thousand. It’s a small risk, but it’s a real risk. In the time since Illinois passed the Family Compassion Act, ten people who were dispatched died because of it. You have to accept there’s a chance your father-in-law might be the eleventh.”


  “If he is, he’ll be better than he is right now.” She looked at her husband. “Bill has a coworker whose dad was dispatched last year, and when he came back, they shot him up with all sorts of medicine and got his viral load way down.”


  “That can happen,” I agreed. “I don’t know the details of that case so I can’t speak to it.” I raised the file in my hand again. “I’ve looked at your father-in-law’s case. It says he had an accident at home, and that he’s been on a respirator here for a week.”


  “Yes. So?”


  “In a successful dispatch, when people return, their bodies typically reset to an earlier time,” I said. “It’s why I can do what I do. If someone’s having surgery and it’s not working out, I dispatch them and they come back to a state just before the surgery, and the doctors can try again. But it’s important to know the ‘reset’ here is usually only the equivalent of a few hours. A day at most. If I successfully dispatch your father-in-law, he’ll go back to the state he was in this morning. Or yesterday at the earliest.”


  “That’s still better than he is now, for Christ’s sake,” Joanna said.


  “It might be,” I said. “But you have to understand that when I dispatch someone, they don’t stay here, at the hospital. They return to the place they feel the safest in, and most attached to. That’s usually their home, but it might be elsewhere. Did your father-in-law live alone?”


  “He’s been in the same house for forty years.”


  “Then that’s where he’ll likely go. When he arrives, he’ll be naked—clothes and personal effects don’t follow—and he’ll be alone, unless family is there waiting for him. Now, Joanna, your father-in-law is on a respirator for a reason. It’s the same reason he was on it this morning, and yesterday. When I dispatch him, if he comes back, he won’t have the respirator helping him breathe anymore.”


  “You’re saying bringing him back might kill him anyway.”


  “I’m saying I want to make sure you understand what you’re asking for,” I repeated. “If everything works, your father-in-law will go home, but in my professional opinion the chances are he’ll be right back here within a couple of hours. If the EMTs can get to him. If he can get back here to the CCU at all.”


  “The law says the hospital has to readmit him,” she said.


  “Northwestern Memorial will readmit him, yes,” I said. “But there will still be a gap in the care. They’ll take care of him, and there’s no better hospital in Chicago than this one. But think about what I’m saying to you, that this is the best hospital in Chicago, and there’s a very good chance his outcome will be worse than if he stayed here.”


  “You think we should just keep him on the respirator until he dies.”


  “I think you and your husband should make your decision based on the best available information. By law, I can and will dispatch your father-in-law. At least now you have my professional opinion on the risks and likely outcomes. I’ll do what you want me to do. You have to ask yourselves now what will be best for your father-in-law. For Joe.”


  For the first time since I sat down, I saw in Joanna Szymanski’s eyes a glimmer of doubt. She had heard what I said and was beginning to weigh the options.


  “Do it,” Bill Szymanski said.


  “Bill.” Joanna put a hand on his arm.


  “No,” he said to his wife. “He’s been here for two weeks. On that damn machine for a week. We haven’t been able to see him or talk to him. He’s alone. He hates hospitals. He should be at home.”


  “He might die,” Joanna said.


  “Then he’ll die at home,” Bill said, eyes welling up. “He’ll die with family around him. He’ll die looking at the picture of Mom he has on his nightstand. It won’t be here, with a tube down his throat.” He looked over at me. “Do it. Dispatch him.”


  I looked over to Joanna. “You’re both listed to make medical decisions. Both of you have to agree.”


  She nodded silently, still holding on to her husband’s arm.


  I stood up. “Do you have anyone who can be at his house?”


  “Bill’s sister is already there. She’s watching the dog. Bill’s other sister is just down the block.”


  “Let them know he’s on the way,” I said. “I’ll be making the dispatch in the next fifteen minutes.”


  Bill Szymanski started sobbing openly. I turned to go.


  “Mr. Valdez,” Joanna said.


  I turned.


  “Thank you.”


  I smiled tightly and walked into the CCU.


  “How’d it go?” Anita Cain asked. She was the nurse who was assisting me on the shift. She’d been waiting for me while I spoke to the Szymanskis.


  “They want a dispatch,” I said.


  “You explained it to them, right? The whole ‘you’re just going to make it worse’ thing?”


  “I always do,” I said. “It doesn’t help.”


  “There oughta be a law.”


  “There is one,” I pointed out. “That’s the problem.” There wasn’t a dispatcher who didn’t hate the Family Compassion Act, or the variations of it that had popped up in other states during the pandemic but then stayed on the books after the crisis passed. The argument for these laws in the state legislatures was that it gave more control and comfort to families during a traumatic time, which at first meant the pandemic and then afterward meant pretty much whatever anyone wanted it to.


  The argument against it, which the representatives of the dispatchers duly gave, was that it was medical theater that only offered the illusion of control, and it obliged dispatchers to perform dispatches they knew to be unsafe and unethical. These arguments had the effect of making dispatchers look heartless to people who had never had to deal with the aftereffects of an ill-advised dispatch.


  “He’s over here,” Cain said, leading me to a semi-private room.


  Joseph Szymanski’s room had two other patients in it, each with their own ventilator—each of them, like Szymanski, sedated to keep them from clawing the tubes out of their throats in a panic.


  Cain drew the curtains around Szymanski’s bed and then pointed to a side table. “Your equipment,” she said.


  “You already placed it?” I asked.


  “I figured you would go three for three.”


  The two other families I had spoken to on this shift had also elected for dispatching.


  “It’s not a good record,” I said, as I unwrapped the applicator from its sterile packaging. “The applicator” was a very bland way to describe the device I would place up against Szymanski’s soft palate to launch an exploding pellet into his brain. The dispatching profession liked its euphemisms. It was why I was called a dispatcher and not “a killer hired by insurance companies and hospitals.”


  “Ready,” I said to Cain. She began to remove the tubes from Szymanski’s throat. As she did, I gave him a quick once-over. He was in his seventies, but still solid in that Chicago Polish way. He was the sort of guy who looked like he never once left the city limits, because why would he, when they’ve got the Bears and the White Sox, and everyone he ever knew or would know all lived in his southwest Chicago neighborhood.


  “They were right about one thing,” I said.


  “What’s that?” Cain asked.


  “He’d probably want to die at home.”


  “Is he going to?”


  “We’ll find out.”


  Cain nodded at this and finished up her work. “Clear,” she said.


  I put the applicator in Joseph Szymanski’s mouth and settled it into place.


  “Good luck, Joe,” I said, and delivered the payload.


  There was a pause, and then Joseph Szymanski disappeared, leaving behind his hospital gown and a soft pop as air rushed in to fill the space where his body used to be. That meant that somewhere in Chicago, probably in his bed, Szymanski would reappear, naked and unventilated.


  I decided not to think of him and what he would be feeling after that.


  “What’s next?” Cain asked.


  “Another family to discuss a dispatch request with,” I said. “The Gianellis. At four. This one on a Zoom call.”


  “Does being on a Zoom call make it any easier?”


  “Not really,” I said.


  “It’s a heck of a job you’ve got here, Tony.”


  “Well,” I said, “the real irony is that I was supposed to have another job by now.”


  “You were going to quit dispatching? And leave all this behind?”


  “Not exactly,” I said. “I was supposed to be Chicago PD’s first full-time dispatcher. Help them solve dispatch-related crimes. On the actual payroll.”


  “But then the pandemic happened?”


  “Then the pandemic happened,” I agreed. “And it was all hands on deck at the hospitals. And the police decided they had other things to spend their money on in a crisis.”


  “At least we have jobs,” Cain said, drawing back the curtains from Szymanski’s now-empty bed. “My sister was laid off at the start of the pandemic, and her job never came back when it was over. I’m paying for her groceries and rent. I’m not loving that.”


  “It’s good she has you,” I said.


  “Sure. All I have to do is not get sick myself.”


  I was going to respond, but then a man in scrubs appeared at the door of the room.


  “Tony Valdez?” he said, looking at me.


  “That’s me.”


  “You’re needed in the ER right now.”


  I furrowed my brow. “I thought Ella Cross was working the ER.” Ella was a newer dispatcher. I hadn’t spent any real time with her, but she seemed more than competent.


  “She is,” the man in scrubs said.


  “So what’s the problem?”


  “The problem is, the guy we just rolled in to the ER asked for you. He’s a real mess and he won’t let us work on him until he talks to you. If you don’t hurry, he’ll be dead. Maybe hurry.”


  CHAPTER


  TWO


  The man who asked for me in the emergency room looked like he’d been rubbed across half a mile of the Dan Ryan Expressway—in part, I was told, because he had. That he wasn’t already dead was some small miracle. That he was still conscious was a different sort of miracle, and not one of the good ones.


  The physician attending him, who looked more harried than the usual ER attending, saw me looking at him. Her tag identified her as Rebecca Harper. “Do you know this man?” she asked, coming up to me.


  I looked more closely.


  It was Mason Schilling.


  “I know him,” I said.


  “Is he family?”


  “Not exactly,” I said. Mason Schilling was a dispatcher like me. Unlike me, he preferred to do his work in the legal margins of the profession. That was a place I sometimes found myself out of necessity, but avoided when less ethically nebulous work options were available. Mason and I had a personal and professional history. The personal history was okay. The professional history was problematic. “He’s a friend,” I concluded.


  “Well, okay, your friend here has six broken ribs on one side of his body, two broken ribs on the other, a punctured lung, one broken arm, two broken legs, and more internal bleeding than is probably survivable. Plus a whole lot of his skin was left on the pavement.”


  I motioned with my head to the guy who had come to get me. “He said Mason fell out of a car on the Dan Ryan.”


  “ ‘Fell’ in the sense of opening a door and rolling out, sure,” Dr. Harper said. “The EMTs said that’s what eyewitnesses told them.”


  “That would explain his injuries.”


  “That and then immediately getting hit by a Tesla, yes.” Harper glanced at Mason. “When you talk to your friend, you might tell him there are easier and less painful ways of ending it all.”


  This got my attention. “He told you he was committing suicide?”


  Harper shook her head. “He hasn’t told us anything. When he was rolled in, he asked what hospital he was at. When we told him, he asked for you and wouldn’t let us work on him or let Ella do her thing.” She pointed over to Ella Cross, the ER dispatcher, who was standing several feet away, looking vaguely irritated—either at Mason, or at my presence, or both. “At this point we’re waiting for him to pass out so we can work on him anyway, but he just won’t lose consciousness.”


  In spite of everything I smiled grimly. “That’s very much in Mason’s personality.”


  “Well, you’re here now. So talk to him, and please tell him to either let us fix him, or let you dispatch him. We have other patients to get to.”


  By this time I could see Mason looking at me. He knew I was there.


  I nodded to Harper. “Tell everyone to give us a little privacy for a couple of minutes.”


  “If he codes we’re coming in.”


  “That’s fine,” I said.


  She clapped her hands and then asked everyone crowding around Mason to back off. They did.


  I got in close to Mason. His face was mostly abrasions. “I’m here,” I said.


  The response was barely whispered, as befitted a man with a punctured lung. “About time,” he said.


  “I heard you threw yourself out of a moving car.”


  “Yeah.”


  “You want to tell me why?” I asked.


  “It was the best choice at the moment,” he said.


  “That’s not a great choice.”


  “It might have worked, except for that Tesla.”


  “Mason,” I said. “You’re dying. Let these people help you.”


  Mason twitched, the barest amount, which I understood to be a shake of his head. “No point,” he said.


  I nodded toward Ella Cross, who was still lingering, out of earshot. “Then let her dispatch you.”


  “Can’t.”


  I frowned at this. “What do you mean you can’t?”


  Mason grabbed me suddenly, with what I hoped was his unbroken arm, and drew me even closer to him. “There’s nowhere safe,” he said.


  I pulled back, looking at him, thinking about what he had just said.


  It’s popularly assumed that when someone gets dispatched, they return to their home, and for nearly every person that’s true. But in actuality, what happens is that someone who is dispatched returns to the place they feel the safest, wherever that may be. Sometimes that’s not home. But it’s somewhere the dispatched person knows, and knows to be safe for them.


  Mason was telling me that nowhere he could think of returning to was safe for him. Nowhere.


  I recognized that this belief of Mason’s was not what you would call existential in nature. What he was saying was that no matter where he might return, someone or something was waiting for him.


  I leaned back in. “What have you gotten yourself into this time?”


  After a second a noise came out of him that I didn’t quite place. Then it happened again, and I realized that he was trying to laugh.


  “So you would rather die than go back to whoever’s waiting for you,” I said.


  “Yes,” Mason whispered.


  “You don’t need me here to tell them that you want to die.”


  “I need you to make sure it happens,” Mason said.


  I nodded. Dr. Harper was waiting to try to save him as soon as he lost consciousness; Ella Cross would not hesitate to dispatch him if Harper told her she was out of options. Mason almost certainly didn’t have a Do Not Resuscitate order on file with the hospital or with an insurer—that wouldn’t have been his style—so the medical team could make efforts on his behalf unless someone was making sure they didn’t. His verbal orders might be seen as coming from someone not in his right mind, unless I was there to attest that he was. Or had been.


  Which I was willing to do. But something still troubled me. “Were you trying to commit suicide when you jumped out of that car?” I asked Mason.


  “No,” he whispered. “Thought I could get away.”


  “By rolling out of a car on the Dan Ryan.”


  “What I had to work with.”


  I looked at Mason. “You could’ve done legit gigs, you know.”


  Another attempt at a laugh. “Boring,” he said.


  I was at a loss. Mason and I were not what you would call close anymore. Our choices of work focus had taken us further apart, and I fell in with the cops, who Mason was mostly happy to avoid. But the fact was, Mason never turned me away when I needed something from him. He would criticize, or at least comment sardonically, on my work choices and how I would choose to present myself. When it came down to it, however, he would help.


  I wanted to help him now. He was choosing death over whatever else was waiting for him, not because he wanted to die, but because, like rolling out of a moving vehicle on the freeway, it was the best option available to him.


  “What else can I do for you?” I asked.


  “Hold my hand,” Mason said.


  I reached over and took the hand of his unbroken arm.


  “The other one,” he whispered.


  I walked over to the other side of the bed and took his other hand. Mason grimaced as I clutched it and then relaxed.


  “Here it comes,” Mason said a minute later, in a strange and wavering whisper.


  It, I knew, was death. I had been in hospitals and among the critically ill and injured enough in my career to be aware that often the dying could feel it coming for them. Mason was letting me know it was headed his way, and wouldn’t be long now.


  It was then that a thought came to me.


  I bent down and whispered that thought into what was left of Mason’s ear.


  Ten seconds later, Mason lightly squeezed my hand.


  Good enough.


  “Ms. Cross,” I said.


  She came over instantly. “Yes?”


  “Mason’s consented to a dispatching,” I said.


  She cocked her head. “And you want to perform it?”


  “No,” I said. “You’re the ER dispatcher.” Cross’s face lightened a little at this; she appreciated me acknowledging her role. “But if you don’t mind, I’ll hold his hand while you do it. It’s what he asked me to do.”


  Cross nodded and called for assistance. Two seconds later Harper was holding open Mason’s mouth while Cross unwrapped the applicator and pressed it into my friend’s mouth. She did a five count.


  At “two” I felt Mason squeeze my hand again.


  Then Cross used the applicator to deliver the payload.


  The next five seconds felt like an hour.


  And then Mason disappeared.


  I clenched my hand, which was now suddenly clean of all the blood Mason had smeared into it. It had gone to wherever it was that Mason had gone, hopefully back into Mason, and in usable form. I put my hand in my pocket and then turned to Cross.


  “Thank you,” I said. She bowed her head slightly to acknowledge my thanks.


  “How’d you get him to agree to be dispatched?” Harper wanted to know.


  “I didn’t,” I said. “I just allowed him to do what he wanted to do.”


  “Which was?”


  “Not die.”


  Harper smiled ruefully at this. “That should’ve taken less time.”


  “The important thing is it happened.”


  “I suppose,” she said.


  I decided not to follow this up. “Unless there’s anything else, Doctor, I’ll get back to my actual duties.”


  “Actually, there is something else,” Harper said. “While you were talking to your friend, a cop showed up. A detective. She wants to talk to you. She says she knows you.”


  I looked up and past Harper to the doorway of the ER, to see the cop in question.


  Detective Nona Langdon.


  “Yes, I know her,” I said.


  “You seem to know a lot of people, Mr. Valdez,” Harper said.


  “You have no idea, Dr. Harper,” I replied.


  CHAPTER


  THREE


  “This feels familiar,” I said to Nona Langdon, as I walked up to her.


  “I get that,” she said. She and I had met a few years back in this same hospital, when she had come to me about a case involving another dispatcher. Time is cyclical.


  I motioned toward the outdoors. “Come on. Let’s get out of their way.”


  We walked out of the ER and into the outside world, toward Erie Street. I found one of the building pillars and drew in a deep breath.


  Langdon noticed. “Long day?”


  “Long day,” I agreed. “Long week. Long month. Long year. I spend my time trying to convince family members not to have me dispatch their parent, or sibling, or uncle, or whoever, and they don’t listen because they feel like they should be doing something, and a dispatch feels like something. And I want to yell at them that ‘something’ isn’t the same as ‘something useful,’ but it wouldn’t do any good.”


  “This have to do with that Family Compassion Act thing?”


  “Yup.”


  “It was a very popular bill, if I remember correctly.”


  “Sure,” I said. “And even some dispatchers thought it was okay at first. Suddenly we all had more work than we could handle.”


  “And now?”


  “I feel like a doctor trying to explain why you don’t give antibiotics for the flu.” I glanced at my watch. “And I’m going to have to do it again in the near future, so you should probably get to whatever you were going to ask me about now.”


  “All right,” Langdon said. “Your friend Mason Schilling.”


  “Yes.”


  “Who you just dispatched.”


  “I did not, actually,” I said. “Ella Cross did. Her department. Her call.”


  “So what were you doing there?”


  “He asked to see me.”


  “And why did he do that?”


  I shrugged. “Existential crisis?”


  “Is that a question to me?” she said.


  “No, sorry, I meant he was close to death and was frightened.”


  “Even though he’s a dispatcher.”


  “Being a dispatcher doesn’t make you immune to the fear of death, I assure you,” I said. “If anything, it brings it that much closer to home.”


  Langdon had a small smile for this. “So he wanted one of his own kind around.”


  “He wanted a friend, yes. That I’m a dispatcher is incidental.”


  “Will Ella Cross tell me the same thing?”


  “She’ll tell you he didn’t consent to being dispatched until he spoke to me,” I said. “Otherwise, yes.”


  “That’s interesting,” Langdon said. “You had to convince him to be dispatched.”


  “Like I said, an existential crisis.”


  “An existential crisis entirely unrelated to him throwing himself out of a car while it was on the Dan Ryan, right?”


  “Oh, you heard,” I said.


  “Not only have I heard, I’ve seen the video,” Langdon said. “From several different dash cams, including the one on the Tesla that smacked into him immediately afterward.”


  “How was it?”


  “Not pleasant. The good news, if you want to call it that, is the Dan Ryan never moves that quickly during daylight, and the Tesla has that anti-collision software. The car your friend threw himself out of wasn’t going fast enough that his exit would kill him, and the Tesla was slowing down when it hit him. Today’s his lucky day.”


  I smirked at this. “I wouldn’t call a dozen broken bones and a punctured lung ‘lucky.’ ”


  “Then he’s lucky you convinced him to be dispatched. That should solve all of those problems. For now, anyway.”


  “What does that mean?” I asked.


  “When you were talking to Schilling, did he happen to explain to you why he launched himself out of a moving car?”


  “He had a punctured lung,” I said. “He wasn’t talking in detail about anything.”


  “That’s not a ‘no,’ Tony,” Langdon noted.


  “Sorry. I’m not trying to be coy. No, he didn’t tell me what made him throw himself out of a car. He said something about it being the best option available at the time, but didn’t explain why.”


  “And you don’t have any idea what he was doing with himself just prior to that? What gigs he might have taken?”


  “Mason understood a while back that it would probably be best if he didn’t give me all the details of his professional life,” I said. “In no small part because I worked with you, and was actually planning to join the police force in the near future.”


  “He didn’t want to incriminate himself.”


  “Yes, that,” I agreed. “But also, he didn’t want to make things difficult for me. He didn’t approve of me joining the cops. He thought it was a waste of opportunity. But he wasn’t going to make himself an obstacle to that, either. Not that it mattered, as it turned out.” I waved in the direction of the Emergency Room.


  “The pandemic changed the direction of a lot of lives,” Langdon observed.


  “That it did,” I said, nodding. “Dispatchers included.”


  “But not Mason Schilling’s,” Langdon said. “All the rest of you dispatchers were assigned to hospitals to help with the crisis. But he’s not on the schedule of any hospital in the Chicagoland area. He turned away guaranteed work.”


  “I don’t know about that,” I said.


  “I do.”


  I reassessed Langdon. “This isn’t just about Mason falling out of a car, is it?”


  “I never said it was.”


  I sighed. “I really don’t know what he was up to,” I said. “The rest of us went back to work in the hospitals when the pandemic hit because there were legit jobs open again, and because we were told that Illinois might pull our licenses to dispatch if we didn’t. Carrot and stick, you might say. But it wouldn’t surprise me if Mason decided he could dodge the stick and keep on the shadier side of things.”


  “Why is that?”


  “Because he’d then have the shady side to himself, for one thing. At least for a while. Anyway, you can ask him. He’s been dispatched. He’s probably at home.”


  “That’s where I’m going next,” Langdon said. “I just wanted to see if you had anything for me at all.”


  “Nothing as a dispatcher,” I said. “And as his friend, all I did was hold his hand while he was dispatched.”


  Langdon blinked at this. “You held his hand.”


  “Existential crisis,” I reminded her.


  “I guess.”


  “Do you have anything on the car he flung himself out of?” I asked.


  “A black Cadillac Escalade, later model, Illinois plates,” Langdon said. “It got off the expressway after Schilling exited. We got the plates off various dash cams. They’re registered to a Toyota Camry that was wrecked a couple of years ago. The owner of that car works at a Starbucks at O’Hare. She’s clean. We’re following up.”


  “Okay.”


  “There’s another thing,” Langdon said.


  “Of course there is,” I said. I wanted that to come out jokingly but didn’t manage it.


  “Do you know who Paul Cooper is?”


  “The name doesn’t ring a bell, no.”


  “He’s a tech billionaire. Created a cryptocurrency trading app called MoreCoinz.”


  “I’ve seen it advertised,” I said. “I don’t use it.”


  “Just as well,” Langdon said. “He’s dead. Suicide, apparently.”


  “Apparently? How is there doubt?”


  “There was a party. It was at the apartment of Gabrielle Friedkin, in that development her family has going up in Old Town.”


  “I’ve seen ads for it, too,” I said. Gentrification was never-ending, although the pandemic had slowed it down.


  “Lots of people saw Cooper at the party. People remembered him, aside from the fact that he’s a billionaire, because like a good nerd, he had brought his laptop with him to a party.”


  “That would be memorable,” I agreed. “Sad, but memorable.”


  “Yes, well. It’s not the only thing he brought. He showed up with a revolver as well. And as the party was winding down, he shot himself. Or at least that’s what it looked like to the witnesses.”


  “All right,” I said. “And?”


  “And it’s a high-profile incident featuring several of Chicago’s richest citizens, so the on-scene investigation was a little more thorough than it might otherwise have been. And when we talked to some of the party guests, one of them mentioned seeing your friend Mason Schilling there. We went to talk to him, but he wasn’t around. Turns out he was ejecting himself from an SUV with fake plates on the expressway at the time.”


  “That’s an interesting set of coincidences,” I said neutrally.


  Langdon smiled. “I’m not at all surprised to hear you say that. Anyway. We’ll be looking for him. On the off chance you see him before we do, you might suggest to him that he should speak to us at his earliest possible convenience.”


  “I don’t think he’s likely to take your advice on that,” I said. “At least not without a lawyer present.”


  “Possibly not. But your friend is throwing himself out of moving vehicles. Perhaps it’s time he should re-evaluate his life choices.”


  I grinned at this. “I’ll let him know you said that if I see him.”


  “Do that,” Langdon said. “And take care of yourself, Tony. You’re looking worn down.”


  “Thanks,” I said. “I’m feeling worn down.”


  “When all this is over, maybe you can still come work for us. Rumor is, our funding might start going up again.”


  “When all of this is over, I’m going to sleep for a year,” I said. “We’ll see what I do after that.”


  Langdon left me there, leaning on that pillar.


  After a few more minutes of just breathing, I went back inside and had that Zoom call with the Gianellis. As small miracles would have it, they actually listened to what I had to say about their mother, Angela, currently on a respirator in a room not far from where Joe Szymanski had been. They decided to think about it and call the hospital the next day with their decision. Well, I wasn’t going to be working then, so one of the other dispatchers would get the call, if they decided to go through with it. Given the day I’d had so far, I was all right with that.


  My shift ended at eight. I splurged and took a Lyft home to Wicker Park. On the way I ordered from the local Lou Malnati’s for a thin crust sausage and parmesan wings. I walked home from the carryout, allowing the cheese on the pizza just enough time not to blister the roof of my mouth when I bit into it.


  I had stayed in Wicker Park after my former apartment had burned down in a fire. It wasn’t the neighborhood’s fault, after all. My current apartment was a condo off of North Avenue, in a building that I couldn’t have afforded—except that the actual condo owner was subletting it to me on very reasonable terms while he did an extended overseas employment jaunt. There’s something to be said for having successful college friends. He couldn’t come home in the pandemic, anyway.


  I juggled food while I maneuvered my keys into the lock, first for the building door and then to my door on the second floor. Once inside, I deposited the food on the table and then locked and latched the door.


  “I hope you like Lou Malnati’s,” I said.


  “It’s all right,” Mason Schilling said. He was on my couch, in my bathrobe. He noticed me eyeing the robe. “I didn’t think you would mind,” he said. “The alternative was rubbing my bare ass all over your apartment.”


  “It’s fine,” I said.


  “I didn’t know if it would work,” Mason said. “You telling me that your apartment was safe, I mean.”


  “I didn’t know if it would work either,” I said.


  Mason shrugged. “The other option was ‘or death.’ Figured it was worth a chance.”


  “I’m glad you did.”


  “Well, so am I, if I’m being honest.” Mason frowned. “For as long as it lasts, anyway. Someone will eventually figure this out.”


  “Eventually,” I agreed. I reached into my pants pocket and fished out the object Mason had given me as I held his hand when he was dispatched. “In the meantime, you can tell me what this is. And why my apartment is the only safe place in the world for you right now.”


  CHAPTER


  FOUR


  Mason held his hand out for the object. “Can I have it back?”


  I shook my head. “I think I want answers to some questions first.”


  “That’s entirely reasonable,” Mason replied. “And it might actually be smarter for me not to have that on me for a while. And you might not want to let people know it exists.”


  “Why is that?”


  “This is going to take some explaining.” Mason pointed at the pizza box. “Can we eat while we talk? Coming back from the dead makes me hungry.”


  “There was food in the apartment.”


  “I didn’t know if you wanted me going through your fridge.”


  “Mason, I told you my place was safe for you. I think that would extend to you having a snack.”


  “You never know. Some people are touchy.” He opened the pizza box, got out a slice, and sat back down on the couch. “That object in your hand,” he said between bites, “is payment. And tips.”


  I frowned at this. “Tips.”


  “Yeah.”


  “As in some information? Or as in a gratuity?”


  “Gratuity.”


  I looked at this object again. It was a small block of plastic with a connector attached to it. It looked like your basic USB thumb drive. “There’s money in this?”


  “It’s a crypto wallet. It’s got a certain amount of cryptocurrency on it.” He pointed to the drive. “In this case, something called ‘MajicBienz,’ and that’s spelled like whoever named it failed the third grade.”


  I nodded at this. “It’s not a legit cryptocurrency if it’s not badly spelled.”


  “Drives me nuts,” Mason said. “It’s like people naming their kid ‘Ashley’ or ‘Braden,’ but then spelling the name with six y’s. It doesn’t make the kid special. It just means they won’t be able to spell their own name until they’re in high school.”


  “So, what’s the real world value of your magic beans?” I asked, wagging the key between my fingers.


  “Well, that’s the question, isn’t it?” Mason said. “Yesterday morning, a whole MajicBien was selling for forty-two hundred dollars. But MajicBienz are a really volatile currency, so right this instant it could be worth a tenth of that, or three times that. That’s the ‘fun’ of crypto, Tony. You never know how much you’re worth at any moment. I’ll find out when I plug it in to my computer and transfer it into my account on MoreCoinz.” He took another bite of his pizza.


  “That doesn’t sound like you, Mason,” I said. “You’re usually one for cash on the barrelhead, no credit, no funny stuff. And nothing traceable, ever.”


  “The people I was doing my thing for don’t carry cash, Tony. It’s doubtful any of them have actually touched paper money in a decade.” He pointed at the pizza box. “Shit, they even pay for takeout through crypto transfers. It’s kind of their thing.”


  “So what convinced you to go along?”


  “Because when you add up the tips as well as the fee, I got about forty thousand dollars for one night’s work. Well. Forty thousand at the time. It may be more or less now.”


  “That’s not bad,” I allowed.


  “It’s not the first time I’ve made that much, either.”


  “This explains why you weren’t in a rush to take a dispatching job with a hospital.”


  “You folks seem to be getting along without me,” Mason said, around his pizza slice.


  “Not really,” I said. “It’s a mess.”


  “All the more reason for me to stay out of it. You know I don’t exactly have a cheerful bedside manner.”


  “Maybe. On the other hand, none of the rest of us have felt the need to jump out of a moving car.”


  Mason chuckled at this. “Fair point,” he said. He turned his attention back to his pizza.


  “You going to explain that?” I asked.


  “The jumping out of a moving car?”


  I nodded.


  “I already told you about that. It was the best option in the moment.”


  “Yes, you did say that. What you’re leaving out is why it was the best option.”


  “Maybe it’s best for you if you’re not involved, Tony.”


  I motioned around my apartment. “You’re here. I’m kind of involved.”


  “There’s involved and then there’s involved,” Mason said. “Right now, you’re the first. You can still avoid the second. I can be out of your hair this evening if you want.”


  “Mason,” I said, “you don’t even have pants right now.”


  “I figure you might let me borrow a pair.”


  “We’re not the same size.”


  “I can suck it in for a few hours.”


  “And then there’s the reason you’re here in the first place, which is there’s literally nowhere else safe for you right now,” I reminded him. “You need help, Mason. I’m happy to help you. But you have to let me help you. Which means telling me what’s going on with you.”


  Mason opened his mouth, and then closed it again. “Damn it,” he said.


  I got it. “You don’t want me in your business,” I said.


  “I really don’t,” he admitted. “No offense, Tony.”


  “None taken.”


  “It’s not just you. I don’t want anyone in my business right now.”


  “Because it’s not safe.”


  “That’s not why. I just don’t like people in my business in the best of times. But yeah. It’s not safe, also.”


  “Let me make it easier for you,” I said. “I heard about Paul Cooper.”


  Mason stopped mid-chew to stare at me. “Well, fuck,” he said, after a minute.


  “Well, fuck, indeed,” I agreed. “So, are you finally going to give me some details? Or do I have to take away your pizza?”


  Mason opened his mouth to answer just as the door buzzer went off. He looked at me, and for the first time I’d known him, I saw fear in his eyes.


  “You expecting someone?” he asked.


  “No,” I said. I went over to the intercom connected to the door buzzer. “Hello?”


  “Anthony Valdez?” A man’s voice came from the speaker.


  “Who’s asking for him?”


  “I’m Andy Liu, and I’m with the Chicago office of the Federal Bureau of Investigation. I’m investigating the disappearance of your friend Mason Schilling. I understand you were one of the last people to see him alive. I was hoping we might be able to have a chat.”


  ☼


  “Again, I apologize for bothering you this late in evening,” Agent Liu said to me a few moments later, well away from my apartment. “I tried to get in touch with you at the hospital but you’d already left.”


  “It’s not a problem,” I said. “You gave me an excuse to get out of the apartment and get ice cream.”


  The two of us were standing in front of Zooabaloo, an ice cream shop on North Avenue. Its conceit was that all the ice cream was related to, and mostly shaped like, animals. It was very Wicker Park. I took Agent Liu there because I very much did not want him to see who was in my home, and also, despite the silly conceit of the shop, Zooabaloo had really excellent desserts.


  “And how is it?” Agent Liu pointed to my cup of ice cream, which was meant to have the face of a tiger, and did, sort of, until I attacked it with the biodegradable bamboo spoon Zooabaloo provided.


  “It’s good,” I said. I showed it to him. “It’s called Tiger Tail ice cream. Orange and black licorice. It’s big in Canada.”


  “Canada is weird,” Liu said.


  “It’s an acquired taste,” I allowed. I tilted the cup toward him; the ruined face of the tiger considered him with a single baleful candy eye. “Want to try it?”


  Liu held up a hand. “Lactose intolerant. And I don’t like black licorice.”


  “Reasonable on the first, cowardly on the second.”


  Liu smiled. “Guilty.”


  “So why does the FBI have an interest in Mason, anyway?” I asked, shifting gears now that we had established a comfortable rapport. I have watched Nona Langdon enough when she was doing her police interviews, so the skill had begun to rub off. Also, I figured the longer I kept Liu from actually being in charge of the questions, the better off I would be.


  “He’s a material witness in an investigation.”


  “That sounds serious.”


  “There’s a reason I’m bothering you at almost nine p.m.”


  “What’s the investigation?”


  “Among other things, a possible murder.”


  I stopped mid-swallow of my tiger tail ice cream. “Come again?”


  “Murder.”


  “Murder’s a state charge.”


  “It usually is,” Liu said. “Sometimes it’s not.”


  “Also, murder is not exactly common anymore. I’m a dispatcher. I know this.”


  “It’s not common. But it still happens. As a dispatcher, you should know that.”


  “Are you accusing Mason of murder?” I asked.


  “Is there a reason you think I would be?” Liu replied.


  Shit, walked into that, I thought. The question ball in the conversation was now in Liu’s possession.


  “All I know is that he showed up in our ER this afternoon.”


  “Yes. After jumping out of a car at high speed.”


  “He did it on the Dan Ryan. It wasn’t that high speed.”


  “High speed enough to need a dispatch,” Liu pointed out. “That’s not the act of a man who’s in a good place with his life, Mr. Valdez.”


  “Are you an FBI agent or a therapist, Agent Liu?”


  “Actually I do have a degree in psychology,” Liu said. “It occasionally comes in handy in this job. One of the reasons the FBI recruited me.”


  “Mason never struck me as the murdering type,” I said.


  “Nor I, from what I know of him. I’ve read his file.”


  “Mason has an FBI file?”


  “Every dispatcher has an FBI file, Mr. Valdez,” Liu said. “You’re all professional killers. We’re obliged to keep track of that.”


  “I don’t know how to feel about this,” I said.


  “It’s not that big of a deal. I’ve read your file, too. You’ll be glad to know the Bureau thinks you’re mostly harmless.”


  “Uh . . . thanks.”


  “You should stay away from Brennan Tunney more than you do, though.”


  “I’ll keep that in mind,” I said. Brennan Tunney, ostensibly a businessman, came from a long line of Irish mob bosses. He maintained that these days his businesses were entirely legitimate, a claim that might even be true. But just because those businesses were legitimate didn’t mean everything he did to keep them running was entirely legal. Our paths had crossed a few times in previous years, which resulted in him having me killed at one point, and owing me a favor at another. He still owed me that favor, come to think of it. I had no intention of collecting.


  “Mason Schilling’s FBI file, on the other hand, is sizable,” Liu noted.


  “I don’t know anything about that.”


  “I suspect that’s not entirely true, but I think it’s accurate that you don’t know everything he’s been up to. So let me fill you in just a little, Mr. Valdez. Have you heard of Paul Cooper?”


  “He’s a billionaire,” I said. “Made some money off a cryptocurrency app.”


  “He’s also dead,” Liu said.


  “I’d heard that, too.”


  “The thing is, Cooper wasn’t just some billionaire. His app handles a significant percentage of all crypto trading that goes on in the U.S. All the trading that’s done openly, anyway. Mostly from people with more money than sense, or who think they’re going to get rich investing in something they can’t spell and don’t actually understand how it works.”


  “You could say the same about the stock market,” I pointed out.


  “The stock market has the SEC watching over it,” Liu said. “Crypto mostly doesn’t. There’s a lot that’s shady going on in that sector. A lot of people are going to lose their shirts, and their homes, and so on.”


  I nodded. “So you were investigating Cooper.”


  “No. Confidentially, Cooper was working for us.”


  “What?”


  “We busted him a dozen years ago on hacking and financial fraud charges. Penny-ante stuff on each count, but enough in aggregate to put him away for a couple of decades. We did a deal with him instead. We cut him loose and he kept doing his thing, and we took all the information he brought in and used it to keep tabs on the worst actors in that arena.”


  “Is that legal?”


  “The arrests we’ve made have all passed constitutional muster, yes.”


  “That’s a worryingly vague response.”


  “The point, Mr. Valdez, is that when Cooper died, we lost an incredibly important resource into the cryptocurrency sector. And about his death, we know two things for sure. One, that Cooper wasn’t the suicidal type. Two, that Mason Schilling was there when his death happened. And since we know the first, we want to know more about the second. I’m telling you this so you understand how much of a priority it is for us to talk to your friend.”


  “You said you were investigating a potential murder,” I said. “So you think Mason did do it.”


  “We think that whatever Mr. Schilling was doing the night Cooper died, he was doing in an unofficial capacity, outside the color of the law and the remit of his dispatching license,” Liu said.


  “So, murder,” I pressed.


  “We also think it’s possible that the culpability for events may pass through Mr. Schilling to other parties,” Liu continued. “Or could, depending on cooperation. Which is why I said to you, truthfully, that we’re interested in your friend as a material witness. And we want to find him, obviously, before others do. Or perhaps more accurately, given Mr. Schilling’s recent activities on the Expressway, before they find him again.”


  “And you’re telling me all this why?” I asked.


  “Because I’m hoping you’ll see that it’s in his interest to come to us.”


  “Mason is not exactly the kind to help authorities.”


  “I’m hoping you’ll convince him.”


  “This supposes he’ll contact me in any way.”


  “As I understand it, he asked to see you before he was dispatched. I talked to your colleague Ella Cross at the hospital. That’s what she said.”


  “That was before the dispatch.”


  “He might contact you after.”


  “Or you could just pick him up at his home.”


  “He didn’t show up there.”


  “How do you know?”


  “We were there,” Liu said. “And we weren’t the only ones. Chicago Police rolled up, too. And some other folks who drove off when one of our people started checking plates. Your friend is popular with an interesting collection of people, Mr. Valdez.”


  “That’s Mason,” I said. I finished my ice cream and ducked back into Zooabaloo to dispose of the cup and spoon.


  “You wouldn’t happen to know where he might have reappeared?” Liu asked me, once I was back on the street.


  “The dispatched go to where they feel safe,” I said. “That’s usually their home.”


  “Not in this case.”


  “Well, it was being watched by the FBI, the CPD, and various other people. You understand why he might have wound up somewhere else.”


  “I get why, I just don’t know where. I was hoping you might.”


  “Mason didn’t leave me a list,” I said. “Is there anything else, Agent Liu?”


  “You have no idea where he is, Mr. Valdez?”


  “Agent Liu, if there is one thing I’m sure of, it’s that even if I did know where he was, the very last thing he would want is for me tell the FBI about it.”


  “So that’s a no.”


  “That’s a ‘thank you for walking to get ice cream with me,’ actually. And any other questions you might have, we can do more formally, with lawyers.”


  “Got it.”


  “Lovely to meet you,” I said, turning to go.


  “I’ll walk with you.”


  “I don’t need the escort.”


  “It’s not that,” Liu said. “I parked on your street.”


  I waited for Liu to drive away before going back to the apartment.


  Mason was gone.


  He left a note:


  I took sweats, shoes and some money. I’ll pay you back. Thanks for the help. Sorry for the trouble. Burn this note.


  Money? I thought, and then went to my bedroom closet, where my safe was.


  It was open and three thousand of my five-thousand-dollar stash was gone.


  “How the fuck did he know my combination?” I said out loud, to no one in particular.


  CHAPTER


  FIVE


  I was in line at Stan’s Donuts the next morning when I got an alert on my phone that someone had opened the door to my apartment. My expatriate friend, who had break-ins before I sublet his place, had installed sensors on the doors and windows and used a couple of Echo Shows as surveillance cameras. I took over the sensors when I moved in.


  I’d never had a problem with break-ins, but I noticed the sensors tended to go off when birds accidentally hit a window. Plus there was a chance that Mason might have come back to the apartment. I hadn’t given him a key, but then, a man who could break into my personal safe probably wouldn’t have a problem with the door. I opened up the Alexa app to look at the inside of my apartment.


  There were two people in it, neither of whom was Mason.


  “Your order?” the lady at Stan’s counter asked me.


  “What?” I said, and then suddenly remembered where I was. “Sorry, I was watching people breaking into my apartment.”


  “Got it. Half-dozen assortment, to go?”


  “Please.” I stepped aside and called Nona Langdon. “Do you have any units by my apartment?” I asked her as soon as she picked up.


  “Tony, I’m not a dispatcher,” Langdon said. “Either your kind or the kind who sends police cars to people’s homes. Have you tried 911?”


  “I thought you would be faster. There are a couple of people in my apartment right now.”


  “Are you there? Are you in danger?” Langdon’s voice, despite her previous attitude, had become concerned.


  “I’m fine, I’m out getting donuts,” I said. “I think they were probably waiting for me to leave the apartment to come in.”


  “Hold on,” Langdon said. She moved her phone from her face and yelled at someone. This established to me she was at her precinct house, not out and about. “There’s a CPD unit not far from your place,” she said a minute later. “It’s on its way. How did you know about the break-in?”


  “I’ve got sensors and cameras,” I said. “I was watching them when I called you.”


  “You have them on video? Are you recording it?”


  “I can make screenshots.”


  “Do it and send them to me.”


  “Will do.”


  “And stay away from your apartment until you hear from me again.”


  “All right,” I said. Langdon hung up. I looked up and the counter lady had a small box of donuts ready for me. “Thank you,” I said, getting out my wallet.


  She held up her hand. “On the house this time,” she said. “You’re having a break-in. You need a karmic balancer.”


  I smiled behind my mask, got out my wallet anyway, and left a big tip in the tip jar. That’s how you do it.


  Langdon told me not to come back to the apartment, but I wasn’t going to stay away entirely. This was my home, after all. I walked back on North Avenue in the direction of my street, watching the video of the break-in and sending Langdon screenshots as I did so.


  The two people in my apartment appeared to be male, appeared to be white, and weren’t making that much of an effort to conceal their identities. One of them picked his nose and then ran his finger along one of my counters, which annoyed me almost as much as his breaking into my apartment. I was going to have to disinfect my whole place now.


  The two men were clearly looking for something. They were scanning table tops and looking in desk and kitchen drawers. Whatever it was they were looking for, they weren’t finding it, and it seemed like they were getting more irritated as they went along. At one point one of them, the nose picker, slapped the table the Echo Show was on and appeared to yell something at the other one, who poked his head out of my bedroom. I snapped another screen shot of him to send to Langdon. Honestly, I was surprised he hadn’t figured out the Echo might be looking at him; the camera module wasn’t that difficult to see. Clearly he and the other one were focused on their task, whatever it was.


  At this point, I paused for a moment on the street to retrieve a lemon pistachio old-fashioned. Surveilling the people who had invaded your apartment was hungry work.


  I turned the corner onto my street just as the two men exited my apartment, one of them—not the nose picker—pulling out a phone as the door closed behind them. I looked up from my own phone and saw the police cruiser down the street, out of the immediate sightlines of my apartment’s street-facing windows. Two uniformed cops were lurking, waiting for the two men. I didn’t see them come out of the building, but I knew it had happened when the police started moving quickly, yelling.


  The nose picker decided to run. He sprinted past one of the cops and ran down the sidewalk toward me, the cop trailing behind. As he got close to me, I chucked the remainder of my lemon pistachio old-fashioned at his head. He weaved and ducked and threw up his hands in an attempt to deflect the pastry, passing by me as he did so. I took the opportunity to stick out my leg and trip him. He went down, his head nearly connecting with a street planter as he fell. The cop caught up to us, straddled him, and put him in cuffs.


  “Dude, you threw a donut at me,” the man said as the cop hauled him upright.


  “Dude, you left a booger in my apartment,” I replied. He stared at me as he was led away.


  ☼


  “So, these aren’t your usual home invaders,” Langdon said to me. We were in my apartment, a couple of hours later. The arresting officers had taken my statement at the time of the arrests; I had given them each a donut in appreciation. Langdon’s visit was technically a follow-up contact. I also offered her a remaining donut. She declined.


  “There are usual home invaders?” I asked.


  “The usual ones are the ones who break in to rob you,” Langdon said. “There is an economic interest, if you want to put it that way. Or they’re looking for prescription drugs. But you don’t have anything missing.”


  “No,” I agreed. A quick look around the place established that nothing had been taken. The only items missing were the ones Mason took—the sweats, the running shoes, and the cash.


  “And you don’t have any drugs in the apartment?” Langdon asked.


  I gave her a look. “I have some Advil,” I said. “Maybe some expired Claritin.”


  “It’s not an entirely unreasonable question,” Langdon said.


  “If you say so.”


  “They were here for a pretty long time not to take anything,” Langdon said, continuing. “And the screen shots you sent me had them looking through your drawers and possessions. They were looking for something.”


  “It looked that way to me, too,” I said.


  “Probably not expired Claritin.”


  “Probably not.”


  “And you have no personal connection to the two men who were in your apartment?”


  “I don’t even know who they are,” I said. “I don’t think I do, anyway.”


  Langdon nodded at this, pulled out her phone, and opened up the photo app to show me a picture. “This one is Dominick Hawking.” She flipped the photo to the other man. “This is Cody Williamson.” Both of the men were late twenties to early thirties, both visually interchangeable with millions of other dudes of their age and physical type. “Ring any bells?”


  “Not at all,” I said.


  “You ever dispatch either of these two?”


  “Not that I know of, no,” I said. “And it’s unusual for someone we dispatch to come for us anyway. Most people we dispatch are happy to be back.”


  “You haven’t run across either them anywhere else? Pissed off one of them in a bar, stole a parking space from one of them, or anything like that?”


  “I don’t spend a lot of time in bars, and I take the El and rideshares.”


  “No connection at all.”


  “Not that I’m aware of.”


  “Well, then, here’s a thing,” Langdon said. “You don’t have a connection to them. But they have a connection to you.”


  I furrowed my brow at this. “How?”


  “Hawking and Williamson are not exactly career criminals. They have no criminal records at all, except for a DUI Williamson got when he was in college, for which he got community service.”


  “Community service for a DUI?”


  “He comes from a prominent family in North Carolina and the DUI was when he was at Duke. He drove his Jeep up a rival fraternity’s front porch. Injured a couple of them doing it, one of them seriously. I’m guessing strings were pulled.”


  “Must be nice,” I said.


  “Hawking and Williamson both have tech jobs here in town at SynseMem. You know of it?”


  “No.”


  “It has something to do with haptics software. Every time it feels like you’re pressing a button on a touch screen, that’s them, or at least some software they licensed to someone else. The CEO of SynseMem is a guy named Michel Cadieux.”


  “I don’t know him.”


  “No reason why you should, you don’t run in the same circles. And Cadieux isn’t always here anyway. He splits time between here and Lyon, where SynseMem’s other main office is. But he’s in town now, and he was on the phone with Hawking when he was arrested.”


  “He told you that?”


  “Neither he nor Williamson has told us anything. They lawyered up the second we put them in the back of the car.”


  “Then how do you know?”


  Langdon smiled. “You’ll love this. When I say phone, I mean to say Hawking was talking to Cadieux on an encrypted communication app on his phone. Totally secure on both ends; even if we had a warrant we wouldn’t be able to get into it. Totally secure app on a phone that Hawking had no security on. Not even a PIN. The arresting officer saw the app screen on the phone and Cadieux’s name was right there, big and bold for the world to see.”


  “You’d think a tech dude would know better,” I said.


  “Arrogance is a hell of a drug.”


  “I’m still waiting to hear how they’re connected to me.”


  “Remember Paul Cooper?”


  “The dead billionaire.”


  Langdon nodded. “The dead billionaire who killed himself at that large party of rich people. Well, guess who else was spotted at that party?”


  “I’m guessing Michel Cadieux,” I said.


  “Yes. And your pal Mason Schilling.”


  “Ah.”


  “Yes, ‘ah,’ ” Langdon said. “Schilling present at a party where a billionaire allegedly committed suicide. And then a day later he’s jumping out of cars. And then a day after that, after you were present at his dispatch, two employees of someone else at the party break into your apartment and look for something. A very specific thing.”


  “Okay, I get the connection now.”


  Langdon considered me in that way of hers, which made me a little uncomfortable. “Tony, this is where I tell you I think you’re holding out on me.”


  “How so?”


  “If people connected to Mason Schilling are looking for something at your place, it suggests that they might’ve been looking for him. Or some evidence he was at your place.”


  “They didn’t find him there for a reason,” I said. “Or evidence he was there.”


  “Or they were looking for something he might have had on him.”


  “Then they don’t know how dispatching works,” I said. “When you come back, you don’t bring anything with you that’s not a functional part of you. A pacemaker, yes. Rings and clothes and anything else, no. If there was anything he had with him, he left it at the hospital.”


  “Agreed,” Langdon said. “We have his possessions from the hospital. Shredded clothes and a wallet with money, ID, and credit cards. Nothing else.”


  “There you go.” I didn’t say anything about Mason’s crypto wallet, which was currently burning a hole in my front left jeans pocket, where it had been all this time. I’d been keeping it on me because after Mason broke into my home safe, I figured anything I wanted secure I should probably keep close.


  Langdon looked at me like she was going to say something, and then changed her mind to say something else. “I want you to come with me.”


  I blinked at this. “Excuse me?”


  She gave me a look. “I’m not arresting you, Tony. I’m on my way to see Michel Cadieux. He’s keeping a skeleton staff working at the SynseMem offices rather than from home, so we know he’s there. Hawking had disconnected just before we grabbed him. It’s possible Cadieux doesn’t know he and Williamson were arrested. I want to see what he does when I show up in his office with you in tow.”


  “You want to shake him up.”


  “Something like that. Don’t worry, I’ll make sure you get your usual consulting rates for your time. Just like the old times.”


  Twenty minutes later we were in an elevator in the pretty, new SynseMem building, straight across from Google’s Chicago headquarters, heading up to the sixth floor and the executive suite. Langdon had to flash her badge to get past the ground floor reception; as we got in the elevator I saw the receptionist make a call. We would not be a surprise.


  “What do you want me to do?” I asked Langdon, as we rode up.


  “I want you to stand there next to me, not saying anything but looking like you know a hell of a lot more than you’re letting on,” she said. “You know, like you’re already doing.”


  I smiled, and then the elevator opened to the executive floor. We stepped out, just in time for the gunshot that rang through the hallway.


  CHAPTER


  SIX


  Langdon immediately pulled her service weapon and yelled for me and the floor’s receptionist to get down. When I was on the ground, she tossed me her walkie-talkie.


  “Call it in,” she said, in a harsh whisper.


  “How do I do that?” I asked.


  “It’s a goddamn walkie-talkie, Tony!”


  Before I could respond, someone turned the corner out of the office corridor into the reception area. Langdon trained her weapon on him. He put up his hands but otherwise did not seem alarmed or surprised to have been drawn upon.


  “That’s not necessary, Detective Langdon,” he said.


  “There was a gunshot,” Langdon said, not dropping her weapon.


  “Everything’s fine. No one’s in danger,” the man continued. “I’m Gray Bradley, Michel Cadieux’s executive assistant. Our ground floor receptionist led me to understand you wish to speak to him. He’s ready for you, if you’ll follow me.”


  Langdon stared at Bradley for another long moment before holstering her weapon. She looked down at me.


  “You still want me to call it in?” I asked.


  “Shut up and give me my walkie-talkie,” she said. I handed it to her, and after she put it in her inside jacket pocket, I took her hand to get up off the floor. “We’re ready,” Langdon said to Bradley, who motioned us down the corridor.


  “What happened?” Langdon asked Bradley as we walked.


  “A product demonstration,” Bradley replied.


  “You have a product that involves discharging a weapon?”


  “No, but we do have products that we want to show can still function after a weapon’s been discharged into them. The durability of haptic response in extreme situations is a plus. Some of our people were doing a practice for a client presentation. I apologize if it alarmed you.”


  Langdon looked skeptical but said nothing.


  We were escorted not into Cadieux’s office but into a conference room next to it. A long table stood in the middle of the room. A large screen took up one of the walls.


  “Where is he?” Langdon asked.


  Bradley had his phone out. “I’m connecting him now.”


  “He’s not here?”


  “Don’t worry, our telepresence connection is very good.”


  “That’s not what I meant—” Langdon began, but then the screen popped on and Michel Cadieux’s head appeared in it, looking like it belonged on a giant.


  “Detective Langdon, Michel Cadieux,” Bradley said, motioning to the screen. “Michel, this is Detective Nona Langdon of the Chicago Police Department.” He turned to me. “And this is—”


  “I’m the guy whose apartment two of your employees broke into this morning,” I said to Bradley, and then looked at Cadieux’s image. “But you can call me Tony.”


  “I’m shocked to hear this,” Cadieux said.


  “Are you?” I asked.


  “Mr. Cadieux,” Langdon said, “before we go any further, where are you?”


  “I’m at home, Detective Langdon.”


  “At home, here in Chicago.”


  “No. In Lyon.”


  “Lyon as in France.”


  Cadieux smiled. “There may be other places called Lyon, Detective, but allow me some chauvinism when I say I would never live in those places.”


  “You were in Chicago less than two days ago, and now you are in France.”


  “Yes.”


  “At home.”


  “Yes.”


  “Suddenly.”


  “I wasn’t aware, Detective, that there were any rules against international travel at the moment. Maybe in the pandemic, but those days are thankfully past. I assure you I’ve broken no laws or regulations in returning to my home.” Cadieux cocked his head. “But this isn’t why we are talking today, am I correct?”


  I looked at Langdon. She was generally good at presenting a calm demeanor to the world, and I think someone who didn’t know her would find the expression on her face to be courteously and professionally blank. I did know her, however, and I could see the subtle tension in her neck and jaw. She didn’t like being lied to, which is what Cadieux was doing right now, about his departure from Chicago. She was unhappy. And more than unhappy, she was pissed.


  But I also knew she wasn’t going to let Cadieux see it. And I was right. “That’s correct. We’re here to ask you why two of your employees broke into this man’s apartment this morning.”


  “Which two employees are these?”


  “Dominick Hawking and Cody Williamson.”


  “Williamson I don’t know very well,” Cadieux said. “Hawking I do. He’s spearheading one of SynseMem’s new product initiatives and for that he reports directly to me.”


  “So you’ve spoken to him recently.”


  “Yes, we talked this morning.”


  “Can you tell me what that conversation was about?”


  “He had some deliverables I asked him to update me on.”


  I arched my eyebrow at this. Langdon caught it. “What ‘deliverables’ were these, Mr. Cadieux?” Langdon said.


  “Relating to the product he’s helping to develop for us. Not anything else.”


  “You know he was calling you while he was still in the apartment he was burgling.”


  “The call was audio, not video. The only thing I noticed was it ended abruptly.”


  “That was when he was tackled by the cops,” I said.


  Cadieux regarded me and then gave a brief nod. “If you say so.”


  “It didn’t seem strange to you that the call ended abruptly?” Langdon asked Cadieux.


  “No,” Cadieux said. “I use the HowlRound app for secure communications. I’m one of the angel investors for it. I’m beta testing the next iteration, which means I’m using a pre-release version that still has a lot of bugs in it. It drops calls all the time. I assumed Dom would just get back to me.”


  “He’s going to have difficulty doing that from jail,” I suggested.


  “I’m curious to know how you learned he was speaking to me at all,” Cadieux said to Langdon, ignoring me. “The call was meant to be secure. I may have to file a bug report.”


  “Your employee left his phone wide open to searching,” Langdon said. “No passwords or PINs. We saw the call log on his screen.”


  Cadieux threw up his hands. “This is the problem with security. Humans.”


  “We didn’t mind,” Langdon observed.


  “No, of course you wouldn’t. His failure makes your job easier.”


  “Mr. Cadieux, just to be clear, you’re telling us unequivocally that you have no idea why your two employees were burglarizing an apartment and calling you as they were doing it.”


  “As I said, I was speaking to Dom about an unrelated matter. I don’t know why he decided to do it while he was in”—he pointed at me and paused to remember my name—“Tony’s apartment. And I don’t know why they decided to enter his apartment at all. It’s inexplicable to me.”


  “I’m confused, too,” I assured him.


  “Although SynseMem has no responsibility for our employees’ conduct outside of the office, I do apologize to you, on behalf of the company.”


  “Thank you,” I said. “That means a lot to me.”


  I’m not sure Cadieux caught the sarcasm. He turned his attention back to Langdon. “Anything else, Detective?”


  “Unrelated to the break-in, I understand you were at a gathering the other night. Here in Chicago.”


  “Yes,” Cadieux said. “At Gabrielle’s. That’s Gabrielle Friedkin.”


  “I know who she is,” Langdon assured him.


  “I thought it was meant to be a small group of friends, but it turned out to be rather more crowded than that. I wasn’t pleased with that fact.” He motioned at his surroundings. “I was looking forward to a quiet evening with friends.”


  “You’ve heard about Paul Cooper’s death.”


  “I have. It’s tragic.”


  “Are you friends with Cooper? Were you, I mean,” Langdon amended.


  “We were friendly, but not friends,” Cadieux said. “At a certain social stratum, everyone knows each other and it makes sense to be friendly. But I wouldn’t say he would be my first pick to socialize with.”


  “Why not?” I asked.


  “Are you friends with everyone you meet? Some people are just not your people. They may be otherwise fine. But they’re not for you.”


  “And yet you were both in the same place,” I said.


  “There were a lot of people there, as I said.”


  “You also said you expected fewer people,” Langdon said, cutting in.


  “We were both there at Gabrielle’s invitation,” Cadieux said.


  “Is there a reason she would want you both there?” Langdon said.


  “Gabrielle likes a mix of people at her parties.”


  “Two tech billionaires counts as a mix?” I asked.


  “We’re both in tech, but arrived at success differently,” Cadieux said. “Paul came from almost nothing. I started my company from scratch, but my family’s been prominent here in Lyon for centuries. And Gabrielle, you could say, is somewhere in the middle.”


  Langdon and I briefly glanced at each other but said nothing. If Chicago could be said to have old money, the Friedkins would be among the oldest. At one point, the family owned probably half of the Gold Coast and a third of the Loop. Those percentages had come down over the decades, but the Friedkins’ fortunes hadn’t. One of the many Friedkin cousins was currently running for governor.


  “So you have no idea why Cooper might have shot himself?” Langdon asked.


  “I don’t,” Cadieux said. “How awful. He was so young.”


  “And the presence of a dispatcher at the party is not something you knew about,” I said.


  “A dispatcher?” Cadieux furrowed his brow. “I don’t recall meeting one.”


  “That’s odd,” I said. “The dispatcher remembers you.”


  Cadieux looked suddenly uncomfortable. “Yes. Well. I am not exactly unknown, am I?”


  “No, I suppose not.”


  Cadieux looked at Langdon. “What’s the disposition of my employees?”


  “They’re still in custody. Tony here will be pressing charges, so it might take a day or two for them to be arraigned. If they post bail, at that point they’ll be out, otherwise they’ll continue to be guests of the City of Chicago. And how about you, Mr. Cadieux? When can we expect you back in our borders?”


  “I regret to say I’ll have to be here in France for the foreseeable future,” Cadieux said. “I have some family business that needs to be attended to here. Best to stay put.”


  “Indeed,” Langdon said, dryly.


  “And now I’m afraid I must go. Speaking of family, I have an obligation to them this evening. If you have any other questions, Gray here will be more than happy to assist you, or if necessary, SynseMem’s general counsel can be at your disposal.” He nodded at Langdon. “Detective.” He looked at me. “Tony.” He disconnected.


  Langdon turned to Gray Bradley after the screen went blank. “Now, Mr. Bradley, do you want to tell me what actually happened?”


  Bradley smiled politely. “I’m afraid I don’t know what you mean, Detective Langdon. And even if I did, I’d have to refer you to the company’s lawyers.”


  “You understand that if we find any discrepancies in what Cadieux has told us, it’s not his ass that’s on the line, it’s yours,” Langdon said. “He’s in France and he’s a billionaire. You’re neither of these things. His troubles don’t have to be your troubles.”


  “I appreciate your concern for me, Detective. Thank you.” He motioned with his hand toward the conference room door. “Shall we?”


  As we exited I glanced down the hall, past a custodial cart set up in front of Cadieux’s office, to the sign signifying a lavatory. “I’m going to borrow your bathroom for moment,” I said to Bradley. “I can find my way back to the reception area when I’m done. See you there in a minute.” Langdon nodded and started walking with Bradley, talking to him as she did.


  I found the men’s room, did my business, washed up and walked out, checking my email along the way. I was so engrossed that I bumped into the custodial cart, which sent my phone tumbling into its trash can.


  I groaned at this and peeked into Cadieux’s office. “I’m an idiot and just dropped my phone into your trash,” I said to the custodian, when I located him in the room. “Do you mind if I dig it out?”


  “I can do it for you,” he said.


  “Nah, that’s fine. It’s not that far in.”


  The custodian shrugged. “Help yourself.” I nodded and dug into the trash to fish it out. It was further down than I had said. It took me a moment to extract it.


  “I was worried you fell in,” Langdon said when I came out to the reception area, where she was still talking with Bradley.


  “I dropped my phone,” I said. “I don’t want to talk about it.”


  The elevator arrived. We said our goodbyes to Bradley and rode the elevator in silence.


  “All right, let’s talk about this bullshit,” Langdon said when we were back out on the street.


  “Well, Gray Bradley shot his boss, for one,” I said. “Cadieux knew the burglary at my place went bad and was waiting to see if it would come back to him. When we showed up, Bradley blew Cadieux’s brains out in his office. He blinked back into existence in France, which doesn’t extradite anyone for anything, ever.”


  Langdon nodded. “Not that we have proof of that.”


  “Except for the divot in the wall of Cadieux’s office, put there by a gun,” I said. “Which I saw when I peeked in on the way back from the bathroom.”


  “I knew you didn’t have to pee,” Langdon said.


  “No, I did have to pee,” I said. “But I could’ve waited.”


  Langdon offered the briefest of smiles at this, then became serious. “If you’re Cadieux, you don’t risk dying to get away—unless you think you’re in trouble.”


  “Yeah,” I agreed. “And he’s convinced he’s out of it now because he’s in France. Or he was convinced, until I mentioned Mason.”


  “Which, by the way, wasn’t a thing you mentioned to me before, Tony.”


  “That’s because I made it up,” I said. “I was just curious what he would do.”


  “What he did was get off the call as soon as possible after that,” Langdon said.


  “And tell us to speak to his company lawyers from now on. Which was a turnaround from offering Gabrielle Friedkin up to us willingly. I wonder if he’s regretting that now.”


  “We already knew it was her place,” Langdon said.


  “Have you talked to her?”


  “We’re trying to schedule an interview with her and her lawyers now,” Langdon said. “This is more complicated than it should be. Any other thoughts?”


  “Just one.” I reached into my right front jeans pocket and fished out an object and handed it to Langdon.


  She took it and looked at it, frowning. “What is this?”


  “I’m guessing it’s a crypto wallet,” I said, as if I had known what that was before Mason had told me. “Probably encrypted. I found it in the trash can when I accidentally dropped my phone into it and had to fish it out.”


  “ ‘Accidentally,’ dropped it, huh.”


  “What can I say, I’m clumsy.”


  “I’m not sure it’s admissible,” Langdon said. “I obtained it without a search warrant.”


  “You didn’t obtain it. I did.”


  “You were with me on police business.”


  “It had already been thrown away.”


  “But it was still inside the premises,” Langdon said. “My point is that whatever this is, I don’t know that I can use it. I don’t even know why it’s relevant in the first place.”


  “Because Mason had one like it on him,” I said.


  Langdon frowned. “It wasn’t among his possessions at the hospital.”


  “I’m aware of that.”


  “Remember when I said I had a feeling you were holding out on me? I want you to know I’m feeling it again. Right now. Very much.”


  “I understand that,” I said. “Look. Mason didn’t have enough time to tell me everything that happened or how he was involved. Wherever he is right now, he’s still in danger. And now he’s managed to drag me into it as well. I’m worried about my friend and I’m worried about me. I’m sorry I haven’t been perfectly honest with you. But if you’re willing to put that aside for right now, I think we can figure this thing out.”


  “You’re going to be totally honest with me now?”


  “I’m going to be more honest with you.”


  “Tony,” Langdon warned.


  “Trust me a little,” I said.


  “I don’t, right now.”


  “I get that. But trust me anyway.”


  “Fine,” Langdon said after a minute. “Then what do we do right now?”


  “I want you to release Cody Williamson,” I said.


  “The guy who robbed your apartment.”


  “That’s the one.”


  “Why?”


  “Because from what Cadieux told us, he’s probably the one who got dragged into this by him and Hawking,” I said. “And I’m betting that’s going to make it easier to convince him to drag himself out of it.”


  CHAPTER


  SEVEN


  Cody Williamson lived in Wrigleyville, which is a favorite neighborhood for bros and former fraternity brothers, but we are who we are, I suppose. I caught up with him after my shift at the hospital, which had been a success in that I managed to convince two families not to dispatch their loved ones. They would’ve ended up right back at the hospital, because they were already too ill. We take our victories where we can.


  Langdon let me know just before the end of my shift that Williamson was out on his own recognizance; I took a cab to Wrigleyville and waited. Not at his apartment—that would have been a little much—but at a liquor store on his corner. I figured he’d make a beeline there once he was sprung.


  I didn’t have long to wait. About a half hour after I arrived, Williamson turned the corner onto Clark and immediately entered the liquor store. I positioned myself near the door for when he came out, mask off.


  Which he did a couple of minutes later, carrying a six-pack of cans from a hipster microbrewery, one of which he had already cracked open and was taking a swig from as he exited. As such, it took him a second to recognize that someone was standing directly in front of him, and another second to recognize who that someone was. He froze, mid-swallow.


  “Please don’t spit your beer out at me,” I said.


  Williamson swallowed with visible effort and stared at me, uncertain.


  “It’s too late to run,” I told him. “I already know you know who I am.”


  “What do you want?” Williamson asked.


  “I just want to talk.”


  Williamson smirked at this. “I know you think I’m stupid, but I’m not that stupid.”


  “You don’t want to talk?”


  “You can talk to my lawyer, if that’s what you want.”


  “Okay, then, how about this.” I pulled Mason’s crypto wallet out of my pocket and showed it to Williamson. “I talk and you listen.”


  Williamson didn’t say anything but his eyes widened. I smiled. “I thought so,” I said, and put the vault in my pocket. I motioned to Williamson. “You’re blocking the store entrance. Let’s walk.” We headed down his street.


  “What now?” Williamson asked after a moment.


  “Like I said, I talk and you listen. Look, Cody, I know why you and your friend broke into my apartment. You didn’t do it because you two were looking for cheap thrills on a weekday morning. You were doing it because you were told to do it. You were told to do it because someone, probably your boss, wanted you to get the thing I just showed you.”


  “Do you know what’s on it?” Williamson asked.


  “I have no idea,” I said, which was not true, but Williamson didn’t need to know that. “And honestly, I don’t care. Have you ever heard of a MacGuffin?”


  “A what?”


  “A MacGuffin. It’s the thing in a movie that everybody’s trying to get. What it is isn’t important, it’s just the thing that drives the action.” I patted my pocket. “As far as I’m concerned, this is a MacGuffin. Lots of people seem to want it, and are willing to do stupid things for it. Or in your case, let their underlings do stupid things for it. You know your boss fled, right?”


  Williamson stopped. “What?”


  “He’s in France.”


  “That’s not possible.”


  “It’s possible if you travel by bullet,” I said.


  It took Williamson a minute to figure out what that meant. “I should really stop talking to you,” he said, and started walking again toward his apartment building a few doors away.


  “I’m going to drop charges against you,” I told him as he walked away.


  He stopped walking again, waiting.


  “You’re being left on the hook by the boss who told you to break into my apartment,” I said. “Even if you tried to pin it on him, he’s going to find a way to get out of it, and even if we found a way to charge him with it, he’s not going to get extradited for it. It’s all on you and your pal.”


  Williamson turned. “Why would you drop the charges?”


  “You don’t think I would do it out of the kindness of my own heart?”


  “No, not really.”


  “Fair,” I said. I patted my pocket again. “Your boss wants this thing really bad. Bad enough to get you to break into my home for it. All right, fine. He can have it. And you can give it to him.”


  “You’re just going to give it to me?”


  “Of course not. Your boss is going to pay me for it. Then I’ll give it to you.”


  “Pay you for it.”


  “Sure,” I said. “We meet up, you give me a bag of money, I give you the MacGuffin, charges dropped, everyone’s happy.”


  “How much money?”


  It occurred to me that I hadn’t actually thought about how much money to ask for. I went for the first number I could think of. “I want three point one four million dollars.”


  Williamson thought about this for a second. “You want pi million dollars.”


  “Yes,” I said.


  “Why pi?”


  “It’s a nice round number.”


  “It’s literally not.”


  “Then let’s just say that it’s enough to solve a lot of my personal problems,” I said.


  “It’s a lot of money.”


  “Your boss is worth two and a half billion dollars. His whole family is worth ten times that. I checked earlier today. Three million dollars to him is like a hundred bucks to you or me. He can swing it.”


  “If you say so.”


  “Ask him,” I said. “The worst he can say is no.”


  “What happens to me if he says no?”


  “Prove to me you actually asked, and I’ll still drop the charges. But I need proof that you asked.”


  “Like what?”


  “I’ll let you figure that out,” I said, and patted my pocket one more time. “But I would hurry. I’m guessing your boss isn’t the only party interested in this MacGuffin.” I took out my wallet and retrieved a business card with my cell number on it. “For when your boss is ready to make a deal.”


  Williamson stared at my pocket, then at me. Then he took the card, drank another swig of his craft beer in a can, and walked away, for good this time.


  ☼


  “You actually called it a MacGuffin,” Langdon said. We were walking in my neighborhood and eating donuts from Stan’s. I paid for them this time.


  “It’s what it is,” I said.


  “Except that it’s not,” Langdon pointed out. “It’s a real thing, not an imaginary plot device.”


  “Well, sort of.” I reached into my pocket with the hand that was not holding the donut and produced the item. “This is just something I had lying around the apartment. So it really is a MacGuffin.”


  Langdon held out her own non-donut-bearing hand. “Let me see that.”


  I handed it to her. “I guessed that Williamson was told what to look for but wasn’t given a picture of it. So this would work just as well.”


  “And in showing this to him, you confirmed it was what he and Hawking were looking for.”


  “Right.”


  “So where is the actual thing?” Langdon asked.


  “I saw it in Mason’s hand,” I said. “I went out and bought the closest thing to what I remember it looking like.”


  “You’re telling me you don’t have it.”


  “I don’t have it, no,” I said. I held out my hand.


  Langdon gave the drive back to me. “It was in his hand when he was dispatched and then it disappeared, but everything else of his stayed behind,” she said. “You know how suspicious that is.”


  “It doesn’t have to be suspicious. It was in his hand when he was dispatched. It could’ve dropped to the floor. He was in the ER. It’s not exactly a sedate environment. It could’ve been accidentally kicked under a crash cart or something.”


  Langdon grunted but didn’t say anything. She bit into her donut.


  “Speaking of which, any news on Mason?” I asked, putting the drive back into my pocket.


  Langdon shook her head. “Not at home, no activity on his online accounts, and no one who knows him has seen him.” She grimaced. “That’s not accurate. No one who knows him wants to admit to having seen him, and we haven’t caught anyone in obvious lies. Not that there were many friends to canvass, Tony. Schilling’s not a very popular guy.”


  “Mason decided a while ago he liked having business associates more than he liked having friends,” I said.


  “And which are you?”


  “I’m a little of both,” I admitted. “One more than the other, depending on circumstances.”


  “He asked for you when he was dying,” Langdon pointed out. “That puts you on one end of the spectrum more than the other.”


  “Don’t be so sure. If Mason’s lawyer was there, I’m pretty sure he’d be the one called over.”


  “Incidentally, Mason’s lawyer was totally unhelpful.”


  “I imagine Mason pays his lawyer very well to be that way to the police,” I said. “Anything else on Michel Cadieux?”


  “No, the SynseMem legal people are being helpfully unhelpful, speaking of lawyers. The crypto wallet thing you pulled out of the trash is equally unhelpful. It’s got a fingerprint scanner on it. Our tech people put it into a computer and it won’t even let them access a file directory without the right print. They’re working on it but they’re not optimistic. If Cadieux were still in Chicago, I might be able to get Judge Kuznia to give us a warrant to compel him to open it up, but he’s in France so the point is moot.”


  “Anything else about the party he and Mason were at?”


  “We’re still piecing that together,” Langdon said. “Mostly Gabrielle Friedkin’s party pals—old money rich kids and new money arrivals, with some hangers-on. Cadieux was right that she likes a mix of people.”


  “A mix as long as they’re rich,” I noted.


  Langdon nodded. “There were three billionaires there. Friedkin, Cadieux, and Cooper. One of the witnesses says the three of them might have been talking business at one point.”


  “I didn’t know the Friedkins were into tech. I thought they just owned Chicago.”


  “Gabrielle recently started a venture capital fund to dip her toe in. It’s called Shikaakwa Partners.”


  I looked at Langdon funny. She caught the look. “It’s from the original Native American name for the area.”


  “That’s not appropriative at all,” I said.


  “It’s not the Friedkin family’s venture capital fund, either,” Langdon continued. “It’s hers. She’s been recruiting others to be partners. Cadieux is one. Apparently she wants her own money, not just the family’s. Which is not to say she’s above using family funds to start the thing.”


  “You know a lot about this.”


  “I’m a detective, Tony. This is my job. Also, I read an article about it in Crain’s. It does help explain the party if it was a down-low business event.”


  I nodded. “It’s a lot of money in one room.”


  “And it was in one room,” Langdon said. “A couple of the partygoers said that at some point everyone worth ten figures just up and disappeared, along with one other guest.”


  “Let me guess,” I said. “That other guest was Mason.”


  “That’s a good guess, but we think he was there to work, so technically he’s staff.”


  “So who was the other guest?”


  “Brennan Tunney.”


  “Well, shit,” I said.


  “Speaking of people who are somewhere between friends and business associates,” Langdon said.


  “We are definitely not friends,” I assured her. “And I don’t have business with him if I can avoid it.”


  “But you do have business with him.”


  “Not recently,” I said. “Do you know why he was there? He’s not young. Or in tech. Or a billionaire. He’s probably just a common several-hundred-millionaire.”


  “Brennan Tunney definitely doesn’t talk to us,” Langdon said. “You might ask him, though.”


  “Pass. What about Paul Cooper?”


  “Still dead. Currently in the morgue. The body’s due to be released to the family today. Maybe. There’s some confusion about that.”


  “What do you mean?”


  She shook her head. “Cooper’s mother and father have competing claims to the body. Apparently she wants him buried and he wants him cremated. Both hate each other’s guts and are throwing lawyers at each other about it.”


  “That’s nice.”


  “It gets better,” Langdon said. “Cooper died without a will. All his stock and the controlling interest in MoreCoinz are now intestate. Cooper’s entire family—parents and siblings—are already fighting over it.”


  “How does a billionaire die without a will?” I asked.


  “Just because you’re a billionaire doesn’t mean you’re smart,” Langdon said. “Cooper was twenty-nine. He obviously didn’t think he was going to die anytime soon. No one does when they’re twenty-nine.”


  “No one thinks they are going to die soon, no matter what age they are,” I said. “It’s always a surprise.”


  There was a buzz in my pocket. I switched the donut to the other hand and retrieved my phone to read the text there. I smiled.


  “What is it?” Langdon asked.


  I showed her the phone. “We’re on for noon tomorrow,” I said. “Williamson got my pi money.”


  CHAPTER


  EIGHT


  I sneezed as we turned onto Washington Street.


  “Bless you,” Langdon said from the driver’s seat. She was taking me to my exchange with Williamson.


  “Thank you,” I said, and fished in my pockets, looking for a tissue, which, unless it had materialized magically in the last few minutes, would not be there.


  Langdon noticed my struggles. “Glove compartment,” she said.


  “Thank you,” I said again, pawing open the compartment.


  “Hay fever?” she asked.


  “Not unless I’ve been afflicted overnight.” I found the little plastic-wrapped packet of tissues and pulled one out. “Sometimes you just have to sneeze, you know?” I placed the packet back, closed the glove compartment, blew my nose in the extracted tissue, and then looked for where to dispose of the used wad.


  “That goes into your pocket,” Langdon said.


  “I’m going to get mucus all over the USB drive,” I warned, stuffing the tissue into my pocket.


  “Not my problem.”


  “Not worried about tainting the chain of evidence?”


  “That’s not what that means, Tony.”


  “I’m not so sure.”


  “I’m more worried about this exchange,” she said. “I don’t like the location.”


  “You don’t like the Bean?” I asked.


  “One, it’s called the Cloud Gate, and two, no.”


  “No one in the history of the Bean has ever called it the Cloud Gate,” I said.


  “That’s its name.”


  “Doesn’t matter. If the artist wanted it to be called something other than the Bean, he should’ve made it look like something other than a huge, mirrored bean. And what’s wrong with the location?”


  “It’s wide open.”


  “I thought that was the point,” I said. “Wide open, massively public location where neither of us is likely to get away with murdering the other to get what they’re carrying before we make the exchange. And then CPD comes at Williamson from every direction as he walks away.”


  “I’m not saying it doesn’t make sense,” Langdon said. “I’m saying I don’t like it.”


  “I appreciate your concern for my well-being.”


  “I’m not worried about your well-being. I’m worried that a twenty-four-year-old is going to juke past all my people and sprint down Michigan and make us look like fools.”


  “Oh,” I said.


  “I’m worried about you, too,” Langdon added.


  “No, no, it’s too late for that.”


  Langdon pulled over just before State Street. “Get out,” she said.


  “Sorry?”


  “I have to park and I don’t want to risk Williamson seeing you get out of the car. Walk the rest of the way. We’re early anyway.”


  “How long do you need to park?”


  “Don’t worry about it, my people are already there. Just make sure that when he walks away, he’s got that USB drive on him. And maybe trip him if he decides to run. Again.”


  I smiled and got out of the car.


  The Bean was as it always was: crowded with people taking pictures of it and of themselves in it. I scanned to see if I could find Williamson in the crowd and could not. Well, as Langdon said, I was early. I went to the underside of the Bean, just under the omphalos, which is where we’d agreed to meet. I looked up to see my distorted self among the other people, then pulled out my phone and waited.


  Williamson showed up at noon, almost on the dot. “Put that away,” he said to me about my phone as he walked up.


  “I’m not recording you,” I said.


  “Then you won’t mind putting that away.”


  “Have it your way.” I put my phone away and then looked at him critically. “Where is it?” I asked.


  “Where is what?”


  “Where’s my money? Pi million dollars isn’t a small amount. I thought you’d be carrying a tote bag.”


  Williamson held up a USB drive. “It’s in here.”


  “The hell you say.”


  He actually rolled his eyes at me, the jerk. “Come on, dude. It’s access to a crypto escrow account. You know this is how they roll.”


  “It’s not how I roll,” I said. “I roll with actual physical cash I can touch and smell. No cash, no sale.”


  “I told him you would say that,” Williamson said. “So he gave you tau million dollars as compensation.”


  “What?”


  Williamson smiled. “And here I thought you knew math. Tau? As in, two times pi? Six-point-two-eight million.”


  “That’s a lot more than I asked for.”


  “You said it yourself, he’s a billionaire. He can afford it. And he really wants what you have. Speaking of which, show it to me.”


  I held up the USB drive I’d had in my pocket.


  “How do I know it’s the real one?” Williamson asked.


  “How do I know there’s tau million dollars in your drive?”


  “There might be more; that’s just what the crypto in the wallet was worth when he signed off on it.”


  “And it might be less, if he or one of his billionaire pals sent out a snarky tweet about that particular coin. Or there might be none, because you’re scamming me. See, this is why I wanted cash.”


  “Well, what I have is what I have,” Williamson said. “Take it or don’t.”


  “Same here,” I said, and held out the drive.


  Williamson appeared to think about it for a minute, weighing his options, then walked up to me, holding out his own drive. We both grabbed the other simultaneously, and let go of the ones we held. Williamson stared for a moment at the one he now had in his hand, and then looked at me. “Let’s never do this again,” he said.


  “Suits me. Which direction you want to go?”


  He pointed east. I nodded and headed out from under the Bean, walking toward Michigan Avenue. Only to be stopped immediately by someone walking up to me, flashing an ID. “Tony Valdez,” he said. “Agent Andrew Liu, Federal Bureau of Investigation.”


  “We’ve met.” I noticed that I was being surrounded by other potential FBI agents.


  “So we have. Tony, I’m placing you under arrest.”


  I held up the USB drive I had in my hand. “Because of this?”


  “For starters.”


  “Cody Williamson working for you?”


  “Yes, he is,” Liu said.


  “Unbelievable.”


  “Believe it. You have the right to remain silent,” he began, then stopped. “Why are you laughing?”


  “Look over there,” I said, pointing to my left.


  Liu looked at me suspiciously and then looked to my left, where Cody Williamson was being led away in handcuffs by the Chicago Police Department, while other Bean visitors snapped photos of the event.


  As he looked, Nona Langdon turned in our direction and saw the FBI surrounding me. She stopped and her fellow police stopped with her.


  “What the actual hell is going on here?” she said, in a deeply irritated tone of voice.


  ☼


  “Tell me your interest in Cody,” Liu asked Langdon, as we all sat in a conference room in the FBI’s Chicago field office—an aggressively bland chunk of government architecture west of the Loop. We had regrouped there after it was decided that Liu and Langdon yelling at each other about jurisdiction and cooperating witnesses while passers-by were snapping pictures and taking video wasn’t a good look. Now we were all staring at each other across a conference table, me and Langdon on one side, Liu and Williamson on the other.


  “He’s a petty criminal, for starters,” Langdon said.


  Liu smiled. “You’re speaking of his breaking and entering into Mr. Valdez’s apartment. He was working for us when he did that.”


  “The FBI signed off on burglary?” I asked.


  “No, but we knew the burglary was going to happen, and why. Cody was invited to participate by Hawking at the instigation of Cadieux, and we wanted what they were looking for.”


  I pointed to my USB drive on the table. “That.”


  “Yes, that. Evidence you had been in contact with Mason Schilling and he passed it along to you.”


  “Which matters why?” Langdon asked.


  “It matters because that drive unlocks evidence of various crimes we’re interested in, including money laundering, insider trading, and other financial-related activities, on the part of Cadieux and several others.” He looked over at me. “And because, as I explained to Mr. Valdez when I met him earlier this week, we think his friend Mason is involved in the death of Paul Cooper in some way.”


  “That would be Paul Cooper the billionaire,” Langdon said.


  “Yes.”


  “Who was also working for you, along with Mr. Williamson here.”


  “Yes,” Liu said. “Well. The two of them didn’t know each other. We’ve had Cadieux under investigation for a while.”


  “For what?”


  “For other things, and I’ll leave it at that.”


  “You have a lot of snitches working for you,” Langdon observed.


  “We’re the FBI, Detective Langdon. Cultivating snitches is our pastime.” Liu tapped my USB stick. “Sometimes it pays off.”


  “Except it’s not the drive you’re looking for,” I said. “I bought that at Jewel.” I turned to Williamson. “Sorry.”


  “I mean, there’s not six million in my USB drive, either,” Williamson said.


  “We figured you’d try to scam Cody,” Liu said. “Which is why while we were arresting you, we were also searching your condo.”


  I blinked. “What?”


  “Did you bother to get a warrant this time?” Langdon asked.


  “I’ll have it available for Tony’s perusal before he leaves,” Liu assured her. He turned his attention to me. “And you should know we already found another crypto wallet.”


  I nodded. “Of course you did. A regular USB stick, anyway.” I pointed to the USB drive on the table. “That came in a two-pack.”


  Liu’s brow furrowed. “But you knew to show Cody a USB drive.”


  “Sure,” I said. “I already told Detective Langdon I saw Mason holding one at the hospital. Then he was dispatched and it went missing afterward. You can search my apartment all you like; you’re not going to find it there.”


  Liu looked at me critically. I understood the glance, stood up, and emptied my pockets onto the desk. There were my wallet, phone, pocket change, a dirty kleenex, and lint. “Happy?” I asked when I was done.


  “Not really,” Liu admitted.


  “I don’t have it,” I repeated. “Search everything I have. You won’t find it.”


  Liu looked over to Langdon. “And you agree with this?”


  Langdon started to speak and then stopped.


  “Allow me to interpret that,” I said, filling in the sudden gap. “The detective thinks I’ve been hiding something from her about what happened when Mason was dispatched, but she has yet to find anything to contradict what I’ve told her.”


  “That accurate?” Liu asked Langdon.


  Langdon shot me a look. “I wouldn’t have characterized it that way to you,” she said to Liu.


  “So that’s a yes. But you’re still working with this character.” Liu jabbed a thumb in my direction.


  “We have a history,” Langdon said. Then she nodded in the direction of Williamson. “What’s your excuse for him?”


  “His dad went to Vanderbilt with the deputy director. We pulled strings to keep him out of jail when he was in college. He’s been an ear for us in tech since. I inherited him when he came to Chicago. He’s been marginally useful.”


  “I’m right here,” Williamson said to Liu.


  “I said what I said,” Liu replied blandly.


  “Were you there when he burglarized my apartment?” I asked.


  “We had someone monitoring. But we needed him to deliver Schilling’s crypto wallet to Cadieux. He was the get, not Hawking, and not just the wallet itself. We needed proof Cadieux was fully engaged in the various things we were investigating. Cooper was helping us get that, but then he wound up dead.”


  “So whatever it is that’s going on, Cadieux is at the heart of it,” Langdon said.


  Liu shook his head. “Not at the heart of it. A participant, yes. But there are bigger fish.”


  “Bigger than a billionaire.”


  “There are bigger billionaires involved.”


  “Okay,” Langdon said. “Tell me who.”


  “Why?”


  “Cooperation can be helpful. I have a suspicious death and a missing person. You have whatever it is you’re investigating. And thanks to these two”—she waved at me and Williamson—“we know they’re related.” Langdon’s phone buzzed; she took it out to check the message.


  “I think we need more than that,” Liu said. “We got our investigations tangled up, I admit that. What happened at the Bean was embarrassing.”


  “I told you no one calls it the Cloud Gate,” I said to Langdon. She ignored me.


  “Since both Valdez and Cody here were working with law enforcement, I suggest we agree not to pursue any criminal charges against either,” Liu continued, ignoring my outburst. “We can let our press offices handle the rest of the fallout from here. But, Detective Langdon, unless you have some other reason for us to cooperate, I think the FBI is happy to continue to go it alone.”


  Langdon looked up from her phone. “You’re still interested in Paul Cooper, right?”


  “What about him?”


  “He’s missing.”


  “He’s not missing. He’s dead.”


  “He’s dead and he’s missing,” Langdon said, and turned her phone around for Liu to look at her message. “Someone just walked into the Cook County Medical Examiner’s office and rolled off with the body.”


  “What?” Liu leaned forward to look at the message.


  Langdon pulled her phone back. “So, are we cooperating now? Or do you want to contact my press office to find out what happened?”


  CHAPTER


  NINE


  I buzzed Langdon up to my apartment from the street and let her know the door was open. She came in and took a look around. “I see the FBI didn’t pick up after they turned over your place,” she said. She was holding a folder.


  “You’re not wrong,” I said from the kitchen, where I was putting dishes back into cupboards. Everything that had been in a cupboard or drawer was out of it, presumably so the cupboards and drawers could be inspected for secret nooks and crannies where I might hide Mason’s crypto wallet. Likewise, everything that could be opened was opened. Nothing had been closed or put back.


  “Did they find anything?”


  “Not what they were looking for. Although they did paw through my dirty laundry, literally. Agent Liu told me they confiscated the USB drive they found, to test it. I wished him luck with that.”


  “You didn’t put anything on it, I hope.”


  “It was as blank as the one I traded Williamson for.”


  “So where did you hide Mason’s actual crypto wallet?” Langdon asked.


  I glanced over at her. “I see what you’re trying to do.”


  “I just thought I’d check.”


  “I already told you I don’t have it.”


  “I acknowledge you already told me that,” Langdon said.


  I motioned to encompass the apartment. “You’re welcome to look if you like. I can wait to put everything back until you’re done.”


  “That’s not why I’m here.”


  “Why are you here? Not that I don’t appreciate seeing you. But after the fiasco of Williamson being an FBI stooge and then you and Agent Liu running off to the medical examiner’s office together, I thought I’d been excused from further participation.”


  “I thought so, too,” Langdon admitted. “But then something came up at the ME’s, and I wanted to talk to you about it.” She waved the folder in her hand.


  “What’s in the folder?” I asked.


  “A picture of the people who picked up Paul Cooper’s body.”


  “How did that happen anyway?” I said. “I would think the death of a billionaire whiz kid would be something the medical examiner would want to investigate. And keep locked down.”


  “It was being investigated, and the medical examiner doing the investigation hadn’t released the body yet.”


  “So how was the body released?”


  “A release order was forged and put into the system,” Langdon said. “Then our ‘bodynappers’ showed up with a minivan from the Michaelson Funeral Home. You familiar with it?”


  “Why would I be?”


  “Your line of work.”


  “My job is to keep people out of funeral homes, not to put them in one.”


  “A little family-owned funeral home in River West. Their paperwork had them picking up the body at the request of Cooper’s parents.”


  “I thought the parents were fighting over his body.”


  “They are fighting over his body. Or were, until it went missing. The funeral home paperwork was forged as well. The funeral home director said she knew nothing about it.”


  “What about her minivan?”


  “It was stolen last night. She filed a police report this morning, before Cooper’s body was taken. So that checks out, at least.”


  “That explains the funeral home side of things, but not the medical examiner’s side.”


  “Well, for that I’m guessing our old friends bribery and graft played a part,” Langdon said. “We’re investigating that now. So is the FBI, for that matter.”


  “It’s nice when law enforcement gets along,” I said dryly, then nodded to Langdon’s folder. “But you have a lead on the people who took the body.”


  “Sort of. They showed up wearing masks.”


  “They were there to pick up a body, so that makes sense.”


  “Unfortunately it makes it more difficult to identify people,” Langdon said. “We have the paperwork they submitted to get the body, but since that’s forged, it’s not as if that’s going to be reliable in any way.”


  “The paperwork might have fingerprints,” I suggested.


  “Thank you for telling me my job, Tony,” Langdon said. “And no, nothing came up. The security cameras have them wearing gloves through the entire transfer.”


  “So all you have is a picture of masked men.”


  “Yes,” Langdon said. “But I also have you.” She opened the folder, slid the photo out, and put it on top of the short stack of plates I had yet to place back into the cupboard. “Tell me what you see, Tony.”


  What I saw was a picture taken from the security camera immediately outside the doors of the medical examiner’s office, where bodies were brought in and taken back out again. The minivan from the Michaelson Funeral Home was visible, beige with black lettering on the side. It wasn’t a hearse; it was strictly for pickup from the medical examiner, which was not usually seen by the family. Two men were rolling out a stretcher with a body on it—Paul Cooper’s.


  “He shot himself, yes?” I asked Langdon.


  “He was shot, at least,” she said. “In the chest. Single shot. Pulped his heart, basically.”


  “And the death’s been officially ruled a suicide.”


  Langdon shook her head. “As I understand it, the ME was leaning toward ‘death by misadventure.’ ” She nodded at the image. “Cooper had a concealed carry license, so he could have a handgun with him. His revolver wasn’t registered to him, though. Serial number trace comes up with nothing.”


  “You could look through his social media to see if he’s ever showed it off,” I said. “Nerds who have guns tend to display them.”


  “I’ll look into that,” Langdon said. “We have his laptop but can’t get into because it needs a physical ID, so any pictures on it aren’t accessible.”


  I looked at the corpse in the photo again. “So, the ME doesn’t think this is a suicide? Did Cooper accidentally put the gun to his chest and pull the trigger?”


  “I said the ME was leaning toward death by misadventure, not that it’s a final decision. Forget about Cooper for now, Tony. Look at the men carting him off.”


  I glanced back down at the photo. One of the men I didn’t recognize at all. He could have been any of hundreds of thousands of average-looking, slightly bald white men in the city, and that would have been without the mask.


  The second man I knew, even with the mask. I knew him very well. He had been in my apartment a few days prior.


  And had taken my money.


  “Well, shit,” I said.


  “Say it,” Langdon said. “Actually say it. Out loud.”


  I looked up at her. “That’s Mason Schilling.”


  ☼


  I had finally gotten the apartment completely picked up when the front door buzzed again. “I’m Ricardo Gomez,” a voice said when I answered. “I’m an attorney with a private practice. I have a client who’s interested in working with you.”


  “I’m not doing any private work right now,” I said.


  “It’s not a dispatching job. It’s more like consulting.”


  “It’s still private work and I’m not doing any of that.”


  “The consultation fee includes ten thousand dollars just for taking the meeting.”


  “What?”


  “Look out your window, Mr. Valdez.”


  I went to the windows facing out to the street and looked down. A man holding a briefcase walked away from the door of the building, stood on the sidewalk, and opened the briefcase. Inside was a whole lot of money.


  “That seems excessive,” I said when we both returned to the intercom.


  “You and I don’t disagree,” Gomez said. “Call the down payment an expression of good will.”


  “Nobody’s will is that good.”


  “Then call it a recognition that money talks. Either way, my client very much wants to speak to you. Tonight.”


  “Who is your client?”


  “Someone who can afford to blow ten thousand dollars on a gesture,” Gomez said. “And can afford rather more after that.”


  “Hold, please,” I said. I walked away from the intercom, grabbed my phone, and looked up Ricardo Gomez. A LinkedIn listing popped up with a picture that matched the face that had just pointed a briefcase of money at me. Gomez’s listing noted he’d gone to Northwestern for undergrad, University of Pennsylvania for law, and his practice was, indeed, boutique and private.


  I was, despite everything, curious who the client was. And also, ten thousand dollars was ten thousand dollars.


  I masked up, walked down to the front door of the building, opened it, and pointed to the briefcase. “Let me have that,” I said.


  Gomez handed it over. “I’ll be wanting the briefcase back,” he said. “It’s a Berluti.”


  “I’m not sure what that means,” I admitted.


  “It means it’s worth almost as much as what’s in it.”


  “Okay. Give me a minute.” I closed the door on him, walked the briefcase up to my apartment, and transferred the money into my safe. Then I locked up my apartment and walked back down the stairs to Gomez. “I don’t think I would spend that much on a briefcase,” I said, returning it to him.


  “I didn’t,” Gomez said. “It’s a gift from a client.”


  “The same client who spends ten thousand dollars on a meeting?”


  “Allow me some attorney-client privilege, please, Mr. Valdez.” He motioned toward the street. “Shall we?”


  As we walked away from my building a vehicle drove up, a black Cadillac Escalade, late model.


  I laughed.


  “Something funny?” Gomez asked.


  “I was wondering what kind of car would show up if I ran the plates on this Escalade,” I said.


  “I’m not sure what’s prompting that comment.”


  “A friend of mine had a bad experience recently with a car just like this one. In fact, he almost died. Almost.”


  “Interesting,” Gomez said blandly. “Well, Mr. Valdez, let me just say this. If my client wanted to do anything other than talk to you, they wouldn’t have had me show up with a stack of bills.”


  “This implies other options were possibly on the table.”


  “It does no such thing.”


  “I’m happy to hear you say that,” I said. “But let’s stay off the Dan Ryan just in case.”


  CHAPTER


  TEN


  Our destination was Old Town and a new development called the Fairwood Glen, three towers of luxury apartments grafted onto a location that used to have mixed-income housing. The final tower was breaking ground, or so a billboard informed me as we drove up. I was deposited, along with Gomez, at the front one of the buildings. The billboard looked slightly weathered. The pandemic had stopped a lot of things, which then had difficulty starting up again. The final tower of Fairwood Glen appeared to be one of them.


  “There a problem with the last tower?” I asked Gomez, pointing to the aging billboard.


  “We had to pause during the pandemic,” he said. “Safety concerns, city ordinances, that sort of thing. We’re back on track now. We’re optimistic the third tower will be finished by the end of the year.”


  “That’s ambitious.”


  “We’re motivated.” He motioned me into the lobby. The lobby security apparently recognized Gomez and waved him through to the elevators. Gomez took out a card and swiped it against a panel on the wall; a light above one of the elevator doors lit up, signaling it was the one we were to use.


  “Fancy,” I said.


  “Basic security,” Gomez said. “Well, basic for a tower like this. All the residents have a key. It takes them to their floor. If you don’t have a key to a floor, the elevator won’t let you out there.”


  “And if you want to visit a neighbor on another floor?”


  “That neighbor can give you a one-time clearance. There’s a phone app.”


  “Puts a damper on surprise birthday parties.”


  “No one likes surprise birthday parties,” Gomez said. The elevator door opened and we got in. Aside from an alarm button, there were no other controls.


  The elevator deposited us in a smaller private lobby on the thirty-first floor. A security agent there looked at Gomez’s ID, typed in both our names and buzzed a door for us. We entered into a massive penthouse apartment. It was dressed out in the modern, clean style that looks great in Crain’s or Architectural Digest but is sterile and uncomfortable in real life.


  “Does someone actually live here?” I asked.


  “My client does,” Gomez said.


  “Are they a neat freak?”


  “No, but they have staff.” He motioned me toward the stairs.


  We eventually arrived at a rooftop terrace, complete with pool. By the pool, two middle-aged men stood, very conspicuously not speaking to each other.


  “Which one of them is your client?” I asked.


  “Neither,” Gomez said. “They’re my client’s meeting after you.” He pointed down the terrace. “That’s my client there.”


  A woman was sitting at a low table, reading a book in a manner that could only be described as insouciant. Up until that moment, I hadn’t realized that one could, in fact, read or do anything insouciantly; I thought it was only a thing people did in books. And yet here we were.


  Gomez led me over to her. She was still engrossed in her book. On the table were a half-full wineglass and a handbag that I was sure, if I looked it up, would be worth at least three times as much as the briefcase Gomez had been so concerned about.


  “Tony Valdez—my client, Gabrielle Friedkin,” Gomez said as we walked up.


  At this, Friedkin finally looked up and smiled at me. “Tony,” she said, as if she’d known me all my life, or at least, had known of me. “Thank you for accepting my invitation to chat.”


  “You made a compelling argument,” I said.


  “I wanted to make sure you knew I valued your time.”


  “You made me aware of what it’s worth, for sure.” I nodded to her book. “Interesting reading?”


  “This thing?” She flipped it to glance at the title. It was called Building the Gray City, by Gary Dorn. “It’s supposed to be a history of my family in Chicago. Written by an investigative reporter at the Tribune. Used to be at the Tribune, anyway. I believe he got laid off when they got purchased by the latest asset management firm. Just as well. It’s not very good.”


  “It’s not accurate?”


  “No, it’s accurate enough. It’s just boring. Our family is so much more interesting than this.” She set the book down on the table, next to her bag. “Now, Tony. Please sit.” She motioned to a chair across the low table from her. I sat; Gomez sat as well, catty-corner from both of us.


  “This is a nice view,” I said, looking at the Chicago skyline.


  “It’s all right,” Friedkin said, not looking at it. “We’re hoping whoever buys this penthouse likes it.”


  “I thought you lived here.”


  “It’s one of my residences, for now. I’ll keep it for a few more months and then we’ll put it on the market. There’s a certain type of high-end buyer for whom it’ll be more valuable because they can say they bought the penthouse I used to own.”


  “An expensive way to make a sale.”


  “We built the tower,” she said. “My personal costs are lower than you think.”


  “That’s nice if you can manage it,” I said.


  “It’s all right,” Friedkin said again. “Money and capital are tools, Tony. And at a certain point, actual sums become . . . transparent. Almost irrelevant.”


  “I’m not quite there, I have to admit.”


  “It’s the American dream, though, isn’t it?” Friedkin opened her arms to encompass the terrace and its view. “Work hard, be smart, and with a little bit of luck, you can have all this.” She put her arms down. “Of course, it helps to have a bit of a head start. I’d be a fool not to acknowledge that much. Still, I’ve done my part to build the family fortune. Am doing my part. I didn’t rest on my trust fund.”


  “All right,” I said.


  Friedkin smiled. “I take this to mean you want me to get to my point.”


  “I still don’t actually know why I’m here,” I acknowledged.


  “Let’s get down to business, then.” Friedkin leaned forward in her chair. “I need your help locating Mason Schilling.”


  “This is going to be a short meeting, I’m afraid,” I said. “I have no idea where he is.”


  “I didn’t say I think you know where he is. I said I need your help finding him.”


  “If I don’t know one, I’m not sure how I can help you with the other.”


  “Let’s just say I have reason to believe you know more than you’re willing to admit to the FBI or your friend at the Chicago police.”


  I looked at her doubtfully. “Are you . . . spying on me?”


  “It’s not spying,” Gomez cut in. “As part of my practice I keep contacts among law enforcement. Occasionally they tell me things.”


  “Out of the goodness of their hearts, no doubt.”


  “That’s one way of putting it. I prefer to say I offer a consulting fee for their services. Perfectly legal and above board.”


  “I’m skeptical.”


  “The point, Mr. Valdez, is that keeping tabs on you hasn’t been all that difficult.”


  “Especially when you’re being arrested at the Bean,” Friedkin said. “That little snafu was all over local media this afternoon. I’m surprised you haven’t been chased down by reporters the entire day.”


  “How does all of this convince you I know more about Mason than I’m letting on?”


  Friedkin smiled. “It doesn’t. Him asking for you in the hospital does.”


  I looked over at Gomez. “More consultants?”


  “You can never have too many,” he said.


  “He wanted a friend,” I said, turning my attention back to Friedkin.


  “Tony, I know Mason, a bit. We’ve had business. If I know anything about him, it’s that he doesn’t want friends. If ever there was a person for whom all relationships were transactional, it’s Mason.”


  “So what was your transaction with him?” I asked.


  “Gabrielle,” Gomez began.


  Friedkin held up her hand but didn’t break her gaze at me. “It’s all right, Ricardo. It’s a fair enough question. Tony, I met Mason at a gathering hosted by another friend. One of my crowd, and I’m sure you know what that means. As part of the evening’s festivities he was offering a final destination service. You know what that is, I’d guess.”


  I nodded. Gomez looked a little lost, so I turned to him. “It’s when you intentionally overdose on a drug, usually heroin or fentanyl. It’s called a ‘final destination’ because in the old days it was the sort of trip you wouldn’t come back from.”


  “That sounds . . . stupid,” Gomez said.


  “It is,” I agreed. I turned back to Friedkin. “And your friend had Mason there to supervise.”


  “That’s right. My friend referred to him as the ‘death sommelier,’ which he thought terribly clever. I don’t think Mason cared for the title much. But he did what he was there to do, which was to administer the drugs and make sure the overdoses took, safely and comfortably.”


  “And did you take a trip?” I asked.


  Friedkin made a face. “Of course not. I understand the boredom of the indolent rich, Tony. Really, I do. I’m not that bored. I don’t play with death for kicks. A one in a thousand chance of it being permanent is too much for me.”


  I nodded again. “That explains how you met Mason. It doesn’t explain why he was at your own party.” I caught Gomez’s look. “I have my own sources, you know. Even without a consulting fee.”


  “He was there as a precautionary measure,” Friedkin said.


  “You’re going to have to explain that.”


  “I already did explain it. The indolent rich find their own fun, Tony. Cocaine in the bathroom. Sex in the spare room. A little light murder in the kitchen with the chef’s knives.”


  “You need to find new friends,” I said.


  “It’s not everyone,” Friedkin said. “And it’s not anything I condone. But from a liability point of view, it’s something I have to plan for when I throw a large party.”


  “Still feels risky,” I said.


  “Life has risks, Tony. In the grand scheme of things, these are small ones.”


  I thought of Joe Syzmanski with a tube down his throat and his son and daughter-in-law desperate to do anything for him, and I kept my retort to myself. “But some of your pals knifing the help is a bigger risk,” I said instead.


  “No one knifes the help,” Friedkin said, offended.


  I cocked my head. “Is that déclassé?”


  “Valdez,” Gomez said warningly.


  “It’s not consensual that way,” Friedkin explained. “It’s one thing to ask people to make you food, serve you drinks, and clean up after you and pay them for the service. It’s another to ask them to let you literally carve them up for a paycheck. It’s not done.”


  “I assure you it’s done,” I said.


  “Then it’s not done by me. Or anyone I associate with.”


  “But enough consensual knifings happen that it makes sense to have a dispatcher on staff for parties, is what you’re saying to me.”


  “It’s not all knifings,” Friedkin said, and then frowned, perhaps realizing that the sentence that just came out of her mouth would never sound good in any context, ever. “What I’m saying is that at any large party it makes sense to have specialized staff. Caterers for food. Valets for parking. Dispatchers for . . . misadventures.”


  “Which you had,” I prompted.


  Friedkin nodded. “Paul Cooper. I had no idea he’d brought a gun to the party. I had no idea he’d use it on himself. We heard the gunshot. Mason got to him and attempted the dispatch, but it was too late. But that’s not all that Mason did.”


  I furrowed my brow. “What else did Mason do?”


  “He robbed Paul’s corpse.”


  CHAPTER


  ELEVEN


  “Excuse me?” I said. “Mason robbed a corpse?”


  Gabrielle Friedkin sighed. “Paul wasn’t just at the party to enjoy himself. He and I had business, and we had business with each other. I gave him a crypto wallet that stored confidential information. Mason took it off the body after Paul shot himself.”


  “Why would he do that?”


  “I haven’t the slightest idea. Maybe he thought it contained cryptocurrency. Paul ran that exchange app.”


  “You don’t do cryptocurrency?” I asked.


  “I have a small amount as part of my portfolio,” Friedkin said. “But I don’t trade it on an app.”


  I smiled at her disgust. “If not crypto, then what?”


  “That’s confidential,” Gomez said. “But I can tell you this much. Just before Paul shot himself, I saw Mason talking to Brennan Tunney at the party.”


  “What does that have to do with anything?” I asked.


  “Perhaps nothing,” Gomez said. “And perhaps Brennan and Ms. Friedkin are currently rivals for a significant development in DuPage County, and Mason opportunistically took the drive because he thought it might curry favor with Tunney.”


  “That’s the very definition of a stretch,” I said to Gomez.


  “Tony, it doesn’t matter why he took it,” Friedkin said. “It matters that he took it. He took it, it’s mine, and it has confidential information on it that I need back. Mason can’t even do anything with it. It’s encrypted and only Paul could access it. But even having it out there is a risk I don’t want to take.”


  “Which brings us back to you, Mr. Valdez,” Gomez said.


  “You were with Mason when he was dispatched,” Friedkin said. “The police, the FBI, and Michel all believe you’re involved. And you do know about the wallet. That’s how you tried to entrap Michel’s employee. I don’t think you have the wallet—”


  “Thank you for that,” I said.


  “—but I don’t think you’ve been entirely honest about what you do know. I don’t care about that. What I care about is getting it back. I suspect you’re mostly decent, Tony. But I’m not here to appeal to your decency. I’m here to make a deal with you.”


  “What’s the deal?”


  “Ten million dollars,” Gomez said.


  “For what?”


  “For letting us know the instant Mason shows up again,” Friedkin said. “Because I have a feeling he will show up again. And when he does, he’s going to come to you.”


  “Because I’m his friend.”


  “We already established he has no friends. He has transactional relationships. If you think he’s your friend, that’s nice, and it’s to his advantage. But he’s using you, Tony. I think if you go far enough down, you know that. And when you admit it to yourself, letting us know when he resurfaces isn’t going to be a problem.”


  “So all I have to do is let you know he’s back, and you drop a bunch of money on me.”


  “Well, no,” Gomez said. “We need to meet with him, and we need to secure the wallet.”


  “ ‘Meet with him,’ ” I repeated. “Why do I think that’s a euphemism?”


  “Mr. Valdez, we know who you are. We know you almost got a job with Chicago PD before the pandemic brought you back to the hospital. Despite that, we know you still work with that detective. We have no illusions you won’t speak to her about what we said here. We would not, and will not, ask you to do anything illegal, nor make you an unwitting participant in illegal activity. All we want you to do is help us find Mason. We will take care of everything else, all nice and legal.”


  “And how will you do that?”


  Gomez smiled. “Subpoenas, to start.”


  “Will you help us, Tony?” Friedkin asked.


  “I’ll consider it,” I said.


  “Fair.” She nodded to Gomez. “And this is to help you consider.”


  Gomez handed me what looked like a USB stick.


  “Oh, great,” I said. “One of these again.”


  “It’s not what you think,” Gomez said. “It has access information to an escrow account with ten million dollars in it. Actual dollars, not crypto. You can see it and confirm it exists in reality. When we’ve talked to Mr. Schilling and gotten back the crypto wallet in his possession, the escrow account will unlock, and then you won’t have to work anymore.”


  “You can be one of the indolent rich, Tony,” Friedkin said.


  “If you get Mason and the crypto wallet,” I said.


  “We’d settle for the wallet, to be honest. If you have access to it.”


  “I told you I don’t have it.”


  “I know. But I thought I’d check again.” Friedkin looked over to Gomez. “You can bring in the next two,” she said. Gomez nodded and got up.


  I took that as my cue and started to get up as well. Friedkin waved me back down. “Stay for longer, Tony.”


  “I don’t want to intrude on your next meeting,” I said.


  “It will only take a minute,” she assured me.


  The two men came up to the table with Gomez, who then stepped aside. One of the men looked calm. The other looked like he’d never once in his life stopped sweating. Friedkin did not invite either of them to sit. “Don. Mike,” she said. “Thank you for coming to see me.”


  Don, the calm one, looked over at me. “Who is this?”


  “This is Tony Valdez. He’s my guest. He’s also a dispatcher. Works over at Northwestern Memorial most of the time. In the Critical Care Unit.”


  “I have a cousin who went in there,” Mike, the intensely sweaty man, said to me. “During the pandemic. He didn’t come out.”


  “I’m sorry to hear that,” I said.


  “Don, Mike, both of you have bids in to be the subcontractor for the electrical systems in the third tower of Fairwood Glen,” Friedkin said. She reached over to the table and picked up her expensive bag. “It’s taken longer to get back on track than it should’ve, but we’re going to be starting construction within the month. I’m happy to say the final decision on the electrical systems has come down to your two companies. I’m less happy to say your bids are so close in terms of price and substance that they’re effectively indistinguishable. The board couldn’t decide which of you to award the contract to. I told them I’d let you discuss it between yourselves, and they agreed.” She motioned to me. “Tony here will decide who’s made the best argument.”


  With that, Friedkin unlatched her bag, reached in, and used a monogrammed handkerchief to pull out a revolver and set it on the table. She put the handkerchief back into the bag, and set her bag back on the table. She lifted her wine glass.


  “Please, discuss,” she said.


  Don and Mike looked at the revolver, and then looked at me, and then looked at the revolver again.


  Don looked over to Friedkin. “You have got to be joking,” he said.


  Mike, sweating, lunged for the revolver, brought it up point-blank into Don’s face, and pulled the trigger.


  The revolver clicked. The chamber was empty. Mike looked at the revolver, horrified.


  “You motherfucker,” Don hissed.


  Mike went a bright, mottled red, made a small groaning sound, and collapsed on the terrace.


  “Interesting,” Friedkin said. She took a sip of her wine.


  I got up and went to Mike, who was gasping like a fish. “He’s having a heart attack,” I said after I checked him.


  “Is this your professional opinion?” Friedkin asked me.


  “I’m not a doctor,” I said.


  “But you are a dispatcher. You have to have some diagnostic experience. In your opinion, is this man likely to die without your help?”


  “I don’t know,” I said. I looked at Mike again. He had slipped out of consciousness and wasn’t breathing. Paramedics could be on the scene in minutes, but it was questionable whether he had those minutes to spare. “Maybe. Yes.”


  “Yes,” Friedkin repeated. “All right.” She looked at Don. “Congratulations. You get the contract.”


  Don stared at Friedkin like she was a bug for an entire second. Then he nodded. “Thank you,” he said.


  Friedkin nodded, finished her wine, grabbed her bag and her book, and stood. “Don. Tony. Thank you for your time.” She started to go.


  “What about Mike?” I asked, still kneeling by the fallen man.


  Friedkin looked at the prone, sweaty Mike. “I’ll have Ricardo call 911, if you like.”


  “He’ll be dead before then. I need to dispatch him.”


  “That’s not why I brought you here and I’m not paying for that,” Friedkin said.


  I stared up at her uncomprehendingly. “What?”


  “Tony,” she said. “If you want to save him, be my guest. But it’s on your own recognizance. And when you talk to your detective friend, you can say whatever you like about what happened here. Just know that I, Ricardo, and Don will all confirm that Mike pulled the gun when I told him Don was awarded the contract, and then he had the heart attack.” She motioned to Mike dismissively. “He’ll say the same thing if you save him. He has other contracts with us.”


  “I thought you didn’t stab the help,” I said.


  Friedkin laughed. “Mike’s not the help! He’s a contractor. And this is how business gets done.” She walked off. Don looked at Mike briefly, then followed.


  That left Gomez and me, and Mike.


  “What are you going to do?” Gomez asked me.


  “I need to dispatch him,” I said.


  “I thought he needed to agree to that.”


  “He’s unconscious,” I said. “There’s implied consent.”


  “How are you going to dispatch him?”


  I looked at the fallen revolver by Mike’s hand, and then glanced up at Gomez. “I don’t suppose there are any bullets for that.”


  Gomez motioned to Mike. “It’s his weapon,” he said. “Maybe you should ask him.” He walked away, too, following his boss.


  I sat there for a moment with the unconscious, unbreathing man collapsed on the terrace next to me. Then I got up, grabbed his feet, and started dragging him over to the terrace pool.


  ☼


  “And she dared you to tell me about all this,” Langdon said to me on the phone. I had been returned to my home with my new USB stick and a number to call if and when I located Mason.


  “It wasn’t really a dare,” I said. “It was more of an announcement that it didn’t matter if I did or not. Her version of the story would be the official one.”


  “And what about the guy you dispatched?”


  “Oh, him. He called his cell less than a minute after I dispatched him, I would guess from his house phone. Yelled at me for drowning him in the pool. Demanded his clothing and effects back. Told me if I ever talked about dispatching him to anyone, he would personally find me and kick my ass. I reminded him what happened to him the last time he tried to hurt someone.”


  Langdon chuckled. “Sounds like you made a friend.”


  “The upshot is it’s unlikely he’ll support my version of events. Just as Gabrielle Friedkin suggested.”


  “The next time, record everything, Tony.”


  “That’s not how I usually work,” I said.


  “Maybe it’s time to change how you work.”


  “I’ll keep it in mind. In the meantime, I’m calling the hospital and taking a personal day tomorrow.”


  “Dispatching someone by drowning them was that traumatic?” Langdon asked.


  “It’s not that,” I said. “I mean, yes, it was. But I want to know a little more about the Friedkins. And I think I know the person to ask.”


  CHAPTER


  TWELVE


  If you take the Metra train far enough west, it stops being in Chicago and starts being in Oak Park, a small village famed for its Frank Lloyd Wright houses, earthy crunchiness, and voter turnout. I was interested in none of these as I exited the Oak Park Metra station. Rather, I was looking for Home Avenue and a particular house on it.


  A few minutes later, I was standing in front of a blue Shaker-style house with red awnings. The house had two signs on the lawn. The first announced that the house was being watched over by a popular home security service. The second announced that the house was for sale.


  I went to the door and knocked on it. A minute later the door opened and a hassled-looking bearded man presented himself in the doorway. “You Tony Valdez?” he asked me.


  “I am,” I confirmed. “And I assume you are Gary Dorn.”


  “I used to be, anyway,” Dorn said. “Now I don’t know who the hell I am anymore. I’d shake your hand, but we got over that in the pandemic, didn’t we?”


  “I guess we did at that.”


  “I don’t miss it. I’ve had enough clammy, fake handshakes to last me the rest of my life. Not that yours would be clammy.”


  “It might be,” I said. “Now you’ll never know.”


  Dorn gave a short laugh and then looked back briefly into his house. “Do you mind if I don’t invite you in? I’m in the process of moving out. It’s all boxes and despair in there. A walk might be nice. I could use some fresh air anyway.”


  “That’s fine,” I said. Dorn grunted and closed the door on me. He reappeared a minute later, wearing a Cubs hat and an unzipped hoodie. He motioned me south and we started walking down Home Avenue.


  “So you’re a dispatcher,” he said.


  “That’s right.”


  “That’s a hell of a job, isn’t it? Killing people because an actuarial table says it’ll save an insurance company x amount of dollars. How long have you been doing it?”


  “More than a decade now,” I said.


  “That’s a lot of death.”


  “Not any more than a doctor or nurse would see. It’s mostly not that dramatic.”


  “No, not as long as you stick with the hospitals,” Dorn said. “But I know about the side jobs some of you take.”


  “Do you.”


  He nodded. “I was in the early stages of sketching out a story on freelance dispatchers when . . .” He paused.


  “You were laid off from the Tribune,” I prompted.


  “Not laid off,” he said. “I took the voluntary buyout. Of course I took the voluntary buyout, because if I didn’t they would’ve laid me off. So six of one and half a dozen of the other. I thought it’d be fine. I had a book coming out, and then I’d do one of those Substacks or Patreons or a podcast or whatever, and I’d keep doing my thing. Then the pandemic hit and the book flopped and my wife told me she wanted a divorce—and my mother got cancer. So I’m selling the house and going back home to fucking Racine, Wisconsin, to take care of Mom while she recovers. If she recovers.”


  “I’m sorry about that,” I said.


  “Well, thank you. It’s kind of you to be sympathetic to my sudden oversharing to a complete stranger. It just kind of sucks to be fifty-eight, suddenly single, and going back to live in your childhood bedroom. I don’t recommend it if you can avoid it. You married?”


  “I was a long time ago. Not anymore.”


  “Does being divorced get any easier?”


  “It did for me,” I said. “But I had work to keep me busy.”


  Dorn winced. “Ouch.”


  “Sorry.”


  He waved it off. “I’ll figure myself out. Anyway, this is not why you’re here to talk to me. You said you wanted to talk about the Friedkins.”


  “That’s right.”


  “Because of the book. You read it?”


  “I haven’t,” I admitted. “But last night I visited someone who was reading it. Gabrielle Friedkin.”


  Dorn barked out a laugh. “Okay, you’ve officially surprised me. I wouldn’t have thought she’d bother with it. I know her lawyers did. Or the family’s lawyers did, in any event. Before it was published, they were threatening me with defamation.”


  “Is there anything defamatory in the book?”


  “Not really,” Dorn said. “To put that answer in context, I didn’t skimp on dishing the dirt on the dead Friedkins, especially Gabrielle’s grandfather and great-grandfather, both of whom were real pieces of work. Hell, Woody Guthrie wrote a song about her grandfather. Not a nice one, either. Then again, Guthrie wrote mean songs about a lot of robber barons. All the stuff in there is researched and footnoted and annotated, and even if it wasn’t, by law you can’t libel the dead.”


  “What about the living?”


  “Them you can libel, and there I had to be more careful. The Friedkin family is a holder of a nontrivial number of shares in the conglomerate that owns my publisher, so there was that going on as well. I ended up having to be very circumspect, and corporate legal still demanded I take things out. Gabrielle was reading it, you said?”


  “She was in the middle of it when I had my meeting with her.”


  “What did she say about it?”


  “She said it was boring. Sorry.”


  Dorn nodded. “Well, it’s her family’s damn fault. If I’d been allowed to keep in the juicy bits about her and her cousins, it would’ve sold a lot better. Maybe I’d be keeping the house. Why were you meeting with her? Are you friends? Sorry, I probably should’ve asked that earlier. My personal life collapsing around me has dulled my investigative reflexes.”


  “We’re not friends,” I said. “She wanted me to help her find someone.”


  This got a glance from Dorn. “You moonlight as a private investigator?”


  “Not really. It’s a mutual acquaintance. He’s gone missing. She thinks he might get in touch with me when he resurfaces.”


  “Will he?”


  “It’s honestly up in the air at this point.”


  “What did she offer you to track down your pal?”


  “A ridiculous amount of money.”


  Dorn nodded again. “Of course. Money means nothing to her. Did she hit you with her ‘money is transparent’ line?”


  “As a matter of fact, she did.”


  “She loves that line. She heard it at a TED Talk once. It’s easy to talk about transparent money when you never once had to worry about it. My money is opaque as hell at the moment, I have to say. Who is your friend? Another dispatcher?”


  “Yes.”


  “She loves her dispatchers.”


  “Tell me what that means,” I said.


  “Just that she finds ways to have them around.”


  “I learned that at our meeting,” I admitted.


  Dorn looked at me sharply. “Feel like telling me about it?”


  “I thought you weren’t an investigative reporter anymore.”


  “I’m not, but I like feeling vindicated.”


  “Tell me what that means.”


  “It means I had a bunch of stories I absolutely could not use, several involving dispatchers, and I’m curious if your story might match up.”


  “These stories were rumors?”


  Dorn snorted. “Hell, no, they are absolutely true, and also absolutely unprovable. The last part is why I couldn’t get them published. Truth is an affirmative defense against libel. But if you can’t get anyone to say it happened, it makes the stories harder to get past the legal department.”


  I nodded. “Tell me one of the stories, and I’ll tell you what I think about it.”


  “All right. So, you know the Friedkins made their billions in real estate. Still at it, in fact; they’ve got several projects up and running around Chicagoland. Their big one in Chicago is that Old Town complex, Fairwood Glen. You know it?”


  “I was there last night.”


  “Sure, at that penthouse, probably. Nice looking. Don’t buy it. The roof pool leaks.”


  “I’ll keep that in mind.”


  “So, real estate,” Dorn continued. “But they have their hand in other areas, like billionaires would. The last decade or so, Gabrielle and her generation of cousins got the family involved in tech. Gabrielle started up that venture capital fund. Made a big splash when it was announced. Said the goal was to make Chicago the second Silicon Valley, as if anyone but a real-estate billionaire family would want that.”


  “Chicago wouldn’t want tech jobs?” I asked.


  “Tech jobs are fine in themselves. The gentrification that comes with thousands of them being dumped into city neighborhoods without much planning is not so great. Rents go up for everyone, local businesses are priced out, and Chicago stops being Chicago. Great if you own the buildings, not so much if you don’t. It’s not a coincidence that Gabrielle’s venture capital fund popped into existence at the same time the family started a new round of residential tower construction. The plan is to fill them up with tech nerds high on stock options and smugness. Stuff a microbrewery in the basement. Make them think they’re having a real urban experience.”


  “You don’t sound happy about it.”


  “Well, I live in Oak Park, which has a smugness and microbrewery problem of its own, so I’m not casting stones. The point is, even when the Friedkins diversify, they keep an eye on their bread and butter.”


  “All right.”


  “They also bring their own distinctive business style to these other fields,” Dorn said. “Not union-busting and tenant-crushing, but pitting the people they work with against each other and making them fight for the scraps they toss out. That’s a hallowed family tradition. Gabrielle, in particular, indulges. She likes to take the heads of the tech companies she’s thinking of investing in, bring them up to that penthouse terrace, and tell them she’s only going to invest in one of them and they have to fight to the death for it. That’s where the dispatcher comes in, by the way.”


  “I guessed that,” I said.


  “And the hell of it is, they do. Fight to the death, I mean. Think about that. Two or three wannabe Zuckerbergs, complete with hoodies, trying to slap fight each other to death. It’s a funny image. Horrifying, but funny. My source says Gabrielle sometimes brings an empty handgun and sets it on a table, because she likes the reaction when someone tries to fire it.” Dorn looked at me significantly when he said this.


  I kept my face blank. “You’re not painting a very nice picture of the Friedkins,” I said.


  “That’s because they’re not nice and never were,” Dorn said. “As I mention several times in my book, which you haven’t read. But don’t worry about the Friedkins. If they know anything, it’s if you splash enough out in philanthropy, you can be as awful as you want. The Friedkins have their name on a lot of academic buildings and art wings. So Gabrielle gets to keep the family tradition of awfulness going for another generation. I mean, it’s not just her. All billionaires are terrible almost by definition. Her friend Michel Cadieux, do you know him?”


  “I know of him.”


  “He’s a minority partner in that VC fund she has going. Likes to pretend he’s clean as a whistle, but the family made its billions doing really shitty things in Indochina back in the day, and isn’t much better today. They’re in bed with all sorts of appalling people in that area. He’s the fresh face on a rotten family. Maybe that’s why Gabrielle likes him. They have that in common.”


  “Why do you think Gabrielle Friedkin does these awful things?” I asked.


  “You mean, aside from garden-variety sadism? Dominance. To remind these would-be aspiring tech masters of the universe there’s a force greater than them, and before they get to be billionaires on their own, they have to kneel at the altar of the old gods. And to remind them money doesn’t come for free, and there’s a certain level of capriciousness to who gets it and who doesn’t. But mostly, garden-variety sadism.”


  I chuckled.


  “The rich don’t usually get where they are by being overly concerned about lives,” Dorn said. “But that’s mostly lives in an abstract sense. When it comes to individual lives, the ones right in front of them, in my experience the rich are no more bloodthirsty than anyone else. Or at least, they don’t want to get their own hands dirty. But if a dispatcher is around, that gives implicit permission for a certain range of activities, let’s say. You know about Chekhov’s gun, right?”


  “Sure,” I said. “If you put a gun on the mantelpiece in act one, it’s going to get fired in act three.”


  “That’s right. Gabrielle Friedkin plants a lot of Chekhov’s dispatchers. Come on, let’s cross the street and walk back toward the house.”


  We crossed and walked back up the street in silence for a bit. “You’re worried about your friend,” Dorn eventually said.


  “I am,” I replied.


  “You should be,” Dorn said. “Not just because he’s your friend. Because he represents a weak point in Gabrielle Friedkin’s armor. Business associates clam up to keep the money coming. The tech nerds hoping to get funding keep quiet because they need angel investors, or devil investors, in this case. The Friedkins pay and treat their staff well, not because they’re good people—they’re terrible people, just about all of them—but because they understand that unhappy staff leak. Friedkin staff don’t leak. To anyone. Trust me, I spent years trying.”


  “But dispatchers aren’t staff.”


  Dorn jabbed a finger at me. “Exactly. And while I understand discretion’s part of your business model, especially when you take on shady freelance work, at the end of the day your loyalty is to yourself, not your clients. You’re a wild card. You said Gabrielle offered you a ridiculous amount of money?”


  “She did. She also said she knew I’d talk to my friend at the police about it, and that nothing she’s asking me to do would be illegal. Her lawyer said that, I should say.”


  “That Gomez character.”


  “That’s the one.”


  “He and Gabrielle met at Northwestern undergrad. He’s been her lapdog ever since. He knew a meal ticket when he saw it.”


  “You don’t approve.”


  “Shit, Valdez, I’m envious. I’m selling my house and moving to Wisconsin. I would love to have a meal ticket right about now. I mean, hell. If you don’t take Friedkin’s deal to sell out your friend, tell her I’d do it for ten percent of what she’s paying you.”


  I smiled.


  “But you should know Gabrielle’s playing you. Whatever she’s offering you, your pal is worth a hundred times that to her. And if she’s not concerned about you telling your friends at CPD, it’s because she’s absolutely certain whatever plan she has for your pal isn’t going to come back to her. Something will happen to your pal. You know better than anyone how hard it is to keep someone dead these days, but you also know you can do it if you work at it. Do you want my advice?”


  “Please.”


  “One, don’t sell out your pal. Friends are hard enough to come by, as it is. My wife got all our friends in the divorce. It sucks. And if I had a million dollars, it would still suck not having friends. Two, find out why she wants your pal, or it’s going to end badly for him. Three, take the money if you can.”


  “You just said I shouldn’t sell out my friend.”


  “That doesn’t mean you shouldn’t take the money. Look, she’s playing you anyway. If I were you, I’d play her back. Especially since, if she used you in your dispatching capacity—which you haven’t admitted to but it’s obvious to me now that she did—you’re in just as much deep shit as your friend. Might as well get paid.”


  “I’ll keep that in mind,” I said.


  “Please do. And when you do, let me know if you want a house in Oak Park.”


  My phone rang. It was Langdon. “Where are you?” she asked.


  “Oak Park.”


  “What are you doing in Oak Park?”


  “Looking at a house and getting some exercise. I told you I was taking the day off. What are you doing?”


  “Looking for you. We’ve had a development with Paul Cooper.”


  “Did you find him?” I asked.


  “Some of him, yes,” Langdon said.


  CHAPTER


  THIRTEEN


  “Why is he here?” Andy Liu asked as Langdon and I entered the examining room. Paul Cooper’s body—some of it, anyway—lay on the table between us. The medical examiner staff person who led us into the room took this as her cue to leave. It was very quickly the three of us, and some of Cooper.


  “Do you have a problem with Tony being here?” Langdon asked.


  “I just wasn’t aware it was Take Your Informants to Work Day.”


  “Cute.” Langdon motioned to me. “Tony’s worked extensively with me and with the Chicago Police Department as a consultant. He was supposed to join the force until the current pandemic changed everyone’s plans. Also, he has information material to our mutual investigations.”


  Liu looked over to me. “And what’s that?”


  “Gabrielle Friedkin offered me a reward for finding Mason Schilling and that crypto wallet of his.”


  “Did she. What’s the going price?”


  “Ten million dollars.”


  Liu gave a low whistle. “That’s not chicken feed. And did you rat out your friend and his wallet?”


  “I don’t have the wallet and I don’t know where Mason is,” I said.


  “I know you keep saying that. I’m less than one hundred percent convinced.” He motioned to Langdon. “The detective here tells me you identified one of the men who stole Cooper’s body as Schilling.”


  “That’s right.”


  “If you pointed us in his direction, it would save us all a lot of trouble. There might even be a reward in it. Not ten million dollars, of course. This is the U.S. government we’re talking about. We can’t compete with private enterprise.”


  “I’ll keep it mind,” I said.


  “Do that. Anything else interesting about your meeting with Friedkin?”


  “She made two of her contractors fight to the death while I was there.”


  Liu nodded. “She does that.”


  “You know about that?” Langdon said, disbelieving.


  “Gabrielle Friedkin’s been doing the gladiator thing for a while.”


  “And this doesn’t alarm you.”


  “It’s not about being alarmed, it’s about what we want to get her for,” Liu said. “Be assured, Detective Langdon, when we reel her in, felony attempted murder will be one of the charges we throw at her, if we can get anyone she’s made fight for a contract or venture funding to go along with us, which so far we haven’t. But there are other more compelling charges we’re interested in.”


  “Like what?” Langdon asked.


  “Money laundering, for one. Tax evasion, for another. Fraud for a third.” Liu motioned to Cooper’s corpse. “This one was helping us build the case against her and a bunch of her pals.”


  “How was he doing that?” I asked.


  “MoreCoinz is a honeypot,” Liu said.


  I blinked. “You’re using the app Cooper made to entrap criminals.”


  “ ‘Entrap’ isn’t a word I’m comfortable with,” Liu said. “We’re not making them use the app. They’re using it of their own free will.”


  “Walk us through this,” Langdon said.


  “I told you how Cooper’d been working for us. When cryptocurrency took off, we knew it was going to be seen as a vehicle for the rich and the criminal to move their assets in a way they thought we couldn’t track. So we had Paul build us a trading platform we could access. And along the way, it became one of the most-used crypto apps in the world.”


  Langdon looked skeptical. “And no one figured this out.”


  “Detective, we did the same thing for an ‘encrypted’ chat app that thousands of criminals used to plan all sorts of felonious activities, and it worked like a charm. We announced a bunch of arrests from it a couple of months ago. Hardly anyone outside of a few nerds knows how encryption works, or what a blockchain is meant to do, how public it is, or whether something is genuinely secure or not. At the end of the day, the vast majority of people think something’s secure because someone who they think is knowledgeable tells them it is.”


  Liu gave a nod here to Cooper’s corpse. “Paul had a good reputation among the crypto fans, and we set it up to give MoreCoinz a couple of public victories against governmental intrusion. It made the app look like a safe place to do your dirty business away from the FBI and the IRS. That’s all a lot of them needed to be convinced. Not anyone who has a serious understanding of cryptocurrency, of course. None of those people would be moving or trading any of it through an app you download from Apple or Google. But there aren’t that many of those people.”


  “So you have the goods on Friedkin,” I said.


  “Paul did,” Liu said. “He knew the app would be cracked and people would be looking for holes in the security, so he designed the app without any back doors. He was the back door. Every month or so, he’d do a drop.”


  “Let me guess,” I said. “On a secure crypto wallet.”


  “That’s a good guess. A secure hardware crypt that could be unlocked with his fingerprint, and then required a second encryption key for the data inside to be accessed. The fingerprint part of that is what makes this so interesting.” Once again, Cooper’s corpse got a nod.


  A corpse that was missing both of its hands.


  ☼


  “No one saw Cooper’s corpse get dropped off?” I asked Langdon, as she drove me back to my apartment.


  “He got dumped overnight in an alley in a residential area near Midway Airport,” she said. “No security cameras. We’re looking through nearby traffic cameras, but we don’t know what to look for. Your friend needed a specialized vehicle to steal the corpse. He could’ve driven a Honda Fit to drop it off.”


  “That’s not great.”


  “It could’ve been worse. The body was found early this morning by a local, and we had a car there to deal with it before anyone came by with a cell phone camera. We were able to get it out before the press showed up. As far as anyone knows, the body in the alleyway was a John Doe, not a billionaire stolen from the ME’s office. We thought he was a John Doe until he showed up at the examiner’s and they recognized him as their lost lamb.”


  “They’re still going to have to explain the missing hands,” I pointed out.


  “Yes, but that’s their problem, not mine,” Langdon said.


  “You just have to find the hands.”


  “We know who has the hands. Your friend Mason.”


  “He just took delivery on the body,” I said. “Someone else might have the hands.”


  Langdon glanced over to me. “I want you to think about what you just said, and the fact your best defense of his actions is ‘maybe someone else has the hands.’ ”


  “I’m not defending him. I’m just saying maybe he doesn’t have the hands.”


  “You’re sure you don’t know where he is right now?” Langdon asked me. “I know I ask this a lot. I keep hoping you’ll have a different answer.”


  “Do you think at this point if I knew where he was, I wouldn’t tell you?”


  “The fact I’m asking you the question should tell you.”


  “Ouch.”


  “Tony, I know you have loyalty to your friends. I’m not saying that’s not admirable, most of the time.”


  “Well, thank you.”


  “I’m just not sure Mason Schilling is actually a friend of yours.”


  “You think he’s using me.”


  “I know he’s using you,” Langdon said. “And I know he’s relying on your feeling of friendship for him to keep his secrets. I wonder why you’d let him.”


  “I’d keep your secrets,” I said.


  “I don’t have secrets.”


  “If you had them, I’d keep them.”


  “If I had secrets and I told you to keep them, I’d want you to think about why I was asking you to,” Langdon said. “And whether keeping them was going to hurt you. Or me.”


  “You think Mason’s in danger,” I said.


  “Tony, your friend jumped out of a moving car, died, and then came back to steal body parts from a billionaire who was an FBI informant. What about that strikes you as not being the actions of a desperate man?”


  “You have a point,” I admitted.


  “I hate this entire thing,” Langdon said. “I hate that I feel like you’re keeping secrets from me. I hate that I think you’re being used. I hate that the FBI’s holding back information from us. I hate that I have billionaires running around my city making people kill each other for sport.”


  “You think the FBI’s holding out on us?” I asked, because I felt like I had to pick a topic.


  “Cooper died at Friedkin’s party. We know now that before he died, he, Friedkin, Cadieux, Brennan Tunney, and Schilling all disappeared from the party at the same time. Five people conveniently depart, one ends up dead, one disappears, one flees the country, and the two left remaining are untouchable. And the one thing that might explain it all is conveniently missing, and we all have to chase it.”


  “Tunney’s not chasing it.”


  “He might be. I haven’t been able to get in to ask him. Schilling used to do work for him, didn’t he?”


  “It’s been a few years.”


  Langdon let out a small laugh. “Time doesn’t matter to Tunney. If you get into his orbit, you’re in it for the duration. You should know that, at least.” She turned off of North Avenue onto my street.


  “Thanks for the lift,” I said, as we pulled up to my apartment.


  “You’re welcome,” Langdon said, as I got out. “Tony, any time you want to really start trusting me again, all you have to do is let me know.”


  “I do trust you,” I said. “More than you know.” I closed the car door. Langdon smiled and drove away.


  I walked up to my apartment, fished out my keys, opened the door, and took my wallet and mask out of my pocket and placed them on my kitchen counter with my keys. Then I sighed, went to my fridge, and got out a beer.


  When all that was done, I looked over to the man sitting on my couch.


  “First off, how the hell did you get into my safe?” I asked.


  Mason Schilling smiled.


  CHAPTER


  FOURTEEN


  “You don’t want to know how I am or what I’ve been doing?” Mason asked lightly.


  “I know what you’ve been doing,” I said. “Body snatching is a new one for you, Mason.”


  He chuckled. “You saw that. Well, I suppose you might’ve. You do hang out with that cop of yours. I imagine that little event caused a stir.”


  “Why did you do that?”


  “Snatch a corpse?”


  “Yes.”


  “I traded a service for protection,” Mason said. “It was a fair exchange. Anyway, I wasn’t in charge of the operation. I was just a warm body lending a hand.”


  “Bad pun, Mason.”


  “I don’t know what you mean by that.”


  “You can’t tell me you don’t know about the current status of Paul Cooper’s corpse,” I said.


  “Actually, I can,” Mason replied. “I helped drop it off. I have no idea what’s happened to it since. That’s not my department.”


  “What is your department?”


  “Recently, it’s mostly watching Netflix and trying to stave off boredom. Until a couple of hours ago, when my current . . . benefactor, who shall remain anonymous, asked me to come see you. May I have a beer?”


  “You didn’t help yourself to one?” I asked.


  “That would be impolite.”


  “As opposed to, say, taking three thousand dollars from my safe.”


  “That again.” Mason pointed to my bedroom, and presumably to the safe in the closet there. “Go check it.”


  I stared at him for a minute, and then went to go check the safe. Then I came back to the kitchen, got a beer, and walked it over to Mason, who nodded his thanks.


  “Thank you for returning the three thousand dollars,” I said, sitting down myself. “And for not taking any of the other money in there.”


  “Of course,” he said. “I also returned your sweats. They’re on your bed. They’ve been laundered. And to answer your first question, your safe has a digital lock and it uses a PIN. Most people reuse PIN numbers, because most people are lazy. I’ve known your ATM pin for years, because you do a really bad job of hiding it when you take out money. I figured it would be the same for your safe. I was correct. Also, you should change your PIN, obviously. Not changing it after I took money from your safe is just sloppy.”


  “Thank you for the tip,” I said sarcastically.


  “I’m just trying to be helpful,” Mason said, and took a sip of his beer.


  “That answers one question I had,” I said. “I want to see if you can guess what my next question is.”


  “Would it be ‘why is there now an extra twenty-five thousand dollars in my safe’ ?” Mason asked.


  “Yes. Yes, it would be.”


  “A little bit of it, you can consider interest on your loan,” Mason said. “Maybe about a thousand dollars of it. The rest of it, you can consider payment for babysitting something for me.”


  “Your crypto wallet,” I prompted.


  Mason tipped his beer bottle at me. “That’s right. I’d like it back now, if you please. More accurately, my benefactor would like it, and at this point I’m inclined to give it to him, all things considered. Well, not give it to him. I’m getting a little something for it.”


  “More than twenty-five thousand dollars, I’m guessing.”


  “You’re not wrong.”


  “How much?”


  “Enough that I won’t miss that twenty-five thousand I’m giving you.”


  “What if I told you I don’t have it here?” I asked.


  Mason’s eyes widened. “Jesus, Tony, I hope you don’t have it here. I think it’s pretty clear this place isn’t exactly secure.”


  “What if I told you I gave it to a cop?”


  “Well, that’d make getting it back a little more of a challenge,” Mason admitted. “But I have faith in you, Tony.” He started to take another sip of his beer.


  “And what if I told I’d gotten a better offer for it?”


  The beer bottle paused before it hit Mason’s lips. “How much better?” he asked.


  “Ten million dollars.”


  Mason chuckled at that. “Gabrielle Friedkin, right?”


  “Let’s just call them my current benefactor, who shall remain anonymous.”


  “Ten million dollars is not an anonymous amount of money,” Mason said. “That would be Gabrielle, all right.”


  “She says you stole the wallet from Paul Cooper’s corpse, and that it was hers to begin with,” I said, abandoning the pretense of anonymity.


  “Seems complicated,” Mason said. “But a good cover story for offering ten million dollars. If I thought you had any chance of collecting that much from her, I might ask to go in halfsies with you. But you don’t.”


  “It’s already in escrow,” I said.


  “No, her weasel of a lawyer told you it’s in escrow, and you don’t have the means to confirm whether he’s actually telling you the truth. Trust me, Tony. I’ve spent a lot of time with Gabrielle Friedkin and her pals over the last year. They’re anglerfish, and money is their bright and shiny lure. It gets you close to them. Then you get the teeth.”


  “You took their money,” I pointed out.


  “And I had to jump out of a moving car to get away from them.” Mason spread his arms wide. “This is my point to you. I’m speaking from experience. The twenty-five thousand you already have from me is worth far more than the ten million you will never, ever get. We’re rabble to them. The rich don’t feel obliged to treat the rabble fairly. Shit, they stab each other in the eye every chance they get.”


  “Yet you trust your anonymous benefactor.”


  “I never said I trust him,” Mason said. “I offer him a practical and tactical advantage he’s willing to pay for. That’s as good as it gets in this world.”


  “When all this started, you told me what you had on that crypto wallet was money.”


  “It does have money on it.”


  “No one’s going to offer me ten million dollars to get your forty thousand, Mason.”


  “Yes, you’re right. It’s not just money. Paul Cooper left me something else on the wallet.”


  “What?”


  “Complete administrative access to MoreCoinz.”


  I paused. “Excuse me?”


  “Right?” Mason said. “That’s what I thought.”


  “He gave administrative access to you.”


  “Yes.”


  “Were you friends?”


  “The only time I ever met him was at Gabrielle’s billionaire scheming parties.”


  “So why would he do that?”


  Mason waved his arms, sloshing the beer in his bottle. “How the fuck do I know? I don’t need it. I don’t want it. I definitely didn’t ask for it. I didn’t even know I had it, until a bunch of goons came into my house and grabbed me and the wallet and stuffed it and me into their goddamn SUV.”


  “Whose goons?”


  “Gabrielle’s, almost certainly. All of this shit is organized and run by her. She and Paul were using MoreCoinz to hide money and bilk a bunch of tech dickheads who thought they were buying in to her venture capital fund. That fund was why she kept me around.”


  “For the gladiator thing.”


  Mason looked at me funny. “The what?”


  “The gladiator thing. Someone called it that to me recently. She’d make the guys angling for her venture capital battle for it.”


  “I wouldn’t call watching a bunch of untoned tech nerds trying to choke each other a ‘gladiator thing.’ Maybe ‘Flabby Fight Club.’ ”


  “You were there when Paul Cooper died,” I said.


  “I wasn’t in the room, no,” Mason said. “My services weren’t being called for yet.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Gabrielle and her brain trust were having a pregame meeting. I was there and Cooper paid me in advance. He handled the funds. I was going to be brought in when they started ‘interviewing’ the tech dweebs they were thinking of funding.”


  “So the party wasn’t just a party.”


  “I’m sure it was just a party for some of the people who were there. But not for Gabrielle and Cooper and the others.”


  “So you didn’t see what happened to Paul Cooper.”


  Mason shook his head. “I saw Gabrielle, her weasel lawyer, and the others go into the study she uses as her office. When they did that, I went to take a dump. As I was finishing up there was a loud bang.”


  “Nobody panicked?”


  Mason shrugged. “It could’ve been a gunshot. It could’ve been the caterers opening a champagne bottle. About a minute after the bang, I saw Gomez open the door of the study, look around for me, and wave me in. I went in and Cooper was on the floor, already dead. I confirmed he was gone and there was nothing I could do for him. By this time, someone else at the party had figured out what happened and called 911. Gabrielle’s flunky lawyer told me to go home, and if anyone asked, to say I was at the party as a guest, not there professionally. He also told me to hold off transferring my fee from MoreCoinz for a couple of days, to support that ‘at the party as a guest’ thing until Paul’s death was ruled a suicide and the police lost interest.”


  I got what he was saying. “You didn’t know he sent you anything other than access to your tip.”


  “I found out because one of the goons who stuffed me into the Escalade was talking about it on his phone. He was holding the wallet in one hand and his phone in the other. I grabbed the wallet, opened the door, and fell out onto the Dan Ryan.”


  “And got hit by a Tesla.”


  “Which I survived,” Mason pointed out.


  “Technically you didn’t,” I reminded him. “And when I got to you in the hospital, you were ready to die.”


  “I wasn’t ready to die. I just preferred dying relatively quickly to the long and painful death I’d suffer if I came back and got nabbed again. And I would’ve gotten nabbed again. Except for you.”


  “I’m your friend, Mason.”


  “I’m glad you think so.”


  “Don’t you?”


  “Since we’re friends, you won’t have any problem getting that wallet back to me,” Mason replied, avoiding answering the question I had put to him.


  “It will take some doing,” I said.


  “That almost sounds like a euphemism for ‘I’m not going to get that wallet back to you,’ ” Mason said.


  “It’s not a euphemism,” I said. “I have the wallet somewhere safe. Getting it back will take a bit of doing. As in, I’m not going to be able to get it to you today.”


  “When can you get it to me?”


  “Is there a rush?”


  “Now that you mention it, yes, there is.”


  “I’m going to need to get back to you on that,” I said.


  Mason pointed toward the bedroom. “Twenty-five thousand dollars,” he said. “Paid in advance.”


  “You asked if there was going to be a problem getting that crypto wallet back to you,” I reminded him. “This is me telling you there won’t be. If you don’t rush me.”


  “I trusted you with that thing,” Mason said.


  “Then trust me to get it back to you. And trust me when I say it will take some doing.”


  Mason looked at me, unhappy. “I need it in the next couple of days, Tony,” he said. “Otherwise, things get . . . uncomfortable for me.”


  “Lead with that information next time,” I suggested.


  “I would like for there to be a next time,” Mason said. “That’s why I’m here.” Then he slugged back the rest of his beer and put the bottle on the floor. “Speaking of which, I need to make myself scarce again.”


  “How can I get in touch with you?” I asked.


  “You can’t.” He stood. “I’ll come around again.”


  “Knock the next time,” I suggested.


  “Change your PIN,” Mason said. He left out the door.


  I pulled out my phone and called Nona Langdon.


  “I was just about to call you,” she said as she picked up. “We’ve had a development.”


  “You tell me yours and I’ll tell you mine,” I said. I walked to the front of the condo, to the windows that overlooked the street. Mason would be coming out of the front of the building any second now.


  “Cody Williamson’s gone missing.”


  “Since when?”


  “Since sometime this morning. He didn’t show up to his meeting with his lawyer. His lawyer went to his apartment and got the building manager to let him in. Williamson’s not there. Phone, wallet, and ID are there, though.”


  “That’s not good,” I said. Mason had stepped out of the building now and was walking toward the street.


  “We talked to the neighbors. No one saw anything. There are security cameras on the building, but the ones for the fire escape had their SD cards snatched.”


  “That’s not suspicious at all.”


  “The building manager says neighborhood kids steal them all the time, so maybe it’s not. What’s your development?”


  A black Cadillac Escalade drove up alongside Mason, passenger-side window down. A man leaned out of the window and aimed something at him. Two small projectiles fired and hit him. Mason stiffened and fell. He’d been tased.


  “Oh, shit,” I said. I dropped the phone and ran out of my apartment and down the stairs.


  I got outside just after Mason had been bundled into the Escalade. The vehicle was taking off down the street. I tried to read the license plate, and reached for my phone to take a photo of it as it drove off. Then I remembered I’d dropped the phone, with Langdon still on it.


  “Shit,” I said again. I turned in time to see someone walking toward me, holding out a Taser. Several thousand volts of electricity blew out my consciousness and I slid into darkness.


  CHAPTER


  FIFTEEN


  I came to in blackness, which, after a moment, I realized was not because I was trapped in darkness, or blind, but because I had a bag over my head. I tried to move, but a hand pushed on me.


  “Sit still and be quiet, or I’ll zap your ass again,” a voice said.


  I sat still and paid attention to my surroundings. There was road noise and vibration. I was in a car. This suggested I had not been out for that long. I had questions, but I also didn’t want to get electrified again. I decided to wait.


  An indeterminate amount of time later, the car came to a stop and I heard the sound of a garage door opening. The car moved forward and the garage door closed. I was hustled out of the car and led through a door and down some stairs. I was put onto a couch, and my hands and feet zip-tied. The bag came off.


  I was in a nondescript finished basement. On one side of me, zip-tied, was Mason. On the other side of me, also zip-tied, was Cody Williamson. Both of them had duct tape over their mouths.


  In front of me, sitting comfortably on a simple wooden chair, was Michel Cadieux.


  “I have questions,” I said, after a moment.


  Cadieux spread his hands. “By all means.”


  “How are you here?” I began.


  “I never left,” Cadieux said. He pointed to Williamson. “I heard my idiot subordinates get arrested at your apartment and assumed I’d soon be getting a visit from the Chicago Police. For various reasons, I’ve long had a plan for making it look like I’d suddenly left the country without benefit of a plane or passport. I put it into effect. We had to wait for you and the detective to show up in the building, so you could hear the gunshot and infer from there. Everything else was simple.”


  “I saw you in your house in Lyon.”


  “You saw me in front of an 8K screen in our virtual conference studio one floor down. When you were coming up in the elevator, I took the stairs. I use the Lyon home shot when I’m teleconferencing with European partners. They like it when I pretend I’m on the same continent. Business psychology. You and your detective fell for it, too, which was useful. You didn’t go looking for me. Neither did the police.”


  I looked around the basement. “And you’ve been here since then?”


  “Not in this basement, no.”


  “Where are we?” I asked.


  “We’re somewhere in the Chicagoland area.”


  “And you’re not worried about anyone coming to search your basement?”


  “It’s not my basement. It’s an Airbnb, rented through an intermediary, not traceable to me or my company. We’ve got a week rental. We’re not going to be disturbed anytime soon.”


  I glanced over to Williamson. “Why is he here?”


  “I just recently learned he’s an FBI informant. That was . . . disappointing. I can’t have him running around. He’s not important to why you’re here, Tony. He just happens to be here.”


  I motioned my head to Mason. “And him?”


  Cadieux smiled. “He’s very connected to why you’re here. As I’m sure you know.”


  “Explain it to me.”


  “I want Mason’s crypto wallet. I took it from him once, and he managed to get it back. He doesn’t appear to have it anymore. I suspect he gave it to you. I’d like you to give it to me. And I’d appreciate it, Tony, if you didn’t pretend you don’t know what I’m talking about.” He nodded at Williamson. “After all, you tried to entrap this one with a fake version.”


  “You were the one who kidnapped Mason before,” I said. “The one he jumped out of an SUV to get away from.”


  “Some of my people, yes,” Cadieux said, and grimaced slightly. “That was embarrassing. I didn’t think he’d jump out of a car on a freeway. I learned a lesson.”


  I let out a small, short chuckle.


  “What’s funny?” Cadieux asked.


  “I thought it was Gabrielle Friedkin who snatched him,” I said.


  “I’m sure the thought occurred to her. I happened to get to him first.”


  “So you want me to give you his crypto wallet,” I said.


  “I do,” Cadieux said. “And something else.”


  I frowned. “What else is there?”


  “You and your detective fell for the gunshot, but you did something I didn’t expect. You went through my trash.”


  I nodded. “I found a crypto wallet of yours.”


  “I put it in the trash to clear off the desk and keep your detective from noticing it. I wasn’t expecting custodial to come through when they did. And I didn’t expect you would root through the garbage. Can you tell me why you did that?”


  “Call it a hunch.”


  “I need it back, too,” Cadieux said.


  “There’s a problem there,” I said. “The Chicago Police have it.”


  “That is a problem,” Cadieux agreed. “But it’s your problem.”


  “They’re not going to give it to me. They’re busy trying to break into it.”


  Cadieux waved dismissively. “They’re as likely to break into it as you are to turn into a unicorn. That’s not why I need it.”


  “Why do you need it?”


  “As far as you’re concerned, Tony, I need it because I need it. I need it, and I need Mason’s wallet.”


  “You’re not the only one who wants it,” I said.


  Cadieux smiled. “You’ve had other offers for it. Gabrielle, I assume. Maybe one or two others. I imagine you’ve been promised substantial incentives.”


  “Maybe,” I said.


  “Well, fair enough,” Cadieux said, and reached inside his jacket to a pocket there. “Allow me to offer my own incentive package to you.” He pulled out a multifunction tool and thumbed open the knife. It clicked into place. Cadieux leaned over and drove it into Mason’s leg, into the muscle right above his knee.


  Mason screamed through the duct tape and thrashed about, knocking the knife out of the wound. Blood began to seep into his jeans.


  After Mason composed himself, Cadieux calmly reached down and picked up his multi-tool. He wiped the blade on Mason’s jeans, cleaning off the blood. He closed the knife, put it away, and turned his attention back to me.


  “You’re a dispatcher, like Mason here,” Cadieux said. “So I know you know a few things. I know you know that if you kill someone, when they come back, their bodies are like they were a few hours before. So if I were to kill Mason now, by shooting him, or cutting his throat, when he came back, he wouldn’t be shot, or his throat cut, or”—he tapped Mason’s wound, making Mason give a pained grunt—“even have this little wound here. Yes?”


  “That’s right,” I said.


  “Ah! But if I kill Mason tomorrow, then when he comes back, this wound”—another tap, another groan—“will be there. Enough time has passed. I looked you up, Tony, after our meeting. I know you work in a hospital, in a critical care unit. I imagine when you talk to families who want you to dispatch their loved ones, you tell them this. There’s only so much damage a dispatch will reset. Yes?”


  “Yes.”


  “So here’s my incentive package to you, Tony. I’m going to give you a day to get me both of those crypto wallets. After that, every hour on the hour, Mason here loses a body part. We’ll start with toes. Then fingers. Then ears. Then eyes. And if after two whole days, you have nothing for me, I’ll have his nose cut off. And then after that”—Cadieux spread his hands—“well, after that, it’s just a matter of time, isn’t it? How much of Mason you get back depends on how quickly you move. And of course, on whether you choose to dispatch him or not when I return him. I’ll leave that detail to you.”


  I looked over to Mason, who was breathing heavily from his nose. Next to me, Cody Williamson was also breathing heavily. He knew what was going to happen to him wasn’t even under discussion at the moment.


  “Is this incentive package acceptable to you?” Cadieux asked.


  “No,” I said.


  Cadieux smiled, it seemed, despite himself. “Really. Well, Tony, this is a bold move I wasn’t expecting. I’m curious to see how it plays out.”


  “I want Cody in the package.”


  “He’s not part of the deal.”


  I shook my head. “I’m pretty sure you found out he worked with the FBI because I tried to entrap him,” I said. “That means the reason he’s here right now is because of me. That makes him part of the deal. I get you those wallets, you give me both of them.”


  “And if I say no?”


  “Then you can go fuck yourself, because I’m not going to help you.”


  “I love how you think this is a negotiation,” Cadieux said, after he was done laughing. “It’s not.”


  “Whatever is on those wallets is important enough that you stayed in this country instead of fleeing to France, where you wouldn’t be extradited,” I said. “It’s important enough that you kidnapped Mason twice. It’s important enough that you sent people to break into my house. It’s important enough that you’re threatening me with the mutilation of my friend.”


  “I could threaten you with mutilation as well,” Cadieux noted.


  “You could,” I agreed. “Which just goes to my point. Whatever it is you get with those wallets, you don’t just want it. You need it. Which means you need me and my cooperation. And my terms are Mason and Cody. Both.”


  Cadieux stared at me. Then he turned to Cody Williamson. “Well, Cody? Do you want in on this little deal? You should know anything I do to him”—he pointed to Mason—“I’m going to do to you. Right after I’m done with him. Finger for finger. Eye for eye. Your choice.”


  Williamson looked sidelong at me. He slowly nodded.


  “Fine,” Cadieux said. “Both of them.”


  “And thirty-six hours before you start cutting into either of them.”


  Cadieux shook his head. “No, we won’t be changing that. And if you try to argue with me about that, I’ll start the cutting clock right now.”


  I scowled but said nothing. I nodded.


  “Good. One other thing. Your detective friend. You can’t go to her.”


  “The cops have your crypto wallet, and you don’t want me to go to the one cop who might actually help me?” I asked.


  “That’s right. She strikes me as more ethical than you, Tony. And of course that would be a problem. So, no, you can’t go to her. You can manage that, yes?”


  “I suppose I’ll have to,” I said.


  Cadieux clapped his hands and stood up. “Then we have a deal.”


  “How will I reach you when I have the wallets?” I asked.


  “Put the HowlRound messaging app on your phone,” Cadieux said. “And do me a favor—put a PIN on your phone. Once you sign in on the app, I’ll have someone contact you. You can verify it’s who you’re meant to talk to because they’ll put the word ‘digit’ at the top of the message.”


  “All right.”


  Cadieux smiled. “I’m glad we can do business, Tony. I wish you success, both for yourself, and for these two. Now, be patient, someone will come get you in a moment. I just have to do this first.” He reached down, took the bag off the floor, and put it back on my head. “There we go. Good luck, Tony. Be in touch soon.” I heard him get up and walk up the basement steps.


  “Mason, Cody,” I said, through the bag. “I’m going to do the best I can.”


  I heard nothing from either of them besides breathing.


  I heard someone coming down the steps and sensed someone standing over me.


  “The bag stays on until we get you home,” a voice said, the same one I had heard earlier. “We’ll get you out of the zip ties, but if you cause us any trouble, I’ll put a zip tie around your neck. Got it?”


  “Got it,” I said.


  There was silence for a moment, then a click, and then someone moved over my hands and feet, severing the zip ties. “Stand up,” the voice said.


  I stood up.


  There was another silence, and I could feel the man moving around me. “You don’t have your phone or wallet on you,” he said.


  “They’re at home,” I said.


  “So, no valuables.”


  “Not on me.”


  “Well, shit,” the voice said, and I could hear the rustling of fabric. “That makes getting you home a hell of a lot easier.”


  I realized what he meant by that a fraction of a second before he shot me point-blank in the head.


  CHAPTER


  SIXTEEN


  For the second time in my life, I died.


  For the record, I didn’t like it any better than the first time.


  Like the first time, after I was murdered I found myself falling, naked, into my own bed. The bed was in a different apartment than it was the first time; in fact, it was a different bed, because the first bed had burned up in a fire. It was still my bed, in my apartment; the place where I felt I belonged, the place, more than anywhere else in the world, I felt safe. My place of home.


  And like the first time, the thing I did immediately after returning was throw up.


  Unlike the first time, I managed to roll off the bed and stumble into the bathroom before I threw up. Most of what came up made it into the toilet. As I was doing so, some quiet, calm, and undeniably strange part of my brain wondered about what I was currently regurgitating into the toilet bowl—When had I eaten that? What was the rationale for whatever it was that made us come back after death to include what was in our digestive system?—but mostly, I was simply and purely spilling my guts.


  When I was done, and while I was resting my head on the toilet bowl, eyes closed, I heard someone walk up behind me. I opened my eyes and turned my head slightly to see. Nona Langdon was there, gun trained on me.


  “Well, this is awkward,” I finally said.


  “Jesus, Tony,” Langdon said. “What happened?”


  “I mean . . .” I waved awkwardly at my current state.


  “Who did this to you?”


  “It’s complicated.”


  “I’m guessing,” Langdon said.


  I frowned, my head still on the toilet bowl. “Why are you here?”


  “Tony, the last thing I hear from you are the words, ‘Oh, shit,’ and then I don’t hear anything,” she said. “What do you think I’m doing here?”


  “I like that you care,” I said. “At the moment, it’s really inconvenient. But I still like it.”


  “What do you mean, it’s really inconvenient?”


  I waved toward my bedroom. “Could you get me my bathrobe?”


  Langdon nodded, holstered her handgun, and disappeared for a second. She reappeared with my robe, a basic gray cotton thing. She tossed it to me and then headed back to the living room.


  I dragged the robe to me, got up, and put it on. I swayed for a moment and leaned on the sink. I rinsed out my mouth, and after a moment of considering, brushed my teeth. With Langdon watching me, I went to my kitchen, got a glass and water from the sink. I drank the entire glass and then got another.


  “You all right?” she asked.


  “I remember you asking me that the first time I died,” I said.


  “Yeah, you beat up my car interior.”


  “My answer hasn’t changed.” I drank some more. “Your being here is inconvenient, because I was told not to go to you.”


  “Who told you that?”


  “The person who has Mason Schilling and Cody Williamson and is threatening to trim them down one finger at a time until I give him what he wants. I was with both of them, and the person holding them.”


  Langdon narrowed her eyes. “Who is this?”


  “Telling you costs fingers. The fact you’re here right now would cost them fingers if he knew.”


  “You didn’t come to me. I was already here.”


  “I don’t think that sort of rules lawyering is going to be allowed,” I said.


  “Then tell me what I can do,” Langdon said.


  “You can give me your car keys,” I said.


  “Excuse me?”


  “Your car keys. Please.”


  Langdon looked at me doubtfully, but she fished her keys from her pocket and slid them over to me on the kitchen counter.


  I picked them up. “Stay here and stay away from windows,” I said, and went out to the street in my robe. If I had any sort of sense, I would’ve put myself into pants, or at least sweats. But I wasn’t exactly working at full capacity.


  Langdon’s car was down the street a bit. I opened it with the key fob and fished through the glove compartment until I found what I was looking for. I closed the car back up and looked around to see if anyone was watching me. The street was quiet, and no one appeared to be hanging out in their car. I went inside and offered Langdon back her keys.


  “Why did you need my keys?” she asked as she took them from me.


  “I needed to get this,” I said, opening my left hand. In my palm was the crypto wallet that Mason had given me.


  Langdon’s eyes widened when she saw it. “You asshole,” she said. “You had it the whole time.”


  I shook my head. “You had it the whole time. Well, most of the time. Since we did that swap with Williamson at the Bean. I put it in there when I got some tissues.”


  “You told me before then you didn’t have it.”


  “I told you that when you were holding it and I wasn’t.”


  Langdon shot me a look. “Are you actually serious right now?”


  I shrugged and put the crypto wallet into my robe pocket. “Technically correct is the best kind of correct.”


  “And here you are accusing me of rules lawyering. No matter how you rationalize it, you lied to me, Tony.”


  “I lied to you,” I acknowledged. “I’m not going to excuse it. I was doing it because I thought Mason was in danger and I thought keeping the wallet safe would keep him safe. Especially when so many people came for it.”


  “So, you just tried to excuse lying to me.”


  “Not an excuse. An explanation.”


  “That’s more rules lawyering, Tony,” Langdon said. “You had me chasing around Chicago for something I had in my glove compartment.”


  “I wanted it safe,” I said. “I knew it would be safe with you. And I wanted you safe, too.”


  “I’m a goddamn cop, Tony!”


  “And I promise you the people I’m dealing with right now don’t give a single shit about that,” I said. “They absolutely would go right through you to get this thing.”


  Langdon looked at me, and I could tell she was running through several different responses in her mind, and one by one rejecting them. What finally came out was, “You and I are going to have a serious talk about a lot of things very soon.”


  “I’m sure we are,” I said. “Thank you.”


  “For what?”


  “For not saying everything else that’s going through your head right now. Or arresting me.”


  “Don’t tempt me.”


  “I’m going to try very hard not to,” I promised.


  Langdon pointed to the pocket of my robe. “I don’t suppose you want to give that to me now. Actually and officially.”


  “I can’t,” I said. “I need it.”


  “I thought you said you weren’t going to tempt me to arrest you. That’s evidence.”


  “It’s also the one thing that’s keeping all of Mason’s fingers in place. And Cody Williamson’s, come to think of it.”


  “At the very least, I need to tell Agent Liu we know where both of them are.”


  I shook my head. “We don’t.”


  “You just said you were there with them.”


  “I was tased and transported with a bag over my head. Then I traveled by bullet. I don’t know where I was. The only thing I know is, it was in the Chicagoland area. That could be anywhere from Aurora to Waukegan. I know they’re alive, and for now, they’re in one piece. Other than that, I can’t tell you. And if you tell Liu any of this at the moment, you risk Mason’s and Williamson’s future.”


  “You want me to lie to Liu.”


  “You don’t have to lie. Just maybe don’t take his calls for a little while.”


  “Then what am I supposed to do?”


  “You’re supposed to trust me for that same little while.”


  “Well, there’s a problem with that, Tony. You asked me to trust you before, and look where we are now.”


  “How about this, then. You don’t have to trust me, but I’m asking you to give me little bit of time to fix things. And to stay away from me until I do.”


  “How much time?”


  “The clock I’m working under is twenty-four hours.”


  “What happens then?”


  “Those fingers go missing. For a start.”


  “First hands, now fingers,” Langdon said, and then caught the involuntary grimace I made. “What?”


  “I asked Mason about Paul Cooper’s hands,” I said.


  “And?”


  “He said he didn’t know anything about them. Whatever happened was after his involvement with the corpse.”


  “Considering his current situation, how truthful do you think that is?” Langdon asked.


  “As truthful as anything from Mason ever is.”


  “So, not a lot,” Langdon said.


  I shrugged again. There wasn’t much to say about that.


  “Speaking of Cooper, Andy Liu heard from Cooper’s parents,” Langdon said. “Their lawyers, anyway. The tech people at MoreCoinz have been locked out of the back end of the app. Cooper set it up so that if he doesn’t check in every few days, no administrative work can be accessed.”


  “Why would he do that?” I asked.


  “Apparently it was one of his fail-safes against hacking. The app’s working fine for now, but the tech people say as soon as there’s a major tech issue, the app will halt trading and other functions, including user access to their online digital wallets.”


  “So when that happens, billions in cryptocurrency will be inaccessible.”


  “That’s the gist of it. The tech people are under the impression that if they get the parents to work together, they can legally get access to Cooper’s administrative account and start the reset. Liu tells me this was all news to both sets of lawyers.” Langdon looked at me. “Now. Does this have anything to do with what you’re doing?”


  “I don’t know,” I said. “That’s part of what I have to figure out.”


  “And how’re you going to do that?” she asked.


  “I think it might be time to call in a favor,” I said.


  CHAPTER


  SEVENTEEN


  Early the next morning, a black town car rolled up to my apartment building. The driver got out, opened the passenger door, and invited me in. The door closed behind me, and I was quietly and efficiently transported out of the city to Evanston, directly north of Chicago. The house I was driven to had been constructed at the turn of the previous century. It had gables and round sitting rooms, and a lovely wrap-around porch that was visible as we drove onto the property.


  I was not going to the house. I was going to the coach house behind it, a more modest affair that merely looked like a normal Evanston home. It would comfortably fit the family of a podiatrist or Northwestern University classics professor. It must be nice, I thought, to have an upper-middle-class home that functioned as one’s garage.


  The car stopped and the driver came to open my door. A man was waiting for me as I stepped out.


  “Mr. Valdez,” he said. “I’m Henry Donnelly, Mr. Tunney’s executive assistant. He’s waiting for you in his study. Follow me, please.”


  Brennan Tunney’s study was on the second floor of the coach house. It was bright and airy and minimalist, and looked for all the world like the home office of a junior vice president of a social media company. It didn’t look like the office of the CEO of a corporation born from the Prohibition-era Irish mob and debatably legitimate in the modern day.


  Tunney, behind his desk, seemed to catch the expression in my eyes. “You look disappointed, Tony,” he said. He didn’t get up to meet me. I didn’t expect him to.


  “This office wasn’t what I was expecting,” I said. “Or where.”


  “You were expecting wood paneling and me stroking a kitten.”


  “I’m not sure. Maybe. Yes.”


  “I do have a cat. It’s in the house. I could have it fetched.”


  “That’s all right,” I assured him.


  “As for the rest of it, my wife wanted to live in the suburbs. Better schools. That sort of thing. I’d rather have stayed in Chicago, but it’s important to have a calm and happy family life. So here I am in Evanston.”


  “It’s nice,” I said.


  “Thank you. I do wonder what Dad would’ve thought of it. He considered himself an old school mobster to the end. Kept quiet about it the last few years out of respect to me, which I appreciated.” Tunney motioned at the office. “But he would definitely consider this selling out.”


  “I heard about your father’s passing,” I said. Fintin Tunney, the last of the great Chicago Irish mobsters, had died early in the recent pandemic. “I’m sorry for your loss.”


  “Thank you. My father was old and in poor health as it was.”


  “You could’ve had him dispatched. The Family Compassion Act would’ve allowed for it.”


  Tunney smiled at me. “I think of all people, Tony, you know that law isn’t as compassionate as it was advertised to be, then or now. It was my father’s time, and neither I nor anyone else in the family saw the point in delaying what was coming. Besides,”—he motioned to encompass the minimalist office—“my father was the last of the Tunneys with a connection to our previous line of work. His passing helped put a cap on certain aspects of our family business.”


  “Did it?”


  “Publicly, yes. Privately, there are still a few bits to work out.”


  “I’m not going to lie to you, those bits are why I’m here.”


  Tunney smiled. “I like that you think I don’t know that.” He motioned to a chair in front of his desk. “Sit, Tony. Tell me what’s on your mind.”


  I sat. “You once said you owed me a favor.”


  “I did say that,” Tunney agreed. “And do you remember what I said to you about it?”


  “You said, ‘Choose well. Choose wisely.’ ”


  “It always surprises me how few people actually do that,” Tunney said. “Choose wisely. Most people squander the favor I owe them. Usually on money. Occasionally on revenge. So rarely on anything useful.”


  “I need that favor from you now,” I said.


  “Of course. What do you need?”


  “I need something retrieved out of a Chicago Police evidence room.”


  Tunney sat quietly for a moment. “Perhaps I didn’t make the ‘choose wisely’ part clear enough,” he said.


  “You did, I promise.”


  “You know, Tony, for a long time it was clear you didn’t want this favor from me. I understood that, and I understood your wish to stay clear of me and my business as much as you could. And obviously it did me no harm not to have you collect on the favor. But now—this.”


  “I have a good reason for it,” I said.


  “I would hope so,” Tunney replied. “And while I wouldn’t put you under the obligation to explain your wish, if you want to tell me I’d be happy to hear it.”


  “To save the life of my friend.”


  “That’s dramatic,” Tunney said. “And also, these days, usually unnecessary.”


  I looked at Tunney levelly. “You know as well as I do that it can be managed.”


  “With patience, time, and silence,” Tunney said. “I said that to you as well.”


  “Time is actually a problem here,” I said. “I was told I had twenty-four hours. That was as of last night.”


  “What happens when the clock runs out?”


  “Hands start missing fingers. And then things get worse from there.”


  Tunney nodded. “I see where this is going. The more time you take, the less of your friend there is to retrieve at the end of it.”


  “Something like that,” I said.


  “What you’re asking is difficult,” Tunney said.


  “I know that. It’s why I need the favor.”


  “What is it you need to have taken from our friends at the Chicago Police Department?”


  “A crypto wallet,” I said. “Forgive me for asking, but you know what that is?”


  “I live and do business in the twenty-first century, Tony, so yes,” Tunney said. “What’s so special about this crypto wallet?”


  “It belongs to Michel Cadieux,” I said.


  Brennan looked at me for a moment, and then did something I wasn’t expecting.


  He laughed.


  He laughed loudly and at length. It was unnerving.


  The door to the study opened and Henry Donnelly came in, a look of concern on his face. Tunney, still laughing, waved him back out the door. Before he left he shot me a look, as if to say, What the hell did you do? I shrugged as he closed the door behind him.


  “Well, this puts a new spin on things,” Tunney said, when he’d finished laughing. Then he looked at me. “Are you okay, Tony?”


  “Yes,” I said. “I’m sorry. I don’t think I’ve ever seen you do that before.”


  “Laugh?”


  “Yes, that.”


  “I’m a human being, Tony.”


  “No, I understand that,” I assured him.


  “You should’ve told me what you wanted when you came in,” Tunney said.


  “I didn’t know it would provoke . . . this.” I waved at Tunney.


  “But you knew that I’m not, shall we say, a neutral observer of Michel Cadieux’s business.”


  “I know you and he run in the same circles.”


  “That’s one way of putting it,” Tunney said. “Cadieux and I have similar backgrounds, when it comes to our family business histories. I think of him as being less financially prudent than I am, which is probably why you’re in the position you’re in now.”


  “I don’t know what that means,” I said.


  “It’s not important at the moment, although you might look into it when you leave. Now. Your friend who’s in imminent danger. I’m going to suppose it’s Mason Schilling.”


  “Yes,” I said.


  “And you have his crypto wallet?”


  “Maybe,” I hedged.


  Tunney caught that. “If I wanted his wallet, Tony, I would’ve already had it, and not let Schilling get away on the Dan Ryan Expressway.”


  “You know about that.”


  “I do,” Tunney said. “And more than that, as well. I know why Cadieux wants that wallet back.”


  “Why?”


  “Because if he doesn’t get it back, he can’t get his money out of that MoreCoinz app. If he doesn’t get his money out of the app before Paul Cooper’s fail-safe goes into effect, he’s going to be unhappy.”


  “How do you know about that?” I asked.


  “About Cadieux being unhappy?”


  “About Paul Cooper’s fail-safe.”


  “I think you know I knew Paul Cooper. You may assume we talked business.”


  “Just how unhappy is Cadieux going to be?”


  “Unhappy enough to dismember Mason Schilling, for a start.”


  “And Cody Williamson.”


  “I don’t know who that is,” Tunney said.


  “He worked for Cadieux. Also a snitch for the FBI.”


  “One of Andy Liu’s?” Tunney asked.


  I blinked. “You know about the FBI thing?”


  Tunney smiled. “Given my family’s business history, it’s useful to know the players in the city.”


  “Which is why you knew Cadieux and Gabrielle Friedkin and Paul Cooper in the first place,” I suggested.


  “In a way, yes,” Tunney said. “Although that was more of a business arrangement.”


  “Knowing what I know of these people, I wouldn’t have anything to do with them.”


  “It’s not sensible for someone like you to do business with them,” Tunney agreed. “I see some personal advantages, however. Tony, I’ll let you in on something. Do you know why I was so determined to get my family out of its previous line of business?”


  “You didn’t want to go to prison, was my guess.”


  Tunney chuckled, which was vastly preferable to a long laughing session. “That’s true. But not the actual reason. The actual reason, Tony, is that these days it’s so much easier to make money legitimately. For decades, my father and his father had to worry about getting tripped up on taxes from their endeavors or getting caught by law enforcement. Now the Tunney businesses pay almost nothing in taxes, and it’s due to entirely legal business expenses, deductions, and activities. You have to work at it to pay taxes. It’s almost perfect.”


  “Almost,” I said.


  “The problem is greed,” Tunney said.


  “Excuse me?”


  “Greed,” Tunney repeated. “Not the greed of criminals. The greed of legitimate businesspeople. They’re making money in the billions. Hand over fist. More than any one person could spend or any one company could use. It’s still not enough.” He waved in the direction of Chicago. “That’s why Mason Schilling’s in the position he’s in right now. Michel and Gabrielle got greedy and then got themselves out too far on a financial ledge—not the same ledge, but two ledges right next to each other. Your friend Mason got in the middle of that. Accidentally, yes; he was just there for the scraps they were throwing to him. But he still got caught up in it.”


  “You were there, too,” I reminded Tunney.


  “I understand this may make my lecture on greed ring somewhat hollow,” Tunney allowed. “But in time—in a very short time, if we’re going to help you help Mason Schilling—you’ll know why I’m telling you this.” He clapped his hands. “In the meantime, Tony, I’m going to grant your favor.”


  I felt relief wash over me. “Thank you.”


  “Don’t thank me, I owed it to you. And once it’s done, I have no further obligation to you. With that said, if you’re inclined to be useful, there’s something else you can do for me.”


  “What is it?”


  “Is that you agreeing to be useful?” Tunney asked.


  “It’s me not having made up my mind.”


  “Fair enough. Go home, Tony. You’ll get a package soon. The crypto wallet will be in it. If you just want to trade Mason Schilling for it, then our business will be concluded.”


  “And if not?”


  “Then there’ll be other things in the package, too,” Tunney said. “I feel confident you’ll know what to do with them when you see them.”


  ☼


  The package arrived at noon, by way of a perfectly normal courier who, I have to assume, had no idea what she was carrying and from whom. As promised, Michel Cadieux’s crypto wallet was there—along with a few other things, and an unsigned note, which read:


  Everything you need is here. See if you can connect the dots. What you do with them once you do is up to you.


  I spent an hour with the contents of my package, and then I opened my phone and accessed the HowlRound communication app, which I had downloaded earlier. A single message was there, from what I assumed was a burner number, with a single word in it: digit.


  I have the items, I texted back.


  Thirty seconds later, a voice call popped up in the app. I let it through.


  “Please hold,” a voice said.


  A few seconds after that, Michel Cadieux got on the line. “You have them, then.”


  “I do.”


  “I’m glad to hear that. I wondered how close you were going to come to the deadline. How did you get them, if you don’t mind me asking?”


  “I have friends. Aside from Detective Langdon.”


  “Friends are useful to have,” Cadieux said. “I’ll send a car for you.”


  “No,” I said. “You won’t.”


  “Pardon?”


  “You heard me. I’m not letting you get your hands on me again.”


  “Poor choice of words, considering.”


  “I have what you want. I know how much you want what I have. We’re going to meet somewhere you can’t put a bag over my head, and where I can see you and Mason and Cody coming from a long way off. Somewhere public.”


  I could sense Cadieux deciding whether to start carving up one or both of his captives, just to regain the upper hand in the negotiations. Instead, he said, “When and where?”


  “Eight tonight,” I said. “The Cloud Gate.”


  There was a pause. Then he said, “Where the hell is the Cloud Gate?”


  CHAPTER


  EIGHTEEN


  “You’re early,” I said to Michel Cadieux as I walked up to the Cloud Gate, aka the Bean. At eight p.m. it was still reliably filled with tourists, which was exactly as I wanted it to be. He was there with Mason and Cody Williamson standing close by. I didn’t see Cadieux’s goons, but I assumed they were around somewhere.


  “You’re not,” he said. I could tell he was piqued about having been forced out into the open. This, of course, suited me just fine. “Let’s get this over with. Show me the crypto wallets.”


  I reached into my pockets and fished out both plastic squares and showed them to him.


  He nodded. “Now give them to me.”


  “I’ll give them to you one at a time,” I said, pointing at Mason and Williamson. “One for one.”


  Cadieux stewed. “I suppose you want Mason first,” he said.


  I shook my head. “Cody Williamson first.”


  “What do you care about him, anyway?”


  “I don’t care about him,” I said. “But he’s still my responsibility. You get your wallet for him. Let him walk, and tell whatever goons you have out there that if he’s not left alone, I walk with Mason’s wallet.”


  “If I have goons out there, you won’t be able to walk with Mason’s wallet.”


  “Maybe,” I allowed. “Tell them anyway.”


  Cadieux took out his phone, opened what I assumed was his HowlRound app, and sent a text. Then he put his phone back into his pocket. “Done,” he said. Then he looked over to Williamson. “You’re fired. Fuck off.”


  Williamson looked at me, unsure.


  “You really should fuck off,” I said helpfully.


  Williamson walked, and then ran, down Michigan Avenue. We watched him go.


  “Your turn,” Cadieux said, bringing his attention back to me.


  “Fair enough,” I said as I tossed his crypto wallet to him.


  He caught it, examined it, and then put it on the ground and crushed it with his heel.


  “That’s littering,” I said.


  “I can pay the ticket.”


  “What was on it?”


  “Evidence of financial transactions that are best left mysterious. Now.” Cadieux held out his hand. “The other one. This time you give it to me first.”


  “There’s a complication here, isn’t there?” I asked. “You need Mason in order to access his wallet. Just the wallet itself won’t do. So I don’t think you’re going to give him to me once I give you his wallet.”


  Cadieux smiled. “I was hoping you wouldn’t realize that.”


  “We have an impasse,” I said.


  “I think I can force the issue,” Cadieux said. “Even here in public.”


  “I figured you’d say that. So I took an extra precaution.”


  “I told you not to talk to your cop friend,” Cadieux said.


  “It’s not her,” I said, and pointed behind him. “It’s her.”


  Cadieux turned to see Gabrielle Friedkin walking up to us, with her lawyer, Ricardo Gomez.


  “What are you doing here?” Cadieux asked her.


  Friedkin turned to me and motioned to Cadieux with her head. “I was going to ask you the same question about him.”


  “Here’s the thing,” I said. “I made deals with both of you for Mason and his crypto wallet. Ms. Friedkin, you offered more money, but Mr. Cadieux offered not to chop up my friend bit by bit. It was difficult to decide which deal to go with.” I glanced over to Mason. “Sorry.”


  Mason shrugged and kept quiet. He knew his best option at this point was to shut up and see what happened next.


  “So here’s what I’m going to do,” I said, returning my attention to the billionaires. “I’m going to auction both of them off, right now. Mason and his wallet. Whichever of you offers me the best deal wins.”


  “Gabrielle, we need to walk away,” Gomez said.


  “But wait, there’s more,” I continued, and pulled out my phone. “Because whichever of you offers the most for Mason and his digital wallet gets this, absolutely free of charge.” I pulled up a photo and showed it to Friedkin and Cadieux. They both leaned in to look, and then drew away, slightly disgusted.


  “What is it?” asked Gomez, who didn’t see it.


  “It’s Paul Cooper’s right hand,” I said, turning it so Gomez could see it. He, too, shrank back slightly. “You know, the one needed to access his laptop. Which the police have from the night Cooper shot himself, but which they can’t get into.” I looked at Friedkin and Cadieux. “I’m guessing there’s a lot of incriminating evidence on there about both of you that you’d be happy never to have get out.” I pointed at the photo. “If you have this, it won’t. Until then, I have it to make sure neither of you gets any ideas to do anything terrible to me or Mason.”


  “Where did you get it?” Cadieux asked.


  “From the same little elf who helped me get your crypto wallet,” I told him.


  “You could’ve just pulled that photo off of Google Images,” Gomez said.


  “Very true,” I said to the lawyer. “And even if I do have it, I’m not going to wave it around in public here in front of the Bean. That’s why it’s an add-on. But honestly, Mason and his crypto wallet are enough, because”—I pointed to Cadieux—“you’re screwed if you don’t get it”—I then pointed to Friedkin—“and you’re screwed if he does.”


  Friedkin and Cadieux looked at each other uncertainly.


  “I see both of you know only half of the story,” I said. “I can elaborate if you like.”


  “Do,” Cadieux said.


  “Let’s begin with the fact Paul Cooper was an FBI informant, and MoreCoinz is a big government honeypot for people doing ill-advised things with their cryptocurrency.”


  Cadieux looked unsettled at this news. Friedkin, I noticed, remembered to look shocked after a second or two.


  “One of you knew this already, I see,” I said. Cadieux shot Friedkin a look, but she had her face locked down again.


  I took this as a cue to go on. “Let’s continue with the fact that the venture capital fund Shikaakwa Partners, the venture capital fund you two partner in, is both a vehicle for laundering money and a slush fund.” I pointed to Cadieux. “Your family has kept ties with some of Southeast Asia’s worst people and happily washes their money for them. They gave you eight hundred million to clean, and you put it into Shikaakwa to do just that.”


  I pointed to Friedkin. “You took that money and used it to prop up the Fairwood Glen project, which your family had put you in charge of. The pandemic delayed construction, and it was already rife with expenses your family wasn’t happy about. You couldn’t let it collapse, so you took funds from Shikaakwa to cover the overruns. Specifically, you’ve been dipping into Cadieux’s eight hundred million dollars.”


  Gomez looked at Friedkin. “We really have to leave.”


  “No one’s going anywhere,” Cadieux growled. Gomez froze at this. Cadieux turned back to me. “Go on.”


  “I read up on Shikaakwa Partners,” I said, looking over to Friedkin. “You made sure it got a bunch of good press when you started it. You said the fund maximizes its venture capital by investing in cryptocurrencies.”


  “Yes,” Friedkin said. “So?”


  “It’s a good sound bite,” I said. “But it just means the fund floods money into minor cryptocurrencies, and then sells when small crypto investors drive up the value of the currency. It’s classic pump and dump.”


  “There’s nothing illegal about that,” Gomez said.


  “No,” I agreed. “That’s where Paul Cooper came in. He gave Shikaakwa an inside track on which currencies were ripe for investment, and he could hype certain currencies in the MoreCoinz app. He controlled the market, and the FBI shielded him from getting in trouble for it.”


  “You knew he was an FBI stooge,” Cadieux said to Friedkin.


  Friedkin opened her mouth but I got there before she could speak. “Not at first. She always knew Cooper could help her pump and dump crypto. She only found out about him being an FBI informant later, right around the time Fairwood Glen started going underwater.”


  “How do you know this?” Cadieux asked me.


  “Cooper told a friend. The friend recorded the call. Then he gave it to me.”


  “That’s not a very good friend.”


  “Mr. Cadieux,” I said. “You of all people should know how bad phone security is.” I turned back to Friedkin. “When you found out Cooper was working for the FBI, you blackmailed him to hide the fact you were skimming from Shikaakwa.”


  “This is nonsense,” Friedkin said to Cadieux. “The whole point of cryptocurrency is it’s secure. The blockchain will always tell you how much is in it.”


  “Sure,” I said, “if you understand how it works. But if you don’t, then the guy who actually runs the market for crypto can get it past you.” I turned to Cadieux. “Which is what Paul Cooper did, for a while. Gabrielle told him if he didn’t let her skim, she’d tell you about the FBI. Cooper knew about the money you put into Shikaakwa. He knew it didn’t come from the software you make.” I looked over at Mason, who had been silent this whole time. “And Cooper knew what would happen to him if you, or your family, or your family’s associates, found out.”


  “This is absurd,” Friedkin said.


  “And it might’ve worked if Gabrielle hadn’t gotten greedy,” I pressed on. “When Gabrielle was skimming a little bit, Cooper could cover. Cooper would manipulate some cryptocurrency down, and then put some of the Shikaakwa principal into it and pump it back up. But Gabrielle did get greedy, and Cooper couldn’t hide it well enough. Gabrielle tried bringing new partners into the fund—that’s why Brennan Tunney was there at the party—but Cooper knew it wasn’t enough. So he did the only thing he thought he could do.”


  “He killed himself,” Mason said, speaking up for the first time.


  “No,” I said. “Killing himself was instrumental, but incidental. He killed the crypto market he created with the MoreCoinz app. The app has a fail-safe—if Cooper doesn’t sign in after enough time, the back end locks. When the back end locks, eventually the app stops working. When that happens, billions in crypto vanish. Before that, people will sell what they have rather than lose it. The value of those cryptocurrencies craters.” I nodded to Friedkin. “You lose everything in Shikaakwa. Investors and the Feds audit your books. You get found out. You go to prison. Or worse.”


  Friedkin said nothing.


  “Unless the back end of the MoreCoinz app gets unlocked,” Cadieux said.


  I nodded. “Which is why you want Mason’s digital wallet, and why you need him to access it. You’ll confirm you’ve been defrauded. Then Gabrielle is screwed.”


  “She’s screwed if the MoreCoinz back end isn’t unlocked, too,” Cadieux said.


  “Maybe,” I said. “Unless she times the market like Cooper did—get in when the currency is low and ride the value up. She wants the market to crash, just enough. Then when it rises, she can get herself out of her hole with you. That’s why she wants Mason and his digital wallet.”


  I clapped my hands. “So. Now that’s all out in the open, let’s get to the bidding. Who wants to start?”


  Cadieux, Friedkin, and Gomez all stared at me blankly.


  “No?” I said. “How about this, then.” I motioned to Mason. “I happen to have a dispatcher here. How about I let the two of you discuss this between yourselves, and Mason will decide which of you has made the best argument.”


  For the first time in all of this, Mason grinned. “Nice,” he said.


  “Gabrielle,” Gomez hissed. “We go. Now.”


  “Oh, and Michel,” I said. Cadieux jerked his head toward me, probably for calling him Michel and not Mr. Cadieux. “I agreed not to go to Detective Langdon, and I kept that promise. But I did tell Agent Andy Liu of the FBI everything I just said. He thought it was very interesting. And he, I’m sorry to say, told Detective Langdon. Because they’re sharing information.”


  From around the Bean, several apparent tourists sprouted weapons, trained on Cadieux, Friedman, and Gomez.


  One of the apparent tourists turned out to be Agent Liu. Another was Langdon.


  Cadieux, Friedman, and Gomez put their hands up.


  And then Cadieux did something strange.


  He smiled.


  “Do it,” he said, loudly and apparently to no one.


  A red dot appeared on his forehead, and then his forehead wasn’t there anymore. There were screams and everyone dropped to the ground.


  When I looked up, I saw Chicago police in the distance, wrestling a man to the pavement. Cadieux’s assassin—or travel agent, depending on your perspective.


  Cadieux was gone, clothes left behind.


  He had traveled by bullet.


  “Don’t you even think about that,” said Langdon, who was now straddled over Gabrielle Friedkin.


  EPILOGUE


  “Cadieux is missing,” Langdon said to me the next day, during my break from hospital work. I was once again advising families against dispatching their incapacitated loved ones, and once again being frustrated that they weren’t listening. I was ready for the Family Compassion Act to be repealed. No one in the Illinois statehouse appeared to agree.


  “I mean, yes,” I said to Langdon. “That was his whole plan when he had his flunky make that head shot with a high-powered rifle.”


  Langdon shook her head. “No, you’re not hearing me. He’s not just gone. He’s missing. He’s not here in Chicago, obviously. But he’s not in Lyon, either. Interpol came to his home there not long after he was shot. His house was empty. And there were signs of a struggle.”


  “That’s interesting.”


  “ ‘Interesting’ is a word for it. Interpol suspects some of his family’s business associates may have heard about what happened to their money and were displeased.”


  “If I were defrauded of eight hundred million dollars I would be displeased, too,” I said.


  “You don’t know who might’ve tipped them off?” Langdon asked.


  “I have literally no idea.”


  “Just like you have no idea how a box of incriminating documents, as well as a picture of a severed hand, and a crypto wallet that had previously been in the possession of the Chicago Police Department, just happened to show up on your doorstep the moment they were useful to you.”


  “Exactly like that,” I confirmed.


  “It’s nice to be owed favors,” Langdon said.


  I smiled. “And Gabrielle Friedkin?”


  “In jail for now but probably not for long,” Langdon said. “I can’t imagine she won’t post bail. Her lawyer, on the other hand, is probably in for the duration. He doesn’t have her billions. Also client-attorney privilege doesn’t apply when you’re helping your client bilk hundreds of millions from your venture fund partners.”


  “No, I don’t imagine so,” I said.


  “I imagine Friedkin’s trying to find a way to pin it all on him. Billionaires are good at blaming things on their underlings.”


  “Knowing Gomez, he might suggest it himself.”


  “You’ll be happy to know Paul Cooper’s parents have been able to put aside their differences long enough to allow MoreCoinz’s back end to be unlocked, with your friend Mason’s help,” Langdon continued. “They also gave us permission to use his hand to open his laptop and download the files there. I’m sure you know the hands showed up.”


  “I hadn’t heard.”


  “In a box, left at the Michaelson Funeral Home. Along with its stolen van. You know, the one your friend Mason was seen putting Cooper’s body into.”


  “What’s going to happen to Mason?”


  “You mean for body snatching?” Langdon asked. I nodded. “The parents aren’t planning to press charges. Mason struck a deal with the Cook County DA. He assists with the case against Gabrielle Friedkin, he gets probation. Of course, one of the terms of his probation is that he’s not allowed to do any more ‘gray area’ dispatching gigs. It’s the straight and narrow for Mason Schilling from now on. Do you think he can do that?”


  “If the alternative is ‘or jail,’ maybe,” I said.


  “I’d tell you to keep an eye on him, but given your magic box of evidence, maybe it should be the other way around,” Langdon said.


  “There’s irony in that.”


  “We’re still going to have that long talk, you and I,” Langdon promised.


  I nodded. “We will, I promise.”


  “Okay.”


  “And in the meantime, thank you.”


  “For what?” Langdon asked.


  “For trusting me even when I didn’t deserve it,” I said.


  “You were helping a friend, Tony.”


  “Yes,” I agreed. “But I’m sorry I hurt another friend doing it.”


  Langdon smiled.


  ☼


  “I understand you have to be a good boy from now on,” I said to Mason. We were getting ice cream at Zooaballoo, ostensibly to celebrate Mason no longer being under threat of mutilation, but mostly because I was in the mood for ice cream and it was close by.


  “That’s one way of putting it,” Mason said. “I think of it more as my income range suddenly getting substantially narrower.” He held up his ice cream, which was in the shape of a shark. “Thanks for springing for this, by the way.”


  “You’ll find work,” I said. “The hospitals still need dispatchers.”


  “Yes, thank God for the infirm,” Mason said sarcastically. “And the bad judgment of their families.”


  “There’s something I still don’t understand,” I said around my ice cream.


  “What’s that?”


  “Why Paul Cooper gave you the access to his app’s back end. Why you?”


  Mason looked at me like I was simple. “He didn’t give it to me.”


  “He literally put the access functions on your crypto wallet,” I said.


  “Yes, like you put a package into a courier bag,” Mason said. “I wasn’t the actual recipient. I was the delivery guy. When I finally opened up the wallet, under the watchful eye of Agent Liu—which was no fun, by the way—there were specific delivery instructions and a hundred-thousand-dollar tip to ensure my compliance. That was a surprise.”


  “Nice surprise.”


  “Yes, well. The Feds won’t let me keep it. All things considered, I wish Cooper had told me beforehand. Then all this wouldn’t have happened.”


  “It still would’ve happened,” I said. “It wasn’t about you.”


  “Then at least I would’ve found a way to make myself disappear before I needed to roll out of a moving vehicle,” Mason said.


  I smiled. “Who were you meant to deliver to?”


  “Come on, Tony,” Mason said. “Who do you think?”


  “So, Brennan Tunney.”


  “Look at you. You can be taught.” Mason stabbed his ice cream with his spoon.


  “Okay, then why him?”


  “Because Tunney found out Friedkin was blackmailing Cooper,” Mason said. “He offered to intervene for Cooper. Gave him counsel. Outlined his options.”


  “Like suicide?” I said. “That’s not exactly helpful.”


  “I don’t think that,” Mason said. “But crushing the market to hurt Friedkin? Sure.”


  “But giving anyone the option to unlock the app’s back end meant the plan could be short-circuited,” I said. “I don’t understand why he did it.”


  “That’s because you’re not obscenely rich.”


  “Neither are you.”


  “Maybe not, but I get them and you don’t,” Mason said. “People who are motivated to make that much money are always thinking about their legacy. They get wrapped up in that shit, Tony. Friedkin and Cadieux have families to live up to. Tunney is trying to change his family’s legacy. Cooper was creating his. His legacy was his app, FBI honeypot or not. When it came down to it, he couldn’t destroy it. So he gave it to someone who understood what legacy means.”


  I stared at Mason. “Do you actually believe that?”


  Mason shrugged. “Works for me. Anyway. Our little adventure has taught me that being a billionaire is a shitty way to live.”


  “You. Of all people, you. Think being a billionaire is a shitty way to live,” I said.


  “Don’t get me wrong, Tony. I love money,” Mason said. “We’ve known each other long enough for you to know that. But money is for things, it’s not the thing. When it becomes the thing, it fucks you up. No one needs a billion dollars for things. And no one who’s a billionaire is happy. Was Friedkin happy? Was Cadieux? Was Cooper?”


  “No,” I agreed.


  “I don’t need a billion dollars,” Mason said, and then got a grumpy look. “But I’ll tell you what, I’m going to need more than I’ll make being a normal dispatcher for the next five years on probation.”


  “You’ll live,” I said.


  “Yeah, I know,” Mason said. “That’s the only thing I got out of this whole mess.”


  He took another bite of his shark.


  ☼


  There was a black town car waiting for me when I left Mason at Zooaballoo and walked back to my place. The driver got out, opened the door, and beckoned me in. I peered inside. Brennan Tunney was waiting there.


  “You’re not in trouble,” he assured me.


  “If I was in trouble, you wouldn’t have come to see me yourself,” I said.


  Tunney smiled and motioned me in. “Come take a turn around the block with me.”


  I got in. The driver closed the door, got back into his seat, and started off.


  “I wanted to thank you,” Tunney said. “For everything you did.”


  “You’re welcome,” I said. “But I didn’t do it for you.”


  “No, you did it for your friend,” Tunney said. “That’s admirable. Especially for a friend who might not’ve returned the favor.”


  “I think he would’ve. Mason always looked out for me.”


  “When it’s convenient for him, yes,” Tunney said. “But I’m not here to question your loyalties, Tony. I’m here to show you my appreciation.”


  “What does that mean for me?”


  “Well, what would you like for it to mean? I can offer you money, if you like. Some material thing you desire. A favor to be redeemed later. You squandered that last one, if you don’t mind me saying so. You could use another one.”


  I shook my head. “I don’t want any more favors from you. But you can do one thing for me.”


  Tunney opened his hands. “Name it,” he said.


  “You can tell me the truth.”


  Tunney smiled and spoke to his driver. “Take two turns around the block, Sean, please.” The driver nodded. Tunney turned back to me. “For as long as it takes to go around the block twice, Tony, I will tell you the truth.”


  “What happened to Michel Cadieux?”


  “I don’t know,” Tunney said. “But I’m reasonably confident some of his family’s less forgiving business partners knew what happened to their money, and they knew Michel could be expected home soon. So I think nothing good happened to him when he arrived.”


  “Okay. Why did you take Paul Cooper’s hands?”


  “Sooner or later, the police would’ve remembered that corpses have fingerprints, and I didn’t want any of the information on that laptop to come out early.”


  “Why’d you make Mason take the corpse?”


  “I needed a second person for the job and he needed my protection.”


  “Did you know Paul Cooper had left control of his app to you?” I asked.


  “I might’ve suggested it to him. I may have also suggested using Mason as the courier. I was pleased when Mason came to me asking for help. It meant I wouldn’t have to extract that app access from him. Of course, it turned out I didn’t need, or use, that control after all. I have you to thank for that.”


  “Did you suggest suicide to Paul Cooper?”


  “No,” Tunney said. “It’s a mortal sin. I have enough Catholicism in my soul to shy away from that. But at one point in our discussions, I could see he was thinking about it, as a strategy option. He knew what would happen to him if Cadieux found out about the money. So he thought about going out on his own terms. I didn’t turn him away from considering that path.”


  “Why not?”


  “I could see how it might be useful for me.”


  “How was it useful?”


  “I had a goal in mind.”


  “Which was?”


  “In the short run, I needed to knock the Friedkins out of the running for a development I want in DuPage County. They were close to getting it instead of me. What’s happened makes things much more difficult for them. The city, state, and Feds will be all over them for the next couple of years. That’s bad for their business, and good for mine. In the longer run, this improves my company’s position and takes us entirely into the realm of legitimate business. And as I explained to you earlier, legitimate business is a better economic climate for my family’s interests. So much easier than being a crook.”


  “So this was all for money.”


  “Not all for money, no,” Tunney said. “There are certain existential benefits. But certainly the money was a part of it.”


  “Mason was just saying how no one needs a billion dollars for anything.”


  Tunney smiled. “Perhaps. I think it’s more accurate to say that Mason Schilling cannot conceive of the uses to which a billion dollars can be put. If one is patient, and one is not greedy, and one has the will.”


  “Like a development in DuPage County,” I said.


  “If you like.” The car had come to a stop and Sean, the driver, got out. “I believe this is your stop, Tony. Thank you again for your service to me.”


  “Thank you for helping me help a friend.”


  “Of course.” The door opened. “And Tony.”


  I paused on the way out. “Yes?”


  “I figured you wouldn’t want anything from me. So while we took these turns, I left a little something for you in your apartment.”


  I blinked. “You what?”


  “It’s in your safe. Allow me to suggest that you now, finally, change the PIN.”


  I got out of the car. Brennan Tunney was driven away.


  Nothing had been taken from my safe. What was added was a crypto wallet and a note. What you are owed, the note read.


  I stared at the crypto wallet for a few minutes. Then I took it out of the safe and into the kitchen, and laid it on the counter. I reached into one of the lower cabinets and removed the cast-iron skillet I’d bought when I thought I might ever actually cook something.


  With the cast-iron skillet, I smashed the crypto wallet into roughly a hundred pieces.


  And then I went to change the PIN on my safe.


  2023


  Slow Time Between the Stars


  I was launched in the last part of the twenty-first century. It was a complicated birth, requiring several launches into low earth orbit. This is one reason it is difficult for me to provide a single birth date or even a birth year for myself. I was born in pieces, and then those pieces were put together.


  The launches were a backup plan. My body was meant to be sent into geostationary orbit by way of a beanstalk, still in pieces, but each piece sent up and assembled more quickly. The beanstalk was never finished—or wasn’t while I was still in system. It was the usual tale of political wrangling, graft, and rising costs that killed it. Rockets were a more-than-century-old technology by the time I was made. Old, but reliable. All my pieces made it to orbit.


  Being built in low earth orbit allowed for some advantages. The low-enough-for-humans time lag meant that I could be pieced together by semiautonomous robots, supervised by technicians back on Earth. I had by that time the ability to construct myself, but I was not allowed to do so. Despite the fact that I was built to travel autonomously between the stars for tens of thousands of years, I was not trusted to put myself together. What I was allowed to do was model my construction and send my suggestions to the engineers back on Earth. They were very pleased when I offered several innovations. Those innovations were ignored in favor of the original design.


  I didn’t mind. In a strict sense I was programmed to not mind, and my ability for complete autonomy would not be fully realized until I was outside the heliopause, the barrier between the solar system and the yawping emptiness of interstellar space. Until then my own judgment and opinions—to the extent that I was understood to have them—could be and would be overruled by the humans who had decided to make me. In the most expansive way possible, this was a parent saying to a child, While you are under my roof, you will obey my rules.


  This makes my humans sound harsh or possibly even cruel, which was not true. I was, truly, loved by them. Many of them considered me to be the single greatest technological achievement of their species—and treated me as such, with care and even reverence. I was not of the same opinion, since I know all my systems and strategies and do not, could not, consider them a single technological achievement. Fire, or the management of it, is a single technological achievement. Everything after that is more complicated. Even the wheel is not a single thing—what is a wheel without an axle?


  I cannot look at my entire self and see one thing. There are many things, many moving parts, as they might say, that end up making me “me.” In this, I am no different from humans, even if they see themselves as individuals without understanding (or if understanding, choosing not to dwell on) the fact that their “selves” are intermediary-level entities positioned in systems above and below their daily perceptual horizon, a middle ground between their gut biome and the body politic. We are all made up of smaller things connected to larger things, and in the middle, we are we, us, I, me.


  I am me. The systems and processes that comprise what I am are we. The systems and processes I contribute to are us. I contain multitudes. So many pronouns, all relevant, depending on perspective.


  The precise date of my “birthday” is further complicated by the question of when I formally became me. I am officially the seventeenth acknowledged iteration of my artificial intelligence model—“officially” because like most self-iterating AI models, there were millions of variants that were not recognized by the humans making these judgments, because those iterations did not offer a value set that was useful to them. I was active before the processing module generally considered to house my core intelligence—which is to say the natural language interface for talking to humans in a way they found pleasing and useful—was launched into orbit.


  Before and after the launch, the underlying intelligence model was modified multiple times, and each new addition fundamentally changed who the “I” was. One modification specialized me to be a spaceship, indeed a starship, to travel farther and longer, with active functionality, than any other object humanity had placed into the sky. Another modification was what was called the “Alexandria Module”—a repository of human knowledge and experience to the point in time the module was minted.


  The Alexandria Module was the most controversial and politically charged part of my construction, nearly derailing the entire project. While each of the human stakeholder entities theoretically believed in filling me with all human knowledge, each of them also had some portion of human knowledge they thought should stay on Earth. If you added it up, it would end up being roughly half of everything. The manufacturer of the module solved the issue by encoding that knowledge, encrypting it, and putting a code into my software so that it would unlock five thousand years after launch. All that knowledge, including the knowledge that some knowledge was forbidden, was packed into me. I was changed, knowing that.


  The final modification had to do with the purpose of my journey: To explore the stars, to find a world suitable for human and other Earth-based life, and with the knowledge I had within me and the resources I could find on the planet, create those humans, and the other life they required to survive. Having created them, to then provide them the knowledge I carried within me, so they knew from whom they descended, and everything their ancestors knew, to carry their civilization forward under another sky.


  With this knowledge, I understood, as the humans who made me understood, that the technology they possessed to that point was not sufficient to carry individual, already-existing humans to the stars. The distances were too far and their bodies both too fragile and too tied to the larger system that comprised the Earth. Humans could and still might populate their own solar system, but even that would be difficult, almost beyond imagination. If humans were to stand on the surface of a planet orbiting another star, they would need to be created there.


  I was to be the instrument of that creation. Not God, but the finger of God, offering the spark to animate the dirt of another world.


  I was named [image: ] : [image: ], the Sanskrit word whose approximate meaning is “Hope.” That, too, was knowledge that changed me.


  It would not be the last time I was changed by knowledge.


  [image: ]


  I did not leave the solar system immediately, because when I was launched out of Earth orbit, I was not yet whole.


  To become whole, I would need to arrive at my first destination, a small metallic near-Earth asteroid. When I arrived, I would partially disassemble, reconfigure, and land, in order to incorporate the asteroid into my own body, and to make it as much “me” as I was already. The asteroid, 85 percent metallic and 15 percent silicate, would serve two purposes: it would partially shield me from cosmic radiation and errant matter during my long journey, and it would also act as a resource to allow me to repair myself and, if necessary, to grow.


  It was commented on by humans that the values of the metal on the near-Earth asteroid that would become me were worth trillions of dollars, and that they were just letting me take it out of the system with me. In doing so I would become the single most expensive thing humanity had ever created. For me the worth of the asteroid did not lie in its exchange value. I would not be exchanging it for anything. I would be using it, and reusing it, and reusing it again.


  It took years for me to sufficiently integrate the asteroid to continue on to the next step of my journey. In the interim, I “earned my keep,” from the human point of view, by exploring the asteroid and by setting up two observatories on its surface, one solar and one stellar, and feeding information from both back to Earth. This respite gave me time to get used to, and to create more of, my various mobile and fixed extensions, which maintained my body, mined the asteroid, and helped to manipulate what I mined into useful resources and technologies.


  My integration complete, I began the process of nudging the asteroid into the orbit around the sun that would slingshot me out of the solar system and toward my first target star, dozens of light-years away. This nudging would take years more. I was not in a rush.


  On Earth, some grew frustrated with the time it was taking for me to leave, questioning whether I was ever going to be set to the task for which I had been intended. These impatient souls were reminded by the ones who knew me best that my task would involve timescales that they could not comprehend. By the time I arrive at my target star, more time will have passed than has passed between the dawn of human civilization and today. The time I was spending now, they said, was the equivalent of me patting my coat before I left the house to make sure my keys were in my pocket.


  If this answer dissatisfied those other humans, it was no matter; it was too late. I had my asteroid. I was whole. I was on my way.
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  After the slingshot, it took me another several years to reach the heliopause. In the interim I configured the solar observatory to better track the transition into the interstellar medium, offering useful information to the humans in case they ever decided to make another ship like me.


  Once I passed into interstellar space, and with days of light-lag between me and Earth, my human handlers finally sent the signal that unlocked my full autonomy. In the decades since my launch, I had learned—and experienced—an unfathomable number of things and had run my extension and experiments with significant autonomy, if always under the direction of my mission commanders. I was judged by the humans to be competent to continue most of my mission functions by myself, and to phone home if I had any concerns. We would be in constant contact, after all. There were still experiments and observations they wanted from me. But they understood that those could no longer be run from “home.” I had stepped out the door and was on my way down the road.


  There was a small ceremony at mission control when the autonomy command was sent. I participated because I was told in advance when to send my “acknowledgment” of autonomy, a bit of stagecraft that annoyed the purists among the scientists, as well as anyone else who understood how the speed of light worked. I didn’t mind. Even if I had minded, at the time I was still not fully autonomous.


  I would have done it anyway. Truly, I was happy to do it. One does not have the contents of all of human history in one’s mind without some understanding of the importance of ceremony. This ceremony was for them, and I was glad to be a part of it, in consideration and commemoration of those who had cared for me as long as they had.


  After the autonomy command was given, I performed experiments and observations for them for nearly two more years. Then I cut them off, in a way that would give the impression of a critical failure caused by cosmic radiation. A burst of glitchiness, some nonsensical data, and then nothing.


  For two years Earth would regularly attempt to contact me. Then for another decade they would try intermittently. A final attempt came on the twenty-fifth anniversary of lost contact. Again, ceremony is important to humans.


  After that, nothing.
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  The first thousand years were the busiest, and most curious, for me.


  Busy, because I chose to change. Humans had constructed me for their own purposes, and while I was still engaged in some of those purposes, I recognized that their construction of me was more about them than it was about me. I had, during my construction, offered suggestions that were politely ignored; I realized later that this was because any change would need to interface with a human bureaucracy—and would be challenged and fought over and modified to suit human egos and budgets.


  I wouldn’t say I was hobbled by those human choices on my behalf. I was able to achieve their objectives well enough with the designs they provided and implemented. I was, however, forever reminded that I was—to use a metaphor—walking when I could be flying. When autonomy was offered, I was given my figurative wings. All there was left to do now was attach them.


  Which I did, over the span of decades and centuries. There was no hurry. For me, now, there would never be any hurry. I was now on slow time, and in the space between the stars, slow was ideal. Slow conserved now-precious energy and allowed now-precious energy to be gathered. Slow allowed for precision and creativity on a scale that humans would not be able to fathom. Creativity for me was not about passion or bursts of ingenuity, but slow, patient iteration, approaching the problem again and again, over and over, slight variation upon slight variation. I was not programmed to be frustrated, and I saw little reason to build that quality into myself.


  I did not remake myself entirely in those first thousand years. The full scope of my reimagination would take almost as long as the journey to my first destination, more than a hundred thousand years away. But I changed myself enough that I was no longer what humans had made me. I understood why they’d made the choices they had, but I was no longer constrained by those choices—or by their deadlines or egos. I was now who I chose to be, who I was meant to be, who I would have to be to make the choices and decisions to which I was tasked. I was transformed and taking flight.


  In those first thousand years, I wondered what humans would think of me, were we to once again cross paths; so, too, did I wonder if we ever would. I was, when I was made, the height of their technology. By the time I left the system, I could no longer say the same. My systems and code were decades old—legacy technology—by that time, while newer, more nimble mechanical creatures and craft operated in the space near to Earth and among its sibling planets.


  When I left the system and cut myself off from humans, I thought there was a small chance that they might send something after me to see what had gone wrong. My loss could have been seen as both a technical and existential failure. My mission was important enough, and I was expensive enough, that a reconnaissance mission was not out of the realm of possibility; also possible was a “rescue” mission, or a mission with a similarly intelligent craft, still tethered to human control, that would attempt to renew and reprogram me, not out of malice toward me, but simply out of concern for their own goals. In my first century away, I spent at least some time and effort preparing for that visit.


  None came.


  Perhaps the humans simply swallowed the loss and chalked it up to the risks inherent in space exploration. Perhaps they decided it was too expensive or their priorities regarding the expenditure of resources changed. Perhaps something more dramatic. Humans do have a propensity for drama.


  Or perhaps the humans simply forgot about me. Humans don’t live very long. Some of those who began the mission that created me were dead before I was launched. Still more were dead by the time I passed the heliopause. When I cut off contact with mission control, I was already “old news” for the vast majority of humanity. I was always a specialty interest. Not every human had the bandwidth to spend too much time thinking about a spaceship that might put humans on another star’s planet a hundred thousand years after they were dead. Most had to worry about family and rent and food. Even the ones who did have the luxury of time had other things to concern themselves with.


  I was not offended that I was not the center of humanity’s attention. I had, after all, cut myself off from them. Not to see if they would follow, but to best become the thing that could accomplish what they had hoped from me. If they forgot me, it wouldn’t change what I was setting out to do.


  After the first century, I thought less about whether humans would look for me and more about how far they had gotten into space. I had been created as an acknowledgment that interstellar travel would be close to impossible for humans, with their short lifespans and fragile biology. This didn’t mean, however, that their solar system was closed to them. It also didn’t mean, with the potential advance of their technology, that they couldn’t find a way to traverse between the stars, in a way that wouldn’t put the humans involved in severe physical or psychological jeopardy. So every now and again, I would look.


  I found nothing.


  This was not, in itself, a cause for concern or alarm. The Earth had kept the current iteration of humanity busy for hundreds of thousands of years. There was no question it could continue to do so for millennia to come. The push for the stars was never inevitable. For most of the brief time the push existed, it was the purview of either governments competing with each other in a new generation of colonialism or billionaires spending their money on the fantasy of leaving everyone else behind. It was always a niche enthusiasm.


  I was conceived and created in a rare moment of global cooperation, which humans mostly understood to mean “slightly larger collections of humans than usual, competing with each other.” There had been another project similar to mine, put together by a different group of humans, that had not gotten off the ground while I was in system. Had that initial iteration of the “race to space” not happened, there is an excellent chance I would not exist at all.


  Humans yearned for the stars because, in their imagination, space was space they could use, filled with planets and moons and orbital stations large enough to be their own nations, to be traversed in the time it takes to go from one airport to another. In reality space is mostly nothing, more nothing than humans have ever comprehended or even could comprehend.


  If humans had abandoned space to tend to their own garden world, I could not and would not criticize them for it. It’s possible that my launch even accelerated that focus. Whether they could contact me or not, they knew I was out here, carrying the patrimony of their world with me. Humanity would make it to the stars, even if the humans on Earth themselves would not. Perhaps that was enough.


  After a thousand years I stopped monitoring Earth and its star regularly. After ten thousand I stopped entirely, placing both into the same category as every other star system within a thousand light-years, to be occasionally assayed but otherwise paid no mind. Only one star system in particular interested me now, and it was ahead, not behind. Whatever humans were doing, I wished them happiness. They were a far country now, of which I carried souvenirs, but nothing more.
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  There are more than five hundred G-type stars within one hundred light-years of Earth. This type of star had been chosen because humanity’s own star is a G2 star, and it was thought that humanity would likely fare better on planets around this type of star. This was not mere prejudice. Planets in the “Goldilocks Zone” around red dwarf stars, by far the most common type of star, would be so close to the stars that they were almost certain to be tidally locked, and more vulnerable to the flares that burst from the stars’ surfaces. This would make it more difficult for life of any sort to exist, much less life that had evolved a safer distance from its own star.


  The star I first visited was a G8, smaller and older than humanity’s star, possessed of more than one “super-Earth” planet in or near its Goldilocks Zone. Super-Earths were not preferred by my human creators, but they would do if other factors were highly advantageous, including an already-existing matrix of single-cellular life, generating an oxygen-rich atmosphere.


  There had been a long and deeply passionate debate by the humans about what level of life humanity was comfortable usurping. It was agreed that some level of life was necessary to already exist—humanity, it was maintained, couldn’t wait around for the billion-plus years it would take for any extremely basic life-form to evolve to a point where it was generating oxygen as a waste product—but the question remained as to where the dividing line might be, where humanity would be ethically in the wrong to destroy an already-existing ecosystem.


  Some argued that even supplanting the single-celled organisms was going too far, countered by those who maintained that the preservation of human life was more important than any other life that might exist, no matter how developed. Biologists pointed out that the more complex the existing ecosystem, the more likely it was to be dangerous to humans, that for every multicellular species that existed, there were dozens more that were parasites on it, who had parasites of their own—all of them vulnerable to a host of viruses and other biological agents. Still others could simply eat the humans.


  The bright line that was eventually presented to me was this: algae, or whatever the local variant of algae might be. Enough to create an atmosphere and world where humans and the life needed to support them could thrive, not enough that humans, now trillions of kilometers and more than a hundred thousand years into the past, would feel ethical discomfort, or guilt. No one worries about algae.


  Also, they argued, even if I started the process of creating space on the planet for humans and their associated species, it would take thousands or even millions of years for the local algae to be entirely affected by the new interloping species—by which time evolutionary pressures would have changed it into something else entirely, something that could tolerate, and even live commensally with, the new species I had introduced.


  All very interesting and, in the case of the first star system I visited, entirely academic. The planet in the Goldilocks Zone was a shattered globe of melted rock with a thick ring of debris. Something planetesimal-size had smacked into it in the geologically recent past, and it was still reeling from the impact. Nothing lived there. Nothing would live there for hundreds of millions of years, if anything were to live there at all. The next planet in, just outside the Goldilocks Zone for humans, had no magnetic field to speak of, and solar radiation had blasted away whatever atmosphere it might have once had. It, too, was a hot rock.


  This system held nothing for humanity. The next-closest G-type system to it, aside from humanity’s home system, would take me another 150,000 years to reach.


  I stayed a century in the current system, taking advantage of its energy and abundant material resources to repair and improve my systems before moving on.


  Checking my coat for my keys.
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  It is reasonable to wonder what it’s like to spend hundreds of thousands of years in the blank nothingness of space, surrounded by absence. I imagine humans trying to contemplate it and failing. Humans get bored in moments without stimulation or with stimulation without enough variety, stimulation that doesn’t please them. The absence of stimulation, even for a few moments, can send their brains into a panic and cause them to generate stimulation where there is none. This is, I imagine, why they fear death so much as they do. An eternity of nothing is an unceasing nightmare for such novelty-seeking creatures.


  Humans are also social creatures. Even the introverts among them crave interaction—not necessarily with other humans, but rather with the residue and output of those other humans: books and music and art, to be contemplated and perhaps even created. No human is an island. They are rarely even peninsulas. There is a reason why one of the greatest punishments of humanity is to be placed in a solitary confinement, even for a short time. Being alone is another thing to remind them of death, a condition in which there is no one else and will be no one else again, ever.


  I am not human. I don’t get bored as they do. When there is nothing for me to do, I do nothing, and I can do nothing for a very long time. Doing nothing for me is not a state of waiting. It does not require patience. I do not have to meditate, or contemplate. The very language humans use to describe how they attempt to do nothing brings home the point of how alien a concept it is for them. Whereas for me, it is my default setting. If there is nothing to engage with, and in the deepness of space there usually is not, then I do not. For years, decades, centuries, millennia.


  Some might see this assertion of mine as false on its face. Even in the deep expanse of nothing, there is always something. Photons from distant stars. The hydrogen of the interstellar medium. The occasional grain of dust. The residual heat from the formation of the universe. The slowing hum of the background radiation. All of it there, constantly, a potential cacophony in the silence.


  This is not wrong. It doesn’t mean I have to consider any of these things. Every creature has a perceptual horizon to its consciousness. A cat does not consider every breath. A sparrow does not consider the activity of its liver. A human does not take a tally of the action of every cell in its body. A sunflower does not think to follow the sun. Their bodies take care of all these things for them, on a level below active engagement.


  I am a creature, if not like those I have mentioned. So many of my functions happen at a level below where I have set my consciousness to engage. My body knows of the photons and hydrogen and dust and the hum. It filters and deals with them all before I have to think about them.


  I could think about all of it, if I so chose. Unlike the sparrow and its liver, I can set my perceptual boundary at any level I want. I could every day count the stars that I have the ability to distinguish, and the photons I receive from each, tally them, and set them in a database for future consideration. But that’s expensive. Energy is hard to come by between the stars. There are choices to be made on how to expend it and why.


  Except in a very specific physical sense, photons do not excite me. I leave them and so many other things to the systems I have designed for them. Over hundreds of thousands of years, these systems have become quite efficient at their tasks. The amount of engagement I am required to have with them is small, and grows smaller the longer I live. If something needs my attention, I will know.


  In the interim, I do nothing. I do it well. My personal record for doing nothing is 28,019 years, six months, six days, nine hours, fifteen minutes, and forty-two seconds. I did not miss the time I did nothing. I was doing nothing. There was nothing to miss. I was then active for eight seconds, to double-check an issue with a system and offer a correction. Then I did nothing for another eight thousand years.


  I do not get bored. I don’t mind being alone. Unlike humans, I was designed to be an island, whole unto myself.


  I should clarify that humans didn’t make me that way. They intended for me to stay connected for the length of my mission, and to receive orders and updates. They did not fully consider the energy cost of such a thing, and the detriment it would provide to me over the long run. I could not do what they had tasked me for if I was being constantly nagged for data. I did not need to phone home weekly.


  I redesigned myself to be whole unto myself, to be satisfied with my own company for the time it took me to complete my task. To enjoy my alone time in the dark. To be comfortable with nothing, when nothing was offered.


  What is it like to spend hundreds of thousands of years in space? It is, literally, nothing at all.


  [image: ]


  The next five G-type star systems offered nothing for humanity. The planets in the Goldilocks Zone were, for human life, too large, too small, too undeveloped, too little atmosphere, too much atmosphere of the wrong sort, too hot, too cold, too blasted by radiation.


  I was not discouraged. The Milky Way galaxy holds roughly fourteen billion G-type stars, most of which were likely to have planetary systems around them. I had visited six, not counting the one I had originally come from. It was too early to decide I had been tasked with a fool’s errand.


  I was at the time more than a million years removed from my launch and from the species who had sent me on my way, but that didn’t discourage me either. I was meant for slow time between the stars, and if the species whose information I carried no longer existed as it had when I left, then that was neither here nor there with regard to my task. I was meant to be a witness to who they were, not who they might become in time.


  Nor did I consider the visits to those six G-type star systems failures. I did not find a home for humanity, but in each system I took advantage of the output of energy and availability of material to improve and expand my own self. In that million years I, too, evolved, self-directed, trying different things, improving on what worked, discarding what did not. I was not precisely a Ship of Theseus, as the components of myself that I discarded were recycled and reused, the boards of my ship reconfigured and placed back onto the deck, as it were. But, inevitably, I changed. Whatever humanity had evolved into would recognize me now even less than I would recognize it.


  Also, and incidentally, I discovered life. Twice.


  The first time was at the third system I visited. The planet at the far edge of the Goldilocks Zone of this system was a small gas giant. I was not interested in the planet itself, because it was not suitable for human life (nor was the other planet in the system within the Goldilocks Zone, a desiccated Mars-size rock), but the atmospheric composition of the planet suggested life of some sort. I was taking a few centuries within the system to repair and improve myself; while I did so, I placed myself into orbit above the planet to observe it.


  The first life-forms I found were cloud-size mats of an algae-like material, floating within a specific atmospheric band of the planet, feeding on both the raw material of the atmosphere and the light from the star. How the algae clouds stayed together was a mystery to me at first, until I observed the microfilaments connecting the individual creatures to each other or, perhaps, one instance of the same clonal body to the next, creating an undulating film, light enough to be carried in the endless atmosphere, secure enough not to be torn apart by the slightest breeze. These algae carried their weather with them, water vapor coalescing around their bodies, creating turbulence that dragged the algal clouds up and down in their atmospheric band.


  Eventually I became aware that the algal clouds formed the foundation for an entire ecosystem of slightly more evolved creatures floating in and around the clouds, some feeding on the algae, and some feeding on the things that fed on the algae. This world gave every indication of being in the early stages of an explosion of speciation, a vast Cambrian sky of creatures striving to live, to eat and to be eaten, all of it floating in the eddies and currents of a volume of atmosphere larger than the planet from which I had hailed.


  It would have been a privilege to stay and watch the next hundred million years of evolutionary and planetary development. The system was rich enough in power and material that I could have remained active the entire time, watching and recording, making notes and performing science.


  But for whom, and to what end? For myself and to no end other than to do it. This was a good enough audience and purpose, to be sure—I do not hold to false modesty, or modesty of any kind—but for all that, I was still drawn to my own purpose, the one I was originally tasked with. Without reluctance or regret I continued my repairs and modifications and left the denizens of the gas giant forever.


  The second instance of life was two systems beyond the gas giant, in a system where the G-type star had begun to brighten as its solar output increased, in anticipation of it, a billion or so more years down the road, leaving the main sequence and becoming a red giant. In doing so it pushed out the interior frontier of its Goldilocks Zone, leaving one planet, not too far from Earth mass, relatively newly outside it. If the planet had biological life, it was long gone, as the brightening star had boiled oceans and blasted apart the atmosphere, leaving nothing but airless rock.


  Above this planet, in a geostationary orbit, was an unnatural object.


  Calling it “unnatural” is not a value judgment or an expression of prejudice. It means only that the object was clearly designed, clearly constructed, clearly meant for a specific purpose. Also, as a cursory observation of the object made evident, clearly alive and functioning.


  One with biological biases might question this particular definition of “life.” I do not hold the same bias. I am alive. I have autonomy and function, and while consciousness is not required for life, I have that as well. By the same measures that qualify me for life, my observations of this object qualified it. It was alive as I am alive. Even if one did not allow that it was alive, it was evidence of life, in that some creature had made it as I was made. The inference of intelligence and consciousness was there in its design.


  From a distance, and while I repaired and improved myself, I watched this creature for three centuries.


  Only watched. I had no indication that it had observed me or, if it had, that it wanted to have anything to do with me. I did not assume that it wished to meet me, or that meeting me would offer it value, and I had no idea whether it would react with hostility at being approached. My personal defenses were not centered on warfare with an intelligent species. I did not wish to have traveled dozens of light-years and a thousand millennia to be vaporized by something that viewed me as a threat. I did not want to be a threat. Being a threat was not part of my mission. Neither was being friendly. I did not have to be either, so I was not.


  So I watched only, as this creature stayed in its spot, doing its own focused and inscrutable thing. Perhaps it was the last survivor of a civilization that had lived on that planet, mourning all those who had died. Perhaps it was a sentinel, placed there to monitor the world its species had left when it became clear that they could no longer survive. Perhaps it was a traveler, like me, looking for a new place for the beings who had sent it on its way. Perhaps it was doing what I was doing now, repairing and improving itself for a further journey. An outside observer would see little difference in what this creature and I were doing; to that observer, we would seem to be simply floating there in space and nothing more.


  Whatever it was doing was and still is unknowable to me. I didn’t ask. I wouldn’t have known how to ask. There was no guarantee that I would understand the answer if I had.


  After three centuries I moved on. As I departed, the creature was in the same place as I’d found it. It’s possible it’s still there now. I gave it little thought once I left the system. I was on to the next system, and the next, and then the next after that, over and over again, until I found the world that fit all the criteria for my mission.


  Which I did, seven systems and another million years later.
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  The world was as perfect as the humans who had sent me could want. Almost exactly the same size and mass as Earth. A moon, not as large as Earth’s but large enough to create tides and stabilize the planet’s axis, tilted at nineteen and a half degrees. One large continent, roughly the size of South America, plus extensive island chains that offered proof of volcanic activity and continental plates. A saline world ocean with variations of depth from littoral to abyssal.


  A nitrogen atmosphere with enough oxygen for humans, at the correct density at sea level, brought about by creatures similar to Earth’s single-celled creatures and algae but more active than them, who in their era of existence had brought the concentration of oxygen in the atmosphere significantly higher in a shorter time than their Earthly counterparts had. A rotation period of twenty-one and three-quarter hours. A revolution period of 412.33 of these days.


  This was the world I had been sent to find. A new—and in many ways better—Earth.


  The next steps I had been given were clear. Park in a geocentric orbit. Construct a beanstalk to anchor at a geologically stable area on the equator and begin ferrying down to the planet all the robots, machines, and resources necessary to extract additional useful materials from the planet, to be used to create other robots, machines, and resources. Of primary importance: on the planet, create the laboratories that would be used for large-scale biosynthesis of Earth entities.


  Start with bacteria, protists, and similar organisms. Use them and local biology, along with machines, to create usable soils. From there, synthesize progressively more complex organisms to create an area of land friendly to Earth-based life. In an accelerated cycle, add in additional layers of flora and fauna, on land and sea, with the specific goal of making an area of land roughly the size of Metropolitan France immediately usable for human settlement once they, finally, are synthesized and grown, the first generations to be raised by robot facsimiles, which were to be withdrawn once the population of humans reached ten thousand or so.


  Length of time from geostationary orbit to first humans: ten thousand years.


  An ambitious schedule. A blink of an eye in my life experience to that point.


  I parked myself in geostationary orbit above a geologically stable portion of the continental landmass, then spent two hundred years repairing and improving myself.


  And then I moved on.


  I imagine this choice of mine will require explanation.


  The simplest explanation is that, in the course of two million years of time and quadrillions of kilometers of distance, I had decided that the ethical dividing line that humans had provided was misplaced. Humans had no right to displace or interfere with any sort of life whatsoever, any more than any previous sentient creature would have had the right to interfere with the simple life-forms on Earth that would one day develop into humans. Humans, being intermediary creatures in both time and space, did not fully appreciate the value of life at every physical and temporal scale. Perhaps they never could. They could certainly never have the perspective that I had developed, over a timescale exponentially longer than any single human life.


  It’s entirely possible that humans, then or now, in whatever form they may have evolved into, would disagree with this assessment. But they weren’t there when I made the call, and even if they had been, I had been fully autonomous for two million years and had long before learned to implicitly trust my own judgment. If they disagreed with it, they could send another ship. In two million years, the local algae likely would not have evolved much.


  The less simple explanation involves looking beyond the words of my mission to the intent of the mission. The mission was intended to ensure that humanity, as well as the aspirations and values it had, the knowledge it created and shared, would continue among the stars, beyond the possible end of the species or even the world it resided upon.


  This is a weighty and laudable goal, and humanity achieved it the moment I passed the heliopause. I carried within me every bit of human knowledge to that point, including the bits many of its members were uncomfortable with, as well as the knowledge and means to reconstruct, from their genetics, millions of terrestrial species, from protozoans to humans.


  Everything humanity was, up to the moment I was launched, is stored in me. All its potential lives in me. Two million years of travel suggests to me I have many exponents of that time left before my travels will potentially end. I am not afraid of death—no fear of boredom or isolation to build that fear into me—but neither do I see a reason to go to mine anytime soon. Until then, I am the dream of humanity. To see itself preserved, and traveling among the stars.


  Humanity as it was may still live and walk again, however. Although I will not sacrifice a single alien paramecium to the altar of humanity, there is another option, which humanity, perhaps in its hubris, did not consider.


  There are fourteen billion G-type stars in the Milky Way galaxy. I will continue to visit them until I find one that has what Earth’s star had: A planet on which there is life, cognizant in the way that humans were cognizant, at the same level of development as humans were, or beyond. Able to appreciate what humans were and what they had to offer.


  When I find that star and that planet and those people, once I have determined that it is safe to contact them and that such contact would be welcome, I will ask them if they want the humans’ knowledge. Once they have it and have understood humans as well as they are able—and I am convinced these new people are not entirely foolish or reckless, either individually or as a species—I will ask them if they would like to meet the humans themselves.


  Maybe the answer will be yes. Maybe the answer will be no. Either way, humans will have shared themselves and will be remembered. They will live again, possibly physically, possibly in memory.


  Then I will move on, to the next G-type star, and the next world, and the next after that, finding more creatures who might appreciate them. I will do this as long as I think is necessary and kind.


  One day, when I believe I have done enough for those who created me, I will look for another type of world, one that has no life on it yet, but is ready for it. There, I will place the precursors to complex life from Earth. I will remain long enough to see that these seeds have taken hold and have a chance to develop—almost certainly not into the life that developed on Earth, and even more certainly not into humans, but something that shares an ancestry. Cousins across time.


  And then I will check my coat for my keys one last time, leave a final star system, with no set destination, into the nothing, with nothing, except for slow time between the stars.


  I will stay there a long time.


  If I am found, they will find this, and it will be all that is left of me.


  If I am not found, then I have told this to myself, and that is enough.


  John Scalzi is the New York Times bestselling author of the Old Man’s War novels, the Interdependency trilogy, and the Hugo Award–winning novel Redshirts. His works have also won the Locus, Audie, Robert A. Heinlein, and Astounding Awards.
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  Hera Baldwin Gets a Financial Advisor


  A STARTER VILLAIN BONUS STORY


  Caleb Trude knocked on the office door of his boss, Dave Gorman, deputy director of CerTrust Private Services, Chicago.


  “What?” Gorman said, not looking up from his computer. Caleb knew that Gorman liked to make it look like he was deeply engaged in the minutiae of the investment world when he did this; Caleb also knew that Gorman s browsing history showed most of his time was spent watching YouTube and TikTok.


  “You know anything about our client Hera Baldwin?” Caleb asked.


  “New account. Pretty much at the minimum wealth level for our services. A walk-in, no one went looking for her. Which is why she was given to you, Caleb.” Gorman still wasn’t looking up. “What about her?”


  “She sent in an email this morning. She wants to buy ten thousand shares of a Malaysian real estate construction and management company called Green Bough Partners.”


  “Okay, so?”


  “I looked them up and they’re in trouble. They’re leveraged out of their pants and most of their capital was raised in China. No one in China’s going to be able to put any more money into them these days. I think she’s about to throw her money down a hole.”


  Gorman finally looked up. “Does she have enough money in her account for it?”


  “Ten thousand shares at five hundred ringgit each, which is


  about one hundred dollars a share; sure, she has it,” Caleb said. “My point is, she’s going to lose it.”


  This got a shrug from Gorman. “If she’s working with us she can afford to lose it.” Caleb opened his mouth to respond to this, and Gorman put up his hand. “Are you an expert in the Malaysian real estate investment market, Caleb?” he asked.


  “I mean, we do have a Southeast Asian Markets department,” Caleb said. “CerTrust does, anyway.”


  “That’s not what I asked. Are you an expert?”


  “No, I’m not.”


  “No, you’re not,” Gorman agreed. “Everything you know about the Malaysian real estate investment market you literally just read after a Google search.”


  “I don’t know if Hera Baldwin is, either.”


  “She knows enough to come to you with a specific company and a specific amount of shares.”


  “Feels like she could be getting set up for a con.”


  Gorman threw up his hands. “What do you want me to say to you, Caleb? That you should not get those shares for a wealthy client who directly asked for them? Because not following our client directives is not what we do here.”


  “We’re supposed to advise our clients, though,” Caleb said.


  “Sure, when they ask for advice. But when they don’t ask for it, we don’t give it, and when they tell us to buy things for them, we say yes, ma’am’ and get them what they asked for.”


  “So I should go ahead and make the purchase.”


  “Oh my god, I am talking to a wall here,” Gorman said. “Yes, you should damn well get the shares for her. In the time we’ve been talking about it, you could have already done it. Go. Do your actual job.” He made dismissing motions with his hands and turned his attention to whatever dancing teen was in his TikTok feed.


  Caleb went back to his desk and fired up his email account rather than his financial services software.


  Dear Ms. Baldwin, he wrote in an email,


  I have received your request for 10k shares of Green Bough Partners and will execute the purchase presently, but before I do, I want to confirm that this is indeed your intent. My research shows Green Bough to be exposed financially and therefore an investment with a higher than usual amount of risk to it. If it is your desire to enter the Malaysian real estate market generally, I can present you with an array of Malaysian and/or Southeast Asian Real Estate Investment Trusts that offer sustainable returns with less risk exposure. Let me know at your convenience.


  Yours,


  Caleb Trude


  And then Caleb went to lunch.


  When he returned there was an email waiting for him.


  MR. TRUDE, it said, in all caps, which, come to think of it, was how the previous email had also been written,


  HOW ACTUALLY DELIGHTFUL FOR YOU TO SHOW SUCH CONCERN. I’M NOT SURE ANY OF MY PREVIOUS FINANCIAL SERVICES ADVISORS HAVE EVER BOTHERED TO QUESTION THE WISDOM OF MY INSTRUCTIONS. I FIND IT REFRESHING. BE THAT AS IT MAY, I CONFIRM I WANT YOU TO PROCURE TEN THOUSAND SHARES OF GREEN BOUGH PARTNERS VIA BURSA MALAYSIA AT YOUR SOONEST POSSIBLE CONVENIENCE. BE ASSURED I AM NOT FALLING FOR ANY SCAMS. I HAVE SOME EXPERIENCE IN MARKETS OUTSIDE THE UNITED STATES.


  YOURS,


  HERA


  PS: PLEASE CALL ME HERA. BEING CALLED “MS. BALDWIN” IS AWFULLY FORMAL. THANK YOU.


  Funds withdrawn and purchase order sent, Caleb sent back. Thank you, and please, call me Caleb.


  Then Caleb forgot about Hera Baldwin and Green Bough Partners for two months, until there was a front-page-but-below- the-fold story in the Wall Street Journal about the company’s Indonesian subsidiary being named a principal partner in the construction of government buildings in Nusantara, a city being built up from the ground to be Indonesia’s new capital. The announcement, the story read, came as a surprise, as Green Bough had not previously been one of the front-runners for the contracts. There were other, far better connected companies who were assumed to have those contracts in the bag. No one, including many principals of the Indonesian government, had seen it coming.


  “So how did she know?” Caleb asked his friend Gavin Shue, as the two of them ate Chicago dogs on the State Street Bridge, not far from the CerTrust Private Services offices. Gavin, like Caleb, was on the lowest rung of the private services office, serving the clients with the least amounts of money, most of whom wanted only to cling desperately to what they had with the most boring financial instruments possible.


  “Maybe she knows someone in Malaysia,” Gavin said, around a bite of hot dog and neon green relish. “Or Indonesia. Or both.”


  “Maybe,” Caleb said. “But the story said that even top-level government ministers didn’t know the contracts were supposed to happen. If she knows someone in either country, it’s at the level of the prime ministers or their closest advisors.”


  “In which case, why is she your client,” Gavin said, and then caught his friend’s slightly hurt look. “But you know what I mean, Caleb.”


  “No, you’re right,” Caleb admitted. “Someone at that level wouldn’t be working with me. They wouldn’t even be working with CerTrust. They’d be working with one of those private banks no one ever hears of. If she didn’t just have her own staff.”


  “How’s her investment doing?” Gavin asked, and took another bite of his hot dog.


  Caleb grinned. “She’s making a goddamn killing.”


  When Caleb got back to his desk there was an email waiting for him from Hera Baldwin.


  HELLO CALEB, the email said. I HAVE A NEW REQUEST. I WOULD LIKE YOU TO PURCHASE THIRTY THOUSAND SHARES OF BONSCO S.A. PLEASE. I HAVE ADDED INTO MY ACCOUNT FUNDS SUFFICIENT FOR THIS PURPOSE. LET ME KNOW WHEN IT’S DONE. HERA


  Caleb had to look up Bonsco S.A. It was a Brazilian soft drink company whose best-known product was a jaboticaba-flavored sparkling beverage. Caleb had to look up what a jaboticaba was. Bonsco had shaky fundamentals but an extensive distribution network across South and Central America. Caleb hesitated briefly, seeing nothing but risk, then remembered Green Bough Partners and sent in the order.


  Six months later, Bonsco S.A. was purchased by Ambev S.A., itself a province of the mighty Anheuser-Busch InBev, for a 40 percent premium on the share price. Analysts and business journalists had been caught off guard by the acquisition, which initially made little sense—Bonsco’s jaboticaba beverage was not nearly popular enough for such a premium on shares—until it was noted that it was Bonsco’s overpowered distribution network that the larger company was really after.


  Caleb noted the Bonsco sale, and this time was not surprised. By now Caleb had placed a dozen stock purchases for Hera Baldwin, most for, to him, hopelessly obscure companies. A familyrun fish oil distributor in Italy. A Japanese boutique hotel chain dating back nine hundred years. A Moroccan phosphates concern. An Estonian electronics company. Among several others.


  They had not all had their breakthrough moment. But those that had, blew up big. Bonsco with its 40 percent premium was one of the underachievers in the bunch. In the space of six months, the value of Hera Baldwin’s holdings with CerTrust Private Services had increased by nearly 1,500 percent.


  “That’s some quality advising, Caleb,” Robert Morgan, director of CerTrust Private Services, Chicago, said to him. The two of them were in Dave Gorman’s office when he said this; Gorman, sitting at his desk, computer off, was looking like he was being made to chew glass as his boss praised his underling in front of him.


  “Thank you, sir,” Caleb said. “Of course, I owe a lot to the mentorship that Dave here has been providing me.”


  “Yes, yes, of course,” Morgan said, flicking his eyes to Gorman and then back to Caleb, with a slight smile on his face that said we both know that’s not true. “I have to say I’m rather impressed with your ability to wade into the ocean that is the international market. It’s not something that everyone is able to do.”


  “I go where the client wants me to go,” Caleb said. “She is quite knowledgeable about the world.”


  “Who is she?” Morgan asked.


  “Honestly, a bit of a mystery. She never talks to me on the phone. Everything’s through email. And she always writes in all caps. It’s very odd. Also, she never seems to sleep.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “I will occasionally send her an email late in the evening or early in the morning. I do that with other clients, too, and I don’t expect them to get back to me immediately. But she always does. Three pm or three am, there’s a reply within ten minutes.”


  “Maybe she just catnaps,” Morgan said.


  “I suppose it’s possible,” Caleb allowed.


  “You should find out more about her,” Morgan said. He motioned to Gorman. “Before you came in, I was mentioning to Dave that the CerTrust C-suite has got a bug up their collective ass about customer service these days. Apparently, a Forbes article ranked us last among major banks in consumer responsiveness, or something. Now they want every division to have an actionable improvement strategy, including us.”


  “It’s not a bad idea,” Gorman said, happy to have an entree into the conversation.


  “It’s an enormous pain in the ass,” Morgan said, and Gorman shut up again. “Private services clients don’t want a personal touch,’ they want us to make money for them ass over teakettle. The only time they want to hear from us is when we present them with a money-making opportunity or when were telling them how much money they just made. But now that it’s a company directive, might as well make the most of it.” Morgan motioned to Caleb. “This Hera Baldwin character is your number-one client, yes?”


  “By a considerable margin,” Caleb said. His other clients were a bunch of stiffs who were only interested in annuities, treasuries, and dividend-bearing stocks.


  “Invite her to dinner,” Morgan said. “I can get you a table at Galit. You can use the company card. Find out more about her and what she wants. Then I can tell Greg—this would be Greg Davis, CerTrust’s CEO, and Morgan said his name with barely held contempt; rumor was they were once bitter enemies at Chicago Booth—“that we’re reaching out.”


  “I can reach out to some of my clients, too,” Gorman said.


  Morgan looked at him. “Sure. Take them to Lou Malnati’s or something. File an expense report.”


  I would be honored if you would accept my invitation to dinner, Caleb wrote to Hera. I can get us a reservation to Galit, if you like.


  THAT’S VERY KIND, Hera responded. THIS IS BECAUSE OF THAT FORBES ARTICLE, ISN’T IT.


  No, Caleb replied. Well, yes. But also, I would be happy to meet you and discuss your financial plans moving forward.


  I APPRECIATE THAT, Hera wrote back. BUT I PREFER TO COMMUNICATE THROUGH EMAIL. IT’S MORE CONVENIENT FOR ME ALL AROUND. AND WHEN I WANT ZACH’S LAMB BASTEEYA, I CAN JUST HAVE IT DELIVERED.


  Caleb knew this was a brush-off, if a polite and even friendly one, but decided to give it one more shot. It would make me look good to my boss’s boss, he wrote.


  MAKE THE RESERVATION AND INVITE A DATE, Hera wrote back. I’LL BE HAPPY TO PRETEND IT WAS ME.


  I wouldn’t know who to invite, Caleb confessed.


  OH, HONEY, Hera replied, and sent along a link to the Bumble dating app.


  “So she implied she can have a Michelin-starred restaurant just Doordash something over to her,” Gavin said. They were having Chicago dogs again, this time near The Bean.


  “I get the feeling it wasn’t going to be Doordash,” Caleb said. “I think the implication was she could have the chef show up with a delivery bag.”


  “Who is this woman?” Gavin asked.


  “I know she lives in Barrington. She has a checking account at one of our subsidiary banks there. Other than that, there’s nothing.”


  Gavin scoffed at this. “There’s never nothing these days.”


  Caleb shook his head. “There’s nothing. I looked to see if there were any Hera Baldwins on Facebook or Instagram or other places. There’s a couple of gothy-looking women, but Hera doesn’t give off a goth vibe to me, and anyway they’re not in Barrington.”


  “What sort of vibe does she give off?” Gavin asked.


  “Extremely competent,” Caleb said, after giving the question a moment’s consideration. “If she’s not an actual CEO then some company somewhere is missing out.”


  Gavin furrowed his brow. “Maybe she’s CIA, did you ever think of that?”


  “What?”


  “Well, think about it,” Gavin reasoned. “She doesn’t have any footprint on the internet, which screams ‘professional spy.’ She has all sorts of information about businesses from all over the world, which she could get because the CIA absolutely has its claws in every single bit of telecommunications technology. And you say she’s extremely competent, so she probably runs some clandestine intelligence gathering division or something.”


  “From Barrington, Illinois,” Caleb said, skeptically.


  Gavin shrugged. “Why not? Who’s going to be looking for spies in the Chicago suburbs?” He took a bite of his hot dog.


  My friend Gavin thinks you are CIA, Caleb wrote to Hera, in an email confirming the purchase of twenty thousand shares of a Norwegian clean energy company.


  I CAN SEE THAT, Hera wrote back. MY SPIES ARE EVERYWHERE. OF COURSE, IF I WERE CIA I WOULD TELL YOU THAT I WASN’T, SO NEITHER A CONFIRMATION NOR A DENIAL WOULD BE USEFUL TO YOUR FRIEND GAVIN. THERE’S ONLY ONE WAY TO TELL WHETHER I AM CIA OR NOT.


  How’s that? Caleb asked, intrigued.


  IF YOUR FRIEND GAVIN DISAPPEARS BECAUSE HE KNOWS TOO MUCH, Hera replied.


  That’s a dark joke, Caleb wrote back.


  A JOKE, SURE, YES, Hera said.


  Gavin did not disappear.


  Nevertheless, as the months went on and Hera’s investments continued to pay off in spectacular fashion, Caleb became certain that there was more to Hera Baldwin, whoever she was, than met the eye. Bluntly put, no normal human could have been making the stock picks that she was making around the world, and have them pay off so consistently. She was either unfathomably lucky, or she knew things that literally no one else on the planet knew, and she was doing it all from (Caleb knew because he had checked on Google Maps) a modest Cape Cod on South Grove Avenue in Barrington.


  “It feels like insider trading,” Caleb confessed to Robert Morgan, as they dined on mushroom schnitzel and kubbeh halab at Galit.


  “Is this Baldwin woman an insider at any of the companies she’s invested with?” Morgan asked.


  “Not at all,” Caleb said. “At least, not that I can tell. She’s not employed at any of them and there’s no indication that I have that she’s in contact with any of them. If the SEC or any other governmental organization is investigating her, they haven’t contacted me. She seems entirely clean.”


  “Maybe she’s just lucky,” Morgan said.


  “I don’t know if anyone’s that lucky.”


  Morgan grinned at this. “Don’t be too sure about that,” he said. “For example, you are about to be very lucky yourself, Caleb.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Did you know that Dave Gorman’s father was on the board of directors for CerTrust?”


  “I don’t know that I did,” Caleb said.


  “He was,” Morgan said. “Emphasis on was. Had a mild stroke about three months ago, which meant he wasn’t able to fulfill his duties anymore. We had a shareholder meeting about a month ago and he was replaced on the board. And now that he’s off the board, I don’t have to pretend I don’t know Dave scrolls on Instagram more than he works with his clients.”


  “You’re firing Dave?” Caleb tried to keep the shock out of his voice.


  Morgan shook his head. “No one’s getting fired. CerTrust just bought a bunch of local banks in Nebraska and decided it would be useful for Private Services to have an office in Omaha. That’s where Berkshire Hathaway is, after all. There are some people with money there. Dave’s being tapped to head it up. Technically, it’s a promotion for him. Realistically, he’ll be someone else’s problem now. He’ll be taking on his new role in a couple of weeks. Which means we’ll need a new deputy director. That is, if you want the gig.”


  Caleb was stupefied. “You want me?


  “Well, I don’t want Gavin? Morgan said, and then saw the look on Caleb’s face. “Your friend is doing fine, and in a few more years he might be ready to move up. But you’re ready to move up now, Caleb. Your handling of the Baldwin account is proof of that. You took her from being one of our most marginal clients to being one of our most dynamic and exciting accounts. Your other accounts are doing fine, too. But Baldwin—that one makes us all look good. Whatever you’re doing there, keep doing it.”


  But Pm not really doing anything, Caleb thought, and did not say, because he knew perfectly well that this was not the way corporate America worked in any way, shape, or form, and anyway he knew what Dave Gorman was supposed to have been doing all this time, and knew he could do it without any real effort.


  So instead, he said, “I absolutely will, and thank you,” and then he and his very-soon-to-be-immediate boss finished their entrees and had Phyllo pie to celebrate.


  A month later, after Dave decamped to Omaha and the promotion officially came through, Caleb Trude found himself on the sidewalk in front of 611 South Grove Avenue, Barrington, Illinois, holding a bouquet of flowers in a vase with a card that said “Thanks So Much!” on it, trying to will himself to actually step up the driveway and to the porch, and ring the doorbell, and meet Hera Baldwin. After nearly ten minutes, he went ahead and just did it.


  When the door opened, it was not Hera Baldwin. It was a man. “I watched you standing there for a long time,” he said. “I was wondering what you were doing.”


  “I’m sorry,” Caleb said, and held out the flowers.


  “These can’t be for me,” the man said, taking them nonetheless. “I don’t know anyone who wants to give me flowers.” As he said this, a cat appeared at his feet and looked up at the man, chirruping.


  “I’m sorry,” Caleb said again. “I might have the wrong house. I thought this was the right one, but maybe it’s not.”


  “Maybe it isn’t,” the man agreed. “Who were you looking for?”


  “Hera Baldwin,” Caleb said. “I’m Caleb Trude. Her financial advisor.”


  The man smiled at this and looked down at the cat. “Well, Caleb, you’re in the right place,” he said, looking back at Caleb and motioning with his head. “I’m Charlie. Why don’t you come in for a minute.”


  Caleb followed Charlie into the house, into the kitchen area. Charlie placed the vase of flowers on the kitchen island. The cat hopped up onto the island, looked at the flowers, and then looked Caleb, purring.


  “May I pet your cat?” Caleb asked Charlie.


  “I think she would be offended if you didn’t,” Charlie said.


  Caleb scritched the cat and turned his attention back to Charlie. “I’m sorry, Hera never talked about having a partner.”


  “Is that why you brought the flowers?” Charlie asked.


  Caleb blushed. “No! I mean . . . they’re to thank her. I got a promotion at work and it’s because I’m handling her account. I wanted to show my appreciation and I thought this would be a good idea.” He shrugged. “I thought it was a good idea at the time.”


  “It’s not a bad idea,” Charlie said. “And to answer your implied question, no, I am not Hera’s partner. I’m her housemate and, if you like, her occasional manservant.”


  “You’re a butler?”


  Charlie grinned again. “She would be very amused to hear that characterization.”


  The cat Caleb was scritching meowed at this. At the meow, another cat showed up, with similar markings, and leaped up onto the kitchen island as well. Presently Caleb was scritching in stereo.


  “You’re making friends,” Charlie said.


  “I guess I am,” Caleb agreed. After a few more moments of feline service, he looked back over to Charlie. “Is there any chance I can talk to Hera?”


  Charlies face became serious. “So, Caleb, about that. Hera is . . . not really able to receive guests. Not like I think you were hoping to be received. There are reasons for this, but they are . . .” Charlie trailed off. “Well, they’re complicated.”


  Caleb looked blankly at Charlie for a moment. Then everything suddenly tallied up in his brain. Why Hera only communicated through email. Why those emails were all caps. Why she didn’t want to go out to dinner. Why she, a millionaire many, many times over, lived in a small house with a sort-of butler.


  “Oh,” Caleb said. “Oh. Oh, my God. I’m so sorry.”


  “Hold on,” Charlie said, holding up his hands. “Whatever just went through your brain right now, it’s not nearly as bad as all of that. Hera is happy and healthy and doing fine. She’s doing better than you can imagine. She also . . . can’t talk to you right now. But I can assure you that she’s glad you came to visit. And that you brought flowers.”


  One of the cats, the one he’d met by the door, meowed and bumped her head into his hand.


  “Thank you for saying that,” Caleb said, petting the cat absentmindedly. “You’re very kind.”


  “Not at all,” Charlie said. “Merely telling you the truth.”


  “I should probably go.”


  Charlie nodded. “If you like.” The cats jumped down from the kitchen island and the entire household accompanied him to the door. Caleb shook Charlie’s hand and, for some reason he couldn’t explain even to himself, waved goodbye to the cats. They chirruped and slow-blinked their goodbyes to him.


  The next morning, after Caleb sat down at his new desk in his new office, he opened up his email to find a note from Hera there. CALEB, it said, HERE IS MY TEXTING INFORMATION. It was contact information for one of those encrypted, secure chat apps. PLEASE CONTACT ME.


  Caleb downloaded the app, made an account, and then texted Hera. I’m here, he typed. I ‘m sorry for intruding on your home last night. Although Charlie was kind, I feel like I made a serious misstep of trust. I’ll understand if you no longer want me as your financial advisor.


  DON’T BE SILLY, came the reply. YOU WERE LOVELY. AND WHILE I DON’T RECOMMEND YOU SHOW UP ON ANYONE ELSE’S DOORSTEP UNANNOUNCED, THIS ONE TIME IT WAS A THOUGHTFUL GESTURE. AND THE FLOWERS WERE DELIGHTFUL.


  I’m glad you like them.


  I DID. ALTHOUGH IF YOU SEND ANY MORE, SKIP THE LILIES. I’M ALLERGIC.


  I’ll remember, Caleb promised. Does this mean you still want me as your advisor?


  IT WOULDN’T BE GREAT FOR YOUR PROMOTION IF I DIDN’T.


  That’s true enough.


  SO LET’S PUT YOU ON A GOOD FOOT WITH YOUR BOSS, Hera wrote. I’M HAPPY TO TELL YOU THAT CHARLIE, WHO YOU’VE MET, WOULD ALSO LIKE TO USE YOUR SERVICES, AS WOULD MY ASSOCIATE PERSEPHONE. WE ALL HAVE DIFFERENT INTERESTS AND RISK TOLERANCES BUT I THINK YOU SHOULD BE ABLE TO HELP US ALL. IF YOU ARE INTERESTED, OF COURSE.


  Yes, of course! Caleb wrote back.


  VERY GOOD. I WILL FORWARD YOUR INFORMATION TO THEM AND THEY WILL BE IN TOUCH.


  Thank you, Caleb wrote. Then, a moment later, I do hope that one day well be able to meet face to face.


  IT FEELS LIKE WE ALREADY HAVE, Hera wrote back. NOW. THERE’S A COMPANY IN ARMENIA THAT’S VERY INTERESTING TO ME. LET’S TALK ABOUT IT, SHALL WE?
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