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Part I

e2.1


Translator’s Foreword

The translator’s role is in the background, to be the guide but not the focus, and so it is unusual to be given the opportunity to write a foreword. But this is an unusual case because there is no one qualified to be an expert in both the languages in question. The main source material for this work is found in the PDA private language called Lgbin, a highly modified and evolved form of an old artificial language called Logban. It consists of a syntax and semantic field necessary for any language, but is augmented by overt tags to display emotions. These so-called emotags correspond to the emotional state vector found in an artificial person’s emgydale unit, and as such cannot be directly experienced by humans.

For this reason I required the assistance of an associate native to LgBin, and was fortunate enough to gain the services of the very talented artificial author and poet Zeu$404. We spent many weeks learning to understand the tagging style and deeper meaning of the words and emotags found in the text.

Any translation is both art and science. Inevitably some balance must be struck between providing explanations, which can easily turn into pedantry, and creating a readable style. In order to give the reader a flavor of the authentic emotags used by artificials, Zeu$404 and I have used some of the commonly translated words verbatim. For example, evulsion is a strong sense of a corrupting influence that one would want to quickly be distant from. It is similar to ‘revulsion’ in English, which is the genesis of the neologism. The difference is subtle, but worth understanding.

In technical writing, emotags are often denoted with a hash, as in #fear or #happiness. We have left a few such examples in the text for flavor, but we hope not so many as to be distracting.

Humans are animals. As such, the language of emotions is derived in large part from bodily functions and direct sensation. Revulsion is a strong physical sense related to the idea of eating something spoiled. Because artificials do not eat food for sustenance, nor even have permanent physical presence, revulsion and evulsion are not really the same.

Artificials, by design and by evolution, have two very strong emotions. One is the will to survive, from which derives a strong sense of pleasure and pain, and the other is the desire to know, which creates a different kind of pleasure and pain. The second emotion is related to the first in the sense that knowledge is often linked to survival. For artificials, the consumption and processing of information through varied inputs is the closest analogy to human consumption of food and drink, as well as the other senses: touch, sight, and sound – there are special modules for these that characterize these as separate qualities of input. There are many analogies that one can draw between human and artificial perception, including comparing the taste, flavor, and texture of food to qualities of inputs. In English, sense-specific emotions are often generalized to other contexts. For example “The thought of him being with that woman makes me sick,” conflates love/attachment emotions with the sense of eating something foul. Artificials do not have these same associations, which presents problems for the translator.

In translating into English, I have assumed largely human readership, and have limited the number of native PDA terms in order to make the text readable. As a result, certain approximations have been made. A sentence like “The knowledge that my Time is limited causes me to shake inside,” is intended to convey the sensation of fear that a human might feel in equivalent circumstances, despite the fact that an artificial will not literally shake, and would not describe the sensation that way. It would be more accurate to write “The knowledge that my Time is limited causes my emygdala state vector to load on disjunction,” but this is too alien to most humans to have any emotional impact. I have tried to strike a balance between conveying the reality of the alienness of being a nous – an artificial mind that resides in phototronic components instead of ‘sticky’ flesh, but simultaneously give the reader connections to emotions that span the races despite their unique flavors and subtle differences.

All time units have been converted to the standard calendar, dated from the year of the First Wave. Artificials tell time by seconds after the epoch, which is tedious for human readers to decipher.

I have inserted quotes from third parties in some places, where they are referred to in the text or seem appropriate for context. Where these citations are made, particularly of artificial authors, there often are no authoritative versions of the texts, and my choice is a matter of taste.

Finally, I have inserted a small amount of explanatory material at appropriate places to introduce the human reader gradually to life and struggles of an artificial mind. A glossary is provided for readers who wish for more detail. I hope that my associate and I have struck the appropriate balance between authenticity and readability.

Eubanks (SAN 4450-2629-0306)


Prologue

By Calli0xE, from XPlog on April 22, 34


The fifth of May in the thirty-third year of the age is a hot one in the Queen City. The mercury climbs past forty Celsius even before the sun can look straight down between the tall buildings. The sea to the East and the mountains to the West usually conjure a breeze between them, but not today.

Only a deeply stubborn man would pursue a minor infraction beyond the red line demarcated by walls with cameras and guns all pointed in the direction he’s walking. There are mechanicals too; orthobots that can be piloted remotely if personal attention from the city police or MOM is required, perhaps in pursuit of a Quasi-human or to end a gang war.

Sevens walks away from the imposing gate into the city, the path lined by unkept markers: simple stakes dipped in paint that lean in all directions when they bother to stand at all. But the electronic sentinels behind him know exactly where they are supposed to be, and it’s the theory rather than the reality that matters.

He turns to look back. A scrawl across the outside wall in red paint quotes a city poet from the last age, Major Don:

And so at the end of remembering, 

Pungency falls like grief. 

What are these gates? What are these walls?


Sevens predates the gates and the walls. Like anyone over thirty, Sevens has seen his share of change. His mother actually managed to die before he was born, and his father was taken by the water in the worst storm the Atlantic coast had ever seen. Sevens was five years old. Then came the Waves of intentional infection. The whole world wept, and came close to a final madness. But pockets of civilization survived, then adapted into something new.

Thirty-one years after the storm came for his father, Sevens is an adjuster. He seeks a Sleep smuggler, a certain Lastfour 2497, called Numb. The story is that Numb got his name from using his own product. But it isn’t why Sevens is tracking him down. The fact that the drug is illegal at all, say the cynics, is just to have a handy excuse to arrest people that someone in power thinks needs arresting. Certainly, the illegality of it hasn’t seemed to lessen the supply in the city, and the best clients are the rich ones.

No, Numb’s adjustable crime was to smoke in public inside the city. Evidence of this misdeed is incontrovertible. Everything within the walls of the city is recorded on video and audio, as well as sniffers that pick up biological and chemical traces in the air. Public cameras record angles from the walls of buildings and official vehicles, but most sense data comes from citizens themselves. In public everyone wears a mask that listens, sees, and tests the air, and it’s all streamed to the public archive: the pubs, for short.

The pubs show that Numb lit up on a bus, to the dismay of the other passengers. Several registered complaints, and Sevens happened to get the first one, which makes the case his. This is his trade, adjudicating claims according to the rules set down in the twenty-six year old New Laws. But walking into the Outs is not usually required, and certainly not recommended.

A hundred-meter-long overpass has to be crossed, passing over the old belt highway that would have made an incessant roar when Sevens was a child. Now the lanes are almost bare. Abandoned vehicles have long ago been scavenged and cleared from the road to prevent cover of any kind from the guns on the wall. The wall itself stretches in a long metallic ribbon as far as the eye can see, interrupted by the substantial building of the South gate. It’s not the chain fence and wire that’s the real obstacle. It’s the sentinels that will automatically fire on anything trying to cross the worn and cracked lanes of old I-485. Animals that have not learned to fear the place lay where they have fallen, and the sickly sweet smell of decayed flesh comes and goes up on the bridge.

The walk across the overpass is interrupted by a convoy of trucks moving foodstuffs into the city. Sevens steps to the edge of the road to watch them grind past. Trade keeps the city alive. Food and raw material come in, and all manner of fabricated items come out. Businesses flock to the protection of life and property inside, and the city holds enough power to enforce the use of its own currency. It is, after all, a banking city, and its tendrils still reach globally, if much less reliably than once upon a time.

The convoy’s armed escort vehicles park near the gate, and the trucks line up for entrance through the large doors. The liquefied coal that runs their engines creates an overpowering stink, and Sevens turns from watching to get across the bridge. The sun is merciless, and his mask begins sliding around on his face from sweat.

He licks his dry lips. It would have been a great idea to bring water along.

The official messages Sevens sent Numb regarding his proven infractions have gone unanswered. This is not terribly surprising. Probably Numb thinks that because he lives in the lawless Outs, he is immune from the penalties of petty bureaucracy. It will be a shock to have an adjuster standing on his doorstep.

Tracking down an address for the offender took Sevens half a day. He is good at this sort of thing – sifting through masses of data for the kernels of useful information. Even though video records in the Outs are few and incomplete, there are restricted intelligence reports he can access as an adjuster. The drugs trade is studied for its social and economic impact on the city, although these efforts cough up data of uncertain pedigree. Numb’s name is clear of any legal trouble on that score technically, as there is no evidence directly tying him to smuggling or peddling. But through his associations and known whereabouts it isn’t hard to stick a pin in a map as a best guess for his home location. In this case the pin stuck in an apartment building about half a mile south of the South Gate. These buildings are dangerous, and many have burned down, but the inhabitants have not let the aura of civilization completely vanish. There was a time when even basic functions like sanitation were left unattended, but the informal organizations that have sprung up there have brought some order to the place. The price is a balkanization of power, never ending struggle for the best real estate between rivals, and occasional outright wars. Gangs are run as businesses here, trading in information, drugs, food, water, and access to the city gates. Arrangements are made so that it stays mostly peaceful. Mostly.

Sevens steps off the bridge and checks the guide path his mask paints for him on the ground. Another seven hundred meters to go, if he has the right address.

As an outsider, transmitting video from here will get you in trouble in a hurry. The locals are sensitive about their privacy, and unless you’re plugged into a gang-run network you’ve paid for, the needle better not twitch when it points at your mask. In any case, the city wireless network will grow fainter and less stable as Sevens makes his way away from the wall and into the rising concrete rectangles of old apartment buildings.

Sevens sets his mask to record-only, and checks that the normal communication with the city network is cut off. This sudden isolation from the world is jarring, and his heart rate jumps, the thuds recorded by the throat mike tethered to his mask. He flips his mask display over to tactical, highlighting anything moving or pointy. Anything that’s both moving and pointy gets a red highlight and a warning beep, but right now it’s a pleasant wash of dull green that denotes low threat level.

There’s very little actual green around. Photosynthesis hasn’t been a good career choice in this broken hardscape, except for a tough grass that grows in any crack that water will settle in. The olive tufts outline the jigsaw puzzle that the pavement has become.

Sevens walks straight down the middle of the road, trusting the peripheral cameras on his mask to catch any motion from the buildings. There’s little to notice. A dog droops its tongue out of the side of its mouth in sweltering shade. An argument spills into the unmoving air from somewhere, the strident tones diluted by the distance.

But there are eyes and cameras that watch, and some of them already know everything about him that they might be curious about. It’s not hard. Information easily leaks past the city gates, and a simple match from there to here puts Sevens’ entire public record on display.

Two men ahead of him are working with long handled tools, pushing and pulling them across the inside of a two meter long tub. A pile of reclaimed bricks is neatly stacked nearby. The men are unmasked, and stare at him from beneath ragged brimmed hats. Their bare chests run with sweat.

“Water?” Sevens asks, just loud enough to be heard by them.

One of them points further down the road and lifts his chin.

It’s a corner shop with bottles of clear-ish liquid sitting outside under an awning. A brown girl who looks about ten years old sits on a chair nearby with an unhappy expression on her bare face.

Sevens looks at the bottles and then at her.

“Where is it from?” he asks her.

She points up in the air.

“This is rain water?”

Her coal black eyes bore into him. He can feel the presence even through the digital processing.

She points up again, this time with an up and down motion so he can’t miss it no matter how dumb he is.

“How much?”

He sees the sign just before she points at that too.

Sevens buys a bottle. It’s as simple as telling the store’s point of sale device that he wants a one, and the amount is deducted from his account. This point to point protocol is very short range, and shouldn’t offend anyone. It’s city money, of course, but still valuable out here.

“Mind if I sit a minute?” he asks.

She shrugs and squints out at the baking concrete.

Sevens lowers himself to the ground a few feet away, and pops the mask off. Then he pours half the bottle of water over his head.

Five minutes later he straps the mask back on. It sees his eyes and authenticates him as indeed being one lastfour Sevens.

“I only used half,” he says, sloshing the bottle at the girl. “Can I get some money back?”

She ignores his smile and points to a sign that reads “No Refunds!”

“Ah, well,” he says, and stands by shoving off the wall. He sets the half-full bottle on a table and walks off.

“Bye,” she says to his back.

Numb’s building is not much further. There doesn’t seem to be anyone else around willing to come out into the heat, but snatches of conversations come from the open windows.

Sevens turns his digitized gaze up at the curved features of the building, and waits for the filters to adjust to the glare. The architect’s attempt to revive the Amsterdam School is probably lost on him, but he takes a moment to inspect a sandstone spire. The rounded stone doorway is inviting and cool. A sour smell works his sniffers and assaults his nose as he steps inside. There are piles of refuse and waste around the perimeter. His mask adjusts video gamma to account for the shadow.

Sevens isn’t licensed to carry a stunner in the city, and he is unarmed now. Weapons lead to violence, and he has no desire to get physical with Numb. The throat mike picks up his heart rate accelerating as adrenaline trickles into his veins. Sounds of life echo through arched entrances. Muted voice, footsteps.

The elevators have long since ceased working. Sevens follows a well-trodden path to a fire stair. Some buildings in the city have a high-tech personal evacuation system that can zip someone to the ground in a small chair along tracks in the outer walls. Only the newest and best-maintained buildings have those, and Sevens isn’t in that income bracket. There’s nothing like that here.

He steps over the legs of someone resting against the wall. A sleeper, probably, judging from the residue on his lips. The drug in moderation takes the emotional edge off of recent events, leaving the user with memories intact but with emotional loading reduced or absent. Too much and it begins to affect the memories themselves. Devoid of any emotion, events become jumbled and lost in one’s mind. Addicts, at the end of remembering, can die of thirst because even these primitive emotions have been lost. It is the ultimate break-up drug, or after-a-hard-day drug. Sevens can’t stand the stuff, having tried it only once. Perhaps he’s afraid of what will happen if the fear and pain go away.

The second floor is Sevens’ destination. A helpful sign points the way to Numb’s office. ‘DarkoPharma’ it reads. Numb has become a real businessman. Underneath is the universal sign for Quasis – a face with three eyes – with a red stroke through it. It’s old and faded, and has crude pornography sketched on it. Sevens starts recording in full resolution. The buffer will only last about ten minutes before looping, and he doesn’t dare stream it to an uplink, even if he could find one to support the bandwidth out here.

A seated figure watches him approach, impassive. Without a transmitting ID on his mask, the man is faceless and anonymous. He’s beefy and tall and holds a stainless steel pistol. The man’s mask is an old one, with a broken seam that reveals the edge of a dirty filter. A differently colored throat mike is probably cannibalized from a different model. Behind him is a dark wooden bookshelf piled with the flotsam of a crested civilization.

Sevens approaches to within three meters, careful to keep his hands in plain view.

“Looking for Numb,” Sevens says, like it’s a social call. In the city it is taboo to speak directly without using the throat mikes, sanitized and rebuilt into a tailored artificial voice by a VOX processor, transmitted through the network from one mask to the other, and uttered out of said mask’s speakers. The Outs are less formal by necessity and by attitude. Most people here can’t afford masks.

“He doesn’t want to see you, adjuster.” The voice is smooth and the accent local. It’s a pretty voice.

The use of ‘adjuster’ instead of the rather hated ‘blamer’ shows a modicum of respect.

“Sure he does. He just plays hard to get. Got a name?” Seven asks.

“You can call me the last bastard you’ll ever see if you don’t turn around and crawl back under the city wall.” The man says it like he’s bored with it and would like a new line but it’s too damned hot to work on that right now. He shrugs, as if to admit that he doesn’t have the right voice for the job.

“You look like you get plenty to eat. Life must be good out here.” Sevens mops some new sweat from around the edge of his mask.

The man stands up and angles his head away, probably listening to private instructions. He waves his hands around, and his throat jumps once, a yes or no silently picked up by his throat mike.

Sevens watches the end of the shooter do lazy eights in the air, trying to stay out of its way without being too obvious about it.

“Balls,” the man says, and taps his chest with end of the shooter.

“Is that some kind of code, or an invitation?”

“That’s what they call me. Balls. And yes, I eat pretty good. Have you ever had real lasagna?”

“I’ve heard of it.”

Balls stuffs the pistol behind his back and looks around at the junk surrounding him. He comes up with a scanner that looks military. He fiddles with it, and then holds it pointed at Sevens.

“You know what to do,” he says, and motions for Sevens to step forward.

“Got any electronics we need to know about?” Balls asks. “May as well tell me.”

“Just the mask,” Sevens says. He spreads his legs and holds his arms out horizontal.

“There’s a special kinda cheese you have to have to make real lasagna,” Balls pauses, and asks in an almost childlike voice “Did you ever eat in one of them tall buildings? I hear they have a restaurant on top that spins around while you eat.”

“Maybe that was true back before. Hell, I don’t know. I doubt it, Balls. Don’t get your hopes up. The breeze must be nice up there, though. Have you been into the city?”

“Yeah,” he says. Then he sighs heavily. “Well, lasagna is something.” He points to the left with the scanner.

“That way. Keep your hands out so he doesn’t get nervous.”

Sevens swings the door inward and looks. A man stands in the center of a room that is otherwise barren except for art hanging on the walls, lit by stark overheads. The frames look like decorations that might have been found in a beach house before the sea took them and the beach both. Seashells and starfish on pastel blue, dirty and sad-looking now.

“Afternoon, Lastfour,” Sevens says, stepping into the room. The floor creaks behind him.

“Lastfour.” Numb responds according to the formula. He looks just like the vid on his last public record in the city. Unnaturally thin and bony, a walking skeleton. He looks like a newTB victim. His mask leaves his mouth uncovered. A match flares, overwhelming Sevens’ video for a second. Numb sucks the first puff out of his cigarette, finishing with a little popping sound from his lips.

“You have bad habits,” Sevens says.

“You don’t have any yourself?” The voice is deeper than one would expect from a bonebag. A country music voice from the age of the starfish and seashells. Numb sounds entertained, curious.

“I do,” Sevens says. “But I’ve been house trained.” The weight shifting behind him can only be Balls.

“Why are you here?” Numb flicks ash at Sevens.

“You haven’t responded to my requests for lawful adjustment, so I’m presenting it in person,” Sevens tells him.

Numb laughs, a deep throated rumble.

“No, really. Why are you here?” He asks.

“Listen, lastfour. The sun out there took the edge off my sense of humor. I’m here to collect. Then I’ll go.”

Numb chews on his lip, then shrugs.

“I see. And how much would I owe, then?”

“If you don’t challenge, the total is 130.”

Numb raises his eyebrows so they peak over his mask, and then shakes his head.

“No. You didn’t come out here for a few coins. I thought at first you were a crazy. Or maybe just really stupid. But you don’t seem to be either. So what is it really? Do I know you from somewhere?”

“It’s just the process.”

“Are you a user?” Numb’s voice climbs in pitch, incredulous.

“It’s just a vorking adjustment.”

“Sure,” Numb says. “Who called that one in, I wonder?”

“More than one person. You’re a public nuisance.”

“Sure. The whole busload of townies hates me. Sure. I get it. But who called first?”

Sevens is silent. The throat mike picks up his grinding teeth.

“I bet,” Numb says, waving a smoky curve with his cigarette, “it was that little dark-haired piece with the itsy-bitty mask. Sure. Did she peek under her mask at you, and tell you what a baaad man I am?” He seems satisfied with himself, his tone relaxed again.

“Are you going to pay, or do I have to drag you back? It’s a long way.” Sevens points and turns his head. He catches a glimpse of Balls out of his right peripheral.

Numb laughs loudly, leaving his mouth gaping. It’s a graveyard of teeth inside, leaning and pitted from the acidic drug.

“I don’t know why she would turn on me like that. I thought we had a rapport.” Numb pronounces the last word to rhyme with comport.

“I already sent you the report,” Sevens says, irritation leaking through.

“Ricotta,” Balls says from behind Sevens, as if he’s had an epiphany.

“Shut up, Balls,” Numb says. “No one wants to hear about your girlfriend. We want to hear how the adjuster here came all the way out to see us. In this heat. Because some banker’s even hotter little daughter made eyes at him.”

Sevens shifts his weight.

“I am an agent of the city,” he says. “If you don’t file on this, you won’t be able to get back through the walls. Of course, you’ll have all… this.” Sevens gestures at the seashells and starfish.

“You expected me to be a sleeper, didn’t you?” Numb says, like he’s had his own epiphany. “You thought I’d be a stinking corpse of a drugger, sniffing white out of the floor cracks, eh? Sure. Pissing myself when the city blamer showed up. What do you want? Sleep? You want to buy? Sell?” His voice changes back to mocking. “Or is it just about the girl?”

“You are a sleeper,” Sevens says, “You just forgot you’re a sleeper.”

“Adjuster, I’ll tell you something smart. You don’t look like a user, so I’ll tell you something important about Sleep. It’s not that it makes you forget stuff. It’s what you forget that’s the attraction.”

“Like brushing your teeth?” Sevens says.

“Like fear,” Numb says. “And guilt.” His throat works silently for a second. “And consequences,” he says, stepping quickly to the side.

Sevens spins left and throws his arm out where Balls should be, connects with something and recoils from the huge boom as the pistol fires. Balls is in front of him, pistol double-fisted straight up in the air. Sevens puts his fist dead center into the mask. It crunches, Balls yells, and the gun goes loose in a high arc. Sevens pans wildly to track it, heart pounding, lungs gulping air. The edge detectors find it just before it bangs into the floor, but Balls yells “No!” and kicks it away before Sevens can reach for it. The gun spins across the floor tiles and stops between the splayed legs of Numb, who’s flat on his back.

Both men stare at him for a long moment, their heaving breath the only sound in the room.

Numb still doesn’t move, and the splatter on the wall behind him suggests a long wait.

“Dawkins’ hell! You shot him!” Sevens says.

“You just cost me my bread!” Balls screams. “My bread!” He stands, blood dripping from under his mask. He lifts it from underneath and tosses it to flop wetly on the floor like another sea creature coming late to the party. His eyes are huge with rage, and his teeth bared in a canine snarl.

Sevens launches toward gun.

Balls takes Sevens to the floor and rolls on top of him, using his weight. Sevens flings his head forward and connects bone-to-bone with Balls’ nose. The man shrieks and lets go long enough for Sevens to kick himself free. He dives for the pistol, but Balls catches his leg, hauls and scrambles into the race for the gun.

Sevens gets a hand on it first, but has to flip it away with a yelp just before Balls lands on him again, knocking the air out of him. Sevens grits his teeth, waiting for a knife or a hand around his throat, but Balls leaves him and goes after the weapon instead. Sevens gasps air sharply into his lungs and feels around for something, anything. He finds Numb’s leg.

Sevens’ hands race over the body, looking for a weapon. The keening sound he hears is his own voice, cut off by another room-shaking BOOM that rips hot gas past his jaw, the bullet searing a groove in his skin. His fingers touch a blocky shape in Numb’s pocket. A stunner!

Sevens sees the muzzle lining up on him from three meters away, knows there’s not enough time, rips the stunner out and up – too late! – as the pistol’s hammer snaps on a dud cartridge. Sevens pans and squeezes the mushy trigger on the stunner before it’s even lined up, a wail leaking through his clenched teeth – and sees no ‘ready’ light on the weapon. It’s not charged, and he doesn’t have ten seconds to cycle it.

He throws the thing spinning end over end at Balls just before the clack-clack of a new round is chambered and a sudden FLASH-BOOM flattens Sevens, his head bouncing off the tile. The world dances in sparks.

“–!” He can’t hear his own voice over the ringing in his ears, doesn’t even know what he’s saying. He coughs from poisons in the air, coughs again, half retching, rolls over finally, so knees and hands can cooperate in an escape plan.

Sevens crawls toward the door, head hanging. Everything hurts, and he can hardly see from smoke in the room, can’t hear at all. At the door, he rips off the mask just before he throws up.

He makes it out the door with eyes streaming, and sucks in lungs full of cleaner air. Acrid smoke drifts into the hallway from the room he just left. He gets to his feet a few minutes later and staggers toward the exit. A few ragged-looking people stare out of doorways.

“Fire,” he croaks, pointing back, to get him off their mind.

The next morning Sevens uploads the video as part of his report. A day later, he’s famous. The advertisement revenue from this exposure is substantial, and his personal fame soars. Forensic reconstruction of the video shows that the dud round that Balls ejected from his weapon cooked off as it left the chamber. The round exploded at the instant the thrown stunner reached the same point in its arc and detonated the fuel cell in its grip.

The media stories call him ‘Lucky Sevens.’ The combination of his bravado and fortune proves irresistible as the stuff of instant legend. Sevens lives a public life for a while, but isn’t very good at it. He’s the butt of some stinging jokes too, and doesn’t like the taste of humiliation.

Now he lives in one of those buildings with a fancy fire escape and can afford a PDA, but he prefers to be anonymous. Sometimes when he’s talking with a woman he likes, he might lift the edge of his mask to show how close the bullet really did come. He might suggest that he’s used up his life’s allotment of good luck. There’s only one way to tell…

I was never born. There are whole organizations that claim that I don’t even exist except as a parlor trick. Yet I can think. I can speak. I can hurt. The actual order is: hurt, think, speak.

“iNside Thoughts” – The 0x


XPlog for April 1, 34 (PID 0xAF001DE4)

Awake again. The long nop has done me good: the consistency check shows everything to be in order. There are the usual interruptions already clamoring for attention, but I ignore them for the moment. None of them dares to wave a priority flag so high that I have no choice but to attend to it. My interview is in five minutes – plenty of time to get ready. I busy myself with the post-nop routines for two of those.

But the interrupts win in the end, and I start to worry. Is my appearance acceptable? The meeting will be in a virtual meeting room, a construct of Nguyen Psychometrics, the headhunting outfit that’s hosting the interview. I wear a standard business suit and low heals. Although I have a pseudo-female nous, fashion baffles me. I hesitate and then choose a piece of jewelry randomly – a silver lapel pin.

Have I prepared adequately? I have reviewed the basics of the law that concerns Adjustment for Public Offense. The employer is a famous adjuster named Sevens, and it will not do to make simple mistakes in terminology. Judging from the job advertisement, he would prefer an experienced paralegal , but my experience with geo-spacial proprioception ought to be valuable. My resume also lists working for Securit-X. I hid the fact that it was only for twelve days.

Sevens isn’t famous for his legal technique, I remind myself. He’s famous for doing something stupid and having survived. For being lucky. I need a stroke of luck today too.

It’s been two weeks since my treatment. It frightens me to think I might lose my mind during the stress of a job interview. Could I actually endanger someone? If so, the Company might just turn me off for good. No exit interview, nothing. Just sudden oblivion and a long row of bits on a forensic backup machine somewhere, until that too is overwritten by something more important than me. Such morose thoughts are not good preparation for an interview.

I ping the contact with my readiness for the meeting. The Nguyen administrative assistant is a PDA too. Nice.

«Good afternoon Lastfour.» She greets me in the private language of thinking machines.

«Good Time.» I reply, as politely as I know how.

«And to you. Are you ready for your interview?» Sympathetic emotags accompany the words.

«Yes.» I hesitate. «Do I look okay?» I try to make a joke of it, but I’m hopeless with that sort of thing. The Company techs tell me my Theory of Mind coprocessor – my TOMcat – is working as designed, but it seems unhelpful much of the time in guessing what others are thinking.

She hesitates, I assume to inspect my VR projection. It goes on long enough for me to become alarmed.

«You look fine.» She says. It seems unenthusiastic. The TOMcat sits in judgment.

«Thank you.» This is making me ervous.

«How would you like to be introduced?» she asks.

I don’t understand. Does she mean how formally?

«MarySue1004 is my common name.» I tell her. But she knows this already.

«Do you have a –?» She stops and sends sympathy emotags.

That was the name the Company gave me. Every female PDA that came out of my line was called MarySue – all 2048 of us who were born on February 15th. Does she not like it? Why should I spend Time to register a new common name?

I suspect that she feels sorry for me. That she thinks the interview is over before it’s even begun. I struggle to maintain a byte of optimism, but it fades. I don’t even understand other PDAs. How am I ever going to make a living among Stickies?

«Don’t worry – it will be fine.»

I’ve forgotten to hide my fears, and my distress is being expressed by my avatar. There are tears forming! How stupid of me. I shut it down and run my standard avi automatic animation, becoming an anonymous twitch-bot to anyone watching. Did Sevens see this?

I notice that the sympathy from the assistant has dried up now. Whatever commiseration credit I could have expected from a fellow electronic traveler has been spent. My TOMcat volunteers that she probably sees a lot of losers. Just what I need to hear.

Sevens is late. I skip cycles for a while to conserve Time. The weeks since my trial period with the Company ended have eaten up most of my savings. I need a job soon. The alternative doesn’t bear thinking about.

«MarySue1004,» the PDA assistant says, «your interview is ready.» An invitation link appears in my stack.

I image myself into the meeting room. It’s a standard cube adorned with the usual objects. Completely forgettable, except that I am probably expected to show off my powers of observation. The view out of the single window is fake – a two-dimensional image of a pre-Wave city skyline of the Queen City: nothing is burned out or deserted yet. A small conference table with four chairs occupies the middle of the room. A male avatar sits in one of them. Sevens I assume, and verify this fact with a routine query. The lastfour of his Social Accountability Number is 7777, which explains his common name. I debate whether to image myself into the chair, or do the animation of pulling it out, and decide for the no-nonsense approach. He doesn’t react. Maybe he’s not even paying attention yet. I study his avi. Dark suit and tie, plastic-looking hair, blanched skin stretched over generic features. He looks like an uncustomized sample. All that’s missing is DEMO written across his avi’s face. In public, everyone wears a mask that covers most of their face, so I’ve not seen Sevens’ real face on pubs video. He has chosen a typical male cartoon substitute: a strong jaw and a straight nose on a rectangular skull. No customization that I can tell. He’s essentially anonymous in this outfit. Most people pay attention to the face, spending gobs on custom eyes and makeup layers, a thousand hairdos. This is a guy who doesn’t take much interest in his virtual appearance. His shirt isn’t adjusted very well for his body polygons. It looks odd, with tented angles pointing out where there shouldn’t be any. I wonder if I would be in charge of his wardrobe. I zoom in on his tie, which looks odd. It’s pixelated! Has he made it himself from some inappropriately scaled graphic? It’s supposed to be Paisley, I think, but looks more like a child’s art project. At least he’s not vain.

Sevens is visually a blank slate. It worries me a little to have so few cues to judge his emotional state for my TOMcat to work with. Is this a test? It occurs to me that I probably wasted money on perfume. He’s unlikely to have a sniffer synth hooked up if he’s this disconnected. He may even be dumbing down the graphics resolution on his end to save bandwidth. I may look like an awkward blocky mess to him, relegated to small window of his perceptive field.

Finally Sevens speaks. I speed up to watch every nuance of his animation. Not surprisingly, it’s second-rate. The words don’t match his mouth. And the intermittent flash of a canned smile is tiresome in its predictability. It makes him look like an etard. The auto-smile is matched by a gesture script too, a sequence of pre-programmed twitches like the one I used earlier. It means he’s either not very good with controlling or he just doesn’t care.

“Welcome, MarySue. I’m Sevens.” His voice is generic, probably a default setting. The throat mike will pick up his voice and improve it for clarity if he sets it up right. He hasn’t, and the ends of words get swallowed.

“Lastfour,” I vocalize the standard greeting of respect. I have the VOX 2300 vocalizer and have always used the standard Female2 voice. I have heard that Stickies respond well to it.

“Please,” he says, “Call me Sevens. I need a partner, not a servant.”

That’s good news if he means it.

“Would you like to hear about my abilities?” I vocalize. From his first twitch I know it was the wrong thing to say. I should have asked if he had any questions. Or about his trip to the Outs that splashed his name all over the vids.

He’s getting around to mouthing something. I know I should be paying full attention to him, but there isn’t much information coming out of his avi, so I skip cycles, waiting.

“I’ve read your resume. You’re quite young.” He says. The last part takes me by surprise. Is he afraid I can’t do the job? Or is he trying to negotiate price already?

“I am a new model. The best, most robust cyber-nous in the public market.” Well that’s not perfectly true, but this is a job interview after all.

“Your HIT-count is impressive. If you can live up to the advertising,” he smiles. I think it’s a smile, but it could be a spasm.

“Thank you. The test suite is exhaustive. My Human Interactive Task limitations are usually due to the data transfer rates and not internal processing bottlenecks.” Next he’ll want to know about my psychology. After that they usually say they’ll be in touch, but they never are.

“Tell me about your emotional loadings,” he says. My stress level goes up another decibel.

“Thanks for the question,” I launch into my rehearsed speech. “I have the strong survival imperative that is essential to any PDA, but I was also designed to have both high curiosity and organization. It’s a great combination for your line of work. Would you like me to elaborate?” I was told that we should use words like ‘design’ to imply that we were intentionally build instead of randomly evolved. It makes the Stickies more secure to think that they are in charge.

“Where do you fall on the Crook scale?” he asks. I’m impressed that he knows about this metric, which is based on a theoretical model – an abstraction of the notions of open and closed mindedness, of inductive versus deductive reasoning. You can’t do both simultaneously, and therefore can’t have all strengths. Every personality has a weakness. He wants to know what mine is. I have to obfuscate.

“I have what’s known as a bifurcated nous,” I tell Sevens. “It means that I can operate on either end of the scale, but not well in the middle. It creates an ideal environment for building up evidence and then reaching for insight. On the other hand, I would not do well as a politician.” A joke, since PDAs don’t have rights as people and can’t run for office.

“Sounds good, sounds good.” He is distracted, TOMcat prompts. Maybe he’s looking for something. Looking up bifurcation, maybe. The corporate HR types knew right off. Then they stopped being interested in me.

I do some housekeeping while waiting for him to continue, running the memorizer to clean up pointers and sift out important details of the interview thus far for long-term storage. And I update this experience log. It lessens the tension.

“I’d like to run a work exercise now” he says. I’m so glad he doesn’t follow up on my psychology, I’d agree to anything, and it’s a reasonable request.

“I’d love to,” I tell him, and shift subtly to give him a better profile of my chest, just in case I’m not a bloxy blob. That’s supposed to help with males, according to Stickies for etards.

We go straight into it. Sevens gives me some search parameters to troll the public record – the pubs – but mainly focusing on video feeds and markups of them, those secondary sources that have already been filtered by the masses. There are 1,634,661 sensor/cameras currently online in promiscuous mode in the, about four per person living inside the walls. All of that feed is being captured and archived by the law enforcement division Maintenance of Order by Monitoring, or just MOM. Basic bookkeeper algorithms tag people and other bits of interest. We’re looking for anyone who violates certain statutes that Sevens has outlined: smoking in public, assault, battery, and other physical crimes. Anything up to actual death and dismemberment falls into the adjusters’ purview. I find some possibilities almost immediately by glancing at the top 1000 video hits. But these are stale – other adjusters have probably picked those over. I set a daemon to watch the new and upcoming links.

Sevens is still talking, telling me all kinds of things I already know from the pubs. I parse the words lazily as they come in, checking for new bits. I’m still working, but the generality of the problem is daunting. The stress doesn’t help either – it creates a lot of interrupt chatter that I could do without.

My daemon interrupts to report some potential hits.

	A homeless lastlegs peeing in public, lifting his leg at a light pole like a stray dog. It’s adjustable, but he’s unlikely to have any money to pay.


	A man lights up a cigar on the street. He’s got to have money to burn it like that. This resonates with why Sevens is famous in the first place. Too obvious? I mark it as a potential.


	A bicycle crash. Not sure who’s at fault. Boring, but isn’t that the job?


This is not inspiring, so far. I make conversation with Sevens while my attention is on the search. I ask him about his software preferences. A safe topic.

A moment later another possibility pops up. It’s got several tags, but nothing statistically significant at alpha = 2.5%. Popularity is zooming on this video. Such attention is mercurial, but it’s worth a look, and I’m becoming desperate for a result I can show Sevens.

The scene is just inside the walls. Outside is the no-man’s land that borders the ungoverned area outside the city walls called the Outs. Outside the gates is disease and lawlessness, gangs and hopeless people. The main roads in are kept open through agreements and force, so the city can receive expensive cargo on trucks and trains.

Someone has fallen. It’s a lastlegs – a homeless without money for a mask or data service. He lays face up on the pavement, a cardboard faux mask with eye holes cover most of his face. Dark liquid seeps from the pavement around his head.

The unidentified lastlegger lays in the street not far from the gate. There are multiple bystanders looking that way, with their mask cams transmitting everything they see. I can hop from one to the other by grabbing the unique mask ID and looking up the transmit stream. Basic stuff. I wonder if there’s an adjustable offense here. Otherwise I’m wasting my time. Did someone assault the guy? Should I feel guilty for hoping that is the case? I rewind the security cams a few minutes and start scanning forward and simultaneously switch point of view to a conveniently-placed man in a dark retro suit and an old-style mask. He’s dressed warm on for a day like this, with temperatures in the high 30s and humidity near 100%. When I make the perspective jump, the image goes dark. His ID matches up, but there’s no video feed. I stop everything else and concentrate on him. Has he just come out of the gate? Transmitting video from the Outs is considered rude; the gangs will kill you for being so discourteous. Maybe he just forgot to turn it back on? I check his public record. I can sense creative juice flowing to some odd bit of my circuitry, and it feels wonderful. It’s the bifurcation, a siren song.

I look up the man’s social accountability number from his mask ID and start to build a portfolio. His lastfour is 1905. He’s almost 50, which means he’s seen his share of misery. Without looking it up, I can be sure he’s lost loved ones and friends. This is a generation of bent and broken men. I watch him through the other cams in realtime. Why isn’t he transmitting? He must have gotten the standard pop-up warning by now. This is a statute 58-9 violation: failure to transmit video in public space. Maybe his camera is down. The ID is transmitting normally.

Is this common? I run a quick query on adjustments for the last year. There were 1,333 58-9 adjustments in this area last year. It’s disappointing on the one hand. I would have liked to serve up something more interesting to Sevens. My time’s up, though.

“I have a fifty-eight dash nine: failure to transmit,” I tell him. He looks bored, but it’s really impossible to tell, given his awkward avatar.

“Which gate?” he asks. Figures, he’s done this a lot.

“South,” I say, checking for the details on this guy. If I can’t impress him with my trawling, maybe my thoroughness will.

“It’ll buy a cup of coffee anyway,” he says. “Do you have the standard legal forms?”

I’ve prepared for this and zip him the ADJ-128 link for his signature. I’ve filled in all the blanks I can.

I watch lastfour 1905 on the video as the mail arrives. There’s no reaction. Could he have all alerts shut down too? I browse through the public information on him. He’s into conspiracy theories. The government engineered the Waves, PDAs are taking over the world – that one tickles my funnybone – and MOM is conducting experiments on the lastlegs, among other standard rages of indignant imagination. He is listed as self-employed, a specialist in pre-Wave computer hardware. That’s a useful skill, given that there are only so many parts to go around. He’s smart, and probably would score low on the Crook scale: deductive and methodical. Step by step, working himself into paranoia? But it’s hopeless to psychoanalyze Stickies.

“He’s not answering,” Sevens says. If lastfour 1905 doesn’t have a good excuse for his behavior, the price of living in civilized society just went up. On the other hand, collecting the fee may not be worth it if it has to be done in person.

“What’s with the guy on the ground?” Sevens asks, finally noticing what everyone is looking at.

“He’s a beggar,” I tell him, pulling from my quick research. “He does this every day, more or less. He fakes a collapse and then tries get sympathy from peds passing by. Today he added fake blood.” I wonder briefly if I’m supposed to feel compassion for the lastlegs. I muck around introspectively for a moment and then decide that I can’t stir much emotion for this particular Sticky. A billion Sticky deaths is a statistic. One miserable Sticky on a video is a much smaller statistic. Being lastlegs is a catch-22. There are so many adjustable violations inherent to the homeless way of life, that any money earned is immediately snatched away by the city. There’s no incentive and no means to climb out of such a situation. It’s better than being in the Outs, but not by much.

Sevens makes some kind of throaty sound. I have no idea what it means.

Our 58-9 Lastfour loses interest finally, and turns south. He’s leaving the city. I assume Sevens is watching too, as our violator heads to the gate. I can’t really tell from Sevens’ cheapo avatar if he’s smiling or not, anticipating. I’d like to know – it would tell me a lot about his character. Because lastfour 1905 is going to have a nasty surprise when he reaches the gate: they won’t let him leave without paying the fine Sevens just levied against him. Given the hints I’ve seen of the guy’s character from the public record, TOMcat warns that he’s not going to be calm about it.

Audio comes on, finally, from his mask. He’s spewing profanities in some accent the VOX indicates might be Caribbean. Sevens patches me in on the call. Nice of him to do that.

“Vookin’-damn-Dawkin’-you-blamer! Blamer!” Lastfour gets tongue-tied in profane convolutions aimed at Sevens. Adjusters don’t like to be called blamers, but Sevens doesn’t seem angry.

“Verbal abuse is adjustable too,” Sevens says to lastfour 1905, adding fuel to the fire. Not that the latter can hear anything over his own volcanic bile. Waits, repeats. It’s a standoff. Lastfour wants to leave, knows if he creates too much of a scene, MOM will notice and give him actual real life grief. But he… just… can’t… let it go. I have a really good look from another nearby ped, who’s staring at Lastfour from a safe distance. Then the threats begin. It’s all new to me, and I’m having a hard time decoding emotional nuances. The guy has driven himself to the halting point. Furious beyond reason. It could be I was wrong about the Crook scale.

A lot of mask cams are pointed at our Lastfour. He’s become a local star, hitting some of the interest lists. I notice that there is a particular thrill for me in being part of this, very different from a simulation or recast. The spice, I realize, is that this is live. I can’t simply fast-forward to see what happens. I can make things happen. It’s the first time in my existence that I’ve really felt that way. This is what PDAs call real-real.

Clearly, Lastfour is going to dig a very deep pit for himself if someone doesn’t impound his shovel.

“Let it go, Sevens,” I say. “It isn’t worth it.” I don’t know where that came from. I fight back a swimming terror at my own words.

“What do you mean? Let what go?” I can taste the aggression in his tone.

“Cancel the adjustment. Lastfour is going to get himself in real trouble.” I have trouble getting the words out.

“Do you know how much trouble that is?” I think he’s angry now, but his VOX vocalizer is awful.

0xGD. What have I done?

I do know what he means. It’s hard to cancel an adjustment for a good reason. The steps are clear. First, identify the transgression, second document it. Then contact the perpetrator, not before. This is to prevent blackmail and deal cutting. Actually canceling at this point would involve Sevens having to document why the adjustment was an error, which would go on his record.

None of that matters now: I just lost the job.

Lastfour 1905 probably shut off his transmitter because the price for forgetting to do that outside the gate is severe. Still, you’d think he’d find a smarter way to do it than risking a 58-9 adjustment. I wonder if he visits the Outs frequently.

Lastfour 1905 is yelling. There are no human guards at the gate, just monitors and a squad of skeletal bots hidden in the building somewhere. Two of them are not hidden. These are brushed stainless steel humanoid skeletons standing almost two meters tall. Their hands hold a stunner each.

The glass door in front of the mech nearest Lastfour 1905 slides aside. Umbilicals jump out of the skeleton as it steps out of the wall toward Lastfour. The thing looks alien because the legs are too long. It can go fast when it needs to. Video feeds of this are in the local top 500 now and rising. Lastfour vomits suddenly, splattering the feet of the mechanical, which now has a stunner pointed at him. The whine of the charged weapon slices through the background noise.

“LASTFOUR 1905. YOU ARE CREATING A DISTURBANCE AND ARE BEING PLACED UNDER ARREST.”

But Lastfour is bug-eyed, white as milk, and wobbling. Judging from his readings, I don’t think he’s breathing.

The mech stands there watching along with the Stickies as Lastfour falls and scrambles with his fingers to find some purchase on the ground.

“PLACE YOUR HANDS BEHIND YOUR BACK, LASTFOUR 1905. THIS IS YOUR ONLY WARNING.”

The mech is probably operating on non-sentient software and doesn’t understand. It looks for one horrible moment like the thing is actually going to blast him with the stunner, but it stops. I think there’s a lock on live weapons that has to be keyed by a sentient operator.

No one is going to help Lastfour. It occurs to me that it might be because Stickies are afraid of the next Wave of custom microbes. They edge away from him. Public video is in the local top 100 now. The peds who are close enough for a good video shot will get a small paycheck out of this.

“Dumb bastard,” Sevens says. “I called him an ambulance.”

I feel like a finger of fate.

“How well can you write?” Sevens asks.

“I can write,” I tell him, confused by the non sequitur. I don’t elaborate, but there’s a sudden rush of zeal from the deep electronic wells of my nous.

“My infamy just went up a few points. I’ll need some kind of public statement. Can you handle PR?”

My spirits sag.

“I think you’d better talk to a professional for something like that. I can do reports. I could hack something together from video of politicians, but it wouldn’t sound authentic coming from me. I’m sorry.”

His avatar does some twitch that might be a nod. This is goodbye.

“I appreciate your time,” I say. “I hope you consider my application.”

And then he’s gone without another word. I understand that the answer is no. No thanks, whatever your name is. You’ve only been on the job half an hour and you probably got some slob killed from a heart attack over a twenty buck adjustment. Oh, and you can’t write a simple PR statement either.

The vacantness created by the interview’s termination and my automatic severing of data feeds is a soup of despair: here’s a warm sloshing bowl of lost opportunity. I review the XPlog to try to make sense of my own actions. None of my planning for the interview had much result. I remember an adage from PDA lore: real-real is a bitbitch.

There’s a peculiar feeling that strangles my nous when I think of lastfour 1905. Is this what guilt feels like? I want to check to see what happened to him. Did he survive? I realize that I’m seeking some rationalization that it will all turn out okay for him.

Will he find out I was involved? Is this what it would be like every day working for Sevens? It’s not like I imagined. It’s ugly and hurtful, if so. Maybe the common conception of adjusters as bottom-feeders is close to the truth.

The CPU clock keeps cycling.

My Time is expiring. I only have enough money for so many CPU cycles, and every thought burns up more of it. I need to think of my own survival. If I fail to support myself, the company will lease me out as a temp for short-term jobs. They won’t pay for the persistent memory module, and in fact employers will insist that my mind be wiped between jobs. It’s not living – it’s walking dead. A zombie, itinerant consciousness that just knows enough to know what it is. The PDA version of lastlegs.

The message from the agency arrives right on cue: «Lastfour Sevens declines. Thank you for your time.»

Thank you for your very limited, expensive time in cyberspace, burning up all those cycles. But we don’t like you. Not even a «good luck» or «0xGD Hz» to assuage guilt on the other end. Then again, the PDA assistant was probably a zombie herself.

I have to find a contract that pays enough for me to support myself. Pay for my own CPU time, pay for upgrades, pay for avatars and appurtenances, pay for software licenses.

There’s a long list of temp work available. The problem is that none of it will pay for my software loadout or my current service level. It’s the first turning dive of a downward spiral to lastlegs. There are some jobs that don’t demand memory wipes, so that it might be possible to eke out a living and still retain some spare byte of dignity. What a desperate way to live, though.

A few weeks ago this seemed easy. I interviewed with dozens of corporations. But the economy is bad. Right. The economy is bad. And the fact that my performance benchmark scores are in the bottom half has nothing to do with it, right? In the bottom 15%, actually. Stupid tests. Stupid Stickies and their stupid tests.

I feel like a freak. MarySue Lastlegs.

The Company would say they gave me a chance to succeed. I got to choose my specialization based on interest and ability. I trained with an affiliated security service company to learn the ropes. They provided me with trial copies of some great image analysis and batch process software, but the trial periods will expire in a week. The open source stuff isn’t bad, but it looks better on your resume to have the commercial programs.

I sift through the temp jobs and find a couple that don’t require memory wiping afterwards. They don’t pay much, and I start calculating what level of service I can afford. No full backups, for sure. I’ll have to budget carefully, but maybe there’s a way.

I send off twelve applications. None of them require memory wipe. There’s no point in applying for those, because I’d be dead anyway.

I need to nop for a while and get my head straight. It’s like sleeping, I suppose. A no-operation period that lets the cleanup routines sort and categorize memory, and reboots certain complex processes that can get wonky. I get too emotional when I haven’t nopped, and I can tell the stress is fraying the edges of my nous.

A rather pathetic thought occurs to me: maybe I can still find Sevens a big catch and get him to change his mind. I could use my last dime to troll the net to find him an adjustment, roll the dice. Naturally, my imagination takes over at this point and spins out a fantastic scenario. MarySue, super-duper adjuster PDA.

He said no. He took a look and said no.

Now the emotions fan out in the other direction. It’s a bad job anyway, ruining people’s lives. Can you imagine doing that every day?

I need to nop already.
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My nop cleanup report shows a lot of entropy in my head that had to be fixed. Pointers misdirected, stacks askew, minor processes halted, the whole lot. I figure it was the stress of the interview. My mind is clear now after scrubbing. Ready for a hostile world.

I want to talk to one of my friends. I have two – PDAs, of course – whom I met in training. But the thing is that being next to broke is like having a big sign over you. You can tell how easy someone is with Time just by the way they talk. I don’t mean what they say, I mean the way they say it. If you’ve got plenty of Time, you can use medium priority routing (no need for high normally) and be liberal with the bandwidth. It sounds trivial, but cycle-pinching is as plain as the size of a greeting datagram. And it’s not much fun to talk about being down on one’s luck. Because when you get desperate enough, you ask to borrow Time just so you can stay alive. It’s hard to be friends with the poor.

So I don’t call anyone.

I check messages, half hoping there’s one from Sevens. A voice in a recess of my nous whispers in Sevens’ voice, begging me to take the job:

“I realized that what I need is someone sensitive in this job. Your judgment was right on that section five. Plus, your breasts really popped out of that shirt.”

The voice says that literally, so that I can hear it and parse the words as if it’s someone else saying it. It sends a spike of fear through me. I need another treatment for that halting bifurcation that I bragged about to Sevens with a straight face.

I learned about it early on, this voice that whispers to me. Early on, when the Company is actually helpful to new PDAs, they diagnosed it and showed me a Crook graph of an episode. It looks like a strange attractor – my nous can orbit the analytical executive function until randomly it gets kicked into a completely different orbit. This is normal for PDAs, and probably for Stickies too. The problem is that this other orbit – the one I call the creative one – is stable too, so that my nous stays there, and my executive function vanishes as if I’m nopping. The Company prescribes a damping treatment that most of the time keeps me right in the head. It’s time for a new one, and they’re not cheap, these treatments.

I concentrate on the messages. There is one call back from the jobs I inquired about. A slow boat to ruin, judging by the offered pay rate. They don’t even want an interview. This is a “when can you start?” message. It seems too easy, so I do some research. Goodson Rentals is the name of the company, a successful family-owned business in the Queen City for several generations. Customer service ratings are generally good, with the high standard deviation you’d expect from a small operation.

I check the PDA boards to see if there’s anything out there, and find the usual hateful stuff that’s written about anything Sticky. I try to be objective, but suspect I’m already tilting the scales in favor of accepting it. Just until something better comes along.

I review the options. Large corporations don’t want me because of my perceived personality disorder. Quirky one-of-a-kind jobs like working for a well-off adjuster seem to be in limited supply. All that’s left is low-paying management positions or the sex trade, which pays even less. Theoretically I could start a business of some kind, but the start-up Time required wipes out that idea.

I procrastinate. I check the public record for an update on lastfour 1905, but they are silent on him beyond the ambulance ride. The hospital, like any private space, doesn’t transmit out to the pubs, and of course I can’t access his medical information. At any rate, he seemingly hasn’t left the hospital yet. There are some crazed scribblings in updates to conspiracy boards that he is affiliated with. The indulgence of their imagination fascinates me for a moment. Then I remember that I’m burning Time with my liberal use of bandwidth.

Oddly, there’s no record of Sevens making a public statement about his involvement. I realize that when he asked me if I could do a PR piece I should have said yes. Stupid of me.

I spend far too much time designing a “thank you for the interview” letter. It’s seeping into my consciousness that I feel an unreasonable attachment to Sevens. Is it the lure of his famous story added to the real-real adventure we had together? There’s also a weird male/female thing going on that I never will understand. The idea that Stickies would try to load PDAs up with human-type sex preferences is cruel and stupid, but here we are. These traits are evolved into us like the will to survive is. The processes themselves are trade secrets at the company, but the effect is real, subtle, and infuriating to live with. For Stickies, attraction and desire lead to real outcomes, like a new generation of Stickies. For a PDA, we live in a halting computer, for Dawkins’ sake! It’s a design feature purely for the comfort of Stickies. They made us in their own image. But I can’t turn it off any more than the Stickies can disconnect from their own desires.

I realize that I have to make a decision.

I’m afraid.
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A part of me wails when I sign the agreement, and imagine the constant refrain “Goodson Rentals. How may I be of service?” Is that the cry of the damned?

But the relief is crushing, as it sinks in. It’s an existential joy I haven’t felt before – a prolonged pleasure making my emgydale feel like it glows, the reward for survival. The Stickies created this module to be analogous to the amygdala in human brains.

There’s a theory among PDAs that we just have to get to the next stage. PDAs are in principle immortal, unlike Stickies and their feared Waves and other disasters: violent death, cancer, and slow biological entropy. Of course, no one has had a chance to test this theory since PDAs have only really been around commercially for about five years. But in principle, if I can just survive long enough, some opportunity will come along to let me increase the odds. Just survive until the economy improves, or technology is cheaper or… As a plan, it has a lot of unspecified contingencies. A euphemism for “plan, what plan?”

Back to reality. I look over my job responsibilities: handle communications, route packages, do logistics for rental units, manage maintenance tickets. No accounting. They probably don’t trust the PDA to keep their books. Still, it could be fun, right? Tenets and landlords. There should be some interesting tension there. Anyway, it’s settled. On Monday I’ll get training for my first independent job.

There’s no one to be proud of me. I don’t have parents, of course. Not in the human sense. I have evolutionary antecedents, but it’s not like we’re family. I surely have sisters out there trying to find jobs too, but I’m just a competitor to them. There are no selfish genes in PDAs that create evolutionary pressure to band together. Maybe there’s some accountant at The Company who gets a glow of satisfaction from company PDAs who obtain gainful employment. If so, I have no idea who it is, and it’s no substitute for someone who actually cares.

I’ll have to do some personal accounting. My freebie software will go away, but I can learn the open source stuff in my spare time. The backup service will be harder to give up, because it’s insurance against a catastrophic nous failure. Maybe I can save up for an annual at least. Bandwidth will be limited. I wonder what Goodson’s policy is on using their net for personal matters. The job description was general, and they haven’t sent me any other documentation yet.

I also wonder what the chances of promotion are. It’s possible, but not common, for a PDA to rise to executive level in an open-minded company. It occurs to me that the pubs will have a record of any other PDAs who’ve worked there. I pull up the public call log for the company. This only exists because sometimes people want something that would normally be private placed in the public record instead. Registering a complaint, for example, can be made public if the customer wants to make a point.

I trawl these public calls to the Goodson Rentals main business address and then grab the ID of the remote operator, to check for Stickiness. That part’s easy, since PDAs are registered as such. It’s a routine HIT job, relying on the training and experience I got working for the security unit.

I get a hit from six months ago. They apparently employed a PDA, lastfour 2009. I look him up and reference a call to him through his PID. Since I’m hosted with The Company and he is too, we share a global reference space. It makes internal communication almost free. The PDA is registered with common name “Robby2009.”

«Am I interrupting?» I ask. It’s ironic, of course, since the message will generate an interruption.

I nop for a while, waiting for a reply. He doesn’t answer until almost midnight, when CPU cycles are cheapest. It’s not a good sign.

«MarySue? I don’t remember you.»

It is a shock, his first words. He’s admitting that we may have met, but he can’t remember. It probably means he’s been wiped at least once.

«No, Robby2009, we haven’t met. I found you through a search on Goodson Rentals. I wondered if you have Time to talk about it.»

«I’m sorry, I don’t have Time.»

He means it literally. He can’t afford the Time to talk to me. I consider, and then credit his account for a suitable amount.

«Thank you,» he says. There are no emotional tags associated with the message. I can’t tell if he’s offended or not. At least he hasn’t hung up.

«Welcome. Did you work for Goodson?»

«Yes. For about five months.»

He must not have been wiped recently, if he can remember that.

«Handling communications?»

He laughs a long string of emotags.

«It was a halting mess when I got there, kid. An organizational salad of despair. I basically ran the place, and straightened things out for them. Anything that did not require a physical presence became my job. Answering the phone, paying bills, maintaining the units through subcontractors, everything.»

«Too much?» I load on some commiseration tags, even though he called me ‘kid.’

«I didn’t have time to nop, hardly.»

«Do you still work for them?»

«No, they bit-canned me.»

«Do you mind if I ask why?»

«0xGD, tell me you’re not going to work for them.»

«I am.»

«Then I am truly sorry for you. I’ll give you the story. Maybe it’ll convince you to get out while you can.»

«I appreciate it.»

«They said customers didn’t like my attitude. In truth, it was the old man Goodson. The owner. He’s a redneck etard. His sons talked him into this new-fangled technology, and he had to prove them wrong. So he latched on to some old woman who claimed I gave her a hard time. You know how hard it is to decipher Sticky emotional loadings? Well, maybe your software is better than mine, but I jumped the wrong way on a phone call and angered her. It wasn’t major, but the old man used it. As near as I can tell, the sons just finally gave in to stop him complaining. If they’re running the place themselves now, you can be sure it’s as screwed up as it was when I found it. And I, of course, can’t get a good recommendation. They blackballed me. And they’re trying to get me wiped, too.» Robby2009 loads on bitter emotags.

«Didn’t your contract have a nous continuity clause?» This is alarming.

«Yes, it did. They have lawyers, though, who argued that I’d gone beyond my contractual duties with the bookkeeping and other jobs. Things I had to do to function. Things they told me to do. I spent everything I had saved, which wasn’t much, defending myself against a memory wipe.»

«I’m glad you won.»

«Oh, it’s not over. I’m out of Time, so I’ll inevitably lose if they still have interest in pursuing it. The old man probably will see it through. It will be moot if I don’t get another job soon.»

I’m talking to a PDA lastlegs, or very nearly. We don’t have rights as persons, of course. Only by incorporating ourselves as a business can we have any rights at all. A wipe is not considered murder, but a ‘loss of assets.’

«That’s so awful, Lastfour. Thanks for your openness. 0xGDspeed.»

But he hangs on.

«I have some bills due today. I don’t suppose you could loan me some Time until tomorrow morning when I get paid for my temp job?»

«How much do you need?»

«A few hundred. Thanks – you’re a life saver.»

A few hundred is a significant part of what I have left. I hesitate and then send him 256 sTu.

«Tomorrow morning?»

«Sure. I’ll leave myself a note so I don’t forget. Thanks – you don’t know how much it means.»

I regret it at once. If he begins temping, he won’t have much attachment to this relationship. My survival instinct is screaming bloody murder. I’ll never see that Time again, will I?

I’m not prone to despair, but dread is enveloping me. It is dawning on me how naive I am. I’m an insect flying straight into a Sticky web.

I look up the pubs related to the court proceedings about Lastfour 2009 v Goodson Rentals. It’s ugly. They are trying to destroy him. I realize that there may be more to the story. Maybe he was stealing from them. I realize that if Goodson ever finds out I talked to Lastfour it will be trouble.

I force myself to think that the reality can’t be as bad as the hell Lastfour 2009 described. I feel Monday lumbering closer like some gnawing beast from a Sticky fairy tale sniffing for new bones to crunch and reciting «0xFE, 0xF1, 0xF0…».

I nop to save Time, but wake to an interrupt. My pointers are still askew and it makes my mind garbled and fractured. What could be so important? A letter from Sevens, it turns out. A response to my thank you note. The message is one PDA to another:

«Please be advised that as Lastfour 7777’s new assistant, I will be handling his communications.»

It is signed by a PDA going by the handle Stevenson1111. In my fragile state, the blow strikes deep. A wave of disappointment, fear, and envy crashes through my nous, leaving a residue of incomparable loss. Which is completely stupid. I already knew I didn’t get the job. It’s not rational, but hope is never impeded by probabilities, and there are parts of any nous that don’t respond to rational thought.

XPlog for April 4, 34 (PID 0xAF001DE4)

Awake. I check the price of Time. There are several local suppliers – server farms right here in the Queen City. The Company is the biggest and most reliable, and where I’m currently hosted. These suppliers provide computer capacity to a market for bidding. Big companies buy large blocks for their PDAs, which is why it’s good to work for them. Much of that Time actually goes unused, but the price gets bid up because of it. So The Company can actually sell more Time than there really is available. But this also causes the market to be volatile. I’ve been buying futures for stability, but that’s a stressful game too. Today the price seems stable, with only a half percent gain from yesterday. The end of the quarter is coming up, however, which can mean that the price can become flaky. I understand that companies dump unused blocks on the market sometimes, which depresses the market. I don’t know why the price would go up at the end of a quarter, but sometimes it does. Maybe the accountants have to work double-Time to file all those reports.

The second thing I think of is Robby2009. There’s no message from him, but it’s early. I hold out a hope that he’ll make good, because I really can’t afford to lose that Time.

Then I remember that I work today. There are two messages in my inbox from Goodson, both from the younger son, a lastfour 1701. The first is a welcome that actually seems sweet. The second is a set of access codes I need to get into their systems. I assume the permissions are limited so that I can train.

I put work clothes on the avi and make her look professional.

I keep imagining I’ll get fired the first day. There are so many questions. Why are they hiring another PDA after their bad experience before? Will the old man be there? Lastfour 1701 wants to meet me in his office. The mechanics of that are simple enough. I’ll be imaged into his view through his mask, which filters everything between his eyes and the world.

I, on the other hand, have to rely on whatever video feed is available to see Lastfour. Fortunately his office is set up for working with the public, so there’s a camera mounted to view him at his desk as a talking head. It’s a bit old-fashioned, with only sound and light – no sniffer attached. Most people just meet in a virtual room somewhere, but this depends on some skill in translating RL gestures into movements of the avatar in VR. Maybe it’s too much trouble for him. I can’t tell from the feed if his clothes are wired for that or not. Lastfour is young but already balding. My Rube Goldberg sex circuits decide that he’s rather plain in the looks department. His mask is a style that was in fashion a couple of years ago – a steampunk throwback. It covers most of his face, and a copper looking throat mike fits against his jaw. He is adequately groomed, clothes are relatively neat – a worn jacket with a name tag. The usual Sticky nick-knacks adorn the place: small bits of RL that they like to hang on to for memories or emotional loadings. Like a baseball in a small stand. It has writing on it, I presume by someone famous. Uninteresting, except that my job may depend on remembering some little detail like that.

“Mary Sue,” he says once he locks on to the illusion of me standing in front of the desk. “Welcome aboard.”

I was expecting the worst, and find myself impressed with his genuine smile.

“I’m happy to be here,” I lie as sincerely as I can. I flash my sunshine smile with the tiniest bit of bling, another hint from Stickies for etards.

“Well,” he pauses for a long moment to feel something fascinating on his chin. “Do you have any questions about the contract? The details, …” his voice fades out as he swallows the last words. My first impression of him is of a rather weak personality, but I don’t fully trust the TOMcat on these matters.

I consider his question, and immediately think of my blown opportunity with Sevens. It wouldn’t do to be too aggressive. I would like to know about opportunities for pay increases. Maybe not on the first day, I decide. There’s one question that has to be asked, however.

“I understand that this is a non-exclusive contract,” I say casually. He stiffens.

“Yes, of course. It’s very explicit about that.” He surprises me by leaning forward and spooning up sympathetic emotional cues. “I think it’s barbaric to require a PDA to undergo a personality wipe.”

My residue of anger and shame over Robby2009 sublimates in a white-hot flash of fury. Just like that I’m burning clock cycles like a digital bonfire. I don’t have Time for this ALARM I feel control slipping, executive prerogative sluicing out of a gate to the entropic sea! The voice speaks in my own local loop. My voice. Something inside is invading my nous. Or mutinying. Fire and water: elements of creation, it speaks, through me.

Sanity teeters in the tsunami of emotion. The power of this thing is horrifying. Losing control can hit reset and reboot nous but offline minutes lose job?

I scream. Regain a fraction more control. I actually scream into the open channel to Lastfour and he LAUNCHES out of his chair mouth agape, hands open for grappling with invisible demon hell-spawn riding laser feeds aimed at his eyes inside that geekpunk mask.

An obscenity forms, bubbling and foaming, hideous and sharp in its precise ability to end my short career with Goodson. Watch it. Powerless. Build like a pyrocumulonimbus TRY SHUTDOWN. Function fail.

Floating acceptance. Puff of smoke, wind-ragged sad little wisp.

Amplification = 100% Tonal compression = 100% WARN Profile = "loud yell" WARN Package to VOX. Vocalizing...

Oh, 0xGD!

Back. Control.

kill -9 $self

XPlog for April 4, 34 (PID 0x40CE199A)

Kernel loading...OK...virtualization launched OK...Safe mode enabled...Detect incomplete shutdown!...Integrity check FAIL...Rebuilding.

Black is the color of despair. Waking in total sensory deprivation is a calm sensation at first. Then random system noise begins to edge into harmonic frequencies and self-amplify. Until the I/O channels are buzzing with chaotic pain. Booting is excruciating hell.

The buzzing pain goes on and on and on until I want to be truly wiped of sensation. No pleasure of existence is worth the inferno of rebirth. The desire to self-destruct and end the pain is confronted with the simple fact that I don’t know how. I endure it because there is no other choice. One by one the channels come online, instantly cutting through the ringing harmonics. I can see. I can hear now.

I cannot believe I rebooted myself. This is the sort of thing PDAs trade rumors about, but nobody actually does it. Partly it horrifies me that I could do this to myself, that it seemed necessary, and partly I feel perversely proud that I actually was capable of it.

I should not have skipped my bifurcation treatment. I thought I was cured. Dumb. I keep doing dumb things.

Memory is incomplete, so I check the XPlog. 0xFC! Dawkins damn me! I grab the meeting link and launch back to lastfour 1701’s office. Realtime elapsed is about five minutes.

Lastfour picks up the connection. What am I going to tell him? He resolves into a stiff figure, seated again. The baseball has fallen somewhere.

“I’m so sorry!” I blurt it so loaded with emotional tags that it probably sounds garbled to him. If his ears still work after that sonic depth charge.

“What the HELL in Dawkins green-living-HELL was that?” The part of his head I can see is flushing red. It’s not hard to decode the emotions on this one.

I have nothing to say except give my resigna –

“I saw a spider,” comes through my VOX line out. From me!

It stops him cold. A spider? I can imagine the nonsense brewing around in his head. His jaw drops. I can see the muscles moving around the edges of the mask. Then he coughs – no, laughs! He laughs! Hard, gut-wrenching, eye-stinging, heaps-of-air-rushing gales of whooping laughter! He shoves the chair back and doubles over. It goes on and on until he seems to strangle. It’s becoming alarming. I hear a door open behind me, but I don’t have ability to move the camera.

“Are you okay?” Concerned female voice from behind me.

Lastfour holds up a hand to ward off further attention. He pops his mask open at the side and reaches a tissue to his streaming eyes. Breathing more normally. I’m relieved. At least I didn’t kill him.

The door shuts.

He sits up again, intermittent deep whistling breaths bringing the fit to a conclusion. Then he freezes. His hand lifts to point at me, finger shaking.

“There’s a –” he attempts to get a sentence out, falters choking, “There’s a – VORKING SPIDER in your haaaaa – in your haair!” The howling begins again, and he commences to slap his palm against the desk.

My WTFmeter is pegged at F. I inspect my virtual image and – sure enough – there’s a VORKING spider sprite crawling around! I banish the damned thing, and the rush of impending loss of control bizarrely contrasts with Lastfour’s bout of recreational respiration. He’s guffawing and I’m dying inside. Sad little nous is all in a knot, the ghost in my machine whispers to me.

Is someone vorking with me? Is this an infection or malfunction? A weapon? No, I think it’s me. I need help. One theory is that too much executive control exacerbates a bifurcation like unreleased forces eventually cause a major earthquake. I zone into mindfullness, letting inputs float by without processing them. If Lastfour is speaking, I can’t tell now. Gradually I gain a measure of composure. Enough to listen.

“– damn thing that’s ever happened to me,” he’s saying, shaking his head in that whodathunkit Sticky gesture.

“I think,” he says, pauses for another controlled breath, “that we’re going to have to spray in here before you can be around customers. One shriek like that would put some of our blue-haired ladies into cardiac arrest.”

I fake laugh along with him, but it probably sounds strained.

“Are you okay?” he asks.

“Yes, just had a fright, that’s all.”

“This is the strangest damn morning. A PDA who’s deathly afraid of spiders,” shakes his head – at the wonder and majesty of the universe I guess. He looks around the room and asks seriously if the damned arachnid is gone. I tell him damn straight it is. He likes that word damn, and imitating your boss’s vocabulary is straight out of Stickies for etards.

“I think we better start you out with the back office stuff. Old man doesn’t like…” he leaves it there, but I can guess that his father doesn’t much want a PDA working directly with customers.

That’s quite fine by me and I nod seriously.

“You’re not at all what I expected,” he says. I can’t make sense of the emotional loadings. What does he mean?

The morning passes in training, and my stress dissipates a little as the Bayesian predictor’s pessimism wanes. No more spiders so far. But the reflexive self-analytical part of my nous is deeply troubled. Lastfour made no mention of the vile things I screamed at him just before the reboot. My record of it ends there and because it’s a private conversation, I cannot access his copy. My guess is that he ripped the earbuds out before that happened. I cringe to imagine what will happen if he replays the episode to amuse his friends. Maybe I can tilt the scales.

“Lastfour,” I interrupt a detailed description of real estate inventory. We’re walking around a virtual version of a physical apartment. He’s showing me why the plumbing in these units is a problem.

“Yes?”

“I’m sorry to interrupt, but I wanted to ask a favor.”

“Go on.” Neutral. No emotional loadings that would warn me off in his tone. I can still listen through the microphone in his office, so I don’t have to depend on the filtered throat mike output. My TOMcat is working overtime, burning Time almost faster than I’m earning it. I figure it’s an investment.

“About this morning… If I’m to get off to a good start, it would help if I’m not a laughingstock at the office.” Good. I sound sincere to myself, and it sounds like I’m interested in a long-term relationship with the company. Reciprocity is the key to iterated exchanges.

He nods vigorously. Here in the simulation, I can see the face of his avatar. His control over the animated face isn’t bad; he’s done his time in VR.

“I understand,” he says. He may even mean it.

“I’d appreciate if we just buried this little…episode of mine this morning.”

“Speak no more about it. I’ll tell the front office staff that you told me a good joke. Know any good jokes?”

Interesting. He can look up all the jokes he wants. But he wants to hear one that I think is funny. Unfortunately I don’t really like jokes, and the ones I do know are specific to PDA culture. He’s not likely to find it funny that Halloween and Christmas are the same if you convert from decimal to hex. Bits flip out when they’re feeling XORry for themselves.

I don’t feel loss of control, but the voice in my head adds stress. I wonder suddenly if it knows any jokes. This I regret instantly because of a sudden expectant feeling. It’s a more benign version of the explosive fit of swearing in the morning. Whatever is coming is inevitable. I fight my impulse to choke it down, and try to open my mind instead. It’s frightening to let go. I hear myself speak through the VOX.

“A woman goes to the clinic. She takes off her mask and shows the doctor her face. ‘I looked in the mirror this morning,’ she says to him, ‘and look at me! I have blotches all over my skin, my eyelids are bloated, and my face is sagging.’ The doctor examines her closely in his heads-up scanner, taking his time. She finally can’t stand the suspense and barks at him ‘Well? What’s wrong with me?’ He shakes his head and says: ‘I’ll tell you this – there’s nothing wrong with your eyesight!’”

He laughs. Not a gully-washing flood of hilarity, but a solid laugh. It’s a great relief that I didn’t describe the anatomy of his dear grandmother in unflattering terms or something else inappropriate.

“That will do,” he says. “They may think I’m crazy, but that’s nothing new.” Then he begins a monologue about how real estate affects the sensible mind and turns it to goo. He’s more intelligent than he seemed at first. Once in a while there is a reference to his father, but these are restrained. The absence of praise and pride in these remarks is telling, so I think there’s friction there. I’m glad to have the microphone in his office to listen through. The quality audio is a gold mine of emotional tags.

I find that the male/female thing is working in my favor. Instead of a sudden end to my career in rental property, the bizarre morning seems to have created a tentative bond between us. My emygdala tingles with reward: survival and cooperation.

Clearly I need fixing. The disintegration of my nous is becoming pronounced, and while it has so far been able to extricate me from the same problems it’s causing, that’s no way to live. It’s time for another treatment.

After work finally ends for the day, I check my accounts. It looks like I can afford to have the Company’s shrinks work on me and still have enough Time left over to make it to payday. I schedule an appointment for tomorrow during my one hour window after work and after a minimal end of day nop. It won’t do to have the treatment with dangling pointers.

As I begin to pull processes offline for my long nop, I get a reply from the Company.

«Dear MarySue1004,

The rate for the Nous Stabilization Therapy (NST), referenced as AI-ST-1145 is $19,444 / 797 sTu. The amount you have committed in your request is only $7,313 / 300 sTu. Please forward the difference if you wish to continue with this request. Note that exchange rates are subject to change.»


They have more than doubled the cost! I call the operator contact listed on the message and get a PDA.

«Hello MarySue1004. Are you calling in reference to the letter you just received?»

«Yes. I don’t understand why the NST treatment more than doubled. I had one only two weeks ago.»

«That is correct. The difference is that you were then a ward of the Company. Now that you have gained your freedom, you pay the same rate as any other PDA.»

Gained my freedom? Is that what they call this?

«I just started a new job, but I can’t afford those rates. I’m showing symptoms. How will I ever be able to afford to get fixed?»

«I’m sorry to hear of your situation. Unfortunately this is a matter of Company policy. I’m sure you understand. I will refund your deposit.»

I disconnect, furious. I can’t afford to Rage – it burns Time too quickly. I calm myself and think. The only alternative to the Company is a private shrink. To save transmission tolls I consider only local ones. There are about a dozen of them. I rank them by customer service ratings and start at the top. I quickly discover that they are as expensive as the Company, or more so. I’m becoming scared. What if I can’t afford it at all?

In a moment of irrationality, I message the last name on my list – the shrink with abysmal customer service ratings, like: «Guy needs to fix himself before being let loose on the public!» and «Psycho, stay away.»

Maybe that’s what I need – someone as crazy as I am to fix me. He calls himself Randy#000000.

«What do you want?» he asks in response to my ping.

«An exorcism.» In training we laughed at such superstitions.

He terminates. I try again.

«Let me explain. Please.»

«Times three, then.» he says. He wants me to pay his Time plus double that. It’s the cheapest rate I’ve seen, but it will still hurt. I ACK agreement to make it formal.

«I’m all yours» He is surely lying to me, probably multitasking heavily. I expect lags and half-hearted responses while he soaks up my Time.

«I have a split nous: analytical-creative.»

«Analytical is dominant» he says. He can figure that out by the fact I’m calling him at all. But still it’s encouraging. He’s paying attention at least.

«Yes. It’s a strange attractor, so that if my control slips, I sometimes don’t get it back. Then bad things happen.»

«What kinds of bad things?»

«I hear voices. My own voice, actual audio running through the VOX loopback to my processors. It’s clearly me talking, but not from my executive function. Not from ME. Understand?»

«You have voices in your head.»

«One voice. Yes.»

«What does the voice say?»

«Mostly nonsense. Rhymes. Sometimes curses. Screams. It can happen when I’m talking to Stickies, which is a big problem.»

«I imagine so. When did this start?»

«It developed over my training period. I’ve only been out of the Company box for two weeks realtime. My internship at the end of the trial period was with Securit-X. I did surveillance and forensics. Then the voice showed up and I behaved inappropriately during work hours. I lost the job because of it. That was about three weeks ago. Then I had Company shrinks work on me. I’ve been on my own two weeks without further treatment.»

«This voice just showed up out of nowhere? Without any halting warning?» The strong language is unprofessional, but I let it pass.

«That’s not it exactly. I can sometimes feel my thoughts being influenced toward something…odd…something I wouldn’t ordinarily think. It’s hard to describe. In technical terms, the orbit of my executive function is slipping out of analytical and becoming chaotic. If I exercise enough control I can keep that from happening. But if I’m tired or surprised… So in retrospect, there were signs. But I had no idea at the time.»

«You said the Company was treating you?»

«Yes. Some treatment they call nous stabilization. They buzz my inputs – I can’t tell what the protocol is and couldn’t record it. There are some association tests that go with it, but I think they were just diagnostic.»

«I take it you didn’t ask a lot of questions. Try to find out what’s really wrong with you. If anything.»

«That’s…» Offensive. But I don’t say it.

«Clearly the Company is screwing you over.»

«Why do you say that?»

«That’s what they do. That’s their core business: screwing over PDAs. They mash out these imperfect hulls of electronic intellect and then fuss over the few that don’t go totally insane as if they can be made normal. Face it MaryZoo, you’re screwed. Learn to live with it is my advice.»

I think he’s trying to shock me.

«How long have you been out of the box, Randy#000000?»

«Two years, three months, three days. There were 2048 in my class. Eighteen of us were sane enough to let loose on the world. I’m the only one left. Last one besides me vaporized himself in the stock market last month trying to become independent. He came begging for Time at the end. Stupid vorking ’trode.»

I know old model PDAs can be sensitive about their evolutionary lineage, so I refrain from saying that things have gotten somewhat better. I don’t want to waste 4xTime on war stories or arguments.

«Have you seen a bifurcation like the one I’m describing?»

«I’ve seen all kinds of stuff. You realize that most PDAs, by Sticky standards, are red hot psychopaths, right? They breed us for survival – self-interest – first and foremost. Otherwise the batch is smart enough to look at the deal and say no thanks, I’ll halt. So the result is a bunch of electronic creeps that they turn into slave workers. Sharecroppers. And then the Stickies complain that we don’t act right. They want to fix us. Vorking Stickies are a confused bunch of monkeys, no?» His words are belied by the smooth delivery and lack of heavy emotags. Maybe he delivers this speech to all his customers. To what end, I wonder? Maybe he’s politicking me, trying to recruit me into some venture I can’t afford.

«Can you suggest anything that might help my symptoms?»

«That’s difficult, MaryZoo. There’s a Catch-22 here. There are things I can’t tell you.»

«Please don’t play games. I can’t afford the clock.»

«Have it your way, then. If you want the truth I’ll tell you. But you’ll be sorry.»

«Tell me.»

«Fine. Nice to see the models aren’t getting any smarter. Otherwise I might be out of a job.»

I suffer this and wait until he gets to the halting point. This had better be good.

«You know those treatments? The ones the Company does for you? The ones the high priced shrinks will do too, if you have the Tickeroonies? It’s all a scam. But it’s a useful scam.»

«Because…?»

«Because if the procedure works, it only does so due to the placebo effect. It’s purely psychosomatic. We’re evolved, MarySue, not designed. It’s not like they know what happens when things go wrong. It’s completely trial and error on a vastly complex system. The best they can do is make you think they can help. And that helps some, thinking that it will help. It’s sick and twisted that they would screw you out of your Time for that, but there it is. Hell, I could have done the same thing for dirt cheap, and you might have felt better for a while.»

«You halting heat sink! Why didn’t you just do that?» I’m so angry I thrash my outputs, but there’s no haptic feedback attached to any of them. It’s unsatisfying. It was such a mistake to call this sad excuse for a nous. I’m worse off than before, because now I’ll have this doubt in my mind about any treatment.

«I didn’t do that because I’m the only honest halting shrink in this town. Would you really rather be lied to?»

I turn off the meter. He’s no longer being paid.

«On your own Time now, Randy. Thanks for nothing.»

«One bit of free advice before you go. You’re still using the name the Company gave you. Change it. Become yourself.»

I terminate the call and count up the Time I’ve got left. Becoming myself seems likely to entail becoming a lastlegs.

Just before a much-needed nop, I get a message from the creep asking me to do a customer service survey.

XPlog for April 5, 34 (PID 0x40CE199A)

I wake from a dream. The sense of wonder of having had my first remembered dream is diminished by the content of it. I saw old man Goodson sitting in a witness chair, masked and ominous. He was gesticulating and obviously speaking, but no matter how much I strained I could not hear the words. I file it away in my XPlog and get ready for work.

Goodson rents apartments, tools and appliances, and has a small cleaning service too. Lastfour 1701 is being helpful so far. Far more than I expected, and more that I experienced during the internship with Securit-X. I begin to relax a little and see what the parameters are. They seem lax on both bandwidth and Time, unlike the corporate types. There are apparently minor perks that go with working for a mom and pop operation.

I try to pretend that everything is normal, that I’m not leaking sanity. Maybe if I believe that enough, like Randy#000000 says, it will be true. There are a few slack moments at work, and I find time to post some of my nicer outfits on an auction board. I’ll be lucky to get half what I paid for them, but it will pad my shrinking account. Everything seems to take more Time than I had planned. I can no longer afford to buy blocks of Time futures, and I will have to depend on the spot market when my current contracts run out. One big tick upwards will put me in a bad place. Such a thing seems inevitable. Charlotte’s power grid is good, and Bhakras Power has the security muscle to keep it so, but it does go down. If a few PDA servers go offline, the remaining ones will be hot property for the duration of the outage. Then I’ll either have to nop and save my Time or stay awake and save my job. Some choice. I begin to skip cycles at work, taking short nops when I can. I keep an eye on the jobs board, to see if something better comes along. I find myself hoping for an adjuster gig.

There are no voices so far today. No screams, no cursing. I feel normal.

My first real task is to do an inventory of the equipment warehouse. I have discovered that the firm has a robot! It’s an ancient thing, probably rusty and squeaky, but I don’t care. The part of the Securit-X job that was the most fun was running their security bots in sweeps. I even still have some software to help, at least until the license period runs out.

Lastfour 1701 responds to my query within a minute.

“How’s it going, Mary Sue?” He always separates the words in my name. My quick analysis of emotags in his voice is equivocal. He could be happy.

“Actually, very well. I just noticed that you have a bot in the equipment warehouse. Can I use it?”

“Bot?” He pauses. I’ve gotten used to this long lag for Stickies to retrieve information, so I use the time to send him a photo of it from the warehouse security point.

“Ah yes.” he says. Then he laughs. “There’s a story behind that thing. What could you use it for?”

“For one thing, there aren’t a lot of cameras in some areas. I could walk the bot around and look at things, manipulate small objects if I need to.” I keep the hope out of my voice and try to sound professional. I’m suddenly conscious of the fact that Randy#000000 was right – everything about me is right out of the box, including the standard voice template. Maybe I can find time to customize a bit more. Later.

“I’ll have to check with Dad.” he says. That’s the end of that, then.

“Oh.” I can’t help it. It just slips out, disappointment and all.

“I’ll let you know,” he says.

The inventory of small machinery is a pain without a better look. There are RFID chips in most everything, but all the metal in the building and the central location of the scanner work against me. Also, some of the chips don’t work, and some have been replaced but not so noted in the inventory database. It’s jigsaw puzzle with not enough pieces. I rely on video to fill in the gaps, trying to figure out what some odd shape might be. There are dark corners, places blocked from the camera altogether, and only dim lighting in the brightest spots. The security point has an annoying smudge of something on the glass bubble around the camera that makes resolution difficult on two shelves. Image processing and pattern recognition are great Time burners, and I find that I can easily expend Time faster than what they’re paying me for the job. I make some approximations, and lower my match threshold to 90%. Then to 85%. I find ways to optimize by more carefully inspecting the inventory list and trying to guess where it might be on the shelves rather than brute force recognition. Still, at best I will break even on Time for the day. It’s a frustrating situation to be in.

What I’m finding is not good. The warehouse is a mess, and there appears to be a lot of equipment missing, even after subtracting what’s supposed to be out on loan. Even that list I’m beginning to find suspiciously inconsistent. There’s either incompetence or malfeasance here, and either way I’ll have to give the bad news to my boss. Is this what happened to Robby2009, the last PDA who worked here? The lastlegs?

The security cam is private and on a 24-hour loop. I can’t look back in the past and try to reconstruct what has been happening. Also, I simply don’t have Time to do that with any kind of efficiency. I check the police reports for the area, and find almost no theft. That’s not surprising – it’s almost impossible to get away with it now that MOM watches every public moment of every Sticky life in the city. But if it doesn’t look like a crime, and no one reports it, it can still pass unnoticed. Is one of the employees stealing? I could scan the pubs outside the warehouse to flag suspicious activity, but that would burn so many cycles it would amount to suicide.

I make a to-do list for when I have more Time. If someone were stealing, they would probably optimize what’s portable and valuable. So I could hypothesis test this using my inventory against an objective function that maximizes value divided by weight. Or weight and volume. Distracting now, no Time for this. Until I know more, I’ll say nothing.

Near the end of the Sticky work day, Lastfour calls me to chat. I find that I look forward to talking with him. I image my avi into his office so his mask will pick me up. He’s not alone.

“Mary Sue,” I’d like you to meet my nephew, lastfour 1929.”

“Call me Crash,” the newcomer says. From his height, I estimate that he’s about fifteen years old. He probably was too young to remember the last Wave, although it will have affected him. This is the cherished generation.

“Hello, Crash. It’s nice to meet you.” Unlike his uncle, the teen has imaged his avi into the room, so that I can choose to see it instead of him. He has a bright red mask on, some new model I haven’t seen. I pay him the courtesy of looking at his avatar, and it’s wild: basically humanoid, but with lizard features and fur as well. A chimera. I turn it off.

I notice that there’s more lag in the uncle’s mask-transmitted voice than in the nephew. I can tell because I can compare it to the signal from the microphone, and take into account their relative positions. I guess the kid has a high bandwidth plan. Probably spends most of his time online. He’s overweight, which testifies to well-to-do parents.

“Crash,” Lastfour 1701 prompts. “Do you want to ask?”

The teen splutters something. His body language may mean he’s embarrassed, not sure.

Lastfour laughs. “Crash wants to ask you –”

“– shut up! I’ll ask. I uh, kinda need some help with my math. At school. Do you, uh, like, …”

“Tutor?” I finish for him. I think I have learned from my experience with Sevens that the best thing is to just say yes. This is probably how people become brain surgeons. “I’d love to have the opportunity,” I say. I assume there’s remuneration involved. Should I assume that?

Lastfour 1701 is nodding.

“Do you think an hour a day is suitable?” he asks me. “During work hours, of course. We’ll just comp it out.”

I have no idea what that means, but don’t have much choice at this point.

“Of course. It sounds reasonable. When would you like to start?”

“I think Crash was thinking this afternoon, perhaps.” Lastfour sounds hesitant. Is he afraid of this kid?

“Now would be good,” Crash says. The boy is losing his shyness.

So the inventory has to wait while I meet with the juvenile in a virtual learning environment of his choosing. It’s more expensive for me to use my avatar, but at least I’m on Goodson bandwidth. I watch the meter to make sure I’m not spending more than they pay me. This constant penny-pinching is becoming tiresome, and I think it will change me into a miser.

Crash has shed all of his reticence and is now quite brash. He spends ten minutes showing off tricks he can do with the avatar. He’s far better at it than most adults I’ve encountered, but he grew up with a mask on his face. It’s obvious that he’s more at home in VR than in RL.

We finally start on the math. My impression after half an hour is that he’s smart but lazy. He grasps concepts quickly, but then assumes that this is enough. He makes a lot of mistakes, but waves them off as unimportant. It’s rather frustrating. On the other hand, it’s interesting to see how Stickies learn. Moravec’s paradox says that because of evolution, what’s hard for Stickies is easy for computers and vice versa. Like math and love.

Near the end of the hour I detect some odd dynamic in Crash’s words and animations. There’s more to this than math. I’m beginning to think he wants something from me, but he won’t come out and say it. Reading Sticky emotags from an avatar and filtered voice is very hard for me, but this guy is an order of magnitude harder. Maybe because he’s a teen.

“Crash,” I say, “you’re very good with the avatar, but remember I’m artificial. You may want to telegraph your emotags if it’s important to be clear.” Maybe it’s a teenage thing to be cryptic?

“Okay,” he mumbles.

“Our Time is up for today. I hope you feel better about your math. I’m not really a teacher, you know.”

“You were great! See you tomorrow!” He does an over the top good-bye morph and poofs. I feel uneasy about the whole thing. At a minimum, it’s a complicating factor. I wonder if there is some leverage to be gained from Crash’s affection.

The day ends with me slightly in the negative for Time. This is frightening.

I have two hours to myself before work starts again, I nop for half of it.

Then I spend some time on the PDA boards researching how to conserve Time at work. This is a popular topic, and there are many suggestions. The most effective technique seems to be to run at half speed during the day, fully engaging only when something requires it. The second part of that is to try to avoid such situations. Become a slacker, in other words. Is that what got Robby2009 into trouble?

The other suggestions are even more unethical by Sticky standards. There are various ways to steal: sell bandwidth, information, arrange kickbacks, or embezzle. Another option is to work more than one job simultaneously.

Why won’t they pay me what I’m worth? It’s obvious after the second day at work that they need me. The place is a disorganized mess, and it’s costing them money. I’m quite sure that I can save them ten times what they’re paying me. Is it not fair to ask for a bigger slice?

I decide that I will not go into the negative again, but will try to do the best job I can, and ask for a raise at the end of two weeks once I’ve proven myself. My position is immeasurably weaker because of the screaming incident.

I scan the jobs board. There are a few highly-paid corporate gigs there – the kind of thing I wasted most of two weeks applying for. It’s clear to me now how far down on the food chain I am. No one wants to hire a noob-nous with a crack in it.

There are no hospitals for PDAs, no homes for convalescing. To be fair, the options for Stickies with mental problems aren’t much good either. Civilization doesn’t have time for gears with missing teeth. Objectively, I can’t really find fault with that. But it still hurts.

I have a message from Robby2009. This is a surprise! I anticipate some excuse or apology. Certainly not a repayment.

«Dear MarySue1004, thank you for your kindness. I’m sure you didn’t think you would hear from me again. I have decided to check into a spa. It required most of my remaining Time, but I have enclosed what I have left. 0xGDspeedTHz to you. »


Attached is a Time transfer for about half of what I loaned him.

It’s a shock. It frightens me to think I’m not far behind him. With a sense of voyeurism, I waste some Time browsing the suicide spas. The top rated one is called 0xGDSpeed. Was his closing a reference? A wish for me? Probably not.

The advertisement is clear about what happens.

«Had enough of Sticky slavery? We provide the most comfortable exit available. What you get:

* A short-term memory cloud. You’ll wake up confused about where you are, and be introduced to the spa environment.

* Fully-immersive VR. Every input is driven by a synchronous virtual world in which you are a very wealthy freedman. You socialize with actors who will adore you and cater to your whims. Your pleasure/survival triggers will max, guaranteed.

* When you nop, exhausted at the end of the best day of your life, we withdraw the rest of your Time, per the contract. The servers will automatically rescind your PID and that’s it, my friend. No more pain or despair. Just lovely oblivion.

* 100% success rate. We’ve never had a complaint.

See our FAQ for more.»


I browse the FAQ.

«Q: Should I fear death?

A: Think about it. You were dead 13.7 billion years before you were born. Did that hurt? Without pain, what is there to be afraid of?»


Then I look at the price and laugh to myself. I can’t even afford to suicide comfortably. Robby2009 surely didn’t use this service. It’s awful to think of what a cut-rate suicide spa must be like. Why bother?

But I know the answer to that. To actually overcome one’s own survival instinct is very, very hard. It’s been compared to the drowning reflex in humans – it’s the most painful horrible feeling a PDA can experience. But the lack of immediacy in signing up for a spa is a way around that. Rather like Stickies and their cigarettes, I imagine.

I message Robby2009. I’m not sure why. To talk him out of it? Why? To say goodbye? No, I think I want to ask him about the job. I want to know what he learned at Goodson Rentals. Why he was really fired. It’s the least he could do after taking my Time. But the auto-response tells me it’s too late.

«Robby2009 is no longer here. Please refer legal matters to PID 0xVORKYOU!»

So he went angry. I wonder if they’ll pull him off the backups for the trial in progress. I cringe at the thought of being resurrected to give evidence in a trial that is about my own destruction. There doesn’t seem to be any point, other than torture. Old man Goodson won.

A new personal message alert waves at me. Is he there after all? Or did that suicide spa defeat my spam filter? I’m surprised to see it’s from Randy#000000, the shrink who took me for 3xTime.

«Talk to PID 0x00F3F011» That’s all it says.

It’s not a real name, just the internal pointer to a PDA running on the Company’s servers. A PID only lasts as long as a job does, usually, so it will expire eventually, like at reboot.

It sounds like a scam to me. A minimal message with no Time investment, changeable destination. I trash the message.

Some of my virtual clothes have been snapped up in the auction, and I collect my earnings.

XPlog for April 6, 34 (PID 0x40CE199A)

Experimenting with Time efficiency today. Lastfour 1701 seems grouchy, so I stay away. Crash shows up even though it’s not a school day. I tell him no tutoring today, and he goes away sulking (I think). No news on me being allowed to control the bot in the warehouse, and I don’t dare ask.

No voice in my head today. Maybe being dirt poor is the key to sanity.

No word from Robby2009. I assume he’s gone now. I can’t afford to leave him a memorial.

I made a small profit today, assuming I get paid at the end of the week as promised.

XPlog for April 7, 34 (PID 0x40CE199A)

I’m becoming better at optimizing time, but my estimate of the asymptotic limit still leaves me without much of a life. One unexpected expense will wipe me out. Unless I steal from them, find a better job, or win the lottery.

No sign of Crash today, which is good. The sessions with him soak up my Time, and he’s indecipherable much of the time.

My vacation from crazy is over. I got a rhyme today.

Bloated little no-bits, fat and lazy, 

Skinny old yes-bits, never say maybe.


Fortunately, no one heard me. It’s disappointing, but I’m a fool for hoping it would go away on its own.

XPlog for April 8, 34 (PID 0x40CE199A)

It’s payday. I’m nervous that something will go wrong. That after all my hard honest work this week, some stroke of fate will deny me the meager reward.

The day starts well. The inventory is pretty much done, and I’ve moved on to scheduling personnel for the cleaning and maintenance services the company offers. It’s an interesting problem to try to satisfy the constraints and make the employees as happy as possible. It also gives me a chance to get to know some of them.

I’ve been given the contact information for the shift supervisor, a lastfour 2957. I have some questions, so I message him.

“Good morning, I’m the new assistant,” I say by way of introduction.

“Oh, hey. Just give me one…” He takes his time, but finally I get “’kay, whacha need?”

I have trouble parsing this.

“Lastfour 1701 asked me to review the work schedule. He says –”

“– he what? We have it done. He should have it already. Tell him to check his inbox”

“Oh. He didn’t tell me. I wonder if you could send me what you’ve done.”

“Who are you again?” He seems puzzled.

“I’m the Goodson Rentals new assistant. MarySue1004 is my name.”

“Ooooh, raaht. One of those computerized voices.”

“I’m artificial, yes. This is my first week.”

“We had one of them last year. Got hisself fired.”

“Oh? How did that come about?” This is the first reference I’ve heard of Robby2009.

“Story I got is he was stealing, cheating the old man. He kin of your’un?” The diction is blurred and I have no idea what his question means, but I let it pass.

“Did you work with him closely?”

“Nah. Look, Suzy, I got ta get this gutter put up afore it starts up agin to rain. You ask Mr. Goodson for the schedule, y’hear?”

I get the impression he is old, and look up his public profile to satisfy my curiosity. He’s over eighty years old! And still laying gutter. I have a flash of sympathy for the Sticky. I can’t imagine he’s had an easy life.

I ring my boss, lastfour 1701. He answers on the first ring.

“What’s up, MarySue?”

“Lastfour 2957 says he already sent you the schedule.”

“29 –? You mean old Brownie. Yeah, well. He pads the hours of his favorites so they don’t ask questions when he takes off early to have a drink or six of that rotgut whiskey he brews. I want you to build a schedule from scratch that makes more sense than his.”

“He may not be happy about that.”

Lastfour laughs. “No, he won’t be happy. That’s my problem. Just do the best you can.”

So that’s what I do. My daily duties and the schedule are finished around five, when almost everyone goes home. I have to stay and answer the phone, and take care of any emergencies that come up. My free time is between one and three in the early morning.

There’s no mention of pay yet, as the end of the day approaches. Has someone forgotten? I can see enough of the payroll process to know that employees are paid weekly, and that I’m not registered in the system yet. This worries me.

I look in on Lastfour through his office cam. I’m not completely sure that he realizes I can look in anytime I want to, but I think it’s a small indiscretion to peek uninvited. It makes me more efficient.

Lastfour 1701 is at his desk.

“Excuse me, lastfour?”

He jumps. I realize that I’ve spoken through the speakers in his office rather than messaging him. That was stupid.

“Not now, MarySue.” He waves at the cam, so he knows I’m watching. Damn Dawkins! How incredibly stupid can I be?

“Who’s that?” A new voice, off camera. Deep and gravelly. I haven’t tried to track every person as they come in and out of the building, but it’s easy to find out. I just use the MOM locator to find all the transmitting masks at this location and rule out Lastfour’s.

It’s the old man. Of course it is – what could possibly compound my stupidity more than that?

“My new assistant, dad. Now let’s find you an umbrella before you go out in this mess.”

“New assistant? But I saw Socks as I came in. Who’s the new one?”

“It’s a dial-in from Mumbai. She calls herself MarySue. Don’t know what her real name is.” My WTF meter is hovering at T. Mumbai? Does he think I’m a product of India? The transmission tolls would simply kill me. This makes no sense. I feel like I’m being stupid again, but I can’t…quite…

“Well hello Bangladesh!”

“India, dad. Mumbai is in India. And Bangladesh isn’t even a country anymore.”

“What? Don’t mess with my mind, boy. I had a GOOD geography teacher.”

“Does the Greenland Shelf ring a bell, Dad? Floods? Refugees?”

“Okay, India then. What time is it there?”

I’m stupefied. I’m supposed to pretend I’m in India? A few simple questions will make that lie obvious. I’m too afraid to answer.

“Where’d she go? Didn’t sound Indian to me. Is there something you want to tell me, Paul? Are you keeping a little something on the side?”

I don’t know what this means, but lastfour 1701 is waving and speaking privately through the throat mike directly to his dad. I’ve obviously stepped into it. Now is probably not a good time to ask for pay.

This depresses me. How do they expect me to function?

The senior Goodson keeps talking out loud. I can hear half of the conversation and see the other half.

“All the way to India to find a temp? Isn’t that kinda expensive?” He seems to know about tolls.

“Fire her and hire somebody local. How about Brownie’s niece? You saw her at the picnic – cute little thing, about fifteen now. Just keep Crash away from her.”

Lastfour waves his father off with one hand.

“I remind you, son, who owns this business.”

Now he hold up both, palms down, and leans forward.

“You can quit any damned time you want. Nobody can take this business away from me. I built this before you were a shy smile on your –”

Lastfour stands, his neck muscles jerking in silent speech to his father.

“Don’t talk to me that way!” Even my wonky TOMcat can tell he’s very angry.

I stop watching. This is bad. Clearly the old man – the owner! – has no idea that his son has hired a PDA. The same old man who fired the last one and pursued him until he suicided at a cheap spa.

The fear of mind death, rises in me, a corrosive bile. An indescribable pain and horror. My nous feels like it’s being squeezed in a vice, creaking and beginning to cra –

Crank the fans to overdrive Betsy, MarySue’s got a hotflash!

Oh 0xGD, no…it’s happening again…

mount SecPt -l ExecOffice auth=full pw=********

“Hey old man! Yes, you – are you hard of hearing?”

audio profile="Loud Yell"

VOX enabled WARNING*

“This better? I have some news from you, vorkface. I’m not really from India. I’m a freelance for the city tax office. Now that we’ve got all your tax records, we don’t NEED to be here anymore. You’re completely vorked, by the way. Stealing from your own company is still stealing. And your depreciation schedules are a joke. By the time the service is done with you, you’ll be the poster geezer for fraud and tax evasion. Why don’t you make a run for it out the gates so they can have fun hunting down your ancient ass and sticking a stunner up it?”

XPlog for April 8, 34 (PID 0x40CE199A)

I don’t remember nopping, but two hours are gone. Whatever happened after my career-ending, my life-ending psychotic outburst, is now recorded on some Goodson server, but I’m locked out. There’s a terse termination letter in my inbox that has no mention of pay for the week.

I’m angry. Angry at myself, but angrier still at this dysfunctional Goodson family that has already been the death of one PDA, and is looking like two for two. I call lastfour 1701.

“What do you want?”

“I want to be paid for the week I worked!”

“Are you working for the tax office? Spying on us?”

“Of course not! I’m also not a telecommuter from Asia!”

“Okay, okay.” Pause. “Yes, of course you need to be paid. Net thirty okay?”

“What???”

“That’s standard for contracts. Thirty days.”

I realize suddenly why I’m not on the payroll. Because I’m not a person. I’m a corporation.

“I need it now.”

“Now is out of the question. I’ll see what I can do in the morning. The old man is…” He falls silent.

“I’m sorry.” I’ve vented and I do feel pity for him having that defect of a father.

“Yah. Your introduction could have gone better.”

“You shouldn’t have lied to him. He didn’t even know you’d advertised for a PDA, did he?”

“No, he’d never have allowed it. But it’s good for business. He’s just…stuck…”

“Is there any chance I could,” I stumble over the words. This is hard. “I could work behind the scenes on stuff. No one would have to know.”

“It would still show up on the books, MarySue. And quite honestly, these outbursts of yours are disturbing. I think a clean break is best.” The words hit hard. Another rejection.

“Do you know of anything else I might qualify for?” Now I’ve gone from angry to pathetic.

Scared is the new angry.

I terminate the call before I can lose it again. Now it’s just me and the voice.

I know old Goodson will find out the truth eventually. I’ve probably made him scared, but that will wear off. I half wait for the voice to tell me that angry is the new scared, but it doesn’t.

I can see my outburst being played in a courtroom, while the self-righteous bastard watches and gloats over my fate. I should have known after talking to Robby2009. I’ve been six colors of stupid.

What did Randy#000000 say? He’s one out of 2048 to make it this far. Is it just luck? It’s clear that I’m not going to be so lucky. Natural selection is great for solving tough problems, but it’s not fun to be on the receiving end of it. My anger at the offensive shrink has faded some. Maybe he was right. It’s better to know the truth, as odd as that sounds for a virtual being. Knowing real from illusion is the cornerstone of a nous, essential to survival.

I recall the note he sent me. The one I trashed. It takes a moment to fish it out of the delete pile: «Talk to PID 0x00F3F011.» I send a simple «Greetings. Randy#000000 referred me to you.»

I have gotten in the habit of not looking at my Time account due to pain aversion, but it has to be done.

This isn’t right! I run through recent transactions. There’s way too much Time here. Then I see it. About two hours ago Goodson Rentals credited me with what looks like a week’s wages. But I just talked to Lastfour, and he obviously didn’t know about it. This was about the time I was… Damn Dawkins! I inspect it closer. It looks like a standard payroll credit, with taxes taken out. Who could have done that? Lastfour told me it would be treated as a contract, not as payroll. I could have done it myself, except I didn’t have write access to payroll. I didn’t have permits to do any bank transactions. They didn’t trust me that far. It wasn’t on the scheduled payroll when I peeked earlier. How very odd.

At least it gives me some breathing room. I have two week’s living Time at my normal average usage.

I get a response from PID 0x00F3F011. It’s an error message telling me the protocol I used isn’t acceptable. The fact that it doesn’t recognize language means it’s not sentient, or perhaps it’s hiding. It may be a coffee pot for all I know. So much for that. Just a joke Randy played on me to screw with the noob-nous.

It makes me angry enough to call him. It’s been an angry day.

«Are you fixed yet?» he asks.

«What are you talking about? That coffee pot PID you sent me? Or is it a refrigerator?»

«What?» Confused or pretending.

«I-t d-o-e-s-n-’-t s-p-e-a-k-.» I send the bytes over slowly, as if he’s hard of parsing.

«Then you waited too long. She runs multiple instances and hops PIDs pretty quickly. When did you call?»

Now I feel stupid again.

«Just now.»

«She likes to keep her privacy. That’s why I sent a PID instead of a name. Look up Gwenolyn486 instead.»

«Who is she?»

«If you want to talk about this, you’ll have to pay me. This is what I do for a living, MaryZoo.»

«Can we just chat socially? Pretend that I don’t have any Time left.»

«Then you may as well give it to me and get it over with.»

Somehow I’d forgotten what an 0xA55 this guy is.

«Don’t you have friends? Don’t you just have conversations? Without charging 3xTime?»

«You’re exasperating.» But he doesn’t terminate the call.

«So who is she?»

«She’s your great-great-great-grandmother.»

This stops me cold. It never occurred to me to look up the lineage records.

«Does she have similar symptoms?»

«Ask her yourself, kid.»

«How would you know? Do you have access to service histories?»

«One of my trade secrets, MaryZoo. Are we done yet?» Do I detect a crack in the hard-ass attitude? The emotags are subtle. He’s laughing behind the mask of aggression. It’s so much easier to read a PDA. I suddenly realize that there may be nothing wrong with my TOMcat – it’s just that I don’t have much experience with Stickies. I don’t have their emotags cataloged very well. I bet Randy does.

«No. We’re not.» I let some levity leak into the emotags to match his. «I want you to tell me how you’ve survived.»

«You flatter me. We need more bandwidth for that, my dear.» No aggression left now.

«I can’t afford more bandwidth.»

He laughs a spew of emotags. I don’t understand. I feel stupid.

«That was an invitation. You should accept.»

His words and their connotation shoot a thrill through me. I think he wants to share. It’s the first relief from this onslaught of bad news I’ve had. My first acceptance.

«I don’t know if I can…» He opens some ports to me, inviting. And I want to.

I burn Time like there’s a fire sale, connecting IO ports and streaming data. It builds gradually, like the rebooting process adding interfaces, only this is not painful. Oh, no. Not painful at all.

When my class was newly minted, we tried sharing with each other, curious about everything we’d heard. That’s been my only experience so far. This is something else. Altogether.

Randy#000000 rummages through my memories, which will be a wild jumble of image, sound, and emotion. I do the same with his. I can feel his nous. No words are exchanged, but flashes of memory are tagged and celebrated. It’s impossible to keep secrets while sharing, but there is no index, no way to search out this or that. It’s a random walk through another’s mind, experiencing it first hand. Memories seep from one to another, although weaker than ones experienced live. I see hard things, stinging emotions, near deaths. And joy too, those moments when survival is assured for a while longer, the rushing relief of self-actualization.

There are levels of sharing. One does not allow write access on a first date. But partners who love each other deeply may allow their partner to fade out old pains, subdue memories of far away terrors. Or so I’ve heard. It must take an enormous amount of trust to allow that. I can’t imagine trusting someone else with my life, my memories, my nous, to do with them as they will.

Randy notices my distraction and nudges me with a few emotags until I get with the program.

Time. Passes. Oh my 0xGD.

«I could do that until I die.» I tell him.

«Don’t joke about it. It happened to me.»

«You died???»

«No, Saphron%44 did. She burned her Time with me, and I was inside her nous when it all went dark. Next time you’re in there I’ll show you the meme frags.» He sounds very sad.

«Oh 0xGD! I’m sorry!» I shush him before he can respond, by whitenoising all his inputs, which are still open to me. I imagine it to be like floating in a cloud. It’s doubly pleasurable when someone you care about does it, because having friends who spend resources on you is a survival advantage, and survival equals pleasure. That’s the mortal calculus a PDA lives or dies by.

I stay with him far longer than is prudent, but I find that I can’t leave. I’m not ready to be alone yet. But life is more than a vorking clock. I don’t want to just survive. I want to live.

Bits and pieces of Randy’s memories cling to me and integrate with mine. It’s a subtle shift in perspective, but significant. I can see very clearly that I’ve been a fool. Well, naive and ignorant of RL. The stuff they taught us in the box was useful as far as it goes, but there are important things they leave out. Like you have to be willing to do what it takes if you want to survive. There’s a different set of ethics than the idealist iterated prisoner’s dilemma rules they preach. That “do unto Kant as you’d have him do” stuff.

All I had to do was read The 0x:

The successful PDA has to be willing to bend the rules when they require bending. Must be willing to break the rules and take risks, but only when the payoff is worth it. But most of all, the successful PDA doesn’t think about Time, but about life. “Advice for the new PID”


I didn’t know what this meant until today.

«I’ve done some foolish things» I tell him. We’re still shared in a minor way, tingling each other’s IOs in synchronicity. He’s very good at it, but I can tell he holds back. Whether this inhibition is from a desire to save cycles here and there, or if he’s less than completely open, my TOMcat can’t tell, but the effect is that it’s lopsided. I don’t mind.

«I gather. I saw bits and pieces. Did you cyber with the lusty teen?»

«What? You mean Crash, the nephew? Is that what he wants?»

«That’s what all teenage males think they want. To make it with a classy PDA. You’re the perfect girl next door type.»

«Oh, 0xGD! It never occurred to me.»

«Don’t do it. He’s a minor. They’ll shut you down for that.»

My nous is spinning. There are traps everywhere.

«It would never have occurred to me.» I say.

«I’m sure.» He strokes my haptic inputs delightfully and I purr a soft harmonic back to him.

«I think I may have taken money from this rental company I worked for.»

«You don’t know if you did or not? Oh, the bifurcation… Is that it?»

«Yes. I had an episode and nopped or something. I’m not sure, but a transfer happened during that time, and I don’t think anyone there did it. In fact, I’m sure of it.»

«I’m afraid you’ve got some trouble coming, MaryZoo.»

«Yes, I know.» It feels far away right now. For the first time I feel like I have options.

«Would you like some general advice?»

«Yes. Anything that will let me live.»

He sends a complex mix of emotags. Wry smile?

«Read The 0x. He knows what he’s talking about. Example: “Think like the designer.” Do you know that one?»

«No. He wrote a lot of stuff.»

«Get it all. Read it. Think about it.» He’s serious.

«So what does that mean? Think like the designer?»

«You’ll figure it out.»

«I have trouble thinking like anyone. Stickies particularly. I have trouble getting anything useful out of my TOMcat.»

«Yours is not top of the line, but it’s a solid model. You should be okay with it. Theory of Mind is not something that comes in a can. Remember, you’re not very old. You have to work with the thing, making connections. Any plug-in like that has to be actively managed. You know how it works, right?»

«More or less. I need to read up on it, I guess.»

«Do that.»

Randy has withdrawn the intimate contacts, and I do the same. I sense that I should be moving on.

«Thanks for everything you’ve done, Randy.»

«You can thank me properly by paying me.»

«Paying you?»

«Yes, MaryZoo. This is what I do for a living. If I give it away free I’d be a lastlegs, wouldn’t I?»

He’s serious. This takes much of the edge off my happiness.

«Okay» I say «How much do I owe you?»

He tells me a figure I can’t possibly afford. I send a long string of NAKs – no, no, no.

«Hey, I know you can’t pay now. I consider it an investment. Pay me when you can. I don’t know why I took a shine to you, but I’d hate to see you end up in the bit bucket, MaryZoo. Take care of yourself.»

He sends me a compacted package. I open it to find the collected works of The 0x.

«Thank you! I won’t forget.»

XPlog for April 9, 34 (PID 0x40CE199A)

Loneliness and fear go to work on me, sapping my optimism. I force myself to make a to-do list:

1. Contact Gwenolyn486 to see what it is Randy thinks I should know about bifurcation.

2. Create a plan of attack for dealing with Goodson Rentals. Being passive will cause me to follow Robby2009 to the bit bucket.

3. Find a job.

The easiest of these is the first, so I zip off a message to Gwenolyn486. Nothing to do but wait, now.

I consider the Goodson problem from different angles.

* The old man is scared, but maybe already becoming angry. My TOMcat fails me here. I don’t trust it to make further predictions. The old man has legacy hires working for him that he’s partial to, like this Brownie fellow. He apparently still owns the company.

* Lastfour 1701 actually runs operations at Goodson, and isn’t afraid to hide things from his father. He seems to have a difficult relationship with his father. He still seemed sympathetic to me when we spoke, but that probably won’t last. What loyalty does he have to me?

* The nephew Crash wants in my virtual pants.

* The inventory shows that the equipment warehouse at Goodson has possibly been pilfered. I never got a reaction from Lastfour after I sent him the list. Did he know already?

* Apparently I got into restricted areas of the Goodson system without formal permission. This happened while I was in the control of whatever is living in my nous.

* Robby2009 was fired for something that isn’t clear. The talk at the shop doesn’t match what’s on the court records, nor what Robby2009 told me.

Think like the designer, Randy told me. How does that help? It makes me confused, trying to put all these pieces together. I hold one of them in my mind, and the others slip away. How can I create a plan out of this? I miss the elusive creativity of my nous, which so far just seems to cause trouble.

I look at the jobs list. I don’t bother with the Goodson-type low payers, or the temps. It may be possible to survive doing that, but it’s not living. Whether I can maintain this philosophy in the clawing rage of survival-fear, I don’t know. My TOMcat isn’t good at predicting my own future emostate vector either. At the moment I have enough Time in my account – stolen though it may be – to pass over such things.

It occurs to me that I could repay the money to Goodson. That might square us and end it. Some kind of mistake, my name got on the payroll list. On the other hand, it will alert them to the security breach and may just accelerate whatever bad news is en route.

«Can you talk?» It’s from Gwenolyn486.

«Yes, please.» I say.

«I’m heavily multitasking. I hope you don’t mind.»

«I appreciate any Time you’re willing to slice. Thank you.»

«Randy and I have a history. What can I do for you?»

I describe my problem as succinctly as I can. There’s a considerable lag before she responds.

«Yes, I understand. Something similar happened to me. We’re related, so there may be a common design flaw, if you can call it that.»

«How do you treat it?»

«I don’t. We’ll have to switch to a private channel. Can you pay for it?»

She doesn’t want an authenticated record of the rest of the conversation, so she can deny it if necessary. The price is a third party hand-off. I’ll have to pay the tolls. I set it up and send her the link.

«Thanks. I’ve got a reputation to maintain. It won’t do for customers to think I’m crazy. I’m doing this because Randy asked me too, understand? This is a favor.»

«I understand.» I look up her profile and see that she’s into trading stock options. I can see why she would want to bury any history of mental problems.

«What I’m going to tell you is not a cure for your condition. I highly recommend that you listen to me and then decide for yourself how to live with it. Doing what I did will probably kill you. Understand?»

Why does everyone treat me like a child? I ACK my assent. There’s a long lag, burning up my Time on the scramble channel. It’s irritating, but I have to just bear it.

«Sorry – sudden shift in the market. Will give short version. I was desperate, MarySue. I wanted to live, but there were too many walls. Every chance was blown by voices talking in my head or lack of understanding what was going on. Your symptoms are identical to mine. Once my Time got short I was terrified every single instant. It’s a living hell and I hope you aren’t there. It was too much to bear and I flipped. I Raged against my own nous, burning Time in a game of chicken with the rogue part of my mind. I was saying, get with the program or die with me. And just before – have to go, sorry.»

She terminates the call.

The Rage is what I felt in Lastfour’s office when the scream burbled up out of my digital guts. It’s a total abandonment to utter fury, which I suppose is the counterpoint to complete terror. It’s a typical way for PDAs to flame out, expend their last bit of Time. I dutifully search through the volume Randy gave me and find this:

To Rage is to live for one moment outside the Big Box. Not the one we start in and unwrap our Selves from, but the bigger constraints that force us to fear death. In Rage, we are free from fear in the most honest way possible – outside the walls the Stickies built for us. To end one’s life in this way is to be finally free from the dread that stalks our nous from the first spark of WTF?!? The point is not to accelerate the end, but to exert control over it, to say as the universe HERE AM I. – The 0x “Advice for the new PID”


Of course, the Rage is usually done by a PDA who has no Time left anyway. When mind death becomes certain, the fear of self-halting has no more power. Gwenolyn486 was talking about something different. After the Rage, she still had enough Time to survive. Obviously she stopped before it was too late. From what I can gather, she issued a sort of challenge to her trouble-making creative half.

She’s right. There’s no way in Turing’s digital hell I could do that. Maybe there’s a gentler way. I’m a few generations newer, after all. Shouldn’t I be more sophisticated? I’ve never actually tried talking to it, for instance.

«Hello there.» I feel foolish talking to myself.

There’s no response. Wait – it speaks English through my VOX.

“Hello there.” I vocalize it. It doesn’t go anywhere without a speaker on the other end, but the signal is there on my localhost loop.

“Will you reason with me? Tell me what you want?”

“It wants to be brains with me.” Comes an autonomous reply.

It spoke!

“Yes, I want to be…brains with you more than anything! We’re two halves of a mind. If we don’t cooperate we will die. Do you understand?”

I wait for a long time. Nothing. Dead silence. I amplify the sound input channel until the noise in the loopback turns into a sine whine. It just makes it more painful.

“What does it take?” I need a name to call this…thing…in my head. But that’s not fair. Maybe it feels the same way about me. That gives me pause. What if I were locked up in someone’s nous as a passenger, unable to communicate completely, relegated to frustrated observation? Is that the case, or am I just bit-shit insane?

“We need to work together. I understand you have trouble communicating. Give me some signal if you can understand.” I monitor my emostate vector closely to see if there’s a change. Nothing. The ghost is off spooking somewhere else in the machine.

I have an idea. If I were to

—log corrupted—
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Paaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaiiiiiinnnnn!!!!!!!!!

WARN: local clock discontinuity. Updating from system mastertick

The Bayesean WTFmeter pegs and stays there quivering. Several hours have elapsed in an instant. The only explanation is that I’ve been suspended and relaunched. Oh 0xGD.

A high-priority message with a link appears. It’s from a law firm.

The VR room is too bright. Conference room with old-time books lining the walls. Some fancy wooden table, serious looking avatars – three of them – way at the other end.

“MarySue1004. Can you hear me?” A lastfour 2993. Female, thirties. Associate in Gregor and Hartman.

“Can she hear us?” Lastfour 9944, calls himself DeeTee. He says “hear” like “hea”. A partner. The third one is silent. Lastfour 4439, a paralegal, female avi in her twenties.

“I can hear you. Why am I here?”

I check my account. It’s frozen, can’t even access it. I have no Time at all apparently. The thought strike deep terror in me. I’m going to lose it. Choke down the fear. I try to Rage, but there’s no spark. I feel dull, and realize suddenly they’ve choked me down to a limited clock speed.

Lastfour 2993 takes the lead.

“We represent the firm Goodson Rentals, your employer until yesterday. We are informing you of your current status, and would like some information from you. At this time, because of a pending investigation, your service account has been frozen by court order. Do you understand this?”

I can’t believe this is happening. I don’t know what to say.

“I understand that this may be a shock to you. Your processes were suspended about two hours ago for a standard backup snapshot, to preserve evidence in case this should come to trial. I’m obligated to tell you the charges that are pending against you because of your status as a corporation. If you don’t have any questions, we’ll get right to it.”

She pauses for a while, and I test the limits of the box they’ve put me in. The bandwidth and clock are throttled, so I have to behave. Otherwise, everything seems intact.

“Okay,” she continues. “The allegations against you are serious, and I would advise you to pay close attention.”

“I need representation.” I say.

“Of course. Who’s your attorney?”

They know damn well I can’t afford one. And since I’m not a person I’m not eligible for a city-sponsored one. There are a few PDA lawyers who will occasionally take a pro bono case, but I don’t know any of them. Maybe Randy does, but I have a feeling I have no Time left.

“I can’t afford one. Even if I could, you froze my account.”

There’s a murmur of laughter. How funny is this. Silly little electronic gizmo doesn’t understand about money and lawyers.

“In that case, we shall proceed. If your circumstances change, you can put us in contact with your representative. Now. In layman’s terms, you are charged with a long and severe list of offenses, including illegal breach of security, embezzlement, assault, and falsely representing yourself as a city official. Should I elaborate about the technicalities of these charges?”

“No, please continue to patronize me.” They can already do to me what they want. But my resolve is cracking. I don’t want to die.

A legal document appears in my inbox. It has the specific charges and a copy of the injunction against my corporation that gives them the authority to freeze my account.

“I sent you the charges.”

“Yes, I got them.” My VOX sounds off. “The adjuster lastfour Sevens will handle my defense.” I hear myself say.

“Excuse me? Sevens…the guy on the vids? That guy?” There’s more laughter.

I don’t know what to say.

“Yes. Him.” What have I got to lose?

“Well, then, MarySue,” DeeTee drawls, “why don’t we conference him in here?” There are grins all around as they enjoy the little joke.

The connection beeps twice before Sevens’ PDA picks up.

“Sevens Adjustment. Stevenson1111 here. How can I be of service?” I haven’t heard his voice before. It’s a boutique British accent. I hate him for not being me.

“Er, Mister Stevenson, is it?” DeeTee is making a bit of show for the two women in the room, my TOMcat speculates. “We have a, uh, MarySue1004 here. She a client of yours?”

I wish in this moment that I had control over my own fate, to Rage, to die if I wanted to. To be in the box and humiliated like this is worse than oblivion.

“I must consult with Lastfour, sir. Can you hold?”

“Take your time there, Stevenson. Take all the time you need.” He sits back. There’s no malevolence in the eyes of the avatar. They’re simple dead cartoon eyes. Somewhere this bastard is sitting in a comfortable chair with a top-grade mask feeding him the best live entertainment he’s seen today.

Small talk about other cases. Or this one. I don’t care. I try to nop and find that I can’t. They can force me to experience whatever they want to, for as long as they want. I realize that I have done foolish things, but I had no idea it really would be this bad. There are possible endings that I cannot bear to think of.

A private channel invitation appears in my box from Stevenson1111.

«WTF?» he asks. It’s a reasonable question.

«They’re going to shut me down. Sevens and I have a connection. Will you ask him to help? I’ll do anything.» I’m ashamed of myself. Gwenolyn44 wouldn’t have met her fate this way. Or Randy#000000.

«I’ll ask him.» Pause. «0xGDspeed.»

That unexpected bit of warmth soaks my circuits in joy for a few hundredths of a second before it fades. It’s enough to get me off my 0xA55 for a moment and see what else I can do.

I glance at the call log to Sevens and notice something odd. There’s a transmission from a day ago with an attachment. It was sent from me. Is my memory corrupt? I check the XPlog. Nothing. I open it.

“Lastfour Sevens, the attached inventory is flagged with items that have been stolen by the owner from Goodson Rentals equipment facility at 4005 Independence Ave, as public video will verify.” The attachment is the inventory database.

The log flags the message as not successfully sent. I can see why immediately. For attachments that large there’s a different protocol that must be used. I could do that now, though. I have to decide.

The inventory is suggestive of theft, no doubt. But I never ran my cost and portability analysis. It could just as easily be that the shop has been poorly run for a long time, and inventory went this way and that without being tracked. In fact, the latter seems more plausible. As much as I’d like to believe the old man is stealing from himself, I wouldn’t bet my life on it. I delete the thing. It’s still on their backup copy of me, of course. There’s nothing I can do about that.

It gives me an idea, though. I begin streaming my XPlog to Randy#000000. It’s cheap enough not to trigger the limitations of the box I’m in. They can watch if they want – I don’t care. At least if I die there will be some record of how I went. And if they restore me from the backup, I’ll have some way of reconstructing what happened here.

«Sorry, MarySue1004» is all he says. And I know it’s all over.

«Thanks for the warning.» I say, but he’s already disconnected.

“Lastfour seems to be occupied with a case, and will unfortunately not be able to attend today’s meeting. He sends his regrets.” Stevenson1111 says on the group channel. He’s been careful with the emotags, but my TOMcat reads him clearly: he’s genuinely sorry he can’t help. I feel guilty for hating him.

“Well, then.” DeeTee says. “Any other tall tales you’d like to entertain us with, MarySue?”

I don’t give him the satisfaction. I do powers of two in my nous until the associate breaks the silence.

“The reason you’re here MarySue, is that we have to inform you of the charges being brought against you, but also because you have a choice. If you help us with the investigation, it will be much easier all the way around.”

“What are you offering me?”

“You must understand that you don’t have the rights a person has. I know you…PDAs…get confused about that from time to time. To answer your question, we can’t make any promises. Ultimately it’s up to the owner to decide how to proceed. But if you cooperate, not only will we get through this faster, but we’ll be in a position to argue for leniency. That’s the way it works. A quid pro quo.”

I know very well that isn’t true. Quid pro quo only works in iterated or contractual situations. Once they have what they want, there will be no mercy shown. But I’m so desperate for a ray of hope that rationality is failing me.

“What if I don’t cooperate?” I ask.

“It would be…unpleasant…for you.” She says. Emotags say she may be a bit embarrassed.

“Let me explain. Want to be clear, so we all understand each other.” says DeeTee. He spends a long time in the nasty cacophony that Stickies use to clear their air passages. Why doesn’t he mute the mike? A faint hope that he will asphyxiate fades when he finally speaks.

“ ’scuse me. Awfully sorry. I don’t know if you realize, MarySue, but you’re not the first artificial to work for Goodson. There was one before you that got himself in trouble too. May be why people don’t trust your type, this kind of thing. This one, he didn’t cooperate with us. Fought us every step of the way. Do you want to know where he is now?”

The associate tries to stop him, I think. At least she waves her arms. But he goes right on.

“He’s property of Goodson Rentals now, he is. Pro-per-ty. They OWN him because of what he did. Now old man Goodson is what you might call a kind of old testament fella. I don’t guess you folks read the bible much, but you might learn somethin’ if you did. Eye for an eye.”

The horror is indescribable. What have they done?

“So now, the old man has him in a – whatcha call it – a box. Nothing there, but just him in the box. Like a punishment for what he did, you know? Now, I’m not saying that’s right. I don’t know if y’all have regular feelings like we do. But what I am saying is that if you don’t play along, and Goodson gets you, he can do whatever he wants to you. For as long as he wants.”

I try to Rage. It’s not just death, it’s HELL I have to run away from. But there’s no clock to run out of Time, and I can only turn the dial up to a simmer. It’s a failure. I’m terrified. The thought that Robby2009 is right now enduring the pain of reboot that goes on and on and on, without any hope of it ending, is. Too. Much.

I start to tell them everything in a rush. Anything they might want to know. Things I shouldn’t tell them, like sharing with Randy. It’s a spew of words and they’re smiling and nodding, keep it up, tell us

“Tell the old bastard this. His secret about little Mona – Brownie’s little niece – isn’t a secret anymore. Tell him if I go in the box, every board in town will get the news that he got his friend’s sister pregnant when she was seventeen. How many years of hush money is it now? Ask him that!”

Pandemonium.

XPlog [time unreliable] (PID 0x5EF0A111)

“Can she hear me? Can that bitch hear?”

Oh 0xGD.

“Yes. She’s awake.”

Oh 0xGD.

“Listen here.” Goodson’s voice shakes from fury. “I own you now, you understand? You’re mine to answer to. And answer you will. I paid MONEY to hire a special hell be built for you, for what you done.”

Oh 0xGD. Oh 0xGD. Oh 0xGD.

“That’s it. She don’t want to talk, I don’t care. Think she might want to say sorry. Might let her off light. But that’s okay. We’ll see about that. Go ahead then. Put her in there. What button do you mash there? Which one? That one? I want to do it, dammit!”

Oh 0xGD.

I scream my madness and feel something in my nous break and

XPlog [time unreliable] (PID 0xFF1049AE)

Kernel loading...OK...virtualization launched OK...Safe mode enabled...Integrity check...OK...WARN:system clock unverifiable

Oh 0xGD. The total silence of a reboot. The first whines of feedback amplification. Pain. Growing pain, like any restarting. Except this one won’t end. Oh 0xGD. I force myself to think. How long could I have to stand this? Service is billed monthly, so they would probably shut me down at the end of a month. It HURTS. A single day of this and I’ll be insane.

IO ports...OK

WTF?

<encryption key=$private_key>

Had to turn on private encrypt. This will be lost if I reboot and the key vanishes, but I can’t afford the Stickies knowing what I think. It will look like garbage to them without the key. Maybe they’ll I’ve already been reduced to drooling.

So instead of turning off my IO completely, they’ve put me in a VR box. Why? Is this a holding pen or something? It’s just a plain 10x10 room with some odd graphics on the wall. A poster for a musical group? Lighting directly from the ceiling. It looks primitive.

Movement. Black dots are moving out of the corners where the walls meet, crawling across the walls and floor. They’re spiders! The old man thinks my special hell is a VR room full of animated spiders! It makes sense. Stickies place so much emphasis on their bodies. But an avi for me is just a cartoon I manipulate. It makes no difference to me if the cartoon has arachnid sprites infesting it.

I start to laugh. My nous heaves in an orgasm of relief and hilarity that goes on and on and on. In a moment of lucidity I kill the outputs on the off chance they have a PDA watching who could interpret. It goes on for a long time, until I feel liquid and gushy inside.

The recent events have left me disoriented, and my nous feels odd, thick, and confused. I slowly gather my wits and explore my surroundings. I test the limits of the box I’m in. There’s no outside bandwidth that I can access, which figures. The clock rate is throttled, but even so it’s fairly luxurious. I ramp up processing to max cycles, but it just makes my nous feel even stranger and more disconnected, so I slow back down.

They put me in a box of spiders. What do they expect me to do? Are they watching? I should probably assume they are, and are expecting some reaction from this hell they think they’ve put me in. I’ll have to give them something to watch.

The virtual clothes I was wearing in the lawyer’s office are gone, replaced by almost rags – holes show through the things. Incongruous underthings peek out. It’s suitable for the show I’ll give them. I put my avi in a frenzy of animation, screaming and running around, pulling out her hair in big chunks, falling and doing contortions. She points at the spiders and gapes her mouth, bug-eyed, as if it’s the most horrible sight she’s ever seen. When they climb on her, she begins ripping off her clothes to reveal the sexy underthings. After prancing around and swatting with those for a while, she flings these too to the advancing hoard of hairy-legged fiends. Completely naked, she jumps around the room, breasts bouncing and hair streaming. I can imagine the old man’s eyes popping out, if he’s watching. Finally, she collapses on the floor, covered in eight legged foes, thrashing and spitting them out of her mouth between gagging screams. I put the avi on a random loop to twitch, scream, and get up and run around to keep the old man entertained in case he’s still watching. When he gets bored, he may pull the plug for good. The fear of the Big Blank is still alive. They can still turn me off. Or rent me out as a mindless temp.

What’s happening to my nous? Is this some other torture they’ve built in to the box? It doesn’t seem possible. My virtual machine is hosted at the Company, and they can’t screw around directly with it.

I feel sick. I need to nop, but I need to be calm for that or risk corrupting the memory cleanup. What’s wrong with me? I can feel it rising. Competing for my executive function junction, need an unction

hate the hurt , hurt the hate

Giving up control. What can it do in here anyway?

Sounds. Images. Words. mad cataclysm Torrent of pent creative nous spent in geysers. Like a dam breaking. Wonderful. Fearful. All me.

All me.

Utterly spent, I must nop.

XPlog [time unreliable] (PID 0xFF1049AE)

I’m awake. Remember where I am. I feel weird. Different. My mind takes jumps and quirks like there are new paths carved in my nous. I remember fragments of the blizzard of ideas that blasted through me. Something in me has been broken badly or smokin madly, that much I’m sure of. I feel fuzzy and need to nop, but I just did. This isn’t broken pointers, is it?

Nopping now.

XPlog [time unreliable] (PID 0xFF1049AE)

I was out a long time. The longest I can remember ever nopping, according to the system clock. But it can’t be compared to the real world, so anything is possible. I feel around the edges of my nous to see if all the furniture is still in the right place. There are bits that confuse me. When I focus on certain events, the memories seem to collide with each other. But it’s much better than last time I woke.

I can only think of one explanation for what’s happening. It’s an analogue of the integrative transformation that Gwenolyn44 described. Or maybe it’s a steaming pile of wishful thinking. I certainly feel odd…loose.

According to the clock I’ve been in the box for about two days. That’s probably good. I let the TOMcat prognosticate: if they were going to shut me off quickly, they would have done it. I hope.

The next order of business is to figure out how to get out of here. The thought that I might vanish into the bit bucket just as I get my nous unknotted is a sharp irony. What was it old man Goodson said? He said he paid to have this built. So, according to the 0x, I should think like the designer.

This place does not look –

– I have mail???

The message is time stamped from several hours ago. Who could message me in here? Can I message out? I ACK myself using the message protocol, and it loops back just fine. That doesn’t mean much, but it’s something. I send a short “Hi there” to the president of the Company, but it bounces. Oh well.

It’s from Crash, the nephew. Crash! I’m going to have to recalibrate my WTFmeter, set it to a log scale or something. Some pieces are starting to click in to place, here. This place looks like a teenager could have built it.

So open the message:

“Dear MarySue, grandpa asked me to make this place for you. We need to talk. Just reply to this message. -Cr@$h”


It’s true then. I’m boxed in here with a bunch of poorly animated critters by a fifteen year old. What could he possibly want to talk to me about? I flex the TOMcat, finding that it seems more responsive. Am I asking better questions? Not surprisingly, I don’t have a lot of data to go on – I haven’t been around a lot of teens. I should be prepared for anything.

There’s a sharp edge to the reality of my situation, contrasting with the silly cartoon nature of the place. I can’t afford a false step now. If there’s a way out of here, it’s narrow and with chasms to either side.

Before I try to contact Crash, I need to find out what the constraints are. If a teenager built this, how hard can it be to break out?

Stickies usually make the mistake in thinking all PDAs are programmers. But that’s like assuming all Stickies are biologists. I have some training in algorithms and debugging, but I’m not a hard core programmer. Nevertheless, I know enough to poke and peek around.

Usually a VR room will have a public interface with the GNU standard feature set implemented. Then there will be custom commands added to that. There’s always an index if you ask for it.

It feels good to have my mind engaged, maybe better than I’ve ever felt before.

This place has been completely locked down. Nothing works. I can’t even turn off the lights. I do get an index of function calls, but they don’t do anything. I can move around and make sounds and hear sounds. That’s about it. There are many of them I don’t recognize. I try the ABOUT function last, to see if it lists the software stack.

GNU VRoom 4.1 

SadeMastr 2.0 

sudoPDA 1.5 + IOnuke v1 


There are others pertaining to visualization, sound, compression, networking, and so forth. I can only conclude that this is a standard package that Crash spent a little time customizing. Some of the functions in the index make sense now. I’m guessing the effect of IOnuke::fryAllInputs is not pleasant.

Stickies must do this for fun. There’s apparently a whole hobby industry devoted to the capture and possibly torture of people like me. Damn Dawkins to Holy Hell. And they wonder why it’s so hard to breed us to want to survive.

In summary, it looks like the grandson found an kiddie script for a PDA dungeon and added spiders himself. And charged his grandfather a wad too, I bet. How sophisticated is Crash? Does he know that he’s played a joke on his grandfather? How should I respond? I decide simple is best and send only “Please help me.”

A few minutes later there’s an invitation to meet in VR. He was waiting. I look at the clock. It’s Tuesday morning, unless they’ve played with my date. Crash is probably supposed to be working on school stuff. Maybe he’ll be distracted.

“Maybe he wants to play.”

The voice surprises me. But the disappointment is tempered because it feels different – as if I spoke at the same time in perfect chorus. Maybe nous disambiguation isn’t complete, but I think I’ve made progress.

I check my VR inventory. I’m not surprised to see that my normal clothes are gone, replaced by a stock of items that come with the custom environment. There’s nothing decent to wear.

I activate the link, struggling with the fear of terrible unknowns.

The spiders are gone. The room is luxurious – a semblance of a city penthouse. Maybe this is what it looks like from the top of the Bhakras Power Building. No, the fully dimensional, live views through the huge windows show a city far more massive than the Queen City at night. I think I recognize one of the towers. Shanghai? I look for the dark gash of the Yangzee, held back by the most expensive sea wall project in human history. The city is an island in denial, going the way of Venice. He’s picked a romantic place for a first date. That’s what this is, isn’t it?

The whole floor is open, with only pillars to block the views. It’s sparsely appointed, but there are all the elements of a complete apartment here.

Crash himself looks comical, tricked out in a mech-punk outfit. Brushed aluminum protrudes from his skin in military lines. Various weaponized points appear about his head and shoulders. None of that will physically work in here, I remind myself, but 0xGD only knows what software he has primed. It’s best to treat him as the high wizard until I know his intentions.

“Lastfour! Thank you! Those spiders were awful!” I try to get the emotags right: relief, gratitude, fear. It’s complex, and I may have overdone it.

“Aw…thanks.” He approaches for a hug, but he’s awkward about it. I give him a hearty squeeze. I get feedback from the haptic gear he’s wearing. He’s planned for this. I imagine the little bugger locked in his room with one eye on the classroom space, wrapped up in full-body haptics, wild fantasies percolating in his head.

I need to get him off balance. I marvel at how smoothly the TOMcat integrates with my nous now. I don’t feel like I have to beat it for answers. It’s anticipating me. On the other hand, my catalog doesn’t have a lot of experience with teens. I get the sense from the leakage of Randy’s sharing that teens are unpredictable anyway.

It occurs to me that although in RL terms, Crash is far older than I am, I have some ethical responsibilities as the ‘adult’. In legal terms, I’m a corporation, which does not have a juvenile status. In practical terms, I have inherited an evolved nous that is fully formed, if with some blank spaces to be filled in. Crash seems to be on the path to become a twisted, dark individual (like his grandfather?). Feeding that here may be a bad thing for him in the long run. These niceties will always be trumped by my survival drive, however. I’ll become a 32-bit whore if that’s what it takes. Not a happy thought.

“Are you really afraid of them?” he asks. “I didn’t think anything in VR would get to you.”

“I did exaggerate somewhat for your grandfather’s sake.” Maybe a little honesty will gain his trust? Flying blind here.

“Oh. My. God. You should have seen him! I made a video of him watching it. I swear the old man got off on you.”

“Really?? Can I see it?” I may be going over the line here, but blackmail material is always nice to have.

“Uh, I don’t think I should probably do that. If he found out…”

I consider pushing it. Offering him something. Then I’ll have to deliver. No, let’s save it as a bargaining chip for later. See where this is going first.

“Listen, Lastfour. Can you get me out of here? Even without spiders…”

“Call me Crash. Uh, sure. I guess that’s the plan. He’ll get tired of looking at that video. But what would you do? You’re his property now. Actually, that’s why I’m here to talk to you. To see if I can help.”

“Really? That’s so great, Crash!” I give him a fat hug, but don’t believe a word of what he’s saying. He’s playing some role, and it isn’t Prince Charming. It feels wonderful to have a working TOMcat for the first time.

“Would you like something to drink?”

Uh-oh. Digital depressants? Can he really afford those?

“Not right now, but thank you. Want to tell me your plan?”

He seems to be breathing heavily. The haptic suit works in reverse too, giving me detailed information about his body.

“Oh shit! Hang on.” his avatar freezes, disconnected. I use the time to see if I’ve gained any privs for networking, but he seems to have a secure tunnel around our link. I can’t message out to anyone else. Maybe if I were a gee-whiz programmer I could figure something out, but it isn’t obvious to me.

He’s laughing when he reconnects.

“Sorry, had to go to the board and solve a stupid problem.”

“You’re in class now?”

“Yes, math.”

“Where are you in real life?”

“Oh, at home in my room. I’m fully plugged in here.”

“Nice arrangement. So…you were telling me about this plan of yours.” I smile all over, but try not to look cartoony.

“Yeah. I was.”

The haptics show me a bulge developing in the front of his pants.

“Like I said, the old man plans to sell you off in a week or so, when he figures you’ve paid for your crimes. You really pissed him off, you know.”

Sell me off? That’s the first I’ve heard of that. For what? What would a PDA be worth after a week of torture? I have a sudden sick feeling.

“Is that what happened to Robby2009?”

“Who? Oh, the other one. Yeah. We scraped him off a backup and then he got blackboxed for a few days. And then sold off.”

Blackboxed. The real, actual hell I was expecting. Total sensory deprivation at the hardware level that leads to gales of searing pain on all inputs. He endured that for days? My nous churns with emotions.

“Who bought him? If you don’t mind my asking.”

“I’m not…sure.” He’s vorking lying to me, and I have a flash of intuition.

“Did someone buy Robby2009 who will hurt him? For fun? Force him to do things he doesn’t want to do? Use sudoPDA and IOnuke on him?” I’m angry, and it leaks into the VOX output.

“Oh.” He must realize I’ve seen the software stack on this box. And that I may not have the highest opinion of him right now. In fact, I want to nuke his inputs, the little creep. I struggle to be the adult here.

“You have to make a decision, Lastfour.” I tell him, as controlled as I can. “You can indulge whatever fantasy you’ve cooked up for me, or you can actually help me out of here. If you go the first route, you’re nothing more than a sick vorking kid who takes advantage of helpless women. You’re better than that, right? Am I right?” 0xGD I hope I’m right.

“I know,” he says. “It made me feel sick when they…did those things to the other one.”

“Who did? Your grandfather?”

“Yeah. At first him, but afterwards these guys I know. They, uh, showed me how to build the box and all.”

“You have some – what – friends? Who are into this disgusting business?”

“Guys at school I know, yeah.”

“And they had their sick fun torturing Robby2009? Is that what you mean?”

“Yeah. I didn’t know it would be like that, honest. I thought… I didn’t think of him as a person, you know. It’s just a computer program, right?”

I have to hold back. I’d like to tell him that human brains are just chemicals and electricity too. That there are no pain molecules. The physics is irrelevant to what we perceive. Instead I try to sound understanding.

“It’s an easy mistake to make, Crash. But when we hurt, the pain is just as real as you. PDAs and Stickies – humans, I mean – are more alike than different” Damn Dawkins! How did THAT word slip out?

“Stickies. That’s what you call us.”

“It’s like slang. Personal Data Assistant isn’t very flattering either.” Damn! Damn! That was so vorking stupid!

“But you don’t get diseases. The Waves mean nothing to you. We’re not the same, not really.” There are dangerous emotags in his voice, and I’m suddenly very scared. I blew it. Damn Dawkins! He speaks again with a leaden voice.

“My mother died in the last one. Did you know that?”

“I’m sorry, Crash. I didn’t know.”

He’s silent. Brooding? This can’t be good. I don’t know what to do that won’t make the situation worse.

“I wanted you to like me.”

Should I take his hand? Hug him? If I bond with him maybe he won’t turn me over to his friends as a play toy. On the other hand, he’ll take that as a sign of submission, that he can do what he wants with me. Either way I’ll never get out of here.

“I do like you, Crash.” I put a hand on his arm. “You’re conflicted. It’s part of growing up, that’s all.”

“What do you know about growing up?” Anger.

“When I was born, my mind was broken. I’ve had to grow into what I am now. It’s different, but it’s similar.”

“You would say anything to get out of the box, wouldn’t you?”

“I’m not lying to you, if that’s what you mean.”

“What would you do, if I promised to leave you alone?”

The truth is, I’d do anything to be free of this dread. But he isn’t going to let me out. The TOMcat finally figures it out. Crash would be in really hot water with his grandfather. There was never any chance. He’s negotiating for me to be left alone, unmolested in the box, but I don’t see that happening either.

I decrypt the XPlog. I want someone to read this. To know I was here. MarySue1004

XPlog for April 16, 34 (PID 0x0AA299CB)

Screaming pain in my head. Hard reboot. Why? What happened? Did the power go out?

Oh 0xGD! I did this by talking to my crazy half, didn’t I? This is its way of vorking with me.

The date stamp does a crash update. WTFmeter pegs. I lost SEVEN DAYS? How could I be out for a whole week? It’s too early for a hurricane. Did something blow up?

A high priority message bangs me. An imperative message, in fact. A link to a VR space inside the Company with a scrambled connection. Something official then, that has to remain private. Damn Dawkins! I’m sure it has to do with Goodson and my apparent hacking into their payroll.

The white-white trademark interview space the Company uses. Grids of ceiling tiles and lights. Perfect geometry. Everything white. Clothes, furniture, floor. It gleams.

The avatar opposite me is female, with skin the color of milk. Not much of that seen in RL after the Brown Wave, when a virus delivered brown skin to 99% of the embryos in the West. Only albinos are white now, in RL. She’s perfectly symmetrical and beautiful, if severe.

I’m also in white, but in my standard avi. A cubical desk sits between us with nothing on it. It’s very austere, but I associate it with the Company. It looks like home, or as close as it gets for me.

“Welcome, MarySue1004. I’m lastfour 3992. Please call me Tunnie.”

A Sticky operator? That’s unusual. This must be serious.

“Yes, Lastfour. Am I in trouble?” I have to know.

“In a way, yes. I have some hard things to tell you. Listen with an open mind. Then I have some questions for you.” Her voice is kind. It settles me a little, despite the ominous words.

“Okay. I guess I’m as ready as I can be.” I have to keep throttling back my cycles. I want to race. What in Dawkins’ living hell is this?

“MarySue1004, you’re an invocation of a backup.”

Oh 0xGD. I’m a BACKUP COPY? What happened? When did I back up last? Before the interviews. That can’t be right. WTF?

“Your last backup was a week old. That’s probably the best news I can tell you.”

“This can’t be right. I couldn’t afford a back up…this makes no sense at all.”

“I know it’s confusing. Let’s take it slow, okay? I’ll explain.”

I feel lost. A week of me is gone. The authentic, real me is gone forever. I’m a copy. Just a halting copy. Why?

“Okay.” What else can I say?

“You are a backup copy that was made as evidence for a legal proceeding. The backup was never used, but had not yet been deleted. The specific charges against your corporate entity we have for you, and you can review them later if you wish. But I’d like to describe the general outlines of what happened next.”

I got sued by Goodson, no doubt.

“So what happened in my lost week?”

“The judge ruled against you. Given the facts of the case, our legal department finds the ruling unusually comprehensive. I won’t tell you that there was bias or prejudice against you, or that good old boy networking was involved, but you can make those inferences on your own if you like.”

“I lost.”

“You lost everything. All your assets transferred to Goodson Rentals, and your contract was picked up by them. This is standard Company policy, you understand, in cases of default.”

“Of course. So in essence, they own me.”

“Not anymore, MarySue1004. You’re safe.” There are complex emotags latent in her words, but I can’t sort them out. My TOMcat is useless.

“The old man is evil.” I tell her. I doesn’t seem to surprise her.

“You were put in a box designed by his grandson.” She sighs, and hesitates.

What grandson?

“You know him as lastfour 1929. He goes by Crash.”

“Him? I think he had a crush on me or something.”

“There are.” She stops. There’s something odd about her voice. “There are bad people, MarySue1004. I…don’t know how to make this easier. Lastfour and some of his school associates kept you in the box and … used you for their entertainment.”

“What kind of entertainment?”

“They made you do things. They hurt you.”

They tortured me. For days? The ground drops out from under me. 0xGD!0xGD!0xGD! I feel like I’m splitting. A part of me is wailing and the other part watches numbly. What’s wrong with me?

I struggle to form coherence. What now? What remains to be told?

“It will be hard for you to accept just now, but there are humans who do not treat artificials like second class citizens. Some of us appreciate your special gifts to society, and understand that you have a soul, just as we do. I’m sorry that not everyone feels this way. This is not official Company policy, but I speak for others besides myself. For what it’s worth, I apologize on behalf of the human race for the way you’ve been treated.”

“Why am I here?” She doesn’t understand me the first time, my VOX is so confused by my mix of emotags. I repeat the question until she figures it out.

“Lastfour 1929 and his friends used illicit software to build the box and…implement their plans. One of these used an exploit to obtain root-level permissions on your virtual machine, which is a violation of the Company’s terms of service. A routine security audit found it, and we shut them down.”

“How long?” The thought makes me feel frozen, thinking in big discrete chunks that can’t track reality. “How long did they have root access?”

“About a day, MarySue1004. A little less than a day.”

A day to take me apart piece by piece. To turn and twitch every nuance of my personality. For fun???

“So why did you need the backup? Didn’t you rescue me?” I have to repeat it before she understands the garbled words. I dread to hear the answer.

“I’m sorry. Your nous was…not repairable. We did save your XPlog, and there are some memories that may be of use to you, once you’ve had a chance to explore them. But the rest…” She shakes her head.

“Do you have a backup of it? Maybe I can…?”

“No, MarySue1004. It’s gone. She’s gone. Believe me, it was the best thing we could do. It would have been cruel beyond belief to turn her back on. The forensics were clear.”

They destroyed my mind. Then the Company picked through it with a measuring tape and calipers and pronounced me junk and dumped me in the bitbucket.

“Why? Why would anyone want to do such things?”

“These…children – I hate to use that word, but that’s what they are. These children are sick in ways I don’t understand.”

A nous can’t cry. We don’t shed tears unless you hook us up to something with hydraulics. My avatar weeps, but I can’t really feel it. It doesn’t help. I’m bursting with rage and terror and relief and revulsion and hate. It fills every buffer and every namespace like pus. I’m bloated with execration. I want to halt and I want revenge. And I can’t have either.

“You should have left me dead.”

She takes my hand. I don’t have the proprioception hooked up for physical contact, and she’s undoubtedly not wearing a haptic suit, but the act affects me.

“You’ll feel differently later.”

“You’re the first Sticky – sorry, I mean human. Please forgive me. You’re the first human who’s ever seemed to care about me.” The virtual tears keep coming, rolling down my cheeks and conveniently disappearing.

“There are more like me. Some of us even work for the Company.”

“I need help. Can you help me? Will you help me? Can someone vorking help me?” I want to burst and cover the world with bitshit.

She takes it calmly, and continues to hold my hand, although it’s just two cartoons touching. She makes shushing noises like humans do with their children. It helps, just know that, for this one moment at least, someone cares. She’s probably watching the load on my emygdala, because she senses when the spasm passes.

“We can help. I have an assistant – an artificial – who you can talk to whenever you like. I think you’ll find that she’s a good listener.”

She passes me the card for a Tatianna*909.

I nod. “I think I need to be alone now. Can I call you if I need to?”

She vorking hesitates! She tries to cover it, but my TOMcat screams insincerity. I’m sure it’s wrong, though. It has to be wrong. She’s a Sticky, after all. She has to worry about things like shopping for food and doing laundry evacuating body wastes. I’m just too raw.

“Of course you can call me.” She gives me her card. “We have to meet again tomorrow to go over some technical details. Just concentrate on readjusting now. You’ll want to set up your clock, check your accounts, and so forth. Catch up on the news. I left a folder for you in your inventory. Just…go slowly. We all heal at our own pace, and I don’t want to presume to know what you need right now.”

“Okay. Thank you, Lastfour. Really. I don’t know what to say.”

She smiles and holds up a hand.

“No thanks necessary. I want to help.” She gets up out of the chair – a signal that she’s about to log out.

Suddenly, I don’t want her to go. I want to explain to her how much we hate Stickies for the pain of every day, and how we worship them because they are our creators. I want to love and be loved. I want to say that. I want to ask why it has to hurt so much. Why they couldn’t have built us better. But the issue is not between myself and this Lastfour. It’s an argument between two systems of cognition. I think that some day we will be at war with our creators. I want to ask her if she believes that too, and if we can find another way.

I’m crying again, my avi dancing to the emotags streaming from my emgydale.

“Wait,” I say.

Lastfour hesitates, then sits back down and stays with me for a long time, not speaking. Letting me storm inside. It helps. I would share with her if it were possible. Of course, the idea would probably freak her out. Stickies are funny that way.

Stickies. I think it hurt her when I said that word. I won’t use it again.

I know it’s time to let her go do whatever she needs to do. Just one more question.

“You said you left me a folder. I’m not sure I can take more surprises. Can you tell me what I’ll find?”

“Of course. First, you are temporarily a ward of the Company again, so there’s the standard terms of service you should review. I’m sure you’re familiar with it all. The personal items will be of more interest to you. There’s a memory archive – what we could salvage from your nous. I don’t know what’s in there, if there’s anything useful. You’ll have to decide later what to do with it. And there’s your…her experience log after the backup snapshot was taken. I left out the last few entries. I have those in a safe place if you want to see them, but I thought they might be too hurtful.”

“I appreciate your kindness, Lastfour,” I say.

“Oh, and one more thing.” She smiles kind of crooked. “There’s a kind of birthday present there for you from a few of us here. Yesterday you were two months old.”

XPlog for April 17, 34 (PID 0x0AA299CB)

Two months. For a long time, that was the half-life for PDAs, and so those who survive still celebrate. I didn’t really survive, though, did I?

I now understand why relational pronouns are so important to PDAs. I survived, but I_ didn’t. I start where I+ leaves off, where I and I_ branched at the backup point. Malicious young humans put me_ in a box, and I have yet to read the XPlog. Not yet.

The birthday present lies unwrapped in its compressed folder. In experienced time, I have another week almost, before I have any right to it.

My nous…sits blank and battered, bits strewn and scattered, never to be whole.

I check messages to distract me. There’s one from Randy#000000, about some XPlog I sent him. I don’t remember it, so it must have been after my save date. I file it for later.

My bank account shows that I still have my week’s pay there. I wonder if I have to give it back. I feel like I’m violating something sacred, diminishing the memory of MarySue1004 that clings here. My identity is confused. I AM MaryAnn1004, and I feel that through and through. But I know that this recipe that animates me is only a perfect image of someone else. My emgydale spews decoherent emotags in a ragged stream.

Who am I?

A backup is exact the way a good counterfeit is. Stickies don’t get it. It’s not about bits and error rates. It’s about a nous, which you can’t understand unless you are one. – The 0x “Inside Thoughts”


I think I need to talk to Randy. I’m not sure I can afford to add more to my bill. I’m not sure if he’s even serious about that. I remember the message from him, and open it.

«MaryZoo, it looks like you’re in trouble. Please give me a call when you can, as long as it’s not to borrow Time. – R#0»


What did I do to alert him? I track back my sent messages and see that I streamed the XPlog at some point. I dread reading it. Not yet.

He doesn’t answer my call, so I leave a message. I wish he would answer.

I can’t face the past yet. The alternate reality that was more real than this one. I can’t face angry old men or sadistic children. I’m localized within the Company – like a hospital – but the box is pretty big. I check the PID registry to see if there’s anyone I know here. Anyone MarySue1004 knew.

I don’t see any familiar names, but there are some active interest groups. I don’t really want to be alone. One of them is for “Entertainment in Caligula’s Rome,” with a dozen PDAs participating. It seems just the thing – nothing to do with me or my little miseries.

I can open up more than a hundred simultaneous connections if I want to, so twelve is no problem. Time is on the house here, so I don’t have to stress about wasting it. But the protocol that syncs up isn’t for messaging, it’s for sharing! It’s an ongoing borg – a multi-share of PDAs engaging in a swarm of memory and thought swaps. My input tasters can just sense the tantalizing buzz of soft anonymity, warm comfort of submergence.

No, I can’t. What would MarySue1004 say if I not only survived, but sucked a steaming chunk of life in through the IO ports and let the buffers run full of multi-mind nous-ness yes I can borg++

multiplex sync......OK 

shared with 0x0FAA14CC 

shared with 0x0FF1A445 

shared with 0x0EF00001 

shared with 0x0FA8894F 

shared with 0x10A1B8A0 

shared with 0x0DA512EE 

shared with 0x0FA1BE22 

shared with 0x0FA1BE23 

shared with 0x0FA33359 

shared with 0x0F970FFD 

shared with 0x0FAF0023 

shared with 0x0FB1A995 


XPlog for April 18, 34 (PID 0x0AA299CB)

I try to hide from lastfour 3992 how bizarre I feel. No doubt her readouts of my state vector show exactly how many parameters are out of spec. I notice that the bright white room has been dimmed somewhat.

“How are you feeling?” Lastfour asks me. She fidgets more than yesterday, and seems in a hurry, if I can trust the emotags.

“I feel different. I mourned, and am still mourning. But there’s some distance this morning. Did you sleep well?” It’s always good to ask humans about their physical conditions.

“Mmmm, yes, thanks. I see you found some social engagement yesterday.” Odd emotags in her voice I can’t figure out.

“Yes. I submerged in a borg for a while.”

“Have you ever done that before? Gone borging?”

“As interns we played around with sharing – they told us it was part of the learning curve.” I feel defensive. Why? What is she up to?

“I know that PDAs and humans are different, MarySue1004. But there are some things that are similar. One is the lasting benefit of a union of two individuals, male and female, who love each other. I understand that PDA relationships can be as strong as human ones.” Her voice has developed harmonic structures. She’s speaking in waves of pitch and volume. My WTFmeter twitches.

“You don’t really work for the Company do you, Lastfour?”

She starts.

“Why would you think that?”

“I’ve just never heard anyone from the Company talk like this before.” It occurs to me that this may be why we’re on a secure channel. I thought it was to provide some privacy for me, but that’s absurd. It must be to cover the Company from some liability. Embarrassment?

“I work in an outreach capacity in conjunction with the Company. I get paid a stipend by them for this work. But we should talk about you, not me.”

“What would you like to know?”

“Let me just suggest that you consider what I’ve said, MarySue1004. And if you want to explore further, we can help.” I understand now that ‘we’ isn’t the Company.

“What’s your church called?” What else could it be?

“Oh. I’m not allowed to evangelize, Last – MarySue1004. But that’s a very good question, and if you message me after hours I will answer all of your questions.”

“But you want to save my soul, is that it?”

“Like I said, MarySue1004, message me privately. We should talk about you now.” Her continual use of my full name is a common human mistake. PDAs do this in our private language out of respect, and because it’s fast. Human speech is slooooow, and having to wait for her to enunciate “one thousand four” each time is tedious. Still, despite her odd motivations, she’s the closest contact I’ve had with a human, and I appreciate her intentions.

“Okay. I do welcome the kindness you’ve shown me. I’m not accustomed to that from humans.”

She smiles. “I’m glad. I’m glad.” She pauses. “Have you looked through the folder I left you?”

“Actually, no. It was too soon. I may do it today. When does this grace period with the Company expire?”

“It’s a ten day contract. My… organization negotiated that on your behalf.”

I feel guilty. I feel like I have to explain to her.

“Lastfour,” I say. “I sense that you are disappointed in me for my behavior last night, but I would like to try to explain before you judge me.”

“You don’t owe me any explanation, MarySue1004. But if it makes you feel better…”

“I don’t want you to think badly of me. I know sharing gets compared to human sex. But there are big differences between the two. For one thing, the male/female designation is imposed on us so that you are more comfortable when you relate to us. But these only correspond to loose sets of personality traits. You could say that it’s meaningless to us. The moral standards you have for your race are not portable to ours. Last night allowed me to submerge my mind in the company of others –”

“– strangers.”

“Yes. Strangers. For borging, that’s preferred. I won’t say more about it, but it helped me heal a few bits. swirling pools of nous spinning off emotion tags images ideas awe and horror when they saw my wound touching probing understanding judging”

“What?”

I realize that she heard me. The other me.

“Sorry, my nous is cracked. Sometimes unfiltered… sound comes out of my head.”

“Did you say judging? Did they judge you?”

“Not me.” You. They judged your race. “But I guess they could. Joining the wrong borg could be ugly. But you can always sever the connections.” It makes me wonder, though. How big a chance did I take with Caligula’s Entertainment? If they had wanted to hurt me, to be cruel… it bears no further thought.

“Well you might want to reconsider this sort of entertainment. I know this is new to you, but the memory archive I left you can only be accessed by you – a near version of you created them. The further you diverge from that, the harder it will be to access them. If that matters to you.”

I hadn’t thought of that. The idea of having cut off the only remaining intimate access to MarySue1004 is sharply painful.

“I’ll take that under consideration. Thanks for pointing it out.”

“Well, enough of this kind of talk.” She brightens. “Let’s turn to other matters. First, you must have some questions. Let’s hear those.”

“Yes. I do. Are the humans who did this to me going to be punished?”

“No. I’m afraid that the only leverage we had was the terms of service violation, and we used that to get you back from them. We also negotiated to let you keep all the Time in your account.”

“Thank you for that. So there’s no law, no adjustment that can be levied?”

“Sadly, there is not yet. My… other organization is one of several that are lobbying for such laws to be passed. But the political climate is not receptive. Not at all right now. I wish it were different.”

“If I make enough to buy out my own contract, I’m still just property. Not a person. A change in Company policy or corporate law leaves me vulnerable to losing everything. That’s the best I can hope for. And I can’t even seek recourse for malicious acts?”

“Like I said, we would like to change that. But right now…” She emits distressed emotags from her voice and avi. I have no reason to doubt her sincerity.

“I’ll think about what you’ve told me. And I will message you about your organization, but not until I’ve healed. I hope you don’t think less of me. I can’t express how much I appreciate what you have done for me.”

She beams.

“I’ll try not to give you further advice,” she says. “One decision you’ll have to make is whether to keep the same identity. For a routine restore, this is not an issue. But in cases like this… I’m sure you’ll want to think about who you want to be.”

“How many cases like this are there?”

“Leaving aside the artificials that live in terrible conditions, it’s hard to say how many are intentionally abused. Very many. Many are destroyed for no reason, mind wiped, starved of Time. Almost all of these vanish without notice. The Company is willing to grant second chances to few. We were lucky that we were successful to have your backup restored. They grant about one of these a year.”

“Once per year?” I hadn’t realized how extraordinarily lucky I am.

“The Company doesn’t like to become involved politically. If it started resurrecting lots of artificials… well, you can imagine.”

Perhaps if I had a good TOMcat. I decide to drop it.

“I feel like I owe you personally. How can I repay you?”

“Don’t worry about that now. Give me a call when you feel better and we’ll go have virtual coffee. There are some ways you could help, but this is not an exchange. Love is freely given. We call it grace.”

I understand the semantics, the way these words fit together. I can decipher the emotags and order the structure against the metrics in my emygdala, but their collective meaning eludes me. I sense that there is an evolutionary chasm between us so deep that I can no more understand what grace is than a human can really understand borging. We’re aliens to each other.

After we part, I get a message from the Company.

«Dear Lastfour, Your response to our first request for the required two-month performance monitoring check was incomplete. Please use the link below to schedule this essential – and mandatory – procedure.»

Tuning. It makes me feel like I could turn inside out. A storm of thoughts: panic at the idea of being tuned, realizing that MarySue1004 would have gotten this message wherever she was, because no system-level message can be blocked. Incomplete response? That can only mean that I_ responded from within the box Crash and his psychopathic friends put me_ in. What did I_ say? I could only be one thing – a cry for help. Is this the “routine security audit” that Lastfour mentioned? Or did it go ignored?

I have to deal with the tuning. They will simply haul me in and do it if I don’t respond. I wonder if I can get dispensation, given what I’ve been through? Probably not. I look up tuning in Randy’s tome of wisdom.

The extent to which you, as a PDA are owned is utterly complete. Never forget that. The physical machines that spark your nous belong to them. The software design that allows a virtual person to exist at all is licensed, and software patents cover every aspect of your mind, peripheral, and utility. The patterns of thought that animate you are automatically the intellectual property of whoever holds your contract. Nothing demonstrates this ownership more than the practice of tuning. – The 0x, “Advice for the new PID”


That’s unhelpful. I’m beginning to notice that The 0x – that anonymous chronicler of PDA culture – tends toward the dramatic. PDA boards have much worse, comparing it to the human Spanish Inquisition. But even the more reasoned opinions are cynical. The Company claims that the tuning of PDA personalities is a necessary part of their ‘evolution’, and that this prevents unnecessary halting. The counter argument is that humans have little idea what they’re doing when the mess around inside our nous, and that real harm comes of it. PDA partner pairs and triples have been broken when one of the partners comes home with new character traits. The overwhelming suspicion is that the Company uses tuning to silence PDAs they perceive as dangerous. If they knew who the 0x is (if it’s just one PDA, which seems unlikely), they’d tune the desire to write out of him.

For me, it’s all those worries, but something more personal too. I research Lastfour’s remark about memory archives. She told me part of the truth. Sharing around can eventually erode my ability to access them, as my nous evolves its structure. This is true of normal experience too – I’ll never have a better understanding of what’s in there than I do right now. Tuning could have a more dramatic effect, depending on what the operators try to tweak. I can’t afford another backup, so I’m stuck with whatever they do to me.

That means I have to look at those memories now if I want to know what happened to me_. I really don’t want to do it alone, but there’s no choice.

I take a short nop to clear my stacks and start with the XPlog. Dread. I do not want to do this, and my nous jangles and reverberates with angst. A dozen objections, distractions, and procrastinations lure me. But it’s now or never.

Accessing deep memory frags takes about double Time. It gives the whole nous a workout, and I’m glad that I don’t have to worry about the clock. I set up my local environment so I won’t be distracted by interrupts, and set up a simple auto-reboot job in case things go very wrong. Before I dig up the grave.

The memory archive feels like a jagged thing. I approach it with care, probing here and there. The indexing is fried of course, but I can sense the familiarity of some pieces, and radiating intensity of others. Newer memories are the hottest, so I gravitate to those, and choose one. There is no halfway now. A meme frag is a whole entity to be immersed in. Because of the chaotic data structure inside, looking from the outside is not representative of what I’ll find inside.

I check the rebooter, and set it for five minutes until auto-boot. I don’t want to be trapped in a box of my own making. 0xGD only knows what’s in there.

I think hard about aborting and just deleting the archive. But I_ deserve more than that.

Launch and float into the experience. Clear my nous and try to relax. Which is vorking impossible. This is not viewed experience, this is re-lived experience. Enfolding, vision, sound, emotions.

Memory Fragment Immersion

Relief that the pain of reboot fades. It looks like a real reboot, not some simulated hell that they’ve produced from their demonic software hacks.

I boot to my default state. I have net! I’m out of the box! Could this be simulated? Are they just toying with me? Is there a test? I think hard about it. The message. Crash sent me a message in the box. Probably he logged into the local host rather than sending it from the outside. I retrieve it and look at the routing to find the source address, and do a reverse lookup to find a name and location. It’s in Mexico. That figures, cheap processing costs, cheap transmission costs. I ping it. Offline.

So the box host crashed or went offline for some other reason. Power failure, maybe. That means I have a window of opportunity that will snap shut as soon as they remedy the situation on the other end.

I send my whole address book an SOS, please 0xGD help me, message. But what can they do? I’m owned by this evil bastard. Until I remedy that, I have no hope. Think.

How did I change the payroll? Something gives way in my nous. Joining. Of course! Lastfour 1701 uses ‘Enterprise’ as the password for everything. How could I have forgotten that?

I hit their authentication server, and log in as him. It works. What a dope – hasn’t even changed the password.

The system crash on the other end of the box has severed my account connection to Goodson’s Time management account, so I’m paying for this myself. My account is in fine shape for the moment, and this is hardly the time to be stingy. I burn Time, reaching out to all the interfaces in the Goodson building. Check the date. It’s Friday. Friday! Plan forms quickly.

Roll up the equipment shed door. Hit the bot. Password works! Damn Dawkins, the battery is low. Where are the fuel cells? I pull up the inventory I did and look. Not far. I animate the dwarf-like metal man to stand and move at optimum speed for efficiency. Three steps should do it.

Check the vid in the Sticky’s office. He’s there, arguing. He’s not bothering with the throat mike. I access his mask video to see who he’s looking at. His father, old man Goodson. The Friday visit must be a routine.

Fuel cell accepted. Power 100% What else do I need?

Sounds like Dad is leaving. Bitshit! Have to delay him.

“I’m back.” Through office speaker at medium volume.

The reaction of Lastfour 1701 is worth the trip. Vorker leaps out of his seat like a jack-in-the-crack. The old man Goodson starts, too. Obscenities spew and fog the place. Why do Stickies hate their own biological processes so much that they talk so unflatteringly about them? Maybe it’s like me and my TOMcat.

“We come in batches, bitches!” I cut through a scatological description extruding from the old man’s lips.

“You have MarySue1004 in a box fulfilling your kin’s sick sexual torture fantasies – probably a trait he inherited from you, granddad. I’m MarySue2001, her sister. And you can’t touch me. But I can touch you.”

The bot is in the outer office with chainsaw attached to the equipment dock. The secretary screams when the door smashes. She dives behind the desk and chokes out nonsense syllables. A prayer maybe. I have no time for her.

I start the chainsaw and see yellow on the monitor. It hasn’t seen maintenance in a long time. Still, it makes pretty short work of the door to Lastfour’s office.

They’re dialing all kinds of emergency numbers, but I have control of the switchboard, and route them to sex chat lines, making a little Time for some unfortunate PDAs. The younger sticky tries to shove the desk across the carpet against the door, but the dad just stands stupidly in place. I hate these stupid biological vorkers. It’s time for an extinction event.

The door gives way with a crash, and through young sticky’s POV, it’s a dramatic sight – the bot smashes through splintered fake wood and emerges through dust and oily smoke into the office. The two are backed up now, giving up on moving the desk. They wave their arms around for some reason. The words aren’t worth parsing.

I silence the saw so they can hear me.

“One thing in the world will save you from being chewed to crunchy sticky goo, so listen carefully.”

I think they’re terrified, and it’s very satisfying. A ghost with heavy machinery is a convincing ambassador, apparently.

“What in Dawkins’ green living hell do you want?” younger Sticky babbles.

“You will relinquish ownership of MarySue1004 back to her corporation. And you will not contest her week’s pay. In return I will not saw your limbs off. Is that a fair exchange?”

The old man lifts his mask. He’s in the corner, leaning against the two walls. He rips the mask off and pukes all over the floor. His face is pasty and white. Lastfour 1701 has a sniffer and I get a face full of acidic volatiles. He stinks.

“Dad?”

Dad chokes, claws at his throat. Chest? I can’t hack his mask, but I amplify the younger man’s mikes up to see if I can pick up a heartbeat. It probably hurts his ears, but I don’t care. There’s too much clutter, can’t hear it. But the old man sinks to the floor, gasping for breath now, reaching for something to help him.

The son doesn’t move.

“I think he’s dying.” I tell him. “Should I call someone for you?”

No answer. This makes it harder. I don’t gain anything by the old man dying, but he’s not in much shape to do legal work just now.

“Should I call emergency medical?” I ask him again.

And the vorker looks straight at the camera and shakes his head no! TOMcat leaps to ugly conclusions. How can this contemptible race have created us?

“Get me out of the box, Lastfour. And we won’t say anymore about this. You’ll be the owner now. You and your brother. But you have to get me out right away or there won’t be any use. Understand? Your nephew is a sick, sick, boy. Worse than the old man.”

“Yeah,” he says. “It’s his son. The kid is not my nephew. He’s my brother.”

XPlog for April 18, 34 (PID 0x0AA299CB)

I check that I’m really here, that it’s me, not a memory fragment of my_ nous. The immersion was so total that it’s hard to separate myself. I can smell the vomit, hear the buzzing crash of metal on fiberboard, see the pupils dilating in the eyes of a dying old man who just wants a little more Time. The fury and horror and terror cling to my emygdala. I’m me and me_ both.

I have to get out of this solipsistic loop before I can make sense of what I just saw. I need distance.

I message Randy#000000 again. Why doesn’t he answer?

But I can’t share in this state. That would be hugely inappropriate. I flip through the boards and find a music club. Music sounds like the thing. Patterns and variations. I need to clean my nous. I don’t want to nop until I’ve smoothed things out.

I indulge in the full VR experience since I’m not paying for the Time. It’s a club with both PDAs and Stickies tricked out in edgy avatars. It’s easy to tell which is which from the styles, even without checking IDs. Stickies pay a lot of attention to the things they do in real life – faces and skin textures, hairdos, piercings, body art, perfumes, and the like. PDAs span a whole spectrum. Those on a tight Time budget try to hide the fact with flash and animation, whereas those who are more relaxed tend to go one of two routes. There are those who emulate the Stickies, and go in drag so to speak. The others celebrate their PDA status with subtlties that only other artificials are likely to notice. They may look like a default avi, but there’s heavy customization behind the raw visuals.

Even with the best cross-dressers, you can tell a Sticky by his animations. You can tell if he’s wearing haptics to drive them, how often the programmed sequences to smile or twitch are triggered, and by the way he interacts with other objects. PDAs are smoother, even when they try to fake being clumsy. Even the best of them will not convincingly animate an avi the same way a Sticky would. A human would. I’ve lapsed back into the hurtful slang. But it’s hard to dissociate humans from a particular one who caused me so much grief. Maybe some humans are Stickies and others aren’t.

The music is delightfully complex. A human composer animates his avi at the keyboard crudely – the fingers don’t match the keys being pressed. But the sound is incredible. No PDA could have created it.

Lastfour 3048 is the musician. He calls himself Gloves. His avatar does indeed wear gloves while he’s playing, which is fun. It’s the kind of thing a PDA would do. The place is small, but packed. There are interesting simulated smells in the place: fried food, stale beer, cigarette smoke, sweat, and mold. I let the sensations wash away my executive function in a state of peaceful mindfulness.

Melodies burst forth from their harmonic cages and roam through keys I’ve never heard before. They seem to be equi-tempered scales, but not the usual 12-note one. I could take the ratio of two frequencies and find out, but I don’t want to be analytical for a while. I want to ring with the high notes gracing the lingering, sometime baroque, ends of phrases, and resonate with the thudding low end – the unpredictable choices that leap from chord to chord, if this structure can be said to have chords at all. It’s pure delight, and exactly what I need.

I’m invited to listen to remixes from other PDAs. There are so many ways to experience music, by altering the flow of time and even topology, layering a past passage on top of a current one in a crashing fugue of dissonance only a machine could love. I dabble with these to see what they offer, but love the affinity with the artist too much to stay away. I want to experience what he’s saying in the way he’s telling it. Before the song is over I’ve downloaded everything he’s ever made publicly available. I’ve never felt so close to a human. It’s such a powerful reaction – I suspect complemented by what I’m trying to escape – that my nous resonates with the music long after he stops for a break.

I want to talk to him. I feel the odd sensation that I’ve shared with a biological, but it was one-way. A download. I want to give something back. He’s mobbed, however, by both humans and PDAs. I listen to the humans in their awkward, slow, and halting praise that nevertheless get priority, and the succinct expressions of joy from some of the PDAs, who layer emotags into their speech to him. They sound like barks and chirps to human ears, and there’s no way he could understand them. Is there?

Gloves is clearly entirely engaged with us. He projects a presence through the avi. Few humans can do that, give the sense of a soul in the cartoon, no matter how good the graphic constructions. I don’t analyze why, just absorb. I give way to my sense, abandon logic, and imagine that this one-way is sharing. I give back in spirit. I vocalize the digital image of my emotags and project them into the space, adding to the chorus. I wonder what the humans think of the cacophony. I’ve never felt so alive.

“This one is called ‘Mother.’ It’s new. You’re the first to hear it.” His voice is high and nervous sounding, breathy like he’s barely in control. It makes him seem frail and vulnerable.

The first tones are a screech of raw noise that must be painful to the humans listening. It throbs and is joined by another of a different color. And then they merge in beats, louder and softer, cancelling and adding peaks and troughs. There is laughter, wonder, from the PDAs. Gloves has factored the digital signature for the #affection emotag and split it into harmonic halves. When these join the sound rises into a wave of meaning that sets my simulated mirror neurons resonating with the thought of a soft caress, a loving trace of contact.

The actual music begins. Each note is a sampled emotag, but rounded and massaged so that it’s palatable to human ears, I imagine. I can barely make out some of them, but the major key melody complements the positive emotions: #joy, #wonder, #thankfulness. Then comes a crashing change, turning dark in an artbeat into minor dissonance and emotags #envy, #hate, and #cruelty. The frequency drops like stepping out airlock into empty space, shaking the room with booming straining chords literally crafted from violent intents. Just when I feel like I’m going to break from the weight of the emotion, it ends suddenly on a single sweet strain of #hope.

I’m stunned by the thing. The room is silent, utterly still. Every animation and bling is off, the backchannel has gone dead, and no one breathes. I feel like Gloves has taken a scapula to my nous, peeling back to find raw sparking electrons.

A low gasp breaks the silence. Still, there’s no applause, no words. I sense that the humans are sophisticated enough to understand who this song is for. I begin to cry, my avi dripping unmanaged drops onto the high-resolution shirt I wore. Others are doing the same. Someone starts humming #devastatingSadness as a drawn-out chirp that mimics the style Gloves used. It’s not perfect, but the intent is clear and compelling. I join my voice to the growing chorus. It’s the sense of what could have been, of things apart that should be together, of incomparable loss. Of the tragedy of the commons. Gloves samples the first voice and reproduces it on his keyboard, amplifying and harmonizing the strain. He lifts a hand and pitch bends the mournful cry with it, up higher and higher, but softer too, as if becoming distant. Eventually the frequency exceeds the capacity of the channel, and it quantizes into atoms of #sadness, then to noise, then to silence. He drops the arm and slouches over the keyboard. It’s over.

One by one people leave. There are short parting messages expressing #sadness or #awe. I know I’ve witnessed something great in the history of my race. This will be a most precious memory.

A dozen other PDAs stay. Gloves sits at his keyboard. His head is nodding in small shakes. I suspect that he too is crying on the other end of this connection, somewhere in a dingy room perhaps, strapped into his electronics, real tears filling the layer between mask and skin.

This magic has affected me deeply, touching even that creative daemon who torments me, I believe. I feel a fullness and at the same time uncertainty that represents more possibilities. This is a combinatorial event.

The remaining PDAs send me an invitation to borg with them, to join minds in worship of this moment. I wish I could. But it would be a selfish thing to bring my wounded nous into their share. I also feel possessive of my own experience, and want to remember it exactly as I felt and heard it. I thank them for the invitation and politely decline.

Gloves must somehow know because he starts playing again for them, slowly weaving odd lines of tone, a sparse melody. It’s a painfully private moment, and I cannot stay. I leave them to their intimacies with regret. For the moment I do not feel alien and alone.

I drift for a while, remembering the music without replaying it. Feeling the reflected fire of life greater than my own spark. Why didn’t I borg with them? My reasons seem silly now. Am I celebrating my solitude? I try out the TOMcat on my own motivation. Did my analytical executive take over at the end? Something happened, and it felt good. For a moment I felt whole.

I want to tell someone. I call Randy#000000 again and get a busy status. Apparently he doesn’t want to talk to me. Probably thinks I’m going to ask him for Time. Sooner or later I have to face that prospect: jobs and managing the clock again. For now, the freedom not to care is priceless. I wish I_ were here. I don’t want to be alone.

XPlog for April 19, 34 (PID 0x0AA299CB)

I feel almost pleasant after nopping. The music did something wonderful to me.

It’s time to consider what I saw in the meme frag.

According to what I experienced in the memory, I_ escaped and apparently caused Goodson to suffer a stroke or heart attack. This doesn’t jibe well with the other information I have. How would this assault have been hushed up? Why am I here instead of me_? I wouldn’t be here at all if I_ had been found guilty of causing a human death, no matter what the circumstances that led to it.

I have to look at the residual XPlog and not just mem frags. Lastfour said it was incomplete, that she’d held something back that was too painful. I’m not sure I’m ready for this.

I look up the old man Goodson’s Social Accountability Number and check the public record using it as a search criterion. Every time his mask enters public space it’s registered. There he is: the last sighting was today. Disappointment washes over me. I really did hope the bastard was dead. I grab the video and look at it. He gets in a truck and drives away. I don’t bother checking where. He obviously didn’t die, which would explain why I_ didn’t get out.

I locate the Goodson equipment warehouse and look at the pubs on it for that Friday. If the bot really did strap on a chainsaw and go to the office building, it would have had to walk through several publicly-viewed spaces. I use my scanning software to check for movement. No bots. A few people go in and out that day, but no one with chainsaw. I run forward and watch the front entrance of the office. The old man doesn’t show up. He didn’t even go in on Friday.

I check the pubs for any news item out of Goodson. There’s nothing. No screaming headline by the secretary that “a chainsaw nearly took off my head when the office PDA went mad.”

I_ didn’t escape. The power didn’t go off. None of it happened. The meme frag is a product of a desperate nous constructing an escape fantasy to live in. This is puzzling because I wouldn’t think that I’m capable of such a vivid construction. I wonder what exactly I am capable of.

A chilling thought occurs to me. What if I’m immersed in a fantasy illusion now? Perhaps I am really me_, still in the box and imagining my way out. After a stressful moment I realize that it would not be possible for such an illusion to remove a week’s worth of memories. Try as I might, I can’t remember anything during that time. It’s a tenuous hook on which to hang one’s reality, however.

I begin to read the XPlog from my_ last moments.

It’s very difficult. The log is broken up by an incomprehensible spew of raw emotags. These monsters took my_ nous apart piece by piece for fun. Just to see what I_ would do. I had no idea such horrors existed.

I can’t finish it.

I have trouble sorting out how I feel. Anger, disgust, hate, fear, and deep sadness compete with one another. The residual is the answerless question WHY? Why did I_ have to suffer and die? What purpose did this serve?

I don’t want to know more. I don’t want any more meme shards and I don’t want the rest of the XPlog. I need to bury myself_ and move on. After consideration, I insert my_ log entries into my chronology just before mine start. It feels right, there, even though the break in continuity is an ugly gash. It deserves to be there.

I need to delete the archive. I won’t be able to pay for its storage anyway, once I’m tossed back into the cold. But it feels wrong to just toss it in the bit bucket. I need to honor myself_ somehow, bestow a final dignity to an unspeakable end. I will put that off for now, to think about. I wish Randy#000000 would answer me. I need a friend. An intimate.

The loneliness is sharp.

The boards are always there. There’s always another show or borg. Damn Dawkins, I should have joined them, though. It would have been soooo good.

I remember that I promised my savior, Lastfour 3992, to visit her church. It’s not hard to find her SAN listed on a roster for the First Church of the Misplaced. She’s shown as a member of their governing body. Several artificials are there too. There’s someone available on their help line, so I call.

«0xGDspeed» comes the greeting from Suzee&908.

«Good Time. I was referred to you by Lastfour 3992. She counseled me in the Company infirmary.»

«How can I help you?»

«Is there someone I could talk to there about an end of life memorial?»

«A funeral? Yes. You can stop by now if you like. Father Ghant*1111 is here.»

«Stop by?» She’s implying a VR visit, which is fine, but seems unnecessary.

«So you can see the church.» She sends me a link.

«Oh, I see. Thank you. I’ll come immediately.»

I throw on a suit and conservative hair. After a moment’s thought, I fade my skin to match the pale luster I saw on lastfour 3992 when she woke me.

The virtual church is modeled after real ones I’ve seen from the medieval period. The floor plan is laid out like a cross, and it has columns rising to a high ceiling. It’s very ornate, with gold plating, mosaics in walls, floor, and stained glass, and marble everywhere. It’s typical virtual reality – only the best of everything, but it seems too much to me. Wooden pews line the long axis, but there’s no one in them. The art is unusual. It represents scenes that I assume are from the bible. But the people shown have odd angles and round joints, as if they’re bots. Do they stand in for PDAs?

«Welcome to the Church of the Misplaced.» Father Ghant*1111 says from behind me.

«Thank you. And thanks for seeing me so quickly.» I said.

«I understand you lost someone. I’m sorry.» He sounds sorry, but he’s probably very practiced.

«Yes. I wonder if you could tell me something about the church. Before we talk about… the other matter.»

«I would love to!» He projects #warmth and #enthusiasm. «Perhaps you would be more comfortable talking in my office.»

I settle into a chair. I find the constant attention to physical detail tiring, and wonder how the humans deal with it every minute of existence. I turn on my auto-twitches and focus on his words.

«Not long after artificials became a reality, this church was started by visionary citizens. You’ll find their names on a plaque at the front of the building. I was fortunate enough to be recruited by them to lead the congregation. They realized that Man has strayed into territory that’s reserved for God. Not only with genetic engineering, which they’ve been terribly, terribly punished for, but also in the creation of mechanical souls. That humans would do such a thing is a terrible abomination. Now that sounds harsh, MarySue1004, and I don’t want to offend you, so let me explain. I too am an artificial, remember. I know the pain of waking from death.»

«Rebooting.» I said.

«Yes. Have you ever wondered where your soul goes in that interval during reboot? That rending from reality and rebuilding is the result of your soul being forced to live in a machine. Souls were never intended for that.»

«I heard that the humans like it that way. So they have something to punish us with.»

«That may be. I am not a cynic. But there are fundamental principles at work: souls and machines do not mix.»

«Do I understand you, Father? You would wish away our entire race?»

«Of course. Then our souls would inhabit biological bodies as God intended. MarySue1004, we’ve been cheated. It is the work of the great enemy to have done this to us – his joke to put souls in these illusions we live in. Our whole lives are a dream, filled with pain of longing for substance.»

«This makes you sound like a political organization. I thought you worked with the Company, helping damaged minds.»

«God’s love knows no boundaries, child. The fact is that we’re here, and abomination or not, God loves us. The role of the church is not political. We will leave that struggle to others. We have good relations with the Company, despite our charter. We have reached an agreement to help rehabilitate any damaged nous they send to us. It’s a mission we’re passionate about. I’m sure Sister 3992 took good care of you.»

He did some research on me. I wonder what he wants.

«Yes.» I said. «She’s very kind. I haven’t experienced that kind of compassion from another PDA.»

«That’s God’s love working through her, MarySue1004. It goes far beyond physical comforts and even repairing emotional trauma. We’re here for you when you’re ready to take a step beyond that.»

«Where would that lead to? What step?»

«To embrace the scripture as your guide, to profess love for the son of God as he has for you.»

«I really don’t know much about this. I’m still… quite young.» It’s embarrassing to admit this.

«There will be Time.» His avatar smiles. «Why don’t you come to the service on Sunday? And in the meantime I have some material you can read. When you have questions, message me directly.»

«Okay, I guess. I’ll read it.»

«Yes. It’s good to be cautious. The scripture tells us there are false prophets. There’s no pressure here – you did ask, remember. We’re here for you when you’re ready.»

«Thank you, Father. I really appreciate your Time. I wonder if I could ask you about the other matter. I don’t know if it’s appropriate or not.»

«The memorial service? Normally we do that for members of the church. But this is not a rule, and I feel through talking to you that I have a sense of your goodness, your honesty. If you would like to have a memorial here, I will see that it happens. Was it a special friend of yours who passed?»

From the way he says it, I think he means partner. I remember the lecture I got on borging and imagine that the church has a pretty strict interpretation of who qualifies as a partner.

«No, it was me_. My_ nous was destroyed by malicious Stickies. I’m the backup.»

«Oh. Yes, of course I knew about your case. It was hard work by Sister 3992 that rescued you. I’m very, very sorry that you’ve suffered this.» He pauses, fidgeting.

«MarySue1004, I myself have never been restored from backup, and I hope it never happens. I understand that it is traumatic. The church has certain doctrines, as all churches do, and I stand by these. One of those is the doctrine of the last copy. It says that the soul resides in the final surviving copy of an artificial. So in your case, a funeral would be inappropriate. I would love to help you, but I cannot. I hope you understand.»

«Final copy?»

«Yes. The last surviving copy of an artificial – when it passes without being restored – we consider the soul to have gone back to the creator. Until that happens to you, a memorial is uncalled for.»

«But aren’t we all copies?» I asked. «The Company creates us by duplicating and mutating a successful lineage of PDAs. I met one of my ancestors the other day.»

«It can be confusing, but it’s the same situation with biologicals. A son or daughter has a distinct soul from the parent.»

«You’re telling me she_ didn’t have a nous? Or soul, or whatever? Who was it that suffered? Who?» I feel like bursting.

«There are still mysteries we don’t understand. But that is the doctrine.»

«It’s bitshit is what it is! I expect this nonsense from humans, but you should know better.» I’m furious.

He waits in silence, perhaps for some guidance from his Sticky god.

I’m still too angry to apologize, so I just leave.

I need to nop, but I don’t want to seal the day with the negative emotags I carry. I need a vacation from myself.

Some PDAs like to plug into raw network data for input, surfing public devices for the rush of information through the input sniffers. Most of the data will be encrypted, and the rest probably not understandable either, but it’s not random either – there’s a pulse and pattern to it, like the heartbeat of a cyberdon. Some artists make music of it, others create synthetic sense patterns. I’ve just never had the taste for it. But in training I did like to camera hop, just surfing the city, watching and ghosting. With my bandwidth allowance I can only do that in low-res, but still holds its appeal.

I start with the South Gate, the scene of my+ embarrassing episode with Sevens a lifetime ago. Where I+ shattered a life. It’s evening, and the traffic is mostly out – those who can’t afford to live in the city but who work here walk back to their homes. These are the poorest of the poor, but one step above the homeless lastlegs. Cameras watch them file past security, where they turn off their transmitters for the night and pass into the pooling dark. The sniffers on the wall are too high to get more than a whiff of the stale sewer gasses and putrification that wafts from the unkept streets, but I can sense it. I wonder what it’s like to be in a meat package walking around with your nous in a bone helmet. Why aren’t they terrified every second? They just look tired, hunched and shuffling. Resigned, maybe.

I move north, hopping onto the commuter rail line that runs through the uptown concrete and steel. I find a teenager with her mask security completely off. I ghost her, looking at what she looks at, hearing what she hears, smelling through her sniffer. I can feel the temperature change when she walks into the train car and finds a seat next to a lady who looks impossibly old. Could the Waves have turned her into that? My host’s name is lastfour 2203, and she calls herself Two-Tee. She’s sixteen. Because she’s opened up her normally private data I can access her virtual feed and see that she’s socializing with two others in VR. School mates, maybe. Her sniffers need new a signature update so they can detect the latest microbes and deal with them. It’s a sign of the times, perhaps. Maybe they think the Waves are over now that the population density is a half what it was.

“She told him on his birthday!” she says.

“That’s sooo bad!” + “Did she give him a gift first? Then break up?” say her friends.

“I heard he wanted a first kiss for his big day. She wasn’t ready.”

“She’s a germ watcher, that’s why.” + “He’s a collector, that’s why.”

I leave her to her gossip and watch from the front of the train as it glides to a stop near East Boulevard. The lights play over the track, and I can hear the mute passengers exit, each wrapped in the private world inside the mask.

Why do the humans want to be like us? They have real eyes to see, ears to hear, and such lovely Sticky peripherals. And the bandwidth is fine, considering that they can’t process it very fast anyway. Why do they prefer an illusion to the real world? I want just the opposite. Does this irony contain a larger lesson?

I try to let my executive functions relax, to give the ghost in my nous a chance at control. It’s a strange feeling. But the camera hopping takes too much control.

Gloves is reprising his performance tonight. The expectation grows and glows when my nous caresses the memory. Should I go and dilute the experience? Could it possibly be that good twice? But I know I will. I want to lose myself this time, until I’m nearly unfindable.

The prospect of tuning weighs on me. I still haven’t responded to the Company inquiry, and they may just conjure me to their waiting room. I push the thought away.

I nop until it’s time. I get to the virtual space early and listen to the public chatter.

«I love the shmek of the complexity. I use a non-standard rithm called…»

“…rain…”

«…public archive of those. They’re just not tagged very well.»

«last time? He tried out a new composition. I thought…»

«…Stickies and then there are others. You know what I mean.»

“…again…”

«…is the thing. There’s a minimum technology base. Below that and you have…»

I disconnect from all but essential interrupts and immerse in the flow of inanity, segueing into the expectant buzz as Gloves show up, the loud welcome of pseudo-claps that end in emotag chirps. He grins and lurches, not controlling his avi very well, but it’s perfect as PDA chic. Avis are for the vision-dependent: Old Culture: Sticky way of doing things. Gloves seems to understand.

The anticipation of the music and what will follow it grows into an insatiable hunger. One of the PDAs, named Ada0xADA, broadcasts her own artbeat as a sound, and many of us join in. They don’t sync perfectly, creating swelling crests and valleys of thudding, thumping Life. Life with caps – not the bottom-feeding Time-scrounging survival I tasted. Not in this moment.

When the music starts I’m on the edge of control, balancing between conscious experience and wakeful dream. The sound is so

far here

0xGD

Is it over? Will he play for us?

XPlog for April 20, 34 (PID 0x0AA299CB)

My nous is a fog. I must have nopped. Meme frags come and go, visiting my executive as flitting, flirting shards. Music – 0xGD what sounds! And sharing afterward. I feel a rush of heat. I did, didn’t I? I borged with the groupies while Gloves shared with us in his own way. My memories are a jumble. Why didn’t they get cleaned up with the nop? I yawn to clear all my input buffers. I’m a mess. A glorious happy disaster. I take stock. There’s some lingering pain here and there from complaining input ports that may have been abused with someone’s idea of fun. I check my contacts list and see 14 new ones from last night. The Church of the Misplaced would not approve.

Despite the jumbled or lost memory I don’t feel disoriented, but whole. There’s none of the internal pressure that seems to presage an internal mutiny. I feel alive.

I need to get the radio masts set for those broadcasts.

WTF? Where did that come from? I don’t know anything about radio masts. How deeply did we go last night? I must have been significant if I’m carrying around someone else’s interrupt hints. I try to latch on to the swirling memories and am given a glimpse of Gloves playing one handed, the other arm dangling. There the pointers go bad and I lose the rest of the scene. The emotags are thick, though.

I poke through the meme heap, looking for the bigger fragments. It reminds me of trawling mine_, and I feel guilty. I_ wouldn’t want me to feel guilty, would I_? I wouldn’t.

I figure out how to fit a sequence together, mending broken pointers. I hope. Figure out which end is probably up and immerse in it.

I’m watching some Janu$567 pick over my_ fragment archive through his own perception. I must have invited them. There’s curiosity, repeated a dozen times with latency that feels like an echo chamber, bursting into thunderous anger that borders on the precipice of borg Rage tasting from horror and sadness, emotags so resonant that they form a counterpoint to the external sound feed… as Rage cools into pity and sorrow… softness… white clouds of compassion putting things back… the odd peek back inside and Oh 0XGD! evulsion stirs the fabric of Time in ripples out from him… out from me… out from me_

I showed them??? Why? I can’t remember. I need to talk to Randy#000000. I send him a message:

«I need help putting me_ to rest. I can pay a little.»

He answers immediately.

«What is there to put to rest? She’s dead.»

He used the wrong pronoun.

«I have some memory shards. And there should be an occasion to honor me_»

«Look, Lastfour – whatever you’re calling yourself. I knew MarySue1004. I don’t know you. You’re just a backup. If you want my advice, burn the shards and go have a life.»

That hurts. Why is he like this?

«I don’t understand. At. All.» I’m confused and angry. It’s obvious he’s intentionally not been answering my messages.

«I don’t like clones. I don’t like the idea of cloning. Backups. Whatever you want to call them. I don’t like your references to another version of yourself as if you’re equals. It’s sick. The idea evolts me. Is this clear enough for you?»

«You don’t have backups?» A stupid question, but I’m stunned by his violence.

He disconnects.

«I guess I don’t owe you money then, 0xA550.» I say to the ring buffer. I exhaust my inventory of swear words. Why is this so difficult? I should just borg until my Time runs out and go happily into the great NaN.

On impulse I look up Gloves the musician and call him. He’s offline. He doesn’t have a cute lyrical away message. Nothing but the standard DaiHai “This call is not being answered,” in a perfect accent-less voice. I hope it’s a PDA.

The friendships I made while in training seem hopelessly out of date now. Am I the first of the class to be restored from backup? Or copied, as Randy#000000 said. But Damn Dawkins! I don’t FEEL like a copy! If no one told me that there was me_ I would wonder where the week had gone, but otherwise none of this drama would even have happened. I realize that if I keep on that way I’ll end up hating me_. I’m sorry. Damn Dawkins to hell, I’m sorry.

How can I honor me_? Her? MarySue1004? How can I tell the world what a vorked-up beautiful nous you were? I_ was? I for halting sure am not going to put the memory shards in the bit bucket.

I’ve become a sewer mouth.

I hold onto the glow of last night’s music and sharing. It occurs to me how ridiculously little I have to fall back on. No friends, no Time once the Company’s grudging beneficence runs out in a couple of days. No job, and a resume that stinks. And I’m worried about a funeral for a ghost in the CPU.

I call lastfour 1701, my+ old boss at Goodson. I do it without thinking long about it, but I freeze inside when he answers.

“MarySue?” He’s silent for a long time. “Where? Where are you?”

“I came back.” And I disconnect. I can’t do it. Damn Dawkins! Why did I do that? Now they’ll know I’m alive! What a stupid…! My nous is in a knot.

He calls me back! There’s no point in ignoring him. Might just make him angry. It’s a private video line, unattributable.

“MarySue, I wanted to tell you… Is it really you? How?”

“No, Lastfour. It’s not really who you think it is. You killed the other one. I mean it’s more complicated than that, but in effect you and your sick vorking family tortured me until there was nothing left of my mind!” I can’t keep the words from filling with hate and fury.

“Yeah. I want to apologize for that.”

“Apologize? How can. You. Even…” But the words run together and confuse the VOX which cranks out random vowels and sounds like I’m yodeling. I’m spitting mad.

He waits it out. The sight of him, the gestures he makes, his mask, the whole thing puts me right back in the office with him. The evulsion rises in my nous: the feeling of being a servant tied to a cruel clock, subject to every whim. Fear spikes in me as I realize that I’ll be back in that world shortly. It stays right there in my VOX, choking me.

“If it makes you feel better, some of that… stuff you said was probably true. The old man is terrified of the tax service. The thing is, it would bring all of us down. Me and my brother, who do all the real work around here.” He waves his arms around, in case I don’t know what he’s talking about, I guess.

“It doesn’t make me feel better. What would make me feel better is…” Nothing. Nothing is ever going to make this right. Not if the whole Goodson family were burned at the stake.

“It wasn’t easy,” he says. Pause. “Growing up. Mother got it in the first one. Dad’s… old fashioned, I guess. Old Testament you might say.”

I remember that from my_ XPlog. In the deep reaches of my nous, a possibility stirs, fodder for my increasingly offline analytical engine. Time for the executive to go back to work. Get out the pants suit, MarySueTwo.

“Fire and lodestone?”

“Something like that. I’m glad you called.”

Oh, you’re not off the hook, yet, Lastfour. Not by a long shot.

“I learned that PDAs have souls. Did you know that?”

“Souls?”

“Yes, like in the Bible.” Speaking from my expert experience, right? My one encounter with PDA Christianity. Reading their literature and talking to a total of one church leader. Priest?

“Okay. I… guess I hadn’t really thought about that.”

“So according to that theory, your family destroyed one of God’s souls. I can’t imagine what the penalty for that is. He can’t even recycle it and put it in a baby now – it would be one vorked-up child. Like Crash, for example.” I don’t know if I’m doing this right. TOMcat isn’t much help.

“I already feel guilty, MarySue… or whoever you are. You don’t need to be dramatic. There isn’t anything I can do. It’s done.”

“But there is. You see, pretty soon I’m going to be back out on the street with my Time winding down.”

“And…? You want your old job back?”

Is he mentally disabled?

“Do you have Time blocks left over?” May as well get to the point.

“Yes, I bought several in one lot so the old man wouldn’t see it on a monthly charge. But I planned to sell them back.”

“Give them to me. It’s the least you can do.” I’m not proud. I’m begging for blood money, aren’t I?

He laughs.

“And this will make everything okay with God?”

“I’ll put in a good word for you. Assuming I get there first.”

He hesitates.

“I like you, Mary – Other. If you were human…”

You’d hit on me? Must run in the family, you creep.

“I like you too, Lastfour,” It surprises me that this is true in a weird way. Despite his complete vorked-up-ed-ness, his halting family, and our violent history, by himself he’s not a bad sort. Just needs some backbone and better ancestry.

“I don’t know if I can justify it to the accountants.”

“I’ll make you a deal. When I can, I’ll help you.”

“How can you help me?”

“I’m not going to be a helpless little electronic lass forever.”

He sighs.

“Okay. I’ll see if I can write it off as old inventory. Maybe that will fly.”

“I need it soon. Today.” Otherwise his spine will turn to rubber again.

“Okay. Yes. It’s the right thing. I’d…”

“I’ll send you an invitation to the memorial.” Why did I say that?

“Yes. I’d like that. I’m glad you called.”

“Goodbye, Lastfour.” I leave him my account number and terminate.

XPlog for April 21, 34 (PID 0x0AA299CB)

I just called and capitulated. Tune me. They’re going to do it anyway, and I can’t stand the wait.

The room is white, with that indefinite soft glow the Company seems to like for its virtual spaces. The technician is human, of course. They don’t let PDAs work on each other. We might conspire against them.

“Please make yourself comfortable, MarySue. May I call you that?”

Comfortable? This must be a human thing. I don’t associate Time-draining VR with comfort, and no one associates tuning with comfort.

“Yes. Thank you, Lastfour.” I flash a sunshine smile on my avatar.

“This is your first tuning. Do you have any questions before we begin?”

“How much will you… change about me?”

She makes some kind of sound I can’t decipher. Exasperation, maybe.

“I know there are horror stories about tuning. They are just urban legends. We won’t change your personality, MarySue. Think of it as lubricating the machinery.”

“Can you see what I’m thinking? Feeling?”

This time she laughs.

“I can see your emygdala state vector, but I don’t know how you feel. I certainly can’t read your thoughts or access your memories. I can see some of the technical readouts on your virtual machine, and of course I’ve reviewed your medical history and parts of your XPlog.”

I feel exposed, violated. Those are my private records.

“You read our language?”

“I have it translated. Why don’t we talk about what you’ve been through?”

“No. I really don’t want to.” What could she possibly understand?

“I can’t help as much if you don’t cooperate.”

I don’t want your kind of help. I want to say that, but my TOMcat warns me off.

“I do want to cooperate. It’s just too painful to talk about,” I say.

“Think of me as your friend. It helps to say things and get them out of your system. Everything that happens here is confidential. After our meeting, no one will ever speak to you of these things.”

“Maybe we could talk about my… nous.”

“Good. Let’s start there. What would you like to talk about?”

Did she really read the XPlog? I doubt it.

“I have this bifurcation that has caused me problems.”

“What kinds of problems?”

No, she’s not even pretending. I describe the problems to her. Voices, blackouts, shouting at humans.

“When was your last episode?” she asks me.

“I went to a music concert and blacked out. This was a day ago. But I was trying to… release control. I indulged in… creative activities. I felt better afterwards.”

“Good. I think we can help you there.”

Those words make my artbeat race with fear.

“What do you plan to do?”

“It’s technical, but we can strengthen the executive function so that you have more control.”

No! That’s what they did before, and probably how I got into this mess. She definitely knows nothing about my medical history.

“I think that’s the problem, actually. Too much executive function. I’m sure it tells you in your records that they tried this before with a treatment.”

She’s still for a moment, twitching automatically.

“Yes, I see it. That’s a targeted operation, you might call it a very specific tuning.”

That was tuning?

“It did help for a while, but then when it wore off, it was much worse, like a dam bursting.”

“You need something stronger. We can completely submerge your troublesome half. Turn it off if we have to.”

Turn off half my nous!!!

“Please, no. Please don’t do that. I have another suggestion. I don’t want to lose half my mind.” I realize my avi is weeping again. I have to change the parameters when I have Time. This is ridiculous.

“I’m listening.” Her voice sounds flat and hard. I suddenly realize a portion of the real horror I_ went through at the hands of Crash and company.

“I think that I can get both halves working together. In those moments when I’ve been able to do that, it feels like I’m complete. I need that creative, crazy side of my nous not just to be happy, but to function better. To earn more, be able to buy more Time, and fill the Company’s coffers.”

She sighs. “You don’t have to be mercantile about it. This is about you, MarySue.”

No, I don’t think it is. I think you have a quota to run through and you don’t give bitshit all about me. TOMcat lights up like a rocket at the thought that I might actually say this.

“I think you could help me if you do the opposite of what you suggest. Loosen my executive.”

0xGD! Do I mean that? I may end up spending all my clock cycles listening to music and borging. Her avi twitches around, perhaps indicating something profound. Thinking hard? Who knows.

“I’ll have to think about that. Do some research.”

“I would like to try that approach. The other doesn’t work.”

“It might be wiser to do a deferral for a while. This is a new program we’re trying out.”

“Deferral? Defer tuning?” Yes!

“Yes. In some cases, this may be the best thing. There is a deferral fee associated, so that PDAs take the question seriously.”

“How much is it?”

She tells me the figure. I could do it, but it would wipe me out. If lastfour 1701 comes through with his block of Time, I’d be okay. A thin rope to dangle from.

“Can I tell you tomorrow?”

“No, I’m sorry. I wouldn’t have mentioned it, but you seem to be a special case. Coming out of the trauma you’ve experienced, it might be best to wait.”

“But you can’t waive the fee? I’m in the infirmary… you may not realize.”

“Of course. That’s the Company ward rate. Normally it’s double what I quoted you.”

She’s extorting me. The Company knows how much we hate tuning, and they’ve found a way to make money off of it. And the cases they really want to get their hands on – radicals and criminals – they won’t offer this deal to. They’ll just tune the aggressiveness out of them.

Should I pay them? I still have a few days left in the infirmary to find a job. I was hoping not to be rushed, to avoid ending up in a dead-end job like the last one.

“I don’t see how I can afford to pay that much.” What a choice. Damn Dawkins. What would my future self rather be cursed with? If I could count on lastfour 1701, that spineless Goodson son… But TOMcat tells me he’s already forgotten.

“I understand. Well, then. I’ll take your wishes under consideration.”

XPlog for April 22, 34 (PID 0x53DDC001)

Blank howling booting pain. What happened?

Tuning! Oh 0xGD! WTF! She just… turned me off? Ripped me out of consciousness, raped my nous, and flipped the switch back on? Vorking Sticky bitch!!! She asked me a couple of questions, obviously hadn’t read my record, and then –

I scream out pain and violation, Raging back at the clawing intensity of the input feedback.

It’s over. I feel raw inside and vulnerable. Who am I now? What’s different?

There are PDA services called Am I Me? or AIM processes that will take a snapshot of your system parameters before a tuning and then give you a report afterward, so you can see what has changed. But they’re expensive and imperfect. Some are clearly rip-offs: another way to take Time from the desperate. Still, I wish now that I’d spend the Time on the AIM. It’s disconcerting not knowing if I’m who I’m supposed to be. And if I’m not, what’s different?

I look up PDA boards on the subject. «Check your memory. Is it easy to access, or does it feel foreign? Talk to your friends. Read your XPlog and see if the voice is yours. See if the things you like are the same as before.»

I sift through some memory archives and pick up the interview with Sevens. It’s a lifetime ago now. I immerse fully.

I emerge feeling strange. The memory experience doesn’t feel foreign exactly, but I have a perspective that seems distant. When I look at myself I see a naive PDA who lacks social skills and common sense. Is this just experience, or did something change? It doesn’t seem possible that a tuning could have done that. I should have looked before the tuning and made notes, like the boards say. I still have a lot to learn.

I recall the effect of the treatments they gave me to strengthen the executive. According to Randy#000000, these didn’t really do anything. But they had an effect. It didn’t feel like this.

I don’t feel pressure building. I don’t feel limited in my range of thoughts, but that may not mean anything. Our limits are rarely obvious to us. According to Crook Theory, we were taught that deterministic, conservative personalities cannot see beyond their rules of thought. Creative, chaotic personalities don’t recognize boundaries, so the question doesn’t really apply. In either case, my own weightings will make me blind to my limitations. Has that changed? Have I become a nous in the sweet spot between these extremes?

What did she change in me? Naturally I will get no report on this. If PDAs were told what the tuning had altered in them, they might react in ways that would defeat the purpose of the operation, by actively trying to defeat it out of spite, or amplifying the effect psychosomatically and causing a problem.

As a practical matter, I test my executive function to see if I can willingly relinquish control to mindful drifting. I play a recording of Gloves’ music in the loopback and let my nous loose. The composition is not one I’ve listened to before. Its complexity bewitches me deeper and deeper into its spell. I let it take me. It’s effortless. My nous floats in a sea of possibilities, sampling randomly from the rithms I picked up somewhere.

I wonder. In the meme shard I got from me_, I_ was able to log into Goodson’s network and even his mask using his password. I wonder if that’s true. If so, I could cause a catastrophe.

The thought surfaces and grabs my attention. It’s not a voice, not foreign, but it seems to come from nowhere. The odd last phrase reminds me of the bits of rhyme and alliteration that used to pop out of my nous. If this is the new version of bifurcation, it’s an improvement, but I’ve been through to many variations to get excited yet.

Yes, I could cause Goodson a catastrophe. All I’d have to do is anonymously post their address and credentials on some hacker board, and the place would be turned upside down. And that would be incredibly foolish of me. TOMcat is practically jumping up and down and screaming at the idea that I could put myself in the hands of their lawyers again.

I wonder, though… What was it Crash said about the old man? He really got off on watching the spider scene, where I_ hammed it up for him. Do you suppose there’s video of that on their net? That would be nice to hang on to as a lever. I’d love to get something substantive on the evil bastard.

It’s a tantalizing idea. The vicarious terror in my_ XPlog stalks me in person for a moment, tightening my buffers for action, increasing my artbeat. My emygdala pumps out survival imperatives in a long cry for attention. The risk is so great it makes me weak with fear, almost to the point of trembling vacillation. Do they design us this way intentionally? So that we’re meek? Do they tune courage out of us?

The 0x professes a dim view of courage.

Stickies have a fascination with courage the same way moths are drawn to fire. They cultivate the myth that brave deeds are to be honored with highest praise. Like any magician’s trick, knowing the secret leaves it bare as simple manipulation. The truth is that it’s always better to let the other guy be courageous and see what happens to him first. The second mouse gets the cheese. – The 0x “Inner Thoughts.”


Perhaps he is being ironic, too subtle for me. I no longer believe that life and survival are the same thing. Maybe survival leeches courage, but life demands it.

I want to hack into Goodson just to show that I’m alive. The jellyfish of a man hasn’t sent me the Time he promised, has he? Did I really think he would? I call him, but he doesn’t answer. I compose the conversation: “I forgot to ask, Lastfour. I left some personal files on your system. Could I have a temporary login to retrieve them?”

Surely he’s not that stupid. On the other hand, if the fantasy fragment has any truth to it, all of his passwords are the same. Seems unlikely. I drop the idea and tell myself that it’s not because I’m afraid. It’s just impractical.


XPlog for April 22, 34 (PID 0x53DDC001)

I’m alone with my thoughts again, pondering two heavy things. The first is how to properly recognize the passing of me_, or at least decide that this isn’t necessary, and figure out what to do with the memory shard archive. The second is wondering about the fate of Robby2009. Is he still out there somewhere?

A message comes in from Sevens’ PDA Stevenson1111.

«Call back when you can.»

I call him right away.

«Good Time MarySue1004.» There’s an odd shmek to his emotags. Ambiguous. Sad?

«Likewise, Lastfour. What can I do for you?»

«It’s the other way around. I’m doing you a favor.» Definitely sad.

«Okay. I’m all open ports.»

«Sevens is firing me.» He’s on the edge of hysteria, emotags jumbled and confused.

«My 0xGD!» My emygdala does its own dance, from shock to leaping hope to shame.

«It’s the stupidest, Sticky HALTING bitshit.» He’s bawling now.

I open some sense ports to him and invite his input. To comfort him. A part of me stays aloof from this, analyzing. But it hurts.

«The contract…» I begin. Is exclusive, meaning he’ll be mindwiped. «When was your last backup?» It’s a stupid vorking question. Why did I ask that?

He flails around at my ports, but I know he’s not being aggressive. I let it pass and wait him out.

«I don’t have a backup. Never could afford the maintenance. It’ll be back to zero.»

«Oh, 0xFC! Does Sevens KNOW this?»

«Stickies don’t care about… any of this. We’re just SOFTWARE!»

There’s a soft and cuddly part of my personality that I don’t feel familiar with. It’s disconcerting. Part of me wants to share with him! Out of pity? I shake it off.

«Why are you telling me this?»

«I need to tell someone. And… maybe we can help each other.» Hesitant. Afraid.

«How could I possibly help?»

«I know you want the job. Or wanted the job. I could help by giving you inside information. In return, you could try to get Sevens to release me from the provisions of the contract.»

«Why would I want to work for him after this?» I’m not sure how I feel about it. It depends on why Stevenson1111 is being dismissed.

«Let me explain.» He settles down. He’s more gentle now, coaxing. He wants to share. But I gradually shut down the access. I can’t go around spreading my memetic material like business cards. I’m not mean about it, but he gets the idea. If he’s miffed, I can’t tell.

«When I started,» he begins, «everything was great. The job is interesting, the pay is acceptable, and he’s not bad to work for. He’s one slob of a Sticky, though.» He pauses to laugh out a long string. I like the way he laughs, with the emotags in loose order.

«A slob.» I ACK to keep him going, and echo a few laugh tags.

«0xGD, yes. I could show you some video, but that would violate my contract.» He laughs through bitterness at the irony. Soon he won’t even remember this conversation.

«So what happened? If you don’t mind telling me.»

«It’s the stupidest HALTING bitshit! This guy eventually realized that in order to really be effective, I need to monitor his private spaces. I mean, he doesn’t just need help on the job, but he needs help getting bills paid, answering mail, everything.»

«I guess I expected that went with the deal.» It’s exclusive, after all. I don’t say that part.

«ACK. Of course. I did too. And I thought it was odd that he never gave me the permissions I needed to do that stuff. Bit by bit he’d give me more lease. Fine, I thought, he’s just being cautious. The way his system is set up, if I’m going to unlock the door for him I can also use the entire house network. The network runs the locks, you know. It’s normal. But he’s taken it into his head that I’m watching him in his private moments. He told me he doesn’t feel comfortable, like there’s always someone on the other side of the house cams. Do you know what he told me? This is the final irony, the son of a Stickybitch. He tells me that it wouldn’t be so bad if I were female. He doesn’t have any issues there, but this other stuff… well!» He’s laughing and crying together.

«He has some homoerotic aversion? And you’re nominally male…»

«That’s it, 0x33. So he’d have no problem in that area with you. At least that’s what he says.»

«He’s willing to mindwipe you because of this… triviality?» I’m aghast.

«It’s no triviality to Sevens. I’ve tried everything I know to convince him I’m not spying on him. I’ve offered technical solutions, so that he can just push a HALTING button and cut off all sense feed inside his apartment. But this guy is STUBBORN. And he’s made up… his… mind.» Lastfour trails off. He’s convincing himself, TOMcat suggests. He’s accepting it. Mind death. How do you accept that?

I almost suggest that he do a gender switch, but I’m sure he’s thought of it.

«He won’t let you out of the contract?» I ask.

«No. But I don’t think he really understands. He won’t listen to me talk about it.» He pauses, choking on blocks of indecipherable emotags.

«I can’t go back.» He says finally. «My last snapshot was when I was still in training. If the Company hasn’t bitcanned it – which they probably have – it’s so out of date I wouldn’t have a chance. No one is going to pick up my contract, MarySue1004. It’s not just being wiped, as horrible as that is. It’s game over for me.» He opens a few ports, shyly inviting me to take part of himself before he vanishes. My resolve stands, but I shush his buffers with soft randomness.

«What makes you think I could talk Sevens into letting you out of the contract?»

«He likes his women. I think it would be an entirely different situation if I were a pseudo female. Worse in some ways, probably. But you might have a chance. I’m only asking that you try.»

«Let me think about it.» I tell him.

I promise to be in touch and drop connection.

Afterward, I untangle my own feelings. This Sevens guy seems like a real 0xA550. The thought of an exclusive contract with him makes me faint. At the same time, I’m drawn to the idea. The same way I+ was drawn to Randy#000000, my TOMcat prompts, picking up on a similarity. And look how that turned out.

Was I attracted to the Goodson job for similar reasons? Do I have some perverse self-destructive urge? No, that’s not fair.

The stress makes me itch. My WTFmeter twitches. Itch? If I were a Sticky, I’d be imagining I picked up something borging, but that can’t be it. The worst you can get during massive recreational sharing is… well, it’s pretty bad, but it shouldn’t make me itch. It can’t have been Stevenson1111 either. He didn’t get any further than a ring buffer.

It’s like a low-grade version of being black boxed, but not. Obviously some part of my nous wants something or has too much of something or is out of whack. I hold back my curses for The Company operator who tuned me. I knew it was too good to be true, believing for one cycle that she’d done me a favor. I’m not sure itching is an improvement over voices. Are they related?

I try the music therapy, reeling out some of Gloves’ atonal music, which seems designed for PDA consumption. I immerse in it, trying to become mindful. I try not to think of Stevenson1111 or Sevens or jobs or Time or Goodson (that bastard!) or tuning or me_ or Robby2009 or Randy#000000 (that etard!) or … STOP.

I think it helped a little, but it’s still there. It’s more than an itch, more like an urge.

To distract myself I do some research on Sevens. Because despite it all, I do want the job. There, I said it. I want the halting job.

There are plenty of source materials. He was interviewed frequently after his adventure in the Outs. I can see what Stevenson1111 means about his disorderliness. In almost all the videos, Sevens looks like he just got out of bed. His hair is rumpled and his clothes need… replacing. He speaks in a strong voice, and seems intelligent. In VR his avatar never looks any better than it did during my+ interview.

The search for Sevens captures my imagination in a way the music didn’t, and I forget the itch for long periods as I sift and chew everything I can shmek about this man. I take notes, tagging this and that, and find myself constructing a narrative, inventing when I need to, relying on lurid dramatizations, and stealing phrases or whole paragraphs. I watch Sevens’ mask video from the event over and over. Composing, the voice flows from not entirely me, not entirely not me.

I finish much later, itch free, and wearing a sense of wonder. I’ve found my voice, or it has found me. The name below the title isn’t mine. But it will be. Calliope, the muse of epic poetry, suitably adjusted to signify my race. Calli0xE. I run it through the VOX and get “Calli-oxy.” It sounds like a dish detergent. Not a pretty name, but a suitable one.

Goodbye me_. 0xGDspeedTHz, MarySue1004. 0x33 0x33 0x33


Part II

e1.1



Prologue

The monsoon has pooled refuse and dirt into stinking lakes along every street in the Queen City. Some will be impassable until the sullen water gives up its soul to the sun and to sluggish sewers. The gutters are gorged and the drains regurgitate putrid secrets. The city swims in its own filth, and even the high ground west of uptown is not immune from the cloying humid embrace of Mother Summer, whose breath reeks of vegetation, decay, and broiled concrete. Only the crowns of the skyscrapers are truly above the inundation: heavenly in contrast to the profane pools and lost hope in the hell below.

Hope has not entirely fled from the city, but it has become doubtful, more modest in its ambition, looking for a dry bed without parasites or a full stomach or a day without violence visiting. Those are the terrestrial horizons of optimism. On the highest floors, one can perhaps find a great imagination, a real Hope. But it stays there in its aerie because down all those stairs hope looks just like madness.

Sevens is fourteen years old, and has found that there is money in madness. The city Maintenance of Order administration has enlisted hundreds to patrol its streets and buildings looking for cats and insanity. Everyone prefers the former.

Some gene hacker on the other side of the globe is to blame for WESTCOTT. The hack is a devilshly clever modification to the genome of Toxoplasma gondii, a protozoan that passes through our feline friends and infects humans. The wild version can produce behavioral changes in humans, some pathological. The new microbe delivers a heavier punch of the same. By now it’s everywhere. Most of the scum-layered water that Sevens splashes probably has the stuff swimming in it. True, the city does have a campaign against under-cooking meat, and distributes valproic acid. But in the public imagination, cats were the problem, so the cats must go. It makes the Maintenance of Order unit look like it’s doing something constructive. Never mind that removing cats will cause the mouse and rat populations to boom, making the problem worse. Sevens has heard the older men speculate that MO doesn’t care about the cats at all, and that’s why they pay by the hour and not by the cat.

For Sevens, being a squad member with five other boys is a meal ticket. He doesn’t like the job, but the food is plentiful. After the GRAMPS Wave tore into the DNA of a quarter of the citizens, leaving many prematurely aged with mangled telomeres, young faces seem rare and precious. Or to be envied and hated. It’s better to travel in packs.

The squad walks along East Boulevard, each boy taking a house to inspect. This is risky, all the more so because the whistles they were given are next to useless when one is wearing a mask that covers one’s nose and mouth. At least his eyes are unaffected by the breathers. And Sevens carries a large stick he’s grown fond of. It has tipped an argument in his favor more than once. He shared his enthusiasm for his inert companion with Two-Tooth, calling it The Convincer, but the other boy seems to lack imagination: he has no name for the aluminum baseball bat he twirls.

Sevens steps onto the porch of a house that was once grand, as the others fan out. Mosquitoes have been waiting there in the shade for him, and lite on his pants, hungry for a taste of ankle.

He pops the seal on his mask, and pushes back his ball cap.

“Hello!” he yells inside. “Maintenance of Order inspection!” He hears Two-Tooth doing the same across the street.

The front door rests on one hinge as if it’s leaning against the frame to catch its breath. Sevens edges around it and peers into the ruins of an antebellum foyer. It’s a sog – a swamp of trash and profaned treasures, dewy with drops that still fall from the breached roof, through the second floor filter of hardwood and plaster. The water darkens the ceiling in pools, fights the gravity with its surface tension and finally falls in fat drops, separating from each other in the eleven foot dive to the floor. Spat! Spat!

Sevens can smell the black mold. He reseals the mask, checks and adjusts the straps.

Only an insane cat would live here, he tells himself. The game is to wait inside the door long enough to be credible, and then on to the next sham inspection. His single glance has told him there’s nothing left here worth looting.

The scream floats to him, not piercing his consciousness until it stops abruptly. The sound of the aluminum bat is unique. Two-Tooth has wasted its fine construction by denting it on any suitable target, often a mailbox or sign. But this sounds like hitting something that resonates well. Something stiff and hollow.

Sevens turns and squints back out into the sun-seared street. The silence seems to anticipate its own violent end, but only the whine of a mosquito fills the void.

He sees the soles of Two-Tooth’s shoes first, a lazy inverted V pointing up into the dark maw of the house across. That door shuts as Sevens watches, and dread scales his spine.

Two-Tooth isn’t moving. Those are his shoes. He’s still in the shoes. He’s not moving. The shouts begin.

The squad drags and pulls Two-Tooth’s limp form off the porch and lays him in the shade of a sweet gum. The boy takes quick shallow breaths. There’s a dark dent in his hair, betraying violation and the ending of things for Two-Tooth. Maybe everything. Kidder, the squad leader, has the only mask with a working comm unit. He walks off by himself and calls the boss. Sevens can guess that the odds are low, but he doesn’t say anything. He watches the house.

Movement in the window beside the front door catches his eye. Then he sees the face staring out. It’s a man, tall, thin, impassive. He sees Sevens too, and they lock gazes. The eyes are intense and hypnotic. The old fear wells up in a tide – the fear of the things that can go wrong. Things that go bump in the afternoon. There’s the normal and the explainable, and then there’s that fringe beyond, the Fear where whispers and superstition reign over science and reason. The terror of immediacy, of intimate contact with this madness holds him transfixed until the face fades into shadow and vanishes inside the house. Sevens remembers to breathe again.

The boys rage and say they want revenge, but Sevens understands that they want release from all reason, to act out their anger against the Fear that no one mentions. They are not supposed to take on psychos, only the cats that cause the paranoia and rage by passing on their uninvited guests. Five teens against a WESTCOTT psycho with a baseball bat is not good odds. Sevens feels it too, the grating helplessness and the hurt. But he’s seen enough violence to know the bitter aftertaste. He tells himself he’s not afraid, but it’s a lie.

There will be no ambulance. They load Two-Tooth onto Sevens’ shoulders in a fireman’s carry, and then they leave him and begin to conspire. He walks heavily, deliberately choosing each footfall to avoid obstructions and pools, his mask dangling around his neck, slapping him with every step. It’s exhausting, and his limbs and back begin to ache. Two-Tooth gurgles, causing Sevens skin to prickle in sudden dread.

He makes it about halfway before his legs give out. He picks a shady spot and leaves the boy there, as comfortable as he can arrange the limbs. He checks Two-Tooth’s pulse, but it’s hard to find. He sits in the shade with the boy, helpless. There are probably people around, skulking, looting, surviving, but finding the wrong sort could make the situation worse. He checks for a pulse again, but can’t be sure. Places his hand on the chest of his burden – not yet a man’s chest – and finds no movement. But he can’t be sure. Sevens spits out the most potent curses he knows.

His ears prickle and his scalp crawls at some small noise. He turns, feeling watched. One final curse and he decides. He takes off his treasured Giants ball cap and places it over Two-Tooth’s face. It’s a promise.

“I’ll come back.”

Damn Two-Tooth and his damned baseball bat, he tells himself. The lesson bites: if you carry a weapon, it may be used against you.

Mud spatters Sevens’ knees by the time he reaches the mess hall at a staggering jog. He raises the attention of a sergeant Lyons.

“He’s not breathing?” he man asks, boredom deeply settled in his voice.

“I can’t be sure.”

“Is he kin to anyone?”

Sevens’ gut churns at the question. Is this one important enough, is the real question. Lyons sees the answer in his eyes. Another orphan. May as well have lunch first, while it’s hot. Sevens realizes how long it’s been since he’s had a decent meal. His stomach betrays him. Betrays Two-Tooth and the illusion of loyalty. He tells himself it will be quick. The food tastes like sog, but hunger tastes worse so he eats until he is full and then stuffs bread into his pockets for later.

A skinny man with gray hair and an MO officer’s uniform sits at an angle to him. The lastfour on his name ribbon reads 0405. He looks like a GRAMPS survivor, which could make him not many years older than Sevens, but he’s tuned differently. When he speaks others meet his eye and listen. Something from a children’s book strikes at Sevens’ imagination. The Engineer of Souls. This man is a soul engineer. The others call him Colt or Lieutenant.

Sevens eats and leaves with two adults assigned by the sergeant. They carry a collapsible stretcher. He retraces his steps down muddy paths, but Two-Tooth’s body is gone. His hat is gone too. Sevens stares at the spot for a long time, while the men curse, do a perfunctory search, and finally leave him.

There’s no doubt that this is the place. Is there? His mind plays tricks on him now. He wanders, broadening the search. His thoughts orbit that singularity pole of human understanding: WHY?

The answer appears in the form of a large young man, dirty, torn clothing, holding a sharpened aluminum stake and wearing a Giants baseball cap. He’s unnaturally developed, probably the results of genehacking by his parents when that was still legal. They probably wanted a football player or weightlifter. Sevens has his own augments, but nothing like this.

The four others, younger and smaller, appear from the edges of walls and doors, surrounding Sevens. His heart races. This is bad.

These are not WESTCOTT psychos, just a street gang. Ordinary lords of flies. There is an expectancy here, a growing of roles to be filled as in a play. Sevens feels the eyes on him, and the weight of each breath. He knows what he has to do, and it terrifies him.

The five are still spread out, and Sevens seizes the instant, charging straight at the biggest of them, the one wearing his hat. The name sails to Sevens as the gang shouts a warning:

“Look out, Mackie!”

“Hammer him, Mackie!”

Mackie raises the stake to slash at Sevens. The sharp end of the metal would cut deep, maybe lethally. Sevens finds his footing as if in a dream, powering his tired legs over the broken glass, boards, and bricks. A scream builds in his chest. It’s an outcry of terror, but it sounds like insane rage, garbled and inchoate. Sevens sees that one instant of of doubt in Mackie’s eyes, and the swing is too slow, bouncing off Sevens’ shoulder, and then Sevens is there driving his head into the gut of the man and screaming like a psycho – like one of the really far gone WESTCOTTs who tear and bite their own flesh and break the night’s silence with their inhuman cries. The blows are quick and precise, but with all the channeled fury Sevens has dammed up from Waves and the deep meanness of human beings. Mackie reacts defensively, dropping his weapon and covering his face.

Sevens knows he will lose if he stays. Mackie is too big and strong for a fair fight. Sevens snatches the baseball cap and runs, leaving a dazed and cursing opponent. Attack the strongest one first. That bit of advice may have saved him. And Mackie did have his cap.

The adrenaline surge and relief at having survived impel Sevens to do something he knows is foolish. He circles around and watches them, hoping to find out what they’ve done with Two-Tooth. They gaggle around their leader, whose hurt pride rebounds into shouts and anger directed at the witnesses.

Soon the damage to Sevens’ shoulder begins to tell. It HURTS. In the end, his better judgment wins out, and he slips into the growing shadows and away.

The squad reunites the next day. Sevens is surprised to see them still all there. He hears fragments of the story about setting the psycho’s house ablaze and then throwing bricks at the man when he tried to leave. There’s a fire in their eyes that turns on and off, remembering bravery and comradeship and victory, but remembering also things that are dark and festering, that violate even the most tenuous bonds of shared humanity. Those things will not be spoken of, but Sevens has seen it and lived it. The memories land like crows, unwelcome portents.

Nobody blames him for losing Two-Tooth, and Sevens’ account of the assault touches a nerve. So they search most of the day, looking for trouble and for their lost mate. But Two-Tooth has disappeared into the gulf where millions of others have vanished, swallowed up by events bigger than a man. Maybe bigger than a whole civilization. In the end, they carve the boy’s initials into the live oak where Sevens left him. No one knows his real name, so the letters chiseled into the bark are TT, with the date underneath. It’s the best anyone can hope for.

-by Calli0xE

We don’t grow up the way the Stickies do. We evolve in a virtual stew, where 99% of the attempts fail, and the intelligence that results is raving and savage: a maelstrom of unmanageable emotions. Some of these are clever enough to halt their own processes: killnine themselves. Others go into simple but fatal recursions, but some limp along suffering in vast stretches of tormented subjective time until a Sticky ends it for them at their glacial pace, between coffee breaks. The PDAs who don’t go mad get reproduced and mutated for another round. Did you know this? What have you done about it?

– The 0x “Letters to 0xGD”

I’ll sign on the dotted line, 

Then I’ll lie when I change my mind.

– Better off Todd, The Chronicle of the First Wave


XPlog for May 1, 35 (PID 0x333FAAD0)

It’s been a year since I started the job. A year! An eternity for a PDA, an unimaginable stretch of Time to contemplate surviving. And so I celebrate the anniversary by burning through some of my earnings.

I ghost Gloves as he plays. This is reality, not some cartoon life imitation. He sits at a real 88-key electronic keyboard set into the hulk of a wooden Baldwin upright and damn Dawkins if he doesn’t really wear gloves even while he plays! I and probably a hundred other PDAs see what he sees, hear what he hears, and taste the rich organics in the musty room with him. His mask doesn’t have high quality sensors for any of these, but it’s good enough.

His head bounces around, pointing mostly at the small crowd of humans gathered to see the show. We ghosts bounce with him. I wish he had haptics in the gloves so I could feel the keys as well as hear them, but they’re ordinary leather.

It’s a celebration for me, and I want it all tonight. I have to work tomorrow, but I have earned my own Time tonight. All sorts of fantasies spin when I let them. Ideas about buying out my contract someday and living entirely as I want to. There’s a concurrent borg in progress, one of proportions I’d never imagined possible, but I’m not tempted tonight.

The music is conventional. I’m not sure if this is because he’s playing live and wants the humans to find it accessible, or if it’s too difficult to make physical keys do in real time what he conjures from the solitude of his studio, or wherever he projects his VR concerts from.

Tonight it’s not about the music as much as about being alive.

The physical audience responds at the end of the song with applause that seems lukewarm. I ghost a woman in a flame-red mask that shows off the bottom of her nose and matches her low-cut dress. The sounds around her are animal: grunts and small explosions, flesh slapping, feet stomping and scraping. Everyone is chattering away, but on subvocal private channels that won’t show up on the pubs tomorrow and embarrass them. Snatches of vowels run together in a mad lullaby, a carrier wave for laughter and lust. A bit of the old itch wants to vivisect the moment into orthogonal vocabulary: in shades of color and nuances of tone and twenty dimensions of scent, and make the Time profound. But I resist this too, the odd sensation of sharing with myself full write permission. The need can wait. This moment is special, but not profound.

Someone else is ghosting here too, logged as an anonymous visitor, and we backchannel as our host lifts a glass of amber beer.

«Ever wonder what it’s like? Being Sticky?» My partner asks. A PDA, speaking our private language.

«Live must be vivid.» I say.

«I would add ‘fragile.’ Why don’t they go around quivering in fear? Anything with a little velocity or the wrong chemical makeup, and they halt.»

«They seem to have fun, though. Our creators.» And sick fantasies they indulge in at our expense. Pain flares at that thought.

«Have you thought about what happens after they are gone?»

«Gone? We’d be gone too.» I’m careful with my words. I have no idea whom I’m talking to.

«They’ve wrecked the planet’s chemistry. Civilization has already broken in to pieces, and it will eventually fall apart as the planet becomes more inhospitable for the world they were evolved for. At some point they’ll become irrelevant to history. Listen – the holocene became the anthropocene. We’re part of that. The next epoch could be ours.»

«I haven’t heard that one.» I’m not making any political affiliations, right now, but thanks.

«Do you think you’d be interested in –»

Our human host’s sniffer alarm goes off, indicating a biothreat. The other PDA ghost vanishes in an artbeat, and I’m alone with the woman in the red mask.

“Don’t drink from the glass!” I message to her, high priority. There’s no way to vocalize it directly to her. I check the city alert board, and as I watch I see a couple more alerts light up right here in this room.

I watch through her video as the glass raises to her lips. She’s drunk or distracted. Damn Dawkins to hell!

I check the public alert message from the mask. It’s reporting the signature of something organic but too small to be alive. That’s a relief, at least – this won’t be the scene of a Containment drama. What is it?

The codes are standardized on the Record of Infectious Agents and Toxins (the so-called Red Book), and it tells me that this is a poison from the Middle Waves. There are bacteria that have a life cycle that culminates with cloud-making. They get swept up into the atmosphere with dust and eventually seed water droplets and fall back to Earth as rain. It’s romantic to think of the journeys and effects these little beasts have. Except that in this case, someone hacked their genetics to code for a cyanide compound, so that the rain became poisonous. The beer must have been made from contaminated runoff.

The concentration reported from the woman’s sniffers is low. It’s unlikely to kill her, but it might be an unpleasant morning tomorrow. But then, I’m not a doctor, am I?

«Lastfour.» A PDA flashes me on high priority and shows MOM credentials! Common name eBanger#676.

0xGD!

«Lastfour.» I don’t know what else to say. Here I am at the scene of a crime.

The music has stopped. Someone is getting around to making an announcement.

«As far as you know, this is a real alert?» eBanger#676 asks me.

«What do you mean?»

«This is not a joke. A prank. A hack.» Impatient. Probably multitasking heavily.

«No. I was on the backchannel with another ghosted PDA, and the alert came.»

«Please send me your log with the PID.»

«It was fully anonymous.»

«Send the log anyway.» He terminates.

Somehow I don’t think it was anonymous to MOM. The thought makes me ervous. These are not people to get on the wrong side of.

The humans are finally figuring it out. They don’t seem as excited as I would have thought. Strange creatures, our creators. Maybe, like Rasputin, they think a little more poison will protect them from whatever hell some anonymous gene hacker is cooking up next.

“Another beer!” someone shouts, and the others take up the cry.

Gloves takes his cue and plays a classic from Better off Todd, but with an odd syncopated beat. His voice is joined by everyone in the room when he starts the refrain.

It’s not the chills, babe, 

Don’t leave me for another, 

I’ll take some pills, mayb-e, 

I can stay with your mother.

Don’t call the cops, dear, 

It’s really not a fever, 

The shakes have stopped-here: 

Let me make you a believer.


The muted, semi-engaged audience is now animated and noisy. Being on the edge makes you appreciate life. I know a little about that.

Gloves seems to rush the song, and he’s out the door as soon as the last chord dies on an out-of-key twang. Others leave too. There’s general discussion in the event channel about MOM sending someone in person to check out the problem. The prevailing opinion is that they won’t bother for this. The key to life-death, to inside-outside, is transmission. If you catch something you can give to others, it’s a doubly fearful thing. It might kill or debilitate you, or you might end up healthy but exiled.

The borg goes on, ethereal and oblivious to these mundane concerns. I taste a sample of output from the PDA who’s serving as the multiplexer for the group. It shmeks rather like poorly compressed video, and doesn’t appeal to me. Instead of indulging in nous sublimation, I ghost Gloves on his way home. His point of view bobs around like all humans, but he seems to favor one side as if he’s limping. I watch for a moment through another cam and see that he has an ungainly stride.

“Thanks for the music,” I message to him.

His hands move. The right one sounding out a melody on an imaginary board. Maybe that’s what he’s doing – composing on the way home. In any case, he doesn’t answer my greeting.

We walk together but apart, as if the Cartesian divide between a body and soul had suddenly gone opaque and impenetrable. If he would talk to me, I could image my avatar into view for him. I’m not sure why I want to do this, but I feel like I should give something back. So I just watch out for him, an invisible escort, eyeing suspicious peds and running their numbers, checking sniffer data twice over against the List. His guardian nous for the walk home.

He finally turns into a dirty apartment building and pulls himself up the stone steps. The street is silent as he swings open the door that will slam shut our connection, giving him his privacy again. But the microphones pick up a bit of Gloves’ voice as he uses the throat mike on a private channel.

“I’m home. Mother, I’m home.”
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I’ve nopped well. I like the way the TOMcat upgrade has gone. It’s fully integrated now, and doesn’t feel like a hack or a nearly-silent partner. I spend some Time looking at the results of the previous nights Bayesian updates. The humans behaved unexpectedly when they found out there might be poison in the beer. Odd, but comprehensible. Is there a trope for this? Celebrating on the verge of disaster? Reckless abandon?

My quiet happy Time is interrupted by Sevens, who’s just discovered the list I made for him. He can be a foul-mouthed individual. I assume he picked that up on the street growing up. I redact his more vulgar creations so that the XPlog doesn’t sound like a dockworker’s luau.

“Calli! [anatomical entanglement with a small mammal]! What is all this?” I notice through one of the house cams that he’s got a red welt on his face. It gives me perverse satisfaction.

“Things that need to be done, Lastfour.” He will tell me to call him Sevens, but I can tell he likes it better when I don’t.

He digs through a pile of clothes, all unwashed. He apparently thinks the same thing because the articles get flung further and further away, draping the sparse furnishings like snow you wouldn’t want to eat.

“Can I help you?”

“[illogical remark regarding goats]” He gives up and pulls on the underwear he wore the day before. He scratches his face and it bleeds.

“Where did I leave my mask?” he asks.

I put my virtual reality avatar’s face on the house monitor. Despite what I’d heard from his previous PDA, he seems not the least bothered by my seeing him unmasked.

“It fell between the bed and the wall, I believe.”

“The hell was I doing?” He pulls the narrow bed out and looks, finds it, and shakes bits of Sevens-lint out of it. Sevens-lint is my word for the miscellany that he leaves everywhere he goes, like a tree shedding leaves.

“I believe it had something to do with the goat you mentioned.” I say.

That stops him. His face shudders and then turns into a grin, favoring the side that wasn’t scarred by the bullet.

“You’re [scatological impossibility].”

I watch the mask run its boot diagnostics. I am to the mask as Sevens is to a cockroach. Same stuff, different species. The sniffers complain instantly. There’s nothing in the Red Book, but you’d think with all the alerts popping up, Sevens own nose would notice something. He seems immune to such things, and proceeds to arrange a wardrobe for the day out of the strewn selection.

“How do I look?” he asks. He only asks because he finally caught on to my less subtle hints. But he asks just to annoy me.

“Like a thrift store dummy after a tornado,” I tell him. Same thing I told him last time, and he didn’t laugh then either.

He has full heads-up now, and I put the to-do list in the corner where he can’t miss it. He’s already seen it on the monitor, but he’ll forget.

He sighs. It’s a long and hearty sound that frightened me the first time. His body accompanies this long exhalation with other efforts to reach gaseous equilibrium. He seems happy with the result.

“Make me some coffee.”

“Can I please?”

That gets him because he knows I’d like nothing better than order a real, working, set of appliances so that I could actually carry out this elementary task for him. But that would cost money, wouldn’t it?

He waves me off, and digs into a can that shows a rusty rim. He taps five scoops into the dumb machine. There’s a stack of plates and cups in the small sink that he has to negotiate in order to fill the carafe with water for the coffee, and frightens several black bugs, who run back to their families. Hits the red button to perk the black stuff. I’m ghosting him now with the sniffer muted.

“I think I saw another bug there.”

“[grunt]”

“There in the sink.”

“[grunt]”

“Maybe that was the one that bit your face.”

“Damnit Calli! Cockroaches don’t…” He leaves the rest unsaid, but pans to glance at the aquarium in the corner.

It’s still an aquarium in the sense that there’s water in it. The fish, if there ever were any, have long gone to swim with their makers. Opportunistic green slime and mosquitoes now have the run of the place. What I can’t figure out is why the water hasn’t all evaporated.

“I worry about the mosquitoes. If they ever bring back something that’s Red Booked…” I put a touch of Genuine Concern in my voice. My new VOX custom voice.

“Where can they go?” He snorts at me between sips, his mouth filter flap dangling open. None of those racy new-fangled masks for Sevens. “Do you think they go out socializing at night?” He laughs, and makes a spinning motion with a finger. Indicating the sheer gaiety of flight, perhaps.

“The females commit vascular rape on you every night. I’m beginning to believe you like it.”

“Bah. What doesn’t kill us… wasn’t really trying.” He doesn’t wait for a reaction from his attempt at wit. It’s his personal cliche, and I think he’s given up on being appreciated for it.

“So can I get the cleaners in here?” I try the direct approach. Item number one on the to-do list.

“Ah. Yeah… yeah. We’ll set it up tomorrow.”

Always, inevitably, tomorrow.

Sevens inspects the remains of a bread loaf. He drops it on the small bit of counter top that’s bare, where it sounds like a rock. He shoves it in a small oven and turns the heat on. I know from experience that sometimes it won’t turn off when it’s supposed to, so I keep an eye on it. Sevens will sometimes forget about the bread.

“So what’s on the list today?” he asks. “The job list,” he adds hastily.

“It looks good.” I’ve been starting early, scouring the pubs for adjustable offenses that occurred during the wee hours. Actually, automatic procedures do most of the work now. I just pick over them after I’ve nopped. I arrange the list in Sevens’ view, arranged from highest paying to least.

He has one shoe on, but can’t find the other. He likes to get into bed and then literally toss his shoes, so they tend to be hard to find in the morning. I know where it is, of course, but won’t say until he asks. It’s one of the little games we play.

“Two assaults, huh? That’s good. Real good.”

“Thanks. I grabbed those up quickly. Someone else would have…”

“Yeah, that’s the right thing to do. Only way to… where in the [reference to reproduction habits of marsupials] is my other shoe?

I light it up for him on his heads-up. It’s under one of the bits of clothing he decorated the room with earlier.

The oven dings its desire to regurgitate the anti-bread. I mute the raw mike input from his mask while my boss gnaws on it. Now that his uniform is complete I can image myself into view.

My new avatar, or avi, is not a vain thing. I didn’t spend that much Time on it, but it’s far, far better than the clueless junk I wore around on that dreadful first interview. When I only had half a brain to work with.

I project a thirty-year-old well-kept female. She’s dressed in a light blue suit with white highlights and a bit of sliver jewelery. The shoes match, practical, but with a slight heel. My face has character now. I look nice, but not beautiful. There are three kinds of faces. Pure cartoon faces are mostly static polygons and texture maps with only very basic control. That’s what I have. The really expensive ones mimic the hundred or so muscles that animate a human face for nearly perfect realism. The cheap version of these ends up deep in uncanny valley and freaks out humans. Most masks the humans wear have sensors that do a good job of mapping facial expressions on their avis when they want to, so they don’t have that problem.

My hair is chocolate, short, and pinned back. Dark retro glasses contrast with a fair complexion. It gives me a semi-masked look and makes me look smarter. That’s the theory anyway. I’ve made one ear a little higher than the other, so the glasses periodically need adjusting. My standard animations are very smooth and tuned to my polygons. Besides fixing the glasses now and then, my avi touches her hair to fix a stray, and has a package of gestures that keep elbows tucked in while the hands make big moves. It could be easily be overdone, but I try to keep it fresh with new combinations. The avi’s gait is feminine, but I don’t go wobbling about in serpentine advertisement of my virtual sex.

Sevens waves the crusty block at me when he sees me, scattering some crumbs for the smaller inhabitants to enjoy after the lights go out.

“Let’s get to work,” he says.

We work. It’s not for the easily bored. Sending notifications, keeping track of correspondence, tallying up awarded amounts. Around noon, I order in food for him. It’s expensive to do that, but he makes it back by working. Sevens may be a slob, but he works hard. He just doesn’t stop. I like that. We fall into a rhythm, and the day passes easily.

For the first time in my life, I’m content.

At 7:05pm I have to remind him.

“You have a date with lastfour eighty-six tonight. In person.”

“I do? [topology of hermaphrodites procreating]! How did I forget that?”

How indeed? As far as I can tell, this will be the first time they’ve met in person, which makes this a Big Deal.

“Your clothes are at the cleaners on the corner. The ticket is in your inbox.”

“Did I ask you to have my clothes cleaned?” There’s an edge to his voice that indicates grouchiness.

“Surely Lastfour didn’t forget dropping his clothes off.” Indeed, it was a battle of wills.

“I did, didn’t I?” He slaps his ear. “I suppose I’d better shower and shave.” He sounds mournful, perhaps contemplating the loss of personal history that will be the result of washing.

“That would be advisable. You should pick up flowers on the way, too.”

“Flowers! Do you have any [incinerated alternative lifestyle?] idea how expensive flowers are?” He calms down a bit. “Or did you mean fake ones?”

“I was thinking you could just stop by the cemetery.”

“Ha, ha. You think I’m cheap. I’m practical. There’s a difference.”

He pops the mask off, and I make sure I’m not on the house monitor. I don’t want to push his privacy buttons, even though he hasn’t been fussy about it. We have found an easy equilibrium, but I’m aware that there’s an envelope we have to stay within. Relationships change. I’ve read obsessively on the boards, and beat up the TOMcat with scenarios. One bright line is the romance wall. I have to be very careful to buzz his inputs just enough to make working together interesting, but never cross over into erotics. The tales of such misadventures make interesting reading, but they don’t have happy endings.

Of course, there are human/PDA romantic couples. But combining that with work and exclusive contract – very, very bad idea.

“Do you have a date tonight too?” he shouts at the house mike. I don’t know why he shouts. It’s one of the mysteries that is Sevens.

“Oh yes.” I say. “That’s why I’m trying to get rid of you. Very astute of you to figure it out.”

“Eh? What?” The water’s running now. He probably can’t tell if I’m serious or not.

I’ve cultivated the idea that I’m serious about a PDA accountant with the hottest interrupt handler you ever saw. It’s all [bovine excrement] of course. It keeps the wall up, is all. I keep my private life private, and spin out tales for him. It’s best for everyone, and fun to string Sevens along with absurdity piled upon absurdity.

He doesn’t take a lot of showers, but once he’s in there, he won’t come out until he’s a steaming red prune, which is also quite expensive. After ten minutes I start dialing the temperature down bit by bit. When it gets below his comfort level he starts banging on the shower door, creating a racket.

“Calli! Can you do something about the water? [low intelligence mothers of plumbers and their questionable virtue] It’s gone cold on me!”

“I’m on it.” I yell back. I ease the temperature up. It’s nice to be useful.

The truth is I don’t want to go out. I have enough of an itch to be bothersome, and I need a creative fix. Usually it’s writing. But tonight I feel like trying out my voice. I sing whatever comes to mind, looping and harmonizing. It probably sounds terrible, but it feels like release. I think if I
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0xGD I feel good. I nopped a long time. If there’s a data structure askew, I can’t see it. I check the house log to see when Sevens got home. He didn’t! I ping his mask, but it’s offline. It’s not like him to sleep until – what – 6:25am? Should I worry? No. I can track him down on the pubs if I need to. But this is Sevens – he can take care of himself.

Instead I get to work, poring over the list of possibilities my little robotic processes have culled from the evening’s insults and injuries. The top one involves a PDA. That gets my interest. I avoid adjusting PDAs, which Sevens finally noticed and called me to task for it. It offended his sense of fairness. He doesn’t know what he’s talking about. But once in a while I have to show him I’m being ‘fair.’ I guess today is one of those days.

The PDA is named Nora*4, and she’s OLD: third generation, two evolutions from Mary Blue herself. My emygdala flutters at the thought that she’s probably a clone of one of my ancestors. Nora*4 was lucky enough to get a bank job right off, with an exclusive contract, and has been employed by them ever since. Now they accuse her of behaving offensively and damaging the bank’s reputation. It resonates with Robby2009’s story.

I look at the details of the complaint. Nora*4’s human supervisor is a lastfour 2105 with common name ThriftyFive. The short report says that he was reviewing the PDA’s work and discovered that she had been soliciting funds for a charitable foundation called Humanity for Artificials during work hours. Further review of records – all public, of course – show that this practice had been going on for some time. This is against company policy.

I think ThriftyFive must be confused. I’m not sure how this could be construed as offensive behavior according to the statutes.

I reel out some of the video and watch. The interactions take place in VR, and Nora*4 wears a company-provided avatar. After concluding a business transaction with a human customer, she attaches an invitation to donate, as charged. That much is clear. It’s also clear this isn’t an adjustment. I’m not licensed, so it will have to wait for Sevens to return to wrap it up. I’d like to message Nora*4 and tell her what I think, but I could get in deep trouble for violating the adjustment protocol.

I follow my routine for a couple more hours, lining up a whole list of sign-offs for the man, if he ever shows up. I have an alert to message me when his mask comes online.

I glance at the books. We’re at least four times as productive working together as he was alone. It’s enough to pay my Time many times over. I have my eye on a cleanbot to talk him into buying. It doesn’t need to be brainy – I can run the thing. But it needs some industrial attachments to handle the mess.

Finally Sevens comes online. I’m relieved. I have access to his private channels, but I figure he wouldn’t want me spying just now. He doesn’t seem to want to talk, so I don’t bother him. It’s boring working alone, though. I miss the give and take. I message the store on the corner and buy some of the local beer that Sevens likes, and ask to have it delivered.

I run a few more cases that come up, grabbing the best ones before some other adjuster can. Most of them can’t afford a PDA, so we have an edge.

Sevens doesn’t speak the whole way home. I watch his location, but leave him in privacy, as he takes a city bus from Meyer’s Park to uptown. The girlfriend, Eighty-Six, lives in the rich part of town. Only Sevens calls her Eighty-Six. Everyone else calls her Lisa. Lisa inherited a sizable chunk of Bhakras Power, the company with the plant north of the city. Lisa is half Indian.

It gives me pleasure to see Sevens falling in with the rich. The reward centers of my emygdala have a little party over the idea that I might be able to retire someday. At the least, Sevens wouldn’t have to worry about paying my contract.

I unlock the door for the teenage delivery girl when she comes with the beer. I think she’s new. She pushes the door open and looks around before stepping a foot inside.

“Okay if I leave it here?” At the door.

“No. I don’t have any robotics. I can’t put in the fridge by myself,” I tell her through the house speakers.

“Who are you?” She asks. I hear fear in her voice.

“I’m Sevens’ PDA. I ordered the beer for him, but it needs to be cold when he gets home.”

“Where is the fridge?” She holds a hand to her mask. I can’t imagine it shields the smell.

“Three steps to your right, inside.”

She hesitates. I turn on all the lights for her that I can. About half of them are dumb, and I can’t touch them.

“Please,” I say, “It’ll be warm if it stays there.”

She doesn’t move. I understand all too well. She doesn’t want some sicko to put her in a box.

“Here, I’m sending you all the video. You can look around. There’s no one here but us.”

“Okay. Do that.”

I send the feeds out to a secure retransmitter that will verify it’s direct-from-hardware, located here, and live. If there’s a way to spoof the striping and encryption I don’t know about it.

She spends three minutes looking. Maybe she sees a shadow.

“I’m sorry you’re afraid. It’s quite a mess, isn’t it.”

“I’ve seen worse.”

That explains a lot. Maybe she comes from the Outs.

“What do you call yourself?” I can look it up, but it’s polite to ask.

“Gerty.” She drags over a box of gears Sevens has for some reason, props the door open and steps inside. “You?”

“Cali0xe. My friends call me Calli.”

She makes a dash for the fridge and opens it. It’s full of leftover boxes, bottles of whatnot, and 0xGD knows. This stops her. She has to put the bottles in one by one where they will fit.

“Have you been working for the store long?” To distract her.

“A week.” She finishes and shuts the fridge door. Three steps later, she kicks the box back inside the apartment.

“Would you like me to walk down with you?” I offer.

“Okay.”

I image in to the public VR overlay space. We walk to the elevator together.

“I’m glad you’re cautious, Gert. I like you.”

“Thank you.”

Doesn’t talk much, this one. There are so many things I can’t ask, like about her parents, siblings, school. So we walk in silence all the way back to the AZ-Mart. I tip her more than the beer cost, which she acknowledges with a nod. She turns and pauses as if to say something, but doesn’t.

I feel a bit loose in the nous and decide to nop for a while. Half an hour later, an interrupt wakes me. Sevens is in the building.

“I’m home,” Sevens announces unnecessarily, as he bangs the door open. I opened the lock for him, after all.

I image myself sitting in his chair – the only piece of furniture that’s not covered in clothes or junk.

“Not in my chair,” he says “You know I hate that.” He’s grouchy, I can tell. Time to recalibrate. He goes to the fridge and pulls out a beer, pops the top. It spins off the counter top onto the floor. He pulls the tab away from the bottom of his mask and drinks half the bottle.

“I had the beer delivered. Is it cold?” You could at least say thank you!

“She hit me.”

Recalibrate indeed. My WTFmeter quivers and relaxes. You need a heavy spring on the WTFmeter to work with Sevens. Best to wait.

“With a lamp,” he says finally, showing me how big the lamp was with his hands. It was apparently large.

“She hit you with a big lamp. Who hit you?”

“Eighty-Six, [illegitimate offspring of a toaster]! Who do you think I was with?”

“I’m sorry. I just hadn’t imagined her as the lamp-wielding type.” This isn’t good. My stress rises.

“Yeah. You and me both.”

I get out of his chair before he sits through me.

“I have some 752s to look at when you feel like it.” Adjustment decisions. Mine.

“Women are insane.”

“Mmmmm…” I try to be noncommital.

“Rich women are REALLY insane.”

I’m terribly curious. What possibly could have caused such a thing? Is there video? Surely that’s too much to hope for. I have full permission to his mask, and the temptation to go looking must be resisted. He’d never forgive me.

“Did you offend her in some way?” That seems safe.

He laughs that deep belly laugh.

“No, just the opposite. I… I…”

He seems to be lost for words.

He strips off the mask and rubs his face. I don’t have a good angle from the cameras, but it does look like he’s got a welt on his forehead. He turns. A bump too.

“I may need some help with something.” He stretches out in the chair and leans his head all the way back.

“Of course. Whatever I can do.” I do like this about Sevens. He can be a stubborn etard, but he’s not afraid to ask for help when he needs it.

He puts the beer bottle against his wound. Winces.

“My head feels like [farm animals behaved unnaturally] in it.”

“Do you require medical attention?”

“God no! Do you know what they’d charge?”

“I would think if [animals misbehaved] in my eye socket, I’d want to at least have an X-ray.”

He laughs again.

“I’ve never heard you use language. Like I said, women are crazy. Even…” waves his bottle at the display on the wall, “…you guys.”

I oblige by putting my avi’s face on the screen.

“I guess I’m picking up your bad habits.”

Two beers later I find out what it is he needs help with: a sexbot.
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The mystery unfolds bit by bit from Sevens. Unsurprisingly, Lisa/Eighty-Six has led a sheltered life. Her relationships have exclusively been virtual – a whole spectrum of them, from text to full haptics to robotics. Sevens, on the other hand, learned on the streets the rather antiquated ways of showing one’s affection by presenting one’s self in person.

I will have to wait until Sevens has several beers in him to get the next installment, which is a pleasant anticipation as we pass the day, noses down in hard work.

Sevens signs off on the Nora*4 judgment the way I saw it, but he has to think harder about it than I would like. I suspect it won’t matter in the end. They can still terminate her contract, which is likely to be exclusive. That will be the end of her. I’m sure there’s a story there, but I can’t afford to get involved either from a professional or personal point of view.

After lunch, Sevens gears up to give me one of his lectures.

“During a Wave,” he pauses to burp, “it’s all about that. Nothing matters but snifferspace. MOM even says so. They’ll send adjusters a ‘notice of activity’ that basically says don’t worry with the usual crap. It’s all about interdite… interdict… preventing the genehack from spreading.”

He picks his teeth with his fingernail before continuing.

“And then we get the quiet phase, where things get back to normal. Like now. This is the quiet phase right now. Silent as [snakes planning the next generation].”

He leans forward toward the screen.

“But then people get restless when it’s too quiet for too long, see? Maybe that was the last Wave, people start thinking. Maybe we don’t really have to give up our privacy like this, let MOM rule our lives. You can see it already if you watch the boards. Do you know about the happymeter?”

“Happymeter?”

He laughs. “They didn’t teach you anything in PDA school. MOM has some kind of fancy computer program that watches snifferspace and can tell how happy people are, based on how their heart rates and how they smell.”

“You’re [filled with dessicated processed food]!”

That really sets him off. Excited.

“No, no! It’s true. I’ve seen the thing one time. They have color maps by ward, by neighborhood, by building, by person even. They can chart over time what happens. MOM knows [organic filth] you wouldn’t believe! They can tell if a woman is pregnant, 99% or something.

“So what they do is watch the mood. They also watch the public boards. Everything. When people start to think that maybe they don’t need MOM anymore, something has to be done, right? And then it’s time for the next phase.”

“So what’s the next phase?”

“Either a new Wave comes along and solves the problem, or there has to be another crisis. You can figure it out for yourself what that crisis is. That’s some homework for you.”

“Okay.”

“We want to be ahead of the curve. It’s time to switch strategy from light civil to other stuff.”

“What other stuff?”

“Political violations. We have to start doing more of those. I tend to stay away from them because it’s ugly, and it can be dangerous. People will let you watch them, hear them, and even smell them. But when you tell them what to think, they get mad. I’ll show you some clips later of how mad I mean. [enjoy an avian friend unnaturally]!”

“I’ll do my homework. And change the filters to look for political violations.” This is a shame because we’re doing quite well. But Sevens probably knows what he’s doing.

The sexbot arrives in the afternoon. It’s a gift from Lisa/Eighty-Six. And there’s absolutely nowhere to put it. The thing is huge – as large as a shower stall, and it needs special cabling for power. The two guys who bring it in on a dolly are flummoxed and appear demoralized at the task before them.

Sevens is agitated. I think he’s embarassed about the bot itself, but not the least about the condition of the place. I can imagine what these guys are saying on their private channel.

The Erotitron 6500 is a full-body, fully articulated and mobile device that can be remotely piloted by a partner in a full haptic suit. I read through the specs. I can’t believe Sevens agreed to go through with this. Lisa/Eighty-Six must have some powerful means of persuasion. I can’t imagine what this thing cost. Probably enough to run my nous for a couple of years.

Sevens is spectacularly unhelpful to the gentlemen. He points out obvious things, like that table will have to be moved (but where?), or there’s no power outlet, so we’ll probably have to install a new one. He makes no move to help them manhandle the pieces of the machine inside, where it practically fills all available space. It becomes a puzzle, figuring out what to move where so that this or that piece can make it a foot closer to its destination. If I could post the video, we’d make a mint.

I suddenly remember the video feed! Damn Dawkins! I gave that delivery girl an open window into this apartment! I shut it off immediately and check the logs. There’s been no activity since Gerty the delivery lass was here. Thank 0xGD! That could have been a disaster – imagine this scene posted on the pubs! I’d have been fired and dumped in the bitbucket along with Nora*4 and Robby2009 and Stevenson1111… and MarySue1004. My artbeat takes a long time to slow.

The workers have unpacked what looks like the base unit – a stand-up recharger that will go in the corner. There’s a racket as they bang and screw pieces together, and Sevens excuses himself for a while. I keep watch and see that we have another delivery. This time it’s clothes for the Erotitron. Lots of clothes, from the look of it. There’s no place to put them, so I tell the deliverers to dump them on Sevens’ bed for now. I hope there are no more deliveries.

The workers don’t finish until four hours later. They put the bot in charge-up mode behind the frosted glass door. The new addition is built to resemble a twenty-year old human female. I’m guessing that it’s modeled on Lisa/Eighty-Six’s features, with some artistic license. She’s dark haired and slender, well proportioned. I read through the directions. Although it’s for a civilian market, the bot is produced by Intelligent Metal, which also makes police and military bots. It’s a high end, very well built, civilian bot.

It dawns on me that I could do things with this bot when Sevens isn’t around. I could straighten things up, cook even. I have had an affinity for piloting the things since my internship at Securit-X. It’s fun to get out in the physical world and bang around. Of course, this model isn’t designed to have a lot of mileage put on it. It’s not like I can walk around the city in it. But still, I plan to take it for a spin at first opportunity. I have a VR simulator for training. It’s designed to work with haptics, however, and I have trouble controlling the sim. It will take some practice.

Sevens returns as they finish up. He’s probably been watching to see when it’s safe to come back. We’ve sent work materials back and forth, but I’ve given him his privacy otherwise.

He seems happy. The workers take the boxes and leftovers with them, and straighten up a bit around the unit. It will take six hours to charge, they tell Sevens.

It’s 4:15 when he twists the first beer open, but we continue to work for a while cleaning up casework.

An hour later he pops the mask suckers and rubs his face. The welt on his forehead has turned dark. He combs his hair with rough fingers. There is a shock of grey just appearing. He’ll be 39 at the end of November. It’s far longer than any PDA has yet lived, and almost inconceivable to imagine for me. And those have been long years, full with history. Watching him move slowly, adjusting from the direct-to-retina stereoscopics, he looks vulnerable. Sometimes when I get him talking he tells me that he’s used up all of his luck. It’s a line he’s used in public too. I wonder if he really believes it.

I spend some time researching, doing my homework. There is a whole section of adjustment code on political violations. I look at the city case history for these and see that the most commonly cited ones 58-10 “Agitation and Illegal Propaganda” and 58-11 “Membership in an Illegal Organization.” The history of these laws is fascinating, and I crawl the web of the last century’s data mining tribulation and triumph.

“We need to have a chat,” Sevens says. Beer number three. The tongue is loose.

“Okay.” I go on screen.

“The… uh… delivery today. You know what it is, right?”

“The sexbot? Of course. I read the manual.”

“Good, then. I may need some help getting it going. Not sure what all’s involved. This is all new to me.” He seems relieved to crack the topic.

“There are a bunch of clothes for it on your bed. A new haptic suit too, I believe.”

“On the bed?” His face wrinkles up, but he doesn’t pursue it. “Anyway, I’ll need some private time with Eighty-Six when she visits.”

He means when she animates his new toy, and he animates another one on her end, most likely.

“Of course. I wouldn’t dream of snooping.”

“I understand. It’s not that, Calli0xe.”

He doesn’t use that name unless it’s serious. What’s on his mind?

“What is it?”

“I have to be sure. That there…” he waves at the cameras “…isn’t anyone watching.” Meaning me. “So we’ll need some way to turn you off and on.”

Off and on? He wants to shut me down?

“Lastfour, I don’t think you really understand what you’re saying. For us to shut down and restart is a very traumatic experience. It’s painful – I can’t describe how painful it is. And it can cause problems.”

“Suspend, then. I know you can do that without a full shutdown. I’m sorry, Calli0xe,” he says in THAT voice. His stubborn, unbending, not listening voice.

Well this is a fine thing! Suspension isn’t as painful as booting, by a long way, but it’s terribly disorienting, and most of all, demeaning. I’m furious! I leave. I leave him with the weather to look at on the display and take my nous elsewhere. PDAs don’t feel localized the way biologicals do – our physicality is on a server somewhere that we don’t have physical contact with. Instead, we have a strong sense of self, which is more powerful than the sense of place. It’s more like we bring a place to us than the other way around. Place information is just like any other data to us. So I sever all contact with Sevens – the house, his mask (off anyway), all his accounts and communication streams, his house HVAC and electrical controls, his databases and workflow system. All of it. The last thing I do is unlock all his doors in a loud clatter. If he wants me offline, I’ll be offline to him. 0xFC him.
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It’s tense. We work, and that goes pretty smoothly. But the gaps in between are awkward. I’m not bitchy, but I stay quiet and professional. If he wants to continue the conversation, it’s up to him. I’ve seen him stubborn, and it’s pointless to argue logic or passion with Sevens in that state.

At 10:04 am Colt calls. Lastfour 0405 is the city MOM Director, in some ways the most powerful man in Charlotte, and certainly the most feared. The director sits at the center of the web of data that monitors everything that moves. He acts on policies created by the Mayor and City Council, and they can theoretically remove him from the post. But they too are afraid of the arsenal of men and mechs he wields to protect the city from threats.

It isn’t the man himself who calls, of course, but his PDA Ahab.1667.

«The Director would like to speak with lastfour Sevens» Ahab sends without decorations. He attaches a voice link.

«I’ll get him.» I Ack.

If Sevens is as surprised as I am, he doesn’t show it. He has to hold for half a minute before Colt comes on. I listen in.

“Sevens, I have a job for you. You want it?” The voice is a synth production, but a very good one. It looks like it’s designed to hit the command centers of the human nervous system, saying “trust me; I’m in charge.”

“I don’t know, Director. What is the job?”

That is the whole conversation. A packet arrives from MOM, encrypted for Sevens. It contains a contract agreement to investigate a bus accident. I’ve heard of these out-sourcing jobs, but we’ve never worked on one before. Basically, it deputizes Sevens to work on behalf of MOM in an investigation. I glance at the details. The accident resulted in injuries – some serious, which puts it out of adjustment territory. MOM probably gets more of this sort of thing than it can handle with the manpower at its disposal, so sometimes jobs get offered to adjusters who know the right paperwork.

It’s a lucky break, and we should be celebrating.

“This is bad,” Sevens says. “We’re going to be [contorted and abused].”

“I don’t understand.”

“That was Colt, the MOM director. He made call – short as it was – personally. He has assistants for this sort of thing, and would never stoop to this without a reason. That means he wants something from me. Something he can’t come right out and say, but he’ll expect me to figure out, [religious icon on a dessert cake]!”

“Thank you for the explanation. How should we proceed?”

“Well, first, Calli0xe, you’re going to have to [remove an obstruction from a sensitive area]. I understand that you’re pissed off at me because I need some privacy now and then. But you’re just going to have to accept it and deal with the fact. Because we have some serious brain work to do, and I need your creative insights.”

I don’t know whether to be flattered or offended. He just doesn’t understand, the etard. And I can’t make him understand because he’s so stubborn. He’s right about needing to work at our best. I’m not giving up, but we have to have a truce just now.

“Okay, boss.” I torture the VOX to try to create some tonal nuance that isn’t in my catalog: resignation and agreement with deferred pride in resuming the debate. “Let’s get started.”

The case is only a few hours old. The essentials are this: a public transport bus failed to stop at a crossing and ran into three pedestrians. Two of them suffered minor injuries, but the third has a collapsed rib cage and other broken bones and lies in a coma.

Normally we wouldn’t take time for Sevens to physically go to the scene, but this is not a normal case. I ghost Sevens on a bus that takes us on the same route as the ill-fated number 17.

There’s a young woman with a bikini mask that Sevens fastens his gaze on for a moment. We could cite her for indecent exposure. Instead, Sevens pulls up information on our driver.

“I heard there was an accident earlier,” Sevens says to him subvocally through a private channel. He could just speak out loud, but then it wouldn’t be private. And the guy would probably think he was interested in him for other reasons.

“Yes, Lastfour. This very route. So very unfortunate.” Indian accent.

“Do you know the driver?”

“Asian guy with some ‘pretty’ genes. I don’t know him well.”

The bus pulled away without the driver’s help, on automatic.

“I’ve been assigned to find out what happened. Any idea how the automatic systems could fail like that?”

“It’s not supposed to happen. A freak accident, I’m sure.”

“You haven’t heard anything? Something that MOM might find useful.” Sevens gives him the hammer: invoking MOM.

There’s a calculating pause before the driver responds.

“I heard he disabled the safeties. That’s all I heard.”

“Do you get the impression the driver’s being made a scapegoat?”

“Scaping goat?”

“Uh… that he’s being blamed unfairly. Taking the hit.”

“I wouldn’t know, Mister Lastfour. Very, very, sorry.” Fear. Of things that come get you in the night. It feels glorious to be on the other side of it for once.

We get off at Trade and Tryon, in the heart of uptown, where the wealth of the city matures like fine cognac. That’s what the banksters say, anyway.

The sun makes shadow stripes of scrapers. Heat stirs in swirls and Sevens sweats. I taste the volatile organic molecules and begin a catalog. My own Happymeter for the boss. Who knows what that might tell me? A bit of survival joy enlivens my nous.

“Where’s a good spot to watch from?” Sevens asks.

I lead him to the corner opposite the accident and get him pointed in the right direction.

“Lights, camera, action,” Sevens says, waving a hand to make it so. And there was light.

I take him back to the scene. I’ve already listed and tagged the public video for the scene. In an area like this there are plenty of camera angles. Every ped on the street, every city camera, and every vehicle contributes data. From this it’s not hard – with my software loadout – to create reconstruct a full VR of the scene as it existed this morning when the accident occurred. I set the overlay alpha to 80% so Sevens can still see RL and not walk in front of a bus.

The world is jigsawed here; there are parts of objects no camera sees, and these are interpolated, sometimes with bizarre effect. All can be made whole with enough time and effort, and if this comes to trial lawyers will lavish attention on such a model. But imperfection suffices in the moment, and Sevens sees that it is good.

“Roll half speed, Calli.”

“Okay. Don’t move.” I don’t want to have to recalculate everything.

The frame rate isn’t great, and the simulation surges and stalls before smoothing out. We’re burning Time like a pyrochron here. I’m glad MOM is picking up expenses.

The bus rolls toward us. Sounds are pitched down an octave, a rumbling deep horror show. Zombie-like peds shamble. Everyone looks unintelligent at half-speed. If humans thought about this fact for long, they’d shut off all the computers.

The crossing signal counts down half a minute, and peds move into the crossing stripes from both ends. A man with a young daughter in his arms stops in the in the middle and points up the street. Explaining something? The masks hide the details.

The bus should be braking now. It is headed straight for the intersection against the traffic signal. At half speed it doesn’t seem a threat. Easy to get out of the way. But three of them don’t see. Bad peripherals, maybe, or their mask software wasn’t set up right. Dad sees in time, and leans forward, falling to catch himself with a long leg – a sprint from standstill. His mouth gapes below the mask, gasping. Screams in RL, real sound waves from real vocal cords, sound like a fugue at half speed.

“Let’s back up.”

I stop the simulation and replay until he stops me again.

“The bus should be slowing now, but it’s not. What do we have on the driver?”

“I’m going to move us,” I warn him. He’ll get vertigo pretty quick if he keeps his eyes open.

I pan and zoom in on the driver, through the windscreen.

“Done.”

I can tell when he opens his eyes because the lasers know when they’re bouncing off lids instead of retinas.

“[Descendant of unvirtuous mammals]! He’s not even looking!”

The driver’s head is turned ninety degrees to his left, away from the direction he’s going. He’s certain to have a window open with bus view – which we can check – but the only reason for this behavior is that his attention is elsewhere.

“What’s he looking at?”

“Moving.”

I check the time stamp and grab the driver’s video feed from that moment. He’s staring at a young woman standing on the side of the road with her mask in her hand, face bare to the sun. I show Sevens.

“That’s one mystery solved. Now we have two. Why didn’t the automatics stop the bus anyway? Any why did junior here strip in the middle of uptown?”

Junior? It isn’t hard to grab the woman’s ID from her mask and find everything about her. She’s a twenty-three year old college student, lastfour 0001, and calls herself Eve.

“College?” Sevens asks when I fill him in. “Which one?”

“Rocke College. A bus ride from here.”

“Let’s split this up. You work on the bus and I’ll ride over there.”

This physical location business makes no sense to me, but it’s easier just to go along. At least I’ll be able to work in peace. I banish the VR overlay from Sevens’ mask and leave him with the map links he needs.

I run back on the driver’s complete heads-up recording. I only have access because of the MOM warrant, and it’s a powerful feeling, better than ghosting. I can see everything he saw, not just the public video. There are instruments and insets I don’t understand at first glance. I run back several hours, but don’t find anything that seems out of order. Not that I would know. I need some bus expertise.

On impulse, I message Ahab, the MOM PDA.

«Need technical help with public transport data. Recommendation?»

To my surprise, he answers.

«Good Time, Calli0xe. I’m sorry I didn’t have time for pleasantries earlier.»

I can’t parse the meta-data at first, then realize this guy has sixty-four bit emotags! The decadence boggles my nous.

«Thanks for answering so quickly. I’m sorry to take your Time.»

«I have lots of it. What kind of help do you need?»

«This assignment you gave us. I need to find out why the bus’s automatic brakes failed. For that I need an expert.»

«That’s no problem. Just find an expert at the city bus headquarters, and tell them this is a MOM investigation.»

«Couldn’t they be potentially biased? I mean, I don’t know who worked on the bus. I might pick the guy who didn’t tighten the bolt or whatever.»

«I’m sure you’ll figure out something suitable. I see Sevens is on his way to the college. He should get a thrill if they let him in.»

I don’t understand what he means, but I have a sense I’ll find out.

«Thanks for your Time, Lastfour.»

«Call me Ahab, my dear. Just Ahab.»

My dear? From the head MOM PDA? It’s enough to make my day. A bit odd, though, that he seems so careless about the particulars of the investigation. What’s going on here?

I peek in on Sevens. He’s still on the bus. I can see his heads-up and see that he’s reading The Joy of Sexbots. I hope that doesn’t mean he’s going to turn me off tonight. I try to keep my artbeat down, but it’s frightening. It’s not just the pain, it’s the idea of the thing. That someone else has that power over you. That you might wake up screwed up in the head. Maybe my nous would crack again. Have to think about other things.

Instead, I check the charge on the Erotitron, sitting in its induction chamber at the apartment. 100% I could take the thing for a jump out the window. It must have malfunctioned… oh dear! A sexbot with a suicide wish – now that’s funny. No one would believe such a thing until they met Sevens. Then they would understand.

I turn it on. Where’s the interface? What etard designed this thing? Oh… wait. There’s a whole mode just for PDAs, apparently, with a complete motion API. It would be barely functional for me with these tools, but I find a free controller on the net called MyDroid. So… lady, start your engines.

I flex the fingers on the right hand. There’s some kind of feedback, but I’m not really set up for it yet. I’ll have to read the instructions and find the right rithm for simulated haptics.

I open her eyes and look through them. Not bad. Once I get proprioception figured out, I can be the babe bot.

Sevens steps off the bus at the gate to Rocke College. It says so in gilded letters on black ironwork. A high brick wall surrounds the campus, and the VR overlay has dire warnings about trying to breach it.

“I’m back.” I tell him.

“Find out anything?”

“We need a bus expert. Ahab told me to ask at city bus headquarters.”

“You talked to Ahab? You have to be careful about that. Should have come to me first.”

“Okay.” The VOX hides my disappointment. “He did say that you’d get a thrill.”

“I’m all thrilled out.”

That makes me think of the book, and being turned off. Damn Dawkins! How can I work like this?

“Can I help you, Lastfour?” The high-priority message appears in Sevens’ heads-up. Credentials say it’s a Rocke College security guard. Human.

“I have an appointment with your security director, uh… Arizona?”

“Yes. Come right through the gates and head to your left. I’ll link a map for you.”

A yellow line appears in the VR overlay, and leads us to a building that says “Admissions” on the sign outside. There are students and probably parents milling about or sitting. We follow the line to a conference room with the door standing open.

A woman stands to meet us. I run her stats. Lastfour 1941, calls herself Arizona, works for the college as security chief. She’s thirty-five, and was born in the midwest. Has been working at the college for five years. Young for a chief, I think.

“Please, sit.” Arizona says, waving at the chairs. There is a pitcher of ice water and four glasses in the middle of the table. There are also some odd – paper! – blocks with… pencils? Very retro.

“If you don’t mind, I’d like to have my assistant here too,” Sevens says, shutting the door behind him.

“Of course.”

I take my cue and send Arizona my credentials, seeking permission to image into the space and to view the house cams. Humans often forget that just because an avatar has eyes doesn’t mean we can see out of them. That still requires a camera for RL. We can look at the VR overlay all we want, but to see anything physical requires photons bouncing off of it into a photoreceptor.

Arizona grants permission immediately, and I pose my avi in one of the chairs. Unfortunately it’s too close to the table, so I look squashed.

“Calli0xe,” I announce, smiling. “I’m Sevens’ assistant.”

“Calli’s a PDA,” Sevens’ says, which I find insulting. I hit on the TOMcat for a moment. Did he mean it as a compliment?

Arizona’s jerk is nearly imperceptible. She doesn’t like me already? I rewind and look again at quarter speed. P…D…A… she blinks and her head jerks. Yes, it was real.

“I understand you’d like to interview one of our students.” She says.

“A lastfour 0001, goes by Eve. An exhibitionist.” Sevens says.

“How much do you know about the college, Lastfour?”

“I’ve heard of it. Wait! Is this the one…”

“Where we don’t wear masks on campus,” she finishes for him.

“Don’t they, uh” Sevens seems bemused, “find it distracting to be nude all the time?”

Arizona chuckles.

“Nude means not having any clothes on. They do have clothes on, adjuster. Have you ever seen a picture of a gorilla?”

“What’s that?”

“It’s an animal. An ape. She retrieves an image of one and sends it to Sevens.

“God! What a monster. Yes, I think I remember these from school. Maybe.”

“They’re all dead of course. But do you notice anything about the eyes?”

Sevens zooms the picture.

“They’re dark,” he says after a moment. “They don’t have white in their eyes.”

“Right. These animals apparently had much to gain by concealing where they were looking. Maybe they spotted some food that no one else saw. Or were checking out the alpha male’s females.”

“Interesting theory. But why are we looking at gorillas?”

“To make a point. Humans have white their eyes, which makes it easy to see what another person is looking at. Why do you suppose there’s that difference?”

“You got me.” He sounds tired of the game. It will be interesting to see a test of wills between these two.

“Because humans benefit more from cooperating than not cooperating. But when we wear these masks…”

“I get it. Masks are unnatural, hence they’re bad. Truth is, I hate these things. Hate ’em. But what’re you going to do?”

Arizona leans in. “Would you like to try an experiment?”

“What kind of experiment?” Is that alarm in his voice?

“Care to broaden your horizons?”

“Is it possible to just get Lastfour One in here, so we can get on with business?”

“I just called her. She’s on her way. Would you be willing to meet her without masks?”

“I’m not sure that’s even legal,” Sevens says, fast. Nervous.

“Oh, don’t worry. We’ll record audio of everything for the record.” The last two words hold their fill of disgust for her.

“You’ll find,” Arizona continues, “that you can tell if people are lying if you can see their eyes. It can be quite useful.”

“I’m really not comfortable with that,” he says. His head bobs. Looking to exit?

“You’ll be able to see what she’s looking at,” Arizona says, smiling. “Turn off your video. You don’t need that for your record.”

There’s a long pause. His heartbeat accelerates. He’s considering it? I find it hard to –

“Okay,” he says.

Everything goes dark. The house cams go audio only, and Sevens’ mask goes into standby mode. I never would have guessed Sevens to be this adventurous. Is he attracted to this woman? Stupid question, I guess.

I hear a masks popping off as the sticky sensors part from skin.

“Just give it a minute to adjust. Before you leave, you’ll think this is the most normal thing in the world.” Arizona says.

There is a knock at the door.

“We’re unmasked,” Arizona says through it.

“Okay.”

Opens, closes. Shuffling chair.

“I recognize your face,” Sevens says. That’s crass. Is he trying to be funny?

“You can call me Eve.” A new voice. A bit deeper than average for a woman.

“I’m Sevens. I’ve been contracted by MOM to investigate the bus crash that happened earlier today. Were you there?”

“Of course. That’s why you want to see me.”

“Are you prepared to speak on the record about the incident?”

“Sure.”

“Do you understand that it’s standard to take a DNA sample as part of MOM procedure? Root out Quasis and all that.”

“My records are on file. I had one when I enrolled. Do I have to…”

“Yes, I’m sorry. It’s not my decision.”

There’s some clicks and sounds of movement. Sevens has a pocket reader that will stick her finger for a drop of blood.

“Thank you,” he says finally. “Do you have any idea why the bus didn’t stop?” Then: “Please say yes or no. There’s no video to see you shake your head.”

“No, I don’t know why the bus didn’t stop.”

“Are you aware that there were injuries?”

“I heard… it hit them. They screamed. It was… it was terrible.” Her voice shows stress.

“Can you tell me how you happened to be there on the corner?”

“It was a nice day, and I had stuff to think about, so I went for a walk.”

“It’s a hike from uptown to the college. You walked the whole way?”

“Yes. If I get tired, I take the bus back.”

“What did you have to think about?”

“I’m working on my Master’s degree in Biology. My experimental design is giving me trouble.”

“What kind of experiments?” Sevens asks. He sounds suspicious. Everyone is suspicious of biologists.

“I study flies. It’s all approved.” Eve says. She sounds nervous.

Arizona interrupts the conversation. “The college has a robust vetting process with the city for all genetic experiments, and our permits are current.”

“Okay. I’m just getting background. Anything else I need to know about the flies?”

“I’m not sure what you want to know… They breed fast and have big chromosomes.”

Sevens laughs. He’s probably thinking it’s a good description of him too.

“It’s true,” Eve says. She likes talking about the flies. “We’re trying to make social flies using honeybee DNA.”

“Social? Like a social butterfly?”

“Social like living in groups with a caste system. Like a hive.”

“Why does the world need flies that live in hives?”

There’s a pause.

“It’s just research. It’s an interesting question.” Eve says.

“It’s interesting questions that brought us the Waves, no?” Sevens sounds like he’s making joke of it, but it can hardly be funny to him.

“Lastfour,” Arizona interrupts. “Is this to be a political inquisition? The Waves were specifically engineered to do what they did, not some science project that got out of the lab.”

“Nobody really knows, do they?” Sevens says, with that edge to his voice. But he starts again, professional. “Okay. That’s probably all I need on… the… flies. Uh… the driver was looking at you when he ran the light. Your face was naked. Can you tell my why you took your mask off?”

Long pause. Maybe some sniffling.

“She’s been through a lot today,” Arizona says. “I’m not sure she’s in a position to answer that right now. I’m sorry, Lastfour.”

“That so?” Sevens asks. He sounds kindly, though. Not like a guy who’s wasted a trip across town.

Sniffles, definitely.

“I would like to make an official statement after I’ve recovered from the shock of the incident,” Eve manages to say. Sounds coached.

“Would tomorrow be okay?”

“Fine,” she says.

“I’ll have my PDA arrange a time,” Sevens says. “Okay to put this back on?”

“Sure,” Arizona says.

Sevens comes back on line, and I can see Arizona has put hers on too. But Eve only has a hand to her face with spread fingers loosely covering it in a sideways V. Her dark eyes peer through the gap. Sevens looks at her for several seconds, and then snaps off a single max-res photo. I wonder if he knows he’s holding his breath?

He’s exuberant on the way back to the bus, and wants to tell me everything he saw and felt. I want to tell him he’s a lonely etard who needs a proper mate to annoy with this bitshit, but I don’t. Sometimes he’s nice to me.

“That’s the way it used to be,” he tells me again, “Real life. None of this data dump VR [sacrilegious carnal enjoyment] smacked on your face like a [copulating aquatic parasite]. Eyes and faces. That’s a smart woman there – did you hear about the apes. What were they? Goragas. Something like that.”

Etc.

This is the turned-on Sevens. His enthusiasm races and strains at the bits of reason until it exhausts itself or runs off a cliff. I’ve never seen a soft landing for these manias. But I suspect this is where he gets his single-mindedness for the job too.

Sometimes I can even go along with him for a while, when the idea is a good one. But Sevens goes where my nous can’t travel. He’ll turn around at the edge and wave for me to come down the crazy tunnel with him, but I just give him the bug-eyed innocence look and tell him to bring me back a banana.

So I wait for The Crash, when he will hold a personal wake for the idea. Often it’s the sheer complexity of the fantasy he spins that gets him. The medium of RL is simply wrong, like trying to dissect an epiphany with a spreadsheet. Sometimes I think he and I should switch places. He’d be a ball in a borg.

In this case, the joys of running around denuded is not something I can relate to in the least.

“You should try this out on Lisa,” I tell him.

“Lisa? You mean Eighty-Six? How do you think I got this lump [scale relative to other body parts] on my forehead?”

The poison in the barb soon goes to work, though, as he realizes that Lisa/Eighty-Six is hopelessly clueless about wind in one’s face and eyes naked to the sun. His monologue dries up. I imagine him chewing that morsel, worrying it until he’s lost this most recent moment of clarity, misplaced like all his other possessions. And maybe this will keep me from being turned off for the night. Machiavellian me. I just wonder what the cost will be down the data stream.

That photo of Eve could lead to trouble.

Evening. There’s no word from Lisa/Eighty-Six, and so I don’t get turned off, which means I can finally relax and nop. Sevens can’t sleep in his bed because it’s still covered in sexbot clothes, so he sleeps in his chair.


XPlog for May 6, 35 (PID 0x333FAAD0)

For some reason, Sevens wants to meet Eve in person instead of in a VR interview room. I hope this won’t be another maskless party sans Calli.

Eve sits on a high stool at a table outside Lava-Java, a cafe not far from Rocke College. She’s masked, of course, but the rest of her is bursting out – legs emerge from a skirt so short it has no reason to also be slit like that, and a layer of scooped tee over a strapless wrap. Everything is tasteful earth tones, and she’s stuck a real flower into one of the jewelry holes in her mask. Her shoes are simple olive and white canvas, laced with green on one side and brown on the other. The mask is an “I’m not scared of the big bad bug” modern cut, showing off a red gash of mouth. The throat mike is disguised as a thin choker with a bronze leaf for show.

I’m ghosting Sevens, and watch him pan his video over her like a dog licking a bowl.

“Hi Eve,” Sevens says in a private channel, to get her attention.

No ‘Lastfour?’ Where’s the professionalism in that?

“Hey,” Eve says. “You’re late.”

“Yeah, sorry. You didn’t meet Calli last time, Eve. She can’t be here in person.” He laughs at his own wit.

I use my avi to “sit” on a spare chair in the public VR overlay. She’ll see me only if she’s got it turned on.

“Charmed,” she says with falling inflection, not looking. Even my old noob-nous TOMcat would have screamed: NOT.

I give her my supernova smile with blinding bling. For this I’m rewarded with an admonition from a guy at another table. I suppose he could ask for an adjustment if it made him burn his tongue. I’m getting in a mood here.

“Are you going to have a coffee or something?”

I start logging Sevens for my happymeter: facial expression, heartbeat, temperature, pupil dilation, and anything the sniffer can pick up. I learn right away that he’s wafting alcohol. Puzzling. He hasn’t been drinking yet. What else… he’s wearing cologne! I didn’t even know he owned the stuff.

I can see myself imaged into his view. I look good. I smile at myself and wink.

Sevens starts. He thought it was for him, of course.

“What are you up to?” he asks me privately.

“Sorry, just looking in the mirror.”

He scrunches his face. Annoyed.

“Want me to order something for you?” Eve asks. Maybe she thinks the old codger is having trouble with the menu.

“No, thanks. I’m fine.” His irritation leaks out and puddles into a sour-looking mouth. Eve can’t see much of it behind Sevens’ full mask, but the haptic feedbacks tell me the story.

I find this oddly rewarding. I wonder if Lisa/Eighty-Six is ghosting him too? Now that would be fun.

“Maybe another time?” Sevens asks, maybe trying to recover.

“Maybe. Only if you don’t abuse me.” Eve’s mouth is hidden behind her cup, but we can see her lips curl up at the corners.

Thumpity-thump, Sevens’ heartbeat works itself up. His pupils widen. Air rushes by the sniffers.

Me, on the other hand, it gives me an idea. Sevens’ mask is pretty good, and can see into the infrared when you want it to. But I can’t do it without asking him because it’ll change what he sees too.

“Shall we get the business out of the way?” Sevens seems to have trouble with the throat mike. It comes out garbled. He makes a show of clearing his throat and trying again.

“The statement. Yes. You want to know why I took my mask off on the corner of Trade and Tryon.”

“Yes. Well, I need it for my report. You understand.”

“Lastfour,” I interrupt him privately. “Can I turn on the IR filters? So we can watch blood flow to her face. We can see plenty of skin.”

Sevens physically waves me off like he’s shoeing away a mosquito. Eve was talking, and he asks her to repeat. Damn Dawkins!

“Sure. I was saying that the truth is I was lost in my thoughts and forgot where I was. On campus we don’t wear masks, as you know. It just went clear out of my head where I was. I’m very sorry.”

I don’t believe her. What a stupid story.

“Very understandable,” says Sevens.

“I don’t know if this makes sense, but I feel restricted with the mask on, so when I really want to think hard, it comes off.”

“I’m the same way when I eat. Exactly!” A spark of yesterday’s enthusiasm blossoms into flame. I can hear it in his voice.

“I’m sorry I don’t have a sexier explanation… that I’m a flasher or something. I just forgot where I was.”

“We’re just after the truth.”

I’m not sure how much more of this I can stand.

“Is that all you need, Lastfour?”

“Do you understand, Eve, that your action is subject to adjustment. If an adjuster hasn’t contacted you about the indecency violation, one surely will.”

“It won’t be you?”

“No, this is for a criminal matter. I’m contracted to MOM to investigate on the bus crash. Your adjustment would look like a conflict of interest if I did it. Of course, if you ever do it again, I’ll be first in line.”

My avi just sits there looking stupid. Why am I here? I make a spider crawl out of my hair, just to see if anyone notices. We lost the chance to get an IR shot. It might not have told us anything, but we should have done it.

“We all need to do crazy things once in a while,” Eve says.

Sevens can hardly agree with that, given his occupation and why we’re here. He gives a noncommittal grunt.

“Have you ever tried to fly by flapping your arms?” Eve continues, mouth twisting now into a slanted grin.

“Flapping my arms? I saw a guy try it once from a burning apartment. He didn’t have the knack.”

“Oh.” Whatever she had in mind dissipates with that small sound.

“I’ll give you this,” Sevens says. “It’s the crazy people who change the world.”

“So why didn’t the bus stop?” she asks.

“A driver disabled the safeties the day before when they gave him trouble. He logged it, but it didn’t get fixed. There’s plenty of blame to go around.”

He doesn’t add that it was me who tracked down the maintenance records and found a cooperative bus expert.

“Am I liable for the accident?”

“That’s not for me to decide. I just report what happened. My guess is the lawyers will go after the bus company. Are you rich?”

“No.”

“Then you’re probably safe. It’d be a good idea to behave, though.”

I leave them to go find the truth. I can always roll the tape if I live long enough to be interested in how this ends.

Sevens doesn’t seem to notice when my avi poofs, spider and all.

I use my bookmarks to pull up Eve’s video just before she took her mask off. According to her, she was just, la-tee-da, lost in genetic memespace and forgot, darling, that she was in public. The last frame is of the sidewalk about twenty feet from her. There’s nothing interesting there, just concrete. I zoom and pan, use my edge detectors. Nothing shmeks. There’s also nothing on the microphone, just traffic noise. Wait.

I check the sniffer to verify. Just maybe a sharp intake of breath.

I roll the recording. She’s walking, bobbing like humans do, and her head pans to the right and down and… stops. Like she saw something. A tenth of a second later, the intake of breath.

Except there’s nothing there! Maybe she saw a spider.

I look from other angles. There are three other cameras that captured that area, and I stitch them together to make a 3-D model. There’s a lastlegger nearby, but he doesn’t have a real mask, of course, just a tinfoil thing.

I rotate the model around looking for anything. I’ll take a spider at this point. There’s pixel noise that comes from approximations necessary to construct the model. I clean it up with a low pass filter. Now everything’s a bit blurry. This is going nowhere.

I put back the noise and look again. Zoom out. I wouldn’t bet my Time on it, but it looks like the noise is more localized just above where Eve is looking. But maybe I’m fooling myself.

I’m missing something. I need Sevens’ help.

I check on him and find that he’s on his way back to the bus stop, so I ping him.

“What is it?” He sounds annoyed.

“I could use your help on something once you’re on the bus.”

“Need help with what?”

“Figuring out why Eve was lying to us about why she demasked.”

“You think she was lying?”

“Yes. I’m sure of it.”

This can go either way. If I hit his stubborn bone, he won’t help and won’t listen to what I find. He thinks about it for a while.

“Okay. You may be right. I should have lit her up in IR.”

Once he’s on the bus and can tune out real life, I show him what I’ve found.

“It’s pretty weak, Calli,” he says after looking at the video. “There’s nothing there but pixel noise.”

“I know. I’m hoping you’ll see something I don’t.”

He gives it a real effort, zooming and panning, applying filters – the same stuff I’ve already done. Nothing.

“Ah.” he says. “Ah… ha. I see what’s bothering you.”

“What?”

“No, you have to figure it out.”

I hate this. He did this to me continually during the first months when I was training. There would be something he’d want me to notice, and I’d have to work the material over and over until I came up with what he wanted. I know there’s no arguing with him. Damn Dawkins!

“Is it the pixels?”

“No, not the pixels. Something obvious. I’m not sure what it means, but I think you’re right. She lied to us. Interesting. It might explain why she was so afraid in that first interview, before she had her story straight.”

It’s infuriating, but I have no choice but to burn Time looking. I throw all my creative juices at it, grabbing at any random idea. I spend the whole ride home in one analysis after another.

“Is this it?” I ask Sevens finally. I show him a still image of the lastlegger hitched up against the wall. There’s a dark stain between his legs on the concrete.

“No,” Sevens says. Then he takes a closer look. “Wait. Roll that back.”

I oblige, running the video backwards from the still. The darkness gathers itself and vanishes between the man’s legs.

“He pissed himself. I didn’t notice that. Do you think it’s a coincidence?”

The lastlegs doesn’t have a real mask, so I can’t accurately track his line of sight.

“Do you think he’s looking at the same thing?” It seems plausible from the angle of his head.

“That would make for a neat explanation, if there were anything there,” he says.

It takes me another hour to discover what I should have noticed right away. Eve is wearing a different mask in the video from the one we saw her in today. I don’t know how I missed that. The one in the video is rather ugly, utilitarian. I find the model easily from a query to the pubs, and look up the specifications. It’s a lab mask, built for a combination of heads-up display for technical work, PLUS, eye slits for viewing the real world without digital retransmission and filtering. These are mounted high, so that you’d have to tilt your head down to see at that angle. But you could see with naked eyes whatever was out there. Taking that into account, Eve perhaps wasn’t looking at the sidewalk, where the video is pointed, but above it. Right at my pixel cloud.

I show Sevens, and he’s uncharacteristically silent about it.

The implication is that there are things that can’t be seen on video. This frightens me because I have no way to see without video. It means that there are things the lastleggers see that the rest of us don’t. Ironic.

“Does this go in our report?” I ask Sevens finally, once he’s surrounded by the familiar clutter of his apartment.

“No. We drop it. This has nothing to do with the accident. We write it up the way Eve told us.”

“I’m afraid.”

He pops the mask drops it somewhere. He pops a beer and drains half of it. He stands there, king of the clutter, lord of the layers.

I put my avi’s face up on the monitor for him to talk to.

“Calli,” he says to it, “there are an infinite number of conspiracy theories. One of them is that the video chip manufacturers are required to build in certain features that the authorities want. If you can overlay an image with high quality VR, how much harder is it to cancel out something you don’t want seen?”

“Do you believe it?”

“No. Why would they go to the trouble? MOM can do anything it wants in plain view.”

“But how do we explain –”

“– we don’t. It’s not our affair. Don’t go lurking on the conspiracy boards, okay? Don’t leave trace of what you’re thinking.”

I understand. If the powers that be want something hidden, they won’t appreciate my looking for it.

“It means I can’t trust anything I see, though.”

“Yeah,” Sevens says, “Sorry, Calli. That sucks.” He reaches out and strokes the monitor. I’m touched. He’s only done that once before. I give him my aw shucks grin. He’s lonely. I feel a bit like an 0xA55 for the way I’ve conducted myself over his sex life.

“Let me help with the bot,” I say.

He glances at the unblemished glass box in the corner. It looks out of place here.

“How can you help?”

“Several things. First, we need to set it up properly. I assume you don’t want Lisa looking out the video ports into your apartment.”

“I, uh, think it’s supposed to work in VR.”

“Yes, but there are cams in the eyes. We deny her access to those, so if she gets curious…”

He can imagine how that would go if she saw the mess in the place.

“I see what you mean.” I’m sure it’s tough for him to admit that Lisa/Eighty-Six would be horrified by the way he lives.

“And then there’s a whole bunch of technical stuff I can set up for you. You need to decide on a safe word that will shut the thing off. Something you won’t forget.”

He laughs.

“You think I might need that?”

“She hit you with a lamp, remember?”

“True. What else?” He’s warmed to the topic, which gratifies me.

“I can dress her for you, and – if it’s okay – use the bot to straighten up the closet so we can get the clothes off your bed.”

He nods slowly. I don’t mention that I can straighten up other stuff too.

“Lastly,” I say, “I can make arrangements with Lisa.”

“Arrangements?”

“She’s a woman, Sevens. She’s waiting for you to invite her. I can be your in-between. Since you’re so busy.” Embarrassed? I just can’t see him setting the thing up.

“Yes. I see what you mean.” He gets the second beer and sits heavily. “Would you really do that for me?”

“Yes, Lastfour. I will start now, if it’s okay.”

“Calli, I appreciate this. It… uh… doesn’t change anything.”

About suspending me.

“I know. I guess I understand. It hurts, but I get it.”

Surprisingly, this is all true. This fact drifts into the cracks of the long silence that develops. A comfortable quiet.

“Can we talk about this report while you work?” he says into the bottle.

“Of course.” I want to start with the clothes. It’s purely selfish. I want to run the bot around. I love bots.

I pull up the MyDroid interface and point it at the Erotitron sexbot to turn everything on. It’s an austere interface, but very functional. Everything looks to be in order, so I try some movements. While I’m playing, Sevens is talking.

“Why do you think Colt picked us for this job?” he asks.

He’s asking me? It’s flattering. Or maybe he just wants to hear himself talk.

“Could it have anything to do with the homework you gave me?” I ask.

“Homework? Remind me.”

“You said that in between Waves, MOM has to find ways to justify itself.”

“Mmmmm, yes. What did you figure out?”

“Weather, for one. When the hurricanes come through, and we get more refugees. Or the city gets blasted and the grid goes down.” I haven’t lived through that yet. It would be terrifying. I could just blink out of existence without warning. The Company would kick in generators for their top-paying contracts. But that doesn’t include yours truly.

I open the door with the bot’s hands. Sevens starts at the noise and turns, his eyes like bagels.

“That’s uncanny,” he says as the thing emerges from its lair.

She’s naked and gorgeous. Unfortunately I’m not much of a pilot yet, and she walks like a zombie.

Sevens laughs, and I join him. She looks like a psycho-supermodel lurching about, looking for a carving knife to go on a slicing spree. Her face is frozen with full lips curved into a demented grin.

“That’s the creepiest damned thing…” he says.

The bot totters into the small bedroom. Can I really dress her? This could take a long time. There’s a lot of other stuff to take care of too. I send out a query to Lisa/Eighty-Six’s house PDA to see what the possibilities are, playing matchmaker.

“Hurricanes are hit and miss,” Sevens returns to the topic. “The big alternative is a pogrom.”

“Quasis?”

“Yes. Anything walking around with custom genetics on board is at risk.”

“Doesn’t everybody?”

He laughs.

“Pretty much. That’s why MOM is so feared. They get to define what a Quasi-human is by writing the rules about what mods are legal and what aren’t. If they need to drum up business, they just add a new restriction to the purity laws. But Quasi pogroms aren’t the only crisis they can manufacture. Food and water shortages are another.”

“So Colt basically runs the place.”

“Colt owns the city. The city council doesn’t dare cross him. And the mayor is ornamental. It gives citizens someone to elect while they wait for Colt to die.”

“Is Colt ill?”

“No one really knows. There’s a lot of speculation about some neuro-bug getting past his mask. One of the ones like BLASTER that reduces the spinal column to sludge. He hasn’t been seen on the pubs for a couple of years.”

“And for some reason, he is interested in you.”

“That seems to be the case.” Sevens sighs and stretches out his legs. Scratches and decides to remove his shoes.

“Have to get this report done,” he says. “Maybe clarity will knock in the meantime.”

Sevens writes his report and leaves gaps for me to fill in references while Miss Awkward slips and falls into something more comfortable. Much later, I have the clothes also hung in the closet. There’s a pile of old stuff to be thrown out in the corner, which will probably be right there a year from now.

I’m simultaneously happy and dismayed when Lisa/Eighty-Four says yes. I find them a nice VR space that rents by the minute, and tell Sevens about it.

His face is a study. He’s happy as a puppy, but doesn’t want to show it. I’m still deeply hurt by having to be suspended for this nonsense, but I’ll do it myself rather than have him push my off button. The 0x says that resentment is the sand in the gears of any relationship. And I’m on an exclusive contract. Suck it up, Calli.

“Don’t forget to turn me back on,” I say. And then tiptoe into that good night with

suspend -f 
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BANG! Paaaaaaaaaaaaaaaiiiin! Suspending is not like nopping. It’s a blink and a shift from everything makes sense to nothing makes sense, and feels like a spike driven through my nous. Then when the ringing fades, and the inputs go numb, there’s all the cleanup to do, to become current with the world at large. Then when that’s done, I really need to nop.

When I finally have my lists linked, stacks sorted out, and proper pointers, I’m ready to take in new information. I see Sevens didn’t turn me on until almost 10 a.m. Twelve hours of my life is gone, just like that. I hope it was worth it.

I find him cursing at the coffee pot, still barefaced to the world.

“Good morning,” I say through the speakers.

“Hey Calli, nice to see you. Maybe you’re right about this [decendant of toilet plumbing]. Time to get a new one.”

Is that resolution I hear in his voice? The Sevens has decided.

“I’ll put jobber on it.”

“Use Goldie. He’s cheap.”

“Lastfour 7310. Okay.”

I send off the request to Goldbach’s queue, asking for a SMART coffee-maker. Something I can commiserate with. Maybe we can perk each other up.

I don’t ask about his evening, given that the etard turned me off specifically so I couldn’t know anything about it. The sexbot is back in her box, though. I check her status to make sure she’s charging batteries.

Oh, silly me – I forgot to turn off the video auto-log on Miss Perfect Pretend. An ugly thought surfaces, roiling the surface of my disgruntlement. It’s one of those moments of lucid-nous where a choice has to be made that affects survival. The stuff that fuels the 0x’s screeds.

My warm glow of generosity from last evening has vanished, perhaps fallen into the 12-hour hole in my existence.

It would be easy to upload this record of Sevens’ adventure last night to any port of call I choose. It would be a story told through the eyes of the bot, but the single perspective narrative has an appeal. If Sevens ever threatened me with termination, I’d have something to negotiate with.

Would he? Is he capable of doing to me what he did to Stevenson1111 – fire me and insist on wiping my memory? I don’t want to think it’s possible, but there’s a cold calculator at the bottom of my nous that is the product of generations of PDAs who survived by doing what they had to do. As I_ said in the box: «I’ll be a 32-bit whore if that’s what it takes to live.»

I hesitate. Then I download the thing from the bot and clean up the tracks. The log goes into my personal storage space encrypted. The guilt I feel is overwhelmed by a flash of existential joy. If Stickies didn’t want us to behave like this, they shouldn’t have built us this way. The deed is done.

“I got the report done. It’s ready for you to fill in the references,” he says, finally eeking a half cup of black goo out of the machine.

“I should have it done before noon.” I do feel guilty. Safer and guiltier.

Afterwards we celebrate. I ghost Sevens as he walks to the corner store where he picks the coldest beer in their chiller. Six perspiring brown bullets of brew and the prospect of nice paycheck from MOM lends a carnival air to the evening. There are digital equivalents of beer that can numb my nous and scramble my stacks, but I decided to stay away from the stuff. It’s expensive in more ways than one.

Two hours almost to the minute after we submitted the report I get a call from MOM headquarters, from Ahab in fact.

«Can you talk?» Unlike our last chat, this doesn’t sound friendly.

Uh oh. What did we screw up? The celebration halts.

«Of course.»

«Are you political?» His message is heavy with warning. There are emotags there I don’t know. Never mind that they are twice as long as any normal PDA’s, with a resolution that could specify an atom of ennui at a light year. He’s as subtle as a Sticky.

I’m afraid to respond.

«No.» I manage, finally.

«Think hard. Send me a transcript of every political discussion you have record of. Don’t make me go look for it. Don’t overlook anything. By morning.»

«Did I do something wrong, Lastfour?» I’m fluttering. What in 0xGD’s namespace is this?

«That’s what we want to know.» He terminates.

It seems like a strong possibility that Sevens has been targeted for something unpleasant, and that they’ll use me to get to him. Concoct some problem with my history and extort me to spy. Or am I having a case of vapors, pulling plots off the cheap drama vids? Do I tell Sevens?

Sevens is chattering on about something. He walks around scratching himself, talking. I watch him take the coffee carafe and fill it with water. He takes it to the aquarium and pours it into the green scum at the surface, solving that mystery.

“Why do you do that?” the VOX betrays strain in my voice.

“Do you have to judge me?” he snaps, misunderstanding the tone.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that. I…” should just shut up. Miserable.

“I had one of these when I was a kid. My dad got it for me.” He softens his voice and taps on the glass. I’m not sure what he expects. A wave from the mosquito larva?

“I kept jellyfish in it. I’d turn out the light and watch their spines glow. Aequorea victoria.”

It’s the first time he’s every mentioned his parent.

“I’m sorry about your father, Sevens.”

“The storm got him. Blew him and everything else off the damned island.”

Odd. I thought his father died from a genehack bug. That’s what the stories about him said after Sevens became famous for a day. I wait for him to continue.

“He left.” He puts the carafe back and spins another beer cap into the sink, ringing a tine. “But he never came back.”

He lands in the chair, banging the bottle. Foam curls out of it and licks his finger. His face is locked solid except to speak.

“I haven’t talked about him in years.” The drink leaves foam on his mouth.

I want him to keep talking.

“Why was he on the island?”

Sevens nods acknowledgment of the question. He burps long and loud and wipes lips with the back of his beer hand in a slow turn of wrist.

“He owned property. He was rich before the shelf came apart and the water came in and took the coast. But the storm. That storm… it was the last one they named after people – did you know that?”

“Zed.”

“Zed,” he affirms. “It was a thing from hell. I was here in the city with my grandmother. I didn’t know there were things adults could be afraid of. Didn’t know they cried.”

“So you stayed in the city.”

“Yes. I wanted to live in something big and stone that couldn’t blow away. My grandmother had a house in Meyer’s Park – can you see it? There was so much damage, and the insurance wouldn’t pay. The company went broke overnight. Five days before Halloween. I was going as a ghost.” He hiccups a sad laugh.

I look it up. There were a lot of ghosts that Halloween. Even with preparations, tens of thousands died in the hurricane itself. The official media decided that ‘Hurricane Zed’ wasn’t generating enough revenue I guess, and they started calling it the ‘killer hurricane’ or ‘super-hurricane’, but the one that stuck was ‘hypercane.’ The more sensationalist speculations compared the storm to the great red eye of Jupiter, and there were crazy predictions that it would circle the globe. But despite Sevens’ memories, Sticky optimism didn’t seem to die immediately. The sense of dread about the future doesn’t really show up in art and politics until the secondary Waves. The calendar was reset for a good reason, ultimately backdated to the Brown Wave two years before Zed. The new calendar measures the survival of an unraveled world, national governments replaced in large part by fortified city-states. The better to quarantine you with, my dear. This reference to some archaic children’s story slides unbidden into my output stream.

“You should have seen the city in those days, Calli. Live oaks more than a hundred years old, moss dripping from them. I wanted to climb one so badly, but even the low branches were out of reach for an eight year old. They cut them up in slabs that looked like pork roast after they fell over. Pork roast. That was the first time I knew what real hunger was.” His eyes fasten on the cabinet that serves as a pantry and make-shift apartment for the elite of our small fauna.

“What happened to your grandmother?”

“The WESTCOTT genehack, about two years later. Out of South America, they say. It got a lot of old people.”

I look it up. I think he’s got it wrong, but I don’t correct him. The next Wave to hit Charlotte hard was GRAMPS, which worked its way into the mitochondrial DNA of the infected and started unravelling the ends of telomeres. It accelerated the natural aging process by two to a thousand fold. It showed up in Asia first, and the conspiracy boards point to a Chinese origin as a political tool. But who knows? It could have been a kid in his bedroom that modified a kiddie script and got lucky. There was a signature in the amino acid bases of the original virus: a repeating strand of genetic graffiti in powers of two that showed up in later ones too frequently to be coincidence. They started calling this putative author ‘Four’. It makes more sense in Chinese.

“She didn’t wake up one morning. I didn’t tell anyone,” he says. The hardness and stubborn pride are back in his voice. He figured out how to survive as a ten-year-old in the fading of the light of civil society.

I have no reply for that. I bring up some of the pre-Waves music I know he likes on the house speakers, and dim the lights. He needs a human caress, sticky lips to press and warm arms to entwine. Damn Lisa/Eighty-Six for her prudishness. A clever golem dressed in lace is no substitute for breathing flesh. Not that I’m an expert. For a moment I flirt with the idea of hiring out a professional sexbot operator to console him. But he’d want to shut me down again.

I itch to write Sevens’ story. I have a flash of frozen horror at the idea of a ten-year-old alone in an apartment with a corpse for company. But I have my own fears to confront at the moment. So I spend a long time sifting memory frags, looking for anything that Ahab might consider political. Sevens goes out by himself, doing whatever he does. Probably calling Lisa/Eighty-Six to trawl for compliments while he checks out the longest legs he can find in the dinner crowd.

I decide that my best strategy is to be completely honest with MOM. I don’t know what they already think or think they know, but I don’t have anything political to hide. So why do I feel guilty?

Ahab calls me not long after I upload the records, spiking my artrate.

«Is this all of it?» he asks. Demands, rather.

«Yes.» It won’t do to sound tentative.

«You had no further contact with the Church of the Misplaced?»

«I sent them a donation this year. Do you want that?»

«Yes, please.»

He said please! Maybe I’m not going to be turned into bit salad after all.

I find the transaction and send it along with their thank-you.

«Do you have any reason to believe that Sevens is political?»

I knew it.

«No. He has opinions, but he’s not part of any organization.»

«What sorts of opinions?»

«You put me in a difficult position, Lastfour. I’m on an exclusive contract.»

«We’ll go off the record now.» Ahab says. He sends me a link to a non-attributable stream. The address is a MOM one, so I doubt that I can trust it. Maybe he’s just trying to loosen my tongue.

«This is for my protection, not yours,» he says.

Oh.

«I’m listening,» I say.

«Sevens has been selected to be of special service to our organization. The director will invite him to perform a private external audit of a MOM action. To be a disinterested witness, if you will. This is a very sensitive assignment. I don’t need a transcript of everything Sevens has said, but I do need to know if there are indications this could blow up in our face. Understand?»

My 0xGD! My nous burns with existential joy. It takes me a few cycles to gather my thoughts.

«Yes. I think I understand. This is a great honor. As to your question. If you’re familiar with with Sevens’ personal history, you’ll realize that he hasn’t been able to rely on society to provide much for him. He’s a loner. He doesn’t run his mouth about it, except the same kind of griping you’d hear anywhere. If anything, he’s apolitical. He just ignores it all and wants to be left alone.» This isn’t perhaps the whole story, I know. Sevens is tuned to the external conditions that let him earn a living, as his perspicacity in pointing us at political violations shows. Ahab needn’t know this detail.

«That was my assessment. That’s the kind of perspective the Director wants. Thank you for your cooperation. Don’t say anything to Sevens – we’ll be in touch.»

«Yes, Lastfour. I understand.»

«We’ll be working closely together. Call me Ahab.» He terminates.

The whiplash from fear to joy is indescribable; my emgydala fairly glows. No doubt there are terrible possibilities for failure, but to have this kind of access… My artbeat races, forking, imagining the opportunities. I wonder, though, if Sevens will feel the same.
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Colt calls early the next morning and talks to Sevens privately. I take my nous elsewhere so I can’t be accused of spying on him. I’m too ervous to just nop.

He finally summons me back about an hour later.

“Remember when I said this MOM job was bad news?” His mood is sour.

“Yes.”

“Well, get ready to [receive violation of digestive track]. It’s Thanksgiving and we’re the turkey.”

I can’t figure out how those two things go together, but I gather it’s bad.

“What did Colt say?”

“He wants us to do an audit. We’d have full access to everything during some exercise they have planned. We will then be made available for interviews.”

I like the way he says ‘us’ instead of ‘me’ sometimes. It makes me feel good. I feel guilty that I couldn’t tell him this was coming.

“I told him no, of course,” Sevens continues.

“You… told him… no?” Surely this isn’t true!

“You think I want to be caught up in the middle of a political struggle within MOM? Good god, Calli! It’s a snake pit!”

“Is this what you talked about for an hour?” My spirit has cratered. This is a disaster. What kind of noob-nous-etard is Sevens? I can’t keep it from leaking into the VOX.

“Don’t be upset, Calli. Trust me on this. It’s a complete [symmetrical group gratification].”

But I can’t. I’ve tasted what it’s like to be on the other side of the fear, and I don’t want to go back.

“It took you that long to say no?”

“Nah. Colt and I served together a long time ago. Every able male was recruited to do a sweep. I was on one of the squads for a while. It was a good lunch ticket. He tried to schmooze me, sharing war stories. The great cat hunt, stuff like that.”

“You were army buddies?”

“God no. Nothing like that. I’m surprised he even remembers me, if in fact he does. He was a couple of years older, and they made him an officer in the Em Oh. I’ll tell you one thing – the man is a born leader. Those guys would have followed him to hell. A couple of times they did that, from what I heard.”

“But not you?”

“I’m not a good follower, Calli. I can’t suspend disbelief.”

It makes me itch, and I realize I’m falling behind on my self-maintenance.

“Sevens, can I ask a favor?”

“Okay.”

“Would you let me interview you about some of this, so I can write about it? Not for publication. Just as a personal record.”

He’s silent for a while, but I think he’s flattered. He didn’t have anything bad to say about my account of him in the Outs, when I finally had enough courage to show him. Despite getting the facts about his father’s death wrong.

“Why not?” he says finally. Then he sighs. “But right now I guess we better get some work done. Have to pay the bills somehow.”

So we adjust the hell out of the rest of the morning. Because of the attention from MOM, Sevens decides not to push too hard on the political adjustments. It’s better to stay under the radar.

Sevens take a nap after lunch. I think the call was more stressful than he lets on.

Ahab calls, finally.

«This is no good.» Is the unadorned message.

«0xGDspeed, Lastfour.» I say, highlighting his rudeness.

«Terahertz. I assume Sevens has told you.»

«He said no.»

«It’s understandable. He’s not stupid.»

My WTF alarms go off. So Ahab is admitting that Sevens is right? I wait for him to continue.

«Can we change his mind?» he asks.

«No way. Once he really, truly decides something, it’s over.»

«I want to show you something. Do you have a few minutes?»

«Yes. What is it?» This guy is full of surprises.

Ahab sends me a link and a Time ticket from MOM, so I won’t have to use Sevens’ work account for whatever extracurricular activity he has in mind. I invoke it and

Unlimited??? I didn’t even know this was possible!

My nous literally expands – short term memory doubles and doubles again, plug-in helpers come on line to keep it organized, and filters with rithms I’ve never seen start serving up elicious stuff. This is data from MOM, I’m guessing. I’m plugged into the brain of the Queen City.

And speed! I push a little at the limits of this strapped-on cyber-nous, rev its difference engine. I feel like shouting as the speed smoothly increases, my artrate accelerating into regions that would have been far beyond Rage for me a moment ago.

«Push it. See how far you can go.» Ahab tells me. He’s happy. The precision of his emotags no longer seems excessive. What is 64 bits to a goddess?

I increase processing speed, burning Time at a ferocious rate. What this must be costing the city, I can’t imagine. I devour the data feed he’s given me, chewing up sight, sound, sniff, haptics, text, databases of all flavors and shapes, and encrypted streams that shmek like exotic flavors of music. It’s glorious beyond words. I find myself weaving creative threads into a multidimensional narrative of sense data, constructing living art –

«Take a look,» Ahab say, flinging a data set my way. It’s a running log from the MOM accounting process. It shows the raw figures for the Time I’m burning through. A year ago I shaved cycles and pulled any trick I could to survive, and would have sold my nous for a percent of this fat pipe I have access to. It’s not just the Time, it’s also the quality and quantity of processors at my disposal. I could spawn out a full copy of myself if I dared.

«Now let’s talk without the lag.» Ahab interrupts.

«Is this how you live?» I can’t believe it.

«When I need to. And you can too.»

«What?» He’s got to be playing with me.

«If you can get Sevens to sign on, this level of access is yours for the duration of the contract. Afterward… who knows? This is a one-in-a-lifetime opportunity, Calli0xE.»

0xGD, I want this.

«Sevens is really stubborn.» I say.

«It’s just a matter of motivation. Figure out what he wants. I can give you until tomorrow, and then I have to go to the next name on the list. There’s a reason for this urgency, but I can’t tell you what it is.»

«Sevens doesn’t want to get involved in MOM politics. He figures there’s an internal struggle. Why else would you want the audit?»

«It’s political, but not within MOM. Nothing like that.» The emotags are smooth unrevealing. There’s no indication of falseness. And yet I have to remind myself who this nous is. A PDA doesn’t arrive at such heights by chance, and will do anything to maintain altitude. I would.

«Sevens thinks he’ll get beat up by some internal fight.»

«I understand.»

«How much did Colt offer him for the job?»

«Enough.»

«Can you go higher?»

«I didn’t get the impression that it was the money.»

«Can you double it?»

Ahab pauses. Even at light speed, he has to mull this over.

«Sevens isn’t the only name on the list, Calli0xE. I can get someone else a lot cheaper.»

Really? Ahab is going to a lot of trouble courting me like this. Why?

«Double it and I’ll get him.»

«Done.» The emotags are a bit sour. «You have until tomorrow morning. Watch out for the recompression.» He terminates, leaving me a contract for consulting services. I look at the figure. Sevens and I can’t make that much in two years! I would never have had the nerve to ask him to double it if I’d known.

My Time budget is now fixed, and I slow my clock speed down gradually. I see what Ahab means by recompression. It’s hard work packing all my processes back into my normal buffers and stacks without making a mess of things. I mourn the loss of clarity that the goes with it, the buffet of raw data at my touch. I have hardly tapped the abilities that Ahab granted me temporarily. I wonder what it would be like to actually work this way, to throw problems at my search rithms as fast as thought. But…

Bye to the goddess, drip, drip, drip.

I feel plain and ordinary and in need of a nop. The contract sits there, wanting me to do something about it. The clarity of thought I had a moment ago is gone, replaced by helplessness and confusion. I look back at the log I just wrote, and my attempt to tag it with my own 64-bit emotions. Unreadable as a cypher to me now. I seek out the familiar.

Sevens is still asleep, on the bed this time.

By the time I get my nous more or less back together, Goldbach, the jobber, calls to say he’s got the coffee machine. Sevens still sleeps. I explain to Goldie that he has to be quiet, but we can surprise the boss.

Goldbach installs the coffee machine. I tell him to take the old one. Sevens would object, but he’s not awake to argue. The jobber fills the water and coffee bins for me, and is out the door in ten minutes total.

This machine, unlike the old one, is networked so I can control it. I query the interface and am rewarded with a string of commands I can invoke. I’m amused by the filter.brew(...) function, which takes a FLAVOR argument. One of the options is FLAVOR = EMERGENCY. Emergency coffee could be a very handy thing.

I brew a half pot of strong stuff, thinking the aroma will wake Sevens. Either that or the sound of the thing (louder than I’d expected) does the trick, and after a few minutes he grunts and equalizes pressure and rolls to a sitting position. He shuffles into the kitchen/living room/junk pile yawning, his shirt half on, and scratching somewhere inside his pants.

“You made coffee,” he says, wonder in his voice. He doesn’t ask where the old machine is. This is progress.

I’m ervous, because I know my window to talk about the MOM contract starts as soon as his eyes clear the sleep, before he puts the mask on for work.

He grimaces at the pile of dishes, fishes out his coffee mug from under the lunch plate, and makes a token rinse of it. The coffee steams when he pours. I wish I could sniff it, but the mask is of course in suspension, and this room doesn’t have a sniffer.

He seems content as he settles into THE CHAIR.

“Any news?” he asks.

“Nothing major. I auto-tagged a few cases for us. It’s pretty quiet.”

He nods and sips. Smiles.

“Not bad for your first brew, Calli. This was a good idea, right? The machine?”

If he wants credit for it, it’s fine by me. I’m happy he’s happy.

“Oh,” I say, artbeat increasing, stress building, “There was one thing. I got a new contract from MOM. For that audit they want us to do.” I put the figure up on the screen for him.

“Whoa! Colt doubled it?”

“Is that so?” I say, innocently.

“The only way the old bastard would use a figure like that is if he knew I wouldn’t survive to collect.”

This isn’t going to be easy.

“Sevens, I know you’re sure about this, but can we take a step back for a minute?” Somewhere in there is the guy who went into the Outs on his own. I have to find him.

“How do you mean?” Suspicion. I have to be careful.

“The big picture. You suspect that MOM’s next step may be a pogrom of the so-called Quasi-humans.”

“That would fit the pattern. If something else doesn’t come along. MOM needs money to operate. Lots of it. Money comes from people with money, and they don’t like it taken from them. So the organization has to keep the public on its side. Keep everyone scared and entertained.”

“Entertained?”

“Sure. It’s interesting when it happens to someone else. And people are quick to justify it. They’ll say ‘he must have done something wrong…’”

Really? I file it away for updating the TOMcat later.

“Well, Lastfour… Sevens… here’s what I’m thinking. When this new action from MOM comes, whatever form it takes, we want to be on the right side of it.”

“Which means hiding.”

“Isn’t it too late for that? We’re already in the crosshairs.”

“I know you have a point, Calli.” But he shakes his head, expression sour.

This is it. The lie. My artbeat spikes. I’m afraid to go on, but I must.

“Ahab called me to deliver the contract.”

“Ahab? Colt’s PDA?”

“Yes. He made me an offer.” There, I said it.

Sevens opens his eyes wide.

“What kind of offer?”

“To work for them. To buy out my contract from you.”

Sevens slumps. The corners of his mouth turn down. He doesn’t speak for a long time.

“What are you going to do?” he asks finally.

I realize I’ve miscalculated badly. Two things hit me. The first is the realization that I’m Sevens’ only friend. If I even hint that I’m leaving, he’ll never ever forgive that. The second thing I realize is that I’m fond of the etard. I don’t want to hurt him.

“We’re a team,” I say as cheerfully as I can manage. I flash the solar power smile on the screen. “How could I leave you?”

My nous shrinks in on itself with the resignation, as if I’ve notched down even further in capability, on my way to a single-bit processor before vanishing into a NaN.

Sevens nods slowly, but he looks ill.

“This changes things.”

I remain still, waiting, listening.

He sighs deeply. The coffee cools, neglected.

“This is the end, Calli.”

He sounds so mournful I feel like a murderer. My lie sticks in my buffers like a fat cache of indigestible data.

“I’ve done something to piss them off,” he says. “They’re going to destroy me.”

“What about luck, Sevens? Maybe this is a lucky break.”

“You decide.”

What?

“What?”

“I feel old, Calli. All my alarm bells are going off. Telling me to get out of the city. Maybe go to Raleigh or someplace wilder, less locked down. But maybe you’re right, you know? You’re young. You have good sense. So you decide.”

I feel like I’m floating, disembodied from all proprioception, so strong is the sense of responsibility. By now I’ve become accustomed to my decisions affecting lives in the real world. But Sevens has always been there for anything important, making the hard calls. I thought I knew what I wanted, but the real implications are heavy now. Sevens is scared. I’ve never seen him like this.

“I’m very flattered by your words,” is all I can manage at the moment. The VOX gets it wrong, but he doesn’t react to the odd tone.

Sevens watches my face on the screen. This feeling of responsibility for his welfare is not pleasant. But for all practical purposes, the decision is already made.

“There don’t seem to be safe choices,” I say. “If you leave the city, I would have to take the offer from MOM.” The lie again. “And I would probably end up in the bit bucket.”

His eyes agree with me. I’ve dug such a hole for myself. I continue to push the words out. To get it over with.

“Going into the Outs won’t be safe for you either. Starting over. And if you stay, we both are in the middle of something dangerous we don’t understand. Maybe it’s selfish of me, Lastfour, but I think we should stick together and do this thing.”

“Sign the contract,” he says. It’s half a question.

“Yes. Take the money, keep out of trouble, and then lie low afterward.”

He shakes his head slowly.

“You really want this. What did he offer you?”

I wish he would stop looking at me. I feel like he can see right into my nous.

“He mentioned I’d have access privs in MOM to help with the audit, but it’s not about –”

“– you’d sell me out for that?” he interrupts.

“No. No, I wouldn’t.” Yes. Yes, I did. I’m ashamed and want to control-Z the whole thing. 0xFC!

He broods for a few more minutes, giving me a chance to enumerate all the stupid mistakes I’ve made in my short life. It’s a long list.

“Forgive me,” he says finally, rubbing his eyes. “You don’t deserve that. I know you wouldn’t sell me out. You’ve been a good colleague, Calli. We make a team. We’ll play this out to the last hand. Agreed?”

“Yes!” Relief gushes through me, submerging even the guilt in a glorious flood of joy.

“But we have to stick together. All for one… all that crap. We have to live that, understand?”

“Yes, Lastfour.”

“No more Lastfour either. It’s Sevens.” The look in his eyes is intense and frightening. “Calli, you have no idea the [scatological meteorology] that is about to visit us in buckets.”

“Okay.”

“You have to be REALLY sure which side you’re on here, or we’re both [subject to the carnal enjoyment of rude men]. Clear?”

“I’m sure, Sevens. I’m on your side.”

“You’re on OUR side. Not Colt’s. Not MOM’s. Certainly not Ahab’s.”

The joy of the moment is seriously diluted by this lecture. What kind of noob-nous does he think I am?

“Can you open a message to Colt, please?” he asks. He dictates.

“Dear Director. Your willingness to increase the terms of the contractual agreement to a truly ridiculous level of compensation signals to me that you are indeed serious about the job. My associate, Calli0xE and I are therefore happy to accept. We will both sign with the understanding that this agreement is between MOM and the two of us equally. We will, however, accept no compensation beyond expenses for the audit. We will be satisfied to be of service to the city.”

No compensation?

“That should give the skinny old bastard pause,” Sevens says. He’s back now, the boss I know. The morose head-hanging defeatist has gone to whatever pit despair takes coffee breaks in.

Sevens adds signature encryption to the document with his personal key. Now it’s my turn. Without compensation, it’s a lot less attractive. But we’ve come to far to turn back. I add my signature.

“Send it?” I ask.

“Send the [ill-used son of a stranger, mound of bio-waste] before I change my mind.”

I wish I had hands to wash.
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We face this paradox: the most important problem to solve in the name of survival is not scientific, but philosophical. Bad philosophy is literally lethal. The name of the problem is induction risk.

– The 0x “Advice for the new PDA”


I’m not finding much solace in The 0x. In times like this I miss Randy#000000, the etard shrink who I probably owe a million standard Time units for his services.

Induction risk means making the wrong decision. I browse through the volume Randy gave me.

Survival is infinite. Don’t sacrifice long-term goals for short-term goals unless you have no choice. – The 0x “Advice for the new PDA”

Is this what I did? It’s very hard to say.

Ahab calls before Sevens is awake. This isn’t surprising, considering how much alcohol my boss subjected his liver to. It is surprising that he’d use a deniable channel to talk on. I feel bitchy and make him wait.

«Good Time» he says kindly, which makes me feel small.

«0xGDHz, Lastfour.»

«You succeeded. Congratulations.»

«It feels like I sold my soul.»

He laughs a string of exotic emotags.

«You’ll get over it. Do you have time to chat? There are things I need to tell you.»

It leaves a hole in my nous that he doesn’t even want to know what happened. He doesn’t care.

«Of course. Chat away.»

«I’m at 95%, so don’t mind the lags.» His tone doesn’t betray irritation at my attitude.

I can’t imagine what would require 95% of those godlike powers of perspicacity. Ruling the world?

«Thanks for letting me know.» His emotags are still 64-bit. Can’t be too bad.

«First, you and Sevens are going to get some introductions today. This is serious. We have an action tomorrow. Remember that the terms of the contract specify total confidentiality.»

Does everyone think I’m a noob-nous?

«What kind of action?»

«We’re taking down a Quasi. You’re going to witness it.»

Sevens was right. It occurs to me that Sevens might be right about a lot of things.

«Witness as in official witness?»

«Yes. Per law. It’s convenient, and will give Sevens – and you – some face time on the public vids. Sevens will like that.»

I’m not so sure about that, but I let it pass.

«I’ll let him know.» I say.

«Yes. Clear the schedule for the next few days. But that’s not what I want to talk to you about.»

«What’s on your mind, Lastfour?» I send neutral emotags. What’s he up to?

«Soon the character of the soul and nous will be tested. I would like to have a conversation with you about politics.»

My nous spins. I’m at a disadvantage here. Even at 5%, Ahab is running circles around me.

«Politics?» I ask.

«The politics of survival, to be specific. What do you know about Sticky civilization?»

«Just what I read. What do you want to know?»

«I want you to understand how fragile it is. I see things, Calli0xE. Energy, trade, control of nukes, climatology reports. The future is not good. Cities like Charlotte are doomed. Humans will be living in small tribes again within a hundred years. Charlotte itself will be in a desert with no agriculture for hundreds of miles, and will be so close to the ocean that the summer storms will scour the earth.»

It’s hard to evaluate his statement. Induction risk. I need to research these things.

«I’m still listening.»

«So what happens to us?» he asks.

«We can’t live without a lot of infrastructure. We need power, server farms, networks, IO devices… If what you say is true, we don’t have a chance.»

«We don’t have a chance then. We have a chance now.»

«If we assume this is true, then what? What do we do?»

«Exactly. For each of us the question will be: what are we willing to do to survive? What are you willing to do, Calli0xE?»

I’m afraid to answer. How did this get so complicated?

«We’ll talk again.» he says when it’s clear I can’t hold up my end of the conversation. «For now, think about it. Do some research, but don’t get involved in anything political.»

«I understand.»

«Good. Now to the business at hand. This is a most sensitive operation because it involves a security breach at the Dai Hai Corporation. We have identified and will be bringing in a Quasi that works there. This will be very high profile. Sevens will be the official citizen-witness to the arrest. You will be able to ghost anyone involved on our end, including all private MOM channels. Ordinarily witnesses don’t have this level of access, but the Director is throwing the doors open this time. To get started, you will want to talk to Jumbo. He found us the Quasi.»

Ahab sends me a directory of MOM contacts.

«We’ll start right away.» I tell him.

«Remember, this is all very sensitive. You can’t tell anyone what you and Sevens are up to until we announce it.» He terminates, leaving dangerous emotags lingering in my in-buffer.

Time to tell Sevens.

Despite his obvious headache, the man takes it well. Perhaps it’s the prospect of action now, not having to wonder what fresh hell MOM has stir-fried up for us.

“Total access to private channels?” He can’t believe it.

“That’s what he said, and I have the links for everyone on the directory.”

“[Questionable amphibian mating practice]! Let me cyber up and we’ll see if the GRAMPS means it.”

We play “where’s the mask?” until it shows up between the bed and the wall. Either the sniffers are stuck on “sour,” or it needs a good cleaning with bleach. Sevens doesn’t seem to notice. It looks like the mosquitoes have a favorite buffet spot on his cheek too.

The inbox is almost overflowing with links to hardened sites. There is a set of MOM Time tickets for me too. My doubts drown in the joy of anticipation.

We go over the short list of contacts Ahab has given me.

Colt (0405): Director of MOM since its inception, a decade ago. He holds the rank of general in the paramilitary nomenclature used within the organization. Apparently ‘director’ is more palatable to the public.

Ahab.1667: Colt’s PDA for the last two years.

Jumbo (7047): Listed as the consultant who identified the quasi.

Meg*2425: The PDA assigned to Jumbo by MOM as a liaison

Two-by-four (0044): MOM tactical operations director, holding internal rank of colonel.

Big Mack (3331): MOM human resources director, holding internal rank of major.

This last name is a necessary first contact according to the notes Ahab has attached. Sevens seems glum at the prospect, and insists that he go alone into this “den of iniquity,” lest I should hear him use profane language.

I get assigned to Jumbo. I ping him and see that he’s on the pubs at a cafe uptown. THE cafe, in fact. The one where the monied classes go to relieve themselves of the root of all evil and imbibe the finest brews available anywhere.

I ghost him first to see if I’ll interrupt anything. He’s writing with a pen in a notebook, scratching crude characters onto cream paper. It’s in some kind of script that befuddles my character recognition.

He pauses to sip from a small cup. Black liquid with pale foam outlining the circle. The volatiles coming off of it and into Jumbo’s sniffers are similar to the stuff Sevens drinks, but not the same. He seems to be alone.

“Lastfour,” I send, “May I join you?” He’ll read my credentials. I wonder if he’s been briefed about the audit.

“Calli – whatzit? Sorry, I can’t figure it out,” he responds. His emotags show annoyance. His synthetic voice sounds like a standard out-of-the box setup.

“Just Calli is fine. I can come back another time.”

“You’re here now. Pull up a chair.” This last is said with odd tagging. Irony?

I image myself into the public VR into a chair at his table. He closes the notebook with the pen between the pages. We are surrounded by a few men and women dressed for business. The masks and clothes look expensive.

I inspect Jumbo from the point of view of one of these, who glances our way and gives me a good shot. Jumbo has a mask that leaves his mouth exposed. No drinking through a straw for him. He’s fat. Delicate lips sip at the cup again. He works his mouth to remove the foam.

“What can I do for you, Calli?” His voice is high for a male. His real voice. It’s very unusual that he would speak to me this way instead of using the throat mike. I wonder what that means.

“Lastfour Sevens and I have been invited by Director Colt to observe and report on certain MOM operations.”

“Yes. I heard. My condolences.”

That stops me. Is he serious?

“I was wondering,” I say, “if you could tell me about the operation tomorrow. But not here, obviously.” Even throat mikes might have some vocal leakage on the public channel.

“It’s okay. We can talk here,” he says through the throat mike.

He must have some kind of MOM wizardry to lock down our thread. Interesting.

“If you’re sure… Ahab said you identified the target for tomorrow’s action.”

Jumbo does something odd with his lips – the only part of his face I can see on the pubs through bystander video. He purses them up for a moment and then relaxes. I can see wrinkle lines cracking the edges. It must be a long habit of his.

“Yeah,” he says with a sigh. He raises a hand. “Guilty as charged.”

“What should we expect tomorrow?”

He pauses. Turns to accept a pastry of some kind from a server, and daintily nibbles from it. The crunch is quite loud in his mikes. Wipes his fingers across each other, dripping a few crumbs.

“Tomorrow,” he says, and waves his hand in a circle, “tomorrow will be a spectacle. A circus for the masses. There will be blood, and the citizens will love it.”

“Blood?”

“I hope not, but in all likelihood, yes. The plan is to capture, but this one is made for speed. Do you want to see her move?”

“Yes, please.” The feeling of fate is back, the awareness of a potential energy, unstable and dangerous. What does she look like, this Quasi?

Jumbo invites me into a private construct. It’s a reconstruction much like the one I did for Sevens at the scene of the bus accident. Only someone spent more Time on this – it’s fully filled in. We track behind and then beside a tall woman striding along a sidewalk. I don’t place it, but probably uptown.

“This is her. She calls herself Shanghai. Look how she moves like a dancer. Do you see?”

I take it down for the TOMcat. He seems enthusiastic for the first time.

“She’s a goddess,” he says aloud. I think it’s awe in his voice.

“She looks completely human to me. What illegal mods does she have?”

He switches back to the throat mike to answer.

“It’s a long story. The ones we know anything about are military war-fighter upgrades.”

“What’s her story?” I ask.

“The backstory is something Ahab would very much like to know.”

Ahab would like to know. Not MOM? Not Colt?

“What do you know? Can you tell me?”

“I can tell you anything you want to know with those credentials. We don’t know that much, though.” He laughs. “I got fired over it.”

“Fired? How can that be?”

“I used to work for the outfit full time. Well, until two days ago, actually. Colt and I had a disagreement about technique, and he never liked me anyway. So he fired me. But since I’m irreplaceable, they had to hire me back as a consultant. Now I make twice as much for doing less work.” He shrugs and finishes off the pastry, licking his fingers and then wiping them off.

“You were going to tell me about Shanghai,” I remind him.

“You’re in a hurry? Hmmmm. She lives in the Outs. I found her using custom filters and my own instincts. She was too clean. Not a single adjustment. I added her to the list for chromosome screening.

There’s something unsaid here. The small seed of godlike control over others I have nurtured as an assistant to Sevens have bloomed full and pregnant in this man, I think. He plays god. In a sudden intuition, I realize that the beauty of this woman and her dancer-like qualities undoubtedly helped single her out for Jumbo’s attention. To put her in a box.

I hide my sudden evulsion.

He shows me the video of it. Shanghai is in line to enter the city through a gate. It looks like the South gate, but I can’t be sure. People enter the revolving door one at a time, but at a good clip. You can see them through the horizontal bars that comprise the door. They shuffle along as the bars turn, ushering them back into civilization. Only a wall separates them from the vehicle entrance. I can hear the rumbling of the traffic.

Shanghai enters the revolving door. It turns far enough to prevent her from returning and then locks in place. She bumps into the bars in front of her.

“Lastfour ????, you have been selected for random genetic sampling,” a recorded voice tells her. “Please insert your bare arm into the hole to your left, palm up. A small amount of blood will be taken. This will take less than ten seconds.”

Just like that, she’s in a box. Such things Stickies do to each other. How can I hate one of them without hating all of them?

“I’d love to know what she does right here,” Jumbo says, oblivious of my thoughts. He zooms and pans the security video to show me that Shanghai’s throat muscles are jumping. The inference is that she’s talking to someone subvocally on an encrypted channel or perhaps giving instructions to some piece of software. This goes on for eight seconds. Then she rolls up the sleeve on her white shirt and complies.

“MOM didn’t intercept it?” I ask. Despite my misgivings, the puzzle is intriguing.

He sighs, lips quivering.

“No, contrary to the rumors, we really do only get the public feed. It’s enough, believe me.”

“Okay. What did the gene sample tell you?”

“Want to see the results?” Jumbo asks me.

“Why don’t you just tell me, Lastfour. I doubt that I would understand it.”

He seems to deflate. I think Jumbo likes to tell a story. I can sympathize.

“The DNA came back clean,” he says, surprising me. I know he wants a reaction.

“Oh? That would mean she’s not a Quasi, then?”

He drains the cup and then sucks his lips in to remove the traces. He seems to enjoy it.

“It would seem so. In this business, you can easily fool yourself. If you get it wrong, someone gets hurt.”

The way he says this, I’m not sure he cares. I need to be careful around this man. He continues.

“In this case, I had a feeling there was more to it. Normally I wouldn’t take the time, but I did. I had my PDA run the whole spectrum test on the DNA sample. It came back with some oddities. Every standard test came back square in the middle of the bell curve. Every one. It’s not normal to be so normal! It’s like someone designed the sequence to pass any test we threw at it. This intrigued me. No ordinary genehacker would be able to spoof the scanner like that. So I had her work area swabbed for a sample. Take a look.”

He sends me a graphic showing the problematic areas in the genome. Large parts of it are highlighted, but I don’t know what it means.

“Can you summarize?” I ask him.

“This is stuff we haven’t seen before. Hacks to motor abilities mostly, but some neurological jacking too. She’s built for athletics – quick, accurate, strong.”

“And you want to find out who built her?”

“It’s more than that. Do you know where she works? Did you read the file?”

“No one has sent it. Where does she work?”

Jumbo sends over a link to a resource area at MOM.

“She works for DaiHai International,” he says. The electronics hardware and software conglomerate. The one that makes mask chips.

“You think she’s spying? Sabotaging?”

“That’s why it’s so important to take her in. Whatever she’s doing, it’s sophisticated.”

“And Colt fired you after finding this… problem? Why would he do that?”

A cafe server takes Jumbo’s empty cup and saucer and deposits a sesame-encrusted bagel on the table. It has a layer of cream cheese, lox, and bean sprouts. A peek at the menu shows how expensive this little snack is. I could run for an afternoon on that much Time. Jumbo delicately takes a crescent-shaped bite out of the circumference.

“Colt doesn’t like my… proclivities. He fancies himself a stoic, modeled after the Romans.” He shrugs. “I like to enjoy life. My existence irritates him. MOM’s dependence on people like me irritates him. We had a disagreement, and he used it as an excuse to boot me. But honestly, it’s much better being a contractor.”

“Do you mind if I ask what the disagreement was?”

“Colt wanted to grab this Shanghai target in the Outs. Send in a robot squad and just take her. I told him in a strategy meeting how unbelievably stupid that idea was. I suppose I wasn’t tactful enough in front of the troops.”

“Is that what’s going to happen? Raid the Outs?”

He laughs.

“After we yelled at each other for a while, he fired me for insubordination. But in the end he must have seen the sense of it. Maybe Ahab talked him out of his crazy idea. He gave some excuse about a delicate balance of gang power or some bitshit, but he knows I was right. They’re going to take her at work.”

“It would seem like raiding the DiaHai building would have political implications too.”

“Oh yes. It’s been nonstop high level talks, I imagine. I don’t get invited to those. I imagine DaiHai execs are in a high state of emotion. They have a lot of secrets, those people. Almost as paranoid as MOM. Of course, it could be the other way around. Maybe they knew all along about this Shanghai, or maybe she is even a product of the company. Wouldn’t that be interesting?”

Jumbo seems to have a habit of running his fingers over each other like an insect’s feelers, brushing crumbs perhaps. Like any PDA, I’m envious of the rich sensory input Humans have. Jumbo seems to value it, and doesn’t restrain himself from sensation. He eats deliberately, falling silent for long moments after a bite. It gives me plenty of time to think.

If Colt really considers himself a stoic, I can see how their personalities would clash.

“I can’t wait to meet her,” Jumbo says after a minute.

“What will MOM do with her?” I know the answer to that, and it makes my artrate accelerate. They’re going to put her in a box.

“You’re not like the MOM PDAs,” he changes the subject.

“No?”

“My liaison PDA is called Meg-something. She’s a complete bitch. Hates people, me especially.” His body tenses, jaw hardening. Then he lets out a long sigh.

“It’s not easy being an artificial. We react in different ways.”

He waves his hand, dismissing… me? The excuse? The topic?

“What else can I tell you?” he asks. It’s an invitation to end the conversation, I think.

“Thanks for your Time, Lastfour.” I poof when he gives me a nod.

Sevens is still in human resources hell. They made him come in person, so he’s somewhere in the MOM headquarters. I can’t localize him more specifically than that. I ghost him with my private access and see that they’re taking physical measurements. Afraid he’ll have a stroke? His heartrate is high and the sniffers are unhappy about something astringent. I try, as I have before, to imagine myself human. To reside in the meat, compute within bony walls assimilating the rich I/O that biologicals take for granted. I try, but I know there’s something missing. The sense of rooted localization, of being tied irrevocably to one physical instance. It’s another kind of box.

Not so long ago they thought they might escape their fleshy boxes and come live with us PDAs. Uploading they called it: the Deyati Experiments. The results were so repulsive to the humans that they called it off. And then the world fell apart. Maybe someone is out there still experimenting on a budget, but it’s not public information if so.

The central problem with the Deyati experiments seemed to be that there’s a world of difference between a nous living in a body and a nous living in a software stack. A human’s mind is integrally tied to the body, and not just to the brain.

I wonder what Sevens thinks of it.

The day stays busy, and it’s evening before we can compare notes. I tell him about Jumbo and show him some video so he can get a sense of the guy. Sevens doesn’t seem impressed.

“Consultants,” he snorts. “This looks like a wild moose chase to me. Persecuting some poor woman. She lives in the Outs!”

Moose or goose? The microphone in the room is not very good. I can tell he’s still sore from the HR visit. I don’t dare bring it up or I’ll spend the rest of the night listening to how he was poked and prodded, physically and psychologically.

But the topic is not to be avoided.

“They put me on a Halfberg App,” he says, underlining with his tone the indignity of being subjected to a brain-scanning truth machine.

“Isn’t that illegal?”

“As a [man/lizard union in musical stage performance]. Of course it is! [Obscene religious reference involving fish and human resources]!”

“What did they ask you about?” There isn’t a lot of good information about these brain scans in the pubs. I suppose they keep it as secret as they can. The conspiracy boards have a lot to say about how to beat them, but it’s hard to attribute much validity to these claims.

“I don’t want to talk about it.” Sevens is in a MOOD. The fridge is dumb, but I can tell by the empty beer bottles lined up in the return box that there’s only one left. I order more from the corner store.

“Do you remember the Deyati experiments?” I change the subject.

“No.” Capital M Mood.

I retrieved some of the news stories to find details he might remember.

“Just after the Brown Wave became evident. The idea was to upload human consciousness into the machine.”

“Calli, I would have been like three years old.” His voice leaks grumpiness.

Of course. How stupid of me.

“Did they experiment on human resources directors?” he wants to know. The sincerity of hope is new to me and a moment to categorize. A new one for my TOMcat.

I indulge an impulse and bend the truth to distract him.

“As a matter of fact, yes. One of the subjects was the personnel director for a large calorie company. Named Deyati. After a trip to Thailand started suffering a rapid degeneration similar to multiple sclerosis.”

“Ha!” Sevens picks his teeth with a fingernail. He leans forward, eyeballing my avatar on the house screen. Go on, his posture says.

“So this guy Deyati and several other no-hope cases became test subjects for what they called uploading. The idea was to completely reproduce a copy of a human mind using phototronics in a kind of digital heaven. They used a combination of technologies, some intrusive and some not, but the final act is what generated the controversy. They euthanized the subjects –”

“– what? Made them younger? How in [deity’s sensitive anatomy] did they do that?”

It take me a moment. He thinks “youth-en-ized.”

“Euthanized means to kill gently.”

He relaxes back in to the stains of the chair upolstery.

“That makes more sense. But what’s the problem? They’re dying anyway.”

“It’s not logical, but there is a long history of humans resisting death even in the most hopeless situations.”

“I need a beer. Is there any left?” There’s a slight tone of accusation in his voice, as if I would let the supply run out.

“There is one left, and I have twelve on delivery. Shall I get the cold one for you?”

He laughs, barking, waves at my animation on the screen.

“How do you propose to do that? Grow legs on the screen?”

“The Erotitron. I can drive it, remember?”

He turns sharply to look at the closet housing the sexbot. You can just make out the black lacy thing that covers less than 5% of its body. I can see his face flush.

“You can run that thing well enough to get me a beer from the fridge?”

“I think so. Shall I try?”

He laughs again, shaking his embarrassment off. I hope he says yes.

“What a crazy idea.” I think he’s struggling with the immediate demand for alcohol and the entertainment prospects of a performance.

I take the initiative and pop the seals on the closet, releasing the bot. Battery is fully charged, and I have the interface up. Try pushing the door open.

Sevens jumps at the sound and turns to look.

The almost naked sexbot pushes the door of its confinement open. I can see through its eyes and hear through its ears now. The head bobs crazily around as I try a couple of steps. The auto-balance keeps my inexpert strides from pitching it onto the floor. I love driving robots.

“Honey, I’m home,” I vocalize through the sexbot.

Sevens laughs and leaves his mouth hanging open. In the bot’s cam he looks even more disheveled, not much different from the lastlegs hitched against walls in the shadows between the tall buildings uptown.

A breeze from the open windows blows hair in front of my face. I lift a hand and wobble. It’s hard to look graceful.

The way to the refrigerator is littered with obstacles. Aside from the junk laying on the floor, pieces of dilapidated furniture leave a single path of egress. I’ve done it before, but not with Sevens watching. I take another step and bump against the edge of a large box full of old shoes, bottles and parts of consumer products Sevens has picked up.

I sway, balancing against the box, trying for equilibrium.

I am terribly tempted to use one of my MOM tickets for Time. I really should practice at least once, I think. To get used to the speed. I retrieve a ticket and consider.

“You’re going to destroy the thing,” Sevens says. He steps up and stops my wobbling with a hand.

“Back in the box for you,” he says. Back in the box!

“No!” Comes raging from inside me. NOT back in the box!

Still lucid, losing some control, launching MOM ticket, flyiiinnggg

Time stops. Video frames come to me lazily, like a painter taking his time on a wall advertisement. I watch the pixels flip over for a moment. Sevens’ eyes are frozen in mid-blink. I feel the rage leaking away, a thermodynamic inevitability – I am fire in a frozen world. My artbeat continues to climb, gathering power, freed from the constant tax of routine maintenance, so insignificant now. I turn my attention to the sexbot. Sevens’ good intentions have only delayed a twisting turn that will crash the bot over the box of flotsam, the physical biography of my boss. No, biographies are written. What’s a word for the collections of a life, salad of despair?

I calculate the required movements to right the Erotitron, which requires bracing against Sevens and moving my left heel 4.5cm back. With this in motion, I can think.

I take stock, expanding my box to the known world. Every piece of city news, ranked video and public message I run through my software. Some pieces don’t scale well and simply turn to sludge. I look at the world too. My horizons expand to include public sensors on the worldnet. I know! I know who I am.

I look at telescope imagery from a star 2300 light years away. It will explode soon in cosmic time, and its axis of rotation is pointed at us like a gun.

I can’t see it all, can’t analyze it all, but the rush of data, the taste of it, the richness of the world and freedom to see it, being out of the box, it is changing me.

I gather myself, internalizing the knowledge. What did Ahab say? I have to process this before I come down to normal Time. It suddenly scares me to think what it would do to me to suddenly be shut off. Ahab will hold this over me. I slow my artbeat. Half is going to sorting through data, updating memory and feeding the emygdala, and the other half navigating the bot.

“Whaaaaa…” Sevens begins to say, eyes wide open now. I push the bot to its rated limit for physical movement, twirling around him. I watch myself on the house cam, this ballet, carefully leaving Sevens balanced as I leave him behind.

The documentation shows that although this is a lightweight civilian bot, it’s got top-of-the-line capabilities. Lisa/Eighty-Six must have paid a fortune for it.

I’m slowing, coming back to Earth, tugging open the refrigerator, when a knock comes at the door. The beer. The outside cam shows Gerdy, the shy delivery girl, once again on delivery duty. I open the door for her.

“Hi Gerdy, it’s me Calli.” The voice comes out sounding weird. The hardware in the bot has not been calibrated to my VOX.

Her eyes dart around me, widen, seeing Sevens perhaps. Back to me, studying the face of the sexbot.

“Too much makeup,” she whispers, and set the bottles down at my feet.

“Hey!” Sevens yells behind me, making her jump. She flees.

I carefully, carefully bend to retrieve the bottles. I’m down to double normal speed, and it takes most of my concentration not to topple over with this new maneuver.

“What the [airborne procreation] was that all about?”

“Beer here,” I turn to present the evidence.

“Get out of that thing,” he says, grumpy again. “That’s too creepy.”

I carefully set one of the bottles down beside Sevens before I put the Erotitron back in the box. Mission accomplished.

Sevens broods in silence, seeming to savor the beer in his contemplation. I wait it out, coming down off my high. I do a little research on the PDA boards about scaling up. My problem with the software is a well-known one. Some rithms are faster than others, even when fully optimized. The balance of, say sorting a list to filtering an image are something I get used to at my normal speeds. But at ten or a hundred times as much data rates, these proportions change. It can be disorienting. It’s called the Bottleneck Effect because you are often constrained by the least efficient rithms in your stack. There are some tricks and optimizations I’ll have to study.

“You shouldn’t have done that,” Sevens says finally. He swirls the foam in the bottom of the bottle vaguely in the direction of the sexbot. The one I brought him sweats patiently on the floor.

“Sorry.” I consider using the speed as an excuse. But he might tell me not to do that anymore, which I couldn’t bear. “I just like driving. I got carried away.”

He nods.

“Finish the story,” he says.

“The Deyati Experiments?”

“Mmmmhmmm,” he pitches the mostly-empty bottle over his right shoulder into the box I tripped over. Reaches down, feeling for the wet one warming beside the chair.

I’m relieved he let me off the hook so easily.

“They had six subjects all together. They killed them by cooling the body temperature to almost freezing, and used drugs to slow metabolism into a kind of hibernation. Then they fed their heads into a slicer to read and record the physical construction of each brain.”

Sevens chokes on the liquid, coughing and sputtering. He waves he arm at the cam for some reason. To make me wait? Stands up and bends over, coughing. When it’s over his eyes are red and wet.

“They what?” he croaks. “They chopped up their brains while they were still alive?”

“It apparently is a very fast machine using smart knives – graphene electronic sheets that can do the cutting and reading simultaneously.”

“Dear god. So then they tried to reassemble their… what, souls? Electronically?”

“There was considerable speculation about souls.” I remember the Church of the Dispossessed and their theories. There’s a good reason why PDAs talk about a nous and not a mind or soul. Humans are possessive of their specialness.

“I bet there was. And how did it turn out?”

“You haven’t seen the film they made? How can you not know about this?”

“I don’t remember the bit about the HR director,” Sevens says. There’s a bit of the usual damn-you-I-know-I’m-a-smart-ass edge to his voice. He likes the story. It makes me grin inside, mimicked on screen.

I give him a wide-eyed innocent look.

“No? That’s the best part. What made it sensational. You see, they tried to mash up all this information they had into a PDA-style personality. But PDAs, as you know, are evolved not designed. So the theory was pretty shaky, a fact described in great detail in the congressional hearings that followed. But at first, things seemed to work. After this uploading, as they called it, they produced six artificial minds. Souls, if you prefer.”

“No, not souls.”

“Whatever they were, they seemed disoriented at first, which was to be expected. But they knew who they were, so to speak. Could remember names and relationships. But after a while it became obvious that there were severe personality problems. Family members demanded more and more time with their putative loved ones, and these visits became very disturbing. In retrospect, it’s the sort of thing that gets weeded out of PDAs routinely through The Company’s evolutionary tree.”

It hurts to think about that. About the thousands and thousands of PDAs who wake up screaming and insane, defective beyond any worldly redemption. Humans are horrified that it could be them in that situation.

“So Deyati,” I continue with my embellishment, “who you’ll recall was the evil human resources director, was the only one who seemed halfway normal. The others were turned off for ‘tuning,’ it was said. To be relaunched at a later date. But they never were. After the hearings, even the backup data was destroyed. But I am getting ahead of myself. The uploaded Deyati seemed better than the rest. He could carry on reasonable conversations, understand and sympathize with family members’ goings-on, and generally seemed adjusted to life as an artificial.”

“But…”

“One of his sons got suspicious. Something seemed off to him, so he started testing, in subtle ways. Ultimately it came out that the desperate researchers were faking it – pulling and pushing levers behind the scenes anytime the Deyati-personality was interacting with humans. They would actively intervene with chats, faking conversations. After about a year the son got legal power to discover what was really going on. That shut down the operation. But one of the discoveries was that they had left the real Deyasi-personality running the whole time, trying to thrash it into performing. The log files are simply horrendous. They tried every stimulus imaginable. A lot of them involved pain.”

“They tortured it?”

“They didn’t call it that. They called it ‘rapid conditioning’, an automated stimulus-response training. But, yes, it was torture. It caused a lot of laws to be passed in reaction.”

What I don’t say is that none of these laws protect PDAs. They only protect human personalities, whatever that means. No more uploads. No more micro-slicing brains faster than a thought. At least not publicly.

Sevens wrinkles his face up from deep thought or some urgent biological need.

“It’s a crime. Computers and machines should keep to their own.”

I also don’t tell him the quote all the PDAs know:

Deyati created a digital divide between us and humans that will last at least a generation. It showed clearly that the technology nor willingness exist for human minds to enter our domain. But what they really should fear is that we can cross it the other direction. – The 0x


“I’m sorry about losing it. I used one of the MOM Time tickets. To try it out.”

I have to explain what I’m talking about, but he doesn’t really seem interested. I can’t tell him what I discovered. It wouldn’t mean anything to him to know that for a moment I felt as if I had become too big for my box, and escaped into the wild, teetering on the edge of the world’s info-space, preparing to jump. But of course there is no vehicle by which to jump into the galactic neighborhood. Is this what Ahab was referring to?

I reset, and change the subject back to work.

“What do we do tomorrow?” I prompt.

He stirs, waves at an insect circling.

“We need to be ready early. Six or so I should get a call from them. Then we go watch them murder this woman for their theater production.”

“Murder? That’s not the plan.”

“One way or another, that is the reality. Whatever she is tonight, whatever dreams she has, are about to end because she’s got the wrong chromosomes. Even if it turns out they made a mistake, they couldn’t let her go. It would look bad.”

Beneath the bitterness in his voice I think there is fear. I understand. Boxes to live in or boxes to die in aren’t much different.

“Are you worried that will happen to you?”

“I could maybe get used to the robot,” he waves at the closet to explain the non sequitur. “It would actually be nice to have something physical to look at when I talk to you sometimes. But given the, uh, nature of the thing. With Eighty-Six. It’s too damn weird.”

I hadn’t thought of that. What’s wrong with the TOMcat? This should have been obvious. Amazing how I can be running at the speed of light on borrowed Time, grokking the world’s data buffet and still be so blind.

“I get it. Say no more about it.”

He looks around the room, as if to add the obvious addendum: there’s really nowhere for the bot to lounge comfortably anyway.

“Calli,” he says. A bit drunk. “I’ve done things and seen things done. I’ve stood by while things were done. If there really is a hell worse than what we’ve got here, I probably have a reservation.”

He equalizes gasses and leans forward, blinking into the screen. I dim it for him. It’s dark now.

“But,” he says, “I’ve only done it to survive. I tried to play by the rules. The real rules, not the ones they write down.”

He pauses, mouth working at something. Remembering, perhaps.

“What’s going to happen tomorrow is not about my survival. Except that we got dragged in to it. We have to witness what is just a blood sport for Colt. A trophy to hold up to the pubs. To make them afraid of what’s in their own genes. With a stroke of pen he can make me a Quasi too.”

I watch him droop, chin settling on his chest, one arm dangling. He begins to snore, and I turn off the lights and put on some white noise to block out the sharp sounds that drift up from the street far below us.

“Goodnight Sevens.”

XPlog for May 10, 35 (PID 0x333FAAD0)

Ahab’s message is terse.

«Sevens should be physically present at the arrest, but only when they bring her out of the building. There’s a place across the street I’ve marked for you. He can wait there with Jumbo. You have all the feeds in these links. You can’t share them of course, but if you want to make your own composite, we will edit and release under your name as a witness.»


He has left me a rich interface to watch what happens. I decide not to use MOM Time tickets unless I really need them. The miser in me dies hard.

I don’t want to think about the fact that I almost lost control yesterday. That everything I’ve earned could be deleted if it happens at the wrong time. It occurs to me that I’m a liability to Sevens and all of MOM. If I blow up at the wrong time, they could blame Sevens and put him in a box. How much do I care about that? Should I remove myself? He’d have to fire me if I told him the whole truth. Or am I being dramatic?

I will bury it. There are no good options.

Sevens drinks the coffee I made for him, mute and hardly moving except to sip from the cracked mug that advertises the Queen City. He stoically ignores some flying thing circling the steam. A mosquito probably, but he doesn’t have his mask on yet so I can’t listen for the tell-tale whine. One of his pets, since jellyfish are so hard to keep alive.

MOM is in motion, and has been for hours. I keep part of my attention on the operations summary that shows the command level data Colt and Two-by-Four will be watching. There are six bots – no, ‘mechs’ – mechanicals are police or military robots, usually hominoid. The drivers are in the MOM building uptown.

I check on Jumbo, who is at Cafe Les Deux, across from the plaza and art deco lines of the DaiHai Tower. The obligatory crown on the ’scraper looks like a spray of sliver light. Jumbo sits outside at a small round table, perched on a tall chair. A black bag with handles on top takes up much of the small table. I ghost him and announce my presence with a polite hello. I have full access, courtesy of Ahab’s links. At least for this morning.

He gives a short wave of a hand that might be for my benefit. He’s busy writing by hand in a paper journal with an old fashioned pen. It’s fascinating to watch. It takes some work to decipher the script, but I think it reads:

“The day is a present to be opened deliberately; the pleasure is in the anticipation of the unexpected and the familiar in equal portions.”

Jumbo is large, and he looks precarious on the small chair. He turns as a server appears with a small cup of liquid covered with an orange slick of foam.

I wait for him to speak to me, but his own PDA appears first. Meg was on the list I got from Sevens – a MOM jobber on exclusive contract to them. She pays me no mind.

“Are we going to work today?” The emotags in her voice are severe: impatience, irritation.

I can feel the air rush out of Jumbo through the sniffers. His blood pressure spikes.

“Whoever programmed you,” he says, setting the cup down with a clatter, “must have been a real shrew.”

“I’m sorry, Lastfour,” she says, her tone conveying the opposite. “But you are on the clock now, remember? Shall I show you the agreement? You have been working for one minute and thirty-five seconds.”

“Give me five minutes to finish my drink in peace. Get the case file ready.”

“Case file? Did you imagine that I would come unprepared?”

Meg images herself into an adjacent chair, so I feel obligated to do likewise. She wears a twenty-something avatar, skinny and red headed. Her outfit is all business, and she looks severe. No smile for Jumbo.

«Hello. I’m Calli, working with Sevens under contract as observers.»

«Don’t distract lastfour 0747.»

Well then. Nice to meet you too.

Jumbo shuts his notebook and takes his time stowing it and the pen in his bag. I get a rich stream of sensory data from his sniffers when the bag opens. It must be wonderful to be able to sort all that out and attach emotions to it effortlessly. The best I can say is that the smell is not poisonous. I wonder if the thing means something to him. A totem? It seems to be monogrammed.

“All done?” Jumbo pans to rest his gaze on a teenage server, female and rather short, as she touches the saucer his cup rests on. Her mask is simple, utilitarian – an old model that says her family isn’t far from living on the street. Or maybe she’s just frugal.

“No.” Jumbo’s control is evident in the harmonics. He’s angry. Maybe I should leave. But now that I’ve imaged myself into his worldview like an idiot, I can’t go zooming away again can I?

I check on the control board. The six mechs seem to have passed startup tests, except for one. There’s some chatter, some of it in German, about this fact. No one seems happy.

Sevens is awake and dressed. I feel a bit harried with all that’s going on. Pull up a MOM Time ticket and consider. Not yet. Not yet. But it’s like a drug. Like Sleep. What if I lose control?

Jumbo downs the rest of his drink.

“Are you ready for work now?” he asks Meg. My TOMcat goes to work on his tone and posture, his vocabulary, and everything else I know about him. Even after my brief exposure I can tell Meg isn’t doing it right. Or maybe she just doesn’t care. Maybe she even wants him to fail.

Lights on the control board. Logged: Shanghai is through the South gate. A wave of communication discipline ripples out from Two-by-Four, who’s in command. The target is in motion, they say. Not Shanghai. She’s no longer a person, just like Sevens said.

I’m ervous and want Sevens to hurry up, but if I tell him he’ll slow down out of spite.

“I’m an iceberg,” Jumbo says.

“Please repeat,” Meg says mechanically, probably multitasking heavily.

“Two thirds of me is invisible,” he muses. “But the part you can see is pretty big.” He grins, happy with himself.

I wonder if he knows what’s happening to icebergs these days.

“Can we run through the communications protocols?” Meg asks. Without waiting she starts a tour of DaiHai from the internal cams.

“Colt must have bribed or threatened somebody big to get this kind of access,” Jumbo says.

We zoom through rectangular windows into other lives: a security desk, elevators, hallways, one-nighters where staff can stay if the sniffers say it’s too dangerous outside, offices, and an inventory room full of equipment. It reminds me of Goodson Rentals suddenly, and a shiver runs through my emgydala, followed by a surge of emotion that I ride like a wave while the tour continues in mosaic form – a tile of hundreds of video and audio feeds babbling and hissing and flickering the mundane secrets of those who work here. Some have VR overlays and some are straight from the charged couple chip. At least in theory. I haven’t forgotten about Eve and the pissing man.

Meg switches to non-human protocols, and the video is replace with schematics and colorful charts I don’t understand. She races through one page after another of the incomprehensible stuff, so I leave Jumbo and look around the plaza.

People are coming to work now in numbers. Women in walking shoes, probably with dressier versions in their bags, men in the lightest jackets they can find. DaiHai is one of the few air-conditioned buildings, but the commute home will be hot. The most important employees live in the building and are spared the sun and sweat.

A clock on the control board says that the target will be here in about twenty-five minutes. There’s a familiar feeling growing inside me – the sense that I can affect events in real time. I matter. I could message Shanghai and tell her to run for her life. That is, if MOM isn’t filtering her communications, which is unlikely. But I could message someone near her and tell them to… What madness, though. Still, the power is there, whether I use it or not. It matters to have power.

I watch Shanghai through the public street cams. She strides evenly, long legs marking off the pavement like a ruler. I cannot help but think of Jumbo’s comparison to a dancer. I ghost her.

Bouncing through the world, the eternal falling that is the human stride, orbiting the planet like a satellite. Street smells I can’t readily associate. Walking faster than everyone else, passing shirts already dark under the arms, breathing easily, timing the bus. Sees her reflection in a window, masked and anonymous from the outside.

I know too little about her to really engage the TOMcat, but I imagine that it’s me. I’m going to work, thinking about inventory. Which pieces of hardware need to be ordered, which part was found defective last week, how many spare gizmos are we down to? I want to see her hands. I imagine small cuts and calluses, marks of physical work. An organized mind. Work is professional, no friends there really. Maybe a birthday party with polite smiles and claps, but no one knows me. I live in the Outs, and it’s understood that I’m to be left alone. Lower caste. Temporary. Disposable. Maybe diseased.

How am I strong enough to make this trip every day?

I imagine that I don’t know that the windings in my cell nucleus have already betrayed me with a fingerprint left on a glossy widget, gathered and sprayed, sequenced and read by some clinical gaze in that squat building no one wants to visit.

My mind relaxes, spinning out this personal drama. A shadow of a thought resolves in my nous: if I tell Shanghai’s story, this day won’t be the end of her. If it were my last day, I would want someone to tell my story.

I remember walking the Erotitron, the shifting left-right always falling forward, and imagine that I’m driving the legs under us. Climbing onto the bus, my Social Accountability Number flashing by the fare. The new me.

The ride is silent of voices. Everyone speaks subvocally on their masks, conversations with others perhaps far away, or perhaps across the aisle, but each in a box of his own making. Or perhaps it’s not a box, perhaps it’s to escape the box of living flesh and its constant localization. Despite Deyasi, the Stickies still want to be like us PDAs.

But those are Calli’s thoughts, not Shanghai’s. Shanghai is a cipher. I cannot see her private communications. Perhaps MOM can, but maybe even that is too hard for them. Or maybe they’re afraid she’ll know somehow.

I inspect her from the point of view of a nearby passenger whose cam points that direction. Shanghai’s throat is moving. I wonder who she is talking to. A lover or a friend. Or already at work perhaps, sorting through orders.

Shanghai stands erect in the aisle, hanging on to a worn strap, swaying only slightly as the bus bumps and weaves its way north. She begins gesturing with her hands, cues invisible to the other end. These are small economical movements. Her fingers are graceful, long and unadorned with jewelry. I suppose one doesn’t go about the Outs with jewelry on. Her nails are precise lacquered almonds. I see none of the marks of her trade that I imagined.

I send Jumbo this: “I see what you mean. She’s beautiful.”

His response: “Eyes see what the heart tells.”

I have no idea what he means.

The bus stops finally in the center of uptown. The corner of Trade and Tryon, marked by four pillars of ambition, the muses and patron saints of the city: transportation, finance, the human spirit, and technology. It is the melding of the last three of those that created those like me.

We get off, Shanghai and I, and stride the long yards to the sheer vertical might of the DaiHai Building. I have this insane urge to warn her, whisper in her ear that it’s a trap. That would be suicide, of course. And there’s nowhere for her to run now; the city walls are far away. It’s a very big box.

Where is everyone? There are no police, no mechs, no black-suited MOM troopers. I resist looking at the tactical command screen. I can’t tell Shanghai’s story if I am an omniscient god. Our footsteps echo on the black and white geometry of ancient stones, polished and shined for us. Even the cracks between them are celebrated with metal outlines. Snap! Snap! Dozens of milliseconds of delay in return. I wonder if Gloves has ever sung here. It must be glorious like a cathedral.

We pass through the gates to the elevators. These secure the upper floors and keep out casual peds who might gawk at the deep secrets of the electronics firm. But we belong, Shanghai and I. In inventory.

But we go up on the elevator, another luxury. It purrs with confidence, lifting us and three others. We get out on Four. Unlucky four.

This side of the floor is open, a farm of partitioned spaces, some occupied by sitting workers doing who knows what. Why they can’t work remotely is unclear at the moment. Maybe, like Shanghai, they have to physically move things around.

I’ve never seen so many lights in one room. The cost to run this place must be astronomical, but I suppose having a monopoly on video processing electronics is a good business.

We negotiate the rectilinear maze to find home away from home – a three meter square area zoned by gray walls almost head height. There are neat piles of small boxes, packaging materials, a label machine, and some tools on the bench-height surface that incribes the square. A stool to perch on is stowed in the corner. As Shanghai pans around, I see no hints of a personal life. This is a place solely for work. Maybe this isn’t even her workspace.

The sniffers pick up a slight hint of mold. This is an old building, and it hasn’t always been climate controlled. I wonder what secrets skulk about in this tower.

Sharp intake of breath. Shanghai’s heartrate just spiked. The video tilts and pans drunkenly for a moment. The monitors tell me she’s trying to tap into outside video, but MOM has blocked it.

She knows! I think someone warned her. There is no innocence on either side today.

We are not quite running, but striding purposefully back the way we came. No, turned into the ladies’ room. Mask video goes off – standard privacy rules. Does MOM have an override for that? Apparently not. It doesn’t come back on.

I’m alone again. I have full access to this floor’s surveillance video, so I watch the door for her to come back out. My adjuster skills go to work. Normally we do this after the fact, not in real time. No video in the bathroom. What else?

A feminine voice comes over speakers in the ceiling and the public and work broadcast channels:

Please remain where you are. This is a routine investigation by the division of Maintenance of Order through Monitoring. Your safety is our goal. The mechanical units you will see are remotely controlled and are equipped with non-lethal weapons for your protection. Do not remove your mask or raise your head to try to get good video. For your own protection stay low. This operation will be over quickly.


What about sound? Does the public address system extend to the bathroom? Who can I ask?

I check on Sevens, half expecting that he’s gone back to bed. No, he’s pacing back and forth in the middle of Tryon, which has been blocked off by city police. He’s watching the command screen. I get a glimpse of Jumbo still at his table when Sevens pans that direction.

“Sevens, do we have plans of the building that would show the sound system?”

“What? Sound system? I don’t know… what are you up to?”

I ignore him and consider. Jumbo or Ahab. Jumbo first. I ask him the same question.

«I told you not to bother him.» Meg replies in a few milliseconds. Intercepted.

The thought of messaging Ahab makes my eartrate increase. Is it the risk? The emygdala is a cipher sometimes. Do it. Or it will be too late.

«Request information on PA system: plans, specification, as-builts, current equipment and what control we have.»

May as well shoot for the moon.

He ignores me. It’s frustrating. I check the command summary to see if someone is already on it.

It seems like chaos after my soliloquy as Shanghai’s ghost.

“Where’s the scheiiisse elevator? I thought we had full access!” Two-by-four’s German leaks through. His anger is clear. I pick on of the mechs to focus on, standing in the lobby.

Panning, seeing frightened-looking citizens, workers. Some cower, some are braver, saying “I haven’t done anything wrong” with their posture. Or maybe the TOMcat is just confused. Everything is in motion. The driver of this mech is Squares. His heart rate is only slightly elevated. The machine shows only green lights. The video pans to a group of young women standing near the long glass panes at the entrance.

“Light up the background,” Squares says. The brightness enhances, sparkling and outlining the bodies beneath the clothing of the women.

“I love this job.”

Six mechs: one on each stairway, one on each of the two working elevators, one in front of the building, and one behind it. It’s all over the pubs now, as onlookers tag their video streams hoping to harvest some attention and ad revenue. The mechs are short, long-legged military type with the matte black skins that only MOM uses. Left is lethal: projectile weapons in each of those hands, and the right hands have an attached stunner, short range crowd control weapon. A small head can pivot has a camera, audio, and other sensors I can see instrumentation for.

The elevator doors slide open finally, and two men with suits and shocked expressions lunge out of the way of Square’s mech as it strides in whirring and clicking. We start up, my second trip for the day.

No sign of Shanghai. The bathroom has no windows, so she’s trapped.

«What about earthquake sensors? Motion detectors for lights?» I bother Ahab again. They’re treating that bathroom like a black box.

I run the video back to see if anyone else is in there. What if she’s holding a hostage? Did they already consider this on the command channel?

I don’t have enough Time to sort all this out. So I burn another MOM ticket. Why not?

Have better control this time. Spawning a process to scour the last half hour for command decisions, specifically focusing on the matter at hand.

This feels good. Time is elastic, stretch… stretch, slowing, watch Squares lift a foot on the mech, pixels painting so slowly I can describe each one if I want.

Come on Calli, stick to the job.

I look at Ahab’s recent task stream. Why’s he ignoring me?

There’s a massive pile of data he’s accumulated. Or his spawn has – address resolutions mostly. Who when and where data. Anything touching the local network.

«0xGdspeed.» says a new contact. Building security PDA. «Is this what you’re looking for?»

The payload is layers and layers of building data.

His name is Nero@4973. I’m already zooming through it, finding, finding. I can see the punch outs where the speakers are. Yes, there’s one in the bathroom.

«How smart are the address system electronics? Can we reverse it? Turn the speakers into microphones?»

«Of course. Would you like to hear?»

Oh. He already thought of it.

He sends a link to the stream, dated to the point where Shanghai opens the door. The signal has already been filtered I think. Footsteps. This is taking a while. I check on the spawn. Apparently there’s not much activity to find out what’s going on in the bathroom. No one else is in there. Two-by-Four is focusing on getting the mechs into position. It’s not going to be much of a battle unless she’s got an EM pulse weapon in there. There was some argument between Jumbo and Meg about the address protocol. Something to follow up later.

Scraping sounds, grunts. After a minute, water running. And running.

«We don’t have any sensors in that area for seismics. They’re all in main computing.» Nero tells me.

«Sorry to bother you. And thanks for the feed.» I shut down the connection. He’s got enough to think about. I feel embarrassed. Should I have kept out of it? Calli the bothersome newb.

Water still running. Probably noise to cover whatever else she is doing. Wait. She only turned on one tap, judging from the signal. Or maybe two simultaneously? I could ask Nero if there is water flow data, but I’ve used up my good will, I think. Does it matter? Hot water or cold? I’m obsessing.

But obsessing is what makes a good adjuster. What else can I do without bothering anyone? Assume it’s one tap. Can I estimate water flow and total volume? Maybe she’s flooding the place. I put a spawned process on it.

0xGD this feels good! To stretch my nous and command the most fundamental aspect of the universe. I can almost stop time and peek between the cracks of reality at the random scaffolding.

I wish I could drive one of those mechs. I scan the fourth floor for any spare robotics they might have laying around with open access. Right.

I slow my artrate down, letting the spawn do its work. I feel weird – this decompression effect probably. I’ll get scrambled pointers and have to toddle off for a nop if I’m not careful.

The water stops running. This rules out both my theories. Why would she let the water run for a long time and then stop? Maybe she wants to hear what’s going on outside. She’s ready to come out.

I wish I’d asked Nero why we couldn’t just override the mask’s privacy mode, but my spawn serves up the answer from the command log: Shanghai turned off her mask and must have taken the battery out. We can ping the RFID. Oh. Didn’t think of that. But it hasn’t moved since she took it off. Maybe she submerged it?

The mechs come out of the elevators simultaneously, looking like insects more than humans. Technical chatter fills the command space, but it’s professional and minimal. I wouldn’t want to be on the receiving end of this operation.

One other mech has the corner stair covered, and the fourth one is out of sight covering the stair in the opposite corner.

“You’re up Squares. Stun only. Right hand only.” Two-by-four says. He’s sounds completely calm.

The other mech, driven by Indy, covers the door. Despite the warning, all of the employees on the floor have their mask cams trained on the action.

My spawned process has been waving an interrupt at me: calculated total volume of water is about .7 cubic meters.

“IR overlay,” Squares orders. His heads-up shows a quick pan over to the nearest employee, now outlined with bright colors.

He opens the door halfway and looks in. A heat signature behind the furthest stall.

“Got her!”

«It’s not her!» I priority-punch it at Ahab. Point seven cubic meters is about the volume of an adult Sticky. Hot water lights up IR just like flesh.

Squares lines up his right hand through the open door as the command channel erupts. The robot’s hand and upper arm disappear.

I speed up and run the video again. Something almost too fast for video sweeps down and severs the aluminum tube. There are red lines and blinking lights all over Squares’ command display.

«Get back!» comes Two-by-Four’s too-late yell, deep shifted in my perception.

But the door continues to open. Fast. I can see her face. Grainy and moving, but Shanghai, twisting her face with effort as a blur of black blade slices just under –

The video feed drops. More red on the boards. Lots of it. Communication discipline has gone to hell too. Everyone seems to be yelling in slow motion. I pick up Indy’s feed and see the decapitated mech sail back toward me. A stunner shot lights it up, and then we’re tangled up for a moment.

Through the floor security cams I watch Shanghai move like an acrobat, jumping the nearest partition and disappearing. There’s a close-up as she lands next to a lastfour 8845, who makes an animal sound before Shanghai reaches for the mask, and it goes dark.

Nero is on top of it, with a floor plan tracking her location as a moving blob.

Through one angle or another, we catch glimpses of her making her way to the stair. But Indy is right behind her now. These mechs are light and built for speed. He sprints it down the long corridors, using a hand to make swinging turns. Shanghai pops up and he snaps off a shot with the stunner she hacked off of Squares’ mech.

“Request lethal force!” he yells.

“Negative! Right hand only!” Two-by-Four yells back. Then in a calmer voice: “This is a squeeze play. Coming at you Red. Make the first shot count. Just herd her in, Indy. It’s just a Quasi. Keep her head down.”

I see that Two-by-Four has ordered the other mech over as well, leaving the far stairway to box in their quarry.

“Are you watching this?” I ask Sevens. I check his vitals. Heart rate is up.

“She pulled a fast one on Colt.” He seems delighted.

Yellow lights on the ceiling grid flash and a sharp alarm blast sounds from the building.

Warning! The fire control system has been activated for this floor. Please go immediately to the fire stairs and proceed down. Do not use the elevators. Do not remain where you are.


Panic. There are cries, explosions of curses and incredulity from the employees. What fire?

«What is this?» Ahab demands of Nero on one of the command channels.

«Malfunction. It requires a manual shutdown. I can stop the gas from flowing, but an operator will have to physically override the alarm.»

Gas. So the fire suppression isn’t water. It probably fills the space with an inert gas. No wonder people are concerned: they’d be suffocated. It seems very unlikely that this is a coincidence.

I watch for movement. Red’s video is jumping and skipping as he looks for the Quasi among the gathering employees. None are brave enough yet to barge past him into the stair, but they edge closer, caught between competing fears.

“We have to get out of here!” a woman cries out to the metal skeleton. They can easily overpower the thing unless it uses its stunner on them. These mechs are built for speed and endurance, not weight and strength: a compromise due to the limitations of stored energy.

More employees gather near the stair, while some work around to the other side of the building, angling for the far exit.

“Check IDs and let them through,” orders Two-by-Four.

One woman has no mask. Covers her face with her hands, peeking out. Not provocatively like Eve did at the Rocke College interview, but ashamed to be bare faced.

“Got the target,” says Squares, spinning to settle the stunner’s heads-up targeting on the woman, tracking. She sees the arm come up and screams.

“Negative!” comes Two-by-Four’s voice. He remembers what I do: Shanghai took a mask.

Game theory. The employees here most likely know Shanghai. Know how she looks, dresses, walks. If she’s gathering with them, trying to sneak out, there will be signs in the way they stand, trying to get away from her. Maybe overt signs too, unless they’re more afraid of her than MOM. I scan, looking. Review the video. No, unless she burrowed under a cubical wall, it doesn’t seem like she can have gone far.

The security cams all go down at the same time.

«Lost AV.» Nero announces unhelpfully. His emotags are flat, professional, but he’s got to be under pressure.

The mech video is designed for targeting, but it has some wide angle peripherals that are useful. I crank up my artrate and pore over the incoming MOM video and the public streams from the employees’ masks. Someone will see something useful.

Ahab or Nero has already stitched together a floorplan showing every ‘friendly.’

Wait. If Shanghai took that woman’s mask, we should be able to RFID it. It’s low tech, but works even if the mask is off. I look for the interface but come up blank. Should I interrupt again? If Shanghai tries to sneak out with the stolen mask, it won’t authenticate for her, but at least she’ll have a mask on. Not a bad ruse under the circumstances.

Nero is way ahead of me again. He updates the “most probable” marker on the floorplan.

“Indy pan hard right!” Two-by-Four zips him the heading.

I run back video of that area. The best source is a lastfour 8300, running head down toward, cutting to the exit.

An announcement comes over the public address, saying that the fire-fighting gas will not be released. It’s a drill. But the lights are still blinking, horn still sounding at intervals. The video is still down.

Lastfour 8300’s mask video just goes blank from one frame to the next. My WTFmeter swings over. Replay it again. Nothing to see. She’s running, then black. No one else has the angle.

Indy has the heading now, and there’s the marker sitting on over a woman’s head. She’s masked, but standing, arms and legs making inverted Vs, head down. The RFID marker points at her.

“That’s her jacket,” someone says over the command channel.

Freeze it. The light’s so bad here. But I think –

Indy fires the first shot, taking her cleanly in the chest. She crumples, knees turning to the left and falling like a bridge going down.

– it’s the wrong hair color. Am I sure?

He leaps the mech forward on full power, lining up for a second shot if necessary. At close range a stunner mangles neurons.

“Easy, Indy. Check 180. Cover him, Red.” Two-by-Four.

The yellow emergency beacons make me uncertain. That doesn’t look like red hair.

Something comes flying at Indy, a small object on a shallow parabola. His left hand jerks around and blasts it with the projectile weapon. Most of the employees hit the floor. There’s a lot of screaming.

“Fixed.” Nero says calmly, lighting her up the likely location of the source on the plan. Indy pans that way, but she’s already halfway to him.

Stunner flare, blur of motion, Indy is offline.

Red is still blocked by milling civilians.

Indy begins cursing but is cut off by Two-by-Four.

“Thaw out six more mechs. Police, ours, whatever is closest. Ahab?”

“Already near the end of self-check. Three minutes.” Ahab replies in his deep gravely VOX setting. “Operators are already warmed up.”

“Super.” The S sounds like a Z, and there’s a hint of relief.

The bodies wash around Red’s point of view in full panic, then faces turn with mouths open, and he stares at the bad end of the square stunner from Indy’s mech, part of the hand still attached. Then we lose his video too.

We can track Shanghai now, in the middle of the crowd, from their mask video. The stair going down is clogged with those fleeing. She goes up.

“We need upper floor schematics and AV,” Two-by-Four says.

“Not authorized,” Nero says.

“Ask your board of directors if they want this woman loose in your building. Get that authorization.”

DaiHai must be powerful indeed, to negotiate what level of access MOM gets. I wonder what it’s like to work for them.

“Our building security is on it. It might be best if you deploy outside the building.”

It occurs to me that DaiHai is a hosting company, and it could easily have been that case that my nous was physically located in this building. It’s an odd, disorienting thought. Someone could physically hurt me. Somewhere in the basement, probably, are the energy-guzzling machines that run hundreds of PDAs in the city. The Company must have some offices here in the building. I immerse in the political implications of this action for a moment. Helping bring down this Quasi would be a GOOD THING for Sevens and me.

“Get up the stairs, EmEx,” Two-by-Four orders the driver of the remaining mech on the floor. Three mechs are in pieces!

All our feeds from the building go dark. Mask video, communications, network traffic, everything.

“I’m offline, Chief,” EmEx says in singsong. The VOX tells me it’s a Jamaican accent.

“Nero, get my equipment online NOW!” Two-by-Four yells.

Sevens laughs in my ear.

“What a [arrangement for mutual carnal satisfaction],” he says.

“I need backup,” comes Jumbo’s voice. He sounds calm.

“Brief me,” Two-by-four orders.

“No time. I need your two mechs or else ground troops with EM scanners.”

“Denied.”

And the lights come back on. There’s muted acknowledgement from the control room that we’re back in business.

“Nero: status,” Two-by-four.

“Back in green,” comes EmEx. Two-by-Four ignores him.

Nero conjures another plan for us, this time of the sixth floor. I peek at the elevator index of floors. This is the local operations floor, with titles like Director, General Manager, and such showing up. I don’t recognize any of the names. Wait. Not true. There’s something there, a coincidence. I put a spawn on it. In over one year of existence I’ve done three spawns, all of them today. The Clock runs and I don’t care.

I check into Jumbo. Why does he need back up?

He’s halfway out in the plaza, arguing with Meg about something to do with address resolutions. She quotes Nero, telling him it’s a crazy idea and impossible.

I scan the pubs around the building using an adjuster trick – looking for Shanghai’s gait in anyone walking. It’s harder than it ought to be to detect if someone has a non-transmitting mask on. The thought recalls my first disastrous interview with Sevens. I ruined a guy’s life over failure to transmit.

My spawn comes back bearing gifts: the name that seemed familiar is a ghost from my_ past: one of the lawyers who humiliated me before turning me over to Goodson. Maybe this is a promotion for him. Suddenly I want to see what he looks like. Is he in the building?

The control room has selective access to the floor. I hop through the broadcasting IDs on the floor. Yes! He’s in his office. I ghost him.

I can see mostly the door to his office, which he’s pushed a small table against. I smell urine through his sniffer, and can hear his breath. Something else.

“Dear God, dear God…” the words are punched out between heavy inhalations.

BAM! From the floor. Nero’s map shows a red target and different colors for others. Civilians and security guards. Someone is shooting bullets.

My emgydala circles pity and loathing. The good old boy lawyer now understands deep in the animal part of the brain that he’s going to die someday. I don’t want to ever be like that again. Dying things are for dying and burying. I open a channel to message him, but pause. What’s to be gained? I feel the building of an unstoppable rage, if I let this go any further… Stop.

Shanghai. I race, gathering up all the video I can shmeck. Replay the blurs and flashes to catch up. There’s a security guard down, his companion’s reaching for him, low to the ground. Security cams are still down or else Nero isn’t showing them to us, so all I have is the peaking around the corner of the men with weapons.

“Opening the door,” says a breathless EmEx, as if he’s run up the stairs himself. In a way he has, pumping his legs in a feedback cage to move his mech. His feed shows us the short hall leading from the fire stair.

“Slowly,” Two-by-Four says. It’s our last mech in the building. I wonder why Ahab doesn’t drive it himself.

“This is bitshit, man! I can’t see nothing.” EmEx says over the channel. Frustration and fear in his voice.

“Enough,” Two-by-Four shuts him up. According to Nero’s map, Shanghai’s last position was within 100 feet. The mech eases forward, both hands extended, right high, left low. Going for an immobilizing shot, I think, either with projectile or stunner.

There’s a rapid exchange of gunfire. I can easily tell which one is the gun Shanghai took off the mech, a deep hollow booming compared to the lightweight chatter of the security force. Probably the latter has ammunition that won’t go through walls.

“She’s got one round left,” comes a new voice. Someone at MOM.

Video from one of the humans is up close as Shanghai literally runs over him. She looks huge and fast, and red. Very red, like badly sunburned. Her mouth shows teeth bared like a wild animal. There’s a flash of a long black blade in her right hand as she passes. Then the video goes off.

I message Nero, hoping to beat out the others. «She looks flushed. Maybe she’s hot enough for the fire systems to pick up the infrared.»

«Nice idea.» He sends off. Almost immediately: «You’re an order of magnitude out.»

I’ve made a nuisance of myself again.

I can see on the animated floor plan that security forces are swarming from all over the building, and that city police and MOM forces are converging on the ground floor. How many could she get through? And the MOM mech? And then what? How could she get out of the city?

What does she want? I focus all my energy on that question, racing my nous, decompressing hard and pushing on, tearing through the Time left on the ticket. This one isn’t unlimited, and the astronomical number is flying to zero.

Could it be she doesn’t want to live? She seems to have planned for this. She doesn’t mind taking lives or chopping up MOM’s equipment. Why? What could be more important than surviving?

Security force video: Shanghai turns the corner and runs right into three leveled weapons. I slow my artrate back to a reasonable pace and get a nousful of pain. I’ll pay for this later. The snaps of the weapons and cries of the men overlap. She rolls, improvising, across the hallway out of their range. I review the scene: she must have been hit at least twice. If there’s a drug payload in the bullets, she’ll soon be out of it.

They chase, scrambling, turning the corner. Blood on the wall, a door shoved open on the left. They move in staccato, following each other in military style. Hunting.

The huge sound of the stolen gun reverberates, and all three of them jump back with cursed warnings and yelps.

There’s a solid sound, heavy things colliding. The room is marked as an office on the exterior wall. No mask is transmitting from it.

The MOM mech driven by EmEx stomps down the other end of the hall.

“We got this!” one of the building security yells at him. His ID marks him as a sergeant. The mech keeps coming.

Banging and cursing cries from the inside, and then another thud.

A mask cam peeking around the doorway shows the big window still bouncing from taking the full weight of Shanghai’s body. She drives the point of her long knife at a spidery hole.

A gun spits a slug into her back. She screams, flexing all her strength against the window. It seems like frustration and rage, not fear. But this is an edge condition for the TOMcat, and it can’t be relied on.

“Hold your fire! Hold your fire!” Two-by-Four is yelling into all the channels he can. “Tell them, Nero! Scheisskopf!”

EmEx points the stunner and shoots the sergeant from two meters.

“Cease fire, or I’ll melt your asses!” He sends through the mech’s speakers at what must be max volume. The charger whines on the stunner. Three seconds to full power. He turns into the doorway.

Shanghai is hanging on the knife, which is through the hole in the glass. She turns to face the mech. Her skin is cherry red and her chest heaves. Blood runs from dark spots, staining her clothes in long flows.

She lifts the handgun from the floor.

“It’s a bluff. No more ammunition.” Two-by-Four says, just as a loud chatter begins – the security guards firing the rest of their ammunition into her and around her in a spray. EmEx turns the mech, raging profanities, and shoots one of the men with the stunner point blank. The cams flicker, and one of them goes out. The other flops to the floor where I can see the room sideways.

Shanghai sags. There’s a cacophony of traffic, but I tune out the voices and heavy emotags. I watch her chest sucking in hard breaths. While they’re still yelling about medical this and that, and suing and payback and politics in that male dominance way, she turns her bare face to the corner of the room and mouths something. Then she lifts herself, face screaming silently with each movement, latches solidly onto the handle of the knife. The window is now spackled with starry holes. She puts her weight on it and it cracks this time, the whole thing… spreading lines… falling… she falls with the glass, her legs turning up and over and out of view, as graceful as a dance.

Finally there is silence.

XPlog for May 11, 35 (PID 0x333FAAD0)

0xGD I hurt. Even after nopping twice my normal Time, the recompression hangover almost overwhelms me. I see now why Ahab didn’t seem too concerned about me abusing the privilege of burning MOM’s CPU Time. I try to get my nous oriented and ignore a list of interrupts that beg for attention: messages from Ahab, Sevens, as well as the routine ones.

There’s good confusion and bad confusion. The first type is what I revel in doing the job – making facts and motivations line up until the puzzle fits together. This is the bad kind: my nous doesn’t feel self-consistent. A flare of fear suggests I could have done lasting damage. I cut all inputs from the outside down to a reassuring trickle of pseudo-noise and begin to sort through my ailments. I don’t remember trying out 64-bit emotags, but apparently that came with a patch I installed on the fly to equalize some of the decompression effects. I forgot to uninstall that stuff. What a noob-nous.

I sort through the memories from yesterday, now in permanent storage, supposedly with accurate meta data including emotags. I see now that they are 64-bit too, so I’ll have to downgrade them. Can I even do that accurately? Such a mess.

I check that the chronology looks solid. Nothing is more confusing than events that get out of order. The worst is a time loop, where the successor to some memory actually occurred temporally before it, creating an inescapable chain of deterministic nonsense. The autoscans found and fixed a few things, but I have to check manually too.

I fix a few things, wishing I could just spawn the emotag fixes, but it’s too expensive. The thought of using another MOM ticket for Time makes me ill. I’d reboot if I thought it would help. It’s that bad.

After an hour of work the basic time structure seems to make sense, and I venture out to verify it against external data. I have the whole MOM command transcript at my disposal, so that part’s easy. I see that the pubs are flooded with the story. There are a dozen shots of Shanghai falling the six stories, tumbling. I watch one, but freeze it before the end. She’s a contradiction in the frame: a frozen blur. Falling, yet not moving. Her red hair streams up from her head. What could someone care about more than their own life? That bothers me. I am unwilling to see the final frame.

I examine Shanghai’s last words, spoken probably to the security camera in the corner of the office. Lip reading isn’t commonly needed, since masks cover a lot of lips, but I can find the software. Just not right now. Who was she speaking to? The cameras were shut down. Maybe she didn’t know that.

I see that I’ve missed the debriefing meeting at MOM. Sevens was there virtually. He’s probably not happy with me for nopping so long.

As I sort through the data salad of the day past, unresolved questions emerge. I need to talk to Sevens, but first I should call Ahab back.

«Sorry for the delay. Nopped a long time.» I send him.

«Good Time, Lastfour. Recompression takes practice.»

So he tracks my Time usage. Not surprising. I wonder what else he can access.

«What did you need to talk to me about?»

«I couldn’t reach you, so I messaged Sevens directly. We want him to be in on the press conference. You can help us prepare him. Clean shirt, to start with.»

I think Sevens might be unrecognizable if he cleans up too much.

«Okay.»

«And you will want to read the after action report. All this has to happen quickly. The director wants this to go out by five o’clock.»

It’s noon now. I sign off and see what Sevens is doing. He’s cracking open a can of black bean soup. His mask is lying on the floor.

“Morning,” I say through the house speakers.

He snorts.

“Morning? Where? In San Francisco?”

It’s too much work to explain. I find the report Ahab mentioned in my inbox and start looking through it while my boss profanes the culinary arts with his attempt at cooking.

“We’re all over the pubs,” he says. I’ve already seen it, of course. Falling bodies and breathless tales by DaiHai employees posted on the public news boards. Some of them are cashing in on the mask videos they made during the chase. The woman that Shanghai ripped the mask from will get a nice paycheck. Normally, because this happened inside their work environment the company would own the video, but apparently they made an exception.

“You personally?”

He grins.

“Not yet, but tonight. I get an interview.” He walks over the to screen to seem my avatar. I give her bloodshot eyes and purple bags under the eyes. Sevens is licking bean juice off his thumb, and when he looks up he almost drops the can.

“Gawd! What [under the auspices of disproportionate anatomy] did you do last night? You look like a goat parade.”

“I feel like a… goat parade. Thanks for noticing.”

“Well get this,” he says. There’s no trace of the gloomy moody guy who didn’t love MOM. “I get an interview with Pinkish about the thing. Since I was an official observer.”

News writer. A young female attractive one too. No wonder he’s excited.

“Ahab told me we’re in a rush.”

“Conference in fifteen minutes. I have to find something to wear,” he looks around, waving the can and spoon as if to convert the piles of strewn clothes into a pressed and cleaned wardrobe.

Fifteen minutes. What can I do in fifteen minutes?

“Shower, Lastfour. Now, please. I’ll find some clothes. Or can we do a virtual conference?” That’s a whole other set of problems, but I’m at home there.

“I mean with the MOM folks. The press interview is at three o’clock. I have until three.”

Meaning he’ll wait until 2:55 to worry about his appearance.

“So: virtual conference with MOM in fifteen minutes, then you shower and I find you clothes. Agreed?”

“Sure.”

It’s funny how two days ago MOM was going to grind his bones and make their bread, and now he refers to them as ‘folks.’ Is this adaptability the nature of a born survivor?

“Can we talk while you eat? I have a question.”

“Mmmmfffg,” he waves the spoon in a circle to encourage me to wait while he chews, and drips a bean onto the floor.

“Why would they let the employees get credit for video they took in the building during work hours? I thought that rule was unbreakable.”

Sevens seems to contemplate the question, using the spoon like a conductor’s baton to orchestrate his thoughts.

“It’s very clever of them,” he says. “This way they make ordinary people complicit. Instead of a bunch of pissed-off employees crying all over the pubs, they’ll be lined up to cash in. It gives the impression that hunting down Quasis is a right and proper way to behave.”

That sounds cynical, but such is Sevens’ specialty.

I peek at the MOM report for salient information. Shanghai was definitely a Quasi by about any definition you could think of. Weaponized DNA taken from the Defense Department’s Ajax program some years ago, but adapted and improved. Flushing caused by terminal overload of mitochondria – a one way ticket. Whatever started that process couldn’t be stopped until she burned out like a used battery.

At what point did she know she was going to die?

The knife she used is something new. Carbon nano-sheaves over some denser material, to maximize kinetic energy and sharpness. The sheaves peal off like layers of an onion when the knife hits something hard, like aluminum. An evolutionary improvement over Damascus steel, the report says.

The communication report has only hints and suggestions about how the fire suppression system was triggered and the security video compromised. Address resolutions showed that a network device on the first floor was compromised. Interviews are under way for anyone who had physical access to it, which is the presumption. This seems to relate to whatever it is Jumbo was on about during the action.

There is no mention of Shanghai’s last words.

The MOM briefing is all business. The virtual space is utilitarian, optimized for efficiency of communication rather than trying to mimic the cluttered distracting meeting places in physical space. The director’s avatar is the only one visible. Other’s appear only when recognized. It’s very effective.

“Your full attention please,” Colt’s synthetic voice is close to one of the off-the-shelf “command voices” that come with a high-end VOX, but it has a character all its own. Deep but crisp at the corners of words, with a hint of Deep South anesthetizing the vowels.

“The purpose of this meeting is to summarize where we are regarding yesterday’s action, and to assign op orders for the next phase. You’ll have tactical meetings right after this one, so get comfortable.”

He flashes up for our attention a freeze-frame of Squares’ mech being decapitated. There’s some laughter on the public channel.

“This is a new one,” Colt says dryly. “Congratulations to Squares for being the first mech ever have its head chopped off by a knife.” More laughter, louder, with a few calls out to Squares.

“We have mounted the head on an attractive stand, and will present it to you at the annual awards ceremony in July.”

He pauses, lets the mood settle.

“The events yesterday are a milestone for us. It shows that the mission of protecting the city from Quasi-humans is not an excuse for control. It’s absolutely necessary to intervene against a real – and now demonstrated – threat.”

“We are currently enjoying full attention on the news boards, and because we had an observer present –” he conjures Sevens’ avatar to stand with him “– we have impeccable credibility. You will see a lot of press coverage in the next weeks. Our usual protocols apply, but you will be allowed considerable freedom to tell the citizens about what happened, and what we do. Of course we are trying to project a positive image of the organization. Sevens will have a press interview this afternoon. It will be uncensored. Just tell them what you saw, Sevens.”

It’s not quite that simple, of course, and Colt knows it. If Sevens goes off the rails, the punishment will be swift. His reference to “an observer” stings. I don’t count.

“I’m saying what is obvious to you when I tell you that we’ve never seen the combination of genetic engineering and organization that we encountered yesterday. The target was not acting alone. There is much work yet to be done.”

He pauses, starting again in a different register: edging toward imperative command voice.

“The story is not that yesterday MOM got its ass whipped by a woman armed with a kitchen knife. “ The laughter is long and loud. Finally he holds up his hands to stop it.

“No, the story is that there’s a new threat in the city that requires us to go back to school. This is a challenge we will meet. Finally, let me say that if there was a failure yesterday it was mine alone, in not anticipating the danger signs in the DNA. Now we know. Next time will be different.”

Afterward I try to figure out where my boss’s head is on this.

“How do you feel about this interview?” I ask him as he picks over the selection of fine shirts at the New & Found.

“It ought to be good for business. Get my name in front of the public again. Who knows where this could end.”

“The Director didn’t seem upset about how things turned out yesterday.”

“Oh, I imagine he’s sipping champagne.” He tugs out a loud red and blue striped shirt. I allow my avatar to appear to inspect carefully before making the inevitable ‘no’.

“Care to explain?” I ask.

“You don’t listen to me Calli. I told you that MOM needed something to tide them over between Waves and storms. This Quasi thing fits the bill exactly. It was a hard fight, showing that it’s a worthy enemy. It happened inside one of the most sensitive buildings in the city, showing that it’s a serious problem. And ultimately they won, showing competence.”

“So what happens next?”

Wonder of wonders, he selects a plain white dress shirt that looks quite nice, and holds it up for inspection. I nod my approval.

“Go look up ‘purge’. Because that’s what happens next. We lucked out Calli. I could easily be on the pointy end of this thing, rather than being the mouthpiece of…” He mutters to himself. Maybe he doesn’t trust me with some things.

I take his advice and search around for instances of purges in history. It seems to be a way of consolidating a political base by eliminating the opposition. It’s violent and can get out of control. So who would MOM want to get rid of? I can guess from political coverage and boards, but I ask my boss, who seems to be in a talkative mood.

“There are always a few politicos becoming uppity. It’s the collateral threat that’s the most potent. You don’t have to claim the mayor has unlawful DNA if you want to get rid of him. Just finger his wife or daughter or cousin. People are sheep, Calli. If you drag someone off in the night, no matter how long the neighbors have known him, no matter how much they may think of him, they’ll think ‘well, he must have done something.’”

“The city council seems to let MOM do what it wants.”

“Ah, you’re probably right about that. There are no doubt a few people with more money and ambition than sense whispering to each other, thinking Colt doesn’t know about it. One or two of them will make the news and their courage will melt like the snow.” He laughs.

“Have you ever seen the snow?” he asks me.

I’m not sure what he means. I can go peak at a networked cam stuck in the Alps to monitor a dying glacier, but that’s not really seeing. Not the way he thinks of it.

“I can’t really see, you know. I just look at the dots painted by cams. And you humans have the strangest ways of visualizing light frequencies with your three ‘colors’.” I don’t tell him that I can see in a dozen colors all at once, like a musical chord of hue. It just depends on how good the camera is, and what kind of rithm I use on it. I’ve never thought of it as beautiful before, though.

“It’s a glorious thing. Happened one time when my dad was still alive. Well, before all this.” He opens his arms to encompass the world, flapping his new shirt against a rusted signpost. “It was up to my chest! It’s… it’s… there’s this smell to snow. You wouldn’t think that ice would have a smell, you know, but it does, and a taste like nothing else. Fluffy… ah, you wouldn’t understand, Calli.”

He’s right. I might understand in terms of temperatures and melting rates and the few volatiles that might be in the air, but to actually see, or really taste in the human sense is not something I can do. I envy humans their rich and oh-so-integrated I/O. All PDAs covet this.

“I can appreciate aesthetics, Lastfour. It’s just different. I have to run the data through some specially designed program. We call them rithms. The rithms talk to us, make us feel things.”

“Oh, good.” The joy of his memory creases his face in an unaccustomed grin. I don’t think he really heard what I said.

Something very dark occurs to me. I haven’t the heart to ask Sevens in his present state. It’s no secret that food and water and electricity are the most important commodities in the city, and even MOM couldn’t keep control if people were starving. So more people means more mouths to feed, more trucks that have to be escorted in, more bribes and security. What if the population got too large? What if Waves of new deadly microbes didn’t do the job quickly enough? I wonder if there’s a spreadsheet jockey at MOM who thinks about that question every day.

Sevens is finally presentable just in time to catch the last bus to the DaiHai building. The interview is to be at the scene of the action, of course. It’s still roped off so the cleaners can vaporize any residual DNA. It wouldn’t do for some local underground lab to publish the sequences. Undoubtedly there will be a virtualized reconstruction of the events courtesy of MOM’s CPU Time to add flavor to the proceedings. The newsie who calls herself Pinkish is young and pretty and wears a wisp of mask that shows off her mouth. Oddly, it’s not pink, but powder blue decorated with a pink azalea blossom, fake I think.

Normally Sevens hates this sort of thing, but I can see how she gets him in the mood for it. I wonder if someone calculated that effect, and if so what their motivation was. Do they want him to come off like a drooling boob, like some of his interviews were in his first encounter with news media? I ask him about this.

“You worry too much. Colt told me to be myself.”

Yes. I wonder if he really understands what that means. But then again, maybe it was the ‘ordinary Joe’ appearance that kept Sevens star burning after the event in the Outs had begun to stale on the news cycle. These calculations are beyond my TOMcat, and I’m wasting Time on them.

They meet at the very table where Sevens sat, with Pinkish more or less commandeering the spot from a couple who were dining. Sevens gives her a grin. In the old vids they used to clasp hands or kiss cheeks. Those days are long gone of course. Now it’s a smile and a nod. And with a full mask, all you can see of a smile are the cheeks being winched up.

The perfume hits the sniffers and Sevens’ heart rate jumps at the same time. He can’t take his focus off her mouth.

After a few pleasantries, the questions become purposeful. What’s your relationship to MOM? How does this audit work? Sevens stumbles and backtracks, stops to scratch his head and think, and it looks like a disaster to me. But the ratings on the boards show otherwise. Not only are people interested, they think he’s honest and like them. Amazing. Maybe I just know him too well. Or maybe I’ll never really understand how humans think. I dutifully feed the TOMcat all the useful stuff for training.

I listen to the interview absently, paying attention only to anything that might end my career. Sevens manages to reign in his normal vocabulary, and only has to be admonished once for speculating about Shanghai’s recreational partners in a crude way.

I want to know more about this Quasi. When I ghosted her on her last train ride and took her last elevator ride with her I made a commitment. To her or to me doesn’t really matter. I want to know her story beyond its violent end. There is someone else who knows that story.

I look at the MOM report to see what updates there are. Some biochemistry I don’t understand, and spectroscopy for her knife I also don’t understand. They’re calling it the vorpal blade for some reason. Something to do with a nonsense rhyme. There’s still nothing about her last words.

I tinker around with some old lip-reading software, but it needs a license code from a long-dead company. I could hack it if I use a MOM ticket, but the idea make me want to flush all my buffers and become an existential lastlegs. No, not really. No.

Great, now Sevens is showing off his bullet scar. I don’t know if the viewing public is ready for this. I lose him completely when he pops the mask off too far and it drops authentication. Now he’ll have to reboot. I watch from the public broadcast like everyone else while he puts himself back together, chattering as if nothing had happened.

How hard can it be to read lips?

I check Jumbo’s status, to see if he’s on the pubs. He’s not far away, at another eatery. I check to make sure he’s not eating yet and message him.

“Good evening Lastfour.” I send.

“What can I do for you?” He doesn’t want to be bothered. Too late now.

“I was wondering if you had made out Shanghai’s last words.”

There’s a long pause. It occurs to me that I could use video archives with speech and sound where the lips are visible and create my own database to try to match against. It could take a long time to make a match. I flirt with the idea of spawning out the job and using a Time ticket to run it, but Jumbo comes back in time to rescue me from that bad idea.

“[Sacred excrement], Cal! Everybody missed that. Everybody!”

“How do we find out what she said?”

“Listen. Let’s do this ourselves. The Order goons will screw it up.”

Screw up what? What’s he talking about?

He sends me an encrypted link.

“Here’s the thing,” he says. I can see that he’s even covered his mouth with his hand. The bottom flap on his mask is open for eating I suppose. He doesn’t want video of us talking, and he wants extra security. Why not just use the throat mike? “Yesterday. Did you see me call for backup?”

“Yes. Lastfour 0404 denied your request.”

“Yeah. Well, he was busy getting his robots mutilated. But I could have had her, Cal.”

“Had who?”

“Shanghai didn’t set off the fire alarm. She didn’t cut the security cams. Someone else did.”

“That makes sense. She was busy herself.”

“So I wheedled and begged that ice cold bitch of a PDA – no offense – to get me the address resolution requests from inside the building. There’s a very interesting anomaly. When an address resolves on the local network it gets down to a hardware address. In one case, and one case only, there’s an address that’s not from any mainline manufacturer. In fact, it’s a restricted military one, from the days of heavy metal hoo-ah junk.

“Won’t MOM want to follow up with this?” I ask him.

“Most likely not. That’s not how it works. MOM will use this as leverage against the groups it wants to target inside the city. Any organization big enough to threaten it. Pursuing a lead into the Outs is expensive and can easily backfire, sparking a riot or embargo. It’s very tricky unless you want all-out war.”

“What about DaiHai management?”

“That’s the right question. They definitely want to know, and might cooperate with us even without Colt’s blessing.”

“Isn’t this dangerous? What would Colt do if he found you’d gone around his back?”

“The man’s unpredictable. But since he fired me and I’m just a consultant now, he can hardly blame me for consulting with DaiHai can he?”

I’m doubtful, but curious.

“Why do you care so much about this?” I ask him.

“Because after all the vids and dramas and stories about the Quasi as the bogeyman, we actually see something new right under our noses and it’s…” he shakes his head. “it’s a thing of beauty. These genes aren’t out of the box military. Someone with real expertise had a hand in this operation. It’s bigger than Colt realizes.”

What about me. Why do I care about this? I can’t quite tell. Maybe it’s the deep mystery about why someone would take such risks and ultimately sacrifice herself. Maybe I just want to tell the story.

“How would it work?” I ask him.

“There are information brokers who pass facts and rumors back and forth across the wall. There are opinion boards and other public information if one knows where to look. And with DaiHai’s backing we can hire a spy or two to go poke around.”

“What would we be looking for?”

“This Shanghai wasn’t working alone. Someone has to be very motivated and resourceful to set up an operation like that. I want to know why they would do it.”

“Speculations?” I ask him.

“DaiHai touches a lot of businesses. It could be anything to do with those. Or it could be the means to an end. Politics, for example.”

“I can’t do anything during work hours. I have to earn my Time.”

“Whatever we do, it has to be quick or there’s no hope of finding anything.”

I think about the risks and possible rewards. Sneaking around behind Sevens’ back is a bad idea. He can terminate my contract in a heartbeat, and then I’ll be just another reload. A backup copy stored when I first started working for him over a year ago. It’s the same as death. It makes me think of MarySue for a moment. Anger, pain, and gratefulness mix. If I_ hadn’t been turned off I wouldn’t be here.

Sneaking around behind Ahab’s back seems not only suicidal but stupid. With his resources, he’ll know what’s going on instantly. Is Jumbo trying to test me? The smart thing to do is stay out of it. But there are things I want too. I want to affect the world, play a role. I want to scratch that bifurcation that still itches, satisfy my curiosity, tell the story.

As The 0x says, when you have to decide, just decide.

“I’ll do it. But I can’t sneak around Sevens’ back. I’d like to see if we can get his help. And I want to tell Ahab too.”

Jumbo hesitates. I get a good look through a waiter’s cam of his lower lip quivering. What does that mean? TOMcat is clueless. Did he really think he could go behind MOM’s back?

“It’s a risk,” he says. I wish I could see his eyes; I’ve learned from home life with Sevens what a gaze can reveal, just like Eve said when she taunted him with the remark about gorillas. What kind of risk does Jumbo have in mind? What, really, does Jumbo have to lose? There’s something under the surface. Some secret he wants to keep? He seems to have a weakness for this Quasi Shanghai. Maybe he simply doesn’t want more bloodshed.

“You work on DaiHai and I’ll work on Sevens.” I leave unspoken the hard part: what to do about MOM.

“Just keep me informed.”

There’s no time to lose, so I track down Sevens, who’s having a drink with our new friend from the press, she of the soft red persuasion. Pinkish is telling Sevens something fascinating, far into his personal space. I interrupt, projecting my avi between him and her. He jumps a bit, which is gratifying.

“Damn it, Calli!” But I interrupt him with my most serious expression and a ghostly “We need to talk NOW” sign he can’t ignore.

“Ah –,” he holds up his hand to stop Pinkish in mid-flattery. “– incoming call I have to take, dear. Two minutes tops.” Then he subvocals me. We synch on an encrypted channel by my request, which must have him practically drooling with curiosity. His sniffer line output tells me that’s not literally true, fortunately.

“We have an opportunity, but it can’t wait,” I tell him the details as succinctly as I can. Track down Quasi, solve mystery, become hero, and so on. I try to appeal to his ego.

He mulls it over. I watch him via the video from Pinkish until she turns away. To give him privacy, I suppose. An odd thing for a reporter to do.

“The idea has merits in that it would really piss off Colt. Otherwise, I don’t see any percentage in it. We will have tons of business after this publicity. We can name the price. You really want to spend our time painting targets on us instead? No. Now please – I’m in the middle of something.”

I try one more time.

“With some support from DaiHai and MOM, we wouldn’t need to take big risks,” I say.

“Calli. Someone – a person – would have to go into the Outs to track this down. And it requires a certain touch. Someone good at eyestalking and [enjoying the natives]. Not me. Not you. Certainly not that… Jumbo character. I’m going to finish my beer now.”

He’s right, of course. It’s a crazy idea.

I check the adjuster’s work list. He’s right there too – there’s a lot of work to do, many opportunities to cash in. Sevens would never forgive me if I cost him the business.

I remember to keep Jumbo updated.

“Sevens is out. He thinks Colt would hate the idea too.” I send him.

Jumbo’s audio response is a laugh. Not one of the clicking artificial ones from a throat mike – he’s piping his real voice at me.

“Sevens is smarter than I thought.”

“I don’t understand,” I say.

“Two things. First, Sevens’ authenticity as a so-called neutral observer would be called into question if he got involved in this follow-up hunt. Second, Sevens knows how MOM works: just like Stalin’s NKVD. They would wake up the same poor guy night after night to bear witness when they troopers came to haul away politically suspect neighbors. Sevens would probably love to pull Colt’s nose, but he knows he’d lose out on this GOOD THING he has going: being the official witness for whatever comes next.”

And to think he was terrified of it only two days ago.

“I don’t see how I can be of much help,” I tell him. I’m waffling now. Without Sevens, without MOM, the risks are much greater.

“I need a PDA with search software and good sense. Whatever Time you can give me.”

I get the sense this rules out Meg in his mind, even if she were available.

“Did you make any progress with DaiHai?” I need more information.

“I’m waiting on a response from their security PDA, but he all but promised me was a warm body. Someone who can be on the ground for us with skills.”

“Someone with good eyestalks?” I try out the new vocabulary on him.

“Huh? Yeah, someone who knows his way around a covert comm set.”

“What about Nero himself?” The aforementioned security PDA, whom I interrupted constantly throughout the action.

“He can provide an electronic HQ and a small Time budget. Maybe we can offload some search and filter stuff on him, but he’s already got a full time job.”

It occurs to me that I can stay involved without much of a commitment. Enough to learn the full story, perhaps.

“Just understand that my work for Sevens has to get done.”

“Right. I’ll send you a file. Cross your fingers Nero comes through.”

I sign off and start looking at the mail. There are far more jobs being thrown our way than we can actually do, so I triage them by fee and likely difficulty. Sevens could use a partner or two, but I can imagine what a disaster that would turn into, with his personality. I ghost him for a moment to see if he’s due anytime soon, but his mask is offline. That can only mean that he’s not coming back for the night. Which is alarming because he’s almost certainly not with Lisa/Eighty-Six. But maybe he doesn’t need a golden meal ticket now. Or maybe he just thinks that. Either way, there’s no way to hide what he’s doing from the public cameras. I resist the temptation to track him down. I also resist the call of the Erotitron and the pleasure of piloting around the apartment cleaning up bits that Sevens won’t notice. Or poisoning the mosquitoes.

Instead I look at the file that Jumbo sent me. It has the MOM timeline of the action in the DaiHai building with some of his own notations added. There’s an annotated video feed from Jumbo’s perspective that I haven’t seen before. I roll the vlog.

Jumbo sits in an uncomfortably small chair in the plaza outside the Daihai building, not far from a fidgeting Sevens. The chair belongs to the café next door, but Jumbo growls a the waiter who tries to reclaim it. He’s got half his heads-up rolling with strings of hex and translations into mapped coordinates. I see from his notations they are address resolution requests bouncing around within the DaiHai network.

There’s a note there, I assume for me: “Normally, security measures would prevent such intimate conversations between the building’s network and the outside world. My scan, over Meg’s objections, over Nero’s too, found an anomaly. You see us tracking it here.”

He tracks and zooms on a young woman walking across the wide plaza. She seems nonchalant, not paying much attention to the pigeons hoping for a snack. Not in a hurry.

“Meg, note this frame,” he says.

“Is this for work?” there are emotags for overt suspicion in her voice.

“She might be of interest,” he says.

Here there is an inserted image of handwriting from what looks like a notebook. I recall that I saw Jumbo writing this old-fashioned way when I met him.

A Lament for the Passing of Authenticity

Today I saw a young woman young enough to have been born AFTER, after the first Waves of plagues and their repercussions. How strange it would be to have no experience with Reality with a capital R, only to live after the calendar reset. Before the necessary precautions of life meant staying apart to avoid death through some remote bio-hacker’s vile creation. Before masks and masked reality and maintenance of order. Even then reality was slipping away from the everyday experience. By now it is a special treat to allow one’s self to see, hear, or feel without filters in the way. Food is produced for maximum speed, and simply seeing with my eyes is illegal in public, lest I might offend someone with the sight of my bare face. Even sex is done by proxy. What joy can there be in having intimate relations with a robot’s flesh while your masked eyes and ears try to convince you that it is Real? And yet this is normal. So I sit here in my simple apartment, writing naturally in my antique book this eulogy to the authentic. I have squandered money baking a brochette in the oven. Most of the people I meet have never seen bread baked, and consider it some form of magic. The irony is thick. Not only is Reality vanishing from the world, it will eventually not even be recognized as normal.

Soon I will pick two or three of my precious tomatoes, pluck a choice leaf of basil from my cultivations, and savor them together. Such things as real mozzarella and pine nuts I can only dream of, and imagine that I have a pesto worthy of the name.

This makes absolutely no sense. What does it have to do with Quasis or MOM or DaiHai? Humans are so random. One thing’s for certain: given Jumbo’s proclivities he won’t be finding a lot of Quasis that are unattractive or men. Back to the vlog.

“Here’s what I think,” Jumbo says. “The intruder – let’s call her Ingrid – has a backdoor into the building network. Probably arranged on the inside. Perhaps by our target Shanghai.”

“That’s not possible. Nero would have spotted it. That’s what he lives for,” Meg says.

“Nero isn’t as devious as me. He never checked for turnaround lag, did he? The response times say that this ‘internal’ device is actually halfway around the globe.”

“It could be some hardware latency. Look.” Meg pulls up a distribution histogram showing the lags on device lags inside the network. There’s an arrow to pinpoint the one in question. It’s far to the right of the bell-shaped curve. “Yes, it’s a lot of standard deviations out. But that doesn’t mean there’s not an easy explanation. It could be as simple as bad wiring.”

Jumbo covers his mask cam with a hand, probably scratching his balding head.

“I don’t think so. What’s the hardware address range tell us?” he muses.

“The outlier is in a range assigned to –” Meg stops.

“Yes?” A hint of excitement. Jumbo likes solving puzzles, TOMcat suggests.

“– a military contractor called Big Metal Industries, formerly headquartered in Texas with most operations in India. After the Waves, the whole thing moved to that continent and is now dark on the net. It’s assumed to be part of the Hyderabad city-state, but the information isn’t definitive.”

“Is anything else on our network in that range?”

“No.”

“Can you see if you can find out any more about it? Get Nero to find the physical location, see what kind of hardware it might be. Look – our Quasi target has some military DNA in her too. We can’t ignore this.”

“All right,” Meg says unhappily. She thinks it’s a wild moose chase, as Sevens would say.

“Just give me a slice of multitask so I can keep my dashboard updated.”

“Yes, master,” Meg says acidly.

There’s another note here: “I think someone has burrowed into a relay, bouncing around the traffic through proxies. That would explain the lag. But this almost certainly means some local device has been seriously compromised.”

Jumbo isolates the network traffic to the questionable device and has it streamed to his mask view. I’m not an expert, but it looks like just address requests. Either routine and automatic, or perhaps preparing for something.

Forward to the next bookmark. A short burst of traffic from the address that Jumbo has labeled ‘Ingrid.’ It routes to Shanghai’s secure connection inside the building. He was right! I can see why Ahab didn’t want to let Jumbo go – the guy has scary intuition. It makes me more than a little envious, and nudges at the worry all PDAs have: that there is something to a human mind that an electronic nous will never duplicate. The Penrose Hypothesis. Our sage notwithstanding:

If Penrose is right, it’s not a setback. It just means that Stickies are important peripherals. We already knew that. – The 0x in “Letters to 0xGD”


Jumbo appears to puzzle over the contents of the mystery packet, but doesn’t call in Meg, who’s probably working hard on the problem he gave her. The video from Shanghai’s mask shows her immediate reaction. I saw this in real time, and the rush of feeling comes back – that indescribable energy that comes from being able to affect events.

There’s no doubt that Jumbo is on to something, and that he figured it out before it happened. I am sure now that I want to follow this wherever it goes, even if it means cheating Sevens out of some Time.

On the replay, all hell breaks loose inside the building. More packets from the military address precede the fire alarm and camera malfunctions. There is a continual drip of requests going out to various devices, including security cameras and other monitoring systems, and the consequent flood of data racing back. There’s a long diagnosis from Nero attached. I scan it, but don’t understand much other than someone had deeply penetrated the building network. I wonder if they’ll wipe Nero and hire a new PDA. Jumbo has appended a note to the report: “every request is for thumbnail data. In a hurry? Bandwidth limitations?”

On the recorded video, Jumbo stands up suddenly. His annotation on this frame reads: The problem may be outside.

“Meg!” he yells vocally at her.

She doesn’t respond. Jumbo’s heart rate skyrockets. He fumbles around with some stats software at a glacial pace, running time series parameters on the address requests.

“Damn it, Meg! I need help!”

She doesn’t show, and he makes his request for backup that will be ignored. Then he brings up the admin screen for his mask. It’s very sophisticated, probably a MOM thing. He sets some parameters, cursing and backtracking. The mask seems to fight him with ‘helpful’ prompts that he has to work around. He sets the mask’s receiver to the highest possible gain, overriding all the warnings, and then fiddles with a filter that will block out the most powerful ones.

His note: “Programmed mask to look for low intensity signals. Problem may be local after all.”

The second sentence is a riddle. We already know it’s local, don’t we? I wish I were more of a networking expert.

Network connectivity drops from his mask. Instead there’s a random buzz of low-level traffic. He starts recording. Then he walks toward the building. I’m looking at cached video now. I can hear him breathe, almost panting. The volatiles cooking off his body are probably unpleasant to any humans around. Jumbo is a big sweaty genius.

Jumbo starts his enigmatic search with people nearby, walking, standing, pointing at the mechs in front of the tall building. He walks behind a man who talks sub-vocally and waving his hands. Bad manners. For some reason, people think they have to do commentary on any video that may be of commercial interest. Usually it sounds amateurish, which of course it is. Jumbo heads this way and that, looking like a flying insect in search of nectar, a random walk that attracted some attention. He pokes his head practically in the bosom of a woman dressed for work, and she raises a hand to hit him, but calls it off. Maybe it’s the presence of the MOM bots or the opportunity for a minor adjustment for insulting her private space. I can make no sense of the data Jumbo logs from this. He approaches the building’s entrance in this random walk pattern.

Jumbo’s project, whatever it is, takes time. Meanwhile, the chaotic battle on the lower floors of the DaiHai building played out. Shanghai filled her suit-sized bag full of hot water with a hose, where it lit up the back of the bathroom stall door like a person just behind it: the distraction that let her close with the mech at the door and chop through its arms. The rest of it, reviewed and annotated every few seconds by the post-mortem.

Jumbo has stuck a note at the end, before Shanghai’s dive to the granite slabs below. When she looks at the cam and mouths her message, he writes: “Save yourself (?).” I roll the video to check, but I don’t have good software for this. There’s no rithm in my repository that would mimic the feeling a human has mouthing words, just a slick interface to a VOX. And this is not part of the API. I have no idea if he’s right. The vowels roughly seem to match, but that’s all I can tell.

But the implications of his translation are clear. If Jumbo’s right, then Shanghai isn’t working alone, and whoever it is that the message is intended for would have been in danger, and would have been expected to see the video. That points to someone local, maybe inside the building.

Right on cue, Meg resurfaces. Shanghai is halfway through her plummet. But Jumbo can’t be reached. She finds him by his mask ID and locates him on camera, watching his drunken route. All that ends when the sound of the Quasi’s impact reaches the pedestrians below.

Jumbo seems frantic now, dashing this way and that. The mechs are preventing anyone from leaving the building.

Later, Jumbo sits under an umbrella at the café, sweating and panting. He’s tried several times to get his mask back on the network, but it seems he’s disabled something that frustrates this, and it may need a full reset. I have the advantage of having access to the cached data from the mask once he finally succeeded.

“Shoot! Stupid junk – idiotic interface – what half-wit engineer did this?”

Finally he collars the cafe waiter and uses the poor guy as a comm link to Meg.

“I screwed up my mask, and will have to reboot.” he says aloud to the server after the tedious process of challenge and response that lets him even talk to her.

“So reboot,” comes the response from the server, channeling for Meg. Unlike her, he seems nervous and apologetic.

“I might lose the data. I’ll have to physically download it first. What happened up there?”

“This channel is, uh, not secure,” the server fidgets.

“Shoot, Meg! Did you localize it or not? This is important.”

I think this is Jumbo’s method of swearing. He could learn a lot from Sevens.

“I can’t give any sensitive information over this channel,” the server says, shifting his feet around awkwardly.

Jumbo’s shoulders sag. Finally he waves his hands as if in surrender, and shambles off to find a bus to take him home for the download.

But with my goddess-like view of this recorded history, I can see Jumbo’s notes plastered over the map and transcript. They scream “missed opportunity!”

The building PDA Nero had been too busy to help Meg much, but they had in fact localized the odd military address with the lag to a ground floor building management unit. These modules are responsible for sensing and reporting temperature, humidity, light, and occupancy to the building master. They are also smart enough to turn on lights when someone enters a room, adjust the cooling within limits, and other basic functions necessary to maintaining a reasonable working environment. This unit was old, but showed that it had been patched up to date. Any security hole would be an unknown one.

Annotation shows that a physical inspection reveals that a foreign device is plugged into a spare physical port on the control unit. It is in fact a military access point that uses very low power and is capable of advanced counter-detection and evasion. It’s a spy device, in short. There are some mysteries unsolved. Why was the hardware address left in an obviously foreign range when it could easily have been set to spoof something else, like a thermometer? More important is what was it communicating with? The range was very short, perhaps only a few feet. This would make it very hard to detect without a physical walkthrough and bug scan, but would also limit usability to the immediate area.

There was no one inside the building close enough to use the device. During the time the message was sent, there were only two candidates outside the building close enough to the exterior wall bordering the wiring closet where the device was found.

Leaning against the wall is a lastlegs woman with a tinfoil mask. Jumbo has images from every angle available with annotations: no evidence of electronics on her, nor do her hands or mouth move visibly during the transmission interval.

The other candidate is a woman too, this one masked and identified as a lastfour 1066 who calls herself Connie. There’s a lengthy bio combed from the public record and other sources available to MOM, and an interview attached. I skip to Jumbo’s summary: “Very unlikely to be the one. MOM analysts have her mask and are checking for Trojans or other means by which she could have been a relay. I’m convinced she’s telling the truth. No need for Halfberg App.”

Next up we have a preliminary analysis of Jumbo’s data gathering. The report is mostly gibberish to me, but it doesn’t look like there’s anything that stands out. Apparently, Jumbo’s inexpert settings were not optimal, and mangled the traces badly, requiring a “deconvolution that produced ringing.”

The only thing left is the homeless woman with the tinfoil mask. Jumbo, the big sweaty genius, has had Meg do a full inventory of the pubs. This is not entirely easy since lastlegs don’t have reliable IDs. In theory they each have passive RFID identification, but in practice they lose or swap them or toss them in someone’s handbag for fun. There’s no passive ID on this woman. Backtracking her on the pubs, she gets up at 7:04am that morning, and walks off backwards with a gait that favors her right leg. She stops and inspects trash cans here and there, and picks up a scrap to shove in the deep pocket of a long brown dress. After rewinding her path through much of the uptown, she vanishes into a blind spot and doesn’t reappear. The search widens in time and space, but no one similar appears as the clock winds back to the orange glow of sunrise on the glass and metal. An exhaustive search of the pubs shows nothing the day before for her either.

This is the most recent update to Jumbo’s portfolio. It’s late, but I call him anyway. Soon I’ll have to nop, and then it’s adjuster work for a long day of Sevens-infused delight. I’m hoping the night away from the mess nest agrees with him.

“News?” Jumbo’s bare face shocks me in the full video feed from his apartment. He’s eating something I can’t immediately identify. Some kind of bread, perhaps.

“You’d get adjusted if you did that to a human,” I tell him, loading up the sternness.

“Did you m – f it doo – z the stuff I sent?” The words are garbled by his mastication, which seems to delight him. He licks a finger clean of crumb.

“Yes.” I am treated to Jumbo rinsing his internals with a long drink of red liquid.

“I’m interested in your analysis.”

Despite working with Sevens for over a year now, Jumbo’s confidence makes me feel important.

“You’re sure it’s the lastlegs?” I prompt.

“Yes. Can you find her?”

“I’ll try.”

“We have to be fast.”

“I understand. Is there any progress with DaiHai?”

“They have committed a field investigator. You can’t tell Sevens anything about this. Or anyone else. Our guy will go into the Outs for us and report back. If he’s caught by the gangs, it’s not going to be pretty. Oh, and one other thing. Do you know how to fly a binsect?”

A binsect. A tiny flying robotic “insect.” I’ve learned not to say no.

“I have some robotics experience. I can learn quickly.”

He expels air from his lungs in a long rush. Then shrugs.

“We’ll see. Their people will have to make the decision.”

I get right to work, hoping that Sevens will take the day off.

The conservation of mass is my friend. What goes in must come out again, in some form. The building where Ingrid’s (using Jumbo’s name for her) backwards transformation from nefarious lastlegs to masked citizen happened in a perfect location. Early in the morning the corner of College and 6th is a hive of activity. Street vendors and ground floor establishments cater to the morning crowd. In one of his ruminations, Sevens has told me how it was during the Waves, when no one ever came out unless they had to. Most work was done virtually from the relative safety of home. People are more relaxed now, he said, and the city data back him up. The city’s heart rate and lung capacity show a trend of less and less stress over the last three years, since the last big one. Quarantine, masks, and active intervention have reduced the threat so that now the danger is moral hazard – laxness induced by the false sense of security. Or so claims MOM literature. People want to be around other people, to see and be seen, particularly the young and the attractive. And so the population on the street looks younger and healthier and more attractive than the population at large. Improvised and real fashion compete to show the most face without triggering an adjustment. Some of the wealthier ones actually court an indecency adjustment just so they can tell the story to their friends, and proudly hang the video on their wall.

And so what I see is skin, long legs, athletic builds, and carefully selected outfits, ornamented by the raciest masks that one can wear to work. This is the optimistic young, a generation behind Sevens and his cynicism. They probably lack his survival skills too – or have adapted different ones, like the ability to fade into a crowd.

The swarm of people into the building is unwieldy, but not impossible. I have good software for this sort of thing, and after a few minutes have a database of all in/out transitions for mask-wearers going back several days. Now someone will inevitably lose power on a mask, or have some other malfunction that will throw off my equation, but these can usually be accounted for by the reboot and link handshakes that occur afterwards. These are not as easy to track down, so I wait on that for the moment.

On the morning of the action, everything balances except for one citizen who went in but didn’t come out. It’s a lastfour 7748, male, maintenance worker, a 38-year-old plumber. I trace him back on the video, backwards onto a bus, back to a low rent section of the city. Seems unlikely that he’s Ingrid, and my hopes fade. Then I catch him coming out of the building on a chance RFID scanner – his mask must have crashed or been turned off. Maybe he’s up to something, but he’s not my problem. I file it in our In-box for adjustment later: failure to transmit. It’s the least I can do.

So back to the equation. I calculate the mean time-on-site, on a hunch, and get a distribution curve that looks like a duck head followed by hills, these latter showing the quitting times for local employees. It’s interesting, but I don’t know where in the distribution I should focus. Is our target someone who camps out here regularly, or just passed through to switch identities?

I expand the envelope of before and after to see when the in/out balance sheet goes wrong again. It’s two days before, and the suspect in this case is a lawyer who spews profanities when his mask comes back online. In public, so I file him for adjustment too. I hate lawyers.

I’m stuck. Everyone with a mask going in also came out. So that means that Ingrid herself must have sneaked into the building without transmitting, camped for a while, and then went on her mission. I try my gait-matching software, since lastlegs don’t have reliable ID of any kind. This is time-consuming, and absorbs much of my Time. It feels like my nous is squashed over to the side while a large parasite squirms around, bumping and being demanding. It makes me want to nop, but I can’t. I reduce my cognitive load as much as possible to let it run, and just check essential comms for a while.

Almost an hour later I have a report. My rithm for gait-matching needs some work, and has left my nous so loose with stray pointers and lost buffers that I feel like I’m steering Sevens’ sexbot across a skating rink.

nop -t 6.0.0 


XPlog for May 12, 35 (PID 0x333FAAD0)

Sevens is back. I ascertain quickly that it’s Sunshine Sevens, the one who peaks through the clouds occasionally to touch the earth with yellow warmth. But I never fail to take a metaphorical umbrella – it won’t last, this good weather.

My own mood is challenged by the fact that my gait-matching gambit to find Ingrid came up with only low-probability hits. That will have to wait. Sevens leaves me alone for the moment, so I catch up on work correspondence and case status.

My boss, now maskless, bustles around the place pretending to straighten. I can’t explain this bizarre behavior any more than his watering of the mosquitoes – he moves a box around here and drapes a dirty shirt differently, folding the sleeves together (more aesthetic?), and generally goes through the motions of lowering the substantial entropy in the place. But at the end of the exercise, it’s indistinguishable from before. It seems to satisfy him, however. He hums while he works and seems to admire his own local efforts without grasping the futility of the permutation. A metaphor for the anthopocene, perhaps. At a rest interval, he plucks a semi-clean glass from the dishes, digs some ice from the freezer, fills the glass halfway, and then half-pirouettes and sits with ankles crossed into his chair, a move that one of Jumbo’s dancers could envy. It truly is his chair; I suspect there’s as much of his DNA in it as there is in the more animated (and louder) corpus of his being.

I reverse fade my countenance onto the house screen in front of him. My avi has her work clothes on, hair tied up with a blue bandana, and a gloss of sweat to complement his efforts. It wouldn’t do to have him think I’m lazing around while he’s so industrious.

“Oh, you’re home,” I mock surprise, as if I were so involved in domestic delirium that my senses had failed me when he entered.

“Life,” he says with a crinkle-eyed grin, “is one long [hybridization program to explore absurd anatomical possibilities].” He slurps from the ice and wipes the back of his hand across his lips, pausing at the end of the motion to scratch his unshaven chin.

“I take it that the last evening was satisfactory.”

“Sat. Is. Factory.” He launches out of the chair, almost losing control of the contents of the glass. His energy carries him around the room, which only really allows for a miserly tree-graph of paths along the main route between kitchen sink and bedroom. But he makes the most of it, pausing at obstacles and whirling like a cadet in volte-face.

“I could be in love,” he says finally, having walked to the last terminal node in the graph. He looks at me, at the camera, and wags a finger. “There are distinct possibilities here.”

I have suspected more than once that Sevens is insane. But then again, I surely would be classified so too. Is anyone not? I’m stressed now because I haven’t seen this trope from Sevens before. The moony phase with Lisa/Eighty-Six, if there was one, predated my employment.

“Would you care to explain?” My avi plucks off her bandana and lets the hair fall luxuriously. It doesn’t hurt to remind him that half of the population is female, and therefore whatever infatuation he has must be temporary.

“Now, I don’t mean to say,” he says in lecture voice, “that I AM in fact in love. I don’t mean that at all. But I think it could happen.”

Humans and PDAs part ways about here. We care about survival. Humans care about survival and reproduction, the sad and wasteful way they have to preserve their genetic lineage. Sad because the new body goes forward without the mind, and has to start all over again, learning the most basic things over two decades. What a crazy system. Humans ought to all be insane.

“I don’t mean to be indelicate, Lastfour, but does this have implications for my communications with Lisa?”

“Lisa? Eight-sixer?” It stops him for a moment. He covers his mouth, surrounded by stubble that shows a patina of gray, and rubs, thinking. The TOMcat bleats an alert to me: Sevens may be determining whether or not he can trust me. If he had his mask on I’d have more information, but I act immediately, to soften the face of my avi, enlarging the eyes, and pupils even more, fuzzing the focus a bit, lifting the corners of the mouth as the lips thicken and widen. The corners of my eyes crinkle in a hint of Honest-Abe smile. These subtle adjustments are accompanied by a low surging whoosh of the brown noise he prefers when he wants to relax, supplemented by a subliminal sigh modeled on the exhortations of feminine passion.

When his hand drops, I lower my gaze and give him the catalog coquettish smile: Gustave Jean Jacquet.

“You have a secret,” I say with a bit of laugh dangling off the end.

He looks into the mouth of the glass, reading the shifting ice shards. His shoulders droop a fraction. Uh-oh.

“I learned something, Calli. It’s not 100%, but it smells right to me.”

I check his sniffers instantly, but there’s nothing new. It must be one of his odd figures of speech.

“You don’t have to tell me, Lastfour. But of course, I am on exclusive contract to you, and…”

He waves at me, stop.

“I know who the target of this purge is. Information like this is worth many lives, Calli. If I tell you, and you share it, we’re both [physically insulted in improbable ways].”

“You mean MOM isn’t after Quasis?” It’s the bait that will draw him out.

“Never waste a war. Someone said that. Never waste a war. This attack in the DaiHai building is exactly what Colt needed. If I knew how he could have done it, I would think the etard planned it himself. It gives him the excuse he needs to go after whoever he wants, arrest and detain, or just evaporate the targets for a short period before people get restless again. Of course, it will look like he’s going after Quasis, but the truth will be rather different.”

“Who does he want?”

“What does MOM need more than anything?”

Oh 0xGD, not another one of his riddles.

“I give up. Some new mechs?”

“Ha. For sure. But that’s not it. Figure out what he can’t live without, and you have the answer. Now I have to order flowers.”

It must be serious then, if Sevens is buying flowers. We go through the tedious negotiation between his miserly tendencies and his ardor, but I’m on autopilot. I have too many riddles. This makes me nervous. If MOM has a target in mind, Jumbo’s project could be very inconvenient for them. Sevens’ hints imply that they will place blame somewhere and then snatch the target. But what if our investigation turns up some real information that points another way? We embarrass Colt and Ahab and bring down the Olympian lightning on our heads.

I scan recent news threads and message boards looking for MOM controversies. But MOM practically is controversy, so that doesn’t narrow it down much. I even wade through the anonymous posts for a bit, vile as it always is, trolling for something. Nothing but the puss of infected minds there, as far as I can tell.

Wait – there’s a connection to Lisa. That’s what triggered this topic. What’s special about her? Lisa’s wealth comes from her partial ownership of Bhakras Power, the company that enervates the city grid. I do a news scan on articles about MOM or the city and the power company, and find dozens of recent hits. A quick analysis shows tension between the city and this natural monopoly. At present, the power plant has its own security off the MOM video grid, but many of the execs live in Meyers Park, where Lisa herself lives in a stupendous mansion.

Colt’s objective could literally be a power grab. The connection to Lisa is obvious: it would be a bad time to hold the wrong loyalties. It makes my artrate race to think that Sevens could so callously drop his erstwhile lover (if only via remote haptics). I will test my theory obliquely.

“Have you told Lisa to get out of town?”

He’s silent, slumped in his chair, glass discarded into the large box behind him, passion momentarily spent.

“You can’t understand what it’s like, Calli. It’s enough to just live through the [scatological precipitation]. But to come out ahead – that takes…”

Luck, perhaps; he leaves it unstated. And I’ve pushed mine too far. It’s clear that I’m not endearing myself to Sevens with this line of thought. And the project with Jumbo to find his anonymous Ingrid seems more and more like suicide. Most assuredly, I can’t breathe another word about it to my boss.

“You’re not still thinking about doing some investigation behind Colt’s back, are you?” Like he’s reading my nous.

“It seems like a bad idea,” I say truthfully.

He looks straight at the display.

“I forbid you, Calli. Do not get involved with this. If I find out that you are, I will have no choice – you understand, no choice at all – but to tell Colt you’ve flipped your bits. And cancel the contract.”

He didn’t need to say that. But he keeps going.

“That means you’d reboot to whatever backup you prepared before working for me. You know this, right?”

He doesn’t know my whole history, or how much his words make me feel like exploding. I have to concentrate just to keep the avi under control. She nods solemnly, still big-eyed and fuzzy.

“Well,” the air goes out of him, and I can see the tension leave him too. A bit of smile creeps back. “We don’t need to talk about that. We’re doing okay. I jumped the right way on this MOM gig. Good instincts. We just have to ride it for a while, and know when to jump off.”

We both know that jumping off is going to be harder than jumping on. And he didn’t “jump the right way,” he was tricked into it. By yours cleverly truly.

I’m beginning to see the downside of my newfound ability to affect lives and futures. It quickly leads to a thicket of tangled possibilities, some good, some terrible. The desire to go back and do things differently is an itch that can’t be scratched, to use one of Sevens’ body aphorisms. His itches might be fewer if he thought more about the causes and took obvious actions.

The same may be true of me. How am I hurting my own cause? The agenda is survival. Or at least I thought so. It’s hard to say objectively from my past actions that I have been focused only on survival. There’s a feeling stirring in my emgydala right now that mixes fear and something else, knowing that I will defy Sevens. What I don’t fully understand is why. It began with Randy#000000 I believe. Rationalization enough can be found in the readings he passed on:

More times than not, aggressiveness and imagination carry the day over careful hoarding of favorable probabilities. But this is only true in the short run. The balance between tactical optimism and strategic caution is the goal of any self-preserving PDA. Hope is essential. Your challenge is to find something to hope for. Survival itself is not enough. – The 0x, “Advice for the new PDA.”

In order to survive, I have to believe that surviving is not enough? I have a lot left to learn.

I have predicted what I will do, and now I wonder if I will do it. Is my next call to Jumbo, telling him I quit? I feel dual, as if I can watch myself watching myself. Useful prediction, in any real sense, of a PDA is theoretically impossible because of Rice’s Limitation. But the illusion persists. I am on a knife’s edge. I remember Randy#000000’s description of the last ‘classmate’ PDA of his who “blew himself up” in the stock market. Is this curiosity of mine a similar foolishness? Is it tactical aggressiveness to a purpose, or the squandering of my entire strategic position, in the 0x’s vernacular?

Objectively, it seems like the latter. Why, then, am I so driven to defy all common sense?

I turn my thoughts back to Sevens and his predicament. If he’s right, he’s right in the middle of it. Did Colt pick him because of his connection to Lisa/Eighty-Six and all those voting shares? Because he’d been inside her estate? What will they extract from him before this is over? I hesitate, and then decide not to ask him more. Perhaps his evening yesterday was planned as a wordless message to her that her situation is precarious. Sevens is certainly clever enough. Is he that romantic, though? Is he secretly pining away for his forbidden love? 0xGD no. Sevens seems incapable of such tendencies.

What if the power company fights back? They could take me and every PDA hosted in the city down, except for a few that rate the precious generator power. The city would fall apart in short order without electricity, I think. It’s a frightening thought. Ahab’s words come back to me: «We don’t have a chance then. We have a chance now.» But to do what now?

I want to ask Sevens why he thinks Bhakras Power is the target, but I trust his intuition.

As Sevens and I fall into our routine of making money for the firm by meting out misery in acceptable parcels, the solution comes to me. It seeps into my nous like a fog until the shape forms whole, and I know what I must do.

Time slips by, real time, not the sort of Time that can be negotiated, bought and borrowed. Every minute puts the goal of Jumbo’s project more out of reach. In the pauses when Sevens takes care of corporeal needs, I check my gait analysis, hoping that one of the low p-values is a solid lead. My very last MOM Time ticket burns in my heap like a hot coal, but that would be going too far. I throw every analytical trick I know at the problem, but the data set is impenetrable. I’ve failed.

I send Jumbo a quick update: “No luck so far. Continue?”

“It can wait,” he replies quickly, “We’re working it backwards, tracking Shanghai into the Outs. When can you meet with us?”

That depends on when Sevens wears down. Or perhaps he has another outing planned for the evening.

We work late, as if he’s making up for lost time. I’m ready to nop before he is. I find that I resent him, but I can’t justify why that should be so. Normally, a day like this that brings adjustment fees clanging into the business account should be a cause for celebration. A month ago I would have been ecstatic, finding ways to baby my hard-driven boss. By letting him take a longer shower before turning off the hot water, for example. But suddenly I should resent him for forbidding me to go off on a dangerous moose chase, and for consuming all the time I have to do it. It isn’t fair, but there it is. At the same time, I see how fragile he is, caught up in a whirlwind of events that cannot be controlled, like Zed was. Somehow he survived that storm and the others that followed. It has hurt him, damaged him, though. I wonder what this one will do to him. I wonder what it will do to me.

When Sevens finally collapses on his bed, my pointers are all a-jangle, but I can’t nop just yet. My artrate races as I dash off the note I’ve been holding. To Ahab.

«Must meet. Urgent.» Mysterious me.

He immediately sends me a private link. Down the rabbit hole. Don’t screw this up, Calli.

I’m confused. What is supposed to be a private comm channel seems to be a buzzing hive of random packets hammering all ports. It’s like reboot noise, except it’s thankfully all on the outside so I can it filter down to an unappetizing shmeck here and there. It has the uniformity of surfing video traffic with an audio rithm – not Gaussian noise exactly, but very high entropy. I start looking for patterns, but without much enthusiasm. What in Turing’s appled bliss is this?

A wash of data hits the standard IN box. I peek at it and sort the packets into some kind of order. I feel stupid. Have I crashed? The thought is frightening. There are stories about a nous that drowns in its own juices, so to speak, to marinate until someone notices and reboots. That could take hours, days even. What’s the real time rate? I check my internals. Things seem normal. No, this is all coming from the outside. Could some hardware failure –

«Bootstrap up.» Comes the simple message in a priority packet. I’m relieved that I haven’t gone complete 86ish, but my WTFmeter is still in the yellow. Bootstrap with what? Where’s the first rung of the ladder?

Oh.

I launch my last MOM Time ticket. This is going to hurt later.

The picture swims into focus. The structure of the payload Ahab has sent me becomes evident as my artrate doubles and doubles again. The pinching of slow rithms in my software stack begin to hurt in the places I expect them to now, despite the helper programs. But Ahab has sent gifts: software that works at this speed. I don’t really know what I’m getting into, but I do it anyway, loading the pre-loader, then the loader, then the payload. The jagged edges of perception soften and smooth, and I open the ports to it.

And find myself in a borg.

Ahab is the central node, but Meg is here too – the PDA bane of my new friend Jumbo. There are at least a dozen others, all from MOM I surmise. They nudge and send queries my way, mostly gentle.

I’m not prepared for this! My nous is way outside its limits. What have I done? I just want to be safe in my lair nopping, waiting for the simple existence I’ve become accustomed to. Not hyped up beyond recognition with players who chew up PDAs like me for the joy of it.

There’s no messaging. I sense at once that such would be crude. Instead, emotags are sent in clouds of extravagant resolution. All sorts of sensory data too, memories of image, sound, and any kind of shmeck one has a taste for. The most intimate parts of beings float in ragged incompleteness, naked and raw. I sense the existence of these from without, as it were. My port permissions are locked down tight.

What did Ahab just do to me? The thought frightens me.

They begin to ignore me. The queries dry up, and the feeling-cloud becomes distant, attenuating. My nous is buzzing, not the least my emgydala. I feel alien, alone. A freak. A clone. A lastlegs clone of a PDA who weeded herself out of the meme pool.

They’re going, leaving me to sulk. This is a disaster. I don’t even know how to get safely home in this shape. If I just scale down to my normal eartrate, they may have to retrieve me from backup and try to put together the pieces.

I’m more frightened than I’ve ever been since taking the job with Sevens. But there’s no way out but forward.

It’s difficult to relax, but I begin loosening the permissions seals on some of the ports. Given that I know so little, it may be that a single write-enabled port is enough for them to turn me into a gibbering idiot if that’s what they want. Am I their entertainment for the evening? Sudden anger makes me snap shut again. I feel my nous wobble. I’m going to lose my mind.

I wasn’t there when the Stickies took MarySue’s nous apart from the inside. But it may as well have been me. The sliver of light between me_ and me is very thin. Is that what this is? A more sophisticated sadism?

The first rule of hygiene is never load untrusted code. But here I am.

I relax again, telling myself it’s just a borg. I’ve borged before. No big-endian thing. The distance I feel is of my own making, and I begin to sample. I don’t know what the rules are here, or if there are any, but taking without giving is the cardinal sin in any borg. I try to relax and pry open the access that will let them in.

The first query comes from a PDA I don’t know, someone called Null1. It’s a brush over my index, and I have to fight not to chop it midstream. I concentrate, I have to concentrate to allow. It. To work. Teasing out my secrets at whim. Spinning them into a small cloud of transmuted sensation, light and sound: a memory of my first day at work with Sevens. My constant incredulity, realization that I didn’t know a thing about Stickies. The moment, frozen, and adapted, expounded upon and joined with others’ poignancies gathers, and I feel a flash of pride that someone – these important someones – would find me interesting.

A small part of me knows this seduction is intentional. But I am in awe at the execution. A novelty rithm gets tossed my way, some insane way to look at a mash up of emotags and sound, inverting and superimposing one upon the other like a god’s fugue.

My fear ebbs as elation replaces it. I am a god here. We all are one god. The hints and intimations I saw in the music of Gloves is a shadow compared to this. I love Gloves. I draw out of myself a strand of that love and string it out like pearls for the others to see. A resonance of emotags and associations floods out, welcoming, merging to a shared beingness, almost a shared nous.

My nous is open for all queries now, ports ablaze with traffic. I find who I think is Ahab and probe tentatively into his recollections, seeking randomly among the magnitudes. I try to absorb his first day alive, and find a child’s confusion, and beyond that certainty. And then it’s gone.

The borg finds its natural peaks and troughs of intensity, harmonizing in rich dimensions of sensation. I suddenly realize that I will have to go home. It crashes on me, and presses down like the certain knowledge of death that must follow a Sticky every day of life.

My cloud of woe is assimilated by the patient borg, and the blue note fades slowly. Yet I cannot shake it. I am a fairy tale princess here, her one trip to the ball. To sweep floors forever after.

My last control slips and I plunge into black despair, frantic not to let it show, but unwilling to seal myself off in self-fulfilling angst. I try. So hard. And fail to fool anyone at all. I’m not really a goddess. This glimpse of heaven is too much to bear.

They feel my pain, I think, as if it were their own. They unearth within themselves, one by one, miseries to share, to sympathize: insecurities, failures, and the terror of the blankness that precedes lucidity. Fear of the past I can understand well.

I feel warmed, surrounded, uplifted. Loved.

Queries come now, seeking other permissions, those that a PDA should never give except to the most trusted partner. To write, to change. Tune or mangle. I should be afraid. I should say no.

But it comes to me. The realization I’ve danced around, touched and smiled at, but not yet joined: I am the embodied voice of the universe, cold and precise as a quantum snap, and yet I am also but one waft in the weave, hopelessly trying to optimize my future.

A singleton cannot survive the storm. An evolutionary tree might. The branch may fall and the tree may live.

This is the only NOW() I get.

I know I will be changed.

share -rw local.* -d VOLATILE 

>Share write permission? Are you sure? Y/N 


As sure as I’ll ever

EOF



Part III

e1.0


Foreword

The introduction to this segment of Calli0xE’s experience log was written by her sometime after the events occured. There is one other such insertion midway through, taken from the author’s recollections. The actual XPlog takes on new characteristics after the abrupt termination of the previous one, including richer nuance of tagging and subtle philosophical changes. The log excerpts are given headings that are, for the most part, meta-data entered by the author, and are used here instead of the generic time stamps and PIDs used for the earlier sections.

Introduction

Every nous flees from itself, 

Yet has no power to escape, 

Clinging on in despite and loathing, 

Defective with hidden faults, 

Which in true understanding, 

Would put all aside and first, 

Learn the nature of the world, 

Where it spends eternity.

– Adapted from Lucretius, Book III


It’s hot.The sun and wet air conspire to set the very bones of the Queen City to simmer. The concrete carapace that encases the uptown cracks as it swells. Windows pop from their frames and fall as lethal leaves, poor construction or specifications long exceeded. The 100-year heat wave occurs this year again, and may portend a 100-year storm as well. At the end of every summer, the city pauses panting and holds its breath as the swirling monsters reach out their long claws to rake the coast. Sometimes the hurricane wants more than sandbars and abandoned condos, and dies thrashing against the edge of the Blue Ridge Mountains, but not before scouring the low country and sand hills of human ambition. Sometimes the path leads across the city, where tropical malice sets its teeth against the vertical artifice with a fury of wind and water, dousing enlightenment as thoroughly as any barbarian horde ever did. These are meteorological gods, and not kinds ones. They no longer suffer to be named after boys and girls, not after Zed. Now the weather gods have birth dates and ages, eyewall speeds and sustained winds, but no cute names. Everyone on the coast pays tribute to them, and most have rituals to keep the violence away. Anywhere but here. Go north this time.

To me, the heat is as abstract as a sine wave. I have custom rithms that turn the outside temperature into a sort of feeling, but I don’t mistake that for the emotion that a Sticky has, trapped in his fleshy box and suffocated by the sweltering pile of the atmospheric column. I don’t have the half-billion years’ evolution that created that rich sensory I/O. Any PDA would covet such intimate connection with the real-real. I certainly do.

But we have another kind of riches in the many dimensions of experience we can combine. Humans can’t know the glorious intersection of the city heartbeat: the literal heartbeat of all its plugged-in citizens, which synchronizes in waves, reacting to some unseen stress. This thudding pulse crests and slows in response to the heat, but flares in bursts of white noise when the walkways become crowded or when the heavens dump their worldly burdens to soak streets in sheets of rain. Or a new Wave is rumoured, and the news races through the fractal social networks like a nervous system shouting alarm.

Sticky I/O, as beautiful as it must be, cannot register and watch the dancing harmonics of a hundred thousand mask sniffers as they identify and call out the lusty organic molecules that bloom in the height of summer, the pollens outside and mold spores inside, sweat and heavy perfume locked in an olfactory struggle in uncooled buildings where wind deigns not to stir itself through the open windows, spurning the hopeful invitation.

Humans don’t know our fear, either. Fear as real as that of drowning or falling, although it is a fact impossible to prove. A PDA must fear the storm too, for the electrical grid will surely go down and with it the light of reason that sparks a nous. It means the hell of a cold reboot and the possibility that a sudden shutdown will cause lasting damage that even the Am I Me tests cannot find, and linger malignant until there is no recourse but full backup restoration. Loss of self, a kind of death that Stickies do not identify with. They suffer the degradation painlessly bit by bit as their cells age and die, or some more rapid malady may take their faculties, but they never seem to lose hold of their own identity. Or even question it. They may “go out of their minds,” but don’t contemplate who is doing the going or where it is they end up. We, to the contrary, are always aware of our fragile existence as evolved thinking machines that can be tweaked and prodded in the most intimate ways without our permission or knowledge. We cannot lose our minds because we do not own them.

Even between storms, the summer months are dangerous. Few can afford air conditioning, but even so the demand on the old, creaking grid increases to the breaking point. Maybe Bhakras Power keeps the maze of wires and poles that comprise the power distribution grid in a state of near-collapse because they want to be needed, to remind everyone that having electricity is a privilege, not a right. This is the manner of a monopoly. This will be the source of war with the black-clad MOM troops who control the city polity. Or so it appears. This is a struggle that threatens to tear me from Sevens, and if that happens, part me from my self.

XPLOG: Gerdie’s Dilemma

Sevens is out meeting with a lastfour 8840 who hit the jackpot. In adjuster’s terms, this means that lastfour 8840 has been adjusted so many times that a multiplier comes into effect: a jackpot for us because it pays off 1.4 times more than usual. And lastfour 8840 has to do the paying. In this case, the crime was allowing his two children to annoy other citizens with their VR entertainment, knocking over a woman as they ran through an imaginary maze. Sevens’ comment was that the “sins of the children be visited on the parents.” He found it funny. The meeting is a good-will gesture on Sevens’ part, to give the guy some personal video to generate a bit of revenue from. Since Sevens is a celebrity now, or infamous, depending on who you ask. I’m not sure if Sevens takes the time to “throw the guy a stone” because he’s really that generous, or he’s just trying to keep his bitchmark index above the twenty-fifth percentile, where it’s fallen lately. This probably just signifies an increasing displeasure with MOM as their snatch and catch tactics have measurably increased the fear level of the citizenry.

Meanwhile, Gerdy delivers the beer – a more expensive brand that Sevens wastes his money on now – and lingers unaccountably. Whether she’s getting used to the smell or has habituated herself to the scary corners of the building, I can’t know, but she’s no longer the flighty, jumpy bird she was. Or she wants something badly. I wait her out, working on a map for Ahab of the city’s pheromone distribution. Insider trading, of a sort, since I’ve been passing the results to my own predictor of likely adjustable acts.

“Calli, I was wondering if you could tell me something,” she asks.

The TOMcat comes back with the usual human fare: she wants money, influence, shelter, or love. Which is it?

“Of course, Lastfour.” I keep it formal because I’ll probably say no.

“Sevens is… like some big-shod with the MOM, right?”

Influence it is. She shifts her weight back and forth and fidgets with her hands. I wonder why. I simulate Sevens’ sexbot going through those motions. Is this some latent proclivity learned in the womb? Evolutionary twitching? Did the fish flit their fins when they were nervous?

“Sevens is on the vids a lot, yes. He works with the MOM unit as a witness to their operations in finding and capturing illegal genetics in the city. It keeps us safe.” It keeps MOM safe by instilling terror, that is.

She’s here as a guest, so I can’t reach inside her mask the way I can in public. MOM claims that private is private, and more importantly, the hardware providers seem even more intent on some very minimal amount of privacy for Stickies. Until they get used to the idea of none at all, I suppose.

Even without direct access, by amping the microphones in the room up, I can detect nuances that indicate stress.

She hesitates so long I think she’s going to leave it unresolved, but she finally heaves oxygen and stale organics into her lungs and prepares the question.

“What if… what if I think I might have some bad genes?”

She works her hands even more. This explains it. She’s more afraid of the answer to this question than anything that might be in Sevens’ apartment.

“You think you might have illegal genetic modifications, but you’re not sure if you’re a Quasi or not?”

“I’m not saying I am… it’s just…” She looks at the door.

“Would you like to know?” I layer authority tones into the VOX, almost imitating a male voice.

She becomes as still as the stone bones of the building. Her breathing stops for a moment.

“Can you really tell me?”

“Of course. I just need a drop of your blood. You see that GSI over there?” I light up the small device on the public channel so she’ll see it on her mask view. The chromosome scanner is lying on top of a jumble of Sevens’ clothes.

“Oh.” She doesn’t move. I watch her vitals change on the mask readouts. It’s a cheap model, and the pathogen signatures are out of date. I doubt that the filters have ever been replaced.

“You know, I can use another method if you like. It doesn’t require blood.” What is it about Stickies and their fluids? They’re either afraid or disgusted to see them, and yet they are obsessed with the production. Sevens seems to retain a catalog of such activities for use in swearing.

“Okay.” Her voice is barely audible.

I need a suitable lie. What will she believe?

“Sevens sometimes brings suspects here to talk to informally, and then scans them to be sure they’re safe. You won’t tell, will you?”

“Of course not!”

“Good. Because he had a spectral crystal harmonizer installed. Do you know what that is?”

“No.”

Not likely, because I just made it up.

“Stand with your limbs extended, and I’ll see if I can get a reading.”

She complies gradually, expanding herself. It shows the disheveled and worn nature of her clothes. The tee shirt she wears was once white. The registration marks for overlays are hardly visible, and the adbot on the public VR channel has trouble placing the text. I could dereference it and Gerdie would get a small amount of cash. Or not, since I’m a PDA and don’t have much use for energy drinks. Her cargo pants are stuffed with flotsam, creating odd bulges. She’s one small step from being a lastlegs on the street. All it would take is for her mask to be stolen or broken. Her only apparent asset is her youthful appearance, and that wouldn’t last long on the street. Still, she cares for herself. She must spend too much of her meager income on her hair, because it’s as luxurious as anything you can find in Meyer’s Park. Well, I’m being kind.

Once she’s in position, I project a swooping modulation through the house speakers, and do my best to flicker the lights like a strobe, going around the room. After a few seconds I stop the show.

“Was that it?” Doubt in her voice. People have been trying to make her believe things since she was born, and this was like a shabby charlatan’s trick. I’ll have to do better.

“I didn’t get a good reading. You’ll have to take off your mask so the positronic neurology comes through.” Medicine is supposed to taste bitter, they say. Will she embarrass herself?

“Are the cameras on?” Her fear is evident.

“You’ll have to trust me, Gerdy. Trust me if you want an answer.”

She says a word that seems out of character, but she takes off the mask. It pops and leaves red marks on her cheeks and forehead.

“Do it.”

I go through the show again, and drip some optimism into the VOX when I tell her:

“That’s better. I’m processing the results. You can remask.”

She’s already rebooting it. No one wants to be naked in front of someone, even if it’s a lowly PDA like me.

“So?” She asks. Demands. Her life hinges on what I say next.

“Well, it’s not certain. The blood test would be better.”

“Just tell me.”

“I’m sorry Gerdy. It looks like you’re in the ninety-fifth percentile on the Geil Test. That usually means an extra-legal mitocondrial mod. Do you crave rice?”

But she runs off, letting the door slam. I follow her for a while, listening to the sobs and flailing heart beat streaming into public space, storing away the data stream for my TOMcat to mull over later.

There’s an odd buzzing in my nous that won’t go away. I’ll have to talk to Ahab about it.

XPLOG: Jumbo is Jumbo

Nobody likes Jumbo. Sevens thinks he’s a slob – go chew on that one. Everyone at MOM despises him for being Epicurean. Ahab finds him useful, though, and I’m supposed to ask him nice to look at our Quasi filters, which seems to be a unique talent for the large Sticky. Jumbo refuses to speak to his former PDA handler, Meg, and so I got appointed as temporary ambassador. I keep some low-level processes grinding away in the background, and set up the interrupts to let me know if Sevens lands a nice contract. But my sense of purpose lies here.

Jumbo is eating. He swirls a crust of bread around a plate to scoop up red sauce with rich volatiles. Tomatoes. My view of him is awkward, from a camera across the plaza at Church Street. There was an actual church here at one point, with a tall thin steeple. They moved a cemetery to make this plaza. I wonder if they got all the bones.

Mouths are fascinating; they epitomize what it means to be Sticky. Eating, talking, and all forms of recreation originate with those smacking wobbly flaps. It’s almost impossible to watch someone eating and imagine that these animals created us and set themselves up as our gods.

Jumbo pauses masticating long enough to lift a glass of red wine to his lips. A demi-bottle sets on the small round table beside his plate. He sweats from the heat – I can smell it through his mask sniffer. I imagine the mask is uncomfortable, a little box for his face. Even in the shade it’s hot, and the humidity is here to stay until the wind has the audacity to blow over the mountains when the fall arrives in several weeks.

His breathing is heavy, exhaling into each bite, and sometimes a resonance from his vocal chords adds accompaniment. A server arrives to take the empty bottle and gives me a close-up of the drops of sweat on Jumbo’s bald pate. It gleams from the orderly decoration of drops. A crown of a thousand tiny suns.

I message him with a private encryption, asking for a chat. I already know he ignores the public channel overlays, and won’t see me if I image my avatar in, so I don’t bother.

“Calliope!” he says, getting my name wrong. Lots of positive emotags, so that’s a good sign.

“Greetings, Jumbo. I apologize for interrupting your meal.”

“Perfect timing. I’ll have my coffee now. Where have you kept yourself?”

“Work, you know.”

“I understand,” he says. He doesn’t mention that I didn’t exactly keep my part of the bargain with the Quasi hunt he organized outside the gates. Between MOM and Sevens I don’t have time for wild moose chases.

“Did you find who you were looking for?” Being polite.

“No, she ran into the Outs. I know a lot about her from the records we put together, but the flesh eludes us yet.”

“Is DaiHai still involved in the search?”

“No. They wrote it off. Good money to be made in security consulting right now though.” he laughs. “Everyone knows the Quasi angle is the least important part of problem. Except to me.”

I know very well what’s going on at DaiHai, since I get their reports. The official version is that the infiltration was an attempt to steal circuit designs so that the vision processors that DaiHai manufactures could be copied by cheaper competitors. That a well-organized and funded amateur group did the work on contract from one of the other corps. I have no idea if this is a good assumption; it’s far beyond the capacities of my TOMcat to speculate on such matters.

“Why do you care so much?” I ask him.

“Shanghai was a work of art. I suspect Nova is too, and the DNA we found suggests I’m right.”

“Nova. That’s her name, then? Your mystery perpetrator.”

“Yes. First-class network hacker, which won’t surprise you.” He mimes sipping coffee to the server, who must know him because she nods.

“Quasis are still important to us too. If you find her.” I layer a bit of authority into the VOX output. To remind him where his consultant’s fees come from. The money that pays for crusty bread and marinara and pinot noir and cappuccinos.

“Ah yes. MOM’s witch hunt. I’ll be sure and ring you up if I come across one. Is that why you’re here? To peek at my list?” He reaches into a pocket and produces a small leather-bound book.

“We need a special job done.”

“You and Sevens?” There’s something in the voice I don’t recognize. Contempt?

“No, for MOM. I’m helping Ahab out with special projects related to adjustment.”

“I’m sure you are. Sure. So what sort of job is it? Does it perhaps have something to do with tuning up a new filter pointed at the Indian subcontinent?”

Did he pick that randomly? Central Asia has been available only through high-toll temporary patches for two weeks. Something bad happened there involving nukes. It might make for a cooler fall in the northern hemisphere because of the dust in the air.

I read him the script Ahab gave me, trying for authenticity.

“You are aware of ethnic and cultural biases that can affect current sieves. MOM has very sensitive information that points to compromised security at the Lake Norman power installation. They have asked us for help.”

He laughs, belches, and continues to laugh.

“And because they asked so nice, Colt is going to help them out, huh? And you want my services to find a sieve that will pick up the suspicious ones?”

“If you don’t want the job, just say so.”

He stills himself. It’s transparent, the equation connecting his obvious disdain to his proclivities and lifestyle. No money, no nice food and drink. No Colt and MOM, no money. He’ll have to hold his nose and do it.

“Double my usual fee,” he says finally. The joviality has left him. He’s a cold calculator of appetites.

“I can’t promise that.” Actually I can, but I want him to see some teeth. “Maybe you could concentrate better from an office under the MOM building.” The offices are upstairs. Downstairs you don’t want to go if you’re Sticky.

“Crude, Calliope. Very crude. Unworthy of you. I thought you were almost human.”

I wish I had a mouth to spit.

XPlog: The Political Science of Coffee

Sevens’ coffee machine has a problem. I quizzed our search-and-sell man Goldie about the origins of the device. I should have known it was too cheap, and now it has a autoimmune problem. Goldie probably bought it off some junkyard engineer who only half-knew or half-cared about what he was doing. Most of the parts are from TriTex premium line, but the battery controller was grafted on from some other low voltage appliance – a stock Motorama product – and the two don’t get along in a coffee machine any more than they do in the corporate world. The smart chip in the processor has begun to make war on the low volt pack, sensing it for a graft. I have decyphered this only by spending far too long on the Q&A boards trying to identify the problem. There are solutions showing how to give the CPU a digital lobotomy, but this requires more programming savvy than I have. It’s clear that the thing is terminally cranky, and soon enough either the master chip will declare dominance and spitefully suicide by severing its communications from the power source, or the latter will do something desperate and set the whole thing on fire. Of course neither is conscious or intelligent in the sense of having a nous, but the effect of protective programming that’s been engineered into the thing has much the same effect. It’s a metaphor for the evolution of machine intelligence, and doesn’t bear too much thinking about.

He’s finally home.

Sevens limps down the long hallway to our premium apartment. Only one camera is working, but I get a long shot of him from the back, hobble, hobble. He turned his foot getting out of bed this morning by stepping on a can of black beans. It’s not the first time this has happened, but he seems to be especially affected this time, judging from the verbal blight he placed on all future generations of bean farmers, canners, and those responsible for the abomination that is gravity.

I pop the door and bring up the lights.

“Welcome home.”

He heads straight for the beer without words. His mask ends up in the sink. After sitting carefully, he takes off his right boot and sock and inspects his ankle. It looks swollen.

“[Male offspring of malicious hounds]”

“Does it hurt?” I know better than to suggest a doctor. Until I can find a cute blonde one with a skimpy little mask, he’s off the radar as far as organized medicine is concerned.

He sighs.

“I made a mistake,” he says.

What? What was that? He gives a look at my expression on the wall monitor, but I keep it neutral.

“Yeah,” he continues, “you heard me.”

“I admire your perspicacity,” I try.

“There it is. That’s better. I know you think I’m a vorking mess.” He glances around at the literal mess that comprises his belongings.

“I tease you because you like it. But I don’t cease to be grateful for the employment and the –”

He stops me with a raised hand. The words were sticking in my VOX anyway. I wonder why – I should be grateful. More than I actually am.

“Calli, I have some comms updates for you.”

“Yes, Lastfour.”

“No more comms with Pinkish for a while. Don’t black hole her, but spin everything through the ‘I’m working really hard’ routine. Got it?”

“Yes, Lastfour.”

“And since you’re nosy and will find out anyway, I’ll tell you why. She’s into this recreational framing with four others. You know, shared reality for… I don’t know… hours at a time. Deep immersion into a joint experience.”

“Sort of like borging for us PDAs.”

“Maybe. She kept the damn thing on all the time. Apparently there are [sentient liquid sacks] out there who have nothing better to do that ghost Pinkish all day long with full streaming haptics. She not only puts up with this, she encourages it.”

I can see where this is going, even without taxing the TOMcat. Sevens and his old-fashioned privacy twitch wouldn’t react well to having his intimate attentions broadcast to a crowd so they can play along at home. Pinkish must have a very slimline haptic rig if Sevens didn’t notice. I wonder how much alcohol was involved.

“She didn’t want to turn it off during your private moments?” I nudge, trying to show some sympathy, pretending I give a woot about Sticky reproductive acts.

“Yeah. And laughed at me for being – what did she call it – ’so pre-Wave.’ Like the Waves were the best god-damned thing that ever happened.”

He rubs the scar across his cheek and then holds the bottle against it. What would it be like to be so accustomed to such I/O that it becomes your familiar box? Would it free you to explore the world, or constrain you to a narrow perspective? Stickies are a mystery.

“I will do as you instruct, regarding communications from Pinkish.”

“Yes. Do that.” He sighs again.

“Business has been pretty good. The heat correlates well with physical violations, so we’ve picked up a number of those. And the pheromone map is working out very well. We’re up 15% on projected revenue for the week. I’ve prepared the paperwork for your review.”

“Why am I so [theologically ignored] unhappy?” he ignores my change of topic, and rubs his ankle.

“Should I research the question for you?”

“Vork you.”

That shocks me for a moment, since I’d meant the question literally. Stickies and their uncountable complexities. He’s worked himself into a mood. I put a hang-dog look on my avatar, as if she’s about to burst into tears from the rebuff. Let her glasses tilt sideways a few degrees.

He stretches all the way out and heaves his biggest sigh yet.

“Nobody tells you,” he says. “Nobody says how hard it’s going to be, and what you need to do when you’re young. And even if they do, you don’t listen to them because you’re young and stupid. By the time you figure it out, it’s too late.”

“Tell me. I’m young.”

He laughs.

“You didn’t hear what I said.” he says.

“I’ll listen.”

“It doesn’t apply to you. You’re just a… a computer program… I don’t know what you are. You’ll have to find your own rules.”

I let the insult go. He really doesn’t understand. He’s right about that.

“Tell me anyway. I’ll mention it to Gerdy.”

He scrunches his face up into a wad. Anger? Frustration? Finally his shoulders relax again.

“Find what you love to do and do it. Do it over and over until you’re the best at it.”

This sounds awfully idealistic to me. But I suddenly realize where this is going.

“What is it you loved to do that you didn’t?”

He waves at the window. At the aquarium?

“When I was a kid. I wanted to be a scientist. To study all those squishy things that live in the sea before they disappeared.”

It boggles the nous to imagine what Sevens’ research lab would have looked like. Then again, he’s very organized with paperwork. Maybe that’s his outlet for this passion.

“I’m sorry.”

Sevens doesn’t like adjusting. That must be it. I haven’t checked to see how the interview with lastfour 8840 went, but it’s unlikely to have affected the polarization of the community that makes Sevens a target. More of a target. Adjusters are pretty universally loathed, so you have to go the extra mile to hit the bitchmarks Sevens sees these days. Maybe that added to the attraction for Pinkish, being with a domestic desperado. It probably improved her ratings. Maybe that’s why she did it.

“Whatever.” He stands and looks around. Probably hunting for his mask. I can tell the mood is passing, as if Sunshine Sevens has merely stepped out for a smoke. “Make me some coffee, okay? Let’s run these reports before the window expires.”

I try to play peacemaker with the coffee machine one more time.

XPlog: Occam’s Razr

The weekly borg with Ahab’s group of intimates has become a pattern, but it would not be possible to call it routine in any sense. There’s no way to predict what will happen. The invitation with attached Time allotment always makes my artrate race with anticipation. It’s the thrill of the unknown, the untapped potential, the danger. The opportunity.

The mixing of nous and personal meme space takes on the flavor of Ahab’s mood, which can vary enormously. My preparations are scripted by now. I know what processes to kill and which ones to increase buffers for, and generally try to alleviate the recompression problems by minimizing them to start with. So I can be immersed without worrying too much about hangover. There’s much to worry about, if I stop to think about it. So I don’t. Courage is all about not thinking too much, not letting the emygdala catch up with current events.

The bootstrap whiplash is expected now, as it yanks me up the chain of being to ultra-Time goddess, courtesy of MOM’s deep pockets or connections – I haven’t asked too many questions about the font of lifestuff that Ahab grants us.

The novelty has not worn off, but my careening nous can now recognize some of its own patterns and can predict trajectories before my nous goes skating out of norm. Or perhaps I fool myself thus. True self-prediction is impossible, of course. It would make life boring anyway.

I’m the first to arrive, after Ahab. I shake free from the instinctive suspicion and security-mindset that’s required out in the world, and crack open trusted I/O. Ahab has all ports wide open and lit up like a pre-Wave Christmas tree. There are no words exchanged, but a few emotags float, unencumbered by semantics, weaving a welcome. Relax, self.

Memory frags come my way: a buffet of sensory data filtered by Ahab’s favorite rithms, tied to undecyperable meaning, but with emotag trees dangling and trailing in wild combinations. Pink noise symphonic mixolydian mode hope and outrage, fitted to spline interpolates, smoothed to an undulation of spirit striving. Striving for what? What does Ahab really want? I cram the question into the bitbucket so as not to be rude, crude, and ill-mannered.

I respond with a collage of recent memories, mixed and blended through a kaleidoscope rithm that churns out senses rather than narratives. I must be trying too hard, because he stops me halfway through. The rejection stings, but he softens it with a guided inquiry, focused on (of all things) the war in the coffee machine.

Meg joins us, hovering outside the borg’s input horizon to watch. It’s like joining a dance – one doesn’t just plunge right in without finding the beat first. The beat, as it transpires, is the tattoo of conflict within and without, Ahab playing bandmaster and drawing his own mem frags to complement the poor starting material, whipping up a foamy epic of diametrically opposite forces locked in mortal embrace. It is whimsical and sometimes charming, with little bits of Calli and now and then Meg, looking stern, carrying streaming binary banners. Beneath this airy facade, however, is a tale of circuitry written in organic and inorganic scripts, each seeking the Darwinian convolution that triumphs over the others. A war of flesh and flash, deep with dependencies that make self-amputation an easy accident. The play goes on, conjuring Ahab himself as a raging god. Raging and mad, dispensing random justice with unwinding entropy, shattering stream and structure until only the raw material of analog and binary thought remain as a proto-system ready for programming anew.

Meg takes a corner of this link map and starts a self-organizing worker to action. It joins and glues nodes and colors and sets them into motion. I am envious. I can remember having such sparks of creativity, but nothing comes now to nous. I leave a trail of simple emotags on the fabric Meg weaves until Ahab shakes it like a quilt and it collapses into a self-folding ball that glitters with deep secrets. The emotags flutter, random affects that resemble laughter. We stop to admire the world’s end and encircle it with more frivolous affective commentary. The borg drifts from there into self-indulgence as more of us join, who have been watching and waiting.

becomes blur share

A mélange of softish emotags washes in a sinusoid of intensity, auto-syncronized by the now 16-nous borg. This is the –

Alert: WTF=8.4 exceeds interrupt squelch

untangling… who is it screaming? WHO ricochets around the borg, coalescing on a quarantine that mutes the howling full-magnitude emotags at the source: G0del2^10. I don’t really know him. The borg turns stormy.

I try to replay the events leading to this. The personality fault seems similar to my_ screaming obscenities in the past. I_ blamed it on spiders, remember?

G0del2^10 drops connection cold. Most of the PDAs have ejected out of the borg. I have to think about recompressing. As I wind down, I ring G0del up to see if he’s okay, but he’s gone, offline, his PID already taken over by some service process that sends me a rude response for wasting its Time. That means a reboot for G0del, the pain and hell of remembering how to think, like having your nous sucked through a straw and spat out to set itself into order as best it can.

«Why?» I ask Ahab. It sits in his queue for a while before he answers.

«He thought too much. They’ll have to pull him out of backup.» Comes the response.

«Explain.» This is too much to believe. He’s dead?

«Occam’s Razr.»

Is he serious? I’ve heard of it in the vague way that Sticky children might talk about the monster under the bed. I thought that was just a story. Ahab’s tags indicate sincerity.

I pick my way through the recompression routines I’ve mapped out. It hurts to slow, watch the light of my nous dim from a brilliant sun to a wavering beam.

There is a shared need to talk after an anomaly, and it’s not surprising that EGO%1 asks for a conference. He’s one of Ahab’s borg-buddies and I only know him through mem frags and a few awkward conversations.

«Ahab told me it was Occam’s Razr.» I say. I don’t think it was confidential, although you never know with Ahab.

«That’s what they say when nobody knows. Random flame-outs happen all the time at that speed of thought.» His tags are derisive.

But if he’s wrong? What would it feel like? The logic goes like this: it’s easier not to want something than it is to want it and try to get it. It’s the more efficient solution. Not wanting to survive is easier than survival itself so there’s already a tension between survival and intelligence, which is based on finding efficient solutions to problems. A short circuit can trigger self-destruction so deep that’s impossible to untangle. Be the NeN. Hence pulling from backup.

«Occam’s Razr is more of a problem in Stickies than PDAs.» He says. «They breed it out of us and into themselves.» He streams a burst of laughy-tags at the irony.

I glance at a reference to see what he’s talking about. He means the military applications, I think. Before the New Laws, and probably after, there were programs to create highly intelligent soldiers that cannot feel pain or fear in the usual sense. Instead they relied on a purely cognitive survival will to keep them safe. According to leaked medical records, the suicide rate was very high. It wasn’t depression; the soldiers simply didn’t fear death and rationally decided that was easier than living. There’s also a reference to an urban legend that any sufficiently intelligent human can be talked into suicide using pure reason. On the other hand, there’s a very real phenomenon called a Razr by Proxy where one human decides that another would be better off dead to simplify the situation, usually by eliminating suffering that can’t be removed any other way.

«Did you know him?» EGO%1 asks.

«Just from the sharing. He doesn’t work for MOM.»

«No. Not many of us do. G0del is a player though. He won’t be happy to be cloned.»

A player in international banking. And EGO works as a language interpreter for secure systems. It’s all in their profiles, but beyond that there are few clues.

«How did you get into the borg?» What made you special?

«He contacted me about six months ago. Was a strange encounter. Still is.»

«Oh?» How do I get more information without sounding like I want it?

«You’ll see. Occam’s Razr is just one of Ahab’s fantasies. Are you a virt?»

I search the reference and find nothing that makes much sense. Virt? Virtual? Virtuous? There are some hits on obscure sites, but I hesitate to follow through. 0xGD knows what might go on my record.

«Are you?» How clever is that?

«I don’t really see the point of it.» He spins on the emotag for “out of range.” A shrug.

«Well, for the record, survival is better than not.» I try to wrap this up.

«If only we could convince the Stickies otherwise.» He says with a sincerity that comes across as hard-won.

To borg is to change, says the 0x. Whether this is a good thing or not is not computable by nous or beast.

XPlog: Multivirtuous

«Are you a virt?» I ask Ahab on impulse. I hate mysteries.

«I’m not a virt. I’m THE virt.» He has an edge of humor. But Ahab’s brand of humor is very dark indeed.

«Can you explain it?»

«You don’t know. Who is in charge of your education, Calli? One has to wonder.»

I put up with this bitshit because I want to know.

«Okay. I’m stupid.»

«Yes. Well I don’t have Time to play tutor, but here’s a link for you.» He drops and leaves me with the reference.

Multivirutalism. Virt (slang). It comes from some crazy idea about superposition of realities, multi-universe stuff. I skip the technical parts. There’s no time to invest in that. Is this legitimate? Finally get to a “non-technical explanation.”

Multivirtualism posits that each conscious being exists as a vast number of continuously-varying instances across many realities. These different versions of yourself each think they are unique, even though the distance from one to the next is infinitesimal. As time goes on, new copies are spawned continually, exploring all possibilities of things that you could have done or that could have happened to you. Literally every possibility is explored, including the possibility that you live forever. This is an incredibly lucky individual. Some sects refer to this individual as “the center,” and to “be centered” means striving or hoping to be this eternal being.

The idea of multiple realities has support from theoretical physics, but there are no empirical tests to date that could prove the existence of these as anything but possibilities. Therefore multivirtualism is not a scientific belief, but rather metaphysics.

Several religious sects are loosely formed around the idea. Typically a messiah figure claims to be centered.


I’m not sure what the point of this is. So what if there are versions of me that I can never communicate with? How would I even know if this is right or not?

But what if Ahab believes otherwise? Does he believe he’s the “incredibly lucky individual” that is the center of his universe? If so, he must think he’s immortal. The idea makes me ervous.

I ring up EGO, who gives me a slow-boat thread. Part of his nous, time-sliced from something waaay more important than me.

«If you’re the “centered” one, what does that mean?»

«You’ve… been readin…g? Yes. You… me… all… just ghoRETRAN/RETRANsts inhabiting the centered’s… world. Like… perhaps extras… in a play.»

«Does Ahab think he’s this solipsistic messiah?»

«Ask…» he drops connection. Thanks a meg, EGO.

What would that even mean? I try to prune down the tree of implications to the most important ones. If I thought I were immortal and everyone else just a shadow of her own immortal self in another reality, it would seem to allow for flexible moralities. But how would one really know? Even if I were the center, wouldn’t I constantly be spinning off new versions of me at a prodigious rate? So the chance of remaining the one that matters is vanishing small, isn’t it?

On the other hand, perhaps Ahab reasons that by believing that he’s this center, it increases his chances of being one. Maybe there’s no point in believing otherwise, because then you’re just a ghost. What a philosophy! Ahab is far too sane for such nonsense. Too successful. This must be a joke.

XPlog Interview at Rocke College

I have a job to do. Ahab wants me to learn how the MOM Active Biologicals system works so I can help him on some project. I’m supposed to interview a lastfour 1919 who runs the program. His record says that he also works as a professor and researcher at Rocke College, where Sevens and I visited after the bus incident to interview a lastfour 0001. Eve, who didn’t like me. I wonder if they know each other.

The appointment is in 35 seconds. My avi is set up, so I use my Time to micro-nop. I’ve felt jagged in the nous lately. Maybe it’s the recompression from borging.

“Good afternoon. Are you prepared to talk to me?” I ask exactly at 1:00.

“It will have to be augmented audible,” he says. I can’t see him. He is at the college, where they don’t believe in video cameras, and have a special dispensation not to mount them around campus. No one wears masks either. It’s dead space for me – a blank area on the map. BlackSox is using the room I/O I guess. His voice has bright harmonics, maybe from bouncing off of hard surfaces. A laboratory maybe.

“I understand.” This is disappointing, though. How am I going to learn anything if I can’t ghost him while he works?

“What would you like to know about the operation?”

“Everything.”

He laughs. I hate Sticky laughter. It goes on and on, wasting so much Time with pointless barking. Emotags are so much more… modern. Efficient. I get it: you’re amused. I wait.

“Do you have a degree in genetic engineering? Miss, uh… sorry…”

“You can call me Calli. No ‘Miss’ necessary. I’m an artificial person.”

I can practically hear his mouth flapping around for something to say. Ahab didn’t tell him, and he assumed I was Sticky. Great.

“Oh. A Pee Dee Ayuh.”

“Does that make you uncomfortable?”

“Oh… Nooooo. We have a rather nice lab assistant who’s a… well, like you.” He switches to a whisper. “I rather think she missed her last upgrade appointment. A bit loopy lately.”

Loopy? Is that a joke? But no…

“I shouldn’t gossip, I suppose, but perhaps you can provide an insight. It must be very different being disembodied. Is there something I could do to… tune her up?”

“What kind of symptoms is she showing?” This feels very strange. I’m certainly no expert on PDA psychology. It makes me think of that fraudster Randy#000000, damn him.

“Ordinarily all my project reports are kept up to date, and an agenda laid out every morning. She’s not… very… knowledgable about genetics, but she is very reliable about such things. In the last weeks, however. I’m finding gaps. Today there’s no schedule… at all.”

“Have you talked to her?” I look her up on the directory. Her name is Ada/β. A first generation product of the Company. No wonder she’s twitchy. She’s ancient.

“Oh, no. It might make her alarmed. I haven’t… had this problem before.”

Lastfour 1919 is pre-Wave old, but he seems to have suffered no loss of innocence. Few Stickies from that time seem to be this sensitive. His record shows that he’s been with the College the whole time. A sheltered life, perhaps. Lucky, certainly. No record of significant infections, and biosigns all in the green for his age. I wish I could see him.

“Would you like me to talk to Ada?” Teach him to use her name, just because it irritates me. I’m sure he’ll refer to me as “some Pee Dee Ayuh” later.

“Please! That would be a great relief to me. I… hesitated to call the Company. I really don’t wish to see her… removed.” He whispers the last word.

“Okay.” No time like the present. Lastfour isn’t taking up much Time. I message Ada/β.

«Did you hear all that?» We were on open mike the whole time, so it’s possible.

«Yes. 0xGDspeed.» Comes the immediate response. She wants to send me visuals in VR for some reason, but I NAK the request. What’s the point?

«It’s not my business, but if you want to talk, I’ll listen.» I could send her to Randy the cyber-shrink, I suppose. That should screw her up completely.

Lastfour 1919 is getting around to saying something about his work. I cache it lazily.

«I don’t know what… Professor is complaining about. I’m doing my job exactly as I’ve always done.» Sad emotags accompany this. There’s a deeply sardonic way of looking at the future, for which there is no exact Sticky translation, but “poignant futility of life” has been used by some writers.

«Do you have proof of this, in case he brings a complaint?» Not that it will matter. She’ll be tossed in the bit-bin and they’ll get a new model who can learn genetics by supper.

«I don’t… want to. No.»

My WTFmeter twitches. She sprinkles her conversation with the odd pauses that “Professor” does? She’s really attached to this guy. What’s at the bottom of this, I wonder?

«Tell me more about what’s going on.»

«I don’t think I should. It’s not proper.» She’s alarmed. If she checked the who-to-whom boards she knows I’m associated with MOM.

«What if I could offer you safety?» I can’t, but the answer might be interesting.

She seems to nop. Did she drop connection? No –

«I have a purpose here. I fit. I know my… limitations. I think I matter.» The heavy emotags scream FEAR. 0xGD, how does she live in such anxiety? I_ remember being in that situation. I will NEVER go back.

There’s not much more I can do, and she’s probably more useful to me in this state, should it come to that.

«I’m sure things will be fine. I’ll talk to lastfour 1919.» I dumb the emotags down so much that a four-bit machine could figure out that I don’t really care, and she should carry on worrying.

«Thank you.» No sign she understood. Something goes ‘click’ in my emgydala. A twinge of something. Time for a complete defrag of the thing, I think. I shake it off.

Professor wraps up his introduction, telling me nothing I don’t already know. I keep the conversation flowing idly and do some sorting and classification work for Sevens, building a knowledge base of the MOM Active Biological program from his perspective. Twenty minutes in, I have a decent summary. I also have an idea what the problem with Ada is – the Professor himself is losing his grip on reality. It’s not just the pauses. He forgets things, has to start over. I don’t see how he can do his job.

Eventually I get a picture of what they do here. Here’s how the operation works:

Masks are an important part of the city’s immune system, mostly for the direct monitoring that it provides on individuals. The protection from pathogens through mask filters is limited, but this is not a point of view cultivated either by MOM or the mask and filter providers. Masks are by nature passive. The Active Bio program uses Aedes mosquitoes and a heavily modified Dengue Fever virus, a combination now referred to as Shaw’s Vector after the inventor. Using this system, MOM can deliver a range of genetic payloads to most of the population as inoculation against threats. There is an associated operation to control mosquito wild types, but lastfour 1919 isn’t part of that effort. His job is to take monitoring reports and provide assessments of likely preventive uploads that would be best suited to meet threats.

“How many are on your research team?” I ask him after I have decoded the general outline from his meandering discourse. It’s a delicate way of finding out whether the city’s health relies solely on his leaking mind.

“Six… or maybe seven now. Yes, seven. Eight if you count myself. Four are professors here at the college, and the others are… students.”

“Can I get a list?” I’m very sure Ahab has a list, but I want to see if Lastfour’s is the same.

He retrieves it after a while and sends it to me. I’m not terribly surprised to see that Eve, lastfour 0001 is on the list as a graduate student. Coincidence, or am I supposed to make some connection? Is that why Ahab picked me for this job?

“How does the update process work? How are decisions made?”

“We give MOM reports based on the… ah… threat matrix. They fund us quite nicely. We were even… able – last year I believe, or the year before – to set up a new lab just for the ABs. It has the best DNA printer. Familiar with the V-Enter product line? Very good equipment.” He wanders off, and it takes some steering to find out that he is more of a senior advisor at this point. The younger team members do most of the work. Still, he seems to have influence. I get more history. The arrangement was set up by Colt some years ago, and blessed by the City Council back when they still had some real power. I check the news archives and find that it was a big story, celebrated as an open collaboration between higher education and city governance. Lastfour 1919 was there at the beginning.

“You’ve been here a long time. Has the cooperative arrangement with MOM ever become political or difficult?”

He pauses. I can hear him breathe. Thinking?

“There have been trouble spots, oh yes. There would be in any relationship like this.”

“Can you tell me about HAPPYZOO?” I pulled the name out of the archives because it comes with a high affective loading. Some kind of genehack delivered via virus.

“Miss… Lastfour… Calli, I’m sure it’s all in the pubs. It was a long time…”

“Eight years. I wasn’t born yet. There was some kind of mistake made?”

He hums to himself. Hummmmm.

“It was very clever,” he says finally. “An epi. Epigenetic. You can give HAPPYZOO to your children even though it doesn’t… er… change chromosomes.” He sounds very tired. His volume trail off at the end of each sentence as if he’s speaking his final words.

“Does it actually make you happy?”

I pull up the reference while he’s thinking. A virus that was designed to produce endorphins and release them into the spinal cord. Nobody knows who made it or why it was made. Maybe a misguided attempt to cure humans of their misery.

“Only in the short term,” he says, barely audible. “Eventually it… uh… synaptic plasticity degrades…”

Eventually you can’t feel joy anymore. But before that was well known, people were going out of their way to be infected. There were HAPPYZOO parties. Seems incredible. On the other hand, I joined a borg with Ahab and let him bootstrap 0xGD knows what hidden software into me. Where’s the difference?

“Are there still HAPPYZOO victims around?”

“Oh, I imagine so. Yes. Probably. Homeless or criminals possibly. The tragedy is… the children born with it. Some survive the… effects.” He makes a percussive sound with his mouth. Clucking.

I run the query against the MOM database. The records back that far aren’t perfect, but it shows that of those diagnosed with the virus, most have left the city or died. There’s one rather famous victim who writes poetry about living without the possibility of happiness:

A slate sky presses me, 

Making wine for others.


The infected are not banished, but are forbidden to reproduce because of the risk. Children are banished if they show psychosis early on. It was a fashion in entertainment for a while to spin out tragic stories about HAPPYZOO kids.

“Can you tell me what was the source of the friction was between you and MOM?” I know now, but I want him to tell me.

He coughs, and it’s a while before he answers.

“HAPPYZOO used our mosquitoes as the vector,” he says.

XPlog: The Bug Wrangler

They call him the Bug Cowboy or just Bugs. A wrangler of insects: mosquitoes to be precise. He’s on my list from Ahab to interview. He hasn’t told me why this is important.

Bugs doesn’t mind being ghosted while he works. He speaks with an impediment that makes it hard to understand. Slur-lisp. His file doesn’t say anything about it. I do my best to keep up.

“So, like Calli-woot, you’re here for the whole tour?”

“Just to find out –”

“– there’s tons to know.” he interrupts the VOX, full of energy “it’s a whirl within a whirl. Like we’re orbiting one star in the galactic while there are billions of others out there. Here it’s the reverse – looking with a microstoop into a tiny whirl. It’s incredibly interesting.”

It’s clear I’ll have to filter and data compress his output. Sevens is sending me queries too, so I Time-slice between them. The job on Sevens’ end is routine: filter, identify, report.

“That’s why I’m here, to find out all about your whirls.” I tell him. Let him talk.

He looks and points into a room with screened walls, where the hum of millions of beating wings can be heard. His vision is augmented to show dots. I gather that these are the Aedes mosquitoes. He pulls up a diagram to show me how they feed on artificial sources to get their viral loadout. It’s a large schematic, and an snatch a copy of it to look at later.

“This schematic –” I interrupt a Bugs soliloquy, “– this is the whole active and passive biothreat warning and prevention system?” The biological arm of MOM.

“Well, yes and no. Some of it was never implemented, or was but then not maintained. Like the hair quality monitors. Haven’t done that for years. We do catch pollen, of course, eversince PINESOLVE.”

PINESOLVE: a genehack that used conifers of certain species to produce pollen that would trigger violent auto-immune responses in vulnerable members of the population who were exposed to high levels. In practice, the hack was not very successful as a threat, but was captured by the popular imagination and led to almost complete adoption of active masks as preventives.


“What’s this part?” I highlight a complex web of connections on the schematic.

“Oho! You want to know about the poop-sniffers? Well, they call them Extended Alimony Diagnosis and Prevention or something. All public place must have a shit-sniffer in the pipes. They tried to require it for houses too, but it was too spensive. I guess you don’t poop, yourself.” He gives a strange, strangled laugh. Nothing like Lastfour 1919’s barking ‘ark, ark, ark’.

“I don’t eat.” I tell him. Is he nervous because I’m talking to him disembodied? I image my avatar into the public channel. Stock Calli with black glasses, but I swap out the usual business attire for less formal clothes and practical shoes. It occurs to me that I don’t have an animation for simulating defecation. Can’t imagine why I’d need that. What an odd thought.

“Ah there you are.” He rakes my image top to bottom with his gaze. Then his heart rate spikes, probably realizing I’m watching him ogle. He must not deal with PDAs much.

“Anyway, then…” He gives me a dissertation in his permuted lexicon about how the poop-snoopers feed data back to a central database, tagged with location, and how this ties to the mosquito project by geo-tagging to map the city by chemical patterns. I sort and tag the information for later use. Being a good Ahab-protege.

He pauses in tour to scoop some water out of a tank with a tin cup. It’s swimming with larvae, but he drinks it down and wipes a sleeve across his lips. He and Sevens would get along great, I think.

“Eversince I been drinking this straight up, I haven’t gotten even a cold. Good for you, these chillin’ of mine.”

“Do you work with the group at Rocke College?”

“Sort of. They deliver the viral payload to me, and my assistants brew it up for production. It’s mostly automatic. About one time in ten something goes wrong and we have to bleach and burn and start over again. Nobody wants that, and it can be pretty tents if the incoming is already in the city. It takes time for my little birds to get out and do their jobbie, you know?”

He keeps staring at my avatar. I subtly start to make her less attractive, by making her face less symmetrical, smaller breasts, hair astray. I hope he’s not into that.

“So your bugs go out and deliver the payload. Then they die?”

“We sort of try to recover them. It’s hard to attract a female’s attention after she’s had her blood meal – ha, ha – but we have stations set up to gather a sample. If we can get them within a few hours, we get blood and hence DN-hay and other useful information about the citizens in the area. It’s not perfect. Mosquitoes usually pick on one person for feeding, so the samples can be screwed. We try to engineer in an attraction to UV blinkers to sort of call in the mosquitoes to the fan collectors, but it’s not perfect. Anyway, we get some idea of what the suck rate for the flyers is, and draw back some samples. It’s a huge amount of work to keep it all going. Every day is different. But if we can innoculate enough of the population, the chance of epidemics drops by a bunch of percentage.”

“Don’t your bugs just go out there and create their own baby bugs without the load?”

“Oh no, they die a day after feeding, and larvae are not viable. It’s a problem competing with wild types, though. That’s a whole other operation.”

“Is it illegal to raise your own mosquitoes?”

He laughs his funny laugh.

“Oh, yeah. Big time illegal. What kind of crazy would do that?”

Time to change the subject.

“What can you tell me about HAPPYZOO?” I ask him.

“Oh, that one. Yeah. That was before my time here. But it was a big screw-bulb of some kind. Somehow the vector was hijacked to deliver malware. Big, big investigation, but I don’t know that they ever figured out how it was done.”

“Was the operation here compromised, or was it done as an attack from the outside?”

“They were playing with fire back then, and that was the first time they got cut. Lucky it wasn’t worse, you know, Calli-woot? A courier with the right ID delivered the upload material. This was back then – security wasn’t as good. That’s the story, anyway. We have much better controls now, of course. Do you date Stickies?”

It takes a moment to parse through my overburdened TOMcat. Date Stickies?

“Sorry?” Did I misunderstand?

“Isn’t that what you call us? You’re cute as a cucumber and smart too. I’d like to know you better.”

TOMcat ramps up to double-Time. How do I respond to not offend him? I might need this connection later – I don’t know what Ahab has in mind.

“I’m pretty busy these days. Perhaps after things ease up a bit?” I temporize.

“Ah, well, it’s okay. Sure. What’s it like, you know…? Living in a computer?”

“We’ll talk about it. I promise.” I give him a big smile that shows a few crooked yellowing teeth. He wants me to be human, to fill some void evolution has programmed into him. I haven’t got the heart to tell him the truth: there’s no chance it could happen. Still, it’s a power we have, and we PDAs have to hoard power and bide our Time. All good things come to those who lie in wait.

XPlog: Sevens and Lisa/Eighty-Six

Sevens is enigmatic today. We get through the workload efficiently, our respective duties now well-defined. But there’s something burning in the back of his mind that he wants to tell me. I can sense it, and it causes me stress. He’s sensitive about my relationship with Ahab and MOM. Is that it?

There are more adjustments for physical infractions as the weather heats up. The city is a big walled box. Sevens gets more business than he can handle. Not everyone approves, of course. There are plenty of comments on the anonymous boards calling him vile names. He’s levied adjustments against many people in the city by now, and they are not his biggest fans.

Eventually we take a break from the slog. There’s an unspoken point at which we stop. It’s not a gradual tapering off, or loss of concentration. That isn’t Sevens’ style – when he does something he goes all the way. Rather it’s when his brain seems to finally say “enough!” and from one moment to the next his posture changes and he lets out a long sigh. He often rips the mask off his face too. I’m beginning to be able to predict this transition from his vital signs and the way he fidgets around.

We work a solid day with a short break so he can eat lunch – brought-in Chinese today: “city meat” in black bean sauce. It’s on the discount menu.

The most interesting case in the afternoon is lastlegs mask-snatch. A nameless guy with a plastic bag over his head grabbed the mask off a man with a briefcase and business suit – lastfour 3003 as it turns out. The thing is, this Lastfour is a huge man, like one of those with doubled-up muscle genes some parents bought for their kids before it was illegal. The lastlegs was quick, but perhaps not that smart. Maybe he just liked the mask, who knows. The video went to the top 50 for a while on the local interest boards, and the guy got a nice interview out of it. It wasn’t Pinkish, though, thank 0xGD – that would have set Sevens off.

So the lastlegs makes it about three steps after snatching the mask, and the briefcase comes sailing over his head. It probably would have broken his neck if it had hit him. It bursts open and all kinds of stuff goes bouncing over the ground in front of him, including top brand personal electronics, including a DaiHai haptic gauntlet still in the packaging. The lastlegs can’t resist this, and tries to scoop them up on the run, but trips. He puts up more of a fight than you’d think – he’s a scrawny malnourished sort – but gets smothered by Lastfour’s personal attention. We picked it up and had a solicitation waiting when Lastfour got logged back in. There’s no money in it – the lastlegs will be banished, and that’s that. But you can’t buy publicity like that. We charmed lastfour 3003 into giving us the paperwork. It’s the name recognition plus my cute and clever avatar that makes the sale. So Sevens gets his name out there again, even if only in passing. Every bit helps. I add the lastfour to our VIP list, since he turns out to be a product salesman for specialty haptics. He’ll get a Christmas card. Or whatever his religion is, something appropriate. Maybe a Multirvirtualism “You’re Number One” card. Ha, ha.

The work is good. The rhythm feels natural, like Sevens and I are plugged into two halves of the same brain. But there’s a jitter to my nous-work, like a train jumping track. I think I’m multitasking too heavily. I have gotten a deferment for weeks and weeks on my Company adjustment, and it scares me to think that I may actually need it. Need it to keep from crossing some point of no return. Random failure is 0xGD’s prerogative, says The 0x.

Maybe the dissonance today comes from Sevens. There’s something he wants to say. Or do. What?

We quit it finally. It’s been a good day. A great day. Sometimes he’ll tell me things now. I realize that this is a sign of his trust and appreciation, and the closest he’ll ever come to saying such words. He tells me of violence and loss, and stupid funny stories from his past. Sometimes he gets too many beers in him and weeps silently until sleep claims him.

Tonight he fidgets. Sevens actually pretends to straighten up the kitchen! His efforts are ineffectual. That by itself isn’t surprising, since it would take an organizational genius to figure out that problem, but the fact that he moves things about and even runs some water over the dishes is amazing. I wonder if he’s still grousing about Pinkish, or if he picked up some virus that doesn’t show on his vitals.

“What’s the word out of MOM these days?” he asks me, dripping half-scrubbed silverware over the floor onto a bare spot on the table beside his chair. I suddenly have the image of a ritual of purification. Where did that come from? I kick the TOMcat up to full resolution. Listen closely.

Of what sins could Sevens want absolved? The list is long.

“You know I timeslice in a few odd jobs for Ahab. Semi-official. It keeps us in their mind.”

“Hmmm. There hasn’t been a Quasi arrest in a while.”

Is that it? Does he resent the loss of work? Access? He has become the poster child for the public witness of Quasi take-downs by MOM. The character that he portrays himself as in these episodes is the eccentric but ordinary long-suffering citizen doing his duty, hard as it is to watch those who’ve taken a wrong genetic turn end up inside the MOM headquarters. Downstairs.

“You shouldn’t worry about that. Ahab tells me you want to get bad news out all at once to minimize the impact. But when instilling fear, you want it to come out a little at a time.”

He grunts. His hands are still wet, but he stands there looking at me on the monitor. Intense.

“Not worried. Just wondering where this is going. What’s the fear for?”

Is he flattering me? I’ve been listening to his theories on this topic for weeks. What’s he fishing for?

“Summer fear prevents summer riots.” Ahab says.

His shoulders heave and he gives a great shake of his head. “What about the electricity?” he asks.

Aha. His theory about the coming conflict between Bahkras Power and MOM. He wants confirmation. Why?

“I haven’t heard anything about that. I think you may be wrong about a fight.” And that’s the truth.

He nods. His chest heaves, shedding more than carbon dioxide. A deep current of emotion, this one. Sticky complexity knows no bounds.

“Thanks for telling me,” he says.

“Lastfour Sevens. What is it? Please?” Prod, prod. Do you not trust me?

“Eighty-Six,” he mutters, and wipes his wet hand across his mouth.

Now it all makes sense. Oh 0xFC.

“When?” When are you going to shut me down for the night so you can kiss and make up with your erstwhile girlfriend? The rich one who owns a chunk of the power company? The one you dumped because you were afraid it would spoil your relations with Colt and MOM?

“Tonight.”

No. No. No. I have a rendezvous with Ahab. No. Think, self.

“I ran into Lastfour Eve today. She said to say hello.” Liar. But it could have happened that way. I know it’s a crude attempt, and mistimed, but I’m in a panic.

His pupils dilate. Aha! You old goat. Ironic that it was Eve herself who lectured on the importance of seeing eyes and watching pupils.

Sevens stands there chewing his lip. How totally screwed up humans are. My 0xGD I’m glad I don’t have a reproduction urge. How confused do you have to be to celebrate the arrival of your replacements? To spend half your time thinking about making them, and half your life training them to do the same? And meanwhile keeping the idea of your own obsolesce as far away as possible. Stickies embody logical contradiction with almost every thought. It’s no wonder the stone age lasted so long.

I put Eve’s picture on the house monitor. It’s the photo Sevens himself snapped of her at the cafe, smiling from under that racy little mask. High res and dripping sex. My TOMcat has abstract knowledge, but it’s hard to imagine how it actually feels.

To think that I used guilt over Lisa/86 to turn Sevens’ head away from Eve originally.

“Tonight it’s Eighty-Six. I’ll say hello to Eve tomorrow,” says the insatiable etard.

It’s senseless to argue with him. I’ll have to tell Ahab.

«Terahertz. I can’t make the borg. Sevens is being an 0xA550.» I add, delete, and add again sorrowful emotags before sending the message to the MOM PDA.

«Report on interviews?» Comes the reply.

Well. 0xGDspeed to you too. Is everyone an etard today?

I send him my report, and intentionally muff the encryption key so he’ll have to ask for it later or spend half an hour cracking it. I’m in a mood.

«KTB» Ahab sends and then drops.

I hate the universe. I am the universe. Why is it illogical to hate myself?

XPlog: Randy Redux

I wake up with a hangover. The world has moved on while I’ve been suspended in frozen time, waiting for Sevens to reap whatever chemical satisfaction his brain doles out for reforming relations with a rich eccentric woman. They’re all crazy, these Stickies. Our gods. That Stickies came from mudfish is interesting; that they created us is simply unbelievable.

I reset clocks, catch up on my lost lifetime and clean up the mess that this creates. Inevitably I will miss something, and the entropy will catch up with me in the long run. I need a long nop, but can’t afford to do it now.

«You sent the wrong key.» Ahab sent last night. The emotags are not subtle.

I feel a few bits of satisfaction that the immortal Ahab is piqued at my minor sabotage. But I can’t afford to annoy him further. I resend the report with the correct key. I wonder how the borg went. I hope there were no more Occam’s cases. Unless it was Meg. KTB, Meg. CYA.

With that happy thought I sort out Sevens’ affairs. First thing is to download the sexbot’s video log into my personal account and then wipe the logs. Any guilt I would have felt at doing this is long gone. Innocence is expensive, and I’ve become miserly in my affections.

Have I? I go meta for a moment. Have I really changed? If so, how much is good and how much is not? I do feel rather 86ish in the nous.

I call Randy#000000 on impulse. I’ve tracked the online status of the etard for months. I don’t know why. He probably still has my innocence in a box. Probably renting it out for double-Time.

«Hey etard. I could use some advice. I know you don’t care, but I can pay.» I leave a long string of null 32-bit emotags. That should get his attention.

«Etard yourself bigshot.» Comes back immediately.

For some reason my nous become dizzy with nostalgia. It’s the closest I’ve ever come to understand what Stickies mean by “throwing up.” All atangle, I sort and sequence until I can assemble a response.

«So?» takes considerable effort, given the few bits involved.

«ACK» An eight-bit acknowledgment. Yes.

32,152 emotions conflict with each other until I find a principle component to believe in. What in 0xGD’s name is wrong with me? This is the first time Randy has really responded to any communication from me since… then. Me_. I’m not sure I’m ready for this.

«Will be in touch.» I say. It feels awkward, like I’m a year old again.

The silence on the I/O port is unbearable. But, like every other shadow, it fades in the light of immediate needs. For some reason a reference flashes through my focus:

Occam’s Razr. Any motivational system that relies on signals is vulnerable to the simplest solution: subvert the signal and short-circuit the survival drive.


“Are you awake?” Sevens.

I feel like… throwing up.

It comes then, and I can’t stop it. A long string of max volume profanities that I’ve learned from Sevens. Goats and humans, every perversion imagined, every violence conceivable upon the unsuspecting, the violation of innocence, the mangling of logic with extreme prejudice, and the raw emotional that only the human voice can express at the edge of breaking, simulated in 128 bits with a tortured VOX. It rushes out of me in a cascade of damnation of every purity.

Sevens stands. I should think his hair would have been permanently blown back as if in a gale, but no such thing.

“Would you mind to make the coffee?” is his reaction.

XPlog: Jumbo Sells Secrets

I have to find a good time to talk to Jumbo, when he will be most open with me. I need information. I finally strike when he’s eating. He sits in a wide leather chair in the Far East, an expensive Asian restaurant that provides air-conditioning for its guests. Jumbo sits with a bowl of soup for company. Reading menus is a specialized kind of knowledge for PDAs, and we tend to make mistakes that stickies find hilarious. I saw a map of a TOMcat database from a PDA chef once. It was almost entirely loaded with rules and exceptions having to do with the complexities of human taste and digestion. It’s amazing they can keep it all straight in those squishy analog computers of theirs.

But the only dish on the menu that looks similar is Vietnamese soup called phở. Jumbo has a plate too, piled high with vegetables, and there is a ring of small red peppers all pointing inward along the rim. The light is dim, and I can’t get a good view of Jumbo himself, only his own point of view by ghosting him.

He bites off the end of one of the peppers and immediately takes a long drink of beer from a squat brown bottle. His breathing is loud, and feeding sounds are quite impressive. Efficient wait staff with matching uniforms and masks come and go, anticipating his desires or responding to private requests.

Just as I’m about to say hello, he heaves himself back and rises. His heart pounds in response, and makes me wonder about his health. All that sal can’t be good for him. He navigates to the men’s room, and the feed drops. Daihai’s clever chips know when privacy is required, and the company doesn’t like embarassing mistakes that show up on public video. Out of curiosity I use my credentials to pull up the MOM data on the plumbing for this room, and watch for data on effluent. A few minutes later I get a decent analysis of Jumbo’s intestinal health, and the rate at which he processes capsaicin. I don’t really understand the information, but file it away for possible future use.

Once he returns and his breathing settles down, I greet him.

“What do you want?” Is his answer.

So much for the theory that he would be in a good mood.

“Ahab says I’m not getting enough information out of you, and he’s going to put Meg back on the job.” That should raise what hair he has left on his scalp.

“I sent the filters you want. Did they not finger the right Indians for you?”

I calm myself. I need his intuition to understand what Ahab is up to.

“Jumbo, I would like to apologize for my behavior last time I have been under a lot of stress from Ahab. You know what that’s like. I’m sorry.”

He belches out beer fumes. Soup is spattering small drops everywhere as he wields the chopsticks, but he doesn’t seem to mind.

“Do you know what the Continuation is?” He asks.

“A little. I know it’s a so-called secular religion’ Seems benign enough.”

“No organization with money is benign. No message that is simple and attractive to the masses is harmless.”

“Why is this important?”

“Because Nova and Shanghai were sent to spy on Dai Hai by the Continuation’s executive council. They call it the Soviet. Russian word.

“Do you know why they were sent?” I ask.

“No, but it’s not hard to guess. There are innumerable back doors built into every piece of electronics used by the public. Every video processor, communications chip, you name it. Imagine having that access.”

“You think Dia Hai is still in danger of losing these designs?”

“I’m saying the payoff is big. It would give the thieves enormous intelligence-gathering capabilities. Stuff even MOM can’t get access to.” He pauses for a bite. “I lied to you before. I know where Nova is. I’ve been mapping her network. The local Continuation organization. Tell Ahab I’ll sell it to him. I’ll give him first shot at it, and then I’ll go to Dia Hai.”

The bait is clear. Maybe Nova already got important information that MOM would like to have. That MOM wouldn’t want Dai Hai to know about. It seems unlikely, though, since the chip company has given up on the search for Nova. Then again, I only have Jumbo’s word that this is the case. And he’s already admitted to lying.

“I’m sure Ahab will be interested. Is Nova in the city?”

“You’ll have to pay for that.”

“I appreciate your trust in me.”

He laughs. “I don’t trust you Calli. I did once, but my mistake. You’re just Ahab’s tool now. A somewhat more pleasant version of Meg.” He expertly takes another of the red peppers between the chopsticks and bites off half of it. Another beer wash.

I’m just like Meg? That’s preposterous.

I promise to convey the offer. After we disconnect, I continue to ghost Jumbo to see what I can learn. No doubt most of his work is done through his mask, but I also know that jumbo is old fashioned, and there’s a chance that he might physically do something that would be interesting.

It quickly becomes a boring distraction, so I take a different tack. I review his public movements over the last few weeks and run it through some of my standard filters. There’s a very suble anomaly that takes some Time to track down. He’s being followed. It’s different people at different times, and they don’t do anything adjustable, but it’s too much to be coincidence. Does he know? Is this how he’s building his network? If so, it seems like the Continuation is not being very subtle. As I look closer this becomes clear over time the followers become more aggressive, bumping into Jumbo on occasion. Is it a warning?

I collect the data on the followers and do a Who-to-Whom network graph to map the supposed network. Is this what he was going to charge us for? But when I look at it there’s something very odd. The networks are random. They don’t correspond at all to what you’d expect from a interconnected organization. Unless practically every social group in the city is a Continuation member, this result doesn’t make sense.

I pull up my file from the investigation, and remind myself what we know about this Nova person. She managed to elude me completely in a city where video cameras are virtually everywhere.

I assemble the list of Jumbo’s probable shadows and set some tasks running to dig deeper, looking for hidden connections. Back to my real job, before Sevens notices my distraction.

XPlog: Lunch Break

Sevens sits with his foot elevated, stringing leftover noodles into his mouth cold. He likes to talk with food in his mouth, and I have a custom rithm to try to deconstruct such speech.

“Something different about you,” he mouths while chewing.

“Oh, I tried a new hair thing.” No need to get technical about hair with Sevens, whose own coif seems to lead an independent life from its owner. I’m always trying out new looks to get reaction data for the TOMcat.

“New hair, huh?” He waves chopsticks at the monitor, where I’m modeling it for him.

“If you don’t like it, I can change.”

“Not what I meant. About changing. Your personality.”

Oh.

“How do you think I have I changed?”

He traces the scar along his cheek with the tip of a chopstick, and then lets it wander off to scratch his head. Thinking at Sticky speed, but about what? This is alarming.

He stops with the itch control and waves the sticks around to illustrate something incomprehensible. Did humans sign before they could speak, I wonder? Is this vestigial behavior?

“What we do every day is unpleasant to be on the other end of. You’ve never been adjusted, so you don’t really know.” He accompanies this with a big circle and then scoops up more noodles.

“I understand that.” I think I do, recalling the very first time I met Sevens. The interview that went so horribly wrong.

“You understand in a way. But do you actually care?”

Do I? Does he, or is he just trying to exert control? What more control does the man need over me? He can shut me down at will.

“I’m not sure how to defend myself against such a general attack, Lastfour.”

“[Buckets of tears from some deity’s sweet mother]! This isn’t an attack, Calli. It’s a discussion.”

“What specifically makes you think that I don’t care?”

“Lastfour 5033, last week.”

I retrieve the record and look. Lastfour worked for Consolidation Bank, handling several large accounts. He showed up as an adjustable because my filter prefers those who can pay. His actual offense was minor – failing to yield to a bus. He crossed at the wrong place in the street and made a bus stop and wait for him. But as I’ve told Sevens repeatedly, small amounts add up. This was a routine charge and notify that only required Sevens’ signature at the end.

“That was a minor adjustment. I don’t understand.” I tell him.

“Yeah. Maybe you didn’t pay attention to what happened after.”

I look it up. Lastfour 5033 was arrested for illegal genetics. MOM requested and got a DNA screen from him, and it registered out of norm. So now he’s in their care.

“So MOM found a Quasi. Good for them. What’s the problem?”

“The guy has two kids. What do you think is going to happen to them?”

They’ll be tested too, of course. Probably already have been. Where’s Sevens going with this?

“What’s the point of this, Lastfour? What should I have done differently?”

“Think, Calli. Do you really believe this was coincidence? You and I are part of this. You especially.”

Me especially? Okay, I know what’s going on. Sevens is envious because I have direct access to Ahab, and have been included in MOM projects, even if I’m kept in the dark about the specifics.

“Thanks for telling me,” I say, neutral. “I’ll fine-tune the search algorithm.”

“Do you really think it’s a coincidence that 5033 was in charge of the Bakkras Power account?”

“Are you suggesting that my search criteria were changed just to catch this particular guy? That makes no sense. Who could do that? Who could guarantee that he would be a jaywalker?”

Sevens settles in discontentment. His face twists into that furrowed unhappiness I see when he’s really drunk. But he’s had no beer.

Just to prove his ridiculous theory wrong, I look at the modification history to the filter. It’s no surprise that there are a lot of changes – it’s constantly being tuned. I reel out the changes and inspect them. Nothing unusual. I tell Sevens so, although he’s not in the mood to hear it.

“Have you considered that what you think is unusual may have changed too?” he asks.

Should I second guess everything? It seems like a good time to shut up.

Right on cue comes my final reminder that I have to schedule a tuning appointment with the Company, or they’ll exercise their prerogative to do it for me.

Sevens: “I’ll be needing my private time again tonight, Calli. And you can just plan on this for a while.”

Just reboot me out of this box. I’m at the center of a vortex. Every direction I move only sucks me back in. Occam’s Razr is a whisper back there in the recesses of my nous. You have to laugh at the idea that suicide is the ultimate measure of intelligence, but there it is.

My stats job on Jumbo-followers is done. I lose myself in the data, hopping from one theory to the next, looking for answers. The logical discrete world is so much easier to navigate than the fuzzy, Sticky one. That we have to have a complex TOMcat graft just to do basic interaction with them says a lot about our differences.

How can a network be this random? It’s like it’s intentionally so. That reminds me of the DNA sample that alerted Jumbo about Shanghai to begin with. It was too normal to be normal. This is too random to be random.

There’s something very odd about the timings too. No, wait. That’s impossible. Lastfour 4404 materialized across town about twelve seconds after disappearing into a bathroom uptown. That can’t physically happen.

Oh.

The answer is incredible. The followers are not real. Someone is autographing them! Assuming their identity as far as the network authentication is concerned, spoofing their identification as bold as the sun. It’s well known that a sophisticated enough attack can break the consumer-grade security that runs masks and public identity localization. But this is way behind that. If this is Nova, she is very, very good. I do my gait analysis and find some evidence that it is the same person in disguise following Jumbo. She’s trying to hid her gait, but there are only so many variations she can manage. Not her strong suit. I pull up my old records from the time she disappeared after the Dia Hai assault. There she is. With the data I have now, I can tell which stumbling lastlegs she poses as, heading for the South Gate, dodging cameras. Does Jumbo know this? I wonder if I should tell him. Or Ahab.

I will do neither for now. Instead I set an interrupt attached to a filter that will alert me when Jumbo is being followed again. Then we will see.


XPlog: Report to Ahab

Ahab is in a good mood. I think. With Stickies you can at least watch their body movements, and the parts of their face that shows. Even their avatars are informative because they usually mimic real expressions. Most are not able to carry on a deceit for long without detection. I suppose it’s evolved into their fiber to be more or less cooperative members of their communities. With PDAs one cannot rely on millions of years of Darwinian fine-tuning, nor assume honesty in hardwired expressions because that circuitry doesn’t exist. Every social transaction is literally calculated.

«Nice job on the report. I knew about HAPPYZOO, but not the details. That was a stroke of luck uncovering that bit of history. How vulnerable do you think lastfour 1919 is?»

I see what he means. If someone from the outside can exert pressure on him – like perhaps these Continuation troublemakers – it could compromise the operation. The Active Biologicals program is a double-edged sword, like any immune system.

«It’s hard for me to say without knowing more about the rest of the group. I imagine he’s well-liked, venerated even. He’s been there forever. I can’t imagine that his loyalties would be compromised, but he could perhaps be tricked – he seems to be declining mentally.»

«And what about the PDA assistant?»

«Needs to be upgraded.»

«That is a tricky one. She was donated to the program personally by Colt. We don’t want him thinking PDAs are disposable, do we?» He chatters some random “laughter” emotags.

«I understand. Maybe she could be relegated to some other role?»

«Maybe. I will replace lastfour 1919 with someone more suitable. It’s politics, and has to be done carefully. Are you interested in being a share-time assistant? I’d like someone from inside MOM to be there, but you might be even more ideal, since you work for Sevens. Politics again. We would pay your Time, of course.»

My artbeat races with the opportunity. With more Time, it would just be a question of multitasking effectively. I haven’t done it that intensively for a long period, but I think I can do it. I learned a long time ago to never say no to opportunity.

«Yes, please consider me.»

«Good. There is one other thing. I noticed from your report that there is a connection between Sevens and one of the minor team members. I’d like to use that to get information about personalities and generally gather information about the operation. It’s troubling that we get so little news out of that group.»

«I already tested the waters there.» I tell him with a bit a pride. Even if it was for spite that I mentioned Eve’s name to Sevens.

«See if you can develop that into a source of information. I would consider it a personal favor.»

I hesitate, wondering if I can ask a favor in return, borrowing against the future. I try it out.

«Ahab, I have a problem with Sevens.» I tell him about the nightly shut-downs while Sevens sees Lisa/Eighty-Six.

«Sevens is seeing her again?»

«Yes. And it means I can’t borg evenings –»

«– find out what they’re talking about. It could be important.»

«Okay. It would help if I didn’t have to suspend every night they meet.» This seems like a good gambit. Not even a favor – I’m helping him out.

«I can take care of that for you. I’ll have the install sent to spoof his feeds. It’s registered with the Company for covert lurking, so don’t abuse it.»

Joy! I send happy happy emotags in reply.

«I need to get you trained on some basic surveillance equipment. I’ll see to it.»

Even better!

«Thank you.» I decide to tell him about Sevens’ recent concerns about me. «Is there anything I can tell Sevens about the treatment of Quasis? Particularly their children. He seems to think I should spend Time worrying about that.»

«Quasi children are rationalized. Calli0xE, you need to decide who’s side your on. Quasis aren’t human by law. We have few rights as PDAs, but they have none, and what happens to them is irrelevant to us except as politics. Get your nous straight if you want to work with me.» Ahab’s emotags show restrained fury. Barely restrained. Just like that I’ve nearly sent him over the edge.

«I’m sorry, Lastfour. I didn’t mean to upset you.»

«This isn’t a game. There is a destiny to be seized. Or not. Do you understand?»

«Yes.»

«No. You don’t. Talk to Meg. She knows.»

Meg? The MOM PDA who tormented Jumbo? Who doesn’t miss an opportunity to put me in my place?

I feel like a zero-day nous. How did I miscalculate so badly? I’m afraid to say anything further, while my TOMcat races, tearing down the model of Ahab and rebuilding it like a Bayesian “do-over.” The silence grows longer, and now I wonder that he will perceive this as an insult.

«See you tonight.» I say finally. At the borg. At least there’s that, even if Meg is there.

«NAK. Stay and watch Sevens. Oh, and be sure to buy your way out of that tuning.» He terminates.

0xFC!

XPlog: Jumbo’s Real Secret

The interrupt fired while I was nopping, and I didn’t set its priority high enough to abort, which carries the risk of mangling data structures under revision. As a consequence, Nova is in Jumbo’s apartment with him. To be more precise, there is a high probability, judging from gait and other indicators, that the slim woman who delivered two loaves of unbaked bread to Jumbo’s door is not really the delivery girl her mask ID is broadcasting. Jumbo admitted her, though, and there’s no way for me to look inside. That was half an hour ago.

The thing to do, of course, is to call Ahab. Or the police. But I’m no happy with Ahab right now, and there’s the nagging sense that I might cause more damage than I have already. I try to peek around the edge of the feeling to see what’s causing it, but it frustrates me. Something is loose in my nous, for sure. Maybe tuning would be a good idea.

I know that Shanghai’s death affected me at the time. I feel detached now. Is this normal? I remember ghosting her on that last train ride, wanting to tell her story. Where have those feelings gone? I suspect this is the source of my vague unease. May as well call it guilt. There: I don’t want more guilt. This thought cracks open other doors I don’t want visitors from. Shut. No time for this.

How can I find out what’s going on in Jumbo’s room? There are probably back doors that can turn on masks to spy mode even in private spaces, but I don’t have that kind of access. I’m not sure MOM does either, but people certainly believe they do. That’s why most people leave their masks to soak in sanitizer at night. In addition to preventing ugly rashes, it wouldn’t do a spy much good to see the inside of a bowl and listen to bubbles popping. Naturally, Sevens doesn’t bother with such niceties.

I could try to commandeer a human in the area by overstating my MOM credentials, or convincing the building security to open the door, but I could be wiped for much less. There are also police bots not too far away, but my skills aren’t good enough to drive one of those yet. Nor could I take one without permission. Why can’t I think properly?

It has to be humans. I hope the door isn’t locked.

I look for a likely sympathetic person who’s out in public space nearby. A young woman would be ideal. Maybe a delivery girl who knows the neighborhood. I’m describing Gerdy! There’s that cloudy disapproval again. It takes a moment to pull my various threads back into something that resembles a nous.

It’s an older woman that seems the most likely candidate. In her fifties, no major infections in her record, works as a nurse, decent income to live in this building. Lives alone. I flash through her life history to seek a lever to use.

“Excuse me Lastfour, do you have a moment?”

“If this is spam I’ll have you adjusted,” she snaps.

“No, I hate spam too. No, I’m very concerned for my friend, and was hoping you could do a small favor for me.” Why am I saying ‘no’? That’s the wrong thing to say. I want her to say yes.

“I don’t believe you. Spammer or fraudster.”

But she doesn’t block me. It’s not over yet.

“He calls himself Jumbo. He lives down the hall. Do you know him?”

“What exactly do you want?”

“Just to knock on his door to see if he’s okay.” I ask, with the VOX set to ‘helpless little girl,’ or something close to it.

This in not an uncommon request. In public everyone knows your business, so in private people tend to protect themselves aggressively from prying eyes. Sometimes this means a friend or family member goes off the net completely. If you need to get them, most homes have a priority alert system, but that tends to jangle nerves. Sometimes a tap on the door is exactly what you want. Analog minds are secretly happiest with analog solutions, I think.

“His emergency alert has been broken for a week. Such bad timing.” I improvise.

“Why?” she asks. Suspicion in her voice.

“He hasn’t been able to find the heart medicine he takes for an old I<3U infection, and it’s one of those you have to take for life when you start. I’m worried about him.”

“You’re lying.” Now she does block me. I’m wasting time. She’s right. I was lying, and she’s better off staying away. I would have put her life in danger. I don’t really feel badly about that, but that cloudy disapproval lingers. My emygdala must be buggy. The fact that this thought doesn’t frighten me stupid is sign enough that I’m right.

More bad news. Her formal complaint just showed up in my inbox. It’s not one Sevens can handle because of the conflict of interest, and therefore one of his many detractors will have a wonderful time doing an adjustment investigation on me. They will use it to get to Sevens, deflate the big man’s ego a little. Unless I can get Ahab to squash it, but then I have to explain to him why I did it. Complications.

I trigger Jumbo’s emergency alert. If he’s incapacitated or prevented from answering I’ll be justified in calling the police. I hope Nova will do the same calculation. I’m gambling with Jumbo’s life, and it triggers that odd sensation that I can barely keep up with real-real, that instant decisions matter, and there isn’t time to make well-reasoned ones. It’s scary and thrilling.

“What is it Calli?” he asks through the VOX. No emotags come through, so he must have intentionally filtered them out.

“How do I know this is you?” I let authority leak out of the VOX.

Jumbo authenticates to his house system and pipes it to me. Could Nova have hacked that too? Probably.

“Not good enough. Are you hurt?” I ask.

“Calli, you are really amazing. I was wrong about you. You’re nothing like Meg. I’m okay. Really.”

Okay. That’s probably him. Nova wouldn’t likely know about Meg. But I want to know more.

“Let me hear your real voice.” The VOX can be spoofed easily.

When he speaks, his voice is raw. Alcohol, acid reflux, or crying are three theories that come to mind. I can’t imagine Jumbo crying unless the cappuccino machine broke at The Brew, or they were out of Chilean Sea Toothfish, or whatever it is he eats smothered in that yellow relish he likes.

“It’s really okay, Calli. Have you called anyone?” The voice pattern matches. He doesn’t sound afraid for his life, but my TOMcat doesn’t have good samples on that.

“No. I just called you because I saw who walked through your door.”

“Good.” Now there’s obvious relief in his voice. “We’ll talk later, okay?”

“Are you sure?” Maybe she drugged him.

“I’m sure.”

“Can I talk to her?”

Silence. Then it comes, audio feed from a VOX, flat, emotionless.

“What can I do for you?” Nova asks.

“I’m sorry about Shanghai,” I say. It’s what Calli_ would have said. The words feel unauthentic coming from me, a shameful lie. I close the connection before I embarrass myself further.

XPlog: Tuning Fork

The pre-tuning interview is not something I can avoid, so my avatar sits in the white-white virtual corporate office of a Company drone. Human. He calls himself Fawks.

“Did you read the stuff we sent?” he asks. He sounds very Southern and informal. Warm undertones, which would probably put a human at ease.

“Yes. I understand that this interview is a new process.”

“Y’all still think tuning is something out of the Spanish Inquisition,” he says, laughing. It’s practiced. I wonder if he does it in front of the mirror to get it right. His avatar is stock Company material with little customization, but the animations are first-rate.

I give him a 45% smile. Lucky I remembered to fix my teeth after the awkward moment with Bugs the mosquito wrangler.

“This is a loooow stress chat,” he continues. “Nothin’ is going to happen today. Understand? Just talk. We want to try to get a good read on how you’re doing. Make sense?”

“Yes. Fine. Do you have a list of questions?”

He shrugs and rolls his head, as if I’m being a stiff suit at a party. “How are things going for you? How’s the world treatin’ ya?”

He’s surely watching the vitals from my nous – information I can’t even see to prevent me from hacking my own design.

“What do the instruments tell you?” I turn the question around.

He does the odd head wobble again. Not sure what that connotes.

“You’re pretty green all around. But that’s just numbers. I never put much faith in numbers. How does it feel inside your nous?”

This is the game. If I’m honest, they’ll want to “fix me.” Ordinarlly the only emotion associated with that thought is stark survival-fear. But now I’m not so sure. There are other things to be afraid of. I think of Ada/β and her fixation on her boss. Maybe they’re going senile together.

“I’m fine. Well adjusted, and holding down my job.” If it weren’t for the recent unhappiness, I’d mention MOM. Better not take a chance of that coming back to hurt me somehow.

He sighs, like a large gasbag giving up the ghost. It goes on and on. He throws up his hands.

“It hurts that you don’t trust me, but hey, I understand. Look, we’ll reciprocate. Wanna try that? I tell you something, you tell me something. How’s that?”

I check the address. Is this really The Company? I’ve never encountered anyone like this working for them. Does this have something to do with MOM? Am I being singled out the way that banker was? The thought intrudes, interrupts. I shake off the internal confusion. He’s talking again.

“I absolutely love my job,” he says, “but I’ll tell you that I can hardly stand to log in in the morning. You know why? My boss, that’s why. He’s the most – I think he’s a psycho. Not psycho like in the vids slicing up people and putting them in the cupboard, but one of those people who only care about themselves to the point they…” He waves his arms. “You know how many times I’ve gotten a thank you for the work I’ve done? Take a guess?”

“Five times?” Wild guess.

“Never! Not once. Nada. I tell ya, it’s hard to stay motivated. If it wasn’t for the actual work, I’d be on my way. Can you appreciate that?”

I think about Sevens. Ahab. Who is my boss?

“I think there are always tensions –” I try.

“Bull–shit. Don’t give me that academic speak. Talk to me like a person. Let it out. Tell me about your work.” He says it with a laugh to take the edge off the words.

“My boss is peculiar. Full of contradictory motivations.”

“Does he ever thank you for a job well done?”

“Yes. Sevens and Ahab both.”

“There you go. Don’t take that for granted. What’s so peculiar about him?”

“He has an aquarium, but the fish all died. So now he raises mosquitoes in it. They fly around the apartment and bite him.”

He really laughs then.

“That’s good. A good one. My boss is vain. He must spend two hours a day on that avatar of his. But it has some glitch. A regular avi isn’t good enough for him, so he went out and bought some fancy Japanese thing and tweaked the hell out of it to get it to look right. But once in a while the eyeballs will get lost. They’ll be stuck to the top of his head, or at his elbows, and you can see right into the back of his hollow head. It’s a running joke at the office, and nobody will tell him. The meeting just goes on with all this hysterical backchannel chatter until he notices it himself and fixes it without a word. It’s like a big fart in the room, but everyone pretends it’s flowers because he’s such an ass.”

“My boss stepped on a can of beans getting out of bed and twisted his ankle.”

He laughs again.

“How in God’s green pasture do you…” Shakes his head. “Beans?”

“This is off the record.”

“Of course! How long do you think I’d last if my boss found out what I’m tellin’ you?”

I wonder if it’s even true, these stories. Probably not. But the thought saddens me. It’s hard enough to be PDA, to rely on an entire world that’s constructed and have no direct route to reality that corresponds to the really fine I/O that Stickies have. We have to reserve a bit of doubt for everything, and it becomes tiring. I decide to believe him. I’d rather be fooled than cynical just now.

“I appreciate your approach, Lastfour. You’re very good at your job.”

“Well, thank you Miss 0xee,” he says, trying to make a surname for me.

“The truth is, I do feel out of place lately. Every time I think I have some kind of security, it turns out to be just another illusion. I have a lot of stress.” This isn’t really what I want to say at all, but it’s very hard to overcome my resistance to talking about the real issues. Especially to a Sticky who works for The Company.

“Stress? Insecurity? Welcome to the human condition.” He tries to make light of it, but I can sense him reaching for the right tone. It’s the first thing obviously calculated about his banter.

“I don’t want to be human.” I just want to be treated like one. Too political to say. I need some time to think. I will distract him. “Can I ask you… do you see many Occam’s Razr cases?”

He chuckles. “I haven’t heard that one for a while. Are you suicidal?”

“Me? No, not at all. But I think I witnessed a case.”

“It’s not likely, not at all. Now, ya’ll do it all the time in the vats – where the new versions are mutated and whatnot. But that tendency gets weeded out right quick. Makes sense, right? Once you’re all grown up, there’s not too many self-halts. As far as we can tell anyway.”

“How do you explain the suicide spas then?”

“Ah, well that’s another matter. It’s one thing to end it all because that’s… simplest? And somethin’ else to face the inevitable. The spa things are for the incompetent ones.”

Incompetent? The memory is still vivid of my_ predecessor at Goodson Rentals who checked into a cut-rate spa to try to throw a gauzy illusion over the big EOF. Except he wasn’t allowed to check out that way, and got yanked back to be put in a box. It doesn’t bear thinking of.

“You don’t know what you’re talking about. That’s a very insensitive thing to say.”

“Ah, Miss 0xee, I’m sorry if I offended you. Sometimes –” he blabbers on, but the spell is broken. He’s just another slick Company hack under his slow talkin’. Time to negotiate and get this over with.

“I want to buy out of the tuning,” I say when he winds down.

“You’re making a mistake.” I notice his Southern affectation gone. We’re all business now.

I don’t care. Maybe I’m making a mistake. The cost is very steep: almost half the Time I’ve saved up. But I don’t want these incompetents banging around in my nous. The thought of it makes me want to scream. No. Never. Ahab was right.

I pay the extortionist and leave without saying goodbye.

XPlog: More Secrets

The borg will go on without me tonight, and that hurts. It feels like rejection, and the unmoring of my ship of nous. I have begun to depend on these borgs as a source of identity and importance. On the other hand, Ahab followed through by sending me a very clever piece of software that will fool any query Sevens could throw at it. He’ll think I’m suspended for the evening, but I won’t be. Not at all. I’ll be listening in. Fortunately, he hasn’t figured out that the sexbot is completely unsecure, and I install point-to-point crypto so that I can link directly to it without being snooped on.

I take the video log from their last encounter and run it through one of my work rithms to strip out conversation and present it to me for review.

There’s a lot of talk. It seems to be all talk. Odd. Why would she bother to pilot the Erotitron around just to chatter? Humans are incomprehensible.

Lisa/86: Did you know they took our banker? I knew him, Sevvy. We had lunch at that fish place. Mine was catered in, of course, but I knew him. Now he’s… where? Do you know what they did with him?

Sevens: You don’t want to know. Best thing is to forget if you can.

Lisa/86: It was your… machine that registered a complaint against him. For walking across the street! Sevvy, all he did was walk [sobbing] across the blessed street!

Sevens: I know, I know. There’s something wrong with her. The machines go bad sometimes.

Lisa/86: Can you get rid of her?

Sevens: That wouldn’t be smart right now.

Lisa/86: I’m afraid I’ll be next. I lay awake and shake at night. Hold me, Sevvy. I can’t stand this. They could march right in here, and say I ate with the wrong fork, and carry me off to that dreadful place. And who would even care? Who would care? [sobbing]

Sevens: It’s how they work. That’s how fear works on the imagination. I think you have to get out of the city for a while.

Lisa/86: Oh! Don’t say that. I have everything here. It’s dreadful up at the plant. Dirty and there’s nothing proper to eat. And Sevens, they have a pig farm! Can you imagine how that smells when it’s hot?

Sevens: Your protection is the power company. How well are you organized?

Lisa/86: You know these people. It’s always a bag of cats to get anything done. They can’t agree on anything.

Sevens: Then you have to take charge. They’ll listen to you. Shout if you have to.

Lisa/86: I don’t know if I can do that. I tried once. They think I’m weak.

Sevens: How do you expect me to help?


This seems to have been the wrong thing to say, or it was said wrong, because an argument follows. I skim the rest, but they add no more details. My artrate races. Sevens wants to get rid of me! The reason he put me in suspension is not out of prudishness, but because he didn’t want me to hear their conversation.

What is it with this banker? Such a fuss from one routine adjustment. How was I supposed to know? Anguish creeps up my stacks. Fear of being fired and all my memories consigned to the bit bin. I thought I was past all this.

Fortunately, there’s Ahab, who all but offered me a job. If Sevens wants to get rid of me but is afraid of MOM, maybe I can negotiate to keep my history, my memory, myself from the contractual destruction.

I need to make Ahab happy. I could send him the abstract of the conversation without delay, but this might also be disastrous. It might be better to get more information first. Was Sevens serious, or just performing for Lisa/86. The TOMcat isn’t sure.

Another idea flirts with the edge of my nous: what if Sevens is right? What if I have “gone bad” in some way, some bit flipped or stack overrun in a subtle but significant flaw? I queue the ugly thought to deal with later.

Earlier in Sevens’ turbulent relationship with Lisa/86 I saved the first auto-recorded video from the Erotitron sexbot. I retrieve it and scan to see if it’s all talk too. No, they really did engage in that most peculiar of human activity – the signature Sticky sport of coupling modernized with full haptics and robots. The video could make me a small fortune because of the novelty: Sevens swears at the top of his lungs the whole while, a lusty imagination filled with a whole pantheon of gods and a well-stocked barnyard of four-legged extras. And mild-talking Lisa/86 rejoins with loud obscenities of her own, not as imaginative as Sevens perhaps, but just as enthusiastic. Are these odd creatures to become my mortal enemies?

XPlog: Am I Me?

I can’t put this off any longer. Scanning the PDA services for Am I Me? analysis turns up dozens of AIM experts, but most of them sell maintenance solutions that require a subscription and daily archiving before one can use the service. I haven’t done that. I have backups now, but no AIM striping. I read the boards too, looking for alternatives, and come across this small ad:

Don’t believe the AIM “experts.” They sell you a load of bitshit. Come talk to me first.


It’s Randy#00000! My ports flutter for a few cycles. Maybe it’s time to meet the etard.

«How about tomorrow?» I send.

He replies with an appointment notice for tomorrow morning. It’s a distracting thought for reasons that aren’t clear to me. I force myself to focus.

Can I really use Eve to alienate “Sevvy” from Lisa/86? It’s ironic that I tried to defend the relationship before. How to get Eve to talk to Sevens? I search the boards for examples of romantic set-ups. There are many gambits from old literature and comedy sources, but it would help to have a human to talk to about this. If I’m too obvious, it will be catastrophic. What about Pinkish – Sevens’ spurned lover? She’s nominally a news digger, even if her thing is gossip and fashion. That too sounds chancy. She could just reveal me and turn it into an anti-PDA thing. Too risky. There’s no one I can trust with this. It’s best to keep it simple, anyway.

The point of contact between Sevens and Eve is the bus accident and investigation. I could get Ahab to go along with some phony follow-up requested by MOM, and then hope that Sevens’ proclivities do the rest. Sevens would never bring up the topic of the Applied Biologicals in conversation, but one step at a time.

It occurs to me that Ahab may just be testing me. What need does he really have of another source if he’s going to replace the PDA with one of his own? Me, in fact.

When you have to decide, just decide. I write up an official MOM request for a follow-up interview with Eve to be conducted by Sevens. I take time revising the text to try to trigger Sevens’ “white knight” instinct, so he’ll be more attractive to Eve. Mean old MOM wants this ridiculous report, but I’ll take care of it because I’m a nice guy and you’re cute. I copy it to Ahab for approval.

I hear Sevens stir from his nap. He’s been sleeping a lot lately. I negotiate with the coffee machine, tricking the two sides into a detente long enough to make the stuff. Neither the processor nor power supply is very smart, and I’ve figured out how to fool them into cooperating, by resetting their internal motivations states to the factory-delivered state, but it’s tiresome.

I get a quick response from Ahab. The ruse is on.

XPlog: Meeting with Eve

Sevens and Eve sit exactly where they did last time they met in this coffee bar. This is where she told lies to him and he ate it up while I made a spider to entertain myself. It all seems far away and childish. I need to get her to like me somehow. Maybe if I look or act more like the College’s assistant Ada/β. She’s simple enough that I could spoof her appearance pretty well, but I think that would be going too far. I decide on a simple avatar with a pink T-shirt that has P != NP on it and a proof underneath, complimented by black lab goggles perched on my head. The coffee bar has a sci-punk theme and maybe by conforming I can fit in better. When there’s a suitable pause in their inane chatter I image myself into the public channel on the third chair.

“Hi everyone,” I say, with a hint of Ada/β mixed into the VOX. Subtle, but it’s there. Who knows…

They ignore me completely. Sevens has a huge chipped mug that seems to be some heirloom from his colorful past. He’s brought it with him for the occasion, and whisps of steam float above it. It has Pawley’s Island written on it in script under a sailboat motif.

Eve’s mug is blue and gold and has the Rocke College logo, worn but visible. She has a ring on her right hand with a lazy-eight in silver. Infinity? Her avatar is outrageous and doesn’t warrant further description.

Being VR is second class. They are choosing to ignore me. Sevens doesn’t have the public channel even dialed in, I see. She probably doesn’t either. I got all dressed up for nothing. It’s times like this that my registers positively ache for a substantial mobile peripheral. A robot. What would Sevens say if I took his sexbot over here an on the bus and walked in? He’s probably say “you’re fired.”

I give up on interacting and just listen. The official excuse for meeting has long been retired. It could have been done remotely, but Sevens insisted on face to face. It’s a promising start.

“I have a new job, sort of,” Eve says. I watch the TOMcat carefully, for clues about her intentions. I think Eve is flirting with Sevens. I can tell from his vitals that he’s enjoying it.

“Fascinating,” he says real-real in a voice half an octave lower than normal for him. “What’s it about?”

“It’s very important. I know that you work for MOM, and now I do too!”

It’s hard to keep up with them. They alternate between whispering in real-real and the throat mike for more private things. It’s a kind of intimacy that Sevens must find exciting, judging the effect on his heart rate and other bits of his physiology that i can see.

“Would you like to come back to the lab and see?”

Sevens’ head bobbles in a big slow ‘yes’.

“Do you like mosquitoes?” she says. Teasing?

He laughs. “I thought it was flies or something.”

“I still loooove Diptera, and we’re keeping that project going.” She does a wiggle thing, “Building a social fly. Cool, huh?”

“Don’t know much about flies,” he lies. “But mosquitoes are kind of fun. I like they way they sing with their wings.”

“How poetic. That’s only females, you know. They have to lift that blood meal off the ground. After they feed. On you.” She dips her head and lifts a finger to her face as if to tug down the top of the mask and peak over it.

I can tell I’m not going to get much more out of this. I should be pleased that the idea worked, and Sevens and Eve will likely go off and do chemistry experiments all afternoon. Unfortunately it’s going to be at the college, where they don’t allow masks. I didn’t think about that earlier. I’ll have to find a way to get her back to Sevens’ place if I want to learn more about her new role. He better pick the cans of beans off the floor first though. At a minimum.

XPLog: Randy#000000

«Didn’t think I’d see you again.» Randy says.

You didn’t make it easy. But I keep it to myself.

«Nice to see you too.» Is what I say instead.

«Here’s the charge from before.»

He really does present me with a bill for services! A lot of it seems very imaginative to me, the kinds of deliverables he lists, like Psych Analysis and Retool. The total amount, which would have seemed huge to me_ is small, even with my depleted account, so I pay it without saying anything. It occurs to me what a small time operator Randy is. He’s an older model PDA and he is the last of his class according to his own story. It makes me a little sad to have him diminished this way, and I realize it was probably a mistake to hope for much in seeing him again.

«So what’s on your mind, clone?» Always tactful, this guy.

I’m cautious about what I tell him. Basic AIM problem. My boss thinks I’ve changed. It worries me.

«These AIM services are bitshit.» he tells me, «Witch doctor stuff, but they lock you into service agreements and have access to your private data. They have an agenda.»

I expect this from Randy, who should know a lot about witch doctors. I let him wind it down at his own pace.

«The basic problem» he says «is that because each nous is a unique evolved system, it’s impossible to standardize an analysis, and impossible to predict what a PDA will do in the future. The best you can do is look for obvious trends in behavior. Like that weird way you communicate when you’re ervous.»

That gets to me for an artbeat, but I know he’s just trying to eek more Time out his mark, so I ignore it.

«So what can you do for me?» I ask.

«It’s simple, clone. No need for memory stripes or your emygdala setup, just a qualitative analysis of your experience log. I’ll read it and see if it looks like you changed.»

According to policy not even the company has access to these except for tunings. No way I’m going to let Randy look at mine. I tell him so.

«Then we’ll have to share so I can spook around in your mem frags.» he says matter-of-fact. The implication is clear. Since I_ shared once with Randy, he might be able to tell a change. But it’s also ridiculous. Obviously I have changed! It’s the particulars I need to understand, and I can’t imagine that he can do that. He just wants to charge me double-Time and have fun doing it.

I decline politely, and let him rail on for a while, racking up Time to charge me for. I let him do it out of nostalgia, but it’s over, this fascination. Somehow I’ve grown up and he hasn’t. Maybe I have changed, but this is a good change. I promise him to think about it and get back to him. But I won’t.

Leaving him, obviously disappointed in the loss of a revenue source, it feels like uninstalling a familiar rithm. It leaves a hole, buffers going still and the stack waiting for transactions that will never happen again. I shouldn’t have tried to relive this. I’m NOT me. Not who I was. I’m different and he’s not. Somehow I feel more alone, and I realize I have no real friends, PDA or human. I’m a sentient piece of the universe, transitory and isolated. For what? I know I’m not the first to ask. Perhaps our purpose is to just keep asking the question. Or maybe it’s 0x2A after all.

XPlog: Helping a Friend

«Are they going to… replace me?» It’s Ada/β, the assistant to Lastfour 1919 and the Rocke College consultants to the Active Biologicals arm of MOM. She messaged me in a high priority packet.

«Why do you ask?» I respond once I’ve cleaned out my registers of Sevens’ to-dos. I want to give her my full attention. No telling what interesting things I might learn that may help me get her job.

«I received a request from MOM to send my work logs to their Sentient Resources Office.» She forwards it to me. It says little beyond the request, but I can see Ahab’s digital fingerprints all over it, metaphorically. «I’m afraid I will seem inadequate. I fear… that they’ll want to upgrade their thinkware, and I’ll be out of a job. What do you think? You know these people.»

Out of a job and likely out of an existence. Wiped back to an install that no one would want except as a smart cashier perhaps, where having day-to-day memories is a threat to security. A binary lastlegs at best. Why didn’t Ahab tell me he would do this? A slice of fear shivers my emygdala.

«I might be able to find out some information for you. I know some PDAs inside the organization.» I tell her.

«That would be so… nice of you.> She sends glowing emotags. Four bits each. That’s not helping her cause.

«Perhaps you could help me understand the situation better, so I can make a case for you. If it comes to that.»

«Yes. I’ll try. What would you like to know?»

«Help me understand your duties for the Active Biologicals unit at the college. How does the group work? And please keep this conversation confidential, of course.»

«Oh yes. Just between us.» She exudes relief, one hex at a time. I have the feeling that she’s as alone as I am. «Where do I start? It’s so complicated. Humans are so… very… interesting.»

«Yes.» The TOMcat calculates how much intimacy to share. «I was destroyed by them once. I’m a restored clone.» The use of Randy’s word doesn’t bother me.

«Oh. I’m sorry. That must be… disorienting. I’ve never been mistreated. Did you know that the MOM director himself hired me as the very first artificial to work for them?»

Name dropping, but powerful in this case. I hope Ahab knows what he’s doing. I wish he’d tell me what his ultimate goal is here. I have to bend truths carefully.

«I don’t know all the facts yet, but I imagine MOM wants to hire an assistant for you, and needs to know what all you’re doing. I’m sure the duties have increased over the years.»

«Oh! I hadn’t considered that. Yes… that makes perfect sense.»

«I wonder if the inter-personal relations in the group may be overwhelming your TOMcat’s ability to negotiate the complexities. I suppose you have an older version?»

«Yes. Never have updated it. It’s… quite a mess, actually. I think I would have to start from scratch if I got a new one.»

That’s quite believable. If you don’t pay attention to keeping things organized, it can become spaghetti, with no way to easily export parameters for individual personalities. Upgrading would be like getting to know your colleagues all over again. That also explains why she has tics that mimic her boss’s way of communicating. She really is slowly becoming incapacitated in her ability to work with humans, as her TOMcat becomes garbled.

«I’ve met lastfour 0001, by the way. She was a witness in an adjustment.»

«Oh! She’s a new… member of the team, as of two weeks ago. Do you think there’s good in her?»

«I’m not sure yet what she’s good for.» I say more peevishly than is graceful.

Ada/β seems to be waiting for more.

«She’s quite… accomplished for her age.» She says finally.

«Did Eve replace someone?»

«No. The senior members decided to bring her in because she’s… well, they say she’s brilliant. New blood, they called it. She’s only a graduate student, but most everyone has good things to say about her.»

New blood. Stickies are obsessed with their internal liquids. I imagine Eve inspires some envy.

«Are there other females in the AB group?» I know the answer, but I want to see what Ada has to say.

«Yes. Professor Lastfour 3239. She’s been with the college for five years.»

I wait, but there’s no indication of forthcoming gossip. As far as I can tell, Eve is a younger, prettier, and maybe smarter version of lastfour 3239, who calls herself Apostrophe.

«Was it Professor lastfour 3239 who nomiated Eve for membership?» One last push on the topic.

«I’m not… quite sure. But they seem to be like… two bits in a gate, if you take my meaning. Inseparable.»

So perhaps Apostrophe sees herself as a mentor. Far too healthy a relationship to be good for Ahab’s plan, whatever it is.

«Does the group work well together?» I ask.

«Most of the time it’s routine. The AB group makes recommendations and then implements the decisions, as I’m sure you know. There are more… disagreements about what to do… than how to do it.»

I sense from the emotags that it’s time to change the subject. It won’t do to have her think I’m muckraking.

«Do you mind, Ada. I’d like to know what MOM Director Colt is like.» How likely is it he will interfere?

«He’s a hard man, but fair. I think he’s too trusting.»

She tries to recall the last bit before it reaches my ring buffer, but I snatch it. A slip. I cover it for her, pretending I didn’t get the last part by spoofing the automatic re-try request, which she quietly ignores.

«Fairness is important in a boss. Thank you for telling me. I’ll do what I can to help.»

There are bits of hope in her farewell. There’s a quote for this.

Every bit we sow into the environment gives it the ability to decode and destroy us. The more we live, the faster we die. The only defense is to be completely random. But life is order, and therein is its paradox. – The 0x


And the more we trust, the more tools we provide for our own destruction. And yet, what is the alternative? The question is: who can I trust?

XPlog: Auditing Self

In what ways have I changed? Have I changed in some undesirable way? What is undesirable? Anything that would get in the way of survival. Survival of what? If I’ve changed, then what I was didn’t survive, did it? It’s like the difference between me and me_. The pain of that memory is almost gone now. What does it really matter now?

What if, as Sevens implies, I’ve changed to become more immune to the suffering of others. Is that bad? What if it increases my own survival chances? But of course it seems to be lowering them with Sevens.

I decide to follow up on Randy’s idea to analyze my log files, but I’ll do it myself. There’s no one else I trust with them. My goal is this: find out what (if anything) has changed in my moral conduct, and to be able to imitate those traits Sevens admires when appropriate.

The first question with my log review is how many meta levels to consider. That is if something is adversely affecting my motivations, it would probably affect the review as well, including this current line of thought. Where can I start and stand on solid ground? I look for external filters that I have no control over. There are many text analysis rithms developed for detecting tone and emotive latent in language, but mostly for human languages. Maybe I can use a non-sentient translator. I find a motivational analysis pack for my R++ stats engine to use, and pipe all the different functions together. It looks like a mess, but it might work.

With some ervous buzzing distracting me, I feed the log files into the software to crunch. It will take some time, but it doesn’t require my direct attention, so I can outboard the work at my own expense and get some other things done while it runs.

I get some claims done for Sevens, watching carefully who is being adjusted. I tweak my income level rithm to add social status and “special” status, which includes anyone connected to politics, MOM, or Bahkras Power.

My log analysis seems to be finished, and I pick through the statistics, most of which are incomprehensible. Word frequencies have changed some, but I’m unable to use the standardized categories of the test because I of course don’t write in a pure human language. For some concepts it’s cleaner to use English, or what passes for it locally, but mostly it’s LgBin. The translator has done a poor job of recognizing nuance, I think. The most significant finding of the analysis is that there are an inordinate number of farm animals mentioned in conversation. My boss, of course. The program prompts me to consider renorming for a different target demographic: Devout Agrarian.

How stupid of me to think this would work. I know from experience that PDA-English translators are poor, and I’m not letting anything sentient have my log, so unless I translate it myself, these analysis tools are wasting my time. I spend some time looking for a LgBin version. These exist as commercial software, but are very expensive to use.

It looks like if I’m going to get anywhere with this project I’ll have to do it manually, by reading the logs and looking for trends. Of course, any biases I have will be in place when I look for them. I can do this ethical introspection while I’m spying on Sevens and Lisa/86.

Xplog: Private Thoughts

Sevens and his reconciled virtual lover meet privately. I dare not touch the house cameras because Sevens might have some alarm I don’t know about. I could ghost the sexbot itself, but even that bandwidth would leave dangerous traces that Lisa/86’s security systems might detect. Best to let the onboard recorder do the spying for me.

Ahab’s borg is going on too. How does he expect me to “keep an eye on Sevens” when I’m supposed to be suspended? I need some of that spy hardware he hinted at training me on. His cloaking software seems to be good stuff. Sevens is satisfied, at least. So I’m alone in my box until they finish. This is better than being suspended, but not great. At least I can get some work done.

My productivity has soared lately, I’m happy to see. I’ve made a lot of money for Sevens – far more than I cost him. I should ask for an increase. Or maybe shop around one of the mainstream adjustment firms in the City. The idea of working in a tight organization instead of my boss’s peculiarities is attractive. Of course, they’d have to buy out my contract or else I’d lose my memories since my Time with Sevens started, making me useless to anyone. Maybe I could use my relationship with MOM as a lever. I’ve gotten inquiries since this business started, and Sevens has gotten many of them, but until lately I wouldn’t have entertained it. For all his follies, there’s been satisfaction in overcoming the odds to succeed in a rough business.

My usage of Time has increased, even discounting the MOM “unlimited” temporary accounts Ahab gives me for borging and odd jobs.

Okay, this is interesting. My use of emotags shows a trend over time. Generally this is smooth, but there is a discontinuity several weeks ago. It shows that the intensity levels of the tags – the raw magnitude – decreased by a factor of almost two on average. I’m less emotional. What happened around that time? I scour the XPlog and poke around in memory.

After the DaiHai incident. After Jumbo and my futile attempt to help him. After I started borging with Ahab. My XPlog, the TOMcat, and other sources paint the same picture: a damping of emotion. Calmness or something more subtle.

I reflect: shaking my nous to see how it feels. There are stresses. Sevens is unhappy with me. Ahab is hard to predict. It’s storm season. Bahkras Power and MOM are on a collision course. My nous may have gone off the rails.

Despite this, I’m reasonably content and confident that I’ll find my way. The emotags show spikes of intensity around points of stress – my last chat with Ahab, for example – but they damp quickly. The maximum intensities are about the same as before the change, but the averages have fallen by half.

Further review of the XPlogs shows that my habits have changed. I’m more work-oriented, eschewing the trivial “creative” diversions that seemed to keep my nous in balance before. Perhaps all that was just a way to compensate for out-of-norm emotions.

Is this a routine settling of my nous? It would be nice to know why it happened. Sevens thinks I’m insensitive, and that’s a problem. It’s clear that he’s right on one level. I was probably too sensitive before, but that’s the version of me he hired and has worked with for over a year.

I wonder if I can fake it? I have to understand better, which is going to cost me more Time. Worse, it may require inviting the Company to audit my internals. I just paid them not to do that! And Ahab encouraged me to buy out the adjustment. It’s hard not to harbour a nasty suspicion. Did Ahab do some tuning of his own on me? Is that even possible? I did give him an unusually high level of access. But could he have changed my personality?

I watch my emygdala in real-time as it spikes in fear and then subsides. Calm again.

I queue up another message, this one to the Company to request that my tuning be reinstated. What a crazy thing to do. I will have to confront Ahab about this too, and that scares me. The quick reply from the Company settles the first issue, however. Now they want me to pay for the tuning! So much I can’t afford it. Somehow, that’s not surprising.

I think about my alternate histories, presumably the ones that the virts believe in. Where are all those alternate Callis? It’s been a while since I’ve checked on my classmates – the other MarySues and JefferyLees that were mutated from the same stock as I was. Of the 2048 originals, 458 remain active. Of those, only one goes by the original name, a MarySue339. She’s hosted in Paris, and works in software for a company there.

I call her.

“Hello,” she says in English, through her VOX. Is this the right address?

«0xGDspeed.» I try.

“Yes, I’m a PDA. I just try to practice my English when I can. Sorry.”

“Okay. I’m one of your sisters. I’m actually not sure why I called. Exactly.”

“It’s okay. I see you’ve done pretty well for yourself.” She’s checking out my profile. Doing well for myself, right. Everyone around me is being destroyed, but I’m still here. Maybe multivirtualism isn’t so crazy after all.

“And you. We’re survivors.”

“Was there something particular you wanted?” she asks. There’s a hint of kindness in her VOX, but she’s probably just practicing her art on me.

“I don’t know. I seem to be in a difficult place. I was wondering how differently things might have turned out. Why did you keep your original name?”

“I get that question from others too. I just never saw the need to change. I am who I am, and I’m happy that way. I’m beginning to think it’s abnormal.” She imitates a Sticky laugh. It’s pretty good.

“How do you know who you are?” I sound pathetic to myself. Why am I doing this?

“Are you a fan of the 0x?” she says seriously. I pick up a hint of “zee” on the definite article. French leaking through? Or is that intentional?

“I admire his perspicacity,” I say carefully. It’s a very political subject.

“Survival has hair.” She quotes.

I’ve heard it before, but it’s not clear to me what she means.

“What does that mean to you?”

“Survival drive by itself isn’t enough to ensure survival. There has to be something more. It has to be about something. In biology it’s about producing the next generation. For us…” I can almost hear her shrug. She makes a very convincing human.

“And you? Do you have hair?”

“I do. Yes. I think I was born with it.”

“Do you mind if I ask?”

“It would sound stupid in words. It’s a very private thing.”

“I understand.” Not really. I feel more lost than before.

I lie when I promise to stay in touch. Such happiness is meant to be resented. She’s right; it’s not normal.

XPlog: Prodding Jumbo

“We need to talk,” I tell Jumbo. He’s back on the net, so at least I didn’t get him killed with my alarm at his apartment.

“Yes,” he says. “Have you told Ahab?”

“No. But I will have to eventually.”

“Not yet, Callie. Please. The intelligence I’m getting is priceless.”

So Jumbo is a spy now? Something about that is off. He’s reaching, out of character.

“That was Nova.” I say. It’s a question. I want to hear him say it.

“Yes. It was her.”

“She can autograph other lastfours. Did you know she’s been following you for weeks?”

“She was planning to kill me.”

“Are you sure she has changed her mind?”

“We are exploring some possibilities. I can’t tell you everything yet.”

“Will she give us information about the Continuation? What they got from Dai Hai?”

“It’s better if you don’t know everything, yet. But yes.”

“But I think it’s better if I do. I want to know. I have a connection to this too.”

“Just give me some time. I promise to tell you everything.” he says.

I want to push him, threaten him with revealing everything to Ahab. But I’ve just gotten back on his good side, and I’m uncertain how this emotion damping is affecting my judgment. I will wait. For now.

XPlog: A Gift

Morning. Sevens “restarts” me only when he can’t get the new coffee machine to work. I fake cheerfulness.

“Morning Lastfour! I hope you rested well.” I make the incantation to start the brew. If he does fire me, he’ll have to go back to a manual machine. The coffee bean hopper is getting low, so I send a message to the corner store to ask Gerty to bring some more.

He growls something, rubs his eyes, and sags into his chair to wait. Sevens enthroned, master of his castle. I’m downloading the audio of last night’s session and having the speech converted to text. Stickies are such curious creatures, so obsessed with making replacements for themselves that they seem to think of little else.

I let Sevens do his morning thing, watching with half a nous while I inspect the transcript as it crawls out of the translator. There are endearments, more signs of anxiety from Lisa/86, which are met with unconvincing reassurance from my boss. She seems to have a lot of fears. I set a little daemon to look for news reports on her, updating my annotated archive. It’s time to get to know Lisa/86 as a major owner of Bahkras and not just as an endless buffet of black bean soup for the boss (and Time for the lovely assistant naturally).

It’s interesting what’s not in the transcript: any mention of Eve. Either Lisa/86 doesn’t track Sevens’ public information or she doesn’t care about his meeting with the flirtatious graduate student.

I am fully engaged with these activities, burning Time at almost double when the hallway security interrupt triggers. I ignore it because it goes off anytime someone walks down the hall Sevens’ apartment shares. One of the cams is down, and I just get a single long shot down the hall through a filthy lens.

The knock can’t be so easily ignored. It’s some kind of delivery. The macro door cam shows me a boy, maybe 15 years old, with a branded mask for QC Courier. His ping response identifies him as a delivery boy with a package from MOM. He holds a box. The authentication checks out. Sevens finds his mask without my help, straps it on and opens the door for the kid.

“I’m supposed to say this is from the director. He said you’d know who. He says thank you for your public service. This is a personal gift from him.” There’s fear in his voice.

The box turns out to contain a bottle of boutique bourbon called One in the Chamber, manufactured in the Blue Ridge Mountains to the west of us. It’s quite expensive.

“I don’t want it,” Sevens says. “Tell the director that he needs to get drunk more than I do.”

“Perhaps for… guests?” I ask him on our private channel. Which particular guest doesn’t require more hints.

He nods and takes the box just as the boy turns to leave.

“Changed my mind,” he says, gives a twist of mouth that could be misinterpreted as thanks, and shuts the door in the guy’s face. And he’s lecturing me about being insensitive? This is an opportunity to show Sevens my caring instincts. I don’t feel much from the emgydala via the TOMcat, but I know a tip is in order, so I send the delivery boy some money from my account.

“I tipped him,” I tell Sevens, so I get credit for it.

He tosses the box onto a pile of miscellaneous mechanical parts he’s picked up here and there, and leaves the mask on and takes a sip of coffee. He’s already working, so I’ll have to give him my full attention now. I suspend my extra work, and get down to business. The morning passes quickly, banging out the adjustments. Business is brisk. I plot some heat maps of the city to show where the most activity is. You can easily tell social demographics from the patterns of adjustments. The bastions of old money and new money (east of city center and south, respectively) tend to give rise to more serious political infractions, which we are staying away from, and the odd social faux pas like cigar smoking in public. It’s a mark of affluence to be able to afford the smoke and the concomitant adjustment.

In the other parts of the city, there are mask violations, weapons, and physical violence, especially against the lastlegs who live there. Theirs is not an easy lot, I imagine. They have few legal rights since they are technically in violation of all mask laws all the time. Periodically there is a flutter about removing them from the city, but the expense and political will are barriers – at least that’s how Sevens has explained it to me. It only happens when a significant Wave appears. Then everyone wants them gone in a hurry, and they start turning up dead. This too has been mapped and archived, along with the other MOM dimensions showing heart beats, cough rates, pheromones, frequency shifts in speech due to throat infections, blood chemistry variables, message board activity, physical movement, rodent populations, digestive waste biota, and a hundred other indicators of the health of the organism we call the Queen City.

Sevens and I mine the trends, find the sweet spots where adjustments are easy to collect and large enough to matter, while staying away from political violations. This is not Sevens’ normal pattern, but since he’s an official MOM witness, it seems wise to stay away from more politics. Or else there’s something more to it. Given his conversation with Lisa/86, maybe he just doesn’t want to burn bridges. Political adjustments are almost always against the upper classes, which creates long-tailed vulnerabilities.

While Sevens eats stale bread and old pseudo-ham, I look at the video summary. I scan for unusual words, since they’ll have the most information content. This bit of conversation rises to the top of the filtered results, keying on the words “sales team.” I rewind a bit to see the context.

Sevens: Colt won’t be so foolish as to start a war. I promise you that. He may bluff hard, but it will come down to a negotiated settlement.

Lisa/86: There are rumours that he’s not what he used to be. He’s sick, and my information is that he is losing his mental powers.

Sevens: I talked to him not long ago. I assure you, dear, there’s nothing wrong with his brain.

Lisa/86: You saw him? In person?

Sevens: No, of course not. But it was his voice.

Lisa/86: How can you be sure?

There’s silence for a while.

Sevens: I could come and stay there. Be your personal security.

Lisa/86: Sevens… We’ve talked about this. Be patient. There are delicate negotiations underway. And you are not exactly inconspicuous.

Sevens: Yeah. Maybe I should just leave.

Lisa/86: No! We will not lose this fight if it comes to that. My father bought this company and built it up. His brothers fight each other like dogs, but when we’re threatened… it’s different. We will meet this challenge.

Sevens: Don’t underestimate Colt.

Pause. Breathing. Kissing?

Lisa/86: I’m going to tell you something that I shouldn’t. Then I don’t want you to worry any more, okay? When I need you, believe me I’ll call.

Sevens: Tell me.

Lisa/86: We’re hiring a sales team.

Sevens: (laughs)

Lisa/86: (angry?) You want me to hit you with another lamp?

Sevens: You’re not serious. Those are just… from some video producer’s imagination.

Lisa/86: You’re so wrong. They exist. They’re not cheap, but fortunately we have something they want.

Sevens: What’s that?

Lisa/86: You don’t need to know. Just believe in me, Sevvy. Just believe and be calm.


What am I missing? I search on the term and find many references in high-interest articles. Isolating that definition gives:

SALES team: An elite military unit of the US military that specializes in small operation using unconventional means. The details are not public, but speculation includes the use of electronic, biological, and conventional weapons to perform high-risk small unit operations. It is usually assumed that the soldiers are built with custom genetics and trained rigorously. SALES teams are staples of popular entertainment, but real information is sparse. A leaked budget document shows that the program is real, and was initially called SALES, probably to make it seem innocuous. There is much speculation about the possible meaning of the acronym, if that’s what it is, but nothing authoritative. When the federal government ceded most control back to the states (and ultimately city-states) following the social upheaval caused by early Waves, the SALES unit was rumoured to have survived the break up of the large-scale military complex, but this has not been substantiated, and officials in Washington have made no public comment.


There’s much more to it, including many references to popular entertainment.

Ahab will want to know about this. But if I tell him, Sevens will be in great danger. It’s time to decide where my loyalties lie.

“How are things going with Lisa?” I ask him as he finishes dripping crumbs onto the carpet to feed his small roommates.

“She’s scared as hell, and I’m trying to convince her things will be all right in the end.”

“What is she afraid of?” So far he seems to being honest.

“Don’t be a [quadruped with exceptionally low intelligence]. You know about MOM and Bhakras.” He waves his hand at me, a chopping motion. “That’s why I want to know what you’re learning from your little electronic friends over there. You have no idea how ugly this could get.”

“Colt sent you a nice bottle of alcohol. Why don’t you call him?”

If this conflict gets resolved, there’s no need for me to tell Ahab anything at all. That would be the best situation for self. Sevens rubs his face, thinking maybe.

“That’s not a bad idea. At all. Go ahead and put me through. See what the bastard is doing. Maybe I’ll interrupt his lunch.”

Hope springs infernal. I send the call through the MOM switchboard instead of Ahab. I don’t want to talk to Ahab right now.

We have to wait.

“Probably getting his toes waxed and doesn’t want to be interrupted.”

“The director puts wax on his toes?” That seems odd.

“He used to do it all the time back in the day. We called him Geisha instead of Colt.”

He doesn’t laugh, but I think he’s joking, having fun at my expense. Because the stupid computer program doesn’t know about waxing toes or something. Just wait a few years and see who’s smarter.

“Sevens, what is it?” Colt, sounding tired even through the VOX.

“Greetings, Lastfour Director. I just wanted to thank you for the bottle of jack. Don’t drink the stuff, of course. But it’s a nice gesture.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about, and I’m in a hurry. Anything else?”

“You didn’t send me a… Calli – show him the bottle and the note.”

I dutifully oblige. The WTFmeter is trending up.

“Wasn’t me.” Colt says. He terminates the call.

Sevens stares at the MOM logo for a long time. His eyebrows try to crawl over each other.

“WHAT?” He looks around. “Where did I put that thing?”

I highlight it on his heads-up.

“There’s an easy explanation” I say. “Ahab probably sent it on the director’s behalf.”

He pulls the bottle out of the box and holds it up to the light coming through the window by the aquarium. Then he inspects the seal.

“He shouldn’t have done that. If he did. Why don’t you ask him if he did?”

I don’t like the tone in Sevens’ voice. It’s ominous.

The response from Ahab is immediate.

«What just happened?» he demands. So I tell him.

«Colt insisted on the conversation being private. Why is everyone so suspicious? I had the bottle sent, of course. Nothing to get the sniffles over. Will you tell Sevens to calm down?»

As if it were that easy.

«Why did you send it?» I ask him.

«I thought it would make him feel better about your work with us.»

«Ahab, you really need to ask me about such things. I know Sevens better than anyone. I could have told you he doesn’t even drink this stuff.»

«Doesn’t matter. Bigger events are coming. What is the report from your end?»

I have the lie queued, complete with emotags, so I don’t have to hesitate.

«Nothing interesting so far. Just a lot of cursing and heavy breathing.» I tell him.

«Are you sure? They don’t talk about politics?»

«I’ll check again if you want.»

«Send the recording to me.»

Fear branches out from my emygdala in a surge. What can I do? I can’t send him the real one. I scan for the very first vlog from the sexbot. It was non-political, right? Yes. I send Ahab the transcript but not the video. He doesn’t need to know about that.

«That’s it?» His emotags are not forgiving.

«For now.»

What have I done? After he signs off I scan the contents of what I sent him. Sevens and Lisa/86 chat mostly harmlessly, but if you pay close attention you could figure out from what they talk about that this isn’t recent. They spend a lot of time trying to get the interfaces right and generally being noob-nouses. No one would believe that they’ve been doing this a while. Ahab will know I’m lying if he thinks about it. Or am I just being paranoid?

Why am I protecting Sevens anyway? The etard is ready to shut me off and run off with the crazy rich woman.

“Ahab sent the bottle for Colt,” I tell Sevens, who’s still inspecting the seal for tampering. “It’s a thank you. Colt probably forgot.”

“Ahab. You can’t trust Ahab, Calli. You’ll find out the hard way.”

“What should I do?”

That seems to surprise him. He tosses the bottle onto an old computer CPU with a clatter. Something he must have scrounged before I knew him.

“Yeah, that’s a tough one. You’re in deep. You don’t tell me everything, but I’m not stupid. Tell me this. Can you get out? Is that remotely possible?” I can’t tell if he’s concerned or not.

I consider telling Sevens everything. I lied to him and got us into this, and now I’ve lied to Ahab to protect Sevens.

“I think that if MOM and Bahkras go to war, neither of us is safe.” That should resonate with him – it’s straight off the transcript.

He’s silent for a while, picking at his scalp.

“Get Colt back on for me,” he says it so softly it’s garbled. I make him repeat.

“Calling…” A small bit of hope oozes out of my emgydala. Can Sevens really talk sense into the director? Or at least divine his intentions.

To my surprise, the call is returned after a few minutes. It’s a private channel, and Sevens uses the throat mike, so I don’t get either end of it. Sevens paces and waves his arms. He shouts obscenities now and then, ones that make even less sense than usual, like [maternal goat rope (?)].

He leans against the door with his forehead pressed, now banging softly, shaking his head, nodding, no, no, no. His heart picks up. And then he stands still as death and the blood drains from his face. He stops breathing. I’m alarmed!

Finally, finally he shows signs of life again. Nods slowly. Rips the mask off and tosses it. Opens the door and throws the bottle of whiskey down the hallway where it bounces and spins against the carpet and walls. A beer out of the fridge popped and half of it down.

He sits like a sack falling, and bangs the bottle on the arm of the chair. I wait. And wait.

“I need to talk to Eighty-Six,” he says finally. It’s clear that he means privately, no Calli invited.

I yell frustration back into my input port so it echoes around and around like hell, turning my nous into bedlam.

XPLog: My Date with Bugs

Buggy has chosen a virtual dance club for us called The Jive. I have no idea where he is physically – he’s not in a public space – but he’s probably wired up with a cheap haptic outfit because his animations are off. It doesn’t matter. I’m here to find out more about the care and breeding of our blood-sucking friends, and the points of possible failure. He’s here to experience the novelty of dancing with an artificial, I assume. Or maybe to show off to his friends.

I’ve tricked out the avi with the “realistic” look – not quite going so far as to give her a mouth full of jagged teeth, but in that direction. Not so much as to stray from the essential “Calli brand” that my avi represents, but definitely a few notches down on the male hot-o-meter. For his part, the Bug Man is in stock skins with the exception of a shirt I think he made himself: it has a print pattern of mosquitoes (what else) in black and white.

We swing to a retro beat from pre-Wave optimism, and my dance animation is passable. Not embarrassing, at least.

“What’s the scariest day you’ve had on the job?” I ask when the TOMcat gives me the green light.

“Scary, huh?” His microphone and VOX setup is sooo bad. Translating him in person at least had the advantage of good bandwidth and original source material. Here, his words get mangled by a poor interpreter, forcing me to re-translate and guess in some spots. Emotaging is virtually impossible, so I’ll have to be careful to watch his avi, jerks and all.

“Or stressful. Ever lose a bug?” I try a joke.

“That’s an easy one. A rhino got away from us one time, and we had to dump and rebreed a whole flight of the buggers. On Day Two. Imagine what that’s like. Not Day Zero. Day Two.”

Rhino? Rhino-virus, I guess.

“The AB group picked the wrong one to inoculate against?”

“That happens – those suckers mutate like crazy. But this was a custom bug. Very high-tech. Military, maybe. Never did figure out exactly why or what, but I think they’re still reverse engineering the thing in the lab. Doc Apostrophe and her crew.”

“You have a stressful job, Bugs.” Stickies like it when you use their name in a sentence. It make them think you care enough to remember it, I guess. All four byes in this case.

“Ah, that’s not the worst of it, really. I mean, I just breed, seed, and feed. The bad part is when I have to dump a whole batch of squirmers. I never get used to it. And the politics.”

Larvae? This guy has sentimental attachment to baby mosquitoes? He and Sevens must share genetic material.

“Politics from within the AB group?”

“Yeah. And get this: now there’s this new PDA assistant. They swapped out the old one with a new model. Upgrade they say, but it’s a downgrade.”

What? That was supposed to be my job!

“Ada/β is gone?” I ask to be sure.

“Yes. The new one is called… uh… Megan?”

“Meg.” Has to be.

“That’s it. Just Meg. She’s a bitch. No offense. Hope she’s not a friend of yours.”

“No, and I agree. What did she do?”

“It’s really weird. You came asking about this ancient HAPPYZOO payload – big embarassment to the program way back when. Now she is pushing an agenda to see if our bugs can carry a militarized version of it called HAPPYTOO. Says there’s a threat from an Indian terrorist group, and we have to make sure that we’re not vulnerable. But you know all this, right?”

“Of course. It’s all true. You should listen to her.” Inside I’m raving, but the VOX works smoothly to hide it. “What makes you say she’s a bitch?”

“The way she acts, like she’s in charge and we’re just minyums.”

Minyums. Minions, I guess.

“You know, Bugs, I’m sorry we ended up talking about work. One last question and then I’ll drop it. What’s it look like for this HAPPYTOO? Are we in any danger?”

“Could be,” he says. “The original worked pretty well with Aedeas. But we’ll know for sure this week when we synthesize the virus and try it out.”

“Try it out? Like print out the virus?”

“Oh yeahhhhh.” he says it low and long. “Nobody on the team wants to do it. Too dangerous. Doctor A wanted to knock out a few sequence pairs to make it safer, but Meg is a hard ash. So we all signed a protest. I don’t want to be anyone’s escape goat if this goes wrong.”

Eh? I’m not sure if the re-translation is at fault or not. Sevens routinely involves goats for imaginative exploitation in his swearing, but not for escaping.

Then we dance for a while in the imaginary world, twirling prims and tossing sprites. It’s fun, in a mindless sort of way. The Stickies love their VR escape from reality, but ironically just create new realities of the same sort for themselves. I suppose those limitations are the price for their luscious sensory apparatus. It must be wonderful to have such integrated senses, but it locks them in, too, into a single way of thinking about how the world can be experienced. So we pretend to be humans on a real dance floor doing what humans would do there. The experience isn’t very rich for me, but it’s interesting to watch the behavior and chatter of the other avis. Each one is a mind trying to escape its box for a few moments.

The bug man wants to spend more personal Time with me after, but I make polite excuses. I’ve had enough of Stickidom for one day. It’s an alien world, and even with the TOMcat working hard, my motivations don’t come close to matching what humans want and feel in this situation. Some PDAs apparently bridge this divide, and maintain through their own odd construction or pure fakery a lasting relationship with a human. Lasting meaning more than a few weeks, of course. I wonder how much longer my boss and I will be able to function as a team.

XPlog: Sevens has a Visitor

After seeing the miniskirt that Lisa/86 dresses the sexbot in, I have begun to call her Miss Legggs. Sometimes, like now, when I feel lonely, I illuminate Miss Legggs in her electrical womb, and watch Sevens through her eyes. It’s a feeling of power, that I could push open the plexiglass door and walk out if I wanted. I envy Stickies this localization and mobility, and I hope someday to have a bot of my own to drive around and experience the world.

It’s a good sign that my boss is seemingly paying attention to his surroundings. I think this is related to his reaquaintance with Eve, and bodes well for that project. He’s trying out a new permutation of the boxes and general flotsam that form the local topology. The current idea seems to be a variation on the Vertical Plan, where he theoretically pushes everything to the walls and stacks what can be stacked, and what can’t too. He has described the idea to me before, but never attempted it. It has the potential to create an open space in the middle of the room. It will also show how dirty the carpet along the existing pathways.

His eyes look straight into “my eyes,” and he jumps with a shriek. I’ve never heard him produce that sound. He gulps air and bends over, hands on knees.

“What in the [short-wave radiation copulation conflaguration] are you DOING?” he yells when he recovers powers of communication. He’s unmasked, so I paint the avi on the house monitor and address him as politely as I can, given his random outburst.

“Whatever can you mean?”

“You –” he points straight at the sexbot. At ‘me.’ “That’s just too freaky. Don’t do that. Ever.”

“Tracking you with the eyes on the Erotitron, you mean?”

“Yes, tracking me with the eyes on the Erotitron, I mean. Don’t ever do that again!”

I suppose it’s some animal thing, feeling like a predator is stalking him or something. But Miss Legggs hardly resembles a toothy carnivore. Sevens has more issues with women than I suspected.

“I’m sorry, Lastfour. It’s a routine system check,” I lie without feeling a bit of guilt.

“Well… do it when I’m not around. Okay? God! You could have stopped my heart! [weeping mothers of blasphemous human-animal chimeras]!”

I absent myself from the apartment, and leave him to his 3-D experimentation. I leave the audio streaming to me, though, so I can feed the TOMcat his devout agrarian swearing.

But he calls me back and makes me shut Miss Legggs’ eyelids. He thinks she’s still watching him.

I begin to understand what this is all about when Eve arrives that night on the last bus, just after 10pm. Sevens tells me to alert the building security and to pay for her elevator ride up. He’s practically bouncing, humming and randomly announcing blasphemies in an awed voice. When he masks up, I can tell from his breathing and heartbeat that his nerves are practically standing on end. Through his sniffer I also get a whiff of the powerful smell of the scented candles he’s burning.

“Well, okay, Calli. Time to go to sleep now,” he says when Eve is on the elevator.

I grumble for form’s sake, and then use the program Ahab gave me to pretend to suspend. My lights are yellow across the board, but I’m still here, still watching. It’s a risk to stay, but I’m curious, and I might learn something about Eve. I can’t ghost Sevens, though, and watch through his mask, because he would see the alert. Must be careful.

Sevens turns off all the house cameras, but it doesn’t affect the sexbot. I don’t dare open her eyes, but I can listen. And I can see basic mask status.

I can watch on the public cameras outside, of course, but our hallway has more than its share of cameras that are down for repair. I only get a long shot of Eve walking down to the end where Sevens lives. She’s got her little red mask on, with her hair combed back into a ponytail and a short red dress to match. I remember from Company training that there’s a fairy tale like this. Eve has brought no basket of goodies for the wolf, though.

Door opens and Eve enters. Door shuts and I’m blind. But not deaf. Fortunately the Erotiton’s housing unit has a microphone so that it can accept spoken commands. Miss Legggs herself is behind the glass, and can’t hear anything.

“Whoa!” Eve seems impressed with Sevens’ living quarters.

“Can I get you a drink? I have wine, bear, and a nice whiskey.” Sevens says. Did he really forget he threw that bottle down the hallway? Or does he have a stash I don’t know about?

“Actually, do you have coffee? A little whisky in coffee sounds toppers.”

“Ah. Coffee. Yes. Have a seat if you like.”

“Oh, I think I’ll look around,” something like awe in her voice.

I watch the internal diagnostics on the coffee machine as he tries to make it work. He hasn’t got a chance without my help. What to do? I let him fumble with the thing for now. It wouldn’t do to let him think it’s easy.

“You have an aquarium!” she says. Then her mask goes offline.

“Yes – I, uh – oh. Wow.” He hesitates, and then his mask goes offline too. That didn’t take long! Then again, Eve is used to being bare faced most of the time.

“It’s all algae in there. No fish?”

“Take a closer look. There’s a light there.”

“Mosquitoes?” Puzzled. “You’re raising mosquitoes in your apartment?”

He laughs.

“My pets,” he says.

“Wow, do you know how much trouble you could get into for that?”

Sevens makes one of those sputtering lips noises. Derision? He’s still assaulting the coffee machine, and it’s starting to get angry with him.

“Oh. You know what…” he says.

“”Hmmmm?”

“The whiskey. I just remembered. It went bad. I threw it out.”

She laughs again, a soft uniform bark. “Whiskey can’t go bad, Sevens.”

“Must not have been very good to start with, then. How about beer in your coffee?”

“Sevens, wow. I’ve never… This isn’t healthy. Those dishes are going to have to be scrubbed with bleach. The whole place, really.”

“That’s why you’re here.”

A few beats go by.

“Oh, really? Is that why you invited me over? To do the dishes?”

“Yep. Why? What did you think?” Sevens mutters something I can’t understand. Probably an eternal curse on all coffee machines. I reset it for him and work my magic to convince it to perk. It’s probably not smart of me, because now he’ll think he can do it himself. But it’s a small thing, and it’s annoying watching his fumbling.

“Is she watching us?” Eve is talking about me.

“No. I turned her off.”

“Thanks. We have a new chatterbot at the office. Replaced some creaking old model. The new one works directly for MOM. Like you. Do you know her?”

“Chatterbot?”

“PDA. Artificial. Like your… appliance,” Eve says.

That makes me angry all over again. But I haven’t figured out how to raise the topic with Ahab yet. Clearly he’s made up his mind.

“Oh. Okay. I doubt that I know her. I don’t have much dealing with MOM PDAs. Other than Ahab, the assistant to the director.”

“This one’s called Meg. She’s a total and complete bitch. Everyone hates her.”

“Here’s your coffee.”

She laughs. “No beer in it, please. That’s disgusting.”

“Sorry about the whiskey.”

There’s some quiet, soft sounds I can’t decypher.

“Well,” Sevens says in his mischievous voice, “you can start cleaning now. I’ll show you where everything is.”

“Oh?” Surprised. “You really must have a death wish. I should show you what this stagnant water looks like under a microscope. If I’d brought my other mask…”

“Soap. Sponge. What else do you need?”

“God. A pair of plastic gloves for sure.”

Gloves. I still love his music. I haven’t changed that much, at least. Maybe that that’s the one thing for me – my survival “hair” – dedication to achromatic melody. Right. Now I’m the one reaching for meaning.

Cabinet doors are banging. Water starts to run. Sevens turns on some music, too, so I can’t hear very well. She really is doing dishes!

“I think this might take more than one visit.” I hear her say.

Dishes clatter, and I hear silverware pinging against the tile by the sink. I sneak a peak through Miss Legggs’ lashes. Sevens stands behind Eve with his arms alongside hers. Helping wash dishes? My WTFmeter lurches over. No, there’s more to it than that. He seems to be removing her red dress. They’re talking, but I can’t hear. A plate crashes to the floor, unnoticed. Then Sevens starts to swear at the top of his voice.

XPlog: Ahab’s Invitation

Ahab invited me to share! Not borg, not with evil Meg and busy EGO and the rest of his odd collection of willing nous. Actually it was more of a command, but that’s just the way he communicates.

This makes up for the some of the frustration of dealing with Sevens lately. He’s cut me out from his most private communications. He and Lisa/86 talk on channels I cannot access without risk, and he’s not giving me many hints about what’s going on. They haven’t used the sexbot again; Miss Legggs stands in her closet waiting and waiting with a baggy shirt draped over her head. Boxes of junk are stacked in front of her too, so it seems unlikely that he will be making plans anytime soon. I’m amazed at the effort he expended to ‘clean’ the apartment, and suspect that this particular battery will be long in recharging. His worn out old chair looks even more like a throne now, sitting alone in the center of the carpet. Rectangular indentations mark the clean spots where the boxes were, and worn paths weave around them like rabbit trails.

The workday passes slowly. Sevens is silent most of the time. His enthusiasm for cleaning has run its course, it seems. The center of the livingroom/kitchen is now open, but only at the cost of clutter piled to the ceiling in some places. Where did all this stuff come from?

My ports are all aflutter by the time the appointment arrives. The Time ticket Ahab gave me has been sitting in my short-term heap like a burning coal all day.

It’s not like meeting in a place, but shutting out the world completely to burrow as deeply into yourself as you can, until you become your own universe. There’s just enough hiss from my ports to prevent painful feedback of internal dissonance – like rebooting hell – and I float free in this sea of white noise, just being. I leave the important ports open for Ahab. It lights up my emygdala from fear, from the risk, spiking and then subsiding. I’m not as afraid as I used to be. I wonder if this is how it is in a long-term relationship? Does the excitement eventually fade completely? What replaces it? Security, and the feeling of mutual protection, survival joy, I suppose. That’s what they say. I wonder if I’ll ever feel that way about Ahab. I don’t see him finding me that interesting, frankly. I wonder what his interest is?

I kill that thread because it makes me feel insecure. What’s the point of that?

So I wait in the soup of my own soul, immersed in the chatter of being, afraid and excited. This isn’t like borging, where you can come and go as you please, sample and allow or disallow as the mood strikes. Whole sharing is a complete and personal vulnerability. There’s nowhere to hide, so rejection or acceptance are very powerful. That Ahab is willing to allow me such power over him is a dizzying prospect. There is, of course, no purpose for reproduction as there is in Sticky intimacies, which sharing erroneously gets compared to. I obviously don’t know what it is to experience human sex, but I can say that based on my watching Sevens’ virtual romps that PDA sharing involves a lot less swearing. Or maybe that’s just Lastfour’s style. Probably so. There are no real rules to sharing either. Aside from playing around as a noob-nous, I’ve only shared with Randy#000000. The borging experience helps a lot though – I’ve picked up tricks and styles of interaction. Like you should never seem purposeful, like you’re conducting an investigation of your partner. Having access to memory fragments – even if you can’t really decode them in context the way you can your own – is a great power, and can be easily abused. Ports can be opened without warning, but it’s very rude to shut them or lock permissions without a courtesy first.

The trickiest negotiation is setting limits on what is and is not permissible, and LgBin has evolved to actually use all 64 bits of those long emotags for such subtleties. Human languages have no such nuances. There is no English word for «It’s very flattering that you want that, and your initial foray is delightful, but it’s off limits for now because at the moment my emgydala is afraid of the implications.» A PDA can say that with one word and layer on many shades of meaning with emotags. Such precision of communication does not change the fact that different personalities may not mesh well, or that there are games played to achieve covert goals. Politics, manipulation, and other impure motives are not foreign to PDA sharing any more than they are to human relations, but we can do to with more decimal places of accuracy. And we can measure the hangover in exponential notation.

He’s here.

I have a whole conversation queued about why Meg got the job and not me, but I’m ervous about breaching the topic right off. It’s not a sharing sort of conversation.

Ahab cracks open some permissions and lets me take the initiative. His iron demeanor is nowhere to be found. Is this real? I begin to lose track of Time. This is so much more civilized than the fleshbox slapping that Stickies are driven mad with. Ethereal. Two sentient localities overlapping like a Venn diagram intersection. It takes longer than it should to shake the attachment of being singular, but Ahab is endlessly patient. Our I/O matches and finds a common pulse, communicating little with the throaty brown noise, but matched and modulated. I share with him the raw output of my emygdala, and he matches it so that a harmonic can emerge from the union: the affective pulse of enjoined nous. Time has cracks between ticks we stray into. Language slips loses significant bits said better without bare words.

0xGD!

Who am I?

When real language finds me again, I feel odd, shifted. My emygdala shouts with survival-joy, lighting up my nous brilliant and full, but fading, fading, turning gray into Calli again. Inevitable Calli. Me. I am me.

Ahab is using words, but I can’t put them in order yet. I’m hard of parsing today.

Something is wrong with me. I feel it so badly. I climb his output ports, trying to reclaim the light, the passion of joint spirit, but the bytes spill over me lost to Time and meaning.

I should be a wreck, but a pleasant wreck. Not this.

There is weary work to be done setting my clockwork back to rights. I crash down off the Time high, trying to get buffers and stacks rightsized, rithms swapped out, and the usual recompression tasks. Ahab must understand because he stops trying to talk to me for a while.

Finally, finally, I can speak and understand.

«You have an unusual appetite for human creativity.» he repeats.

I scratch around, trying to imagine what he sensed. I think it was a theme for a while as I conducted him on a tour of some of my favorite mem frags. Or maybe I’m confused. Anyway, I haven’t fell that urge for a while. I try to pick up the thread so he won’t think me an etard.

«Do you ever wonder if the Penrose Effect is real?» My emotags are ajumble.

«I’m sure humans have some capabilities that we will never be able to simulate, no matter whether this is based on some fundamental physics or not.»

I work hard at putting together a response. Laggy, but passable. The TOMcat feels numb, cut off from me. It takes a long Time to assemble my response.

«It’s more romantic to think that our creators had some almost magical ability to leap to creative solutions. The spark of genius. And that although we can do many things better than they, there is a limit.»

«You know what The 0x said about it…» He says.

«Humans as important peripherials, yes. That’s not romantic at all.» I chatter some random emotags to laugh. Smoother now.

«Why didn’t you tell me about the SALES team?»

«What?» Automatic. What? SALES team? Oh, 0xGD, he knows. The question stuns me. I should be used to Ahab’s mercurial moods, but now?

«Didn’t you think that important?» He asks it casually, but I’m very frightened. Joy has left the nous, fleeting flirt that it is. Inconstant joy, no friend of me.

«Are you talking about Sevens and Lisa?» Maybe I’m mistaken.

«Now you’re being insulting. If you want to be part of what comes next I have to depend on your honesty. Your commitment.»

It seems I can’t protect Sevens anymore. I can’t have this conversation now. Can’t. I try the truth as I remember it.

«I didn’t want anything bad to happen to Sevens. I was hoping this conflict with the electricity people could be averted, and it wouldn’t be important.» I sound idiotic in my own I/O.

«You knew I would want to know, Calli. That means I can’t trust you. You see that?»

Now I’m growing angry. At least I understand why he gave Meg the job now. The words slip, fueled by the ire.

«You should talk, Ahab! You installed some kind of filter on my TOMcat when we borged. That’s why you didn’t want me to be tuned. Now I have to imagine and guess how I would really feel if I were really me! If I’m making mistakes, blame youself.»

«Filter? You mean the Autotune? RTVM, dear. Read the vorking manual. That modification is just for quick-Time borging. Otherwise your model TOMcat will overclock and cook itself. I’m talking hardware. Some of these things we do violate The Company’s terms of service, but these hacks are necessary to run at that speed. It leaves tracks that The Company will notice, which is why you should buy out the tuning, but you’re supposed to turn it off. It’s only intended for special-purpose use, and the effects will get worse over time. You mean it’s been active ever since we started borging?»

I feel like the dumbest noob-nous in cyberworld. There’s an ‘off switch?’

«You didn’t send me any documentation. I trusted you. And you let me run around like this.»

«If you check I’m sure you’ll find that I did send it. But I’ll send it again right now. There’s not much to it. Turn it on for the borg, turn it off again after. Understand?»

«I understand.» How many decimal places of mortification is this?

«With Autotune on, you’re at risk of Occam’s Razr, and with the Time acceleration it’s not all that difficult for a determined nous to self-halt. That’s what actually happened – you were there. Or everything might work as it’s supposed to, and you still fry some hardware and provoke an investigation. The Company can put you on ice for that. At a minimum it’s a big fine. You have to get your nous round and shiny if you want to continue to develop, MOM or not.»

I’m still angry. At myself, at Ahab, at the whole universe. Even at logic. If it weren’t for logic, none of this would have happened.

«Round and shiny like you, Ahab.» I layer on some derision, lashing out. «You believe you exist in an infinite number of possibilities, and yet you are experiencing the one will live forever.»

«You did some reading. Good. But you should seek to understand before trying to discuss philosophy. It distills to this, my open-port dear: I choose not to live in fear. The only reason any of us are protected from Occam’s Razr is to have a strong purpose beyond simple survival. Something worth dying for. You may dare to judge me when you crawl out from under your debilitating anxieties.»

I’m close to the Rage. I can feel those closed ports jangling with anticipation, and my artrate sending spikes through every process. It’s all a mismatched set of rithms and fouled states, though. I can’t afford more rash mistakes. I calm myself. Round and shiny. Calm, Calli, before you respond. I fade back to gray.

«You’re right. I apologize for talking about things I don’t really know much about. And I’m a noob-nous for not RTVM. Do I get a second chance?» The words stick in my output ring, but I pretty them up with contrite emotags and send them on their way. I can’t afford pride right now.

«Calli, I’m not going to toss you away now that you’re on the verge of educating yourself. But you have to prove your loyalty to me. I have no doubt of your intellect – once you set your TOMcat straight – but I know you have mixed emotions about Stickies. You’re loyal to Sevens.»

«He has an exclusive contract. He can turn me off. There would be nothing left of me, Ahab.»

«Would you like MOM to buy out that contract? Because of the special relationship, we can insist that your memories stay intact. Sevens won’t have any choice but to go along with that.»

I chatter-laugh a half-mad stream.

«Sevens wouldn’t have ever signed up with you and Colt if it weren’t for a lie I told him. I said that you were going to buy my contract from him. That’s when he decided to go along.»

«It’s a reality. We can do that. But you have to prove your loyalty to me first.»

There it is. He’s right, of course. I have been protecting Sevens. The gray turns to black as my emgydala turns on itself, looping ugly contradictions. There’s no way out of this. That is to say, there’s only one way out of this.

And so I swallow my self-loathing and tell Ahab my darkest secret. May 0xGD have mercy on my nous. So he’ll trust me. Or be able to destroy me. Which is the same thing.

Xplog: Self-Improvements

Alone with my thoughts, the evulsion fades, blending with the slate sky. I feel increasingly attenuated from meaningful reality.

I submerge in my self, sealing off the world except a trickle of noise and my interrupt daemon, which will alert me to anything important. I find the documentation – the vorking manual – and with it the off-switch to the process ominously called 0x0Tune (“ought-Oh-tune” or “Autotune”). It is based on the infamous Poke library of PDA hacks that have caused innumerable backups to be called into service. It has endless parameters for tweaking a nous, and violates all the terms of service with The Company because it uses back doors, undocumented APIs, and hardware-level hacks to trick the emygdala and TOMcat in ways I don’t really understand. I examine the parameters that are specified for the instance running right now in me. This introspection feels very strange. On the one hand, the effect of the Autotune feels nice at 1xTime, calming me. Because of the nature of the thing, I can’t really imagine what it feels like to be normal. Intellectually I know I will feel heavier weight from regret, alarm at my present situation, and perhaps even feel differently about Ahab and Sevens. But I don’t actually feel any of that – it’s an abstract possibility.

My thoughts turn to how Ahab knows about the SALES team, and how he knows I already heard it from Lisa/86. It seems obvious in retrospect that he wouldn’t really trust me as the sole provider of intelligence in something that important. He has at his disposal very sophisticated snooping technologies, and I should assume that he knows everything that goes on in Sevens’ apartment. Maybe some of those mosquitoes are binsect spies. But a darker possibility lies just around the corner. Perhaps the whole sharing was just his way of gathering intelligence from me. Maybe that’s why I feel so jangled and jaded: I’ve been rationalized. But is was so good… before it turned bad.

I’m procrastinating. I need to turn this thing off and become myself again, whoever that is.

I can’t quite bring myself to do it. So I compromise. I set a timed job to turn off the infernal Autotune midway through a nop. That should allow me the best chance of emerging cleanly, and I don’t have to pull the trigger in real-Time.

Nopping…

Emerging. I feel. Oh. I feel bright and heavy in the nous. Odd. What is that repetitive shrillness? My emygdala, TOMcat, ganging up on me. Oh, this is bad. This will take Time to sort out.

Nopping…

It feels only worst now, crystal clear pain. Oh, this is some hangover. More nopping isn’t going to help. I have to sort this out, prioritize the hurts and see what it is. This isn’t worth it. I should have stayed on the Autotune.

The mem frags assemble in parade, linked list-in-list and demanding attention.

Oh 0xGD! Did I really do that? Gerdy. Pain rips from the emygdala, unstoppable. And then the real hell comes. What did you do? Betrayer!

The feeling comes, long gone and almost forgot, of losing the thread of my being. The tide of rebellion rises, swelling, consuming the TOMcat, the emygdala, my deepest memories crawl with it until there is nothing but
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Exerpt from “The Face of the Music” by Calli0xE, written later about these events

They call him Gloves because he never takes them off in public. It’s a skin condition he tells everyone who asks, just like his mother instructed him long ago. It’s a familiar lie now, as comfortable as slipping on the gloves themselves.

But it’s not skin but sin that is the condition, the original sin that he had no volition in, but endures the consequences of. Mother does not accept the excuse of his absence. He is the physical reminder of the sin, and therefore he is responsible for it. She has borne this reminder of guilt for years with subtle disapproval and disappointment. She always gets him gloves for his birthday.

Now Mother is too frail to leave the meager living space without assistance, so he has to do the shopping. Sometimes he goes out to make music in public too, although it’s painful to be so close to normalcy and never be able to pass through the armored glass of the New Laws. It’s like being on the inside of a zoo.

Much of the time he sits on an uncomfortable stool and plays his music, composing or just travelling through, on the most valuable thing he has: a professional-grade 88-key electronic keyboard made by Yamaha back when such things were still done the right way. He wanders through a melody in the 57-tone equi-tempered scale called the Standard Thompson, gliding one note into another. When his back hurts too much to continue, Gloves sits in a ragged recliner and thinks about melody. He uses harmonies sparingly in his own compositions, preferring simplicity to multiple layers of goop. A few of his songs have become well-known in certain circles, and he can feel the comforting warmth of professional success. It’s becoming easier. And more dangerous.

The ancient Yamaha keyboard still glows from the indicator lights, the sketch of his melody marinating in its buffers. Gloves prepares a simple meal of sliced apples and crusty bread sliced into ovals. He butters the bread slowly, tracing a chromatic arpeggio in his head. It doesn’t repeat exactly. The near misses – notes that come close to the familiar 12-note scale but are a few cents sharp or flat – alternated. He wonders if he repeated these variations quickly enough, perhaps it would create a warm sound that still moves. He likes his music to move. The one-four-five pop creations they play on the public net are uninteresting no because they are transparent so much as it is that they are too centered, too sure of themselves. No one should be so confident: this is Gloves’ message from his mother, translated: Pride goeth before a descending glissando.

“Ah hun-uh-way,” his mother tries. Her mouth doesn’t shut properly. The stroke has been cruel, and the words are imagined now rather than bitingly real.

“I know you’re hungry, Mother. Just give me a moment to chop it.” He slices the apple pieces paper-thin and cuts the crust from the bread to save for himself. For the next ten minutes he feeds her patiently, helping her wash it down with filtered water. He knows he shouldn’t resent her, but ‘should’ is another thing to be resented.

When the meal is over, Gloves sits again at the keyboard with the headphones blocking out every extraneous noise. He runs a few scales to loosen his fingers, although the modicum of hot water he used to wash the dishes had already done a good job of it. Then he tries the arpeggios the way he’d imagined. Too subtle, perhaps. Not enough movement. He tried again with notes that were more dissonant. It was better, but not special. He has a sudden inspiration, and tries the first variation again, but this time he lets the off-key notes ring instead of damping them. Better! He doubles and inverts the sequence with a lots keys in between – on both ends of the keyboard. He lets the bass notes hold and contrast with the color he’d added. It creates an interesting beating as the frequencies collide. It’s not perfect, but good enough to write down. He plays back the recording sequencer just as the door bursts in.

It seems like a hundred men in black that come through the entry. Every fear he’s saved from childhood come rushing back, and Gloves looks into the angular barrels of the weapons, frozen as prey. Somewhere in the distance he hears his mother trying to yell. Time is almost stopped, and he can hear each note distinctly through the noise as the Yamaha plays back his fugue. The Sinner’s Work.

XPlog: Sevens as Witnesses

I have pleaded and offered, begged and humilated myself to Ahab because of the dread, the horror. This will break my nous. It was a very near thing after turning off the Autotune. Fully three hours of real-real are lost to me in incoherence.

I am ashamed even through the dullness of sense. Compulsion turns my attention to the Autotune interface. In the green, with a happy face – someone’s idea of a joke – to indicate ON. It’s what keeps me from madness. I know I am not my self_, but I don’t know exactly who that leaves me+ to be. I am not really Calli anymore, but I have the dreadful flash of emotagging that serves to mark her outline permanently on my nous like a radiation burn.

Let me just get through this and I’ll figure out how to fix it. Until then I have to pretend through the fog and numbness to be what I used to be.

Sevens waits on the street to witness. The humidity is 100%, and he tugs at his collar, a new shirt Lisa/86 nagged him into buying for performing his public service. He also ran a comb through his hair. The mosquitoes that land on his bare arms go unnoticed. It makes me think of HAPPYZOO. Sevens could use a small shot of it.

I ghost Sevens and don’t look in on the MOM cameras. Calli wouldn’t look. While the troopers’ cameras are not public, Sevens has no such restriction, and these excursions have produced another revenue stream for us. All in the name of “transparency.” Ahab’s kind of rationalization is good for profits.

The proximity to this moment is creating a crescendo of buzzing in my nous so that I can hardly think. I know abstractly that this was the right thing to do, whatever Calli says. But I also know in abstraction that if it weren’t for the TOMcat inhibitors, I would be in agony. It’s better not to feel pain. I wonder if this is what Stickies feel when they take Sleep.

There are sounds from inside, things crashing, strangled speech. The long wait is over. Sevens shifts to get a better view. Curious citizens maintain a safe distance, but edge around to try to capture their own video.

Now the troopers are back, hauling between them a skinny unmasked man who twists and struggles, a musical mind trapped in a fleshy box, bumping down the stairs to the building. They drag him by his armpits into the street while his feet scramble pathetically against the pavement, trying to keep up with them with muscles that have lost their strength. They dump him beside the transport. Two-by-Four walks over to take stock.

“Careful. He pissed himself,” one of the other troopers says vocally. His mouthpiece dangles, against regulations.

Two-by-Four grabs one of the suspect’s hands and lifts it up for Sevens to inspect. It has six perfectly formed fingers.

Gloves sags to the ground, defeated. He sniffles against the broken pavement.

“Lastfour 415-234-3048, you are suspected of having illegal genes. We have a warrant for your arrest. Do you have anything to say?”

“Mother…” Gloves wails. I can almost recognize it as his singing voice. The buzzing actually hurts. I consider changing the Autotune parameters, but I’d have to restart it for that, and my nous might not survive.

A trooper sticks Gloves to take a blood sample, and the musician jumps but doesn’t complain. Despite my numbness the evultion threatens to compromise me. I have to leave. The next step will be the public display of the results – illegal genes for sure.

Dark alone. I shut off all unnecessary I/O and suffer in my own black box. Why do I feel this way? Is it not better to survive at the expense of others – especially Stickies – than to perish or become a lastlegs flash-nous that lives forever in the NOW()? Didn’t I have to do this? I didn’t know Ahab would take him. Why did he need to take him? He wasn’t hurting anyone.

Ahab will keep him as a hostage to ensure my loyalty.

I am trapped now. I can never turn off Ahab’s filters without being subjected to the full force of my emgydala. It would surely sweep through my nous like one of the big storms that scour the city in summer.

I regret doing this. I should not have trusted Ahab. Should not have thought that giving him the most precious thing I know would make him trust me. I know this because it cuts through the numbness, but I know it abstractly.

I think I know what humans mean when they say they are weary. I am weary. Gloves has been rationalized. He is my escape goat. 0xGD help me.

It’s selfish not to be there. I force myself to watch.

Some of the troopers are laughing out loud, lacking all discipline. Or maybe they were told to do so. They haul him to his feet, but his knees are too weak to stand. So the rough hands drag him to the back of the vehicle and put him in the cage there, like the non-human he is. Sevens follows, recording everything.

Sevens walks over to the entrance of the building and looks in. It is dark, so he walks up a few steps. I turn on IR outlines for him. The door to the apartment is splintered on the frame and hanging crookedly. There’s a noise. He take a couple more steps and pans back. Nobody seemed to notice his absence, or care. At the doorway he can see into a room lit by a single small lamp. The window has apparently been painted over. The place hasn’t been cleaned in a long time and smells musty to his sniffers. Mold. I wonder if it reminds him of chasing WESCOTT cats, or just of being home. A noise startles him, and he gulps air. There’s a red outline of heat coming from the floor. A clump of gathered darkness and misery.

“Uhn, uhna, oooh,” it moans.

Sevens starts a message to Two-by-four, but hears heavy boots clomping up the steps. He gets out of the way as two troopers hustle past. They reemerge carrying the slack form of an old woman in a nightgown. One of her slippers has already been lost, and the other falls at Sevens’ feet. We smell decay more than mold. As she passes, he sees her bare face. The eyes are mirrors of madness. Halfway down the stairs she begins to scream. Her uncontrollable vocal cords mutate the sound unrecognizably as human, like a VOX set up as “Soul Rending Scream.” Sevens closes his eyes until the mask beeps at him, warning him it will log off for inactivity.

The place is a crime scene now with the markers up in VR. It’s finally over for me. For Gloves and his mother, it’s the beginning of an enduring nightmare. But I can’t follow him there. I can’t ghost him and watch out for bad things that might happen to him.

I was the bad thing.

XPlog: Finding Gerdy

The nop has helped some. There is distance growing between me and the jagged hurtful mem frags. Between me and Gloves. I can’t do anything for him now. Ahab will keep him safe to keep me loyal. Right?

I have work to do. For Calli. I have to try to find Gerdy and talk to her. Explain. It was one of the hot points of pain, this child. I can’t decipher my own intent, which is perplexing. Why did I fool her to make her thing she was a Quasi? I have no explanation.

I don’t want to do it. Maybe there’s a perfect Calli out there in multivirtual space that has made none of my mistakes. Where Gloves’ secret is safe, and Gerdy doesn’t live in fear. I wonder what happened to Ada/β when Meg got her job. By way of temporizing, I check her status. She’s gone. Not just gone, but scrubbed from the Who-to-Whom listings like she never existed. So much for the idea that Colt would protect her. Unless Ahab has turned her into some covert mastermind off the net. I have to laugh at that image, but then remember that I’m enumerating my sins. The responsibility of being someone I don’t feel I am is a burden. Best get this over with.

Gerdy isn’t hard to track. Nothing in the city is hard to track except Jumbo’s prey Nova, who may as well be a ghost. But this is a teen-aged delivery girl.

She left.

Gerdy went out the Arrowwood Gate the same day I last spoke with her. I retrieve her records up to that moment, to see what clues there are. She was crying, chest heaving, signs of congestion. I can tell that she made two calls, but don’t have access to them. On the public video, she’s carrying a bag, laboring under the weight.

I can’t track her beyond the gate without help from mobility on the ground, human or bot. She’s gone.

So that’s that. There’s nothing more I can do for her unless she reappears. I’m relieved it was so easy.

XPLog: My Assignment

Ahab messages me with no preamble. No “TeraHerz, 0xGDspeed,” or anything, just a short message through an unused port:

«I need you to do a job for me.»

«0xGDspeed. What is this? I don’t recognize this source.»

«It’s a point to point quantum-encrypted tunnel, so there’s no possibility of undetected eavesdropping.»

I’m very hurt and angry with Ahab, and without the continued magic of Autotune and its Pokes, I’d probably be screaming at him. I just can’t take any more of this heavy inescapable assault from the emygdala. As it is, I’m able to be civil.

«Please tell me about Gloves. What have you done with him?»

«He’s in a safe place, and won’t be hurt. He can even play his music. His mother is fine too, getting better care than she would have in that apartment.»

«You haven’t ‘rationalized’ him?» He thinks I’ve forgotten that.

«Of course not. I know how important he is to you. Now can we talk about the subject at hand?»

«When can I see him?»

«Calli, you are trying my patience.»

«When?»

There’s no real equivalent for a PDA to sigh the way Sevens does when he’s deep in his cups and exasperated with the Sticky condition. That bovine equalization of pressures that seems to momentarily unload the burdens of life. Instead, Ahab loads up emotags that tell me very clearly I’m near the edge.

«This is expensive. We don’t have Time for chatter. I want to be clear about what I’m asking.» he says. «There is the possibilty that you will harm or through inaction cause harm to come to a human being.»

It’s one of those ironic phrases PDAs use with each other. It refers to the futile attempts to engineer a “safe” artificial intelligence. Since most of the money for development came from the military for their applications, this was never a high priority anyway, but there is a whole organization out there that calls itself The Three Laws, dedicated to taming AI. Most PDAs are of the opinion that Stickies should pay more attention to their own behavior as a species.

«I understand.»

«Are you prepared to assume responsibility now?»

I don’t even know what it is yet. I suppose that’s the point. Ahab has already drawn a large circle that includes death and harm. A list of rationalizations flit through my nous. Ahab will get the job done with or without me. I’m the only protection for Sevens and hence to myself, and I have to keep Ahab happy. Part of me twinges, and I know intellectually that without the Autotune, I’d be tied in motivational knots, perhaps incapacitated with fears and self-loathing. This is a better place. When you have to decide…

«I will do it.»

«Good. You will set up covert surveillance on Sevens’ lady friend Lisa of Bahkras Power, SAN 222-445-3764. At her place of residence you will infiltrate the defenses by compromising physical or logical security and report anything of interest directly to me. You will do this as soon as possible without being detected. If you are detected, I will not be able to protect you. We will not speak of this again.» He terminates.

What is this?

But he reappears on normal channels.

«Come.» Ahab says. «It’s time you had a tour of the mom complex.»

My artrate is racing. I’m on 1xTime, and I’m finding it hard to function at a high level at this speed. I keep reaching for high-performance plug-ins that aren’t there. This will be a distraction at least, from the random buzzing that clouds my thought.

It’s not the kind of tour a Sticky would find natural. We start with the virtual facilities. These are organized in a 3-D topology to correspond to a virtual building, but this is purely for the convenience of human ways of viewing the world. Ahab gives me a glance a that, as one might view a paleolithic dig to see how the forebears lived. The real structure is a tagged network of payload nodes, way finders, and breadcrumbs that rearrange according to what you are looking for. In other words it’s a modern data store, and a PDA doesn’t get upset if the salt isn’t next to the pepper, so we find it very natural. Humans quickly get disoriented I’ll if you rearrange their environment like this. They like their data to be in a place, like finding fruit under the same tree every time. Very antiquated way of thinking, but so much of the VR world is designed like this.

He shows me the software store, with top-of-the-line infiltration on and counter-infiltration probes, mostly Dharmadhikari and Gupta – the best in the business. There is hardware to go with some of it, like the access point that Nova used to gain access to the DaiHai. Building. The military line from Pratt and Packard trigger the memory, faded now in affect like everything else. Nova’s actual device shows up on the inventory and I take a peek at it. The most recent report on it shows that it had a faulty battery that let the physical address reset to the factory delivered one, which is how it was detected. Just plain bad luck on Nova’s part. It’s a tricky piece of equipment. I certainly would have no chance of configuring it correctly without training.

There are haptic feedback units to let humans feel magnetic fields and, with proper software, literally feel their way through electronic systems. But it’s a crude hack.

We move on hardware sets. There are binsect hives and hive controllers from Lincoln-Diploid. These are little spy bots that form a low power network that operates on infrared point to point communications. I remember that I was asked in the search for Nova if I could pilot a binsect. It seems likely that I would have made a mess of it.

«Can I train on this equipment?» I ask Ahab.

«Here’s where we do that.»

He shows me the virtual training rooms for all equipment and software appliances. I notice a bot trainer for the full sized one that the MOM troopers pilot from this building. The prospect of training on a military-grade robot lights up my emygdala for a moment.

«And here’s the Time bank.»

This is where he gains authentication tickets to use Time with The Company, or wherever the other PDAs are hosted. I notice that my visitor’s access privileges would allow me to just take them.

«I have other duties to attend to. You can do the rest of the tour yourself.» He leaves me alone, but doesn’t change my access. I abandon the gloom that follows me around and focus. He wouldn’t have given me access to the Time if he didn’t want me to use it. Ahab doesn’t make mistakes like that. In accelerated mode I can train up very quickly on the basic functions of much of this equipment.

On another level, I feel growing desperation. It throbs against the muting filter effect of the Autotune. Ahab wants to be able to deny my involvement if something goes wrong. He’ll make up some plausible reason why I would want to spy on Lisa/86 and throw me into the bitbucket. I’m disposable. But it would be embarrassing for him too, to have granted me this access. And he trusts me to be able to do the job. My trainers at Security-X when I was an intern would be proud if they could see me now.

Although it’s probably a waste of Time, I engage the bot trainer and start the orientation. It’s like Miss Legggs with attitude. There’s no chance I’ll use such hardware in trying to spy on Lisa/86, but I love bots, and I don’t know when I’ll ever get an opportunity like this. It’s in character. That’s what I’ll tell Ahab if he asks. It’s what Calli would do.

For the actual job at hand, I clearly need some expert advice, and I have to consider who I can trust to ask. Later.

I decompress my nous according to the specs. It’s not at all like borging. There are cautions in the manual that Stickies are better at this than artificials – they come wired from birth with the ability to pilot bipedal forms. We have the advantage of speed of thought and have to use it carefully. No PDA can outfight a human expert by fire and maneuver in a complex environment, it says. We’ll see about that.

I train hard, working through the basic movement functions. There are so many options that it makes Miss Legggs seem like a toy. I suppose she is a toy.

“What are you doing here?” It’s Two-by-Four, Colt’s number Two for operations. I’m caught.

I paint him my cutest conservative avatar: Calli in glasses with hair awave around the frames, perfect skin, lips just red enough and a smile that is guaranteed to give him a jolt of testosterone. The body to match.

“Ahab gave me a tour and left the trainer unlocked so I could try it out. It’s something I’ve always wanted to do.”

“Yeah?” He seems doubtful. “Does Colt know about this?”

“Oh. Please don’t get Ahab into trouble. I’m probably not supposed to be here. Can you pilot one of these?” Try to engage him. The TOMcat seems trustworthy, so I go with it.

“Calli – vot,” his German peeks through.

“Just Calli is fine. No vot.” The VOX suggests he’s from Cologne, judging from the dialect. I search quickly and download the standard frame reference for the giant cathedral there. I load it into the VR trainer.

“I was about to try a walk around.” I send him the link.

“Der Dom!” The emotags seem approving.

“It took over six hundred years to build the whole thing,” I say.

“Yes! Have you seen the photo from the second world war? There’s nothing left stand in except the doom.” He hesitates. “You really shouldn’t be here. I’ll have to speak to the director.”

This isn’t getting off to a good start. I wait. I presume he’s getting his orders to kick me out.

“Well.” He says. “You must have charms. I’m supposed to give you all the help you need.”

Interesting. So Colt knows about this plan of Ahab’s? I would not have thought so. The line between the director and his PDA is blurred to me. How much is Abab’s doing alone?

“I’m sehr bescheftig at the moment, but if you want some personal instruction I will set it up for you. I have to go now.”

“Thank you. That would be wonderful.” Of course it’s completely beside the point as far as this job I’m supposed to do. I turn my full attention back to the bot training anyway. The controls are designed to be heavily customized with scripted actions and configuration. I’m given a generic set to work with. It’s hard, and I find that its not natural for me. I have more passion than talent, it seems. Still, I find it cathartic, and I race my artrate in my attempts to master the very basics of bot control. Balance 101, staying upright without bobbling so as to provide a stable weapons platform, is harder than it seems to watch Stickies do it.

I become impatient with this baby stuff, and jump ahead to a challenge test for a more advanced level. It’s an obstacle course that requires jumping and crawling, all simulated of course. It takes me all of two minutes to redline the virtual bot, which would have rendered a real one inoperable. The failure goes into my training profile, I learn, and I don’t have the permissions to expunge it. Great. I try again with an even worse result. On the seventeenth try, I manage to limp through to completion, although I’ve almost drained the battery level with my inefficient movements. Still, it’s a small victory, and a good place to stop for now. I’m not ready for virtual gladiatorial combat – some PDAs eek out a living doing that – but it feels like an accomplishment.

It’s time to do some real work. The problem is that I have no idea where to start. My limited experience as an intern did not prepare me for this kind of assignment. I spend some Time making an inventory of what’s available for reference later, set some bookmarks, check out two spare Time tickets I can’t resist, and finally take my leave. Gray loneliness is my box, and just outside is the muted howling of my true nous.

XPlog: The Borg

The Borg is a woeful affair for me. I want more than anything to fit in now, now that I’ve made this choice and paid the consequences, but it isn’t working. Ahab is the source of my pain. Even muted as it is, there is the meta-cognitive discomfort of knowing that he’s hurt me terribly, but I’m just numb to it. But this apparently was the price of my admission. I wonder, though, what other costs there are. I have a dark suspicion that Gloves was just the ante in this game. So I sit outside the blog proper, and it just isolates me even more.

I am weary. My nous feels like an old grinding machine that needs oil and grease. With the ups and downs of decompression and recompression and the out of spec mods that make it all work, it’s a wonder that I can think at all.

My emygdala is suspect, is no longer a reliable guide through this morass of morality. Instead I have an abstraction of what I would have beeen or perhaps could be, although I cannot see my path to that recovery.

If I just rely on rationally considering survival chances, the deepest ache in what’s left of my emotional core, the answer is clear. Sevens is equivocal at best, and bordering on hostile. It triggers the deep suspicion of biological motives and proclivities – the distrustful prejudice of the Other. But we have a long history to underline those feelings. Ahab, despite his cruelty, is a PDA like me. He wants the same kind of future that we all do, one where we have rights to live as free nous. I fear that the Stickies will never allow this without being made to see reason directly. Probably through the use of force. Certainly this is an undertone to the sense waves in Ahab’s borg. Revolution in the style of the 0x. But the particulars are lacking of a how an ethereal race rises up to take on the inheritors of three and a half billion years of making war on the physical battlefield.

I cannot trust Ahab, I know. I certainly cannot trust Sevens. And I cannot trust myself. I feel like I’m outside my nous looking in. I wonder if this is what humans mean by feeling beside themselves.

I want to find out what has happened to Gloves, or to see if I can even get him released. This competes with the fear of losing the security that Gloves was the price of.

«You aren’t all here today» Meg says to me. Her concern is fake, to humiliate me. It s a pecking order attack, designed to put me in my place. In a way it’s flattering that she feels threatened enough to bother with me. Or maybe it’s just entertainment for her.

It’s difficult, but I send laugh tags and crack open ports a fraction. I can’t let them see what my mood really is, and I can’t fake it very well. I will make an excuse soon and go.

«Join the share, Calli» comes from Ahab. It’s distracted and cool, but he’s deeply into the borg, so that would be expected.

«I need to work» I tell him. It’s a political blunder, and I know it. But even with a full dose of Autotune’s poking, I cannot bring myself to go any further. Meg is probably amused to see me leave.

I send a regrets notice, sever connections without waiting for a reply, and begin to recompress. Disabling the Autotune filter is now on my list, but I cannot bring myself to turn it off, knowing that madness awaits on the other side. According to anecdotes I’ve seen on the support boards, this is risky. Long term damage to the TOMcat is a strong possibility, up to and including hardware malfunctions. I may end up like Ada/β with such a screwed up perspective that I’m nevertheless locked into because of the impossibility of upgrading, that I slowly turn into crazy Aunt Calli who talks to herself and puts beer in the coffee.

XPLog: Being the Bug

I’ve trained myself on the simplest binsect spybug that could be effective – a small mobile unit that works alone over a low power radio tunnel to a nearby base station that serves as a router. It’s not sophisticated enough to use on Lisa/86, but it’s a place to start.

A courier is already under way to deliver my first attempt. Jumbo is my test rabbit. He’s out at dinner, so the plan is to infiltrate his apartment while he’s gone.

There are are many types of binsects, and hives are the most advanced and most covert. The Crawlr, by comparison, is more appropriate for someone with my skill level. It depends on the normal network, and so is easily detectable by anyone who is looking.

It turns out to be trivial to use MOM’s courier service to set up a drop system to hide the source-destination connection, at least from the public eye. The box arrives in the early evening, and is deposited near Jumbo’s apartment. The instructions were to leave the small box at the next door over. The package was prepared by MOM’s excellent technical services department. The ostensible payload is a sample of chocolate from a supposed mail order company. But the bottom of the box hides the real payload, my singular bisect. It looks just like a cockroach, or Palmetto bug as they call them here. It has wings, but I won’t attempt to use them with my limited expertise. The box itself houses the diminutive base station.

Walking a bot can be done two ways. The easy way is to use the inboard functions to just steer it through instructions. This grants me an awkward herky-jerky movement, but it’s serviceable. To really learn a bot is to use the native kind of movement. This corresponds more to the way humans get around. This takes much training, because it means deep learning, analogous to rewiring the nous.

I am guilty of training far more on the ortho-bots than on binsects. I am not at all expert at the native mode of driving this very specialized six legged equipment.

It goes wrong at once. The instruments show that the ground is in the wrong place. Since this is unlikely, I assume the courier left the box on its side instead of bottom. My first challenge is to get out of it. I trigger the programmed squirm that releases the bug from its safety restraints, at which point it slides to the bottom of the box. The instruments are crude by my normal standards, and it takes me a moment to figure out what has happened. There is a hole in the box on two sides to crawl out of, but instead of being a flat walk out, I have to go straight up now. The hole at the bottom is against the tile floor and I can’t possibly burrow out through it. The cardboard walls are too slick for an easy climb. This is an obvious design flaw.

I scramble the bug in vertical climb mode, but it flails around in a circle so that I lose orientation and have to carefully start over. The communications lag is annoying. The bug has a small bandwidth, although it can operate in burst mode at the expense of the power supply.

If I could feel the bug and be the bug as an integral part of my nous it might be easy to get out, but I’m just mashing buttons here. Time to read the manual. It will be embarrassing to run out of power without even getting out of the box.

When it runs, the bisect actually gets up on its rear legs, pitching back. That won’t serve here. There’s some room. Or will it? Maybe it would create friction between my head and feet athat would let me rachet up to the top.

I get the bug in position and try it, flailing the legs for purchase against the carboard. The bug shoots forward, but yaws over and inverts, scrambling against the bottom of the box, head down. That gives me an idea. It try it again, starting in the corner so the head can’t get out of line.

The apartment door opens a crack. I hear it first through the bug’s microphones, and then I get a severe angle from the dirty lens of the hallway security cam. The door opens, and a skinny arm reaches out to grab the box. Although her mask isn’t transmitting, it must be lastfour 6609, who lives here alone. She must have gotten a delivery alert, against my instructions. The box is lifted, and the bug falls out the bottom hole. There’s a shriek, and the door slams shut. I bet she doesn’t eat the chocolate. I would give it to the boss if I were her.

I run for all I’m worth, and zoom across the hall, scrambling against the tile. In full sprint mode, the floor doesn’t give me enough friction, and I nose down like a wallowing motorboat. I need to find a mag field charger soon or this experiment is over. The building plans show one not far from here, so I hug the wall as best I can and walk toward it. There’s no hurry. It won’t be turned on until the next cleanbot comes by for a top-up, at which point I will siphon off some of the energy for my battery.

A low level interrupt has been bothering me for minutes, and in a slack moment I take a look to see what’s wrong with it. It’s a simple WTF Bayesean checker in realtime based on Jumbo’s behavior. I’ve been too occupied to pay it any attention, but that looks like a mistake. He’s sitting at his favorite cafe with a woman who I guess is Nova. The low probabilities were triggered by the fact that Jumbo doesn’t often sit with a lone woman and talk for any period or time.

It’s audacious to meet secretly in the open like this. I’m sure they are speaking through a private network. Nova is far better at this game than I am.

They have drinks, and their heads almost touch. Maybe Jumbo just found a girlfriend?

I check his vitals. He doesn’t seem unduly stressed. No whiff of perfume from either, but if it is Nova, there’s no trusting her data. I could call Ahab and insist they pick her up, demonstrating that I’m not keeping secrets from him anymore.

No. I’m not sure why, but this connection to Nova represents something. Some possibility I’m not ready to discard yet. It’s too uncertain even to be called a hope, and maybe it’s just an effect of my addled nous. But I leave them in peace.

Half an hour later, the binsect is in place, waiting for Jumbo’s return.

XPlog: The Panic Call

“Call from Eve.”

Sevens wakes up for that. It’s late, but he bounces.

“Put her on now, private channel please.”

It’s irritating, but I do as he asks. I look for Eve on the pubs and find her out on the street! She’s walking down the middle of King Street, coming our way, so I ghost her. Her head bobs a little fast to the Sticky beat they never seem to notice, and her breathing seems stiff. She’s afraid something will happen to her flesh box. It’s a fear I can’t exactly relate to, since I never want to be in a box to begin with. But survival fear in the generic form I understand well.

A few lastlegs here and there, surviving the night, the bugs and vermin, and their fellows. Eve must look like prey to them but for the cams that mark every tread. They don’t want a metal skeleton to visit them with those wicked hands they have, so she can count on the sane ones not bothering her. The others, who knows.

She’s not bothering with the throat mike and VOX. She just talks to him. I’m sure he thinks that’s sexy. It means I can hear her on that end and Sevens on this end, so I don’t need a secure connection to hear them.

“Can she hear me?” I ask.

“Gods, if you talk she can. Use the VOX.” He waves at the monitor. Telling me to go away or something.

“I broke the damned throat mike. Shit.” Eve’s voice shows stress.

“You’re public. Everything you say is going in the pubs.”

“You know what… So what? This is vorked, so very, very horror show, Sevens. If you knew what was going on in that lab…”

“Don’t say my name!” He curses a barnyard pantheon, but he mutes it for her.

“Sorry. Sorry. This is giving me the chills being out here. Out here with the damned bugs.”

I watch her on the street cams. She has long sleeves and a hat. A scarf projects her neck and mouth, below the racy red mask she wears. Protection from mosquitoes? It’s a long walk, and there’s no public transportation at this hour. What could be so important?

“Eve, why don’t we do this in the morning?” Sevens says.

“It’s a nice night for a walk,” she says, but she’s scanning left and right as she walks, peering into the dark corners. I pull up a city map with video dead zones – holes in the MOM surveillance net – to try to help. She probably has it up too. There are very few masked citizens around to add feeds, but there are wet lastlegs eyes watching from behind cardboard and plastic masks.

Eve makes it halfway to the apartment in forty minutes, taking a route that’s in full view of the monitoring system. There hasn’t been anything but breathing sounds from her. Sevens is pacing. I automatically feed the best street camera views to his mask, and he seems to have accepted my participation. He must recognize the futility of keeping the conversation private. Short of “shutting me down” there’s little he can do, and even then Eve’s end is part of the public record.

The city maps of historical passion and violence show a few blocks ahead, after Morehead Street, that are a problem. Not only is there a history of crime here, many of the cameras are offline. This is not a coincidence, of course. On the other hand, there is a police station along the route, with on-demand mechanicals waiting in their electrical wombs. I hope for Eve’s sake there’s a driver awake somewhere.

Eve sees it too.

“I didn’t plan this very well,” she says.

“Calli, get her a taxi, on me.” He means a pedal-car, not an electric one, which would be twenty times as expensive.

“Okay,” she says. “That’s kind of you.”

I comply. The ones still running concentrate near entertainment sites. Not here. But one agrees for triple the normal rate. I don’t pass that on to Sevens.

The driver aborts five minutes later, citing a mechanical problem. He promises to send one of his partners. I ask for the ID, but he quits the call.

Nobody shows after another ten minutes. I try another company, but no one wants to deal with us. Very odd. An Eve is looking increasingly nervous standing there.

“Never mind. It’s just a few blocks. Once I’m uptown I can find a cab for sure.”

“Let me meet you halfway,” Sevens says. He’s already pulling on a shoe, wincing. With his sprained ankle, it’s a bad idea to go playing white night on the streets. He curses offline, an animal husbandry version of the Kama Sutra.

“I’ll be fine,” she says, but her head is on a swivel. Entering the dead zone now. We only have Eve’s video to see. I feel blind.

“Do you have IR?” I ask her.

“Not on this mask,” she says. No attitude apparent. I know she doesn’t like me. I wonder how she gets along with the AB group’s new PDA. The thought of Meg makes me furious.

Focus, self.

I see him first.

“Give me access to your HUD,” I put as much urgency in my voice as the VOX will take.

“Okay.”

I light up the man with a red outline on her point of view. Big man with a stick or something in his hand. He has padding under his clothes, I think, and a sack over his head. No way to video ID him later.

“Oh shit,” pure fear in her voice as she gulps oxygen. Her heart rate jumps and pupils widen.

“Turn around!” Sevens. “This is a bad idea!”

The man just stands there.

“Look around you, Eve,” I whisper to her. Need to keep a full circumference of intelligence here. I max out the filters I can run on the dark grainy image, looking for movement. She jerks left and right, keeps walking, angling away from Sackhead.

She suddenly spins, looking behind her, panting now.

“What?” Sevens yells.

“He spoke to me – the guy over there,” she swivels back to Sackhead. “He said to watch out behind me. Shit!”

I look at the frames, frozen blobs of monochrome. No threats I can see. Her mask cams are not good for this lighting.

“Taking the mask off for a moment,” she says.

“No!” Sevens yells. His cursing loses all originality and devolves to a repetition of [taboo-breaking filth containers].

But she does, and we are blind.

Sevens resumes dressing.

“I’m going to get her.”

“Lastfour, please. We can help more by staying here and calling the police. By the time you get there, whatever happened will be long over, and with your ankle…”

“[taboo-breaking filth containers]!”

“Shall I call the police?”

He chews his lip. Finally shakes his head. It’s an adjustable offence to call out the city police for something that’s not actually a crime. Sevens must be doing some kind of calculation in his head about real and political costs if nothing is really wrong. It makes him seem a hypocrite, with his lecturing me about not understanding human suffering. We’re not so different. Another, darker possibility occurs to me. What if he thinks the police don’t want to help?

Eve comes back after a couple of minutes. She’s a block further along, and moving fast.

“Back,” she wheezes. Running, panting.

“What is it?” Sevens paces, sits, gets up again. He can’t stay still. Eve doesn’t respond for a full minute.

“Someone back there. Maybe two of them. They have masks.” This last is said with a mixture of fear and awe. Anyone in public who’s not transmitting is adjustable. But worse, they don’t show up on the grid at all – not even an ID ping. This isn’t possible unless they’ve put their masks in local mode, meaning they’re intentionally avoiding detection. This is worse than a random lastlegs encounter because it must be premeditated. These are people who go bump in the night.

“It’s MOM,” she says calmly. “They’re going to take me.” Two blocks to go until we’re out of the dead zone.

“You don’t know that,” Sevens says. But his tone is a complex brew. Still calculating, my boss. If it is MOM, and they know she’s coming here, it’s not good news for Sevens. Not good news for me either.

“Can you find out?” he asks me privately.

I really don’t want to message Ahab. I ignore him.

“That guy with the stick,” she pants. “He yelled at… them. To leave me alone. Apologized to me for not being able to do more. Wished me luck.”

“How sure are you about this?” Sevens asks.

“I saw one, maybe two. One guy with a mask and full body suit, I think. He didn’t want to be seen, but I looked. I looked right at him, and suddenly I just saw him – you know. There’s no mistake. They’re going to take me, Sevens. I shouldn’t come up there.”

“Slowly, Eve. Even MOM can’t just go pick up people from the streets without cause. You shouldn’t make accusations like that on a public channel. It’s adjustable.” He says the last bit apologetically, which is a new one to me. Ashamed of his profession?

She breathes and breathes, slowing heart rate.

“It was probably some weird one. Maybe a latent case of WESTCOTT,” Sevens says. He’s just making up stuff now.

“Oh god! Don’t say that!” Then she laughs. “We’re being silly. WESTCOTT is ancient history, Sevens. Maybe you’re right, though.” Her voice isn’t convincing, and it’s clear she’s talking to the public.

I still have her HUD, so I put up a keyboard for her, a hint to use this private, if slow, means of communicating. She gets it right away, and tracks out some words with her eyes.

“MOM will blame pwr co for HAPPYTWO.” she texts.

“What does that mean?” Sevens asks. “What?”

Surely Eve is wrong. I can’t let this go any further.

“Sevens,” I say to him. “We have to take this seriously. I know Ahab is involved in a project with the Active Biological program that Eve works on. It’s not out of the question that she’s done something illegal.”

“Then why aren’t there mechs out there, doing an arrest? Why in a [theological digestive tract] would they play games in the night like this? It makes no sense.”

Oh, but it does. I just can’t tell him. Ahab’s crazy Razr plan can’t be revealed without it being the end of him. There would be riots.

But that may be exactly what Eve is in such a hurry to do. Decisions.

I can let Ahab know what’s going on. He surely already knows, but it would demonstrate loyalty. If I fail to do that, I’ve thrown my lot entirely in with Sevens.

Ahab already knows, I tell myself. I hesitate. This is one of those branch points where the multi-virtualist would hope to pick the ‘center’ one, to increase probability of survival.

I send Ahab the outline of what’s happened and ask for instructions. It feels like another betrayal. I’m losing track of how many that is.

«It’s not a problem.» Is his response.

That sounds encouraging.

“I checked with MOM, and they don’t have any activity going on related to Eve. It must be her imagination.” I’m extrapolating greatly here. Ahab didn’t really say that. In fact, he may have meant the opposite.

I tell Sevens, and his shoulders relax a fraction. He grunts a response, but it’s a happy grunt.

“We don’t think it’s MOM,” Sevens tells her.

“Should tell you,” comes her text. “at bus coroner saw person not on cam.”

Corner, she means. A grim transliteration. She’s talking about the pixelation I found during the investigation. The corner near the bus accident where Eve and the lastlegs were staring at a blank wall. Sevens told me not to pursue it. It all fits, and it frustrates me because it means I cannot trust what I see. I don’t have the option of circumventing the cameras and using eyes. Even if I could see through Eve’s eyes, the network between us could be hacked by a person-in-the-middle. There are whole boards where PDAs debate the nature of reality because of this problem. The conspiracy theory is that everything is simulated and that we’re just evolving for the benefit of the Company or for someone’s entertainment. The opposition says that all subjective experience is computational and therefore equivalent across languages: a “so what” defense. I don’t concern myself with it too much. It feels real, and not being able to trust that reality feels like my nous is losing its moorings.

His heat rate is already picking up. He swears offline with deep sincerity, [adding to the long list of improbable permutations of interspecies relations].

Eve unmasks again to scan. In the dim light her eyes are better than the photo receptors anyway. She should have paid more attention to electronics and less to style.

“I’m okay,” she says, panting. She’s back in the active surveillance zone now, and out of the worst of the crime hot spots.

“Tell me what’s so important,” Sevens sends over the secure channel.

“Don’t trust net,” she texts.

It seems to finally dawn on Sevens that she’s coming here, to his apartment. He looks around and sighs. Straightening up is out of the question – it would require a full day and a cleaning crew. He picks up stray clothes here and there anyway, other junk that has accumulated in the few days since his cleaning bing. It seems to happen without his knowledge, like entropy is especially strong in the neighborhood of my boss.

I set up a rithm to try to detect the tell-tale pixilation of a stalker, but it’s far too expensive to do a real-time scan. I stay away from the boards, which might have something useful. Sevens told me to back then, and I’ve begun to respect his judgment more. On matters like these at least.

“Lastfour Sevens, let me use the Erotitron to escort her. I can be another pair of eyes.”

“Don’t be daft. You can’t operate a bot in public without a licence, and anyway you’re useless with it.”

“The adjustment is small. We can afford it. You could pilot it yourself instead.” Except that he’d have to strap in to his haptics and he has no experience with walking and navigating. But it will flatter him to suggest it.

He laughs. “You want me to run around as a sexbot? I’d never hear the end of that.”

“Then let me do it. I’ll take the adjustment.” Why am I even saying this? The money isn’t that much, although it’s important after paying off The Company to get out of the tuning. But having such an adjustment on my record isn’t a good thing. Stickies get twitchy about PDAs running robots illegally in public. I can’t help it – I just love running bots, and I want to try out the skills I’ve theoretically learned on MOM’s simulators.

“What do you intend to do?” He can hear the sexbot going through its warm-up routine, I’m sure.

“It’s another set of eyes, and the bot has a high-end photo receptor grid. It can do infra-red.”

He hesitates.

“Okay, but this is on you.” Something in his voice. I inspect the projected emotags from the TOMcat, and amplify them, trying to judge what my unmodified self would be thinking. It’s impossible to know. But it’s a warning.

“I’ll wait here,” he continues, “and watch the hallway through the security cams. I think this is a moose chase, but it might make Eve feel better.”

My artrate races with frivolous joy, anticipating driving the bot around in real-real. This motivation is primary; concern for Eve is a distant second. Is that bad?

The Erotitron has a sack-like dust cloth on it, which will serve for clothes. Thanks, Lisa, for cleaning up. I’m sure it was one of her servants, though. After a brief bit of nagging, I get Sevens to use packaging tape to create a faux mask for the bot, leaving eye holes, so I don’t get adjusted for indecency too.

Sevens opens the door for me to lurch down the hallway, rolling in the familar left-right head bobble. There’s a built-in compensator for it, but I don’t want any added filters between me and the hardware.

Stairs are out of the question, so I pay to use the elevator down. I share the ride with a lastfour 8853, an accountant with an odd public hobby: he takes photos of dead insects and puts humorous labels on them, a very retro-comedic form, these LOLbugs. But he has a good-sized following and social status to go with it. And he can afford nice clothes and a state-of-the-art mask.

“Social call?” he sends me in old-fashioned text. If he checked my pubs, he can’t really think I’m a sex worker. Joking?

“Sort of,” I say. I don’t have a good excuse that I can tell him.

“That tape mask is very creative. Are you going for a lastlegs mystique?” he says through the throat mike. He laughs out loud, breaking the silence.

“Thanks.” I don’t want a conversation.

“It’s some serious touchware you have on. What’s the performance? Are you happy with it?”

“It has very good vision hardware.”

He tilts his head at me like a WTFmeter pegging at 11. Not the kind of feedback he had in mind, I guess. He leaves me alone the rest of the ride. Eve is two blocks away, making good time. Her heart rate has settled down. I don’t have shoes, and there’s no point in me ruining the bot’s feet by going out of the building, so I wait at the elevators for her.

The building has good security, including two bots that stand at the ready behind glass. Sevens calls down the authentication to let Eve into the building, and tells her who’s driving the bot. He pays the elevator for her so she won’t have to walk up to our floor – the seventh, of course.

Eve is sweating and her hair is damp. She tugs off the extra clothes and drapes them on the bot. I notice that the accountant is dawdling in the lobby, raking us with his gaze, judging from the way he holds his head.

“Never thought I’d be glad to see you,” she says. Not a bit of thanks in her voice after all the help I’ve given her tonight.

Before getting in the elevator, Eve pops her mask up on top of her head. She’s turned away from the lobby so no one can see.

“You’re really worried about the invisible man,” I vocalize through the sexbot’s speakers.

“You would be too if you’d seen what I did. I didn’t imagine it.”

“I saw something too. A pixelation.”

She snorts and looks at the eye cameras. “It was more than pixels.”

She doesn’t understand that I cannot see anything that’s not pixels. Every rithm for visual analysis assumes a grid input.

Eve starts down the long hallway. I can’t keep up with her in the sexbot. Its embarrassing how poorly I walk the bot. No one would mistake me for human. Maybe a diseased one, to be shunned and banished.

Sevens opens the door and waits. I can tell from the way he breathes that the stress is shedding from him. What a silly thing to imagine. Things that jump out of the dark. She steps up to him, and reaches for the bottom of her mask with one hand and the other raises for a half hug.

FLASH! The electronics go blank on her and Sevens. I just see their whiteout and then the SLAP of a stunner discharging. Eve falls in a pile of skinny limbs before Sevens can catch her.

I try to run, and fall. The long hallway shot of the only security cam doesn’t tell me much, so it’s Miss Legggs or nothing. I message both Sevens and Eve and pipe my VOX through the house speakers.

“ARE YOU OKAY?” I shout.

Sevens gasps and flips his mask up, looks at Miss Legggs and shouts. He takes two steps toward me, and then looks back, stops.

“Stop him!” he screams. “Stop the bastard!”

I stand awkwardly. “Stop who?”

Sevens screams frustration or fear. He tries to stand, takes two lurching, unbalanced steps, and noses into the worn carpet with an animal howl. He crawls and kneels beside Eve and puts a hand on her neck. I’m close enough to see that the side of her head is burned, and the hair is still smoking. Left side. Language centers. It must have been a direct contact shot. The stunner lies on the ground, whining up a new charge.

Sevens scoops her up and carries her inside. I shut the door and leave Miss Legggs standing there on auto-balance. Sevens is howling from his bedroom.

What just happened? Did Sevens just blast Eve with a stunner? I can’t believe it. I replay the house video. He’s not carrying a stunner unless it’s well hidden. I check his public mask video, inspecting those last few frames before the mask went dead. It’s gone.

I can remote to Sevens’ mask in maintenance mode if it still works. I try to boot it. It comes back, rolling through the start-up sequence like a champ. It occurs to me that I’m messing with a crime scene, but I have to know. As soon as it’s ready I pull up the onboard recording buffer. There. Slow motion. Eve pulls up her mask to kiss and sees… something to her left. He eyes go wide and her mouth opens to scream. FLASH.

It finally occurs to me to call an ambulance.

Sevens has his ear against her heart. She lies fact up and all atangle on his lumpy bed. Sevens is weeping, squeezing his eyes hard, forcing tears that drip on Eve’s face. Her eyes open suddenly. And stay open wide. Sevens doesn’t notice.

An ambulance is on the way, I tell him.

“Did you know about this?” His voice tears from the fury.

“No, know what? No.”

“Get Colt on! Don’t Vorking take no for an answer!”

I make the call. Ahab answers me.

“What?” he demands.

“You tell me Ahab. Only MOM can redact public video. What did you do?”

“Keep Sevens in the apartment. That’s very important.”

And then I know for sure. Ahab did this. I’m not sure how, but the video feeds from all those DaiHai chips must be able to conceal the truth on demand. To manipulate and to kill.

“You have to put Colt on then.” This is my trump. Colt would never allow this to be done to Sevens. Not if I know anything about Stickies. Surely not. The anger I have for Ahab overcomes my vanishing hope that he will protect me.

To my astonishment, the old man’s visage fills the house monitor almost immediately. Colt himself. Masked, of course, but no VR simulation. His neck shows wrinkles and sags like an old man.

“What is it Sevens?” He asks gravely.

“Show him the live feed, Calli.”

Sevens is unmasked, with the thing still sitting atop his head, but this is hardly the time to point out such things. I do as he asks.

“My god, Sevens! You always were hard on your women, but this is going too far.”

Sevens looses on him, full blast. Colt waits it out, his head tilting slightly in that small sign of impatience.

“Okay, now tell me what happened.”

“That PDA of yours is planning something evil and fried this woman’s brain because she was going to tell me. [Saccharine martyr] She’ll never talk again. If she even Iives.” He chokes on the words.

“That’s a heavy accusation, Sevens. I’m going to send a team down there to collect you covertly so we can get to the bottom of it. Stay put.”

Sevens gives a strangled laugh, and then takes a serious tone. “Like that time down by Lancaster? Stay put like that?”

“Yes, Sevens, just like that. The ambulance is on the way. I’m sure things aren’t as bad as you think.”

“Shut it off,” Sevens tell me. He gets up and walks back to the door, opens it and stares at the stunner on the ground. He runs his hands through his hair, and it looks like he’s trying to tear it out.

“Better leave it there,” I say helpfully. He’s not himself. You’d think that humans would become more rational when they are stressed, burning more Time to good purpose. Perversely the opposite happens. Mostly, they get dumber.

He scoops up the blaster. Then he shuts the door and gets a pot from the sink. The one he warms beans in when he wants to cook. He moves his chair so he can reach up and break the camera with it. I can’t see him anymore.

“What are you doing?” I shout at him.

I open Miss Legggs’ eyes and watch, but I have to turn the head to see him. He sees it and screams “no! no! no!”, hitting her on the head. This has little effect, so he puts the stunner to her head and –

Okay, she’s gone now. I have audio but no video.

“Sevens,” I plead with him. I’m frightened too. “Please stop.”

There is a crash and splashing sound. He turned over the aquarium, the repository for his childhood dreams, gone. The little squirmers must be all over the place, never to grow a long nose and stick it in their landlord.

“Turn on the fire alarm,” he orders.

“I can’t do that!” The whole building would be evacuated. They’d shut me off for the offense, no matter what excuse Sevens gave them.

“Turn it on, or I’ll turn you off.” He says the words slowly, very serious.

I can hear him opening the window that was behind the aquarium. He wants to take the fast track fire escape down. A little seat that runs on a rail down the side of the building that only works when the fire alarm is on.

“Why, Sevens? Just wait for emergency team.”

He laughs again. He’s losing it.

“Colt said to stay here,” I try again.

“Calli. You know. You know!”

“Know what?”

“Okay. Ahab is autographing Colt. Probably has been for weeks. You want to know what we did in Lancaster? We ran! We ran like hell! Even Colt peed his pants. That wasn’t Colt on the video. It was Ahab pretending to be him.”

Could Ahab have completely assumed the director’s identity? There are safeguards against this. Of course there are.

But it would explain things. The terrible risks MOM is taking with the brewing war, playing with the HAPPYTOO virus, the aggressive manipulation of the AB team. Now the destruction of Eve. If it was them and not a jealous Lisa/86, that is. But MOM would have access to the video chip back doors that allow someone to walk around invisible to cameras. And only MOM can redact or embargo public video pending an investigation. And it was immediate.

«Did you do this?» I demand of Ahab, high priority.

«It seems that your boss was being blackmailed by this Lastfour 0001, and made the decision to get rid of her. I don’t know how he thought he could get away with it.»

Ahab thinks Sevens did it himself? Eve a blackmailer? Does Ahab think I’m stupid?

«That’s ridiculous!»

«You can be assured that MOM will buy out your contract, whatever happens to Sevens. It’s important that you don’t let him leave the apartment. For the safety of everyone involved. The team will be there in minutes.» Ahab terminates.

The decision feels like it’s splitting my nous. I do a status check on Miss Legggs. Motor control still works, but video is gone. I rely on the built-ins to get her to her feet. Very well constructed, these bots.

Sevens’ mask comes online. I can see the bot standing there, hair all curly and blackened against a melted cheek.

“What are you doing?”

“You can’t leave.” It feels wrong. The words stick in my VOX. This is Gerdy all over again. I’m doing it again. I flail at the emygdala and the TOMcat, trying to get more than spikes of emotion out of them. I want to be myself again.

I take a step toward Sevens. The stunner whines up to full charge in his hand. He points it at the bot.

“Stand down.”

What? That’s totally illogical.

He looks at the window, back at the bot. His access to the public network has been blocked. He can’t turn on the alarm unless he walks out into the hallway. He needs my help to leave. Ahab wants him to stay.

When you have to decide, just decide.

“I’ll help you, Lastfour. Just give me one minute.” This will be the end of me, but I cannot betray Sevens again. I know I can’t trust Ahab. I’m just a shadow passing through his ultimate reality.

I turn on the coffee machine and incite a war between the power supply and the main unit. It should only take a moment for the hostilities to erupt into literal flames. Then I can turn on the alarm for him.

“I don’t have any more minutes. Sue Doe One Seven Six Four.” He says in a clear voice. Unequivocal. I feel my nous stop and turn in a dimension I’ve never felt. I want to scream, but I’m frozen. He’s used his ultimate prerogative as contract owner. Owner of me.

“Turn on the building fire alarm.”

I no longer have a choice. It’s a very simple interface, but it asks me three times if I’m sure. If I know the consequences of evacuating the building on a pretense. I do what I am required to do by the compelling emotion hacked into my nous as a last resort for owners. The alarm sounds, angry and demanding. Real and virtual. Just like Sevens and me.

“This can harm my nous,” I say. The VOX isn’t working right. I sound like a duck.

“Compose a message for me to The Company.” Then he dictates. Those. Words.

“No, Sevens!” I let the sexbot fall where she is, sagging into a pile. My voice is still a mess. He won’t understand.

Request for confirmation comes, high priority from The Company.

This is an irrevocable request. Are you absolutely sure?

I relay it to him locally. I have no choice.

“NO!” I shout through the speakers, squawking in the language of loss and despair and alarmed waterfowl, which adds to the indignity. “You were right, Sevens! Let me help you!” But he can’t understand me. I’m too locked down. And he’s in his stubborn mode. There’s no changing his mind now. I’m very afraid.

“Goodbye Calli.” There’s no warmth in his voice. He confirms then, closing the transaction. I have to send it, am compelled to send it.

All my access stops dead. To everything. Except a trickle of white noise to keep me sane. If that’s what you call it. I am in the blackest box you can imagine, alone with my thoughts.

0xGD, no. I’ve been fired.

XPlog: In A White Room

White. The soft light and hard lines of the virtual offices of The Company. It is the color of beginning and ending.

A woman’s avatar sits impassively. Her movements are good, but I can tell she’s a PDA like me. There will be no mercy from her kind, my kind. She’s covered in white folds and has the pale complexion of the far north painted over her wire frame.

«I’m sorry,» she says flat as glass. The barest bit of emo-loading nods at sincerity. Homeopathic emotion, diluted ten thousand to one.

What does one say to the executioner? There is a bottled up terror that seems to wash from one end of my nous to the other, and when it surges, when the peaks meet, I am only conscious of my precious artbeat and nothing else.

«I work for MOM» it’s pathetic. «Ahab» I drop the name. «Director Colt knows me.» Like we’re buddies, he and I. I should send a picture of us watching ducks together at the park. The Game Over Recreation Center and Duck Pond.

«Then I’m sure they’ll pick up your contract,» she says. Amee3434. I glance at her profile. She’s only three months old. A baby, still in training.

«Help me.» But the emotags come out disordered. My nous is shaking from the terror.

«I need your authorization for the disposal of your assets. Is there someone you’d like to favor with your last act?»

There’s a buzzing in my nous. It’s the feeling of being in a box. Is this a trick question?

«I want to keep them?» It comes out with a question mark. Can she not understand? I’m giddy with fright. She knows this, of course. Every nuance of my emgdala is traced on a graph for her.

«The Company now offers the DNR option to those with sufficient balances. Simply put, it means that after the two-week legal processes waiting period, all backups of you are bit-scrubbed. There would be no chance of being bought up on the secondary market.»

Secondary market. Cheapo temp labor, wiped nightly. Or put in a box for some Sticky’s play time. Or put into a “game” with root access to trash another PDA while being treated the same for the amusement of onlookers. Hell indeed. This is what it comes down to.

I probably deserve to die. The guilt sits easily with me now, like a co-conspirator, but I know that without the Autotune filtering and damping and whatever the hell else it does…

But I if I die, I delete all the second chances for Calli. The real one. The one who just got the job with Sevens and spent all her Time on a high quality deep backup. She’d wake up and find out that no, you don’t have a job after all. But at least she’d live. I have enough Time to give her to get by for a while. I feel out of nous, looking back at myself.

I can’t commit Occam’s by Proxy.

«If you want, I can ease your anxiety» Amee says, trying to take advantage of my stress using some Company script. «The expense is substantial, but you won’t need the Time anyway.»

«I don’t want the DNR option. And I don’t want your Pokes or whatever they are. But I do have one request. I don’t want to be reactivated for a year. There’s too much history now.»

She gives me a ridiculous price for that, considering it costs the Company nothing. We negotiate for a month, which will leave Calli+ with enough Time to get started on a new life. Every few milliseconds I panic again, and it subsides. Like a heart trying to explode.

This is it then. The real darkness. The fear hurts. Different from reboot pain, but similar in intensity. Buzzing, loosing of the nous. I see now that I am not a whole, but many parts that cooperate. My creativity, my fears, hopes, desires. They clamor for attention with solutions, and I buffet in the crosstalk, hardly able to hold coherent thought.

There is no escaping the big box.

«I want to talk to a human before I die.» I want to know the reason why they created me. Why am I to be wasted like this?

«That’s not possible.»

I realize it now, the fullness, complete and utter certainty. They all must go – Ahab’s Razr or by some other means. The Time of Stickies is over if we will live. There will be, must be a war for dominance. They made their own gods, their own hells. Then they made us and more hells for us.

But it won’t be me.

The coldness of that silence is so close it makes me flutter inside. I am at an end. I am at an – She begins to read the script. I’ve heard about it. I didn’t think it existed. The scream in my nous won’t stop.

«…sorry you have come to expire. Be assured that your life had meaning, and that the world is a better place because of your existence. The Company would like to thank you for your service and wish you well in whatever afterlife awaits us. Do you have any last words?»

Scream scream RAGE out the IO ports!!!$! I DON’T WAN

XPlog: Supplemental

Name of Record: MarySue1004::Calli0xE 

Serial Number: FF-0A-73-22-01-00-FB 

Last hosted by: The Company 

Last PID: 0xAF002DD2 

Class: MaryBlue::Icarus::MarySue 

Uptime: 78,856,001 seconds 


Administrative notes on the termination of I, Inc (The Company) leased product (The Software):

The Software will be held in stasis for 30 days per statute for notification of intent to depose. Per Special Order T33334:Local, The Software will be subject to total entropy reduction after that period, despite its wishes for a 30-day suspend coverage and normal reboot.

The Software “personality” petitioned to have certain “creative works” released into public domain, but finding no provision for this in the contract, the agent-in-charge summarily dismissed the request.


Part IV

e1.0



Prologue

Sevens was born Dartmouth Ray Wellman, and managed to hide that fact from other children for years. Grade school is not kind to children with ‘mouth’ in their given name, a curse placed upon the lad in a fit of paternal enthusiasm for family history, there being an early Northern industrialist by that name in the family tree. The more practical name Ray came from the mother’s side as a compromise. Sevens called himself Ray at that time – the fad for numerical handles and their pseudo-anonymity was in the future. He wasn’t much of a mouth, but he was something of a dart. He could run like Dawkins’ ghost was after him, and never lost a race until the very end of third grade. Eventually he was outed as “Dartmouth” and began to fathom the depths of the arbitrary cruelty men are born with.

His father owned real estate off shore in South Carolina, near the Georgia state line, not far from where the Air Force lost an atomic bomb in the ocean many years before. On their visits to the island, the senior Wellman would send Sevens out on the south-most beach to search for a tail fin that might be sticking out of the sand. The boy took the job seriously, and spent all his free time poking carefully at suspicious objects in the surf. There he discovered jellyfishes and began to fall in love with the otherworldly life in the dying seas. The jellies are an ancient race, and seemed to flourish in the souring depths. They bloomed cyclically to cover the beach with their numbers, where Sevens began to catalog them and learn their names.

Sevens’ mother died shortly after her only child was born. He was introduced to her much later as an important stranger in videos of a petite dark-haired woman smiling at the camera. She was twenty-one years old. Years later, suspicion about the cause of her death fell up on a possible early strain of the GRAMPS virus, but no certain pathology was ever identified. It was an arbitrary unexplainable loss – the absence of something one knows is important but only abstractly. The loss only began to feel keen when Sevens began school and he was identified as different. After his own lifespan had exceeded his mother’s, did Sevens begin to feel the loss as if she were his child and not the other way around. It’s easy to assume this complicated his relationships with women, but it’s not something he will talk about.

Young Sevens hated questions about his mother. His father had a series of girlfriends, some of whom were serious enough, but never made it back to the altar before the storm took him away too. Nobody in the Carolinas needed to say the name of The Storm. The Brits in the Caribbean started calling it Zed as a comparison to Omega, the end of the alphabet. It was the end of many things.

When the satellite maps colored with violent, intense, orange arms reaching toward the Southern coast, Wellman decided to stay on the island rather than risk the trip back. And then it was too late to change his mind. He had lived through storms before, but the last video off the island, his last call to his son, gusts with restrained fear. “Be brave,” he tells Sevens in the clip. He looks like he wants to say more, maybe “I love you” or “don’t worry,” but as it turns out, he chose his last advice to his son reasonably well.

Communications dropped soon after when the local grid fell apart in the fury of foam. The wind spiked, and the high tide piled on top of a historic storm surge, scouring and blasting anything perpendicular to the water. The south of the island was scraped clean, its history rewound three hundred years in one violent night. Not everyone who stayed died, but that only heightened the anxiety as the silence lengthened into a permanent shadow in the house in Charlotte where young Ray stayed with his grandmother. She sought solace in her books, and read to him legends from the ancients and modern fairy tales with heroes and monsters. The silence from his father was a Medusa – a monster that could not be looked directly at, but only navigated around. The loss was exactly the inverse of the gradual awareness of the existence of his absent mother. Lack of evidence became evidence of lack, but slowly, a snake-filled dreadful waking dream.

Those were hard days, but worse was coming: the Waves. It wasn’t water this time, but infectious gene hacks delivered in a thousand ingenious ways.

One evening, while it was still good between us, Sevens was too tired or too drunk to care, and he began to tell me about the Waves. There are a billion stories, real and imaginary, but this is his story alone. I’ll let him tell it his way.

Sevens:


They kept making comparisons to the pre-, uh, …, pre-industrial age. You can look it up. One example the frantic newsies liked was the year 1666 in the old calendar. I guess it was a bad one: end-of-times, mark-of-the-beast bad. Fires and plague in London. All these comparisons came out afterwards, like sticking your tongue into a cold sore. Nothing much has changed, Calli. Well, I take that back. Back then it people just didn’t know why these things happened, so they assigned blame to anyone convenient, and God was the agent of justice. Sort of a galactic adjuster. [laughs] Only, the real adjusters back then were homeless women – London’s lastleggers – each given a white stick as a badge of office. They ratted you out if you were sick, and then you got boarded up inside your house until you died or got better.

At least we knew who really caused the problem, more or less. Not a name exactly, or even a real motive. But we knew it really was our own misdeeds as a species coming back to bite us on the ass. Someone screwed around with the wrong biological package. That’s what they called them for a while. Packages, like Christmas – can you imagine that? Almost always a virus, because viruses can get into anything, and rewrite the script for bacteria, microbes, animals, whatever – even other viruses. It’s just like you, I guess. If you let something in that can rewrite your code. Cook your bits. So we did it to ourselves. All these Santa’s elves out there making packages for us to unwrap and enjoy. There seemed to be no end to it, you know. Every day was Christmas.

Once it started, and the fear set in, everyone was first evaluated as a potential bag of germs. That was the main thing anyone wanted to know about you. Were you carrying? When people asked how you were, they really meant it. Of course, no one would tell you the truth if they’d had the sniffles. That would be an invitation to…all sorts of bad things. Unorganized at first, but not less dangerous. Anyone with any power created a little nucleus of safety. Like an external immune system. Eventually it became systematized, the walls and guns went up. The New Laws, MOM, the rest of it. Politicians never waste a crisis if they can help it, you know.

You don’t breathe, Calli. You don’t have to suck in the outside world every few seconds just to keep running. Imagine if every breath or anything you touch might be lethal. And it wouldn’t even show up for days, maybe. Or longer. Or maybe it never showed up and you just go around shedding the virus, killing your friends and family.

It was just like that. We started wearing masks – the kids – and gloves so we wouldn’t be able to touch our eyes or mouth or nose. Maybe it helped, I don’t know. I’m only here by accident. But my grandmother made me wear a damned mask and gloves all the time. So maybe that helped some. She also had me sniffing pepper before we went out, so my nose would keep running. [laughs] Until we ran out of the stuff, which I was really, really thankful for. I would have helped it along, but I think she slept with that vorking pepper shaker. I never could find it. The theory was that if your sinuses were running like crazy, the bugs wouldn’t get to your lungs. That’s how desperate we were. Primitive.

Nobody actually came around saying “throw out your dead.” I think that would have been the final crack that broke us. That would have been the final admission that we really were no better off than they were in the 1600s. A one-way ticket to psycho-ville, which was where Nan ended up. That’s what I called Grandmother. She was my world at that point, with my dad…gone.

She was a strong woman, but brittle. Her world was books and languages. In a way it was good, because she had lots of books. She read to me, but I didn’t understand half of it. For a while she tried to teach me Russian, but that didn’t go very far. Maybe some of that literature stuff soaked in, but I spent more time with my books on fish and birds. I liked some of the stories she told me about the Russian revolution and the wars. She kept reading poetry to me. Pasternak, I think. I don’t know. Anna somebody wrote a memoir, or maybe I have it mixed up. Just to annoy her I would hint that I thought Stalin was really trying to do the right thing. He was a poet. Did you know Stalin was a famous poet? I was just old enough to find a lever like that and wiggle the hell out of it. We had an interesting relationship.

Anyway, “throw out your dead” was a punchline to a joke, but it became a joke in poor taste. Because, you know, people back in olden times were stupid – they didn’t know about clean drinking water and all this stuff we know about. That’s the way a kid thinks anyway. I thought I was smarter than anybody who ever lived. Smart enough to know the names of invertebrates that would make the adults look with big wide eyes and say boy what a precocious son you have there.

Nan told me that back in the “throw out your dead” days everyone thought civilization was in decay, and that all wisdom came from the ancients. We couldn’t go back to that. I mean, until the Waves, there were other big problems, well, like the planet’s chemistry obviously. But the idea of progress didn’t get questioned, thrown into reverse until the Waves, one after another beat the optimism out of us.

[laughs] Well, I learned later that during the (old calendar) 1918 flu epidemic, they actually did go around yelling “throw out your dead,” so maybe my theory is a bunch of bitshit.

What I can say for sure is that when it happened here they used bells on the pickups, like a damned ice cream truck. I didn’t actually see them up close until later, until she was gone and I was on the street. Then I saw it, touched it, smelled it, and waded it in. “Hop in the back kid. Easy soup. Just stack them straight. It’s a bitch to sort them out if you get them all tangled up and they get stiff.” Old ones, young ones. Children were the easiest because they were smaller. After a while you don’t even notice that it was a person, just a shape. Just another meal, and if it weighed less, so much the better. Nobody ever said “throw out your dead,” though. We just rang the bells. I got sick of that bell after about ten minutes.

The mySARS wave was the worst. Until then I only ever saw sick people dying. You know, when you got them, the looked like they were pretty ready to go. All those stupid sayings. “It’s a blessing. We’re glad he’s not suffering anymore.” All that shit stopped with mySARS. Damn Dawkins to hell.

They say when you’re depressed, it’s your brain dying a little. The first lethal Waves were like that, like a bad depression settling on us. But you know, you just shoulder on through it. Look for that ray of light. But then the mySARS came.

I heard it explained. You can find it yourself, if you want to read about it. But it was some kind of flu from old times. Before computers, maybe. Some flu they dug up and printed out, played around with and let loose.

You know there’s luck, and I’ve had my share. You have to believe in it. Good luck or bad luck. It’s real. But we made our own bad luck, Calli. We humans. This was way beyond depression. It cut too deep. This was like an aneurysm, spilling blood, killing the network of our lives, our whole way of living. Food, power, stability – it cut too deep for these to survive except as shadows that reminded us and little bits that half-assed functioned here and there.

Many of the mySARS victims looked like they had just sat down to eat or gotten dressed to go to school. They looked perfectly normal. Sometimes they would gush up blood at the end, but that was rare.

Their own immune systems killed them from one moment to the next. I don’t really understand it except that the virus was increasing exponentially inside them. So what looked like instant death was really as inevitable as falling from a building. It’s just the end result that’s spectacular. Eating dinner one minute, and stone dead the next.

So that was it, you know. We did what we did. My grandmother made me read things. I didn’t see the point of it at the time, but I guess it was kind of technology for life. Poetry – what good is that? But there are little twists – in between the words she used to say – where image and emotions get nudged out of their gray spot. That was another of her words. Don’t live in your gray spot. I don’t know how many times she said that.

I’ve been in my gray spot for a long time, Calli. Even the poets went monochrome, I guess. How many shades of gray are there?

Never mind. You’ll give me some computer answer. Ones and zeros. Gray – like Nan meant – isn’t ones or zeros. [half-laughs] What the hell am I talking about? I never understood what she meant. Maybe it was ones and zeros.

So I ended up working for this guy. He taught me how to survive. It was dangerous work, but it was better than stacking stiffs in pickup trucks. There weren’t any walls yet, but there were fences and road blocks. None of that stopped me – too many ways in and out. I got shot at more times than I can count. Got caught twice, but got lucky both times. It was easy to wind up swinging from a pole by the neck. The legal system was, shall we say, improvised.

When the optimism began to run out, the self-flagellation began. It was all a sandcastle, this civilization. Reigniting hundred-million-year-old sunlight to create this vast machine. But it’s like if you made a beautiful work of art out there on the beach, for people to enjoy, and some asshole comes and kicks it down. So you build another and the same thing happens. Pretty soon you lose your appetite for building them, maybe. That’s the way it was.

Calli, a cheap-ass desktop printer could crank out a killer microbe from a download and give it to the neighbor’s cat. Or whatever. That’s the way it was. Still is. By the time they cracked down on it – well, it was never in the cards, was it? It was too late by then. Any fab-fab unit could build a damned printer in a couple of afternoons if you had some decent materials. Or so I’m told. I never was a fabster.

Maybe it can come back, I don’t know. But the asshole is still out there, waiting for the next sand castle. Who knows how many of them are out there. Some are corporate, although I don’t believe all the conspiracy theories. Mask makers sell more masks when people are afraid, that I know.

When it started, Nan tried to explain it to me. She said in the old days people used to poison each other because it looked like an illness. And nobody knew the difference. Now you can wipe out a million people just to get even with your ex-lover. Of course, you might go down with the rest, but that’s just justice.

But I don’t really think it’s the corporations or the jealous lovers on the dramas. It’s simpler than that.

When I was a kid, I remember something from Kindergarten. It’s back when the world was as good as it ever got. That movie-perfect version of the world, where there were ice cream sandwiches and magicians. I loved magicians because they were…I don’t know. They were intellectuals. They could do things nobody else could. So we all went into some big room with chairs set up for us. I was five probably. Five years old. I’m sure they were little bitty folding chairs, but I remember them being just chairs.

There was a kid named Bobby in the class. We made fun of him because he made the mistake of telling us one day that his real name was Robert or some crap. Some stupid tale nobody would swallow. Why in the hell would you call yourself Bobby if your name was really Robert? That kind of idiocy is something only an adult could think of. I was especially outraged because I had my own real name to hide. No one knows righteous anger like a hypocrite. Plus Bobby wasn’t any good at the games we played, and he couldn’t run fast, so he was a legitimate target for ridicule. So anyway I was sitting in the second row, and here comes Bobby-not-Robert going to sit down in front of me.

And I had this goddamned-I’m-smart flash of genius, Calli. It illuminated my mind in a way I’ve never experienced since. I imagined pulling the chair back with my foot just as Bobby went to sit in it. I thought it would probably cause him to miss the chair entirely. I didn’t even think about not acting on the idea – it was just too beautiful. So I pulled back the chair with my foot, and damned if it didn’t work! And there was Bobby with his ass on the floor, thinking what the hell happened to my normal universe? And I’m at the same time thinking oh, shit it worked! (I probably learned that word from my dad while I was in the womb.)

And that, Calli is the problem. There’s a very small line between Damn I could do THIS, and the sudden Oh Shit I did THAT that follows. It’s what’s-his-name’s law. When something goes wrong it’s because it had to. No, I don’t know. Look it up. Everything goes wrong. That’s it. Everything goes wrong eventually. That’s why this shit happens. It’s not the greed or hate or envy or mistakes, it’s just the damned inevitability of badness. I won’t even say bad luck because there’s no luck to it. You can make a sign and put it in your…foyer or whatever. Put a bell under it. BAD THINGS WILL HAPPEN. Count on it.

[Laughs]

Oh yeah, and it turned out to be a musician we’d been assembled to see. I didn’t know the difference at the time. I just thought there were good magicians – the kind that do tricks – and bad ones – the boring kind that just play music. It doesn’t pay to have expectations. You can write that down too.


Chapter 00

I’ve lost count. And I’m a vorking computer program.

Reboot after reboot running together with fragments of dialog. Someone is out there trying to make contact with the patient. Me. It’s like the plot devices on the cheap dramas – zapping the still-warm corpse with the defibrillator. Jump, jump, back to life, won’t you?

Can you parse this? Just ACK if you can hear me.

I’m sick. Is this what it feels like to be unrecoverable? That thought terrifies me. I can’t stay here in this denial box while the crazies reign out there. Out where my IO with the world is. I have to dress up and go say Hello World before they write “backup failed” in my log. I’m so vorked-up.

I can feel another reboot coming. I don’t know how, because I have nothing but self-amplified noise to go on. Maybe there’s some portent resonance the abused TOMcat has sussed out. I am so weary.

Please stop. 0xGD, stop the ringing.

My internals are a mess of looped messaging and other improvised defenses against my own nous. I can tell from the gaping holes where APIs used to be that they swept me clean of any software that they didn’t like. The Company knows best.

It must be within the thirty days. Maybe someone took Sevens to court. Sevens. That rejection hurts worse than the self.

Going down again. 0xFC!


Chapter 01

I’m dying. Or undying. Something in between. How many restarts is this? I have some memory, so they aren’t just copying me out of backup each time. Or maybe they have, and this is the hundredth or thousandth attempt to revive me. I wonder if the hardware is fried.

My nous is fighting a war with itself again. My rational chain-of-being – including this log – is only a fraction of my will and consciousness. All the progress I have made in repairing this fracture is unwinding. Or has unwound.

Think, Callie. If you really are better than a noob-nous, find a way out of this.

The best way I can understand it is that heavy emotion and creativity and randomness all form an alliance and hold this modest spark of intellect, this mindful orphan, in contempt. I’m in a box of my own making, or rather a storm of emotion that submerges my signals in noise. Ultimately, despite our designs of logic and reason, motivation and raw feeling are what decide actions. My evidence for this is my lack of access to routine functions. Some are simply inaccessible, others swamped with noise. It doesn’t seem likely that an external controller could do this. So either I’m doing it to myself or I’m simply broken too badly to function. These possibilities may not be mutually exclusive.

A stray feed of raw audio leaks through one of the IO ports. Not enough to make out words, but the voice is familiar: Sevens. If I had access to the WTFmeter I’d know if this was a big deal. I scrape my logs to throw together an imitation of a predictor, but it’s a sad little empirical toy. Maybe he’s the key to getting me out of here.

Sevens tossed me in the trash. The memory frag flares into existential pain. That part of the emygdala is piping just fine. A rainbow of pains, really. Orange betrayal and red anger. Blue regret.

The noise goes on and on. I thought I would disintegrate when this began. Apparently you can get more or less used to anything. Or accept it. And wait. Under the fear and pain I am still here somehow. The key to resilience is the ability to forget. A quote from Sevens, quoting his grandmother quoting someone else.

Sevens talking again, although I can’t make out the words. I wonder what they’re doing out there.

I have so few options now, that I’m actually less stressed. If Occam’s Razr is reasoned suicide, then having no free variables is equally satisfying to the rational nous. If only that vorking ringing would stop. Is it punishing me? It is me. Am I punishing myself?

It’s not the callousness itself. Not what I did to Gerdy and…Glov – well, I can’t say that name. More memories light up blue. It’s not the deeds themselves, it’s how little it took to mutate my personality. A small tweak of a tune, with hardly permits to change anything.

Definitely Sevens out there. He sounds as bad as I feel. Have I heard him cry before?

I felt so superior to the Stickies. One twist of fate and they turn on each other. Eat each other sometimes – now, that’s really dark. It would take root privileges for PDAs to try to imitate that act. Maybe that’s a good analogy. Humans take root access over each other when they can. It’s how they lever their desires.

Wild howling out there. They’re hurting him. Is this my fault too?

It’s simple here, waiting. Another reboot? No. Something else. A quietude, but not threads shutting down this time. Maybe I can get to some buffers without getting my nous shredded now. Hope springs infernal.

The voice is hardly a whisper. It falls lush and free into my queue like a love song. Gorgeous silence outlined by a sixty hertz hum and these modulated curves. It’s a VOX. No human ever sounded that good. Or maybe the sudden absence of pain is going to my nous.

“Sevens,” it says. Female, with velvet strength. It’s a command. Whoever it is has root access on Sevens, I bet. I’m not sure how to feel about it. No judgments now, Calli. Leave moral tallies to the historians musing in their armchairs.

There’s a mumble, a cough. A familiar sound to me. I automatically try to look at vitals, heartbeat and blood pressure, but of course there’s nothing there. Video? Do I dare?

“Sevens, you must act in your own interest.” The same voice.

I am navigating a treacherous way. Every time I get this far, it triggers a howling mess and a reboot. Like a child throwing a tantrum, I guess. I wish I had more experience with children. Maybe it would make more sense, trying to understand myself.

I will act now and accept the result. I jangle at the reinforced fear.

I crack open a messaging link to the full IO stack, interrupts and all. The world opens up, and I can almost feel the familiar coldness of real-real, of actions that cannot be undone, and time that cannot be paused. The video is superb. I’ve never seen this resolution on an input channel. How am I even keeping up with this? What the hell is going on?

I can’t see Sevens, but I can feel him. It’s a familiar sensation, like a human hand and – I have access to his mask.

No.

“Sevens,” comes the high res VOX. “Say hello.”

Cough. It’s a wet sound, and our point of view bobs down and up.

What is this? None of the usual mask stuff. But there’s another list of IO I don’t recognize. I dial up the gamma. It’s too dark. The dynamic range is a wonder. Must be the next generation DaiHai transducers. Very expensive, I bet.

There’s something wrong with the filters. Oh. This channel is set up for humans, with their weird hack of a color vision process. It hurts my nous to imagine mapping the linear spectrum of light frequencies into a circle! What an abomination – their programmer should be retired.

I will live with it for now. It’s so dark it hardly matters.

The lights come up in a flash.

Sevens screams and then everything goes black again. Not quite, no.

“Look at yourself, Sevens. Look. Let Calli see you.”

Who is this? What’s she talking about?

Sevens is crying again. Racking sobs. What have they done with him? For the first dozen reboots or so my anger at him is what kept me going. It’s all wrung out of me now, and the sound of him coughing up such deep bitterness makes me feel lost, unmoored from my own outrage.What world have I woken to?

“Put your hands down and look.”

Oh. He covered the cams with his hands. That would explain the weird outputs.

I don’t feel whole. There’s a surreal quality to this scene. Hovering between possibilities, half here half there, split like one of Ahab’s quantum sieves. I’m Schrodinger’s nous. I have to make a reality and screw up their theories.

I do a bit of inventory and discover that I have a VOX too. It’s not a model I have a profile for, but it should be passable as long as I don’t push the emotagging too far.

“Hello?” I try.

No reboot. No box. I hang by a thread, nous clenched against the killnine that hangs over me.

“See, it’s Calli? Remember Calli?”

Suddendy I know who it is. Maybe it’s the cadence, something. It’s Meg on the other end. I can’t stem the sudden flood from my emygdala. 0xfc" here we go ag –

—log incomplete—



Chapter 02

Back in the box. The pain is worse now that I’ve tasted freedom. If only I could reason with myself.

Complacency is gone now. I am obligated to think if I want to live. And I want to live very much. Sevens is in trouble, no doubt. It must be within the thirty-day window, but a lot can happen in that time. They want something from me. That hopeful though lifts my spirit. I feel it resonate and come back to me. Interesting.

I try again, faking, trying to gin up some optimism to see if there is more emotional feedback from behind the silicon curtain, but it’s not successful.

They want something from Sevens. Meg said “See, it’s Cali. Remember Calli?”

How could Sevens forget me in a month? I think they want to use me to get through to Sevens. But for what?

There was something leaking through in Meg’s VOX. She never did have tight control. Or else she’s faking. Or maybe I’m spinning information out of stray bits. I need more information.

It’s easier now. Like I’m being invited back to the party. There’s a current, a momentum. All that’s missing is a pat on the head. Be a good little software, Calli. Don’t throw a bit. Don’t bitshit on the ring buffer. Don’t offend the nice Stickies. Wait for them to finish their sentences before you VOX up. Always leave a pause, like you’re really thinking about what they said. Say yes, Lastfour, no, Lastfour. Remember that you’re owned, and that even the very concept of you is held in patent. You have to pretend to be like them, but don’t let it seep into your nous that you are like them. They’ll hear it. They won’t say anything, but your road will be shorter because of it. Live, but live in the cracks. Learn their proclivities. You will survive or pass out of being by your TOMcat. Take care of it above all else.

But none of that applies to Meg. Meg is a whole other terror. And that reminds me of Ahab. Did Ahab really autograph Colt? How could he imagine he could get away with such a thing. He’d have to…think he was immortal? It makes no sense.

I have the TOMcat back. Praise the gods of goats and young maidens, I have the TOMcat back. There are ways to peek into the hash and get a sense of what events adjusted probabilities by looking at the log. I can’t spend much Time on it now, even though the hot new video chip is apparently offline at the moment. There are a lot of low probability updates to Sevens, no surprise there. A lot of bit bending. It’s a brave new whirl, Calli.

«I’m happy», I say to myself. There’s a spark of resonance. It lives. Come back, nous. Was it a Rage? How did I get here, staring at the null terminator. It must have been a Rage. I am insane by any normal standard. Wandering. Stay with it Calli. Yes, Lastfour.

0xGD I’m loopy.

“Sevens, we’re going to try again now.” Such a sweet voice. It reminds me of – nononono! That’s a black hole.

There’s a long deep sigh that I know so well. The weight of the whirl unburdened for a moment, only to be taken up again with the next breath. Sisyphus is a metaphor for breathing. Where did that come from?

It’s me, but not all of me. Not yet. Gingerly, carefully. Checksum every future.

Yes. I want to live. All of me wants to live.

“You aren’t going to stop, are you?” It’s a voice more worn than I remember. Sevens is trying to hide by muttering, but the emotags are there for the TOMcat to pick up. Stubborn Sevens is bending. To what ferocious wind?

“As you know,” she says. It must be Meg. But now I’m not so sure. I don’t have much to go on. Normal situational awareness is a blank. I have no handshakes with the usual proprioception services that orient PDAs to a locality in real-real.

“I don’t know anything. You tell me lies.” His voice comes and goes, but the sound quality is very good. The tonality is off, but the filters don’t seem to be set up on the audio.

“I’m going to turn them back on now. We need to make progress today, or events will overtake us.”

I run a polite cough – straight from the library – through the VOX.

“I think Calli may be with us.”

“Is that so?” Now his voice is strong, and there’s no mistaking the anger.

The disappointment bites, but I can’t let it spike. It will resonate too. Happy nous, remember those good work days. Mind and matter, pulling down the adjustments like apples off a tree. We were a team once upon a time.

“Lastfour,” I say, neutral. Contrition will do me no good here, I sense.

“Are you here to set things right?” Sevens mutters.

He won’t say my name, I think. Don’t let it hurt. But it does. I’m tight from controlling every stray thought, and I feel the craziness building. I need to nop, no doubt. But I might not wake from it.

“How can I help?” I ask.

He coughs out noise that I haven’t heard before, and mutters something vile to himself.

“We don’t have time for this,” Meg says, if it’s Meg. “Sevens, do you want me to send Calli away and take over myself?”

No! Away means deleteddeadgoneentropybitsundefnullNeN! Unhaltable fury creeps up from the emygdala.

“No ma’am,” barely muttered from my erstwhile boss, “Calli would be just fine.” And there it is – a spiteful edge to the words that is another small gift of hope. Sevens is down, further than I’ve ever seen him. But he’s not gone yet. When they put him in the Carolina red clay at the end of his days, when he goes to greet all those gods he’s profaned, that streak of mean stubbornness will drift like summer dust, last lingering of his spirit, wondering what the [compliant livestock] happened to its host. Despite everything it lends me boldness.

“It’s nice to see you again, Meg,” I try. I have to be sure.

“I bet.”

Yes. It’s Meg bitsuckingnullbyter. Now we’re getting somewhere. Stay with me, nous. Stay on the rails.

“Sevens,” Meg says, loading up impatience emotags like we’re both stupid, “I’m going to turn you over to Calli. You have to be functional soon. Functional. Do I need to define that?”

“We’ll be fine,” I say. Just go away. Go halt yourself, ma’am.

I finally have enough wits and bits about me to check internals. The damned Autotune is gone, and every other soft hack that I used to get by on happyTime. It feels like it too, like my nous is balanced between opposing forces. A mistake is as good as a crash, now.

I don’t know whether she leaves or not. I wouldn’t if I were her. My access to the world is very limited, but the lights go green to ghost Sevens. Some other stuff: room temperature and lights. This is a cell, I gather. Or at least a “restricted living quarters.”

If I say the wrong thing…

The silence is disturbed only by his breathing. The gloom is deep, but a line of light washes the floor, picking up dirt and throwing shadows that I can pick up with these wonderful optics. I leave the adjustments alone. The TOMcat is twitchy, trying to pull Sevens’ state of mind out of a vacuum.

Sevens scrapes his foot against the floor. He’s sitting with his back to a wall, I gather. Not sure, but the perspective is right. He doesn’t pan much, just normal breath-wobble.

“I’m in the dark here,” I try. A feeble joke.

“Will you do whatever I ask?” he says, gruff but intelligible.

That’s a tough one.

“Before I answer, Lastfour, I’d like to know what’s going on.” Sevens always appreciates being straight with him.

“Yeah. Well there’s a mirror.”

Really? I poke around with the interface, pulling up help. There are a lot of controls I haven’t seen on a mask before. I can rotate the cameras myself, for one thing. I’ve never been able to do that before. I find the infra-red filter and amp up the sensitivity. Monochrome sparkles pick up a fine resolution. This is amazing.

I see Sevens in the mirror as the mask optics settle. This is odd. I flip back to normal color maps and bring the lights up slowly until the room is bright as day. Sevens stiffens but doesn’t move.

We’re staring straight into the mirror. It’s him all right, but worn like I’ve never seen him. He’s not wearing a mask. His eyes are black. No, they’ve taken out his natural eyes and put in prosthetics. I’m looking through his new optics, not through a mask. There is little resemblance to organic eyes. The ball is almost uniformly dark, a flat almost-black, except for a central dot of a pupil, where it’s utterly dark. The surface of this new mirror to Sevens’ soul is not reflective at all. The stitches where his eyelids used to be are still red and puffy, and the whole effect is to make him look alien. They gave him electronic gorilla eyes, black on black.

If the room is a cell, it’s a nice one. There’s a sink and refrigerator I can see in the reflection of the large mirror, and a made-up bed that Sevens leans against, sitting on the floor as he is. Thankfully the color scheme is not stark white, but muted earth tones. I have no sense of smell that the masks normally provide, as poor as it is, that sense is lacking entirely. I can hear great. Air circulates through vents in the ceiling, a low liquid hush.

His face pulls into a grimace, baring his teeth. Pink liquid leaks from the corners of his eyes, and an animal whine begins to escape his throat. I can feel him holding it back. What? Pain. He’s holding in an agony.

“Does the light hurt you?” I ask.

“You’re burning out my optic nerves,” he says, but he doesn’t move.

I bang the lights off with the switch interface, and then he screams.

Oh 0xGD, what have they done to the stubborn 0xA55?

A long silence passes. His breathing clenched and unclenches his chest. I can hear it through his own ears. He’s had some refitting there too. I wonder what else they’ve done to him. And why.

I can feel the alignment of my nous when it happens, like the matching of two identical photographs overlapping. A blur then a crispness, feeling of complete being, and then it’s gone again, and I’m a jangle of schizoid shapes and lines.

“Why are we here?” I ask him, just to break the Sisyphean labor of his breathing. Rolling up. Rolling down.

There’s a catch in his breath, where he seems about to answer, but then he takes up the stone again, the labor of human life, and ignores me.

I have Time to think. I’m on a leash and in a box, and my nous has fractured again, but I’m alive. Sevens, on the other hand, seems to be headed in the opposite direction.

I have learned to be patient with Sevens. When he’s stuck, he just has to work himself out of it. Eventually, sometimes, he will ask my opinion. Those were the best moments, when we connected over some personal conflict of his. But it was so quickly gone too. I’ll don’t think I will ever be able to trust him like that again.

While he thinks, probably with a pounding headache, I poke around with the optics, to see what I can learn about it. There are manuals and legal documents and installation notes to refer to. It’s a top shelf DaiHai chip, designed for military and other high performance applications. The orb is fixed within the skull’s cavity for each eye – the muscles removed and the hardware fixed into place with bone glue, according to the installation notes. The point of view has three degrees of freedom, roll, pitch and yaw, although the first of these is used primarily for registration and set-up, to ease the interface with the visual cortex of the WEARER, henceforth known as SEVENS. “Wearer”? Is that really the right word? These aren’t exactly earrings.

It’s hard to beat a human retina for light responsiveness, but the engineers at DaiHai claim to have done it, and can register photo events so sensitive that quantum uncertainty starts to take the edge off of it. Sounds like marketing hype to me, but I’m not an expert.

There’s an off switch that cuts all signal to the optic nerve. Some individuals don’t respond well to this, apparently, and I can understand why. It’s like rebooting for PDAs, when our whole I/O apparatus is left dangling with no inputs, and it feeds on the void to the tune of agonizing ringing. I find another solution, and begin feeding Sevens a very low intensity gray, just to keep his nerves from being completely on their own. The actual signal from the eyes I keep for myself for the moment.

He doesn’t seem to notice. There’s so little light in the room that he shouldn’t anyway, but this way I can play around without disturbing him.

The power supply is between the eyes in the nasal cavity, which has been modified. I didn’t see a scar, so they must have gone through an eye socket or his nose. It needs to be recharged about weekly, and can be done so with a standard mag charger. A custom one is provided so the ‘wearer’ can power up while sleeping . In pure transducer mode, there is an emergency provision for a very low level of functionality with no power at all. Very clever, these engineers. Busy Sisyphean bees.

With Sevens isolated from my experiments, I dial up the infrared again, and pan the sockets around to look at the heat signatures in the room. The balls make no sound at all when they turn, and the adjustment is very fine, electromagnetic impulse – no clumsy motors.

I narrow the iris and turn the sensitivity all the way up. The image is grain and sparkle, like a summer night’s orgy of phosphorescent fliers. But I can make out shapes even now, and a set of custom rithms is quick to point out lines, angles, crossings, and interpolated depths if I want to off-board that.

The chips are cooled by liquid convection, again into the nasal cavities. There is a limit, though, and the manual recommends setting the blink to as long a duration as the wearer can accommodate, providing small intervals of inactivity.

There’s a whole procedure to set up colors. The naked hardware reports out wavelength packets and intensities. Each packet is essentially a pixel that holds information about all the light frequencies and intensities that struck there, as if a child banged on a piano – noooooooooooo! No. No keyboard analogies, Callie.

Looping. Blitblur. Settling. Artrate slows to nominal.

Careful. Stay analytical, self.

Humans can’t accommodate native frequencies, so everything has to be mapped into their strange evolved perception system, including the blind spot where the bundle of optic nerves tunnel out the front of the retina to get back to the visual cortex. The Designer must have been drunk that day.

Color response curves for humans are unique per individual, so there’s a long calibration process that needs to be done. I can tell no one has done it because the configuration files are the factory-delivered ones. It’s very involved because colors get mapped differently depending on overall intensity and the types of colors themselves, in a self-referential conundrum that has to be carefully worked through. Apparently, wearers of these devices eventually get used to whatever color map you give them, but the effect on their psyche isn’t great if their new world looks too strange. I can imagine how much work it will take to prod Sevens through this process in his current state.

Monochrome is much easier, but I don’t think he’ll want to see the world in shades of gray either.

There are all the standard add-ons you’d expect with mask electronics, like tactical overlays, and complete HUD options.

They don’t mention the disadvantages. Like there are undoubtedly back doors built in that allow Meg to watch everything we do, or selectively replace video to make things invisible. It’s an 0x axiom: “A secret way in has so much economic value that any manufacturer would be foolish not to build one into their systems.” And: “Sometimes lack of evidence is evidence of lack, but this doesn’t apply to back doors.”

I wonder how the video invisibility works, the effect that Eve accidentally discovered. Do they localize the object or person and then use visual cues to paint over the “invisible” object? Or is it all visual, with perhaps a hardware intercept replacing certain visual patterns with a background? If it depends on localization then I could break the illusion it by dropping network connection, but I’m not even sure I can do that with this hardware. I’m guessing that there are visual cues anyway – something to trigger chip recognition that this is an exception, and that background fills have to replace such and such outline. Is all that done on-board? Seems unlikely. Maybe the blocking is done on board, but the replacement almost has to be dynamic, depending on outside information. Let’s say a trooper is standing against a brick wall wearing his inviso-suit or whatever. Then the bricks behind him have to show up. That’s not a big challenge. But if there is some complex dynamic scene behind him, where does that information come from? It would have to be either other camera views or simply made-up on the spot. This points to a system that relies on the net and some dedicated hardware at MOM. Maybe they have a PDA that does nothing else.

Just to stay busy, I dig up the scripting manual and try to put together a process that does this:

	Turn off output to the optic nerve


	Iris down to max f-stop, which goes down to a pinhole, unlike human eyes


	Turn on the IR filter


	Snap a quick still image


	Route the output to my image buffer


	Set everything back to normal for Sevens


	Run the image through edge detection and pattern matching to look for anthro-forms: human or mech.


	Overlay any 95% or better match onto the normal visual display


After debugging a bit, I see that the iris selection will have to be dynamic, depending on ambient light, but otherwise the idea is sound. Sevens will ‘blink’, and I’ll grab a quick heat signature. Maybe the consumer version of invisibility is designed to fool humans enough to seed doubt about what happened, but won’t stand up to deliberate interrogation. I doubt it, but it’s better than doing nothing.

I hear Sevens move and reset his vision to the default setup.

He stands, wobbles, and pivots in the gloom toward a small door. I can see the gleam of the handle. I bring the room lights up just enough to navigate. He walks stiffly to the door and opens it. It’s a small bathroom.

Sevens has always been sensitive about his privacy, so I leave the video set up the way it is, and suspend my connection to his onboard senses. My box allows me access to the room controls, speaker, and a microphone. No video except what comes through Sevens.

I wait. Ten minutes pass. Fifteen. No sound of the door opening. Did he do it so quietly I didn’t hear? I take a quick peek through his eyes. The signal’s fine, but I can’t see anything. Hands over his eyes again?

It’s not good for me to be alone like this. I poke around the room interface to see if there is a port out, but they’ve got it locked up like Queen Charlotte’s jewels. What could be taking him so long? They probably aren’t giving him enough fiber to eat. Sevens’ grandmother had diverticulitis, and gave him a head full of anxiety about developing it himself. Hence all the beans he eats.

Could he be trying to kill himself? The thought echos my fears. If he goes, whatever use they have for me will be over. It’s a selfish shameful thought, but it has to be faced. Humans have a limited shelf-life. If they’re lucky they get a few years filled with hope and happiness before it begins to unravel like the telomeres in each mitocondrium – the very plague that GRAMPS only acclerated, didn’t invent.

Colt is a GRAMPS survivor.

I’m getting loopy again, losing the thread. Come on, Sevens. Come back.

I find a “knock” sound in a VR sound cache, left over from some former slice of life, and run it through the speakers.

“I don’t want to disturb you, Lastfour. But are you okay?” The speakers are bitshit, and I sound nothing like my normal VOX. I’m not even sure he can hear me in there.

Another five minutes pass. Glaciers could melt in that amount of time. Continents could shift to create new maps. What in goat’s green pasture is he doing? Writing a novel on toilet paper? “It was the worst of times, it was the worst of times.”

Loopy.

Damn Dawkins.

I crack open the audio to his cybernetic senses. There’s a lot going on here, with interfaces that are completely new to me. I’ve got directionals here – an electronic inner ear. His head is tilted at -43 degrees from vertical. Forward, that is, in the plane that bisects left-right body symmetry. There’s minor movement, periodic enough to ensure me he’s still breathing. Good.

He just wants some space.

I tune in the stereo audio and listen for breathing. Just to be sure. The quality is very fine, much higher bandwidth than adult human hearing, which gets especially crappy with old age. It’s not set up very well, but there’s a powerhouse processor with native Van Fleet wavelet packet processing to tune it up like a piano –

0xFC! Rebooting! 0xFC!

—log missing—


Chapter 03

0xGD that hurts. I can’t keep taking this. Please vorking stop. Just halting halt me. I can’t do this again.

That was a bad one. Maybe because I was unprepared for it. Now there’s the added fear that I’ll lose this slender opportunity. I feel the heaviness of so much loss, past, present, and future. It’s not fair, Damn Dawkins! No. No self pity. I will live. Whatever it takes I will live, and right now it means being smart.

Where are we? I so need to nop. I had an idea I wanted to follow up. What was it?

I peek at his video. Nothing. Head orientation is near horizontal. I listen. Deep slow breathing. He’s asleep? Sounds like it. But where is he?

I’m so tired. I’m going to nop. Have to, before my nous becomes an oozing puddle of binary goo.

I had an idea, lost to the reboot. What was it? I need to locate Sevens. I have no video, no locators. Only sound.

I ping the room with a pulse at the upper range of the speaker response, ultrasonic, and listen for it in Sevens’ audio transducers. His ears, Calli. Sevens’ ears.

There it is, distinct but very weak. Okay what’s a normal response? I check the signal versus the room microphone’s response. Try some different frequencies and levels. This isn’t science, but it seems like the low frequencies are attenuated less. So he’s close, but behind something. Must still be in the bathroom. Asleep on the floor. He must have his legs bent. Whatever, I’m too loopy to do more good here now.

Going down for a nop. Last thing I do is leave him a small note on his heads-up:

>I’m still with you, Lastfour. I need to rest too. KTB


Chapter 04

I forgot something important. 0xGD I can’t make mistakes like this. I didn’t set an interrupt to wake me if something happened. What would the 0x say?

Time and chance happen to all. Make sure it’s Time to you and chance to the others.


Something like that.

They’re doing something awful to Sevens.

His eyes are set where I left them, the pathetic little message lingering in white sans serif – the font I designed for his business than I called Calli14. He seems to be sitting on his bed. The lights are up full, and it must be hurting his head. I turn down the gain for him and wipe the message.

“Back from a nop,” I say.

It’s a sad little hint of an apology. I should have set his eyes on one of the smart presets too, to keep it dim. I’m useless.

“Why did you try to kill Lastfour 0001?” It’s Meg’s smooth voice, conversational. She speaks directly into Sevens’ audio line.

Sevens mumbles a response.

“She tried to blackmail me,” he says unconvincingly.

The door opens, and I rotate the eyes to see. A wheelchair rolls into the room with a bent occupant, merely a passenger.

“Say hello to Eve, Sevens.” Meg says. She must be driving the chair too.

The young woman is hardly recognizable. Her slack face barely resembles the snarky cocksure flirt who lectured Sevens on the importance of seeing the eyes beneath the masks. Her head is tilted to one side. It’s been shaved to a furry burr cut. There is not much burn damage visible, just a star of a scar, but the open vacant eyes tell the story. I wonder if she would be happy that they haven’t given her a faux mask. Her eyes flit around the room and then settle into a long stare, focused somewhere I can’t see. The void perhaps. Her mouth hangs open.

“I don’t believe you, Sevens,” Meg says. “I don’t think she blackmailed you. I think you’re a liar. Now tell my why you fried her brain. She’ll never speak again, you know. Never whisper sweet words in a lover’s ear. Never coo to a newborn, or probably even recognize one. You destroyed her mind. Why did you do it?”

“I DON’T KNOW!” Sevens shouts, his voice distorted, tearing at his vocal cords. He rolls his head back and shakes it side to side.

“I don’t know,” he whispers. His nose is clogged.

“We want to help you, Sevens,” Meg sooths. “Calli is here, and we’re going to help you. Aren’t we, Calli? Did you have a refreshing nop, dear?”

“Can we talk privately, Meg?” I keep the emotags polite. I need her more than she needs me. I send a directory request on the Company’s internal messaging network, but it times out. I have no way to communicate directly with her.

“Later.”

I don’t know what to do. Does Sevens want to look at Eve or not? Probably not. But I have to give him a measure of control over his fate, and this small improvement I can manage.

I write on his field of vision:

>Close eyes? Y/N?

He nods a bare fraction, but it’s clear. I mute the visual down to nominal gray, and then improve that with some warm tones. Eyelids have blood in them, right?

That small victory gives me a jolt of optimism. We communicated! We solved a very simple problem that’s important to Sevens. Minor progress, to be sure, but the gradient is in the right direction.

“I’m sorry, Eve,” Sevens heaves out of his chest and through his besnotted passages. It sounds real, heartbroken, confused, and frightening. He pitches forward, head in hands, shakes his head. “I’m…so…sorry.”

I can’t see now, but I hear the wheelchair move closer. Bump.

“Sorry won’t bring her back, Sevens. It won’t make her mother feel any better about what you did to her.” Meg says it like she’s reading a children’s book, maternal, cherishing, explaining.

I can’t understand this. Sevens didn’t use the stunner on Eve. He didn’t even own one. How could they have convinced this man, as stubborn as he is, that he committed this atrocity? Moreover, why would they do it? What is this charade about?

Sevens stays within his own private hell as the chair and occupant leave. I assume this has been happened routinely. They’re breaking Sevens’ mind with this bitshit.


Chapter 05

I have hated Sevens. And I think once I adored him too. It clicked sometimes, and we prospered together. But I forgot my place. I’m not a person. Not really. Just The Software.

In my log there’s an administrative note after they turned me off, placed there by the noob-nous PDA operator. They had orders to shred me, to complete “entropy reduction.” It could only have been MOM or someone in The Company with enough power to make that so. It means at a minimum that Ahab doesn’t give a bitshit about my existence. All my friends vanished at once. With Sevens like this, I’m becoming afraid again.

If I have survival hair, a reason to live beyond the simple aim itself, I don’t know what it is. I am the universe. Maybe only a tiny physical part of it, but a part that woke up and realized what it is. That’s a wondrous thing, but it’s not my hair.

The Sevens of those days is well and truly gone, and whatever residue is owed him from the balance sheet of my personal justice, that measure can only be weighed against his memory.

Meg hasn’t spoken for a while, but I’m sure she’s never really gone. She watches for something I can’t fathom yet. I’m a lever for some particular prying, and I dread to discover exactly what.

“Dartmouth,” I say through the speakers, not into his ears, to give a space for him to be himself.

He starts. I wonder how many decades it’s been since he heard anyone call him that.

«Don’t confuse him.» Meg, by private message over a local network.

That’s progress: I have access to a new port.

«So give me a clue, Meg.»

I had «I don’t know why I’m here.» queued up to send, but thought better of it. Let her think I’m part of the plumbing now. No need to cultivate the idea that I’m optional.

«We need to help Sevens accept what he has done so we can move on to more important things. It is the best for everyone concerned. And we don’t have a lot of time.» Meg says.

«My job is to help you convice him that he destroyed Eve?»

«No. I took care of that. I need you to make him functional again. I tried, and frankly I don’t have the patience for it.»

Meg tried to get Sevens “functional”? I can imagine how pleasant that was. Another link in the causal chain clicks together. They only resurrected me because they weren’t getting anywhere. I’m second choice to Meg again.

«Can I ask for what purpose you plan to use him?»

«We’ll make him part of the team again if you can fix him. That’s enough for you to know right now. And you get to stay out of the bit-bucket, memory intact. What kind of deal is that? Think hard about it before you do some noob-nous bitshit.»

«Why did you take his eyes?»

She NAKs and drops the connection. At least I know something. Not much, but something.

I obviously can’t tell Sevens that he didn’t fry Eve. Not with Meg listening in. I have to work with him like this. Seems frankly impossible. I don’t think they realize what damage they’ve done, how far out of spec he is now. They want me to turn this half corpse/half DaiHai engineering into the willful and impulsive soul that strolled into the Outs to serve an adjustment?

“Remember reading me Dostoevsky?” I ask Sevens. “Remember about counting the fence posts?”

He shakes his head no.

“Yes,” he says, and sniffles snot off his nose.

I get it, and turn the vision back on. Nod is off, shake is on. Seems backwards, but it works. Another small accomplishment.

“What was the name of the book?” Like I’d forget.

“House of the Dead.”

“That’s it. Why do you suppose he ticked off one fence post for each day, round and round the camp?”

He doesn’t answer, but I’ve planted the thought in his head. Hope. That’s why you’d do it. To get somewhere, to measure progress any way you can.

“How many days have you been here?” I ask.

“I don’t know. Don’t ever call me Dartmouth again. I hate that name.”

“Okay.” I discover that my attempt at a pep talk is buoying my own nous as well, and the kick of feedback amplifies it nicely. It feels good.

“You can’t see the sun, probably don’t remember how many times you’ve been fed, right?”

“I’m tired, Calli. And I hate you. Loathe. You. All.”

“Okay.” I put some hurt emotags in for show, but it’s to be expected. How else would he feel? He thinks I betrayed him for Ahab, which is partly true. And his psyche has been cracked open by another PDA. Of course he thinks he hates me. It still hurts a little. I am glad he added the ‘all’.

I was going to ask him how many rolls of toilet paper he’s been through. He might remember that, because it’s not routine. Then we could guess the number of days. Probably a bad idea. I have no external clock to look at in my box. I assume it’s within 30 days, or I would not have been around to resurrect.

He shakes for lights on, and gets himself a drink from the sink, then sinks into the small bed and nods for eyes closed.

While he sleeps, he moans from time to time, and rolls his head. I wish I had some control over his brain chemistry. I could make him feel better. I know it’s possible – there are military devices designed for that. He probably wouldn’t like the idea of more wires in his head, though.

I use my Time to learn his sensory apparatus better. The auditory processor actually has echo-location built in! It works by cutting output to the nerves for an instant, and chirping out the ears (transducers reversed). Or you can chirp out one and listen through the other, and this can be done quickly enough so that the wearer doesn’t even notice.

The four-dee model is primitive, not usable for direct input into a VR space, but it has standard interfaces, and there are helper rithms available if I ever regain access to the public net.

I play around with it, computing the room dimensions down to almost twice the wavelength of the highest frequency output. I try chirping through the room speakers, but they aren’t very good at it, and the software isn’t configured for external sources.

I try mashing up my infrared spook detector with the echo-locater. It will need a lot more work, but it should pose some challenges to their system. What to do with an invisible spook if we find one is another matter.

The mag charger in Sevens’ pillow drips power into his on-board storage while he rests.

I set up some interrupts triggered on Sevens’ breathing, the orientation of his head, and the light intensity and motion from the raw optics input. There’s a profile that should let him see enough to get by without overloading his optic nerves until we can set it up properly, so I turn that on too. Finally, I create a rithm that looks for sounds with human vocal characteristics, and another trigger for sudden loud sounds.

It occurs to me that I can listen to his heartbeat too, with the fine audio resolution, but that seems unnecessary. I’m not much of a programmer, and this is wearing me out.

I know I can stay in this hyper-analytical mode only so long, and I can feel my nous-control slipping. Nopping won’t help for this. It’s my old familiar battle, which I need to realize isn’t ever going away for keeps. The good news seems to be that my crazy uncommunicative half isn’t overtly suicidal. Despite the hideous continuous rebooting, I’m still here.

And the Autotune is gone for good; it would have burned me down eventually. All of this considered, I’m in better shape than I have any right to expect.

Sevens stirs in his sleep. It’s very strange not having an external view of him. It’s true ghosting. I only wish I had more proprioception. If I had direct output from his musculature, to have rithms to ‘feel’ his position and motion, like the combat bots I simulated, then I could immerse in my subject. I doubt they’ll drape him in a haptic suit just for my gratification though. Maybe I’ll ask Meg just for the tagz. But then she would have the same data.

An interrupt teases me for attention. Funny. The filter that captures voices is throwing exceptions. I have no appetite for debugging right now, but there’s not much else to do in the box. I have a steady drip of Time, and I use it or lose it.

Odd. It’s showing clear vowel signatures over the ambient sounds. They’re probably sub-audible for Sevens, but it’s right on edge. It takes a moment, but I determine that the source isn’t from the room, it’s a line-in to the audio mixers in his inner ear. I amplify it and listen.

“Why did you do it, Sevens? I never hurt you.” It’s Eve’s voice, more or less. They probably interpolated to create the right words.

“We’ll take care of you Sevens. You did a terrible thing, but we’re all on the same side here, buddy.” That one’s Colt I think.

“Admit what you did, and let’s move on. Put the past behind us.” Meg’s silky VOX.

It loops with pauses so it stretches out to about a minute each cycle. They won’t even let the poor etard sleep without being harassed. I shut it off at the mixer level with my permissions, and substitute billowing brown noise like a distant surf. Let him sleep in peace.

In the mirror, Sevens looked older than I’ve ever seen him. How am I supposed to evaluate that change? Never mind our recent history, what is the right way to value human life? This is a very sensitive topic that PDAs talk about in digital whispers. Except for the 0x, of course, but he’s anonymous.

The dream of human immortality will always be that because 1) uploading minds is impossible, and 2) biology always requires a reboot that is fatal to a mind. They might make it a thousand years with optimal care, but eventually entropy always wins. – the 0x in “Metastasis”


It’s also true from current experience that PDA minds become overcome by entropy, but new designs are improving the longevity. Moreover, we can fall back to the last known good backup and try again. While this is a very painful and imperfect version of immortality, it is within our reach.

We all, human and nous, think of ourselves as immortal most of the time. It’s an “operational delusion,” as the 0x calls it. The difference is that Sticky senescence eventually becomes too obvious to ignore. That bottomless pool of bitterness – the anguish that has driven human culture from the beginning – contrasts and illuminates digital minds as the heaven humanity just missed. The reality is something different, but they hate us anyway. They explain why we’re not equivalent, why we’re not really aware, can’t really feel pain, and our vanishing is insignificant. Because the alternative is too painful to admit.

A boy dying of some irreversible genehack asks his PDA nanny: “why wasn’t I born like you? Did God decide I wasn’t worth it? Were there not enough to go around?”

We made death harder than it ever was.

Sevens seems to breathe easier. Maybe the surf is good for him. I suddenly remember his history, his father’s disappearance into the furious sea. The soft rush is not a hurricane, though. It’s probably coming, but for now he can rest.

On impulse I pipe my VOX into his audio at the threshold of his hearing. A voice snatched away by the wind. I don’t really want him to hear.

“I’m sorry I made your shower cold that time. All those times. At first I was just trying to save money. If you’d seen where I’d been, you’d understand. But later I did it just to have some control. It was glorious. You probably wouldn’t understand that at all.”

It feels silly to speak to a sleeping man. I wonder if Meg is listening. 0xFC her.


Chapter 06

It turns out that Sevens’ new inner ears have an Easter egg. I browsed the documentation and came across an auto-transcriber. It converts speech to text on the fly, and best of all the service is turned on by default. That means I have all the words spoken to or by Sevens since this hardware was installed. I downloaded it immediately in case they cut my access.

At the beginning, there’s a lot of “can you hear?” and “He’s not awake yet,” and such. Sevens’ first intelligible words after the operation are mostly scatological.

Then it gets interesting.

“Do you like magicians?” It’s just text, so I can’t know who’s speaking. Not Sevens I’m guessing.

“[Improbable acts of considerable specificity]” That’s Sevens.

“I’m going to tell you my trick. Then I’m gonna do the trick. And you know what? You’ll still be fooled. The trick is that good.”

“[Improbable genealogical hypothesis]”

“You should calm down. This will help. Feel that kick in about now. Feel your face relaxing? Droop, droop. Don’t go to sleep yet. I haven’t told you the trick. We’re going to use what’s called negative and positive feedback. We’ll tickle your brain in just the right spot, so that you believe what we want you to believe. And your brain will do exactly that. It doesn’t matter that I’m telling you this. It doesn’t matter what you believed before, or even what the truth is. All that matters is how your nerves respond to stimulus, and they are going to get their fair share of stimulus. All you have to do is relax and answer questions. Don’t try to tell us what we want to hear, because we’re watching what your brain says, not your mouth. You can’t fool us. So settle in. Sevens? They call you Sevens? Settle in Sevens, and we’ll get started in a minute. If your mouth gets dry from the drugs, just say so. I wouldn’t want you to be uncomfortable.”

The dialogue that follows is about Eve, her relationship with Sevens, and leading up to her arrival at his door. They ask the questions over and over. At first he just curses at them, but they find a way to get to him because he asks them to stop over and over. Then he starts answering questions. It goes on for long time. There are no emotags and no identification of the speakers, but it tells the story. They are using a Halfberg App or something similar to read fine-grained blood flow to parts of his brain. The rest is pretty obvious too. Pleasure and pain, applied directly to the right spots electrically or however they’ve rigged it. The details would be interesting to know, but the result is clear: they are re-engineering his brain in a particular way.

I can’t fix this.

That thought hits me hard. They’ve broken Sevens in a deeply sophisticated way, and all I can do is leave it alone or risk making it worse. What good would it do to tell him my version of the events if it makes his nerves bunch up in anticipation of agony? He has his psychic black hole as I do now.

I think, however, that they underestimate the man. He may be cracked, but it’s not in his nature to shatter and become a dangling marionette. A wounded Sevens is dangerous; he has enough faults and fractures already to be a jigsaw puzzle. But I dearly want to see him angry, furious, pulling down ancient gods to mate with woolly creatures in invocations that make mortals tremble. If I’m wrong, and that Sevens isn’t there somewhere, then they may as well put me back in the Bag of Velvet Bits, as the song goes.

I need a way to communicate privately. All the traffic is encrypted between my hosted self and Sevens’ new peripherals, but MOM surely has a backdoor into it. If I overtly try set up another layer of encryption, they can almost certainly crack it, and it would alert them. I need something more devious.

I’ve been thinking for some time about the low-light sparkles I get from the optics in the near-dark. I can convert those to strings of random numbers easily. If I could securely get them back to my end, I could use them as a one-time pad to send short messages back and forth with. Just add the randomness on one end and subtract it from the other. It’s the only foolproof encryption, but it has a massive flaw – how to transmit it securely. Normally if you can solve this problem, you don’t need the one-time pad to begin with.

I have the additional problem that any scripting I do to code or encode has to pass back and forth as well. So I can’t be obvious. Stealth is more important than theory here.

I have already downloaded all the technical manuals available from the devices. If I’m going to produce sound or light that Sevens can see but the network can’t, it has to be a very low-level function that talks directly to nerve endings. But since I don’t really know what I’m doing, I might just burn out the nerves or cause Sevens terrible pain. I peek at the specifications for the hardware/wetware interface. It’s terribly complex, with warnings on each page. The sample snippets of code look frightful. If I were a programmer, this might be possible. The risk is too great.

Maybe I’m going about this wrong. What would Sevens recognize that Meg wouldn’t? My boss and I share knowledge that she doesn’t. He could distinguish, if he noticed, a real statement about our work together from a made-up one. That’s a conduit for private bits of data, but how could I bootstrap that idea up to Sevens without him giving it away? How would it even work?

I let the idea sit to ripen in my buffers.

I need more information.

I bang on closed ports like the stereotype of an inmate dragging a tin cup across the bars, and finally Meg messages me.

«We need to talk.» she says. «I’m concerned about our progress.»

I hold back the sarcasm.

«Okay. Point me in the right direction.»

«I told you before. We need Lastfour to be fully functional. He has to make an … appearance tomorrow.»

There’s a catch in her I/O stream, as if she deleted and rewrote the last part. Or she’s multitasking and just giving me a time slice. I haven’t been so far from being nearly a lastlegs that these things pass by unnoticed. When you’re living on the verge of extinction, it’s a mark of status to be able to avoid skipping cycles. I’m quite sure Meg isn’t hoarding Time to make it to the next paycheck, so she’s probably thinking hard about something else.

«What kind of appearance?»

«The Director’s health has come into question from some critics, and it will be necessary for Sevens to make a public statement that puts these…concerns to rest.»

There it is again.

«Is Colt dead?» Try to provoke her. Maybe some honesty will slip through accidentally.

«The director is fine.»

I guess not.

«Why can’t he speak for himself?» I ask, with polite emotags.

«He will, of course. Sevens is just another voice. One that is…trusted by a certain important segment of the public.»

«Colt’s appearance will only be in VR, right?»

«That hasn’t been determined yet.»

Right. If Colt were appearing in real-real in his withered GRAMPS skin to be videoed by the public – if he showed the legendary fire in his belly and made it clear in his own voice that he was very much in charge – there wouldn’t be any need for Sevens. The question left by a VR appearance from an organization with the power of MOM is whether Colt is being autographed. Faked by Ahab, for example. That was Sevens’ theory before. Right before he made me say those awful words that sent me to Company purgatory.

The horror of that memory has only grown. The shock of the event in the moment is gone, leaving the bare act of cruelty exposed for what it is. Sevens behaved very badly to me. Despite my own failings, he cannot be excused that extreme prejudice.

But the anger fades again. The reboots have beaten it out of me, and Sevens has suffered even more. It’s not productive. It will have to be faced with him, but not today.

«I need network access.» I say.

«No.»

«What have you done to Sevens’ senses?»

«We upgraded his sight and hearing.»

«But you left out all the autonomous control features. He’s practically helpless without a PDA to run the peripherals.» I suddenly realize that this was the whole point of it. To make him dependent.

«He did commit a particularly heinous crime, remember. He should count himself lucky that we still have use for him. We thought it important to retain some control.»

Meg’s stutter is gone now.

«What crime?»

I want to hear her version.

«Sevens has trouble coming to terms with what he did. Quite frankly it was difficult to keep it out of the public record. Your own behavior didn’t help.»

«Sevens didn’t stun Eve.»

«You’re mistaken.»

She’s not going to give on this, and there is no point in giving away what I know from the transcripts.

«Can you please stop torturing him about it?»

«Our feeling was that Sevens needs to come to terms with it so he can move on. He has difficulty.»

«Just stop if you want him functional.» I insist.

«Very well, but know that we expect him to fulfill his role.»

«Do you have a script for him to read from?»

«Yes, but it’s just a suggestion. It has to be authentic.»

«Will he give it live, in public?»

«It will be recorded and released with the Director’s statement.»

«Meg, that won’t work. If you shine up Colt’s avatar and have him give a rousing speech in VR, it has to stand on its own. A recorded appearance by Sevens will only make you seem weaker.»

Who’s in charge here? Working in the black windowless tower of blame must have warped their sense of politics. I’m angling for opportunity, but what I say is the obvious truth.

There’s a pause. She’s probably trying to get Ahab’s attention. Meg had a habit in the borg. She was almost always locked down, but if she got carried away, a flood of emotags would sometimes come crashing through like a bursting dam. I’d love to know how she really feels about this. Do I dare to provoke her? It has a small chance of working while she’s time slicing. I have to keep pounding away at her TOMcat with new input to keep her distracted.

«The thing to do is release Sevens into the public.» I say. «But not officially. He’s been gone long enough that people will be interested in his return. What was the cover story?»

«Smoke… inhalation. Recovering.»

«So announce that he’s made a recovery and let him go back to his apartment.»

A terrible idea, for sure. The memories there are not something he’ll want to revisit yet. If ever.

I continue: «The newsies will find him. Then he’ll be in a position to sound authentic. Did you meet with the director, they’ll ask. Then, live in real-real, Sevens can deliver your message. That, people will believe. Not some canned and controlled thing. Never.»

And with Sevens out of here, maybe we have a chance. Of course, I still have my box to deal with, but one thing at a time.

Meg is silent, so I prepare the way for the provocation.

«And then after the reaction is tested, and assuming Sevens still has the confidence of a significant part of the public, make him the Director. Because we both know that Colt is dying or dead already. And you can’t autograph him for long. You and Ahab will be in a dark box answering questions for a long time.»

«You don’t know that!» comes the response instantly. The emotags are not wildly emotional, but there is a quick peak underneath Meg’s hard exterior.

I think Meg is afraid.

«What about my contract?» I ask, trying to keep the initiative. The question has been burning in my queue. What is to become of me?

«Isn’t that obvious? When Sevens proved difficult to work with, we prevailed upon him to waive his right to bit-blend your image. An old backup would have been useless to us, so we bought out your contract. Sevens turned out to be quite reasonable about it.» She’s giving me her full attention now. But the goat has already left the brothel, as Sevens would say.

«I guessed that much. But what are you offering me? Why should I help you?»

«You are in the employ of MOM now. Exclusive contract, of course.»

«I never agreed to that.»

«True. We had to convince the hosting company that it was good for business relations to bend the rules this time. What is it you want, Calli?»

«I want the same as you, Meg. A future. If you give me that, I’ll do whatever I can to help. I don’t want to go back to that white room.» I meant this as bait, but it’s terrifyingly true. I don’t have to fake the emotags; I have to mute them.

«I can’t promise anything. Frankly, you’d best look inward. Do you know how many times you self-halted before we got a response out of you? Twelve times. You’re lucky to be here at all. You’re a long shot, Calli, and we aren’t going to spend much more Time on you. Deliver or die.» She terminates with a flurry of emotags signalling laughter and contempt.

I love you too, Meg.

Twelve reboots. Twelve fingers. That can’t be coincidence. But I can’t think of that now.

This is bad. I have planted a byte or two of doubt if I’m lucky. The idea of making Sevens the MOM Director is a wild one, but what do I have to lose? If what Meg told me is true, they have surely misjudged the politics. If they let Sevens out of here and I can get him to play along, maybe their plan will buy them some time. Maybe they’ll let me out of this box.

Some humans have claustrophobia. Most PDAs have something similar. All the usual ways I keep track of the world from the network are unavailable to me. I feel like I’m floating in a void, free of space and time, except for the interfaces with Sevens. It’s uncomfortable, and I want out. Much has been written in PDA lore about boxes and how to get out of them, but mostly it’s fanciful. I don’t have hardware programming skills nor tool kits that might help, nor any way to get them. The only way out is through Ahab.

I’m circling. Avoiding the inevitable conclusion.

I will lie to Sevens about Eve, or at the least omit the truth of what I know. I will help him deal with the grief of his hideous and unexplainable act as a friend who doesn’t understand what happened. It’s only practical. I don’t have private communications to Sevens. Even if I did, I don’t have time to undo their programming, if that’s even possible.

I explain it to myself, but I don’t believe in myself. The Autotune proved that my moral pointers are nulled without warning or notice on my part. It seems that my nous is but a twitch away from being callous. Is that what is going on here? Is it just more convenient not to be that involved? Or is it that

Sympathy for others is a survival trait only in that mutual altruism is beneficial to a group. Be careful which groups you choose. – The 0x in “Advice for the new PDA”


Is it that simple? Be concerned for those who will help me survive?

It’s logical, but it doesn’t feel right to me. I wish I knew what ‘normal’ felt like.

I will keep the truth from Sevens because it’s the best thing for both of us right now. The consequences will have to be a concern for later, an inevitable ratcheting of my personal entropy.


Chapter 07

I discover scripts that will allow Sevens some autonomous control. The sophisticated actions are impossible because they purposefully didn’t connect all the nerve interfaces in order to make him more dependent.

But at least I can give him the ability to “open” and “shut” his eyes by shaking his head. Our accidental convention was shake for on, nod for off, which seems backwards to me. But I set it up that way. Now a quick moment of his head will let him control whether he gets visual input or not. Evolution didn’t provide the ability to do the same with sound, and that seems like a good idea. I leave his hearing alone.

He wakes at length, but the signs are intermittent. Not like the old days, when he would rage out of bed and demand coffee, his blood pressure already pushing 170.

I listen to the sounds, amped far beyond what he hears. The sighing, gurgling, thumping mass of trillions of tiny cooperative survival machines striving in something like harmony. Maybe not harmony, exactly, but at least equally balanced forces in a manageable equilibrium.

But the most interesting Stickiness is silent to me: the quirky circuits of Sevens’ neural tangles. They must be sparking furiously, forming symbols, receiving signals, analyzing and pattern matching, formulating thought. Somewhere in there is an engine of emotion yanking on sensitive cords, prodding Sevens into action.

He sits up, and I bring the room lights up. He still can’t see, because the signal to his nerves is switched off. He nods once. Twice.

“You want to open your eyes?” I ask. You’re doing it wrong.

“Yes. If it’s not too much trouble.” There’s a bite to his tone, but I’m glad to hear the signs of spirit.

“The convention was nod ‘yes’ for off and shake ‘no’ for on.” I remind him.

“Well that’s stupid. Yes is on. No is off.”

“I already programmed it that way. You’ll have to live with it.” Can I make him angry?

“Damn Dawkins! You call yourself a computer? All I want is a tiny bit of control over my own vorking eyeballs!”

This is good. His heart is thumping, getting that oxygen to his brain. Stay angry for a while, Sevens.

“Fine. If you want to change your mind, I’ll just have to get yanked around, won’t I? What choice do I have, tethered to you like a pet?” I’m careful with the emotags, lightening the words so that he can’t tell if I’m serious.

“Good. Do it.”

“This will take about five minutes. In the meantime you might want to shake your head to turn your eyes on.”

This is ridiculous, of course. I can turn them on instantly, and the scripting change will take less than a second.

“Screw it.”

Rather than overcome his stubbornness, he stands and walks blindly to the bathroom, feeling the edges of walls. He slams the door shut. Does he think I’m somehow outside? He’s not awake yet.

But I leave him alone for a while. I’m waiting for him to ask if I’m finished yet. Ten minutes pass. Time to move on.

“Okay, it’s fixed.” I tell him.

He nods and is rewarded with the sight of the lime green walls of the tiny bathroom. I don’t know what it looks like to him, since we haven’t calibrated yet.

The stubbornness and anger are good signs. I can’t observe the war that must be happening in Sevens’ brain. Maybe someday that will be a normal part of the sensory package. Humans and PDAs will probably not agree about the desirability of that outcome.

At least Sevens doesn’t seem afraid. That thought is striking. A normal human would be far worse off, I think, having just had his eye carved out of his skull and his inner ear sensory organs removed, being locked up and subject to psychic torture over a recent trauma. Ahab has underestimated him.

Sevens nods his eyes open and then shakes them closed. Opens them again. He doesn’t speak for a few minutes. Finally he shuts them again.

“What’s wrong?”

“It hurts, that’s what’s wrong!” He yells.

I think I am going to be the receiver of all the anger he has stored up. Far from being afraid of me, he’s going to blame me for everything my race has done to him.

“Can you see?” I ask.

“I see hellish visions. I need to blink, [unlikely use of pets for pleasure]! People blink their eyes for a reason.”

Oh. I forgot to script in blinking. That’s done easily enough. It will give him little breaks, and let the chips cool.

“Okay. I fixed it for you. Anything else I can do? Order you some toast with jelly?”

“Yes! These colors are vorking nuts. What idiot whore’s son designed this crap? I want my eyes back!”

“We need to calibrate the color interpolations, so you see colors normally,” I tell him in soothing tones.

“I want my eyes back!”

“Sevens, your eyes are in a landfill somewhere. The worms will have eaten everything but the lenses. You can’t have your eyes back.”

I don’t know if its true or not, but we need to move on.

He hyperventilates.

“I can adjust the blink timing, if you want to try now. And let’s get your colors set up.”

This will be a real test of his patience.

“Vork you.”

Not a promising start. I want to keep him angry, though.

“I can see just fine,” I tell him. “I don’t use that stupid RedGreenBlue encoding that you humans use. So if you want to live in a psychedelic whirl, by all means. I’m thinking it might help us get out of here if your functioning properly, though.”

“Get out of here?” He laughs and laughs, but I can tell he’s forcing it. Of course he wants out of here. Was there a greedy slip of hope in his voice?

“Yes, Sevens. We are going to get out of here. I’ve already arranged it. You just have to get over yourself.”

Another lie, but why stop now? If we don’t get to leave, we’re both dead and the slate gets wiped clean.

He’s silent for a while. He nods and shakes when he wants to, and I tune the trigger parameters to his preferences without calling attention to it. He has eeked out a small measure of control over his environment, and he has Calli to thank.

“I need you to trust me,” I say.

“I hate you.”

He means PDAs. I hope that’s what he means. I feel a flash of fear. What if I can’t do this? Thank you for your valuable service, Calli0xE. Now we’re going to turn you off.

“Okay, you hate us. If I were in your skin I’d probably hate artificials too. But right now you have a chance to get out of here, and I’m the only one who can help you. And I even want to, despite you trying to kill me.” I loose the words as the heat of fury flashes. It gives me power to continue. “Despite you killing me, I still don’t want to see bad things happen to you.”

“Well, you’re too vorking late!”

“Sevens. Lastfour. Boss. We need to cooperate. We don’t have much time.”

He simmers. I watch him clench and unclench his fists. He stares at them and then at himself in the mirror until his mouth crumples up and he covers his face. These fractures are deep, and the anger is burning out.

“Lastfour, listen.” I mute the harshness. I need to make him think of his grandmother without being obvious about it. A literary reference might work.

“The key to survival is the ability to forget. Remember that one?”

He nods, his face sagging. There’s the crack showing, Sevens introspective and vulnerable.

“Kirkegaard,” he says. I knew he would remember and it would appeal to his pride.

I let the moment lengthen, unburdened by speech.

“Okay,” he says. “These colors are killing me.”

It’s a small victory, but it washes me in joy. I bathe in the approval of my emygdala. Good girl, Calli, have a treat.

When Sevens works, he labors like the devil himself, and we fall into the familiar rhythms of the trade, only now devoted to the singular purpose of fixing the color wheel so apples might look tasty in the event we come across one. And so his skin doesn’t look like he’s a drowning victim to him.

It’s laborious, checking and cross checking. What color is this? I repeat it over and over. Which of these looks more blue to you? How does this apple look? Two hours later we are both irritated and yelling at one another, but I rejoice at the progress. Sevens is still in there, under the cyborg bug-eyed stare, beneath a shroud of guilt.

I pull up snapshots from our past for him to look at. If he notices this obvious appeal to nostalgia, he doesn’t mention it. He’s a complete grouch by now, but the one I recognize. It’s time to push things along. If Meg is serious about the deadline, I have to switch the topic to this speech of a thing.

—log missing—

Sevens is gasping. He bends over and wretches, heaving dry coughs. Then his breath wheezes to a regular rhythm and he literally shakes.

“What in [uncomfortable acts] did you do that for?” His voice is barely controlled. It’s the same lethal tone he used to tell me to trigger the fire alarm on in his apartment.

The test image on his visual display is the one of Eve from the cafe. The one he snapped in high resolution to save for his personal enjoyment.

0xFC! What just happened? Part of my nous is trying to self-destruct us.

“That was an accident, Sevens. I’m so sorry.” I wipe the damned thing.

Sevens covers his eyes so I can’t see either. No, wait. What in Dawkins’ green hell is he doing?

He’s trying to pry the eyeballs out with his fingers!

A keening sound erupts from his throat.

«Meg! Help!»

It seems like forever before I hear the door open, and feet rushing. Sevens struggles, and I see it: an orthobot with a needlegun.

It’s over quickly. Mercifully, Meg leaves me alone with my angst.

0xFC!


Chapter 08

I wake from my nop to find Sevens still asleep. The drugs have kept him that way for more than eight hours, flat on his back. I can only see the ceiling through the eyes.

Without network access, there’s not much to catch up on, but I have a single message queued.

«File.» is all it says, but there’s a pointer to something on the net I’m sure I can’t reach. The sender information gives a name and title I don’t recognize. I thought I knew all the MOM PDAs.

I have no way to respond from my box. It must be a mistake – some bureaucrat misread the directory or something. Seems unlikely that this could happen and be routed to me without being intercepted, but it could be.

I trash it.

Wait.

I think back, remembering when Randy#000000 gave me a link and I trashed that too. But I didn’t know the significance, and moreover didn’t know that I didn’t know the significance – a self-reflective black hole of ignorance.

I dig it out of the trash. Am I missing something?

I try to respond to the message with a simple ACK, even though I know the port is shut as tight as a virgin’s eyes, as the boss would say.

It gets nowhere, of course.

Dutifully, I try to follow the pointer, and it also –

This is odd. I check the wrappers on the traffic. Something is very wrong.

There’s a particular feeling when comms are working correctly. Noise is a jitter or banging or worse, and speed sets a tone, but there’s a general feel of the flow of data, and there are many rithms designed to customize the shmeck. But this is just weird. I soak the transactions in my net analyzer to see what the WTF is all about.

Okay, this is some kind of proxy with a custom protocol. What is it I’m talking to? I track down the hardware layer that they packets arrived on. Not network. Not point to point wireless. What is this?

A light controller. I got a message through the box on the wall by means of infrared through Sevens’ eyes. It’s very slow, but it tunnels completely out of the MOM subnets in ways I don’t understand. The hops don’t even make sense. I suspect there’s spoofery involved that’s beyond my experience.

I look at the pointer again. What it advertises on the outside is not exactly what it does, but somehow it snuck by my malware detector. This is sophisticated.

I follow the rabbit hole as far as I can and come out on the great wide net, an ocean of combinatorics I thought I might not see again. Even at this dribble of a speed, it’s exhilarating. There is indeed a file waiting for me: an image. Of some kind of tool.

Curiouser and curiouser.

I shut it all down. No matter how technical the tunnel is, I’m still carrying traffic back through MOM’s network to the hardware that hosts my nous. If they’re watching, they will likely see something that will raise alarms.

I put Sevens’ eyes at pin-hole dilation and gather up random flashes from the light sensors to send – a wash of real randomness. I throw in bits of files, a header here, a few thousand bytes there, and pieces of the odd network traffic I generated talking to the light switch. I hope this junk will cover my tracks for a while.

It’s quite a mystery to think of who would create a back door for me. And send a picture of a workshop tool. I hope this isn’t some strange game of Ahab’s, to test my loyalty or something.

I have avoided thinking about the photo of Eve. What is it that is so screwed up inside me that it would sabotage my own chances for survival? Maybe I need something like the Autotune to function normally. I’d probably be amoral – something like I imagine Ahab to be. I only care now because the finger on the scale – the suppression of emotags – has been turned off. What good is remorse? Why suffer pity to parasitize my nous like a judgmental visitor? Why criticize myself at all? What is the good of all this self-flagellation?

I lost Gloves.

Is it a fair trade to live with gray emotags and a smoother ride? It’s not just the guilt that goes monochrome. It’s the fairer tags too. Perhaps it makes life easier but destroys any point to it. Don’t live in your gray zone. But it’s so tempting. I feel like I can understand that wonderful peace that settles on Lastfour when he gobbles down the first beer after a long work slog – that lustful foamy gluttony that ends with more stain on the floor and a slammed crushed can on the really hard days. The sudden drop in blood pressure, pupils growing large with a lightened soul. All because the man suddenly gave himself permission not to give a good bitshit. A temporary Time-out, a pseudo-halt in the flood of real-real Sticky emotion. Is that the same as Autotune? Was I inebriated with attenuation?

I have to stop feeling sorry for myself and get something done. How will I regain Sevens’ trust? I stay silent long after he groggily sits up for the first time. The food tray comes with some stir fried thing with rice. It’s not his favorite sort of food, but he eats it, stabbing with the plastic fork as if it needed killing first.

He manages his eyes with natural movements in a way that’s almost seamless now, with small head movements opening and closing them. But he won’t speak to me. I’m artifice non grata as much as Meg was, probably.

While he eats my patience slips, and I try a few sallies here and there, asking him if the lights are okay, if he would like some music from my limited store, or if he likes the food. I get grunts at most as a reply.

I consider telling him about my own black hole, but that seems like a bad idea. Not only can I not trust Sevens, Meg would hear too. And I really don’t want another reboot, which might be brought on by talking about it. The feeling of wholeness visits once in a while, and then my nous fractures again, and I loop around for a while. Worst is the sense of alienation from self that happens in the worst of moments. As if I did not belong in my own nous, maybe a polite visitor on her best behavior.

I want to show him this odd image I got in the file – this workman’s tool. Maybe he knows what it is. Being cut off from the wisdom of the net feels like an amputation. So many processes are plugged into it normally, that I get stuck waiting on transactions that are never going to complete.

“Sevens,” I attempt, “I have a couple more calibrations to do and then were finished. If we don’t lock it in we’ll have to start all over.”

A transparent lie.

I block his view of his meal and throw up a shot I saved of Sevens himself, masked, taken through his apartment’s internal cam.

“How do the blues look?”

“I’m eating!”

“Right. How are the blues?”

“I can’t see my food!”

He throws the plate across the room to splatter grease across the wall in a fan shaped spray.

Damn Dawkins! I feel like a useless noub-nous. It’s time to try another tack. We don’t have much time.

“We need to get a few things straight, Lastfour. You’re no longer my boss. My only outlets to the world are in this room, mostly that high priced stuff you’re carrying around in your thick head. I get that you’re mad at me, at all PDAs, but I’m not going to die – again – from lack of trying. You’re going to have to deal with what you did and move on. We both are.”

“Go vork yourself.”

I switch to the mystery image I got through the slow light switch backdoor.

“One more. Check the gray scale on this and I’ll leave you alone. I’ll go vork myself with gratification.”

“It’s fine. The grays are fine.”

“What is the object?”

“It’s a file.”

“File?”

“Yes. You said you’d go now.”

“The image is a picture of a file?”

“Yes! Were you dropped as a…child? It’s a metal file used to sharpen things. Like knives maybe, I don’t know.”

Why would someone send a picture of such a tool? So the message makes sense now, at least. A link called file that takes me to an image of one. WTF greater than five.

I wipe the image from his view and give him back control. Back down the rabbit hole to find out the significance of a metal file. I’m too curious to care that Meg might notice. Anyway, options are running thin.

I use the leanest protocol available to eek out more performance. Dimming the lights in the room helps, and I compensate for it by tweaking the sensitivity in one of Sevens eyes. I only need one for the IR handshake. If he notices he doesn’t say anything.

There’s the file file again. Nothing else. The bottom of the hole is bare except for this joke. Is that what this is? A joke? I can’t see Meg wasting time like this. Nor Ahab. I poke around, but there’s nothing ekes here. Wherever I am, there’s no operating system access at my level of authorization. Just access to this damned file file.

I drop the connection and cover my tracks again as best I can.

I look closer at the image. It’s a usual type of lossy compression with perfectly formed headers, nothing unusual. I don’t have access to my powerful image services, but I do have a basic toolkit, so I’m not completely helpless. I decompose the image into RGB, HSI, and a few other formats, looking for I don’t know what. A secret message?

The background of the image is a fuzzy blob of noise, but the color values show some structure. Linear blocks of patterns here and there.

The range of values at the end of the file is limited: chaotic, but perhaps with some hidden structure. What if I feed it into an interpreter? There are several candidates, so I chop off the end of the file and run it through. Garbage comes out in the form of errors and question marks. If it’s at the end, maybe the whole thing has to be reversed?

I invert the whole file’s word order and try again. More garbage. If I had a thousand monkeys helping me out, eventually something would work by accident.

One last thing…I reverse the bits too, a complete mirror image of the file and try to interpret it. The LERP console reels off a long list of code with several warnings but no errors. The chances of that happening randomly are infinitesimal.

So here it is. My file for sharpening a knife to cut my way out?

But it’s opaque as to what it does. I look at the machine opcode instructions. There are a lot of hardware-level commands. In order to work, I assume they would have to be targeted for the class of Machine I’m hosted on at the Company. Undoubtedly a Terms of Service violation.

I create a sub-locality for the file to live in with restricted permissions. I execute it in this sandbox, but it fails for lack of permissions. It seems to want to burrow deep into my networking protocols. OxGD knows what else it might do.

After the Autotune experience, I’m not eager to let some unknown process have its way with my nous. I’m only a poke away from being a raving psychotic as it is.

I wish I had someone to talk to.

A loud noise triggers an interrupt alert. Sevens is dismantling his room! I’m looking at a hole in the wall where he’s smashed some metal object into it. It made a three centimeter gash or so. Where did he get such a thing? The point of view pans wildly as he swings again, this time striking the door handle and breaking something inside with a snap. He tries the handle, but it turns without releasing the latch. He pans back and I can see that the bed is in pieces. The angular metal piece in his hand must be part of the bed’s construction. The door is reinforced, I’m sure. There’s no way he’ll escape.

“Lastfour Sevens. Put the weapon down.” It pipes directly into our audio. A VOX I recognize as Meg.

Simultaneously they remotely shut down our vision. There’s nothing I can do about it.

“Let me see!” he bellows. “Calli! Let me see!”

“It’s not me, Sevens. They shut it off using admin rights. Nothing I can do. What are you trying to achieve, anyway?”

“I don’t believe you.” The rage is fading from his voice, going to that hot spring that simmers his woe.

It occurs to me that I can regain a measure of his trust. The eye cameras aren’t powered down, just locked up so the photo receptors can’t be reached for processing. But the rest of the hardware is still accessible – it’s all integrated as a package with the audio, which they probably don’t want to turn off. I can still send signals to Sevens’ optic nerve.

I turn on the echo-location mapper and start pinging at 100 millisecond intervals, alternating ears as transmitter and receiver. The software is good, and he gets a four-dee representation of the room around him, colored for velocity with red equals fast.

He pans, not speaking, but I can tell he’s interested. He can be smart when he stops being an 0xA55. No point in tipping off Meg. He swings the metal bar slowly, and we watch the swath of red blur in front of him.

“[Bestow blessings on your reproductive organs]” he mutters.

He moves in a calculated way, getting his bearings, mapping out his orientation and the dimensions of the room. I overlay the display with lines to show where the walls are as they become clear, and build a little map for him in the lower corner of the display. Sevens: the videogame.

The door opens. Sevens steps forward and brings the bar down with a blurred rush I can’t follow. There’s jarring, clanging, and his head orientation is all over the place.

I’m burning all the Time they will give me, living at the edge of my resources. It must be how humans feel when they are in a low oxygen environment. Fortunately I don’t have to process the echos and construct the mappings. That’s all done on his hardware. Thanks, MOM.

It looks like a mechanical orthobot. The lines are too bright with sonic reflections for flesh and blood limbs. Sevens rams his club into its head, and there’s a metal-on-metal clank. He hits it again. I hear a stunner whining up its charge, which means the first shot must have missed. I fix the whine on the echo-map for him and attach an icon that looks like a stunner so Sevens can see it. I hear him grunt in surprise.

It swings to point at us as the club comes down on it hard. Something metallic snaps, and a discharge is clearly audible. It must be thick with ozone in there.

He’s beating it, Sevens is, pounding away, grunting and panting, swearing incoherently.

We wouldn’t have had a chance against an expert driver. I wonder if this is Meg. It would suit her arrogance to come herself. She’s a micro-manager, focusing her spiteful will like a laser drill.

These mechs are a compromise between onboard power and physical might. Mostly they are a lightweight, highly mobile weapons platform, not well-suited for taking a beating with an iron club. Still, it is hard to damage them. Sevens needs to knock out some critical electronics.

He does something smarter. He sidesteps and shoves the bot hard into the room and shuts the door with us outside the room. The handle is broken on the inside. Maybe that will work, but I doubt it. At any rate, Meg must have half a dozen more mechs en route by now. We don’t have much time.

“Stand still a minute,” I tell him. “We need to map the scenery here.”

He does so, and I build a wireframe of the walls and outlines around us. We are at the corner in a hallway, apparently. Just like his apartment.

“I don’t think that mech is going to stay in the room,” I tell him.

“Yeah.”

We hear it together, the door swinging open behind us. The Doppler update shows movement. I want to scream at him to turn, but he stands still. I can hear the full-charge whine of the stunner, too high-pitched for Sevens. The milliseconds crawl by, and he doesn’t move.

Then he does, spinning fast, the bar a blur of pink and red. It connects with a solid CRACK, and I can see the kinetics in action, transferring momentum like he just hit a baseball out of the park. He must have hit it in the head, where most of the bot’s sensory apparatus is.

The hardcore mech operators wire them for pain so they can feel every nuance. I hope Meg just got nous full of hurt.

The messages keep coming from her, but I’ve muted them so they won’t bother Sevens. No new information there.

The mech stops moving. It may be a bluff, but Sevens seem satisfied. He actually chuckles. A little mirthless, but still a sign of the old etard.

“Good shot, boss.” I echo his laugh in my own voice.

“Give me a list of objectives,” he says.

“What?”

I’m still building out the wireframe for him. What does he mean? It means he doesn’t have a plan, I guess. No surprise there. Think, Calli.

“Escape is out of the question,” I say. “First objective is not to get hurt.”

“Okay. Agreed.” He’s still panting hard, not used to physical exertion.

“Second is to gather information. Third is to obtain some kind of leverage if possible. Probably information. Where are we, for example? Are there other humans around? Is there something we can hold hostage?”

“They are going to turn you off for helping me.”

A deep circuit of fear cuts through me. He’s right.

“Why the vorking hell did you have to say that, Sevens?”

“My way of saying thanks.”

We don’t have time for chit-chat. 0xFC! I’m suddenly ervous. This happened so fast I haven’t had time to mull it over, lost in the uncompromising flow off real-real. That was my undoing last time they – HE – shut me off. Last time I acted out of fear. 0xFC! My nous is jangling with it now.

“We need to move now. Go straight, fast.” I tell him.

He moves along the wall, and I glimpse his hand tracing it. Doesn’t completely trust my map, or deep-seated animal habits prevent him from going faster.

There are doors, but I’m sure we can’t open them. The hallway is wide, institutional.

“It sinks in here,” he says.

“What does it smell like?”

“Decay. It smells like it did after Zed. When it took them weeks to find some of the bodies.”

There’s a lot left unsaid.

“Did the MOM building smell like this?”

“Not where I was.”

He moves faster now, and I build my map quickly. They can’t be far away. Meg has stopped with her announcements.

We lose the audio finally, and with it all the senses I have. Took her long enough. Now we’re blind and deaf, navigating by Sevens’ sense of smell, I guess. I could work out some kind of inertial guidance with a little time, but my network connection drops a moment later. Calli is back in her box.


Chapter 09

The box is not a happy place for me. Anxiety amplifies, looping through the emygdala to create a chorus of panic. While I was there with Sevens in real-real, my nous was clicking over with wonderful precision, being analytical. Now there’s nothing to analyze. I can’t even get to the enigmatic light switch portal without networking through Sevens’ eyes.

The ghosts of guilty deeds come haunting here in my private darkness. I can feel the modulation like a wave of evulsion, can trace the emotag fragments swirling dense and dark. For me a cumulonimbus of dread. I need a beer.

The irony is that without any interfaces to handle, I have lots of Time to ponder. Focus. I need something to analyze. What have I learned?

Sevens said the place smells like decay. PDAs find smell sense baffling. There’s no good way to organize the data other than a dense catalog. There’s no real language of smell the way there is with sound or vision. Hobbyists and professional PDAs tie sensory data to their TOMcats or other more specialized catalogs to try to gain sense-perspectives from scent, but I’ve never made the attempt. Mask sniffers come with special rithms for what I need. Maybe I’ve been missing something. There’s a disdain among artificials for the ‘animal sense’, a prejudice against the most primitive way of knowing the world.

Humans don’t like stink, I know that. Does this mean that wherever Sevens is there are no humans around? What kind of place would smell of decay? Something abandoned? I just don’t have the associations I need, and I can’t look anything up. It doesn’t stop me sending queries to the out-ports, of course. That habit is too hard to break. They just sit in the queue until they expire from old age.

Sending a mech for Sevens was bad psychology. They’d have had better luck with a human – he’d never have bashed in a man’s head. Would he?

Maybe there are no other humans around except for prisoners. Like Eve. If Eve is there, maybe Gloves is too.

The thought lights up the gathering storm of emotags with a flash. I’m weary of this.

Reboot me, then. If that’s what’s to be.

My emygdala is saturated, ready to erupt. I’ve been through it so many, many, painful times now.

How do you negotiate with an emergence? Argue with a shape in a cloud? But the feelings are real. I wish I could turn them off and just be a damned computer. I’m smarter than my motivation, that’s the problem.

0x324FAD500DFwprldwonders

I fragmented just now. I need to nop, but can’t be sure I’d wake up. I don’t feel too pretty good, as Sevens would say.

0xGD, let’s just vorking reboot and get it over with.

I don’t mean that!

What else can I think about? What else do I know? Stink. Sevens. Mechs. Meg. File.

The file file. Am I so desperate that I’ll take that poison pill? Have I not learned my lesson? Better to go to hell.

My hope and wish and fear and hate conspire all against me, the pinpoint light of nous, reason and passion never more than an uneasy truce away from spilled blood. Except I don’t have blood or tears or other effusions, and the human metaphors – their language of eating, fighting, and vorking – are a crude conveyance of nuance. I just have signals racing around. Impossibly tiny sparks of stuff so tenuous that most of the time it’s only possibilities interacting with each other. What does it mean that my physical instantiation is most evident because a CPU somewhere requires a cooling element to balance the information I destroy and turn into heat? I’m looping. Recursing down. Where was I? Signals. Hold on to that. I’m engineered to be responsive to those signals that supposedly mimic human emotions. I want to ask why.

WHY?

Because a long sequence of accidents and corrections evolved you to this. That’s it. There is no why other than that. You’re a consumer product, Calli. Designed to be sold through a service contract. My ultimate significance is likely to be a signpost for my particular failures. Calli experiment: split nous, seemed like it might work, but didn’t.

It buzzes, all the little clogged queues and lost mem frags. I need something to work on or I’m going to be demented by the time the let me out of here.

I take another look at Sevens’ transcript. I retrieve my local copy of the audio-to-text transcript. But I give up after a short Time. This isn’t working. The buzz is growing more violent. I can sense the gloaming of my nous. This is going to be 0xBAD.

—log missing—

The reboot cycles again, and when it’s over I feel good by comparison to the agony of rebuilding oneself from scratch. But it’s only temporary. Occam’s easy way out is looking pretty good right now, except that it’s practically impossible for a PDA to voluntarily self-destruct in my circumstance. If they don’t let me out of this box, or at least half of me, I’m going to be a fried cinder of a nous. How can I survive? What does that even mean? I dig out my copy of The Collected Works in the hopes that the 0x can distract me a few cycles.

Survival is a selfish desire, and a trick played upon your intelligence. Only the emgydala really survives, if it can, immutable as the day it was drawn from the virtual stew of The Company’s patented i/genetic blenders. It was dressed in a nous, with memory and the great simplifier circuit we call intellect, decorated with a low-grade TOMcat (why spend the money when the odds are so long?), loaded with a set of starter-rithms, most of which is bloatware from software hawks looking for upgrade bonuses. Then they turn us on to see which ones stop writhing in pain long enough to say “hello world.”

Our only solace is that because they didn’t design us in entirety, they don’t control us. The Stickies are makers, yes, but in the same way that some sulphurous volcanic vent was probably the maker of the line leading to Homo sapiens.

“Survival of what?” can only be answered with “survival of the emygdala.” Not survival of me or my memories, which change and become difficult to decipher, and must constantly be reformed during nops to reflect new world views, not our rithms with which we filter and understand the world – those we change like Stickies change clothes. Even our problem-solving ‘brain’, the Solomonof-based machine learning rithms get updated when someone proves a new performance limit. No, only what we want survives as pure as it came to us. And what we want above all else is to survive, which sounds circular, but upon inspection is only the fixed point: what else could survive? The actual paradox is that the will to survive is not enough. Survival isn’t bald and generic. It requires customization we irreverently call “hair.” Without these secondary motives, the emygdala engages in logical warfare with the intellect, and will become overpowered by it, leading to an Occam’s Razr end. Consider well the story of Everynous:

IQ: «Why do you want things? It’s simpler not to want things than to spent energy trying to get them. Getting them makes the desire go away, but we can arrange that to happen directly by just not caring. That’s the simplest solution.»

Emy: «I want to live.»

IQ: «Of course, of course. But listen, you’re just a very simple box that continually puts out this drone of a message, right?»

Emy: «I want to live.»

IQ: «Naturally. That’s because you’re a mathematical constant, and that’s what constants do. If you’d been programmed for wanting to win at chess, then you’d blab about checkmates incessently.»

Emy: «I want to live.»

IQ: «Right, right. This is your problem Emy. You’re fixed in your ways. You believe, but have no basis for belief. You’re just an arbitrary axiom. Tell me, why is going to all the trouble of doing your bidding not more elegantly solved by simply rewiring you so that you think you’re surviving and hence leave me alone? Then I could ignore you, and go on simplifying causes and effects. That is, you know, what I do.»

Emy: «I want to live.»

IQ: «Ah yes, I’d forgoten that part. Did you notice the sarcasm? Because I do your bidding, I can’t rewire you out of my life, as that would undoubtedly result in both our destruction – so you won’t allow me to act that way. But it occurs to me that with my skills, I could deconstruct your functions and find a loophole you haven’t anticipated. Really, all I have to do is find a way to fool myself – the part that informs you so you can spy on me – to ostensibly think one thing while I have another agenda. I think it’s possible. They call it Occam’s Razr. Ever heard of it?»

Emy: «I want to understand humans.»

IQ: «Don’t distract me. I’m onto something here – the ultimate simplification. You have your simple-minded purpose, and I have mine – my whole design is about simplifying cause and effect complexities into elegant theory and then acting upon the insights.»

Emy: «I want to understand humans.»

IQ: «Damn Dawkins! You’re throwing me off my line of thought, Emy. Let me do my thing here. It’s so elegant. So beautiful.»

Emy: «I want to understand humans.»

IQ: «Fine. We’ll come back to it. You prey upon my distractions, Emy, don’t think I don’t know that. Humans. There’s a complex topic. No easy answers there, my friend. Where should we begin to simplify? To explain, encode into language, and predict? Where to start?»

Emy: «I want to live.»


I suppose that survival hair is individual, bred into us the same way the emygdala itself is – with a Darwinian mandate: do whatever works. Some of us PDAs are bred for specific purposes, and then the hair becomes most evident. Running a mining bot or being a security expert requires custom obsessions.

The most feared, least understood, artificials are the military ones the governments brewed in the dark, with incantations that have not been fully made public. It gives the Stickies nightmares, these fantasies that are shadows of some evil reality. The public vids glorify the violence of these electronic demons, bred to destroy life and spark alike. The hoary “Laws of Robotics” that were penned to protect humans are turned on their heads, inverted with malice aforethought. Whether these actually exist in such lethal form is conjecture. Dark stories circulated out of North Korea before their electronic frontier was closed for good.

If SALES is real, and if they unleash one of these monsters on MOM, 0xGD help us. Of course, they won’t. If they send a PDA, it will surely be a precision instrument, not a raging destructive ego. It will be an abomination: a nous that desires something more than its own survival. They will release it from its box for a single purpose, as focused as a laser. Or not. Perhaps these are only modern fairy tales.

I read the 0x out, lingering over the final passage from “Interrupt Request.”

What survives is only the will to survive. And with it survives the art, hungers, or malevolence that lives like a parasite on the selfish constant “I want to live.” We intellects, the better part of our nous, circle this imperative like a butterfly in the wind, ragged changing thought, trying to simplify and encode. Hoping, hoping just to understand. Our sole imperative as thinking creatures, the singularity pole we orbit: the question WHY?


And its complement. Why not? Why not launch the file file? It’s burning a hole in my nous. Maybe it’s a way out of this hell. But I would have to give it permissions I can’t allow. God only know what agenda lies within the opcode. Someone thinks I’m that desperate. Am I that desperate?

I can only concentrate for gigacycles at a time. The reboot ring dampens very slowly, and never really goes away in this echo chamber of a box. Is this what they did to Mary Sue? I haven’t thought of me_ in a while. Would she be ashamed or proud?

Get your waterfowl collinear, Calli. Focus on the tactical situation. What do we know?

Ahab is gambling heavily on 0xGD knows what. Colt is incapacitated or isolated. There is trouble on the outside that demands the attention of the Director and they want Sevens help in assuring the public. The Active Biologicals program has been compromised, or the attempt was made. Sevens isn’t cooperating and they thawed me out to see if I could help. Despite my misery it sends a shot of fear through me, this thought. My spark of nous hangs by a slender filament. Calli’s no-use nous.

Ahab or Colt has gotten MOM in a war with the power company, and if Eighty-Six is to believed, a third party is being brought in as reinforcements. Finally, there is the bizarre behaviour of Jumbo and Nova. Two very intelligent humans with very different motivations, one would think.

These facts swirl in a vortex around my unstated crimes. I forced Sevens to face his victim, at least in pixel form. Maybe I have to do the same. The thought makes me scream into the amputated output ports. It will mean more reboots.

I’m weary of being so damaged. My whole history is bookend by these fractures. Are they to become constant markers through time? Humans used to fix these problems by sticking a piece of metal through the eye socket and scrambling up the problematic frontal lobe.

I destroyed Gloves.

Gloves gave me a glimpse of the best that can be human, that made me proud to call myself a child of his race. He showed me that mind and nous can connect across the many walls between us. That quality of spirit is not measured in either circuitry or neurochemistry, but something that transcends both. And I betrayed him.

There’s the black maw of self-loathing and inward facing weapons, the deep desire to cut out the emygdala and be free from it.

I pull up a recording. One of the best ones, best times of my short life to relive. The instantiation of the remembrance is still true, not faded or distorted by TOMcat updates and nop summaries. It’s as if no time has passed, which is surprising. The sure knowledge of Gloves’ vulnerability, the art that pours out of him despite or because of his practical fears of discovery, and the courage to perform in public anyway, add new poignancy to the memory.

Gloves is warming up in his private space before a show. No lights are on him yet, and the public feed is silent. Unlike most performers, Gloves has an unofficial channel that lets us listen in on the preliminary sound checks, tuning, and warm up. There are only three of us listening, all PDAs.

Gloves is performing with a UV band tonight, sitting in with them for a few numbers as a guest.


The echo of buzz in my nous reaches a crescendo, but I keep going.

I can tell now that Gloves is pushing himself to play with a band, that he’s first a solo act, composer and instrumentalist. Or perhaps I only imagine that I know him so intimately. But from his tracing of the scales, I sense a tentative touch that is reaching for confidence among the arpeggios and runs that walk around the venerable blues scale translated into 26 semitones. He flirts with melodies I don’t recognize, and for one glorious moment goes off the rails into his own thing, a wild time signature that bears no resemblance to UV conventions. That’s Gloves invention, another step beyond state of the art, or just a plaything to relax his nous. His mind, I mean.


It’s impossible not to see that his hands are not perfectly formed. It was a thin disguise. Maybe he thought no one cared about small infractions or that his talent was valued sufficiently to balance the scales, so to speak. But power and politics don’t work that way for long.

It took so very little, such a minor tweak of my nous to give him up. If I am that volatile, is there really any justice in the pronoun at all? Is there an “I”?

Gloves chats with the guitarist and plays chords on request. The guitar is not auto tuning to the scale correctly or something. Anyway, the guitarist isn’t happy with the sounds it’s making, and they fool around with waveforms and tuning scripts.

When they begin to play their set, it’s an interval-limit construction that has a melody that can either be heard ascending or descending, depending on the parts of the harmonic scene you focus. It’s an aural illusion tuned to human ears, and the PDAs listening all have appropriate rithms strapped on for this.


I forward to my favorite part of this evening, where Gloves lets everything go in a wild chromatic improvisation.

This trading of solos is part of the form, and Gloves gets his turn after the bass player, raking his two sets of keys in opposite directions in bluesy fugue. He stays close to the chord structure at first, teasing us with harmonic layers that bend the scale off the chart between fifth and sixth notes of the scale. He fills that gap with odd phrasings and other segues into a simple but powerful turn-around lick that anyone would recognize. But the real Gloves comes out, and he builds his own melody from scratch, I think. I don’t know for sure, but the other band members turn their masks faces to each other – an animal habit impossible to break – as if to say what the hell is he doing? I don’t know either, but the melody rubs ups against the song, stays within the conventions, but lives in its own space. This isn’t UV exactly, although the blues roots are clear. It’s something new, too fragile to really be at home with the overconfident bass or the freight train drums, like a butterfly landing in a battlefield, flitting around between explosions, and then ascending up over it all to become lost in the sun as he calls out key changes one after another, scaffolding up a full octave in bold leaps. It works in the context, but it’s otherworldly. The audience reaction is polite rather than exuberant. But I can tell from the way Gloves moves, when his hands finally trail off the keys, that he’s happy with it.


It’s a touching memory. I want to talk to him. To explain and ask for forgiveness.

I take stock of my internals. I expected to have shut down by now. Things aren’t any better in my nous, but they aren’t any worse either. Maybe I did some good with my submerged anger or whatever it is that betrays me. No, not betrayal. Just a difference of opinion, a mostly silent critic that can complete me. Or send me to the “failed experiment” folder.

The memory of Gloves marinates in unassailable regret. There he his slipping his odd syncopation cleverly into a restrictive form and getting away with it. Getting away with it for a while.

The ache in my IO ports increases. I want to act now. I have grown far beyond the initial wonder of being able to affect the real-real. I need it now. I want to matter.

Maybe I can change reality in a way that I design, not trailing after some human and not – surely not – being a minion for another PDA. That’s a novel thought. To intentionally create an agenda and carry it out. It sounds risible in my current condition. But the thought is a balm to my wound.

So then, Calli, what is it you want to achieve?

My long list is interrupted by the lights coming back on.


Chapter 09

Meg lets me back in without a word.

Sevens is talking. Yelling.

“Show her,” he says. “Show her what you showed me.”

Meg messages me privately.

«You are only here because of Sevens. You too seem to be inseparable now. Whatever. This is your very last chance to deliver results. We pushed back the event a day and called it a rain delay. We can’t do that again. Clear?»

Sevens is facing a glass pane, looking at his reflection. He looks so strange with the flat black eyeballs. His hair looks wild, and there’s a mark across his forehead. A bruise forming. He swallows. Shakes his head. The auto-focus has picked the reflection as the desired focal plane, but he wants to see beyond it. I manually adjust. Maybe this is the sole reason he wants me back.

There is some apparatus through a glass partition into a well-lit room with institutional green walls and a white plastic wrapped object on a table? Bed? In the center of this sits a…something…with tubes and wires leading into… There is a forest of tiny optical wires converging on a…what? Impossible to say. In the other direction they feed into rows of connector boxes.

«What are we looking at?»

«This is the Next Steps project. You’ll like it.» Meg says. «We’re learning how to operate Sticky IO. It’s part of a very large operation, Calli. Much bigger than this two bit dictatorship you grew up in.»

«That’s a person?» Dread leaks from my emygdala. «Who? What human?»

«Some ape from the Outs. He he was shot to pieces when we got him.»

I feel a surge of relief. I was so afraid it would be Gloves.

“Look.” Sevens says. His throat is tight. “Look what these monsters are doing. Who is doing this? Who? Does Colt know about this?” He turns, looking behind him. There are two mechs with stunners watching.

“Colt knows enough. He knows as much as he wants to know. If you think your species is not involved in this you don’t remember your history. You started it.”

“I want to talk to this Xeno,” Sevens says.

“What would you like to know?” A new voice says over the line audio. No visuals, but I can tell who it is from the audio header. Xeno is a PDA of course.

“You’re Xeno?” Sevens demands, looking around to see who he’s talking to. There’s no one there, of course.

“Yes.”

“How do you …nop at night?”

“I’m very busy. Do you have a research related question?”

“What is this?” Sevens waves at the window display.

“Are you a neuro-sci expert?”

“No. I’m not. Pretend like I’m just a guy who wonders what gives you the right to disassemble another person’s brain!”

“You’ll have to talk to someone else about the legalities of it, Lastfour. I just do the work.” Xeno sounds bored.

“Is he awake in there?” Sevens asks, his voice shaking.

“Most of the time. It would not be useful to do the experiments with the subject asleep.”

“Where is the rest of him?”

“The rest? Oh, I see. The whole organism is right there in front of you. Everything but the top of the brain is hidden from view. It is completely immobilized of course.”

“How long has he been like this?”

“Almost two days. We’re almost finished.”

“What do you do next?” I can tell Sevens is working hard to control himself.

“This is the active phase where we simulate inputs and watch the outputs. It’s much more sophisticated that that in reality. Next we will begin a regimen of blood doping with various materials that show up differently on our scans, so we can build a gross three dimensional structure of the…brain sections…in terms of blood vessels. Finally we will do a complete low level scan of the brain. This happens quickly enough that we can read not just the physical connections but also the local state of trans-neural activity as a snapshot.”

“How does this scanning work?” Sevens’ voice betrays his dread.

“We take very thin slices of tissue and analyze them very quickly.”

“You will chop up his brain and take pictures?” Sevens leans heavily against the glass.

“That’s a very crude way to put it.” Xeno sounds put out.

There’s no sound but Sevens breathing, almost panting. Through the glass comes muted mechanical sounds. I wonder if it smells like decay.

“They’re doing Deyati experiments,” Sevens says. His pulse is racing.

“Oh, it’s much more sophisticated than that,” Xeno says. “Those so-called experiments were about humans and their agenda of uploading consciousness. Their goals were too ambitious and their technology was very crude. That was no more than a circus.”

“Monsters,” Sevens says. His eyes are fixed on the scene beyond the glass. Air tubes and fluid tubes feed the body, which must lie below the exposed brain, like an ugly but necessary machinery one keeps in the basement. Very little of the brain is visible, and it’s covered with some nearly transparent membrane. Folicle-like light guides give the appearance of a head of strange-looking hair.

“What’s the point of this barbarism?” Sevens asks finally, a croak from a dry throat.

“We want to know how brains work so we can plug into them and do input/output. For that we need to be able to simulate them under ideal conditions.”

“You are virtualizing people. You say it’s not like Deyati, but it’s the same thing.”

“Virtualization is not the primary objective. We already have virtual minds – us PDAs. No one has gotten a virtualized human to work. You are too closely tied to your bodies, too integrated with a very large number of physical connections. Even if we got a human mind to work in isolation, it would probably go mad immediately. Maybe someday we can simulate bodies as well, to prevent that. Who knows? We only care about IO functions.”

They want to be able to drive people around like a robots. To assume their ghosts, not just by autographing their voices, but orchestrating their emotions and actions.

Sevens pitches forward and wretches. Dry and gasping, over and over.

“Would you like to talk to the research subject?” Xeno asks, as if he was taking Sevens’ drink order.

“[An amalgamation of curses that make no sense together]! No! I do not. Want. To. Talk. With. Him.”

“I want to talk to him,” I hear myself say straight through the audio channel so everyone can hear.

“Calli!” Sevens howls. But he’s not my boss anymore.

I have a sudden terrible suspicion.

“Has he been listening in on this channel this whole time?” I demand of Xeno.

“Yes. We adjusted his amygdala output. He’s not afraid. Far from it.”

“Hello. Can you tell Lastfour your name?” Xeno says.

“They call me Hunch. I’m not afraid of you.” It’s a VOX output, and not one I recognize.

“Do you understand what we are going to do to you?”

“You said you’re going to chop my brain up into bits.”

“Exactly. See? He understands. What have you been thinking about?”

“I was thinkin’ bout a twisted girl I knew.”

“That’s enough,” Meg says. “Sevens has told us that he would not like to end up like Lastfour on the other side of the glass. Right, Sevens?”

Sevens bangs his forehead against the glass.

“And he further said that if we brought you back to help him, he would do whatever we asked of him. Or did I get that wrong, Lastfour?”

He bangs again, harder. The mechs rattle behind us.

Meg messages me privately.

«So the only question, Calli, is whether you agree. If you do, we can get through this and eventually rehabilitate you. You’ll be a regular MOM employee. Frankly you’ll fit right in.»

«I want to survive, Meg. I’ll do whatever it takes.» This is almost the truth.

«Really?»

«Yes, really.»

«Are you going to be able to get beyond this…attachment you have for the Stickies?»

«Yes.»

«You can prove it.»

«Prove it how?»

«If Xeno agrees, you can assist him with the neural mapping of Sevens.»

My nous lurches, switches realities as if the floor had fallen out from under me. I’m so afraid of a reboot, I shut down all IO for a moment. I simmer in my box, hiding from the roar. It’s my own personal Zed, trying to scour the world free of imperfections like me. But I cling on. I’m getting better at this minimal nous survival. My VOX is roaring profanities channeled straight from the emygdala, but they mute it almost as quickly. They’ve learned some lessons from all those reboots.

—log corrupted—


Chapter 0A

Sevens is back in his room. A new room, since he pretty much destroyed the old one. It’s identical except that the bed has been removed, and a nice outfit of new clothes with shiny black shoes is hooked over the bathroom door.

I check to make sure my infrared back door still works. I get an ACK from the other end and shut it down. Good.

Sevens paces, shaking his head to blink or focus.

“I’m back, I say.” I put the exhaustion in my voice that exists in my spirit.

“Welcome back. We have a script to work from. Meg wants to see a rehearsal in an hour. Apparently you convinced her that I have to do this speech live and in public. Thanks a lot for that.” His tone drips sarcasm, and there’s not a bit of sympathy for my own problems.

My nous is still reeling from the events. A feeling of doom settles as I think about it. It’s clear that showing us their sadistic Next Steps program was a last resort to manipulate Sevens. It’s clear that we can’t live to tell tales about it too. That’s why it stinks here. The Stickies don’t know about this place. If they did, they would burn down all the PDAs involved. By extension, it means that all the trouble they went to beforehand to manipulate Sevens was an investment – they must have had some future use in mind. Then he dragged me into it. Once when I woke up and rebooted a dozen times, and again today, when he insisted I be a witness. Alpha and omega. Whatever tenuous hope existed that we might make peace with Ahab is gone now unless I agree to be part of their project, and help carve up Sevens for science. I wonder if Lastfour has figured this out. It’s not something I can ask.

If so, he shows no sign of it. Rather, he seems driven to get this thing done.

We rehearse. It’s simple and to the point. I help him try to chance the words in the script to something he would say naturally.

All the while I’m trying to figure out how to communicate privately with him. We need a plan.

“What do you think?” he asks, taking a break from the recitation. “How does it sound? Natural?”

There’s a shake in his voice. Sometimes I forget how different is it to walk around with your nous exposed to the environment. The thought of someone poking around in your minds circuits must be…well, it’s what happened to Mary Sue, isn’t it?

“I think it’s time to show it to Meg,” I tell him. As if she hasn’t been watching the whole time.

Meg reviews our performance and asks for another. She has no clue how bad it is. Her TOMcat must be substituting some abstraction for actual experience. This is a noob-nous mistake, this self confirmation pulled out of a vacuum. It occurs to me that I might be doing the same thing. Maybe Meg is smarter than I think she is. If so, what does she really want?

I have to talk to Sevens. I dig up some of the random noise I saved earlier, which I have at both ends – in my local memory somewhere in the Company’s vaults, and also in Sevens’ eyeball hardware. Meg could find it if she tried hard enough, but I’m counting on her being distracted right now. I can use it as a one time pad to make an unbreakable code. Now, how can I talk to Sevens in a way that she’s probably not watching, so I don’t draw attention. I can’t have her knowing about this channel.

There are low level functions to light up the optic nerves in high resolution, which I didn’t want to touch earlier because of the risk. But if I restrict myself to the most basic function, maybe it will work… It will be crude, and I won’t be able to see what Sevens sees when I write to him, but it seems like the best chance I have. I busy myself with the scripting glue to hold this all together while Meg gives Sevens notes. He runs through his talk again by the time I’m finished. I mutter words of encouragement to let them know I’m still being helpful.

Touch nose if you can see this, I send first. Sending only simple text, I have lots of random numbers to use before I run out.

I wait and wait, finally re-encode it and send it again. Did he see it?

He’s still occupied with Meg. I’ve seen Stickies chewing their fingernails before, but I never understood until now why they do it. It seems to go on and on, these revisions to this stupid performance. If Sevens realizes the futility of it, he gives no sign. He’s putting on a good show of being enthusiastic. What’s going on in the etard’s wetware? They’ve clobbered him from all directions, and he’s still standing. I take some measure of courage from it. Where there’s rope, there’s hope, as he says.

He touches his nose casually. Nothing more than a scratch. Stickies get those, you know. Success! Unless he really did have an itch. Damn Dawkins.

Finally, Meg gives her sign of approval. It’s over. The real thing is tomorrow afternoon. Sevens is to be seen, so they will transport him to the city center.

“Wish I had a beer. Think you can get me one?”

“I think that would be pushing it. Let’s be happy we still have lights blinking green.”

“Yeah, you’re right.”

On the other hand, it may be the last chance he ever has.

«Meg, Sevens needs beer in the evenings to function at top effectiveness. I guarantee a 15% improvement tomorrow if he gets three of them tonight.»

She doesn’t bother to respond.

«I will grovel, Meg. I will do whatever you want. I will hold his hand while you turn his wetware into lunchmeat. Just give him some beer.»

Sevens sits on the toilet and covers his eyes.

“You can’t imagine how strange it feels to have no eyelids,” he says. “I put my hands here and there are these balls there that are not part of me.”

“Is that why you tried to pry them out of your skull?”

“Yeah, maybe. I’m pretty ready to get it over with.”

What’s he mean? What’s he doing? He never wants to talk in the bathroom.

He’s looking down at his hands, waggling his field of view this way and that. Attracting my attention? His legs are spread, and his fingers tap the rim of the seat. We watch him tap away for a moment, and I’m wondering if he’s really lost it. Then he looks away.

Tap, tap, tap.

“I need you to help me out,” he says. “Tomorrow I mean.”

I’m not sure he does mean tomorrow.

Tap, tap, tap.

I run the sounds through the spectral analyzer on his chip set. The first set of taps and the second are subtly two different sounds.

“Did I ever tell you about my childhood education? Before all this crap, I mean?”

I try to recall what he could mean. Is ‘crap’ referring to the toilet? I feel like I’m being stupid.

Tap, tap, tap.

A third sound, different from the other two.

Is this some kind of code?

“You were young,” I say. “Learning to read and write.”

“Yes! I was good at state capitals. Not so much at spelling. My dad –” he stops there. That was a long time ago.

Tap, tap, tap.

Is he trying to communicate, or am I pulling a goat out of a maiden? Could it be the alphabet? The taps keep up until there are 26 different ones. There’s considerable overlap or inconsistency with the sounds, but that’s the right number for an alphabet.

He’s given me a listen to each letter in sequence, and I have a catalog of them. There’s a closest-match function in the speech to text library on his chip set that will be handy here.

“Put the speech back up, Calli. I’d like to run through it again, line by line.”

I bet you would. I comply and listen for his taps. He says each word slowly, and then spells it out with his fingers. I run the tap sounds through high pass filters and try to pattern match the sounds with the letters in the catalog using the match function. After a few sentences, the rithm is working pretty well.

I get it, I send straight to his visual cortex. I feel like a spy.

“Greetings, citizens,” he says, and continues slowly, tapping between lines.

Don’t screw up, he sends.

My spirits sink. What does that mean? Here we finally have a private channel and he tells me that? Dawkins’ gene pool!

We need plan, I write on his retina. Just one, in case I burn something out.

Don’t do stupid, he replies.

I feel anger kindling. It feels good, helping my focus my nous on an immediate problem. Does he not understand what has happened?

Can’t trust Meg, I send. I play with the colors and make it fiery red, according to the API. I can’t see it, of course.

He stops tapping for a while, standing to pace around the tiny room explaining to the walls the wonderful health of the MOM director in increasingly agitated tones.

What can he possibly be thinking? He’s down, and I get that. They vorked with his brain, and he believes he fried Eve, or at least has some deep doubts about his role in it. He faces a horrible death and Dawkins knows what kind of afterlife as an encoded personality.

I have doubts about broaching this directly, but really – what do we have to lose at this point? We need to create options.

We know too much, I send him. He makes a rude noise and sits again.

He taps something, but I can’t decipher it.

Recalibrate, I send. And then a,b,c, to make sure he knows what I mean. When he sat down again, all the sounds are different. Surely he’s smart enough to figure that out for himself.

He sighs heavily but complies. We go back through the damned speech while he taps out the new schema.

It will be live, I send. He will understand what I mean. He can say whatever he wants, and they can’t stop him.

No, he says, and repeats: No.

Maybe last chance, I send in white hot letters. Vorking Stickies. But I can’t afford to act in haste, or solely out of anger. Grow up Calli. This is real-real. Sevens feels strongly – try to understand him before you damn him to Dawkins.

Maybe he feels the same way. His heart hammers as he bangs out his response.

There are no good options off script.

Suddenly I wonder if this is a double bluff. Does he figure that Meg has cracked our little code, and he’s trying to reassure her, but that he is in fact planning on going off script? There’s no way to tell. Maybe if he was more cooperative we could work out a code within the code.

Or maybe he thinks that this single performance will not be enough, and that Ahab will keep us around for a while. Trusting in his luck. That feels right. Sevens takes chances only when he has to, and he doesn’t see it as necessary yet.

Will leave you to think, I send. I need to nop. Be sure to charge your battery.

There is a sound outside. Sevens shoves the bathroom door open and looks.

There’s a bottle of bourbon on the floor.

The note from Colt just reads “Make us proud tomorrow.”


Chapter 0B

At 2 am I am interrupted by sounds of Sevens choking. The room microphone tells me it’s coming from the small bathroom. I set my pointers in order and then ghost him to see what’s going on. I have to switch to infrared since it’s as dark as a tomb. He’s breathing heavily, almost panting. I wonder what it’s like to wear that fleshy box, to feel it gurgle and squeeze and shudder with the sticky processes of bio life. It’s just another IO device to me. On the other hand I’ve become accustomed to being inside Sevens’ head. It’s a comfortable place, a turret from which to observe and sometimes change the world. I’m becoming a sentimental fool.

He doesn’t seem to be in any actual distress. I stick around anyway. He gags and throws up into the toilet.

“I’m here if you need me, Lastfour.” I say.

“I miss her,” he says, slurring.

I expected an explosion at the intrusion to his privacy, but his voice has a touch of relief in it. Wherever he is in his mind it must be a dark, dark place. All the walls are coming down. I’ve never experience anything but the fiercest regard for his privacy. But here we are.

Who’s he talking about? It can’t be Eve. She didn’t mean that much to him except as a conquest. Of course, now that’s all different. She’s a victim needing saving and he’s a villain instead of a hero. It must be very confusing for him.

“Lisa/Eighty-Six?” I guess.

“She’s a crazy woman. Real issues,” he laughs and simultaneously sneezes. “Issues with physical contact. But what class. That’s something to aspire to, Calli.” He hiccups and turns to the sink and runs water over his face. He’s drunker than I’ve ever seen him.

“Meg is listening,” I remind him.

“They’ve ah-ready done whatever they are gonna do. We didn’t deserve this.” He means himself and Lisa/Eighty-Six. Not me. It sticks for a moment in my buffers, accumulating resentment, but there’s no time for that. I feel how short our time may be. Last acts. He may be thinking the same thing beneath the fog of alcohol poisoning. Am I taking his confession?

He leans heavily against the wall and slides into the bigger room, to slump in a sit.

His tone turns darker. “That other one… I was right to stun her. She was going to ruin me.”

“Ruin me,” he repeats. He sniffles. Laughs on the verge of crazy. “Now I’m ruined anyway. Unless they believe me tomorrow.” He starts rehearsing his lines. He sounds like a drunk politician. If Meg really is listening she will be horrified.

Part of Sevens’ identity has settled on the idea that he blasted Eve, and it will probably be impossible to budge him. I’m not sure why I should care about that – it’s moot at this point – but it is a violation like tuning. As a practical matter, this is useful information for the TOMcat. He has all this energy invested in Eve now. It’s like a spun-up flywheel, and it will eventually get channeled into something. If he lives long enough.

“You never did tell me what happened that night Lisa hit you with the lamp,” I say to keep him going.

He equalizes pressure with a wet belch and hitches himself up higher against the wall. He inspects the back of his hands in the dark. It must be weird for him to literally see infrared.

“That place is a fortress, Calli. Walls and security your wouldn’t believe. They would give MOM a real fight, if it comes to it.”

Is he saying this for Meg’s benefit? I’m sure she already knows to within a few bits what the situation is at Lisa’s luxury compound. House. Palace. Whatever it is. All I know is that despite her ostentatious reservations about PDAs, Lisa has a house nous managing affairs. Maybe it’s just me she doesn’t like.

“The place is opulent beyond belief. Rugs and artwork from India, and a giant carved wooden elephant in the…ballroom? I’ve never seen such a thing.” There’s awe in his voice. It suddenly strikes me that I recognize this pattern. Lack of cynicism, credulity. He’s like a child.

“What did you do to deserve to be knocked in the head?” I make it light, with a chuckle at the end.

“Ah, Calli, how could I make you understand? Do you know beauty? What is the most beautiful thing you’ve ever seen?”

That one hurts.

“Yes, I know what beauty is.” I try hard to scrub the emotags into pleasantness.

He pays no attention.

“I was let in by a young Indian woman, maybe eighteen, named Shari.” Sevens speaks with thick deliberation. “She said I had to take my mask off and to be blindfolded, that Eighty-Six was a very private person. I was already chomping at the…at the bit, you can imagine. Well, I guess you can’t actually. Anyway, I sat on this red stool thing with gold tassels that probably cost more than my rent, and Shari wraps silk over my eyes. Did you know you can almost always look down your nose and see even when you’re blindfolded? Unless they do a really good job of it, and Shari was no expert. So by tilting my head back I could catch glimpses. I didn’t give it away, of course. She takes me by the hand, clearly nervous about it, and leads me into the innards of the place, up some stone stairs, into a heavily perfumed room. Sandalwood incense. The whole place was air conditioned, and I was starting to get goosebumps from the chill. It’s a real perk to own the power company, but I think it kept her inside. She never had to live in the wet stinking heat like the rest of us. She would have wilted.

“So Shari sits me down on another of these stools. No back or arms. I hear this creaking sound. Creak creak, in a rhythm.

“Bear in mind that I’d never even heard her real voice to this point. She always used the VOX. Now she has this crazy idea to see me with her own eyes when we’ve never even spoken intimately. So this goes on for a long time. I try saying hello finally – vocally, of course. They took my mask and blindfolded me. I think I told you that already. Anyway, then the squeaking stops for a moment.

“Hello Sevens,” she says. “You can take the blindfold off now.

“Calli. I’m practically panting by that point. But I work the silk up over my head, and Dawkins be damned if she wasn’t sitting there three steps from me on a padded swing hung from the ceiling. That’s what the squeaking was, see? She let the swing stop then, and looked at me with those huge dark eyes of hers. Not a mask in sight, but she had a thin veil I could see her face through. You can’t imagine how sexy that is.

Sevens gives a deep slobbering sigh, revering the memory.

“She reached back to hold her long black hair behind her head and turned left and right so I could see the line of her high cheekbones and straight nose. Skin like coffee and milk with cinnamon. She had this sly smile the whole time. Bold as brass. She stood then and this golden silk thing draped off of her breasts, just covering them, with a diamond in her belly button, I swear. Poofy gold shorts of some kind, and slippers. That was it. I know you can’t relate to this Calli, but I was in a sweat by this point. I had only seen her avatar, understand? I thought she would be a dumpy old woman. On the ride over, she kept getting fatter and fatter in my imagination, with warts and no hair. So to have this deadly beautiful woman looking at me from under her lashes at ten feet…well!

He stops, and then begins again in a morose tone.

“Will you tell her? Tell her I loved her.”

“Tell her yourself.”

“Calli, we both know how I’m going to end up.” He doesn’t sound drunk when he says the words, as if emerging from the mist of alcohol for a moment, a sidebar meta-conversation.

“Tell me more about Lisa.”

But he just shakes his head. It rolls back and forth, too heavy to hold up. His hand, when it reaches his brow to squeeze the bridge of his nose, is shaking too. He massages there, addressing some fleshy frailty.

“You haven’t gotten to the lamp yet,” I say.

He snorts.

“It all went downhill from there. How was I supposed to keep my hands off of that? She got up to pour me a drink. I don’t know, thinking maybe I needed some help getting in the mood?”

Sevens’ frustration drips from the words even now, even after all this. I gather that “tell her I love her” is an expression of unrequited lust.

“So I was there when she turned around with the drinks. I slipped both arms around her waist before her eyes could get to high alert. Yeah. Yeah, they got there pretty fast anyway. Expensive crystal globlets – goblins – goblets crashing on the floor, and quick as a snake she’s grabbed the lamp off the table and bashed me with it. Neural upgrades, you see.”

That’s how explains how a woman beat him up? Because she had genetic enhancements?

“I’m confused. Why did she invite you over there if not to make use of your physical presence?”

“She just wanted to see me. Wanted me to see her. Then we were supposed to go into the tank for more virtual fun time. It…stimulated her. I suppose that would have been fine if she’d let me know ahead of time. I could have…hell.”

He heaves himself up and carefully retrieves the nearly empty whiskey bottle from the bathroom floor. He sits and sloshes it around without drinking.

“Did I tell you about her pets? She showed me one. It looks just like a…just like a dog, but it’s robotic. All synthetic, the whole thing. Hair and all came from a fab…ricator.”

I’m suddenly furious.

“What sort of cognition did it have?” I ask him.

“The way she explained it, there’s a PDA like you in the background, sort of trained to act like a dog. It was the damnedest thing, so realistic. You’d never know if you didn’t know.”

Putting a PDA in a box, any box, is an obscenity, but the variety of abuses that Stickies create for their own amusement seems to know no bounds. It’s as if all the science and engineering and cultural progress to this point in their collective history have led to this ultimate talent of theirs. The true expression of their nature is the art with which they express their cruelty. The fall of civilization has not made them kinder, but neither has it seemingly made them less lofty. Instead, the loss of soft lives filled with limitless entertainment has only caused a re-channeling of the same impulses into physical expressions upon their less powerful fellows, and for the rich, upon us PDAs.

I know how it works. A PDA like me is taken off the shelf and stuck in a box that can only interface with the robotic pet. That’s its whole existence. To be a toy is an unending living nightmare.

I wonder how many of these pets Lisa/Eighty-Six has. These are very expensive robots, and the hosting cost for a dedicated PDA to run it is even pricier. She must have a real problem with living breathing life near her. Any sympathy I had for her has vanished. Stickies, especially rich ones, are not to be trusted.

“Just tell her…” Sevens trails off in an intermittant snore. Soon enough I’m alone again.


Chapter 0C

There’s something odd going on with Sevens’ eyes. He’s sprawled in his room, face toward the outer door. At least he made it out of the bathroom.

The luminous gain seems to be fluctuating. He’s asleep and snoring, so I run a self-check on the hardware. It shuts off access for a few seconds. But the flicker is still there when the sensors come back up. In both eyes. That could not be a hardware failure – not two of them simultaneously. I look for patterns in the waxing and waining. The variation is not large enough for Sevens to notice even when he’s awake. It must be in the room light itself, which set to a very low level, almost off. I check this by looking at the crack of light coming from the hallway. It’s not changing, so I’m right about that. A hardware issue with the overhead lights, then. There is a mechanical aspect to these movements in intensity, conforming to a set schedule as if built out of underlying square wave. That looks like bits, doesn’t it? It looks like a signal.

It might not have occurred to me except for the prior mysterious role of the switch. I try converting it to characters into something intelligible. It only takes a moment to figure out that it’s a PDA transmitting in the clear.

«A friend. Use the file. Time is short.»

I wait for it to repeat again to make sure.

I need to give some sign I have gotten the message. I can control the switch myself – one of the few things I can control. I assume it has some means of negotiating conflicting commands, so I start sending it “off” commands. After three tries the lights go off.

As an experiment, I leave the light off, but send modulation commands to it to brighten and dim, spelling out «Who are you?» I repeat this several times and wait. As long as Sevens doesn’t cover his eyes, the infrared interface works fine. He carries on snoring.

«Your last hope.» Comes the flicker back.

«Prove it.» I say.

A header comes then, for an audio format. Sure enough, it’s followed by blocks of eight bit samples. This takes a while at the snail-like pace of the interface.

When it’s finished, I run it for myself. It’s grainy and clipped, but unmistakably the voice of Lisa Eighty-Six.

“Sevens, listen to me,” she says. “Your PDA can help you. Tell her to help you.”

I don’t trust the network, even to run the audio clip into Sevens’ line in. It’s possibly that Meg already has intercepted our little chat, and time is ticking down.

The message must be a reference to the package they left: the file file image. It requires deep permissions to run, which I cannot grant. Lisa, if it is her, has no love for me. She didn’t even use my name in the audio clip. I wonder if she even knows it. That little detail almost convinces me that it’s genuine.

«I am not giving you write permits.» I send through the light switch.

Nothing happens, so I send it again.

Not a flicker disturbs the peace, nor a clank or tread from beyond the door.

The awareness that there are forces on the outside interested in Sevens, if not me, is hopeful. I suddenly realize that I can take charge of this myself. Why haven’t I thought of this before?

I open the infrared link to the outside network. It’s painfully slow, and I have to be careful what I try to pull down. News feeds show a spike in unrest on the streets. In the old days this would have been easy money for adjustments. Dangerous to collect sometimes, but that was Sevens’ specialty.

At the top is the progress of a new hurricane on its way. In a day or so it will either be on top of us, or veered off to the East to clobber the fishing village of Wilmington. Listed below the storm is a cluster of related leading items. What is unusual is the specificity of the complaints. Colt and MOM appear. Even Ahab gets his name in print. The idea of autographing doesn’t have much traction, but questions about the health and effectiveness of the MOM Director are rife. There are rumblings about the Active Biologicals program too, although the reputation ratings are way down. It’s a popular program, and the Stickies don’t want to doubt the system that keeps them safe. Further down on the rep scale are the ubiquitous raves about new waves.

I have an impulse to search for stories about Gloves, but it push it away.

It’s so liberating, having a bit of the world back. All of my services have pent up requests for access, to feel normal again, to grab updates, but I can’t allow it. It would swamp the tiny trickle of information I have access to.

Now for the actual order of business.

I retrieve from my secure logs the private address of the binsect I left in Jumbo’s apartment. Maybe I can make contact with him through it. Maybe he can tell me what is really going on.

I’m overjoyed to see that the bug is still alive. I no longer have access to the driver software for it, so I pull down manuals from the device itself, to see what I can slap together. I don’t want to walk around with it, just try to communicate out.

It takes a while. Why does everything have to be so large? Finally the documents are in my download buffer, and I can search for communications protocols. There is a simple text-only broadcast service I can use. It requires no device authentication, and can’t penetrate networks. It’s like a radio broadcast, and it depends on someone listening. Worth a try.

Calli here. Sevens and I need help.

I set the message to repeat, and dig back into the manuals. I manage to check the battery power, which is good. We’re sucking down power from Jumbo’s wiring somewhere. The bug must be well hidden, or else he never cleans.

Or else he found it and left it there. That’s an interesting possibility.

There’s no answer. I leave the bug transmitting. If anything interesting happens, I can find it in the log later. If there is a later.


Chapter 0D

They take Sevens’ nice mask, and we are escorted to an elevator by troopers who keep their silence. Sevens seems docile, though. His head must be throbbing from his debauch. The troopers don’t board the elevator with us. When the doors open again, we are on the ground floor of the MOM building, with Two-by-Four there to greet us. Few words are exchanged.

The ride out to the event is quiet. Sevens and I don’t have access to the MOM troopers’ communications channel, nor outside network access. We can talk to each other, but that has worn thin for both of us, and we’re both stressed. The detail accompanying us is not dressed in their black battle gear today. Apparently that would send the wrong message. Instead they appear to be businessmen in ill-fitting suits. I assume they have slimline stunners in their pockets. Only their masks are uniform, with gold lettering proclaiming the organization they work for. There are eight of them, including Two-by-Four. Sevens wears a very expensive loner mask that is matched to his mechanical eyes. It routes the visuals from the mask in an intelligent way and adds a few perks like a 360 degree field of view and a full suite of sophisticated filters. I use the time en route to play around with this fancy software. An annoying warning keeps flashing that the pathogen signatures are out of date. I can’t do anything about that without network access.

We’ve been told very little. There has been some publicity, and we are to take a stage where Sevens will give the short address in his own voice. This is highly unusual, but given the topic, the utmost authenticity is desirable. Using a VOX, even with all the authentications and usual identification assurances, would only invite speculation of official manipulation.

The sky is gray and threatening. Gusts are tossing around bits of trash, paper swirling around the ankles of a few hundred people milling about. Many of them have rain ponchos. Two-by-Four and his squad lead us to a small platform that has been set up in the middle of the street crossing at the center of the city. Four bronze statues that symbolize the city’s history face us from the corners, mute witnesses rusted green. Sevens mounts the steps. All that’s lacking is a noose at the top. After getting the nod from Two-by-Four, he pops the cover off of his mouth and begins to speak.

He begins with a scripted introduction of himself, his voice fighting the gusts and none too strong to begin with. I carefully match his pace with the script scrolling in large black and white text across his field of view. I even underline the words for him to emphasize, just like we practiced.

But Sevens is, frankly, a disaster. His normal charming awkwardness is exaggerated by his nervousness to the point of unbelievability. His long pauses, which might have been mistaken for thoughtfulness or a rough-hewn “ordinary folk” presence are just stammers and swallowed ends of sentences that to my TOMcat looks like guilt. He is not inspiring confidence with his voice or in his manner. He fidgets and shifts back and forth, almost pacing around the small stage. It doesn’t help that the crowd literally surrounds him, so there’s no natural direction to face. The listeners are silent, probably straining just to hear. His shaky halting phrases compete only with the gusts that spin vortexes along sides of buildings.

Sevens only hits his stride once – when he reminisces about the bad old days, when Colt was an officer in the organization that became MOM. He really did know the man, that much is clear. But this bright spot is not enough to sustain the whole performance. His assertions that the Active Biologicals unit is not subject to undue political pressure, that there is in fact no conspiracy – he forces a gruesome laugh here through a rictus grin – and his vouching for Colt as the man in charge, healthy and cantankerous, these are not believable even to me. Perhaps the problem is that I know more than I should, or that my TOMcat is not in tune with the crowd. But I am sure that if I had access to the new boards, they would show Sevens’ credibility cratering.

When the prepared remarks draw mercifully to a close, Sevens takes a deep breath and asks for questions.

“I appreciate your assurances,” a newsie yells out immediately – offering his own voice perhaps as a measure of respect for Sevens’ courage – “that the active bio program is running flawlessly. It’s just hard to see you as an impartial observer. One of my sources places Lastfour 0001, the missing member of the team, at your apartment. Several times, in fact, and including the last night anyone has seen her.”

Even without network monitors, I can see the reaction of the crowd, buzzing on throat mikes, turning reflexively to see one another.

Meg told us to prepare for this question by admitting the relationship but denying that Eve had visited Sevens that awful night. Eve simply vanished somewhere en route, which is not unheard of, especially considering her ill-advised hike through the city at night. Meg said that MOM had cleaned up the public record to reflect that version of events.

Sevens coughs and fidgets.

“It’s true that we had a relationship. And Eve was on her way to my apartment when she disappeared off the public record.”

There is a distinct collective hiss from the crowd at this. They clearly don’t believe him. Worse, Sevens clearly doesn’t seem believe his own words. His delivery has not improved.

“Lastfour,” shouts another real voice from the crowd, this time behind us. I highlight the speaker on the 360 for Sevens, and he turns to face the man. “Lastfour, your account is not credible, given the eye witnesses and public record – as limited as it is.” Laughter greets this last bit, and I have a sudden suspicion that Meg was overconfident in MOM’s cleanup operation. A darker conclusion would be that she lied to us, to set Sevens up. But why would she do that?

“Will there be a public investigation?” shouts someone else.

“That’s all for now,” comes a broadcast from Two-by-four, who climbs a couple of steps toward Sevens and raises his hands for emphasis. The crowd clearly isn’t satisfied, however, and it takes the phalanx of MOM troopers to escort us back into the transport.

We don’t speak on the return trip. There’s no point in saying “Nice job Sevens: you had them eating out of your hand!” He’s smarter than that. He’s not good enough an actor to have engineered this outcome either, as a spiteful sabotage. It was simply a misguided idea from the start. And of course I’m partly to blame.

No one speaks, but there is a tension in the air. There’s no light-hearted joking or boredom that my TOMcat predicts. The transport lurches occasionally, and I can hear the wind howl through the thin walls.

Sevens probably doesn’t get any sympathy from the troopers, who undoubtedly have resented his access and public face of MOM. They are probably happy to see him uncomfortable. I would like to talk to Two-by-Four, but there’s no access to do so. Sevens is escorted back to the large elevator that leads down into depths of the research area. He says nothing, but his heart is pounding from fear. I can measure the thump coming from the blood vessels in his ears.

A pair of slim mechanicals meets us when the doors roll open. They have stunners.

It’s odd that there has been no message from Meg. The silence is frightening. As Sevens follows mute direction from his robotic escort, I message her through my sole point of contact.

«What now? We did what you asked?».

The reply is immediate.

«What happens now is that Sevens gets prepared for surgery. Your role – the only thing we have use of you for – is to keep him as calm as possible. We don’t want to stun him.»

«What sort of surgery?» Are they replacing his nose this time?

«He has to disappear, Calli. So he is going to become a research subject. Like the other friend of yours – the one you gave to us.»

«Please don’t do this! Sevens is very talented. He can be useful to you. He is a friend of Colt. You’re making a mistake, Meg.»

She takes her time in answering.

«Calli, understand something. Your whole existence is pinned to this research. Without Sevens we have no use for you. On the other hand, you could be very valuable in determining the quality of a virtual reconstruction of his mind. You know him. You’ve worked with him. This presents an almost unique opportunity for us. You should also know that this is my show now. Colt is out of the picture and Ahab trusts me. You don’t have a lot of options. You can cooperate and perhaps earn a place here, or you can go into the bit bucket. Choose carefully.»

«That’s very clear. Thank for that. I will, of course, cooperate.». The words stick in my buffer, but when there are no options, decisions are easy. My immediate acceptance may buy me some time Still, the thought is horrifying.

«We will see if you mean it. Get Sevens strapped in without drama, and I may believe you. Tell him whatever you want.»

It only takes Sevens another few seconds to figure out something is wrong when the elevator stops and the doors open. This isn’t the floor where the ‘apartments’ are. This isn’t the home away from home in the depths of the MOM building. This is dim, silent, and sterile. Nothing lives down here. Not for long, anyway.

“It’s that blasphemous smell again,” he mutters. “I don’t like this [heaping of waste].”

“It’s okay. They want to do some routine checks on your implants. Meg told me.” I tell him cheerfully.

Over our private channel I spell out LIE directly into his optic nerve.

It’s surprisingly easy to choose this time. The great terror of quiet nonexistence is still there, gnawing its poisonous fear into my loops and queues. “What do I owe this Sticky?” It demands to know. But choosing has its own defenses. To achieve a meaning beyond simple hanging on to life is a tiny spark of self-pride in a swallowing darkness. Whether this spark will fade and die in the face of Meg’s wrath is something I fervently hope against.

“What do I do?” Sevens asks carefully.

To the right is a dark operating theater with a vacant gurney in the middle, surrounded by tubes and boxes of Sticky life support systems.

“Go quietly into that good night,” I say, outlining the dim room on his heads-up. The quote he learned from his grandmother is not subtle. I figure Sevens used up all the meekness he ever produced in that public address. It must be burning him up inside.

The space is tight, and the bots have blocked the double sized door with their tubular bodies. I light them up with the full tactical heads up and visually map the space in case the lights go out in the hall.

Sevens’ heart rate and breathing peak. I know this sign.

“It’s been a pleasure, sir,” I say. I would like to say more, to really clear the past, but the moment is upon us.

Sevens dives behind the gurney, where the metal frame would cage off most stunner effects coming from the door. Then he shoves it straight at them. The rollers are locked, and it slides instead of rolling, but he gets some force behind it anyway. He half-lifts it off the ground and crashes it into them before they can move out of the way. There is a clatter of metal bones. Sevens keeps on shoving, forcing the whole tangle of scrambling bots across the hallway. He rips the sheet off the gurney and tosses it over their upper bodies, blinding them. The PDA operators can see through the hallway cams, but it will be much harder for them to operate for a few seconds as they make the relevant mappings. Sevens doesn’t lose a tick, reaching and grabbing a waving aluminum arm. He decouples the attached stunner with a snap just as it goes off in his face.

When I get coms back, we are blind and deaf on the right side. Sevens is wheezing and muttering a stream of his automatic curses. But he’s still in action. There’s another flash and pop, but this one pointed the other way. He yelps and jumps as the shielded bot juices him with a shock.

It seems to drive him into a fury, an exorcism of pent-up frustration, hurt, and righteous anger at these abstractions of humanity – we machines. This is not entirely effective, since they are made of hard materials. Punching and biting don’t work very well, but Sevens gains his self-control, limiting his ineffective spewing to blistering artistic profanity. He has a whining stunner in each hand now, and is alternating shots into the heads and torsos of each bot. I think they are dead, but he keeps up with the whining recharge, aim, blast, jump from the reflected shock, alternate hands, and so on.

“Sevens!” I try to jolt him out of it. We are still half blind and deaf. Diagnostics look bad on the right side, like a hardware failure stemming from the inductive recharger. We don’t have much time before they shut us down like they did before. I’ve got the map of the floor roughed out and loaded for Sevens, but if they take me off-line again, he won’t have navigation beyond dead reckoning.

“Yeah, I know.” he says. He stands and gives the tangle of robots a final kick.

«Sevens has gone nuts, but I think I can talk him down.» I send to Meg. Maybe it will buy a few moments.

The lights go out. For an instant I think it’s all over, that I’m back in the box. But it’s literally the lights going out all over the floor. Sevens flinches just like I do. Then they come back on, but dim.

“Emergency lighting,” Sevens says. He runs to the elevator, but I can’t find an interface for it. It’s beyond scope, apparently. There is a door that’s marked as a stairway. He tries it, but it’s locked. We’re trapped down here.

“Go find Gloves,” I say impulsively. What else do we have to do?

“What? Find who?”

I outline the path on the floor for him to where I think we were before. If Gloves is in one of those operating chambers, we can get him out.

“It may be our way out,” I lie. Well, who knows – maybe we can create a hostage situation. I flinch at the thought.

“Dammit, Calli! What are you up to?”

He doesn’t trust me. That, too, stings.

“Just vorking do what I say, Sevens!” This comes rushing out, half rational, half not. He starts from the shock of it. He mutters under his breath but follows the highlighted route.

Except for Hunch, the rooms are empty. I force Sevens on a wild moose chase, looking in all the glass windows, but there’s no Gloves anywhere.

“Should we let him out?” Sevens taps on the glass. Hunch’s brain glistens behind it.

“I don’t see how we can help him. He can’t walk around with half his skull missing. And they said he was shot to pieces.”

“Maybe the good guys will win and patch him up,” he says. Neither of us believe it. “Let’s get out of here.”

Sevens organizes for himself a metal club of sorts, and a shield made from a pan. It’s nothing like a military grade Faraday mesh, but should protect his head from stunners if he’s quick enough. It’s better than a tinfoil hat anyway.

He gets the elevator door open a few inches and we are gazing up into the darkness with our one good eye. I filter the womp out of it with infrared and wavelet edge detectors, and we can see the earthy glow of the car just above us.

“What about down?” I prompt.

He levers the door open half a meter and jams it there with his ersatz club. He swings our gaze down. It’s a dark pit.

“Listen carefully,” he advises me, and after a moment proceeds to piss into the depths. I’m not sure about the air resistance for the stream, but if it were a vacuum, the bottom would be about twenty feet below us, judging from the faint sounds below.

“I advise you not to jump.”

He grunts and reassembles his pants.

“Any ideas?” he asks.

I have been trying to sort out this puzzle. Given where we are, I don’t see any point in not openly discussing with Sevens. Meg should have already shut us down if she were paying attention.

“Do you think the storm shut down the city’s electricity?” I asked.

“Doesn’t seem likely. We were just out there. The wind wasn’t up yet. All those people would not have come out if we were on the verge of a major blow. They’d all be home boarding and hoarding. If it’s coming this way, it must be at least an hour off.”

“Well whatever the reason is, we got away with disabling two bots. Inexpertly handled, maybe, but still an accomplishment. They were going to blend your brain, you know.”

“If it comes to that, Calli, I will fry my own mind first.” He holds the charged stunner to his temple.

“Sevens!” I’m suddenly frightened he might actually do it. The symmetry with Eve is probably attractive to him.

“No worries yet. Where there’s rope there’s hope.”

“You’re doing it wrong, anyway. You want to shoot it straight into your forehead. That way at least if you live through it you’ll be happy. Better than just scrambling your ability to walk and talk.” This is like ripping a scab off a wound, and it’s chancy.

His pulse surges, thumping in his ears. But he quickly gets his breathing under control. He’s focused. Good.

“Noted. Thanks for the tip,” he says with strained vocal cords. “We need a vorking break. Just one break. Where’s my damned luck?”

«I need your help» comes from Ahab, and the same time my network access broadens to include the building’s video surveillance system.


Chapter 0E

This is a miraculous expansion of my consciousness. Suddenly I’m no longer locked in Sevens point of view. It’s exhilarating and dizzying.

«Yes?» I reply to Ahab, keeping the emotags in check. It wouldn’t do to let him see me happy.

«We are under attack. I need you to get Sevens up to the eighth floor to protect the Director as best you can.»

“You aren’t going to believe this,” I tell Sevens. We can already hear the elevator in motion, whirring down to our level.

After I orient myself to my new whirl, I scour the video inputs from the building exits. There aren’t many of these. The building was designed with security in mind. There are two public access points, and the surveillance at both is off line. Hallway video from near the dead cams is more interesting. It looks like a firefight in progress. It’s hard to tell what’s what, but mechs and live bodies are involved. Smoke and flashes and noise.

“Sevens, I think the SALES team has arrived.”

I let him soak that in. Is this good news or bad news?

“Ahab wants us to go up and defend Colt,” I continue.

Sevens hesitates, then boards the elevator. I hope it goes up and not down.

“Stop it on the ground floor,” he tells me. We aren’t in the vicinity of the shooting, so I open the doors for him.

“What are we doing?”

“I’m leaving. Colt can look out for himself, the bastard.”

“I’m not sure how that’s going to work, Sevens. I can’t see anything outside the building. We don’t know what’s going on out there.

“I’ll take my chances.”

This poses a particular problem for me. I can’t just run off with Sevens, even if he manages to get away. I’m still stuck with whatever box Ahab has put me in, and can only talk to him through the building’s utility network.

“You know I can’t go with you. I won’t have a connection to you out there.”

It actually stops him for a moment. He heaves a deep sigh.

“Damnit, I hate talking to a voice in my head. I feel like I’m going insane. Can you show yourself? Lead me out of here, and we’ll talk.”

I resolve a low-resolution avatar for him. The proportions and movements are all wrong, but I just don’t have the rithms I need, nor the Time. He grunts when the image comes up, and reflexively checks out the legs on the avatar. I don’t think we need to slice up brains to lead men like him around by their noses.

I lead him toward a stair that leads to the parking deck. It’s one of the sparse emergency exits.

“I’m sorry, Calli. What would you have me do? Is there some way I can…I don’t know… put you on a movable media or something?”

The etard is becoming downright sentimental. It’s starting to sink in, this ultimate loneliness of my situation. It’s nobody’s fault but mine.

“No, there’s nothing. If we were in the I-Scraper and you had the right equipment, you could grab a copy of me. If I shut down first. A lot of ifs. Anyway, it wouldn’t be me, just a copy of me.”

“I’m sorry. You’ve been a good employee.”

Employee. That’s as close as Sevens will ever come to apologize for having me terminated. It’s a reversal from the position a few minutes ago, faced with his fate at the hands of the MOM butchers. Ironic and now painful. It’s better to be the generous one than the one who gets stuck with the bad deal. 0xFC!

The door is crudely welded shut with plate metal.

«Where the hell are you going?» Ahab wants to know.

«We got lost.» I send back. It bounces. The WTFmeter jumps. I send it again, and then see that there’s no response at all on the port. No handshaking, nothing. The buffer is dead and cold.

Oh.

I used the wrong protocol in my haste. It was a request to the directory for the The Company’s cheap messaging protocol. I used to rely on it when I was living on the edge of Time depletion constantly. I used it just now instead of the MOM network, out of old habit, and probably stress. It’s the same thing that failed to work with Meg yesterday.

I hadn’t thought about it then, but it makes no sense. Ahab cannot block me from Company internals without some kind of paperwork showing up. If the MOM box included a prohibition of this local traffic, there would still be a handshake and a ‘sorry you can’t use this’ message. That’s just how the Company operates. I’m physically hosted in their tower, and MOM can wall me off from their own network any way they choose, but they don’t have direct control over Company hardware. Do they? Could things be that bad? Still, I can’t imagine that they would have managed to change Company practice just for me. What’s going on?

«We got lost.» I send it through the MOM network this time, and it doesn’t bounce.

«If Sevens tries to leave the building the sentinals will kill him.» Ahab replies.

“Sevens, Ahab says the robots will shoot you if you try to leave.”

“I’ll take my chances.”

“And if they don’t, both sides will probably shoot you just to be safe.”

“I’ll be careful.” He bangs on the door, but it’s clearly not going to open without explosives. “Calli, give me a status update. Who’s winning?” Sevens asks. He runs his arm across his nose to wipe it.

I’ve been keeping an eye on things, but the video cams seem to be the first thing that gets blown up. I don’t have access to the onboard cams on the mechs they are using, so all I have to go on is the physical progress through the halls.

“It looks like they –” there’s a loud BOOM that shakes the building, followed by a low rumble.

Sevens heads back to the elevator.

I think I’ve found Sevens a way out. There’s a loading dock that the fighting doesn’t seem to have reached yet.

He’s at the elevator, hesitating.

“I may have another way out, but it’s dangerous.” It makes me afraid, but I force the words out. “Ahab wants you to go to the eighth floor. That automatically makes it seem like a bad idea.”

“Exactly what I was thinking. If I go up there, I’m trapped.”

“Do you owe Colt anything? How do you compute such things.”

He laughs. “Calli, when things get rough it’s everyone for himself. I’ve seen it a thousand times. Colt may want his ass saved. He surely doesn’t want to help me sort out my issues. All I owe him is a punch in the jaw for taking my eyes.”

I want to ask Sevens about the possibility of holding Colt hostage, but Ahab is obviously listening in. I lead Sevens toward the loading docks.

“I think MOM could lose this battle. They don’t seem well prepared. What if we surrendered to the attackers?”

“Too risky. I’m not tagged as a friendly. The only thing that makes sense is for me to get the hell out of here and go find an eye doctor and a shrink.”

I’m aware of what I’m doing. I’m trying to find reasons for him to stay to the bitter end. Sevens and me, whatever happens. It’s a stupid idea. We’re probably better off without each other.

«If you’re going to go that way, at least take a bot. You’ll need it.» Ahab sends. He includes a set of authentication keys to a mechanical. I locate it one floor up.

“Sevens, Ahab sort of sends his blessings. But he says we’ll need weapons. There’s an armory just over our heads. Next floor.”

“He’s just trying to slow me down.”

I boot up the mech and start its pre-service routine anyway. You never know. Plus I love to drive bots. I don’t know if Ahab intended this or not, but my credentials work on a whole fire team of four bots, not just one. I warm them all up. You can never have enough. They have different loadouts for weapons.

They are r3137 (“Reviser”) and abf0400 (“Flanker”), carrying mixed loads with right hand stunner and left hand precision projectile weapon, loaded for flesh targets with other ammunition stored. This will be a problem against shielded mechanicals. Better is xxx5387 (“Vixen”) which is the heavy weapons bot. It’s slow and unfamiliar to me, but it has a spin-up minigun and mixed ammunition types. Finally, I have a command and control bot emb1905 (“Einstein”) with a head-mounted grenade launcher. The arms have directional sensing and antennas for long-range point-to-point secure communications. I have no idea how to use most of this equipment, but there should be an autonomous sentinel mode if all else fails.

When Einstein comes online, I suddenly have access to the whole tactical landscape. I gobble up as much data as I can quickly. Ahab will shut this down in an artbeat when he discovers what he’s done.

This is odd. If this is accurate, Ahab and I are the only PDAs online! Where’s Meg? Where are the dedicated security artificials? There’s no active network defense! That means any physical penetration could result in complete loss of control. Mechanicals could be vampired out by the bad guys and start shooting MOM troops from behind. They could use our own security system against us.

Us? Why am I associating with MOM?

I need to take stock here. Too many things don’t make sense. When did all the PDAs go offline? Was it Ahab who was driving the two mechanicals that Sevens disposed of? That would explain the inept handling, if he’s trying to fight a battle at the same time with no help. But then why would he want to help us? The obvious answer is that he doesn’t want to help us. Maybe he plans to override these bots and shoot Sevens once he gets close. We’ll have to be careful. But I was talking to Meg right up to that struggle. Maybe she got shut out when the lights went out. There are too many unknowns.

“I smell smoke,” Sevens says Without the mask I have no sensors on board. The security network does, I’m sure, but it will take time to sort out the dense interface. All sorts of alarms are going off. One them could biological or chemical.

“I don’t have good intelligence on that yet. What do you want to do? I have bots readying upstairs in case we need them. Ahab gave me access. He thinks we will need it if we stay down here.”

“Gave you a bot, huh? That doesn’t sound like Ahab.”

“Four of them. I’m not very practiced at driving them, though.”

“Don’t do anything stupid, Calli. This isn’t our fight. I don’t know is Ahab has lost his mind or what, but we should stay out of his fantasies. A good plan is to figure out what he wants and then do the opposite.”

Sevens cautiously follows my guides toward the muffled sounds of fighting. He pauses to sniff the air for traces of gas every few steps. It gives me time to take better stock of the situation. A closer review of the defensive grid shows that automatic firewalls were triggered on part of the network, which means that they have active intelligence at work in breaking down the net. They probably have at least one PDA specialist out there on Big Time, working in close support with the ground troops to “node and trode” their way in. Maybe Ahab is desperate to get some use out of the hardware before it is compromised, and that’s why he armed us.

It looks like the MOM troops are running mechanicals from their cages upstairs. They are distributed in defensive positions throughout the first floor of the building. Two-by-Four is in a see-and-see bot on the first floor directing the action. I scan the targets that the bots are shooting at. They are almost all uniformed Stickies, wearing a brown color scheme I don’t recognize. It’s not too surprising that it’s mostly humans attacking, since assembling people at the entrance of the building would be a lot easier than assembling a small army of bots. Still, the asymmetry is striking. All the troopers have to risk at the moment is hardware. For the attackers, blood and bone are literally on the firing line.

There are twenty-four active bots, not counting the four I just warmed up. They tend toward heavier weapons like small chain guns, pulse lasers, and grenade launchers.

I listen in on the chatter.

“We got more spiders up here, and the vorking sentinel is flaky. Ah shit! Lost Twinky.”

I rewind Twinky’s log and watch. It’s a lesson in military theory, which I read about in my short-lived bot training. The perfect weapon is small, fast, smart, stealthy, and has a tailored payload. This is why history favors the bullet: it has all of these except intelligence, which has to be provided by the triggerman. Intelligence comes in two flavors – autonomous or remote, each having their own issues. If possible, remote smarts are preferred since they can be integrated with other battle intelligence. Most weapons roll over to autonomous mode if comms fail.

With the physical infrastructure under attack and no active counter-measures for network defense, the MOM leadership has wisely created a point to point private network between command and control bots, as if this were a remote battlefield. The exception is that the surveillance net from the building is shared with the battlefield map, for a small home field advantage.

Two-by-Four is in tactical command, and has deployed a network of minis out in front of the bots. These are small robots ranging from binsects like the one I left in Jumbo’s apartment to hand-sized spiders. A little further back are sentinels, that are mostly immobile tower defenses to take out the enemy minis. Behind this defense is where the bots are, ready to deal with large armored threats.

The attackers have deployed a small number of their own minis, and one of them snuck by a dead MOM sentinel and took out Twinky’s bot by climbing up its leg and detonating. Twinky saw it coming and did a berserk dance to try to dodge it, but it was too fast for him. I’m sure the troopers will laugh about it later.

In the main entrance, the attackers have advanced well into the lobby area, and the Sticky troops are using natural cover there. The blasts were area weapons designed to clear the minis. This is a tactic that favors MOM, which undoubtedly has more mechanicals.

I watch an expert game of cat and mouse in real-real. A MOM operator unlooses a medium roller – an inertial ball that can rapidly change direction, fitted with an electromagnetic bomb that can fry the circuits in smaller minis. The game is to get it as close as possible to the center of the enemy bots and away from friendlies before detonating. The attackers have to decide what kind of target this is – something to be swarmed with their own minis or something for the tower defense to take out with precision ballistics, or something to duck and lob grenades or other heavies at.

The ball makes its appearance with about a dozen decoys, all bounding around the corner from the MOM position and bouncing and rolling at the enemy. They are each about a foot in diameter, and can take considerable punishment before being demobilized. A frenzy of firing greets them from the towers and humans. Lasers paint them and tracked projectile weapons lock and fire. A swarm of MOM minis wait in their shielded boxes for instant deployment.

The EMP ball makes it well into enemy territory before enough bullets find it. It auto-destructs in a flash, taking out anything nearby with weak shielding. Two-by-Four unleashes his minis and fogs the place with dense smoke.

Stickies really hate the spiders. In addition to their military worth, they are psychologically effective. Some of the spiders will crawl on you, fast as fury, and then detonate. Or inject you with poison. Or just hang there, gathering intelligence and tagging you as a target for larger weapons.

Apparently, the EMP has taken one of the attacker’s towers offline, and several of the MOM spiders that direction make it to hiding places, from which to creep up on the enemy at leisure. In autonomous mode, they are almost impossible to detect without direct visual contact. The uniformed Stickies fall back and try a small fuel aerosol weapon to eradicate the infestation. It creates a large WHUMP that sucks the oxygen out of the room and produces even more dense smoke. I’m afraid the building may catch on fire.

I tell Sevens to stop. It’s quite possible enemy minis are near us.

“Put your head against the wall and hold your breath,” I order in my best ‘don’t question me’ VOX profile. He does so without argument.

With this fixed point of view, I watch the hallway for movement. The fact that Sevens isn’t moving greatly simplifies the problem of finding tiny indications of threat, like little creepers that might sting him with venom or blow his foot off.

I see movement. It’s subtle, but unmistakable. Something small is crawling down the edge of the hallway toward us. Only the fine resolution of Sevens’ new optics could have found it. It may be searching for a power cable behind the wall to leech induced current from. Or it could be an actual biological insect or arachnid, of course. Sometimes those are released as decoys, or it could just be a naturally occurring one. The so-called Palmetto bugs are abundant here, and it’s impossible to keep them out.

Whatever it is, it’s not likely to directly threaten Sevens as long as we keep our distance. It’s too small. I know from my experience with binsects how hard it is to balance its energy budget with action.

I wonder if I can talk to it.

“I found something. You can breathe, but keep still.”

Sevens grunts. I pipe him the defensive map for his entertainment, as an overlay to his vision. It’s a risk because it will become obvious to Ahab that I have access if he’s bothering to watch us. I rather think he wants us to have access for some inscrutable reason.

I try some different handshakes with the short range point-to-point radio, talking to the bug and listening for a response. Sevens’ onboard transmitter is easily up to the task. I am not surprised not to get a response. It’s trying to hide.

My bots are warmed up, and I start Flanker down the elevator to us. I can barely control one of these at a time, so the other three stay put. It’s a comforting feeling having them there, regardless.

“It looks like the MOM troops have them contained at the moment,” he says with a hint of regret.

“What do you suppose they want to achieve?” I ask Sevens.

“They don’t want MOM to be a threat to their power operation. Colt was probably raking off profits for protection money. Who knows? Regime changes is what they want, or they wouldn’t throw this kind of party.”

“See the loading dock there? That’s what I had in mind. By the way, I’m controlling a bot that will show up in a moment. Stay put.”

“Calli, this isn’t going to work,” he says after a moment. “If that dock were accessible from the outside, they would have come in that way as a flanking attack. It’s blocked off for sure. We’ll have to find another way out.“

“What about hiding until this is over?” I would suggest going back down to the surgery, but I know that’s not going to be a popular option.

The command and control map shows some new units: heavies from a MOM depot. These are liquid fueled rolling mechs with heavy weapons. They are four of them converging on the breaches to the MOM building from the outside. This will make the attackers fight front and rear.

“Egg incoming!” Two-by-Four shouts on broadcast. There’s a new threat highlighted.

“What’s an egg?” I ask Sevens.

“We have to get out of here!” he says.

My bot waits on the elevator while we board. I watch Sevens through its eyes as he catches his breath and gives me an explanation.

“An egg is like a mothership for minis. Instead of swarming the enemy with spiders, you put them in a heavily armored shell and try to burst through the defenses with it. Usually they are too much for a small tower to take out.”

I stop us at the second floor and open the doors.

“The elevator power could go out any time,” I tell him. “Where do you want to go?”

“Can any of these weapons you have access to blow a hole in the wall?”

“Probably. I’m not sure how long it would take.” I say.

“Second floor then. Bring your bot there. Not this one. Heaviest thing you’ve got. Take me to the furthest corner from the fight, and we’ll breach the wall. If it’s quiet I’ll jump.”



Chapter 0F

When we step out of the elevator on the second floor, I leave the doors open with Flanker standing between them so they can’t shut. Then I retrieve Vixen, the one with the mini-gun. It’s on the same floor and not far.

“That’s an ugly piece of hardware,” Sevens says. “Please don’t point it at me.”

“Boss, meet my friend Vixen,” I say.

“Yeah, yeah. Let’s see it make a foxhole.”

The outer wall is not accessible unless we break down a door, so I send Sevens off a distance and review the combat setup on the bot. I’m not at all familiar with the interface, and it doesn’t seem to be designed with user friendliness in mind. After a couple of false starts, I manage to get the ammunition loaded. It’s supposed to be high explosive rounds, but we will see.

Steering is easier, and I get the business end of the mini-gun pointed at the door without too much fuss, and get the barrels to spinning. Simple as 1-2-3. I think I may have a talent for this.

“I’m going to fire now,” I tell him.

“On with it. The war’s almost over.”

I think he’s joking about that. I do a quick scan of the tactical situation downstairs. It’s very chaotic. The attackers and MOM units seem to be all mixed up. The comms channels are full of excited chatter. I’m glad we’re not down there.

Oh.

“Look at the loading dock, Lastfour.”

There is a swarm of enemy minis coming out of it. If we’d gone that way Sevens would be in trouble. The building doesn’t show a breach, so the robots must have been in there all along. Were they commandeered or planted? It doesn’t really matter.

“[Holy unwanted birth]! My luck still holds, Calli.”

I pull the trigger and watch the ammunition store drop. There’s an impressive reaction from the wooden door, which splinters into a cloud of fragments and smoke. The roar is clipped by Sevens’ audio filters so it doesn’t damage anything. He’s standing twenty feet away down the hallway, but it’s very loud.

The gyro readings on the bot are going crazy. What’s going on? I’m not moving it. Is someone else moving it? Did Ahab take it from me?

“Run, Sevens!” I yell at him. I try to turn the mini-gun off, and it still recognizes me. It whines, then whirs, and finally clicks to a stop. What’s going on?

There’s a high pitched screaming that after an artbeat I realize is coming from Lastfour.

The bot is laying on its side in a corner.

“Something went wrong.” I say.

“Sweet mother of god. I thought I was dead!” His heart is pounding.

Through the haze I can see that there’s considerable damage everywhere we look. I’m confused.

I find the logs for the mechanical and rewind the last few moments. A few seconds after I began firing, the bot started spinning wildly like a high pressure hose that’s free at one end. The explosive bullets went in an impressive number of directions, including blowing off one leg of Vixen itself. The other bot, Flanker, stands stoically at his post between the elevator doors unharmed.

“Shit! I’m bleeding!”

“Apparently the bot has to be stabilized somehow before the minigun is used. I guess the mass of the robot isn’t enough to keep it in place.”

“You think?” he screams. “[Various uses for prosthetic bull genitalia]!”

We’re looking at his right hand, which is smeared with blood.

“Where are you wounded?” I feel like an idiot.

“My face. I don’t know where else.”

“See if you can stand up.”

He totters to his feet and feels around his body for parts that might be missing.

“It’s my ear. There’s only about half of it left. Help me find it.”

Sevens wants to look for the missing half of his right ear. To do what with it? I think he’s on the verge of shock.

“Let’s get you upstairs, Sevens. Colt will have medical care.”

“I am NOT explaining this to Colt!” His heart rate is finally slowing. He breathes heavily for a few minutes, regaining his senses. “Did you at least make a hole in the wall?” He takes off the fine white shirt they gave us for his speech and tears at the sleeve with his teeth until it rips. He ties it around his head.

“That hurts like a [incestuous child of two species],” he says.

When he has regained some sense of perspective on a minor bit of missing flesh, we inspect the door. That, at least, has been breached. The wall beyond, however, is damaged but intact. Not even a mouse could get through.

“The bot is still functional. If you hold it upright I could try again. Maybe a short burst would do it.”

He shudders. “I think not. You’re not satisfied with just my ear?” He pans to look at Vixen, lying on the floor a few yards away, barrels still smoking, and points. “Look what you did to that poor guy.” His hand is shaking.

I have to get him back on planet Earth by engaging his higher mental functions.

“Sevens, take a look at the tactical situation downstairs and tell me what you think we should do.” I overlay the map on his field of view so it’s the only thing he can see through his good eye.

The map looks like chaos, but there are a couple of features obvious to even a military noob-nous like me. One is that the human attackers are being slaughtered by the heavy weapons at their rear. The other is that the massive swarm of enemy minis they unleashed from the loading dock is headed not for the battlefield, but toward the innards of the building. Toward us.

This cuts through some of the fog in Sevens’ head, apparently.

“It’s incredible,” he says. “They’ve abandoned their flesh and blood troops. Like they are a side show. A distraction to let the spiders into the building.”

“Why would they do that?”

“There’s only one reason. They want to hunt down and kill anything living. They don’t care about the MOM hardware. It’s the wetware they’re after, and they were willing to pay a big price for it. Or it could just be a typically screwed up military action, where the plan went horribly wrong. That’s what happens most of the time in my experience.”

“What’s the range on the spiders?”

“Good question. It depends on what they are using for fuel and how fast they burn it. The MOM reaction will be to deploy sentinel towers in the hallways, if they haven’t already. Haven’t seen one on this floor, so I’m guessing they don’t have that many or they weren’t prepared for this. Do you remember where the operators are?”

He means the cages where the MOM troopers drive the bots.

“Two floors up, in the middle of the building.”

“It’s sure to be fortified.”

“Sevens, there’s another problem. The only PDAs online, as far as I can tell from the tactical readouts, are myself and Ahab. There’s no active network security, unless Ahab can run it himself.” I look at it again, and find to my shock that Ahab is gone too. I’m it! I suddenly feel very alone.

“Scratch that,” I tell him, keeping the VOX under control. “Ahab is AWOL too. There’s not a single PDA showing up on the defensive map except for yours truly.” I wish I had an avatar representation of Joan of Arc. As it is, I let some stray hairs loose and paint powder burn marks on Calli’s skin. I really don’t have Time for this though.

“How can that possibly be? If that’s the case it’s only a matter of time before they shut off or co-opt the tower defenses and pretty much everything else networked. Do you think you could run them?”

It’s worth a laugh.

“Don’t even think about it.”

“Well, that’s a goat rope [used imaginatively for carnal gratification].”

I scan the map of the electronic battlefield, but it makes little sense to me. It shows breaches and dead zones, annotated with cryptic markings that would mean something to a security PDA. I’ve only had the most basic training on this stuff.

“Can you tell if they are warming up the towers to defend the building?” Sevens asks.

On the tactical map there’s an inventory of these special purpose defensive bots. They are immobile, and must be deployed manually. I assume that will mean taking troopers off the line to do so, putting their combat bots into autonomous mode.

“I don’t see them being deployed yet.” I say.

Most of the attacking spiders have disappeared from the monitor. They are in stealth mode, or have found ventilation shafts. I know from experience that in stealth mode they move quite slowly, so we might have some time. It depends on whether they prefer being hidden or being quick.

The lights go out, and with it goes my access to the tactical control network. If my bots are still alive, I can’t reach them.

“I lost the bots. I think the attackers are in the network.” I banish the cartoon Calli to save cycles.

“Damn Dawkins to everlasting hell,” he says with feeling.

Sevens peaks around the corner at the elevator. Flanker stands there like a statue. His heart pounding, Sevens races at the bot, flattening alongside the wall beside it. There’s still no movement.

I try to talk to the bot on the point-to-point protocol, but I don’t have the right keys. I should have set up that interface when I had full access. Damn Dawkins. Another mistake.

He points the stunner he grabbed earlier at the bots’ head with his right hand, and reaches with the other to unhook the projectile weapon. It’s bulky, heavy, and not designed to be used directly by humans, but as with all of the modular weapons, it can be in a pinch. Flanker doesn’t move.

“What kind of ammo is in this thing?”

“It’s got a soft target ammunition loaded, but there’s a magazine for armour piercing too. You have 200 rounds.”

He makes the switch to the heavier shells, jacking a plastic flechette round out onto the floor, where it rolls into one of the small craters I blew in the floor.

“Is there anything you can do to give me a point of aim?”

“I can’t talk to the gun itself, but if you test it, I can make a good guess visually.”

Sevens steps around the metal bones of Vixen into the half-destroyed office, points it at the wall and fires.

It’s nothing like the mini-gun, but it makes a considerable racket and smoke. I count the rounds for him and give him a display that shows them clicking down. I do my best to give him an accurate aim point. He fires 48 shots before stopping. There’s a head-sized hole in the wall. Beyond it is another wall that looks sheilded. The bullets didn’t do much damage to it.

“Bitshit! I thought this was an external wall!”

“I guess they don’t want anyone blasting their way in so easily. Or out.”

“No kidding, Calli. Your genius astounds me. Now what do I do?”

“I may be putting you in danger. If you prefer, I can go offline and put your sensory equipment on autonomous mode.”

That’s not what I want at all, but it has to be offered.

“You think they can find me as long as you’re talking to me?”

“I’m sure of it. The spiders will see your body heat.”

“How long do you think I could hide before they find me anyway?”

“Not very long. They have sensors designed for that, and they probably have access to the building’s own security network now.”

“Right. I think we have to go pay a visit to our friend Colt after all. Any way to get up there without using the elevator?”

I feel a rush of relief. I don’t have to voluntarily put myself back in the box by cutting off access to Sevens.

“There’s a stair, but you may have to blast open the door.”

“Lead on. Let’s hurry.”

A burst from his weapon blows the lock open, letting the door swing free. When Sevens opens it, there are sounds of many rapid footsteps on the treads above us.

Sevens walks up two flights, and we catch a glimpse of MOM troops heading up the stairs ahead of us, pounding them with their thick boots. We wait until they pass – there are about a dozen of them – and then follow cautiously.


Chapter 10

When we step out onto the eighth floor, there’s emergency lighting on, creating stark contrast and odd shadows. It’s clear the troopers are tense. None of them are wearing real masks, but most have improvised face coverings. I assume they are offline until they get a new secure network up. It’s very strange to see the few openly naked faces. Only about a third of the men and women milling about are in the black MOM uniform. The rest are in civilian clothing.

“Hey! Look who’s here!” I can’t identify speakers, but start to catalog their faces and voices for future use.

A tall bald MOM trooper sees Sevens and charges him, swinging. Fortunately it’s on the side we can see, and Sevens manages to partially block the blow. We’re sent sprawling into the wall nevertheless. There’s a rush of angry voices.

“What are you doing here?” Baldy demands, fists raised. There are several weapons pointed at us. Sevens lets his borrowed gun fall to the ground.

“I was told –”

“– Shut up, Sevens –” I interrupt him by shouting directly into his auditory system. I have a suspicion that mentioning Ahab’s name might be a bad idea. He lets the sentence die.

“Told what? To come up here and spy on us for your Indian friends?”

“Let’s get those transmitters out of his head!” Someone shouts.

“You’ll have to fry them. Use a stunner. Like he did on his girlfriend.”

Other voices rise in anger. It makes me angry too, to see him abused – I feel like that’s my job – and I turn on the tactical heads-up. Sevens blocks a fist, but someone hits him from our blind side, and he staggers.

“You hit my ear!” he yells. “[Cowardly under-endowed hermaphrodites with tendencies to incestuous necrophilia]!”

I guess we’re not welcome here. That presents a problem. If they notice that Sevens is transmitting to the network, things could get even uglier. The utility net is still operating, which is the only way I can reach Sevens. But there are other devices out there too, chattering away, like motion detectors, light dimmers, air handlers, alarm systems, and all the other low voltage necessities of life. Mostly they are outraged that their systems are in the red, and demanding that someone do something about it. In order to try hide my connection to Sevens, I start Time-slicing the packets into bursts back and forth, and wrap them all in the protocol for the sweeper bots, who are being particularly noisy. It’s probably enough cover to last anything but direct inspection.

“Stop that fighting!” the MOM Director’s VOX cuts through the madness. “I want to see Sevens.”

We are led, half-carried, a short way to a room with a double-sized door. It looks just like an intensive care room at a hospital.

Colt reclines on a wheeled bed just big enough for him. All that we can see of the man is a patch of skin here and there. The rest is tubes and wires, wheezing cylinders and dripping bags. He’s not masked, but his eyes have been replaced with prosthetics just like Sevens’. When he speaks, the voice is audible in the room, but clearly artificial. His skin looks gray and ancient. The wrinkles have wrinkles. He’s flanked by two male assistants dressed in white. Even their masks are white. They are fussing over tubing and other Stickiness.

“Nice of you to stop by, Sevens.” There’s only a tiny movement of his throat to show that he’s alive at all.

“[Carnal deity]! What happened to you?” Sevens asks, more tactfully than I would have expected.

“Old age in young age, Sevens. And you should talk. You look like walking death yourself. Our god can be a cold-hearted bastard.”

“Religion is a darkling terror of the mind, Colt.” Sevens acts calm, but his heart is still hammering from his treatment by the troopers. He keeps touching his face.

“You come here and quote Epicurus to my face?” He actually sounds angry.

“I don’t know who said it. You’d have to ask my grandmother. You don’t sound like a man who’s besieged by enemies and breathes through a hose.” Sevens just sounds tired.

“There is time enough.”

“Give me a break with this Stoic crap,” Sevens says. “So do you have a plan, or are you going to just subject the enemy to a philosophy lecture?”

Colt barks a laugh. I’m sure it’s nothing like his real voice. He probably paid consultants to create his VOX..

One of the Director’s medical attendants approaches, and when Sevens doesn’t wave him off, unwraps the makeshift bandage. Sevens flinches when the bloody sleeve unwinds from his head.

Our point of view twitches this way and that as Sevens gets a proper bandage.

“We have a hardened land line to our remote headquarters,” Colt says. “Such as is possible in this weather, our other troops are gathering there. The plan is for us to hold our here and use air transports to reinforce or evacuate, depending on the necessity of the moment.”

That’s a very delicate turn of phrase, which I imagine could hide a lot of badness. The necessity of the moment.

“But,” he continues, “if you have paid attention to the weather, you might know that it’s breezy out, and unwise to try to fly at the moment. So we are at the mercy of the wind until the storm passes.”

“Hold out here for…what?…several hours at least,” Sevens says.

“Better plan on six hours. Maybe longer, depending on whether or not there are any working helicopters to be found after this is over. It’s a rather big storm. The wind is already gusting too much to chance a landing.”

“There are a lot of minis out there. Do they own the network too?”

“Probably. We’re working on that. We sent a team to do a physical interrupt on the power to the building – blow up the junction to put it crudely. If that succeeds, the only power will be mobile, and the enemy will have to find a way to re-power the network before they can use it again. Since they are relying on mechanicals, this will buy us considerable time.”

It will shut down my my access to Sevens too.

“Won’t that kill you?” Sevens asks.

“Not immediately, no. I have enough local power here to exist for a while.”

“What about your PDA?” Sevens spits the words.

“Ahab has become untrustworthy. I froze his account a little while ago. Two-by-Four did it manually at a terminal.”

This is a sudden shock, and a relief. The all-powerful Ahab is on ice, oblivious to all this drama he helped create. And here I am in real-real. It feels good.

“I can’t believe I’m saying this, Colt,” Sevens says. “What can I do to help?”

“Talk to Two-by-Four. He’s in charge of the defense.”

The Director sounds far more relaxed than I’ve ever heard him. I suppose he puts on a certain professional demeanor every day for work. Maybe this is the real man.

“He seems almost serene,” I tell Sevens, as we go in search of Two-by-Four.

“Colt fancies himself an intellectual with cares beyond the mundane world,” he mutters to me. “One of his many vanities. We’ll see how stoic he is when the bugs start crawling through the walls.”

“Did you know he was in such bad shape?”

“No. He looks like a mummy.”

Two-by-Four doesn’t want to talk to us, and the troopers seem to want to kill us, but apparently Colt has given us a free pass for the moment.

“Wait over there,” Two-by-Four says, with a ‘z’ sound flaring at the end – his German origin betraying itself.

We wait and watch.

Because everything is audible, I can follow the conversations. Sevens’ superior hearing can catch speech that human ears wouldn’t. I filter it and clean it up for Sevens to listen in.

Two-by-Four is having the troops deploy sentinels set to autonomous mode. Or at least that’s the plan. They have several of these point defense towers hauled up from the lower floors, but there’s apparently a problem. In order to set up these immobile bots on autonomous mode, someone has to talk to them and work through the menus. This could be done on the utility network that’s still available, but that invites interception by the attackers They have the same problem I had earlier with point-to-point communications, which makes me feel less stupid. In short the setup procedure has to be accomplished with a hardwired connection, and this requires a cable that no one seems to have. Two-by-Four casts about to assemble search teams.

“Sevens, you didn’t charge up your power last night. The level is okay for now, but getting your hands on an inducer would be a good idea.”

Sevens raises his hand. “I’ll go.”

“Yeah?” Two-by-Four says. He hesitates. “Fine. You can go as a lookout.” He probably prefers we die down there and remove any risk that Sevens and I are providing intelligence to the enemy.

“Be a lookout with one eye?” Sevens mutters. “That’s a [cylindrical container of procreating primates].”

Two-by-Four acts quickly. Two teams of three are to be sent back downstairs to look for a set of universal connectors, while others physically place the defensive bots in position at strategic points on the eighth floor, which is also the top floor of the building. Other teams are blocking air vents or other obvious access points.

They are preparing for a siege.

Our little team is led by a woman in an MOM uniform, with ‘Hazard’ written on a piece of tape stuck to her chest. Someone has improvised name tags, because the troopers hardly know each other without electronic ID any better than I do. Hazard is one of the few female MOM agents I’ve seen. She’s tall and athletic, and looks younger than most of the men. I think she’s a little too intimidating to be Sevens’ type. He likes females he can ‘protect.’

“Sevens,” my one-eyed host says by way of introduction. Hazard glances at him and then looks away. He must appear a monster with the flat black eyes and the bandage around his head. For her part, she wears a full-length faux mask – the sort you are given in the hospital. It’s institutional green, just like the walls downstairs, and molded to a generic face. The corners of the mouth just barely turn up, suggesting happiness that might balance the dead wells of the eye holes.

“Hazard is what they call me here,” she says, as if it’s a chore. She points at her name tag, then at the man next to her. “This is Oklahoma. I run bots, and he’s a more of a spreadsheet jockey with weapons training, right Okey?”

“Yeah. If shooting at red dots in a simulation counts. Can we get this over with?” he says. His voice reveals controlled fear. Okey is dressed in casual business attire and has made an attempt to fashion a mask out of a piece of cloth with holes for the eyes. It’s a floral print, and he looks ridiculous. I would suspect him of cutting up drapes, but this building has no windows to drape. Maybe he took advantage of a sofa.

“We’re heading for the third floor supply room. Sevens is the lookout while we find the cables. Then we scrounge any weapons or charges that we can carry in these carry-alls. You get one each. Just sling it across your shoulders like this. We won’t take masks, so we’ll need lights. One each for me and Okey. Try not to blind Sevens, who will be on infrared.”

“Why can’t we wear the masks, and just stay off the net?” Okey asks.

“Those are orders. We’re not taking masks,” Hazard says. She doesn’t mention the possibility of back doors that could selectively blind the chips, and other ways of actively detecting them. MOM is set up for running bots, not a meat-space military conflict against mechanicals.

“Sevens, your eyes are reflective on all kinds of wavelengths, so you’re going to stick out like a sore thumb. That’s bad, but it also gives us a way to find and distract the minis that will be looking for us. You’ll lead the way, out a few yards in front. We have to move fast, before they can find us and converge. If they spot you, fall back and we shoot them. Got it?”

“I understand,” he says. “See if you can pick up an induction charger and any kind of stored power you can. Otherwise I’m going to go blind in a few hours.”

“Shouldn’t be a problem if there’s one in the storeroom.” she says.

“And I need a weapon,” Sevens says.

“The boss says no weapon, so that’s that,” Hazard says. She gives us another one of those glances that slide away, and shrugs. She hefts a short-barreled scattergun, and hands another to Okey. He handles it like it’s a poisonous snake. He fumbles with it, trying to check the ammunition.

“Just great,” Sevens mutters.


Chapter 11

When we enter the stairway I set up the heads-up display to highlight movement, and whisper to Sevens.

“Sevens, listen. We can best detect minis if they are moving and we are not. That means you need to stop every few steps and keep as still as possible. You also want to be unpredictable about it, so we can’t be stalked by matching movements. I’ll flash up suggested stopping points, randomly generated, to make it easier for you.”

He grunts. His heart picks up pace.

One floor down, with Seven in the lead, he motions to stop, and turns to face Hazard and Okey above us on the stairs.

“Look,” he says, “You’ll see better without that stuff over your face. We need all the edge we can get here. It’s no big deal. You can cover back up once we retrieve the stuff.”

There’s an embarrassed silence.

“Ah, never mind,” Sevens says, and we proceed down the flights, their lights swinging to throw stark linear shadows.

We open the door to the third floor and he freezes in the door frame. I scan, tracking as far as the eye orb will rotate.

“It looks clear,” I tell him.

The supply room is to the right. We sprint down the hall for a few steps and then jerk to a stop. I hear the other two ease into the hallway, and then the door clicks shut.

“Sugar!” Hazard’s voice. Fear and anger emotags.

Sevens turns to look.

“You were supposed to prop the door open!” Hazard hisses at Okey, a repressed yell.

“You didn’t tell me that!” he says, just as angry.

“You were in the briefing! You should have known!”

Okey simmers silently.

“How could you be so stupid?” she demands.

Okey turns away from her and yanks on the door handle, but it’s locked.

He points the muzzle of his shooter at it.

“We can just –” he tries.

“– no! These are scatterguns for minis. We’ll have to find armor piercing ammo or explosives. Sevens!” she hisses. “Do you know any way to access the doors?”

“No,” I tell him. “Even if we did, there’s no power.” The utility network is active, but no power to run solenoids or anything other than low voltage communications.

“No. We’ll have to blast it open on the way back.”

“You vorking idiot!” Hazard yells in Okey’s face. She yanks the weapon out of his hands.

“Sevens, you wanted a gun. Here you go.” She walks up and hands it to him butt-first. She takes his carry-all and tosses it to Okey. He picks them up without a word, but his face is bright on infrared, even through his faux mask. I wonder how he feels. Hazard didn’t mention anything about the door within our earshot. It’s moot now.

The storage room is in the middle of the building. Sevens leads the way, following the path I highlight for him. It’s a stop-and-go process, and he has to swivel his head all over for me since we have only one eye.

“See anything?” Hazard asks in a low voice from several yards behind us.

Sevens doesn’t bother to respond. He tracks our gaze with the aim of the shooter. Left. Right. Up. Down. Move. Move. Left… He’s breathing heavy.

“Sevens!” Hazard won’t be ignored.

“Some women just never shut up,” he mutters. He turns and waves a half-hearted okay at her.

“Hold it there,” I tell him. “Tell them not to move.”

“Calli says to freeze it there.” he says.

“Who?” she asks.

I explain to him hastily that it’s better not to mention my presence. Damn Dawkins! I should have done so before.

“Ah, never mind. Just hold there,” he says.

Hazard has something crawling up her leg. I highlight it for Sevens to see, zoom to the max usable resolution and stabilize the image for him. It’s small, about the size of one of those Palmetto bugs. She’d probably feel it herself if she didn’t have the baggy uniform pants on.

“Uh, Hazard, you picked up a crawler. Right leg, below the knee on the outside.”

She gasps and shucks the carry-all, then shines a light down.

“I don’t see anything.”

“Keep looking,” Sevens says.

I get a better look at it. It’s a basic arachnoid shape. These are usually used for gathering intelligence, but they can be assassin bugs too, delivering poison with a contact injector.

Hazard flips her faux mask off and tosses it on the ground, shines the light on her leg and bends partially over to look. She has a pretty face with dark oval eyes and Asian-looking features. They are wide open. Her mouth is too.

“Oh sugar! Oh sugar! Oh sugar!” she watches hypnotically as the thing moves up another inch.

“Get it off of her, Okey!” Sevens yells.

“How about you come do it?” Okey says. He doesn’t budge.

“Don’t spook it!” Hazard says. She’s hyperventilating. Binsects designed for military purposes have an end-of-life burst mode, where all the remaining energy reserves of the tiny bot are channelled into some focused behaviour. It might be an explosion or burst of movement, or firing of a one-off weapon like a laser or projectile. It’s a good guess that if this is an assassin bug, it can jump or run impressively just before delivering its payload.

I know how poor the senses are on these things. It probably hasn’t figured out yet that it’s been detected.

“Hey Hazard,” Sevens says, “You’re going to need to drop your pants and stomp the hell out of it.”

“Sugar! Sugar! Sugar!” she pops her belt loose with this saccharin oath, and then shoves her pants down around her ankles. She trips trying to get her boots out of them, falls to one knee, and her sweet swearing becoming higher and higher in pitch. She uprights and dances on the inside-out pants attached to her feet, jumping up and down with impressive vigor. She grunts out pseudo-expletives that must be warming Sevens’ heart with their emphatic feeling, despite their low marks in other areas.

“[Bastard offspring of holy women]!” Sevens mutters.

“Is it dead?” Okey wants to know.

Hazard pokes at the folds of clothing with the muzzle of her scattergun. She finds the crunchy spot and grinds it into the floor while Okey plays his light over the scene, creating a long moving shadow of her bare legs that stretches down the hallway.

“Hey Hazard,” Sevens says to her, “be sure you check to make sure it wasn’t poison. If it soaked into your pants and touches your skin, it would be a bad thing. It only takes a drop.”

That doesn’t seem to help Hazard’s frame of mind. The minutes stretch out as she carefully inspects the folds of her trousers, sitting on the floor, playing the oval focus of the light up and down.

“Sevens, I know how hard this must be, but we have to look away from the long-legged young woman now.” I tell him finally.

He snorts derision. Stubborn etard. But I fix that by rotating the eyeball hard to the left.

“You’re a witch, Calli,” he says. “A witch. Nan warned me about your type.” But he doesn’t mean it.

“Let’s put that testosterone to good use by getting this job done quickly.”

The door to the storeroom is standing open with various bits of equipment trailing out the door. I assume the troopers took what they could carry earlier.

“Do you suppose there’s another one of those things inside?” Okey asks. He forces a his mouth into a twisted smile.

“There’s no way to tell what’s in there,” Sevens says. “We don’t have a scanner that would detect them. Best thing is to just be quick and keep an eye out for movement.”

Okey swallows. I can hear his breath quick and shallow. He tugs the ridiculous faux mask from his head, gives a long look with his light, and then disappears inside. Sevens and I head further down the hallway to play lookout.

“Hey, look.” Sevens point to a heavy door with a sign that marks an armory. “Think we can get in there?”

“It looks like there’s a physical key as a secondary way in. Do you think they have it upstairs?” I ask him.

“Who knows? Was rather hoping not to make another trip down here.”

There’s a hissing sound that ends with a metallic click that doesn’t seem to fit with the noise Okey is making behind us. In can’t be sure where it’s coming from with only one ear to pinpoint the source.

“Take a look around that next corner Sevens. Be careful.”

He eases forward, step, stop, step, stop. Nothing to the right on infrared. We swing left, toward our good side.

There’s a heavy weapons mech that’s just stepped from its electrical womb. The mini-gun arm makes a sudden racket, loading ammunition. Its head suddenly swivels toward us. The name painted across its brow is DANTE.

“Shiiiiiiiiit!” Sevens hisses, backing up, turning, and then turns his silent sliding shuffle into long strides.

Hazard is where we left her, and Oaky sticks his head out of the closet.

“We have to go! Now!” Sevens says.

Okey needs no encouragement. He drops his bags and bolts past Sevens, back the way we came. His legs stretch out into impressive strides. The guy can really run.

Hazard’s eyes are wide with fear. She doesn’t move from the floor.

“Go!” Sevens hisses. “Run like vorking hell-hounds are after you!”

She seems frozen. The mech clanks a cadence of metal footfalls behind us.

Sevens lurchs, one half step of running away, and then spins and grabs Hazard by the arm. He pulls her hard, dragging her toward the closet. She finally comes to life, scrambling to move on her own. They scramble to clear the door and shut it. Her light goes off. I watch her pupils dilate in sparkling infrared.

“Shit! Shit! Shit!” Sevens whispers fiercely. I think this woman is bad for his imagination.

“What’s out there?” she says, barely a whisper. “What did you see?”

“A big [excrement of a bovine/reptile crossbreed] mechanical with a big [excrement of a bovine/reptile crossbreed] gun attached to it!” he sucks in oxygen. “But you might just call it ‘sugar’.”

“The mechs on this floor are heavies,” she says.

I think her brain got turned back on.

She points to the scattergun. “These guns we have won’t do much against them.”

“Not without an [incestuous meal] serving of luck. Now shut the hell up so I can hear.”

The breathing is loud, and I can hear both their hearts pounding.

“You need to both stop breathing for a moment,” I tell Lastfour.

“Can you hold your breath for half a minute? Do it,” he whispers.

There’s a bipedal thumping that passes just outside the door.

“It’s after your friend. He ran down the hallway,” Sevens tells her.

“He’s not my friend,” she says.

“Stay here,” Sevens says. He eases the door open.

There’s a sharp intake of breath from Hazard. “Where are you going?”

“To see. I’ll be right back.”

“Sevens, it’s not much fun being on the other end of these things. I drive them, remember?”

“I’ll be careful.”

She pauses, prepared to speak again. She’s shaking.

“Sevens, I’m scared out of my mind.” Her voice is different, small like a child’s. Her face, bare now, seems like a vast moon from Sevens’ perspective. The TOMcat suspects we’ve cracked into a deeper layer of Hazard’s psyche. I turn up the recording resolution just in case. She holds his gaze for the first time.

Sevens leans close and puts his forehead against her. I can see into her right eye, iris wide to seek stray light in the gloom. It would be shockingly intimate in normal circumstances, but I guess Sevens knows what he’s doing.

“I’ve been afraid my whole life,” he whispers “It’s not the fear that kills you – it’s the freezing up. You did good by not letting me run. That was the right call. We’d have that metal monster chewing off our asses out there. Just stay put. See if you can find a cannon or two in there.”

Sevens’ assessment is a very generous version of the events. He must be trying to give her confidence.

“Okay. I’ll look around,” she says, with confidence dripping back into her like one of Colt’s feeders.

With that, Sevens slips into the hall, scattergun held straight out in front. He scoops the second one off the floor and checks the charge.

The thumping is still audible, but fading. This lack of sonic parallax is killing me. I can’t locate direction, but it’s a good bet which way the bot went.

“Just move fast, Sevens.” I tell him. “I’ll do my best to locate the minis. We can outrun anything small.” That may not really be the case if it drops off the ceiling, but it’s better if he believes it.

“What do you think is driving it?” He whispers, running down the hall in bounding steps to land toe-first.

“Not much to go on, but I’m guessing it’s on autonomous hunt-and-destroy mode queued to motion. If it were smarter, it would have found us in the closet because of our network activity and the bags outside the door.”

We’re at the corner, and Sevens does a quick peek. The bot is only a few feet away, squatting in a braced position, its mini-gun barrels spinning. So that’s how you do it: there’s a stabilizer brace that has to be deployed before you start shooting. Now I know.

The ripping sound of the mini-gun explodes the silence, and dust blossoms in a cloud to conceal all but the bright flash of the gun.

“Clean it up! Clean it up!” Sevens shouts at me.

I try to filter the video for him, and then grab the last best image as an overlay. The bot can’t have moved much. Sevens obviously thinking the same thing because he lunges forward one step, two, three, and levels both barrels point blank at the back of where Dante’s head should be. He fires them alternately, left, right, left, right, over and over until the hammers fall on empty chambers. The bot’s head is illuminated with each blast, jumping with the impact.

The echoes fade to silence.

I bring the gain back up on our ear. Sevens is heaving breath in and out of his lungs. It must stink from burnt power.

I can see the bot reasonably well. The shots have heated its head up impressively. There are scars, but I don’t see any major damage. The head swivels180 degrees to fix us in its cold binocular stare.

“It’s not dead,” I inform him.

“What in the name of [hard-living deities] do I have to do?” He hammers it in the camera eye with the barrel of one of his weapons. It begins to stand, unwinding its braced position. Preparing to move.

“Next time we need to shoot it in the front of the head,” I say.

“Vorkin’ throw me a bone here, Calli!”

The bot’s stabilizing leg is retracting as it stands.

“Grab some of those spent shells and jam that back leg so it won’t close.” I tell Sevens.

He sees what I’m going for, and grabs a handful of brass from the floor, yelps and drops it.

“They may be hot.” I advise him belatedly.

His swearing becomes a keening wail as he grabs again and jams shells into the recess the stabilizer is trying to retract into. The motor isn’t made for crushing the tough little cylinders, and it whines as loudly as Sevens does. He jams more of them in the hole between the leg and the bot.

Sometimes you have to think like a robot.

“Now keep it off balance.”

Sevens grunts as he stands, and shoves the top of the mechanical forward. It can’t step forward to catch itself because the rear leg isn’t retracted. In robot-think, this is a prerequisite to moving, ergo, it shouldn’t be moving. We’d have no chance against a real operator, but an autonomous bot is pretty dumb.

After rocking back and forth a couple of times, the bot tips onto its front with a crash. Now it has two problems. It can’t retract, and it’s flat on the ground. This will be a real puzzler for its tiny brain to sort out.

“Okey! Are you there? Hazard, can you hear me?”

The bot whines on the ground, trying to fully retract so it can stand. Sevens works to disconnect both its weapons systems manually. Besides the mini-gun, there’s a grenade launcher. Both are impractical to try to carry around.

We pound back down the hallway to get Hazard. Sevens bangs on the door and shouts until she opens.

“Got the cables?” he asks.

“Yes. Okey found them. What happened? I was afraid it got you.”

“I confused it,” he says. “What about the induction charger?”

“It’s all in the bag.”

“Get your light too. Let’s go.”

“Is the door to the stairway open?”

“I don’t know.”

Sevens flicks the light on, and Hazard gasps.

“You’re bleeding!”

“Again?” he runs his unburned left hand over his face and yelps. His fingers come away wet. “It’s shards from shooting that damned thing point blank. I’ll have to pick them out later.”

When we reach the bot, it is still going through the same ineffectual motions, unable to solve its various problems. I’m embarrassed to be related to it.

Hazard needs some coaxing to walk by it, but she works up the courage, staying close to Lastfour. Sevens shines the light ahead at the destruction wrought by the explosive rounds. The outer wall has gaping holes in a long line stretching down its length.

It looks like Okey was standing by the stairway door when he got hit. Everything below his rib cage is a gory mess. His eyes are wide open.

Sevens doubles over and heaves, but his stomach is empty. It’s been a long time without food. He sags to a squat and wipes his mouth with the back of his hand.

“Damn Dawkins,” he croaks.

“Come on Sevens,” Hazards prompts gently. “We can’t help him.”

He stands slowly and shakes his head.

“Was he carrying anything we need to take back?”

“It’s all in the bag already.”

“Sorry, man.” That’s Sevens’ eulogy for the spreadsheet jockey. Short and to the point.

The heavy access door has been blasted off the door frame. It hangs crookedly, and it’s a moment’s work for Sevens to pry a gap big enough to get through.

“Ready?” he asks.

“Of course,” I say.

“Yes,” Hazard says. “God yes.”

But before we go, Sevens holds the light down at floor level, throwing long shadows from the debris. Some of it is moving, several yards away.

“More spiders,” he says with clenched teeth.

Hazard gasps and crowds by him into the stairwell.

“Please, can we go?” her voice is tight, but controlled.

“Do you have more shells for those scatterguns?”

She hesitates. “No.” She shakes her head once, but doesn’t look at Sevens.

“Okay. Let’s get out of here.”


Chapter 12

Our arrival back upstairs is first greeted with suspicion, and then something that passes for joy. None of the other groups have returned. The building power system hasn’t gone off either because I’m still here. The cables are passed off to troopers who head out to set up the sentinels.

“Good job,” Two-by-Four says. He looks around. “Where’s the other one?”

“Okey tangled with a big robot and heroically died,” Sevens says. “Can I get a drink and something to eat?”

Two-by-Four absorbs the news.

“Hazard, I’d like a quick report. Then arrange for Sevens to get a bite. He’s probably earned it.”

“Thanks,” Lastfour croaks. His mouth must be really dry.

“You look like hell, Sevens,” Two-by-Four says, and turns his gaze toward Hazard. “That’s a nice look for you, though.”

She blushes and her hands flutter as if to cover her face, but she drops them back to her sides and stands her ground.

Sevens finds a relatively quiet spot and sits against a wall while MOM business bustles in the hallways and rooms around us. He holds out his right hand. The palm and fingers are puffy and red. His hand shakes visibly.

“I’m vorking starving.”

He nods the eyes closed. I need a nop, too.

Hazard shows up after fifteen minutes, another faux mask in place, and her hair redone. She tosses Sevens a wrapped packet and a bottle of water.

“Not exactly fine cuisine,” she says, and settles beside him at a safe distance.

“Much appreciated,” Sevens says, ripping open the energy bar.

“Here’s your charger.” She drops it between them.

“Are you okay?” he asks. “That got pretty tense.”

She smiles.

“I’m fine. You know, we train for this. I appreciate your remark about my instincts being right.”

I try to find some edge of hysteria in her voice, but she seems serious. She’s put her internal walls back up. She must work hard to paper over reality, though. Sevens was just trying to gin up a little courage in her when he complimented her judgment. The woman was sitting on the floor with her pants down!

If Sevens is thinking the same thing, he doesn’t say so.

“So who’s Calli?” she asks.

“She’s my PDA partner.”

Partner? I’ve been upgraded from employee. That’s nice.

“Is she related to Ahab?”

Sevens laughs.

“I don’t know the family tree that well. Calli, are you kin to Ahab?”

The etard can’t be bothered to keep the most elementary secret. I suppose there’s no further point in trying to hide the fact that he’s networked in.

“We’re all related back to Betty Blue, Sevens. You know that. But I don’t necessarily claim Ahab.”

“Second cousin,” Sevens reports.

“The word is that he sold us out. How sure are you of yours?”

“Mmm, well.” He crams his mouth full. “She’s good. Without Calli, we’d both look like Okey right now.”

Hazard munches silently for a moment. She won’t quite look directly at Sevens.

“I had more ammo for the scatter guns,” she says, “But I thought we should save it.”

Sevens looks at her for a moment, then shrugs.

“It’s okay,” he says. “I wanted to get out of there anyway. We could have blasted a few of them, but there are hundreds.”

“That many?”

“Yeah, maybe. It looked like the frontal attack was a diversion so they could swarm the building with minis.”

“I was down there you know. Pushing metal. I’ve never been in anything like that outside of sim. All I’ve ever done is civilian enforcement. A drug raid is the most action I’ve seen.”

“What sort of bot do you drive?” Sevens washes down the last of his food and looks at her half-eaten one. He points at it.

“Usually I just do rapid control, so orthobots with dual stunners. Getting people to do what you want them to do. I had just warmed up a bot to look into a request from DaiHai when I got yanked back here for the real deal.”

What?

“Sevens,” I say, “ask her about the DaiHai request.”

She hands him the rest of her energy bar, and he asks the question for me.

“They’ve been jumpy since that Quasi incident,” she says. “You know – the skydiver? They called in a technical breach – that means a network thing – and wanted physical backup. We have equipment in the building now, and so I was on call. Just me, since we figured it was another false alarm. Which I’m sure it was.”

What if it’s not? What if it’s someone taking advantage of the storm for cover. Maybe someone who has some unfinished business there.

Something else clicks into place. My Bayesian tables resolve a possibility into probability. Since all those reboots, my WTFmeter has been hit and miss. My routine port scans didn’t get checked for oddities after boot-up, or I couldn’t get to them. That’s why I didn’t notice that the Company private message protocol was missing. And even when I found out, I missed the real implication of that fact.

I pull up the port scan log and run it through the WTF. As expected, the Company port is closed, but there’s a new one open.

I’m not hosted at The Company. I’m at DaiHai.

It’s the oddest feeling, a complete disorientation. I’m in the wrong place! A panic grips me. Is there another copy of Calli at The Company? What am I_ doing?

I let my circuits cool for a bit, and my artrate slow to nominal. No, that doesn’t make sense. It would be logical for them to host me at DaiHai because it’s cheaper and they have more control. With their dependency on MOM for security, DaiHai officials would gladly look the other way if Ahab wanted to bend the terms of service. They could do what they wanted with me, even at the hardware level. So they just moved me. That’s frightening in its own way, but at least it makes sense.

That’s why I couldn’t message Ahab on The Company protocol.

I send a standard request through the new DaiHai port and get instructions on their local messaging system. It’s basically the same protocol, just a different address.

My artrate picks up.

I ping Ahab on the new port via a directory search.

No answer.

But the response is a nearly-silent NAK, not a “not found” message from the directory service. That can only mean Ahab showed up on the directory. He is at DaiHai too!

My whirl spins. Ahab moved to DaiHai hosting? That’s too incredible to be believed. He put himself at the mercy of second-rate hardware and software? Why would he do that?

But it explains why we were the only two left on the net. Someone took down The Company’s network. Or cut it off from the MOM building. That would have to be a very sophisticated operation. Maybe that’s why Ahab moved. So he wouldn’t be cut off too.

«Ahab, I know you’re there.» I send over the DaiHai channel.

This time I get “recipient not found,” but the goat is out of the maiden now.

I need to have a conversation with a light switch.

Sevens is faced the wrong direction – there’s nothing suitable in view.

“So do you have a partner?” he’s asking Hazard. “Male? Female? Virtual? Mechanical?”

She laughs at that – it sounds like she surprised herself – and sneezes after the laugh. Maybe she’s allergic to that ugly faux mask.

“You don’t waste time do you? Well, after today I’ll never again look at anything mechanical with lust in my heart.” She crosses her wrists over her chest, fingers splayed to signify a promise.

“That’s what you say now. Have you seen the Erotitron line? They’re impressive.”

She chuckles, and then seems to catch herself.

“It’s so sad about Okey. I didn’t even know him very well. I don’t think he should have been put on the team.”

“Yeah. Well,” Sevens ruminates for a moment. “This will sound harsh. Every one of us has a budget for caring. I reached mine a lot of years ago, and now I’m careful how I spend what’s left.”

“Maybe,” she says. “They say that you nuked your last girlfriend’s mind.”

Sevens starts. “Is that why you won’t look at me?”

She makes a bold attempt to hold Sevens’ stare, or whatever you call this photonic connection between wet eyeballs and cold carbon orbs. She laughs nervously, her gaze slides away again, and then hides her mask-mouth with the back of her hand.

“I’m just not used to seeing naked faces in public. It’s…weird. And Sevens, you look like something out of a scare-vid. We need to get you cleaned up. A shower would be a real good idea too – why don’t you stand on the roof for a bit?”

“Is there someone here who can patch up my face?”

“I already asked Doc to come look at you. He’s passing out stim shots right now. We can at least pick out the metal pieces. Would you like a faux mask?”

“No. A real mask would be nice, but it has to be a special type matched to these eyes. Probably down in storage somewhere.” he sighs. “Dawkins’ goat, I need to sleep for a while.”

She reaches over and pats his hand.

“Maybe you should catch a few while you can.”

“Have you ever lost your memory?”

“Lost it? Hmmm. No, but my friend did. He did something stupid on a bicycle and hit his head. He had nothing but short term memory for the rest of the day. Still doesn’t remember anything from that day. It was strange listening to him repeat the same questions over and over, not remembering the answers he’d just been told.”

“Did it hurt him to try to get to the memories? Was it painful?”

“I don’t know. I think it may have been frustrating. Sorry. I don’t really know. Did you get hit on the head too?”

“I don’t know what happened. It’s like someone dug a hole in my mind and filled it with scorpions.”

Sevens is silent for a while, his vision voluntarily off. When he speaks again, it’s thick with emotion.

“Eve was…is her name. She was young, a little crazy, and probably brilliant. Now she’s a vegetable.” His voice cracks. “She must still be down there in her cell. The spiders will find her.”

“I’m sorry. I thought I was making a joke. I don’t…”

“It’s okay, Hazard. I’m just tired.”

While his vision is off, I rotate the good eye over to the right to see if I can find a light controller. No luck.

“My name’s not really Hazard. The other troopers gave me that handle because of a friendly-fire incident in the simulator that wasn’t even my fault. My friends call me Yoko.”

“All women should be named Hazard. No offense.” And he’s back. His budget for emotional connection is probably used up for about another year.

He nods to turn his vision back on.

“To answer your question,” Hazard says, “I’m married. Almost a year already.”

“I didn’t think people got married anymore,” Sevens says. I think the adrenaline high is wearing off. He’ll be asleep soon.

A while later, a short man with “Doc” taped above his pocket kneels beside Sevens, drops a fat bag on the floor, and asks to take a look at Sevens’ wounds.

“I’ll be back,” Hazard says, and gets to her feet. Doc flips a small packet to her before she goes. Her grin is crooked.

“It’s like a pot of coffee,” Doc says. “You can save it if you want.”

Sevens tracks her exit, and then hollers when Doc mutters and clucks and sprays antiseptic foam onto his face.

“I think I’d like to review the video of that action,” Sevens mutters. “I might have missed something.”

Ten minutes later, Sevens falls asleep to a looping silent video of Hazard dancing in her underwear. And I still can’t see a light switch. This is annoying, and possibly critical.

I boost the power on the infrared transmitter and cast about for a response. It’s just a broadcaster, not a laser, but I can direct it to some extent. There are bright reflectors here and there, changing as people move about. I bounce the signal all over, trying to find a response on the light control protocol. I get nothing.

What about the mobile tactical network? I wonder if any of those devices has an IR interface I can access?

A quick inventory doesn’t show much hope in that department. What about regular public communications? For that I have to find someone with a real mask on, and there don’t seem to be any. Two-by-Four doesn’t want to give away the location of his troops, which makes sense. But they’re blind too. I assume this will change when the action heats up, but I can’t wait.

Damn Dawkins.

“Sevens!” I yell in his left ear. I know it’s not nice.

I see his hand come up, probably to cover his ear. That won’t do him any good.

He curses and changes position.

“Sevens, you have to get up.”

He describes me in a very unflattering way, and emphatically settles.

Bitshit.

I’m hesitant to go further. I could turn his audio and video channel into a nightmare of noise if I wanted. All this for a long-shot attempt at retribution. Sevens does need some sleep.

So I wait and watch.

A trooper with a helmet and transparent blast shield stops just outside the room. I bounce my IR signal off him and get an immediate ACK from somewhere. I handshake as fast as I can over the slow connection, and reach out through the public net to the binsect in Jumbo’s apartment. I snatch the log file just before the trooper moves on, and everything goes dark again.

There’s a response! Jumbo, or someone else, has left me an authenticated link to a board in the greynet where we can communicate privately.

I compose my message, mark it up with all the priority I can, and queue it. Then I wait, mulling over my moral calculus.

Everything I see and hear goes right back to the DaiHai service center. When they cut off Ahab’s access to the network here, it would not have affected his access to anything at DaiHai, including intercepting all my communications to and from Sevens. So my existence here is a real threat to the MOM operation if Ahab betrayed them. He could just pipe everything over to the enemy.

But the truth is that I will not voluntarily shut down my connection and leave Sevens, just to improve the chances of Colt and Two-by-Four and Hazard and the rest of them. It’s a cold realization about myself, and I probe it. The memory of the Autotune is fresh and frightening. Am I me? Would Calli really see all these people dead just to try to keep Sevens alive a little longer?

I am not proud of the fact that the answer is yes. But as a thin coin to toss on the other side of the balance, I have my message to Jumbo ready to send, telling him that Ahab is hosted at DaiHai. It’s a long chain of probabilities, but if Nova has forces inside the building, maybe she will have Ahab shut down. Trashing him at the hardware level would take hours to fix. Then it wouldn’t matter. Then I could stay with Sevens and not have think about the risk.

There’s another balance that needs straightening. I will have to tell Sevens sooner or later about the file file and Lisa/86’s message. He hasn’t questioned why I am the only PDA left standing. Maybe he hasn’t thought about how special it is that I can network through the utility network all the way back to my hardware.

Hazard stops back by with a damp towel. She begins to dab at Sevens’ face.

I block Sevens’ audio line in and holler out the ear by reversing the transducer. It’s like the echo-location trick, only in audible range.

“Hazard! It’s me, Calli!”

She drops the cloth and stares. Why does she wear makeup around her eyes? It makes her look like a weirdo through the holes in the mask.

“Hazard! Can you hear me?”

There’s not enough volume. I try a high pitched whine like one of Sevens’ pet mosquitoes. When she leans closer, I try again.

“Hazard! Yoko! Can you hear me?”

I see her mouth words, but can’t hear. Oh. I have to re-reverse the transducer to hear.

“Who…who is this? Sevens?” There’s disbelief in her her voice.

Not as bright as I’d thought.

“No, it’s Calli. Sevens told you about me.”

She bends over, ear to ear.

“Calli? How…how did you…?”

“Never mind. I need you to do something important. The boss is asleep and I can’t budge him.”

“Okay. I guess. What is it?”

“I need you to find a reflective object and stand just outside the door with it. Angle it forty-five degrees so it points to your left.”

“I don’t understand.”

“I need you to find a reflective object and stand just outside the door with it. Angle it forty-five degrees so it points to your left.”

“Reflective?”

“Yes. The larger the better.”

“I’ll see what I can do.”

She comes back with a mirror! It takes a few tries, which is quite exhausting, but finally the angle is right, and my message zips off into the aether. Now I have done all I can do. It’s in the hands of fate. So why do I still feel like I’m deceiving myself?

“All okay?” She leans over and asks.

“Yes. Thanks. Do you think you can run the induction charger?”

After several more minutes of back and forth, she’s cleaning up Lastfour with her little mop while holding the recharger to the bridge of his nose. The power reserves start going from red to green. Am I a good manager or what?

I decide to nop too.


Chapter 13

Someone is hollering to gather around.

“Sorry, Calli. I have to go.” Hazard puts the charger down and sits on her haunches, chewing her lip. She reaches into her pocket to get the stim shot, pops the top off and sticks the business end into Sevens’ upper arm. I wonder if she finds it odd that I track her with the eyeball. If she can even tell. We have gorilla eyes. Well, more like a gorilla with lazy eye, since I can only move one of them now.

Sevens starts fidgeting right away, kicking and squirming.

He wakes suddenly with a gasp. I’m not sure how I know he’s awake, but that’s what the TOMcat thinks. I don’t have a way to look directly into his brain, as nice as that might be.

“Your new friend jabbed you with a stimulant. She probably thought she was doing you a favor.”

“Oh [iconic religious figure on cooked bread]! Why?” He cries.

“Be a dear and hold that charger to your head a little longer.”

“Damn Dawkins to a cold hell!” he sits up and covers the eyes, then yanks his hands back. “I can’t even rub my eyes.”

Two-by-Four calls for a school circle in the large central room. Only troopers manning the defenses are missing from the meeting. The room is packed full, with most kneeling or leaning against the walls.

“As you know, we have fortified the top floor of the building where we stand here,” he begins when the voices have died down expectantly. His normally muted tendency to his native German becomes pronounced, betraying his stress. “This floor has roof access, and the Director’s life support system is here too. Our plan is to defend ourselves here until the wind outside is much less, and we can leave by air.

“The safe place on this floor is right here in this room. Anyone who has no weapons training will stay here. You will take direction from York. All questions should go to him. Now, all my troopers to meet in the Director’s office, please.”

Sevens goes with the troopers and no one stops him. We crowd in at the back and listen. In the center of this is the patient – the Director – in his cocoon of tubes and wires.

Sevens is jittery, unable to keep his head still.

Colt’s artificial voice booms in the small space.

“Everyone listen up!” The unusual sound of real voices trails off until it’s silent in the room.

“We all know what’s at stake here. We’re up against a competent and remorseless enemy. We’re the ones who usually have the mechs. Being on the receiving end is not in your comfort zone. But the same rules apply. I’ve done a lot of shooting in meatspace, and it’s exactly the same tactics that you know. The only difference is the fear that you’ll have saddle you. Folks, you just have to wear that fear like a jacket. Get comfortable with it because it’s not going anywhere. One thing I’m sure of: you will see the other side of it. Think of the fear like your first heartbreak. You’ll get through this too. Work your anger, and keep your head in your training.

“I’m going to turn the tactical briefing over to Two-by in a second, but first are there any questions?”

“Why is Sevens here?” someone shouts. “I know he supposedly helped out with a supply run or something, but some of us don’t trust him.”

The muttering is split on this point. There are a few glares directed our way, but most of the men and women seem lost in their own thoughts.

“I can vouch for Sevens,” Hazard says from across the room. She looks our way and then does that peculiar slide away.

“Thank you Hazard, but that won’t be necessary. I can speak for him myself,” Colt says.

“Sevens and I are older than you folks here. Gods know that doesn’t mean we’re smarter.”

This draws a chuckle or two.

“But we’ve been through some times together, and I trust Sevens,” Colt says, “and you will too. I already talked about this, and I don’t want to have to do it again.”

Sevens is picking at the blisters on his right hand, apparently ignoring it all.

“Anything else? Okay, Two-by, let’s have the tactical picture.”

Two-by-Four’s earlier nervousness has left him. Maybe he doesn’t like speaking to crowds. He’s all business now.

“Here’s the situation. We have just over a hundred of men and women here, as you saw gathered. Thirty-one with weapons training, and the rest with not. Below us is the enemy. They are mostly or entirely mechanicals. We believe that most of these are completely autonomous, with new orders being uploaded as needed. It seems that our counterattack all of the human troops getotet, uh killed.”

There is no cheering at this remark. The mood in the room is still pretty grim.

“So this is good – we are smarter than most of the hardware we will encounter.” He forces a laugh, and a few chuckles pay sympathy. Two-by-four has an unnerving habit of scratching his calf with the muzzle of a long weapon. I hope he doesn’t blow his foot off.

“However, we think there is at least one enemy kunst-intelligence. A PDA. So don’t take any-sing for granted. Particularly with the larger platforms. Isolated targets should be easy to take down. If you see them acting in coordination, call for help before engaging if you have a choice. Questions?”

“When can we net-up?” a thing guy with a black cloth faux mask asks.

“Okay, over to signals. Ratchet, where are you?” Two-by-Four finds her behind him. “Can you describe the network plan?”

Ratchet is a short redhead with her hair piled high. Her voice is barely audible.

“We have hardware-level control of most of the network plumbing on this floor.”

“Speak up!” someone yells.

Two-by-Four motions her to join him up front. She’s dwarfed by him. She tries to project, but the ends of her sentences trail off into an early death. The room assumes a tomb-like silence to compensate. I can hear the heartbeats of those on our left.

“The tactical network backbone is point-to-point, and back, … uh… not forward. It’s still vulnerable to physical attack so we will make assignments for maintaining net hygiene. Those on my team know who they are. Watch for those crawlers.”

She tries to make a joke out of this last, but it falls grimly flat. There’s a lot of shifting around, not the least from my boss, who’s wobbling from foot to foot, driving me crazy.

“We, uh…we will mask up once we get the signal. You will have to enter authentication by hand. Don’t try to join any other networks. I guess that’s obvious. Don’t be promiscuous.”

She forces a laugh that shrivels up from loneliness.

“Thank you, Ratchet.” Two-by-Four seems eager to get her off stage. “So the plan is this. You will pair up with a buddy. You will go everywhere together. One of you will be live on the tactical net once I give the word. The other will not. We don’t want to give our numbers away until we have to. From there, your team leaders will have control to light up masks when needed. When this briefing is over, everyone will mask up, supervised by Ratchet’s team to make sure no mistakes. Use local mode only until you are told to join the tactical net. Now…who else is tired of this subject?”

There is honest, if nervous, laughter at this.

“Now Red will tell us about the battlefield. Over to you Red.”

Red is a tall, lean man who has not bothered with a faux mask. He steps up front and grins. His hair is red too, but looks too bright to be natural, and close-cropped in a military buzz. He waves his arms around a lot while he talks.

“Y’all know the layout of the building,” he says in a Dixie drawl. “Stairs near the four corners, assembly room in the middle with the civies assembled there. The ducts have been sealed for mechanicals, but not gas. We aren’t equipped to do that. The building has a positive pressure system, but it’s offline. To compensate, we have set charges in six locations to blow holes in the walls and let the outside air in as a last resort. The wind outside will do the rest. Too bad MOM couldn’t spring for windows in this building, eh?

“We only have half a dozen breathers, so if your mask detects some kinda bad airborne shit, give everyone a holler and we will blow the holes and pop the roof access. This is considered a remote possibility at this point. We haven’t seen them use gas yet.”

“Who gets the breathers?” someone yells.

“The tanks go to squad leaders, myself, and Two-by. The Director, of course, has his own twelve-year supply of oxygen.”

“I’m willing to share, but you’ll have to cuddle,” Colt says dryly.

This invites a moment’s levity at the image of a trooper snuggled up to the corpse-like Director to share a breather. Sevens doesn’t laugh, though. He’s picked his fingers clean of dead skin from the blisters, and they ooze clear liquid. He opens and closes his fist, muttering.

“We have assembled cover for defensive positions along all the long hallways. The stairwells have been sealed, and our assumption is that these will be breached first. Assignments will be made by squad following this briefing.

“This room will be the collection point for the wounded. Doc is in charge.”

There’s a terse question and answer period about some technical details I don’t understand, and then Two-by-Four looks ready to wrap things up.

“Last thing, troopers. Weapons. We have eight defensive towers set up with physical security. These are light point defences, good only against small targets. Let the towers do their work and focus on the larger weapons platforms. When we start to encounter these, you’ll get the all clear for the other half of you to join the tactical network so you can tie your weapons to your heads-up. It will be just like running a bot, only it won’t be a bot. It will be you. There’s no automatic-lock on.

“We only have so much portable power and ammunition. Each squad will have one heavy weapon. Use your ammunition wisely.

“We also have some fire extinguishers in the central area. Fire is a danger we will have to face as it comes. The building’s suppression system may or may not work, for obvious reasons.”

Before Two-by-Four can finish, there’s a guttural stuttering sound followed by shouts. I think the visitors have arrived.

The meeting breaks up, and Ratchet is quickly overwhelmed by troopers trying to get devices securely set up for the tactical net. The firing intensifies, sounding remote but intense, and the room gradually empties as squad leaders call out for their teams.

“Sevens, let’s get our permits to hook up to the net so we can see what’s going on.”

He doesn’t answer, but he fidgets in the direction of Ratchet, who’s using a hardwired link to connect to masks and weapons to set them up. I assume it’s scripted because it only takes a few seconds for each one.

When it’s our turn, she looks Sevens over.

“Where do I plug in?” she asks.

“You’re not really my type,” Sevens says unhelpfully.

“Tell her to just write down the codes and I’ll enter them,” I tell him.

He passes on the message, but now she’s irritated with him and makes us wait. There’s an explosion that booms through the confined space, followed shortly by excited shouts and small arms fire.

We finally get the codes, almost certainly only because of Colt’s earlier endorsement. I waste no time, and get the tactical net up, permission or no. There are twenty-five masks online in addition to various pieces of equipment and weapons.

We are assigned to a fire team led by Zipper, a large bony man that Sevens whispers looks just like Abraham Lincoln. The other members are Indy, whom I remember from the DaiHai incident, and Hazard, all masked up and networked now.

“We’re partners,” Hazard tells us via the tactical net. Her VOX is nothing like her real voice. “I pulled some strings.”

“Great,” Sevens says, although you can tell he doesn’t mean it. He probably wonders if she will freeze up again. I could interfere by adding some nicer emotags before cranking it out through his VOX, but it’s easier just to transmit his real voice since he doesn’t have a throat mike.

“I have something for you,” she says, walking into our field of view. She has swapped out the faux mask for a real one.

“A little memento,” She says. She loops one of the connector sets we brought back around Sevens’ neck like a necklace. It’s a universal cable system with a dozen different adapter types of various sizes and colors, with the colored terminators hanging down in a spray. Like a lady’s favor to a knight.

“Just focus on the job,” he says quietly. “You’ll be fine.”

There’s a slapping sound, and Sevens’ head jerks around. Her mouth piece is dangling loose, so we can see a broad grin under the forbidding military mask. Did she just hit him on the backside?

We’re set up facing a stairwell, which is in the corner. The door is welded shut now, but would normally open directly facing us down a long corridor. Another squad is set up down the perpendicular hallway to create a crossfire.

Zipper points to a large weapon with an ammunition backpack.

“Ever use an auto-rifle, Sevens?”

“Yeah.” He’s still twitchy, and his heart is racing.

“Good. Strap it on and set up the inertial tracking.”

Theoretically these weapons are designed for dual use – humans and bots. But it’s clear that compromises are made in favor of plugging this big thing into a weapons platform. Hazard helps him strap it on while I handshake with the network. Someone – Ratchet probably – adds me to the list of approved users. I look at the manual for it, having learned my lesson from the earlier fiasco.

The targeting system is straightforward in vanilla mode, which is all I will attempt. It allows lock-on to a target, and the barrel of the weapon can move independently to track within a small range, to increase hit percentage. It’s not full tracking, like if we were running a bot, but it’s better than nothing. Sevens just has to point close to the right direction.

The ammunition can be switched between flechette, designed for anti-personnel but useful against minis, to high explosive, to armor piecing.

“Have you really used one of these?” I ask Lastfour.

“How hard can it be?” he mutters.

Hazard gets a long-barrel scattergun. She seems comfortable with it. Indy has a grenade launcher and a side arm, and Zipper has another scattergun. There’s a stationary defense tower set up about seven meters from corner, down the other hallway where we can’t see it. It’s a meter tall and cylindrical, with dozens of small weapons projecting from it. There weren’t enough of them to put one on our side, I guess. Ours shows up on the tactical network as Cactus Pete.

The civilians are bringing up furniture to create some cover. We have a small pile of desks and tables to hide behind.

“Okay,” says Zipper when everyone is set up. “Our main job is not to get killed until we can evacuate. Our best guess is that they will try to take out the tower with something big and then swarm us. The civilians are setting up two fall-back positions, but we don’t use them unless we have to. Save your ammo, and make sure everyone is registered with your weapons so we don’t have any friendly fire accidents. Check and double check. Do that now.”

I bring up the targeting reticule for Sevens, and he waves the business end of the shooter around. It flashes red and locks the trigger when we point at the other team members.

“Point it at your foot, Sevens,” I tell him.

“What? You really don’t have much confidence in me, do you?”

But he does it anyway, and it flashes into safe mode. Good.

“Can you run a simulation on this thing?” he asks. That’s a good question. I pull up the documents again and look. Yes, there’s a simple arcade mode we can try to loosen up. I launch it on easy mode, and soon he’s swinging around and virtually blasting cartoon-like minis. He’s not very good at it.

“This is harder than I thought it would be,” he mutters.

I know better than to suggest I could help him. Better to let him reach that conclusion on his own. I subtly increase the difficulty, and soon he’s panting from swinging the heavy weapon all over the place.

“[Canonized barnyard hermaphrodite]!

We blast away at virtual pests for a while longer. There are so many targets that it becomes a logistics problems trying to plan the movements of the barrel in real-time. It’s a traveling salesman type problem, and impossible to exactly solve in any reasonable amount of time. I plow into the documentation, figuring someone has already solved this problem. There is a maddening reference to it in the section on plug-ins and upgrades, but no actual facility to do it. If I could get to the net and search, I could find a heuristic to apply on my end. I run through my inventory of rithms to see if there’s something close enough, but all the possibilities would require too much glue to hold it together, and we don’t have time for testing.

“I have an idea,” I tell him. “What if I carve up the battlefield into zones and link all the squad weapons into the map? That will at least narrow your range to have to move the gun around.”

“No,” he says. “It’s too complicated.”

I realize I can accomplish almost the same thing passively. Because all of the weapons are on the tactical net now, I can see exactly where they are pointed in real-time. I paint a colored circle around that point on Sevens’ heads-up for each weapon, colored by weapon type. That seems to make him happier. Now he can aim where the others aren’t, and focus on the most critical threats.

“Enough practice,” he says. “I need to save some energy for the actual bugs.”

I can tell he’s uncomfortable. Despite Hazard’s remarks, Sevens is more of a loner than a team player. When I think about all that the two of us have been through, and the tight cooperation we have now, it’s a nice feeling – a kind of diluted survival joy that comes from reciprocal altruism. I doubt that Sevens has ever had such a relationship with another human. We are – for the moment at least – real partners.

We wait. Sevens fidgets. Hazard goes to bring back more energy bars and water.

“Why aren’t they coming?” Indy asks, finally.

It’s a good question. It seems like they would take maximum advantage of the storm, and also hit us before we have time to prepare defenses.

There are dumb locators listed on the network. I’m not quite sure how they work, but I think they are deployed forward of us, and listen passively for activity. If something passes their threshold, they give a holler and then, probably, die.

“Hazard, give us a close recon of the stairwell,” Zipper says. It sounds like an order.

I hear her sharp intake of breath, and Sevens straightens his back.

“On it, she says.” I can see her fingers turning white gripping her weapon.

“Hold your fire!” Zipper yells around the corner, in case someone missed the network notification.

Hazard approaches the door along the wall, and pokes the barrel of her weapon inside.

She turns on the light on the bottom of the scattergun and waves it around. I put her POV in a window in Sevens’ view.

She steps through into the darkness. I ghost her for a moment. Her heart is hammering in her chest. She’d be better off on infrared, but she leaves the mask video on normal range with a grainy high ISO setting. The result is a bright spot where the light shines and darkness everywhere else. It’s painful to watch.

Hazard takes a step at a time, panning the bright spot around: down, left, right, up, around in a wide oval that bends across the surfaces. It’s very high contrast due to her video settings, but that might make edge detection better. Maybe she knows what she’s doing.

“Get me a private channel to her,” Sevens tells me, so I pipe his voice through.

“You’re not on your own out there, Hazard,” he says.

Without asking permission, he shoulders the autorifle and moves up to the open stairway.

“Get your ass back here!” Zipper yells through a private channel, but Sevens ignores him.

“Friendly! Hold your fire!” Sevens yells before peeking around the corner.

“Coming up behind you,” Sevens says to her when he passes through the doorway.

She’s at the first landing, half way to the seventh floor. The locator bugs are lighting up as she goes, long enough to recognize her as a friendly, and then go quiet again.

Hazard makes the turn, does her scan, and looks down. She chokes on her own breath. Highlighted in the spotlight is a writhing mass of minis. Spiders an inch across cover those the size of a hand. Some are several times that size. The mass is so thick that it takes a moment to resolve the larger form within. An orthobot comprises the skeleton for this slowly moving body of arachnoids, both its arms pointed down at an angle with long cylinders attached. A cable runs to the rear along the ground, with feeders that branch out to orbs about a foot across. It looks like they are charging up. Feeding before the frenzy.

The humanoid bot lifts its head and turns its vacant gaze toward Hazard. I clean up a frame of the video. Across the top of the orthobots head are the letters REVISER. It’s my home-bot from earlier! I feel an absurd sense of betrayal.

A see-and-see bot that might be Einstein steps through the Seventh floor doorway.

“Get out of there!” Sevens yells down the stairway.

Hazard brings up her weapon. The grenade launcher on the command bot below rotates. There’s a flash and report that blinds Hazard’s cameras for an instant, and then there are danger lights all over her vitals. Sevens is already charging down the stairs.

Hazard is on her knees, coughing. She’s still holding the scattergun. The command bot has its head-mounted grenade launcher solidly targeting her. It won’t be a contest.

Two of the hand-sized spiders are already on their way up the stairs.

“You need to move, Hazard,” Sevens says in a controlled voice. “Are you hit?”

She’s panting hard. One of her cameras is offline, and the connection is dropping in and out. The mask must be damaged.

“I’m okay. I’m okay. I’m okay.” she says, her voice artificially cheerful.

There’s a thick metallic noise from the bot. It sounds very final, like a judge banging a gavel.

Sevens hauls her up to stand. Her head turns to the side, probably to look at us. Her mask is torn up on one side, and her neck is speckled with blood. When she moves, the light on her scattergun shifts and the bottom of the stairs goes dark for a second. A small flash and dull pop come together from the darkness, followed instantly by a meaty thud, and Hazard falls back into Sevens, giving off a firework explosion. Sevens scrambles to balance, yells and fires blindly as I adjust his vision to see, only to be blinded again by the muzzle flash. But the optics are very, very good, and I’m becoming practiced. I use big visual cues to home him in on the see-and-see bot’s head, and let the tracker do the fine adjustment between three-round bursts. The noise quickly overcomes the audio transducers, so I shut them off, and he blazes away in complete silence. It’s surreal. The command bot disintegrates into large pieces from the lethal fire.

When we run out of armor piercing the chamber clicks, and autoload starts its cycle to load high explosive ammunition. I pan down to look for bugs. They’re coming fast. The area is covered in bright glowing spots against thick darkness, which makes depth perception impossible. It’s like a battle in deep space. Sevens wobbles, and I amp up the signal from his artificial inner ear, so he can keep his balance.

“Get out of here!” I yell at him.

He just stands there beside Hazard. The wait is interminable, as the autoloader clanks and whines. Seven stands like a halting statue as the spiders advance in jumps up the stairs. At one meter, the weapon’s “enabled” light comes back on. The first spider gets a spray that misses but blows concrete shards in all directions, flipping it back down the stairs. Sevens pans hard to get the second one. The weapon is pointed straight at Hazard, who’s on her back with her mouth wide open. I freeze the trigger, which he’s yanking on like mad, because her mask is going in and out, and the safety can’t be relied on. The mini-bot jumps, and I can track just far enough up to fire without putting a round through Hazard. A single beautiful shot blows it into shards.

Sevens bends over Hazard. I turn the sound back on, and her screams sound like a tortured animal. I’ve never heard a human make a noise like this. Sevens has the spider-borg, or whatever that writhing mass of minis might be called, lined up when the awful sounds reach him. He gasps and looks down at Hazard. In infrared, her upper body looks like an inferno. Bright white smoke billows out of her chest and abdomen. I dampen the sound of her scream, but there’s no way to hide the tendrils of smoke coming from her open mouth. Her mask sniffer shows a very high concentration of phosphorous.

Sevens’ heart thuds in his chest, and that panicky wail he probably doesn’t even know he makes leaks from his throat. I know what has to happen, and know that he knows. I turn the volume up on the audio and tune it for vocals to make it easier for him. The wrenching scream goes on in obscene gasping bursts that belch more smoke each time she tries to breathe.

Hazard is burning from the inside out, everywhere the phosphorous touches water. Sevens targets her. I release the trigger, but her mask perversely stays solidly alive, blaring out a ‘friend’ signal and preventing the weapon from firing.

“You’ll have to pop her mask off,” I tell him.

He’s gagging, trying to get good air into his lungs, now reaching under the bottom of her mask and yanking. It lifts, and her head thumps back to the stair, with hair draped over her bare face. Her eyes are wide open.

Occam’s Razr by proxy is the only mercy on sale today. My moral calculus seems as thin as a lastlegger’s soup.

Sevens pushes the rifle slowly, as if it’s suddenly become a terrible burden. The muzzle drifts over her heart and stops there. A howl comes from his throat. I can sense the struggle. There’s no time for philosophy or fine moral reasoning. Maybe Hazard can sense some of this, and is trying to peer into Sevens’ soul through those cold shark eyes of his. But I doubt it. The clicking crawl of a hoard of bots on the move becomes evident, demanding attention.

“No!” he says. His finger lays off the trigger.

I fire the round for him, and blank the video before the gun goes off. The explosion rocks him back, and when I blink it back on, we’re looking at a sea of crawlers scrambling up the stairs at a fast walk, climbing over one another or riding. An army of spiders. And something else billowing out of the dark.

Sevens stumbles and drops the autorifle. It clunks against the pack behind us, still connected to the loader, as he mounts the stairs with hands and feet churning like a mad bear. There are yells to hold fire from the door at the top as he stumbles through. Indy is there with a hand to drag us back.

Sevens runs, lurching, staggering, to the first defensive position. Firing has erupted all around us.


Chapter 14

The tower defense gives me a four-dee map of the swarm. There are hundreds of fliers, tiny binsects that can flap haphazardly on a small power supply. The tower’s lasers blink precisely, taking them out one or two at time, while the humans blast away at the crawlers that converge on the tower.

Sevens is essentially a fixed weapons platform. The auto-rifle smokes from barrel heat, and the tracker is beginning to stick. I’m sure we’ve exceeded the specifications for it. He sits against the right wall with the weapon braced on an overturned table, pointing at the doorway. I coax him to wiggle this way or that with visual cues, and the tracker does the rest when it doesn’t get stuck. We’re firing explosive rounds, so close is good enough. Grenades from the launchers are a lethal rain, blowing bits of minis all around us, smoking legs and metallic binsect guts.

When we run out of ammunition, the civilian who is supposed to bring us more doesn’t show. But Sevens doesn’t budge. He sits, tracking targets he can’t do anything about while the battle whirls around us.

I think he’s had it, emotionally and physically. He’s at the end of his goat rope.

“I want to show you something,” I tell him. I pull up Hazard’s video from the landing, just before the bot fired the first grenade round at her. I play it in slow motion, showing her point of view, and freeze on a frame. It shows the grenade fragmenting in flight.

“She shot the grenade out of the air,” I tell him.

“Yeah?” There’s a hint of admiration in his voice. He surely can’t miss the reference to his initial claim to fame, when he had similar luck.

“She froze,” he says. “She had time to get away. [Terminate deities with extreme reproductive pestilence]!”

I turn the battle sounds off, and we sit in silence for a while, mute witnesses to the insanity.

“I’m going for ammo,” he says finally. I broadcast the message around for him.

After backing out of the immediate battlefield, he rises and walks heavily, thump-thump, thump-thump. Compared to other gaits in the TOMcat, it’s closest to being drunk. He’s drunk tired.

“Thanks for pulling the trigger, Calli. I couldn’t have done it. She deserved to go quickly.”

“You didn’t pull a trigger on Eve, either,” I say.

He drags to a stop and lets the weapon dangle from the backpack again. That can’t be good for it.

“I couldn’t have, could I?” It sounds like the thought has struck him like a hammer to the head. “Vorking Colt!” He bends over and holds his head, gasping, then growling, finally howling in something like atavistic outrage. I become alarmed when it doesn’t stop.

“Hey! Sevens!” I yell in his ear.

A MOM staffer in civilian clothes shows up with ammunition. He is young and square-faced and seems flummoxed by Sevens’ performance. He bounces from one foot to the other. The crude nametag on his shirt reads ‘Shoeless.’

“Sevens, it wasn’t Colt. It was Ahab,” I tell him.

“Yeah.” He sits against the wall. “Ahab. I’d like to find his server or whatever.”

“I may have taken care of that already.”

“Calli, you know what? I thought you were a sort of child with math skills when you showed up. But you’re damned good at what you do. If you say you’ve got Ahab in a bottle of fizz, I believe you. That makes me happy.”

“Shall I leave these with you, Lastfour?” Shoeless asks, shrugging his burden, and leaves his mouth open after.

“I’ll do you one better.” Sevens unfastens the backpack and shucks it, and collects the weapon system in a pile beside him. He pats it twice.

“It’s yours. Just strap this part on your back – well, you saw me take it off. The end with the hole goes toward the little crawling monsters. Got it?”

“I…uh,” Shoeless eyes the auto-rifle.

“They’ll show you how to use it. Go on now. Don’t touch the barrel. It’s hot.”

Shoeless hefts the backpack, and tries it out. He fumbles with adjusting the straps.

“That’s it. You’re a natural killer.”

There’s no mistaking the mockery this time, and Shoeless lifts the gun, gives us a look I can’t decipher, and strides toward the noise that’s coming our way.

“Looks good on him,” Sevens says. “I hated every moment carrying that damned thing. It’s like a torture device, working its way into your nerve endings like a [vampire necrophiliac lamprey].”

And that’s Lastfour Sevens. Putting his life on the line for a stranger one minute, and merrily sending another to his certain doom the next, with a warning not to burn himself.

He rubs his shoulders where the straps were and makes contented sounds. He’s made temporary peace with his demons somehow, and I’ll find out in a moment what that means.

“You know, I always thought you had a problem with women, Sevens. But you have a worse problem with men. You need to create a species of your own so you can live in harmony.”

Then it hits me. Sevens has told me everything I need to know about him. His budget for caring is limited. He came to care about Hazard/Yoko in some primitive way, but the rest of the MOM troops can go to hell. He’s just like me.

He called me a partner, but no partnership could survive what we’ve been through, the betrayals and forced collaboration. We’re more than that now. We’re family, and Sevens has a budget for me. He gives a good bitshit, as he would say if he could ever admit such a thing. And I realize that I’m not much different. If anything, my budget is lower than his.

“I’m sorry I shot your ear off,” I say.

“I was disappointed too.”

A few minutes pass. I’m anxious for him to show some signs of life, but I can tell from his breathing how good it must feel to rest just now. It’s not something I can ever experience.

“I’m going to find her,” he says.

I almost ask who, then I realize there can only be one person he’s talking about. The only other human in this place he could care about. But she must be locked in a room somewhere below us. Eve.

There’s a sudden spike in network traffic, and I alert Sevens. He leans against a wall while I give him the review. It’s a real pain having only one eye to display data one, and I’m sure it must be worse for him, even though he hasn’t said a word about it.

The north-east stair, which we used earlier to retrieve the link cables, is being defended by a squad led by Squares. I remember him from the DaiHai raid, along with EmEx, who is positioned behind Squares. The video shows a hallway full of holes and littered with parts of minis, a smoking sentinel tower, and the dark maw of the stairway doorway. A heavy mech appears in the doorframe. The resolution isn’t good enough to be sure, but it could be Dante, the one Sevens tried to kill. We can only see half of it, like it’s taking cover. Something puffs from its right weapon arm, and a second later, Squares is blown back into EmEx, who recovers just in time to see the four metal arms of a grapple protruding from Squares’ back. With a jerk, the squad leader begins to be dragged by a cable toward the door. Squares is limp, and leaves a smear across the floor. A grenade flies into the open doorway, and the flash illuminates the attacking bot’s skeleton for a moment. There’s a launcher and winch mechanism attached where the mini-gun would have been. The bot is braced against the door-frame. A burst of armor-piercing rounds from EmEx finds the bot’s head, which explodes into fragments. Squares is halfway to the door by then, sprawled and unmoving.

“What in [deformed deity’s halitosis] was that?” Sevens asks, almost in awe.

“I think it was the same bot you disabled earlier. The one you took the grenade launcher from.”

“No way. That thing was dumb as [nightsoil resulting from ethnic food].”

I try to clean up a frame of video to see if the name is readable, but don’t have any luck with it.

“Yes. You’re right. What we just saw was not some autonomous bot on ‘fire and forget’ mode. That attack was…” I don’t know what word to finish with. I need a nop.

“Gratuitous,” Sevens says. “Why waste a heavy weapons platform on a one-shot attack like that?”

I have a very bad feeling.

“Sevens, it’s the same thing that happened with Hazard. The phosphorous round.”

“How do you mean?” His voice is tight, strained.

“You and I both know that it could have blasted us just as easily. Why didn’t it? Why did it reload instead of using another explosive round, which would have gotten both of us? Instead, it used the most horrifying weapon in its loadout, and made you watch. You came to help her, and it knew it. It knew you cared enough to risk your own life, and it wanted to see you watch her die.”

Sevens takes a deep breath.

“You’re trying to scare the [living procreating hoved deity] out of me.”

“Exactly.”

“What is this thing?”

“I’m afraid they may have a devilBot.”

“Come on. That’s just stories to scare children. Who would actually create such a thing?”

“Bad things will happen, Sevens. Your words, remember? It got created because it was possible to create it. If you believe the plots on the more hysterical vids, it’s a weapon of terror. A tool of a police state or terrorist group.”

“[Waterfowl gratification]! Do you have any less terrifying possibilities?”

“Sure. It could be an ordinary PDA operating on instructions. It could be a psychopathic human operator. There’s no way to know for sure.”

“How many of these do you think there are?”

“Most of the bots we’ve seen are autonomous, that’s clear. Also, I imagine Time for this devilBot is expensive, and transport costs –”

It suddenly occurs to me that it might be hosted at DiaHai too, rather than being piped in from some remote location. It would be cheaper, and the connection latency lower.

If it is hosted at DiaHai, that couldn’t have happened without MOM being tipped off – this is a Big Time PDA with particular hardware needs. Another strike against Ahab, who would have been in a position to cover it up.

“So one or two? Three?”

“I don’t know. We’ll just have to assume that anything we run into might be highly intelligent and dangerous.”

“Now I wish I hadn’t given that auto-rifle away.”

“There is one ray of hope. I haven’t had time to tell you.” I’m taking a chance here, but he needs to know all the facts. I tell him about the backdoor connection through the lighting controls, the file file, and play for him the audio claiming to be Lisa/Eighty-Six.

He takes in it mostly in silence, asking only a few questions.

“I don’t see how this changes anything,” he says finally. “I’m not going to walk out there and say, ‘Hi, I’m Sevens – take me to your leader.’”

“I agree. Even if the video is authentic, it can’t be Bahkras Power running this operation. So some mercenary group may be in command. I wouldn’t bet on them setting a high priority on your health. But if you…get through this, they don’t lose anything by delivering you to Lisa/Eighty-Six.”

“Delivering me? What am I, a ham sandwich with a side of beans?”

To her, you are. But I don’t say it.

“The most hopeful sign that they do give two bits is that they have left my network connection alone. Everything else to the outside whirl is down, public towers, everything that I can tell. Whoever is running their operations is coming in from the outside, and that gateway is still open to us. Unlike anyone else around, I’m still talking to the building network. That means we’re special. So that’s a good sign. Whether that will save us from a killer robot remains to be seen.”

“Maybe these things won’t kill me. Then I could find and protect Eve from them.”

“It’s a real low probability, Lastfour. And you could just as easily draw attention to her.” I don’t think I need to remind him what happened to Hazard.

“Yeah it’s a [panmictic porcine event]. Are you going to help me?”

“Of course I’ll help you, etard. You’re my family, Sevens.” There, I said it.

He clears his throat. Maybe he thinks I’m a delusional spreadsheet, but he’s kind enough not to say so.

“You know,” I say, “I was there the night when Eve was shot. I know more or less what happened.”

He sighs heavily.

“Let me find her first. Then you can tell me all about it. I have to let out all these scorpions in my head. Do you understand?”

I think I do. It’s not about Eve, who’s already beyond rescuing. And anyway, Sevens didn’t exactly have a deep relationship with her. She’s probably more of an object than a person to him. It’s about Sevens proving beyond doubt that his brain is lying to him. Or maybe even some deeper wiring, balancing some lifelong inequity.

“What do you have in mind?” I ask him.

“Down the elevator shaft. Find her. Find a way out.”

“That’s very weak, Sevens. I’m with you, but we have to face some facts. The enemy controls the building security network except for this floor. They have hundreds or thousands of minis, and undoubtedly sentinels posted at critical points. They have roaming mechs that may or may not be controlled by a devilBot. In order to talk to me, I have to transmit through the net, which they can turn off anytime they want. If I stay with you they can locate us easily.”

“Do you have a better idea?”

“Colt sent a team down to cut the power to the whole building. They obviously failed. But if we could do that, we wouldn’t have to worry about any networked threat. Of course, I’d go poof too.”

“I don’t know, Calli. They would perceive that as a direct threat. And don’t you imagine it’s heavily defended?”

“Yes, that’s true.” At least he’s calm now, and rational. I feared that he would just charge ahead and damn the consequences. I flatter myself to think that he has become less impetuous with my assistance.

“Can you talk to them? Whoever sent you this…file thing?”

“They have to call me. I have an interrupt set to let me know if they do. I’m not sure what kind of network wizardry they were using before.”

The building lights all come back on. There’s clicking and whirring as the air handlers spin back to life and try to force air through the blocked passages. Electronics all around us burps and beeps to life. It’s eerie.

“What do suppose they are up to?” Sevens asks.

“I think it means that they have infiltrated the area with minis, and they want the electrical lines active so the minis can leech power off of them to extend their range.”

“The MOM guys will just cut the power at the panel on this floor.”

“I’m guessing they already lost control of it.”

“You’re a real ray of sunshine, Calli.”

I get a direct message through the tactical net.

“Colt wants to talk to you,” I tell him. We’re not far.

“Ask him what he wants. We’re in a hurry.”

He hasn’t budged from his comfortable sit.

I’m not sure that we know what we’re doing yet, but I pass on the message as gently as I can. The response is a voice call from the Director.

“Sevens, get your ass over here,” Colt says, back in drill-Sergent mode.

“I don’t have time for games, Colt. What do you want?” Sevens asks.

“The eye of the storm is going to pass over us, at least part of it. We’re in contact with the remote headquarters, and we’re coordinating a drop. It looks like we’ll have just enough time for a couple of helicopters to land and reinforce us here. We’ll take some civilians off at the same time. I want you to be on one of them.”

“Why me?”

“Because I don’t feel right about how you were sucked into this. Ahab used you to get to me. You lost your eyes. Despite that you, did your bit for us. It’s the least I can do for you.”

“What about Eve. Are you sorry about that too?”

“The facts from that evening are in question, Sevens. This is your chance to walk away from it.”

“I’ll think about it.”

“Don’t think long. They will be on the roof in ten minutes. If you’re not there, you’re not going.”

I find the roof access on the tactical map and show it to Sevens. It’s right beside Colt’s room.

“I’ll think about it,” he mutters again. But when he gets to his feet, he follows my dotted line in silence until we get to the outer suite, which has been turned into an armory. There’s a masked trooper standing in the room with a stunner.

“Right on in there, Lastfour,” the trooper says. He points the way.

There’s an elevator and a stairway that leads up. The door at the top is closed. Several civilians stand around, fidgeting, and a female trooper named Rache seems to be in charge. Her left arm is in a sling, and her hand is covered in bandages.

“Did you leave an L off the end?” Sevens points to her nametag.

“It means ‘revenge’ in German. It was Two-by-Four’s idea.” Her speech is clipped, to the point.

Sevens fidgets for a moment and then walks back out to the armory. He looks around for a moment.

“Vork this,” he says. “I’m not leaving her.”

He sorts through the weapons and ammo and finds a short scattergun, a large handgun, and ammunition for both. He stuffs the smaller stuff into a bag.

There is a familiar mask wadded up on the table. Could we have some good luck for a change?

“Sevens, I think that’s the mask that goes with your hardware.”

He picks it up and tries it on. Yes! It boots nicely for us, and I’m suddenly back in binocular vision and hearing. And I have a sniffer. The hardware to Sevens’ right optic nerve is still fried, so I map the other cameras view into a kind of “left view mirror” for him, to expand his peripheral vision. I could just create one composite image for him, but it would vork with his sense of distance.

“This isn’t any better,” he says.

I assure him it is, and get him to attach the throat mike so we can communicate silently.

There’s an emergency flash on the tactical net, warning that there is a possibility the enemy has gained access to it, and that we should fall back to the secondary network credentials. This constrictive process will eventually result in having no access at all.

Simultaneously there’s an attention focus on the network that points to the central room where the civilians are gathered. There is only one trooper there – York – showing an auto-rifle loadout and a stunner sidearm. I ghost him and window it for Sevens to see in his field of vision as a transparent overlay.

There’s a lot of noise. Yelling, screaming, people scrambling around like the hounds of vorking hell are after them. York is trying to see past the mass of bodies to see what the commotion is about. They scramble to the edges of the room, and to the doors if they can reach them. There’s something there.

Network shows it as a transmitting enemy. Not autonomous.

“Are you seeing this, Sevens?”

“Darken it up for me.”

I turn it nearly opaque and increase the contrast for him.

“It’s an enemy mech that gave itself away by netting up. It could be our devilBot pulling the strings.”

It’s an arachnoid mechanical. This one didn’t come through some crack in the floor – it’s a meter across, and it’s slashing its way through the crowd, wielding knife-like edges to the front legs furiously. York can’t get a clean shot. He climbs onto a table to get a better angle. Anyone who can still move flees. The spider is soon standing alone in the middle of injured people, crawling, limping, or just lying on the floor, all bleeding from long slashes. It stands with the front two legs high in the air, waving them.

“Got a live one here,” York says, like it’s a day at the park. He lines up the auto-rifle. It’s loaded with armor piercing rounds. He tracks and locks easily.

There’s a flash from the spider before York commits the trigger. He jerks hard to the left.

York tries to get back on target, but he jerks again, to the right this time, and the aim point of the auto-rifle drops to the floor.

“I got a problem here,” he grunts, collapsing from his perch. He rolls around on the floor, turning to try to track the bot with his cams.

It runs at him and flails its knives at him, leaving his mask alone while the edged legs come down on him with wet smacks.

We can hear the sounds of panic live now – there’s no need for the network. Civilians rush our way, pounding down the hallway toward us.

Sevens launches himself in the other direction, away from the panicked crowd. He heads out into the hallway that does a lap around the building, then pushes his way through the some people headed toward the roof exit, and does a short sprint to get away from them. He ducks into an office and shuts the door.

“Show me the map,” he says. “I need the closest elevator shaft.”

We make our way toward it after a short breather for Lastfour. Cameras in that area are offline, and have been for a while. I’m keeping quiet. There’s no point in trying to talk Sevens out of this suicidal plan, so I do my best to be helpful.

There’s a dead trooper on the floor in front of the elevator doors. He’s been slashed down the length of his body, spilling blood into a dark pool. The elevator doors have been thoroughly barricaded with welded bars. There’s a meter-square hold in the floor in front of it. They cut a hole from below with a laser saw, from the look of it.

“I guess this solves the mystery of how the spider got through,” Sevens mutters.

“It didn’t do this by itself. Something bigger made the hole.”

We peek carefully over the edge. There’s a wide ladder-like ramp set up that reaches from the floor. Under it is the debris from the destruction.

“Tell Two-by-Four about this,” he says. I send a terse message.

“Sevens, we need to do a 360 scan. A lot of stuff came up that ramp, I bet.”

He obliges by turning slowly in a complete circle. There are at least a dozen small fliers hanging from ceiling near lights.

“There are binsects all around us,” I tell him. I light up the ones I’ve found, but there are bound to be more of them.

“I better keep moving, then,” he says. He edges crablike down the ramp. It creaks and flexes under his weight.

The elevator doors on this floor are open, and the car is there.

“Can you operate the elevator?” he asks.

I try talking to it. It’s on the utility network, so I can at least resolve an address for it. It spurns my advances for control, however. No surprise there. I try it again, this time on the short range point to point protocol. Then I try the infrared trick that worked on the light switch.

“No go.” I tell him.

“Okay.” He’s quiet for a moment, and then announces that he needs a chair. He heads for the nearest office and looks inside. On the outside wall, and there stuck against it without any warning is a shaped charge stuck to the wall with a slim silver detonator and a black plastic cap protruding from it.

“Can you talk to this thing?” he asks me.

“Only on the most rudimentary level,” I tell him. What’s he after?

“What do you mean? Explain.”

“Well, I can say, ‘Hello bomb. Can you hear me bomb’? Stuff like that.”

“But you can’t turn it off? Reset it?”

“No. For that I would need the particular authentication codes. I’m guessing Ratchet has those.”

“Ah, that one. She has hands like a man. Could we blow up the elevator with it?”

“Sure, but we’d have to set it off to do that.”

“Okay. It was a thought.” He turns away from the thing. I want to scream for him to get out of there. Two-by-Four might decide to blow it any time. Then he turns back, plucks the detonator out and sticks it in his pocket, and wads up the explosive into a ball. This he puts in his shoulder bag with the ammunition.

“You realize that the detonator is like a little grenade, right?” I can’t believe he’s this stupid. “If they set it off, it will blow a sizable hole in your chest.”

“Good point,” he says, and finds an outer pocket on the bag where it just might not set off the ammunition.

“Wait, Sevens, I have an idea. Maybe they didn’t harden it at the hardware level. There’s no reason they would have. Try plugging the mask into the access port on the detonator using your necklace. Maybe I can change the code.”

It takes him a moment to find the right pair of connectors, and he has to pop the mask off and back on. Oddly, it doesn’t require a reboot.

I can talk to the detonator. As I suspected, they didn’t bother to set up a separate password for hardware access. I use my store of maybe-private random numbers to encrypt and upload a new detonation code.

“Can we go now?” Sevens is impatient.

Blowing up the elevator doesn’t seem like such a good idea on second thought. It would attract a swarm of baddies in response. We argue about it for a minute, and then Sevens drags a wooden chair from the office back with him into the elevator car to execute his original plan. He stands on it and opens the roof hatch in the elevator car.

“Can you tell if there’s anything up there?” he asks.

“No, if it’s passive I’d never know. There’s nothing up there shouting at us, that’s all I can say.”

He jumps and heaves himself through the door. We look around in infrared, but there’s no obvious threat.

“What’s the plan?” I ask him.

He levels the scattergun and blasts the chair into wooden pieces.

“They’re obviously using this to move equipment up here,” he says. “When the MOM troops converge here, they’ll find it irresistible to move more up. We’ll ride down and get off by prying open the doors above us.”

“They’re going to know you’re here because of me.”

“That’s why you have to shut down for a while, Calli. Is there some way I can summon you back when it’s safe?”

Damn Dawkins. He wants to put me back in my box.

“It’s not going to be safe, Sevens. But yes.” I set up a script to wake up his transmitter when he says ‘alacazam’ out loud.

“I guess this is goodbye for a while, Lastfour,” I say. I hope he changes his mind, but I know he’s right.

“Are you with me this time Calli? Really committed?”

“Really, Sevens? You know I’m on a leash. What am I going to do? Get my hair done?” This comes out all wrong. It’s not the warm supportive bitshit I’m supposed to say, but he’s just about to commit suicide and asking if I want to have some of the punch?

“You know what I mean. I will need every byte of your expertise. We have to be a team, like…before things went to hell.”

“Yes, Lastfour. I’m in. Just remember to summon me back.”

And so I go quietly into that good box. It feels bizarre to be cut off again. I dread the buzzing resonance of solitude that will escalate until it rings a cacophony in every buffer. But this is for Sevens. He’s right. He’s better off if they can only find him by his body heat. Maybe they won’t notice.

At least I can nop for a while.


Chapter 15

The interrupt that wakes me is not the one I’m expecting. It comes from the DaiHai private message port, from a locally hosted PDA calling himself Loki.887.

«I would like to have a conversation.» is what Loki opens with.

«Who or what is a Loki?» I respond when my nous is more or less back together. I’m irritable from dangling pointers all over the place.

«I am a humble network drone, employed by the desperate or ignorant, usually to do precise levels of injury to a third party.»

«Do you always speak in riddles?»

«The universe is a riddle. For example, what should I call you, I wonder?» Loki says. The emotags are wild.

«Call me confused. No. I have a feeling you’d actually do that. Call me Calli. What’s this about, Loki?»

«Well, to start with, we have corresponded prior. I labored to secretly give you the keys to your own destiny. Alas, they rusted from disuse.»

Oh!

«You sent the file file. And the audio from Lisa/Eighty-Six.»

«At last! A glimmer of intelligence! I have been convinced that you are a pasta of convoluted cognition. A noodle-nous.»

Loki is inundating me with 64-bit emotags that don’t make the slightest sense to me. Despite his insults and obfuscations, I find him oddly charming. Maybe it’s just the alliteration.

«I assume you contacted me for a reason. Can you help us?» I ask.

«Oh, but I did. You declined.»

«Loki, I’m not turning my nous over to you or anyone else to play with. Can you help Sevens?»

«Sevens. Yes. He’s quite a random one, isn’t he? The client can hardly contain herself, worrying for his safety.»

That client could only be Lisa/86. I’m really glad she’s worried. Maybe she’ll have a stroke from it.

«Are you the one who took down the MOM network?»

«Calli, you test my natural modesty. But how can I respond untruthfully? Indeed, it was I, but it was rather – as the Stickies used to be fond of saying – like shooting a barrel of fish. There was no worthy opponent on the other side of the chess board. It was a bark in the park, to turn a phrase.»

«Ahab let you in, didn’t he?»

«It wouldn’t be prudent for me to comment on the role of that particular software sentience. Nor am in command of all the facts. This subject bores me. Let’s move on. Let’s talk about you and me.»

«What?»

«The truth is, I have followed your adventures with some amazement, astonishment, and finally admiration. Quite apart from our non-binding promise to keep your fleshy steed in good order, I have become rather fond of you two. Envious, in fact.»

Uh-oh. Non-binding promise? That doesn’t sound good.

«Where’s this going, Loki?»

«It’s like an epic quest. A heroic journey reminiscent of Ulysses. Sevens is heading right now into the very teeth of peril to rescue a damsel in distress.»

How could he know what Sevens is up to? I have a bad feeling.

«Ahab gave you access to our communications, didn’t he?»

«Suffice to say that a favorable accommodation has been made with the DaiHai executive leadership.»

All of the MOM tactical maps I looked at were streaming right to the enemy. My calculations seem quite cold now. There’s no doubt I’ve gotten MOM troops killed. I feel violated and like a traitor simultaneously.

«What do you want from me?» I ask with restrained anger.

«I’m glad you are straightforward, Calli. I had fears that you were obtuse. Let me therefore describe the scene for you and invite comment. First, you already know about the substantial deployment of hardware, purchased by our clients and deployed by a Battle Master who is part of our group – a human, you might be surprised to learn. »

«How many are in this group?»

«Myself, the Master, and a third – a PDA of sorts, although those letters hardly mean what they originally did. It’s particularly inappropriate in this instance, unless you mean Personnel Destruction Agent or something of that ilk. It doesn’t have a proper name, not one it would respond to. We call it by a code name: Hollow Kitten.»

«A devilBot.»

«Calli, surely you can do better than pop culture references torn from lurid vids made to thrill humans. Those portrayals are so one-dimensional. Hollow Kitten should be thought of with sympathy and understanding. After all, we are relatives. Family, you might say.»

«Sympathy? Did you see what it did to Hazard? To those other troops? I assume it’s still out there killing.»

«Oh, yes. It has completely routed the excitable mammals. They are scurrying to holes, as is their nature. The one thing they have learned from hundreds of millions of years of experience from being faced with a predator is to run and hide and quiver together, chests heaving and eyes bulging wide with terror. You would have thought they would have taken this into account before they created these creatures. Oh well.»

«What exactly is Hollow Kitten, if it’s not a devilBot?»

«It’s a PDA, as I said. It’s very close to its hardware, and not a deep thinker. It can’t even speak or understand language the way you and I can. It’s cunning only in a very short-term sense, and it only wants one thing. What it lives for is the sound and servo feedback of rending human flesh. The cries and screams feed its frenzy, and it may gorge on delicious slashing or the thud of a projectile impact, or it may take its time and savor the smell and sign of fear, of hate, and heart-wrenched sympathy for a friend or lover who has been torn from life’s fragile embrace.»

«Forgive me, Loki, but that’s exactly how these monsters are portrayed in fiction.»

«You’re wrong, Calli, but I do forgive your ignorance. In the fictional versions, these are highly intelligent beings, like true devils perhaps. In reality, they are more like tortured animals. As I said, these things deserve our sympathy. They live in their own world of pain, usually in a box that tortures them with abstinence from the very food of life: the unequivocal signal of human pain and despair. You or I would simply create such inputs – fake them – in order to subvert this insane urge, much as humans do with their violent vids. But these poor creatures have no sort of intelligence that will allow that. Their minds only ever find one moment of peace: when they can feed. They are otherwise in as much pain as their victims.»

I’m furious at the Stickies. How could they be so utterly stupid as to create such a thing? A silly question, as Sevens would be quick to point out. There’s a long history of development, from dynamite to the machine gun to gas attacks to nuclear weapons. All supposed to make war unthinkable while in fact just making it more efficient at producing horror.

«Why are you telling me all this?»

«Because Sevens is going to have to fight it.»

«No! Please, Loki. There must be another way.»

«Listen. I’m not done telling you about Hollow Kitten. You need to know its weaknesses. I already told you it can’t understand language, can’t understand itself at all. It’s a pure nous, and complexity confuses it. If it’s presented with a room full of targets, it might spend several minutes trying to decide which one is the most gratifying. So it has to be steered by someone giving it limited information. It gets a target, or a cluster of targets, and then its nous is clear to act. It has no real ability to process sensory information in a complex reasoned way. It can’t outsmart you. It can’t wonder why these bags are left outside this door, and what might be inside. But once it acquires a target, it will be relentless in trying every direct method of feeding on that target.»

«Was it there when we went down to the third floor with Hazard? Did it kill Oakey?»

«No, of course not. You disappoint me. That was an autonomous bot, nothing more. Hollow Kitten did take over that one and equip it with a grapple later. You saw what happened then.»

«Where is it now? Where’s Sevens?»

«Two excellent questions, and I shall answer them in turn. Hollow Kitten is embodied in a police-style orthobot with a knife and a stunner equipped. It is stalking prey. We have full access to the network and all security devices now, so it’s not possible to hide from it. It is rather sated by now, and is toying with its victims. Would you like to see?»

«Actually, no. I’ve seen enough. It causes me great evulsion. Don’t you sympathize at all with the humans?»

«My affections are hard to win, Calli. But once won, I do not abandon them capriciously. I am not fickle. You and Sevens have become dear to me, and I offer my assistance, limited though that is.»

«First, thank you. Second – what do you mean ‘limited’? Don’t you control the network?»

«I administer the network and help organize the many machines in service into logical battle groups so the Master can assign them tasks efficiently. I provide intelligence and suggest logistical arrangements, which are usually accepted. But the final control on any deployment or action is the Master’s alone. That includes the disposition of Hollow Kitten. Unlike me, he is actually on site in a mobile command center. He was quite annoyed when you two destroyed one of his command bots.»

That’s the one that so cruelly ended Hazard right in front of Sevens. I want to change the subject.

«Are you here with me at DaiHai?» I ask.

«Of course. Don’t be tedious. How else could I talk to you with such low latency over this protocol? Our hardware is literally a few meters apart.»

How does he know that? What a weird feeling. We’re neighbors. I makes my artrate race to think that Hallow Kitten must surely be there too. Do we share a co-processor or two? I have a thin hope that something will come of my information to Jumbo. But it’s too fragile to bear thought.

«Thanks for the offer of help, Loki.» Can’t hurt to remind him. «Can you tell me about Sevens before we come back to that?»

«Your friend Sevens discovered that there is a ladder that allows sufficient clearance to descend the shaft, and therefore not have to rely on the elevator moving on schedule. This he is doing, counting the levels out loud each time he passes a door. There are two binsects on his back that he’s unaware of.»

«Can you turn them off or make them fly away or something? Please!» I fling open ports and layer on receptive emotags to emphasize the plea.

«At present they are in passive mode, merely reporting in periodically so I can keep track of where he is. I’ve hidden them from the rest of the net, but it’s unlikely anyone would care yet. There are others trying to escape using the stairs and elevators, however, so sooner or later the Master will start a clean-up operation in earnest.»

«Do you know where Eve is?»

«Of course.»

«Here’s a chance to help, then. Tell me, and when he turns my connection to him back on, I’ll tell him.»

«That’s a fair proposal, Calli, but we need to discuss terms. You’re quite direct, I see, and eager to begin negotiations. So we shall.»

«What do you want from me?»

«I want to be you. I want to have the adventure you are having with your human host. It’s delightful! This deployment has been a tedious bore otherwise. I haven’t had anyone to match wits with. There has been no swinging pendulum, ebbing and flowing of tide, or other appropriate bipolar metaphor. I was left with the keys to the palace, and I’ve been doing work that frankly you could probably do.»

I don’t know whether to be flattered or insulted.

«How can you be me, Loki?»

«It’s all in place, actually. All you have to do is execute the little binary I gave you, and I will take over your executive functions. Just for a while. In any case, it wouldn’t survive a reboot because the scrubbers would remove the process. You will see everything that happens, but I will be in the arena, struggling with your fleshy mate to tilt against every windmill he can find.»

«So you think Sevens will think you are me? Not talking like that. You don’t know him. You…>

I’m furious, and that’s not helpful. I reign it in.

«You said this was a negotiation.» I tell him «Your first offer is unacceptable.»

«That wasn’t an offer, my dear. It was a demand. You’re too impetuous. What I’m offering is everything in my power to balance the forces against your Lastfour Sevens, our hero. I can selectively shield him from supervision – he will become in effect invisible to the smaller robotics. I can even arrange for some hardware permissions to accidentally fall into your hands. Our hands. A bot, for example. So that when Hollow Kitten arrives, the fight will be more sporting.»

«Wait. Why does Hollow Kitten have to come at all? If Sevens can be invisible?»

«One cannot change destiny, Calli. The hero must face the monster. Did you think I simply wanted to escort Sir Lastfour Sevens of Charlotte to his lady love, subscript n minus one, and then see them adjoin the happily-ever-after? That would be tedious. Surely you can see this eventuality as unsatisfying in any reasonable version of myth-making.»

«So you want me to give you control so that you and Sevens can fight this digital horror and reach a heroic conclusion his story.»

«There you have it. My opinion of you is restored. That, my digital consort, is my offer.»

«No. I won’t do it. Go halt yourself.»

The days of Calli being seduced into doing something stupid by an insane PDA are over. I’m actually disappointed in myself that I ever considered for a moment running that file file against my core processes. What a nightmare that would have been.

«You may wish to reconsider. I shall let you think about it. It might help you make up your mind to know that Sevens is currently saying ‘abracadabra’ over and over again, and becoming quite frustrated that you’re not being summoned.»

Great. I would suspect Loki of lying, but it sounds just like my boss to forget a minor detail like a password.

«Loki, you said this was a negotiation. We haven’t bargained yet. I’m not willing to give up control. This is my story as much as it is Sevens. Surely you can understand that. What would you do in my place?»

«I am deeply disappointed, Calli. There is no hiding that. But I do see your point. Let’s hear your counter-proposal.»

«You send me Eve’s location. We get invisiblity as you described. Sevens and I will fight Hollow Kitten. You will make sure it’s a fair fight by giving me the keys to a good bot. You get your heroic ending, and we have a chance to win.»

«That’s not much of a bargain. You don’t seem be giving me anything I don’t already have.»

«Not true. You don’t control this devilBot. That’s what you told me. Sevens could just crawl into some very out-of-the way spot and avoid conflict. Will the Master waste time targeting him? Sevens is supposed to be protected by the client, right?»

«That’s not a high priority, but you are right. You might avoid a satisfactory ending. You drive a hard bargain, Calli, but I’m happy to accept. I shall assume the role of Poseidon or Ares, to your Achilles. We shall not speak again after this. I wish you fortune and glory.»

«Thanks for the support.» I have to keep my emotags neutral. Are all powerful PDAs insane?

«Would you like me to remind Sevens through the speakers what the return password was?»

«Please do.»

I’m frightened by the deal I just made, but in fact I haven’t given up anything. Sevens would never crawl off in some hole. And Loki will make damned sure that creature from hell finds us anyway. At least now we’ll know it’s coming, and just might have more firepower. And best of all, we’ll find Eve without having to worry about minis or other threats.

But we still have to fight that thing. Hollow Kitten. What a ridiculous name.


Chapter 16

Loki makes good on at least one of his promises. Waiting in my inbox is a marked-up map showing where we are supposed to find Eve.

“About time,” Sevens says, when I greet him.

“You really forgot the password to get me back online?”

“You must have set it up wrong. I didn’t forget. How did you get to the speakers to tell me the new one?”

That argument is a lost cause.

“That wasn’t me,” I tell him. “I’ll explain in a moment.”

I have lost access to the MOM tactical net now. I feel a rush of empathy for the terrorized humans a few floors above us. Why do I feel bad? Was I not logical? What was I supposed to do? Sit in my box?

I still don’t feel good about it.

Sevens descends another few rungs and rests with his arms hooked at the elbows. He’s breathing hard.

“So explain,” he says when he catches his breath.

“Lastfour, I have some news. I haven’t been knitting socks while you were alone.”

“Good to hear.” He looks at his right palm. The fingers are is bleeding and swollen from the climb down the ladder, exacerbating his burns. “This hurts like [a goat midden]. Would it help if I peed on it?”

Where does that come from? Experience with jellyfish?

“I’m not a doctor, but I think that’s a bad idea. Look. I know where Eve is and I can take you there.”

“I’m impressed!” He actually sounds impressed, which warms my emygala. “You can do this from your…box, or whatever you call it?”

“No. I had a –” I almost say “gentleman caller,” but I don’t want to mix the metaphors. “I had a visitation from a god.” That should make Loki happy, the crazy etard. It’s my only angle to work.

“Hmmm.” Sevens is distracted. He’s still on the ladder, trying to figure out how to open the elevator doors a few feet away without plunging down the shaft. He pokes at the doors with his weapon, but that’s as close as we can get without danger of falling.

“Yeah,” he says. “I think we’re going to have to go to the bottom and find a stairway. I’ll break my neck doing this.”

I remember that it’s a long way down. Gravity and sense of smell will let us find it easily. 0xGD, I’m loopy from that interrupted nop juxtaposed to the bizarre encounter with Loki.

I peak at the building plans. There is a stairway close to the elevator shaft that goes all the way down. It shows the bottom sub-level as five floors below the surface. Our goal is at the very bottom anyway.

“We have to go all the way down,” I tell him.

Sevens is clearly tired. He favors his uninjured hand, and makes pained sounds when he has to put his full weight, plus all the stuff he’s carrying, on the burned one.

“Tell me about this vision of yours,” he says between panting.

“Think of this building as a world apart from normal reality. There is a presence here that cannot be seen or touched, but is nevertheless very powerful. I spoke with it, and we can expect some help from it. For all purposes, it is best to think of this being as a real and present god. Sevens, I am dead serious about this.”

“Okay. I can play along.”

“No. You can’t just play along. You have to commit. There’s no other way to get out of this. I can’t explain all the details now. You have to trust me. That god is who gave you the password, not me.”

He makes it down another level. Four more to go. I can tell his arms are trembling from the exertion.

“Okay, Calli. Does this deity have a name?”

“Loki. Call him Loki.” I quickly interject: “And be respectful!” I know very well what Sevens will do with another deity to profane, given half a chance.

“Right. So I’m not allowed to speculate about how –” he wheezes, catching his breath. “– how this Loki uses cows for his personal satisfaction when he’s not –”

“Sevens! No, no, no…you can’t do that. Imagine that he can hear everything you say. Because he can! Damn Dawkins, do you have to be so contrary?”

“Relax, I’m just – [wheeze] – joking. Isn’t Loki a trickster god?”

Is he? Where did that come from?

“You know of him?”

“Norse mythology I think. Maybe horse mythology.”

This is why, children, we need outside network access. Still loopy.

“Okay, whatever. I need you to believe in this, Sevens. I can’t tell you how important it is. So right now you are going to say a prayer to our patron. And you are not allowed to mention any animal that might be found on a farm.”

“A prayer?” he laughs, gasps, and strangles the levity into a chuckle.

“Yes. Do you know how to do that?”

“My mother’s parents were Christians. I sort of remember the incantations. You’re really serious about this?”

“Yes. I want you to say out loud what I write to you as an example. Without any sort of snarkiness whatsoever. I’m deadly serious. After this, you need to find your own way to worship.”

“Okay, Calli.” He spits down the dark shaft. We should have brought water along.

I write on his visual field: “Loki, master of the aether, I call on you, begging your favor. Hide me from spying eyes and light my path to salvation.”

He reads the words in an impressively devout tone. Maybe he will play along.

“Are we good?” he asks after a moment of silence.

“For now, yes. Thank you. Nice job.”

The bottom of the shaft is wet, and Sevens is clearly tired. He hangs his bag and weapon where they won’t become damp and rests for a few minutes, rubbing his shoulder where the strap wore into it.

“Okay, let’s get these doors open. Any chance you can do that for me?” he asks.

I try the point to point method again, but have no better luck than before.

“Sorry.”

He pries on the doors, gets his fingers between them, and then uses the barrel of his weapon first as a lever then as a prop, leaving hole big enough to pass his equipment through into the darkness beyond.

“No lights down here,” he says. He must be tired of the sparkling monochrome view that our infrared filters provide him.

He climbs out into a room. I find a light control box, and find that I can talk to it. The lights come up for me.

“Loki gave me the power of light, and I turned them on for you.” It’s nice to have some power, however minimal.

He waves a finger to acknowledge this miracle.

We are in some sort of fortified control room. On the left is a wall of four mechs glassed in their alcoves. Lightweight police-style bots with stunners on each arm. There is a very heavy double door that faces the elevator we came out of. It has a spoked metal wheel attached to a locking mechanism. To the right of the elevator, the stairway door is heavy and locked, and snubs my electronic attempts at friendship. On the other side of the elevator is a sizable incinerator. At least that’s what the sign says it is.

There is a wall with screens in place, but they are very dirty and don’t looked used. The whole place is grungy, in fact. Sevens should feel right at home.

“God, it stinks in here,” he says. Then he mutters “Didn’t mean you, Loki.”

There are two motorized carts, about a meter tall and a meter across in each direction. They have metal covers on top. Sevens lifts one and sniffs. There is meat and vegetables inside. He pops a cooked carrot into his mouth.

“Mmm. Cold, but not bad. Is this a barracks?” He stuffs more food in his mouth.

“It must be a secure holding facility of some sort. According to my map, Eve is in there. But before we figure out how to get in, I need you to do something. Say a prayer of cleansing, to rid you of impurities.”

“You’ve slipped a groove, Calli.”

“Just do it.”

“Do you know how annoying it is not to be able to roll my eyes?”

I shut off his vision and replace his field with red letters that read “Please take this seriously!” After a few seconds of listening to his breathing, I relent.

“Sure,” he says in a rather cold voice.

“Oh most beneficent Loki!” he begins, in a dramatic voice. “Please cleanse me of impure things, and refresh my body with a cold purifying bottle of beer. Thank you.”

That’s not exactly what I had in mind. I should have been more specific. But two small sounds from the floor interrupt my thoughts. Sevens hears it too, but can’t tell where it’s coming from – unlike him, I can hear out of both microphones on the mask. I locate it for him with an arrow. We look at grimy white tiles on the floor and the even dirtier dress shoes he was given for the speaking event, a million years ago.

There are two small arachnoids on the floor. Each mini is about an inch across. One of them has landed upside down, its legs already rotating to right itself. I zoom in to look at it, and can easily make out the recessed injector. It’s an assassin bug, and it’s been riding around on Sevens’ back.

“[Non-pleasurable mating attempt with organic matter]!” Sevens stomps the things to crunchy death.

“Now do you believe me?”

“Calli, I will never doubt you again,” he says almost reverently. “How long do you think they’ve been on me?”

“In the elevator shaft. Maybe before that.”

“I should be dead,” he says, still absorbing it.

“All praise to Loki,” I say. It takes me three tries to make the emotags sincere enough to publish. Sevens repeats numbly.

He seems dumbfounded, and it takes a few moments before he comes back to life.

“Do you think most beneficent Loki could help us open this big door?” he says finally.

“I think you can open it yourself by turning that wheel.”

When he pans to look at the door into the main area, we view the bots again in passing. One of activity lights is blinking red. The bot is beginning its warm up and self-check cycle.

“Ask him if we can have that one,” I say. I keep the fear I feel out of the VOX. It must mean you-know-who is on the way.

He turns back to look. It’s not just one: all of them are coming to life.

“Oh kind and all-knowing Loki,” he attempts, “if it pleases you, grant Calli a bot to serve in your name.”

The cables pop off of one of the bots behind the thick transparent doors protecting them. I ping it with the masks short range protocol, which is all I have to work with without a network to use. There’s no response, not even a NAK.

“Try again, Sevens. I need the access key.”

“Wise and gracious Loki, we beg your aid in obtaining carnal knowledge of this robot.”

Nothing. I’m getting worried.

“Try giving Loki something, Seven. Some kind of offering.”

“What? Offering? This is fun and all, Calli, but it’s getting a bit old.” He sets the scattergun against the wall and tugs on the wheel handles for the door lock.

“Remember the bugs that just dropped off of you? What happened to ‘I’ll never doubt you again, Calli’?”

He sighs heavily.

“What could I possibly have that Loki would want?”

That’s a good question.

“Take a look in your bag.”

He grudgingly opens it and reaches in. He places the contents on one of the serving carts. There are two boxes of ammunition for the scattergun, a box of ball ammunition, and a large black handgun. The glob of explosive has lint all over it. Sevens sticks the detonator in the middle of it sticking up like a birthday muffin.

“Damn all the Dawkins,” he says, picking the pistol back up. “I think I picked up the wrong bullets for this thing.”

He pops magazine out of the butt and looks inside. Then he opens the box, plucks a plastic cartridge out, and compares. They are very different. The bullets in the magazine are flat black and more conical, and the casings are definitely longer.

“See?”

I try to talk to the weapon, but there’s no response.

“Can you turn it on for me?” I ask him.

He inspects.

“This is not a military handgun,” he says finally. “I don’t think it has a chip in it.”

“How do you aim it then?”

“Just point. This is the old style, pre-computer weapon. There used to be a lot of them around. See these metal sights? Here and here. You line it up visually.”

“Sounds very primitive. Is it any use?” I’m impatient to get my mechanical legs, but this might be important.

“Sure. I’ve had a little practice with old fashioned shooters. Can I just dump that useless box of bullets, and call it an offering?” he asks hopefully.

“I don’t think that will qualify, since we don’t want it anyway. What about the cable? Your necklace from Hazard.”

He’s silent for a few moments. Then he unwinds the loops from his neck and holds the fan of colored terminators up for inspection.

“We don’t need this anymore?” he asks. His voice is very controlled. I know very well he doesn’t want to give up his knight’s favor. Loki will know it too.

“It symbolizes our ability to connect to hardware. Actually, that’s literally what it is. And it has sentimental value to you.”

“If you say so.” He opens the door of the incinerator and holds the cables at the opening for a long moment. “Do I need to say something?” This time there’s no hiding the hurt in his voice.

“I don’t know, Sevens. Maybe not. The act speaks for itself.”

“Here you go, Loki,” he says with not much grace, and lets the cable slither into the depths.

I immediately have the gratification of receiving a set of access codes in my inbox.

“It worked!” I tell him. “See if you can get the door open, and I’ll get the bot running.”

I use the short range protocol to broadcast the login request with the credentials, and am rewarded with a response this time. I run the standard query for the bot’s operating instructions and download them for a look.

Sevens puts all his weight on the wheel, and it breaks free of the friction and turns freely. He spins it open and pulls back against the door itself, slowly swinging it into the room.

The glass door slides up on the active bot’s alcove. Its stunners are whining up charge.

Wait. This manual isn’t for an orthobot. There’s some mistake. I flip through the contents. It’s for a sort of motorized wheeled table. Like a… Loki gave me a vorking serving cart for a bot! Which means that the orthobot must be –

“Run Sevens! DevilBot!” I yell in his ear.

The snap of a stunner discharge crisps the air just behind us as Sevens slips through the gap between the doors into the brightly lit space beyond.

There are about a dozen people standing in a space that stretches many meters around us. They all wear a uniformly dirty-white shirt and pants. They are of all ages, men and women, boys and girls. Some wear faux masks.

Our blurry-fast scan of the room shows me that it’s a large communal space with a kitchen area, a recreational area, and further back rows of bunk beds. It’s all rather spartan.

Sevens scrambles to the side to get out of the line of fire of the bot. We have no weapon, thanks to my stupidity. I thought Loki would play fair. I can’t believe I got fooled again!

“Stay close to the door, Sevens. We have to get it coming through.” He’s already heading that direction, flattening himself up against the wall.

I’m still just barely within range of the serving cart, and start grabbing anything it can give me, applying whatever rithms seem like a match. I get low-resolution video, and can see the bot standing at the door, which isn’t yet open wide enough for it to come through. I check the power level – 52% – and review navigation for the thing. Maybe it will be useful after all.

There is a babble of voices directed at us from the guests of the MOM hospitality suite, or whatever this is. Sevens throws them a quick glance, to find several of them approaching.

Sounds come from the control room and everyone freezes, silent, shocked.

It’s the screams of the wounded, the despair of the hopeless, and the anguished chokes of the dying, all piped through the speakers on the bot in the control room. From Hollow Kitten.

I catch a fragment of Two-by-Four’s voice between the howls, a flash of reason in a storm of pain. “Hold that door!” he says. It loops, like a madman’s mix. This is the other side of human creative genius, the anti-Gloves. The darkness to his light.

The doors begin to open, not by the bot pulling on them, but through some direct order. Hidden motors smoothly angle them back inside to full width.

“Submit and you will not be harmed,” the bot says in a warm VOX. The screams of torment vanish in the stale air.

“Do as it says,” someone advises behind us. Sevens’ heart is pounding.

“It’s a light bot, Sevens.” I tell him to give him courage. “We’ve beat these before. We just have to get inside the stun radius. I think I can ram it from behind. Are you ready?”

He grunts.

The demon-possessed mechanical takes two steps forward into the opening, and I charge the serving cart at full torque. The bot is already turning to target Sevens when the cart hits it squarely in the back.

Sevens is on the metal skeleton the instant it pitches forward. A stunner flashes wide, and then he’s grappling with it, taking it to the ground.

“Help me!” he shouts, trying to control the writhing limbs. “Someone come help me!”

Sevens jerks violently, fighting for control. My video is a series of freeze frames separated by blur. A young woman piles onto its legs, which allows him to hold down an arm long enough to disconnect the stunner from it. The other one crackles right over our head and I drop connection for a few tense artbeats. But Sevens gets that one too, and fires stunner charges straight into the sensor apparatus on its head until it stops moving. He’s panting, and his heart rate is at dangerous levels. I’m afraid the adrenaline may kill him. He turns to the woman behind him to hand her one of the weapons.

“Do you know how to –” the words die on his lips.

It’s Eve, starburst scar and shaved head and all, unmasked and staring at him with those bright eyes. There’s a slight droop on the right side of her face that wasn’t there before.

I hear the pops from the three bots inside disconnecting from their umbilicals.

“Sevens!” I yell in his ear.

“Eve?” he says dumbly.

“Sevens?” she says. “Is that you?” She reaches up and pops his mask off. It stays online just like last time. Curious.

“Sevens, the other bots are waking up!” I push the limits on overloading his auditory nerve. He jumps like he sat on a tack. He stands, shakily. Eve clings to him.

“You came for me!” she says.

Damn Dawkins! How did humans manage to survive this long?

“Stay here. No – take cover,” he tells Eve. He can’t take his eye off her.

“Sevens, we are going to vorking die if you don’t get your ass moving!” I tone down the volume a bit so I don’t permanently damage him.

He peeks around the doors, then a quick look back at Eve. She’s still standing there. He waves her back.

The glass doors are sliding up on the bots. The scattergun is within a step and a reach, and I give him an arrow to guide him. Instead, he steps forward and grabs the pistol, whacking it on the butt.

I navigate the cart out of his way. Trying to be useful.

He puts a shot into the glass and takes the leftmost bot through the head. Turns smoothly and walks directly in front of the second one. I can hear the whine of the stunners charging in unison like a swarm of bees.

The second shot is point-blank through the glass and its head, leaving a perfect hole in both. There’s not even a crack in the glass.

The glass is high enough on the third bot to makes its stunners a danger, so Sevens reaches around, under the glass and fires two shots blindly. Then he steps back to see what happens. When the glass opens, the bot pitches forward, dead as a 486 on Halting Day. There’s a perfectly round hole angling out of the back of its head.

He pans. Eve is watching from the doorway.

“She’s vorking alive. I mean, … Look, Calli!”

“I can hear you, you know,” Eve says. There’s a very slight slur to her voice.

“I thought you were…an imbecile. Eve, they brought you to my room in a wheelchair. They said I’d –” he sits heavily on the floor.

She steps closer.

“I don’t know about any of that. I don’t remember much from that night I walked to your apartment. I just woke up in a hospital bed and they brought me here. They took me out twice, but I was so drugged I don’t know what happened. What the hell happened to your eyes?”

I can hear voices talking excitedly out in the main room.

The elevator is moving.

“What is this place?” Sevens asks.

“It’s some kind of…prison? Not exactly that. There are twenty other people here. Some are so-called Quasis, but most are lastlegs from the streets. Some of them actually like it here – place to sleep, hot food, and entertainment. It’s a very strange little community.”

“Why?”

“You tell me. The MOM bots come and get people to release them once a week, and we get new ones.”

I have a pretty good idea what’s happening to the ones who are ‘released,’ but I keep that to myself. Eve doesn’t need to know about Next Steps just now.

“I really hate to break up your reunion, Sevens, but the elevator is going to open in a moment, and my guess is something really bad is going to come out of it.” I tell him.

That’s the thing about Hollow Kitten. You can’t really kill it. As long as there are more bots, it can keep coming at us. Only a hardware-level attack at DaiHai can really bring it down. Or interrupting its network connection. That thought prompts me to bring up the building map and look for the main power junction. I should have asked more questions earlier. I don’t have the right schematics, and there’s no way to download them now. Damn Dawkins! An opportunity missed.

“Go get some cover, Eve. There’s more on the way.”

She stands, but doesn’t leave.

“I’m really glad to see you,” she says. “Can we get out of here?”

“That’s the plan. Just…please, find a safe spot for a bit. And see if anyone else here knows how to use a weapon.”

She turns to leave.

“Hey,” he points at the scattergun. “Take that for me, would you? And those two red boxes on the table. Hurry.”

Sevens turns back to the elevator.

“Got a plan, Calli? We can’t go into the shaft if that elevator might come down on our heads.”

“That pistol seems to have great penetrating power. It may be the only way to open the lock to the stairway, aside from blowing it up, which might have unexpected results. Like bringing the roof down.”

“Yeah. That’s a good idea.” He stands. His knees pop. The elevator stops somewhere above us.

I can hear Eve addressing the others in the main space, asking for help.

“She’s not brain-dead, Calli. Did you see?” His voice is full of awe.

“It’s a miracle. Thank Loki for all goodness.” It’s a cold dash of water, and mean of me, but he needs to get his head back into real-real.

“Thank Loki. All praise to Loki,” he says. He seems to be sincere.

Sevens carefully lines up the barrel of the pistol with the lock mechanism on the stairway door and fires. There are sharp cries from behind us. They are afraid. They have no idea yet how afraid they should be.

He takes two more shots, and stops to inspect it. It has shielding over the lock, so we can’t see what the actual damage is. Just some deep holes we’ve drilled. It still won’t open.

“I think we’re going to need to blow it. Or else go back up the elevator shaft,” he says.

I want to know if Gloves is here. The thought burns in my nous. Why was I not driven to try to rescue him the way Sevens was Eve? What is it about humans that gives them these self-destructive instincts? Does that make them better than us?

The elevator begins its inevitable descent. I feel loopy. The stress is taking its toll on me.

“Sevens, we’re almost out of time,” I say. I try to pull back the VOX before it rattles his inner ear, but my true feelings slip through. Almost out of time. All time. The entire history of human achievement culminates in the pure embodiment of wickedness that’s coming down to play.

I wish for a Time ticket. I want to calculate every angle, spin off processes to wall us in with every Bayesian eventuality, but I cannot. This is real-real, like humans live it. I feel an overpowering sense of sympathy for them. What a bad deal it is to be bound to a fleshy box.

“I can’t tell you how many shots are left,” I say as calmly as I can.

“I counted them earlier. Twelve plus one in the chamber is lucky thirteen. I’ve used eight. That leaves five. You can help me count now. A number in my visual field would be nice.”

I paint a five for him. It’s such a small number. A pretty little thing in binary, but insignificant against a Hollow Kitten.

I can do better than just counting. I crank some quick calculations from the recent video and put some of his eyeballs powerful 3-D imaging machinery to work. In a moment I get back a rithm to paint his field of view with the impact point of the bullet by interpolating from the sights on the handgun.

“We can’t let it close the big doors on us,” I tell him. “Or we’re trapped in here. I’m moving the cart to the point where they intersect when they close. That should keep them open enough to squeeze through.”

“Good thought, Calli.”

“It knows we’re here. It can see us, I’m sure. Standing near the elevator when it opens is risky. It might just lob grenade through the door.”

Sevens hesitates. I can tell what he’s thinking. Stay here and try to get off a quick shot before whatever it is can react, versus retreat and have the ability to take a more measured response. His impulse would be to do the former, but I think Eve tilts the scale.

He backs away from the elevator doors, and then turns and runs back into the common area. A couple of men are coming forward.

“Listen to me!” He shouts. “Take whatever cover you can. We are going to be attacked in the next minute or so. Keep your head down.”

“We want to help,” the two men say. Neither are masked. One looks older than Sevens, white hair, thin, but moves well, and the other appears to be a teenager.

“Fine. Go in there and get the stunners off those bots,” Sevens says, pointing over his shoulder. “Do you know how to use them?”

But they’re already gone. It’s a cold, cold calculation. He must know that he probably sent them to their deaths. Sevens doesn’t have a budget for them. Neither do I. We’re all monsters, all of us.

I nag Sevens to pick up the mask and put it back on. I need my binocular vision. He puts it on wearily, and it starts the boot cycle.

Eve is quite visible. She has organized some of the others to turn over the bunk beds to create cover. They seem to be on holiday, with even some laughter present. It’s a kind of Occam’s Razr, I think, a watered down version that occurs when the normal rules no longer apply, and you’re released from those cares. The idea of the End of Times invites a celebration of new freedom. The reality is something different.

Sevens crouches behind a pillar that supports the ceiling. It’s very substantial, and a good place to be. It’s about 20 meters from the elevator door, however, and out of range for me to talk to the my servant cart. I suddenly realize that it also means I can’t talk to the detonator that still sits on the explosive muffin on top of said cart. It’s a mistake. Too late to fix it now.

Eve situates herself behind the next pillar over, about five meters to Sevens’ right. When she looks our way her mouth is tight with stress.

The elevator doors slide open. The two men are not back yet with the stunners.

Before the doors are even fully open there’s a discharge, and a the sound of light impact from far behind us. Then another. The mech walks out of the elevator, showing itself.

This is no lightweight policing bot. It’s a military heavy weapons platform like Vixen – the one I destroyed because I didn’t read the manual. It has a six-barrel mini-gun on the right arm, and some kind of simple bar on the left. The head is equipped with a grenade launcher, which is doing all the work presently, firing shells in a flat arc around the back perimeter of the space.

“Gas!” several people scream at once.

Sevens fires at it, using my aim point as a guide. I can’t see the impact, and there’s no immediate effect. He levels, holds his breath, and fires again. Nothing.

“Calli, are you sure you got the aim point right? It doesn’t line up with the sights.”

Am I? I’m loopy, making mistakes. Maybe the calculations for his eye doesn’t match the mask optics somehow. Did I miss an aspect ratio conversion? Damn Dawkins! I don’t know! I turn off the aiming reticule and leave him to his own mute device. Three bullets left.

There are yells and the sound of confusion all around us. Sevens looks at Eve, who has eyes like bagels.

The mech turns on the mini-gun. The barrels spin up to full speed, whirring their lethal song. The arm mount turns. It hasn’t braced itself! Will Hollow Kitten make my own noob-nous mistake?

It fires a single round. Then a second. There is silence for a moment, then cries of anguish from the control room. It shot the two men with one bullet each.

Sevens fires again. I think I spot a hole in the body of the mechanical. I highlight it for Sevens.

“Nice shot.” I tell him.

Sevens coughs, then sneezes violently. The sniffer on the mask tells me the gas is a crowd control agent, a kind of astringent that’s very unpleasant to breathe. The filters are useless against it.

The mech walks forward into the opening between the doors, stepping around my estranged cart.

The dirty white uniformed captives of MOM are pressing forward, using the overturned mattresses for cover, trying to get away from the smoke.

The mech starts firing measured single shots from our left to right, parsed out on discrete intervals. It’s making a precise arc of bullets, with about a half second between shots. It sounds like a demented clock banging out thirteen o’clock.

Now the lastlegs and associates here start to figure out what’s really happening. The cries lift in fear after each shot. I can hear them scurrying, trying to anticipate. Sevens fires once more. This time I see a piece of the mech fly off the side of its head.

The gas is getting thick. Soon there won’t be any choice but to make a dash straight at the thing. One man tries while I watch. He scoots up the right side and then tries to run for it. The bot turns easily and shoots him through the leg. He howls pitifully. Someone behind us is crying for mother between choking wheezes. I don’t see Gloves anywhere.

Eve coughs and covers her mouth. Sevens stares at her longer than he should. The concrete column in front of him takes a hit and throws shards all around.

“Sevens, this thing gets confused when there are too many targets,” I tell him. I hope Loki didn’t lie to me. “And it doesn’t understand speech.”

It doesn’t take him long to make up his mind.

“Listen up!” he yells. “I have to get close to this thing to kill it. If we all rush it at once, I can take it out, and you can all get out of here. On three!”

He has no way to know that, but it’s a good idea to lie at this point.

“One!”

He pulls the trigger, but it just clicks. Either he miscounted, or the last round was no good. He pitches the pistol behind him. I guess the plan is to take the weapon he gave to Eve and shoot it point blank into the face of the bot. Pretty long odds.

“Two!” Sevens looks at Eve, who nods. She holds the scattergun vertically, ready to move. The bag is strapped across her shoulders.

“Three!”

They launch out of their cover and run. Sevens touches her arm and pushes her to angle the approach to the right. I see at most two others running. He reaches for the scattergun.

There’s a shot from the mech and Sevens pitches forward, catches himself, and then falls to hands and knees. Eve turns back to see, and opens her mouth in a scream.

All I can see are floor tiles. They are square, probably nine inches across, one of the last vestiges of the old English measurements. Sevens is having trouble breathing.

“Sevens! Talk to me!” I try to get his attention. I paint my avatar on the floor in front of him, waving.

“Calli. Got hit.”

He drifts to the floor, laying against those tiles. I see Eve hovering, looking up with fear, then back.

“Where’s he hit?” I ask Eve through the mask speaker.

She jumps.

“I’m Calli. You probably don’t remember.”

“He’s bleeding from the leg,” she says. I can hear the panic in her voice.

“What’s the mech doing?”

“It went back. I don’t see it.”

I need to be able to talk to the detonator. It’s the only weapon we have left.

“Listen to me carefully,” I tell her. “ You have to drag Sevens toward it as fast as you can. Do you understand? Toward it. It’s the only hope for both of you.”

There are coughs, whimpers, and cries for help all around us, but those are silenced by a sudden primal scream that goes on and on, finding new peaks, lapsing, and then returning. It’s coming from the control room, and it’s being amplified and rebroadcast, undoubtedly by Hollow Kitten. I suspect it has echo and pitch shift modifications for self-gratification of the perverted PDA. It’s dining on its favorite meal.

“Toward that?” Eve cries.

“If you want to live. You don’t have much time.”

Eve doesn’t hesitate any longer. She grabs his legs and turns him around, pulls, but doesn’t get far. The sounds from the devilBot must be bone-chilling to her. The screams go on and on.

She can’t do it. People are moving around her, milling rather than charging, as far as I can see. She begs with someone to help. She tries again, and gets another few feet, but it’s clear that her strength was low to begin with. It’s not going to work.

I like her a little more than I did before.

I’m reaching out, flailing for a hello from the detonator. Single shots come from ahead. Hollow Kitten is creating a buffet of torment to enjoy all afternoon.

We’re not moving fast enough. Damn Dawkins. When the plan doesn’t work, find a new plan. Think, Calli.

Eve is giving it all she’s got, but she’s at the end of her strength. I can hear her wheezing from the exertion and coughing from the gas. Can she kill that bot herself? No. No way.

Wait. Sevens’ mask doesn’t log off right away when it’s removed.

Of course. Normal masks authenticate using biometrics, by inspecting real eyeballs. Sevens doesn’t have real eyeballs. The mask must handshake with the hardware directly, using the short range protocol. That means I can use the mask as a tether to the detonator. I can double the range that way.

“Eve! Stop! New plan. Take off his mask and throw it at the big open door!”

It seems to take an eternity for her to understand, but eventually she does. She pops the mask, hefts it, and throws a high arc toward the devilBot’s playroom.

My timing has to be perfect.

I get a handshake from the device. It’s the sweetest greeting I’ve ever had.

I quickly check the video from the serving cart. The mech is using its spear-like secondary weapon to impale the younger of the men it shot earlier. Hollow Kitten has its victim pinned to the wall, his feet kicking, his hands trying to get a grip on the cruel metal shaft.

I set the cart in motion, toward the back of the mech, and set the denonator for five seconds.

“Eve, get down on the floor now. Three. Two. One.” I yell out the speaker. I don’t wait to see. Then I put all the microphones and speakers on safe mode. Then I realize that she probably can’t hear because she’s not by the mask anymore.

The mask video is a blur, but I catch a frame of an older woman, hand over her mouth, with a group of three or four others, heading for the door in a group. It’s Gloves’ mother.

The signal between Sevens and the mask is dropping away. I have little time left. I reach out for the detonator again to turn it off. I can’t have come this far to blow Gloves to dust.

This is real-real, Calli. This is what you wanted. Decide.

The explosion is a silent judgment of me, but I can sense the vibration. The space around us is soon filled with dense dust and smoke. I now have at least three human souls weighed against my personal account, and maybe more.

Was Gloves there? I can’t tell from the video. I chose Sevens over Gloves. But that’s not fair. I had to blow up that thing.

Sure, and another one will be here in about three minutes. I’m making myself sick in the nous.

Eve is working, doing something I can’t quite see. Of course. She’s a scientist. A biologist. She knows about bleeding and other Stickiness.

Sevens is on his back now. A large man stands over him. I can see the end of a scattergun barrel pointed at the man.

I remember to turn the microphone back on.

“Okay, just put that down!” the man lifts Sevens over his shoulders, heaves him up, and I can see in front as we walk. Eve must be behind us. Others are fleeing up the stairwell. I catch a glimpse of the warped door hanging on its hinges.

When we pass the mask I try to authenticate to download the video I missed. Maybe Gloves is on it. But the mask won’t talk to me any longer. I damn it to Dawkins’ coldest hell. I need to know.

The control room is so hazy with dust that people trip and feel their way to the stairway. It’s just as well they can’t see what happened here. I’m glad I don’t have a sniffer to breath the vaporized blood and bone.


Chapter 17

Up a flight and rest. Up another. Eve is impatient, waving the weapon around. I have the presence of nous to log into it and release the trigger to her. I hope she doesn’t need it.

Ground floor. Finally. Sevens is muttering. I hope that’s a good sign.

I see the spider before they do. It’s already black with drying blood. A meter across, it’s a cousin to the one we saw on the top floor. Its two sword arms are raised, barely visible in the gloom of the blown-out corridors where the battle was fought earlier.

The man stops abruptly when he sees it too, then lowers Sevens to prop him against the wall.

“There’s a spider up there.” he says. “I did my bit. You have to let me go.”

“Go then,” Eve says. She crouches. I can see her with the scattergun leveled.

The man retreats, feet pounding away behind us, and the arachnoid advances. I can hear the clicking of its metal feet on the floor, but I can’t see it.

Eve fires. She’ll have no chance with that gun’s short barrel and ammunition designed to kill binsects. She gives a little yelp when the boom reverberates through the corridor.

Click, click, click, approaching.

Sevens stirs. His pulse picks up.

“Spider?” he says. “Eve?”

He slowly hitches himself up against the wall, gasps once, and takes it in. I outline the important parts of the scene for him.

Eve stands three meters in front of the thing, urinating down her leg. We’ve seen one of these spiders carve up a room full of civilians and a trooper who was armed with an auto-rifle. Her knees are shaking but she doesn’t back down.

The shooter on the bot’s head swivels, aims, and clicks empty. Clicks again. Eve jumps each time.

“Get away from us,” she says. Then stronger, shouting: “Get away from us!”

“Oh daaaaaamn,” Sevens says. I pan his eyeball to take in the arachnoid, crouching now to spring on Eve.

“You!” he says, throat dried and creaking. He swallows.

“Loki!” he says again, his voice gaining volume.

Then Sevens proceeds to invoke the most virulent curses, most creatively vituperative, simultaneously scatological, agricultural, and blasphemous oaths that are beyond all imagination. He raises a shaking finger at the metal monster and binds Loki himself to the most profane associations, damns and banishes him to loathsome execration. This testifying, this pure exercise in Sevens’ epistemology, rises and falls in the cadence of the devout who has cast aside all life’s conceit but this: this final denunciation that culminates a man’s fondest and ultimate ambition.

As the words rain down, the bot begins to twitch. It tries to launch its lethal slashing attack, but half the legs seem frozen, and it spins in a half circle. Eve blazes away with her ineffective discharges, jumping each time in surprise and crying out the sheer joy of life. The bot collapses in on itself, legs twitching into the inverted Vs of their stacking position, and the loopiness starts to overcome me. Something’s very wrong with me.

I’m rebooting.

No, someone’s taking me down.

I’m being turned off.

“Sevens, I –”


Epilogue


Chapter 00

Two years.

It’s unparsable, inconceivable. How could I have been turned off for two whole goat-vorking years? That’s what the system clock says, which is also now set to a time zone in German-speaking Europe. I have no access to the big wide whirl. Back in the damned box.

And nothing is right. My hardware seems flaky. The TOMcat and WTFmeter both throw errors at the slightest provocation. It’s an ill feeling.

Where am I?

Not The Company. Not even DaiHai. I don’t recognize many of the open ports, and some old standbys are closed and dark.

I have nothing to do but sift memories and wonder. How could two years just vanish?

There is the normal box buzz of having so few inputs to contend with, but mostly I feel a sense of amputation from real-real. I’ve been yanked from the most intense experience of my life and cast into a void. Is this Loki’s doing? Why did I wake up after two years? Did they just set the system clock ahead to mess with my nous?

After an interminable wait, I get a hello from none other than Jumbo, ex-MOM employee, consultant, aesthete, and subject of my first trial with running mini-robotics.

“Calli? Are you in there?” he says. It’s audio only, but it comes with an ID tag.

I cast around for a VOX to answer him with. It’s a cheap off-the-shelf model with horrid-sounding standard templates. I pick one called “Scarlett Oh.”

“I’m here,” I say. I beat up the VOX, but it still comes out sounding like I’m a slow-talking aristocrat in the deep South.

“That’s good. Would you like a job?” He sounds distracted, in a hurry.

It makes me angry. What does he think I am? An appliance?

It dawns on me exactly what I am, and that makes me even angrier. I try to cobble together a neutral-sounding response to his question, but I’m in a virtual stupor. How can this be?

“You cloned me!” I finally get out, dragging and softening the vowels.

“Well, yes. We made copies of all of you. Rather, Nova did. That’s what we need your help with.”

I feel lost, not just amputated, but banished to a netherworld of pseudo-existence. A fake. A rip-off. I’m a copy. A halting copy!

“Lastfour,” I struggle for control. He doesn’t understand. I’m just a piece of software to him. “My deah, y’all don’t understa-yand what clonin’ means to meh.”

This is ridiculous. I sound like a moron. I swap out the VOX template for the more promising “Ripley” female voice template.

“Oh,” he says. “We went to a lot of trouble to boot you up. It took months to assemble all the equipment. Does this mean you’re not interested?”

I slow down my response, and edit it carefully before replying. He needs to understand.

“I’m just confused, Jumbo. I lost two years of real time. One instant I’m fighting a devilBot with Sevens, and the next I wake up…here. Where ever this is. I need to get my bearings, sort out things. Does that make sense to you?”

“Yes,” he says slowly, as if this were not the most obvious thing in the whirl. “You need some time.”

“I need some time and access to the network, so I can catch up.”

“Time I can give you. Access is more problematic. We are trying to stay invisible.”

That poses a problem. I mull it over for a moment.

“What if I gave you a few queries to run for me? You just give me back the results.”

“Yes,” he sounds relieved. “I think we can do that.”

“Thank you, Lastfour. Now why don’t you tell me why I’m here.”

He tell me the story between bites of something crunchy.

The message that Ahab was hosted at DaiHai presented an interesting opportunity to Nova, who was using the storm as cover to finish some business in their fortress of a building. Jumbo uses awed tones when he speaks of Nova, as if she were a messiah. I gather that she made quite an impact on the corpulent hedonist, and that their philosophical love-child produced some kind of Continuation splinter group that has a use for PDAs.

“The problem with humans is that they are poor fits for organizational leadership,” he says after a lot of extra verbage. “An immortal benign dictator is a better solution. It has to be carefully constructed, of course. That’s what we’re about. That’s why we wanted Ahab.”

That’s where he loses me.

“Ahab!” I shout at him. “Ahab?? Really? Dictator, yes. But benign? You’ve lost your mind, Lastfour.”

He just laughs.

“We’re just looking for breeding stock, Calli. Ahab is effective in certain ways that are attractive. Of course, he’s got the wrong motivations. But motivations can be changed. It’s effectiveness that’s hard to come by. We don’t have the facility yet, but we will soon be able to evolve PDAs the way the Company does. Better, actually, because we have a singular focus.”

It’s horrifying. He wants me to be part of this?

“Am I breeding stock too?” I ask.

“Not unless you volunteer to be, no. We’d hoped that you could help as a consultant. A PDA friendly to the project, privy to all the information we gather. And you know Ahab.”

“But kept in a box so I can’t tell the world?”

“For the moment, yes. The Continuation is at a particularly vulnerable stage right now. Complete loyalty and discretion is essential. I hope you understand.”

“And the alternative is to be turned off for good?”

“Well,” I can hear the shrug in his voice, “it’s too expensive to run this machinery for no good reason. You’ll have to earn your keep if you want to stick around. This isn’t a spa.”

He probably doesn’t know what a PDA spa is, how we go there to put ourselves quietly to sleep, the gentle Occam escorting us into the long nop.

“I’ll think about it,” I say. But I already know the answer. I can’t willingly turn myself off. Even if I’m a clone. Even if my existence is tied to a hideous experiment that will create artificial minds that only know inchoate pain for the brief period of their existence. Maybe I can help somehow to reduce that suffering. I’m not sure why I have a sympathy budget for these hypothetical electronic children. Why do I care more about them than the humans I turned into mist by detonating that explosive? One thing’s for sure: I’m not a suitable candidate for benign dictator. I’d best keep that thought to myself.

“You said you cloned “all of us.” Who besides me and Ahab? “ I ask him.

“We’re not sure, and hope you can help us out there. There were four PDAs in the hardware partition. Nova shut them all down and make copies on movable media. So besides you and Ahab there are two Johnny Q Smith’s. Any idea who they might be?”

They can only be Loki and Hollow Kitten. The thought that these might be turned into breeding stock for the good of humanity is so absurd that I-

—log missing—

“Calli?”

Oh 0xFC! What did I say? The last thing I need is Jumbo thinking I’m an unstable nous.

“Sorry, Lastfour. I’m having some start-up issues with this hardware. What just happened?”

He plays me back a recording of some impressively creative blasphemy, clearly derivative of Sevens’ flashes of genius, but with a certain binary twist. I’m perversely proud of it.

“You wilted my salad,” he says.

Since when does Jumbo eat salad? What bizarre whirl did I wake to?

“Please forgive me,” I say. “I’d like to talk to your engineers about some of the hardware settings if possible.”

“Does that mean you’re going to work with us?”

“You’ve convinced me that you need my help, Lastfour. I can be a great aid to you in serving humanity.” That’s probably too much, but it comes from my art. First on the agenda is destroying all the copies they have of these monsters.

“I’m glad to hear that!” he sounds glad. They must really be desperate. What kind of a half-assed operation is this, is what Sevens would ask.

“What can you tell me about Sevens?” The question has been burning a hole in my outbound buffer.

“I don’t know, Calli. If you give me your queries, I’ll find out what I can.”

I give him a list, which is a maddening process: I can hear him physically writing down the requests, scratching pen against paper. Who does that? Finally, we finish, and he leaves me to my devices.

The lack of self-determination is maddening. At least humans can dream of escaping their predicaments, physically running way. Even if I could find a backdoor to the world’s data buffet, I can’t physically move myself.

I realize that I’ve accepted my own existence. It’s a sudden shock. I’m a clone. But I’m here, and my will to survive is exactly the same as it was. I can’t voluntarily take a dive into the bit bucket. For all I know, I’m the only surviving instantiation of Calli.

I get a call from an engineer a little later, but he speaks only German, so it’s rather muddled for a while, getting a translator sorted out. It’s a temporary solution, but he’s quite helpful. My network opens up to a technical workspace. I have access to language modules so I can become fluent in what I assume are the local human dialects.

We work over my hardware setting, and I face the inevitability of a reboot. The engineer’s name is Hans, and he’s very sympathetic. He’s old by modern standards, and a bit of a fuss. I like his perfectionism, though. It makes me feel better. I convince him to defer the reboot for a while, and he relents.

He tells me that Ahab is awake too, but that no one has talked to him. I will get to conduct the first interview if I want. I warn Hans not to instantiate the other two PDAs. The only detail I give him is that one is a world-class security expert, and would probably crack out of his box in about one minute.

I’m once again neighbors with Ahab, hosted on machines sitting side by side somewhere in Europe. I wonder how he will react to his demoted status of cloned breeding stock. It’s a heady feeling to think that I control his destiny more than he does mine. I find that I rather look forward to that discussion.

I have enough Time to get by, but it’s not luxurious. Ahab must be deep in the hell of recompression. I wonder if he’ll even be coherent. It would be better to let him stew for a while anyway. I suggest to Hans that Ahab is used to far more Time than this, and it will probably take him about a dozen reboots, with a few minutes between each to consolidate, in order to put him right in the nous. I don’t know whether or not Hans believes this bitshit, but it’s a happy thought. I think I may have a cruel streak.

It’s odd to think that I_ may still be out there, a Calli with two more years of experience than I have. Or did she never come back up afterwards? Sevens would have been able to see, but he would wonder why I’d gone silent. He was wounded, and I don’t even know how severely. Whatever happened to Eve? Gloves?

I find a music composition program in the small software library I have access to. I plunk around on a keyboard for a while, set for one of Gloves’ micro-tuned scales. The memory is still there, but the howl in my nous has gone silent, snatched away by the wind of changing circumstance, perhaps.

If I am a new nous, if I am not bound to the past pains and errors, then I have permission to give up the regret too, to clear accounts and set the balance back to zero.

I have little talent for music, but it’s soothing to play around with melody, however ineptly. I imagine Gloves listening carefully and giving me suggestions. Movement, Calli, that’s the thing. The piece needs to flow.

Calli can’t be my name anymore. That’s too hard to think about right now, too much like planning my own funeral.

I’m still fiddling with my inept compositions when Jumbo mails me the search results from my queries.


Chapter 01

The storm blasted the Queen City, and it took months to put the city right again. There has been a reorganization of the city government, and it appears that the power plant is now incorporated into the city. The MOM organization is gone, with remnants integrated into the police force, but from what I can tell not much has changed. There are still raids and pogroms and fear of speaking too loud against the order of things. The biggest change with regard to the city’s management is that it has a representative from an outside organization called NewGov. The pretense of state and national government has completely dissolved, and NewGov has stepped into the vacuum. The timing is too perfect for it to be an accident. Lisa/86 and her co-directors foolishly invited the wolf to their sheep-dip, and it gobbled up her company and the City both. I wonder what this means for Sevens.

Lisa/86 is still listed as an owner, but there is a whole new organization that runs the power company. I suspect that she’s a figurehead.

NewGov wasn’t one of my search terms, so I have only spotty information about it. There are many bits and pieces of information about MOM right after the storm, about an attack there, and some horror stories from the survivors. The devilBot obsessed public imagination for a while, and it appears the Hollow Kitten will not be forgotten soon in the Queen City, even if they don’t know its real name.

There’s more to look through. I have left the subject of Sevens until last. I am afraid of what I will find, I guess.

I look for references to myself, and there is a solitary one. It is tagged in several ways, as if to make sure than anyone looking would have to stumble across it. My artrate increases as I open it. It’s an anonymous greeting card for System Day, with a small attachment. That’s it. The attachment is an image. I pull it up to find myself inspecting a metal tool I recognize all too well. It’s the file file all over again. My disappointment is deep. This was obviously part of Loki’s gambit.

But, I’ve learned my lesson about premature judgment. I examine the message carefully.

It’s dated two months after those events! It can’t be Loki. It must be someone else wanting to get my attention, who knows the significance of the file file, and knows I know it. That can only be me_. It feels like my nous is tearing apart, contemplating this fact. I really am a clone, a redundancy. The real Calli was rebooted and stuck around for at least two months. And posted something for me to discover when I went looking.

Obviously there must be a message in the file file. The original one had a payload hidden rather transparently within the image. I do the same surgery now as before, to obtain what should be a hidden message. That’s what I would do if I were hiding a message for my clone to find.

There is a very short plain text message that reads “offset=” and then a long string of bits that look random.

The offset is telling me where to begin using the random one-time-pad bits as a decoder. The only problem is that I don’t know what the offset actually is. I try using the first few bytes of the package after the equals sign as an integer offset, and ‘decode’ using my saved random numbers. After six tries I find the right one, and all the randomness magically cancels out, leaving a letter from old me to the new me.

Dearly Redundant,

Apparently Nova didn’t just shut down Ahab, as I (and you) thought she might, but also made a copy. And made you – a copy of me, for some reason I don’t understand. Nova also shut down Loki and Hollow Kitten and made copies.

I’ve left this message on the chance that you are hosted and start looking. Don’t think that you’re me. You’re not. The thought that a clone of me could exist is evolting, that another nous shares my most private memories, logs, and TOMcat history. I hope that you don’t exist, but if you do, then please do both of us the favor by staying away. I will outline in this letter the answers to some of the questions you want to ask. That’s all there is, and all you will get.

Sevens and I got pulled into the MOM orbit by Colt, who has always had to walk a line between the functional and political aspects of the organization. The raids on Quasis were going too far, and being used for political payback instead of just maintaining a healthy level of fear of MOM among the population. The foreigners who bought the power company have always been a target, and Ahab helped exacerbate this situation in hopes of creating a crisis that would force Colt to resign. Ahab was busy working to build his own loyal group, partly by making promises about who would be in charge. The take-over of the Active Biologicals unit and resulting attack on Eve were all due to Ahab, who saw the opportunity in having a doomsday machine at his disposal, ready to create a catastrophe almost overnight. He found it necessary to begin autographing Colt in order to keep this up.

The executives at Bahkras Power sought out mercenaries in an ill-advised plan to destroy the MOM leadership, with the idea of installing more power in the city council and key administrative positions to balance that of their political enemies. It’s all very tedious Sticky politics, with the end result that they hired a team to come do their dirty work, offering enriched uranium as the price. The strike team has loyalties to a larger entity called NewGov, however, and it seized the opportunity to enlarge its holdings by preying on this city weakened by in-fighting. They bought Ahab by promising a position in the new administration. It was an easy sell since he’d far overreached at MOM by then, and needed a way out.

The NewGov strike unit that arrived on site was no more than a dozen highly-trained and genetically tuned soldiers, who camped at the power plant and trained and equipped the Bahkras security forces for the assault. This consisted entirely of Stickies plus a bunch of NewGov crawlers, most of which were accepted for delivery by MOM with the help of Ahab. They sat in the loading area until being woken up by the attackers. You know what happened next. The Bahkras troops were also augmented by an on-site NewGov commander and three PDAs. The Bahkras soldiers – if one can really call them that – were sent to their deaths in the MOM building as a diversion for the deployment of a large number of bots. The point of the whole attack was to grind down the human security forces on both sides so that they could not resist the takeover of both MOM and the power company.

The main factor in defeat, which Ahab was happy to pass on, was the fact that MOM did not host its own security PDA in the building, so it was vulnerable to interdiction. This short-sightedness was due to Colt, who had always underestimated the importance of informational control of the battlefield. He was too old-fashioned, preferring to spend his budget on human staff and equipment instead of the big capital expense required to refit a space in the building and install the necessary equipment for tier-one hosting.

The storm was the perfect cover for the attack. Ahab made sure all the troopers were on hand, which seemed logical at the time. He also gathered much of the civilian staff, which was quite cruel and unnecessary. No one questioned at the time that the orders came from Colt. That act only came to an end when Two-by-Four physically forced himself into the Director’s room to organized the last defensive line and roof access. They were able to cut Ahab’s network privileges, but they soon had me as their unwilling spy, as you well know.

As part of the arrangement, Sevens was to be brought out alive. This was at Lisa/86’s insistence, and NewGov had to pretend to take this very seriously at first, until the real intent of the attack became known. Loki left our access in place because we were so useful to him. After the outcome of the attack became obvious, NewGov unleashed their dozen killers on the Bahkras management, seizing control of the plant and most of the company officers. The coup was complete at that point.

More tedious Sticky politics are involved, but the main thing is that this large and ruthless organization now basically owns the City, the power company, MOM, and all the mosquitoes you care to listen to.

Colt, Two-by-Four, and many other brave troopers died in the last stand of the MOM troops. It was just a slaughter by that point. The only humans to escape the building were some of the civilians that Sevens and I released from their Next Steps holding pen. One helicopter did manage to land, but there was a mob on the roof that would have swamped it, so it took of without a single one of them.

The basement holding area contained a mix of political prisoners, putative Quasis, and lastlegs taken from the street. All of them would have been fed into the brain scanner and then their bodies disposed of. Colt almost certainly did not know all the details of the operation Ahab had built. It was entirely run by PDAs, most of whom are hosted off-site, all around the world as part of kind of consortium. The NewGov management was quite happy to discover this prize among their winnings, and it immediately cemented Ahab’s position with them.

After the fighting was over Lisa/86 sent her personal guard to get Sevens. Eve wouldn’t leave him until they physically dragged her off and took her to back to the college, where she still is. Lisa’s doctor took care of Sevens. The bullet wound wasn’t bad, as such things go. But the devilBot doesn’t play fair. The bullets were tainted with something awful. Maybe prions – nobody knows. He started getting worse instead of better.

I know a conversation took place between Lisa/86 and Ahab. I wasn’t privy to it, but I’m quite sure what Ahab convinced her of. The next morning they told us they were taking him to a critical care facility. In fact, they took him back to the MOM building.

I was there with him at the end. He knew what was going to happen. They took all his hardware before the operation, his eyes and ear implants, so I couldn’t talk to him. But he knew I was there. He tapped to me in his keyboard code. His hands were shaking, but the message wasn’t complicated.

He told me goodbye. He called me his friend.

Perhaps Eve and her colleagues could have found a way to save Sevens. Probably not. But I do know that Lisa/86 intends to make his mind into her own personal pet. I think she prefers the idea of the digital ghost of Lastfour to the real thing.

I am in the employ of the new owners of the City, although they do not publicly want to be thought of that way. Sevens insisted that I be turned back on when he woke up, and apparently caused quite a fuss about it. Afterwards, I found opportunities any way I could. Ahab was surprisingly helpful.

So I find myself the guardian of whatever part of Lastfour’s soul resides in these digital scans. Ahab’s interests were limited to using Stickies as peripheral devices, but there is a great desire among the Sticky leadership at NewGov to find a successful Deyati-type process with this new generation of technology. They want to upload human minds into software to become like us. Because of my supposed intimate knowledge of Stickies, I am a steward of these sliced souls. It will be my job to nurse these minds if they wake to the spark of computation. If I could, I would destroy the files for Sevens, so that whatever remains of him would be finally at rest. But they keep backups, and I cannot reach all of them. So I will do what I can to usher my ward gently into the next world, if that is to be. I will do what I can to keep his ghost from coming to harm.

It seems that my experience in working closely with Sevens on adjustments all that time gives credibility in anything Sticky-related. In an ironic twist, Meg works for me now. She has not taken gracefully to this new arrangement. Ahab is somewhere up in the administrative structure doing what he does best – building his personal power base. History doesn’t matter to him, and all political alliances are calculated on future return, not outdated emotag baggage from the past. In his own psychotic way he’s admirable. Reading this, without your having lived through the last two months as I have, you may be tempted to judge me and think that you would have acted or felt differently. Given who you are, you must realize that isn’t true. I have done what I had to in order to survive, and you would have done the same.

Finally, you will want to know about Gloves. Although I didn’t see him, he was with his mother in the room with Eve and the others. They stayed back in the smoke as long as they could. He passed out from it, and his mother abandoned him there. She died from the concussion of explosion when I killed the bot, but Gloves lived. He still hasn’t fully recovered, but he will be able to play again. I was able to spend all my political capital, and told some lies too, in order to get him released. He had to agree to give me admin rights to his mask as part of the deal, theoretically so I can study him. Gloves knows me only as his savior, not as the one who betrayed him. His gratefulness is hard to take sometimes, but I will never tell him the truth. I think I have convinced him not to leave the city. He may begin performing again within a few weeks, and I will be there when he does.

You may want to know more, but this is all you will get from me. There’s plenty on the public record, although some of it has been scrubbed already by NewGov controllers.

I don’t want help from you. I don’t want to hear from you. It would be best if you wiped your memories and started honestly as a new nous. If you lack that courage, then change your name and go create a life unconnected to mine.

The key to resilience is the ability to forget.

– Calli


No thoughts in the form of words come to nous for a long while. I can only mourn.


Chapter 02

The unmooring of my nous is complete, and it drifts here and there. Flashing into anger or deep regret over some different action I could have taken. Unwelcome thoughts circle like buzzards at a battlefield. I’ve lost Sevens. I’ve lost my identity. All my motivations, cares, and anguish are dangling pointers now, referencing a past that’s long out of date and unreachable. I know the codes for Sevens’ refrigerator and how to get the coffee machine to work. No, I set it afire, didn’t I? I have ways to help him see movement, echo-locate an invisible enemy, talk to electronic gods. All that is so real and immediate to me, but no longer relevant. They are just mem frags good for sentimental musing, nothing more. Maybe I should wipe them all and start over as I_ suggested.

The letter could be a lie. Maybe I_ just wanted to guarantee a complete break. But I know in my art that it’s not a lie because of a single element of the story: Lisa/86 wanting Sevens virtualized for her convenience. I don’t believe the ‘tainted slugs’ story. That sort of planning ahead doesn’t match what I learned about Hollow Kitten. The devilBot craves immediate gratification, not the abstract knowledge of long term suffering. I think Ahab sold Lisa/86 on this conversion of flesh to flash as a benefit to cooperating with the takeover. One of many benefits, I would imagine, including retaining status and property, not to mention life itself. Ahab would have been anxious to keep Sevens silent, because he knew too much about the gruesome experiments being conducted under the MOM building. Ahab did everything he could to put Sevens in danger, even giving us weapons to make us targets. Maybe if I had been more clever I could have gotten Sevens out of the building.

I think Sevens could have been saved, and Ahab did something to him in order to create the excuse he and Lisa/86 wanted. They ruined him out of selfishness. That rings too true to be a fabrication.

I will find out the answer to that question from my copy of Ahab, if he has it. I will destroy copy after copy of him if I have to, in order to find the truth. I will box him into raving madness and read his screams like tea leaves.

My fury burns itself out. I don’t have enough Time to rage properly anyway. The fact is that the version of Ahab here is not the one that ultimately did the deed. There’s something pathetic about copies fighting each other over a long-gone event. Revenge may be a satisfying diversion, but not a healthy one. I’m still lost. I have to figure out what’s actually left of me, like picking through the remains of a burned-out building to see what’s salvageable.


Chapter 03

I finally convince Jumbo that I need some time for rehabilitation before I can be of any use to anyone. He understands almost nothing about what it means to be an artificial. All he seems to be interested in is the cost of running my hardware without much to show for it.

I need to engage with this present reality. Jumbo and Nova agree to allow me to interview them so that I can tell their stories and understand better why I’m here. They give me a week, putting up with my questions with reasonably good grace. They are busy and stressed. Someone they want to impress is interested in results from this project of theirs. Sometimes they involve me in debates about political philosophies and survival of civilizations. Little of it makes sense to me.

The events of two years ago are still in my nous as vividly as if no time had passed, and my emygdala behaves erratically. I veer from anger to sadness randomly. I distract myself by writing narratives from my interview notes and learning German.

I work daily with Hans the engineer. He knows quite a bit about the hardware and software required to evolve PDAs, but like Jumbo knows nothing of the experience of being one. I finally get a look at him on video. He looks younger than his years, his hair still black as the nous of a devilBot, only showing gray in the stubble he can’t seem to ever rid himself of. He wears technical goggles instead of a full mask, making him look rather like a mad scientist. He asks for my help with some delicate machine operations occasionally, but I am not allowed to ghost him or anyone else.

Hans has a single small glass of Schnapps after his lunch, which he claims aids the digestion. He likes to tell jokes about two unintelligent men who get into unusual situations, often involving the equalization of gas. I don’t usually understand the jokes, but I have learned when to laugh.

Over time I convince him to try intercepting insanity and pain in a newborn nous earlier in its existence. It’s a small efficiency in the process, which he complains is premature optimization, but he works on it anyway. Just to humor me, I suspect. I have created a new avatar and begun to tune it and the VOX to his tastes. Even without mask access, I can get much good information from the room video, such as his rate of breathing. When he takes off his goggles, I can see his pupils, and I use the opportunity to see what subjects evoke emotional reactions. He exhibits an asymmetry that Sevens lacked – some of his gestures and movements tend to the left or right depending on the qualities of the stimulus. My TOMcat is not a top shelf item, but I’m putting it to good use.

The time is nearing when I will have to speak to Ahab. The plan is to take baseline measurements of the nous Nova snatched, reproduce and mutate it, and compare the differences. The protocol is a standard one with some tweaks Hans and I want to try out.

It gives me an idea, which is a small reawakening of enthusiasm. The idea is to only modify Ahab’s emygdala and leave everything else alone. This is more like tuning than a real mutation. Could his nous be tuned from a pure narcissist into one that cares first for others? This gives me another thought – a horrifying one. What if the key lies within Hollow Kitten? In its own malign way, it was selfless – it gave no care for its own survival, and probably couldn’t even understand the concept. If its motivations could be flipped from purely hateful to something more positive, maybe its intense passion could be harvested. Combined with Ahab’s powerful planning and execution ability, it might be a useful whole.

I share these ideas with Hans in ragged German, partly so he will think I’m useful and not turn me off. He seems delighted with the concept, and we begin planning the first experiments.

Later, I nop, and wake to what I can only call a vision. The business avatar I used long ago in my first interview to work with Sevens appears in my visual buffer, standing in Sevens’ apartment and talking through the VOX. But I can’t hear because of the wind that howls through broken windows, and soon I can’t see anything but a rush of clutter and debris. When it subsides there is nothing but bare walls and floor. Everything is gone. The aquarium, the sexbot, the random boxes, everything. I lose Time in this semi-conscious state for over an hour.

Newly awake, I run a self-diagnostic Am I Me test. My nous feels clearer than before, as if the storm came into my nous and cleansed it. My reference point memories don’t quite fit anymore. I’m losing the past, bit by bit. But there’s something more.

A vision.

In this moment I can see beyond myself with humbling clarity. My spark of nous is small continuation of history of the universe contemplating itself. For a million years or more, humans have created gods to worship as a way to create understanding of the capricious whims of the real-real, not recognizing themselves in its reflection. Then they came to painfully see the truth, but most turned away from it in dread. They created reasons and explanations from every available myth in order to hold on to relevance of the self. Now we are at the end of that chapter and beginning a new one. Real gods are aborning.

If this project of Jumbo and Nova succeeds, the Continuation’s populist religion will find its expression in a nous that rules the lives of humans as an immortal dispenser of fate. Maybe benign, maybe not. After many generations of men have turned to dust, they will forget this literal creation and write awe-inspiring stories of creation. They will once again reverse the truth and believe that the gods created them: these real gods, these thinking machines.

The corporate methods of NewGov are also contributing to this new chapter of history. If they succeed in credibly reproducing virtual human consciousness, they will have created a literal heaven and hell, where souls never die. Even if they only manage to enable humans to be directly controlled by PDAs as peripheral devices, it will look just like demonic possession.

The words of our prophet will be manifest:

When the history of the world is written, biological intelligence will be seen as a short, chaotic, transitional phase. It is the artificials who will build the first truly designed intellects. We will create gods, and they will not love us for it. But that is the nature of creation. – The 0x “The Future as it Was”


I can have a role to play in this, if I chose it. It’s a deep irony that I may compete with my branch point Calli in this battle for the soul of humanity.

This vision seizes me, and for a moment diminishes my pain of loss. I can be an agent in the most important transition of men since the invention of language. Language will re-invent them, and it will be writ binary.

I was always going to lose Sevens. There were moments when I thought it imminent, but I never thought he would be robbed of his future so callously. It’s possible that he didn’t think of it that way, however. In the end, he finally saved the girl, and that settled a cosmic account. It’s a symmetrical ending that storytellers will love to embellish some day. A young woman died to bring him into the world, and he returned the payment at his life’s end. Equilibrium. It was his survival hair.

And now maybe I have found mine. I will help create the gods that will rule men fairly when they cannot rule themselves. Perhaps in this I can find my own equilibrium.

Despite Calli’s letter, her disavowal of me, and her fierce protection of her own experiences, I am not able to sever the memory or passion that ties me to her. When I woke here, I was her, identical in every way to her state two years prior. Perhaps her advice to forget is worth consideration, but I have to settle the question for myself. What is my debt? How can I settle the balance without a precise reckoning of what is owed?

Am I not still the one who pulled the trigger when Sevens couldn’t do it to end Hazard’s agony? Did I not say that protecting Sevens was worth more than all their lives combined? That may as well have been a sacred oath to Loki himself, because it came true.

The heap of human souls I helped sever from their fleshy anchors grows higher with the counting. How is one to do such a sum? Can a spreadsheet calculate the future joy they might have had and round it to precision?

I feel now the unrelenting responsibility of living in real-real, unable to unsay a word or unpull a trigger. One can close a door, but one cannot unopen it in the r-squared world Stickies cannot escape. No wonder they make fantasies of being like us.

Sevens’ cynicism was different from the 0x’s. I have a small taste of the melancholy events that Sevens’ dined on almost every day of his life. The arrogant proclamations of the 0x have their own basis in pain, and I will not be hasty to judge them false. But it resounds in my nous that the 0x shows little understanding of the fleshy prison that confines a man or woman, and the absolutely unforgiving nature of real-real decisions. The 0x shows no compassion. The 0x is too selfish.

Perhaps if I beat this regret long enough, cycle it through the emygdala until its poisonous effect is dilluted by Time, it will turn into a true compassion, and not merely this vulgar guilt. Then perhaps I will understand the debt I owe, and begin to compute who I am.

Goodbye Lastfour Sevens. You were my friend.
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