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  One


  “Mickey,” she said, but I did not hear her.


  I was too busy hating on English while working out in this toney place. Prior to returning from the Black, I could never have walked in this gym. Too exclusive.


  And how to categorize how I was working out? I despise articles of speech. English grammar is difficult for Russians. Was I working out on the speed bag, or working out on a speed bag? Was I punching on, or just punching? There were four speed bags in the gym. I was punching (on?) one specific speed bag. Out? On? A? The? A/the speedbag, a pear-shaped small punching bag used to develop reflexes and speed, ignored these existential questions of translation as I struck it with metronomic precision.


  I was in the gym belonging to Francisco. In a habitat (the habitat? The Interstellar League has only one) filled with gyms Francisco insisted on old ways. No weight machines smart enough to keep you safe should your hands slip; your spotter catches bar before it crushes you. This place was so lacking in modern safety mechanisms that you must thumbprint to some obnoxious list of waivers to work out here. Despite this it is annoyingly elitist, feigning to be hoi polloi while doing everything possible to keep out riffraff.


  “Mickey,” someone repeated as I thumped on bag. Some woman, serious and playful all at once. I knew her before I turned around: tall Eurasian brunette who could clean up to be pleasantly sleek when she was not in workout attire. She was professional fighter on combat sports circuit, sixty kilo weight class. Her colors were black and emerald, and her name was Kathryn.


  Then I turned around and saw she was there with another, some man who looked like he had no business being there. It is not that gyms should be exclusive domain of only professionally fit people, but he did not want seem to want to be here, and I wondered why Kathryn would waste her reputation getting this thin North American Anglo-type through doors.


  I gave him brief, polite nod and looked over to Kathryn. “You look.” I let my sentence trail off, then pointed to corner of my eyes. “Biosculp?”


  “Sharpening my ethnicity,” she agreed. “There’s a clothing concern that thinks I look a little too French, need to look a little more Vietnamese.”


  I rolled my eyes. “As if people cannot simply look at past fights.”


  “This is business, Mick. Nothing that can be handled by lens.” Smart contact lenses were universally-worn heads-up display, rendering outputs of computational devices people wore embedded in jewelry or pens or wristwatches. If this was not suitable for lenses, it was already interesting to me.


  I nodded to Kathryn and looked over to her friend, silently urging him to talk.


  “Mister … you’re Mikhail Zakharov? Mikhail Ivanovich Zakharov. Do I call you Mikhail Ivanovich?”


  “Mickey.”


  “I’m Barry Avellone. I’m being investigated on suspicion of awakening an artificial intelligence.” I did not allow my surprise to reach my face. Kathryn held giri to some rogue hacker? “I didn’t do it,” he added too hastily, in way common to both those profoundly innocent and profoundly guilty. “But the evidence is overwhelming. My organization’s going to suffer in the press if I get arrested, so I need… to, uh, not be arrested.”


  I gave faint shrug and looked over to Kathryn, whose subtly-sharpened eyes took on different kind of edge as she cautioned me to show respect. I looked back to Barry. “You require an investigator?”


  “Yes.”


  I shook my head no. “Far outside my wheelhouse. I may be able to pull some guanxi with some Accountant I knew in Marines. Is that why you are here?”


  Barry immediately shook his head no, Kathryn following suit so quickly she was clearly not following his lead. “Kathryn says you know the Starmarine who exonerated that Karthian accused of murdering that military cop?”


  “She had name. Lieutenant Carson. I presume Karthians have names, too.” I did not answer his question otherwise. He gave me Significant Look until I added, “I was on that cruise, yes. Better to say I know of him. We moved in different circles.”


  “Like, officer and enlisted?”


  “Infantry officer and explorer corps enlisted. Different worlds upon different worlds.”


  “Can you introduce me to him?”


  “I will not. He is private.”


  “Can you take him a message?”


  I shrugged. “Write down message, I will give to him. What he does with it, who knows, but he will get it.”


  “She doesn’t get her guanxi without a response. Even if it’s ‘no.’ An authenticated response.”


  I nodded. Barry reached into breast pocket of his guayabera and withdrew some old-fashioned sheet of paper (withdrew an old-fashioned sheet?): no e-ink fabric, thus no eavesdropping devices hidden within it. He folded it before handing it to me, and I tucked it into my gym bag. “Will take six hours,” I said.


  “I don’t have that long to wait.”


  I shrugged. “I do not control his schedule,” I lied. “Six hours.” I looked towards Kathryn again and gave her look of my own.


  Message was received five-by-five. “Barry, give us some space.”


  Barry nodded. “I’ll be outside.”


  She waited for him to get safely on other side of gym before speaking. “Sorry for springing that on you, baby, but he’s really in a hurry.” She stepped towards me and gave three kisses, one to each cheek and one on mouth, two sisterly, one not. “Kate and Kat send love. They wish they could be here in person, but.”


  “Is Thursday, and you have body.”


  “Is Thursday and I want your body,” she smiled. “But yeah.”


  Kathryn was one of those children so traumatized by losing Earth she developed dissociative identity disorder before she had much identity. Watching your planet burn along with everyone and everything you ever knew will do that to toddlers. League ethicists believed it was wrong to ‘fix’ someone who had only ever experienced life as an ensemble. Twenty-five years of therapy and medication later she spent four days each week as Kate, two as Kathryn, and one as Kat, her transitions smooth and regular.


  “Business, please, not pleasure.”


  “Scout.” She made it almost sound like curse.


  “What is my payout here? Why should I do this?”


  She nodded towards Barry by the doors without looking his way. “He bankrolls a lot of stuff for a makerspace. Red Juniper.”


  “Gray marketers and gray makers.”


  “They follow the laws and don’t build anything illegal.”


  “They build things that can be easily adapted to illegal purposes.”


  “So can your fist, Mick. Anyway, he was, is, Dominic’s contact in Red Juniper.”


  I nodded. “Explaining much about how your polycule gets toys, yes.”


  She nodded. “Our. Our polycule, but yeah. The fact Kat spends Saturday nights dominating her boytoy is not particularly well-known. She’s discreet. But yeah. Dominic to Kate, to Kat, to Barry. Barry’s radioactive with Accountant attention right now, which means he hasn’t even been arrested and already the Valentijn polycule’s lost its connection to high-end fab facilities.”


  “So you are acting for Dominic here.”


  “No. I’m acting sua sponte here. I get this resolved, Dominic owes me a favor which I’ll burn to get him off my ass. I get a smaller favor if he orders me to resolve it. Guanxi favors the pro-active. Plus, Red Juniper will certify that I can get messages to the very private guy everyone wants as their private eye. That’s marketable for future favors.”


  “So. That is your payout. What is my payout?”


  “The work is the payout. Job’s its own juice. Look, Mick, I know you’ve got to be wandering around in a daze. I don’t know where you grew up but you ain’t there no more. Marines discharged you and you’ve spent the last two weeks working out here all day instead of getting out and engaging. You’re speaking English for God’s sake and I know how you hate that. Vivarium plays by its own rules, giri and guanxi, and that’s got to confuse the living hell out of you. This gets you out of the gym, talking to people, learning how the world works, and me in your pocket. The job’s its own juice, man.”


  “You in my pocket?”


  “I’ll bob on your cock for free, baby, but tiny living spaces ain’t my thing. It’ll build guanxi.”


  “Not giri.”


  She stood in closely, abruptly, so quickly I almost reacted defensively. She reached up to drape her forearms around my neck, leaned in to nuzzle against my ear. “That ship ain’t just sailed, baby, it’s come home to port,” she whispered. “You brought Anna back to the polycule. To her brother. To me and to Kat and Kate. You want giri, you already have it.”


  I still did not, do not, understand giri. It is not love, is not affection. Duty, devotion, obligation, coalesces into some privilege of owing someone honorable debts which cannot be measured or repaid. And yet I know I am describing this personal currency of Vivarium poorly. Guanxi is related, but different, and very public. Giri is … personal. Intimate. Something romance often cannot approach but mortal enemies grant each other.


  She smiled against my ear. She knew, knows, I do not understand. She does not care. Giri is what it is even in face of ignorance.


  “So. Solve Barry’s problem. Get the Accountants out of his life and out of Red Juniper’s business. Do this before Saturday and I promise you, Kat will punish that man for any misdeeds you discover. Or for how much it’s going to hurt her to walk after you’re done with me Friday night. Take your pick,” she said with eyelashes a-flutter. “But you’ve got one major complication.”


  “Which is?”


  “He absolutely, definitely, one hundred percent, did it.”


  * * * * *


  As I walked out of gym belonging to Francisco—Allove, Allone, Avellone! Damned names… Barry!—waited for me.


  “Is that all you’re interested in?” he asked. “You’re not even going to ask me what happened?” He sounded suspicious, distrusting, and I did not like how he looked at me.


  “I am only your courier delivering your message to some man who does not want to talk to you,” I answered calmly. There is always free cheese to be found in mousetraps, which is very Russian way of saying I was not about to take his bait. “If your message is incomplete, that is as you say, one hell of you-problem.”


  “I did my homework on you, you know.” He stepped in closer, his eyes fierce. “You came out of a nowhere crèche on Peter’s Fleet, washed out of your University entrance exams, qualified for the Marines more for meat than brains, and in six years of service your principal achievement was managing to never wash out of the service while never managing to make corporal, either. You were on the Nain Singh Rawat, thirty seconds after stepping onto Vivarium your term of service ended, and for the last two weeks you’ve been Kathryn Ngoc’s grappling dummy. You’re barely in with the Valentijn polycule, enough they might give you room for the night, but ever since you stepped off the Rawat you’ve been bunking at flophouses, so I’m guessing you know your status is dicey and you don’t want to test it. You, Mickey Zakharov, are a nothing writ in very small fucking font, and I’m somehow depending on a zero-guanxi nobody to bring a fucking important message to the Invisible Man.”


  I let him get it out of his system. He was angry and under stress. He did not have much experience dealing with either and it showed. As he ranted I occupied myself wondering if this was some indicator of guilt or innocence and ultimately gave up. Correctly accused or falsely accused, anger and stress tends to be identical.


  That did not mean I was going to let it pass.


  Once he finished I spoke calmly. “Price went up. Whatever deal you had before stands but now Red Juniper also becomes corporate sponsor of Kathryn Ngoc, two seasons top-level, she goes into octagon with logo of Red Juniper on her tights, right across her ass. Trust me, everyone looks there first and last in her fights.”


  “Or what?” His voice tried and failed to snarl.


  “Or I do not deliver message.”


  “You’re bluffing. Kathryn needs you to do this. You wouldn’t burn your only connection to a Pandemonium polycule.”


  “You said it yourself. I am no-guanxi nobody sleeping in flophouse.” I smiled. “Where is there for me to go from here? Up, only up. But you? You are at top of mountain, Mister Avellone.” I stepped in close, smiled, brushed my hand over his shoulder. “Very easy to fall from great heights. You are already falling. You are begging an invisible man to catch you. Like some religious believer of old, begging your sky-daddy to send angels to protect you lest you be dashed on stones. And I am your priest. If you do not offer your priest your sacrifices, well. Who will speak to your sky-daddy on your behalf? Render to kohanim his due… as you say, motherfucker.”


  I admit I am quite proud of that. Especially how I leaned heavily into my native accent for final word: everything sounds more frightening when uttered by Slavs. I have had to put in much language practice to be able to intimidate in English. In Russian it is easier, and more vulgar.


  This man bankrolled, or at least was involved in bankrolling, all Red Juniper operations. Would he be willing to part with trivial fractions of his empire to ensure his message would be delivered? Or would he stand on his pride and refuse to give in to some no-guanxi nobody living in flophouse?


  If I feared death I would have had second thoughts from seeing so much hate in his eyes. Finally he stepped back and turned away. “It’s done.”


  I turned and walked away. We did not wish each other goodbye.


  We did not have that kind of relationship.


  Two


  Zennate is one of those too-trendy religious life centers that is fully staffed at all hours with saffron-robed monks with freshly-shaved crowns, offering rubes opportunities to pretend they had vibrant inner spiritual lives while neither challenging them in how they lived nor demanding better from their conduct. Of course they were always packed. Centuries ago it was Christianity that had some people following honorable path of strange carpenter and many more who simply wished to be known as such. For last century and change, Zen Buddhism and Taoism.


  Music may change, but rhythms never.


  I stepped into large central room where twenty-or-so people studied how to meditate while moving through tai chi ch’uan, which Zennate outlets always offer as “a way towards oneness.”


  A saffron-robed monk of indeterminate gender approached me, began to speak until I lifted my hand to interrupt. “I require tutelage in patience. Immediately.”


  He (she? They? They.) cocked their head sideways subtly, not quite failing to suppress their surprise. Light flickered off their smartlens as they executed some command wordlessly. Androgyne then gestured to door reading CLASSROOM ANNEX. I nodded to them, moved towards door, and heard it unlock once I came near.


  I entered some small industrial-looking anteroom. In one wall tiny vaults were inset like cubbyholes, some open with keys in their old-fashioned locks, some closed with keys removed. I put my stylus in one, removed my smartlenses and stowed them as well, until I was utterly devoid of technology. Only then did I move to door in other side of anteroom and wait to be recognized.


  It took system one heartbeat to surreptitiously scan my fingerprints and DNA. «Welcome, Captain Golinov,» some warm synthetic female-like voice spoke like Muscovite poet. «You have no meetings scheduled for today. Do you have a legitimate need to access the facility?»


  “Da.”


  There was clicking as door unlocked.


  * * * * *


  Within one minute I walked into some small office shared by He Zhenhui and Roger Xue. You knew they were Accountants from high security offices in covert locations. You knew they actually worked, as opposed to some Interstellar League internal security sinecure, by how small their office was. Large offices went to those high enough on totem poles to do more reading reports than doing things mentioned in reports.


  Roger, perhaps thirty, looked up at me as I stepped in. He smiled but it did not reach his eyes. “What are you doing here?” he asked bluntly.


  Zhenhui, of similar age but different demeanor, looked at his partner disapprovingly. He looked over towards me then, smiled in such way that started at his eyes and ended at his belt buckle. He waved vaguely effeminately. “Hey, Arkady. You settling in all right? The cover story working for you? I’m really sorry about all the flophouses, man, but it’s the best way to keep you under the radar while we work on fleshing out your new legend.”


  Zhenhui was little bit of chatterbox.


  As you may have deduced, I am Captain Arkady Il’yich Golinov of Interstellar League Marine Corps, who killed Colonel Junjie Sun at Old Maw and put down his coterie of war criminals, who led humanity in our first deep space infantry engagement against unknown alien empire, who survived (or did I?) being fed into matter transmission systems twice, took Karthian warrior prisoner of war after defeating him in hand-to-hand combat unhelmeted in hard vacuum heavy radiation environment, and managed to evacuate thirty-five souls off Meriwether Lewis before it vanished in nuclear fire.


  You do not want to know me.


  * * * * *


  One thing I must grant Roger: he is generous with his coffee. Of course you can find Kona beans in any commissary, but this is not any commissary, and some people guard their brewing equipment jealously. I pulled up some dumbmatter chair (as if Powers That Be would ever allow smartmatter in places like this!) and took my seat.


  “I thought I would visit, inquire as to status of …” I stopped, fumbled for right word. I finally gave up and looked to Roger, whom I trusted would help. Not that Zhenhui would refuse, but I did not want ten-minute lesson on etymology of word while he was helping.


  “Integration.”


  “Integration into Accountant force structure.”


  Zhenhui grinned. “That eager to get a field assignment, Arkady? Trust me, we’re as eager as you are to get you on the Grays.” I was about to ask questions when chatterboxing continued. “All the paramilitary stuff’s done through compartment Gray, it used to be White representing how you guys sometimes get called in for projects categorized under Red, Orange, Yellow, and so on, but the higher-ups vetoed that on account of how white is the traditional color of mourning, so…”


  “Did you say ‘all the paramilitary stuff’?”


  Zhenhui and Roger exchanged look. Roger remained stoic, but Zhenhui turned back to me and shrugged. “Yeah.”


  “You are—we are—Accountants. Auditors uncover discrepancies in networks, Accountants resolve them. Having one team versed in modern combat I understand, but what is this, more?”


  Zhenhui muttered “Oh boy” and shut up, looking over at Roger.


  Roger looked as if his face was carved from stone. “Flip side of the Starmarines, captain,” he finally said in clipped words. “For twenty years your Corps specialized in planetside exploration and had a small contingent of military police to support civilian law enforcement. Then suddenly the Starmarines, for-real close-in infantry, are revealed.”


  “I know these things, yes, being as I am Arkady Goddamned Golinov.”


  Roger shook his head abruptly at my reminder he was telling history to someone who made it. “Right. Your unit was sold to the public as, ‘now that we’ve found space to settle, we need to defend ourselves against our neighbors.’ The Auditors and Accountants are similar but still hush-hush. On paper we investigate network weirdness to ensure no artificial intelligences emerge.”


  “And in reality, you … defend against our neighbors?”


  Roger snorted. “No. We’ve been running for a quarter-century, Arkady. It’s high time we stopped. We hope we’re not being chased, but if we are … the Starmarines will take care of open combat in deep space, and we take care of infiltrators on Vivarium. Gray teams are our interdictors. You know. You. We hope we’re not being chased and we hope the gray teams get bored to death.”


  I blinked. Lots. “You could not have mentioned this while recruiting me?”


  “What was there to say? ‘Captain, good work on the Rawat, we can offer you a top-flight cover identity and a job in League security working solidly in a civilian capacity’ and you’d already signed. You knew what you needed to in order to make a reasonably informed choice, and you didn’t need to know the highly-classified whole story.”


  “So you are assembling … what … teams of Starmarines detached for TDY to your, our, outfit?”


  “Hell no,” Roger answered. “Hugh Rosen told us to never, ever hire any Starmarine. Couldn’t tell us why: it was classified. You’re our only exception to his rule. He liked you. Do you know why Professor Rosen distrusted the Starmarines?”


  I shook my head no. Hugh had told me something, thirty bare seconds before he died, but I did not know what. My memory of that was permanently impaired, and I had paranoid suspicion if I did not know what he said I should not admit to him telling me anything.


  “Shame. Anyway, yeah, we’re standing up multiple teams, most of eighteen personnel. Enough to be a self-contained, self-supporting interdictor only needing targets.”


  “But Anna and I—”


  “—the newest gray team—”


  “—are only two. Others will be joining us?”


  “No,” Roger answered. “You and Sergeant Valentijn are our instructor cadre. Your job is teaching the others how to bite.”


  Zhenhui took this moment to stop being invisible, now that his superior had weathered having to explain to me real nature of my new job. “We’re going to need cryptonyms for them,” he said to no one in particular, mildly. “Gray Man, Gray Woman?”


  “No,” Roger said sharply and immediately. “He cannot be the Gray Man. Don’t even ask.”


  I looked over at him incredulously, then over at Zhenhui. “Who pissed in his coffee?”


  “It’s an antique term for space aliens, Arkady,” Roger continued. “We’ve got enough real aliens to deal with. We’re not naming you after mythic space aliens.”


  “Those were the Grays,” Zhenhui offered.


  “And the singular of the Grays was a Gray Man,” Roger insisted.


  “No, that’s not—”


  “He cannot be the Gray Man,” Roger said, and that was that.


  “Anna and I can be Gray Hounds, then,” I offered.


  “No, you’re not going to be greyhounds,” Roger growled. “Upper Management hates that cutesy shit. If everything goes to hell and the journalists start crawling up the Accountancy’s ass with a proctologist and a chemlight, they’re going to look into cutesy names first. No cutesy. I’d name your team Gray Cottage Cheese if I didn’t think both you and Anna would quit.”


  I looked over to Zhenhui silently asking for help. After few moments he volunteered, “Gray Dogs, then. They teach the others how to bite. It’s nice, it’s neutral, it doesn’t mean anything.”


  “What are other teams named?” I asked.


  “Reavers and Hunters,” Zhenhui answered.


  “Gray Reavers? But that is awesomely cool name! I do not even know what ‘reaver’ is and it sounds badass.”


  “After Zhenhui approved them I had to circulate a memo with naming guidelines,” Roger said, then nodded in Zhenhui’s direction. “Gray Dogs is a go.” It did not take mind like Hugh Rosen to see Zhenhui no longer had authority to approve names.


  Zhenhui looked down at his desk and scrawled out something with an old-fashioned dumbstylus on real, actual paper. Level of clunk-tech in Accountant office space was hard to believe, but necessary. “Sergeant Anna Valentijn, Interstellar League Marine Corps, attached to the Accountancy, division Gray, team Dogs. Captain Arkady Golinov, Interstellar League Marine Corps, attached to the Accountancy, division Gray, team Dogs. Done. Well, once we file the paperwork and the system gets updated and—”


  I figured that was my cue to luxuriate in Kona.


  “Is that all you came here for?” Roger asked. He was hardcore: he only spent forty-five seconds luxuriating in his Kona. He apparently had same idea I did with respect to Zhenhui and all his chattering.


  “No.” Roger gestured that I should go on. “I was approached today by Barry Alloven.”


  “Avellone,” Roger corrected. I internally winced. “Very naughty boy. What about him?”


  “He wants to hire Arkady Golinov to look into his case. He does not know who I am. Someone leaked that Kathryn Ngoc knew someone who knew someone who knew Arkady Golinov. He went to her, she went to me, etcetera.”


  He nodded. “Well, we were going to burn the Mikhail Zahkarov identity soon anyway. It was never meant to be a long-term solution. Don’t worry about it: in a week we’ll have a long-term legend for you.”


  “No, I thought it would be good training opportunity,” I told him. “Familiarizes me with Vivarium. Gets me walking streets. Tired of doing nothing each day except waking up in flophouse and being grappling dummy at gym belonging to Francisco.”


  “Avellone’s guilty, you know. We have his DNA evidence, video surveillance, access logs, the whole nine yards. We recovered his blood at the scene, for God’s sake.”


  “Sure. But it is still worthwhile to look deeper, if for no other reason than familiarization, yes?”


  Zhenhui and Roger traded looks. Roger shrugged, giving his assent if not his permission. Zhenhui, being lower man on totem pole, got to put his neck on chopping block were I to make hash of things. “Go ahead, Arkady, but keep a low profile. You’re only technically an Accountant at this point. Without badge, gun, or armor, you’re going to have a hard time claiming to be one. Anyway, we’ve got a paper copy of the record in the file room.”


  I frowned. “Why such delay in equipment?”


  Roger gave me such look as would have inspired woes of Bulgakov. “You asked for one hell of a weird service arm. Brass-cased cartridges are obsolete. We put in a priority fab request for that and we get attention from journos. We put your order in with a historical society’s, and they don’t have the guanxi to get it within a month. Why are you insisting on obsolete cartridges?”


  “Not obsolete,” I answered with firm shake of my head.


  “Name one thing they do better than modern caseless or bipropellants.”


  “Work reliably in vacuum. Caseless weapons and bipropellants cannot dump heat out of weapon like brass cases do. Brass cases, on other hand, very hot when ejected. Think of each case as single-use disposable heat sink. Is very important when fighting in vacuum. Heat kills.”


  Silence hit room like some invisible sledgehammer. I had disquieted them. Society had not known war for quarter-century and many people liked to pretend we had moved beyond it.


  I knew Karthian Empire was under no such delusions.


  I knew Karthian warriors used brass-cased cartridges because I saw them eject from Karthian weapon in beautiful fountain of metal.


  I have physics degree. After conflict I asked why Karthians use such inferior technology, and did math until I found out. As may be expected from physics, it is ultimately all about heat.


  I stood up before room became more awkward. “Gentlemen. One gray dog, hunting.”


  I turned and left for file room, desperately hoping my exit line sounded as cool as it had originally seemed in my head.


  It probably did not.


  * * * * *


  As soon as I had my lenses back in, back in anteroom of facility, up popped communications menu. Much was spam, as it ever is, but deepfake detectors did tolerable job of keeping worst out. I did not understand spam—idea and motive of it, that is. Deepfakes could not be done without walking perilously close to closely-licensed, if not genuinely forbidden, artificial intelligence techniques. Operating those systems without permission led quickly to unwelcome attention from Auditors, and usually referrals to Accountants.


  You know.


  Me.


  Still, there were messages, only one important. Kathryn. Others, appointment request and map pin, could wait. I opened it by eyeswiping and immediately my visual field changed. It was made from her point of view. She was in gym showers, her hair wet, steam clouds everywhere, and made eye contact with herself in mirror as she combed her hair.


  “Meet me in Paradise,” she said. Her eye contact did not waver, and why should it? Most other people would permit their eyes to wander when watching naked French-Vietnamese fitness model under flowing water, but to her she was just washing her hair. “Rue de Paradis, the Caterpillar Salon. I’m lensing you the address.”


  I had known these three Kays for two weeks, and this was my third day of knowing Kathryn. She occupied my thoughts in ways I found annoying. We were not together, and I did not know how either of us thought about changing that.


  I suspected we each felt it would be sort of mistake worth making at least once.


  Hearts. Feh. I am twenty-eight years old and still learning how mine works. I have fought fierce alien warriors in hard vacuum without helmet, and I find that easier in some respects than having sex drive of vigorous twenty-something and emotional knowledge of confused twenty-something. Kathryn is perhaps twenty, perhaps fifty, gerontological medicine being what it is, but—no, wait, she cannot be past twenty-six or so, last week she told me she became ensemble, became dayworlder, due to experiencing Earthloss at such young age.


  Why am I thinking about this? About her? I must do my job.


  No, I have appointments to keep. An appointment. Singular. One.


  An, or the?


  On reflection, definitely the appointment.


  With her.


  Damn it.


  Three


  From space, Vivarium looks nothing so much as crystal Christmas ornament. It was originally asteroid in Cruithne orbit with Rulomani homeworld. When humanity appeared three years ago, hats in hand, interstellar beggars, they, Rulomani, offered us this seven-kilometer brick to serve as temporary housing. We signed century-long lease and spent every moment since overhauling it.


  Glittering graphene shell surrounds it as emergency atmosphere capture, supported by diamond beanstalks. They run tens of kilometers down to asteroid surface studded with lush green parks and jewels of urbanity. Each neighborhood displays impossible and improbable architecture, magical engineering powered by hexes of sophisticated carbon chemistry. Giant solarfarms in paradoxical orbits beam energy to Harbor, spaceport above shell connected to Vivarium by its own beanstalk, complete with room-temperature superconducting power cables. Gossamer bridges and monorails of glass cobweb surface and sky. Atmosphere is normally contained by nice one-gee artificial gravity field. Even if gravity fails, emergency containment shell will hold. Even if solarfarms are attacked, fusion generators beneath surface stand ready.


  It exists to declare to whole Universe human art and aesthetics, and to threaten anyone intent on doing us harm: we have such manufacturing capability that homeless space bums could do this in three years flat. Go away and do not think of harming us.


  It is where you want to live, wished you live.


  But you almost certainly do not.


  Those society judges as not quite what humanity wants any alien with telescope to see, they get to live in Purgatory, level below. Then Limbo, then Pandemonium, followed by all levels of hell. When you get to ninth circle it is real shithole.


  (Some of you may say, “but in Divine Comedy of Dante Alighieri there is no Pandemonium!” Very good! Keep using that library card! Vivarium was not designed to be Divine Comedy, it just so happens to have almost right number of levels. Pandemonium was borrowed from Paradise Lost of Milton as name for extra level.)


  Mickey Zakharov sleeps in fifth-circle flophouses, and Valentijn Polycule is Pandemonium family unit mostly due to Kathryn, who could get into Limbo without much trouble. She appeared in Paradise for championship fights, fashion shows, and not much else. She worked out in Limbo at place of Francisco and I was her practice dummy, meaning Mickey Zakharov was just another fifth-circler with morning commute.


  I wondered what had her on Rue de Paradis.


  I sighed and removed my smartlenses and stylus, returned to offices of Zhenhui and Roger.


  “I am going to need much better clothes.”


  * * * * *


  Good clothes are easy to find in societies that are postscarcity. Getting good clothes quickly without anyone noticing someone pulling guanxi is what requires connections, private guanxi that officially does not exist.


  A wonkavator—no one I had ever met could tell me why we called all great glass elevators that—took me from Limbo outwards to Paradise. Accountancy judged current fashion correctly: menswear was katagina, kimono, hakama, and tsuma. It marked me as having right to be in Paradise but not to linger there. If I had been wearing changshan, as had been fashion when I left Vivarium two years ago, I would be mistaken for someone worth noticing – and I desperately needed to avoid that.


  Everyone on wonkavator was dressed in identical style, but with different colors representing their business concerns, family connections, and whatever political causes they wanted to subtly advocate. I was only one dressed completely in black save for Red Juniper logo embossed in ultrablack. I questioned wisdom of embossing Red Juniper in ultrablack, but for clothes put together in literally six minutes by off-the-books matterfab of Accountancy, it was okay.


  From there it took monorail and autocar rides to reach Rue de Paradis, also called “Diamond Boulevard of Vivarium.” ‘Ostentatious’ does not begin to describe Rue de Paradis. Again, it is all one giant “look what we can do” to potentially hostile neighbors. Door to Caterpillar Salon was guarded by two goons in changshans with immaculate manners and infinite poise.


  I walked up to them. “Mikhail Zakharov,” I said.


  “We know,” one of them said, just barely this side of scowling. “We already read the threads.”


  Clothing for upper levels had memory threads embedded in weave and stored publicly accessible data. Arkady Golinov knew this. Mickey Zakharov, being fifth-circler, would have forgotten.


  Live your legend.


  “I have noon appointment with—”


  “We know,” other one said, just barely on other side of scowling. “We already read the threads.”


  Goons in changshans with immaculate manners and infinite poise are still, after all, fundamentally goons.


  I caught hints of flash off lens of first goon as some message came in. He read it silently, then nodded faintly. “You’re confirmed. One hour, no more. Don’t draw attention and don’t bother anyone above your station.”


  I did not retaliate. Mickey Zakharov could not endanger his access by antagonizing Paradise goons. Not without reason.


  Door unlocked, and I stepped inside.


  * * * * *


  Caterpillar Salon was deliberately styled after Lewis Carroll and nineteenth century London gentlemen’s clubs. As in all such establishments throughout history, similarities only ran skin deep. Any real Londoner of era of Queen Victoria would call it one of infamous Hellfire Clubs, with decadence to make Lord Byron inquire about taking permanent residence. Paradise was in its own way more devilish than ninth circle.


  Absolute first thing wealthy and powerful people do with their wealth and power is decide rules apply to them differently, after all.


  Most foolish economic fantasy in history, ranking with Dutch tulip mania, Merkle speculative lotteries, and so-called “modern monetary theory,” is deranged notion that postscarcity economies lack differentials of wealth or power. Some problems it made better. In other ways problems became much worse.


  There is no technology that is only good.


  At any rate. Caterpillar Salon was adorned in Lewis Carroll imagery and sickly-sweet smells of intoxicants wafted down to me. I climbed staircase, an ostentatious display of clunk-tech when perfectly nice gravlifts would have likely been cheaper, up to club above. On landing an archway led to Caterpillar Salon beyond, with more changshan-garbed goons flanking each side. I dubbed them Knobhead and Rockhead.


  “It is two minutes before noon,” I told them politely.


  “Which means it’s not noon yet,” Knobhead answered.


  “I will not be late for my meeting with latest spokesmodel for Red Juniper.” Kathryn Ngoc had thing for Arkady Golinov and would not have minded my being late. She had no such thing for Mikhail Zakharov and would have minded.


  Unfortunately she knows me only as Mikhail Zakharov.


  This is going to be difficult relationship.


  She derailed my thoughts for long enough I did not even notice third goon approach. He came from within, standing there before me, as Knobhead spoke. I only caught tail end of it.


  “—shouldn’t even be in here. Go outside and wait two minutes.”


  Rockhead smiled, self-satisfied, as third goon took hold of my kimono lapel.


  Mikhail Zakharov would not allow that to happen.


  Third goon (Brickhead?) knew I was grappling partner of Kathryn Ngoc and therefore adequately versed in throws and locks. But like so many who lived Upabove, he forgot that Downbelowers do not have luxury of fighting by tournament rules. He was not expecting me to reach inside his changshan to crush his testicles.


  I can break clavicle of full-grown man with my hand. These eggs were more fragile but pain was comparable. Brickhead made noises in register normally used by most enchanting of songbirds, chirps of Tolstoyan agony.


  Arkady, which is to say me, approved.


  I knew playbook they used. Apply rear naked choke, force me to choose between countering choke or crushing testicles. I had kyokushin back kick in progress as Knobhead moved into position, aimed at chest level, and followed through as I felt my foot connect. Noise, sharp and breaking, told me rib gave way.


  Unfortunately, while fighting two is possible, three is largely not. Mickey Zakharov did not expect to win in fighting three. He hoped only to teach lesson to two. Rockhead removed his decorative silken scarf and grabbed it almost garotte-like.


  Pencak silat.


  This was going to hurt.


  I just did not yet know how, or how much.


  One hand crushing future progeny of Brickhead, one foot in air, I had no way to avoid my other wrist becoming entangled in sash of Rockhead. He moved well, fluidly, to step behind me and close, shifting his hold on my wrist so it became wrist-and-choke-hold. I did not panic. I had four seconds, perhaps. I stomped on his foot, I slammed my head backwards into bridge of his nose: I knew I was going to lose, but I was going to lose fighting.


  His nose cracked and I felt his sash-hold loosen. I turned to assess situation as Knobhead, whom I mistakenly had thought was hors de combat, came at me with antique nineteenth-century fire extinguisher.


  Big, cylindrical, and steel, he slammed it into my face and my world went away.


  Four


  Consciousness came back to me not long after. Kathryn stood over me in truly beautiful black form-fitting qipao with juniper berries in red applique. She was browbeating my idiot guards. She sounded so far away and my ears rang almost louder than she yelled. Something about reminding them of their place. How she was new spokesmodel for Red Juniper and I was her new security. She made such fuss I heard footsteps approach quickly, quickest walking stride without running, stride of managers approaching problems.


  I finally opened my eyes and realized that was terrible mistake. Halos and light sensitivity. I was cheered to see one guard rolling around on ground clutching his groin and his changshan stained with his own blood. I smiled at him, waved, and was momentarily surprised by my red right hand. It took me moments to realize my red right hand was directly related to his needing to get new testicles cloned.


  Definitely concussed.


  Other guards were ordered to carry me inside to nook Kathryn was using, where they laid me out on her couch. “He needs a doctor,” she directed manager. “Now. Get one here. Mickey? Are you back yet?”


  I made some vague affirmative noise, opened my eyes, regretted it again. Only positive part of seeing double was seeing her twice. It was not enough to warrant dealing with other visual artifacts. I nodded, closed my eyes.


  “Okay, we need two hundred milligrams of brainsave, two hundred fifty of painaway, the brainsave needs to come now, if we get it in him in the next four minutes there’s almost no risk of long-term TBI.” She rattled it off like someone long familiar with risks of head injury. Because, of course, she was. “Contact Barry Avellone at Red Juniper and tell him I want the best neural and craniomaxillary nanosurgeons they’ve got. I don’t care if they’ve been approved for sale yet. Brainsave will buy us time for them to courier it over. Bring a bucket in case he pukes and fire those assholes. Tell them when my security detail shows up two minutes early you let my security detail in two minutes early. Set the privacy fields to max. Privacy fields first, brainsave next, rest can wait a few minutes, get it all done in ten minutes and maybe I’ll do my official Red Juniper publicity launch here.”


  She sounded angry. Furious. I felt warm and wondered if it was my injury or having her this angry over me.


  Manager returned in two minutes with first-aid kit belonging to club, which almost certainly possessed staples like brainsave and painaway. There were noises of kit being opened, single-use drug supplies being opened. I began to turn my head to expose my neck but Kathryn stopped me. “Jesus, you took a monster hit to the face, don’t move your neck yet.”


  “It is transderm—”


  “I’ll make it work,” she said as she applied transdermal patch of brainsave to my carotid artery. My neck was awkwardly positioned but her fingers did not even notice. Benefit of having done this many times, no doubt.


  Brainsave did not cure brain injuries: it only prevented them from getting worse. I breathed somewhat easier: rapid care let us leverage all medical technology Interstellar League could offer.


  “Are you PTSD-prone?” she murmured to me. “Do I need to add fadeaway to the list of meds from Red Juniper?”


  “Allergic,” I found myself murmuring.


  “How did that happen? It’s supposed to be totally immunoneutral.”


  “Someone gave me three grams of it aboard Nain Singh Rawat.” I should not have said that. I realized it only after I said it.


  My eyes were closed but I could hear her shocked look. I did not blame her. It was like hearing someone went on bender of three grams of LSD.


  “After Meriwether Lewis I had to be rebuilt. Eighty percent of body, total replacement. Cloned muscle, ceramic bone, and when they failed replace them again. Doc Carter would not permit me to die. No matter how much I wanted him to.”


  “Jesus,” she breathed. I could hear her thunk down on floor, feel her lean up against chaise lounge, feel her fingers lightly tracing over my neck.


  God, that was some drug in and of itself.


  “Could not induce medical coma—contraindication of drug interactions—and he had no neurologist to call. So, instead of letting me be tortured for three months and go utterly mad, he … kept me dosed with fadeaway for three months to keep me from forming long-term memories of anything. Which is shame. I would love to remember what Hugh Rosen told me just before detonation. He thought it was so important.”


  “Jesus,” she whispered again.


  “I should not even be telling you this,” I rambled on. “I blame head injury. Can we change subject?”


  “You’re him,” she said very quietly, as if she no longer fully trusted privacy field offered by Caterpillar.


  “I am Mikhail Zakharov.”


  “Arkady. Il’yich. Golinov.”


  I made some vague mumbling noise.


  “Shh,” she whispered. “It’s okay. It’s okay. You’re Mickey Zakharov. You’re my tackle dummy. Let me do all the talking for you, okay?”


  * * * * *


  Ten minutes later I lost control of my stomach. Bucket was good idea.


  Twenty minutes later some doctor jammed syrette of Red Juniper graytech into me.


  Thirty minutes later it was like I had never been hit at all. Autoknitters remedied muscle injuries to my face, neural janitors cleansed amyloid buildups from my neurons and controlled swelling. Modern medical technology was nothing short of miraculous.


  Forty minutes later she removed brainsave patch from my carotid, then apparently decided she needed her own brain saved. That was best excuse for how her lips lingered on my neck where patch had been. I was, of course, not going to begrudge her what traces remained.


  Forty-two minutes later she reached about fifteen centimeters below my belt and laughed against my neck. “Malingerer,” she teased. “You’re definitely not unconscious. C’mon, get up.”


  She helped me upright, then moved to sit beside me on chaise. “You need carbs and water, lots of both.” She waved to manager, who promptly came by. “Sugar water, lots of it.”


  “Does madame have a preference?”


  “Sugar and water. Lots of it. Plus ice and a few dishtowels.”


  He left and she returned her attention to me. “You’re lucky. Red Juniper’s latest hits this damage like a hammer.”


  “What is it called?”


  “Kintsugi, generation twelve, prototype. It’s time-limited so it’s already burned out, self-destructed, you’ll piss it out soon. They’re also still working on efficiency, so it may not feel like it but you burned five megajoules of adenosine triphosphate in the last half-hour. You’ve got a raging fever, crashing blood sugar, and we’re going to take care of both—”


  “Prototype?”


  “Yeah, all the execs are field-trialing the persistent prototype but worker bees like me, or people Barry needs but hates like you, only get the single-use version. Relax, you’re not a guinea pig. Barry swears by this.”


  “Barry. Not Allov… Avellone.”


  “Barry.” She was silent for few moments, watching me. “Yes, Kat spends Saturdays swallowing his cock. That’s her outlook, not mine. But I figure anybody who gets to enjoy my body when I’m not running it, I at least get to call them by their first name.” She cocked her head to one side. “Is that a problem for you?”


  “No,” I lied. “I do not know,” I … what is opposite of lied? Truthed? “I do not know,” I truthed. “I have never known many dayworlders. I do not know what I have problem with and what I am okay with.”


  She smiled. It was prettier for being pain-free. “Honesty is hot.”


  “Honesty is right.”


  “Scout,” she teased.


  But she leaned her head on my shoulder, and manager returned with lemonade and ice, and I think first made me feel better than rest.


  “I’m sorry all that happened. I never expected people to be so pissy.”


  “They are goons,” I shrugged gently, careful not to dislodge her. “They are kind of opposite of people.” She gave a gentle giggle, then silently admonished me about such humor by giving my forearm gentle slap with two fingers. “No, seriously. You are Limbo girl. To you this is two flights up. You are tolerated. I am fifth-circle boy. I am not.”


  “It’s so stupid. Everyone says humanity hasn’t had it this good since Earthloss, but so many aren’t feeling it.”


  “Been that way for centuries, millennia. Each generation, Haves say we have never had it this good and Have-Nots remind humanity they need more. Both are right. Neither are listening. I find it reassuring, really.”


  “Oh?”


  “For all our social advances we are still human beings. Being slaves to human nature is one part awful chains, one part reminder only humans wear them. Enough philosophy. Why did you ask me to come here?”


  “Oh.” She was quiet for thirty seconds. “Well, someone leveraged Red Juniper into signing a sponsorship deal for modeling and fighting, and they had me come up here to do in-person final negotiations. So I have a day pass for the Caterpillar, with a plus-one addition for security staff, and…” She stopped a moment. “I just wanted you to be here with me. That’s all.”


  She said it so simply, so disarmingly, that I was moved to try my hand at something for which I have no talent in Russian, much less English.


  “Listen, slave of human nature.
Listen to our chains rattle and clank.
Eternity has given us this moment together
To make music with our metal.”


  “Is every Russian a poet?” she asked, nestling down bit more against my shoulder.


  “Apparently we are all deluded enough to think so. I am sorry, that was just bad—”


  “No,” she corrected me firmly. “That was a gift to me. It’s mine now. Don’t talk trash about my stuff. Shh.”


  So I shhed.


  Over sixty seconds later she suddenly sat straight up, eyes clear and smiling. “If you’re writing poetry extemporaneously that can only mean your blood sugar is crashing dangerously fast. Let’s get some lemonade into you.”


  Five


  “We have a lot to talk about,” she said after I downed full liter of lemonade. “Not about you. Privacy field or not, not a good idea here, you know?”


  I nodded. I knew. I agreed.


  “Did you look into the arrest?” Privacy field or no, she did not ask if I read report, despite her certainly knowing I had access to it.


  “Had friend talk to me,” I sort-of lied. “I mentioned I knew an Accountant in Marines,” I sort-of truthed.


  “And?”


  “Open and shut,” I told her. “Red Juniper internal information security received alert that Allovne, Alvalone, Avellone, Barry! was accessing their controlled computation center. They sent guard to investigate because Barry is bankroller, not maker, and this was outside his normal activity. Guard found him in cluster, asked him to justify presence. Barry tried to escape but guard smashed him in face with fist. They fight. Barry escapes. Aftermath, they find he was attempting to upload illegal artificial intelligence code to research and development cluster, some literary semantic engine to find extant but undiscovered connections between… well, things. Research literature, they think, but on little evidence. Very dangerous, though. Auditors rated it seven of ten for risk and research facility is only rated for three-and-under. Goal: push forward development of various Red Juniper graytech, maybe. They have him on video entering building, have records of him swiping his card, have his blood collected from fist of guard. Then he fled to wonkavators and took express trip down. Surveillance lost him at circle five.” I looked down at my right hand, realized it was no longer bloody. “Wait, you cleaned my hand?”


  “It was fucking gross,” she said with obvious distaste. “God, body fluids. Disgusting.”


  “Says you, who in all iterations has oral fixation.”


  “Well, duh. Everyone has vices. Kat and I can just admit to them. I talked to Barry after you left.”


  “And?”


  “He refuses to say where he was. He was so adamant I wonder if someone was twisting him. He left his complex that morning in a top-flight mobile privacy field and won’t say more than that. He let slip he took a wonkavator ride sometime, so … that checks. Could someone have a biosculp job and, I dunno, wear genegloves or something to leave a false trail?”


  “Sure. But he was not expecting to be punched and to leave blood. Much harder to falsify.”


  “Could it be done, though? A false blood trail?”


  “Not unless you can also explain persistent Red Juniper nanosurgeons they found in his blood. Latest generation. Checked out to him.”


  “Well, shit.” She frowned slightly and moved subtly against me. Subtly? No, sinuously. Sinfully. But subtly. Subtufully. Moved subtufully against me. “So if all the evidence says he did it, then… Barry’s lying to me.”


  “Yes.”


  “Worse, he’s lying to Kat, and she can be one vindictive bitch.”


  I thought about that for some moments. “Yes,” I finally said. “This relationship is definitely going to teach me what I am and am not okay with.”


  She smiled so hard I did not need to see her face. I felt it against my shoulder. “Honesty is hot.”


  I moved my head slightly so I could kiss top of her head. Her hair smelled of chrysanthemums and jasmine, her skin like someone distilled summer breezes into soap. We sat together on chaise lounge for almost sixty minutes in perfect silence. I stopped trying to puzzle out riddle of Barry Avellone after ten.


  Sometimes it is good to simply breathe with someone.


  * * * * *


  I left Caterpillar Salon with Kathryn, and we retired to Diamond Boulevard to watch time go by. Aircars, monorails, all whizzing by faster than fast. In postscarcity economies everything goes faster, so people can delude themselves into thinking they have defeated all scarcity: yet one remains eternally.


  Time.


  There is so much of Vivarium to admire, to even be in awe of, but their attitude on money is based on self-delusion. They have confused universal dietary energy guarantees and universal housing guarantees and universal healthcare guarantees and everything else guaranteed with somehow no longer being capitalist. We are still mortal, each of our breaths is still numbered, we cannot regain lost moments nor negotiate for more. Life is still fleeting and our time scarce, and so long as that is true there will be hard choices to be made about our spending.


  She eyeswiped and moments later nanomaterials began coalescing into comfortable park bench. We sat, hands clasped, her fingers almost shyly entwining. “We have to get back to Barry now,” she said quietly. “We’re running out of time.”


  “I know.”


  “We get the best payoff if we prevent an arrest from happening.”


  “I know.”


  “How much longer do you think we have?”


  I rolled my eyes. “That I do not know. Hours. Single-digit.”


  “Start with what we know—”


  “—what we think we know,” I corrected.


  “Right. So Barry confirms that he woke up at his complex, put on a privacy field, and took the wonkavators below. He came back at some point and was hauled in for questioning. Time of the privacy field was about eight in the morning, and everything past that is, well, privacy-fielded.”


  “And Auditors say he entered Red Juniper research and development facility at eleven.”


  “Before or after his wonkavator ride?”


  “Privacy field. Who knows. We do not have time to canvass riders.”


  “Eleven-thirty he’s interrupted by a guard. A fight ensues. He runs away.”


  I frowned. “Yes. Odd.”


  She made some vague hmm? noise and looked over at me.


  I continued. “Barry is very good at social confrontation, but he does not strike me as man accustomed to physical conflict. He folds at physical conflict.”


  She was quiet for few moments. “What tells do you mean, exactly? I mean, no, he’s not posturing for the crowd and trying to get people pumped up, the way you do in a pro fight.”


  “I mean this: guard accosting him saw enough real physical threat that he escalated to punching maybe-Barry in face. Behaviorally does that not seem … I do not know … un-Barry?”


  “Point,” she said, filing it aside. She almost derailed my thinking completely by squeezing my hand. She looked off at the speeding aircars again and was quiet again. “But that’s weak. We need to find where he went on that wonkavator.”


  “Anywhere.”


  “That doesn’t help.”


  I thought for better part of minute. “Latest tech from Red Juniper. Stuff you gave me. Is same as stuff Barry uses, yes? Just short-term instead of persistent?”


  “Yeah,” she said in leading-one-on tone people use to elicit more.


  “Then we do not know where he went,” I said, “but we know where he stopped.” I could feel her look at me sharply. I was somewhat accustomed to it: people often think of me as dumb muscle and I generally do not correct them. Kathryn had known me three days. She was learning. I looked over at her, smiled. “Mickey Zakharov is bruiser. Not like that other guy, who has good physics degree.”


  She became mock-angry and thumped me on my arm to encourage me to spill beans.


  “So, after I took fire extinguisher to face, nanosurgeons engaged. But they are not production-quality yet, yes? Still working on efficiency.”


  “Yeah,” she affirmed. “You burned through, what, five megajoules of ATP. And your blood sugar was crashing so hard you probably couldn’t have stood up if you tried.”


  “Barry got punched in his face. Nanosurgeons engaged immediately. He fled, took wonkavator Downbelow and from his stop, who knows where,” I said. “But very first thing he does after getting off wonkavator is…” I let it trail off to allow her some joy in making conclusion for herself.


  “… make a beeline for the nearest fast food joint,” she said after some moments. By how her eyes lit up in ways having nothing to do with lensflash, I knew I had chosen wisely.


  Six


  It took us hour to travel back to Valentijn polycule from Rue de Paradis. Once there she changed clothes into something fifth-circlish with total aplomb of someone who considered modesty some strange cultural artifact of dead Earth, while I insisted on changing clothes in lavatory, as civilized gentlemen raised in monasteries would. Mickey Zakharov was no civilized gentleman, but I was, am.


  She dressed to impress, in very Limbo way. People would recognize her, know she did not belong Downbelow, but her choice in which fifth-circle fashion houses to wear would mark her as culturally aware and give such houses some brief spike in trading and business. Mickey Zakharov, her meatshield, wore whatever fashion houses his boss told him to wear, but no one would get any benefit from my wearing labels.


  It was stupid to go Downbelow with her. It put her at risk. Fighting in octagon is totally different from fighting for-reals. I don’t think she had ever fought for-reals in her life. On other hand, she opened so many doors for me that … that I decided it was worth risk, that I could keep her safe.


  I did not like that, “keeping her safe.” I knew she would like it even less.


  Did not make it untrue. Did mean I would not tell her my concerns.


  She wore gloveleather trousers with brass fixings studded down each leg, sheer emerald silk blouse over stylish lingerie, bolo leather jacket with more brass fixings. Her hair was swept back into simple ponytail, her sunglasses mirrored and John Lennon. Her makeup was subtle save for her lipstick, black with RED JUNIPER scrolling across them in red. Sort of.


  “Why is it written backwards?”I asked.


  “Think about what happens when I kiss someone’s cheek.”


  “Oh.”


  She swung out mirrors on her sunglasses, and her eyes were amused.


  * * * * *


  We made guesses, lots of them, just so we could start somewhere. We knew which wonkavator Barry used. We did not know where he disembarked, only where we lost surveillance coverage: fifth circle, wonkavator cluster fifteen. So we started there, in food courts near wonkavators.


  “Let me do the talking,” she murmured as wonkavator approached our destination.


  “Oh?”


  “You have no idea how Downbelow works. None. They don’t trust Upabove. You go asking if someone’s seen Barry, of course they’re going to say no.”


  “This is not Downbelow. This is fifth-circle. My flophouse is maybe three kilometers from here.”


  “This is Downbelow, and Scout, anyone who talks to you for more than a minute knows you fell far to get here. You’re learning Downbelow but right now you stink of Upabove. I mean, that’s not a problem, it’s just that you have to know how to work it, and you don’t. If you show a photograph, his own mother hasn’t seen him. You have to give them a story they expect, an opportunity they approve of. Then, you know, you get somewhere. Let me do that for you.”


  I thought it over, then shrugged. “You get first dance.”


  When we got to fifth-floor food court I looked out over dozens of available venues offering all different varieties of crap food. Nutritionally complete, not repulsive, but utterly lacking in human touch. I was thinking we were stuck tackling one restaurant, one table, one customer, then another, but Kathryn knew Downbelow so much better than did I.


  She pointed over towards advertising kiosk. “I know that spiel,” she laughed. “In about three minutes there’s a ten-minute videobloc for a makeup line. Keep your distance and watch the crowd, Scout.” She walked away, then three steps away turned back to say, “And while you’re staring at my ass, know I don’t shake it for just anyone.” She grinned at me, turned again, and resumed her stride.


  She did not shake her ass.


  She sashayed.


  A (wait, the) woman I am increasingly obsessed with has a great ass.


  Wait, the great ass.


  I noticed.


  So sue me.


  She went to kiosk and, displaying athleticism, scaled to top of three-meter tower with as much difficulty as squirrel. Nobody seemed to notice, really: apparently it was not unusual to see it used as podium. But once videobloc for makeup line started, people began to notice how spokesmodel for makeup line was standing on top of kiosk.


  She paraded back and forth like caged lioness. She had spent years learning how to work crowds, both on runways and in octagons, and within seconds she had command of attention of everyone in food courts. Eyeflash was everywhere.


  “I was angry with my friend,” she howled out over din of fifth circle. “I told my wrath, my wrath did end. I was angry with my foe. I told it not: my wrath did grow!” Two heartbeats later she screamed out, “Hello, Wrath!”


  Fifth circle screamed back like some chorus of fallen angels.


  “You know who I am!” she hollered back. “You’ve seen me fight. You might have even seen me in a videobloc or another,” she said as she prowled atop her own videobloc playing on kiosk. “But what you might not know is I’ve had a very good day. Today I became one of the top-tier models for a Paradise concern, and that means I want to party like we’re on the second floor.”


  Second circle of hell was reserved for lust.


  “Now, I was Downbelow earlier today and I saw this rental that I can’t get out of my head. I’ve got a party in Limbo going on but I want her to attend and I want her to be the very last one to leave, if you know what I mean.”


  She worked over crowd like maestro (maestra?), keeping them laughing, keeping them engaged as she spun promises of favors they would get if only they could tell her which sex worker had been hanging on arm of this guy. Here, in Wrath food court by wonkavator cluster fifteen, hey look, she is buying fifteen-second immediate ad spot so everyone can see his image.


  Within five minutes her inbox had over one hundred different advertising brochures for different contract girlfriends. She lensed me temporary access and I pulled up her inbox as if it were my own. Skimming past spam, looking for anyone who claimed to know Barry or his nonexistent eye candy, I caught one—


  To: Kate Valentijn
 From: Anna Valentijn
 Date: (Vivarium-relative) Day 100 EL26 14:24
 Subject: Russians


  I know you haven’t had much time to know Mikhail, and I know his past doesn’t exactly check out. Mine doesn’t, either. Neither does Dominic’s and that wasn’t an issue to you marrying him. Trust your gut, girl, like you always do.


  He needs a place that will treat him better than the monastery or Marines did. I don’t have connections anywhere other than here, so here’s where he’s going to land. I don’t think you have any idea the giri between us. So, let me make it clear: either he gets welcomed, fully welcomed, and you stop telling Kathryn to steer clear of him, or I start getting pissy with Dominic for marrying you without telling me. If Kathryn’s making a mistake it’s not your job to save her.


  Or you welcome this weird Russian and make your peace with Kathryn’s choices, and I promise to be sweetness and light towards my little brother wherever you’re concerned.


  He’s going to have a hard enough time adjusting to Vivarium. You don’t have to make it harder on him.


  Or maybe you do.


  Choose.


  Shit. I was definitely not meant to see that. I am bad enough with politics. Polycule politics is something even worse.


  File it away for future. Think about it later. Anna. Always looking out for me. Anna. Evelyn. Whatever her name was.


  Anna.


  That was her legend. I must respect her legend. She wants it to be real, at least for now.


  Evelyn was who knows how many legends away?


  I think I met her, once. She was …


  She was very private.


  Some minutes later Kathryn came down off kiosk and returned to me. She leaned in close, as if to give her security detail instructions. “Now whoever not-Barry is, he’s got a major problem.”


  “Which is?”


  “I just put a ransom on his head. One he can’t control. Every man on this level knows at least one working girl. Now Barry, or maybe-Barry, has his image being used to find a working girl he knows. Every working girl on Wrath’s getting this from their friends, asking if they have this guy as a client, and asking for a referral bonus if it pans out. We’re running out of time to keep Barry from getting arrested, but maybe-Barry’s running out of time, too. He either has to keep all his contractors quiet, which he probably can’t do before one of them reaches out to us, or he has to find me and persuade me to party tonight with some other object of my fantasies.”


  “That.” I stopped, thought, shook my head. “That is … brilliant. Brilliant. But highly dangerous.”


  “Why? You’re Mickey Zakharov and I fight competitively. What are they going to do to us?”


  “Shoot us in back,” I shrugged.


  She gave me sudden sharp look.


  “Fifth-circle is normally safe. But you have put maybe-Barry in not-normal situation. It gets worse as we go down.”


  She sighed, nodded her acknowledgment, and walked off past wonkavators to private gravlifts beyond. They were slower than wonkavators, their travel tubes not evacuated of atmosphere, but offered more luxury and privacy. She had her image to uphold, and it would not do for crowd to stare at her making her exit to some wonkavator like she was some plebe.


  We boarded, and doors shut.


  “So when are you going to do it?” she asked once she verified she had paid for privacy.


  “What?”


  She looked over at me. Her face was not smiling: it was older, more primitive, feral, angry, hungry, all rolled up in one. She did not need to say even one word, not when her lipstick read MAKE YOUR MOVE.


  She took two steps over towards me. She guided my hand to that gloveleather, and my lips to her mouth.


  Seven


  Goons caught up with us three hours later as we were in seventh-circle food court. Down this far it was mostly algal goop and soy protein, but with enough hot sauce one could pretend it was something that tasted. Tasted of what? Nobody knew. But it tasted, because what else could be so hot?


  Do not mistake me, living in seventh circle was still life beyond potentates from centuries ago. Free modern healthcare, even if you had to wait few weeks for cutting-edge nano? What miracles. Free modern education, even if it was piped video from Limbo? Still miraculous. Free housing, even if flophouse? Amazing. Socioeconomic mobility between ninth and seventh circles was not only possible, it was routine. Luck did not go your way? You go down. But you can get up again, and system is structured to make it possible. These circles were riven by poverty but destitution was utterly alien, and most reached seventh circle in one or two years.


  Why?


  Because Paradise was humane, benevolent, enlightened, kind, compassionate, full of Golden Rule and Eightfold Path. Or maybe because Paradise did not want to put down riots. At some point domestic kindness becomes just good political policy.


  We were in seventh-circle food court, which was collection of dumbmatter tables and chairs with food stalls along walls. Upabove stalls were automated: Downbelow there were employees, volunteering labor to get to Middle Hells faster. Paradise was interested in facilitating mobility, not so much in what they continued to call ‘handouts.’ Domestic kindness is good political policy to degree it prevents riots. Past that it becomes ‘wooly-headed socially progressive thinking,’ apparently.


  My Carpenter commanded me to seek opportunities to be kind, not to seek opportunities to rack political favor. I do not understand how politics works today. I am foolish little man, criticizing much, understanding little.


  Never mind.


  We sat in food court, sitting and pretending not to watch crowd as we drank shaved-ice sodas and made small talk. We were delaying for goons to catch up with us, or maybe some sex worker who had seen maybe-Barry that noontime.


  It all went not exactly according to plan.


  “Kathryn Ngoc.” Voice belonged to an older Southeast Asian gentleman. Age was one more stylistic choice with modern gerontology: he could have been twenty but looking sixty. He spoke to her in Vietnamese, and my stylus converted it into Russian, played it for me in my earpiece. «You are even more beautiful than your advertising campaigns proclaim. May I join you?»


  I pretended to play dumb. Auditors rated realtime automated translation as ten-of-ten AI risk, only to be used by military personnel, VivSec, Auditors, Accountants, and senior government officials. Babblefish software was highly controlled. Besides. No reason to let him know I understood his speech.


  No reason to let Kathryn know I understood hers, either.


  «Sit,» she urged him pleasantly. «What should I call you, uncle?»


  He bowed pleasantly and stroked his beard, and I immediately executed emergency eyeflash override to gain access to security camera I had chosen for us to sit under. «I would call you my great-niece. I am very happy to meet you.»


  That stroking of his beard presaged absolutely nothing good. He was signaling his security detachment.


  Junjie Sun taught me so very well.


  * * * * *


  «You’re Arkady Golinov?» I was fifteen years old and in offices of the (decidedly the) Russian Orthodox Patriarch. I was being addressed by some elegantly dressed Chinese man, his Russian accent straight from Saint Petersburg. «I’ve heard so many wonderful things about you. Please, sit. Would you like something to drink? I just added water to the samovar.»


  I had never been invited into these offices. The Patriarch was nowhere to be found. It felt like entering Kremlin, or Ten Downing, or White House, when the leader was away and meeting with some heretofore-unknown eminence grisé.


  «I am. I would,» I said, taking seat opposite him. There were two dumbmatter couches, and neither of us could bring ourselves to even consider sitting at desk of Patriarch.


  He smiled and continued to sit. I stayed quiet. When samovar was finished he prepared us each proper Russian tea, and we continued to sit. At least ten minutes passed in strange but not uncomfortable silence before he spoke again.


  «You’re every bit what the Patriarch promised. A young man who understands the value of stillness.»


  «Sir?»


  «But perhaps not yet well enough to articulate it.» His smile was kind and I did not feel mocked. «Most people believe the way to understand people is to ask questions. How are you? Who are you? Where were you from on Lostearth? Oh, you were born in the Second Exodus? Which fleet? But the better way to understand people is to be still with them. To accept whatever they wish to reveal and demand nothing.»


  «Why is this better, sir?»


  «Because each question you ask reveals more than the information you get. It reveals what interests you. It reveals your intentions. Have you read The Art of War, Arkady Il’yich?»


  «No.» I carefully did not ask questions. It seemed important that I not.


  «The honorable Sun Tzu tells us one of the great, eternal truths. All conflict is grounded in deception. Let your questions be your deceits. Let your silences be how you collect truths.»


  I frowned for moment and sipped my tea, almost scalded myself on how hot it was. Some long seconds later I said, «I want to know why you are sharing this, sir.»


  His smile was marvelous and even his eyes laughed. «You are a rare one, Arkady Il’yich, and I say that with honesty and candor.»


  «But words are lies and silences are truth.»


  «For this meeting, I tell you only truth. Judge from my silence.»


  A minute passed. My tea cooled. I finished my cup and he refilled it elegantly.


  «I would know your name, sir.»


  He nodded. «A fair question. I’m Junjie Sun.»


  «A desire, not a question, sir.»


  «So noted. The answer remains.»


  «But it’s a lie.»


  «A half-truth.»


  «You’re Major Junjie Sun. I don’t know which service you’re with, sir, but I’ve been listening in silence a great deal for many years, and secrets are hard to keep in space. Especially from children.»


  He was magnificently unoffended and it was then I knew, beyond any shadow of doubt, this moment would shape my idea of proper gentlemen for rest of my life. He nodded his head to me as fencer would give opponent who had scored difficult point well.


  «I would know why we’re talking Sun Tzu, Major.»


  He nodded slowly. «I’m looking for a very special kind of young person, Arkady Il’yich. I’ve interviewed twelve so far and found twelve highly promising young people who are a hair’s breadth away from being what I am looking for. They will never see me again. It occurs to me that if you young people are going to give me an hour of your time I ought reciprocate. My only coin is hard-earned wisdom. And thus, for an hour of your time I offer this: all warfare is rooted in deception, and it is best to gather your knowledge in stillness.»


  * * * * *


  I preferred to think of Colonel Sun that way, eleven years ago. I saw him often enough at night in my dreams, dying of overheat in hard vacuum. He overexerted himself in ruse I devised. I was there with him when he went delirious, vomited in his helmet, and in panic opened his visor to try to breathe.


  I deceived him into dying very badly.


  Still.


  Back to matter at hand. Arkady Golinov was collecting in stillness Great-Uncle’s signals. Mickey Zakharov was eyeing smartpaper menu while slurping down his shaved-ice soda. It was something mid-level security, some half-trained goon, might plausibly do. It kept my head down so no one could see flash off my lenses while I reviewed camera feeds. Accountant-level network access is such useful toy.


  Great-uncle was obviously with local mob … I do not even know what they call Vietnamese-structured gangs. Mountain man? Oyabun? Something. But he was biosculpted as some regal older man, which clearly announced his seniority, and regal older men in Southeast Asian mobs do not travel alone.


  It took me almost full minute to clock his goons. They dressed normally for fifth circle, but once you know what to look for it all becomes straightforward. It is not about men with muscles. It is about, well, signs. Once one recognizes signs, one refers to playbook.


  Four of them. Three to immediately suppress her security detail, one to keep her from fleeing. Once I was incapacitated they would leave one on me and others would flank her as Great-Uncle “negotiated” from position of overwhelming strength. If things went wrong? Three to cover retreat, one to bodyguard Great-Uncle in his escape.


  Four-on-one I had absolutely no chance.


  Time to, as they say, retaliate first.


  * * * * *


  Junjie Sun elevated retaliations into breathtaking things full of art and wonder.


  Six months after our first meeting I was in sambo gym with three other young people and Major Sun. We wore street clothes, even if humanity no longer had any streets, except for Major Sun who wore most of good suit. His bow tie was unknotted, his coat draped over chair.


  «You will learn to prevail,» he addressed us in his perfect, fluid Russian. «Yes,» he said as Katya raised her hand. «Yekaterina. Please.»


  «Begging your pardon sir, but the word is ‘fight’. We will learn to fight.»


  His smile never wavered. «No. I am using the correct word. I do not wish for any of you to learn to fight. I wish for you to learn to prevail. I know nothing about fighting. Few can match the knowledge I, and my close friends, have in prevailing.»


  Katya frowned. She was pretty, and I sort of had crush on her, even if she was year older than me. «I don’t understand, sir.»


  «That’s why we’re here, Yekaterina,» he said wisely and compassionately. «To understand. If you already understood you would be in the wrong place, yes? Would you mind helping me in my first lesson, Yekaterina? You won’t be hurt, or shamed, or embarrassed, I promise.»


  She nodded, and Major Sun went on with his lesson. «There is always a gap of time between when someone decides to hurt you, and when they act to make good on it. For some amateur hood this might be a minute or more. For someone very good perhaps a small fraction of that. With the correct training, the correct mindset, you will move like water flowing in that gap. Whether a brook or a tidal wave will, of course, be up to you. Yekaterina? Close your eyes.»


  She did so, of course.


  «Breathe regularly. In, out. Listen to what is around you. Don’t be scared.» He held up two fingers. «Now, wait for your exhalation and do the opposite of a blink. Open your eyes and shut them again, as quickly as you can. Tell me what number I’m showing.»


  A moment passed. Her eyes flickered. «Two.»


  Three fingers. «Again.»


  «Three.»


  «You see?» he addressed us as she continued to sit there, eyes closed, collecting information in stillness, breathing regularly. «In a tenth of a second she can count. What else can she do?» Wordlessly, he removed rubber band from his pocket, hooked it over his thumb, drew it back, and aimed at her. As she antiblinked he released. Katya shrieked and threw herself to floor. It flew by harmlessly.


  «Did I hurt you, Yekaterina? Did I shame you or embarrass you?» Katya climbed back to her crosslegged position and shook her head no. He smiled and gave her slight bow, then returned his attention to us. «All of you are only fifteen, sixteen years old, completely untrained in the arts of fighting or prevailing, and yet you can already process danger signs in a tenth of a second, begin your own reactions in another small fraction, and get out of the way.»


  Major Sun paused, then said: «Ninety percent of prevailing is using those same reactions to get in the way.»


  * * * * *


  It was time to get in the way.


  Whether brook or tidal wave would be up to me, Junjie Sun promised.


  It was time to introduce Great-Uncle’s security detail to the monsoon.


  Yes. Definitely the.


  “I need to take leak,” I told no one in the food court in particular as I stood up and pushed away some noncombatant. Real security would never leave their principal unattended to go to bathroom. Goon-quality security would do it in a heartbeat. In one act I interrupted their plan (they were planning on hitting Kathryn and me together), forced them into a few seconds’ pause to determine a new plan (who would follow me to the bathroom and take me there, who would stay with Great-Uncle), and made it all look like Murphy’s Law, all while upholding my cover.


  Sun Tzu and Junjie Sun would be proud.


  Next few things happened very, very quickly. Do not confuse narration for slowness.


  I do not narrate as I fight.


  I kept watching scene through security cameras as my route took me past Great-Uncle and his security detail. They were watching me for signs of having spotted them, but I gave away nothing. My eyeflash was just me calling up map to toilet, nothing more. I did not look at them, did not engage in telltale behaviors.


  Four of them. Lunkhead, Blockhead, Barrelhead, Anvilhead. Lunkhead had point: he was nearest to Kathryn and Mikhail-who-was-no-longer-Mikhail. They were all Vietnamese, all of them had been doing this for some years, and this was going to be tough.


  Lunkhead adjusted his shirt casually, or at least he thought he was doing so. He was really ensuring his clothes were not going to interfere with drawing concealed weapon of some kind. His hands told me where to find his weapon, and I would need one. He raised his hand to his hair in grooming behavior, maybe to steady himself, maybe to signal to others it was starting. Then he looked over towards his fellows, seeking confirmation it was go-time.


  Go-time had already started. These fools just did not notice.


  “Kathryn, incoming!” I shouted as I punched Lunkhead in jaw with his head turned. He did not see it coming. His body turned with momentum to present his back to me. I reached for his right shoulder with my left arm, reached for his right waist with my right hand. As I wrenched him over towards table where Great-Uncle and Kathryn talked I drew his pistol from his waistband. No holster. Chump.


  Handguns can be divided in two categories. There are heaters and there are yeeters. Lunkhead was apparently not senior enough in hierarchy to warrant heater.


  Lunkhead crashed into table and Kathryn let out yelp of surprise, but recovered well. Please, darling, my precious darling I have known for three days but cannot stop wanting to fuck, please do not fight like this is octagon; your life depends on it.


  I had three chances in four of fifty-fifty shot at survival, and one in four of dying quickly. When Anvilhead moved I knew God had not abandoned me in valley of shadow of Death. He ran to Great-Uncle. That was their backup plan, after all, what they had discussed, he was supposed to evacuate Great-Uncle, and plans are so strange. Anvilhead knew the plan was completely hosed but still went through with it anyway.


  Such is power of plans. They are tools for prepared individuals, crutches for inflexible ones. Tool in fight is weapon: crutch in fight is liability.


  Barrelhead and Blockhead went after me. Two, I could deal with. Perhaps. I grabbed Barrelhead with my non-yeeting hand while lifting my leg into his midsection, fell backwards in simplest sacrifice throw taught to judoka. I have practiced it many thousands of times. We rolled away from Blockhead some few steps and I ended on top of him. I could have just shot him but did not. I hoped he would surrender.


  Blockhead, proving I named him well, went for his own gun despite me already having one in my hand.


  He could have chosen differently. By reaching for his yeeter he authorized my own use of lethal force. I shot him twice in face from perhaps two meters. There was no way to know if he was wearing body armor and I did not care to waste time with experimental tests.


  My hearing was fine: my earpieces were rated for protection from high-decibel blasts. Same cannot be said for everyone, and food court reacted predictably: utter chaos as everyone ran for wherever promised any kind of safety. There would be crush injuries, I was certain. I prayed briefly, my hope directed to Christ without so much as single word behind it, there would be no fatalities.


  They could have chosen differently.


  I did not start this.


  They could have chosen differently and I did not start this are escapes of moral scoundrels.


  «No, you fool!» Great-Uncle shouted, presumably to Anvilhead, my babblefish turning it into Russian. «Kill her, then both of you kill him!»


  I hate it when goons have leaders with basic tactical sense. Did Anvilhead have tactically-rated earpiece? Could he hear Great-Uncle? Was Kathryn in mortal danger?


  I eyeflashed over to security cameras to get tenth-of-a-second snapshot of tactical situation. Kathryn and Lunkhead were on ground together. He screamed from vicious, painful armbar and tried to tap out. Kathryn had enough good sense to not release her armbar, but not enough viciousness to break elbow of Lunkhead. Anvilhead had one arm on Great-Uncle, his other hand on pistol: he was caught in that half-second between abandoning his plan and starting the new one Great-Uncle had given.


  Great-Uncle ordered her execution. Anvilhead had capability to execute order. Use of force rules were clear.


  From where I knelt on Blockhead, Anvilhead was at my four o’clock, Great-Uncle at my five: not good shots, awkward angles for right-handed shooters.


  I fired twice at Anvilhead as he lifted his yeeter to engage Kathryn. One hit to side of head, one miss to side of throat.


  At five meters I am accustomed to five-centimeter groups under realistic combat conditions. Some would call throat strikes hits, but by my standards it was most embarrassing miss.


  Kathryn saw brain matter explode out of skull of Anvilhead. She recoiled and flinched in utter horror, and that was when she shattered arm of Lunkhead like it was toy of child. Great-Uncle turned and fled into crowd, ensuring if I wished to take shot I would endanger innocent life unreasonably.


  Beneath me, Blockhead struggled to escape my mount.


  He chose that. Use of force rules again became permissive.


  I shot Blockhead in face. Rotary bolt of yeeter locked as I ran out of bullets.


  * * * * *


  «Command,» I directed my stylus. «Route to ViviSec tactical response en route to the cluster fifteen wonkavator food courts of the seventh circle. Shots fired: multiple suspects dead on arrival, one needs a medical team. Accountant is on scene. All armed suspects believed to be dead or under arrest. Send.»


  I stood up then and walked over towards Kathryn, who was covered in blood from draining corpse of Anvilhead and compound fracture of arm of Lunkhead. I certainly looked no better. Blockhead no doubt spattered all over me.


  We looked like monsters.


  We are survivors.


  We prevailed.


  She is safe.


  * * * * *


  I could not help but think of another of his lessons in elegant homicide.


  We were children sitting crosslegged in sambo gym around Major Sun, who was on ground with us.


  «Sir, what’s the hardest thing to learn in all of prevailing?» Sasha asked.


  «The second-hardest thing is to understand the difference between your choices and their choices,» he answered with tranquility of monk.


  «But the hardest thing?»


  «Making a difference in your life with that knowledge,» he answered.


  Never let it be said Major Sun—who died as Colonel Sun—deceived us about what we were embarking upon.


  Never let it be forgotten that he asked all this of children.


  I love him. I miss him. I killed him. We are better off without him.


  I pray we no longer need him.


  * * * * *


  When ViviSec arrived at food courts they found them empty save for three exsanguinating corpses, one screaming Lunkhead, and two blood-covered survivors. I was sitting in chair; Kathryn was in my lap, holding me for dear life, sobbing uncontrollably into my shoulder.


  It was such an unspeakable mistake to bring her here.


  Eight


  Roger assembled papers into sheaf, rapped them against his desk, tucked into manila folder. Zhenhui was conspicuously silent. Perhaps, given gravity of occasion, Zhenhui had been ordered to stay out of way. Still, he was kind to get that Kona blend for me.


  “You plan on being a gunfighter, Arkady?” Roger asked, his tone slightly confrontational. “When a new operator kills three mooks within six hours of being welcomed to the Firm, I kind of wonder.”


  “Sir, if I am being questioned I request service of counsel.”


  “Relax,” he answered. “I saw the footage. You were justified. Just extreme. And extremely fucking dangerous to the world. Yeah, you gave your Ghost-Barry a reason to act against you, that was a good idea, but then you started hanging out in food courts waiting for him to find you. What the fuck was that, Arkady? ‘Gee, I’m going to be hunted, let me hang around innocent bystanders?’ Twelve crush injuries, twelve, and a miracle no innocents died.”


  I sat silently. He was right, and it stung.


  “I get that you’re a keenly trained Marine but you don’t know shit about urban operations, buddy. We’re putting the Gray Dogs in the kennel for twelve weeks while you go through the Basic Investigator course. You obviously need it. For twelve weeks no badge, no authority, no babblefish, nada, nothing, and a nonpunitive Notice of Failure to Meet Standards. Anna gets the same minus the letter. Your local guide, Ms. Ngoc, she…”


  Roger rummaged through papers for moment. “… received emotional support for psychological trauma and received fadeaway on-scene. Low dose, it looks like.”


  “She insisted on minimum therapeutic dose.”


  He did not quite snort in skepticism but it was close. “It’s her right, I guess. And Barry Avellone… the mook you somehow miraculously managed to not turn into a blood-and-brain-matter piñata, God what restraint on your part, started singing like a songbird the moment I asked him if he wanted you to conduct the interrogation instead.”


  I blinked. “Is that even legal?”


  “The tribunals haven’t rapped our knuckles about it yet.” Roger closed manila folder, opened cabinet, stuffed it into its proper place. “I mean, someday they will, sure, but … not yet.”


  “What did he say?”


  “Enough for us to re-open the investigation. Your Maybe-Barry is real. Fucked up, but real, if the mook is to be believed. If you think I’m taking him at face value you’re crazy. Back on Lostearth Barry was a vat baby. His parents wanted to dodge the permanent complications of pregnancy. One egg was fertilized but it did a zygotic split producing two embryos. The Avellones had only contracted for one, so the other went into cold storage. During Earthloss the clinic got the zygotes offworld, and this that and the other happened until someone paid for a black-market kid. Barry’s identical twin, twenty years younger, entered the world and has been bouncing in the Lower Hells ever since arriving at Vivarium. That’s Maybe-Barry’s story, which might be total bullshit, as remembered by a lying sack of shit, who would tell me any story I wanted just to keep you away.”


  I blinked, many times. “You are telling me after only one in hundred survives Earthloss, an embryo survives?”


  “Not even an embryo, a zygote. Hey, man, only reason we have dogs is some people refused to leave without ‘em. We live in a crazy world. On Lostearth some people believed they were full human beings, abandoning them would be tantamount to murder.”


  “Dogs or zygotes?”


  Roger had to think about that a second. “Usually it was only the religiously devout who thought zygotes were equivalent to human beings, but pretty much everyone agreed dogs were morally superior to human beings and intellectually superior to most of one’s co-workers. So on reflection I’m gonna go with ‘dogs.’”


  He shrugged, thought about it another moment, and continued. “Anyway. Maybe-Barry discovered his older brother existed and that’s when he went to Great-Uncle to talk business, business the bodyguard you arrested was around to hear. The guanxi version of a stock manipulation scheme. Great-Uncle found a Paradise maker concern that stood to benefit from embarrassing Red Juniper. They provided Red Juniper prototype nanosurgeons — industrial espionage — and presto. One biosculp agejob and a few nanosurgeons later, Maybe-Barry heads Upabove to do something grotesquely stupid to tank Red Juniper’s prestige. Leaving his blood behind wasn’t an accident, it was the plan. At the same time Barry’s heading to Limbo for a made-up meeting Great-Uncle arranged. Kind of slick. Nobody ever sees them in the same place at the same time, and not even Barry knew about the clone. Twin. Whatever.”


  I thought about it some: it held together on first inspection, but … “Are you certain of this?”


  “’Course not,” Roger answered. “This is serious conspiracy shit. Things are never as they appear. But it’s enough to hold off on arrests and describe Avellone as a likely victim rather than a person of interest.”


  He reached for his own cup of coffee and we sat there watching each other for some time. “Ms. Ngoc’s still in hospital.” His voice was different, touch kinder, perhaps. “This morning her docs said she hadn’t regained consciousness. That part wasn’t your fault.”


  “I knew there was risk of highly kinetic—”


  “Not your fault,” he repeated. “You advised her you each could get shot. She knew the risks and took the chance. Listen, Arkady, every second you spend kicking yourself is a second you’re not being there for your girlfriend. It’s Wednesday. Your girlfriend gets the body back around midnight. If she opens her eyes she’s either going to see you being focused on her, or you obsessed with beating yourself up. Make a better choice already. Jesus, you’re twenty-eight, I shouldn’t have to tell you this shit. Get out of here.”


  Nine


  I could not pronounce name of hospital. It was Chinese, involving some Buddhist nun of centuries ago renowned for her compassion. Those who spoke Cantonese called it one thing, Mandarin another, but English-speakers called it Mahākarunā Medical. Without babblefish software I was helpless. I am fluent in Hebrew, Koine Greek, and some Aramaic, as one might expect growing up in monastery—Asian languages, not so much, and my English is work in progress.


  Kate was there lying in bed unconscious, her eyes flickering madly beneath their lids. Her husband Dominic sat beside bed on simple stool, holding her hand and trying to make eye contact with his dreaming wife.


  I had been avoiding him all week.


  He was physically fit man of deceptive age. Anna once said she was older by seven minutes but I have no idea her age, Twenty-five? Fifty? His shaved scalp gave him some appearance of age and eyes of forgotten poets gave him some appearance of wisdom. He was schoolteacher, offering Paradise teenagers individualized tutelage in mathematics.


  I had not just failed Kathryn, but Kat and Kate. There was no limit to my recklessness or wreckage I left in my wake. I said nothing to Dominic and braced for whatever came.


  He looked over to me, nodded. “Close the door.” He spoke with elegant Boer accent, as Anna did. He kept his voice quiet so as to not disturb his wife. My fingers grazed against doorpad and it closed on magnetic bearings. With that came faint inoffensive hum of privacy fields engaging. In Paradise clinics they probably had excellent ones, too.


  He returned attention to Kate. He sang to her, softly. I tried to not take note of it. Whatever it was, it was their song and I was not invited. After he concluded he said “Sit down” without looking at me.


  I summoned smartmatter stool like his. I felt floor undulate slightly as nanoscale construction material stopped being floor, started being stool. Moments later I sat down before it even cooled. James Clerk Maxwell and his demons must be paid.


  “Kathryn’s supposed to check in around midnight. Sometime. Plus or minus a lot, all the hypnagogics and reintegrationals she’s on. Until then she’s Kate. I mean. I hope she is.”


  I was silent.


  “We’ve been together for two years,” he continued. “Married, I mean. Together for three.” I knew it already but it seemed to help him, so.


  So.


  He kissed her wrist, was conspicuously silent in ways men use to forestall collapse. “It is okay to…” I let it trail off. Even in modern times some men have such silly pride.


  He shook his head no. “She’s… someone’s there. Maybe not Kate any more, but someone. She’s recovering from identity collapse. There’s a risk of… of strong emotional outbursts harming her. So, no.”


  “Perhaps we ought have our business outside.”


  “No.” Glaciers have less finality, less absoluteness. He continued to watch her as he spoke to me. “I always knew these days would come. I just never imagined they’d be simultaneous.”


  “Days?”


  He ignored me. Another moment passed and he turned to face me. “I feel like we’ve never properly met. I’m Dominic Valentijn. My wife borrows your girlfriend’s body four days a week.”


  I did not know how to answer that.


  “Say it. You’re Mickey Zakharov, your… and so on.”


  “You are Adam, you have not told your wife that, and I resent emotional intimacies starting on lies,” I said flatly. “You and Eve are from Minnesota, not South Africa.”


  I scored true hits: he went still, as if expecting instant violence. I kept my hands in view and remained motionless. “She told you?” he finally said.


  “Eve has excellent accent but uses idioms like ‘been lost for Swedish mile’ and naturally converts metric units to Imperial. Is not hard.”


  Dominic nodded with painful slowness. “Those names are dangerous even today. Please let us be the people we became, and honor the nice Boer family that took us in.”


  “Only if you tell your wife,” I almost spat. Rage built in me, so much I frightened myself. I was whom I truly hated but in pinch, this liar would do.


  Strangely, Dominic just … wilted, like some faded flower. He put his free hand over his face and for heartbeat looked ten kilos hungrier and ten years sadder. Such is damning power of sorrow that I was moved to show droplet of compassion.


  “I am Arkady Il’yich Golinov, and my girlfriend borrows body of your wife two days each week.”


  Dominic blinked. “Anna said you were—”


  “—We are all telling fables.”


  “The Orbital Club offered you a two-year luxe penthouse atop a beanstalk just for signing with them, and you’re sleeping in a Lower Hell flophouse?”


  I shrugged. “Never wanted to be hero. Never wanted to be rich. Never wanted to need my own bodyguards.”


  “That’s—kinda how we got here, isn’t it?” His question confused me. I gave him quizzical look and he brushed it off. “In a minute. Look, you’re …” He trailed off as he realized I obviously know my own biography and rattling it off would mark him as fanboy. “You don’t have much experience with ensembles.”


  “No.”


  “Don’t make it harder than it has to be. That’s rule one. Listen, if we were sleeping with identical twins we’d… we’d obviously know really well the body of the other one, but we wouldn’t be sleeping with the same woman, right? Same here, just with one fewer body. I know Kathryn’s body really well, but she and I are just cheerfully social. You …”


  I shook my head no, to correct his assumption before he made it.


  “… have something to look forward to,” he said instead. “And I know she wants a lot more than to be cheerfully social with you. Definitely cheerful, though.”


  I could not fight off smiling, and Dominic unwilted at it.


  “I hope your Kathryn comes back.”


  I gave him nod of fencer facing honorable opponent. It felt right. “May Kate return her spark to your life.”


  “We might have to have this conversation again—”


  “—I understand—”


  “—in six months when their agreement expires—”


  “—agreement?”


  “Yeah,” he answered me. “Kate agreed not to ask you out for six months, to give Kathryn a chance to get things stable with you. They negotiate in emails to each other.”


  I sat there utterly dumbfounded.


  “It’s a polycule,” he reminded me.


  “I thought that was what this is!”


  “No, this is monogamy within an ensemble,” he explained. “Ensemble polyamory is, uh… it can be quite… it can be quite.” He did not explain. “Later. If it’s necessary. For all I know Kathryn is serially monogamous. Kate’s not, but Kate’s not Kathryn, right?”


  I felt like I needed to record this conversation and replay it at half speed if I was ever going to understand it. “Right.”


  Dominic stood up then. “Would you do me a solid and sit with my wife until Kathryn shows up? I … need to get air.”


  I nodded. “Anna will be joining soon.”


  “Oh, good. That’ll be good for Kate. Kate’s sweet on her.”


  I blinked. “You know your sister is straight, yes?”


  “So is Kathryn, Kate isn’t, and Kat’s more about compatible kink than gender, yes.”


  I put my head in my hands. “Bozshe moi, I need scorecard to keep up.”


  “I’ll lens the spreadsheet I use over to you.” He extended his hand to me and I clasped it. “It’s all confusing, I know. You’ll make it. You’re doing okay.”


  “Ensemble polycule polyamory, da, very very confusing.”


  He shrugged. “I meant life, really. But that, too.”


  * * * * *


  I was sitting with Kate, holding her hand, whispering to her. “I have number of names,” I told her honestly. “Call me Mickey. Maybe I can share others with you later. Please stay, uvazhaemaya gospozha Valentijn. Your Dominic is lost without you, and you and I have barely met. Stay. Ne ukhodite iz doma. Ne ukhodite—”


  I heard door open and I turned to see Anna enter, gym bag slung over her shoulder. “Hey,” she greeted. She was perfect, as ever, built like ballerina and moved with grace of dancer. She had traded her blonde Marine bun for bright red hair in tight braid. She had once been my most junior but most trusted sergeant. Now we were sort of navigating civilian re-entry together. “I come bearing gifts of food. How’s your girlfriend?”


  She moved to stool her brother vacated and sat. “Still unconscious,” I said. “Her … identity collapse, your brother called it? Still resolving.”


  She reached into her bag to extract sticks of dried sausage she called droewors. She offered half, and I took them. “Makes sense. Her sense of purpose did collapse, after all. Weren’t you listening when Doctor Xian explained…”


  I scowled at her until through sheer telepathic frustration I made her remember how limited my Mandarin is. “They took away my babblefish access after shooting, remember?”


  “Okay,” Anna said. “The ensemble exists for a purpose. When that purpose is broken the entire system goes out of whack and rebalances itself. Maybe some alters vanish, others get edited or recycled, or maybe everyone’s okay and it’s a new normal. Kate’s purpose is to be the builder. She’s pro-family, pro-social, building a future. It’s in everything she does, right down to those pierogi she bakes each Sunday. I have no idea what her sex life with Dominic’s like except that it’s got to be warm, healthy, mutually beneficial, restorative… basically all the stuff that makes me vomit a little. With me?”


  “I followed that much of Xian, yes. And Kathryn is protector. Assertive, aggressive, bold, participates in combat sports. Kate builds life for the ensemble, Kathryn protects it.”


  “And Kat processes all that doesn’t fit neatly in that division. Right. But it’s never that neat. Sometimes Kate needs to protect something, or there’s a bit of life that doesn’t fit but they don’t want to give to Kat, either. And Kathryn found herself maybe building something, something for herself, not the ensemble… and then utterly failed to protect it.”


  I looked back to Kathryn. It took several moments to understand. “Me.”


  “No. You. Plural, this thing she’s building with you that she wants to keep from Kate.”


  “That is why Kate is interested in me,” I said quietly. “Builder. It is her job to build for ensemble.”


  “Or she just wants to do you,” Anna said through mouthful of droewors. “Every now and again the simple answer’s the right one.”


  “I saw your email to her.”


  “Yeah, she was fighting Kathryn over you. Builder wants to build. Builder wants protector to stay in her swimlane. Wait, you thought that email meant she disliked you?” She looked at me and I scowled. She snorted. “And the simplest answer is usually, ‘The new guy misinterprets things because he has no clue, even after thinking he’s factored in his cluelessness.’”


  I was silent. What she said felt like bait.


  Anna looked down at her dreaming sister-in-law and asked, quietly, “Do you think we could’ve been…” Her words trailed off and for an instant, some moment entirely separated from Time, she looked almost fragile.


  Six months ago I watched dumbfounded as she killed man using knife, in impossibly beautiful phantasmagoria. She was, is, genuinely gifted. She was untroubled by what she had done, but deeply troubled by how it did not trouble her at all.


  I shot three men to death in food court and slept well that night.


  “If our pasts were different, Anna, our presents would be, too. But our pasts are not different. We are what we are. We are not responsible for how we were shaped. Only for how we act, knowing how we are different. We are no monsters. We were only raised by them.”


  Junjie Sun. The Patriarch. Heroes and villains, both.


  Eve’s monsters drove her to become Anna to escape them. Monsters she was so frightened of she refused to even name them. Refused to even think of herself as Eve any more.


  I have to say I prefer my monsters to hers.


  Anna abruptly cleared her throat and changed topic. “Speaking of simple answers: I heard the office says this is all wrapped up for now. But there’s still so much we don’t know—”


  “—and office has no interest in any of that. AI risk is controlled? Fine, give rest of case to VivSec. And VivSec has little interest in Lower Hells.”


  “Bureaucracy,” and she spoke it like Russian curse.


  “I wonder about embryo. Was it abandoned?”


  “Share your mental whiteboard, bossman.”


  “What if they needed backup-Barry? Then five years into Second Exodus something happens requiring backup-Barry? Better explanation than, ‘maybe clinic was real Catholic, and you never know, some people saved their dogs.’”


  She understood, which interested me. Anna, the (a?) militant atheist with no time for religion, knew at least rudimentary Catholic dogma on beginnings of life.


  Junjie Sun was, again, correct. To gather knowledge in stillness, from stillness, is high art.


  “What about Great-Uncle?”


  I sighed. “And it is definitely premature to hand off investigation before we even know his name.”


  * * * * *


  Downbelow, in the toniest part of the Lower Hells, an elegant French restaurant served a table of older Vietnamese gentlemen. Surrounding them were their closest, most-trusted guards. The rest of the restaurant was conspicuously empty. The clanking of metal dining implements on bone china was the background noise: these men took their privacy so seriously they didn’t even trust privacy fields.


  “… I found last week’s news disquieting,” one said. “Perhaps Brother Kiêt might soothe my concerns?”


  Great-Uncle smiled pleasantly at the question and gave a denouement of faint shame at the end. “I must admit to being gulled, brothers. Monsieur Galois was not fully candid with us about his goals or methods, and left me holding the bag. Yet I think our enemies made critical errors as well. We know this awful thing drew the attention of the Accountants, and further, the Accountants are forming what they call ‘gray teams’: covert action and direct assault. A source within the Interstellar League shares with us they have newly stood up three such teams: the Gray Reavers, the Gray Hunters, and the Gray Dogs. We encountered a member of the Gray Dogs. That’s all, really—”


  “—it doesn’t sound that simple,” another man boisterously interjected. “You lost four of my soldiers in seconds!”


  “Begging your pardon, Brother Binh, but they ignored my clear instruction to come unarmed. Further, four of your best ‘soldiers’ fell to one real, properly-trained soldier who successfully ambushed them while they were unsuccessfully ambushing him. The Gray Dog was off-duty, no weapon, no armor, save for what your soldiers gave him. I must strenuously object to the quality of personnel provided by your chapter and once more request of all gathered here permission to field and train my own force—”


  “—under advisement,” two other brothers harrumphed.


  “—for the service of our Benevolent Society, of course,” Kiêt continued. Addressing Binh directly, he went on with “Your soldiers were authorized to give thorough beatings under my command, nothing more. I must again protest their bringing guns. If we bring guns to even routine business it does not show our Society’s strength, it announces our weakness, that we cannot rule our territory without implicitly threatening everyone with death!”


  “To project power we must persuade people we have power,” Binh harrumphed, “and power flows from the gun-barrel, as we said on Earth—”


  “To hell with Earth! It is lost! To hell with centuries-old madmen who preached a stupid gospel of terror! This is Vivarium, and things are different! In the Lower Hells the people must know the Benevolent Society does not threaten them because we are too powerful to need to threaten them!”


  Kiêt stopped abruptly as he saw his brothers all set down their silverware and give him their full attention. “Brothers,” he started again, feigning embarrassment magnificently. “I humbly submit for your consideration the following. First, that we fully investigate Monsieur Galois and what he did to incur the attention of an off-duty Accountant direct-action agent. Second, that at all costs we avoid open confrontation with Accountants and VivSec, even if this means our fallen soldiers go unrevenged for the moment. Third, that I be authorized to initiate our own gray team. Fourth, that we authorize payments to the families of our dead, and finally that we accelerate Harvest Moon’s timetable by thirty days since, if the Accountants are prowling around the Lower Hells, we must make haste.”


  The following discussion was spirited, but sometime just before dessert Great-Uncle received his approvals.


  * * * * *


  I sang to Kathryn, something gentle and Macedonian and unspeakably sad, some lullaby of tragedy my mother sang to me before Earthloss.


  “Dali znaeš mila majko
 što sum nesreḱna?
 Stalno doma sama sedam
 nadvor ne smeam.”


  I do not remember her well. I am older now than she was at Earthloss. Perhaps she was barely more than child herself, in over her head with child she did not understand. Beautiful, loving, my mother. She died with Earth.


  Eyes fluttered and slowly opened. She was born with brown eyes, and as fashions changed she changed with: hazel, lilac, even chrome. They were cerulean now. But it has never mattered to me as much as seeing the animating spirit behind those eyes.


  “Hey, Scout,” she croaked out. I immediately reached for my glass of water, carefully gave her sips. Three swallows later she waved it off. “When I said I wanted you to lead me to bed, I didn’t mean like this,” she said weakly as she tried to smile. She closed her eyes, as if consciousness were some challenge.


  “Hey,” I whispered back, holding my hand up to, near, her cheek. “You are sexy beast. What is your name?”


  “Kathy,” she murmured and my heart sank. “Kathryn,” she clarified and my heart impersonated gazelle. “Kathryn but you can call me Kath. But jus’ you. Jus’ you.” As she nuzzled against my hand I wanted to cry and cheer.


  “We were worried, Kath. Thought you might recycle.”


  “Not sure I didn’t,” she offered as she fought off sleep. “To protect you I need to be a monster. Went down that road. Sold my soul. Started throwing away bits and pieces. But then realized I want to protect us, an’ there’s no us without me. Clawed out. Clawed things back. I think. I know I’m me and me is Kathryn and us is me an’ you an’.”


  She fell asleep mid-sentence.


  I sat there for five minutes before dropping privacy field. I owed Dominic updates.


  His wife lived and would return in three days.
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