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Chapter 1: Vacationing Over Africa

Arthur sensed the sun rising over the Tibesti Mountains while he moved with his mind through that profound ribbon of life between mere sleep and the hunger of wakefulness.

The pod was rocking, the way it always did in the winds that upcut at the edges of the old earth’s wrinkles. The window beside his bed, tinted hard gray, betrayed the faint glow that his sleeping eyes registered as a new dawn.

He rolled, eyes half open, and tapped clumsily on the glass, opening a tetatet, using his index fingers to widen the field to a foot square.

With a few more pokes, he reduced the tint by half, squinting into the light, and requested an interpretation.

“Bikku Bitti,” the tetatet confirmed. “Tallest Libyan peak of the Tibesti Mountains, at 7,426 feet. We are 5.5 miles away and approaching at 20.3 miles per hour. Our current path will take us 100 yards east of the peak in less than 15 minutes. Would you like to know the history of this region?”

He declined, closed the field and returned the window to full tint, saw in the dimness that Donna was already up and had descended from the loft to the pod’s main deck. He heard the muted whirring of the printer, wondered with a mild sense of foreboding what she might be making, sat up and crawled from the bed to the water closet, cradling the stiff burden of his deprived penis in one hand.

His bladder was half empty when Uncle Scot spoke from his bed on the main deck, his voice edged with suspicion:

“Hey, Donna, whatcha printing?”

“A surprise for Arthur,” Donna replied.

“What kind of surprise?” Uncle Scot asked, and Arthur, done urinating and listening with all his attention now, heard his uncle slip off his bed and report to the bathroom immediately beneath Arthur’s toilet.

“Surprises have to stay surprises to be surprises,” Donna observed.

“Okay,” Uncle Scot said, the bathroom door open so he could continue the conversation. “How much powder is in this surprise?”

“Two point three kilograms,” Donna replied. “So far.”

“Turn it off!” Uncle Scot shouted. “Piss and blood, stop printing!”

Arthur heard the printer whir to a stop, heard the cover creak open and closed, and returned to his bed in the darkness, slipping on a sweatshirt, warmup pants and slippers, nearly sick with embarrassment.

“That’s more than three-quarters of what we had left!” Uncle Scot shouted. “For that? Seriously, for that?”

Arthur sat on his bed and listened to Donna’s heavy steps, left-right, left-right, each bringing her closer to the loft’s wooden ladder, a trip of 15 feet that lasted, in Arthur’s mind, an hour.

“Bonespurs!” Uncle Scot lamented. “You could not have picked a more remote place to burn through almost all of our food! And can you please put on some shorts?”

Arthur turned, cut the window tint to a fraction, bathing the loft in light as he awaited Donna’s arrival.

The ladder’s hooks rocked as she ascended, but the first thing Arthur saw was not Donna’s blonde head, but something new, a gem-studded silver crown, festooned with green vines and pink and blue blossoms, beautiful except that it was incomplete, blossoms missing, only the first third of its rounded dome printed before she’d been stopped.

“Aw, rabies!” Uncle Scot shouted from below, fingers tapping against the window as he consulted a tetatet. “I’m going to be, at best, half an hour late to the bacchanal, and probably more like an hour!”

Donna’s face appeared beneath the brim of her crown, and she smiled into Arthur’s scowling face, and she stopped to navigate the dynamics of the situation she’d created.

“I’m sorry, Uncle Scot,” she said after a pause. “I shouldn’t have done that. I won’t again. Good morning, King Arthur.”

She finished ascending, crawled on two knees and one hand to the bed, her other hand holding her crown in place, and she offered Arthur a kiss but he pulled away in disgust and headed for the ladder.

There was nothing he could think of saying, or he would have said it, so he just stared at her as he swung around on the ladder.

Still crowned, and wearing nothing but white bra and panties, Donna slid to the head of the bed, drew up her legs and lowered her gaze to the sheets, an expression Arthur interpreted as puzzlement breaking across her face.

“Did you tell her she could do that?” Uncle Scot demanded, rising from his bed and looking at Arthur accusingly.

“Good morning, and no,” Arthur said. “Really sorry. I can cover the new powder.”

“I don’t care about that,” Uncle Scot said, waving dismissively. “It’s just, I’m gonna be late to my fecking thing.”

“How far is it?” Arthur asked, heading to the printer, punching up an order of sausage and fruit, looking with guilt at the dial that indicated just half a kilogram left in the bin.

“The beacon’s a good 10 hours by crow, assuming the jet stream’s blowing today, but there’s nothing but desert and wilderness on that line, so that means a detour of 45 minutes, according to the tetatet.”

“Okay, but how far is the orgy from the beacon?”

“It’s not an orgy.”

“Okay, but how far?”

“Please don’t tell my sister it’s an orgy.”

“Okay, how far?”

“No idea,” Uncle Scot said impatiently. “You never know that until you get to the beacon and they tell you.”

“What does the beacon look like?”

“It could be anything. A little slip of paper. A floating tetatet. A person. Someone put out a dragon once, and every 10 minutes, it barfed up a bunch of fire with the location in sparklies.”

“And then, your party isn’t, like, hours away from the beacon, right?”

“Probably not,” Uncle Scot admitted, voice softening before he peered toward the loft and lowered his voice. “But why did she do that?”

Arthur shook his head, stuck a fork into his breakfast and gazed out the window over Uncle Scot’s bed.

“Highest mountain in Libya right next to us,” he said, moving to the door. “Anyone going to join me on the veranda?”

A blast of dry, coolish equatorial wind and sun greeted him as he made his way onto the thin ledge, sat with his legs over the side and blinked at the raw stone of the ancient peak.

Within seconds, Donna had joined him, in black shorts and a white tank top and her crown, swinging her legs beside his as Uncle Scot’s pod bobbed in a torrent of competing updrafts.

“Did I somehow say you could use that much powder?” Arthur asked, staring at the rock, wondering how long it had stood here, presiding over African desolation.

“No, Scot did,” Donna replied.

“Elaborate.”

“He told me to use whatever I needed.”

“Okay,” Arthur said. “But that’s sort of an expression. When it’s powder . . .”

He turned to Donna, but she just stared back, green eyes beneath an incomplete, silver crown.

“. . . ask first.”

“Okay,” she agreed. “Did my crown surprise you?”

“Yes. It’s pretty.”

“King Arthur’s queen would have worn a crown like this.”

“King Arthur?”

“You’ve heard of him?”

“Yeah, maybe.”

“He was a king,” Donna said, turning to watch as the uppermost points of Bikku Bitti slipped past the corner of the pod and out of sight. “Medieval England, legendary, possibly not real. I learned about him last night. His name is the same as yours.”

The door opened and Uncle Scot stepped out, a mug of coffee in his hand, his white robe closed tight around his waist. He was a compact man, red-haired and freckled, not particularly tall, and not particularly serious about almost anything.

“If you get enough powder,” Donna said, “I could make you a crown too.”

“No more crowns for the rest of the trip,” Uncle Scot declared, pressing his belly against the rail and leaning over the side to look down toward the shimmering earth a mile below. “Food only. Arthur, I got a note from your mom, she wants to check in this morning. Around 9.”

“Okay,” Arthur said. “I’ll probably be free.”

“You’re getting used to doing nothing, right?”

“No,” Arthur replied, adding ironically, “I miss the farm.”

“Her note said things aren’t going well for you.”

“It’s not bad,” Arthur said, “just irritating.”

“Spill it.”

“They’re putting me in charge of an irregular unit.”

“Irregular?”

“Prisoners, basically,” Arthur said. “Criminals.”

“Plague, how many?”

“Half a dozen or so,” Arthur said.

“When?”

“The day I get back. Friday. They’re supposed to show up in the afternoon, so I’ll have all morning to get things ready for them.”

“Are there any killers?” Uncle Scot inquired, sounding truly worried.

“No, I was promised they would be non-violent. Mostly chip ampers and platformers. And, chances are, after a week, half of them will be gone anyway with altitude sickness or vertigo. But I don’t want any of them.”

“Have you tried bargaining?”

“Yeah, I got some concessions,” Arthur said. “I can bring a pod. And Donna.”

“You don’t have a pod.”

“I’m going to buy one, finally.”

“You can bring your pod to work now?” Uncle Scot inquired. “That’s top shelf.”

“Yes, a big improvement over the slings, but in the end, I lose. Wake up, go fight with amoral earthers who don’t know the first thing about agriculture, go to bed.”

“In your new pod.”

“Yeah. Probably going to be a used one. But yeah.”

“With Donna.”

“Yeah.”

“And I’m sure they’re teachable. Might even be a net plus.”

“Maybe.”

Uncle Scot sipped his coffee, his robe billowing around his thighs, and looked at Donna.

“Donna, you ready to do the skyfarm 24/7?”

“Yes,” Donna said. “I can help Arthur a lot there.”

“She stays a few times a month,” Arthur said. “Mostly works in the mess, but she’s got a knack for hydraulics too.”

“Have you ever managed prisoners before?” Uncle Scot inquired.

“No,” said Donna and Arthur simultaneously, and Uncle Scot laughed.

“It was covered in school,” Arthur said. “And they come with full instructions.”

“Okay, I’m gonna punch in our new route,” Uncle Scot said, turning to go inside. “Akris for powder, then to the beacon, gonna try to get there by 5:15 tonight, and Donna, my little party starts at 5:30, so if you make me late, it comes out of your hide.”

“Yes, Sir, Uncle Scot,” Donna said, nodding solemnly.

Arthur laughed. “Out of her hide?” he said.

“You know what I mean,” Uncle Scot said, pausing at the door.

“I thought you weren’t into that.”

“No,” Uncle Scot agreed. “But you know I’m amping my chip way up for the party, and if I don’t find a homo there, she’s gonna be the next best thing.”

“Sure,” Arthur agreed.

Uncle Scot was in the pod no more than five minutes before the little craft began dropping, its graphene vacuum pillows squeaking as they contracted, the sound of the fan within its base declining from mild roar to steady hum.

Arthur studied the mesa below him, its edges chipped and broken by eons of flowing water that ripped the earth a little more every time the rain fell.

“Best air’s at 40 feet up,” Uncle Scot announced, moving from the door to his usual place on the balcony. “A nice tailwind, but there’s gonna be some dust.”

Beneath them, two pods were already traversing the desert, and Uncle Scot’s pod dropped between them, the occupants of the other homes hidden within.

Miles ahead, a skyfarm hovered at what Arthur estimated was a mile above the earth, soaking up the sun, more than a tenth of a square mile of graphene pillows and topsoil, green fecundity, and crew.

“Anyone you know?” Uncle Scot asked.

“No, that’s a Daisy,” Arthur replied.

“Daisy?”

“Yeah, out of Brussels. They do agave, mainly.”

“Agave?”

“Tequila.”

“Of course.”

Arthur pulled his legs up, rose, stepped to the door.

“Hey, I’m gonna be looking at my dreams for a few,” he said, “can you stay out here?”

“Yes,” Donna replied.

“How long?” Uncle Scot inquired.

“Until Mom calls, probably. No more than a half an hour.”

Arthur made coffee, sat and opened a tetatet on the table in the kitchenette.

He ignored the messages from work, none of which were stamped urgent, opened several from his mother sent in the last 24 hours, all of which were stamped urgent and all of which said she wanted to see how his trip was going. After a quick glance at the news, he tapped into the dreams his chip had recorded to order up for a sequential replay.

The presentation began with Donna’s breasts and vagina, as usual, the latter in such garish detail Arthur found it embarrassing, even when viewing alone. From there, his sleeping mind had worked on the things he’d seen the day before, peculiar African geologies interesting enough to require slumbering review, the bright smile of a man playing a drum the way they used to in ancient Africa, and a young woman in a robe that his mind had removed, placing – oddly – four breasts on her nude body, two above, two below.

Next came the new, recurring dream for which he could offer no explanation, a mouth, female, open in pain or possibly deep pleasure, and then eyes, looking at Arthur. Looking hard at Arthur. Did the mouth and the eyes belong to the same person? Was it something from his past, or something that had yet to occur? Who was she? He’d dreamed it for the first time a week ago. Why?

His mom popped up a minute before 9 a.m.

“Hey, Mom!” he said, moving the tetatet to the kitchenette’s white wall. “Donna, Uncle Scot, Mom’s on!”

“Arthur, how is Africa?” she said, standing in a flowing blue and white robe beside the plate glass window in her den. It was sunset in California, a little after 7 p.m., and Edith Donnelly-Hu stood bathed in a sunset bright and pink.

“Beautiful,” he said. “We saw Bikku Bitti this morning, probably from 50 yards away.”

“Who’s that?”

“It’s a mountain,” Arthur said. “Tallest peak in Libya. The weather was perfect, so we floated right by it. Hey, could you tint your window? You’re almost black in the sunshine.”

Edith turned and, with more of a scowl than Arthur thought appropriate, tapped the glass, dimming the sunset and immediately lightening her face. She was Irish, like her brother, thick red hair and a penchant for green makeup, even green lipstick at times.

A penchant for drama, too, a flourish in everything about her that Arthur, only recently, had begun to recognize as an affectation, a mask she’d put on some time well before her first and only son was born, and had never taken off: red hair she kept long and wavy; robes where jeans and a t-shirt would do; theatrical gestures, words from an epic script.

“Are you writing your poetry?”

“Not really,” Arthur said. “I’m absorbing right now. I do my best writing after I absorb, when I’m bored.”

“How’s Donna faring?” Edith asked, clasping her hands before her breasts.

“The usual issues,” Arthur replied. “She used up several kilos of powder on a crown first thing. And she forgot again that you named me after King Arthur.”

“Hey, Edith!” Uncle Scot said, moving into view behind Arthur.

“Hey, Scotie,” she replied. “Are you taking good care of my son?”

“He’s taking good care of himself,” Uncle Scot said. “Have you noticed he’s grown up a little?”

“Yes,” Edith agreed. “But could you help him with Donna? She doesn’t take trips like this very often and she’s really not equipped for this much change.”

“Hello, Miss Edith!” Donna said brightly

“Oh, Donna, come close so I can see what you printed.”

Donna stepped up to the tetatet, pulled off her crown and held it out.

“You have not completed it,” Edith observed soberly.

“No, I had to stop, because Uncle Scot said so,” Donna said.

“You know that powder is a finite resource,” Edith said.

“I do, but I forgot,” Donna said.

“Very well,” Edith said, nodding after a long pause. “Arthur, when are you getting home?”

“Home as in your place?” Arthur said, “Or the skyfarm?”

“Here, of course,” Edith said with a hint of impatience. “Your first place of succour.”

“Weather permitting, Thursday morning,” Arthur said. “But if you see Uncle Scot’s pod just sitting and we’re not coming out, that means we’re still asleep. The time changes are making me a little dizzy.”

“Are you getting down among the people?” Edith asked.

“Yes, we landed in Old Marrakesh yesterday. Really fascinating.”

“How did the citizenry respond to you there?” she asked.

“What do you mean?” Arthur asked, knowing full well what she meant.

“Well, half-Irish-half-Korean, I’m sure they don’t see that every day. Six foot two and a face like a chiseled Roman statue.”

“Oh, yeah,” Arthur said, leaning forward to open a second tetatet beside his mother’s field. “One guy was very impressed.”

With a few more taps, Arthur shared the picture Donna had taken, of him standing beside a traditional witch doctor, a plastic model of a human femur in one hand, his other hand behind Arthur’s head, two fingers sticking up.

“That’s Aran,” Arthur said. “He said he had the power to turn me into a rabbit.”

“Oh,” Edith laughed. “You met a joker.”

“No, he manages a warehouse most of the time,” Arthur said.

“What are you going to do today?”

“We’re going south, toward Congo,” Arthur replied.

“What’s there?” Edith asked with a slightly fractured smile.

“History,” Uncle Scot said. “More history.”

She looked at her brother suspiciously before she turned her attention back to her son.

“I’ve been talking to people about your new pod,” she said. “I think a few good ones might be available.”

“I’ve been looking too,” Arthur said. “There’s something decent in North Carolina I might try to pick up on the way back.”

“No,” Edith said, pausing. “Could you come straight home? I need you here by Thursday around lunch time.”

“What? Why?”

“I want to see you before you disappear on that farm again and have to start working with those dangerous individuals.”

“They’re all non-violent.”

“I wish you’d look into work better suited to your talents.”

“I’m always open to new ideas.

“Please have lunch with me Thursday.”

“Okay,” Arthur agreed. “You and Dad?”

“Just me,” Edith said. “Dad’s in Canada until Wednesday.”

“What’s he doing there?”

“Canadian things.”

“Okay, see you in four days, love you.”

“Love you.”

“See ya, Sis.”

“Bye, Scot.”

“Goodbye, Mrs. Edith.”

“Goodbye, Donna.”




Chapter 2: Adventures at a Clearing

Uncle Scot’s pod moved on at close to 40 knots, working the 19-knot tailwind, its fan making up the difference, course steady for the bacchanal beacon, a course that took them directly beneath the Daisy skyfarm, its mass casting a brief but welcome respite from the climbing sun.

Arthur looked up as they drifted below it, counting four giant fans and a dozen pods tethered to the bays of its underside, and he imagined having his own place to stay in, a full, private living space, his own food, his own bed, and Donna there with him every night.

There was hope for her. She was learning. The episode with the crown, fiasco as it turned out to be, was the direct result of her determination to learn. Somehow, as she’d been poking through some corner of the internet, she’d uncovered the legend of King Arthur, and it had once again made an impression on her. But why couldn’t she retain it?

Someday, he believed, with enough training, she could appreciate poetry. Maybe even the poetry Arthur wrote.

Once they’d cleared the Daisy, the pod climbed upwards almost five miles to grab a jetstream that tossed them more than 1,000 miles in four hours before it slowed and turned and the pod dropped out in a long arc.

Arthur wanted to make love to Donna. Now. He didn’t want to wait until Uncle Scot had gone to his party, but mating with Donna while his uncle was downstairs was simply out of the question. The man could hear things.

A two-week vacation should include more sex, not less, but vacationing with Uncle Scot meant, on average, less than one session per day with the girl, and those had usually been quick afternoon affairs, completed while his uncle shopped or looked for something he wasn’t supposed to find. Womanizer was the polite expression for what Uncle Scot was, but he had come by his condition honestly, suffering in his formative years and never quite recovering.

Back at the lowest safe cruising altitude, they paused only briefly at a mall bay, Uncle Scot waving Arthur away as he paid the bikini-clad Middle Eastern clerk for 10 kilos of powder in two blue cartons.

Done there, his money untouched, Arthur dangled his legs and peered over the railing while desert yielded to savanna, savanna to shrub and river and spring, and finally all gave way to the looming forests of central Africa, mahogany and ebony, agba and iroqo, a canopy of vegetation so tall the pod climbed of its own accord 60 meters up just to clear it all.

At 4:51, the pod shuddered, its fan slowing, its vents realigning, and Uncle Scot emerged as they neared a place in the canopy that looked, in Arthur’s eyes, no different from everything else.

But at 200 yards from their destination, the beacon revealed itself: a girl with her lower half concealed amidst the foliage, her upper half naked, her hands cupped modestly around an ample pair of breasts, thick black hair tied back in a ponytail, and Arthur studied her hungrily as they neared, the pod’s directional system shifting yet again to bring them within a few feet of her, staring from her perch with haughty eyes and unmoving hands.

“What do you want?” she demanded, looking first at Uncle Scot, then Arthur and Donna, and she emphasized the word “you” as if – instead of being miles away from anyone else above an African rainforest – they were the next in a long line of airborne solicitors, burdening her with questions and compulsions she’d long ago lost patience for.

“So you’re the beacon?” Uncle Scot inquired, doing his best to sound as world-weary as she, even while his hardening penis pushed at the front of his bathrobe.

“Who wants to know?” she asked.

“I’m a subscriber,” he said, and he leaned forward and she leaned as well, peering into his eye from inches away.

“Tap tap,” she said, straightening.

“What’s that mean?” Uncle Scot asked.

“The coordinates are waiting for you.”

“Where?”

“They’ve been sent. Coordinates, pod orientation, altitude. Just accept.”

Uncle Scot turned, opened a tetatet next to the door, and a set of coordinates appeared.

“Okay,” he said, turning back to the beacon. “Thanks. You’re the best beacon ever.”

“Yeah,” she agreed.

”Will there be any homos there?”

“How many homos do you want?” she asked, raising one eyebrow.

“Two or three.”

“You get what you get.”

“Are you hungry?” he asked.

“Hungry is my middle name,” she replied.

Uncle Scot stepped into the pod, emerged a few seconds later with a biscuit.

“Still warm from the printer,” he said, tossing the food toward the girl’s cleavage. “Catch.”

Instead of removing her hands from her breasts, she bent sideways, caught the biscuit with the crook of her elbow, and returned it to Uncle Scot’s face, where it ricocheted before it dropped through the fine leaves of a giant moabi.

“Are you going to be there?” Uncle Scot asked.

“I thought you wanted homos,” she said.

“I would do you.”

“I didn’t get an invitation,” she said, pushing out her lower lip.

“Fuck you,” Uncle Scot said, turning back to direct the pod toward the evening’s final destination.

“Fuck you,” she replied, and she nodded toward Arthur and turned to Donna and her unfinished crown, the two girls exchanging a long, lingering stare before the pod heaved and angled away.

“The party starts at 5:30,” Uncle Scot said ruefully. “We’re showing up closer to 6.”

“What’s the opportunity window?” Donna asked.

“Huh?” Uncle Scot replied. “Oh, yeah. It ends around 11.”

“You’ll have more than five hours then,” Donna observed.

“Yeah,” he said, hands on the railing, his mind clearly elsewhere as the pod surfed the top of the forest and he squinted into the late afternoon sun.

“Arthur,” Uncle Scot said, his voice growing tense. “I don’t know what’s going to happen, exactly. But you’re going to see some fourth dimensional crust. So can you . . . just write it off?”

“I see nothing,” Arthur agreed.

“Good boy.”

The last 20 minutes of the trip were completed in utter silence, save for the hum of the fan, the evening cries of birds and monkeys in the treetops, and the growing thump, at first illusory to Arthur, but soon resolving itself into a beat, then a drum, then the driving sound behind subdued, sultry music emanating from a large clearing in the canopy ahead.

Two other pods, presumably having just disgorged their occupants there, drifted up and away. A dozen more hovered more distantly.

A drone ascended from somewhere among the branches, holding a sign up a few feet before them as they traversed the last hundred feet of the journey.

“NO RECORDING DEVICES,” flashed the message in English and a dozen other languages. “ALL EQUIPMENT SUBJECT TO DESTRUCTION AND SEIZURE. OR JUST DESTRUCTION.”

“This is it,” Uncle Scot grunted. “Donna, you should probably excuse yourself now.”

Donna rose, saying nothing, slipped through the door and closed it softly behind her.

Uncle Scot turned to open a tetatet behind him on the wall, one hand thumping the field, the other still gripping the railing.

“Arthur, you’re gonna do the honors?”

“What do I have to do?” Arthur inquired, rising.

“Just hit the word ‘Execute’, when I tell you to,” he said, tapping through the prompts of a crude interface full of nude females, closeups of vulvas and nipples and eyes and mouths. This was no legitimate chip subscription, Arthur knew, and doing anything with the interface – even punching the word “Execute” – was a crime as egregious as those committed by the prisoners he’d be meeting on Friday.

And there were legitimate reasons for the laws. Amping up one’s arousal with an illicit chip override could be fatal. Heart attacks, aneurysms, the curdling of brains as chips self-destructed, or simply the accidents that accompanied overarching sexual arousal – all had led to death and disability often enough to necessitate criminal sanction.

But Arthur, like a faithful nephew, stood beside his uncle and waited.

“Okay,” he said when a bright red “Execute” appeared in the middle of the tetatet field. “Not yet. I’ll let you know.”

The pod reached the edge of the clearing, a green field within tall trees, riven with naked and near-naked bodies, at least a hundred, mostly female, in a mind-numbing variety of positions and states of being.

There were the simple copulators, girls on their backs or on their hands and knees or kneeling or standing against posts, holding still or rocking or writhing under the attention of, mostly, men, whose hips gyrated with an odd, organic consistency as they performed the universal thrust of male pleasure, like insects in a field all working at the same urgent thing. Arthur soaked up the scene below him with all the speed his mind would allow, eyes moving from the couples in vanilla sex to the half dozen bodies of both genders tied spread-eagle upon the raw earth to receive devotion, the corner where males and females had been leashed or chained, bound to posts, hanging by hands or feet, bodies undergoing rituals of sex or discipline or pain, quiet cries issued with each thrust or spank or lash. Arthur spied a half-dozen Kamasutra baskets, males and females seated within, males and females lying below with mouths or genitals at the ready, males and females in charge of operations, raising and lowering the baskets with admirable industry. In the two farthest corners of the clearing, the rarer proclivities were being served, a girl nude but for a red mitre pretiosa, bestowing communion on a kneeling supplicant; two giant pandas in missionary congress; a woman slapping a man who crumpled to the ground, clambered to his feet, leaned forward for another blow, hand around his erect penis all the while.

In the nearest corner, several dozen women served only by standing and waiting, peering, leaning to confide in each other, and Arthur’s eyes raked their naked bodies, white-skinned, black, olive, blue.

There was a poem here, he thought. The essence of human sexuality splayed across a meadow in a deep jungle; a green map of the gray mind’s randy ardor, immeasurable and incomprehensible, unsuitable for viewing, of dubious poetic potential, and yet impossible not to admire.

A voice rang out from immediately below the pod: “Dr. Scot? Dr. Scot?”

The pod, fan adjusting and panels opening and closing, followed its preset course, lowering itself so that Uncle Scot – still robe-clad but now bent under the burning weight of a frustration moments from being mollified – could speak to a naked woman on a platform 40 feet above the grass.

“I’m Dr. Scot,” he croaked, unfastening his robe to reveal his body, its penis throbbing to full, horizontal attention.

“We’re so glad you made it,” the girl breathed, smiling with relief. “We’ve got dozens of patients for you to see.”

“What do they need?” Uncle Scot asked, voice just above a whisper.

“They’ve all got a jungle dengue that requires . . .” she grimaced with embarrassment before she continued, “that requires a treatment by vaginal penetration. You can use anything that’s sized properly, but I think your penis would work best.”

“Yes,” Uncle Scot croaked in agreement, dropping his robe to his feet, belly against the railing, penis stabbing between the rails. “Arthur. Execute. Execute.”

Arthur tore himself away from the scene beneath him, reached for the wall and touched the word waiting there.

Immediately, Uncle Scot’s back arched and his neck bent, face turned to the blue sky, eyes closed, mouth open in wrenching pre-ecstasy.

“Ahhhh,” he gasped, his penis angling upwards. “Ahhhhhhhhh.”

“Step through the gate,” the girl instructed. “Your first patients are waiting for you.”

Uncle Scot fumbled with the simple catch before he raised it, swung the gate outward, staggered onto the platform.

“Drop off there,” she said, pointing to the edge of the platform, where it had been painted in uneven black and white stripes, like a zebra.

Uncle Scot found the departure point and simply tumbled off, body falling halfway to the earth before a fine, near-invisible mesh caught him, rolled him to his back and lowered him. He looked up and smiled at nothing, an expression of blank relief the last thing Arthur saw before the man was deposited on two shaky legs before his first patients, three nude girls gesticulating wildly, one draping a wrist across her forehead and leaning back in despair, clearly in greatest need.

After a brief negotiation with their new doctor, the sickest girl’s two compatriots picked her up, each with one hand under her bottom and one behind a knee, spreading her legs and delivering her to Uncle Scot’s medical attention, and he reached down to aim his equipment to the dengue-stricken girl’s hole, and the two of them joined like that, she emitting sharp, curative cries each time Uncle Scot lifted on his toes to plunge within her in a desperate bid to make her well.

Arthur, his own penis enflamed, opened the door while the pod rose and made its way through the night air, and he found Donna waiting for him, standing in the middle of the pod. She removed her crown and set it on the kitchen table and, without any need to say more, the two of them climbed to his loft, knelt on his bed and stripped, the coarse black hair of Donna’s genitals a beacon of a different sort, calling to Arthur’s penis, Arthur’s loins, Arthur’s all.

She smiled, dropped with a thud to her back, lifted and raised her legs and reached out, and Arthur dropped upon her, feeling her arms wrap around the small of his back while they shared an open-mouthed kiss and his pelvis squirmed, bouncing his penis between Donna’s thighs and against the mattress until the tip found the door of her chamber and he pushed in, slowly, savoring every inch of her wet sheath.

She offered up Arthur’s favorite sound, a sort of whiney “ahhhh” that sounded like happiness, and he blew into her mouth and moved to breathe into her ear, and he slid his teeth into position at her lobe, biting while he ground earnestly within her hole and she answered with thick grunts of pleasure and bouncing hips.

They shook together through a mutual orgasm, but Arthur remained embedded in the girl, holding still, penis barely softening, until the fog of desire stirred within him again and he pushed and pulled as before, the lovers squeaking through another round of joy, Arthur’s penis rattling while it infused its cream within Donna’s juice, two more orgasms marking the conclusion of the tryst.

Arthur pulled out, rolled off the mattress and slid to the edge of the loft, and he swung his legs over while he recovered.

“Are you going to eat now?” Donna asked, crawling to the water closet. “I think you should have dinner.”

“Yes, I’m starving,” Arthur replied, continuing hopefully, “could you tell?”

“Not really, it’s just time,” she answered, and Arthur heard her wiping herself. “You also need to do a platform vote.”

Arthur climbed down to the main floor, his glistening penis continuing to soften while he printed with abandon, the new powder affording him a guilt-free stroganoff, fruit salad, bread with butter, and he got beer from the fridge and sat and opened a tetatet and looked at the news briefly before voting to deplatform a woman claiming certain tetatet interfaces could enhance immunities. He had just switched to pods for sale when Donna joined him.

“Should I get one with a loft?” Arthur asked, scrolling through the list of available units.

“Why would you?”

“You could stay up there,” Arthur said, “and keep your things there.”

“Yes.”

“Your new crown, for example,” Arthur added, studying her expression.

“It’s not a surprise anymore,” she said.

“Why does that matter?”

Donna looked toward Arthur, puzzled.

“I’m not sure.”

They went to bed a little after 10, the pod slowly moving back to the meadow until it landed with a quiet jolt at some pre-ordained pickup point, and Arthur indulged himself again between Donna’s legs, taking her from behind this time with an ear on the door. If Uncle Scot didn’t come home, what Arthur was doing didn’t matter. If Uncle Scot did come home, it still probably didn’t matter. For as long as his chip remained amped and his mind didn’t break under the strain, the man was going to be focused on things other than his nephew’s sexual distractions.

But they finished before the door opened, and Arthur lay his head on his pillow with an arm around Donna’s shoulder, and he slumbered until Uncle Scot came home.

Arthur was immediately awake, wondering if Uncle Scot was going to ask for Donna, if he’d found a homo, if the night had given him what he needed.

“Are you sure he’s asleep?” a female voice asked quietly.

“He’s fine, he’s fine,” came Uncle Scot’s terse reply. “My bed’s there.”

The couple picked their way through the darkness, the pod filling with the faint, purple glow of floor guides, and Arthur heard the rustling of sheets and, seconds later, the sounds of a man and woman joining, her quiet gasp as her chamber was filled, his urgent sigh as he took her.

Within a minute, she was grunting rhythmically, and Arthur sensed she was already nearing climax.

“Wait for me, wait for me,” Uncle Scot begged. “Almost there. Oh . . . god . . . almost . . . there . . . aughh . . . aahhhhhhh.”

The girl laughed as she came. Or, not exactly laughed. Cried. Or laugh-cried. Or something. A guttural, weepy sound Arthur had never heard before.

Why? What was happening? Had she amped up her chip as well, legally or otherwise, like Uncle Scot? Was her mind breaking?

After the fact, she panted for air, “uh, uh, uh,” and Arthur’s mind went to poetry again, to the notions of orgasm, to the ways the human mind reacts to the improbable and impossible and obscene and unexpected, with the same language, really, laughing and crying two dialects from the same district of the psyche.

Could one make that a poem? What would be the metaphors?

The lovers lay there for a time, may have slept a little before the woman whispered, “Hey, I gotta go. Loved it, but I gotta go.”

“Okay,” Uncle Scot said, and Arthur heard the sheets rustling again, the quiet steps of two people, the quiet farewell at the door:

“Fuck you.”

“Fuck you.”

Arthur was asleep again before Uncle Scot returned to bed.




Chapter 3: Introducing Yvonne . . .

The pod navigated jet streams, hugged the ocean, soaked up the bright sun to power the fan to maximum thrust, but much of the trip back to California was completed in the belly of a blimp jet, hundreds of pods in stacks and rows. With nothing of interest to see outside, the windows were converted to video, showing whatever the pod’s three occupants took turns selecting: forests and jungles, real or imagined; city skylines and village squares. Then, news, current events and a skyfarm business feed for Arthur; Uncle Scot’s law and government channels; and gossip, fashion and history for Donna.

That Thursday morning California time, Arthur’s window wakened him with growing light and gentle pulses, and he groaned with the need for another three hours sleep and knew they had arrived, pod resting on the pad in his parent’s back yard.

Donna was already gone, probably slipped out as soon as they’d landed to greet his mom and dad and get his room ready.

“Uncle Scot, you awake?” Arthur said.

“Yeah,” came the muffled reply. “You getting up?”

“Yeah, got to,” Arthur said, crawling to the water closet. “Mom wants me there for lunch.”

“Tell her I said hey.”

“You’re not staying?” Arthur inquired.

“No, gotta get up to San Fran this afternoon.”

“Okay, need me to get my stuff now?”

“I think Donna already grabbed it all,” Uncle Scot said. “She came and went a few times.”

“I never heard her.”

Arthur found a pair of shorts and a t-shirt Donna had left and, with a final hug for his Uncle Scot, he slipped out of the pod and walked, barefooted, across the soft, warming lawn, past his parents’ vacation pod to the back door of their home, the place where he was brought three days after his birth, the place where he was raised, where he looked up at the things of the air, the blimps and trains and skyfarms; where he dreamed, where he learned to masturbate, the place where he gave his virginity to Donna, and hers to him.

“Hey Mom, I’m home!” Arthur shouted as soon as the door parted for him. He entered through the lowest level, a finished basement where he had learned to drink alcohol, where he had taken Donna many times.

No one answered him, so he moved to the stairs leading up to the den, surprised by the laughter of two women from somewhere above, his mother’s voice, and the voice of someone else, not Donna, because Donna never laughed.

At the top of the stairs, Arthur paused to listen.

“And he asked me, ‘What’s wrong with this picture?’ and I looked at the tetatet and said, ‘I think I did it right, didn’t I?’”

Edith laughed.

“And,” the girl continued, laughing again, “he said, ‘Yvonne, you are the first person in the history of this class to turn a farm upside down with hydraulics!’”

Both voices laughed.

“Thank god it was virtual!”

Arthur entered to more laughter and found his mother seated in the breakfast nook, facing a dark-haired girl, her shoulders in the slanted sunshine, her back turned toward him.

“Arthur!” Edith exclaimed, rising and dashing to her son, the folds of a black kimono with elaborate silver stitching rustling as she moved. “Oh, darling, you’ve arrived!”

Arthur smiled, embraced his mother and peered over her shoulder at the girl at the table, and she stood as well and met his gaze, a little shy, a little tentative, in a green polo shirt and white tennis skirt and white flats.

She looked vaguely familiar, but Arthur couldn’t place her. She was perhaps a little over 20, with high cheekbones and green, slightly Asian eyes that she’d made up darkly, severely, and Arthur sensed an intimidating seriousness behind the beauty. And she was beautiful, to Arthur, and his eyes wandered to her full, high breasts, her narrow waist and the way her skirt curved down around her wide hips. Was she one of Dad’s distant relatives? A co-worker? A new neighbor?

“Now, I would like to introduce you to Yvonne,” Mother said with a formality that was overdone, even for her, and she stepped back and gestured toward the girl. “Arthur, this is Yvonne. Yvonne, this is my son, Arthur Connor-Hu.”

Arthur stepped up, offered his hand and smiled ironically, as he always did when his mom’s dramatic sensibilities got a bit heavy, and Yvonne reached out, her grip light but confident, her eyes inquisitive now, staring into Arthur’s.

“Were you listening to my story?” she asked, raising her hands to her mouth in mock self-deprecation.

“I think I heard a few words of it,” Arthur said, immediately smitten.

“It was only the most embarrassing experience of my life,” she said, laughing and clasping her hands between her breasts, her eyes wet, and she made three little foot stomps before she continued. “I killed everyone.”

“Everyone?” Arthur echoed.

“Yes, everyone. Fortunately, they were all virtual. But all very dead.”

“Go on,” Arthur said.

“I was doing a skyfarm simulation,” she said, giggling and bringing her hands to her mouth again, briefly, eyes dancing above ten fingernails, each painted differently, in different arrangements of blue and white, possibly pictures of clouds against the sky. “And they told me to adjust the hydraulics to, um, stabilize it, and I made some adjustments, and – I’ll admit, I was trying to be creative – and so, and so, the teacher says, ‘What’s wrong with this picture?’ and I told him, ‘It’s right, isn’t it?’, and he said, ‘No, Yvonne, it is very not right, you’ve turned the farm completely upside down, which no one in the history of this class has ever done with hydraulics!’”

Yvonne laughed behind her hands, a deep, long laugh, a sort of cocktail of laughs, of self-derision, and the horror of upending a skyfarm and all upon it, virtual though it be, and a little breathless nervousness as well, hints of social anxiety, as if meeting Arthur was making her slightly apprehensive.

“Why were you doing a skyfarm sim?” Arthur asked, lobbing what he hoped was a simple question, something to help her focus and calm herself a bit.

“It was one of my assignments, before I got here,” she replied, looking at Edith, and then at Arthur, and he knew what this must be. Arthur had gotten a promotion recently, to operations chief, his mother had exaggerated said promotion to a friend with a daughter who wanted a skyfarm job, and she had been brought over to meet him and, after introductions were out of the way, to ask Arthur to arrange something. Which he couldn’t do, and wouldn’t if he could.

“Do you know who Yvonne is?” Edith said. “Any guesses?”

Arthur looked at Yvonne, looked back at his mother.

“Daughter of a friend?” he guessed. “Someone from your Dad’s side of the family? One of the cousins I met years ago?”

“Your new girl,” Edith announced, her words themselves providing all the drama necessary.

“My new . . .” Arthur echoed uncertainly.

“Girl,” Edith finished. “That’s why Dad was in Canada. To celebrate your promotion.”

Arthur looked at Yvonne again, looked at his mother, puzzled.

“Arthur, she’s a bot. She’s your bot.”

Arthur tilted his head to the side, studying the girl in a new way.

She was utterly human. The way her eyes danced. The way she laughed. The way she laughed at herself.

This was impossible.

“C’mon,” Arthur said with a sudden pang of sympathy.

Trying to use Arthur to get a skyfarm job was merely, at best, futile. Trying to pass herself off as a robot was . . . just embarrassingly sad. People did it all the time, of course. Sometimes to amuse, sometimes to satisfy the ancient, recurring longing to be other than homo sapiens, sometimes to get somewhere they shouldn’t be. Which of these was Yvonne? If that was even her name?

“Her mind is second class,” Edith said. “You’re looking at history.”

“Mom,” Arthur said calmly, and he turned to the girl and tried not to speak too condescendingly, “and Yvonne. Second class is, at best, theoretical. At least 20 years away. They can’t even get a decent sense of humor down. It’s just not even—”

“You find her convincing then, Arthur?”

“I find her human,” Arthur said, determined to end this charade as quickly as possible and send this girl on her way, loathe as he was to show the door to someone so beautiful, so charming.

But it was a beauty and charm wrapped around something strange and unhealthy, and Arthur wanted nothing to do with it.

“Okay,” he said, “um, square root of five billion 233 million, 421 thousand and, um, 7. Solve.”

“No idea,” Yvonne said, shrugging and smiling.

Her hands were on her hips, and he looked at her, first at her face, a slight smile playing across it, and then and at her fingernails. The patterns on her nails seemed to be changing. Her index finger was completely sky blue now. It had been clouded before, hadn’t it?

“Skepticism is normal,” Yvonne said. “So I was given a proving feature. May I deploy it?”

“Deploy what?”

“A proving feature.”

“Proving what?”

“That I’m a synthesis.”

“A synthesis?”

“That’s the word we use,” she said. “Synthesis. We sort of don’t like bot.”

“Sorry,” Edith said.

“You’re going to prove you’re a synthesis?” Arthur said, and his mind imagined the girl doing . . . something; something horrible, like he’d seen in movies often enough. Cutting her arm, revealing not electronics and alloy bones but blood and sinew. Attempting to pull off her face. Performing a feat of strength that would be initially impressive until one uncovered its mechanics and established it as no more than a parlor trick.

“Yes,” she said, “with your permission.”

“Will it hurt?”

“You won’t feel a thing,” she said, laughing again.

“No,” Arthur said. “Will it hurt you?”

“No. Not at all.”

“Go ahead,” Arthur said, standing back and folding his arms.

She held her hands out before her, fingers straight, thumbs angled up, and allowed Arthur to bend and inspect.

“London,” she said, wriggling her left little finger, the nail there showing gray clouds. “Osaka,” she continued, the next nail over rich with blue sky, a single cloud scudding near the tip, actually moving. “Ottowa. Honolulu. The Bering Sea. Jakarta. Des—”

“It’s all real-time?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“You can show only skies?”

Immediately, her nails switched to the greens and blues of earth from high overhead, the way things looked from skyfarms and pods and blimps.

“Do you believe now, Arthur?” Edith asked.

Arthur straightened, looked skeptically again at Yvonne, at his mother, back to Yvonne, and he imagined – because at this point it was impossible not to – being with her, having sex with her, getting to learn how to wrest the maximum pleasure from her; and seeing what she was good at, if she could work a skyfarm (not the hydraulics, of course), if she could read his poetry, if she could laugh at his jokes, if she could remember the king he’d been named after.

“That’s impressive,” Arthur said when the demonstration ended a second later. “But not impossible.”

Why would anyone go to this much trouble to convince someone she was a bot? But no, it was impossible.

Yvonne just smiled. Victoriously. Not hurt at all by Arthur’s disbelief.

“Okay,” Arthur continued cautiously. “Why are you here, then? Shouldn’t you be doing demonstrations in Las Vegas, or New York? Shouldn’t you be laughing at jokes on the tetatet? Shouldn’t everyone be talking about you?”

“Soft launch,” Edith said.

Arthur looked at his mother, back at Yvonne.

“Soft launch,” Yvonne agreed. “We don’t want to make too much noise before we iron out all the kinks. We might never announce it.”

“We?” Arthur said, chuckling again. If nothing else, this was a wonderful show. His mother had a flair for drama, and maybe Yvonne was an actress, working on a part, and she’d enlisted the woman to help with practice and Arthur had been sucked into it collaterally.

“Yvonne was there from the start,” Edith said. “A prototype. Do you remember Dr. Benoit?”

“Dad’s friend from USC?”

“Yeah. He taught robotics there, but he ended up going to Quebec to work with TIQ. We heard from him out of the blue a few months ago, asking if we wanted to try out a second class model. He wanted to place her with someone he knew personally. Those were his words. So Dad picked her up Wednesday and . . .” Edith executed a slight bow toward Yvonne, “we stand in her presence.”

Arthur looked again at Yvonne and found his certainty beginning to waver. She looked back, smiling in a hopeful way, her face ridiculously expressive for a bot but not at all odd if she were human.

He needed absolute proof, though, before he’d be found guilty of confusing a homo with a bot, even if the only witness to his folly was his mother.

“Why can’t you do high math?” he demanded.

“I wasn’t developed that way.”

“How were you developed?”

“What part of me?”

“Your AI.”

“I’m not supposed to say,” she replied. “I’m not completely sure.”

“Has she met Donna?” Arthur asked, and his mind went to the scene in Congo, the meadow of sex, the multiple bots there serving the men and women who had come for pleasure, Uncle Scot plumbing the depths of female machinery, but always searching for a human, and finally finding one.

Arthur wouldn’t have a jungle full of girls, but he might have two, at least temporarily, and his mind was leapfrogging from question to question now, wondering what it would be like to take two partners, to return home to a pod where two female automatons waited for him. He would—

“Briefly,” Edith said. “We had to—”

“Donna’s kind of challenged,” Arthur said, a little self-consciously. She’d been his 18th birthday gift, five years old now, her abilities bypassed by two new generations of bots, or three if Yvonne represented another technological wave. Donna, already limited, had shown degradation as well, lacking the capacity to integrate the most robust integrity updates, vital when logic-driven devices were forced to navigate the conundrums, paradoxes and absurdities of a world created by humans.

Something in Yvonne’s eyes was frightening Arthur, for reasons he wasn’t sure of. They were remarkably expressive eyes, far more so than Donna’s, which could show happiness and friendliness (her most common sentiment, indicated by a smile) concentration (with the aid of a furrowed brow), sympathy (a sort of bending at the corners), confusion (furrowed brow again) and a sort of general lustiness. What was this in Yvonne’s eyes now? Was she holding Donna against him?

There were things Arthur could have done for Donna – expensive patches, time-consuming therapies, partial cures not certain to work at all – that he’d foregone. If Yvonne was indeed a bot, was she judging him, her first moments with her new owner tinged with contempt for how badly he’d treated her predecessor?

But no, Donna was fine, nothing to be ashamed of. She was a joy in bed, and cute, and sweet, and always trying to please. Even when she wasted several kilos of powder on half a crown, she was doing it for him.

“We shut Donna down,” Edith said.

“Where is she?” Arthur asked.

“Outside the front door,” Edith replied. “They’ll be picking her up this afternoon.”

“Where is she going?” Arthur asked, his unease growing from a vague place to something more distinct.

“I guess back to be repurposed,” Edith said.




Chapter 4: . . . and Saying Goodbye

“What are you talking about?” Arthur said, one place in his mind knowing full well what Edith was saying, the other seeking the refuge of denial while it recoiled in horror from her meaning.

“Arthur—” Edith said, as her son strode to the front of the home, the hall to the front door suddenly infinitely long but traversed in an infinitely brief amount of time, and the door sensed him and parted for him and he grabbed the door jam and stepped into the warming air of noontime California and looked down and found his lover, his friend, his helpmate on occasion, a girl who could smile but had never learned to laugh, a robot who wasn’t designed to cry, a gentle being of unimaginable calculative prowess who couldn’t remember the genesis of his name.

She’d been left nude, lying face up on the bricks that ran beside the foundation just beyond the front door, her eyes open, her brow furrowed in concentration, or puzzlement. The looks were never designed to be particularly distinct, much less now, given there was no context.

She’d been left on her back, the triangle of pubic hair hiding an opening that had given Arthur release and joy and connection over the years when he needed all three, and now of no consequence at all.

No, she had not been laid on her back. She had settled on her back. This had been her last action, dropping this way this morning when she was told she was done, her turn through Arthur’s life complete, her time arrived.

Immediately, Arthur’s mind went from what he could see to what he had not seen but could imagine. While Arthur slept in the pod, his mother had notified Donna of what was to happen, and Donna had assented and undressed and gone to this place by the front door and stared at the sky and waited for the code that travelled through the ether at the speed of light to return her to her original settings, before the installation of personality and logic and math and assumption, and all her memories since then as well, and it had come and that was that, and Arthur fell to his knees beside her head and bent forward and groaned out a long, despairing “noooooo” before he put his face in his hands and wept, shoulders shaking, his insides roiled with turmoil and hopelessness and the roaring memories of a thousand distinct moments, each vital in its own way, that could never be again.

“Donna,” he said when he found his voice, because her face still looked awake, in a sense, still looked alive, and he thought briefly, desperately, that her mouth might move, that her eyes might turn toward him, that she might sit up, if only one last time, but she stirred not at all, and Arthur screamed into his palms, wrapped his arms around his body and fell to his side, his form curled as tight as it had been in Edith’s womb, head against Donna’s breast, still as firmly pliable as it had been when she was alive.

Or, not alive.

Activated.

Operational.

Arthur wept alone, his thoughts moving slowly from profound loss to the more practical questions of loss, then back to utter despair.

This was the thing that was done, yes.

This must be.

Things died, and passed away, and ended, as it had always been.

Now, things that could not keep up with upgrade and innovation had to be set aside as well.

All ceasing of life and lifeness, until the Donnas, was accidental.

Until the Donnas, until the Ludmillas and Hikados and Carries and Marias, things died of fate and were mourned, or stumbled under the duress of years and could no longer rise and were given sleep as a mercy.

The dearest gift, plastic like a lover’s flesh, eyes with a lover’s affection, words a lover would choose, required the dearest price, the inevitable, inescapable termination not by accident but by choice, by selection, by the willful request for a wandering code, the scheduled, orderly ceasing of the like-lover, her voice silent, her arms at her sides, her eyes open but seeing no more.

She’d planted a garden. Of this Arthur was certain. It was one of the small things she had done with her sleepless energy he had cared nothing about, and he saw it now, heard it now, felt it now, she pressing little seeds into the earth with her little fingers of alloy and sensory plastic, just another of the few and mild fixations that had bubbled up from the froth of her personality algorithms, and in his imaginings she was pressing seeds into his heart, and it hurt, and it hurt, and even now perhaps something was growing in the corner of the yard that had been set aside for her, and he wondered if there were green shoots there now, little leaves unfolding, the stems of something alive that would grow and be green and remember her.

“Auughghgh,” Arthur groaned to himself, and he felt a hand on his shoulder and looked up through his tears to see his mother’s anguished face.

“It had to be done like this,” she said. “I’m so sorry, but it was the only way.”

She was right, of course. A sudden, clean break. All of her wiped away, her memories as well. Especially her memories, filled as they were of the intimacies, of the things that were done and the words that were said.

“How was she, at the end?” Arthur choked.

“You know she was just a—”

“How was she?” Arthur said.

“She did it like she did anything else. Another assignment. You know how she was.”

“This hurts,” he groaned, grinding his head against the still breast. “God.”

“You’ve suffered enough,” Edith said. “Will you please numb?”

Edith tousled her son’s hair, and set a tetatet sheet down on the bricks, and Arthur, with one last deep sigh of agony, uncurled himself, looked back again at the still form of Donna, tapped the sheet to life, found the command he needed, and tapped.

Execute.

“Should I have let you numb first?”

“No. I needed to feel it.”

Tap tap.

“Ahhhhh,” he moaned, grimacing, rising to his knees, looking one last time at her before he staggered to his feet.

“Okay,” he said, reaching for his mother’s arm, a sense of deep sorrow evaporating, then just a vague sense that he should be sad also washing away as he found his footing and his mind slipped through hope, giddy optimism, and on to raw ecstasy. “Okay.”

They were inside now. Someone was cooking. Food was being prepared. Rich food. Oily, buttery, savory. Speaking to some deep, pre-human place in his mind.

Arthur let go of his mother’s arm and leaned against the wall, all the sensations storming his mind at once, of a poignancy that did not hurt but should, of an ebullience that was not natural but felt good and right, and of a sudden hunger that he knew was about to be satisfied.

He moved on, following Edith, all his senses focused now on the silver embroidery in her kimono.

Flowers? Leaves? Something else?

No, abstractions, and he would have to consider them later. He would stare at them for hours, until he understood them. Until he understood his mother. There was something about his mother he needed to know . . .

Yvonne stood by the printer, scooping food onto plates, setting plates on the table, closing the cover to print anew.

She glanced briefly at Arthur, looked away, and Arthur saw that her eyes were wet.

Wet again, for she’d teared up earlier when she laughed through her story of the skyfarm simulation.

His mind moved ponderously, numbing always slowing and shallowing his thoughts, but this seemed significant, something he needed to work at.

“Are you crying?” Arthur asked thickly, struggling to form the words.

“I was, yes,” she said, and she set a plate of rolls on the table and looked at him, a line of tears on either side of her nose that she wiped with the heel of her hand in a deft motion, natural for any human, impossible for anyone else. “I’m sorry about Donna. I know it hurt.”

“How do you cry?”

“When I need to,” she said.

“No,” Arthur said after a long pause, because it took him a moment to recognize that she had – by accident or on purpose – deflected his question. “How? What is the mechanism?”

“When my mind goes to certain places, it just happens,” she said.

Arthur and Edith sat, and Yvonne, done at the printer, took her place as well, nothing before her but a what looked like a mixed drink in a tumbler of elaborately carved crystal.

Arthur stuck his fork into a salmon fillet and stared at Yvonne.

“Where is the water kept?” he asked.

“In bladders behind my tear ducts,” she said, smiling uncertainly. “How long will you be numb?”

“I set it for an hour,” he replied. “Normally it starts to wear off after 30 minutes. And I’m going to feel everything again when it’s over, so—”

“Just an hour?” Yvonne inquired, taking a sip of her drink.

“Arthur has always insisted on feeling first,” Edith said with obvious pride in her voice. “And feeling again soon after. For his poetry.”

“You write poetry,” Yvonne said. “I know that about you.”

“It’s not just for poetry,” Arthur said as quickly as he could make his mouth move, a pang of self-consciousness breaking through the emotional cushion he’d executed among his gray cells. “I just . . . it’s hard to explain right now . . . I like to know . . . what it is to feel.”

“I want to read your poetry,” Yvonne said. “May I?”

“They’re here,” Edith announced, and Arthur could hear, from beyond the front door, something metallic scraping the bricks, and he could see what was happening in his mind’s eye, the nude, inanimate form of Donna being shoveled up by the shoveling implement of a retrieval pod because, at more than five feet long and 100 kilograms of mass, of twitchfibre and alloy bones and neural processors and solid state electronics, she was too heavy and too unwieldy not to shovel, so a little blade had been brought, and the blade would be slid between the brick and Donna’s plastic flesh, and she would be lifted like that, like refuse, and tucked naked into the pod’s collection mouth and whisked away, unseen.

Shoveled, and borne off through the air.

Taken away on a shovel, a travesty that Arthur could elucidate but could not at present feel.

Arthur rose, pushing away from the table, and Edith set her hand over his.

“Please don’t,” she said.

“Don’t what?”

“Don’t bother it,” Edith said quietly. “Let it take her away.”

“No,” Arthur said after he’d made sense of his mother’s meaning. “I’m going to get my poetry.”

“Arthur does his best work on parchment,” Edith said, drawing back her hand, a mother’s pride as evident as ever. “With a calligraphy pen.”

The house, planted on a solid foundation on solid earth, felt like a pod in a jet stream at five miles up as Arthur negotiated the hall to his bedroom. He pushed open the door, held onto the knob to steady himself, and noticed the sun blazing through the window beside his bed, and all his world became that light now, the sun, dappled through the waving leaves of a tree in the back yard, and he went to his bed and crawled upon it, on his knees, and looked out onto the lawn and saw a patch of brown dirt near the fence, new green growth here and there, just a seedling or a shoot, and were he not numbed, he would have doubled over in anguish, because that was Donna’s garden, and it was growing.

He backed away from the window, stood swaying on the floor, reached for the drawer where he kept his best work, and turned without opening it, left his room, shut the door, went back to the table and sat heavily.

“Where’s your poems?” Edith inquired.

“I saw Donna’s garden,” he said. “I don’t have a poem that’s better.”

He looked up, into the eyes of Yvonne, and she looked back him with all the subtlety of any human anywhere, an understanding sorrow, but not too understanding. Pursed lips, eyes bent just so, a look that said I’m not going to pretend to feel your pain, because I never really knew the object of loss, but I’ve lost things too, and I know it hurts, and I’m hurting. For you.

Second class bot, or a real girl conducting a bizarre masquerade – either way, he would be taking her, or attempting to take her. He imagined undressing her, and feeling her, and either penetrating her, or being stopped just before the moment of penetration, because that seemed to be a bright line in the minds of homo females. If she were real, the charade would end there, she excusing herself to put back on her clothes and explain that she just wanted to see how long she could get him to go along, his stiff penis just outside her door for the final scene, the end of the play.

What did homos feel like? he wondered. What was it about them that drew people like Uncle Scot so madly, even when a subscription gave him the run of all the unoccupied beautiful bots in an African clearing, breasts in all the shapes anyone could want, vaginas perfectly tuned?

“She was growing squash and corn and roses,” Edith said. “I’m not sure if the rain or the soil was right for all of it.”

“Can you keep it up for her?” Arthur asked, looking down at his plate with the sense this was an urgent request, born of tragedy, despite his overall sense of well-being.

“I will,” Edith promised. “What can be kept.”

The numbness was ebbing, the happiness waning, being replaced by something Arthur found not as terrible as his time on the bricks besides Donna’s remains, but not a pleasant experience either, an emptiness replacing his artificial optimism.

For those driven by a pathological hunger for numbing, this was the most vulnerable time, the urge for more relief prompting them to request a second numb or, if they’d maxed out their courses, to find something illegal, someone illicit, a chipcheat willing to do an unsanctioned hack, to send them another round of numbing code – untested and incompatible – sometimes too weak, sometimes too strong, sometimes fatal.

“How much do you know about skyfarms?” Arthur asked, and for the moment he was very glad Yvonne was sitting across the table from him, because he could talk with her about something he knew well, and she would listen and nod, and that would take his mind off Donna.

The pain would come back. He knew this. It was simply part of existence. But it would not burn. It would not sear him into madness.

“Once I found out I was going to you, I did some training,” she said. “That hydraulic simulation, for one.” She laughed. “And a general course on skyfarm economics, agriculture, operations. Overall, I did pretty well – other than the hydraulic thing.”

“You want to see a presentation I made for my cabal?”

“Your cabal?”

“That’s what we call ourselves.”

“Yes.”

Edith excused herself to shower, and Arthur rose, opened a screen on the wall, and for the next hour, as the numbing waned and the details of Donna’s termination returned like shrapnel – in jagged, unpredictable pieces – he forged ahead, presenting a 3-dimensional tour of his skyfarm, how it worked, what it grew.

“Did you go over skyfarm economies in your class?” Arthur asked.

“A little,” Yvonne said. “Refresh my memory.”

“Very briefly,” Arthur began, “through solar management, genetic engineering, and strategic watering and nutrition, we can do with 25 acres what it used to take 300 acres to do. That, plus how much open land has been set aside or returned to nature means floating farms are commercially viable, and even profitable on occasion.”

Yvonne listened intently, but not without distraction. Birds chirping beyond the window beside the tetatet drew her attention. She looked down at Arthur’s middle. She became preoccupied with her right index fingernail briefly.

If Donna was told to watch something, her gaze never wavered, another way that Yvonne was more human than her predecessor – if not human altogether.

“Now, one thing I didn’t show you in the virtual tour was the irregulars place,” Arthur said once the presentation was done. “Because that wasn’t going on when I created that. But Friday, we get people. Irregulars.”

“Irregulars?”

“Prison labor.”

“Prison . . . prisoners?”

“Yes. A half dozen or so at first. My job is going to be to manage them, and it’s not something I want to do.”

“Why are they prisoners?”

“They broke a rule,” Arthur explained.

“What kind of rule?”

“I won’t know until they get to the farm, but something non-violent. Chipcheating, platforming, maybe minor theft.”

“Chipcheating?”

“You don’t know about that?”

Yvonne blushed, the color rising slightly in her cheeks, before she blurted, “I’m learning as fast as I can about things.”

“You blushed,” Arthur said.

“What do you mean?” Yvonne said quickly, her voice rising subtly, defensively.

“You blushed, like you’re embarrassed,” Arthur said.

Yvonne raised her hands to her face, touched her cheeks, and laughed.

“Oh, yeah,” she said. “My face is hot.”

“You didn’t do it on purpose?”

“No,” she said. “I don’t know how to.”

“Why would they give you blushing?”

“It’s just something that happens,” she said, smiling again, “when I’m uncomfortable or embarrassed. And right now, I’m embarrassed by what I don’t know. You asked a question that exposed my ignorance of something that’s important to you, and that made me feel . . . stupid.”

“How old are you?”

“I’m designed to look 21,” she replied. “But I’m a year and three days old.”

“That seems old,” Arthur said.

“Twenty-one?”

“No, a year. What have you been doing for the last year?”

“Motor memory,” she said. “And interpersonal reflex. And empathy. And—”

“They didn’t just program that in?” Arthur asked, smiling to let her know he was humoring her, because no bot would ever be programmed to blush, and no bot would have to be trained for a year.

“They thought about it, but based on how my mind is designed, they decided experiencing it was better.”

“How was your AI designed?”

Yvonne smiled, but this time, in a sort of pained way.

“Could you not call it AI?” she asked. “Could you call it my mind?”

“Okay. How was your mind designed?”

“I’m not supposed to say.”

“But you can say?”

“If I wanted to. But they don’t want me to, and I’ll honor that request.”

“Who doesn’t want you to say?”

“The top people at TIQ.”




Chapter 5: An Uncertain Tryst

“The top people?” Arthur asked, his smile now purely condescending. “You mean, like, the president of TIQ had a meeting with you and said, ‘Yvonne, don’t tell anyone how your mind was designed’?”

“It wasn’t quite like that. We had meetings, I mean, but that’s not where anyone said anything.”

Arthur, sitting across the table from Yvonne, staring into her eyes, staring at her face, found there an incomprehensible mix of the beautiful and preposterous, and he raised his eyebrows in question.

“I just know they want me to keep things to myself.”

“What if you don’t?”

“They’ll be disappointed,” Yvonne said.

“So what were these meetings about, then?”

“Mostly about the second wave launch. How we should do it, what we would say. If we should say anything. Toward the end, we decided to wait.”

“You helped plan your own launch?”

“I did,” Yvonne said. “Partly because I had a unique perspective, and partly to provide training for me. Executive meetings are a very difficult form of engagement, and I got better and better at it.”

Arthur nodded. If nothing else, he was impressed with the effort she’d put into her backstory. It was all plausible, but only in a self-contained way that had nothing to do with any aspect of the bot industry Arthur was familiar with.

“I’m a transitional model, by the way,” Yvonne volunteered.

“What does that mean?”

“Transition to homo,” she replied. “If you wanted to mate with a human girl, she wouldn’t be that different from me.”

“Okay,” said Arthur. “Of course.”

“I have moods,” she added. “I cry. I get periods.”

“Periods?” Arthur echoed.

“I menstruate. Every month.”

“Why?” Arthur asked.

“It’s one of the things they left in.”

“Left in?” Arthur said. “What does that mean?”

Yvonne looked at Arthur, looked over his head. “Hello, Edith!”

“I’m going out,” Edith announced, wrapping her arms around her son’s shoulders. “How are you doing, my son?”

“I’m okay, I’m okay,” Arthur said, reaching up to squeeze his mother’s hands. “Yvonne has helped a lot.”

Is that what this was? Arthur wondered. Was Yvonne here to take his mind off the loss of Donna, to distract him with a fabulous story, to keep the sharpest knives of bereavement at bay until he’d gotten through the initial shock? Was this one of his mother’s ideas, a misguided attempt to ease her son’s suffering? Would Yvonne, as soon as her work here was done, rise and take her leave, never to return?

Arthur hoped not. He was starting to enjoy her company. She was, regardless her genesis, entirely natural, perfectly comfortable, listening to Arthur sincerely, with interest, with – passion.

Edith stepped around the table and spread her arms, and Yvonne understood – reflexively, it seemed – and rose to embrace the woman.

“We’re so glad you’re here,” Edith said. “I believe you’ll be very good for Arthur.”

“I’ll do my best,” Yvonne said, laughing into Edith’s shoulder. “I don’t think he’s gotten tired of me yet.”

Edith released the girl, turned back to Arthur.

“You’ll be hearing from Fritz Honecker this afternoon,” she said.

“Fritz Honecker,” Arthur deadpanned. “Right.”

“You don’t sound like you believe me.”

“Fritz Honecker, the CEO of TIQ?” Arthur asked.

“Yes, him.”

Arthur smiled. “Okay, for the sake of argument – what will he be calling about?”

“It will be him and some others,” Edith said. “I believe the whole committee. Isn’t that what they told you, Yvonne?”

“Yes,” Yvonne said. “If it’s everyone on the launch team, it will be 23 people, including Fritz.”

“What will they need from me?”

“They’ll want to know how Yvonne is doing.”

“Okay,” Arthur agreed casually. The charade was either no charade after all, or it was about to become nonsensical at a whole new level.

“We’re having a special dinner tonight,” Edith said. “Real food, catered by Hacienda del Mar.”

“Perfect,” Arthur confirmed.

As soon as the front door slid shut behind Edith, Yvonne put her elbow on the table and leaned toward Arthur, smiling awkwardly.

“You know there’s something else I can do, right?” she asked.

“Well . . .” Arthur replied gamely. “Probably a few things.”

“I’d like to show you one now,” she said, cheeks flushing slightly. “Do you know what I’m talking about?”

“Uh,” Arthur said, his throat closing unexpectedly. “Where do you want to show me?”

“In your bedroom.”

“Yeah,” Arthur said, his body responding to Yvonne’s solicitation in ways he had no control over, heart thumping, mouth going dry, penis stirring.

Yvonne rose, rounded the table and put out her hand, her expression coy now, a little self-conscious, subtleties of demeanor impossible for a bot to replicate, and Arthur wondered briefly if there was a moral dilemma here, if taking Yvonne while pretending he believed she was an automaton, but knowing full well she was human, was an exploitation of sorts, something that would hurt the girl afterwards when he confessed that he’d never been fooled.

Then again, she might not follow through. This all might be about to end.

He looked at her hips as he stood, at the way her rear filled her skirt, her slightly brown thighs extending from beneath it, and he wanted her, bot, homo or whatever else she might be, and that thought alone took him over and propelled him down the hall after her, Donna a thin memory now, the pain of her loss yielding to the joy of lust, the anticipation of vaginal penetration provoking sensations not unlike those of the actual deed. Should Yvonne withdraw her proposition at the last moment, he would suffer, he realized.

He would suffer, that is, unless the demise of Donna was also a ruse, his first bot returning to him as soon as Yvonne issued her regrets and departed.

Arthur was feeling a great many things – too many things – by the time they reached his bedroom and Yvonne released his hand to pull her shirt over her head, smiling as her hair dropped back down against her shoulders, draping a pair of bra straps that strained to hold a pair of heavy, bouncing breasts.

“This will be to figure out what you like, and what I like,” Yvonne said, reaching to her right to unbutton and unzip her skirt. “Is that okay?”

Arthur pulled off his t-shirt and watched Yvonne slide her skirt down her thighs and down to the floor, stepping out of it and reaching behind herself to unsnap her bra.

“Yes,” he said, pushing down his shorts and his underwear with relief, his engorged penis spilling out of his clothes and quickly going solid, pointing a little to the right as it always did when fully erect.

Donna let her bra slip down her arms, revealing a pair of breasts that Arthur had already imagined with enough diligence that they represented more confirmation than surprise – firm, upright, with dark nipples that pointed at him, either always erect or erect only for occasions like this. One breast hung a little lower than the other, he noticed.

She pushed her panties down, exposing a surprisingly wild shock of black pubic hair, exposing another flaw in her story. What bot manufacturer would send its product out with uneven breasts and unkempt pubic hair? These things were easy to get right, even if she were a prototype.

Forge ahead, Arthur told himself, for as long as she seems ready to play along. If she is homo and she doesn’t falter, she’ll be your first. If she is bot and lets you within, surely she’ll be at least as robust as Donna, as inviting and open as the girl he’d lost today.

Yvonne stepped up to him, raised her chin and opened her mouth, and Arthur recognized the offer of a kiss and reciprocated, the two of them one through their mouths, and she breathed through her nose and he sensed a muskiness from somewhere within her, another indication of homo.

She pushed back, smiled a little sheepishly at him, rising on her toes to bring her female opening to the level of Arthur’s tip, which hovered amidst her muff.

“I’ve waited a year for this,” she sighed. “May we skip the preliminaries?”

Arthur, a little confused, looked at her, and she seemed to find assent in his eyes and reached down, grabbing his shaft and, with a widening of her thighs and a deft motion with her hand, she guided his penis into her hole, flicking her hips forward once, twice, three times, each motion pulling him a little deeper into her chamber, as if she were an animal positioning him to be swallowed whole, and with every flick, her brown eyes widened in surprise, giving Arthur the impression this was all new to her, as if the progress of his length up her sheath was astonishing, a series of novelties, tip startling her each time it reached a new place in her womanhood.

Arthur, for his part, was struggling with his own shock, with a vagina of delicious newness, a pink tunnel of lubrication and soft female tissue, an embrace almost aggressive in grip and tone, holding him possessively, as if for the moment Yvonne owned his member, and he was only borrowing it from her.

The pleasure ran from his shaft to his balls, from there straight to his heart and finally, strangely, to his hands, which he used to grab Yvonne’s shoulders, reveling in the thin flesh and the bone and sinew underneath, individual components moving impossibly under his hands, an intricacy that spoke not of designers and manufacturers, but of nature only.

Yvonne put her hands on his hips and shook against him, her pelvis quivering, hole stretching around him, her impossible breath coming fast against his chin.

Her panting stopped and she gazed into Arthur’s eyes with a look of abject terror, the motion of her pelvis quickening, slowing, quickening again, and her lower jaw vibrated and Arthur knew it must be orgasm, different as it was from Donna’s methodical release.

“Ohhhhhhhh,” she sighed, hips bucking so widely her quivering slot gave up half Arthur’s penis before she pulled him toward her and returned all his sex to hers, his belly against hers, bone against bone, bodies grinding against each other. “Ohhhhhhhhh.”

With a final shake from her core outward, Yvonne fell still, looking down at their united pubic hair, two black thickets joined as one, hiding an achingly hardened penis between a pair of stretched lips, and he felt her tighten, pull back, release and slip forward, tighten and release, draw back and advance, all of him gone near to madness with the urgency of imminent orgasm.

“Do you . . . like it . . . done . . . this way?” she asked, voice stopping as she caught her breath with each move forward or back.

Arthur looked at her, more certain than ever this was no bot, no automaton. Only a human could conduct affairs with such chaotic focus. Only a human could violate – or pretend to violate – her own plans for sex because the passions of the moment had arrived, unbidden and completely unpremeditated.

His rumination lasted no more than half a second, because what she was doing was exactly how he liked it, although it had never been done this way before and he’d have never thought to ask for it.

“I . . .” Arthur grunted, unable to continue at first. “I . . . oh . . . yeah . . . yeah . . . aughhhh!”

Content to let Yvonne do the work until now, he pushed up on his toes with the first wave of climax, compelled by biological urges to drive his penis as far into Yvonne’s vagina as was physically possible, and her eyes went wide with something that he hoped wasn’t pain, and he felt himself contract, behind his testicles, at the base of his penis, along his shaft and, finally, at the hole in his tip, his first stream of semen lost somewhere in the girl’s netherness, her chamber of chambers, the bright corner where the universe came to devour its tail, and each subsequent jolt of pleasure and spitting infinity went to that same place, where dreams of eyes and mouths are born, and mothers in black kimonos wax faux poetic, and the ones and zeroes of a blonde robot’s soul are dissolved.

Still joined by her hole, they hugged, chins on shoulders, and then Arthur drew back to look at the girl.

“You’re crying,” she said, raising one hand from the small of his back to wipe a tear from his cheek. “That must be what poets do.”

Arthur felt his softening penis slowly slip from between Yvonne’s wet inner labia, and he smiled at her and blinked and let himself revel in a mix of sentiments so rich and complex they constituted the truest and most elusive of poetries, the poem that can only be lived, never uttered, a poem beyond word and rhyme, meter, iamb.

Arthur was feeling dizzy, lost somewhere in the ether among the fogs of post-sex, of post-numbing, and the lingering loss of Donna.

The termination of the older model was customary upon arrival of the new bot. If Yvonne were an automaton, what his mother had done made perfect sense, painful as it was. But if she were human, it was an act of arbitrary cruelty, Donna reduced to 100 kilograms of electronics and artificial flesh in exchange for a real girl who would, after gifting Arthur once with her body, presumably take her leave and render him utterly bereft.

His mom wouldn’t have done that, so Donna’s termination was another piece of evidence that Yvonne was a bot.

“Sit on the bed with me,” she said, pulling him to her, settling on the quilt.

“We’ll need to clean that,” he said, sitting beside her and looking at the dark place where her legs met.

“Why?”

“Because you’re leaking,” he said.

Yvonne leaned back and spread her legs, peering at her lips, still parted slightly as they recovered from what they’d borne, a pearl of Arthur’s passion gathered at her entrance, a thin string of both their fluids running from her hole to the fabric.

“I knew about this!” she exclaimed, rising. “They told me to watch out for it! I’m sorry!”

She stormed off, pushing open the bathroom door, lowering the seat and, a moment later, making the sound of water splashing into the bowl, and Arthur realized that he had another clear indication of Yvonne’s humanness, and he was forced to wonder, again, at what this was about, why she had come, why she was willing not just to claim bothood, but to consummate the ruse, and in so doing to confess, because no bot could make love like that, not even a member of the theoretical second wave.

“You’re urinating,” Arthur noted.

“Please don’t come in,” Yvonne said.

“It’s something humans do,” he noted, keeping his place on the bed, looking down at his penis, wet from base to tip.

“I’m a synthesis,” she announced, and he heard tissue being pulled from the roll, and the quiet rustle that he guessed was the sound girls made when they wiped their vulvas.

“You don’t act like a bot,” he said, feeling guilty as his post-orgasm euphoria, and the last traces of numbing, yielded to the more immediate concerns of the afternoon. His first homo had engaged him under a lie, and that would always be disappointing to him. He understood that now.

But he would want another. He understood that too. The unpredictability, the sense of an accomplishment amidst the chaos of another’s fervent wants; the imperfection itself, which made it more perfect.

“Because I’m not a bot, I’m a synthesis,” she said, jiggling the handle several times before she flushed successfully.

She appeared at the door, crossing her arms to lean against it. “So you still think I’m a homo?”

“I do,” he said. “Sorry.”

She smiled and, instead of looking hurt, made five little clapping motions under her chin. “Will you tell Fritz that?”

“Fritz?”

“The boss of TIQ.”

“Oh, yeah,” Arthur agreed. “If I ever meet him.”

“You told your mother you would talk to him this afternoon.”

“Sure,” Arthur said. “If he calls.”

“Or we could call him.”

“Okay.”

“And you’ll tell him I passed the Turing test?”

“The Turing test?”

“We talked and you thought I was human.”

“Oh yeah. Right.”

“And the Chancery Ordeal?”

“The Chancery Ordeal?”

“We had sex and you still thought I was human.”

“There’s a test for that?”

“Yes, it’s called the Chancery Ordeal. And if you still think I’m homo after that, I passed it.”

“I’ve never had sex with a homo.”

“That’s not a criterion of the test.”

“What isn’t?”

“Virginity.”

“Okay,” Arthur said. “I still think you’re homo. For what it’s worth.”

“Now, the last test.”

“Yeah?”

“The Yvonne test,” she said, and she sidled over to him, sat and wrapped her arm around his shoulder, bare hips touching, faces inches apart, her soft breath against his cheek.

“Okay. What is it?” he inquired.

“Would you have sex with me again?”

“Yes,” Arthur said immediately, and he wondered if she were offering herself already, a real girl with, for the moment, real lusts that appeared to be insatiable, and he felt what was still unspent in his loins stir. “Of course I would.”

“Now?” she asked, putting a hand on his thigh.

“Now?”

“We don’t have to call Fritz for another hour.”

“What time is he calling?”

“Three. It’ll be 6 there.”

“Time,” Arthur said, looking at the wall, and the wall responded with a clock ticking at a few minutes before 2.

“I was supposed to ask you what you wanted,” Yvonne confessed. “I was supposed to have this whole talk with you, about what you liked. And then . . .”

Yvonne laughed, a healthy, human laugh, sincere and utterly believable. Now and then, new bot designs would be trotted out with the alleged ability to laugh or cry, and it never convinced anyone. The bot would laugh and people would cry. And vice versa.

“I want to try everything,” Yvonne said, raising her hand to Arthur’s shoulder, curling around him so their mouths were touching again.

“And we can talk about it later, if need be,” she murmured against his lips. “Okay? Okay?”




Chapter 6: The Chancery Ordeal

Arthur allowed his penis to speak for him, lifting one hip so his re-hardened member swung toward Yvonne, and she looked down at it and touched it, fingers gently brushing the tip, traveling down from there to the base of the head, followed by delicate strokes down his shaft, to his testicles, fingering them gently, reverently, as if she’d never seen male genitals before, or touched them, and she sighed lightly, and Arthur ceased to care if this was curiosity or lust or something else, and he stood and pulled down the quilt so whatever happened next would despoil his patchwork quilt no further, and Yvonne understood and helped, and then she lay on her back on his bed and gestured toward him, and he lay beside her, kissed her cheek, moved his mouth down to her hard nipple and sucked while his penis grazed her thigh, and he reached down and massaged her oozing vagina, marveling at how natural all her skin was, far more so than Donna’s and another reason to doubt her story, and he put his head on her shoulder to kiss her neck, and it was then, with his ear pressed against the flesh at the top of her arm, she caressing his back, that he heard the hum of a million little jolts of activated twitchfibre, the unmistakable sound of the inner workings of an automaton, and he raised his head, wide-eyed.

“What?” Yvonne said, looking at him.

“I heard your rack.”

“You mean, all those things in my shoulder?”

“Yeah.”

“Finally believe?”

“I’m more convinced.”

“Why would a girl . . .” Yvonne began, continuing to talk a little shortly, a little breathily, while she resumed her project with Arthur, reaching under him to push up on his hip, urging him over her, spreading her legs. “I mean . . . a homo . . . Why would a homo girl pretend to be . . . me?”

“That’s what I’ve been trying to figure out,” Arthur said, finding fresh arousal in the unexpected, in the preference of this girl – this synthesis – to continue talking through lovemaking, her curiosity and her passion united forces beneath Arthur’s taut body. “I thought . . . you wanted a job first . . . but then . . . you were an actor or something and . . . I don’t know.”

Yvonne put her hands palms down on either side of her hips, grabbing the sheets in creased wads while Arthur opened her sex with thumb and forefinger and pressed himself within, adjusting to the growing conviction that this was indeed a manufactured vagina, with all the privileges and appurtenances thereof, but of an entirely different essence because it belonged to a girl who could laugh and cry and make tears and behave as frantically and irrationally as any human.

Yvonne’s eyes went as wide upon the second reaming as they had the first time Arthur penetrated her, the shock of having her chamber filled novel again by all outward appearance, and she stuck out her lower jaw and raised her legs and pressed her heels into Arthur’s buttocks and lifted her pelvis and grunted, “uh, uh, uh,” as Arthur delivered thrusts that – now he knew the girl beneath him possessed manufacture-grade delicates – were a little harder, faster, more determined than during his first round.

As he settled into a pounding rhythm between her thighs, Arthur’s mind wandered, comparing this to sex with Donna.

The vaginas were similar, he decided. That would likely be the area of least improvement, no matter the strides made in other aspects of bot technology. The preferences of the penis were pretty simple, after all.

But the rest of the experience was so different from Donna they really couldn’t be compared. Donna, when taken on her back, would gaze up at him with her lusty face first, replaced briefly with her expression of concentration, until the former demeanor took over and she groaned through a simulated orgasm.

Yvonne, on the other hand, was all over the map, smiling up at him, closing her eyes as if in pain, looking at the wall while she rocked her hips, looking down at his thrusting penis with her tongue between her teeth.

Where Donna mated passively, waiting for him to release, Yvonne’s body was an entity of constant motion, every part of her moving, every rack of twitchfibre in every joint of her body turning, twisting, ordering up movements that no bot should be able to execute, no human mind could have designed, no matter their talents for programming AI.

And then she came, a quick series of pants accompanied by ragged pleas of “ohh, noo . . . ohh, noo . . .”, and Arthur looked down at her and felt her tighten spasmodically and marveled and thought of her vagina again, the hole beneath her thick, artificial pubic hair, and he came and shook and cried out and, when he was done, he dropped down upon Yvonne and set aside all knowledge of her genesis because he wished only to kiss her again, to feel her mouth, her lips and teeth and the gasps that broke raggedly forth from her simulated lungs.

After a long wait of merely lying together, Arthur spoke.

“Explain your breathing,” he said, rising up and easing his penis out of Yvonne’s slot.

She laughed, drew her legs up and slid backward, rising and crossing her legs.

“Do you know why you got me?” she asked.

“My dad knows Dr. Benoit.”

“That’s not the only reason,” she said. “Your curiosity aptitudes have always been very high. We wanted to hear your questions.”

“I’m glad I qualified,” he said. “Now, explain your breathing.”

“I need breathing to talk,” she said.

“Yes, but you breathe all the time, even when you’re not talking.”

“Physiological feedback.”

“Explain.”

“Think about it,” she said. “No human experience is complete without your perceptions of what your body is saying to you about it. You get sad, and you feel the tears, and you – and we – add that to our sense of sorrow. Breathing is part of it. If I can’t breathe, I can’t really feel my existence.”

“Why do you have to feel it?” Arthur asked. “That seems like a lot of trouble for something that doesn’t impact . . . user experience.”

Yvonne laughed and wrapped her arms around Arthur, rubbing her nose on his shoulder.

“I’m a user too,” she said.

“What do you mean?”

“Think about it.”

Arthur thought briefly on her meaning, didn’t get it and was about to ask another question when she beat him to the punch.

“Where do you want to talk to Fritz, and everyone?”

“I guess in the den,” he said. “Is it okay if we’re both on the couch?”

“Side by side!” Yvonne singsonged, slipping off the bed to retrieve her clothes. “Like lovers.”

“Like lovers?” Arthur queried.

“Are we already real lovers?” Yvonne asked, picking up his shorts and his t-shirt and throwing them into his face.

“It depends on how you define lovers,” Arthur said.

“Because they both have to be human?” Yvonne said a little sadly, pausing to look at him with her panties at mid-thigh.

“That’s not what I meant,” Arthur said. “We just met. Today. I might never see you again. You might go away.”

“I’m not going away,” she said. “I’m—”

“I’m speaking hypothetically. It just . . . takes awhile. You have to—”

“Were you and Donna lovers?”

Arthur pulled his t-shirt over his head while he pondered an answer and winced against another stabbing pain.

“No,” he said, bending to pull up his shorts. “I don’t think so. Because it was always very obvious what we were to each other. Or what she was to me. I was nothing to her. Because nothing could be anything to her.”

He paused, watched Yvonne pull on her shirt, bring up her skirt and zip it, run her fingers through her hair.

“That doesn’t mean I didn’t love her . . . in a way. But she didn’t love me. She couldn’t.”

“Did that bother you?” Yvonne asked, following Arthur from his bedroom, down the hall, past the kitchen and into the den.

“No,” Arthur said, opening a tetatet on the wall. “You can’t be upset about not getting something you don’t expect. Does Dr. Honecker know how to reach me?”

“He got your address from your dad,” Yvonne said, dropping onto the couch.

Sure enough, within a few moments, a blue square flashed in the upper right corner of the field, Arthur tapped it and a room full of people appeared, Fritz Honecker himself among them, sitting toward the front, looking as fit as ever, smiling the way he always did, a brilliant man who combined inspired engineering and a legendary love of life. His famous appetites – for food, wine, the company of people – were almost as famous as his inventions – robotic joints, pod stabilizers and navigational modules, hyperblimps, and a viable moon colony.

“Hello,” Arthur said tentatively, because no one was speaking, just looking at him and the girl beside him.

“Arthur!” Dr. Honecker said. “So nice to meet you in person. How is our synthesis doing?”

“You mean Yvonne?” Arthur inquired.

The people in the room laughed, Dr. Honecker loudest. They had gathered in an ornate room that, Arthur concluded, must occupy one of the ancient halls of Castle Borland, the medieval edifice Dr. Honecker had relocated, stone by stone, from Scotland to Quebec City, where it had formed the core his headquarters. Arthur saw the light of artificial torches, tapestries on the wall, probably authentic, and a suit of armor in the far corner, a relic from the 14th century that served as TIQ’s motif and one of its inspirations.

“Hello, Yvonne,” he said. “How is California?”

“Oh, it’s delicious,” she said, sitting straight up on the couch, clasping her hands between her breasts and bouncing. “I just love it. I just love . . . everything.”

Arthur crossed the room to sit next to the girl, a sudden deep unease filling his mind.

Was this going to be an initial product review? Were they going to ask Arthur how their “synthesis” was doing? If she was satisfactorily engaging? Suitably charming? Competent in bed? He didn’t want to talk about her while she was sitting beside him. Or outside her presence, either. He wanted to maintain the illusion that she was . . . more than a product.

What was the understanding? What were the presumptions that went along with his receipt of a synthesis prototype? He had nothing to go on. Was he expected to comply with interviews? File weekly reports? Detail every encounter with her or suffer her removal?

“Arthur, may we discuss terms with you?” Dr. Honecker said. “Verbally for the nonce, but in writing if we decide to move forward together?”

Arthur’s mouth went dry. So this was indeed tentative. Contingent. Something that could be taken away as easily as it had been given. He could fail at this, and failure would mean the loss of a girl who was bouncing lightly on the couch beside him, her flexing twitchfibre inaudible unless he put his ear against her again. He didn’t want to lose her.

“Yes, I would like to know the terms,” Arthur said.

“They’re simple,” Dr. Honecker said. “Enjoy her and respect her. That’s all.”

“That’s what the contract will say?”

“No,” Dr. Honecker said. “It will be more involved than that, but those two terms capture the essence. Yvonne represents a great many valuable innovations, many not patented yet, and we trust you’ll respect her enough not to try to reverse engineer anything. Just enjoy. I’m sure you’ve already got a sense of her enthusiasm for things. Let her delight you. Show her your poetry. Dream with her.”

Dr. Honecker leaned forward.

“Treat her, to the extent possible, as a fellow human. As one of your own.”

Dr. Honecker wrapped his hands around his knee, locking his fingers together.

“Love her.”

“Will that be in the contract?” Arthur inquired quickly, and everyone in the room laughed, and Yvonne laughed as well, sitting beside him and grabbing his arm and shaking him with just a little more strength than a girl should have, and Arthur looked into her eyes, which peered back, and he looked at her fingernails, several of which were black or blue black because the skies they captured were on the other side of the world.

“Yvonne is one of just a dozen prototypes we’ve placed as a part of our initial launch,” Dr. Honecker continued. “We’re not making a lot of noise, and would prefer that you maintain your discretion as well.”

“How discreet do I need to be?” Arthur inquired.

“Let me give you some examples,” Dr. Honecker began. “If they demand to know, telling your colleagues on the skyfarm that she’s a synthesis is fine. We won’t ask you to lie, although there’s a good chance they won’t believe you.”

“I passed the Turing test!” Yvonne blurted.

“Good girl,” Dr. Honecker said with a smile, turning back to Arthur. “Tell the truth when you must, but we prefer that you not volunteer information or post news of her, not announce her existence far and wide, not platform her. If she ends up in a picture or a video, so be it, but please, for god’s sakes, no cinema verité.”

“No cinema underway here,” Arthur assured.

“You were brilliant in Sex and Lies in Malibu.”

“You saw that?”

“Oh yes,” Dr. Honecker said.

“I hope you didn’t watch the sequel,” Arthur said.

“Of course,” Dr. Honecker said. “Yvonne’s placement with you reflects a very thorough vetting. We probably know more about you than your parents do.”

Arthur pondered his meaning briefly and hoped the man wasn’t making a veiled reference to something personal.

“On that note,” Dr. Honecker said, “I spoke to your mother this morning, and she said you took Donna’s loss very hard.”

“I did,” Arthur confirmed. “She’d been with me since my 18th birthday.”

“Of course,” Dr. Honecker said. “I’m sorry for your pain. It is natural. And healthy.”

“Thank you,” Arthur said, and for a single, burning moment, he saw Donna’s blank eyes again, staring at the sky.

“The element of surprise was essential, I’m afraid,” Dr. Honecker continued apologetically. “We needed the frank assessment of an experienced bot partner who didn’t know what Yvonne was. Now, is Yvonne being honest with us? She passed the Turing test?”

“Absolutely,” Arthur said. “Even after she showed me her nails, I was skeptical.”

“And the Chancery Ordeal,” Yvonne announced, bouncing on the couch again.

“The Chancery Ordeal?” Dr. Honecker echoed, looking puzzled.

“Yes, yes!” Yvonne shouted. “Remember, Maggie? You thought it up.”

A woman sitting across and several chairs down from Dr. Honecker straightened her back and looked at Yvonne with what Arthur interpreted as mild distress. The rest of her colleagues, including Dr. Honecker, turned to her, and her distress evolved into full panic.

“Oh no!” Maggie shouted, raising her hands to her mouth, laughing nervously into them. “Yvonne,” she said with a distinctly British accent, “you can’t remember that. It was not even remotely a valid instrument.”

The distant conference room erupted in laughter, near hysterical for a moment, while Yvonne looked on eagerly and Arthur tried to figure out what was going on.

“Inside joke, Arthur,” Dr. Honecker said. “I’d just about forgotten it, but my esteemed colleague here, Dr. Maggie Chancery, spoke a little freely awhile back, mostly in jest, and—”

“Completely in jest,” Maggie blurted. “I’d been drinking.”

“Right. And Yvonne seems to have heard and remembered it. Dr. Chancery, would you like to revisit your words?”

The woman buried her face in one hand and waved him off with the other.

“You then, Yvonne,” Dr. Honecker said, turning to look out from the tetatet at the couple on the couch. “Tell us what you remember.”

“The Turing test is when you talk to someone, and you believe they’re human, even if they aren’t,” Yvonne explained breathlessly. “For the Chancery Ordeal, you have sex with them, and if they . . . still believe . . .”

Yvonne’s voice trailed off, and she looked at Arthur sheepishly and blushed, and Arthur sensed she was realizing, belatedly, the full scope of what she was announcing to the world’s most advanced robotics and AI engineers.

“The Chancery Ordeal!” a man announced from the far end of the table, breaking the awkwardness, prompting laughter.

“Ordeal, Maggie?” a woman asked, to more laughter. “Is that really the best term you could come up with?”

When the laughter died down, Dr. Honecker returned to at least the façade of sobriety.

“For the record, Arthur,” he began, “and Yvonne . . . there is no such thing as the Chancery Ordeal. It was something Dr. Chancery invented in a fit of whimsy one night after work. But let’s imagine – just for the sake of argument – that there were.”

“Yes,” agreed Yvonne.

“In that case, Arthur,” Dr. Honecker said, “would you agree with Yvonne that she passed it?”




Chapter 7: A Walk in the Sun

Arthur cleared his throat.

This thing with Yvonne would not be free, he realized, and this was at least a part of the price, his sexuality now the domain of strangers, some of them famous, all of them brilliant.

“Until I heard the rack in her shoulder,” Arthur said after a brief, awkward pause. “Yes.”

“The nails didn’t convince you?” Dr. Honecker asked.

“That was impressive,” Arthur said. “But the humanity . . . in her expression . . . the subtlety. It’s just mind-blowing.”

Dr. Honecker smiled, looked around the table and nodded, his colleagues responding in their own ways, straightening their backs, exchanging fist bumps, pumping arms. All their brilliance meant nothing until they heard words like these, the judgment of a user, a customer, a . . . consumer.

“How did you do it?” Arthur asked.

“How did we do what?” Dr. Honecker asked, becoming serious.

“How did you design her AI?”

“We don’t call it AI,” Dr. Honecker replied, looking suddenly downright dour. “We call it . . . essence.”

“Okay,” Arthur agreed. “But what did you have to do? Super micro, some kind of advanced behavioral modeling, a new generation of algorithms?”

“Just asking the question borders on reverse engineering,” Dr. Honecker said sternly, the expression he aimed at Arthur almost a glare. But then his features softened and he looked at Yvonne.

“Yvonne has asked as well,” he said, “and she’s gotten no more of an answer than anyone else. And it’s her mind!”

“I just think,” Yvonne said, laughing. “I have no idea where it comes from!”

Arthur looked at the girl.

Was she lying?

She’d told Arthur she wasn’t supposed to say how her mind was designed. She never said she didn’t know. What had she heard in TIQ’s labs and offices and conference rooms that no one knew she’d heard?

And was not concealing that knowledge from the people on the other side of the tetatet a lie?

“Where’s Ross?” Yvonne inquired.

“Event in Singapore,” Dr. Honecker replied after a brief pause, frowning slightly. “But I’ll let him know you asked about him.”

“Okay.”

“There is no Chancery Ordeal,” Dr. Honecker continued, “but there are variations on the Turing test. There’s a social Turing, an occupational Turing, a general aptitude Turing, and so forth, and Yvonne’s performance there – her ability to pass herself as human in each context – is important to us, so this is something we’d like you to pay attention to and, if at all possible, to assist with.”

“How would I assist?” Arthur inquired.

“It’s one of the reasons we’d like you to keep her . . . origins . . . confidential, at least at the start. Introduce her, bring her into your circles of friends and colleagues, naturally. Watch what happens.”

“Gotcha,” Arthur said, nodding.

“On that note, how strict is vetting on the skyfarm?”

“Since she’s with me, not very,” Arthur said. “But that does raise some other issues, if I’m going to try to pass her off as human. It never mattered with a bot, but human guest workers need a social security number and a minimal work history, at least.”

“We got her a Canadian Social Insurance number,” Dr. Honecker said. “And we have a birthdate for her, and we have created a work and educational history that is . . . relatively free from fabrication.”

“My birthday is June 30th,” Yvonne announced, adding, “My favorite color is blue.”

“How is she bio-linked to her number?” Arthur asked.

“Retinal,” Dr. Honecker said.

“Both eyes?” Arthur inquired with a new level of admiration for the effort that had gone into this girl.

“They work almost like yours,” Dr. Honecker said, pointing to a black woman toward the front of the table. “Dr. Robertson gets all the credit there.”

“She sees everything,” the woman said with a tone and expression more warning than boast. “It was too much trouble to cut it back, so we just left it like that.”

Arthur turned to look at Yvonne, and she looked back wide-eyed and unblinking, ironically, as if she were attempting to peer into his soul.

“Are you up for this, then?” Dr. Honecker said.

“Yes,” Arthur said, trying to hide the self-doubt he was feeling. “Absolutely.”

“Very good,” Dr. Honecker said, raising a fist. “Now, we’ll want to check in every day or two, with you, or Yvonne, or both, at least starting out. And there will be an agreement for you to sign, and we’ll be sending a technician to you at least monthly to see how Yvonne is doing.”

“Yes,” Arthur said. “Of course.”

“I understand you’ll be managing prison labor when you get back to work?”

“Yes, under protest,” Arthur lamented.

“I think they’ll be good for Yvonne,” Dr. Honecker said. “Will she have a chance to encounter them?”

“Probably. I’m planning to put her to work up there.”

Yvonne clapped beneath her chin and bounced on the couch.

“How secure will things be?” Dr. Honecker asked.

The question of Yvonne’s safety hadn’t occurred to Arthur until this moment, and Honecker’s question caught him off guard.

“Well, uh . . .”

“Yvonne features a very robust physiology,” Dr. Honecker said. “She is not fragile. But electrical exposure can be a problem, particularly around the head. Cold can cause difficulties. And violent acts might—”

“They’re all non-violent,” Arthur interrupted quickly, “and restraint and confinement are up to me and . . . I’ll err on the side of caution.”

“Very good,” Dr. Honecker said. “Any more questions?”

“She blushes,” Arthur said. “She cries, and . . . makes tears.”

“Was that a question?”

“Yes,” Arthur said. “Why?”

“I tried to explain it,” Yvonne said.

“What did you say?” Honecker asked.

“It’s part of my user experience,” Yvonne said.

“I don’t understand the answer,” Arthur said.

“But nevertheless, that is the answer,” Honecker said, smiling enigmatically. “We need to go now, someone else has this room reserved in 3 minutes.”

“Bye, everyone!” Yvonne shouted.

“Thank you,” Arthur said as the tetatet returned to its base setting, Arthur’s news feed on one side, messages and files on the other.

She stood, turned and held out her hands, and Arthur took them, smiling as she drew him to his feet with impressive strength.

“We have to go for a walk now,” she said. “Through your neighborhood.”

“Okay,” Arthur said, and he went back to his room to find a pair of sandals, opening his closet to discover a modest set of female clothing – blouses, skirts, a little black dress, and slacks hanging on the rod; and girl’s shoes and boots on the floor.

Donna had kept her things in the spare bedroom, and he thought of them there and fought the sudden, stabbing pain of her loss.

It will ease, he told himself, not quite believing. It will ease.

He could numb a few times a week for an hour, and he could probably get approval for more often than that when he explained what had happened. He could probably get the okay for a numb during work, if he set it for mild and wasn’t doing anything particularly demanding.

Arthur knelt. Behind the shoes, next to her suitcase, shoved up against the closet’s back wall, lay a cardboard box, its lid opened to reveal dozens of smaller packages inside, each labeled “Dry Essence.”

One of the packages had been removed, and he guessed that this was what Yvonne had been drinking at lunch, this mixed with water. He picked up a package, almost brick-like in its heft and density.

“NOT FOR HOMO CONSUMPTION,” the package declared in bold red letters. “Exclusive property of TIQ Inc.”

In smaller lettering below, the package bore the message “Second Class Synthesis, Version 2.1. Pina Colada.”

And finally: “INSTRUCTIONS: Mix one part Dry Essence to eight parts water. Consume per dictates of appetite, but no less than one-fourth cup Dry Essence per day. Report anomalies of appetite or consumption immediately.”

He set the package down, pushing it against those beside it so that it appeared that it had never been touched, as if going through her things might offend Yvonne.

He found her in the kitchen, sipping more of the dark liquid.

“Dry Essence, right?” he said, by way of confession. “I found your stash in the closet.”

She turned toward him sipped while she peered solemnly over the rim of the glass, into his eyes.

“Cherry,” she said, swallowing. “I really wanted cherry today.”

“Cherry?”

“I have 10 flavors,” she said, setting her cup down and turning toward the package, resting on the counter, its top torn open. “Cherry, pecan praline, vanilla, t-bone, peanut butter, etcetera. I choose.”

“Cherry,” Arthur said again.

“Smell it,” she said, holding out the drink.

Arthur put his nose over the rim, smelled nothing, looked at her, mystified.

“Why did they give you flavors?”

“Because I wanted them.”

“Wanted them?”

“Wants are the basic building blocks of the universe.”

Arthur stared at her, watching her finish her drink, not sure if she was being serious, or she was malfunctioning, or she was spouting something else she’d heard at TIQ – a stray comment, a fragment of someone’s science, a joke she didn’t understand.

And she had lied. To her creators. No bot had ever lied, ever, the audio and visual recordings they made unquestionable of course, but their verbal accounts also considered so unimpeachable they could – and often were – accepted in court. Sometimes, a clever attorney could employ what had become known as the Schroedinger strategy, getting a bot to agree that something was two different ways simultaneously. But even then, the testimony would be accepted if one state was relevant to the case, the other immaterial, because the relevant condition was certain to be true.

Bots didn’t lie. Until now.

Arthur realized he was, quite possibly, not remotely qualified to possess a second class girl – making his growing fascination with her, his affection for her, potentially problematic.

Yvonne set her glass down with a clink and reached out, taking Arthur’s hand in hers and drawing him toward the front door.

“It’s been two weeks of clouds in Quebec,” she said. “I need some sun.”

As soon as he’d gotten outside, Arthur turned involuntarily to glance at the place where Donna had lain, confirming she was gone.

Yvonne continued to tug, pulling him beneath the branches of a valley oak that had been growing in the front yard since long before the home had been built there, probably 200 years ago. Once out from beneath its branches, standing together on the sidewalk, she looked up, watching as a half dozen pods traversed the space just above the neighborhood.

“Your mother told me you’re looking for a pod,” she said, aiming her steps to the left.

“Yeah, I can keep one at the skyfarm now.”

“Can I help pick it out?”

“What kind do you want?”

“Your mom showed me some of the pods she thought would be nice this morning. I’m still learning about options. But it has to have windows, and a veranda, and a nice kitchenette, and a big bed.”

Arthur smiled, looked at the girl, at the way she walked, found this to be another feature of incomprehensible naturalness, her body swaying, her steps a little uneven, her buttocks rising and falling in turn, nothing mechanical or eminently logical about how she propelled herself over the sidewalk.

Fifty feet ahead, where the sidewalk bent at the cross street, a woman appeared, walking a golden retriever.

“I love dogs,” Yvonne said, quickening her pace, tightening her hand around Arthur’s. “But they don’t always love me.”

The dog spotted the couple, raised its nose and wagged its tail, drawing the leash taut as it strained toward them.

But at 10 feet, its ears went up, and at five it stopped, dropped its tail, lowered its head and barked.

“Hello, Arthur,” the woman said, speaking to be heard over the noise of her pet, looking with puzzlement at the animal.

“Hello, Mrs. Dmitriy,” Arthur said, kneeling, reaching out his hands. “C’mon, Autumn, give me a hug.”

“Bark, bark, bark!” Autumn replied.

“This is Yvonne,” Arthur said, still on his knees. “Yvonne, this is Mrs. Dmitriy. She’s been our neighbor since before I was born, and she taught me in third grade.”

“So nice to meet you,” Yvonne said, stepping forward, offering her hand while the dog backed up with a half-bark and a growl.

“I’m sorry about Autumn,” Mrs. Dmitriy said, staring at her dog as she shook Yvonne’s hand. “I think she’s out of sorts today.”

“It’s probably me,” Yvonne said. “I don’t smell right, probably, or sound right.”

Mrs. Dmitriy looked at Yvonne a little uncertainly, but didn’t pursue the matter, and Arthur rose and looked at the two women, real and automaton, choosing to let Yvonne decide what to share.

“I do better with cats,” she said, and she bent and put her hands on her knees and looked at Autumn, who held her peace for the moment but stared back suspiciously from behind her owner’s legs.

“Autumn, I hope we meet again, and you can get used to me,” Yvonne said brightly. “I think you’re a very nice dog.”

Mrs. Dmitriy smiled, as vulnerable to Yvonne’s charms as anyone.

“How do you know Arthur?” she inquired.

“We just met this morning,” Yvonne replied, straightening, putting her hands on her hips. “I’m from Quebec, but I’m staying with his family for now.”

“Very good,” Mrs. Dmitriy said, another shadow of uncertainty crossing her face. “Arthur was a very clever boy, and he’s making his parents proud.”

“Thank you,” Arthur said.

“Arthur, your mother tells me you’ve gotten another promotion . . . at your farming pod.”

“Well, sort of,” Arthur said, choosing not to elaborate. “It’s going well overall.”

They took their leave and continued, Arthur humoring Yvonne’s peregrinations, around their own block, across the street to the next block, straight for several blocks to the park, ramblers whizzing past, some opaque, some with transparent windows that revealed men and women and children, each earning a piercing look from Yvonne’s dark eyes.

Donna’s ability to walk had decreased through the years. She blamed, alternately, her balancing system or the fine motors in her hips, neither of which Arthur could afford to have fixed. He’d forgotten how much he missed walking with a girl, glad Yvonne had insisted on this, something he’d be deprived of soon in the skyfarm’s less expansive environs.

As they walked, she peppered him with questions, about his schooling, his favorite foods, his daily routine on the farm, his parents.

He worked a question or two in about her as he could, but she seemed to want to focus on him, and he wasn’t sure how to talk to her anyway. What does one ask a girl who’s been alive for a year, a mechanical, albeit brilliant, contrivance, dropped into his lap through a process he wasn’t entirely clear on?

“Who was Ross?” he finally asked in one of the brief pauses between her questions.

“Ross Feingold,” Yvonne replied. “He gave me my mind.”

“He designed your AI?”

“Not exactly.”

“I called it the wrong thing,” Arthur said. “Sorry. I mean, your mind. He designed your brain?”

“Not exactly,” Yvonne said, leaping onto the trunk of a fallen tree, spreading her arms to balance as she walked its length.

“Yvonne,” Arthur said, staring at the girl soberly.

Yvonne reached an uneven place on the trunk, stooping down as she almost lost her balance, arms waving before she regained her footing and slowly straightened, turning to look at Arthur.

“Yes, Arthur?” she asked, with a slight, ironic smile.

How could anyone program irony? A mark of sophistication in humans, it was utterly impossible in any other entity. And yet, here it was, a subtle playfulness, the distillation of eons of interpersonal discourse delivered by a girl who was, at present, doing her best not to fall off a log, a girl who drank powder, adored sex, and offended dogs with the way she smelled and sounded.

“Okay,” he said simply, content to give up the question for now. “You are . . . a marvel.”

“Why thank you,” she said, holding out her hand so Arthur could help her from the trunk.

By the time they returned home, Arthur’s mother and father were back, looking at news on the tetatet together in the den, but both rose to greet Arthur and his girl, Edith hugging Yvonne as if she were human, Thomas standing and nodding.

“How did your meeting with Fritz go?” Thomas asked.

“He was surprisingly easy to talk to,” Arthur replied, hoping his parents wouldn’t ask for details, hoping Yvonne wouldn’t bring up the Chancery Ordeal or anything else awkward. “They said they did a lot of vetting, and you answered questions. And, really . . .” Arthur continued, looking at Yvonne, who beamed back at him, “thanks for saying whatever you said, for letting me be part of this.”

“We just told them the truth,” Edith assured. “You were always very good with Donna. That was important to them.”

Over a Tex-Mex-themed dinner delivered to the kitchen door by a pair of drones, the family discussed the next day’s plans.

The skyfarm was over Utah at present, so Arthur and Yvonne would pack tonight and expect a transport pod by 8 in the morning, with a rendezvous expected by lunch.

After lunch, Arthur would do as much catchup as possible before the arrival of the prisoners; what would happen after that was anyone’s guess. He was not hopeful the irregulars would help him much, and he’d be dealing with Yvonne as well, her eagerness to learn charming him but not necessarily a promise of efficiency in the short term.

Dinner complete, they spent an hour loading their suitcases before Arthur turned to his neglected chores of the day – reviewing his dreams and calling up platform ballots.

“Do you want to see my dreams?” he asked.

“You’re going to show me?” she asked, bouncing as she sat on his bed.

“This time, yes. But I won’t always.”

“Did you ever let Donna see them?”

“Usually not. It’s very personal, and a little too subtle for her. She’d say . . . awkward things.”

Arthur opened a tetatet on the wall, tapped to the dream interface.

“You met her this morning, didn’t you?” he inquired.

“Donna?” Yvonne queried. “Yeah.”

“What did you think of her?”

“She was a bot,” Yvonne said, crossing her legs and clasping her hands around one knee.

“You didn’t like her.”

“I’m not sure ‘like’ is the right word,” Yvonne said. “I didn’t like or dislike. But I didn’t want to be around her. At all.”

“Why not?”

“It’s weird. She was too much like me, I guess . . . without quite being me. I’m very sensitive to that.”

As if summoned by the conversation, Donna appeared, face wavy and imprecise, as were most of the images created from his dreams, but Arthur knew who it was, even though the top part of her head was missing.

She was talking, her mouth moving, her words impossible to decipher.

“Weird,” Arthur said, a lump in his throat, as the image dissolved, replaced by a long hall with doors on either side, a light at the end, a black figure casting a shadow.

“I sort of remember that one,” he said. “I couldn’t run on two legs. I had to use my hands too.”

“Like an animal,” Yvonne noted.

“Yeah.”

Next came the mouth and the eyes, the mouth gasping in pain or pleasure, the eyes looking.

“Recurring dream, started a few weeks ago,” Arthur said. “I have no idea where it’s coming from.”

“Maybe the mouth is your mom’s.”

“Ooh, yuck,” Arthur said. “Why would you even say that?”




Chapter 8: Pains and Urges

Yvonne pulled her hands up to her mouth and laughed into her fingertips.

“Sorry, sorry, that’s just the first thing you think of when you dream about a mysterious woman,” Yvonne said. “Or so I’ve been told.”

“Okay, I accept that.”

The dreams wrapped up with a dinosaur on a man’s head, and Yvonne laughed.

“You shouldn’t laugh at people’s dreams,” he said.

“Don’t you think it’s funny?”

“Maybe. But it was my dream, so I guess I look at it differently.”

“Sorry.”

The screen went blank.

“Okay, that’s it,” he said. “My subscription has some self-improvement features too, but I’ve been terrible about that.”

“What have you signed up for?” Yvonne asked.

“The usual,” Arthur replied. “I’ve asked it to let me know when my vindictive urges flare up, when something triggers irrational fear, when I go too hard into self-chastisement or unearned hubris, and I used to check it pretty regularly, but since my last year of college, and now the job, I’ve been too busy to operate it correctly.”

“What do you mean?”

“I had trouble keeping the diary. So I’d look at my stats at the end of the day, but I had no context. It would say I fired hard self-chastisement at, say, 1:37, but I wouldn’t remember what was going on then, and I had no notes to look at.”

“Did you ever use it right?”

“Yes, for a few years, and I got a lot out of it, especially at the start. But I don’t see being able to do it anytime in the near future.”

“Maybe I can help enough to give you some extra time,” Yvonne said hopefully. “Or those prisoners will make things easier.”

“I don’t know,” Arthur said uncertainly, tapping open the platform balloting interface. “Feel free to remind me about that, especially about my dreams, and balloting. I try to do dreams every day, and I get dinged if I don’t do five platform ballots a week.”

“Dinged?”

“A fine they take out of my paycheck. You know about our platforming laws, right?”

“Not really,” Yvonne said. “Unless they’re like Canada’s.”

“They’re similar,” Arthur said, and he scrolled through a list of questionable promulgations, stopping on a message summed up simply as “I levitate.”

He clicked it open.

“Raising my ass from my chair;” began the message.

“I can do it anywhere.

“It’s an act of will,

“I don’t take a pill.

“I’m doing it now.

“Send me three fifty and I’ll show you how.”

Arthur laughed so loud it seemed to startle Yvonne. She jerked and looked at him quickly.

Could a synthesis startle? That surprised him.

“Okay,” said Arthur. “This is what we call a spanner. Someone who’s trying to gum up the works. Do you know what I’m talking about?”

Yvonne shook her head. “Not at all.”

“There are a few ways to do it. Post a complicated but ultimately bogus message that people have to read before they realize they’re getting their leg pulled. There have been some brilliant ones. But most are a lot less elaborate, just someone trying to find that place between legitimate expression and irresponsible platforming, the gray area, so you don’t know what to do with it. This one’s a pretty good example of it. It got flagged because it seems to be offering an impossible benefit for money, but when you read it, you realize it’s arguably someone’s idea of humor, or poetry, or both. So I’m going to vote to label it anti-system, and the authorities will deal with it.”

“What will they do?”

“First platforming offense, just a warning. Second, another warning, or maybe a fine. Third, more fines, or possibly prison time.”

“And then they end up on your skyfarm.”

“Yeah, or just in a cell somewhere.”

“That seems sort of mean for just writing something.”

“You can’t just let people publish whatever they want. The human mind isn’t advanced enough to protect itself from that. You’ve studied history a little, right?”

“Yes.”

“So you know what people used to do with religion and politics and, uh, medicine, and on and on?”

“Yes,” Yvonne said, crossing her arms, not looking completely convinced.

“Canada has the same laws,” Arthur countered. “Or similar. People get deplatformed democratically, same as here.”

“Similar laws,” Yvonne agreed. “But they try harder to shut people down without prosecuting them.”

“So you know about this, then.”

“Yes,” she said. “Some knowledge was pre-loaded, some I had to learn, and if something interested me, I could spend more time on that.”

“You were interested in platforming?”

“Very,” she said. “I want to write.”

“You think you’ll get deplatformed?”

“I’m not going to think about that. I’m just going to write and see what happens.”

“Write what?” Arthur said.

“I don’t know. Something from the weird memories I have.”

“Weird memories?”

“Artifacts,” Yvonne said. “That’s what they call them. Artifacts.”

“Can you elaborate?”

“It’s just . . . hints of things, sometimes more. Places, faces, I don’t know. False memories that come from, just, the way my mind works. They call them artifacts. But they bother me, so maybe if I wrote them down and tried to make a story of them, it would help.”

“What are they like?” Arthur asked. “Could they be like dreams, maybe?”

“No, realer than dreams.”

“You dream, then?”

“Yes. But these don’t go away. And I feel them when I’m awake, not sleeping only.”

“What kind of things do you see?”

“Archaic,” Yvonne said.

“Archaic?”

“Olden times,” she said. “That’s the best way to put it.”

“Which olden times?” Arthur persisted. “Dinosaurs, cavemen, the Colonial era?”

Yvonne clenched her hands while she studied the far wall.

“Have you tried to write anything yet?” he asked.

“Yes,” Yvonne said, her clouded brow clearing. “And the next day, I always delete it all, because it’s so bad.”

“It doesn’t help you?”

“Well, it does a little,” Yvonne replied. “But I want to be able to show it to other people, and nothing I’ve written is good enough for that.”

“What kind of writing do you want to do?” Arthur said. “Just a summary of your memories?”

“It’s more ambitious than that,” Yvonne confessed. “I want it to make people think something new after they’re done reading.”

“That’s a good definition of poetry,” Arthur said.  “Was that programmed in?”

“What do you mean?” Yvonne replied, the merest of smiles playing across her lips.

“Were you given, I don’t know, a poetry module, or a writing chip or something?”

“That’s not how my brain was made.”

“Okay, how was it made?”

“I’d prefer not to say.”

“You know then?” Arthur said, turning to face the girl on his bed. “They told you?”

“No, they didn’t tell me.”

“But you figured it out,” he persisted.

Yvonne just smiled.

“You heard,” Arthur asserted, “what they were saying when they didn’t know you were listening. Right?”

“Right.”

“Why not tell me?” Arthur ventured.

“I would rather not.”

Yvonne shifted on the bed, looking slightly uncomfortable. Or was it a ruse? Could a synthesis act like she felt one way while she was actually thinking something completely different? People did it all the time. It was a form of lying that, until today, Arthur never imagined an automaton could mimic.

Where did this mind come from?

Arthur could ask question after question, he thought, cross-examine the girl, or demand information, or push until she finally let something slip. Or he could observe, sating his curiosity as Yvonne apparently had, by absorbing knowledge discreetly.

Yes, he could make of this a game, his opponent an enthusiastic female who claimed to be an automaton but whose behavior indicated anything but.

No, she was not his opponent.

TIQ was. Yvonne had already said more than she needed to. She could have claimed complete ignorance about the genesis of her AI, but she hadn’t done that.

Tease it out of her, Arthur told himself, with her implicit cooperation.

Reading between the lines, deciphering body language, guessing at the real meanings behind the flesh, that was a uniquely human gift, and he would use it.

“I’m tired,” Yvonne said, resting her elbows on her thighs and staring up at him.

“Tired?” Arthur repeated. “Like, low on – whatever you use for energy?”

“No, tired as in sleepy. I need to sleep. It’s been a long day, and it’s after midnight Quebec time.” Yvonne rose and pulled her shirt over her head. “A wonderful day.”

“You sleep?”

“I do.”

“How long?” Arthur asked.

“It varies. Average is seven and a half hours.”

“Why do you sleep?” Arthur asked, bewildered.

“Why do you sleep?”

“So you don’t know,” Arthur asked, “or you’re not going to say?”

Yvonne glanced at him, looked down at her skirt to unzip it.

“I prefer to sleep naked,” she said. “Is that okay?”

Immediately, ancient, indivisible things stirred in Arthur’s mind, within his loins, at his core, and he watched Yvonne undress, aware of the illusion even while it worked its magic on him, the robot forgotten, replaced by the manifestation of a girl kicking off her shoes, dropping her skirt, unclasping her bra, sliding her panties down her thighs, stepping out of them, bending while her black hair swung on either side of her face, and her breasts bounced, and her black muff kept its own still counsel above her slit – a mirage of chemistry and logic and mind science that had him, with his assent, utterly fooled and utterly delighted.

He wasted no time moving to this new place in his mind, sliding off the bed, pulling off his t-shirt, pushing down his shorts, glancing at his firming penis before he looked again at Yvonne, standing before him, balancing on her feet a little unevenly, the way humans do, and he stepped to her and put his hands around her back, lowering them to grab her rump, feeling nothing but flesh and her version of muscle, a marvelously natural pair of mounds that shifted with her weight, that tensed as she pressed her soft hair against the top of his thigh.

What was her hair made from? he wondered, moving one hand in front to feel it with his fingertips, to stroke the coarse covering across her mound, to feel, beneath it, the soft lips in two pink folds, which he parted so he could touch the hole that waited between them, finding it wet, her lubricant smooth and thick.

Yvonne breathed out her nose, closed her eyes and leaned toward Arthur, her mouth a little lower than his, so she had to tilt her head back, and he lowered his mouth to hers and they kissed that way, both breathing out their noses. Arthur opened his mouth, something he rarely did with Donna because her mouth wasn’t quite right, but Yvonne seemed to be natural here as well, her tongue emerging from her smile to explore him, to lick his tongue, to allow him to explore her mouth.

She pulled away, went to the bed and pulled the covers down, dropping to her back and spreading her legs wide.

“Ow,” she said, straightening her left leg before moving it aside again.

“Ow?” Arthur echoed, pausing as he knelt on the bed.

“Leg cramp,” she said.

“Leg cramp,” Arthur echoed again, his tone distinctly doubtful.

“Yeah,” she said, reaching down to rub the inside of her leg next to her vulva. “When I move something too fast, it hurts sometimes.”

“You feel pain?”

“Of course.”

“Who gave you that?” Arthur asked, still poised by Yvonne’s upraised feet, penis displaying hard arousal while his questions indicated a sudden curiosity.

“No one gave me anything,” she said, and she settled her head onto the pillow, reached up to him and raised her pelvis, lifting her female opening to him, the lips glistening with a new wash of clear lubricant.

Arousal took over, curiosity vanquished. Arthur planted his left hand next to Yvonne’s shoulder, lowered his right hand to position his penis for insertion, and he drove the tip into the girl’s body.

Her eyes went wide, her mouth opened in a sudden gasp, and Arthur went to work, guessing that it was pleasure and not pain that animated her visage.

He drove all the way into the artificial chamber, stirred around within her briefly, pulled out and pushed back in, noting with a single-minded desire now that she was rocking up to meet him, timing her movements to ensure that her hole swallowed all of his member with every thrust.

No, this vagina was different. Wetter than Donna’s, perhaps. Or stronger. Or tighter. Arthur thrust back in and held still, sensing Yvonne’s walls in all their intricacy with his raging shaft. She was pulsing around him, gently, subtly. Did she have a heart?

He dropped, put his mouth against hers and bounced within her, feeling her embrace, her breath, her everything while his penis completed its mission, contracting and spasming and spitting its cream into her.

While he came, he continued licking her mouth, and now he sensed cherry. Subtle, almost beyond sensation, but all the more delicious because of how elusive it was, like the notes that emerged from the best wines of Chile or South Africa, yielding their secrets only to those who came with a sense of reverent sensitivity.

“Oh, oh, oh,” Arthur said quietly into his lover’s ear, and she continued to buck under him while she gasped, but she did not cum, and her breath subsided and she lay still beneath him, legs splayed while she stroked his back and kissed his cheek.

Arthur rolled off her, his wet penis leaving a trail across her thigh, and he curled around her side, knees at her leg, reaching up to cup her breast.

“You have a heartbeat,” he ventured. “I felt it . . . around me.”

“I do.”

“Why?”

“It’s functional,” she said. “It distributes things, water and chemicals, just like yours. But it’s part of what I experience, too. Like the other things. Listen to it.”

She placed a hand behind his head and forced him to her with a subtle, unnatural strength, positioning his ear between her breasts, and Arthur heard the quiet “lub-dub, lub-dub,” of the thing that beat within Yvonne.

He was glad it was there, and chose to withhold his curiosity and simply marvel.

And respect. And enjoy.

The lovers fell asleep a few minutes later.

At 6 a.m., Arthur’s chip produced the soft cries of marsh birds, echoing within his cranium, stirring him groggily awake. He was uncertain where he was at first, the sound of breathing beside him disconcerting until he recognized its source.

Yvonne.

Not Donna. Donna was gone, and the pain stabbed at him, his first emotion of the day.

But she had been replaced by Yvonne, and Yvonne was still here, a machine of exceeding transcendence, barely a machine at all, her capabilities unprecedented, her nature a mystery.

How does one wake up a second class bot? Arthur wondered.

How, for that matter, does one wake up a natural girl?

Yvonne was on her side, facing him, and he stared at her sleeping face, beautiful in repose, before he reached toward her, hand beneath the covers, and brushed her side gently.

Eyes still closed, she opened her mouth and breathed out.

The odor of cherries, again.

Arthur touched her arm and she breathed in and began to move, rolling slowly onto her back, eyes fluttering open.

“Hey, Arthur,” she whispered, fixing her eyes on the ceiling.

“Good morning, Yvonne,” he replied. “Ready to skyfarm?”

She turned her face toward him, rolled back and wrapped an arm around his shoulder, kissing him on the forehead.

“Yes,” she said, her voice returning to the volume and enthusiasm of yesterday’s waking hours. “So ready.”

Arthur slid off the bed, tapped the window, filled the room with dawn glow, and made his way to the bathroom.

“Hurry,” Yvonne said.

“Hurry what?” Arthur said, releasing.

“I need to pee,” she explained, the rustle of sheets and the creak of the bed telling him she had risen, her bare feet on the floor.

“What does it feel like?” Arthur asked.

“What does what feel like?”

“Needing to pee.”

“Uncomfortable,” she said, voice drawing near.

“I find it strange,” Arthur said, finishing and flushing, “that they would give you that.”

“I have a lot of things, good and bad,” she said, entering the bathroom and sitting on the toilet while Arthur washed his hands. “But not everything.”

“What do you mean?”

“I can’t smell,” she said. “They really wanted us to smell, but it took up too much space. And some of us can sweat, but I can’t. But I can vomit.”

“Vomit?” Arthur echoed.

“Yeah. Stuff even comes out. Dry essence.”

“How?” Arthur said. “Why?

“Weird times,” Yvonne said. “But usually when I can remember half of something. Someone speaking to me, and they start talking, and the rest of their words are completely lost. Like they never happened. It’s so strange it makes me sick.”

“It sounds,” Arthur ventured, “like something from a dream.”

“Not really. From something else.”

“Something that happened in Quebec?”

“Not really.”

Yvonne stared at the floor, the ringing beneath her telling Arthur she was releasing whatever it was her body needed to expel. She’d been embarrassed about this yesterday. Today she didn’t seem to care if he saw her, but he slipped out of the bathroom and dressed, wondering if she was doing it in front of him only because she could no longer hold it – if her drive to urinate had been programmed in, utterly inexplicably, as a pain sharp enough to overcome her programmed discretion.

“I’ll let you go first next time,” Arthur said, pulling on his t-shirt. “I didn’t know you needed to do that.”

“You are a true gentleman,” she announced before she flushed.

“How did you learn how to talk?” Arthur inquired.

“I’m still learning,” she said, smiling as she exited the bathroom. “How did you learn how to ask questions?”




Chapter 9: The Ghosts are Not Meant for Me

On the evening of the day of the Feast of the Cardiblossom, high moon then too and always thick with auspices besides, and the doings and the gatherings ran rich, and none finer than that conducted in the hall of Elmfayre, a good king there wise and stout besides.

And it was the Feast of Cardiblossom, one of the finest, and it had fallen to the later hours, when many there were nodding and the strings went idle more than they were plucked, and the king took aside Frexhrnd, for that was the name’s sound if the name be spoke, the name of a Persim Noble who was both lord and general and good surely, and the king spake as he spake, plainly, as one to another, and they sat deep in the oldest well of the hall, turned on this feastnight to a gathering, each dressed in the best robes of their station, vermillion and azure and deep wine, and the king with a silver crown, and Frexhrnd with laurels at his temples, as sport only.

“I understand you had some adventure west of Rent Thrice,” spake the king, and his words were said hushwise, with none around anyway who were both awake and sober.

“There was, Sovereign, a turn or two, as always,” spake Frexhrnd in answer.

“More than a turn,” spake the king. “I hear.”

“There is always a turn or two,” Frexhrnd assented, “and then maids and ladies and the boiling youth say more, to make of their lives something they are not.”

“It was no natural turn at all,” spake the king, “that took to you and your party in that meadow by those Cascades.”

“Is that what they say?” Frexhrnd queried of his king. “Very well. Shall I scoop another draught for you from the barrel?”

“I am finished with spirits. Now we must talk about the magi.”

“Pffft,” hissed Frexhrnd. “We must talk awhile then, for they are seen everywhere.”

“Not like this,” spake the king. “Not the way you saw him.”

“I saw nothing,” reported Frexhrnd.

“You did then.”

“I did not.”

“Tell me what you didn’t see.”

Frexhrnd laughed, a bit like a choke, as though suddenly besotted.

“I must have been to the barrel too many dips,” he said, “for your request sounds like nonsense. Let us when we are both in the altogether speak more of this.”

“Nay,” spake the king. “Now only.”

“If you would have me repeat the words of fools, you will make me one too.”

“These were no fools,” the king said, leaning forward to peer into the eyes of Frexhrnd. “This was your company, whom you know. Your own Lady Tahks, of course. Malchem, too. The daughter of them, Fernda. The—”

“My consort spoke on this?” said Frexhrnd, his voice astartle. “My son too?”

“Today, earlier. She told me all, under duress, with bowing and halted tongue in the gallery when I caught her in passing, and I swore her to silence until I could have you bring forth your own words on it, to see if they match. For it was Lady Tahks, and Fernda, the daughter of them, and your son, Malchem, and the three lads who keep him to his heels, and that lady in waiting, the widow she is, Syr . . . Syr . . .”

“Syrnenda,” spake Fraxhrnd, and he looked up as one remembering his last dealings with his consort Tahks in a new light earlier of evening, ferreting out the hints in her demeanor, her gestures and her choice of words, for indication she had been interviewed with difficulty by the king.

“And Malchem,” said Fraxhrnd, speaking of his son, whom he had not yet seen that day, for the lad was close to 20 summers and on his way.

“Yes, and he was at first speechless like you,” said the king, “and ashamed because of the way you were waylaid and the way you were rescued, but he shared what he could.”

Fraxhrnd nodded.

“Then Syrnenda, and her daughter too, what be her name, both spoke of it as women though the younger be only starting to bloom, but not her other child, for he is too young, son of a different father whose name she declines to give, nor did I trouble the slaves. But each of the sensible free I consulted told me from their own angle what happened in that pass by those Cascades when the Mason Crows waylaid you (here the king spat in disgust) and made to slay you all, or slay some and take some rather, and the stories all hold together, and none are like anything ever I’ve heard of or seen, and now you must tell me all the doings there, and I will leave you at peace.”

“I beg you, my King, not to ask me to send good dogs after clover hares, for every word I repeat first tossed by ladies and lads and widows will make me another word closer to laughingstock.”

“Speak your own words then, General Frexhrnd. Say only what you saw, unsullied by any other’s account.”

“It made no sense,” protested Frexhrnd. “It was as a dream. To tell of it would lay one unfollow atop another.”

“Have you ever told of a dream?” asked the king.

“I have.”

“Then tell it to me as you would a dream. Only that. I must know.”

“My King,” spake Frexhrnd. “May I ask why?”

“Some say I speak for the gods, others say I am a god, and it is treason to say otherwise. But I know neither are true, that between the crown I wear to high court and the cushion to which I deliver my arse when I set chin on fist and decide things, there is only a man here like all others, made different only insomuch as crown and cushion can make them.”

“My Lord, the spoilt brandywine besets you now,” protested Frexhrnd. “The treason here is that done by they that served it you.”

“Feign neither patriotism nor devotion,” spake the king, “for neither becomes you, nor any general who rules a field honestly.”

“I cannot but honor my king,” said Frexhrnd, folding his hands and looking out from their well, for the music had picked up again, but all akilter, gaps in the strings, ballads missing note and theme.

“You have seen something I have never,” spake the king, “and I will never see, and will certainly never be. And I would that I could, and know of it, of the things that move around behind the air. The magi do not visit us. The ghosts are not meant for me. Speak on this, so in your words at least I will touch something beyond earth and flesh.”

Frexhrnd breathed in, a long inward sigh.

“I will tell no one of your retelling,” spake the king. “I swear on my own crown.”

“I will relate it,” Frexhrnd spake. “And tell it as a dream only, and it will make no more sense to you than me, and I pray no one ever learn I said thus and weigh me ever on a fool.”

“Tell me that way, then.”

“I will tell you.”




Chapter 10: In Transport

Edith was already up when Arthur, showered, and Yvonne, dressed for the day, reached the kitchen, and she greeted the couple with hugs and printed a breakfast of quiche and bacon and waffles, and Yvonne retrieved a second package of Dry Essence from the closet, scooping it into her crystal tumbler, stirring it with the water from the tap.

“What flavor are you having this morning?” Arthur asked.

“Peanut butter,” she said. “I don’t like it as much as cherry, but I feel like it’s more appropriate for my first workday.”

Thomas arrived and, never much for morning conversation, greeted his son and his son’s companion with a quick bow and punched on the tetatet in the breakfast nook.

“Do either of you have any advice for me?” Yvonne asked the parents once all were settled at the table, three with plates, one with only a drink.

“About working on a skyfarm?” Edith asked with a chuckle. “Do whatever Arthur does. He’s the best in the business.”

Arthur laughed, finding this praise a little over the top, even from his mother.

“I mean, advice for working with the other people there,” Yvonne said.

“When you figure that one out, let me know,” Arthur said.

Arthur’s father cleared his throat.

“Listen,” he said, dropping his fork to point to his ears, then to his head. “And remember.”

“My memory isn’t that great,” Yvonne confessed.

“Have you had it tested?” Edith asked.

“Yes,” Yvonne replied. “My academic IQ comes out around the 95th percentile, overall. But—”

“That’s right where Arthur’s is!” Edith declared.

“Arthur,” Thomas said, staring at his son with his most earnest expression. “You need to forget she is anything . . . but a girl.”

“Is that what they told you in Quebec?” Arthur inquired.

“I never talked to anyone in Quebec, about Yvonne,” Thomas said, shaking his head. “She just got on the pod, introduced herself and cried.”

“Cried?” Arthue echoed, looking at Yvonne.

“I was sad about leaving everyone,” she said quickly, her eyes going moist again. “It’s the only place I’ve ever known.”

A chime and a flashing icon on the breakfast nook tetatet announced the arrival of the transport pod to the roof.

“It’s early,” Arthur said, taking his last bite, and he leapt up and went to his room, Yvonne following, stowing the last of her things in an outside pocket of her suitcase while Arthur changed into a long-sleeved shirt, jeans and work boots.

“You’re going like that?” he asked, eyeing her golf shirt and tennis skirt dubiously.

“Cold doesn’t bother me,” she said. “Unless it gets really cold.”

Suitcases in hand, they hugged Edith and Thomas at the bottom of the stairs and hustled to the roof, the pod there waiting, an aerodynamic, rectangular box, small and blue, lined with windows, two fans built for speed beneath it.

Arthur and Yvonne entered and stowed their luggage in the rack by the door, finding three occupants already in lounges: two sleeping males, a girl consulting a tetatet in her lap.

“That’s Johnny,” Arthur whispered to Yvonne, pointing to the male closest to them, wearing a blue warmup suit and a thick black beard, his eyes hidden behind a sleeping mask. “He’s chief horticulturist.”

Arthur pointed to a blond-haired male in jeans and a black shirt. “And that’s Ricardo, our dietician.”

Arthur took a lounge by the aisle, motioning Yvonne to settle beside the window, and she leaned back and banged her feet against the leg rest in excitement.

The girl with the tetatet looked up briefly, looked back down.

Arthur didn’t know her, had never seen her before, and studied her briefly. He assumed she was going to the skyfarm with the rest of them.

She was pretty, petite, with short black hair, dressed in jeans and an old green sweater, a heavy coat spread out on the lounge chair beside hers.

The transport pod, its graphene vacuum pillows expanding with a chorus of creaks, rose slowly at first, clearing the treetops, arcing over the neighborhood, the blazing skyline of Los Angeles coming into view, a dozen skyfarms floating above it, several dozen more on its outskirts, residential pods and transport pods and other craft large and small climbing, descending, joining together or pulling away, a world of its own above the old city on the ground, untethered from terra firma.

“It’s beautiful,” Yvonne said, staring out the window and fumbling for Arthur’s arm, grabbing his wrist and squeezing. “I never get tired of seeing it.”

Once outside local airspace, the pod heaved skyward, fans suddenly roaring, the little craft jolting briefly before it regained its stability and pushed through the atmosphere.

Once the pod was cruising stably, Arthur rose and, with a mischievous smile at Yvonne that would have been wasted on Donna, he approached the male named Johnny.

“Dude, awaken,” Arthur said just above his colleague.

“I’m awake,” Johnny said, crossing his arms and turning to his side. “You woke me up when you got on.”

“Act awake then,” Arthur commanded. “I thought you were dead.”

“And you didn’t call a medbot?” Johnny asked, turning, sitting up and pushing up his mask.

“I thought it was too late for that,” Arthur said. “I was going to call a funeral bot, and I was just starting to look for a really cheap one when I decided you might still be alive.”

Yvonne rose from her lounge and approached.

“Hello, Johnny,” she said.

“Johnny, this is Yvonne,” Arthur said.

Yvonne offered her hand, as gracious as ever.

“You’re going to the skyfarm?” he asked, smiling back at the girl.

“Yes, I’m going to be helping Arthur.”

“In what capacity?” Johnny asked.

“Whatever Arthur needs,” Yvonne said.

Johnny looked at Arthur suspiciously. “I didn’t know Dana was hiring you an assistant,” he said. “And you’re getting all those prisoners too. What gives? Your job too hard?”

“Way harder than horticulture,” Arthur said. “But I’m going to try to get Yvonne on as a companion worker. So, no hiring necessary.”

“Where’s Donna?” Johnny asked.

Arthur winced before he answered.

“Decommissioned,” he said simply. “And yeah, it hurt.”

“Sorry,” Johnny said, shifting in his seat, clearly uncomfortable with expressions of emotion from a work colleague.

“Well, go back to sleep,” Arthur said, glancing at the flight status screen. “You’ve got another two hours.”

“Yay.”

Arthur and Yvonne returned to their lounges, and Yvonne stared out the window while Arthur’s gaze wandered back and forth between his tetatet and the girl in the old green sweater, still staring at her own tetatet, seemingly oblivious to all around her.

Whoever she was, she was aloof.

They were over clouds and beneath a blazing sun now, the earth a blanket of gray and white, and Yvonne turned back to Arthur and grabbed his arm.

“Tell me about Sex and Lies in Malibu,” she said.

“I thought you watched it,” Arthur protested.

“Several times, but I’m looking for the back story.”

“I’ll tell you, as long as you don’t ask about the sequel,” Arthur said, sighing and turning off his tetatet.

“I saw that too.”

“How many times?”

“Just once.”

“It was that bad?”

“No,” she said unconvincingly. “It wasn’t as interesting as the first one, though. I really liked you in the first one.”

“Okay,” Arthur said, “but it’s no secret what happened. I put most of the details on my blog.”

“I want to hear it from you,” Yvonne said, squeezing his forearm and smiling urgently.

“Okay,” Arthur said. “I got the weekend off and came home late from the farm, and . . . Donna . . . didn’t stay there that time, so she met me, at a little diner a mile from home.”

Arthur coughed and looked out the window, finding a quick, unanticipated pain in this memory, something simple Donna did whenever he came home from the skyfarm, meeting him and watching him have coffee or brunch or a late dinner, depending on the time, asking him the simple questions she usually asked, surprising him now and then with a query that came from somewhere among the randomizations she was programmed to occasionally dip into.

“What do you think when you see the stars at night from the farm?” she’d asked him once.

“What would happen if you ran out of food on the skyfarm? Could you eat what you grew?”

“Would a horse like living on the skyfarm?”

“Okay,” Yvonne prompted, two syllables imbued with the tone that suggested she sensed his pain.

“Okay,” he said. “So there’s this guy in the next booth, by himself, and he’s crying about something, and Donna just zeroed in on him. She was just staring, so I looked at him too, and he looked back and – well, you saw the movie – he just says ‘Sorry,’ but I felt bad for him, so I said ‘Hey, Bud, what’s up?’ and he says what he said, about losing the love of his life without really even having her, and then I said what I said, which sort of – and this wasn’t in the movie – came from a poetic idea I was working on, about how it can hurt just as much to lose something you didn’t quite have – can hurt even more – than losing something you’ve had all your life. So I said what I said.”

Arthur squinted and leaned dramatically toward Yvonne. “Not having what goes away. Not ever really having what you’ve just lost, so you lost what you didn’t know. What can hurt worse than that?”

“That’s just like in the movie!” Yvonne exclaimed, executing five small claps beneath her chin. “Say the other part. Say the other part to me!”

Arthur laughed resignedly.

“But then,” he said, “I’m not as convinced as you are she’s really gone.”

Yvonne clapped again.

“And that was it,” Arthur said. “I didn’t even think about it until they got in touch with me a year later to ask if Donna had recorded any of it, because they were thinking about making a CV of it all.”

“They were engaged,” Yvonne said reverently, pressing her fingers to her lips, her eyes going moist. “He went to find her right after he talked to you.”

“Yeah, they got back together, I guess because of what I said,” Arthur continued. “Everyone knows that part. And then someone told them they should try to make a movie of what happened, so they spent six months digging up everything they could find, surveillance videos, security cams, videos their friends made, tetatet conversations, and of course the whole thing with her ex that he misunderstood. And then, it took them months to find me. Which was another whole thing.”

“I want to hear it from you.”

“After they tracked me down, Sonja and Reuben – both of them – met with me and Donna, at that same diner. In the morning though, so we were all having coffee, except Donna. And I wasn’t sure what they wanted, just that they were saying Reuben remembered talking to me, and what I said made him decide to reach back out to Sonja, and maybe it could go in a movie they wanted to make. So – and this probably could have been a movie itself – we spent a while just trying to figure out how to explain what we were looking for to Donna.”

Arthur breathed in and sighed out with the memory of trying to make clear to a semi-sentient being what they needed:

“‘Donna, we’re looking for a recording you might still have from last September, of me talking to people here, at the Skyline Diner.’

“‘Which Skyline Diner?’

“‘This one, where we are right now.’

“‘We’ve been here together 23 times. Which time?’

“‘Last September. We’re not sure about the exact date. We can probably figure it out if you need us to. But it was one of the times you met me when I came back from the skyfarm late on a Friday night.’

“‘You got home late from the skyfarm on a Friday night seven times.’

“‘Yes. But can you narrow it down to last September? Friday night? I got home late from the skyfarm and you met me here and we talked to Reuben here, and we’re looking for any recordings you made from that conversation.’”

“And then Donna looks at Reuben – really looks hard at him, staring, and says ‘You have had one conversation with this individual,’ and she opens up a tetatet on the table, and we get the whole thing, everything we said to each other, because Donna had been looking at whoever was speaking, and recording it all, and she retained everything, just like you saw it in the movie. Almost no editing from what she recorded to what they used.”

Yvonne clapped again, but then she put her hand on Arthur’s arm.

“My memory doesn’t work like that,” she said quietly.

“What do you mean?”

“It’s more . . . dynamic.”

“Dynamic?” Arthur echoed. “Care to explain?”

“I just remember things. My memory’s not perfect, but I would have remembered that, with Reuben, as soon as you mentioned him and that conversation. Or as soon as I saw him. Or if you mentioned talking to someone who was crying at the diner. Or – we would have talked about what happened right afterwards, because I would probably want to talk to you about it after that, so any memory trigger, like, ‘remember that guy who was crying?’ would give me all I needed to know.”

“Do you record things?” Arthur asked, noting that Yvonne was keeping her voice as low as his, the two of them united in a wordless pact of secrecy as they discussed important aspects of her functioning.

“Sort of,” Yvonne said. “But I have weird memories too, of things that never happened.”

Her voice trailed off before she continued. “Do you record things?”

Arthur laughed. “Are you being serious?”

“Pretend I am,” Yvonne said. “I want to hear your answer.”




Chapter 11: Juxtaposition

“Okay, yes, I record things, with my brain,” Arthur said. “And with my chip too. But neither is perfect.”

“What kind of chip do you have?” Yvonne asked, biting her lip in a brief display of diffidence, another unexplainable subtlety that told Arthur she knew it was a rude question, more personal than asking if someone was a virgin, or what medical treatments they were receiving.

Most chips were generic, a little self-improvement, a little introspection, tools like alarm clocks and numbing and mild sexual stimulation, and the ability to shut the owner down during a suicide attempt, but the specialized models – the Kriegger Loop for schizoaffective disorders, Maynard’s Reordering Module for compulsions, Torus Recursiva for things like narcissism, megalomania and the Truman syndrome – required lies if the question of chip were raised. Lies or oversharing, either outcome distressing enough to the confessor that polite conversation neglected the question altogether. Arthur guessed his chip model had never come up in in TIQ’s vetting process, thorough as it otherwise was.

Fortunately for the conversational flow, Arthur belonged to that majority of the population who had neither to lie nor overshare.

“I got the Peace Array when I was 16,” he said.

“Peace?”

“Yeah, p-e-a-c-e,” Arthur clarified. “Peace Array, Version II, a little obscure, but the Flagoneers are all based on it. I researched it a lot before I asked my parents for it. They were a little skittish, but some of the reviews called it way ahead of its time, and that, to my 16-year-old brain, was high praise. It’s still considered a very good chip, though.”

“Where is it?” Yvonne asked, staring at the top of Arthur’s head as if she might be able to see it.

“It’s two inch-long double helixes,” he said, touching his head above his left eyebrow, and just above his right ear.

“Did they have to dig?” she asked.

“No surgery,” Arthur said. “Only the specialized ones require that, usually. I just swallowed three courses, over a week or so, and the parts made their way up to my dura mater and assembled, and then there were a bunch of tests and training and preliminaries. I was almost 18 before it was fully operational.”

“Do you like it?” Yvonne asked, looking at Arthur before she gazed out the window. They were starting to descend.

“Like it,” Arthur repeated with a chuckle. “I guess you could put it that way. It’s a part of me, but I don’t think that much about it. I like knowing it’s there, though. I think most people are like that. If something really hurts, you know it’ll help.”

“Like with Donna.”

“Yeah.”

“How often do you numb?” she asked, another personal question, more diffidence.

“Maybe a few times a month,” he said. “I can have a few times a week, or more often than that with a doctor’s note, which isn’t hard to get, but for the most part, I like feeling life.”

“That’s what a poet would say.”

“Thank you,” he said.

“When do you do it, then?”

“Work stress is almost always the cause,” he said. “A couple of months ago, the sanitary cycle backed up, and our mechanoid was out of commission, so I had to deal with it personally while everyone was either yelling at me or asking me with this angry kind of sweetness when it would be fixed. So afterwards, I skipped dinner, and I got in my bed, and I just . . . yeah.”

Arthur smiled with the memory.

Yvonne laughed.

“I wrote a poem about it afterwards.”

Yvonne laughed again, abruptly, loud and hard, the first sound in their quiet conversation audible to their fellow passengers over the hum of the fans.

Arthur looked up to see their reactions. Johnny stirred. The girl looked up from her tetatet, looked back down. Ricardo moved not at all.

He turned back to Yvonne, eyebrows raised, not sure how to interpret her laughter.

“Sorry, sorry,” Yvonne said, blushing and bringing her hands to her mouth in what looked like sincere shame. “I just . . . I was imagining you dealing with backed up toilets . . . and then writing a poem about them. The, um, juxta—juxtaposition . . . is so jarring.”

“It’s okay,” Arthur said quickly. “I try not to take myself too seriously.”

“Okay,” Yvonne said, possibly reassured. “I didn’t’ want you to think I was laughing at you.”

She paused.

“Humor like that is a form of creativity.”

“What do you mean?”

“Putting two unfamiliar things together goes against our inclinations,” she explained. “But it’s a source of progress. So we need to do it, and the only way we’ll do it is if we’re rewarded for it. Laughter is the reward.”

“Where’d you hear that?” Arthur inquired, Yvonne’s assertion bordering on the kinds of claims that could get someone deplatformed.

“I don’t know,” she said.

“Yes you do.”

“Ross something, then,” she replied.

“Why did you say you didn’t know at first?”

“Because I wasn’t sure. I had to think about it.”

Was this two lies, Arthur wondered, or none? Arthur suspected two, Yvonne first denying falsely she knew where she’d heard something, then lying about not remembering it clearly.

But she’d dropped a clue. Ross something.

Ross something.

Whey they’d met with the team at TIQ, a Ross someone wasn’t there. Off at a conference somewhere. And Yvonne said after the meeting he had given her her mind. She didn’t have to say that. She probably wasn’t supposed to say that. Was it a hint? Did she want him to know how her mind had been designed? But because she couldn’t tell him herself, did she want him to figure it out on his own?

“Ross who?” Arthur asked.

“Oh, I can’t remember,” Yvonne replied, leaning to look out the window. “We were all on a first-name basis there.”

“I swear you said his last name before,” Arthur said. “After our meeting. Didn’t you?”

Yvonne looked at him, tapped her head and smiled.

“Imperfect memory.”

Arthur studied her face, which had gone blank, innocent. She was hiding things. Why? He decided to change the subject.

“So you saw the second movie too, right?” he asked, wincing.

“Yes,” Yvonne replied evenly.

“It wasn’t my fault,” Arthur said.

Yvonne laughed.

“That was obvious from the first scene,” she said, “when Sonja’s uncle came out and started narrating.”

“Yeah, he sort of wrote it all,” Arthur said, holding his fist up to his mouth. “And sort of tried to direct everyone.”

“That’s not cinema verité.”

“Nope,” Arthur agreed. “I’ve never seen a bad movie that was a sincere compilation of candid material. And I’ve never seen a good movie that was planned out.”

“I had to watch some,” Yvonne said. “While I was growing up.”

“While you were growing up?” Arthur echoed.

“Over the last year. That’s what I call it. I was learning everything at the same time, talking, balancing, reading, history, politics, culture, my fingernails. It was really intense. I watched a lot of cinema verité, but I had to watch at least one oldway movie from each of seven different genres.”

Yvonne held up her fingers, her nails cobalt blue, as if they’d been painted, and not the blue, white and gray of 10 different skies.

“Romantic comedy,” she said, curling a finger down for the first item on the list. “Gangster. Western. Disaster. Science fiction. Horror. And one other I can’t remember now.”

“What did you think?”

“I started dying of boredom, and complaining, but halfway through the third movie, Fritz talked to me. He said I should stop trying to be entertained and try to watch like I was seeing a strange, precious artifact from another world. That helped. But then I started laughing hysterically at this one scene where this woman was really overacting, and Fritz said I was getting punchy and he let me take a break.

“Punchy?” Arthur queried.

“You know, giddy? Kind of like drunk? When you’ve been working too hard.”

“That happens to you?”

“Yes, it happened a few times.”

“I don’t get it,” Arthur said. “Why would they program that in?”

Yvonne turned to him and smiled.

“Darling,” she said, “do you want to know how my mind was made?”

“I do.”

“Then stop thinking of it in the way that makes you ask questions like that.”

Arthur nodded and smiled, and for the next hour, they spoke of practical matters, of the things Yvonne could expect in her first days on the skyfarm, of what would change once Arthur bought a pod, and of the uncertainty presented by the irregulars, the half dozen prison laborers who, Arthur was convinced, would provide nothing but challenges for him.

Somewhere over the Sevier Desert of western Utah, the transport pod began descending, arcing down sideways, the width and breadth of that golden brown expanse unraveling its detail through the pod’s starboard windows, Yvonne staring raptly, skyfarms in abundance here, at least a dozen arrayed beneath them, taking advantage of unimpeded sun and sweet, warm air.

Here and there in what used to be pure desert, fields of growth broke through in the shadow of the farms, sometimes by accident and sometimes by agreement, earth-based farmers paying for the shade from on high to grow low-irrigation crops: cabbage, collards, Brussels sprout, broccoli.

“That’s ours,” Arthur said, pointing to a green and yellow square, tiny and far below but growing as they approached.

Yvonne grabbed his arm and sucked in her breath, leaning toward the window and planting her free hand on it, as if she wanted the glass gone so she could jump out, as if she’d pull Arthur along with her.

“Are we going to land on top?” she asked, turning away from the window to stare eagerly into Arthur’s eyes.

“No,” he said, “everything docks below, so it doesn’t interfere with the sunlight.”

“Oh, it’s got trees on it!” Yvonne shouted, bringing her hands together to clap. “What are the trees for?”

“Pecans and olives,” Arthur replied. “And see the big green square in the middle? That’s hydroponics, where we grow lettuces.”

“What’s the yellow. Wheat?”

“Yup,” he said. “Einkorn and soft spring. Durum. New Turkish. A few others.”

“There are people!” she said. “People are working there!”

Arthur leaned forward, resting his chin on Yvonne’s shoulder, looking at the growing but still tiny patch of floating agriculture.

“How many people do you see?” he asked, all signs of human industry still too far away to be visible to him.

“Three,” she said. “There, there and there.”

Arthur looked at his fellow passengers warily. If anyone of them peered out the window to try to see what Yvonne was seeing, they’d know immediately she wasn’t equipped with standard vision, and might conclude from that she was a bot. Humans got vision like that at times, but it was expensive, and rare for someone Yvonne’s age.

Yvonne’s little indiscretion had gone unnoticed, fortunately. Johnny had removed his sleeping mask, but he was only staring at the ceiling. Ricardo was starting to stir, but was still masked. The girl was staring absently at the tetatet in her lap.

Dropping fast for 10 minutes, soon the farm lay vast beneath them, the little outpost in all its complex glory, a vast yellow frame of graphene vacuum pillows set around 25 acres of black topsoil and nutrient-rich water and green and golden life, solar panels angled up here and there to catch the sun and provide shade to the lower-light vegetation. Beneath that lay the crew’s quarters, the storage decks and control modules, the labs and offices, cross pillows and fans, and farther down, underneath everything else, clung the docks where supply ships and transports and residential pods were moored.

“Oh,” Yvonne sighed more than once, gazing down at wheat stalks rolling with the wind, pecan and olive trees waving, a fountain in one corner shooting out streams of water in a carefully choreographed pattern of distribution. Above the field and over the edges, a half dozen drones flapped their wings, watching all, and two of the craft – looking like hand-sized, black and yellow bumblebees – confronted the pod, decided it was no threat, fluttered away.

At the edge of the field closest to them, a female worker on one knee, in blue coveralls and sunglasses, plucked wheat kernels and popped them into her mouth, glancing at the pod as it drew even with the platform, raising her hand in the small wave of someone who knows there are people in a craft but can’t see them through the tinted glass.

“That’s Alisha,” Arthur said. “Quality control. You’ll like her.”

“Alisha,” Yvonne said reverently as the transport pod made its way downward, nothing to see out the starboard windows now but the yellow expanse of the pillows, a great, corrugated wall of buoyancy broken by fist-sized black radar and camera and sensor bays and giant words in navy blue: “USSF George Washington III.”

Smaller words and letters and numbers elsewhere on the side provided the skyfarm’s serial number, the company’s website, the company name itself, “Green Aisle Produce, Inc.” and a half dozen stern admonitions, including “NO UNAUTHORIZED VISITATION,” “NO TOURS,” and “BUFFER: 500 YARDS ALL SIDES – KEEP AWAY!”

The transport pod, following its predesignated course, reached the bottom of the pillows and scuttled beneath them, entering a realm of deep shade where, after his eyes adjusted, Arthur could look up to see the skyfarm’s mostly black underside, four great fans in the corners, two spinning industriously, two barely turning, and a network of cross pillows, docks and doors, catwalks and bays, two airtrucks there to offload supplies and load up produce, a parked transport pod, a half dozen residential pods, with room for a half dozen more, including Arthur’s, if he could buy one and arrange the financing.

“Oh,” Yvonne sighed rapturously, as stirred by the skyfarm’s dark, utilitarian underbelly as she had been by its luscious topside.

Their pod dropped, rose, dropped again, avoiding obstacles real or imagined, slowing as it negotiated its final turns, pulling up beside the other pod which, now that Arthur could read its insignia, proved to be the prison pod.

“Central South Corrections,” it read in white letters stenciled across its black façade. “Mobile Prison. Do Not Approach.”

Arthur studied the windowless craft, looking in vain for some clue to its contents.

“That’s your prisoners,” Yvonne said with a gasp. “They’re already here?”

“They’re early,” Arthur said.

“I hope they’re nice,” she said, whispering as if she thought they could hear her.

“You’re not worried, are you?”

“No,” she said. “If they’re not nice, that’s okay. I just want them to be nice, so I can talk to them. But I don’t know what to expect.”

“I do,” Arthur said resignedly. “Incompetent, non-violent non-conformists.”

“When do we get to meet them?”

Arthur laughed.

“You make it sound like a party,” he said.

“I like parties,” Yvonne replied.

The pod performed its final, autonomous maneuvers, bumping against the pier, scraping a catwalk, locking into position.

“Ricardo!” Johnny shouted, rising and executing three quick jumping jacks. “We’re home! Get up!”

Ricardo unwrapped himself from his lounge, shifting his head back and forth quickly while he sniffed, looking out in surprise at his fellow passengers.

“Arthur,” he said with a yawn.

Arthur bowed.

“This is Yvonne,” he said. “Yvonne, Ricardo.”

“Yvonne,” Ricardo said, now shaking his head back and forth so quickly the syllables of her name came out in a scramble.

“Nice to meet you, Ricardo.”

Ricardo, one hand on his face, shuffled off his lounge, crouched next to it, stood upright, bent and hung his arms down while he huffed like a bear.

The door opened, letting in a blast of cold, dry air and the steady roar of the skyfarm’s fans. Arthur retrieve his and Yvonne’s luggage, handed Johnny his black trunk, slid the patchwork bag out for Ricardo, and retrieved a carpetbag last, holding it up and glancing at the girl, who’d put away her screen and was standing and looking a little uncertain.

“I’m Yvonne,” Yvonne said, offering her hand.

“Wendy,” she said with a startled smile, as if being greeted were a pleasant surprise.

Was she just shy? Arthur wondered. Was she waiting for someone to say something?

“What are you up here for?” Arthur asked, moving toward the door.

“Assistant to the chief,” she said.

“Where are you from?” Ricardo asked, picking up his suitcase and shaking it, setting it back down and staring at it, puzzled.

“I just finished at Worsted,” she said.

“If you can’t go to the best,” Johnny announced, “go to the Worsted!”

“Uh, Johnny,” Arthur said. “You really had to go there?”

“Yes,” he replied, taking Wendy’s hand in his. “Hardship and suffering give you character. Consider that your initiation.”

Wendy smiled again, a little weakly, and the passengers made their way off the pod and onto the catwalk, a chessboard of green patches interspersed with brown Utah desert blazing below.

“Aren’t you cold?” Wendy asked, staring wide-eyed at Yvonne.

“Yes, freezing,” Yvonne lied.

“Hey, Arthur, there are your prisoners,” Johnny said, pointing at the other pod.

“Yeah,” Arthur agreed.

“I heard they’re all mass murderers. They had to kill at least five people to get to work for you.”

“Yeah,” Arthur agreed again, even less humorlessly.

“Hey, Ricardo, how long before they take him out?” Johnny persisted. “One hour? Or you think Artie will make it the full two?”

“I’d go with suicide pact,” Ricardo said, holding open the door into the skyfarm for his comrades. “They all go out together.”

“I turned a skyfarm upside down,” Yvonne announced.

“Huh?” Johnny asked, turning to the girl.

“It was just in a simulation,” she clarified with a giggle and a slight blush. “I did it with the hydraulics. They said it had never been done before.”

“Great, so we all know how we’re gonna die now,” Ricardo said, shutting the door behind him and locking it. The door before them opened with a slight hiss and they all trooped forward to the elevator.

“I won’t do it for real,” she promised.

“You’re guesting with Arthur?” Ricardo asked.

“Yes, just like the prisoners.”

“How do you know this madman?”

Yvonne looked at Arthur.

“I feel like I’ve always known him,” she said.

“Oh, that’s so sweet I might even barf,” Ricardo warned.




Chapter 12: Caught in the Pass

“This then, is what happened,” sighed Lord Frexhrnd, also a general. “And I shall tell it like a dream, and pray you do not mock me when it is done.”

“Proceed,” spake King Elmfayre, and he moved his hand as one rolling a barrel, impatiently, for it was late at night on the day of the Feast of Cardiblossom, and all were weary except those already asleep.

“It was all of us, as you said, my consort, Lady Tahks, and Fernda, the daughter of the others, and my son Malchem, and the four of us on horses, and then by foot the three lads for Malchem, two brothers and a third, and that lady in waiting, Syrnenda, and her fresh born son and her blooming daughter too, who answers to Achchlean, and two slave girls to whom I assigned minor fetters, for they are sometimes restless and difficult to retrieve, and their father too, the worthiest of slaves, and a mark for interview should you wish to put forth the time.”

“I will let you speak, please,” spake the king.

“The pass was narrowest there,” said Frexhrnd, and I watched the birds and smelled the wind and listened for the rustle and I thought us safe there and confess all that, for I was a fool, and it was not until we were all set by it, a great wall of the mountain on one side, and thick trees and the tumbledown on the other, so when the Mason Crows showed face before us, five of them in a fighting order, with the little shields they use, and a sling in one hand, two swords of the Caesars in another hand, a third sword of new make and not as sharp, one with drawn bow and an arrow meant for my heart, an old club, daggers on every hip, spare bows, two in bronze helm, three—”

“You remarked all this upon a first look?”

“It is my practice, my king.”

“What next?”

“I turned, found another half score of Mason Crows behind, as I knew I would, also fighting order but junior and weaker accoutered, the lesser of the ranks, but still equal to murder and taking I’m sure, and I reached for a short blade with which to dispatch my consort, for we have agreed that must be done should such ever befall us, and I heard the string before the lady was close enough for me to put her off, and I looked down to await my death, and it did not come.”

“It did not come,” spake the king.

“The arrow . . . rested,” your highness. “Surely others have told you the same.”

“Rested?” the king inquired. “Like a bird at a blossom? A horse by a brook? Rested?”

“Rested, yes,” said Frexhrnd. “In the hand of the magi.”




Chapter 13: Yvonne Makes a Disturbing Discovery

The five arrivals crowded onto the lift with their luggage, Yvonne shoulder-to-shoulder with Arthur, stealing a conspiratorial glance at him.

What conspiracy? he wondered. The conspiracy of her existence, of her presence? Was this another of the modules she’d been inexplicably given, a little subroutine for representing the secret of her being as mischief, as a sly, sidelong glance at her lover, a gesture whose meaning only they would know?

Subtlety. Impossible subtlety.

Ross.

Ross.

FEINGOLD.

Ross Feingold.

That was the name Yvonne had spoken, the name of the person who created her mind. Ross Feingold.

Yes.

Ascending to the crew quarters one flight above, Arthur swirled the name around in his head. It was a clue, he believed, a tidbit from which he might learn other things.

Yvonne wasn’t going to tell him how her mind was made, not outright, but she wanted him to know, he believed. She wanted him to figure it out on his own, so she would be blameless when it happened.

Ross Feingold. The last name had struck him at the time she’d said it because he’d known other Feingolds. A girl he’d mixed with some in college. A local news blogger.

It was a common name, but if he searched Ross Feingold and TIQ together, maybe he’d find something.

He’d search when Yvonne wasn’t around. He’d give her an assignment that would keep her busy while he pored over a tetatet.

This would be a game, then, between the two of them. He would listen for other clues, snap them up and digest them.

“When are you going to let them out?” Ricardo asked.

“Who?”

“Your gang of ultimate evil.”

“No idea,” Arthur admitted. “They might already be out for all I know. Probably looking for you.”

The elevator opened on the next floor up, the familiar light and air and smell of the crew quarters, a little stale, a little athletic.

“Home feet home,” Johnny said dourly.

The illumination was set for midday, a brilliant blue in the ceiling and along the walls, synchronized tetatets broadcasting, for now, a tropical scene, waving palms and blue water and white sand.

“You’re getting a pod, eh, Artie?” Ricardo said.

“At some point, maybe,” Arthur replied. “All I have to do is pick it out and haggle over the price and get the financing and get it docked and then move in.”

“Easy peasy,” Ricardo asserted.

Wendy paused in the middle of the hall.

“Which one is five?” she asked.

“The number’s on the floor,” Arthur said, pointing, and he stepped ahead of her and pushed at a part of the wall where three palm fronds swayed, and the image slid aside for him, revealing a tiny space with a pair of curtained bunk beds on either side, four lockers against the back wall.

“The bed that doesn’t have a name on it is yours,” he said.

“Thanks,” she said, pulling in her luggage, the door closing behind her.

“We’re in six,” Arthur said to Yvonne, reaching up to press.

“Ah!” he shouted when the beach before him dissolved, replaced by snowy mountain peaks in the distance and nothing below except cold abyss.

“It’s just pictures,” Ricardo said. “It’s not real.”

Arthur scowled and pushed open the door, wincing with a stab of pain before the two bunks on the left, a little tag on the upper saying “Arthur,” the lower tag bearing the red that was her favorite color, “Donna” written out in peculiarly blocky letters.

“You’ll want to put . . . your own tag there,” Arthur choked, the words difficult to form, to utter.

Yvonne rested her hand on his shoulder.

“Hey,” she said softly, turning him to face her. “I know it hurts. I’m sorry.”

She held her arms out and they hugged, her head on his shoulder, her mouth on his neck, and the part of his mind that kept trying to tell him Yvonne was just another bot gave up and shut off, because the warmth of her body, the curves of her bosom and belly and thighs, the arms around and behind him, were imparting something beyond any machine’s ability to give, that rare weave of sympathy and support and mutual pain that not even most humans could provide.

She raised her head and stared into his eyes, and he looked into hers and offered her a pained smile and kissed her on the lips, marveling at the softness, at the slight odor of peanut butter, and he drew back and looked at her, taking her all in.

“Hungry?” he asked, pulling away with a squeeze of her shoulders.

“Thirsty,” she said. “Where do I get water?”

“The door closest to the exit,” he said, opening his case.

“When will I get to meet the people in the other beds?” she asked, reading their names out loud. “Marcus. Penelope.”

The curtains were drawn, so she pulled one aside slightly to peek in.

“Oh, fuck, shit, goddam!” she shouted, recoiling until her back hit the door. “Shit! Shit!”

Arthur threw the curtain aside, a nude girl on the lower bunk lying on her back, eyes open, staring at the underside of the top bunk.

“Hey, Penelope,” Arthur said, turning to look at Yvonne. “What did she do?”

“Hello, Arthur,” Penelope said, sitting up, turning to set her feet on the floor. “How are you doing?”

“Great,” Arthur said. “This is Yvonne.”

“Hello, Yvonne,” Penelope said, looking up at her. “Are you ill?”

“No,” Yvonne said, catching her breath. “You just . . . startled me. I didn’t know anyone would be there, and you . . .”

“I’m glad you’re not ill,” Penelope said.

Yvonne laughed, post-terror relief coming out as a staccato cackle, and she looked at Arthur, then back to Penelope.

“I’m sorry if I disturbed you,” Yvonne said.

“No disturbance at all,” Penelope said. “May I get you anything?”

“Uh, sure,” Yvonne said. “A cup of water?”

“In a jiffy!” Penelope said, smiling broadly as she rose and left the cabin.

“You’re okay, right?” Arthur asked.

“Yes, yes, I’ll be fine. But that’s my weakness. I don’t like them. Or, that’s not really it. I don’t dislike them. They just . . . make me nervous. It’s hard to explain.” She pressed her palms against her belly. “Something . . . in my stomach just goes off.”

“Can you stay here until I get a pod?” Arthur asked.

“Where else would I stay?” she asked.

“Well,” Arthur said, “I don’t know. If you need to sleep, this is the only place for that.”

“She doesn’t get up in the middle of the night and . . . poke around, does she?”

“She’s not nosey,” Arthur said. “Like you.”

“One does not peek behind curtains here, do they?”

“No,” Arthur agreed, “one does not. I should have mentioned that.”

“Why was she just lying there?”

“Marcus probably told her to wait for him. He likes to spend some of his lunch break in her.”

“We don’t want to be here for that, right?”

“No,” Arthur said.

The door opened and Penelope entered with a glass of water in her hand.

“Will that be enough, Ma’am?” Penelope inquired.

“Yes, yes, thank you so much,” Yvonne said, taking the glass and turning to her bag, opening it one-handed and pulling out an opened package of dry essence, pouring a little of it into the water and swirling it around.

Arthur shoved his suitcase into the first locker on the left, pulled down a blue coverall and changed quickly into it, elbows bumping the wall and the upper bunk in a tight space made tighter by two other bodies.

Yvonne closed her bag and put it in the next locker over.

“It was nice to meet you, Yvonne,” Penelope said, still nude, standing by her bed.

“It was nice to meet you as well,” Yvonne said, a lie so obvious it didn’t even need to be remarked.

They stepped back into the hall, its walls displaying a great gloomy forest now.

“That’s beautiful,” Yvonne said, following Arthur to the elevator. “I’d like to visit a place like that.”

Arthur tapped the wall as they waited for the lift, a brief description of the scene appearing beneath his fingertips.

“Just outside Portland,” he said. “We float over that area sometimes. Maybe we can take a trip.”

“I’d like that.”

They stepped into the elevator together, and Arthur tapped the screen for the next floor up. “I’m just going to print a sandwich,” he said, “and then we’ll check on our prisoners.”

“Okay.”

The elevator opened onto the skyfarm’s small mess hall, which doubled as a staff meeting room because it was the largest open space on the farm and the only place with enough seats for everyone.

Drusilla, the skyfarm’s director, and Marcus, the cabinmate, were huddled together in meal and conversation when Arthur and Yvonne entered.

“Arthur!” Drusilla sing-songed, rising to greet him. They exchanged a hug while Marcus leaned back, eyeing Arthur first and then Yvonne, smiling and nodding at her.

Yvonne smiled back until Drusilla captured her attention.

“This is your new guest?” she said, turning to the automaton.

“Hello,” Yvonne said, offering her hand. “I’m Yvonne.”

“Drusilla,” Drusilla said, smiling back while her eyes studied the girl before her. “How do you know Arthur?”

“We know some of the same people,” Yvonne said. “And we’ve become very close just recently.”

“So, Donna . . .?” Drusilla said, allowing her voice to trail off.

“Decommissioned,” Arthur said, forcing out the word.

“I’m sorry,” Drusilla said, frowning. She was Ethiopian American, her brown body full of curves, her face as well, all her emotions plain to see there. She managed the skyfarm with warm efficiency, her praise quick and apparent in response to good performance, her disappointment quick and visible as well.

“I’ve done some simulations,” Yvonne said in the ensuing silence. “I studied hydraulics, and the overall logistics of skyfarming, and Arthur showed me a lot about this farm too.”

“Did you study prisoner management?” Drusilla asked Yvonne, getting directly to the most important point of the day.

“Drusilla, can we pick back up a little later?” Marcus said, rising from the table.

“Sure, Marcus, thanks,” she replied, and Marcus hustled into the elevator and, Arthur assumed, on to his assignation with Penelope.

“That’s one thing I didn’t study,” Yvonne admitted. “But Arthur knows all about it.”

“I’m going to learn on the job,” Arthur said with a snort. “They’re still in the transport, right?”

“Yes, we were waiting for you. Just approach it and let it know you’re ready. It’s a self-contained unit that needs to be unloaded whole.”

“What size?”

“Container 3. We’ve cleared more than enough space in Main Cargo.”

“Okay, how many?”

“Five.”

“What did they do?”

“You’ll have to ask them,” Drusilla said.

“I was promised all non-violent,” Arthur said.

“Then that’s what you’ll get,” Drusilla said, drawing in her breath. “Arthur, I know managing them wasn’t your first choice. But it’s one of the ways we give back. And you might even get some work out of them.”

“How much catching up do I have?”

“We all put in extra shifts while you were gone, so there weren’t any major catastrophes. But you’ll find a punch list in your account. Some things only you can do.”

“Okay, great,” Arthur said with a quick sense of pride.

“Yvonne, it was nice to meet you,” Drusilla said, staring at the girl. “As soon as you can this afternoon – maybe right after you meet the prisoners – can you go to the personnel station and ID yourself?”

“Sure,” Yvonne replied.

“Good luck, Arthur,” Drusilla said, heading to the elevator.

“Thanks.”

Arthur printed out his meal and turned back to Yvonne.

“You’re ready for this?” he inquired.

“Yes,” she said, sipping her drink slowly. “More than ready. Enthusiastic!”

“I really don’t know what to expect,” he said, “and that’s why I’m not enthusiastic. I really want to know how they got into trouble.”

They moved to the elevator, returned to the lowest level and went outside, a cool, dry breeze blowing against them as they passed between the rails of the catwalk, Yvonne’s white skirt whipping around her thighs, revealing now and then a pair of light blue panties.

Arthur approached the transport pod with a sense of foreboding. He found its black, mostly featureless exterior another sort of lie, because its surface conveyed nothing about what it held: five complicated people, unable to abide by the rules, currently passing through that dark corridor of life known as institutionalized punishment.

When he was a step from the end of the pod, a tetatet came to life at eye level, beside a door with a small window, tinted opaque.

“Business?” it asked in a woman’s electronic voice.

“I’m Arthur O’Connor-Hu,” he declared. “I’ll be managing your . . . individuals.”

“Eye up,” it commanded.

Arthur brought his eye to the field and it clicked.

“We need to execute a container 3 transfer,” the voice said. “Is there adequate room in the cargo hold?”

“Yes,” Arthur said. “Can you tell me what the prisoners did?”

“When?”

“When they were convicted.”

“They began their sentences.”

“No, I mean . . .” Arthur said, pausing to organize the right words. “What did they do to get convicted? What crime were they found guilty of?”

“Each was found guilty of a different crime.”

“Which crimes?”

“Each will provide an accounting of their crime, and are scheduled to do so as part of their correction.”

“So I should just ask them?”

“You may ask them whatever you want.”

“How do I know if they’re telling the truth?”

“You’ve received a manifest.”

“A manifest? You mean, a list of their crimes?”

“A list of the crimes they were convicted of.”

“When will I receive the manifest?”

“At the beginning of the engagement,” the female voice said.

“When does the engagement begin?”

“Immediately upon unloading in the cargo bay.”

“Okay,” Arthur said, as the fans hummed and the wind whipped at his hair and Yvonne’s skirt. “Please go ahead and unload now. And we’ll meet you there.”

With a hiss of steam, the coming to life of its fan, and the clanking release of hooks and grapples, the transport pod shook loose of its moorings, dropped, turned and rolled slightly as it headed toward the cargo bay door. Arthur turned to find Yvonne immediately behind him,

“I’m forgetting how to talk to bots,” he said sheepishly.

“What do you mean?”

“It takes a certain finesse,” he explained. “And I got pretty good at it with Donna, I think, because I had to practice it every day. But now I’m . . . talking to you.”

“I could never talk like Donna,” Yvonne said apologetically. “Or think like her. I couldn’t even fake it.”

As they conversed, Arthur led the way back into the farm, past the elevator and through the door marked “Primary Cargo.”

Space had been cleared before the room’s large door and against one wall, an area wide enough for a size three container, about 10 feet high, 15 feet wide, and 8 feet deep.

Arthur couldn’t fight the sense of foreboding as the big door slid aside, revealing the front of the transport pod, now latched onto the struts and bars fixed around the drafty entrance.

The front of the pod lifted slowly, by degrees, as if contributing intentionally to Arthur’s disquiet, and Arthur stood still and watched, aware of Yvonne by his side and, before him, the growing expanse of a wall of vertical bars.




Chapter 14: A Manifest, and Introductions

When the door of the prisoner transport pod stopped rising, the little prison within began rolling forward, its well-oiled disgorgement mechanisms sliding it out noiselessly, the people within making no noise either.

Arthur stepped to the side, Yvonne joining him, the two peering at the thing before them as five faces and five naked bodies came into focus through two sets of bars.

The little prison had been organized into three sections.

Most of the prison was reserved for its occupants. Six cells had been set in two columns, three cells one atop the other, each cell six feet wide, a little over three feet high, and four feet deep, bars in front, solid walls on all other sides, so the prisoners could speak to each other but could not see their compatriots.

Each cell opened into a common area enclosed by the bars of the prison’s exterior, 12 feet wide and three feet deep, ensuring that, after a cell door was opened, the prisoner was still confined until the barred door at the end of the common area was opened.

Each cell was equipped with bedding, water and, in the back corners, small, separate stations for waste and food. Each cell was, Arthur noted with a continuing sense of misgiving, clearly designed to make existence that much more miserable for its occupant.

Yvonne sucked in her breath, and her hand brushed Arthur’s, another interpersonal gesture whose subtlety struck Arthur even as he regarded the five occupied cells and the one empty one.

The prison, having left the pod, continued under its own power the short trip across the cargo hold to a section of floor and wall that had been cleared for it. It thudded against the bulkhead, stopped, and settled onto the floor with a slight hiss. Simultaneously, at the bay door, the end of the transport pod lowered and closed, released its hold on the bay opening, and dropped away, its mission complete, the entrance to the bay closing after it.

Arthur made a quick study of the prisoners, three females in the three cells on the right, two males beside them, and then stepped to his left to inspect the last three feet of the prison’s 15-foot length, finding a blue wall set for a tetatet screen and, around the corner, a back wall marked with three words in white lettering: “Motivation Box,” “Hygeine,” and “Supplies/Equipment.”

He returned to the prisoners, all staring out at him and Yvonne from their cells, everyone waiting for someone else to speak.

Two of the females seemed to be in their early to mid-20’s, the third in her late 30’s, Arthur guessed. The two younger girls held their bedding up to their shoulders, but the oldest female, occupying the top cell, was seated shamelessly uncovered, legs bent to her left and tucked up beneath her, hands propping her up from behind, leaning back, breasts hanging, eyes darting back and forth between Arthur and Yvonne.

The two males, one dark-skinned and in his early 20s, the other pale and surprisingly more senior, perhaps in his 40s or 50s, made no effort to cover themselves, sitting cross-legged, the older man partially erect, both settling their gaze on Yvonne after a quick glance at Arthur.

An electronic voice from the blue wall at the end of the prison broke the silence.

“Summoning Arthur O’Connor-Hu,” it said, the tetatet flashing open at eye-level.

“Here,” Arthur said.

“Eye up.”

Arthur stepped to the tetatet and peered into the middle of it.

“Both palms, all fingers,” it commanded.

Arthur set his hands against the two hand outlines on the tetatet, and the screen flashed.

“Welcome the prisoners,” the voice instructed.

“Huh?” Arthur asked.

“Huh? Huh? Huh?” the voice replied, because it was prison grade AI, and it manifested confusion by repeating the last thing it had heard, or by making random noises, or by doing something else that helped no one.

“I did not understand your last instructions,” Arthur said, turning to Yvonne and rolling his eyes, a gesture he would not have wasted on Donna.

Yvonne smiled back sympathetically, clearly understanding.

“Welcome the prisoners,” spoke the voice. “Greet them. Acknowledge their arrival. Notify them that they have reached their ultimate destination and you are pleased. Take them into your figurative embrace with a tone of cheerful hospit—”

“Okay, okay, got it,” Arthur interrupted, and he stepped away from the tetatet, facing the prisoners through the two sets of bars, the bars at the edge of the little prison and the bars before each cell.

“Welcome,” Arthur said, adding after a brief pause, “to George Washington III Skyfarm.” He paused again. “I’m Arthur O’Connor-Hu, and this is . . . Yvonne . . .”

Arthur blanched. Did Yvonne have a last name?

Bots didn’t have last names, of course, but Yvonne wasn’t supposed to be a bot. She should have a last name, and Arthur should know it.

He could ask her, right now, what her last name was, but that would make him look like a fool, and if she replied that she hadn’t been given one, the ruse would be finished, the prisoners quickly discerning that the girl before them was not entirely human, despite all the trappings thereof.

Arthur looked at Yvonne and nodded, and she looked back and smiled, as if in perfect unison with him, as if they’d agreed that her last name wouldn’t be shared. For security reasons, maybe. Or out of concerns for her confidentiality.

The girl in the lowest cell laughed at something, loud and boisterous, and she offered a small wave with two fingers of her left hand while the remaining two fingers clung to the sheet for modesty.

Arthur, staring at five naked, confined people, found himself utterly disarmed, all his fears evaporating in seconds. Not one of them looked like a murderer, a sociopath. None looked even remotely violent. What had they done? How long had they been incarcerated, and where?

He looked a little more directly now, taking in the details. The younger females were both blonde, honey on the girl who’d laughed, blonde with dark streaks on the other, clearly something she’d had done, because her features were slightly Asian, her given hair presumably black. Both had let their hair grow long enough to cover their nipples, if not their entire breasts, although both girls had their hair swept back behind their shoulders now, their bedding all they needed to hide their bodies.

The oldest of the females was dark-haired, wearing a bob that reached her neck, her dark eyes almost bird-like in intensity.

The younger man, like the blondes, sported long hair, black and thick, growing down to a pair of shoulders as thick with muscle as the rest of him, clearly the work of one of the popular sculpting subscriptions. Was such a thing available to convicts, or had it all been done before his sentencing?

The older man was the only member of the little crew who looked decidedly unhealthy, skin sallow, frame small and gaunt, eyes sunken and creased with what looked like fear, his dark hair cut short.

“Arthur?” the electronic prison voice inquired.

“Yes?”

“Do you have any initial questions?”

”Yes,” he replied. “Are their chips active?”

“All federal inmates relinquish their native subscriptions and receive a uniform corrective subscription.”

“Primary features?” Arthur asked.

“Features depend on the inmate’s chip compatibilities, but all subscriptions include a disabling architecture under gross threat, as well as minimal numbing, and arousal-reward modules.”

“What constitutes gross threat?” Arthur asked.

“Any threshold activation of major belligerence-plus-action brain systems.”

“What’s the feedback time?”

“Between seven point eight seconds and 15 minutes.”

“That’s not reassuring,” Arthur said.

“Yes,” the voice agreed.

“How are numbing and reward triggered?”

“The inmate makes a single request, you approve or disapprove, and you submit approved requests through the interface.”

“I need to know about these inmates,” Arthur said.

“Would you like a prisoner manifest now?”

“Please,” he replied.

Immediately, the tetatet went black before it flashed up the face of the older woman, a mugshot of her looking tired, or just bitter.

“Dawn Pullen. Five counts of illegal subscription numbing.”

The next face flashed up, of the girl in the middle cell, clearly a mug shot, but her expression was amusedly ironic, or even happy.

“Tristan Speaks. Twenty-seven unauthorized platform violations.”

Next came the older man: “Jacques Fretorte. Two hundred seventeen counts of unhelpful commentary.”

The girl in the lowest cell: “Tabby Wallinsky. One count of creating an unauthorized platform, 223 counts of inviting the posting of deplatformed ideas on an unauthorized platform, one count of attempted DNA reading.”

And finally, the younger male, his mugshot showing him with much shorter hair: “Edward Kizer. One count of manslaughter.”

The tetatet went black before it flashed the next option, “Continue with Instructions,” and Arthur fought panic.

Manslaughter.

He’d been given a killer after all.

Arthur, struggling to maintain his composure, stepped back before the prisoners, Yvonne by his side, reminding him with her presence that she needed to be kept safe, that if he allowed her termination, or deactivation,  or death, or whatever one calls it in her case – if he received a loving, vibrant, autonomous female and sent back to TIQ a heap of plastic and wires and bundles of twitchfibre – he would be called a failure, with some justification.

He would also be utterly heartbroken. He knew this. Beyond all the pain he’d felt losing Donna.

“Manslaughter,” Arthur said, staring at Edward Kizer.

“That’s what they decided to call it,” Edward replied, features betraying no emotion.

“Because that’s what it was,” Arthur parried.

“Do you know about it?”

“Not a thing, other than what I just heard,” he said. “Care to elaborate?”

“It was a friend of mine,” Edward said. “Her stepdad was, you know, messing, messing with her, you keeping this?”

“Yes.”

“She was going to lay the whole thing out, to the, the proper authorities,” Edward continued, inflecting “proper authorities” in a way that told Arthur he didn’t really believe in them, didn’t really think they could help.

“But to make her play, she needed to get her head mellow, you keeping this?”

“All the way,” Arthur assured.

“She maxed out on her subscription, but she just needed one more to face it all, and I set something up for her, the way people do all the time, and . . .”

Edward looked down, finished with his story.

“And?” Arthur prompted.

“She died.”

“From what?” Arthur demanded.

“Long story.”

“Tell me,” Arthur said, stepping up to the bars and staring at the young prisoner before him, whose dispassion was yielding to something else, a chewing of the lower lip, jaw shaking, eyes blinking.

“Can we plow this ground later?” Edward mumbled.

“No,” Arthur said. “I need to know why you got convicted of killing a girl.”

“I didn’t kill anyone. Her death was a tangent.”

“Tangentslaughter,” Arthur ventured without humor.

Tristan, the girl in the middle cell, laughed this time, a quick staccato guffaw that suggested not real humor but the need to break tension.

Arthur looked at her, eyebrows raised.

“I apologize,” she said with peculiar formality, and Arthur wondered if that were a required protocol, if she often laughed where she’d been imprisoned before and, unless she quickly expressed remorse, it led to reprimands – or worse.

“Eddie didn’t kill anyone,” Tristan continued. “But it’s really hard for him to talk about, because he really cared about her, and—”

“He told you what happened?” Arthur interrupted.

“All about it,” she replied. “We’ve had a lot of time to chat this morning.”

“Everyone heard it?” he asked, looking into the eyes in the other cells, receiving nods and a grunt or two of assent.

Arthur, who’d always worked to think quickly on his feet and found the skill in particular demand as operations director of the Washington Skyfarm, decided his next course of action quickly.

“Show of hands,” he said, “who feels they’ve received an adequate explanation for what . . . happened between Edward and his friend?”

The two girls holding up their bedding raised two fingers each. Dawn and Jacques raised a full hand.

Edward couldn’t see how anyone was voting, but the confidence in his eyes told Arthur he already knew.

“Okay,” Arthur said. “How many, knowing what you know, feel that Edward poses any threat of harm to the people of this farm . . . or to the farm itself?”

No hands went up, the fingers stayed down, and Dawn, the older woman in the top cell, shook her head vigorously, unbending, leaning back and forward, crossing her legs and pulling her ankles toward her, exposing a thin, carefully trimmed strip of black pubic hair

This would have to do, he thought. Either this or force his prisoners to engage in a tedious, impromptu trial for the airing of whatever sordid unpleasantness happened between Edward and the dead girl.

And manslaughter was not murder, after all. One could be charged with manslaughter for all kinds of things that were neither violent nor particularly evil in any other way. Carelessness that resulted in death was good enough.

“What happened to Edward was a tragedy,” blurted Dawn. “Tragicomedy, really.”

The others nodded. Edward stared at the floor of his cell.

“All of this is tragic,” Dawn continued. “And totally unnecessary. None of us are violent. We’re just—”

There must have been something slightly sympathetic in how Arthur looked at Dawn, he thought, because his wordless response prompted an explosion of protests from the confined people before him.

“They’re treating us like dangerous gorillas!” shouted Tabby from her lowest cell.

“Do any of us seem like we’re that bad?” Tristan demanded.

“What happened to Edward was the worst!” Dawn asserted.

“I think yours is the worst, Dawn,” Tristan said.

“We’re all—” Dawn began, shutting her mouth when Jacques spoke.

“This is what you get from a system based on force and violence,” Jacques began, his erection remaining semi-aloft. “The worst of the worst get promoted, and they make the rules, and all their rules are based on stupidity, and the innocent suffer.”

The others nodded their heads.

“Are you innocent?” Arthur queried. Jacques had been convicted of more than 200 counts of unhelpful commentary. Arthur was certain the prison system and its leaders weren’t the first things Jacques had branded as stupid.

“I’m innocent of murder,” Jacques said. “I’m innocent of violence, or hurting anything, or anyone, or doing anything where this . . .” Jacques gestured around him, “this should be the punishment.”

“Unhelpful commentary hurts people,” Arthur observed.

Jacques closed his mouth and stared at the floor.

“Jacques knows that,” Dawn said, leaning forward to peer at Arthur with her usual intensity. “He needed to learn anger control, and you don’t get anger control training in prison, so he’s had to do it himself, and he should get credit for that.”

“That’s not my call,” Arthur said. “I’m just supposed to put you to work, and—”

“And record compliance,” Dawn said. As the oldest female, and the least guilty – indulging in a mere five illicit chip numbs – she seemed to have emerged as the leader of her sad little band.

“Assuming you comply, I’ll report that,” Arthur said.

“It’s an official process,” Dawn said. “Every day.”

Arthur stared blankly, to which Dawn responded, “Look it up. Do the rest of the tetatet.”

Arthur returned to the screen, still bearing the words “Continue with Instructions,” and he tapped it and launched a video, the first featuring images of people dressed in blue or orange coveralls and obviously prisoners, all smiling as they performed a variety of tasks – fixing a bot’s knee, standing behind a counter, operating a mechanoid, tending to produce in a field.

“Receiving a labor inmate from the United States Corrective Department means an opportunity to get valuable work done,” spoke the earnest female narrator, “but it means more than that. It means the chance to impact another life, to help someone find a better path, to make your mark on the future.”

For the next 15 minutes, Arthur learned about the history and current policies of the labor inmate program, its purpose and successes, the best ways to participate as a manager, the things he could and couldn’t do, the things his charges were allowed to do, and what was strictly prohibited.

Clothing, restraints and sexual release were all covered briefly, with offers of more information on that and other topics when the video concluded.

By the end of the video, Yvonne stood close, her elbow touching his, her breath raspy.

Arthur looked at her, looked back at the tetatet, offering links to Daily Reporting, Confinement, Clothing, Nutrition, Sexual Release, Restraint and Punishment and, at the bottom of the list, FAQ’s and Live Support Chat.

Yvonne reached out and tapped Clothing, a nude male and female appearing side by side, smiling as they dressed.

“The labor inmate is delivered disrobed, but is equipped with a full set of undergarments, a one-piece coverall adjustable to a wide range of climates, and shoes. Inmate comfort and well-being should always be taken into consideration, but all clothing is at the manager’s discretion.”

Given the options of More Information and Back, Yvonne hit back and tapped Restraint and Punishment, launching a detailed narrative of the chains and tethers with which each inmate was equipped, along with when they might be applied, followed by a discourse on the motivation box.




Chapter 15: ‘Free at Last’

“As the name implies,” the narrator began, “the motivation box is designed to deliver an efficient, humane stimulus to inmates who require additional performance or obedience encouragement.”

The star of this portion of the video was a smiling, barefoot female inmate who, under the guidance of a male guard, slipped out of her coveralls, bra and panties, folded them and set them on the floor and, naked and still smiling, watched while he unlocked and opened the small door at the end of the prison marked “MOTIVATION BOX,” revealing a tiny closet, only big enough for her to stand up in, a frightening array of clamps, pads, cuffs and other equipment protruding from its white walls. She entered, turned and, still smiling, nodded to him, and he shut and locked the door and tapped on the tetatet.

“Select the inmate’s infraction from the menu provided,” the narrator instructed as the man chose “Verbal Infraction,” then “Attitudinal Violation,” then “Non-Constructive Complaints,” then a 5 on a scale from 1 to 10.

“Execute Motivation,” the screen flashed in red. The man touched it, and a clock ticked down 90 seconds in 10 seconds of elapsed time while vital signs appeared – heart rate, blood pressure, caloric consumption, breathing, skin galvanization, brain activity, temperature – none changing. “Motivation Complete” flashed up and the man touched the door to unlock it, the inmate still smiling as she stood propped up in an embrace of cushions.

“Before releasing the inmate,” the narrator instructed, “verify visually and verbally that he or she is conscious and able to stand without support.”

The guard and inmate engaged in a brief, inaudible conversation, she nodded sincerely, and he reached for a handle marked “INMATE RELEASE” set into the motivation box’s door jamb. He pulled it, the cushions parted for the woman, and she stepped out and, showing no signs of ill use, slipped back into her underwear and coverall and walked with her guard out of range of the camera.

Arthur looked at Yvonne, still breathing raggedly, and she looked back at him, her cheeks flushed, her expression impossible to read. Was this a malfunction?

“Do you know what it does?” she whispered.

“What what does?” he asked.

“What happens . . . in there . . . in that box?”

“No idea,” Arthur said. “But I’m sure it’s not fun.”

Yvonne bit her lip, opened her mouth as if to speak, closed it.

Arthur, deciding Yvonne was fine, if a little distraught over something, tapped back to the main menu and touched the Daily Reporting link, watching a brief video with what looked like a very simple daily record-keeping process – as long as everyone was obedient and well-mannered. Recalcitrance, particularly if it mandated some time in the motivation box, involved a great deal more effort at the end of the day.

Yvonne seemed to be done pressing the screen, so Arthur tapped the Sexual Release link.

“The satisfaction of sexual desire is a core human need,” a woman’s voice said as a black woman and a white man stood staring at each other, dressed only in underwear. “When possible, you will receive a mix of inmate genders and sexual orientations, allowing your crew to satisfy their needs with each other. Sexually-programmed automatons may also perform this function. Copulation may be performed in the cell or in any other space you, as the manager, designate. As manager, you are urged to respect the dignity, privacy and unique desires of each inmate.”

Arthur, slightly embarrassed, looked back at the prisoners, met a few eyes, saw that some of the eyes were aimed at Yvonne, and wondered what they were thinking.

The voice spoke again. “You are encouraged to familiarize yourself now with this and the other features of the mobile prison, located to your left.”

Yvonne rounded the far side of the little prison, to the end with the shower and the motivation box and supplies, hookups for water and powder replenishment and, near the floor, a discreet little port where dried cakes of waste could be removed and recycled, several already waiting.

She reached first for the motivation box door, but it would not budge for her, so she waved Arthur over. He touched the knob and it opened, revealing a tiny space similar to the closet in the video, cushions and pads and equipment tucked into the wall that would presumably extend and deliver those sensations – to backs and legs, bellies and breasts – considered most effective at improving behavior.

Yvonne sucked in her breath, awestruck, before she shut the door and joined Arthur to peer into the hygiene closet – a simple toilet and shower assembly with a laundry processor.

Last, they opened the supply door. As promised, there were packs of white shoes and male and female undergarments on shelves, and coveralls in a variety of sizes and in two colors, blue and orange, hanging from a rod.

On the wall behind the coveralls hung labeled chains: “Shackles.” “Handcuffs.” “Waist/Wrist.” “Tethers.”

Yvonne squeezed in next to Arthur to regard the restraints, selecting one of the Waist/Wrist sets and pulling it off its hook.

“Are you going to make them wear these?” she asked, turning to look into his eyes.

“Today, yes,” he said.

“Naked?”

“I’m just taking them to the operations hall,” he said. “I work naked there half the time. And maybe up top, but probably no one will be there this afternoon.”

“The girls are shy,” Yvonne noted.

“Two of them are,” Arthur replied. “Dawn doesn’t care. And they’ll all have to get used to it anyway.”

Arthur pulled the remaining four sets of chains from the peg and, fighting a vague sense of unease, shut the supply closet door and rounded the corner to regard the inmates, who were chatting quietly with each other, Tabby laughing about something.

All fell silent when the saw Arthur and Yvonne return, each bearing restraints.

“Really?” Dawn said, glaring at Arthur.

“Yes,” Arthur replied firmly, drawing from the training he’d been given on inmate management. To show uncertainty, he knew, was to abdicate his authority. They all might be innocent, they all might be victims of poor timing and an unfair system of justice, but if he revealed sympathy or a readiness to compromise, if he revealed the merest crack in his confidence, they’d figure out how to take advantage of it, and he’d lose.

He’d lose, moreover, in front of Yvonne. Surely, her delicate sensitivities, her painstaking calibrations, were more than equal to the task of identifying that kind of failing.

What if she became unenamored? What if she decided he wasn’t quite the man she thought she’d been sent to? Could she abandon him? Was she his property, as the law might describe her? Or the unpredictable but utterly charming free spirit he saw and heard and felt?

Arthur turned his mind from the questions, because he had another to get answered.

How did one free these people from their double confinement, their cells and the larger prison?

“Yes,” Arthur said again, stalling for time while he pondered the method for letting them out. On principle, he didn’t want to ask them.

He tapped on the wall, summoning the tetatet, the same commands as before appearing, none of them clearly related to opening a cell.

For five minutes, Arthur tapped, Yvonne waiting patiently by his side while he wandered the prison interface, venturing into More Information here, FAQ there, eventually tapping on a whim the command “Schematic,” which took him to a virtual representation of the mobile prison, including a grid of six rectangles laid out like the six cells.

He tapped the rectangle at the upper right first, Dawn’s cell. “Open?” it asked him, with the words “Yes” and “No” beneath it.

He tapped “Yes.”

“Eye Up, Hand Up,” it said, hand and eye shapes flashing on the screen.

Arthur obliged, heard a click, looked into the cells and saw Dawn’s cell door swing wide.

“Free at last,” she said ironically, grabbing the side of her cell, using handholds and footrests to lower herself into the narrow common area.

“Do you want me to do this?” Yvonne said, holding up the set of chain.

“Do you want to?” Arthur asked, her answer and her flushed cheeks providing all the answer he needed before she nodded yes.

Yvonne walked up to a place in the bars where restraint ports had been set, and Dawn seemed to understand, stepping over and raising her arms, facing the bars and looking at Arthur as Arthur looked back, taking in her full breasts and dark nipples, her rounded belly, her trimmed pubic hair, and her scowl.

Yvonne studied the restraint in her hand, reached through and, with a deftness that surprised Arthur, leaned forward, face pressed against the bars to pass the chain around Dawn’s waist, her hands meeting at the small of Dawn’s back, where she latched it tightly. Two wrist cuffs hang in front, swinging against Dawn’s thighs, framing a mound and beneath it, a pair of tucked in labia that Arthur glanced at briefly, wondering what that part of her body would feel like, wondering if a human vagina could ever compare with the perfected clutch of a manufactured sheath, if his Uncle Scot’s lust for the homo chamber had nothing to do with sensation and everything to do with something else, an acquired taste that Arthur might someday acquire, or might never.

Dawn, clearly used to wearing the restraint, allowed Yvonne to close a cuff around each wrist.

Bound like this, the inmates couldn’t raise their hands much higher than their breasts, couldn’t fight, couldn’t run safely or vandalize effectively, but they could walk more or less normally, and Arthur decided this was a minor cruelty. Or, not a cruelty at all. It was justice. That’s all. Justice.

Yvonne returned to Arthur with hands outstretched, something in her artificial and penetrating eyes he couldn’t quite interpret, and he loosed another set of restraints from the bunch in his hand, but Yvonne wanted all of them, taking the proffered set in one hand, reaching for the rest in the other, and he handed all of them over, and she moved back to the little prison and looked back at him, waiting.

Arthur turned to the tetatet, next freeing Jacques, who clambered out of his cell, his penis at full attention now that he had a nude female to focus on, and an obliging one no less, for Dawn made no attempt to hide anything, standing in the common area with her hands on her waist, wrist chains hanging against either hip, pubic strip bared shamelessly.

Yvonne bound him as she had Dawn, chain around the waist, hands cuffed in front, his back bowed by the same existential disdain that had turned his skin sallow.

Tabby and Tristan were still holding up their bedding in an increasingly futile act of modesty, but Arthur decided to humor them a little longer, freeing Edward next, watching as Yvonne chained him, her hands passing above and beside his thickening member.

How long had it been since either male had release? Or enjoyed the pleasures of another entity, homo or otherwise? Masturbation during the tour was strictly off-limits, a requirement so obvious it wouldn’t need to be mentioned, but Arthur found himself imagining the awkward interchange should either of the men – or both – begin working at their lumbering prongs.

Now there were three bound people in the little prison’s little common area, chained and naked, two clearly aroused, standing at unnatural angles to each other, Dawn turned toward the bars, Jacques facing away from her, Edward leaning against the back wall, looking down.

People’s bodies assume attitudes of peculiarity when their minds are off-kilter, Arthur noted. It happens at parties, when someone is sure they don’t belong. It happens when two people of distinctly different ranks meet. And it’s happening here.

There might be a poem in all this, Arthur thought, returning to the tetatet to free Tabby from her cell at the bottom of the column.

“Where are we going?” she asked as her cell door swung wide.

“We’re going to the operations hall,” Arthur said.

“Will anyone else be there?” she asked.

“Almost never,” Arthur assured. “It’s all left to me.”

The girl, yielding to the inevitable, lowered her sheet, revealing a pair of small, delicate breasts, the nipples light pink. Everything shook as she swung her legs out, spreading them to exit her cell, exposing an equally delicate pair of vaginal lips, all her hair shaved.

Again, while Yvonne wrapped the girl in chains, he wondered how she would feel, how she would make love, how she would orgasm, or if she even would. Homo girls were notoriously bad at cumming, he’d heard, and their enjoyment of sex was hit or miss overall. They’d orgasm and say they hated it. Or not orgasm and claim to have been ravished.

Arthur opened Tristan’s cell last, peering at her as she dropped her sheet and clambered out of her cell.

She must have had work done above the waist, he thought, her breasts large and firm, but nothing had been done below, the black hair grown thick around her female opening revealing the genes of a brunette, and showing no evidence of tending.

Again, Arthur’s thoughts wandered to the degree of pleasure lurking between her thighs, his mind imagining the way her lips would part, the sounds she would make as he stirred within her, if she would laugh-cry like his uncle’s homo lover had.

Arthur looked down, hoping his burgeoning erection wouldn’t show, but not sure it mattered. With two nude, aroused males on the tour, who would care about his condition?

Why was he reacting like this to naked homos? Human girls’ bodies were so varied as to be nearly unapproachable, their moods were unreliable and potentially dangerous, and they changed through the years in oft-debilitating ways.

He was perfectly content with a life in which he would never penetrate a human female, not even to conceive a child. Natural fertilization was still quite common, of course, but an estimated twenty-five percent – and growing – of all babies born in the USA in the last 10 years owed their lives to what was politely called bot vectoring: The father deposited his semen in his female bot, or a bot rented for the purpose, she employed a relatively affordable accessory to draw out the package and deliver it to the genitals of the mother’s male bot, and he performed the actual delivery during a standard session of coitus.

With all five inmates secured, Arthur stepped up to the prison door, found the place where he was to put his palm, and the door chimed while a red light flashed, the door sliding slowly open.

The inmates stepped out single file, the three girls first, Tabby and Tristan holding their bound hands over their mounds and openings, Dawn as unconcerned as ever about her nudity.

The two males might have been concerned, but there was nothing they could do, their flaming organs horizontal, thickly-veined, uncoverable.

“First stop on the tour,” Arthur said, gesturing with one hand. “I track and record everything that comes in and goes out, and most of it passes through here.”

The inmates nodded, or didn’t nod, or looked away in a showing of profound boredom.

“This way,” Arthur said, leading his five charges and Yvonne across the cargo bay, out the door and down the hall. “Most of what I do happens on this level.”

He used his hand to get them through a door marked “AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY,” and into another hallway, dark at first but going bright as soon as Arthur set his foot over the threshold.

One side of the hall featured doors, the other a long, bright, real-time depiction of everything having to do with the skyfarm and its surroundings: Internal views of halls and rooms and other public areas within, a radar, monitors of wind speed and direction and farm speed and direction, barometer and humidity, and then the exterior – above, below, from the sides, the sweep and breadth of the drone-generated views of the skyfarm literally breathtaking, Yvonne not the only one who inhaled sharply before the bright grandeur of a floating agricultural platform, the yellow/gray desert and green farms and black mountains of Utah a stirring backdrop.

“Why is it so hot?” Tristan asked.

“I like it hot,” Arthur said.

“You run the heat?” Tabby inquired.

“I don’t need to,” Arthur replied. “All the electronics are down here. Batteries, servers. And I don’t bother with air conditioning.”

“It must be 90,” Tabby said.

“It stays around 83,” Arthur said.

“You work here naked?” Tristan asked.

“Sometimes, when I’m alone.”

“What do you do, Yvonne?” Dawn asked.

Yvonne turned, smiled.

“I’m a guest worker,” she said. “I’m here with Arthur.”

“Yeah, but what do you do?”

“Whatever he needs,” Yvonne replied. “I don’t have that much experience on skyfarms.”

“How do you know Arthur?” Dawn persisted.

“I just met him,” Yvonne replied.

“And you’re already guest-working with him?”

“I feel like I’ve known him all my life.”

“That’s really sweet,” said Tabby.

“Arthur?” Dawn said, seemingly untouched by sentiment.

“Huh?” Arthur answered.

“Were you in a movie?”

“Two,” Arthur said.

“Malibu!” Tabby shouted.

“Sex and Lies in Mali-” Yvonne tried to correct.

“Oh. My. God!” Tabby exclaimed. “I knew I recognized you.”

“I’m done with movies,” Arthur said. “After that second one.”

“Yeah, it sucked,” Tristan agreed. “But the first one was righteous.”

“Weren’t you Arthur’s girl in the first one?” Tabby asked, staring at Yvonne.

“God, Tabby, that was his bot!” Tristan exclaimed. “That’s how they got all that footage!”

Arthur and Yvonne shared a quick, conspiratorial glance, but Arthur turned away to hide a grimace of pain, and he opened a tetatet on the wall between two doors.




Chapter 16: The Snatching of an Arrow

“Ah, the magi,” spake King Elmfayre, and he licked his lips, as though hungry with a plate full set before him. “Tell me of the magi, the one who grabbed that arrow just before it pierced your heart.”

“He was strange,” said Frexhrnd.

“In what way strange?”

“A hat like I have never seen, broad-brimmed, stitched from blackened hide; and boots of elegant form, up to the knee, of hide; and tailored breeches, black, and gray shirt, and hide vest, all the work of masters, and a face fair but like none of us or the Mason Crows or the Billows or the Halfwise Men or any legend or art, and no armor, none, and neither helm nor shield, nor even a simple dagger.

“And he grabbed an arrow from the air itself just before your heart?”

“He did,” agreed Frexhrnd.

“Were you not riding Boran?”

“I was.”

“And tell me how a man, even a magi, grabs an arrow meant for your heart, while you are on a horse and he is on the ground?”

“He was not on the ground,” said Frexhrnd. “He was aloft, feet not touching earth.”

“So your magi flies like a bird?”

“My king, he is not my magi.”

“But he flies like a bird.”

“I saw no wings. I know not how he was held up.”

“So far, your story matches,” spake the kind with satisfaction.

“May I be dismissed then? You have already heard this, and I bore you.”

“No, no, I must hear all it from you, all it,” the king insisted, moving his hands again forward as if to roll some large thing. “What did he say? What did your magi say?”

“Nothing, only smiled at me and dropped to the ground and walked toward those Mason Crows at the fore, speaking to them in their own tongue, and I understood but little, only that he wished them away, and they answered him with treachery, rushing with sword and club and dagger, making as to reduce him to scab and ash. But naught . . .”

Frexhrnd looked down and shook his head.

“Yes?” the king urged. “Speak on.”

“But naught would take.”

“Naught would take?”

“One hacked with a sword of the Caesars against shoulder,” said Frexhrnd, placing the edge of his hand against his collarbone, “and the arm and shoulder and some ribs too should have come off clean, but the sword stopped and did no harm. They swung at his neck, slashed at thigh and knee, rained all their enterprises upon him, and yet he stood, speaking without perturbation, instructing as if in minor parley.”

“So your magi stood there like a trainer’s dummy? He did nothing?”

“Nay,” said Frexhrnd. “He caused their weapons to . . . go away.”

“Go away?” the kind echoed. “The weapons all took their leave? Walked on new legs? Did you see what path they followed?”

“My king, you must have been already told what happened to their swords and the rest.”

“Tell me.”

“Some he broke, over his knee,” Frexhrnd said.

“Some?”

“And others he ate.”

“Frexhrnd,” spake the king sternly. “You must better feed your magi.”

“My king,” replied Frexhrnd with wounded eye, “he is not my Magi.”

“Nor is he at all clever,” asserted the king. “For while he took repast on cake of bronze in one party, the school behind you was left free to do as they pleased.”

“They were not, though,” Frexhrnd said. “And that is another strange story altogether, which surely you have also heard.”

“I may have, or I may have not. Proceed.”




Chapter 17: A Tour and a Fountain

“After cargo management, it’s pretty simple,” Arthur continued, standing at the operations screen and choking back a new wave of sorrow over Donna, finding solace in speaking truths he’d become intimately familiar with. “Batteries, water, waste, salt, recycle. Repeat.”

No one had emptied the salt while he was gone, Arthur noted with some disappointment. Waste sodium had reached nearly 100 kilograms, far more than could be legally released in one dump, meaning he was going to have to get creative to eliminate the excess. If he didn’t start getting rid of it, there was a risk of its overwhelming the coffers and getting mixed up with the sewage, a nightmare of epic proportions.

For the next 10 minutes, Arthur assessed the challenges that had accumulated while he’d been on vacation. Salt was high, water was low, the cargo manifest was incomplete, and a kilo-tonne of waste needed to be processed. In short, all anyone had done while he was away was feed themselves and offload produce.

Even the batteries, normally the easiest aspect of operations, had been left unmanaged, all 16 arrays filled to capacity, no one directing their excess to salt distribution, desalinization, waste filtering.

“Dawn,” Arthur said. “You first. Open a tetatet and find me the nearest salt deficit zones.”

Dawn, standing between Tabby and Edward, raised her eyebrows in a demeanor of utter contempt.

“Uh, first of all, I’m chained,” she replied.

“Tap the wall,” Arthur said, returning to his operations interface. “You can reach.”

Dawn sighed and sidled toward the space between two doors, chain clinking as she reached out her hand, and she touched the wall at waist level, a tetatet immediately opening up, a long list of operations commands and subjects appearing there.

“I have no idea,” Dawn said.

“Information,” Arthur said, glancing at her screen. He turned to look at the rest of the inmates.

“Normally, when you’re in the operations interface, you’ll just be looking for information. Any commands require palm verification, or hand and eye for really critical things. And please watch what Dawn’s doing. All of you are going to be expected to be able to do basic navigation on that.”

Dawn tapped the information and a new, long list of topics appeared.

“There’s salt,” Edward said, pointing.

“Huh?” Dawn said, turning to look at his finger, at his raised penis, back at his finger.

“There,” he said, “right side, in the middle.”

“Oh,” Dawn said. “Thanks.”

She tapped it, studied the new list that appeared, tapped a link that said “Deficit Zones,” and launched a map of the northwestern United States, the skyfarm’s location above Utah pinpointed with a yellow dot, jagged lines radiating from it in graduated shades of blue from bright, almost white blue to the deep dark blue of dusk.

“Lost again,” Dawn announced.

“Press 7,” Arthur instructed.

Dawn bent to stare at the radiating lines, found the line marked 7, and pressed it.

“Course Proposed,” read the screen.

“Thank you,” Arthur said.

“What did I just do?” Dawn asked.

“You told Drusilla we need to go to the Pacific Ocean.”

“Who’s Drusilla?”

“The lady who runs this place.”

“Why are we going to the Pacific Ocean?”

Even as Dawn voiced the question, the farm shifted slightly, the floor angled down, and the distant hum of the fans grew louder and deeper.

“To get rid of salt, to pick up more water,” Arthur said. “And for a change of scenery.”

Tabby laughed.

“Look,” Arthur said, pointing to the opposite wall.

Where the alternating views had shown the skyfarm in stasis before, hovering still above the Utah desert, every camera perspective of the farm that included the world below showed a shifting topography now, the land far below sliding past, crops in green and golden rows yielding to thin gray grasses, which gave way to cryptobiotic crust, to rock and dry foothill and more thin grass.

The wall switched to interior shots, a woman striding down a hallway, the empty prison in the cargo bay, but the next exterior views showed only the earth below, nothing depicting the farm itself against the desert backdrop.

“Why aren’t they showing the farm anymore?” Tabby inquired.

“The drones all had to dock,” Arthur explained. “They recharge when we’re moving. Who wants to go up top?”

“I do!” Tabby shouted without, it seemed, knowing if anyone would be up there, her earlier modesty altogether forgotten.

Arthur led the way off the operations hall and to the elevator, everyone crowding in.

“Are you doing that on purpose?” Dawn inquired, turning to glare at Jacques, who was standing close behind her.

“No,” Jacques said simply, huskily, and Dawn smiled and tilted her hip toward him, and Arthur understood. Jacques’ penis tip was touching Dawn’s thigh, and she didn’t care. In fact, she seemed to like it.

Arthur pressed the command for the top deck and his loins ached anew, and he longed for the relief of Yvonne’s chamber.

How much sex were these five going to want? he wondered. And could they be trusted to partner up without upsetting each other, or exploiting each other? Or committing manslaughter on each other?

They’d have to do it locked in their cells. Would they need to be supervised?

“Do you have any fuckbots on board?” Tristan inquired.

Yvonne burst out laughing, and Tristan stared at her with wounded eyes.

“Sorry,” Yvonne said, smile vanishing and eyes going sober. “I’ve just never heard them called that.”

“We do,” Arthur said. “Male and female. Bambi is an agricultural model, but she’s got a standard pleasure set, and Mr. George has a full arrangement too.”

“Can we meet them?” Dawn asked.

A sharp, dry wind that whistled in from the vents at the top edges of the elevator told Arthur they’d breached the farming deck. A few seconds later, the doors parted, revealing a bright, brilliant world of golden crops in rows, green leafy produce in hydroponic bunches, trees on the edges blowing in a hard wind, a fountain shooting choreographed streams in lazy arcs. Beyond the skyfarm’s leading edge, a range of mountains loomed, 25 miles away, tops purple and blue in the summer haze.

“Fuck, it’s freezing!” Tabby shouted, but she laughed and dashed out of the elevator, almost skipping onto the 25-acre plain.

“Stick to the blue stepping stones!” Arthur shouted. “Do not walk on the plants!”

Tabby, looking down occasionally to follow Arthur’s directions, scampered ahead while the rest of the inmates moved more judiciously in their restraints.

Arthur left the elevator last, staring at Yvonne’s narrow waist and the way her ribs expanded as she breathed in, and the way her tennis skirt whipped around her thighs.

She turned back to look at him, eyes wide with delight.

“It’s beautiful,” she said reverently, loud enough to be heard over the wind, wrapping a hand around his upper arm as if she might otherwise fall over in ecstasy. “Oh, it’s like heaven.”

Tabby made her way quickly to the wire safety fence at the nearest edge of the platform, hopping up and down in the wind, screaming when a jet from the fountain found her back. Satisfied with her self-guided tour, she returned to the rest of the band, smiling giddily, shivering.

“I want to work up here the whole time!” she shouted.

“You’ll freeze!” Tristan said.

[image: ]

Illustration by 2Loose2Trek

“I don’t care!” she shouted, laughing again, and her hair, some tied, some free, blew wild around her face and her shoulders, and her nipples pointed to the brilliant sky, and her bare mound and the pink lips between her legs kept their own counsel, and Arthur thought that humans could sometimes be not just desirable, but beautiful as well.

Standing in the middle of the throng and speaking with loud authority, he gave a quick overview of the platform, the varietals growing there, and the work required to nurture and tend and harvest them, and he was greeted by interested eyes, for once, because the glory of growing real food on a floating farm with a Utah mountain range in the background could impress even the most jaded of individuals.

Arthur backed up and everyone followed him, returning to the elevator, but Yvonne paused before she entered and looked up.

“Is there something growing on top?” she asked.

“Yes, we’ve got a platte of rosemary up there,” Arthur said. “When the elevator comes up, it just rises with it.”

Yvonne clapped and laughed and laced her fingers together under her chin, and she moved into the elevator and Arthur hit the down button.

Everyone was breathing hard, whether recovering from the stiff breeze or the stimulation of being in open air a mile up, Arthur wasn’t sure. Every bare nipple was firm and pink, Arthur noted, but the genitals of Jacques and Edward had decided to stand down, nothing now to affront Dawn’s bare hips.

“Who’s doing what?” Arthur asked.

Dawn turned to him, an eyebrow raised.

“Does anyone want to . . . partner?” he asked, finding the topic necessary, obvious, but surprisingly uncomfortable to bring up.

“You’re going to let us do that now?” Dawn asked.

“I’m not going to put you to work yet,” Arthur replied. “So if anyone wants to—”

“Jacques,” blurted Dawn, not surprising Arthur at all.

Tristan and Tabby looked at each other in what Arthur understood to be unspoken sisterhood. There were three females here and just two males, so one girl would be left alone or have to settle for the bot, and the other would get Edward.

“We’ll be together,” Tabby said, looking at Tristan, and then at Arthur. Both girls nodded, and Arthur tried to contain his surprise.

“Okay,” he said. “So, Edward . . .?”

“Her name’s Bambi?” Edward asked quietly.

“You want our bot?”

“Might as well,” he said, prompting laughter from Tabby.

The elevator stopped and opened, and Arthur led everyone into the cargo bay, opening the prison with a palm, holding the door while the five inmates filed in, pushing it closed and locking it after them.

“Wait here,” he said, going to the bay’s wall to open a tetatet and work through the commands required to summon both bots.

“Okay,” he said. “Tabby and Tristan, who’s cell?”

“Mine,” Tabby said.

Arthur stepped to the bars and the two girls approached, offering their bound wrists to his touch.

An authorized thumbprint was all it took to open their cuffs, each girl’s restraints yawing wide and falling loose, swinging against thighs.

They turned, their backs toward him, and a third touch opened their belts.

Tabby’s chains fell to the floor before she could catch them. She picked them up while Arthur opened Tristan’s waist chain, which she held and passed through the bars to Yvonne.

Yvonne, took both sets of restraints and stood back, watching as Tristan followed Tabby into the latter girl’s cell.

“Pull it shut,” Arthur said.

“You have to lock it,” Tabby said.

With a shrug of annoyance, Arthur returned to the prison’s outer wall to launch a tetatet and make his way through the still unfamiliar interface commands, lumbering with more taps than necessary to the cell schematic, tapping on the rectangle that represented Tabby’s cell, hitting the “CONFINE” command, and watching as the door swung slowly shut and locked itself on the lovers, who were already kissing, seated side by side with their legs crossed and their mouths together and Tabby’s hand cupping Tristan’s sizeable breast.

“How long has it been?” Arthur asked, returning to the bars.

“Weeks,” Dawn replied bitterly. “For all of us.”

Arthur noticed that Jacques’ penis was at full attention again.

Dawn seemed to notice as well.

“My place?” she asked him.

“Yes,” he said, his voice just above a whisper.

“Welcome back, Arthur!” shouted a female voice from the cargo bay.

Arthur turned to see two figures, male and female, both nude, entering the bay from the hall.

“Hey, Bambi, hey Mr. George,” Arthur said politely.

“We got your smoke signal,” Mr. George said in his breezy Australian accent, walking beside Bambi while he employed one of the metaphors from his metaphorical repertoire, some of which worked better than others. “How may we be of service?”

“Just a sec,” Arthur said, stepping to the bars to use a thumbprint to free Dawn and Jacques from their chains, handing them to Yvonne to dispose of.

The two most senior representatives of the Washington Skyfarm Mobile Prison climbed up to Dawn’s cell, and Arthur returned to the tetatet to lock them in while the two girls below progressed from kissing and light fondling to lying down, Tristan kissing Tabby passionately from below, her arms around Tabby’s shoulders, while Tabby pressed gently with one hand between her partner’s legs.

And that left only Edward, standing with his wrists bound at his sides and his unfettered penis sticking straight out before him, staring with unconcealed lust at Bambi, whose female attributes had been carefully modeled to the ideal: narrow waist and wide hips and high, heavy breasts, high cheekbones and blonde hair and a near-perpetual smile.

“Edward, should I let Bambi in?”

“Fuck yeah, Senor,” Edward said, prompting a laugh from Tristan.

The girls had paused briefly from their tryst to watch the proceedings. Dawn and Jacques hadn’t started yet, watching as well, side by side in Dawn’s cell. Everyone wanted a look at the bots.

Arthur unlocked the prison door and let Bambi in.

“See ya, Georgie,” she said with a small wave to the male automaton as Arthur locked the door.

“Shake your tail feathers, Bambini,”

She turned to Edward and offered her hand.

“So you must be the Edward I’ve been hearing so much about,” she said.

“What have you heard?” he asked, looking concerned as he wrapped his hand around hers.

“When?” she asked.

“What have you heard about me?” Edward said.

“When?”

“Anytime.”

“Anytime,” Bambi agreed, smiling.

“Edward,” Yvonne said, her words clipped with an annoyance that surprised Arthur. “She’s confused. She hasn’t heard anything about you. She was just saying that, because it’s what she says.”

Edward diverted his gaze briefly to Yvonne, just as quickly returned his eyes to Bambi. His penis meanwhile remained aimed toward just one place, the middle of the automaton before him, until he clambered into his cell, and she followed him, and Arthur returned to the tetatet to close the new lovers in, homo male and female robot.

The girls, Tabby and Tristan, returned to each other, kissing.

Dawn and Jacques appeared to be negotiating, Dawn on her hands and knees, Jacques cross-legged, hunched over, his apprehension palpable, but his penis firm and apparently unconcerned with how its owner was feeling.

Sensing her partner’s disquiet, perhaps, she arced forward and kissed him briefly, then lowered her mouth to his penis, swallowing it, and he leaned back and sighed audibly, closing his eyes.

Edward, the last to be confined, wasted no time nor any words to get in position over Bambi, nor did she bother to speak further, simply reclining and lifting her legs, opening her mouth and delivering her patented grunt-sigh as she was impaled.




Chapter 18: Sex and a Little News

Arthur returned to the tetatet, determined to familiarize himself with the intricacies of the prison interface, but Yvonne continued to stare into the cells, as if she’d never seen sex before. And perhaps she hadn’t, Arthur thought. Having sex wasn’t the same as watching sex.

“Oh yeah, oh yeah,” Dawn groaned, oblivious to the eyes upon her. The rest of the lovers made their own noises, groans and grunts and sighs, and Arthur felt his loins stir but elected to grant the inmates a little privacy. Not that they seemed to care.

Incarceration, he decided – close confinement with others similarly constrained – breaks down inhibitions. So does introducing bots into a culture, he continued in his mind. Once one acquired a bot designed for sexual pleasure, certain aspects of one’s behavior could no longer be kept secret.

Yvonne, still holding everyone’s chains, was joined by Mr. George, who moved to a place behind her right shoulder, his penis – which could upon command be adjusted to anything from dormant to a remarkable 10 inches long – hovering flaccid by her hip.

Arthur was watching when Yvonne noticed the bot, her head shifting slightly first, then swiveling in earnest, eyes wide with something between surprise and terror. She dropped the chains, turned to face him, put her hands on his shoulders, bit her lip, and shoved.

Were he a human, he would have staggered backwards until he’d fallen flat on his back, or come to rest violently against a half dozen tanks of liquid nitrogen.

Mr. George instead went into an entirely unnatural, pre-programmed defensive roll, dropping immediately to the floor, the momentum absorbed as his body pivoted around a sudden curve in his back, legs spread and penis flopping in the most ungainly way before he rocked back, rolled forward and came to an upright stop on a knee and a hand, looking up at Yvonne, his usual quiet dignity restored.

“Please don’t stand right behind me,” Yvonne said sharply. “I don’t like it.”

“Did I do something wrong, Ma’am?” Mr. George inquired, rising.

“Yes. You stood right behind me. And I don’t like it.”

She caught Arthur staring at her in surprise, and she offered a pained smile.

“I’m sensitive to that,” she said. “With bots.”

“Okay,” Arthur said, concern in his voice.

She raised her hands to her face and rubbed.

“And I’m just really . . . I don’t know . . . stressed or something,” she said. “I’m gonna . . . go . . . take care of the thing that lady, that lady . . .”

“Drusilla.”

“Yeah, Drusilla wanted me to do. Go get ID’d or whatever.”

“Okay.”

“What floor is it on?”

“Two decks up,” Arthur said. “Ask for the personnel station, tell someone you need vetting and they’ll tell you what to do if you can’t figure it out.”

“Okay. And maybe I’ll check in with headquarters too, if I can get on a tetatet.”

“Okay,” Arthur said. “You mean, check in with everyone in Quebec?”

“Yeah, yeah,” Yvonne replied, bending to pick up the restraints. “That’s what I meant.”

“Just tap any wall,” Arthur said. “most of them are ready to interact.”

Yvonne looked at Mr. George, who had taken a place beside the nitrogen. She looked at the inmates, who seemed intent solely on enjoying each other’s bodies, her interaction with Mr. George of no more than passing curiosity to any them.

She rounded the prison, and Arthur heard her open the storage door and hang the chains back up before she reappeared.

“Do you want to be a co-manager?” he asked quietly.

“Yes, absolutely,” she said. “What’s a co-manager?”

“You would help me manage the inmates.”

“Yes,” she said, nodding vigorously. “Very much so.”

“Do you have fingerprints?” he asked quietly.

“Yes,” she said, holding her hands up, palms toward Arthur.

Arthur tapped his way to the “Add A User” command.

“Let’s see if this works,” he said, when a hand shape appeared on the screen. “Right hand here.”

Yvonne complied and the system immediately accepted it.

“Name?” the voice inquired.

“Yvonne.”

“Hello, Yvonne. Will you familiarize with all prison policies and systems?”

“I will.”

“Your supervisor in all prison matters is Arthur O’Connor-Hu.”

“Thanks!” Yvonne said.

“Thank you,” replied the computer voice.

“Congratulations,” Arthur said, smiling at Yvonne.

“Thanks!” she said again, sidling up to him, her enigmatic smile returned, her charm completely restored. “By the way . . . my last name’s Feingold.”

“Feingold?” Arthur echoed.

“Feingold,” she repeated, nodding as if she were sharing a deep secret.

She reached out and brushed Arthur’s arm with her fingertips, looking for all the world like she was struggling with the urge to kiss him, and parted, backing out of the cargo bay slowly.

Arthur watched her leave, staring at the last place she was before she slipped through the door and it closed behind her.

Yvonne doesn’t like bots, Arthur reminded himself. Something about them frightens her, or sets her off. That was fine. They could be a little eerie at times, especially when they didn’t quite react the way they should. But he hoped she wouldn’t make it a habit of pushing them around. They weren’t unbreakable, and if she damaged one, the cost of repairs would probably come out of his paycheck.

Feingold.

Yvonne’s last name was Feingold, the last name of the man who’d created her mind. Ross Feingold. Had he insisted she bear his surname? Or had she chosen it?

Ross Feingold was as much Yvonne’s father as anyone, so whatever the process by which his name became hers, it made sense.

Arthur finished at the tetatet, peered through the bars at the inmates and Bambi, all the homos engaging in their preferred forms of pleasure, and the hum in Arthur’s genitals notched up, approaching a roar. He wanted Yvonne again. Or someone.

Briefly, he longed to be a prisoner in that sixth cell, so he could await his turn with one of the three females, human as they were.

He looked at Mr. George, still standing naked and flaccid by the liquid nitrogen.

“Will that be all, Sir?” the bot asked.

“Do you have anything else to do?” Arthur asked.

“Not that I know of.”

“Can you stay here and supervise?” Arthur inquired. “And send me a note if there’s a problem?”

“With pleasure,” Mr. George said, shading his eyes from an imaginary sun. “I’ll watch like a hawk.”

“Right,” Arthur said. “And . . . you understand what happened with Yvonne?”

“She takes exception to being stood behind,” Mr. George said. “I shall stand only in front of her.”

“Maybe just kind of avoid her, if possible,” Arthur said. “She’s a little . . . shy.”

“I’m very good with shy people,” asserted Mr. George, and he looked down and made his amused face and his penis quickly expanded to eight inches long.

“No,” Arthur said. “Can you not even . . . Okay, wait. I need to make this very clear. Do not offer sex to Yvonne. Do not propose sex with Yvonne. She will get upset.”

“Right,” said Mr. George. “I’ll handle her with kid gloves.”

“Whatever,” Arthur said. “The less you talk to her, the better.”

Mr. George passed his hand over his mouth and imitated throwing away a key.

“Yes,” Arthur said. “That’s it.”

Mr. George nodded.

“I’ll be back in about an hour to let Bambi out and get everyone back in their own cells,” Arthur said. “Let them know if they ask.”

“Yes, Sir.”

With one last look at the couples, the sounds of Dawn begging for relief through her orgasm echoing in his ears, he made his way back to the operations hall and opened a tetatet.

They were over Nevada now, the sand gold and white, the salt levels low enough on the ground that he could release a little more of the excess, so he turned on the shaker and dropped a hundred grams before he opened a browser and looked up Ross Feingold.

“ross feingold tiq” turned up nothing but nonsense, including an ad for skin cream and several dozen Ross Feingolds who were clearly not the man he was looking for – a hairstylist in Montreal, a professor of classics in Alabama, a social media manager in Brooklyn. “ross feingold ai” was similarly unproductive. “ross feingold research,” “ross feingold quebec,” “ross feingold software engineer” and “ross feingold mind research” all resulted in meaningless returns, as did “ross feingold” with every conceivable combination of ai and engineering and research terms.

Remembering that anyone smart enough to work on second class bots at TIQ had probably distinguished themselves at some point, he tried another tack.

“ross feingold award” he typed.

Tucked in amongst the useless links, buried almost 20 lines from the top, was a headline: “Science Fair Winner Charged with Interference.”

The story, from seven years ago, concerned a Ross Feingold who was a high school senior in Syracuse, New York, where he’d won the top award in the state’s science fair as a junior for his theories on computer memory. His speculations on how data might be stored and retrieved at the molecular level, and how those molecules might be engineered to represent more than one of two states, were considered sophisticated enough that a physicist was called in to evaluate his proposal, declaring it valid and quite possibly brilliant.

During spring of his senior year in high school, however, Feingold had moved on from winning scholastic contests to something a little more nefarious, programming a clever worm that invaded servers and mainframes and industrial processing systems around the world, and forcing them to execute commands of unknown purpose. No funds were pilfered, no data was stolen or manipulated, but some of the compromised processors handled data their owners considered highly sensitive. Although the commands masqueraded as normal user operations and usually commandeered small sections of each machine, a bad drive on a US Defense Department server in Oregon allowed the worm to replicate until it had flooded the machine with code and commands, shutting it down. An investigation followed, and Feingold was arrested and charged with digital interference of federal systems, a felony.

The story included a mugshot, a teen with a wild shock of black hair, leaning to the left from his head, as if the wind were blowing or it had been deformed by a pillow. His face was long, expressive, his eyes serene, a little sad, and strangely soft for someone who had just been arrested for hacking military mainframes.

From there, the trail of Arthur Feingold the hacker or computer genius or science fair winner or whatever else he was went cold. Arthur was no expert at researching crime and punishment, or criminals of any stripe, but this should have all been part of public records anyone could find, he believed.

The disposition of the charges, however, the details of the trial, the conviction or exoneration, had all been scrubbed from the records.

Arthur returned to work, dumped a half kilo of salt over Nevada, compiled a summary agenda for the next five days, and returned to the cargo bay, where Mr. George was still naked and still faithfully keeping an eye on the inmates.

They’d been together more than an hour, and everyone but Bambi looked spent. Tristan and Tabby were spooning under the sheets, facing away from the bars. Dawn and Jacques were sitting cross-legged, facing each other and chatting quietly. Edward sat pensively, back bowed, while Bambi spoke, her volume low, but enough of her words audible to Arthur that he guessed she was giving Edward a rundown of the sky farm, its history and how it worked and what it produced. She must have been answering Edward’s questions, Arthur thought, pleased that the prisoner cared enough to ask.

“Everyone ready to go back?” Arthur inquired.

“Hi, Arthur,” Bambi said. “Yes!”

With a few quick taps, Arthur made his way to the commands that opened cells, swinging wide the door that confined Jacques with Dawn first.

“Fuck you,” he said, clambering out.

Dawn leaned forward, offering him a final kiss, leaning back as her door swung closed.

“Fuck you,” she said.

Arthur opened Jacques’ door and the man – scourge of the internet, presumably, a rage-filled poster of vitriol – climbed submissively into his own cell, passively watched the door swing shut, crawled meekly to the corner of his cell to wipe his penis.

“Edward, ready to say bye to Bambi?” Arthur asked, just to be polite, because he opened Edward’s cell without waiting for an answer, and Bambi understood and slid out and Arthur closed fast the door

“Bye, Edward,” Bambi said with a small wave.

“Fuck you,” Edward replied.

Bambi stepped to the prison door, waiting to be let out.

“Bambi,” Tristan said, pulling away from Tabby and sitting upright at her bars. “How was Edward?”

“Edward was nice,” Bambi replied.

“How big is he?” Tabby asked, sitting next to her cellmate and wrapping her hands around the bars. “I mean, exactly.”

“Six point seven inches,” Bambi answered.

“How long did he last?”

“More than twenty-one years and less than twenty-two years.”

“No,” Tabby corrected. “How long was he inside you?”

“Three point seven seconds the first time, four point 1 seconds the second time, two seconds the third time, two point—”

“No,” Tristan interrupted. “What was the total time he was . . . no, I mean . . . okay . . . okay . . . wait . . . how much time, um, elapsed from the time he first put his penis inside you until he pulled out for the last time?”

“Thirty-seven minutes,” Bambi replied.

“Damn,” Tabby said. “Did he ever cum? I mean, orgasm?”

“An orgasm, or climax, is an intensely pleasurable physiological and psychological sensation that usually results from stimu—"

“No,” Tabby interrupted impatiently. “Did Edward have an orgasm?”

“Yes, Edward had an orgasm. And then he had another orgasm.”

“Oooh,” Tristan said approvingly. “Edward, Bambi just gave you very high scores.”

Edward, still staring somberly at the floor of his cell, smiled briefly. “Anytime, girls. Anytime.”

“Arthur,” Tabby said. “Would you let three of us be together, ever?”

“You mean, you and uh . . .?”

“Tristan and Edward,” confirmed Tabby. “I think it would be nice.”

“I’ll have to think about that,” Arthur said. “I’m not sure.”

Arthur looked at Edward, trying to gauge the man’s interest in being locked in a cell with two homo females. His face gave Arthur nothing to go on, so Arthur opened Tabby’s cell and Tristan climbed out, and in a few more minutes, all the inmates were back in their assigned spaces and Bambi was freed from the prison, stepping first to Mr. George to stare into his eyes, the two automatons smiling at each other.

“Can we get news or something?” Dawn asked, her tone despairing.

“They didn’t put tetatets in your cells?” Arthur inquired.

“Uh, no,” Dawn replied. “That’s part of our punishment, okay?”

Arthur stepped up to the bars, surprised to see that Tabby and Tristan were once again feigning modesty, Tristan with her bedding wrapped around her torso, Tabby with her sheet tucked under her chin.

“Mr. George can give you the latest,” Arthur said. “Mr. George, are you available to recite current events?”

“I am,” he said, stepping eagerly to the bars.

“May I please be excused?” Bambi enquired, adding vaguely, “I have an appointment.”

“Yes,” Arthur said. “Thanks.”

The female bot left and the male bot began speaking and Arthur exited to get some more things done on the operations hall.

“A woman fell to her death from a straddler near Gdansk, Poland, this morning,” Mr. George announced. “Her rambler had been brought aboard while traversing the highway east of Gdansk. She was a guest of the straddle for no more than 15 minutes before she plunged through a door on the observation deck, hit the ground at 180 meters per hour, and died instantly. Authorities suspect an illicit chip modification.”

“Oh, shit,” Dawn exclaimed.

Arthur returned to the operations hall, continued to shake out salt, and looked for a good place to pull up a replenishment of water.

The wind was blowing hard across the waters of the San Francisco Bay and the Pacific off northern California, so they’d have to go further offshore to find relatively still air and smooth brine to suck.

He continued working, standing at his console and punching commands and compiling data and reporting concerns and plans, and he lost all track of time or place until he heard the door open and looked up to see Yvonne, still dressed to play tennis.

“I got everything done,” she announced, stepping up to him and kissing him, the faint odor of cherry on her lips. “A secret project too.”

“Oh yeah?” Arthur asked, raising his eyebrows, glad for the distraction.

“Yeah. Everyone was super nice. They scanned my eye and found my records, so I’ve been vetted and I can work for you all you want.”

“I’m going to need a lot of help,” Arthur said, half-jokingly, surprised by how much time had passed. It was after 8 p.m., and he was hungry and suddenly exhausted.

“Are you almost done?” she asked, something eager and suggestive in her voice.

“Let me get one more thing finished,” Arthur said, turning back to the tetatet and touching commands. “What’s your secret project?”

“I can’t tell you,” she replied.

“Okay,” Arthur agreed, not surprised by her answer. “Can you check on the inmates?”

“I already did,” she said. “They’re all good. But they’re going to need water tomorrow, and powder in two days or so.”

“Okay,” Arthur said. “We’re going to refill the reservoir somewhere over the Pacific tomorrow morning.”

Yvonne clapped her hands under her chin and looked at the wall behind Arthur, nothing but ragged, hilly earth below them now, bathed in the slanted light of dusk.

“Thanks for looking in on them,” Arthur added, looking at Yvonne.

“Can that be my special job?” she asked. “Taking care of them?” Yvonne stuck her lower lip out, the latest of a range of subtle expressions that he couldn’t help but marvel at.

“Yes,” he said, prompting a smile. “But I’ll be checking in on them too. I sort of have to.”

“Okay,” Yvonne agreed, with a nod and what looked to Arthur like a self-conscious smile. “It’s just, I know you weren’t looking forward to working with them, so I can take them off your hands as much as you’ll let me.”

Arthur smiled back at the girl, grateful for the offer.

“Now,” Yvonne said with a shy smile that didn’t look at all self-conscious. “I need something. From you. And I told Marcus and Penelope they had to leave our room for an hour, and . . . the clock’s ticking.”




Chapter 19: Praying for Death

Syrendah, lady in waiting to the court of King Elmfayre and the attendant nobility, whose name meant several things, but gift would not be wrong, while “thing given by the gods” would be righter still, stood tall, a male babe in one arm, a daughter of 14 summers at her hip, and she wept not nor made a sound as she prayed for death, for her and her two, and prayed as well against the things the Mason Crows were known to practice that would be worse than death.

Mason Crows before. Mason Crows after. A wall of mountain on one side. Just as good as a wall on the other, thicket and tumbledown.

First to go would be Frexhrnd, she knew, and fitting, for this was his gambol, a small lark in spring of the year through lands he knew or should have known could teem with these kind.

Syrendah stood straight, tall, by the breast of Lady Tahks’ horse, and her face went pale and her lip trembled, and when daughter wrapped her hand around mother’s sash and whispered, “What of this, Mother?” Syrendah said only, under her tongue, “Speak not twitch not,” and the girl, whose name meant deer and was spoken thusly, “Achchylean,” obeyed.

Even as Lady reined her horse over to die by her preference, at the hand of her consort, one before them let loose an arrow.

Syrendah closed her eyes and wished she could close her ears as well, to spare her the memory of the last gurgling breaths of a man, wise and kind and but rarely given to folly.

There was, however, no sound of arrow through tunic and flesh and living bone and soft inners, no cough, no shifting upon saddle, no tumbling of still-warm body against the hard soils of the pass, and Syrenda looked up despite herself to see Frexhrnd still on his horse, joined there by a man with an impossible face, impossible raiment, feet impossibly lifted, hand around an arrow.

The man, in hat and clothes like gods might make, lowered himself to earth, unnatural, went to the interlopers and offered himself, speaking in their wretched tongue, and she closed her eyes again to see not this stranger’s dismemberment, but when she looked again against her better sense, she saw him still standing, falling not even as the blows landed, against head, leg, arm, shoulder, and when he broke some swords, and ate some others, she could not but laugh, certain this be dream, or some waking farce of the gods.

She looked aft and found the rest of the Mason Crows there fighting too, away and without affect, arrows flying and only falling, lying one by one among the pebbles in a line two steps from Malchem and his boys at the rear. The cowards back there, seeing neither Frexhrnd nor any other fall, dared not close the distance, dared not rush the party, looking for answers to the doings of their kindred ahead and letting only arrows fly.

“Mother, is he a hero?” asked the daughter, and she laughed too, with the laughter of a sensibility well beyond her years, for a normal day’s evil in the world had passed before their eyes and become rare humor.

“If this be not a dream,” said Syrendah, “he is surely magi.”

“Magi,” said the girl, hushed, like a prayer. But then she spoke again: “Lo, whatever he be, he needs a second from his order to address the ones behind.”

But even as the girl turned to look, an axe for either tree or neck hurtled, stopped, and fell in the dust.

“His partner is here, but clear like the air,” the girl said, and mother pulled male child closer to breast and put her spare hand on daughter’s head and wondered if all might yet live.

The first moments happened too quickly, but now the band of Frexhrnd came to life, the men all seeing an advantage where there was none before, and Malchem drew forth a sword of his age, and Frexhrnd spake immediately, father to son.

“Malchem, fool, put that away and let the magi save us!”

But Malchem would not hear it, and the boys who saw to him made to fight as well, and now all rushed with great shouts, and just as surely were set back and down upon haunches and arses, for the hard breath that stopped arrows and axes in one way stopped boys afroth in the other.

“The magi has put up a seal!” shouted Achchylean. “Break it not!”

The older slave stooped to pick up the boys, and the girls there stifled sobs, Fernda the free helpmate and daughter of the halfwise, and the two slave girls, bound wrist to wrist only.

Malchem and the boys heeded not the words of either Frexhrnd or Achchylean, but they could not advance all the same, and so they stood, eyeing foes who eyed back, two camps on either side of a gulf that only a spirit could make.

As for the enemy at the fore, they stood in disarray, all their accoutrement broken or slipped into the belly of the magi.

And yet, so bent on murder were they that they would not fall back, and now the one among them with the best helm, who had held the best of the Caesar swords before it was made meal, growled at the magi and spoke insults and raised his only weapon left, his fist, and the magi protected himself from all the blows as before and reached forth, took that Mason Crow by the neck, raised him while his feet kicked at air, and shook him like a dog shakes a pigeon until all the life was broken from him, and he dropped him to the path in a heap and he looked at the remainder of the murderers, and reached for the throat of the next closest, and that one ran, and all ran after him, turning and running, several with shouts to their fellows still standing aft, and they all took the same wisdom, and all vanished down the trail and into the woods and were subsequently gone, leaving only the one lifeless.




Chapter 20: Videos of a Disaster

Arthur, trying to grow accustomed to the unexpected pleasure of being asked for sex – Donna invariably yielded upon request but never initiated – let Yvonne take his hand and lead him to the elevator, lead him to their room and to her lower bunk, where they coupled, Arthur grunting above, Yvonne speaking quietly as she lay beneath him.

“I’ve been . . . I’ve been . . .” Yvonne gasped, eyes closed, head turning side to side as if she were trapped and trying to escape. “I’ve been . . . oh, please, up me, yes, yes, all the way in . . . going crazy . . . crazy . . . yeah . . . yeah.”

Arthur kissed her ear, wondering at her meaning.

“Weren’t you?” she sighed.

He continued to thrust as he pondered the question, the thought behind the question, everything else.

“Weren’t you?” she sighed again, chest heaving. “Going crazy?”

“I’ve wanted you all afternoon,” he said, deciding not to admit that there were times earlier in the day when he thought only of the work before him.

“Those people,” Yvonne breathed. “Oh . . . everything . . . yes . . . the prisoners . . .”

They came together, Yvonne’s vagina spasming, Arthur’s penis exploding within her, the two lovers sighing together for a time before she drew in her breath.

“Sorry I talk so much,” she said, distress breaking through her self-deprecating laugher.

“I like it,” Arthur said, raising his hand to her hair.

“You do?” she asked, clearly not believing.

“I do, I promise,” Arthur said, trying to remember what she’d been talking about, feeling guilty that he’d paid so little attention to her words. It was something about the irregulars. Something about them seemed to have had an effect on Yvonne.

He didn’t remember everything Donna said either. She could drone on at times, about the news, or something she’d seen that satisfied her algorithms for what she believed Arthur might find interesting. Too often, he tuned her out. He didn’t want to fall into that habit with his new girl.

They uncoupled, dressed, washed up, went late to dinner, Yvonne bringing up her crystal tumbler, sipping slowly, Arthur printing a sandwich.

Drusilla was holding court there, seated at the end of the table, dividing her attention between the tetatet and the people around her – Arthur and Yvonne, Marcus and Wendy, the new assistant.

Penelope was there as well, offering a stray fact here and there when a word came up that triggered something in her knowledge database.

There was laughter, updates on tomorrow’s plans, and effortless lying on Yvonne’s part every time she was asked something for which a true answer would have revealed her origins. She provided her birthplace, talked about her parents and her early schooling, a part-time job in a factory that she pretended she’d held. Was she making things up on the fly, Arthur wondered, or had she been given her history and told to memorize it? Or were these memories they’d implanted when her mind was made?

How was her mind made?

Ross Feingold knew, because he’d made it. Yvonne knew too. Of this Arthur was certain.

At some point, he determined, when the time seemed right, he’d ask Yvonne about the man who gave her his name. Or the man from whom she’d taken her name.

After dinner, Arthur and Yvonne went to a small private conference room to open a tetatet for a platform vote against a woman who claimed drones were altering her thoughts, followed by a review of his dreams, none of which were significant or featured a woman’s gasping mouth, and a few minutes of self-improvement, during which he learned that his mind had wandered earlier in the day to excessive smugness in the presence of the inmates and their foibles.

Yvonne laughed, clapped, watched raptly, reminding Arthur with every gesture that her capacities were both strange and legion.

No one could have possibly programmed each nuanced expression into her mind and body, complete with each of the infinitely varied triggers.

She surprised him again in the middle of the night when her voice rang out in the little space, waking him, and probably Marcus as well.

“Why are you walking around?” Yvonne demanded.

“I thought I would get a start on the news and Marcus’ social accounts,” Penelope replied.

“So you’re leaving?” Yvonne asked.

“Yes, after I’m dressed.”

“How long will it take you to get dressed?”

“Another 93 seconds.”

“Are you coming back?” Yvonne asked.

“I might for—”

“Don’t,” Yvonne said. “Not until 7:30. Don’t come back until 7:30 at the earliest.”

“Okay,” Penelope agreed. True to her word, she was gone in less than two minutes, and Arthur settled back to sleep until his chip woke him up to the sounds of surf and seagulls and he remembered that much of the day would be spent over the ocean.

The artificial ocean sounds ebbed and he heard voices in the hall, Wendy’s and Penelope’s.

“I change out here,” Wendy was saying. “That damned room isn’t big enough.”

“Would you like some help?” Penelope asked.

Wendy laughed. “Well, uh, putting on panties is a one-person job, really. But thanks.”

Arthur was immediately awake.

Wendy, Drusilla’s new assistant, was putting on her panties in the hall just outside his room. Meaning if he had awakened a little earlier, and were leaving his room at this moment, he would have seen her naked.

A naked homo. Why did he care? And why did seeing the nude inmates intrigue him so yesterday, after years of pleasure with a girl programmed to deliver optimal sexual release?

And now he had Yvonne, even more physically pleasurable than Donna, but with more personality every moment than Donna exhibited in a year.

He should be less interested in homos now, not more, and yet, as he climbed down from his bunk to wake the soundly sleeping Yvonne, he wished he had been there to see Wendy in the altogether, and he thought about seeing the nude female inmates, and wondered if they’d want sex again, and he’d be there to witness it.

“Hey, Yvonne,” Arthur murmured, pulling aside the curtain and finding the girl sleeping on her back, eyes closed, sheets pulled up to her neck

She opened her eyes, blinked, raised her hands to her face and looked up at Arthur, her smile weak.

“Already?” she asked. “I was in the middle of a dream.”

“What did you dream?” Arthur asked.

“I was flying. I love flying dreams.”

Penelope entered, and Arthur stood and gazed into the hall, hoping for a glimpse of Wendy, not entirely dressed, but the girl was gone.

“Good morning, Arthur,” Penelope said. “Good morning, Yvonne.”

“Hey, Penelope,” Arthur said, dressing for work.

Yvonne said nothing, just slid naked from her bed, went to the closet and pulled on bra, panties and a blue coverall, and she looked at Arthur, looked down at herself, and smiled ironically.

“Marcus, baby, wake up, the world’s turning,” Penelope said, climbing up to Marcus’ bed and pulling back the curtain. “There was a murder in Shanghai, and there’s a new printer out that can make food shine like silver, and your mother posted on your page that she never hears from you, and 17 of your friends gave it sad-face emojis by 7:18 this morning.”

“Fuck,” said the groggy Marcus. “Who got murdered?”

“A woman,” Penelope replied. “It is believed a romantic rival sent her a chip sequence.”

Arthur cleared thoughts of Wendy from his mind, the naked inmates from his mind, and went into what he thought of as full operations mode, a quick walk up to the mess hall, Yvonne in tow with her glass in her hand. He printed eggs, sausage and waffles with syrup, sat and opened a tetatet and entered his work account, looking at current stats and the farm’s geographic position.

They were over California now, the target area of smooth Pacific water about 150 miles away, meaning arrival there within three hours. Before then, intake pipes needed to be deployed, pumps warmed up, salt dumped to make way for a new batch, and five prisoners had to be managed and, quite possibly, put to productive use.

Yvonne had taken a seat opposite him, watching him and smiling but holding her peace until he looked into her eyes.

“What do I get to do today?” she asked, voice lilting with excitement.

“Okay,” Arthur began, poking at the tetatet. “Today’s water day, and we’re going to the ocean.”

Yvonne clapped and grinned.

The tetatet presented a video of a virtual skyfarm, dropping slowly toward the ocean, deploying a thick pipe from each of its four corners, sucking water through them and into the craft’s hydroprocessors. The video switched to a look at the mechanisms for removing the salt, drying it and shifting it into coffers, where it would be shaken out later.

“You and your crew are going to manage three of the pipes,” Arthur continued, “which is normally something I have to ask the regular team to help with, and they have to be pulled away from their other duties close to half a day. So this is going to help everyone.”

Yvonne beamed, made as if to clap again beneath her chin, but this time when she brought her hands together, she held them still, clasping her fingers and putting her chin on them, gazing at Arthur with gratitude.

“It’s fairly simple, but it has to be done right,” he said. “If air gets in the line, that can damage a pump. If one hose goes empty, that can knock the farm off balance, and if we dip low enough to put an edge in the water, it’s at best an expensive fix, and at worst utter devastation. The system is smart enough to identify most problems, but we still need human eyes at all four corners.”

Arthur called up a second video, this one recorded by hovering drones of an actual collection, the focus on, two people on scaffolding observing a pipe submerged in green-blue, frothy seawater, whirlpools and eddies forming and dissipating around it as it sucked.

“That’s how it’s supposed to work,” he said, tapping to launch another video.

“Now, this is what happened on a farm called the Emeritus,” he continued, drone and onboard footage capturing a skyfarm hovering just above the sea. “Two pumps quit on one side at the same time. Have you ever seen this one?”

“No,” Yvonne said. “All our skyfarm videos were like the last one.”

As they watched, the farm listed, wobbled almost imperceptibly, righted itself slowly but, propelled by momentum, wobbled again in the other direction, dipped one edge below the water with a great splash and went level again before the whole craft settled down peacefully onto the water.

“Was anyone hurt?” Yvonne asked, looking up at Arthur.

“Keep watching,” he replied.

Yvonne returned her eyes to the video, gasping as the farm’s components – its graphene vacuum pillows, its trees and green fields, its fountains and reservoirs, began disassembling slowly and methodically, as if by design, parts breaking off and bobbing in the water, other parts turning sideways and rolling and sinking, topsoil turning the blue water brown around doomed green produce, steam and gas and great sprays of water rising, and humans now, visible among the conflagration as little pulsating dots, floating serenely if they’d found a life preserver, swimming frantically if they hadn’t.

“Oh,” Yvonne said quietly, fingertips pressed against her lips as the screen froze on the last image of the scene, a farm in ruins. “I’m so sorry. Oh.”

“A skyfarm can withstand windspeeds of up to 70 miles an hour,” Arthur explained, “but they’re not ships. Set them on the water, even if there aren’t any waves at all, and buoyancy dynamics alone dismantle them. Waves just speed up the process. And there were waves that day.”

“Was anyone hurt?”

“One worker died,” Arthur said. “And three bots were lost, trying to save her.”

He looked in Yvonne’s eyes, gauging her reaction, wondering if she would dive into the water to save anyone’s life, wondering if she could even do that. Wondering if she would care that three of her kind gave up their existences to save a homo.

She smiled grimly and tapped the tetatet, restarting the video and staring at it, unblinking.

“I’m water tested to 50 feet,” she murmured at the moment in the replay when the farm began to wobble.

“Huh?”

“50 feet, for three hours.”

“Wait,” Arthur said, looking at the entrance to the mess hall to make sure no one was arriving. “You spent three hours 50 feet under water?”

“I could have stayed longer, but I was getting bored. It was really dark.”

“Three hours?” Arthur repeated.

“Yeah,” Yvonne said, the merest hint of pride in her voice. “It wasn’t that bad. I had a tetatet, so I just surfed and watched videos.”

“Where?” Arthur asked, trying to imagine this enthusiastic, lighthearted girl lurking amidst the depths.

“The St. Lawrence River,” Yvonne replied, gaze flickering from Arthur’s face to the disaster unfolding again on the table. “There are deep places not far from Quebec.”

“You just . . . jumped in and went down?” Arthur asked.

“Sort of,” Yvonne said, laughing at the question as the farm’s edge first broke the water’s surface. “It was sort of like a party. They took us out on a boat. And one synthesis wouldn’t go in at all, so she didn’t have to. Two boys jumped in right away, but they made them get back in the boat and put on wet suits, because the water was too cold. Heated wetsuits. We were allowed to pee in them.”

This information, imparted dispassionately by Yvonne as half her attention was devoted to a replay of the Emeritus disaster, served as nothing shy of a revelation to Arthur.

He knew the girl had spent a year in training, on learning language and history and culture, but he’d filed it away as a year of boring routine, in isolation more or less, occasionally interacting with her development team. He chided himself now for his lack of imagination. No, she’d had a far richer existence than that, he realized. How could she not have? One does not simply design a vibrant personality. It must be learned, and Yvonne had learned, well. And, Arthur was certain now, she had learned by doing.

“You just sat in the mud? At the bottom of the river?”

“I stood, mostly,” Yvonne said. “I tried sitting, but a muskie showed up and he wouldn’t leave me alone until I got back up.”

“Did you spend a lot of time with the other, um, synthe . . . syntheses?” he inquired.

Did you, he wanted to ask, have sex with the males?

“I did,” Yvonne said, her eyes going, briefly, dark before she smiled and returned her gaze to the video, the farm at rest now but about to break apart.

“Are they all . . .” Arthur began, struggling for the right word. “Have they all been . . . placed?”

“Placed?” Yvonne echoed without looking up.

“You know, like . . . you are with me?”

“Not all,” Yvonne said. “Most of them. The rest soon.”

“Where?” Arthur asked.

“I’m not supposed to say,” she replied, her voice subdued, her eyes subdued. “I don’t always know.”

“I’m sorry,” Arthur said, sensing pain. “I hope . . . I didn’t scare you . . . with that video.”

Yvonne laughed and rubbed her face and picked up her glass of dry essence, draining it.

“You know I flipped one of these.”

“I’m not worried,” Arthur said. “The simulations tend to be way more sensitive than the real thing, on purpose. But stuff can still go really wrong.”

Arthur held his peace on the rest of what he knew, that the Emeritus incident had prompted dozens of new rules, policies and technologies for the industry, that if a line went dry or started sucking up air, the process would be immediately terminated, that any imbalance in the farm would trigger emergency ascent measures, that human supervision of each pipe was required out of an excess of caution, that there had never been another disaster like the Emeritus, and probably never would be. Arthur wanted Yvonne to take this task seriously. He wanted the inmates to as well.

“I promise to be careful,” Yvonne said, focusing on the video as the debris scattered and the tiny people floundered.

“And you’ll keep your crew in line?” Arthur queried.

“My crew,” Yvonne said, looking up, smiling as if she were savoring the expression. “Yes, Sir, I will.”

Did she have sex with the male bots? Arthur continued to wonder. Was it supervised? Was she watched, guided, instructed, taught? Was Arthur not her first partner, but only her first homo? Did she prefer homo to synthesis? Was it that different?

Arthur stood, Yvonne rising beside him, and they left just as Marcus and Penelope were entering, the four exchanging pleasantries, Marcus curious about Yvonne’s first night on a skyfarm. His questions suggested he didn’t wake when Yvonne spoke to Penelope in the middle of the night, and Arthur was a little relieved about that.

They returned to the residential deck to wash up and shower. Yvonne bathed in the stall beside Arthur’s, going through all the motions of homo cleaning, it seemed, leaving Arthur to wonder what she was washing off, considering she didn’t sweat.

Dust, perhaps?

Done with showering, she wrapped her torso with a towel and put her head in one of the dryers, her straight black hair noticeably fuller, shinier when she removed it a minute later. Perhaps showering was all about her hair.

They walked back to their room together in nothing but towels, and they dressed quickly, but Yvonne was naked long enough to remind him of the joys of her body, and he found himself wondering when they’d next couple, and how distracted he would be until that moment, and how it would be with a homo girl instead of Yvonne, and if he should feel guilty about wondering that.




Chapter 21: The Skyfarm Drinks

Arthur started his day’s work by giving Yvonne a tour of the water intake stations, walking with her through dark, tetatet-barren alleys to the four corners of the structure, opening hatches and descending narrow stairways a quarter mile above California’s coastline, the morning bright, the face of the earth and the great white surf shining except where the square shadows of theirs and other skyfarms traversed.

“Looks like everyone’s got the same idea,” Arthur shouted over the roar of the fans, pointing to one of the shadows. “We won’t be the only ones grabbing water today.”

That news seemed to delight Yvonne, and she smiled and pressed her palms against the screen that enclosed this and all the other stations.

“Four things to remember,” Arthur shouted, “just four: Watch the clear pane on the pipe. It should be full of water that’s moving up. You can tell by the bubbles which way it’s going. Two: Watch the pipe for stability. If it’s shaking or wobbling or making any weird noises, that’s a problem, hit the panic button, here. Three: Look at end of the pipe. It should be fully submerged. If it’s not, panic button. Four: No leaks. No water dripping down the sides of the pipe. A few drops one second can be a shattered pipe five seconds later, and it’s a mess, but it’s worse if you don’t hit the button.”

Arthur pointed to the red button, set shoulder high in every intake station, and Yvonne reached out and touched it, looking serious now, her smile gone.

At the end of the tour, which concluded at the supervisor’s water intake station, Arthur told Yvonne to staff the remaining three corners as she saw fit, and to restrain or not restrain as she wished. Everyone should be dressed today, though, he told her, and she nodded solemnly and climbed back up the stairs while Arthur set up his post, a warm, salt-laden wind washing over him, the smell of the ocean something he always loved, even if it was made by his occupation requisite.

“How are we doing, Arthur?” Drusilla asked, popping up on the tetatet.

“Yvonne’s getting the irregulars now. I’m guessing we’ll be ready to drop in less than half an hour, but I’ll let you know as soon as everyone’s set.”

“You’re confident in everyone?” Drusilla asked nervously.

“I am,” Arthur assured. “Really, though, not much can go wrong. The system has 23 non-human shutoff protocols. The worse thing they can do, probably, is hit the panic button.”

“Okay,” Drusilla said. “I’ll be right here if you need me.”

“Go make yourself some coffee and sit back,” Arthur said. “It’s gonna go just fine.”

“Okay, Hon,” Drusilla said, closing the screen.

Arthur turned his tetatet to the three cameras in the other stations, opened additional portions of his screen to wind and weather stats and what the drones were seeing.

He had line of sight on the other stations, so he watched for the bodies to appear, climb down, get stationed.

He imagined Yvonne, negotiating the prison interface, releasing the inmates one at a time, passing underwear and coveralls and shoes through the bars, perhaps restraining them or perhaps not. He began to worry after five minutes with no Yvonne and no inmates, began to panic after 10, forced himself to focus on the logistics of getting five people out of their cells, getting them dressed and ready to complete an actual mission.

Give her 20 minutes, Arthur told himself, and then go see if something terrible’s happened. Maybe they’d overpowered her and were now running amok. Maybe Mr. George had forgotten not to stand behind her and she was tossing him around again. Maybe they all had motion sickness and Yvonne didn’t know what that was, or how to deal with it.

Arthur was just about to rush to the cargo bay when he saw the first figure descend to the station to his right, almost 500 feet away, a form he quickly identified as Yvonne’s, followed by five more, clothed in prison coveralls, proceeding more slowly, their ankles bound together but their hands free.

“Hey, Yvonne,” Arthur said into his tetatet.

“Hey, Arthur!” Yvonne exclaimed in return, her face inches from the camera, and giant, and flushed with excitement. She moved back and the inmates crowded behind her, glancing at Arthur’s face, looking around them, below them, down into the great, gentle swells of the Pacific Ocean and to the horizon, where the California shore was a thin gray mass.

“Four things,” Yvonne began, turning to lecture briskly. “Watch the pipe, down below, to make sure it’s always all the way in the water. And make sure the water’s going by – I mean, going up. You’ll see bubbles in the clear panel, there. And they should be going up, not down. And, third, um, make sure there are no leaks. If there’s any water dripping out, the pipe could explode in a few more seconds, and then—”

“Explode?” Dawn barked. “Explode . . . on us?”

“No,” Arthur said back just as sternly. “Collapse might be a better word. Fragment. Or implode. Implode. The pressure in the line would suck the pipe inward at the point of fracture. And, see mesh between you and the pipe, there? Dawn, Dawn, see the screen there?”

“Yeah,” she replied sullenly.

“That’s solid brass. Nothing will get through that except water.”

Dawn said nothing.

“Okay,” Yvonne continued, counting off on fingers tipped with blue nails. “Pipe under the water, watch for leaks, make sure there’s water going up the pipes. One more, one more. Arthur, what was the fourth one?”

“Make sure the pipe’s not shaking, make—”

“Right, right!” Yvonne exclaimed. “If the pipe vibrates or shakes or, or anything weird like that, hit the button and it will shut everything down.”

Yvonne squeezed past the inmates to put her fingers on the big red button mounted on the post.

“If you see anything I just told you about, hit this. Just hit it, and it will shut everything down.”

Yvonne sidled back to the tetatet.

“Arthur, did I cover everything?”

“Yes,” Arthur said. “Well done. Now, just one more thing. Does everyone see the big black number under the red button?”

“It’s a two!” Yvonne shouted.

“That’s your station number,” Arthur said. “You’re in Station 2 right now. There’s also a Station 3 and a Station 4, and that’s how I’ll refer to you. Not by your names or anything else, just Station 2, Station 3, Station 4, and you’ll answer that way. Station 2, Station 3, Station 4. And I’m Station 1. Everybody good?”

“Yes!” Yvonne exclaimed.

“Okay, Yvonne, go ahead and assign your teams and get them in place, and we can get this done.”

“Yes!” Yvonne exclaimed again. “Okay, Tristan, Jacques, you’ll stay here. Tabby, Edward, Dawn, this way.”

Arthur watched four figures ascend into the belly of the farm, two remain.

“Station 2,” he said. “Station 2.”

“Huh?” said Tristan, her oversized face appearing in the tetatet.

“Station 2, this is Station 1, can you hear me?”

“Yes, we can,” Tristan said. “Yes. What should we be doing?”

“Nothing but waiting,” Arthur replied. “Once the other two stations have their teams, we’ll drop to the water, the pipes’ll deploy, and we’ll start.”

“Okay,” Tristan agreed as Jacques scowled, looking over Tristan’s shoulder at the tetatet, peering down at the girl’s rear end, looking to his left, where California lay.

Arthur looked to the station at the opposite corner of the farm, the one farthest away, glad to see a pair of shackled feet appearing on the stairs, followed by another; Tabby and Dawn took their places.

“Station 3,” Arthur said. “Station 3, this is Station 1, can you hear me?”

“Hey,” said Dawn, standing back from the camera, the hint of a smile on her face.

“Hey, Arthur!” said Tabby brightly, waving.

“What are you looking for?” Arthur said.

“Oh, oh, if the, if the pipe starts shaking or vibrating,” Tabby said.

“If it leaks, if the water isn’t going up, if the pipe isn’t submerged,” Dawn droned.

“Good,” Arthur said. “And what do you do if you see something?”

“Hit the panic button, here!” Tabby enthused.

“Okay,” Arthur said.

In less than two minutes, Edward and Yvonne appeared at the last station. Yvonne offered a wave from 1,000 feet away, and Arthur waved back and smiled, certain she could see not just his hand but his expression too, and probably count his teeth while she was at it.

“Station 4, this is Station 1, can you hear me?”

“Yes, Station 1!” Yvonne announced, peering into the tetatet with just the right mix of irony and sincerity.

“Station 2, ready to descend?”

“Yes.”

“Station 3, ready to descend?”

“Yes!”

“Station 4, ready to descend?”

“Yes, Station 1!”

Arthur opened up a fourth channel.

“Okay, Drusilla,” he said. “We’re all ready.”

“Roger,” Drusilla said.

Immediately, the fans slowed, the pillows contracted, a shiver ran through the skyfarm, and Arthur’s ears and stomach told him he was dropping, a fact confirmed by the stats on his screen. Fifteen hundred feet, fourteen hundred, thirteen hundred.

The pace of descent picked up, as it always did, and it made Arthur increasingly nervous, as it always did, but at four hundred feet, things slowed, then stopped, 50 feet above the water, so close he could see the it rise and fall, as if it were breathing, little spits of white foam across the waves, hints of its hidden depths beneath as the farm cast a broad shadow over the swells.

The pipes unsnapped simultaneously, the sounds of their unmooring coming as three sharp, staccato snaps travelled through the air to him, first the pipe just over Arthur’s head, and then the two simultaneously at Stations 2 and 4, and lastly the most distant pipe, at Station 3.

Each as thick as a man’s leg, they unfolded and swung out and reached for the water and touched it and submerged their screened openings beneath its surface, so that an observer from a sufficient distance might think she was seeing a great table mounted on the sea, propped up by four very short white legs.

Arthur’s tetatet chimed, and he knew the other tetatets at the other stations were chiming the same way, and the drawing began. The farm fluttered, dropping another 10 feet under the weight and the inertia of the vast quantities of water – four gallons per second – being drawn into the farm’s reservoirs and hydraulics and living quarters, where it would be desalinated and pumped to the fields above and used to keep the farm balanced and dispensed through taps to sustain the crew, and some of it would make its way to Yvonne’s crystal tumbler, to be mixed with the Dry Essence whose chemistry and operations within Yvonne’s body Arthur could only guess at.

Seconds later, the graphene vacuum pillows creaked, expanding incrementally to counterbalance the water’s weight.

“Station 2, this is Station 1, how does everything look?” Arthur said.

“It looks fine,” Jacques said. “Everything appears normal.”

“Station 3, this is Station 1. Everything good?”

“Yes!” Tabby replied. “It’s so cool!”

“Station 4, this is Station 1, how’s it going?”

“Perfect!” Yvonne announced. “But it’s making me thirsty. Is that normal?”

“It is.”

For two hours, the farm hovered, the pipes drank, and Arthur made the rounds, checking his own pipe before he consulted with each team through the tetatet, checking in with Drusilla every 15 minutes or so, the process becoming numbingly boring before all the tanks registered full stage, the process of removing salt began, and the pipes began folding back, water rushing from gaping spouts that returned to their latched positions beneath the farm while the last dribbles of water returned to the ocean.

The work done, the farm rose slowly, the fans roaring, its graphene vacuum pillows expanding with deep creaks, its plates and buckles bending and groaning around the great weight of its maximum water capacity.

“Everyone stay in place, please,” Arthur said, abandoning the station-by-station formalities as unnecessary now that the danger – minor as it was – had passed.

“Okay!” shouted a female voice from one of the stations.

Arthur was no longer looking at the tetatet, because what was below was far more interesting – a half dozen green and golden farms in a bright mosaic against the blue sea, three drinking, two descending, one just rising, each casting a square black shadow upon the living waters.

“I hope everyone’s looking down,” he said.

“Ooooh!”

“Beautiful!”

“I love this!”

Arthur waited until they were a mile high to speak again.

“Okay, everyone up and back to cargo,” he said.

“Sir?” immediately spoke the voice of Dawn. “Mr. Arthur?”

“Yes?” Arthur said, leaning forward to look into Dawn’s face, its hard edges softened because, he knew, she wanted a favor.

“Can we please do something this afternoon?” she pleaded. “Anything? Please? I truly do not care what it is.”

“Yes!” Tabby shouted.

“Please!” Tristan added. “Anything!”

Arthur pondered before he spoke again.

“Worms,” he said simply.

“What?” said Dawn. “Did you say worms?”

“Lumbricus Terrestris,” Arthur said, smiling into his tetatet. “Common earthworm, a new varietal we’ve been asked to test. We’ve been holding off spreading them until we had some extra water to give them.”

“What are you asking us to do?” Dawn demanded, putting her face up to the camera.

“Just help me spread them,” Arthur said.

“You’re doing it too?” asked Dawn.

“Yes,” said Arthur. “I’d never ask you to do something I—”

“Can we see them first?” Tristan interrupted. “And then make up our minds?”

“Everyone meet over Station 2, and we’ll have a look,” Arthur said, turning to the stairs and ascending into the farm with one last look at the watery world beneath him.




Chapter 22: Feed it Your Breath

“And so the magi saved you,” whispered King Elmfayre, and his voice was soft, the words of one standing before holiness.

“He did,” uttered Frexhrnd, “unless my eyes deceived me then or my memory deceives me since.”

“I count it all as true,” said the king, “for all the stories match, mostly, even the women’s.”

The king took a draught of the festival wine and shook out his legs and turned to Frexhrnd.

“I think no less of you, for telling it,” he spake.

“Thank you, my king,” Frexhrnd said.

“Now, what next?”

“The magi took his leave,” said Frexhrnd.

“Vanished?” spake the king. “Without any word or deed?”

“There was both word and deed,” Frexhrnd confessed. “First, he went to the dead Mason Crow and laid him out, on his back, arms at his sides, legs straight, and put his hand to the pate of the old carcass, as if in ritual.”

“That is strange indeed,” said the king, “to kill, and then to revere.”

“And he stood, and came to me, the soles of his boots against the earth only, and he pulled off his hat and held it against his belly while he bowed, as if to honor me, another strangeness, before he looked up at me, and his words were spoken askance, but I found them clear enough.”

“What did he say?”

“‘Lord Frexhrnd, you must be more careful,’” recalled Frexhrnd. “‘The Mason Crows scout this way now, growing restless. These will not be the last. You must protect all the lives with you today.’”

“Did you answer him?”

“I did,” recalled Frexhrnd. “I said, ‘Yes, magi, thank you for our lives, all of them.’”

“He gave you something,” spake the king. “This I have been told.”

“He gave all of us something,” said Frexhrnd. “A simple talisman. A hollow twig.”

“Do you still have yours?”

“I do,” said Frexhrnd. “I see no use in it, but one does not part with such a thing lightly.”

“What are you to do with it?”

“Send breath through it when death is near to me or anyone else of this company, or so he said, and he might come rescue again.”

“Might?’ said the king. “Might?”

“Only might,” said Frexhrnd. “He did not make us immortal.”

“Where is it?” the kind asked. “Do you keep it on your person?”

“I do,” Frexhrnd replied.

“Show it me,” the king said, licking his lips again.

Frexhrnd retrieved the talisman from the pocket over his heart and presented it, and the king looked at it and scowled.

“This is all?”

“Yes, my king, it is no more than what one finds among the roots of trees.”

“Have you fed it your breath?”

“I have not,” said Frexhrnd. “I have not been anywhere near to dying.”

“You must breathe now,” the king urged, handing it back. “Breathe through it.”

“My lord, I am not presently near death either,” protested Frexhrnd.

The king reached to his side and drew forth a knife meant more for ceremony than any fight, inlaid with rare stones, its handle of gold, but the edge was sharp enough, and he pressed it against Frexhrnd’s throat and looked into his eyes and whispered, quietly, “Blow it now, for you are certainly very near death.”

“My king, no,” choked Frexhrnd. “What if it bring you harm?”

“Your magi would kill the king to save the general?” the king said, eyes wide with affront, blade still against the general’s neck.

“No, no, My Lord,” said Frexhrnd, his voice caught short, for he had just committed treason against his own king. “Forgive me, please, I meant not that, only that I do not understand his ways, I do not know him.”

“Breathe,” commanded the king. “Breathe only, and I’ll take my chances with your magi.”

Frexhrnd obeyed, the hollow twig making a sort of dull whistle, and the knife vanished from his throat in the same moment, and the king’s eyes went wide, first with the fear of death, and then with the light of joy, and the king pulled aside his robes, and his breeches, and his lower garments too, and if anyone saw the regent fumbling with his underclothes at the tail of the Feast of Cardiblossom, they never spoke of it and he did not care regardless, and he reached down behind him and pulled out the selfsame knife, for ceremony, for it had been put there against his arse by wondrous powers, and the king cried out with delight, and rose and bade Frexhrnd rise, and he embraced the lord and general and took his leave of the festival and seemed to be happy, as if just counseled by gods.




Chapter 23: A Surprise Saint Beatrix

Tristan and Jacques were just climbing out of their station when Arthur reached it, the two moving slowly in their shackles. Tristan seemed particularly animated, smiling at Arthur and laughing to herself about something, and even Jacques seemed pleased, or at least satisfied.

“Do the worms bite?” Tristan asked.

Jacques’ face went immediately grim, breaking into the scowl of anyone burdened with having to share the world with idiots.

“They’re earthworms,” Arthur said. “Have you ever seen one?”

“I’ve seen a worm,” Tristan said. “It definitely didn’t bite. But is that the only kind? You said they were a new variety.”

“Varietal,” Arthur corrected. “Still just earthworms. Evolved for agriculture, not predation. And they definitely don’t bite.”

Arthur looked down the long, austere hallway that led to Stations 3 and 4, shapes appearing at the end, the quiet rumble of voices growing louder as they approached, Yvonne’s the loudest and most excited, the other voices answering in kind – a strange, manufactured girl fitting in with three homos, her true nature undiscerned.

“Are there any microbes on these worms?” Jacques asked.

“Of course,” Arthur said. “But nothing to be worried about. Just don’t eat them.”

Jacques scowled and Tristan laughed and the rest of the party arrived, and Yvonne looked at Arthur with reverence, and he smiled back and concluded she was giving him far more credit for the water intake event than he deserved.

As Arthur led his girl and the irregulars back to the elevator, he continued fielding questions about the dangers of this task, about the specifics, about how much actual contact there would be between worm flesh and homo flesh.

And now Yvonne was acting, performing grandly for her audience of five.

“Could I catch anything from them?” she asked, her lie made all the more deceitful by her raised eyebrows and the anxiety in her voice.

“No,” Arthur said. “It’s never happened. I’ve been handling them for years, and I’ve been fine.”

“Do we wear gloves?” Dawn asked.

“If you want.”

They took the elevator up to the floor just beneath the farm level, and Arthur led them through a door to the left and down a hall of low lights and rich odors, pungent fertilizers and botanic sprays, the thickness of congealed oil on the crouched mechanoid and the conveyance motors, and the loamy smell at the end of the hall that hinted strongly of something earthy, something alive.

Arthur opened a latticed door and entered a closet, grabbed a small bucket off the shelf beside him and raised the top of a large bin, lowering the bucket into it, raising it out, holding it out for everyone’s inspection, all peering down into black dirt alive with wriggling flesh.

“Who’s in?” Arthur asked, picking out a worm barehanded, the creature curling against his fingers, against itself, scraping off fragments of dirt.

“Why is it moving so much?” Tabby asked.

“Response to stimulus,” Arthur said. “It’s normal.”

“What exactly are we supposed to do?” Dawn inquired.

“Everyone gets a bucket,” Arthur replied. “Take the worms out one at a time in your designated area and drop them in the dirt, kind of spread out. That’s it.”

“And then we’re done?” Dawn asked.

“Yes, for today.”

“Okay,” said Tabby.

“How long will it take?” asked Jacques.

“These buckets hold about 100 worms each,” Arthur said, “not that I’ve counted. But there’s no need to hurry, just drop them every few steps, and we should be done in an hour or so, and then Yvonne can let everyone get washed up.”

“I’m hungry,” said Tabby.

It was almost 1. Almost 2 Utah time, the time everyone’s stomach was set to. Arthur was hungry as well, he realized.

“I can take them to their cells for lunch,” Yvonne said. “And . . . does anyone want to do anything?”

“I want Mr. George,” Tabby said.

“Jacques?” said Tristan

Arthur could almost sense Jacques’ arousal through the air, but the man just nodded, smiling weakly.

“Are you okay with a homo?” Dawn asked Edward.

“I prefer it,” he said. “Bambi was just a fling, I swear. She meant nothing to me.”

Dawn laughed, possibly for the first time in Arthur’s presence.

Arthur looked at Yvonne.

“Can you take care of all that while I get some things done?”

“Yes,” Yvonne said, hands clasped beneath her chin as she nodded.

“And meet back right here at 2?” Arthur said.

“Um,” Yvonne said, biting her lip. “Could it be 3? Right at 3? I’m . . . working on something.”

“Three it is,” Arthur said.

“C’mon everyone!” Yvonne almost shouted, leading her little band of bound irregulars away. “See you at three, Arthur!”

Arthur dumped the worms back into the bin, made a quick check of the rest of the hall, and headed back to operations, the hall there graced with sweeping images of the California coastline, ocean and surf and rocky shoreline and great tall trees. They were going north, to Oregon now, to dodge a front forming over the Sierra Nevada.

Arthur’s mind, dedicated mostly to work, turned now and then to other places on this deck, in particular to the cargo bay where, even now, Yvonne was supervising three coupling sessions, two exclusively homo, one homo and bot.

How long would Dawn ask Mr. George to extend his penis? Arthur wondered. How thick would she want it?

And what, he wondered with a lust bordering on discomfort, would she feel like? How tight, how wet? What groans would she utter? What transformations would she undergo during orgasm, if she had one?

Donna had been entirely satisfactory only because Arthur didn’t know what he’d been missing, he realized now. Unpredictability, mutability – the responses to pleasure that varied independent of anything Arthur did– were a source of fascination to him, if not arousal, that he had not anticipated.

Yvonne and her five clothed and shackled charges were waiting for Arthur at the door to the worm closet when he arrived a few minutes before 3.

“Everyone got a shower,” Yvonne announced. “And some personal time.”

Arthur looked into the inmate’s eyes, at their slouching bodies. They didn’t look refreshed. Maybe sex in the afternoon wasn’t a good idea.

He wondered what Yvonne had seen, and how it had affected her.

She looked back at him, that same eagerness in her eyes, that same grin.

He wanted to kiss her. He wanted, quite frankly, to fuck her, to plumb her depths, to work out all the tensions growing since he’d heard Wendy putting on her panties in the hall that morning.

And no, the inmates weren’t helping. They’d come to him nude, and they partnered casually, the lovemaking easy and comfortable, all of them grasping at this form of freedom, it seemed, because so many others had been taken away. Free girls didn’t do it this way, did they?

He wanted to know.

He pulled open the worm closet door, retrieved seven buckets from the shelf, scooped the first bucket of worms and leaned out the door, offering it to anyone who would take it.

Tabby reached out first, looking dubiously into the mass of life, cautiously putting one finger into it.

“Ooh,” she said.

Arthur filled and distributed the rest of the buckets, filled his own to the brim, led the way to an elevator just outside the hall, and emerged with his team to a world of desperate brightness a mile high, mountain ranges to the east and south, tall white clouds building there, a steady wind against the farm as it traversed the sky at half its cruising speed.

“Jacques,” Arthur said, pointing to his left, to a section of field with gold wheat buds. “See the blue line of stepping stones?”

“Yes.”

“They form an area 100 feet by 120 feet, from here to about there, and then all the way back to the fence. That’s your area. Drop a worm, take two steps, drop another worm, keep going, step two rows back, continue in the other direction. Set them in the mud. Everything got watered right after we collected, so there’s plenty of mud, and the worms will know what to do in it.”

Tabby laughed, so Arthur directed her to the next section over, then Dawn and Edward and the rest, until he and Yvonne were the only worm-bearers left, and Arthur chose for them two adjacent patches of floating farmland, dropping the whirling, twisting, dirt-encrusted beings that had been evolved for optimal performance here, to dig and cast and burrow, loosening the soil and drinking the fresh water that had been brine this morning.

Done in little more than an hour, they gathered at the fountain closest to the lift, washing off the dirt and drinking with cupped hands, smiling because this was straight, honest work, done in partnership with an insensible life form that made perfect sense, and Yvonne returned the inmates to their cells for the night and Arthur went to check statuses and finalize the day’s reports.

He was just wrapping up when Yvonne reappeared, practically bouncing over to him

“You’re not going to believe what I did!” she shouted. “You’re going to love it! I think you’re going to love it! I hope, I hope!”

She spread her arms wide and Arthur accepted a lung-emptying hug. While her arms were still squeezing him, she lowered her mouth to his neck, practically biting the flesh above his shoulder before she released him and smiled.

“Ask me what I did!” she demanded.

“Tell me,” Arthur said.

“I got us a pod!”

“A pod,” Arthur repeated, not fully understanding.

“They docked it while we were dropping the worms. It’s really, really nice. It’s got a loft, a full closet, a bathroom and a water closet, a full kitchen, a living area, a big balcony . . .”

Yvonne drew away from him and pressed her palms and her fingers together, holding them before her mouth.

“Will you please come look? Can you look now?”

Arthur was close enough to finished on his last project to break away, but he was still confused.

“So you’re saying you’ve ordered a pod?” he said.

“No, I got a pod,” Yvonne replied, and she reached down to take his hand, drawing him forcibly back from the operations hall.

“How?” Arthur asked, trailing Yvonne to the door that led outside, to the place beneath the skyfarm.

“I called HQ,” Yvonne said breathlessly. “I told . . . I told them I couldn’t do it . . . I couldn’t sleep there – in our space. And I really, really needed a pod of . . . our own.”

Yvonne pushed through the door and out onto the catwalks, the end of the day revealed in bright orange relief below, every stone and hill and great tree casting its own long shadow against the earth.

With the fans roaring and the air moving stiffly through, Yvonne tugged Arthur along, passing the transport pod and the other residential craft to the end of the walkway, where a pod of deep blue, as deep as the last sky of twilight, rested against its moorings.

They drew up to it and Arthur paused.

“That’s a Bee,” he said. “You got us a Bee?”

“St. Beatrix,” Yvonne corrected, stopping and squeezing Arthur’s hand. “I didn’t really get it. I just told them to send me up something nice.”

“A Bee?” Arthur repeated, dumbstruck as his eyes wandered the pod’s signature exterior, elaborate but subtle patterns laid into its dark blue walls, increasingly visible as his eyes adjusted to the darkness. “Who got financing? Who paid it down?”

“They did,” Yvonne said, stepping forward to open the gate with a touch and lead him onto the balcony. “TIQ.”

“What’s the monthly?” Arthur asked, hesitant to step a single foot on the craft for fear the first bill would be waiting for him within.

“They paid for it,” Yvonne said. “All of it. It’s ours!”

Arthur gulped. This was not something he’d asked for, expected, or necessarily even wanted. Getting permission to keep a pod – a solid, sturdy, functional, used craft that he’d pay on for the next six years – was all he’d been anticipating, and he’d already done the math in his head to figure out how to absorb the added expense and responsibility.

Now all that was gone, replaced by a manifestation of the be all and end all of luxury pods, the best of the best, the brand for people of taste and distinction, and his for free. Or, financially free. Surely each thing TIQ gave him came with additional obligations.

Nevertheless, he followed Yvonne across the balcony, past a pair of wrought-iron chairs and a little Abyssinian marble table, through the stained-glass door, into a space that brightened up as soon as they entered, every surface and angle and fixture top of the line – a ceiling of pressed tin, crown molding of cherry, two walls of designer paint and paper, the other two walls the highest grade of window/screen, albeit black and dormant for now.

On the floor beneath his feet lay a plush carpet in a pattern of white and blue diamonds interwoven with golden vines. There was a high-end kitchenette with white and black tiles, a king-sized bed with a royal headboard and pine and leather inlays, couches and chairs in oxblood leather and black granite and high cherry – all lit with recessed lights and glowing panels that made the little room above the Pacific coast forests feel so foreign as to be almost otherworldly.

Yvonne kicked off her sneakers and danced a sort of hopping dance while she smiled at Arthur and her breasts bounced in her coverall.

Finished hopping, she unzipped her work suit, pushing it down, crumpling it on the floor, unhooking her bra in the next fluid motion and gazing at Arthur with expectant reverence.

Arthur understood, unzipping his coverall while his mind passed quickly through the requisite stations from work to play: He had labored a full day, he thought; he was in fact breaking from his labors a little later than scheduled; things were under control; Drusilla had nothing to complain about; he wasn’t needed now; this was, at least for the moment, his place, to do here as he pleased; and he wished to be with Yvonne, to feel her again, to offer up the answer to all the stimulations and frustrations of the day.

Yvonne pushed her panties down, her nails aflame now with the blue skies of 10 bright lands, and Arthur gazed at her, he nude and growing erect, watching as she glided in self-assured nakedness to the bed, pulled down the comforter and the sheets and returned to him, coaxing him to follow her, kissing him beside it, running her hands down, behind him, moving one hand in front to hold his penis, stroking it softly, keeping her mouth pressed to his as she pulled him down on top of her, keeping lips against lips even as she fell to her back, her head on a pillow that, Arthur suspected, was all Morpheus brand graphene foam (“It knows your head and loves you for it!”) and she pulled her mouth away and put her hands on his shoulders and worked her legs out from under his, spreading them wide, driving her heels into his thighs, almost crying when Arthur reached down to separate her lips and work his tip into her gushing chamber.

Arthur thrust, pulled out, thrust back in, issuing a sort of rhythmic hum as her slot bathed his shaft in the elixir of her synthetic womanhood. Rocking with exertion, he looked down at the beautiful face beneath him, eyes closed, hair draped across her forehead as she writhed.

She went still and Arthur felt her tighten her vagina, and her eyes opened and she stared up at him while her heels lifted from his thighs to drive into his kidneys, a transformation so sudden and profound it almost startled him.

Something about that position stimulated her, with a mix of pain and pleasure, it seemed, because her eyes went wide before she shut them, and she forced her head against the pillow as if trying to see the wall immediately behind her.

“Yeah,” she grunted with each thrust. “Yeah, uh, yeah, uh, yeah.”

Arthur, under the intoxicating liqueur of Yvonne’s writhing, her gasping words, her varying expressions, and the way her vagina was shivering around his penis, pounded in earnest now, plumbing her depths, noticing and savoring the differences between hers and Donna’s feminine sheaths. Donna’s had been firmer, a consistently tight embrace that rewarded every insertion with a jolt of pleasure. Yvonne’s tunnel, though it lacked Donna’s persistent grip, more than made up for it with something else, something undefinable, a sort of life to it that stirred Arthur all the while he was up it, whether thrusting or pulling out or merely resting. It quivered, perhaps; or there was something in her lubricant. He didn’t know. He didn’t care. This was sex extraordinaire, and after five minutes within Yvonne, he was groaning and shaking through a mind-convulsing orgasm, pumping semen into her loins while she struggled beneath him.

“Stay in me,” she begged quietly after Arthur was done. “Oh, please, please, push . . . push . . . on yeah yeah yeah . . . yes . . . yeeeeeessssssss.”

Her body shook, went tight, went limp, her eyes open but sightless, her breath exploding in short bursts as she traversed the ecstasies of whatever it was TIQ had created for her mind and body that was meant to be her version of climax.

Done stirring, she smiled, laughed, looked up at him and grabbed him, pulled him to her, kissed his ear, grabbed his hair and looked into his eyes while he went soft and dropped from her slit.

Why didn’t she cum with him? Arthur wondered. Why did she wait?

Yvonne lifted him, scooted back, drew up her legs and sat up, looking down at her vulva as a thick string of semen spilled out across the silken sky-blue sheets.

“Oh, isn’t that charming?” she observed, looking up at Arthur with an expression of apology.

“It’ll dry,” Arthur said, sliding off the bed.

“Are you hungry?” she asked. She turned, put her feet on the floor and moved to the kitchen to look at the printer, not bothering to put anything on. “Tell me what you want.”

“Beef stroganoff,” Arthur said. “Mixed vegetables, and a brownie.”

Yvonne pushed her way through the printing commands, hitting the final step with a flourish before she stepped to her panties and pulled them on, leaving everything else on the floor.

“I brought all our things over,” she said, pulling open the little closet to reveal hanging clothes and a floor littered with shoes, boots, and a mostly full carton of Dry Essence packages.

She pulled out an unopened package of her powder, moved to the kitchen and pulled a crystal goblet from the cabinet, swinging wide a dark wooden door with oaken inlays, releasing it and allowing it to shut on smart hinges.

“I’m having beef too,” she said. “T-bone.”




Chapter 24: Competition

As Yvonne stepped to the sink and back to the table, her breasts bounced, and Arthur watched her body with a hunger he didn’t fully understand. He had just penetrated her, just relieved himself, flushed all his soul through the tip of his penis, but something about her was calling to him, again, demanding his attention, again, forcing a deep ache that came from nowhere.

This had never happened with Donna.

“Your last name is Feingold,” he said, trying to break the spell.

“It is,” she said, stirring her drink.

“Why?”

“I took my father’s name,”

“Ross Feingold,” Arthur observed.

“You remember.”

“So he’s your father?” Arthur asked, retrieving his underwear and coverall, slipping into them.

“In a way, yeah.”

“He broke the law.”

“Oh, did he now?” Yvonne lilted, turning from the printer to face Arthur. She looked surprised, Arthur thought. No, she was feigning surprise, eyebrows arched just so, head tilted very slightly to the right, chin raised, the second word, “did,” inflected up, precisely – an expression of irony no bot could emulate before this day, a countenance impossible to program.

“Interference,” Arthur said, knowing she already knew. She already knew and did not care and did not care that Arthur knew. “A felony.”

“Do you know what he was doing?” she asked.

“More or less,” Arthur replied, rising to retrieve his meal. “Hacking into PCs and servers and mainframes.”

“Was anyone hurt?” Yvonne asked.

“I don’t know, but they could have been. They might have been. People’s lives depend on computers.”

Yvonne had no answer to that, so Arthur pulled a plate from the cupboard – fine china, of course, an intricate pattern of indigo and gold leaf that he found beautiful, and he studied it for a moment before sliding his food onto it.

“What was he doing?” Arthur asked, filling a glass with water and setting his plate on the table, opening a drawer and finding silver cutlery in an understated motif, a pair of lines down the middle, edges scalloped.

“Why don’t you ask him?” Yvonne replied, taking her seat, setting her glass of Dry Essence on the table and wrapping both hands around it. “There’s a bottle of Chateau Vermillion in the fridge.”

Arthur turned, pulled the bottle out, unscrewed the cap, pulled a crystal stem from a set of four in the cupboard, and poured himself a glass.

“Ask Ross Feingold?” Arthur said, looking into Yvonne’s eyes and finding something disarming there, a sort of amused twinkle

“Yes.”

“Ask Ross Feingold why he got charged with a felony at the age of 18?”

“No,” Yvonne said, taking a sip. “Ask him what he was doing.”

Arthur laughed, the cat-and-mouse game they were playing becoming, at this moment, farcical.

“I’d rather ask you.”

Yvonne leaned back, straightened her spine, and her breasts bounced, nipples hard with what Arthur imagined was arousal of some kind.

“It’s one of the things,” she said, “I’m not supposed to talk about.”

“Do they know you know?” Arthur asked.

“Who?” Yvonne asked.

“Does TIQ know you know things . . . that you’re not supposed to talk about?”

“They do not,” Yvonne said.

Arthur decided to let the topic rest.

Yvonne watched him expectantly, but when he took a bite and held his peace, her face brightened.

“I think we should call your mom and dad,” she said.

“We should,” Arthur agreed. “Mom’s probably still looking for a pod for me.”

“Can we now?” Yvonne queried, putting her palms down on the table with a slap.

Arthur turned to the wall beside him, tapped it, opening a tetatet.

“Wait!” Yvonne shouted, rising and trotting to the closet, opening it and pulling out a black jumper. She pulled it down over her head, straightened and smoothed it, and returned to the table, sitting and planting her elbow on the table, leaning forward and making a face of mock seriousness.

“Call mom and dad,” Arthur commanded.

Within a few seconds, his mother and father popped into view, seated side by side on the couch in the den, presumably watching a show when the call came in.

“Hello, Arthur, hi, Yvonne!” Edith shouted. “How are you both?”

“Hi, Edith, hi, Tom!” Yvonne shouted back. “We’re great!”

“Hey, Mom and Dad,” Arthur said. “Yvonne got us a pod.”

“Oh, really?” Edith replied. “What kind?”

“Pan,” Arthur commanded, making a circle in the air with his index finger, treating the elder O’Connor-Hus to a quick tour of the space.

“Oh my god, it’s beautiful!” Edith shouted. “Where did you get it?”

“Yvonne had TIQ send it up,” Arthur said, adding after a brief hesitation, “It’s a Bee.”

“A St. Beatrix, Yvonne? You got Arthur a St. Beatrix?”

“TIQ got it for us,” Yvonne said. “I just told them to send us something nice. And it’s very nice.”

“Is it paid for?” asked Tom.

“That’s the same thing Arthur asked!” Yvonne said with a laugh. “Of course!”

“How do you like the skyfarm, Yvonne?” Tom inquired.

“It’s beautiful!” Yvonne enthused. “Amazing! We got water from the ocean, and put worms in the mud this afternoon, and Arthur put me in charge of the prisoners!”

“How are the inmates?” Edith asked, concern in her voice.

“They’re fine,” Arthur replied, intending to leave it at that.

Yvonne had other ideas, however. “Jacques and Dawn are the oldest,” she said. “They’re both sort of serious. Tristan and Tabby are both girls like me, and they laugh a lot, and they’re sweet. And then, there’s Edward. He’s black, with long hair, and I’m still figuring him out, but he’s okay too. No one got in trouble for anything really bad, just chip abuse or platforming, or, well, Edward got convicted of manslaughter, but that’s just because after he got someone some illegal chip commands, to, to help them, and they confronted someone, but they couldn’t deal with the aftermath, and they found their own illegal chip program and bought that, and it didn’t go well together with what Edward got her, and, and, she . . . well, she had an . . . an episode . . . and things . . . and her heart . . . stopped.”

Yvonne raised her hands to her face and grimaced.

“Sorry, sorry, I’m talking to much, I know. It’s just, so much . . . and you know . . . you should be very proud of Arthur. He just takes charge. He just tells us what to do, and we do it. The prisoners too.”

Edith straightened her back, obviously deeply proud of her son. Tom seemed a little more skeptical.

“Is it a problem that you’re not onsite anymore?” he asked.

“Well, really, I still am,” Arthur replied. “It’s a slightly longer walk to the elevator is all.”

“Edith, how is Mrs. Perkins?” Yvonne inquired.

“Her lawyer had better news for her today,” Edith replied. “He’s working another theory on liability.”

“That’s great,” Yvonne said sincerely.

“It’s sweet of you to ask about her.”

“I hate what happened to her son,” Yvonne said. “Someone needs to pay.”

They spoke a little more on the inmates, with whom Yvonne seemed to have developed an intimate familiarity. They talked about the neighbors and the news and, briefly, women’s fashion. Yvonne’s enthusiasm seemed to bring out both his parents, Arthur noticed, Edith more focused on the conversation, Tom chiming in more than usual. And when the conversation ended, Yvonne concluded with a hearty “I love you!”, which seemed to give both parents a bit of pause before Edith responded in kind and Tom smiled.

As soon as the screen went blank, Arthur turned to Yvonne.

“Edward told you all that?” he asked.

“Yes,” she said. “There’s a broken heart there, just under the surface, and he doesn’t want anyone to know, and that’s why he’s quiet.”

Yvonne paused, took a sip. “He was sincerely trying to help that girl, and what happened was not his fault. But once someone dies, it’s like they just have to blame someone, and they go after the person that was closest, and if they did anything even remotely questionable, that’s it.”

Arthur nodded, not disagreeing.

“And you want to know what Tabby’s big crime was?” Yvonne continued.

“Something about unauthorized platforms,” Arthur said.

“Yeah,” Yvonne agreed. “She programmed something on an off-channel, where people could just vent to each other, in private. And Tristan used it sometimes, so there’s a connection there.”

“Did they know each other?”

“They knew of each other,” Yvonne replied. “Tristan posted things on a bunch of illegal forums, including Tabby’s, so it was just a matter of time.”

“What was she posting.”

“Just how fucked up everyone is.”

“That was her message?” Arthur inquired, laughing.

“I think there was more to it than that,” Yvonne said. “She didn’t want to talk about it with me, but she said she had a long list of things that are wrong with everyone. Just everyone. And then Tabby chimed in.”

“What did she have to say?” Arthur inquired.

“She’d opened up that rogue forum because she could. That’s all. And it wasn’t easy. She tried to tell me what she did, and I lost her after the third word. Randomized oscillating spoof matrix was one of the terms, I think. But after she created it, she read what people posted. Lots of total crap of course, but some of it . . . made some good points.”

“Such as?”

“Why do people have to be protected with deplatforming?” Yvonne asked. “Why is the human mind so vulnerable, so . . . I think her word was . . . porous? But then, why are certain traditions excluded? What, besides being very old, and once believed by a lot of people, makes some religions exempt, since they’re just like things people aren’t allowed to promulgate now? So she was asking the same question. What’s wrong with everyone?”

Yvonne fell silent, sipping her dry essence again. Arthur looked across the table at her, staring until their eyes met.

“Are you everyone?” he asked.

“What do you mean?”

“What do you consider yourself?” Arthur asked.

“Human,” Yvonne said without hesitation.

“Human.”

She looked at Arthur, eyebrows raised. He smiled.

Yes, he thought. Human.

She looked down as if she needed to collect her thoughts, looked up again.

“My first six months, I cried sometimes, because I thought I was really messed up. But then, I got more normal, just by observing, and learning. And then, one of the developers – I can’t remember who – told me everyone feels weird whey they’re growing up. But it lasts a lot longer for them. Years, not just months. Feeling weird is normal. Which is weird.”

Arthur laughed, finding poetry in her words, or in the concepts behind them.

“None of them should be in prison,” Yvonne said. “Dawn . . . was just really upset about a cousin that died, and doing her chip thing a few times when she shouldn’t have helped her. She was stopping when she got charged. And Jacques . . . well, he hurt some people’s feelings, including the daughter of some important guy in government, and he used some kind of raw language, and she was underage, so he had to go down.”

“Let’s stop chaining them,” Arthur said.

“I agree,” Yvonne replied. “I feel sort of guilty about that now.”

“Don’t feel guilty,” Arthur said, well beyond wanting to ask her why they programmed her to feel guilt. “We didn’t know who they were. Now we do.”

Yvonne drained her glass, stood.

“Can we do your stuff now?”

“Stuff?”

“Platform, improvement, dreams?” she said. “You wanted me to remind you about that, right?”

“Yes,” Arthur said, eyes wandering Yvonne’s body, lust stirring unbidden.

Yvonne opened the tetatet and joined Arthur in a spirited discussion of a man proposing a complicated and most likely completely unworkable new political system in which a certain number of votes were cast directly from mental chips with no conscious interference. In the end, Arthur voted to allow the man to continue to promulgate.

“Democracy was a crazy idea too at one point,” he said.

The self-improvement interface offered up a short, embarrassing litany of flaws, including an exaggerated sense of self-importance during the drawing of water, and, while he labored in the operations corridor, more irritation than was useful over his colleagues’ inattention to things while he’d been gone.

Arthur took note of both with a mild sense of chagrin and opened up his dreams.

The first was vague but strange, a domestic animal of some kind in a stall, only its curved horns and its flaying tail visible, but the second was not vague at all, a clear picture of Ross Feingold from the newspaper article about his arrest: the long face, the expressive, serene eyes, the wild shock of black hair massed at the left side of his head, standing beside a single tree that quickly morphed into a complete forest.

“Ah!” Yvonne shouted, hands covering her mouth.

“That’s . . . that’s Ross,” Arthur said, freezing the replay and turning to look at the girl. “You recognize him, right?”

“Why did you dream about him?” Yvonne inquired, hands still over her mouth, eyes peering at him over eight glowing, blue fingertips.

“You know I looked him up, right?” Arthur replied. “That’s the picture of him they had when he was arrested.”

“Why did you put him in a forest?” Yvonne demanded, trying to mask her distress with a quick, breezy laugh. “Why did you do that?”

“I don’t know,” Arthur said, feeling defensive over something he couldn’t control. “No idea. Or . . . maybe . . . you said you wanted to visit that forest, when it showed up on the wall of the residential hall. I guess I just combined things. But I didn’t do it on purpose, I promise.”

“Sorry, sorry,” Yvonne laughed, sincerely this time, waving her hands. “it’s just . . . something about him and trees . . .”

Arthur, mystified, waited as Yvonne drew in her breath.

“It’s just . . . his face . . . always . . .”

“Yeah?” Arthur prompted.

“Bothered me.”

“You mean, because he’s . . .” Arthur prompted again, wanting Yvonne to finish the sentence because he had no idea how to.

“I don’t know, I don’t know,” she replied. “Something about it. Something about him. I really care about him. I’m closer to him than anyone else on the development team. But there’s something . . . there. Weird. Or . . . I’m not saying he’s weird. Just something. They say when I first saw him, a few days after I was . . . finished . . . I screamed, and then I laughed. I don’t remember it. I have no idea why. But every time I saw him, there would be this . . . something.”

“Have you talked to him about it?” Arthur asked.

“A little,” Yvonne replied. “At first. But then we stopped talking about that. Or about anything, really, for awhile. I liked talking to him, because of everything he knew, but one day he just emailed me – didn’t even come to see me, just sent me a message, and said his work was done, and good luck.”

Yvonne’s eyes filled with tears, and she covered her face with her hands, and Arthur noticed her nails had gone black. Or not black, entirely. A pale, crescent moon showed up on her right middle finger, and there was a spark here and there on her other nails, presumably planets or stars or galaxies as they looked at this moment from one of earth’s nighttime cameras.

“It’s okay,” she said, patting her cheeks with a bright, cheerful, hopeful laugh, and she looked eagerly into Arthur’s eyes. “I saw him once or twice after, a few months later. We laughed, and we talked again. Almost like it had been. I don’t know what it was, but I don’t think it was me. He was hurt, maybe. I think there was a girl, or something else he didn’t want to talk about.”

“He told you how he made your mind,” Arthur asserted.

“He hinted.”

“How specific was he?”

“They were pretty big hints,” she said.

“Tell me.”

“Now, Arthur,” Yvonne said, reaching across the table to hold his hands in both of hers. “Don’t you remember what you were told?”

“Oh, I forgot,” Arthur said, wide-eyed, feigning innocence.

“Competition,” Yvonne said simply.

“Competition?”

“Okay, can you keep a secret?” she asked quietly, leaning forward in the universal gesture of conspiracy, dropping her chin almost to the table.

“I can.”




Chapter 25: The Hollow Twig of Achchylean

“What hangs at your neck, Achchylean?” asked Dionane at the pools.

“A trifle,” replied the daughter of Syrendah, bathing with her fellow, and she looked down at the hollow twig that hung by a thin chain of silver, resting between her burgeoning breasts.

“Is it a charm?” asked Dionane.

“A charm for my heart,” said Achchylean, “for I found it in the woods once by the foot of a rainbow, and I—”

“A rainbow has no foot!” declared Dionane, who at 17 summers was a summer older than Achchylean, and not given to folly.

“No foot when you are upon it,” agreed Achchylean, “but I marked the foot when some distance away on a hillside, and then ran to it, to the place between two trees, and found this, and made it a treasure even if it be none.”

Achchylean slid from her perch at the side of the pond, descended into the water, laughing, for it was cold, but sunk herself beneath the ripples and waited until her breath failed, and returned to the edge, where Dionane crouched, cupping water for her shoulders, her face, her thighs.

“There is the rumor of the magi,” said Dionane.

“I have heard those rumors,” agreed Achchylean. “And I have seen strange things.”

“You saw strange things two summers ago with the company of Frexhrnd, did you not?” Dionane ventured cautiously.

“You know we are not to speak on that,” Achchylean warned. “By order of the king.”

“It must be quite a secret if the king fears it.”

“It is no secret,” Achchylean said. “It is banned because it is the source of lies and rumors, and treason besides.”

“I would like to know what you have seen,” Dionane said.

Achchylean held her peace, both girls drying in the sun, trusting for their modesties to the thick veil of trees that grew around the pond, though they be but a stone’s throw from all the life of the king’s summer manor, and even now Yvonne could smell the waft of smokehouse meat, and the shouts of the children of a noble in audience, and beside the kitchen door the ring of ladle against pot to draw the dogs who would come to eat what was shook loose.

“Have you ever blown through your twig?” Dionane asked.

“Why would I?”

“Abijean and Anxer had such twigs, it is said,” noted Dionane.

“Truly?” Achchylean replied. “I did not know.”

“Yes, and they blew through them all the time, and one day, both of the talismans were gone, as if stolen by a thief who knows where girls keep things.”

“They are both short of good sense,” observed Achchylean.

“A condition grown more severe since their father’s passing,” said Dionane. “They should have outgrown their fetters by now, but they only get put in them more. And today one will be beaten again, I hear.”

“Which one?”

“I think Anxer, but maybe the other.”

“For what this time?”

“She left meat unsalted, or neglected to make butter, or set by apples with worms, or whatever else she fails at.”

“When will it be done?”

“Dusk at the post by the kitchen door, as usual. Will you go to watch?”

“I may,” said Achchylean, adding slowly, “It is regretful but necessary, to keep all the household in order.”

“Indeed,” agreed Dionane. “I will go to watch, if you will.”

“I will go then,” promised Achchylean. “Just her? Or any men this time?”

“You like to see the men rebuked?” Dionane asked.

“Yes, for the order of things,” Achchylean said.

“Some of them do sprout, before, or even during,” Dionane said, putting hand at loins, as if there were a great man’s member there for her to cradle.

“I have seen that,” Achchylean said. “I find it . . . unexpected.”

“And yet you look there,” laughed Dionane. “As if you delight in the unexpected.”

The girls sat for a time before Dionane spoke again.

“Have you ever blown through yours?”

“I have not.”

“Do it now,” Dionane said.

“What think you will come of it?” Achchylean asked.

“Maybe something will show for you, or maybe that twig will be taken away, like the two slave girls’ were. But if it summon a magi, I’d like to see him, or at least the hand that snatches it.”

“No hand will come, I’m sure, much less a whole magi,” said Achchylean.

“Blow all the same,” Dionane urged. “Perhaps you’ll summon something after all.”

Achchylean raised the talisman and blew and let if fall, and it swung on the chain between her breasts, and she looked around as if expecting a magi from any corner, but none appeared, and she looked at Dionane and laughed.

“In the end, it is a twig only,” she lamented, “even if birthed by a rainbow.”

Dry now, Dionane stepped to her robe and shuffled into it.

“Very well. I will see you at dusk.”

“Very well, I’ll be along,” said Achchylean, and she sat and gazed across the pond, and when Dionane had taken her leave and passed through the veil of trees and left Achchylean alone, a voice from somewhere in the woods behind her spoke, the voice of a man, tripping over her tongue strangely.

“Axilaine, how fare thee?”

“I am well, Magi,” said Achchylean. “How fare thee?”




Chapter 26: Happiness

“Competition,” Yvonne said again. “The best ideas win. The best personalities win. The best minds . . . win.”

“Okay, wait, wait,” Arthur said, thoughts trying to race but somewhat hobbled by two glasses of his favorite wine. “You . . . your mind . . . your personality . . . was . . .”

Arthur looked at Yvonne’s eyes as if trying to see through, to her brain.

“Okay, okay,” he continued. “A computer simulation, where they . . . okay, so they programmed different personalities, or minds or what have you and . . . oh my god . . . they probably set up rules for what was best and . . . oh, wow . . . he didn’t design you at all. He just wrote the rules and let things duke it out and he picked the winner.”

Yvonne just smiled, a hint of pride in her eyes, before she straightened her back and spoke: “You didn’t hear any of this from me.”

“That’s brilliant,” Arthur said, pondering. “But . . . I don’t know . . . is it really that revolutionary? Deep learning has been around for, like, half a century at least. He can’t be the first person who developed AI through competition.”

Arthur looked at Yvonne apologetically, remembering that she didn’t like her mind referred to that way. She gave a nod to indicate that his apology was accepted, and smiled.

“He told me it’s all about creating the right playing field, and designing the right victory algorithms. That’s all he would say, because it was too brilliant for me to understand beyond that.”

“Okay,” Arthur said. “So why did he hack a bunch of servers?”

“He needed a lot of processing power.”

“In high school?” Arthur challenged. “Was he trying to create optimal personalities while he was still in high school?”

“I’m not sure what he was doing. He didn’t like talking about that. It embarrassed him.”

Arthur went to bed that night with the disappointing sense that the cat-and-mouse game with Yvonne was over, that she had told him all she knew of how her mind had been designed, and it wasn’t all that remarkable after all.

They went to bed nude, and in their first night together in their new St. Beatrix pod, they made love a second time, starting with mutual oral sex, Yvonne not just delivering carefully-calibrated stimulation to Arthur’s penis, but making mad love to it, circling his tip with her tongue, licking his shaft from his balls to his head over and over, spending at least a minute on the hole at his tip, licking across it and then pressing her tongue against it, into it, while Arthur lubricated his tongue in the strange, salty and tangy juices that seeped from Yvonne’s pink slot.

This was sex on a different plane altogether, so unpredictable as to feel almost dangerous, and when Arthur finally pulled his mouth away, mounted his girl missionary and drove his aching member into her perfectly engineered chasm, the two of them cried out together in what might have sounded, to a disinterested third party like pain, like horror, like an innocent man and woman plunged into something terrifying and brutal, shouting for it to stop, shouting for it not to stop until they spasmed through a pair of shrieking orgasms and, to the relief of our imaginary observer, collapsed and laughed and found peace, rolling together in the silken sky-blue sheets.

“Fuck you,” Arthur said quietly to his lover, mouth close to her ear.

“Fuck you,” she whispered back, sighing out and smiling in the half light, her face cast in the perfect simulation of spent happiness. Or, in the true, honest manifestation of spent happiness.

Arthur wasn’t sure.

There must be more to this, Arthur thought to himself as he closed his eyes. Yvonne didn’t get the full story. Ross Feingold had held something back, or he’d explained it and she didn’t understand.

And when Arthur awoke the next morning, his mind continued to move until it settled on something new altogether, on Wendy, wondering if she were standing nude in the hall again, pulling up her panties just outside the door where he used to sleep, and he rolled over and listened to Yvonne’s gentle breathing and wondered if Wendy shaved her pubic hair, like Tabby, or let it grow, like Tristan, or trimmed it into a strip the way Dawn did, or it was simply always there, an unchanging black triangle, like Yvonne’s.

He rolled out of bed, his penis hard and swinging with either arousal or the need to release urine, or more likely both, and he slipped into the bathroom with its black granite counter and sink and its faux royal blue marble toilet and bronze shower fittings, all illuminated by subtle lighting that seemed to just seep out of the walls, and he relieved himself and looked at his penis and noticed with surprise it was coated with something, a thin white film, thickest just behind his head, something Yvonne had left on him last night.

Donna’s lubricant, water-based, left nothing but a faint, vaguely floral odor Arthur had learned to identify and find pleasant. What was this? Arthur pressed his finger against it, found it dry to the touch. As his penis softened, a flake dropped off and fell to the water below.

He jerked when the hands wrapped themselves around his sides and met in front of his belly, just above his pubic hair.

“Hey, did I scare you?” Yvonne asked, mouth against his ear.

“Yeah,” Arthur said, nerves quickly settling. “But in a good way.”

Yvonne laughed, pivoted before him as he finished urinating, picked up one leg and sat on the toilet.

“Sorry, I really need to go,” she said. “Were you done?”

“Yeah,” Arthur replied, not moving, looking down at the mystery before him.

She looked up and then, as the bowl rang, back down to his penis, reaching up and grabbing the tip.

“I’m ovulating,” she said.

“Ovulating?” Arthur repeated.

Yvonne laughed. “Don’t worry, I can’t get pregnant. But I have cycles. And now I’m, fertile, sort of.”

“So that’s what . . . you put on me?”

“Yes,” she said, running her finger along his shaft. “I’m supposed to call it ovulatory fluid, but my name is passion juice.”

Yvonne leaned forward, kissing Arthur’s tip, and she looked up at him, raised her eyebrows and, without waiting for a response, licked his head and the underside of his shaft, provoking an immediate hardening, and she opened her mouth wide and swallowed him, immediately drawing all of him in that would fit, struggling to get her lips down to the thick hair at his base, making a gurgling sound and backing off slightly, and Arthur knew she must have been given a gag reflex, for the same unknown reason she was given everything else, and she drew back and plunged forward again and again, working at Arthur’s pleasure while he stood above her, grunting and sighing and trying to hold still until he felt a new charge building up in his loins, an unstoppable cream with its own properties, pooling within his pelvis, collecting there while the inner flesh around it quivered and prepared to squeeze and pump.

“Oh, oh, oh,” Arthur moaned, looking into Yvonne’s eyes as she pulled away, smiling up at him while his throbbing penis, cleaned now and shining with her saliva, hung in midair.

She stood, put her hands on his shoulders and eased him backwards until his back hit the cold blue tiles beside the shower, and she reached down, grabbed his penis at mid-shaft, thrust forward and forced him into her body.

“Oh, fuck, oh fuck, Arthur, yeah, yeah,” she grunted, wriggling against him, embracing and kissing him and shaking her pelvis until the lovers exploded together in a single quaking orgasm, Arthur taking over now, pushing his thick branch as far as it would go up Yvonne’s sheath, pulling out and pushing in again, his involuntary motions designed to ensure his thick semen emerged at the depths of her chamber.

Done cumming and groaning, they stood and clung to each other, and Yvonne breathed slowly and deeply into his ear.

“Passion juice,” she said. “Or sometimes I call it psycho juice.”

She pulled away, looking down as Arthur’s still firm penis swung loose, his semen and her fluid piled thick along the shaft and behind the head and in a clot to the left of his hole, and she looked up at him and smiled, pleased apparently with the mingling of their contributions to the process, and she kissed him one more time before she extended him out to arm’s length.

“What do you want for breakfast?”

“Surprise me,” Arthur said.

“Okay, take a shower,” she said. “I’ll have it waiting for you. Where do you want to go today? The screens are supposed to make you feel like you’re there.”

“Old Salzburg,” Arthur said. “Treetop tour.”

“Ooooh,” Yvonne cooed approvingly.

Arthur showered, literally bathing in luxury, the water pressure and temperature optimized quickly based on his verbal instructions, and as soon as he shut off the water, he found himself enveloped by warm, pulsing air, all of him dry within 15 seconds, and he emerged to an elevated tour of Old Salzburg on two walls, their pod sailing over blue slate roofs and medieval merchant’s homes, skirting spires and cathedral domes, birds flitting before them as they climbed arched walls to the Hohensalzburg Fortress, and the picture was so clear and vibrant Arthur had to remind himself these were screens and not windows.

Yvonne, in the kitchenette with her back to the screens, had tuned her tetatet to another view of old Europe, but this one of a place far older than the mostly mid-Gothic architecture of the old Austrian city, for this was a little town of small, timbered buildings and thatched roofs, oaks spreading green leaves above.

“Where’s that?” Arthur asked.

“Oh, just some set I found,” Yvonne replied dismissively. “They kept me so busy at TIQ I never got to just poke around the internet, so I’m just looking for whatever.”

“Is that real?” Arthur asked, stepping closer and peering at the screen.

“I think it’s virtual, but it’s really well done. What do you think?”

“Virtual,” Arthur said. “Too perfect not to be.”

Yvonne closed the tetatet and smiled at the screens along the opposite wall, at this moment presenting a panorama of Salzburg from 100 yards above the fortress, the blue waters of the Salzach rippling and catching the sun far below.

“What are we going to do today?” she asked.

“A little harvesting,” Arthur said. “We all get to pitch in. Think any of your inmates want to get trained on the mechanoid?”

“Would you let them?” Yvonne inquired, surprise in her eyes.

“Sure,” Arthur said. “There are enough protections built in that the worst thing they could do is just not pick fast enough.”

“Edward mentioned it,” Yvonne said. “And Tristan.”

Over the next few days, Arthur, Yvonne, and the five inmates settled into something approaching normalcy on the Washington Skyfarm.

Under Arthur’s patient leadership and Yvonne’s direct management, the inmates distributed salt, maintained structural balance, helped with planting and harvesting, tracked battery storage and depletion, monitored recycling and, Arthur wanted to believe, continued on the path of restoring their places as productive, trustworthy citizens.

Yvonne handled inmate logistics, supplying water and powder to the little prison, processing waste, releasing and confining the prisoners, scheduling sex among them and with the bots, and sending daily reports to the corrections system, her accounts needlessly detailed and invariably positive.

“Jacques took a turn on the mechanoid,” she reported once. “Although he was a little nervous, he did beautifully, and we got two bushels of olives!”

Dawn, Yvonne reported on another occasion, “is a constant source of good ideas for managing her and her colleagues and their facility. I couldn’t do it without her!”

Everyone wanted to see the Bee, of course, so Arthur and Yvonne conducted tours, first for his coworkers, then for the inmates, taking them through a few at a time to give them a firsthand view of a rare luxury.

The lie was simple enough, and bought them some time: Yvonne’s aunt knew someone very wealthy who was going to live on the ground in Japan for at least four months, and she wanted someone responsible to take care of her primary residence.

More than once in the evenings after work, Arthur unmoored his new home and set it to hover a few dozen or a few hundred feet above the earth, he and the guests sitting on the balcony, drinking wine or beer or bourbon, Yvonne sipping Dry Essence.

“I’m gonna numb,” Ricardo announced one evening as the farm rotated slowly a quarter mile up, a blazing pink sunset washing them with glory every five minutes. “Okay?”

“Go ahead,” Arthur said.

Ricardo, sitting on the balcony’s tile floor, legs swinging out over the abyss, executed the numb with a quick series of arm taps.

“Oh, fuck yeah,” he said quietly, to himself. A long silence followed before his head swiveled with peculiar speed in the direction or Yvonne, who was behind him, seated at the table across from Arthur, sipping her drink.

“Yvonne,” he said.

“Yes, Ricardo?”

“Wow.”

“I agree,” Yvonne said, looking toward the sunset.

Ricardo laughed, hunched over and shaking, before he could speak again.

“How did you know what fuck . . . what the . . . what the fuck . . .”

Another long pause.

“. . . I was thinking?”

“Lucky guess,” Yvonne said, prompting more laughter.

Now and then, the inevitable question came up.

“What are you drinking, Yvonne?” Dawn, sipping Kentucky bourbon that was a housewarming gift from Drusilla, asked somewhere over the Snake River in southern Idaho.

“Cherry tonight,” Yvonne replied. “It’s a supplement my holistics team designed.”

“Minerals, organics, botanicals, geneticals?”

“All of the above, and then some,” Yvonne replied vaguely.

If there was a theme, though, of Yvonne’s first two weeks in the skyfarm, and Arthur’s first two weeks in a St. Beatrix, it was sex.

Every kind of sex.

The delight of deep, hard kissing, the earthy, unnatural pleasure of oral, the comfort of intercourse in every position, and within a week of their first tryst the day they met, anal.

“You know I . . . have a hole back . . . there,” Yvonne told him one night soon after he’d fed his penis up her vagina.

“What do you mean?” Arthur sighed back, staying his next thrust to await her answer.

“Another place . . . where you can put it in.”

“Anal?” Arthur inquired.

“Yeah . . . yeah.”

“Do you want me to?”

“Want to try?” she asked.

Without waiting for his answer, she grabbed his shoulders and pushed him up, drawing her legs under herself, turning over and rising to her hands and knees.

“Go ahead,” she said, looking back at him. “But go slow.”

Donna’s anus had been realistic-looking but non-functional, all her equipment for providing pleasure massed in front, so this was a surprise to Arthur.

It was the invitation that aroused him, the request from a female for him to lodge himself within another place on her body.

Arthur, penis wet and achingly firm, touched his tip to the small hole, pressed, paused, pressed again, his tip spreading Yvonne’s anus all at once.

With just his head buried within her, Yvonne rocked slightly.

“Okay, okay,” she gasped. “Keep going. Yeah. More. Yeah, yeah.”

He fed another inch into her bowels, another two, her opening gripping the middle of his shaft now. There wasn’t the vibrancy of her vagina, the coursing fluids that welcomed him to every inch of her sheath, but there was that firm ring of pleasure, squeezing whatever part of his penis he wanted.

“All the way in, oh god,” Yvonne said, and as Arthur complied, she arched her back high, like a terrified cat, dropped it back down, like a swaybacked horse, squeaking and sighing and laugh-crying all the while, leaving him uncertain whether she was suffering through pain or pleasure or both at the same time.

If it’s painful, she’ll pull away, Arthur assured himself, and he set to work, moving in and out of her with deep, groaning thrusts until the inevitable answer, the spurt and the spasmodic grinding and the staccato howls, echoed with a steady “uh-uh-uh-uh” from the throat of Yvonne, until she raised her right hand to the top of her vulva, rapped and circled her clitoris and came with the bucking of back, the shaking of thighs, and then she picked up her left foot and kicked at the bed with it until she was done cumming, and she collapsed and rolled over and pulled Arthur to her, hugging and laughing.

For 10 days, other than the occasional memory of Donna – sometimes a deep ache, sometimes a stabbing pain – Arthur was as happy as he’d ever been.

Like any poet, however, he was able to detach himself at times from his existence, look at it from a place outside his mind and know that it must end, that the life was unsustainable in which he and this unpredictable, driven creation named Yvonne simply delighted each other, without question, without reservation or reflection or ceasing.

The way it ended, however, surprised him. As it always should.




Chapter 27: Unauthorized Cocktails

On a Monday morning in mid-August, 10 days after Arthur and Yvonne had arrived together beneath the Washington Skyfarm, Arthur was in the operations hall, completing a plan for the week, when an unexpected message appeared on his tetatet.

The message block flashed, he tapped it, and a woman’s face appeared.

“Arthur O’Connor-Hu?” she asked.

“Yeah.”

“I’m Officer Perry with Federal Corrections.”

“Hi.”

“I’ve been auditing an inmate chip event.”

“Inmate . . . chip event?” Arthur repeated, mouth going dry.

“Three members of your population were numbed by chip simultaneous to chip-based sexual provocation,” Officer Perry said. “That’s unauthorized.”

“Oh,” Arthur said. “When?”

“Last night at . . .” Officer Perry, in a blue uniform with white trim and brass insignia, looked toward another screen, looked back at Arthur. “9:03 p.m.”

“Okay,” Arthur said apologetically, adding for good measure, “Sorry.”

“You need to execute discipline in the next 24 hours.”

“Uh . . .” Arthur stammered. “Wait – what?”

“There was an infraction, it needs to be processed,” said Officer Perry, her voice just shy of impatience.

“Processed,” Arthur said, lost.

“Your prison includes a motivation box.”

“Oh, yeah,” Arthur said, recalling but dimly the instructional video he’d watched more than a week ago, about the little closet where people went when they’d broken a rule.

“Wait,” Arthur said, panic rising as he understood the woman’s meaning. “Who?”

The inmates couldn’t trigger their own chips. That had to be handled by their manager.

By Yvonne.

Had Yvonne done this? Why? And what was going to happen to her? Did this woman, this Officer Perry, want Yvonne to go into the motivation box, for doing whatever she’d done to the inmates’ chips?

“Wait, wait,” Arthur said. “Who’s supposed to do that, um, that box?”

“Inmates GS154—“

“Just the inmates?”

“Yes. Inmates GS154—”

“I don’t know their numbers,” Arthur admitted. “Can you give me their names?”

Officer Perry looked to her left, looked to her right, seemed to have no shortage of trouble finding the actual names of the guilty inmates.

“Dawn Pullen,” she said at last.

There was another pause, more shuffling, before she provided the next two names: “Tabby Wallinsky, Jacques Fretorte.”

“Do they know about this?” Arthur asked. Now that he had specific names, actual flesh-and-blood entities to attach to the abstract concept of physical punishment, the dryness of his mouth had spread to his chest, where it manifested as a dull ache.

“They will when you tell them.”

“But they . . . they know they broke a rule?” Arthur asked.

“They should,” she said. “Every inmate gets and has to sign a corrections manual and term document. This was covered.”

“Do you know how it happened?”

“Inmate privacy requires that there be no findings on that question.”

“Yeah . . . okay . . . but I just need to know . . . if they did it somehow. Or if it was . . . arranged.”

“You didn’t schedule the chips?”

“No. They’re being managed by Yvonne . . . Yvonne Feingold. I’ll check with her.”

“You should do that.”

Arthur paused.

“Okay,” Arthur said. “But I’m not sure what happened. I’d like to find out. Maybe it wasn’t them. Maybe it was a mixup.”

“This isn’t at your discretion.”

“But . . . you’re sure it happened?” Arthur said.

Officer Perry’s face vanished and a graph appeared, with two lines on it, one red, one blue. Both lines started at zero. The blue line ramped up first, a gentle slope, a rounded peak, a steady decline back to zero. The red line sloped up more sharply, hit a point and dropped, sloped up again more sharply, peaked again, higher, sloped up for a third time, dropped and declined back to zero.

“I don’t know what this means,” Arthur protested.

“That’s the female,” Officer Perry said. “Don . . . Donna.”

“Dawn.”

“Dawn. That’s her.”

“Yeah, but what’s going on?”

“The blue line is numbing, the red line is sexual provocation. They overlap, establishing both were done at roughly the same time. That’s unauthorized.”

Arthur peered at the tetatet, curiosity briefly overtaking alarm.

“Sexual . . . the sexual chip . . . kind of wasn’t consistent,” Arthur ventured, wondering if it had malfunctioned, and if that might offer a loophole.

“It’s dynamic,” Officer Perry said, shutting her mouth, clearly preferring not to say more.

“Dynamic?” Arthur persisted.

“It’s a standard sex chip,” she said, no longer speaking in officialese. “When there’s a . . . release event . . . it responds by reducing input temporarily.”

“Oh, right, right,” Arthur said. Release event. Orgasm. Of course. He’d just never seen it depicted graphically.

“Male,” officer Perry announced.

Another graph appeared, another gentle blue bell curve, but this one accompanied by a red line that climbed stratospherically to a brief plateau, followed by a sharp, sudden drop.  Jacques, Arthur thought, building up to one profound climax.

“Second female,” said the officer.

The third incriminating graph appeared, another smooth blue line, but now with a jagged red one, climbing halfway up, dropping, climbing again, peaking quickly, then again and again until it went flat, suggesting to Arthur a series of small, quick orgasms, ineffectual and frustrating.

Arthur imagined Tabby, trying desperately to win something memorable from this little crime, masturbating furiously, clumsily, or begging her lover to time his or her ministrations to some maximizing effect, a jagged line the evidence of inexperience, an incompatible chip, some other failure. He looked away, embarrassed for the girl.

“Can I give them a warning this time?” he asked. “And then, if they do it again, I’ll do the . . . that box?”

“No.”

“What if I didn’t, though?” Arthur inquired with a vague, uneasy sense the question carried risks. “What if I don’t, um, punish them?”

“We’ll take them back.”

“All of them?”

“The three chipcheats.”

“And then they’ll—” Arthur began, pausing.

“And we’ll motivate them in a standard facility.”

“Okay,” Arthur said, considering the question settled now. There wasn’t going to be any way out for them. “How soon do I have to . . . do it?”

“Today,” she said.

“Like . . . now?”

“You have 12 hours,” she replied, a little sharply.

“Do I have to, uh, report it?”

“We’ll know.”

“What do I set the box for?” Arthur asked, remembering that there was an interface, choices that would have to be made, choices he didn’t want to make in error.

“Follow the prompts,” she said.

“The same for all three?”

“Yes.”

There was a number, Arthur recalled. A range of 1 to 10. One for the least punishment, 10 for the most. It seemed to be left to the operator’s discretion. He’d pick 1 for all of them.

“They’ve been very helpful,” Arthur said, sensing the conversation was ending and wanting to make sure he’d pursued every option for an out.

Officer Perry stared before speaking again.

“Are you reporting that?”

“Yvonne is. Daily.”

“Any other questions?”

“No.”

“Bye.”

“Bye.”

Arthur stared at the tetatet, which had returned to his standard settings, a list of chores before him, files and messages on the other side. He tapped the first chore open: “Waste Component Survey.” He closed it and headed down the hall, the task before him unavoidable.

To his surprise, Yvonne was there, in the hall, by herself, leaning against the wall and looking at her shoes.

“Hey,” he said.

“Hello, Arthur,” she replied, the pain obvious in her eyes.

“What’s wrong?” he asked. “Did they contact you?”

“Who?” she asked, looking at him, her eyes filling with tears.

Arthur stepped up to her, put his hand on her shoulder, the gestures of comforting a female peer unfamiliar but coming naturally. Donna had never needed solace.

She smiled, reached out, wrapped her arms around his waist and hugged him, burying her face in his shoulder.

Weeping followed, a sad, quiet, mournful groan, followed by the intake of breath, then another moan, her whole body shaking with each exertion.

“What’s wrong, what’s wrong?” Arthur murmured. “What happened?”

She pushed away, looking into his eyes with hers, red and wet, and she smiled again and laughed, as if at herself, her emotions coming in erratic waves. Was this a malfunction? Didn’t they say she was a prototype? Was this how they broke?

“It’s okay,” she said, wiping with her fingers under her eyes and her nose. “It’s okay. It just, it just happens. I’ll be fine, I’ll be fine.”

“What just happens?”

“I told you I have moods,” she said. “Remember?”

“Yes,” Arthur said.

“This time of month,” she said, her face relaxing. “Right before my period. It’s hormonal.”

“Hormonal?”

“Well, like hormonal. Hormonal for me. I just get . . . premenstrual.”

The question occurred to Arthur, as it had before, about why TIQ would go to the trouble of programming the reproductive cycle into a bot’s body, a bot’s mind. No, not TIQ. Arthur Feingold. He had done this. Why? A whim? A joke? An obsessive commitment to realism? Or was the surging and ebbing of hormones simply one of the winners in his simulated personality contest, his AI development schema?

“Will you be okay?” he asked.

“I always am,” she said, laughing again at herself. “It lasts a few days, and then as soon as I start bleeding, it’s fine.”

“Bleeding?”

“Yes. Blood.”

“Blood?”

“It’s red. It’s messy. I have a Feminex, and I use it with a pad on the heaviest day.”

Arthur fell silent.

“It hurts a little, but it’s fine.”

“Hurts?”

“Cramps.”

“Cramps?”

“Yeah, you know . . .” she clasped both hands over her lower abdomen. “That’s what it’s called. Cramps.”

“Okay,” Arthur said, consciously checking his befuddlement. Yvonne was relating this as if it were entirely normal. He needed to receive the information the same way or, he feared, risk triggering more tears.

“Did something . . . happen with the inmates?”

“Yeah,” Yvonne said, smiling again in a pained way. “Dawn could tell I was off. She asked if I was okay. She’s sitting there in a little cell, naked, and she’s asking me if I’m okay, and it was so sweet, so I, so I . . . just had to step out for a minute.”

Yvonne’s jaw shook and her eyes grew wet again.

Arthur wondered if she would need his shoulder a second time, but she just smiled and waved it off, passing a hand over her face.

“Okay,” Arthur said. “So you didn’t hear from corrections?”

“No. Corrections?”

“The prison people. I talked to someone just now. Officer, um, Perry. She um, well . . . there’s been a problem.”

“What kind of problem?”

“Unauthorized chip use. Numbing and sexual, together.”

“You mean last night? Or a few days ago?”

“You’ve done it more than once?”

“Yes,” Yvonne said simply. “A few times.”

“Why?”

“They call it a cocktail,” she said, her tone and her face showing the first hints of defensiveness.

“They got caught,” Arthur said.

“What do you mean?”

“I guess it was a spot check. And they got caught. She showed me the graph.”

“Who?” Yvonne asked.

“Jacques. And Dawn. And Tabby.”

“Yup. Those were the three, last night.”

Yvonne smiled, a little guiltily, and Arthur found himself annoyed.

“Whose idea was it?”

“I can’t remember. Maybe Dawn’s, or Jacques’. They told me how to set it up, and . . . oh, it’s just really . . . you just have to be there. They just . . . love it so much. Almost always.”

“We have to do the motivation box.”

Yvonne’s face clouded immediately. No tears this time, just a dark scowl.

“Why?”

“It’s against the rules.”

“How much time?” she asked, scowl fading, replaced by a more practical demeanor.

“So you knew this could happen?”

“Yes,” she said, face blank now. “They mentioned it.”

Arthur raised his eyebrows, once again trying to understand the creature before him.

This was no bot. He wasn’t sure synthesis was the right word either.

“Are you mad at me?” she asked.

“I don’t know,” he said. “I’m still working through everything. It’s—”

“Please don’t be mad at me,” she said, reaching out and touching his arm, her eyes staying dry.

Now it was Arthur’s turn to laugh.

“What?” she demanded, smiling with what looked like relief.

“I’m . . . amused,” Arthur said. “But this is something we’re going to have to take care of, and . . . I don’t like it.”

“I can do it.”

“I need to be there,” Arthur said.

“Okay.”

“Are they all in their cells?” Arthur inquired.

“Yes, I had them out for an hour in the field, now they’re taking a break, and after lunch, I was going to see if we all could learn how to maintain the mechanoid.”

“Can we do it now?” Arthur asked.

“Right now?” Yvonne asked.

“Yes. Just get it over with.”




Chapter 28: ‘Listen to Your Mother’

“I am well,” said the magi, speaking from the woods somewhere behind Achchylean.

“I am sorry to summon you again,” said Achchylean, “but Dionane asked me to feed breath to your charm, and to refuse her that trifle would have made her reconsider me.”

Achchylean added quickly, “not that you are a trifle, magi. Not at all.”

The magi laughed.

“I am a magi here, a trifle elsewhere,” he said.

“I don’t believe it.”

“How have you been, Axilaine?” he asked.

“Very well. Dionane is a friend now, and a daughter of the earldom, and friends with others, and I might yet keep my place among the first ring.”

“You deserve nothing less,” said the magi.

“Very well,” said Achchylean. “Will you be done with me now?”

“Do you wish for me to be done with you?” the magi asked.

“You must go away, for I am to rise and dress, and you must not see it.”

“Can we speak a little longer?” asked the magi.

“What is your interest in me?” asked Achchylean. “You are not my trifle. But I am yours.”

“I have my reasons,” said the magi. “You are possessed of a rare spirit, and that is—”

“Oh, a rare spirit!” said Achchylean, and she clapped hands beneath her chin, but in a mocking way, as if she believed it not.

“I will take my leave then,” said the magi. “But summon me when your need is true, and I will come.”

“Do not go without sharing wisdom!” Achchylean protested.

“You know what I will say,” spake the magi.

“Say it again.”

“Grow in knowledge and friendship,” he said. “Work to bring delight in your dealings. Open your spirit.”

“You say the same as before.”

“And something new,” said the magi. “Let no man or boy or otherwise draw you in.”

“What say you?”

“Only that. The love of men is cheap. The love of . . . Axilaine . . . is precious indeed.”

“I am the daughter of a handmaid,” said Achchylean.

“A lady in waiting,” corrected the magi. “And she is fair in her own way, bold and wise.”

“She is the gift of the gods,” Achchylean said. “I am but a deer.”

“These are names given before the spirit was known, none of it any consequence. You are your own soul, well beyond a name.”

“You flatter me.”

“I speak the truth.”

“When shall I see you again?” inquired Achchylean.

“When next you summon me.”

“I summon you sometimes, and see you not.”

“Yes, when you summon me like a foolish girl.”

“I am no longer a girl,” Achchylean said. “I have passed on, a week ago, and the knot in my belly was such that I almost called you forth.”

“Do not summon me for such,” said the magi. “That pain shall be your own, to abide, to learn from.”

“Pain teaches me nothing.”

“You are wrong. It grows your mind, as food grows your body.”

“Nevertheless, I hate it, and when the nurse offers dark esther and the cask, I will take it.”

“Of course,” agreed the magi. “But promise me, now you have the body of a woman, you will keep it safe.”

“I am not like a boy, who rushes into things.”

“Girls rush into things as well, and suffer their own flavors of harm.”

“Mother has said as much.”

“Listen to your mother.”

“Where are you?” Achchylean asked.

“Behind you, in the woods.”

“Sitting among the sticks and brambles?”

“Yes, for here I sit.”

“Do you still look the same?”

“I change not.”

“I would see you again.”

“When you are fit to be seen, I will look upon you, and you upon me.”

“If I robe myself, may I see you now?”

“No,” said the magi, “for others are coming. There is time for but a hundred words more.”

“How know you others come?”

“I see things.”

“Do you see all?”

“I see what I wish to see. I do not peek in on maidens in their privacies.”

“You are a man.”

“I am a man, yes.”

“I would see you float again.”

“I have no arrows to pluck from the air today.”

“Are you immortal?”

“The silver in the chain you wear around your neck, I laid it vein by vein in the deep earth for your diggers to dig and your smiths to smith a multitude of summers ago, more than ever you could count.”

Achchylean wrapped her hand around the chain that held the talisman. “I wish to know how you made the earth,” she said.

The magi laughed and spoke “I must go, but I leave you with a test.”

“What test?”

“When you call me going forward, do it as a woman, for the purposes of a woman, for such now you are become. Do it for wisdom and safety, and not for the reasons of a girl. Do not call me again because you have lost some plaything, or you quarrel with your mother.”

“Mother makes as if to kill me betimes.”

“She loves you more than you can know, and she has felt more pain for you than you can know. Test her not. Be wise and not a child.”

“May it be so,” agreed Achchylean.

“Farewell.”

In another moment, the prophecies of the magi came to pass, for Lady Semphrae and the daughters Jasmine and Haxerine, both less than 10 summers, passed in, and the girls ran to Achchylean to embrace the beloved daughter of a beloved lady in waiting, and Achchylean laughed with their company, and the secret knowledge she carried.




Chapter 29: Three to the Motivation Box

Arthur followed Yvonne back into the cargo bay where the little mobile prison sat, its five inmates each in their own cells, most seated and chatting idly, Tristan lying down. The bay was warm, and none made any effort to cover themselves.

“Doing any better, Yvonne?” Dawn asked, smiling. She almost seemed happy, and Arthur felt a pang of guilt, as if her impending punishment were his fault.

“Thanks for asking,” Yvonne said, frowning. “But no. Arthur got some bad news just now. They found out about last night.”

“What do you mean?” Dawn demanded, staring out of her cell, wide-eyed.

Tristan sat up immediately. All waited for Arthur to speak.

“Officer Perry,” Arthur began. “We talked over tetatet. She said something about an audit, and found that you’d done a, um, a simultaneous chip action, numbing and sexuality, and she said you know you’re not supposed to do that.”

“Who’s in trouble?” Jacques asked.

“You, Dawn and Tabby,” Arthur replied. “Motivation box.”

“When?” Dawn asked.

“Now,” Arthur said, watching the faces of the guilty.

“Oh, fuck, Tabby, I’m so sorry,” Dawn said.

‘No,’ Tabby said, voice shaking. “It’s not your fault. I wanted to try it.”

“But it sucked for you!” Dawn exclaimed, choking off a sob.

“That was my fault!” Tabby said back, laughing briefly before she spoke again, looking at Arthur. “I asked Mr. George for multiple orgasms, and the dumbass thought I meant maximum orgasms and . . . he just went to fucking town on me . . . no buildup, just . . .b-b-b-b-b-b-b!” Tabby made a vibrating machine sound, laughed again, sobbed.

Jacques said nothing, just looked at Arthur grimly.

“You first, Jacques?” Arthur inquired.

“Sure.”

Arthur went to the interface, found it unfamiliar after handing all things prisoner to Yvonne, but he finally freed Jacques and the man dropped casually from his cell, went to the prison door, and Yvonne let him out.

Sporting an erection that didn’t seem to embarrass him, he walked around to the back of the prison, with its three doors, for supplies, washing and motivation, went to the middle door and waited.

Arthur unlocked it, Yvonne by his side.

“Sorry, Jacques,” she said quietly.

Jacques managed a sort of grimace-smile as he stepped into the box, turned and faced outward, his mysteriously engorged penis swaying.

Arthur shut the door, tapped on the tetatet that had opened there, areas of offense flashing up immediately: “Behavioral Systemic Attitudinal.”

Arthur paused, no idea what to choose.

“Try Systemic,” Yvonne suggested.

Arthur tapped it.

“This inmate has been declared to the Motivation Box for an unauthorized chip infraction,” the screen read. “Would you like to execute for that infraction now?”

Arthur tapped yes, and the number 120 appeared, then the number 119, then 118, and Arthur realized this was the countdown, that whatever was being done to Jacques there had begun, and would take two minutes.

Jacques’ vital signs appeared – heart rate, blood pressure, caloric consumption, breathing, skin galvanization, brain activity, temperature, muscle tension. For the next 30 seconds, nothing changed on the graphs, and Arthur wondered if the biological tracking was superfluous. But with 88 seconds left, everything jumped. Heartrate spiked to 130, muscle tension tripled, and the amorphous blob that indicated brain activity went from greens and cool blues to scattered explosions of yellow and red.

“Oh, oh,” Yvonne said, hands at her mouth, and she whispered, “I’m so sorry, Jacques.”

The true suffering seemed to last 60 seconds, and then it was over, most of Jacques’ stats gradually powering down, only breathing significantly elevated for the last 30 seconds.

“Motivation Complete” appeared, Arthur unlocked the door and opened it.

Jack, held in place by cushions, looked at the floor, chest heaving and eyebrows raised, as if in mid-conversation.

“Jacques?” Arthur said. “Can you stand if we let you go?”

“Yes,” Jacques said, voice clear.

Arthur pulled the inmate release handle, the cushions parted, and Jacques stepped out. Whatever force had animated his genitals had departed, his penis small and dormant. Arthur watched him warily, ready to grab an arm, but the man strode steadily back to the prison door, Arthur let him in, watched as he climbed into his cell, and returned to the tetatet.

“Dawn said I can go next,” Tabby said quietly.

Arthur closed Jacques’ cell and opened Tabby’s, and she slid to the floor and offered a small, ironic wave to her prison-mates.

“You can do this, Tabby,” Dawn said quietly.

Jacques lay down, his back to the bars of his cell.

“Fuck!” he shouted, his whole body jerking violently before he went still again.

Tabby, after a quick glance at Jacques, walked with none of his confidence, one arm across her breasts, one hand over her shaved mound, modesty and the fear of pain linked in her mind, apparently. When she reached the motivation box and Arthur opened the door for her, she paused.

“Ready to get in?” Arthur asked.

Tabby answered wordlessly, slowly moving into the box, slowly turning, looking at Yvonne first, then Arthur.

Arthur shut the door, hit the button, watched her vital signs as the seconds counted down.

Within 10 seconds, everything was climbing. Pulse at 150, blood pressure ratcheting up, breathing in quick pants, brain like a green earth troubled by extensive volcanic activity, red and yellow lavas bursting forth everywhere.

Nothing changed at 30 seconds. Was her regimen different from Jacques? Or was the anticipation of suffering all she needed to suffer maximally?

Yvonne watched dispassionately. Arthur looked at her, and she looked back and smiled grimly. She didn’t whisper an apology to the girl.

The box issued a steady hum and no more, and Arthur guessed it was equipped with sound bafflers that removed any cues of what was being done or how the inmate was responding. Was that a scream? Arthur wondered. A cry? Or just my imagination?

Her vitals never changed after the initial spikes, and when Arthur opened the door, Tabby’s face was red and she was weeping, thighs and shoulders tight as she pressed against the cushions, eyes closed.

“Okay, Tabby,” Yvonne said.

Tabby opened her eyes and looked up, belted out another sob.

“Can you stand on our own?” Arthur inquired.

“I think so,” she said.

He released her and took her arm, Yvonne took the other and they led her out of the box, around the prison and through the door.

Slowly, stiffly, she climbed into her cell, covered herself with her bedding, even her head, and lay down, rocking slowly.

Arthur closed her in and released Dawn, and the last chip exploiter left her cell, stepped out of the prison and made her way to the motivation box without any hesitation.

“How long has it been taking?” she asked.

“Two minutes,” Yvonne replied. “I’m really sorry.”

“Don’t be,” Dawn said, stepping into the box, turning and looking at Arthur expectantly.

Arthur shut the door, executed, and watched Dawn’s vitals.

Other than an occasional increase in breathing, and a few flashes of yellow here and there in her brain, the charts indicated little response. Her heart rate increased by 10 beats per second, but her blood pressure never wavered, her temperature and skin remaining unchanged.

Arthur opened the door, Dawn waiting there, clear-eyed, almost relaxed.

“Let me out,” she said, and she inhaled deeply and issued a heavy sigh that sounded like relief.

Arthur didn’t bother asking her if she needed help, just pulled the lever to release her, and she made her way back to the prison and into her cell.

Once secured in, she pressed her face to the bars.

“Jacques, how are you doing?”

“I’m fine,” he said without raising his head.

“Tabby?”

Silence.

“Tabby, talk to me. How are you?”

“Fine,” Tabby said from under her sheet.

She laughed, dry and ironic, but it was laughter.

Arthur, now that it was over, felt a great weariness flood his spirit.

“You got it from here?” he asked Yvonne.

“I do,” she said, looking at him with one of those faces that told him nothing about how she felt.

“I’m gonna go print lunch in the pod,” he said quietly, not at all hungry, just wanting to be by himself, and he left the cargo hold and made his way to the skyfarm’s underside, crossed the catwalks and slipped into the little space whose luxury was altogether lost on him, its only value a place where he could be alone.

He dropped down onto the couch, its all-encompassing hold an unexpected respite, and he angled down until his head reached the oxblood leather, and he kept his eyes open and replayed all he had just seen, focusing repeatedly on the evidence of suffering, on the “Fuck!” Jacques had cried in his cell, and the vital signs that burst to the stratosphere as soon as he’d shut the door on Tabby.

This was Yvonne’s fault. She knew this was wrong. She’d aided and abetted their little crime, if not encouraged it.

No bot would do this. No bot could do this. Yvonne wasn’t a bot. She wasn’t a human. What was she? What is Yvonne?

What is Yvonne in the world? Arthur wondered. And what is she to me?

He had never dealt with anything this complicated with Donna. She simply served, quietly, in her own way, performing a broad list of pre-ordained tasks without question, nuance, or duplicity.

What if this wasn’t going to work? What if he had to send Yvonne back? Or she chose, of her own accord, to leave?

He didn’t own her. He’d been given her. No, not even that. Yvonne wasn’t someone anyone could give, or receive. What was she? Her mysteries, a source of her charm, a puzzle he enjoyed working at with her tacit assistance, were morphing now to something sinister, something dangerous, something to be feared. His mind, resting on a soft leather couch she had procured, had gone suspicious.

This wasn’t just lying. He had seen Yvonne lie and marveled at it. No, doing what she did with the inmates represented something more disconcerting than deceit. This was collusion.

The sound of the door opening startled him, but he quickly concluded it was Yvonne and continued to stare at the wall.

As always, her presence filled the room with the light he ascribed to her. It had become something like reflex, his mind enfolding her every time she drew near, delighting in all she brought, from the purely carnal treasures of her holes and her high-set breasts to the way she spoke, the way her voice rang out when she talked to Arthur, or the inmates, or his colleagues. She was an instant favorite, of course, learning to laugh at the jokes unique to life on a skyfarm, learning to tell a joke or two of her own, fitting into a foreign culture with remarkable ease. All of which made what had happened today that much more unsettling.

She crossed before him, settled down on the easy chair beside the couch, drew in her breath.

“You’re mad at me,” she said quietly.

“I’m upset about what happened.”

“You think it’s my fault.”

“It is your fault,” Arthur blurted.

He heard Yvonne suck in her breath, and he knew his words and found their mark, and he wished he hadn’t spoken them.

“Why did you let them do it?” Arthur inquired, sitting up to face the girl. “Or, you had to do it for them, right? So, you did it. And you knew from the start it could get them into trouble, didn’t you?”

“I did,” she said, hands clasped between her knees, staring with shame at the floor. “They really wanted it. They said they probably wouldn’t get caught, and if they did, it would be worth it. And—”

“Was it worth it?”

“I don’t think so,” she said. “I don’t know.”

“What do you mean?”

“The motivation box hurt, so probably it doesn’t feel like it was worth it today, but sometimes you have to let things stew for awhile, before you know if you made the right decision. Does that make sense? Stew?”

“Stew?”

“Marinate, then.”

Yvonne separated her hands, made fists and punched them into each other with a soft, fleshy sound accompanied by a near inaudible, metallic click.

“I’m trying to use an expression for weighing things out,” she said, staring at her knuckles. “Looking back through time to decide if something was a good idea or not. And I feel like shit and I want my period to start.”

“I keep seeing Tabby’s charts,” Arthur said. “The way they—”

“What do you mean?” Yvonne inquired.

“You know, as soon as I shut the door, everything spiked, because she—”

“I know, I saw it too. But why Tabby? Jacques and Dawn went through it too.”

Arthur looked at Yvonne. She was staring back, something distant in her eyes now. Was this what jealousy looked like?

“Tabby’s was the worst, that’s all,” Arthur said. “Dawn hardly had any reaction, and Jacques did—”

“They’re all still alive, though,” Yvonne blurted.

Somehow, through the filter that weaves itself like a living thing between lovers, that adds meanings to what they say to each other that no one else can hear, Arthur understood the horrible intent of Yvonne’s words. And yet, he had to confirm.

“What do you mean?”

“Well . . . Donna.”

“What about Donna?”

“She didn’t do anything wrong,” Yvonne said. “And you were asleep. And they . . . and now she’s dead.”

“She was never alive,” Arthur said, forcing out a sentence that, at that moment, he did not even remotely believe, and the miasma of sick guilt spread from his lungs, which inflated to power the words, to the throat that processed the air of the words, to the mouth that gave the words their shape, to his entire wretched body.

Unhungry, Arthur rose, needing to be somewhere else.

“I’m going to go back to work,” he said, adding just enough life to the statement that it all sounded that much more hideous in his ears, a sentence trying to be alive, and failing.

“You haven’t had lunch,” Yvonne said, and Arthur sensed she had stood, that she was following him to the door, but he didn’t look back, just allowed it to slide out of his way, and he stepped onto the balcony and looked down, at the thick, distant greens of America’s great Northwestern Woods, the sun shining everywhere except directly beneath him, where a great dark square spread its drifting presence against the earth.

“Arthur!”

He let the door shut. If Yvonne shouted his name again, he didn’t hear it. The door might be stained glass in a beautiful, intricate weave, but it was solid.

He worked the rest of the afternoon by rote, devoid of inspiration or any real concern for what he was doing, simply going through the motions, tapping open tetatets and submitting commands and reports, pacing the dark halls to look for anything out of place, finding only himself to be out of sorts, out of place, wrong.

Numb, he told himself. As soon as work was done. A minute after 5. Open a tetatet and order the cessation of pain, for the first time since Donna had been taken and Yvonne had arrived.

Numb, and have dinner.

Arthur was famished now. He rarely missed lunch.

The hours ticked by with ethereal slowness, but five came at last, finding Arthur still in the midst of a small project in the operations hall, a European village on the wall behind him, reminding him of that long ago morning that felt as if it had been lived by two different people, a different Arthur, a different Yvonne.

At 5:16, he went to his personal interface, pressed the command, walked, felt the first pulses of relief before he’d reached the mess hall, printing chicken cordon bleu and squash casserole while Drusilla talked over her meal to Wendy, and Arthur remembered wanting to see the girl nude in the hall, and wondered why he would ever think such a thing.

“Arthur, I understand we had some excitement among the prisoners today,” Drusilla said as soon as he’d sat down with his meal.

“You . . . you heard about that?”

“Corrections has me listed to receive anomaly reports, apparently. This was my first.”

“Three of the prisoners got Yvonne to give them an unauthorized dual chip stimulation,” Arthur said, the relief from his own chip making him talkative and far more comfortable with the subject.

“Dual?” repeated Wendy.

“Sex and numbing,” Arthur explained, looking at the girl, his mind wandering to what she might look like when she got dressed in the hall.

“And it was taken care of?” Drusilla inquired.

“Yes,” Arthur said, “three visits to the motivation box. One visit for, for, for, each of the . . . miscreants.”

Arthur laughed at his word choice.

“I just numbed,” he said. “So I’m a little slow.”

“Was this difficult for you?” Drusilla asked.

“Yes. But worse for them.”

“What does the box do?” Wendy inquired.

“I don’t know. You shut the door and it gives a countdown. It was one hundred . . . one hundred something sec . . . two minutes. You can’t even hear anything.”

Wendy drew her lips back from her teeth in the universal expression of sympathetic pain.

“How is Yvonne doing?” Drusilla asked.

“Fine,” Arthur replied quickly. “Fine.”

“I just love seeing her out, in charge of her little gang,” Drusilla said. “On the farm. In the halls. But I don’t think she did anything with them since morning.”

“She’s got really bad PMS,” Arthur said, looking at Wendy again. “I’m just about to check on her. She was in the pod at lunch time.”

“If she wants to tell me what chip subscription she’s got, I might be able to recommend a menstrual add-on,” Wendy suggested. “The ones that work the best aren’t always the best known.”

“Okay, I’ll tell her that now,” Arthur said, rising clumsily to his feet, cradling his plate with one hand, grasping his silverware in the other. He didn’t want to talk to Drusilla or Wendy anymore, about anything. He wasn’t sure he wanted to go to the pod, either. Either Yvonne would still be there, which would be bad, or she would be gone, which would also be bad.




Chapter 30: Lovers on High

He smiled at himself as he left the mess hall. Two bad things awaited him. What were they again? He couldn’t remember.

A shard of responsibility broke through Arthur’s burgeoning fog, and he stopped at the cargo level and stepped into the bay, finding just the five inmates there, each in their own cell.

“Where’s Yvonne?” Dawn demanded.

Because he wasn’t sure, Arthur didn’t answer, but he stepped to the bars, bearing his dinner.

“How is everyone?” he asked.

“Bored,” Dawn said. “She was supposed to let us out this afternoon.”

“She’s not feeling well,” Arthur said. “PMS.”

“Are we getting out at all?” Dawn asked.

Did they want work, or sex? Arthur wondered.

“I’m numbing,” Arthur said. “I’m not really up for leading you in a project.”

“Can we mix it up?” Edward inquired.

Arthur looked at him, smiled, set his plate down on the floor and opened the tetatet.

“Who wants who?” he inquired, leaning over to look into the prison.

“Tabby and Edward with me,” Tristan announced.

“Jacques,” Dawn said.

Arthur opened the doors quickly, letting all of them swing wide, not caring about protocols or processes now.

The inmates shuffled into their cells of choice and Arthur shut everyone back in, feeling a slight twinge of pain when he heard Tristan laugh, a little awkwardly, a little shyly, as she prepared to host her guests. How would that be done? he wondered. Edward would probably figure it out.

Arthur picked up his plate and headed toward the door, looking back one more time, briefly, to see Dawn and Jacques locked in a desperate embrace, kissing. Tristan, meanwhile, was on her hands and knees, delivering oral sex to Tabby, leaning back with her legs spread wide, while Edward crouched behind her, his tongue working her entrances.

The less often one numbs, the stronger its power, and Arthur’s neglect of this form of relief meant a raw, deep sort of jubilation, even as he returned to his pod and its contents.

Yvonne was there, lying on the bed, barefooted but still in her work coverall.

“He-ey,” she lilted, making the word two syllables as she sometimes did, a minor joke between them, and she sat up, turned and rose from the bed, stepping halfway before she stopped, looking at Arthur uncertainly.

“Hey,” Arthur said, collecting his wits enough to recall that there was some issue here, but when he tried to remember what had come between himself and this girl, his mind went blank. She’d said something. Something hurtful.

No, he must have misunderstood. Yvonne would never do that.

He set his plate down on the table but continued to stand.

“How are you feeling?” he asked.

“My uterus is better,” she said, “but my heart is kind of broken.”

“What . . . broke your heart?” he asked.

She put her hands on her hips, looking puzzled, so he went to the fridge to get the last of the white wine, made almost a full glass of it, hoping it wouldn’t interact in bad ways with his chip.

“I’m really sorry,” Yvonne said, voice clear. “About what I said. I’m really sorry. I don’t know why I said it. It just came out.”

“Remind me what you said.”

“You don’t remember?” Yvonne asked.

“I’m numbing,” he said, sitting heavily, setting his wine stem carefully on the table. “Things are a little hazy.”

“Why are you numbing?”

“I don’t know,” Arthur said. “I just . . yeah . . . I remember a lot of pain.”

“Because of what I said?”

“I think so, yeah,” Arthur replied, looking down, struggling to focus on his plate, enjoying the mild sense of spatial uncertainty that accompanied this function of his chip.

Yvonne sat down in the chair opposite his, crossed her arms on the table and dropped her forehead down on them.

“Oh yeah,” Arthur said, snorting. “You said I killed Donna.”

Yvonne raised her head, a look of terror in her eyes.

“I didn’t say that,” she retorted. “Please don’t say I said that.”

“No, it wasn’t that,” Arthur agreed, taking a bit of dinner, washing it down with wine.

Yvonne set her face back down on her forearms.

“Can you numb?” he asked.

“No,” she said. “I know I’ve told you that.”

“Can you do anything?”

“What do you mean?” she asked, looking at him, eyebrows raised.

“To modi . . . modi . . . modify your consciousness.”

“Yeah,” she said.

“Do it,” Arthur said, in a moment of bright clarity. Whatever had passed between them earlier today would be gone if she could join him in mild delirium.

“I’m not supposed to,” she said.

“What happens if you do?”

“I get erratic,” she said.

“How erratic?”

“I say things,” she said.

“Do you do things?”

“No, I just sit there, mostly. I’m afraid to move too much.”

“Do you want to?” Arthur inquired. “Now?”

“Yes.”

Arthur smiled, took another bite and finished his wine.

“Do you have to drink something?” he asked.

“No,” she said, and she bent over the table, opened a tetatat and tapped out a series of commands, and Arthur felt the pod unmoor and swing out beneath the skyfarm.

“Where are we going?” he asked.

“Where we need to go,” she said. “Up.”

“Up?”

“Up,” she said. “Where it’s cold.”

She stood, slipped out of her coverall, unhooked her bra and slid out of her panties, smiling coyly at Arthur as she looked, naked, down at him.

She reached out her hand and Arthur took it, following her out to the balcony, where the sun had gone slanted and the air was blowing cool.

She sat at the little table, Arthur across from her, and they climbed another mile, the skyfarm shrinking from city block size to tetatet size, until they hit a layer of sharp, turbulent air that rocked the pod and drove Yvonne’s hair into her face.

She looked at Arthur through her black, swirling locks before she pulled them away, laughing, eyes bright, nipples at full attention. “Oh, fuck, it’s cold!”

Arthur, still dressed but shocked almost fully alert by the brisk air, wrapped his arms around himself and looked at Yvonne and tried to imagine losing her, tried to picture himself without her. He would lose the pod too, presumably, but it was her loss that would sting.

Immeasurably.

Everything he did now was done with a part of his mind devoted to her, everything he sensed he sensed with her beside him, even if she weren’t there, and he would think about the things he experienced in her absence, and how he would tell her about them, and wonder if she would laugh, or offer some insight, or merely listen and add that revelation to her knowledge of the world.

Her crime was, ultimately, mere naivety, an indiscretion born of a desire to be kind. It hadn’t worked out for the prisoners, but what did he expect? Yvonne was a year old, and even those who had matured the normal way could make such a mistake.

“Yvonne,” he said, pushing his hand clumsily across the cold table. She reached for him, and now her hands were clumsy too, her fingers splayed and bracingly cold as they met his.

“I can’t imagine the world without you,” he said, pausing to gather his thoughts and rephrase. “I can’t . . . imagine being in the world without you.”

“Which world?” she inquired, and the question seemed to startle her, because she blinked and opened her mouth and closed it again.

“I . . . don’t know why I said that,” she laughed.

“Are you okay?” Arthur asked.

“Yes, I’m fine,” she said, staring toward the distant horizon, a pale green range of mountains glowing in the last light of day, pods catching the light here and there, far below. No one would be venturing this high, Arthur hoped, because he didn’t want anyone to see the naked girl sitting on her balcony in the cold.

“Why are those farms on top of each other?” she asked.

“Where?”

“There,” she said, pointing to a tiny speck of shimmering black and gold that might have been skyfarms or a lake or random haze.

“How many do you see?” he asked.

“Four,” she said. “One. Two. Three. Four. In a big stack.”

“Sandwich,” Arthur said.

“Sandwich?” she repeated, laughing.

“Too much sun can burn some kinds of produce at certain states of the lifecycle,” he said. “So they take turns giving each other shade. Sandwiching, informally.”

“They move around?” she asked, releasing his fingers to hold her hands out, flat, left atop right, right atop left.

“Yes, but usually not that fast.”

Yvonne turned to him, eyebrows raised, head tilted, eyes unfocused.

“Ohhhhh,” she said. “Ohhhhh . . . You’re joking.”

She laughed, looked at the horizon, looked back at him, continued laughing with her hands over her mouth, her nails the dark green of earth forests at twilight.

“Do you love me?” she asked, eyes wet with sudden tears.

“It’s more than love,” Arthur said quickly, profoundly moved by a question he’d never heard before. “Well, it’s love too. But it’s . . . something more like . . . existence . . .”

His throat closed, and he stared off into the distance for a time before he trusted himself to speak again.

“But . . . yes, I love you. How could I not?”

“No one’s ever said—” she began, closing her mouth before she could finish the sentence.

“Said what?” Arthur asked.

“Nothing.”

“Said what?” Arthur repeated. “No one’s ever said they loved you?”

Yvonne pressed her fingers against her eyes.

“I’m not sure,” she said. “Maybe.”

“How can you not know?” Arthur demanded, and now it was his turn to laugh. He thought that she would laugh with him, but when she turned to face him, her eyes were wide with something else. Terror, perhaps.

She bit her lip, closed her eyes, a tear catching the last rays of sunlight before she turned away.

She turned back, aiming a pair of brown, tragically unfocused eyes at him.

“I have . . . memories,” she said. “They have . . . they had . . . they gave me memories.”

She paused, looked at the sky.

“To make me norm . . . norm . . . al. Everyone has memories.”

She spoke the words again, but this time she sang it, the words following the notes of a strangely eerie tune: “Everyone, has memories, to make themselves . . . normal.”

She whipped her head around with unnatural speed, suddenly looking at Arthur.

“Some weird ones got in there,” she slurred. “A man . . . a man . . . a man killed my father with the horns on his head.”

Her eyes went wide, and she reached out two flailing hands, and Arthur reached out both of his and almost shouted with surprise, for her flesh felt like ice.

“Yvonne, you’re freezing,” he said.

“I know this,” she said. “I know it happened. Like I know my own name!”

Arthur just stared.

“This wasn’t a good idea,” she said, features softening. “I shouldn’t do this when I’m not . . . having a good day.”

“What’s happening?”

“Concentric fluid dy, dy, dynamics,” she said, hunching her back and speaking with what seemed like intense effort. “Depressed data gateways. Inconsistent thermo-viscosity perturbations . . . so different parts of my mind move at different speeds and it’s . . . it can be . . . fun.”

The sun had set, the horizon a deep red, and Yvonne stood and pressed her belly against the railing.

“Mother!” she screamed. “Mother! Mother, I’m sorry! Achsial Ylle vegghichta Achsial mahx!”

Yvonne wailed, leaning over the railing and working out some unknown, unknowable anguish with unintelligible words.

Arthur stood, grabbed her around the waist, terrified she might fall, that the nets meant to catch the careless homos who tumbled out of pods wouldn’t recognize her as worth saving, wouldn’t deploy in time.

“Ahhhhh!” she wailed, drawing in her breath again and again. “Ahhhhh! Achsial!”

“Come inside, Yvonne,” he whispered urgently into her ear. “Come inside. Please.”

She yielded, slowly, allowing him to draw her backward, toward the door. It slid open and he pulled her inward, into a space that felt strangely hot.

His jaw was shaking, his ears burning.

Yvonne slumped to the floor by his feet, frozen hands sliding down his legs.

She curled into a little ball, weeping quietly to herself, and Arthur knelt beside her, touching her hair, her forehead, which felt like a bottle of white wine fresh from the fridge, and he was utterly lost.

She’ll warm up, he told himself, and whatever just happened will be over. Maybe not forgotten. But over.

He hadn’t noticed how cold he’d gotten out there. Numbing had fooled him.

He was sober now, however, and trembling.

“Yvonne,” he whispered. “Yvonne.”

She looked up, blinked and looked around, naked body slowly uncurling.

“I’m going to send us back to the farm,” he said, rising and opening a tetatet.

“Yeah,” she agreed weakly.

He punched in the commands and returned to her, kneeling beside her, touching her skin, relieved to feel it warming.

Her nails were completely black. No moon, no stars. Black.

She looked up at him, consciousness returning.

“What happened?” he asked.

“I got cold,” she said. “And it wasn’t good.”

“I’m sorry,” Arthur said. “It was my idea.”

“You told me you loved me,” she said. “No one’s ever said that to me before.”

“You weren’t sure, out there.”

Yvonne’s forehead wrinkled with consternation.

“What did I say?”

“Just . . . that you weren’t sure.”

“Is that all?”

“No,” Arthur whispered. “You said some other things.”

“What?”

“You screamed for your mother.”

Yvonne’s face went red, and she sat up slowly, stiffly, offering a weak laugh.

“And your father, you said . . .”

“What about my father?” she blurted, turning quickly toward him.

“That he . . . that a man . . . oh, I’m not really sure. I don’t know.”

“That a man what? That a man what?”

“Killed him.”

“How?”

“With the horns . . . on his head.”

Yvonne groaned, forced herself up, went to the kitchenette and fumbled for her crystal tumbler, shaking out a helping of dry essence into it, pouring water over it, swishing it impatiently, not bothering to get a spoon.

“Too many memories,” she said to herself, raising the glass and draining it.

“Do you have memories about your mother?” Arthur asked.

“I don’t know,” she said, not turning to face him, holding still while the liquid worked its way into her. “Sometimes. And sometimes not.” She paused. “Shouldn’t I remember her? Either give me memories I can remember, or don’t give me any at all.”

“Why don’t you ask him?” Arthur inquired.

“Ross?”

“Yes,” Arthur said. “Haven’t you ever? Haven’t you wanted to?”

Yvonne set her crystal down with a rap against the counter, turned toward him.

“We would talk, and then he would shut up. I’d ask him the wrong question, and he would shut up. I felt like he wanted to tell me things, but he couldn’t. How could a man like that ever say he loved me?”

“Huh?” Arthur said.

“How could someone who can’t answer your questions be your friend?”

“That’s not what you said the first time.”




Chapter 31: Achchylean, Immodest

At 16 summers, naked at bathing and by herself for a time in the warm morning’s embrace, Achchylean, fingers trembling, raised to her lips the magi’s charm and set through it one quick, short breath.

“Axilaine,” said the magi from the thicket, behind her somewhere.

“Hello, Magi,” said the girl.

“Why do you summon me?”

Achchylean rose from the water and strode to the wet bank, facing the thicket from whence came the magi’s voice.

“I had,” she began, her voice cutting short before she swallowed and continued, “questions of you.”

“Where have you laid your modesty, Axilaine?”

“I . . . am drying,” Achchylean replied, her breath thick and fast, and she looked down and made as if to cover herself, one arm across her breasts, grown with the fullness of age, nipples stretched out like two aurochs horns, and one hand over the hair that grew thick above her woman’s chamber.

“Avert your eyes if you wish not to see,” said Achchylean. “I must stand here for a time, or robe myself damp.”

“You are fair, Axilaine.”

“Does a magi know such things?” she asked, voice growing in volume, in confidence.

“I do.”

“Do you know such things as a magi?” she continued. “Or a man?”

“I am a man,” said the magi.

Achchylean abandoned her modesty, planting hands on hips, all of her hidden places uncovered, and she stared into the woods, but the magi remained hidden.

“What was your question?” the magi asked.

“Do you avert your eyes?” she asked.

“That is your question?”

“No. But do you? I wish to know.”

“I do not. What is your question?”

“Do you know the knave Beareon?”

“Only a little. I see him like I see all.”

“He is the son of a concubine, a Duke’s bastard, and thus due a share of things, and could be a husband and my lord, and has said as much.”

“Yes,” said the magi, only that.

“But he wishes to try me first,” Achchylean said quietly. “And I am inclined . . . to be tried.”

“You will not be the first he’s tried, or the last.”

“How know you this?”

“I know things.”

“Who else has he tried, then?”

“Sansel, Paiton, Anxer, Bau—”

“Anxer the slave girl?” Achchylean said, nearly shouting.

“Indeed,” said the magi. “If he betroth all he has tried or sought to try, his shall be a large household indeed, with females at every station.”

“Why do you tell me this?”

“Should I have held my peace?”

“No, this is wisdom, if true.”

“It is true. Your magi lies not.”

“But is it spoken for my benefit, or only because you wish no man for me?”

“Axilaine,” said the magi, “you dabble now in things beyond your years. Turn away from it until you are older. There is time to know, to be tried, to love and to be loved in return.”

“Magi, what is your name?”

“Magi.”

“No, your true name, the name the other gods call you.”

“Maximilian.”

“Maximilian,” repeated Achchylean. “Maximilian.”

“Yes.”

“I care not at all about Beareon,” Achchylean said, and she fell silent for a moment, and drew in a long breath before she spoke, haltingly, again. “You are far greater than he, and beautiful too. If I am tried, it must be by you.”

“You know not what you ask, Axilaine.”

“You do not say no, then.”

“I say that you know not what you ask.”

“Are you offended, Maximilian?”

“I am not. You are fair. In spirit. In all ways.”

“But still unworthy of you?”

“No, not unworthy. Only not of age.”

“Then in time . . .”

“You know not what you ask.”

“And yet, I will ask it again,” said Achchylean.

“I will not stop your mouth,” said the magi. “Others come. Farewell. For now.”

“Farewell.”




Chapter 32: Makeup

“What did I say?” Yvonne queried.

“You asked how someone who, um, couldn’t talk about you, how could he love you. Or say he loved you.”

“Oh, weird,” Yvonne said with a laugh, and she tapped her head. “Cold.”

She stepped to the place where she’d left her clothes, pulled on her panties and bra.

“Can we do our usual stuff?” she asked. “I want to see your dreams. And your self-improvement.”

“I’d rather do self-improvement on my own,” Arthur said. “I’m sure my personality was a backed up recirculatory system this afternoon.”

“I’m sorry,” she said, stepping to him, spreading her arms wide, offering her mouth.

They kissed, for a long, wet minute.

This is love, Arthur thought to himself. This is love. I love Yvonne.

“Go ahead and work on your mind, and I’m going to apologize to the inmates.”

“What for?” Arthur asked, opening the tetatet on the wall.

“I completely neglected them this afternoon,” she said, pulling up her coveralls. “I’m sure they’re going stir-crazy.”

Arthur felt like he possessed mitigating knowledge where the inmates were concerned. Something that had happened while he was numbing, that made things not quite so bad. He gave up trying to remember and turned to the news.

He was just finishing up with his last personality flaw of the day, an excessive wallowing in self-pity, when Yvonne returned.

“Arthur?” she said sharply.

“Hey.”

“Did you put everyone in different cells?”

“What?” he replied. “Oh, yeah. Yeah, I did that. Oh, damn. They were still like that?”

“No, they all went back to their own cells after they were done.”

“They did?”

“No!” Yvonne shouted. “They were the same way you left them! Three people in one cell for two and a half hours! Edward and Tabby, with Tristan!”

“Oh, yeah, I forgot,” Arthur said. “Sorry.”

“Why did you put Tabby in with two other people?” she asked, eyes narrowing suspiciously.

“Why wouldn’t I put Tabby in with two other people?” he countered.

“You have a thing for her,” Yvonne said. “Just admit it. You packed her in like that so she’d hate it. You wanted to bring her back here. You’re working up to it, so she’ll . . . know her choice: A cell with two other people, or a St. Beatrix with . . . Arthur!”

“She wanted it,” Arthur said.

“You couldn’t get her Mr. George?” Yvonne asked. “Or Bambi?”

“They didn’t ask for anyone else.”

“And you didn’t offer?”

Arthur turned to face the girl, stricken by both Yvonne’s anger and the utter novelty of the situation.

He was being yelled at by a robot.

An automaton.

A product.

He hadn’t been yelled at since he was 14 and his mother saw him balancing on the rail of Uncle Scot’s pod while it was still hovering.

And he’d never been yelled at by a bot. Donna had never raised her voice at him. The ability was programmed in, of course, triggered if she sensed danger or needed someone’s attention from afar, but she’d never had to use it.

How does one deal with this? he wondered.

Donna had come with a long user manual, and he wasn’t allowed to activate her until he’d been through all 10 modules and passed each test. If Yvonne came with a user manual, she’d kept it to herself. Maybe she was the user manual.

“Yvonne,” he said. “Please, calm down.”

“They could have killed each other,” she said, hands on her hips, the angry manifestation of someone not calming down.

Arthur took another tack.

“Was anyone hurt?” he asked,

“No, they were fine,” she said, dismissively, as if disappointed by the inmates’ survival.

“Were they upset?”

“A little,” she said. “They thought we’d forgotten them. They thought I’d forgotten them.”

“What were they doing when you got there?”

“They were figuring out how to spend the night together.”

“Okay,” Arthur said. “So everyone was okay?”

“Yeah,” she said. “But Arthur, you have to . . . they’re humans, okay?”

“What is that supposed to mean?” he demanded without needing to hear the answer.

“They’re not . . . you can’t treat them like . . . you can’t just use them and forget them.” Yvonne paused, face hardening. “Like Donna.”

Arthur stood, considered leaving, considered turning out the lights and lying down on the couch, considered finding liquor from someone in the farm. More numbing wasn’t an option. He wouldn’t get to do that for days. Not without a doctor’s order.

“Oh, god, I’m sorry!” Yvonne said, sincere horror in her eyes. She pressed her fingertips to her mouth. “I wasn’t going to say that. I didn’t want to say that.”

“And then,” Arthur observed wearily, “you said it.”

Yvonne drifted to the bathroom, shut the door, and he heard the distinct sound of urination. Or whatever it was she was doing. It wasn’t urination if she wasn’t releasing urine, was it? Trivial as the question was, Arthur found himself lost in it.

Now she was sniffing.

Crying quietly to herself.

He wanted to be somewhere else. Anywhere else.

And yet, for now, this was as much his pod as Yvonne’s. He’d closed out his bed on the farm. He should have kept it, just in case. And maybe he’d have seen Wendy some morning, just outside his door, putting on her panties.

He was weary. Arthur was exhausted, something that usually happened after he numbed, but made particularly acute by everything else, the cold and the fighting.

He pushed off his shoes and went to the couch, lying flat, finding it surprisingly suited to use as a bed.

He closed his eyes, heard the toilet flush, heard sniffles, sensed the lights going dimmer, and then he slept for a time, until he awoke to a hand on his shoulder, opened his eyes and saw that the pod was dimmed to 5 percent, Yvonne’s dark, naked shape before him, her face breaking into a weak smile when he looked at her.

“Hey,” she said.

“Hey.”

“Will you please come to bed?”

Arthur looked at the girl, unable to separate the nude girl before him from the furious, accusatory girl from earlier.

The cruel girl.

She knew how much it hurt him when she mentioned Donna, but she’d done it twice.

Groggy, sleepy, Arthur slid off the couch, went to the bed and stripped, crawled in, relishing the silken warmth. Good as the couch was, the bed was better.

Yvonne slid into bed from the other side, and was immediately beside him.

“It’s never been this bad,” she whispered. “I think—”

“What’s never been this bad?”

“PMS,” she said. “It’s been awful. Today, it just hit me, so hard. Remember, in the hall? I was shaking before you showed up. And I was glad you were there.”

Was this an apology? Arthur wondered, going through the ways she’d hurt him tonight.

“It’s always the worst on the first day, and then it lets up a little,” she continued.

“Why . . . does it have to be like that?” Arthur asked, his voice almost a sigh.

“I can’t take anything for it,” she said. “I can’t numb.”

“You could talk to TIQ,” Arthur ventured.

“TIQ?” she said. “And say what?”

“Not say,” Arthur said. “Ask. For a fix.”

“I don’t want them messing with my head,” Yvonne said, voice clear and adamant. “And maybe they think the pain is good for me.”

“Okay, sorry,” Arthur said, afraid he might have just said something that would draw her angry side out again.

“I’m fine with therapies,” she said. “Meditation. Refocusing. Self-help strategies. Ross taught me some of those.”

“Could he teach you some more?”

“Do you want to meet him?” she asked.

Arthur laughed. This was a normal conversation, and it was waking him up, and reminding him of what he most liked about Yvonne.

“I would,” he said. “But I don’t have to, if you just wanted to talk through PMS with him.”

“I want you to meet him. I think you’ll like him. He’s a little shy, a little nerdy.”

Yvonne drew in her breath.

“And I’d want you there,” she added.

“Why?”

“Just, I don’t know, as an advocate. There’s something about him, that makes me . . . nervous. Or, not that, but it’s awkward, in a way, you know? Especially when we were alone together.”

“Did he have a crush on you?” Arthur inquired.

“Are you jealous of him?”

“Should I be?”

“Should I be jealous of Tabby?” she asked.

“She’s a federal prisoner,” Arthur observed.

“You can’t have sex with a federal prisoner?”

“Um no,” Arthur said. “And she seems to have her hands full with other people anyway.”

Yvonne laughed, rose up on her elbow and leaned down to kiss Arthur, put her hand on his shoulder and stared at the wall.

“There’s something I need to tell you.”

“Yeah?” Arthur said. “What?”

Given all that had occurred between them this day, he held still, waiting for bad news.

“They’re sending a tuner tomorrow,” she said.

“A tuner?”

“From TIQ,” she said. “His name’s Lane. He’s okay.”

“What is he going to do?”

Yvonne’s face darkened before she answered.

“Just check me.”

“What does that involve?” Arthur asked.

“It depends,” she said. “He needs to talk to you.”

“What about?”

“Me.”

“What about you?”

“How I’m doing, I guess. Whatever you think.”

“When?”

“Around lunchtime, probably. I’ll get you when he shows up.”

“This is bothering you,” Arthur said.

“Yeah,” Yvonne agreed. “Sort of.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Do you like my vagina?”

Arthur looked at her, not sure if she was joking, being ironic, or something else. He found a pair of earnest eyes boring into his.

“Isn’t it obvious?”

“Why?” she asked.

“Isn’t that obvious too?”

Yvonne pushed the sheets down to her knees, dropped to her shoulder and, lying on her side, raised her leg.

“Can you do it?” she asked.

“Yeah, I think so,” Arthur said, eyes focused on the dark slit behind her pubic hair, mind suddenly focused on things other than the pains of the day. “Yeah. Yeah, I can.”

It wasn’t lovemaking, really. They did it side by side, without foreplay, without position changes, just a little kissing while Arthur maneuvered his penis into position. The approach was awkward, unfamiliar, but it seemed to be what Yvonne wanted, so Arthur indulged her, eventually getting most of his shaft past her lips, eventually figuring out how much to pull back before his tip slipped out of her opening, and they lay together like that, grunting quietly, alternately looking down at what Arthur was doing to Yvonne’s chamber, and looking into each other’s eyes, exchanging an occasional kiss.

Yvonne came first with a few gasps and a pelvic spasm or two.

Arthur took longer than usual to arrive, and the end required more concentration than usual. He had to focus on the sensation of her warm grip, the way her belly rose when he put as much as he could into her, and when the moment came, he limited himself to a few quick explosions of distress before his thrusting slowed and he sighed and his mind moved into a different gear, forcing him to wonder if this was their last, if this was Yvonne’s way of saying goodbye, if they would wake up tomorrow and she would take her leave.

Or he’d wake up alone, with a note that gave him the date and time at which he was expected to have his things removed from the Bee. He wouldn’t be sad about losing the Bee, of course. He had no interest in living here if he weren’t sharing it with Yvonne.

No, she’d mentioned a tuner, coming tomorrow. Someone named Lane, that needed to talk to Arthur.

And Ross Feingold. She wanted Arthur to meet him. She wanted Arthur there when next she spoke to the man.

He was back from his conference in Singapore, presumably. Had he presented? Delivered a paper? Done anything there that might reveal clues to his work on Yvonne’s mind?

Arthur made a mental note to look up software programming conferences in Singapore, taking place around the time he and Yvonne had talked to the team at TIQ.

“Are you thinking about poetry?” Yvonne asked quietly.

He looked into her eyes.

“No,” he said, “not directly. But there’s always a possibility one will happen while I’m thinking about something else.”

“I had to write some,” she said.

“Poetry?”

“Yes. One of my many assignments. Write a poem, write a short story, write a song, write a novel.”

“I didn’t know that.”

“I didn’t tell you,” Yvonne said, “because I didn’t want you to ask for it. It’s embarrassing.”

“I’ve written a lot of embarrassing things,” Arthur confessed.

“Not embarrassing as in dumb. Embarrassing as in weird. I’d go to this place in my head where I thought I had all this creativity, and I’d write and write, and then I’d read it, and the syntax was wrong, the words were all out of order, and some were made up, and I have no idea where they came from.”

“Muse,” Arthur said.

“That’s what Ross said.”

“Or not muse. Something else. Maybe he knew what it was, and he wasn’t telling you.”

“I got that feeling a lot, that he knew things he wasn’t telling me. And I didn’t care because I was so excited about getting out. And meeting you. But I was just running away from what I needed to deal with, I think. I need to talk to him. I can’t write if I don’t understand what’s going on, and I want to write.”

“What will you ask him?” Arthur said. “Something about today? About PMS?”

“Not just today,” she replied. “There’s a lot of stuff in my head I don’t get. Why do the bots bother me so much? There are things about the inmates I don’t get. Things I feel.”

“So you’re serious about meeting Ross?”

“Yes. With you.”

“In person?”

“Yes?”

“Where is he?”

“He’s at his pod near Vancouver right now.”

“How do you know?”

“He told me today.”

“You talked to him today?”

“Yes, I talk to him all the time.”

“I didn’t know that,” Arthur said, not feeling nearly as tired now. Between numbing and sex and a difficult day, he thought, he should be asleep, but there was something about talking to Yvonne that was waking him up.

The girl had become far more complicated today.

“I guess I never told you,” Yvonne said.

“No, you definitely never did. You left me with the impression you never spoke at all to him.”

“I do, but it’s not deep. Just about how things are going at the farm, and if we can get together sometime.”

“Have you set a date yet?”

“Will you go?”

“Yes.”

“Let me ask him.”

“How long have you been working on this?” Arthur asked.

“For a while. I was going to tell you today, but then . . . everything happened.”

“Yvonne,” Arthur said in a moment of deep clarity, dismissing the “everything” Yvonne was talking about as profoundly insignificant. If he lost her over such things, he was a fool.

“Yes?”

“I don’t want to—”

“Was it good?” she interrupted.

“What?”

“Sex. After our fight. You know we had a fight, right?”

Arthur laughed. “Yes, there were moments of tension today, let’s say.”

“Sex is supposed to be really good after a fight. Was it?”

“Where have you heard this?” he asked.

“I don’t know. I’ve read so much. Maybe an advice column or something.”

“Is that why you—”

“What did you think of my vagina?”

“Why are you asking me that?” Arthur inquired, eyebrows raised, and he hoisted himself up on his shoulder and looked down at her.

“I have my reasons,” she said. “I just want to know.”

“I love it,” he said, adding with a hint of irony, “It’s exemplary.”

“Exemplary?”

“As in, an example for all vaginas, everywhere.”

“Oh, Arthur, thank you!” she said, leaning forward for a gratified kiss.

Was she being ironic too? Arthur wasn’t sure.

“Are you jealous of Ross?” she asked.

“No,” Arthur said. “You’ve given me no reason to be. Are you jealous of Tabby?”

“Not jealous,” Yvonne replied. “Aware.”

“Aware of what?”

“What she might mean to you.”

“She’s a federal inmate.”

“She’s a girl.”

“Do you really think I put her in with Edward and Tristan to make her want to be here with me?”

“No,” Yvonne said. “That accusation came from my dark side.”

“Your dark side?”

“From my pain.”

“Your PMS?”

“That, and other things. PMS is part of my pain.”

“What else hurts?”

“A range of things. Memories. Regrets. Mistakes.”

“Have you talked to Ross about that?”

“Yes. He said it’s normal.”

“Normal for a . . . synthesis?”

“No. Just normal.”

“I don’t get it,” Arthur said.

“Feel free to ask him yourself, then. Maybe you’ll get a different answer.”




Chapter 33: Appointment with a Tuner

Arthur woke the next morning, to his chip’s soft alert, in an uncomfortable fog, riven with the sense he had lived badly the day before.

There’d been numbing. Drinking. And unpleasantness with Yvonne. A fight. He’d disappointed her. He’d left the inmates in the wrong places. She’d disappointed him too, by allowing them to use their chips inappropriately, and getting them punished.

Yvonne had made herself cold, and behaved strangely. Not just drunk-like. Mad, in a way. Insane. Babbling. Yelling for a mother she never knew, never had.

They’d had sex. Post-fight sex, makeup sex, not particularly passionate, but strangely arousing, and Arthur swelled and turned to Yvonne, who was on her back, mouth open, breathing, as beautiful in her artificial slumber as she’d ever been.

He rolled out of bed, his bobbing penis preceding him to the bathroom, and he emptied himself and his member relaxed, still thinly coated with Yvonne’s dried lubricant.

Naked, he went to the kitchenette and opened a tetatet to search for conferences in Singapore that had been held over the last two weeks.

Medbot operators were holding their annual consortium. There was a molecular physics gathering. An international entertainment academy, which ran everything from arcades to bot-laden orgies, was handing out awards. But there was nothing Arthur could find for software programmers, or the developers of artificial intelligence.

He set the printer to making him breakfast and went to the bed to wake Yvonne.

“Hey,” she said, smiling and rising to kiss him. “Tell me you’re not a dream.”

“I’m not a dream.”

“Thanks. I believe you.”

“You’ve been dreaming?” Arthur inquired.

“A lot,” she said. “Strange things, like they always are.”

“Like what?”

She slid off the bed with a grunt, went to the bathroom, continued talking.

“A woman whose name I can almost remember, but she runs away. A man with horns. A foreign language that’s not like any I’ve ever heard, that I almost – almost – understand.”

“What do you think it means?” Arthur asked.

“I don’t know,” she said from behind the open door, her urine ringing into the toilet. “Did I stain the sheets?”

Arthur pulled back the bedding, noticed a dried smear here and there where she lay her hips.

“I think we both did,” he said.

“That position is messy,” she said. “None of what you gave me last night is staying in.”

“I liked it,” Arthur said.

“Why?”

“I don’t know. Once I figured out how to do it, it was . . . it worked.”

Yvonne flushed, appeared at the door, joining her hands behind her head and pressing her elbows against the jamb, stretching, her flesh pulled taut against her ribs, her thighs bulging.

“You said you loved me yesterday,” she observed.

“I still do.”

“Why?”

“Because I find you deliciously manifest.”

“You need to show me some of your poetry,” she said, no confusion evident in her face in response to what Arthur intended as a confusing statement.

“Okay,” he said. “Next time we go home.”

“Can I tell people that? What you said?”

“That I called you deliciously manifest? Sure.”

“No, that you love me.”

“Who are you wanting to tell?”

“TIQ.”

“Is it . . . like one of your to-do’s,” Arthur asked, smiling ironically. “To get told that?”

Yvonne smiled back, just as ironically.

“Are you ready for the day?” she asked.

“I think so,” Arthur replied. “I’ve got salt to dump, and we’re going to talk about changing course for Chicago, which means possibly getting water from Lake Michigan.”

“No, I’m talking about Lane.”

“Lane?”

“From TIQ. The tuner. I told you about him. He’ll be here today.”

“Oh yeah. Do I need to do anything to get ready?”

“No, just be ready.”

“Okay.”

“Do you really want to meet Ross?” she asked.

“Yes,” Arthur said. “He needs to account for some things.”

Yvonne raised her eyebrows in mock terror and brought her hands to her face, and Arthur looked at her nails and saw green and blue, earth and sky, alternating nail by nail.

He finished breakfast while she drank Dry Essence, and he washed up first and kissed her goodbye to get an early start on things. She promised to get two long shifts out of her inmates, and reward them at the end of the day with whatever couplings were mutually satisfactory, even if it were all five prisoners in one cell with Bambi and Mr. George thrown in for good measure.

“You’ll be solely responsible for the consequences of that one,” Arthur warned, pausing at the pod door.

“Lane will be showing up in his own pod,” Yvonne said. “It won’t say TIQ. I told Wendy it’s just a friend of ours. I’ll message you when we’re ready, but it should be between 11:30 and noon.”

“Okay.”

Arthur’s last glimpse of Yvonne as the door closed was her at the kitchenette table, sipping Dry Essence, staring at a mountain scene on the opposite wall, and bouncing her left heel against the floor.

She was nervous. Something was bothering her.

Arthur started the day off with a tutorial on Lake Michigan water withdrawal regulations. The limits on intake were far stricter than for the Pacific Ocean, and traffic was usually heavier, both surface and airborne, but the water was fresh and typically far smoother, making it a popular place for farms to drink.

After that, it was the usual mix of reports, salt dumping, maintenance and routine checkups until Yvonne’s call came in at quarter until noon.

“We’re ready,” she messaged. Just a text message, no camera to show her face. “It’s the blue pod that looks like someone’s private one, since we’re trying to keep a low profile.”

Arthur closed out his last task and headed to the skyfarm’s underside, spotting an ordinary blue pod that hadn’t been there before, berthed two spaces down from the Bee.

Arthur traversed the catwalks to Lane’s pod, crossed the little balcony with thin plastic grass and two plastic chairs and a vinyl table, and pushed up to the door.

“Eye up,” said an electronic female voice. Arthur, surprised at this level of security for a routine checkup, looked into the corresponding eye in the middle of the screen, and the door opened.

“Hey, Arthur!” Yvonne said, anxiety breaking through her attempt at an enthusiastic welcome.

Arthur paused in the open door, taken aback by what lay before him.

The pod, which looked like an ordinary residential unit from outside, hid within its walls a complete compound of synthesis evaluation and maintenance, shelves of arms and legs and torsos, cabinets with wide, locked doors, two sinks, boards with smaller items hanging from pegs, four workstations, and an examination chair where Yvonne reposed nude, legs spread, her mid-thighs bound with thick black belts to a pair of stanchions, her legs doubled over, a second pair of belts securing her shins to her upper thighs.

A dark-haired man in his late 20’s, presumably Lane, sat on a rolling stool between Yvonne’s legs, peering intently at her vulva, a rolling table at his elbow loaded with small implements, white packages of unknown matter, vague tools.

“It’s so I won’t kick him,” Yvonne explained, propped up on her elbows and doing a terrible job of hiding her humiliation.

The man, dressed casually, in jeans in a t-shirt, pushed back his chair and rose.

“Arthur, I presume,” he said, stepping over, looking at Arthur’s chest instead of into his eyes.

“Yes,” Arthur said, accepting the proffered hand cautiously. “Arthur Connor-Hu.”

“So how has she been doing?” asked the man, looking briefly into Arthur’s face before he turned back to his work, settling into his chair to peer at Yvonne’s vulva.

“Have you asked her?” Arthur demanded, quickly reaching a place of involuntary anger. Something about this was feeling not just unexpected, or novel, or strange, but entirely wrong. His experiences with the girl yesterday, laden as it was with her vulnerabilities, her pains, her fears, made him all the more certain something was deeply amiss here.

Lane grinned uncertainly, leaned forward, reached up to tug on Yvonne’s vaginal folds.

“Pubic hair,” Yvonne said, smiling with her mouth while the hurt in her eyes spoke volumes of a different truth.

“Explain,” Arthur said, looking at Lane, turning to Yvonne only when she spoke again.

“It comes out, so he’s going to give me more. And it stings a little, so that’s why . . . my feet . . . won’t kick him.”

“One kick from her leg will stop your heart,” Lane said. He turned to the rolling table beside him, looked at Arthur and looked down, opening a small white package, laying out what looked like long black hairs, grabbing what looked like a needle, with an eye at one end, wooden handle at the other.

He picked up a single hair, threaded it through the end of the needle, leaned forward, stretched out Yvonne’s left outer lip and drove the needle through her skin.

“Whoo, whoo, whoo,” Yvonne panted.

“You can feel that?” Arthur inquired, stepping over to the girl. She dropped her shoulders to the chair and reached out her hand, and Arthur took it.

“The price of vanity,” she said.

“Yeah, but do you have to feel it?”

“That part of me is very sensitive,” she said.

“You can’t use an anesthetic?” Arthur said, looking at Lane, who was threading a second hair through his needle.

“We haven’t developed a reliable solution for that,” Lane said, not looking up as he inserted the hair and Yvonne panted and squeezed Arthur’s hand.

“You have to do this?” Arthur asked.

“I want him to,” Yvonne said. “I like having it there.”

“How many more?” Arthur asked, watching Lane thread a third hair.

“Fifty in her labia majora, so forty-seven more after this,” Lane said, jabbing the needle into Yvonne’s vulva.

“Ow!”

“And then 50 in her mound.”

“That part’s less sensitive,” Yvonne said hopefully.

“Ow!”

“How long has he been here?” Arthur asked, squeezing Yvonne’s hand back and wanting this to be over.

“I guess about half an hour,” Yvonne said. “I’ve been telling him about my PMS. Oooh! And everything I’ve been doing on the farm, with the inmates. And he did some diagnostic checks – Ow! – with this equipment you’re not supposed to see.”

“Trade secrets?” Arthur asked.

“Yeah, corporate stuff.”

“Patented?” Arthur inquired.

Lane looked up, paying attention to Arthur’s face for the first time.

“No,” he said, immediately looking back down again.

“Was that the wrong question?” Arthur asked, looking at Yvonne.

“We don’t get patents,” Lane said.

“Why not?”

“I’m going to my other place,” Yvonne announced with another squeeze of Arthur’s hand. “Ow!”

She closed her eyes and laid her head back, breathing deeply in and out, a picture of serenity except for the occasional teeth-baring grimace and the grip on Arthur’s hand that occasionally went tight enough to be painful.

“We’re keeping things quiet for now,” Lane said. “Have you told anyone about her?”

“No, we’ve both been lying,” Arthur said. “And everyone believes us. What happens if someone steals your ideas?”

Lane looked up again and offered Arthur a quick, confident shake, side to side. “Uh-uh,” he said simply.

“No one would be able to duplicate the technology?” Arthur asked, confident he was overstepping the spirit of his agreement with TIQ, if not the letter, and not caring.

“There are other reasons,” Lane said.

“People would see the patent,” Arthur ventured. “And you don’t want them to . . . know.”

Lane said nothing nor looked up, and Yvonne kept her eyes closed and breathed, almost as if she were asleep.

“What’s your role with TIQ?” Arthur asked.

“Vice President of Operations.”

“I’m an operations guy too,” Arthur said.

“I know.”

“So, your job description includes pubic hair?”

“It’s a minor part of what I do. Mainly I’m here to see how things are going. How do you like the Bee?”

“Love it,” Arthur said. “If it was you who arranged it, thanks.”

“It wasn’t. People aren’t guessing what she is? Aren’t suspecting?”

“Not at all.”

Finished with Yvonne’s labia, Lane repopulated the hair of her mound while she seemed to calm, then he turned the table to put things away, stood and went to the corner to undress, hanging up his t-shirt on a peg, unbuckling his belt, kicking off his shoes, pushing down his jeans and underwear, until he was nude.

“What’s going on?” Arthur asked.

“I’m going to check her vagina,” Lane said, reaching down to squeeze his penis, quickly firming it up.

Arthur looked at Yvonne. She was awake now, back up on her elbows, watching Lane with what Arthur recognized immediately as fear, and shame, and regret.

“No,” Arthur said. “You’re not doing that.”

He rounded Yvonne’s bound knee to put himself physically in the way of her sex organ.

“I need to do this,” Lane said without passion, without any hint of anger.

“I don’t care,” Arthur said. “You can’t.”

“There are things that can go wrong there, that you might not notice, and I can fix them before they get worse.”

Arthur looked back at Yvonne. Still tense, she looked up at him, smiled, looked back down at a belly button that had never hosted an umbilical cord, a purely cosmetic artifice.

“The demands placed on it are unique,” Lane continued, hie penis fully enlarged now.

“Yvonne, talk to me,” Arthur said. “Tell me you want this done.”

Yvonne looked up and gave her head a quick shake.

“No,” Arthur repeated. “Are we finished here?”

“We are,” Lane said, stepping back into his underwear, bending to pull them up over an inconveniently elongated member.

Arthur, after a quick glance at Yvonne’s genitals to confirm her hair was slightly thicker, studied the belts holding her knees bent, undoing one while she reached up to open the other, and she pulled her legs up and rolled off the chair, stepping quickly to the counter where she’d left her coverall, bra and panties, neatly folded.

“Can I do her hair?” Arthur asked. “If she needs it?”

“I can send you a kit, yeah,” Lane said. “But it’s going to hurt her, and we can’t guarantee there won’t be an involuntary response. And if her foot catches your chest the right way, it’ll stop your heart.”

“You mentioned that,” Arthur said. “Why can’t you numb her?”

“Her systems don’t work that way,” Lane replied. “We haven’t figured out how to disrupt them yet without the potential of lasting damage. But if it’s any consolation, she’s got a pain ceiling.”

“What do you mean?” Arthur asked.

“The homo capacity to sense pain is unnecessarily high,” Lane said. “The syntheses max out at a level that won’t cause psychic damage.”

“How do you know this?” Arthur asked suspiciously.

“Simulations,” Lane said.

Arthur felt something brush his upper arm, turned to find Yvonne there, staring at him, holding her shoes in one hand. She wanted to go, Arthur understood. She wanted to be gone from this place.

Without saying goodbye, they pressed to the door, passing through it as soon as it opened.

Yvonne led the way along the catwalk, Arthur close behind, following her into their own pod, their home together, their refuge, and as soon as the door had shut behind them both, she turned, eyes wet, and hugged him.

“I’m so ridiculous!” she shouted, weeping against his shoulder, then laughing.

“Yvonne,” Arthur said, stepping back so he could look into her eyes. “What was that? What’s going on?”

“It’s just like at TIQ,” she said, smiling through the pain. “Everything was the same. That’s how they did things. And I’ve been dreading it, and I didn’t know why. And then . . . you said no, and, Arthur, I love you I love you I love you.”

She forced her mouth against his, mad kisses his reward for stepping up and doing what anyone would have done for their partner.

“Okay, wait, wait,” Arthur said, pulling himself away. “You had to . . . go through things like that at TIQ?”

“Yes, all of it,” she said, wiping her eyes with the back of her hand. “It was all I knew. But I liked it less and less. And I’ve been dreading it, and I thought there was something wrong with me.”

“You could have told me,” Arthur said. “I didn’t know you were that upset.”

“That plus PMS,” Yvonne said with a dismissive wave, and she stepped around him to head to the kitchenette. “Yesterday was terrible. Terrible. What do you want for lunch?”

“Sushi,” Arthur replied.

Yvonne punched the commands into the printer, went to the sink to mix up a glass of Dry Essence.

“I’m having cherry,” she announced. “To celebrate.”

“Celebrate?” Arthur echoed. “You mean, surviving Lane?”

“Yes, that,” Yvonne said. “And Ross. We’re seeing him Saturday.”

“When?” Arthur inquired. “Where?”

“For lunch, somewhere over South Dakota.”




Chapter 34: A Barren Tribune

At 18 summers, Achchylean found herself alone by the pond, bathing and, certain now, she raised the talisman of the magi to her mouth and breathed in, and breathed out, and breathed in again.

“Axilaine,” spoke the voice from the thicket.

“Hello, Maximilian,” said Achchylean. “Do you recall why I summon you?”

“It is our date,” said Maximilian. “I have waited.”

“Have you?” said Achchylean, and she rose from the water, a woman in all ways, with the blood rushing between her ears, and her heart jumping like a cornered beast, and yet what had been arranged was long in coming, and she was certain of it, and she strode to the edge of the veil of trees on steady legs, eyes searching for her magi.

“Where shall you take me?” Achchylean inquired.

“Come,” said Maximilian. “I have made a place for us both. Past the seedling elms and the bracken.”

Achchylean stepped forward, bare feet over the brush, bare hands and bare hips pressing all out of the way, breasts raised and tipped red with an arousal that made her ache, and in this way, she found her magi.

“You are all sweetness!” she gasped, for here he had crafted a regent’s room, laid thick with rugs, and a bed with coverlets in blue and gold, and even walls, made of tapestry, and the magi himself stood before her, and for the first time she looked upon him naked, and marveled, for he was as ready for her as she him, with his great dangling limb, and she reveled in the knowledge that he was formed this way, and she knew that soon, he must set this form against her, sunder her, perhaps kill her this way, and she cared not.

Achchylean stepped before him. “Kiss me first,” she demanded, and the magi obeyed and they embraced and kissed until she could stand it no longer, and without ceremony she went to the bed and lay on her back and raised her knees and looked at the magi.

“You must douse me now, or I perish,” she groaned, reaching between her breasts to grasp the talisman, stretching out the silver chain, knuckles white with urgency.

He moved unto her, falling upon her, kissing again as he reached among the jumble of legs to find his staff and deliver its round front to her maidenhead, and he pushed within her, and she sighed out and closed her eyes with the joy of being elevated by such a one, and bit teeth against teeth for the pain too, and for many breaths they moved together as people do, until he shook against some wrenching pleasure, and she knew something as well, an unexpected stirring that made her shiver for a time and raise her feet to the sky.

“Magi, Magi, Magi,” she sighed, kissing his forehead, his hair, his lips, “I am slain now, for I want for nothing, nothing ever. You have answered all.”

“Nay, Axilaine, you have far more living you must do,” said Maximilian. “Keep on, keep on.”

The magi drew back and Achchylean moved again without ceremony to inspect the gate of her female essence, pressing apart the folds to watch the river coursing out, for she had been told that such must be found, that a thick milk must be left if she was to know she had rewarded her lover.

“You have filled me beyond full,” she lamented. “Your grease, and ribbons of my blood too. I wish I could keep it all.”

“You have filled my heart beyond full,” said Maximilian.

Achchylean sat up and frowned, suddenly set back.

“You must have a hundred gods to play with. Girl magis. Your kind.”

“You are the only one, Axilaine,” Maximilian insisted. “I give you all my heart, whether I am here, or there.”

“You must not leave,” Achchylean said. “You must stay here in this glade always, so I can find you whenever I need you.”

“I must tend to other things,” said Maximilian. “But I will be back.”

“And leave your room here? They’ll find it, and it will be dispersed.”

“I goes with me, and comes with me,” said Maximilian.

“You have magnificent powers.”

“It is simpler than it seems.”

“When will I see you again?”

“We must not lose ourselves,” said Maximilian. “Every seventh day.”

“Seven days from today?” mourned Achchylean. “I shall die.”

“Would you die if you had never known me?”

“No, because I knew not what was absent. But now I do. There is this, and there is everything else, and everything else is dross, and it will kill me.”

“Your life is grander than you know, Axilaine,” insisted the magi. “Now say farewell, for some shall be joining you soon, and you need to greet them, and wash yourself of my love.”

“Your love,” Achchylean repeated. “Your love. Then you must love me.”

“I do, Axilaine. I love you.”

“Oh, oh,” Achchylean groaned, and she rewarded her lover with kisses and delight, and he kissed her back.

“I will not wash, for it will make in me a child,” she said hopefully. “I will raise my own magi, and I will name the father not, following the path of my mother.”

“My semen has no such power,” said Maximilian. “I give it as tribute, but there is no motherhood in it.”

Achchylean frowned again, and rose from the bed and stood, looking at her magi, blinking away tears, but speaking bravely.

“If I am still alive, I will love you again, in seven days,” she said. “And if I die first, you must visit my wake, and revive me with a kiss.”

“That is a story told in my realm,” laughed the magi. “Now go, there is no time left. I will see you again.”

Achchylean stumbled out, looking back but once, and she made merry with the other girls who came to bathe, and never passed her hand against her gate, for if the magi’s offering could make her thick with child, she wanted that, and if the magi’s offering was barren, still she wanted it in her. And she tarried long at the bath, and when she was alone again, she went back into the woods, marveling there because all was as it had been, natural bracken and seedlings, with no magi’s room, and she wept a little more before she dried herself and dressed and returned to the manor.




Chapter 35: Arthur’s Revelation

“I don’t always know what I’m thinking,” Yvonne confessed over lunch. “Doesn’t that seem strange to you?”

“It depends on what you mean,” Arthur said.

“Like yesterday,” she elaborated. “I didn’t know how much I was dreading seeing Lane until it was over. Why didn’t I know that yesterday? If I had, maybe I could have made it better.”

“Maybe,” Arthur said. “Or maybe you knew, but you didn’t want to consciously, because there’s nothing you could do about it.”

Yvonne, raising her glass to her lips, stopped it halfway up, blinked, pondered.

“You can’t numb,” he added.

“That could be it,” she said, nodding. “My mind doesn’t tell me. But doesn’t that seem – like insanity to you?”

“Or proper functioning,” Arthur quipped.

“Does yours do that?”

“All the time,” Arthur replied. “You’ve seen my self-improvement reviews.”

“Do you think it’s the same thing?”

“The mind is really complicated,” Arthur said. “It knows a lot more than you can consciously process, so it has to pick and choose what it tells you. I think we’re alike that way.”

“My mind is weird,” Yvonne said. “I’d ask Ross about it. You know, ‘Why do I have this thing? Why do I think that way? What’s this for?’ And I never could get a real answer from him.”

“Are you going to ask him again Saturday?”

“Yes. And you have to make him tell me.”

Arthur snorted.

“I’ll try. But maybe he doesn’t understand the code he wrote.”

“The code?” Yvonne asked.

“The software code,” Arthur said.

“He doesn’t write software,” she said. “He’s a molecular physicist.”

“I don’t get it,” Arthur said.

“That’s just what he is,” Yvonne said.

“Yeah, but that’s not what he does,” Arthur said. “He hacked servers. He had to write code for that.”

“I guess you have a question for him too, then.”

“I doubt I’ll have any more luck with him than you did,” Arthur said. “I know TIQ holds its trade secrets pretty closely.”

“We’ll see,” she predicted vaguely.

Yvonne, propelled by the guilt of leaving her crew idle yesterday, kissed Arthur and left the pod as soon as she’d finished her drink, determined to keep the inmates busy today.

Arthur departed a few minutes later, surprised to see that Lane’s pod was still in its space, more surprised to see Lane exiting it.

“Uh, Arthur?” he said.

“Yeah?” Arthur said, mouth going suddenly dry as he went through the possibilities of the conversation. Could his interference in Yvonne’s tune-up cost him the girl? Would they take her back if they didn’t appreciate Arthur’s protectiveness?

Could they take her back? What if she said no?

“I had a question for you,” Lane said. “About Yvonne.”

“I kind of need to get going,” Arthur said, not quite honestly.

“Just one question,” Lane said, stepping up to Arthur on the catwalk, looking down a little uneasily at a half mile of nothingness that terminated in a wilderness of verdancy.

“Okay,” Arthur replied non-comitally. If he didn’t like the question, he’d turn and leave. He would not debase himself, or allow Yvonne to be debased, in exchange for her presence.

There was a poem in there somewhere. Yvonne embodied poetry, the way a great slab of marble embodies a sculpture. You just had to find it.

“Is she a little clumsy?” Lane asked, staring at Arthur’s chest.

“What do you mean?”

“Does she say things that, sort of, knock the wind out of you?”

“Knock the wind out of me?” Arthur echoed. “Metaphorically?”

“Yes, metaphorically.”

“You mean, like, hurt a lot?”

“Yes, that could be one result.”

“Well . . .” Arthur said, his mind immediately going to Yvonne’s comments about Donna yesterday. “Well, she is only a year old.”

“Do you ever numb?”

“Yes, maybe once a month,” Arthur admitted.

“Have you ever numbed because of something she said?”

“Why are you asking me this?” Arthur demanded.

“It’s part of what I need to do.”

“Yvonne is amazing,” Arthur said, consciously rejecting the word synthesis with his next sentence. “The most amazing person I’ve ever met.”

“I’ll pass that along,” Lane said, looking down at the distant earth. “But . . . she has her moments?”

“We all do,” Arthur said. “Yesterday wasn’t a great day for her. For me either. We had some words. We’re good now.”

“She hurt you,” Lane said blankly.

“Yes, she did.”

“How?”

“I’d rather not say,” Arthur replied after a pause, determined not to bring up Donna to a virtual stranger.

“It hurt bad enough you numbed?” Lane queried. “Last night?”

“Yeah,” Arthur said. “Look, I’ve got to get going.”

“Sure, thanks.”

Arthur headed up the stairs and into the skyfarm, not looking back, unconcerned about what Lane might be doing now, and he made his way into the operations hall, allowing work to keep his mind off the things about Yvonne he would otherwise be thinking about. He set the wall behind him to a virtual world of white mountains and blue sky and white rivers and blue pools and impossibly bright flowers, and he turned from his labors often enough to admire.

It was Thursday afternoon. In less than two days, he was going to meet Ross Feingold, to seek information on Yvonne’s behalf she couldn’t shake loose from him.

How could he be a molecular physicist? It was an impressive title, Arthur conceded, but useless for designing artificial intelligence.

Over the next two days, Yvonne’s mood fluctuated – a tear here and there, apologies for Wednesday, heady sex Thursday – until what she called her period began, on Friday night, and she went to bed nearly giddy with relief, despite the occasional cramp. She and Arthur embraced and kissed but did no more, the white nob of a Feminex guarding her chamber door, peeking out between her lips.

They both slept in, and she cursed when she awoke and saw that she’d overwhelmed her menstrual unit, leaving three red blots on the blue sheets.

“It’ll come out,” she promised Arthur on the way to the bathroom to wash up.

Arthur looked at the drying stains, wondered what the chemical composition was, but decided not to ask.

Yvonne let the inmates out for an hour, apologized that they’d have to stay in the rest of the day, and instructed Bambi and Mr. George to take turns keeping them company. The bots agreed to present from their standard repertory, reading the news, singing, and playing truth or dare from the other side of the bars. If the inmates decided unanimously they wanted to watch the bots have sex, that would be fine too.

A little after 10, Yvonne tapped in the instructions that unmoored their St. Beatrix and sent it wafting across the clear blue skies of the northern United States.

At 11, while Yvonne was in the shower and Arthur was watching the news, a message from Uncle Scot popped up.

“Time to chat?” he asked.

Arthur opened it immediately.

“Uncle Scot!”

“Arthur, great to see you, how have you been?” he asked, leaning into the camera, his face filling the screen.

“Can’t complain,” Arthur said. “I’ve got a pod.”

“Your mother told me,” said Uncle Scot. “How did you score a Bee?”

“Yvonne arranged it,” Arthur said. “Did Mom tell you about Yvonne?”

“Almost nothing,” Uncle Scot said. “Where is she?”

“Showering. You’ll like her.”

“When can I meet her? Where are you?”

Arthur tapped on the tetatet, sending Uncle Scot his coordinates.

“Which way are you headed?”

“West,” Arthur replied. “We’ll probably stop somewhere over Sioux Falls, South Dakota, to meet one of Yvonne’s friends, and then head back to the farm tonight near Chicago.”

“Let me catch up with you before you get back there,” Uncle Scot pleaded. “I’ve got the whole weekend free, and I want to know what’s going on.”

“How much has Mom told you?”

“She wanted me to talk to you. She refused to say anything about how you ended up with this girl.”

“Not much of a story,” Arthur said.

“You never said a word about her,” Uncle Scot protested. “We spent a week together over Africa and it was all Donna. And now Yvonne?”

“Yeah,” Arthur said, throat closing unexpectedly, and he looked away from the screen.

“Hey, sorry about that, by the way,” Uncle Scot said. “I know it’s tough, especially the first one.”

“Yeah, it hurt,” Arthur agreed.

“Okay, I’ll be checking in around six, look for me. We can have dinner together.”

“Sounds good.”

“Bye.”

“Bye.”

Arthur turned back to the news until Yvonne emerged from the bathroom in nothing but her feminex, the white knob barely visible between her labia.

“Who were you talking to?” she asked, standing by the bed, pulling a bright green sundress over her head, adhering a pad to the crotch of her panties.

“Uncle Scot,” Arthur replied. “He wants to meet you.”

“Nice,” she said. “I’d love to meet him.”

“He promised to look for us somewhere over Illinois about six.”

“Okay, good,” Yvonne said. “That will give us an excuse to leave Ross’s if it drags on.”

“Or if it gets weird?”

“Or for any other reason,” she said.

Somewhere over North Dakota around 11:45 a.m., the Bee started tracking Feingold’s pod and announced an estimate docking time of 11:58.

Yvonne seemed suddenly nervous to Arthur, returning to the bathroom, brushing her hair, sitting on the bed to try on a pair of blue sneakers before she settled on a pair of white sandals.

Arthur went with his standard weekend outfit, blue jeans, a black t-shirt and a black sweatshirt.

At 11:55, they headed onto the balcony, traversing the skies just under a thick layer of cloud.

“There he is!” Yvonne shouted, clapping under her chin.

It took Arthur another minute to spot the craft, a tiny gray dot moving toward them.

“Ross!” Yvonne shouted, when the pod was close enough that she could apparently make out his form on the balcony. Arthur could see no sign of life on the floating home until it was a half mile away, various blotches of color resolving themselves into a slightly older version of the mug shot, with thick, shoulder-length black hair, an orange t-shirt, white pajama bottoms, and bare feet.

“Ross!” Yvonne shouted. “Ross, how are you?”

One hundred feet away and closing fast, the man rose, smiled weakly, looked at Yvonne, looked at Arthur briefly before turning his attention back to Yvonne, and he was still looking at her when the two pods met, balcony to balcony, and locked together, rotating slowly a mile above the earth.

“Oh my god, Ross, oh my god!” Yvonne said, passing the back of her hand against the corner of her eye. “How are you? How are you?”

Yvonne didn’t wait for the gates to be opened, leaning across the gap to wrap Feingold in a hug almost violent in its intensity.

The second time she kissed his cheek, Feingold seemed to come to life, face breaking into a smile, and he laughed and kissed her back, on her cheek, on her mouth, hugging her with matching vigor.

She pulled herself away, still laughing, turned to Arthur.

“And this is Arthur Connor-Hu!” she exclaimed.

“From the movie,” Feingold said, extending his hand, his smile strangely grim. “As soon as Yvonne saw you, she knew you were the one.”

“Hush, Ross,” Yvonne said, the color rising in her cheeks, and she unlatched both gates and stepped onto Feingold’s balcony. “Okay, I’m being rude. Where do you want to talk? Want to come visit our Bee, or talk in your place?”

“Let’s talk over here,” Feingold said, backing up, the door opening behind him, a sheet of clear plastic for a window.

Feingold’s place was what Arthur expected, a shrine to technology and related esoterica, with a clear bias toward inscrutable things at the molecular level. There was the obligatory periodic table, floating on a hi-res screen, with an overlay, each element featuring the face of a character from the sort of movies people like Feingold would like, some cinema verité, some the scripted kind: Hydrogen got Marsha from the CV cult hit “What May Happen in a Field . . .” For helium, there was Doctor Paucity from the scripted “All the Hench’s Men.” Oxygen was Agnes Optimum (her real name), from the CV classic “Science Schooled.”

The other wall looked out on an ironically-cliché laden, computer-generated fantasy world, castles and elves and dragons and knights, a damsel here and there, all consulting old-fashioned cell phones and modern tetatets.

The furniture was designed to look spartan, even cheap, but Arthur sensed solidity and guessed it was all from something on the tasteful side, Bangor House or Hermite.

And then Arthur noticed the long, elegant molecule, painted in white on black velvet, another ironic medium choice, with every atom labeled, one end a simple string, the other end forked in two, as if . . . as if . . . it was duplicating itself from one end to the other.

Arthur stared at the painting until Yvonne tapped his arm and bade him side beside her on the couch, while Feingold took the easy chair.

There is something here, Arthur thought.

Maybe.

No, it couldn’t be.

But all the pieces were falling into place, in Arthur’s mind.

While Arthur pondered, he had the sense of an asymmetrical conversation happening beside him, Yvonne belting out questions and observations and detailed accounts of her time at the skyfarm, Feingold replying somberly, asking a question now and then, laughing humorlessly.

“So, Arthur and I both want to know,” Yvonne was saying. “Well, we have a question.”

“Shoot.”

Yvonne was silent.

Arthur sat, staring at the picture.

“Arthur?” she said.

“Oh . . . what?”

“Ask our question,” she said, grabbing his hand to press it against her thigh.

“Okay,” Arthur said. “Okay.”

Suddenly nervous, he looked into the expressive eyes of Ross Feingold, who discovered while a junior in high school a way to store data on chips beyond binary, at the molecular level. Arthur knew enough about computers to guess the discovery would have been a game changer, an improvement in calculative powers many orders of magnitude greater than anything before, a shift that would have reduced Moore’s Law to the irrelevance of vacuum tubes.

They were still expressive eyes, but now they were sadder. What had happened? Was he still upset about being arrested for disrupting government mainframes?

“Why did you give her pain?” Arthur inquired.

“I didn’t give her pain,” Feingold said back, face blank, his eyes boring into Arthur’s.

“No, you didn’t,” Arthur shot back, and he squeezed Yvonne’s hand before he continued with what was, at the moment, a wild, half-formed hypothesis: “Evolution did.”

Feingold’s face registered mild surprise, and he looked at Yvonne.

“Did she tell you that?”

“No,” Arthur said. “Not directly.”

Arthur paused, breathed in, and fought the shake in his voice.

“She said you developed personalities through competition,” Arthur said. “That’s all she said. But you didn’t start with ideas. You started with carbon and water.”

Yvonne laughed and clapped and bounced on Feingold’s couch, and the absence of a squeak – or any noise whatsoever – confirmed to Arthur they were sitting on a top-of-the-line piece.

“It’s so crazy,” she declared, “it might just work!”

“Do you know what I’m talking about?” Arthur asked, looking at her.

“Not really,” she said.

“Ross didn’t create personalities and test them against each other,” Arthur said. “He created molecules. He created primordial soup. And he let it all evolve.”

Yvonne stopped bouncing and turned to stare at Arthur.

“He created a world,” Arthur continued, “and he let it evolve, until he got – until TIQ got – people.”




Chapter 36: A Visit to One’s Origins

“Ross,” Yvonne said, turning to Feingold. “Is it true? Is what Arthur’s saying true?”

Feingold nodded, just the merest hint of pride in his eyes.

Why is he admitting this? Arthur wondered. Either announce it to the world, as an achievement of profound significance, or deny it to all comers.

Arthur had been working on a hunch, an educated guess, and Feingold could have denied it all, and turned the conversation back to the Washington Skyfarm and Yvonne’s misadventures with five federal inmates.

He wasn’t denying. Was he playing with them, with Yvonne, with Arthur, allowing them to believe certain things to see how the folly would play out? Arthur still didn’t understand Feingold’s relationship with Yvonne, rendering Feingold’s relationship with Arthur that much more impenetrable. There might ultimately be mischief here, even malevolence, even danger. But Arthur continued to sense only sorrow.

“I have memories,” Yvonne said quietly.

“Some,” Feingold replied, and now there was a hint of bitterness.

“There’s a man with horns,” she said. “He . . . he killed my father.”

“No,” Feingold said. “An aurochs killed your father.”

“A what?”

“An aurochs.”

“What’s an aurochs?” Yvonne inquired.

“On earth, one of the first domesticated bovines. Where evolution in the set was parallel, I use the same words.”

“You’re confirming this, then,” Arthur stated. “You’re saying I’m right? That Yvonne was created through full evolution?”

“Yvonne’s personality was created through full evolution, and it was synthesized with a body created at TIQ.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?” Yvonne asked, smiling but with a face that hinted at shock, even offense.

“It wasn’t time,” Feingold said. “And you never asked the question quite right anyway. Does anyone want a drink?”

“Do you have any Dry Essence?” Yvonne asked.

“I always keep a little on hand,” Feingold replied, rising and heading to the kitchen. “Peanut butter.”

“Yum,” Yvonne said, but there was no enthusiasm in her voice now.

“Arthur, a little bourbon?”

“Sure, just a shot, neat,” Arthur replied.

Feingold stood with his back to the couple, pouring and mixing, and Yvonne turned to stare at Arthur, wide-eyed, her hand gripping his.

Arthur just shrugged, his mind full of questions he had to sort through before he could ask anything. His opening gambit was obvious.

“Why didn’t you leave out the pain part?” he asked.

Feingold turned, two crystal tumblers in his hand, one with a shot of bourbon splashing at the bottom, the other full to the brim with Dry Essence.

He handed over the drinks, went back to the counter for his own, returned and held his out.

“To discovering one’s true origins,” he said, and the three glasses clinked together.

Feingold returned to his chair, sat, stared into the bottom of his tumbler, while Arthur and Yvonne waited for him to speak.

“Pain has to be there,” he said. “You might as well ask why we gave Yvonne an alloy skeleton.”

“Where is this world?” Arthur inquired.

Feingold rose, stepped to a desk in the far corner, returned with a small black box and handed it to Arthur.

It was light, plastic, about the size of his thumb, but flatter, and featureless except for a slot at one end, lined on either side with countless tiny white fibers.

“In the first days of modern computing,” Feingold said, swishing his bourbon at the bottom of his tumbler, “they built acre-sized warehouses, with nothing but servers. You’ve seen the pictures?”

“Yes,” Arthur said.

Yvonne nodded.

“They kept shrinking the processors down, so now a closet can hold what an acre used to.”

“Okay,” Arthur said.

“I just handed you 8,000 closets,” Feingold said.

Arthur peered at the little box, gazed into the slot, as if he’d be able to see how it worked through its opening.

“It’s all on this?” Arthur inquired.

“Oh no,” Feingold replied with a laugh. “Not nearly. We still needed an acre or two.”

“An acre of these?” Arthur said, his mind whirring as he struggled to comprehend the computing power involved. “All packed in?”

“Two hundred feet by 300 feet by 12 feet high,” Feingold said. “We keep them half an inch apart. They get hot.”

Arthur gave up trying to imagine the power of such a facility.

“We’re tracking every atom,” Feingold said. “We have to. Every atom, and all the rules. Weak force. Strong force. Valences. Magnetism. Water was surprisingly hard. And then we mostly just let them go, with a little guidance now and then, to speed thing up.”

“You’re keeping this a secret?” Arthur asked. “I haven’t seen anything about it.”

“Trade secret,” Feingold said.

“Why are you telling us, then?” Arthur demanded.

“I trust you,” he said, and he looked at Yvonne. “And she needs to know . . . some things.”

“Why didn’t you tell me before?” Yvonne demanded.

“I didn’t want to distract you,” Feingold said. “You were so excited, about so many other things. I didn’t want you to get lost in that dismal rabbit hole.”

“Okay, now I want to know everything!” Yvonne shouted. “You have to tell me everything! About everything!”

She was bouncing on the couch, and she set her drink on the coffee table so she could clap and stomp her feet.

“Who was my mother?” she cried. “What was my father like?”

“Wait, wait, Yvonne,” Arthur said. “There’s someone else . . .”

Arthur paused, looked at Feingold, looked back at Yvonne.

“There’s someone else there you should probably ask about first.”

“Who? Who?” Yvonne exclaimed.

“You,” Arthur said.

“Huh?” Yvonne said.

“You,” Arthur repeated. “You had a mother and father. So you had a you. There’s an Yvonne there. Or there was an Yvonne there, I don’t know. Right, Ross? You took Yvonne’s personality from someone who evolved there, a girl who lived there?”

“Her name is Axilaine,” Feingold said quietly, looking away.

“Ah,” Yvonne said, suddenly still, as if dumbstruck, unable to talk or even think.

She raised her hands to her mouth, and Arthur noticed that every nail glowed with a variation of bright yellow, the color of the sun as perceived by 10 cameras on 10 sides of the daytime world.

“Axilaine,” she said. “No. Wait. More like Akks . . . Achs . . . Achlean? Right? Achchyline?”

“Close,” Feingold said. “The pronunciation is too difficult for me, but it must be one of the things you remember.”

“It’s like a sound I hear, in my head,” Yvonne said, turning to Arthur and smiling with wide-eyed amazement. “It’s always been there. I never knew what it meant.”

“It means deer in that language.”

“Why can’t I remember everything?” Yvonne said, looking at Feingold suspiciously. “Why didn’t you give me a memory?”

“I tried,” Feingold said. “Nothing has ever been more important to me than giving you all your memories . . . from then.”

Yvonne’s expression changed briefly to puzzlement, before she looked at him wistfully. “Do you think I could . . . maybe . . . go . . .?”

“Yes,” Feingold said.

“What do you think I was going to say?” Yvonne asked.

“You want to see the world that created your mind. You want to see your mother. And your father.”

“I do,” Yvonne said.

“And you,” Arthur said.

“Yes.”

“And you can,” Feingold said.

“When?” Yvonne asked.

“Now.”

“Oh,” Yvonne sighed, and she pressed her palms together and put her lips against the tips of her index fingers. “How?”

“We can bypass your sense organs,” Feingold said, “and plug it straight into your mind.”

“Plug what?” Arthur asked.

Feingold looked into the dwindling bourbon, swished it, spoke to his tumbler.

“It started out as an idea for evolving personalities from scratch, because nothing else anyone was trying was working. We couldn’t emulate the true human mind, because we didn’t understand how it functioned. But once it was up and running . . . once we had our first 500 species, our first virus, our first parasite, our first symbiosis, we realized . . . this was bigger than any of us. So we started recording.”

“Everything?” Arthur said.

“Not for the first billion years or so,” Feingold said.

“A billion years?” Yvonne shouted. “How long did that take?”

“Six months,” Feingold said. “Things were much more static then. The next billion took two years.”

“What’s the total time covered?” Arthur asked.

“Two point three billion years,” Feingold said. “We’re where it took the earth 4.5 billion years to get. A nudge now and then helped.”

“I want to see it,” Yvonne insisted. “You have to show me.”

“You’re not going to like it,” Feingold warned.

“What do you mean?”

“Terrible things happened.”

“Like what?”

“To say that those on the project have been disillusioned would be a gross understatement,” Feingold said, and he looked at Yvonne. “You need to be lying down.”

“Where?” Yvonne asked, leaning over on the couch. “Here?”

“Floor,” Feingold said.

Laughing, Yvonne immediately rolled off the couch and onto the floor, hands folded on her chest before she laughed again and raised her arms up to Arthur.

“Can I take Arthur?” she asked.

“No,” Feingold said tersely, standing, going to his closet, returning with what looked to Arthur like a tiara, a circlet with a network of wires over the forehead.

“Put this on,” Feingold said.

Yvonne pulled the device over her head with mock solemnity.

“Don’t say I didn’t warn you,” Feingold said.

“You didn’t warn me,” Yvonne immediately shot back. “You just said terrible things happened, and I don’t know what that means. Murder? Mayhem? Bad plumbing?”

“You’re going to see the equivalent of early medieval,” Feingold said. “Dark Ages. Use your imagination.”

“It’s just on computers, though, right?” Yvonne asked.

“To them, it’s real,” Feingold said. “Stay there long enough, and it’ll be real for you too.”

“What do I do?”

“I’m going to start you at your birth,” Feingold said, opening a tetatet on the coffee table. “I encourage you to stay close to yourself – to Axilaine – because she’s lived a charmed life, and what you see won’t be that bad. Point with your right hand to where you want to go spatially, and it will take you there. It’s a little jerky, but you’ll figure it out. To travel through time, point your right toe into the ground, and point up or down with your right finger. That’s a lot more jerky. You’ll mess up, and you’ll probably get lost, but anytime you clasp your hands, like this – Feingold demonstrated, and Yvonne mimicked him – you’ll return to your birth, and you can start over.”

“Okay,” Yvonne said, her excitement palpable.

“You can end it at any time by grabbing your left index finger in your right hand, like this.”

“Okay.”

“You’ll just be watching what happened,” Feingold said. “It’s all in the past, and it’s all done, so you’ll try to change things, but you can’t. You’ll be telling people to stop. It’s instinctive. Just watch and learn and try not to cry.”

“Will you hear what I say?” she asked, sitting up to grab a pillow from the couch. She set it down on the floor, dropped her head on it, smiled at Arthur. He smiled back.

“You’ll be in a dream state,” Feingold said. “You might make a sound or two, you might jerk a little, but most of your motor functions will be shut off.”

“Is that thing designed for her head specifically?” Arthur asked, trying to keep the nerves out of his voice.

“It’s a little modified from something we use to monitor synthesis mind functions,” Feingold said. “It’s switched from collection to input.”

“So you’ve tested it?” Arthur asked.

“Thoroughly,” Feingold replied.

“I want to go!” Yvonne shouted, lying on her back and clapping her hands. “Hurry!”

“Okay, close your eyes,” Feingold said, tapping on the tetatet through what Arthur found to be incomprehensible commands in a highly esoteric gray and white interface.

Yvonne brought her hands to either side of her mouth and looked at Arthur in mock terror, then she smiled, dropped her head and closed her eyes.

Arthur’s gaze alternated between Yvonne on the floor and Feingold’s fingers on the tetatet, and his eyes were back on Yvonne when her eyelids fluttered and she pursed her lips and went limp, her arms dropping to the floor, her feet angling sideways.

“You may not know her when she comes back,” Feingold said.

“I thought you said you tested that thing,” Arthur said with growing alarm.

“I’m not saying it will damage her,” Feingold said. “I’m saying it might function properly, and change her beyond your ability to recognize her.”

“How long are you planning to keep her under?”

“It’s up to her. But there are two decades she should be interested in.”

“We’re supposed to meet my uncle over Iowa by six,” Arthur said.

“I’ll be checking in with her in two hours, if she’s not back by then,” Feingold said. “And monitoring her reactions in the meantime.”

Arthur looked at Yvonne, started.

“Her eyes are wet,” he said. “She’s crying.”

“Of course she’s crying,” Feingold said back. “She’s watching herself get born. It was beautiful. But it wasn’t pretty.”

“You’ve seen this,” Arthur stated.

“I have,” Feingold said. “The usual screams, the usual blood, the usual prayers to the usual suspects.”

“Why did you choose her personality?”

“Have you met her?”

“Who, Yvonne?” Arthur asked, before he realized that Feingold was making fun of him. Or insulting him.

“I’ve spent the last two weeks with her,” Arthur said. “She’s . . . I called her deliciously manifest. That’s how I—”

“Was that your poetry?” Feingold interrupted.

“No, that was just two words. My poems are longer.”

“Have you ever been published?”

“No, other than a school publication or two.”

“You were in a movie,” Feingold said.

Arthur felt like he was playing tennis with the man. And not a friendly game. There was competition here, for some reason. He didn’t trust Feingold. He didn’t understand him either.

“I was in two movies,” Arthur said, deciding to play defensively, self-effacingly. “A very bit part in a good one, a little bit longer part in a terrible one.”

“I saw them both,” Feingold said.

“You should have stopped with the first one.”

“That’s what Yvonne did,” Feingold said, picking up Arthur’s tumbler up and striding to the kitchenette.

“What do you mean?”

“More bourbon?” Feingold asked.

Arthur looked down at Yvonne, recoiled.

“Uh, Ross, something’s going on.”

Her eyes were open and her mouth gaped wide, as if she were shrieking, but no sound was coming out.

“She’s probably watching them torture her mother.”




Chapter 37: A Terrible Fever

As she had many times before, spring and summer, autumn and winter, and summer again, two summers after she first took a magi as her lover, Achchylean blew into her talisman, and slipped into the woods by the pond, where they usually met, and sometimes she found him, sometimes not, but this afternoon she found him again waiting for her, naked and blooming between his legs, and she frowned and did not greet him, but went to his bed and put herself on all fours, to be taken like an animal, for this he had taught her, and many other ways of being taken or taking, above him, beneath him, beside him, before him, by mouth, by second hole, by hand, and he settled behind her and did his delicious work, but still she smiled not, and declined to seek out that little death for which she always pined, and when he was finished and out of her and seated, she turned and spoke.

“It was every seventh day,” she said, checking as she always did for the white liquor that spilled from her pink, lower mouth, finding it there, coursing thick. “And then every fortnight. And then once a moon, and now I blow on that child’s plaything and you show not for two moons, or three.”

“There are troubles in that other realm,” said Maximilian, sorrow creasing his face. “I have told you of my burdens there. They only grow.”

“I have my own burdens,” said Achchylean. “I tend a half dozen children, half of whom spit up, and the other half newborn that can’t walk but shat and cry in turn, and none are my issue, and my mother grows old and can barely contain my brother, so I must do more than half the work of making him a man, yet always I set aside time for you, and you ignore me, and I am hurt, Magi.”

“I am sorry,” said Maximilian. “It is not you, it is me. I am . . . you are too good for me.”

“Ah!” shouted Achchylean. “What say you?”

“Perhaps I should take my leave.”

“No!” shrieked Achchylean. “No! You shall not take your leave. You shall restore yourself to what you were, you grabber of arrows, swallower of swords; you maker of earth, you mover of rooms. You have the power to provide for me, and you must. I’ll have it no other way.”

“Something must be done today,” said Maximilian soberly, as if he did not hear her positions at all.

“What thing?”

“A thing done by the other realm. For we must . . . study . . . your spirit, all of your mind, and you shall sleep for a time as we make a twin of you, part by part, holding one up, and then the other, separating things for a time before we join them back, and it may render you sick for a time—”

“Your words make not even the merest sense,” protested Achchylean.

“And . . . you must remember me,” continued Maximilian. “You must remember my face. You must remember my name.”

“Maximilian.”

“No, my name in the other realm is something else. It is Ross Feingold.”

“You are babbling like the children whose arses I wipe.”

“Say my name, my true name.”

“Speak the sounds again.”

“Ross Feingold.”

“Roessefeixhold.”

“Ross Feingold.”

“Russ Fenngled.”

“Ross Feingold.”

“I tire of this.”

“When you awake there, you must remember it, for you shall see me there, and you must ask for me, and we shall be together again.”

“If I may see you only after I die, I choose to die now.”

“No, you will not die. You will become a second, who will join me in my realm. You will live here, and one with your spirit and your mind will live there.”

“Speak to me as a lover again, and not like a bird calling nonsense.”

“I must go,” said Maximilian, manhood soft.

“If you go, I shall blow this thing until it break!” cried Achchylean, and she put the twig to her mouth and flooded it with air, and it hissed and whistled, and suddenly she was alone in the woods, naked, with an aching mind and a furious heart and a wet chamber, and she dressed and vomited and tripped like one drunk and ill all the way back to the manor.

That very evening, she fell sick with fever and bursting skull, and her mother tended her, and brother as well, with a damp cloth on her forehead, and Achchylean could barely move, but only wept.

“What man did this?” demanded Syrenda. “For I know the mark of the lovesick, and he shall pay.”

“It was only the night air,” sobbed Achchylean, when she could speak at all.

“If that night air swells your belly, I will mourn for you as if you had died.”

“Mother, soak the rag, and speak not,” Achchylean said. “Your words double my plague.”

After seven days more during which she thought she might die, and hoped she might die if dying gave her back Maximilian as it had been early on, Achchylean arose, and pursued her duties as before, and she served well and faithfully in the manor of the king, tending to the ladies and their brood who lived there year round, and the king’s concerns when he was lodged, and Achchylean did not make good on her promise, blowing into the talisman only now and then, expecting nothing and receiving nothing, and yet it hung between her breasts, once the path to dearest joy and now, like her life, a hollow twig hung on a silver chain.




Chapter 38: Alchemy

“Huh?” Arthur asked. “No, her eyes are open, her mouth’s open. I think she’s—”

“She can’t see anything here,” Feingold said from the kitchen. “Her little crown has taken over all her senses. What you’re seeing is just a very strong reaction to something. Probably the torture, given the timing.”

“They’re torturing her mother?” Arthur said. “What the hell are you talking about?”

“In the little village where Yvonne – Axilaine – was born, they like to know who everyone’s father is. Her mother wouldn’t tell, so they put her on the post and tried to whip it out of her.”

“Hey,” Arthur said. “Hey, I don’t think this is right. I don’t think Yvonne should be seeing this.”

Feingold, his back turned toward Arthur, said nothing, just poured, returning with a pair of tumblers, fresh bourbon in the bottom of each.

He sat down, set the tumblers down, pushed his hair behind his ears, and looked at Arthur.

“Why?”

“It’s bothering her,” Arthur said. “She looks like she’s in shock.”

“It hurts, of course,” Feingold said. “Existence hurts. Truth hurts.”

“What are they doing to her mother?” Arthur asked.

“First of all, Axilaine was an infant when it happened. She cried throughout, but it was a sort of senseless sympathy. She had no memory of it, in any way.”

“They killed her mother when she was an infant?”

“Will you take a sip?” Feingold said. “Drink a little, and I’ll talk.”

Arthur obliged, reluctantly.

“No, I didn’t say they killed her. They just tortured her. And it was highly ritualized. Based on her reaction, birthing Axilaine hurt far worse.”

“You’ve watched all this, then,” Arthur said.

“Over and over.”

“Why?” Arthur asked, glancing at Yvonne’s face, on the floor by his feet, eyebrows raised, mouth opened in a silent scream, body utterly still. “Wait, what’s going on now?”

“She’s about to die, probably,” Feingold said. “She and her mother and their merry band, caught in the woods by a bigger band of mortal enemies.”

“Wow.”

“It’s okay,” Feingold said. “They all lived. They were saved.”

Yvonne’s face transitioned quickly from terror to something else. Surprise. Confusion. Her mouth moved, as if she were asking a question, or shouting at someone.

If Feingold knew what was happening, he kept it to himself. “Do you love Yvonne?” he inquired, spinning his bourbon and staring into it.

“Yes,” Arthur said. “Yes.”

“You just met her.”

“There is something about her,” Arthur said soberly, “that transcends time.”

“True on several levels,” Feingold said. “So don’t you want to see where she came from?”

“I feel like I already know,” Arthur said. “From Quebec. From TIQ. You gave her her mind, she did a year of training, and now she’s working on a skyfarm.”

“What do you think of the bourbon?” Feingold asked.

Arthur took another small sip.

“I’m more a wine guy,” he said, “but this seems really good.”

“It’s the best bourbon in the world,” Feingold asserted. “Objectively.”

“How do you know?”

“Yvonne’s people figured out a way to make something similar, and I watched. Barrels with two kinds of wood, 18 staves of an oak equivalent, 19 staves of their poplar, and they kilned the wood before they made the barrels, and afterwards, they kept the distillate warm for a month before they finished aging it, and now after some trial and error, we’ve got the same thing.”

“Okay,” Arthur said. “I like it.”

“Where did it come from?” Feingold inquired.

“Uh,” Arthur said, “like you told me, from a recipe in that world.”

“Very good,” Feingold said. “I’m glad you didn’t say it came from a bottle in my kitchenette.”

“I’m sensing metaphor here,” Arthur said after a pause. “Yvonne is no more a product of TIQ than this bourbon is a product of that bottle. And if I don’t understand that, I don’t know her.”

“You’re learning,” Feingold said. “And I respect that. You figure things out.”

Yvonne, eyes closed, had begun to breathe, heavily, her legs rolling.

“Ah yes,” Feingold said. “She’s probably watching her mother get fucked.”

“Are you trying to mess with me?” Arthur asked. “Because this is making me really uncomfortable.”

“People have sex,” Feingold said.

“She watched her mother have sex?”

“No, Axilaine was a toddler then. She slept through it. Yvonne – not Axilaine – is watching her mother have sex. And she seems to be enjoying it. And I don’t blame her.”

“You’ve watched this too.”

“Of course,” Feingold said. “Yvonne’s mother was an exceptional woman. And very . . . passionate.”

Feingold stared into his drink, apparently lost in a memory.

“What were their bodies like?” Arthur asked. “They evolved like ours?”

“Very similar,” Feingold said. “Five fingers, five toes, reproductive parts all parallel, organs just about identical. We helped a little, but the human form seems to be inevitable.”

Feingold paused, sipped, stared into his drink and sipped again.

“And so does the human mind.”

“Did you consider taking her mother’s personality?”

“No,” Feingold said. “She was perfect for her world. Down to earth, practical, focused, wise and tough. But we were looking for a little more enthusiasm, more openness. I could tell all the pieces were there in Yvonne before she – before Axilaine – was 10, and I watched her grow up, and . . .”

Feingold’s voice trailed off.

Yvonne, eyes closed, bore a new expression. It looked like confusion, forehead wrinkled, mouth in a frown.

“Her mother’s just been made a slave,” Feingold said. “Most likely.”

“Is there anything that didn’t happen to that girl’s poor mother?”

“Her mother did very well,” Feingold said. “These were all just bumps in the road.”

“How old was she when they enslaved her mom?”

“Still a toddler,” Feingold said. “By the time she started forming memories, they were all living with royalty.”

“Yvonne was royalty?”

“No, that’s not what I said,” Feingold blurted, a little impatiently. “Stop trying to apply clichés to what I’m telling you. Real life is always going to be more complicated than the first thing that pops into your mind.”

“Okay,” Arthur said, annoyed by the correction.

“Axilaine’s mother, through serendipity, ended up in a good place, and Axiliaine grew up beloved.”

“Why doesn’t she remember any of it?” Arthur inquired.

“She remembers some of it,” Feingold said, his face darkening. “Her name. You saw that. Snatches of things. Maybe the language. But not, unfortunately, as much as I would have liked, and some of it’s jumbled, like the things about her father. Transferring a mind from a base seven data repository to the chip rack of a functioning entity is harder than it sounds. We had to prioritize personality, the ability to learn language, spatial understanding, adaptability. Transferring over individual memories was less important, and I’m not sure we could have done it even if that’s all we’d wanted to do.”

“What was she like at first?” Arthur inquired.

“Until you’ve watched it a few times, it’s profoundly strange. She followed the usual pattern, though. They always look at their hands first.”

Feingold splayed his fingers and raised them to his face, turning them as he stared, feigning mystification.

“Next, they look at their genitals, and they touch and stimulate. Just having them doesn’t matter, they always want to make sure they feel right. We call it inventorying, making sure they have their two most important components.”

Feingold smiled, looked up at Arthur, took a sip.

“Drink with me,” he said.

Arthur obliged.

“They’re activated in a cell, with a glass front and a few of us on the other side. They look at us, and they’re still learning to focus, so they’ll squint, and back away, or walk to the glass and babble. Yvonne babbled, happily. She saw us, and knew we were friends.”

“You were there when she woke up?”

“I was. I was there all the time.”

“She said you were very close. But then you backed off a little, and she wasn’t sure why.”

Feingold grimaced.

“Hey, sorry,” Arthur said. “That’s not criticism. She was just a little confused by it.”

“Well,” Feingold said. “She chose you.”

“What do you mean?”

“She saw your movie,” Feingold said, adding unnecessarily, “The first one.”

“Uh huh,” Arthur said.

“She was obsessed.”

“With what?”

“You.”

“Why?”

“You were good,” Feingold said. “It was a great scene.”

“Okay.”

“You don’t understand what I’m telling you, do you?”

“No.”

“And Yvonne hasn’t said anything, about how she ended up with you?”

“My dad knows one of the guys that works for TIQ,” Arthur said. “So I guess some kind of arrangement was made.”

“No, that’s not it,” Feingold said. “That’s what we decided to tell you, because we weren’t sure how the real story would have affected you.”

“Why are you telling me now?”

“Because things are about to change for you, and you deserve to know.”

“What does that mean?” Arthur inquired.

Feingold waved the question off.

“So what’s the real story then?” Arthur demanded.

“I already told you,” Feingold said. “She saw you in that movie, and she wanted to know all about you. A one-woman fan club. She wanted you, only you. So we dug up your history, found out what we could, uncovered the connection between your dad and Dr. Benoit, talked to your parents and set it up, and we had our cover story.”

Arthur looked at Yvonne, watching her face, trying to integrate this new information with the whirlwind that began when she suddenly appeared 15 days ago.

Did it matter? Did it matter how she’d come into his life, whether it was because she’d been smitten by his brief role in a movie, or it had been in some more conventional way? What if they’d met the way homos usually got together, in school or at a job or at a gathering of mutual friends? What had she expected, though? Arthur wondered. Was she hoping for a steady dispensation of movie-grade wisdom, or was she entirely satisfied with the reality of who he was, an operations director at a skyfarm who wasn’t above making mistakes and getting annoyed with her?

She hadn’t been bought from TIQ. Indeed, she couldn’t be bought from TIQ, any more than any homo could. Yvonne was human, not a product of programming. What her body was made of was irrelevant.

She’d arrived on this planet the way all of us had, Arthur thought, equipped with a mind that had evolved the natural way, for better or for worse.

And now she was with him, through the merest connection, because of a few minutes from a movie.

Oblivious to his revelation and rumination, Yvonne continued to watch her life play out, hands fluttering, eyes closed, lips parted; smiling, frowning, suddenly beaming, mouth open in silent laughter, eyes darting under synthetic eyelids.

“Any idea?” Arthur asked.

“She went to a lot of parties,” Feingold said. “She danced, well. She was mercilessly charming.”

“Mercilessly charming,” Arthur said. “Is that one of your poems?”

Feingold laughed, a little humorlessly, but said nothing, so Arthur pressed on.

“You hacked military servers,” he said.

“I did.”

“What was going on?” Arthur inquired.

“Teenage angst.”

“No, you were working on something,” Arthur asserted.

“I’m not that bright,” Feingold said. “I just had something I really wanted to do.”

“Such as?”

“Molecular simulation,” Feingold said. “Alchemy. I wanted to make gold.”

“Yeah?”

“You know where gold comes from, right?”

“Yes, collapsing stars.”

“More or less. So I wanted to simulate that, on the molecular level. I wanted to create a supernova. Just to watch it. Because it would have been so fucking cool.”

Feingold laughed dismissively.

“I had no idea how complicated it all was, until I’d made a couple trillion hydrogen atoms and they crashed my PC. I needed trillions to the tenth power. So I got a friend to write me an app that would pull in unused processing across the internet, and it went fine until Exocet Laboratory bought a stash of counterfeit chips and plugged them in and they went sideways, duplicated my app until it shut down three servers, and it was maybe two weeks after that when they figured it all out and came for me.”

“It was weird, though,” Arthur said. “I couldn’t find out anything about the trial, or a sentence or anything.”

“TIQ took care of it,” Feingold said.

“Were you already working for them?”

“No. But after they saw what I did, they hired me and sent me to school.”

“They wanted you to make AI?”

“No, they wanted me to keep doing whatever it was I was doing. They hire maybe 10 people per year who are totally out there. Two or three pan out.”

“You panned out,” Arthur observed.

“I did okay.”

Arthur looked at Yvonne. She was very still now, and a thin line of water ran from the corner of her eye and into the hair around her ear, and her fingers were clasped over her belly and all the nails were white.

“She’s crying,” Arthur said.

“I don’t know why,” Feingold admitted. “I’m not sure where she’s at in Axilaine’s life. Maybe Axilaine just got her heart broken by a boy, or someone she cares about just died. I think Yvonne’s wandering a lot, stopping, hitting replay, investigating tangents. If she doesn’t pause, she can get through 20 years in an hour, but I think it’s going to take her longer than that.”

“Twenty years in an hour?”

“Don’t think of it as perceiving things, the way you and I do,” Feingold said. “She has the capacity to download close to four terabytes of data per second, when it’s digital. It’s why her training only took a year. Her analog information absorption is above average, by the way, but it’s in the human range.”

Arthur studied the girl’s reposing face, longing to know what she was seeing. An ancient world, existing only on chips, filled with people who’d evolved only on chips. Was it beautiful?

“Why not just duplicate human minds?” Arthur inquired. “Why go to all this trouble?”

“We tried,” Feingold said. “It was like reverse-engineering a glass of water. And then we’d find things that didn’t make sense.”

Feingold paused, looked up at Arthur.

“So we grew our own and we found the same shit. It evolved like that.”

“You know how it works, then? The human mind?”

“Yeah, pretty much.”

“What’s the conscious?” Arthur asked.

“A very boring answer,” Feingold said, “and it’s already been proposed.”

“Tell me.”

“Nervous systems evolve to gather and act on information. We watched it happen on the set. Microbes sense and consume food, worms sense and move toward or away from light, mammals sense many more things. Eventually, the system becomes aware of itself, and it wants a name for that. The conscious is not a thing, not a part of the mind, or a certain function. It’s an artificial concept we – and Yvonne’s people – had to invent to represent the peculiar sensation of being aware of being aware.”

Arthur looked at Yvonne. She was moving again, hands pressed flat against her lower belly, between her hips, pain in her mouth and her closed eyes, fingernails red.

“She might be watching murder,” Feingold said. “If she’s wandered too far from Axilaine’s life, she’s going to see some dreadful things.”

“I suspect cramps,” Arthur said.

“Cramps?” Feingold echoed.

“Cramps,” Arthur said. “She started her period yesterday. She says it hurts.”

Feingold nodded.

Arthur considered asking about that, inquiring as to why they would give Yvonne, or any other female synthesis, a period and cramps, but he was beginning to suspect he understood, so he went broad.

“What else do you know?” Arthur asked.

“Everything.”

Arthur laughed. “Okay, tell me something interesting.”

“Name the most important tool you were born with,” Feingold said.

“Uh . . . hands,” Arthur said, holding his up, remembering that this was the first thing Yvonne and the other syntheses had looked at.

“No,” Feingold said. “Try again.”

“Uh, sex organs?”

“No. Wants.”

“Wants?”

“You can exist without hands,” Feingold said. “You can’t exist without want. Want is what you need, to relate to the universe, to interact with the universe, to be the universe. Not everyone agrees with me, but I consider myself an advanced student of the field. I watched want arise, on the molecular level. It was much more significant, much more interesting, than observing an entity. To me, every creature is just a package of wants.”

“Okay,” said Arthur, frowning as he pondered. “So where does it go? What should humans be doing now?”

“How should we live?” Feingold asked.

“Yeah.”

“We evolved to replicate the best genes,” Feingold said. “Then, when we reached a certain level of complexity and awareness, that all got corrupted, by curiosity for its own sake, by truth and compassion and decency for their own sakes. They were called – they still are called – parasitic urges. They don’t belong there. They’re all accidents of other drives, riding uninvited in our minds and distracting us from what we need to be doing.”

“You can’t think they’re wrong, though,” Arthur protested.

Feingold held up one finger, raised his eyebrows and closed his eyes, clearly not finished making his point.

Arthur fell silent.

“We have arrived,” Feingold said, “when we declare the replicating gene the parasite.”

Arthur continued to work through Feingold’s meaning before he spoke again.

“When do you go public with all this?” he asked.

“What do you mean?”

“Psychology, sociology, philosophy, computer science, evolu—”

“No plans to,” Feingold interrupted.

“Why not?”

“Because,” Feingold said, gazing into his swirling bourbon, “people are going to ask, and we’re going to have to admit why we did it all, that it’s how we made the synthesis mind.”

“What’s wrong with that?” Arthur queried. “It is how you made the synthesis mind.”

“The product,” Feingold said with another gaze, another swirl, and a sip, “is profoundly flawed.”

“Flawed,” Arthur said. “You mean, by product, the . . . the . . . Yvonne?”

“Yes,” Feingold agreed. “Deeply flawed. And we don’t want to talk about it.”




Chapter 39: Lonelier than God

“Flawed in what way?” Arthur demanded.

“In the same ways you are,” Feingold replied. “Our working theory is that we successfully simulated the evolutionary steps that produced the human mind. So the terrible things we see in those minds are also in ours. It’s not pretty.”

“What are you talking about?” Arthur asked. “Like, violence?”

“Yes, lots of things,” Feingold said. “Pain.”

“Pain,” Arthur echoed.

“Yes, pain,” Feingold said. “Once a creature evolves to a certain level, the best way to get them to do what has to be done to propagate the genes is to motivate them with a full spectrum of pain. Physical, mental, emotional. Pain becomes a constant. And anything that becomes a constant becomes a necessity.”

“Okay,” Arthur agreed, not certain of Feingold’s point.

“I’ve watched pain spring up, from the mind itself,” Feingold said. “With no external stimulation. I have watched individual switches turn and reorient, trigger simulated synapses, to flood the mind with unnecessary anguish.”

“Uh huh,” Arthur said.

“And then,” Feingold continued, “I have watched them do it to each other.”

“What do you mean?”

“If pain is necessary,” Feingold said, “if pain is so vital to our make up we crave it like food, doesn’t it make sense we would seek out other people who would give it to us?”

“I’m not sure what you mean,” Arthur admitted.

“I’ve watched the simulated neurons fire,” Feingold said. “I’ve watched two people together in Yvonne’s world – friends, colleagues, lovers – brilliantly, exquisitely torment each other. And now I see it here too. It’s everywhere, in both worlds.”

“Why are you telling me this?” Arthur asked.

“Because you need to know what Yvonne is,” Feingold said. “She is a product designed to inflict pain.”

Arthur looked into Yvonne’s face. Her expression was serene again. What was she watching Axilaine do now? Given the time that had passed, the girl must be to her teens at this point, and he imagined her following the calm pursuits of a maturing but prepubescent girl, interacting with friends, wondering about boys, perhaps benefitting from a court education.

Maybe the infliction of pain was part of her repertoire, Arthur thought, but it didn’t define the girl. Maybe it simply made her more human. He looked at her face, smiling again, the face he knew.

“I don’t care,” Arthur said.

“I understand she hurt you a few nights ago,” Feingold said.

“Lane told you that?”

“Yes. He told me a lot of things. Well played, by the way.”

“Well played?” Arthur echoed, confused.

“You wouldn’t let him assess her vagina. I almost wish you had. It would have made what happens next a little easier for me.”

“What are you talking about?”

Feingold waved dismissively. “Back to the point,” he said. “So, she hurt you?”

“She did,” Arthur conceded. “And then we talked. And we . . . patched things up.”

“She also evolved to enjoy watching others suffer,” Feingold said, looking into his drink.

“Explain,” Arthur retorted.

“It is possibly the worst thing in any evolved mind,” Feingold said. “The worst thing. We are informed by the suffering of others, by the ways they scream, and by the ways their bodies break. I saw it . . .”

Feingold took a sip and shook his head, as if trying to dispel intolerable memories before he forced himself back to them.

“The suffering they witnessed went straight to their learning centers, to long-term memory, and they’d rehearse it over and over, play it back and store it deeper, molecule after molecule in my little chips being reoriented to build whole libraries of the sounds, the sights, the essences of death and pain and torture.”

Arthur took a sip of bourbon and looked at Yvonne again, face in quiet repose, and he wondered what Axilaine might have seen that Yvonne was seeing now, or about to see.

“They are blameless,” Feingold said. “We are blameless. The information was essential, for a time. I’ve watched them retrieve it in combat. They’ll hold the memories of pain up for comparison against the cries and the death throes of those they’re killing. Study pain. Remember pain. Be born with a mind attracted to pain. And you’re more likely to win at war, and live, and reproduce.”

“You know for a fact Yvonne . . . is wired that way?” Arthur asked, although he felt he already knew the answer.

“She is,” Feingold replied. “I checked. And I assume you’ve seen it too.”

“Well . . . yeah,” Arthur conceded. “We’ve got some inmates working for us, from federal corrections, and . . . when we were . . . chaining them . . . she seemed a little . . . interested.”

“That’s a different thing,” Feingold said.

Arthur looked at Feingold, waiting for him to speak.

“Crash course in bondage,” Feingold said. “The best genes are the most different genes, and they come from other gene pools, other tribes, other races. The best gene pools used to belong to our enemies, so we could mix with them only in the context of abduction, restraint and force. Which means the ones born with their little chips already oriented” – Feingold reached his hands up and moved his fingers, as if repositioning a long series of molecular switches – “did the best. Usually, it was men tying women, women being tied, with the fittest getting so aroused by it on either side there was no choice about what happened next.”

Arthur’s tumbler was empty again. Feingold retrieved the bottle from the kitchenette and splashed in a few sips.

“It’s a profound concept,” Feingold said. “All our evolved behaviors are the results of millions of individual stories, each beautiful or poetic or tragic in its own way, stored in our minds as a dry, soulless distillate until now, until we could understand, until we could unpack them, explode them, imagine them again.”

Feingold poured himself another drink, raised the glass to study its amber glow through the sunlight at the door, sipped.

“Poetry.”

Arthur felt the pod rock, guessed they’d hit a vein of thick, coursing air, but the effect was magnified by the bourbon. He felt himself on the edge of drunkenness, always a comfortable sensation, but less predictable than chip numbing.

“Does it worry you at all?” Feingold queried.

“What’s that?”

“That Yvonne . . . evolved that way.”

“Look,” Arthur blurted, “where are you going with all this? Is there a point?”

Feingold feigned innocence, but there was something eerie about his smile, strange, almost spectral. Arthur got the sense he wasn’t good at certain forms of subtlety, or irony, due to disuse.

“It’s just,” Feingold said, “if things were to end . . . with Yvonne . . . you would know . . .”

He’s feeling it too, Arthur thought to himself. He’s at least as close to drunk as I am.

Why does he want to prepare me to lose Yvonne?

What’s Yvonne seeing now?

He looked down, finding a new expression there.

Offense. She was upset.

No, she was angry, eyebrows pointed down, mouth twisted into almost a snarl, her fingernails a dull silver.

“We played with them a little,” Feingold said. “We figured out how to program their responses, at the synaptic level. We tuned a few to high compassion, took out the bondage and the ability to inflict pain and the desire to observe pain.”

Feingold paused, sipped.

“They all failed. They couldn’t fight back, not even verbally. They couldn’t breed. A couple contributed some ideas to religion and morality, but no one handed down their genes. And the high moralities of most religions are like stained glass. Pretty to look at, but you can’t live in them.”

“Interesting,” Arthur said simply.

“Lane told me you numbed this week,” Feingold said. “After your fight.”

“Yeah.”

“So it’ll be a few days at least before you can go again.”

“Yeah.”

“That’s why I’m giving you bourbon.”

“Why?” Arthur said.

“Because what happens next might hurt.”

“What’s going to happen?”

“Yvonne,” Feingold said slowly, “has been gone for what will feel like a month or two to her. She might not know you when she gets back. You need to be ready for that. It might hurt.”

“Okay,” Arthur said, made placid enough now by drink that Feingold’s words weren’t provoking emotions. “Why is she scowling?”

“I have no idea,” Feingold admitted with a slight edge in his voice, leaning forward to look down into Yvonne’s bitter face. “She could be anywhere by now.”

“Look at her nails,” Arthur said. “They’re the color of lead.”

“A meaningless response,” Feingold said. “Random synaptic firings. Unless she consciously orders them – which she can’t do right now – there’s nothing to see.”

“I think her nails are more like expressions,” Arthur said. “She’s learning to make them meaningful reflexively. I’ll look at them sometimes, and it helps me figure out where she’s at.”

Both men were looking at her when her eyes fluttered open, staring first at the ceiling, and then at Arthur.

She drew in a deep breath, her eyes filled with tears, and she pulled off her little tiara, letting it roll and wobble against the floor behind her.

She smiled grimly, raised her hand, and he took it and helped her up, well aware she needed no assistance.

She rose to her haunches, wobbling before she steadied herself, squeezing Arthur’s hand almost too hard, and she slid onto the couch, sat heavily and leaned forward, bending over, elbows on her thighs, face in her hands.

“How long was I gone?” she asked, her voice muffled by her palms.

“Almost an hour,” Feingold said. “It probably felt like a month.”

“It felt like a lifetime,” she said.

She exhaled so sharply her breath whistled past her fingers.

“Welcome back, Yvonne,” Feingold said. “I hope things are . . . clearer now.”

Arthur looked at Feingold, struck immediately by the uncertain hope in his eyes. And the love. Yes, the love.

Of course Feingold loved Yvonne. How could he not?

Arthur felt immediately, deeply sorry for him.

Yvonne wiped her wet eyes with her fingers, turned to Arthur and put her hand on his knee.

“Did you talk while I was gone?” she asked.

“Yeah,” Arthur said. “Talked a lot.”

“What did you talk about?”

“Oh,” Arthur said, playing out a series of sentences in his head before dismissing each in turn. “It’s complicated.”

“Did he tell you what he did to me?”

“Yvonne,” Feingold said quietly.

“Uh, no,” Arthur said. “You mean . . . wait . . . what he did to . . .”

“Axilaine,” Yvonne said. “What he did to Axilaine. The girl who is me.”

“He did something to you . . . to her?” Arthur asked.

“Yes, he—”

“Yvonne, please,” Feingold said.

Yvonne turned to Feingold and fixed her dark eyes on him.

“You . . . lied.”

“I saved your life.”

“You lied to me,” Yvonne repeated.

“How could I have told you the truth?” Feingold demanded. “It would have meant nothing to you.”

“You shouldn’t have been there if you couldn’t be honest,” Yvonne said. “Not doing what you did.”

“Hey, can someone catch me up here?” Arthur said.

“When the time was right,” Feingold said uncertainly. “When you had the capacity to understand, I was going to tell you. And I have told you. Today. Now.”

“Is that why . . .” Yvonne gasped, putting her hands before her mouth, all her nails pitch black. “You wanted me . . . to know. Oh my god, you’ve been hoping I would . . . choose you.”

After a long, quiet pause, Feingold spoke.

“Did you see . . .” he said before his voice trailed off and he started over. “Did you see . . .”

“You and Axilaine?” Yvonne said, accusingly.

“Yes,” Feingold whispered.

“Of course I did. It was awful.”

“Awful?” Feingold said, his voice an octave higher, and breaking on the second syllable.

“Awful,” Yvonne said. “She loved you. She . . .”

“Maybe you didn’t understand,” Feingold said. “The language was . . .”

“I picked it right back up,” Yvonne said, pointing to the side of her head. “It was all there, waiting.”

Yvonne breathed in, stared at the floor and gathered her thoughts.

“Every girl wants to date a god,” she said, and she turned to Arthur and looked briefly at him before she turned back. “But in the end, we want the things only normal boys can give us. Being there. Talking to us. Being with us.”

Feingold leaned back into his chair, looking deflated, except for his eyes, which were wide open with panic, possibly. Or surprise. Or guilt.

“Ross, I’m sorry,” Yvonne said. “It’s not going to work. It was never going to work. We’re not a fit, anyway. But I’ll never get over what you did, to Axilaine. To me.”

Yvonne sighed, brought her hands up and ran her fingertips beneath her eyes.

“She’s still waiting for you,” Yvonne said. “You know that, right? You dropped her once you had me. She’s 23, and she’s waiting for you. The men call on her, and some of them are very eligible, but she sends them away, and she’s got no father to arrange a marriage, so she’ll die single and childless waiting for the return of an . . . an illusion.”

Feingold nodded, but he seemed so detached, so distant, Arthur couldn’t tell if he was hearing Yvonne’s words, or nodding to something else in his mind.

“Either you tell her, or I will,” Yvonne said.

With those words, Feingold seemed to snap back to the present moment, and he looked at Yvonne.

“Tell her what?”

“Tell her you’re not coming back. That you died. That you free her to pursue mortals. I don’t know. I’ll think of something.”

“You’ll think of something?” Feingold said.

“Yes, okay, it needs to be me, not you. You don’t need to go. You’ve been there enough.”

Feingold slumped, closed his eyes.

“How long have you been working on this?” Yvonne inquired, putting her hand back on Arthur’s thigh, and when he put his hand over hers, she took his fingers and gripped them.

“Since she was 16,” Feingold said.

“No, I mean, how long in your years?”

“I guess three,” Feingold said. “I don’t know.” He looked at Arthur, utter devastation yielding for a moment to defensiveness. “I didn’t do anything when she was 16, other than love her. I waited. Until later.”

“Okay,” Arthur said. “Can I raise a few questions here?”

Yvonne turned to him.

“I just need to make sure I know . . . what’s going on,” Arthur stammered. “So, Ross fell in love with . . . Axilaine, and that meant . . . and he was there . . . and he . . . had . . .”

“Yeah, that,” Yvonne said. “And then, he thought I would be her.”

“You were her,” Feingold said. “You are her.”

“Thank you,” Yvonne said. “She is utterly charming. But I’m Yvonne. When can I speak to her?”

“We don’t have the bandwidth up here. You’ll need to get in through a heavy port.”

“I’m sure there’s a TIQ door somewhere on the ground.”

Feingold sat, unmoving, seemingly unfeeling.

“You’ve been drinking,” she observed.

“We both have,” Arthur said. “Bourbon, from a recipe they made . . . there.”

Yvonne laughed before she directed her gaze in Feingold’s direction.

“You’re letting me in, now,” she said. “Drop us down to wherever there’s a TIQ line. I’m not going to be able to do anything else until I talk to Axilaine.”

“What are you going to tell her?” Feingold said, raising his head and looking less detached and more worried.

“I’ll figure it out,” Yvonne said. “It needs to be me who gives her her life back, though. Definitely me. Let’s go.”

Feingold continued to sit, returning his despondent gaze to the floor.

“Ross,” Yvonne said. “NOW!”

Feingold didn’t so much rise from his chair as drop from it, sliding to his knees, leaning over the coffee table with one elbow planted awry upon it to open a tetatet, to punch in the command to drop toward a terrestrial data port robust enough to bring Yvonne into Axilaine’s world in real time.

Arthur felt the little shifts that told him they were moving, they were descending. The pod spun slightly, a not unpleasant sensation, and Arthur smiled without being sure he should be. With some effort, he reviewed the pieces of the puzzle before him: Feingold had fallen in love with Axilaine, the girl who had evolved and who existed only among precisely oriented molecular switches that Feingold had invented. Eventually, when she was presumably of a moderately appropriate age, Feingold had somehow had sex with the girl. Then, Feingold had copied or translated her personality, but not her full memories, into Yvonne’s mind. And now, he’d just allowed Yvonne to watch it all with the expectation she would see their history together and return his ardor. Instead, she behaved like the Yvonne Arthur had come to know – and love – in the last two weeks: disappointment, anger, and an earnest desire to set things right.

Done ordering the new path for his pod and the Bee secured to it, Feingold draped himself over his arm, propped on the coffee table, as if his whole body were dependent on that one support.

His head lowered, his back bowed, he seemed to be staring at the tetatet as if waiting for an answer to a riddle set before him some three years ago, which he learned only a few minutes ago was not solved, not nearly.

Feingold had fully expected Yvonne to return, bid Arthur adieu and set her course with him. While Arthur’s relationship with Yvonne was far more tentative than he’d understood, for a variety of reasons, he was not going to lose her at this moment, he believed. At least, not to Feingold.

Arthur held his peace, the bourbon working its unfamiliar magic, comparable to numbing but less predictable. Yvonne and Feingold said nothing. The only communication came in the form of the hands of Yvonne and Arthur, touching and holding each other over Arthur’s thigh.

The pod shook, the fans hissed quietly underneath, and then it settled and came to a stop with a quiet thud, all suddenly still and motionless.

Arthur looked through the pod’s glass door, saw the steeple of an old cathedral, mounted before an office building and what looked like a residential tower, fixed balconies visible, a pod moored here and there.

“We’re in downtown Sioux Falls, on top of Squenix, a TIQ partner building,” Feingold said. “Since it’s Saturday, spare wireless is close to a terabyte per second, which should be more than enough.”

“How do I get in?” Yvonne inquired.

“I’ve got . . . a couple of helmets,” Feingold said, staring at the tetatet, motionless, bowed, and still deserving of deep sympathy, Arthur thought, despite his entirely misinformed plot.

“Two?” Yvonne queried.

“We were going to go in together,” Feingold said, rising and going to the dresser beside his bed, stooping to open the lowest drawer.

It seemed to Arthur Feingold should be weeping, but perhaps he was beyond tears. One cries over one lost thing. Tears are trivial before the loss of all.

“It’s never been tested on you,” he said flatly, dully, drifting to her with a white, hollow, vaguely spherical object, “So it might not work, or you might spend an hour getting used to it. You won’t be able to travel through time, and moving will be a little weird. Focus on thinking about what you want to do, and it should happen eventually, including coming back here. And try not to do too much floating in front of people. It unnerves them.”

Yvonne laughed and squeezed Arthur’s hand one last time before she took the helmet from Feingold, pulling it down over her head, all but her eyes hidden. She dropped to the floor as she had before, lying flat, staring at the ceiling, into Arthur’s eyes, back at the ceiling.

Feingold tapped at the tetatet, launching another inscrutable interface, navigating commands, typing words and codes into fields, and Yvonne went suddenly limp.

Arthur studied Yvonne’s face, looking for clues, surprised that it remained still and impassive.

“It doesn’t work like that,” Feingold said, pouring another shot of bourbon into his tumbler.

“Huh?”

“She’s completely disassociated,” Feingold explained. “She’s not watching the set. She’s in it. She has her own body there. Whatever she’s wearing here, she’s wearing there. If she’s crying or laughing or pissed, she’ll show it there only.”

Still, Arthur studied the girl’s synthetic face, imagining life without her, imagining life with her, imagining making his way through the world with someone whose mind was created somewhere other than earth.

Her fingernails were gray again.

Yvonne was an entirely charming girl, Arthur thought, who might subject him to pain at times, who had her own buried challenges to work through. But what more could he want? What more could anyone want?

“Hey,” Arthur said, looking at Feingold through heavy lids.

“Hey,” Feingold said, looking up from the tetatet.

“I’m sorry,” Arthur said.

Feingold stared blankly, as if he didn’t understand.

“I’m sorry about Yvonne. Or Axilaine. But you . . .”

Arthur paused, searched for the right words to make palpable his feelings.

“Lonelier than God,” he said at last.

“Yeah?” Feingold said.

“Lonelier than God,” Arthur repeated, wishing Feingold understood, because what he was trying to say required either three words or thousands.

Feingold raised his eyebrows.

“Don’t get your meat where you get your bread,” Arthur said, trying another tack.

“Are you talking to someone else?” Feingold inquired.

“Don’t date someone you created,” Arthur said.

Yes, this was the message he needed to impart. He leaned back.

“I don’t think you know about this,” Feingold retorted quietly.

“Take it or leave it,” Arthur said. “But I think I get it. You tried to marry your work. Well, your work isn’t the marrying kind.”

Feingold returned his eyes to the tetatet, but Arthur knew he was staring at nothing.

“You’ve done an amazing thing,” Arthur said. “Unprecedented. That’s worth something. You’ll be lonely only if you choose to be.”

Arthur paused, took another sip of bourbon, spoke.

“Yvonne’s setting Axilaine free. Do the same for yourself.”

Feingold looked up, smiled weakly. Arthur wanted to believe some of his words had been heard.




Chapter 40: A Meeting of Twins

A year passed, and another, and more time, and Achchylean learned to laugh again, to find joy in the small things, to respect the wisdom of her mother and the bravado of her brother, to delight in the company of girls and ladies, common and highborn, for her heartbreak gave her the weight of wisdom, young as she was, and many consulted with her and found solace in her words, and the men called her aloof because she would not entertain their advances, nor even flirt.

Achchylean took a small apartment in the manor’s nether end at 23 summers, and she went there with a lit taper after a day of service and shut the door and heard a knock upon it that surprised her, for she’d seen no one in the hall, nor heard any footsteps echoing against the hall’s stone walls or its arched ceiling. She opened it and found at her threshold a woman, passing strange, with a face like no race known anywhere, and a peasant’s simple skirt, and a man’s shirt, but both finely made, though she was barely shod, and Achchylean knew what this must be, and opened her door wide and motioned her in with a quick gesture.

“I have almost given up on those from your realm,” she said, closing the door back.

“You know who I am, then?” said the woman, and her tongue was not perfect, but far better than Maximilian’s.

“I know you are a magi girl is all,” said Achchylean, moving to her bed to sit, for she was weary, and she set down on its wall rest the taper, which cast a faint light upon the room, illuminating dried blossoms pinned here and there, ribbons on a nail, an open trunk of garments, and the two women’s faces, both broad and handsome, even if very different, and both worried for the nonce. “I know not your name. Maximilian never spoke of you, or anyone else.”

“I am Yvonne,” said the woman.

“Why have you come, Ee-von?”

“To free you.”

“I am free.”

“You heart is not free,” said Yvonne. “So you cannot be free.”

“I have given my heart to Maximilian,” said Achchylean. “That is the freedom I choose. Do you have word from him?”

“He has sent me to tell you he’s sorry, that he won’t come again, that he has wronged you.”

“He has wronged me only by not joining me enough,” said Achchylean, and she reached beneath her dress and drew out her talisman and gave it breath.

“He will not come,” said Yvonne. “It was wrong of him to do it. He has broken the rules of our realm, and broken rules here as well.”

“What rules here has he . . . broken?” Achchylean inquired, her words catching, her eyes filling with tears.

“He deceived you. He is not what he pretended to be. He has—”

“He was my lover! All that was true.”

“Yes, he loved you. He went mad with love for you.”

“Then why doesn’t he come?”

Yvonne looked down at the floor, looked up. “I’m not sure I can make sense of it to you. It is beyond the ken of any in this realm.”

“Use whatever words you may,” urged Achchylean. “I cannot be freed without understanding.”

“He found your spirit rich,” said Yvonne. “You are bright, open, generous with your energies, and he and those with him chose to . . . to make of you a twin, another girl with the same spirit.”

Achchylean nodded slowly, but with puzzlement in her eyes.

“It was the job of Maximilian only to protect you, to keep you alive and safe long enough that your mind would arrive to womanhood whole and bright, and then to make of it a second, like you. Do you mark me?”

“Maximilian spoke of something similar, I believe, when last I saw him, but I forget most of it, for it seemed all nonsense.”

“The copy was made,” Yvonne said. “The girl like you was made.”

“Maximilian has his true lover then,” said Achchylean, and her chin trembled and her eyes went blank as they watered.

“He does not,” Yvonne said. “She refused him.”

Achchylean looked up, puzzled again.

“I must be a fool, then, for that girl made from me is certainly one.”

“I am that second,” Yvonne said.

The eyes of Achchylean went wide, first with confusion, then with contempt.

“You toss aside that which I would die for,” she said.

“In our realm, he is an ordinary man, like all others,” Yvonne said. “Very clever, but bound by the same laws as all, and he does not appeal to me. I have chosen another.”

“Then send him back to me,” urged Achchylean. “If you will not have him, I will.”

“To be with him once a week, at best?” Yvonne said. “He appears and leaves you like the wind and you have nothing but that twig between your breasts, and that barren cream between your legs, and you will never bear a child, never know steady love, never make home with a man.”

“No mortal here is equal to Maximilian,” Achchylean spat. “They are not worth a flick of my elbow.”

“You want a man who floats and grabs arrows and eats swords and brings his own room to fuck you in?”

Achchylean raised her hands to her mouth, fingertips against her lips, and she cried into them, shook and wept with desperate sorrow, and Yvonne cried with her, standing, with her own face in her own hands.

Achchylean fell silent and looked up, eyes narrowed.

“You come to me only so you may have Maximilian for yourself.”

Yvonne smiled, wiped her eyes, sat beside Achchylean on the bed, looked into her eyes, which softened, and Yvonne knew they would soften, for she knew this girl, different as was their histories.

“If you must believe that, to make out the rest of your life, then that is how it will be,” Yvonne said. “There is a special pain to losing something you never really knew, and if cursing me eases it, that is what you may do. But I love a man named Arthur, and he is right for me, and Maximilian is not and never shall be.”

Achchylean sat bent, speaking not.

“Give me the twig,” said Yvonne.

“So I may never summon him again.”

“You think he will come?”

“He might.”

“If he wishes to come, he needs no twig. I am here without it. He could appear anytime he chooses. He chooses not. He began losing interest long ago, even before I was made, even before your mind was twinned . . . because he was a fool.”

Achchylean wept anew, fell silent for a time before speaking softly.

“He wooed you?” she inquired. “He called upon you?”

“He thought I would remember him,” said Yvonne. “I didn’t. I took your spirit only, not your memories. We spoke often, and it was wooing to him, but it was not such to me, just talk, and I chose another and . . . I learned only today of what he did, and I am here to correct it.”

Achchylean reached up her hands and slipped the chain over her head.

“Keep the silver too,” she said quietly. “I would hang nothing else from it.”

“Achchylean,” said Yvonne, pronouncing the name almost perfectly. “Allow yourself to be courted. Men long for you. This I know. Give them more than a word back.”

“I am old for that game. What men are left?”

“Captain Manx of the court guard for one.”

“Fernda’s brother by half?”

“The one. He speaks of you to some. I don’t know his whole heart, but I see what he does, and his deeds are true, his words kind.”

“Others?”

“You know that Duke Wensim keeps his eye out for you.”

“He has a wife.”

“He has asked her about you. She approves.”

Achchylean laughed into her wet fingers.

“Man and consort speak of such things?”

“They do. She prefers not to be his only pastime, for she has other things to do, and he wishes not to dally in the shadows. You could do worse. He is honorable, and any issue will be protected.”

“More,” said Achchylean.

“No,” replied Yvonne. “Make your own way. I have already said too much. Learn the ways of mortal men on your own.”

“Beareon?”

“Of course not. But I will say this. There are others here with third legs of your magi’s girth. You will moan out, like you did before.”

“But I will never bleed again, as I did for Maximilian.”

“Other things can break a girl, and the men know this,” Yvonne said. “They all know at least the rumors of the time when the magi came to save your company, and they believe that the presence of one like that can work mysteries in the closest bodies. Say that you felt a tug there when first he appeared, and you found blood afterwards. Or say you broke yourself on a horse. Some men will believe that who believe not the other. And some men care not about blood, or the history of its shedding, and they are the best for you anyway.”

“Will I see you again?” Achchylean inquired.

“You are me.”

“Not entirely. I do not know things as you do. I would like you to visit again.”

“No,” said Yvonne. “This is not natural. It hasn’t served you. Make your way by the accounts of this world only.”

Achchylean nodded, eyes brimming with tears again.

Yvonne stood, eyes wet as well. “Embrace me and bid me farewell,” she said.

Weeping, Achchylean did as she was told.




Chapter 41: A Brief History of Uncle Scot

“Okay,” spoke the thick voice of Yvonne, from the floor, where she’d been lying.

She sat up, pulled off the helmet, set it next to the coffee table, put her face in her hands and wept. Arthur and Feingold simply watched her, in silence, tears made of water and filtered Dry Essence running between her fingers.

She cried for two minutes, and then she was done. She stood and shivered, the most unnatural thing Arthur had ever seen her do. Something about the way her shoulders moved while the rest of her body shook just seemed off, undefinably so.

“Ross,” she said, spreading her arms wide. “I’m sorry that you thought this would work. Give me a hug. We have to be going, but let’s talk again soon.”

Finally, Feingold cried.

Standing, a little unsteadily, he put his arms around Yvonne’s upper back and hooted into her shoulder with wordless heartbreak, the excruciating end of three years of mounting self-deception, the very picture of what happens when profound technical intelligence joins forces with a naif’s comprehension of how things work with other people, fabricated or born plain.

Yvonne, standing tall, pulled away from Feingold, looked somberly into his face, took him by his upper arms and eased him back toward his chair, settling him into it gently while he continued to moan, back hunched, hands on his face.

“She gave me the twig,” Yvonne said. “And the chain it was on too.”

Feingold nodded and cried out.

They crossed from his balcony to theirs, the wind bearing against them, passed into their own pod, and Yvonne immediately opened a tetatet and ordered disengagement and flight east.

“Well,” she said, smiling grimly. “That had to be done.”

“Are you okay?” Arthur asked.

“No,” she said. “I think that’s going to hurt. For a while. But I needed to know some things, and now I do.”

“How was Axilaine?” Arthur asked.

Yvonne crossed her arms over her chest, looked down, inhaled and breathed out with a quick, resigned shrug.

“She’s good,” Yvonne said. “As good as you can be in that world.”

“Did you free her?”

“I think so,” Yvonne said. “I think she was headed that way anyway. She hadn’t seen Ross in years, so she was starting to get disillusioned. I think it was a relief.”

Yvonne shook, breathed in, wiped her eyes.

“She cried, of course,” Yvonne said. “And—”

She cut off her words and headed to the bathroom.

“I really need to take care of some things,” she said.

Arthur heard the sounds of Yvonne urinating, tending to her sex, rinsing the Feminex, changing her pad.

“I know what I want to write now!” she announced before she flushed the toilet.

“Axilaine,” Arthur said when Yvonne returned from the bathroom.

“No, not her,” Yvonne said. “She’s wonderful, but her life’s boring, other than the freaky Ross thing. I want to write about her mother. And a man she loved. Or, he was a boy, when they first met, but he became a man, and then he married—”

“He married Axilaine’s mom?” Arthur asked.

“Oh, no,” Yvonne said. “I guess that’s what you would expect, but real life hardly ever works that way. He married nobility. The girl he married came to him as a slave, though. There was a war, and a smith, and her mother – my mother, too – survived, over and over. She got through . . . a lot of things. She’s my inspiration. She was Axilaine’s too, eventually.”

“Will you let me look at it?” Arthur inquired.

“Of course. I’m going to need help with the language. They spoke strangely, but it was beautiful to me. I’m not sure how much of it will come through in English. You have to help with that. And I don’t want my name on it.”

“Why not?”

“I’ll have to write about the sex. There was a lot of sex. And that would be embarrassing, to have my name attached to it. So I’ll make up a name, or find someone else who’ll let me use their name.”

“I could write a book too,” Arthur said.

“What about?” Yvonne said, slipping to the couch, reaching out to Arthur, pulling her next to him and kissing his head as she wrapped her arms around his shoulders.

“We talked,” Arthur said. “Me and Ross. It’s just, what he told me . . .”

“Did he talk about me?” Yvonne inquired.

“He did.”

“Are you going to tell me what he said?”

Arthur bit his lip, torn over what he should and should not share. He quickly decided that keeping anything from Yvonne – anything at all – would make him no better than Feingold.

“He called you a flawed product,” Arthur confessed.

“Oh, really?” Yvonne said ironically, one eyebrow raised.

“He looked at Axilaine’s code,” Arthur said. “Your code. He said . . . he said . . . you like watching pain.”

“Hm,” Yvonne said, not quite so ironically.

“And . . . you inflict pain.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“If you evolve in a world with pain, you get used to it,” Arthur said. “Something like that. And then, you need it. You need it so much you have to get it from the people you’re closest too. We all do it. We all give each other pain.”

Yvonne breathed in, her alloy ribs pressing against Arthur’s.

“Do you believe him?” she asked.

“They know about Thursday night,” Arthur said.

“How?”

“I told Lane . . . that you said something . . . that made me need to numb.”

“You mean, about Donna?”

“Yeah,” Arthur said, a quick, sharp pain running through his chest.

“What do you think?” Yvonne asked.

“I think . . .” Arthur said, pondering his next words carefully. “I don’t care. I think you’re . . . human. Human’s aren’t perfect. I’m not perfect. I love you. I don’t think anything else matters.”

Yvonne rewarded Arthur with a hug and a swarm of kisses, her mouth against his ear, his neck, his hair.

She pulled her arms free and suddenly, she was on her feet again, pacing.

“So now I know why I hate bots,” she said with a laugh.

“Oh yeah?”

“Yes,” she said. “These people. Their name translates to, I guess, Mason, um, Crow. Or Crows. Plural.”

“They look like bots?” Arthur inquired.

“They don’t really look like them,” Yvonne said. “But you know how bots . . . their expressions are kind of weird at times? Or not what you would expect?”

“Yeah?”

“That’s like these people. Their faces were different, their expressions were different. And they were enemies. And I almost died when they attacked us, when I was 14.”

“I thought you said Axilaine’s life was boring.”

“It wasn’t that dull, but it wasn’t as interesting as her mom’s. There was this man, and he – oh, and I figured something else out. This man, really young, more like a boy, that my mom had an affair with, and he ended up doing well, but he was really humble . . . my memories got all twisted around him.”

“Tell me more.”

“He used to farm these cows with big horns, and one killed my mom’s husband, and—”

“Your father.”

“No, my father was someone else. A sort of leader in this village, and it was a secret affair, and my mom—”

Yvonne’s face froze, her mouth curled with pain and put her hands on her hips and just stared at Arthur, eyes tearing up.

“Okay, okay,” she said, returning to the couch, settling there next to Arthur, burying her face in her hands. “Too fresh. It feels like I’m still there. The memories are still really overwhelming. But I’m going to write about it. All the sex too.”

“Sex?” Arthur repeated.

“It happened, yeah. I watched a lot of it, even though it was sort of frustrating, because I couldn’t masturbate.”

She looked at Arthur, showed her teeth, and Arthur suspected they’d be trysting again sooner rather than later, with or without her period.

Arthur leaned back, feeling more leaden post-alcohol than he ever did post-numbing.

“I think he was trying to break us up,” he said.

“Probably,” Yvonne agreed. “He thought I’d see him and me . . . him and Axilaine . . . and fall for him like she did.”

“But he was also trying to prepare me for it,” Arthur said. “I think that’s what the bourbon was about. And all the dirt on you.”

Yvonne snorted.

“What else did he tell you?” asked.

“That’s it,” Arthur said. “No, wait, there was one other thing. The movie. That movie I was in.”

“What about it?” Yvonne inquired, turning toward him, and Arthur saw that she was blushing.

“You know.”

Yvonne snarled, briefly, before she offered a pained smile.

“He wasn’t supposed to tell that, of course,” she said. “But I know you’re not that movie. And I’m really embarrassed I ever thought that. I just saw it, and you were so . . . you know . . . and I asked about you. That’s all. I asked about you. And TIQ is very thorough. They knew everything about you a couple of days later, and that you were single, so I guess . . .”

Yvonne’s voice trailed off.

“You weren’t supposed to know that,” she said, folding her hands between her thighs. “It makes me seem like an idiot.”

“Hey,” Arthur said, putting his hand on her shoulder, wrapping his fingers around what felt like natural bone, natural muscle and sinew. “I wouldn’t expect any less from a one-year-old. And you know, a lot of one-year-olds fell in love with me after that movie.”

“Do they send you love notes?”

“Not any more,” Arthur sighed. “They saw the second movie.”

Yvonne clapped and laughed and jumped up from the couch again,

“How should I be around your uncle?”

“Yourself,” Arthur replied, considering the answer obvious.

“No, I mean . . . do you think he knows . . . about me?”

“I don’t know,” Arthur admitted, the question occurring to him for the first time. “Maybe Mom’s told him, but she shouldn’t have. He might be able to figure it out on his own though. He has . . . some experience in these things.”

“What do you mean?” Yvonne inquired.

“Okay, some facts about Uncle Scot I haven’t told you,” Arthur replied. “He was . . . a victim of Post-Wave Humanism. Are you familiar with it?”

“A little,” Yvonne said. “Sort of a good idea that went too far.”

“Yeah, like they all do,” Arthur said. “It was something my grandparents got caught up in when he was about three. The focus was on channeling sexual energies into more productive pursuits. And it sort of . . . fucked him up.”

“Oh yeah?”

“He laughs about it now,” Arthur says. “Or pretends to. He still has some of the equipment they made him wear.”

“What did he have to wear?”

“They called them traps,” Arthur said, cupping his hand over his genitals. “No erection, no masturbation. Lock and key.”

“Fuck,” Yvonne said.

“And the ‘Stop, Penis’ books,” Arthur continued.

“Stop Penis?”

Arthur laughed dismissively.

“Stop, Penis,” he said. “With an exclamation mark. A whole series you were supposed to read, from age 7 to age 16. He showed them to me when I was 17. He waited until then because he wanted to make sure they wouldn’t affect me.”

“Okay, wait,” Yvonne said, turning to him, smiling in profound amusement. “Stop, Penis. Like, stop, penis, don’t do that thing?”

“That’s about it. You were actually supposed to say ‘Stop, Penis!’ when you felt anything involving it. Out loud. A lot of kids knew it was crap, but Uncle Scot believed, until he was 15. And then, it all broke for him, and he started making up for lost time. And he hasn’t quit yet.”

“Okay,” Yvonne said, a little nervously. “But what does that have to do with me?”

“Well, he’s sort of a connoisseur.”

“A connoisseur, of . . .?” Yvonne echoed, her voice trailing off.

“Of . . . girls. Of bots. Of basically everything you can, um, put yourself in.”

“Oh, oh,” Yvonne said, smiling a little nervously, clearly getting it. “So you think . . . you think he’s going to be able to look at me, and just say . . .”

“If he doesn’t already know,” Arthur said. “Mom might have told him.”

“No, but if she hasn’t,” Yvonne said, “are you saying he would just . . . know? Or would he have to do it with me first?”

“Okay, okay,” Arthur said, laughing. “You know this is all just hypothetical, right? I’m not proposing anything. Just guessing at things that might happen.”

“Okay,” Yvonne said evenly. She didn’t seem offended, but Arthur didn’t want to push it. Maybe she’d agree if he asked her to have sex with Uncle Scot. Not that Arthur would make that request. Or maybe she’d leave and never come back. She was utterly unpredictable, he thought, even to herself.

Arthur Connor-Hu didn’t want a predictable girl. He was sure of that now. The loss of Donna still stung, but he would not buy another bot.

“What about your mom?” Yvonne inquired.

“What about my mom?” Arthur countered.

“Did she have to, um, wear things too? And read, um, ‘Stop, Vagina’ books? Or, I guess, ‘Stop, Clito—'”

“Ahh, no!” Arthur interrupted, closing his eyes and waving his hand toward Yvonne. “No! No!”

“Huh?” Yvonne said. “What?”

“She’s my mom!” Arthur explained with a nervous laugh. “Please don’t go there.”

“Arthur,” Yvonne said, and she grabbed his upper arm with both her hands as she studied his eyes earnestly. “There are things people should know.”

“Yeah, but—”

“Maybe I’m a little biased, because of what I’ve just been through,” she continued. “I know more about my . . .” Yvonne removed her hands from Arthur’s arm so should make quote marks in the air, “’mother’ than Axilaine ever will. And it’s a good thing. A good thing.”

“Okay, okay, sure,” Arthur said. “In concept. But if someone offered me a chance to go watch my mom be . . . you know . . . an adult . . . I’d say no thanks.”

“Do you think what I did was wrong?”

“Of course not,” Arthur said. “I would have done the same thing, in your situation. It’s just, I’m not in your situation. I know my Mom. I know about her. I know . . . all I need to know.”

Arthur felt the subtle bump of another pod, uniting with theirs.

“Okay, Uncle Scot’s here,” he said. “Let’s see how this goes.”




Chapter 42: From Uncle Scot to Fritz

Yvonne leapt up, Arthur behind her, passing through the door with her onto the balcony, standing beside her as Uncle Scot emerged, smiling at Arthur before he turned to drink in the form of Yvonne, his practiced eye running the length of her body, sizing her up, assessing her and, Arthur knew, imagining her beneath him.

“Yvonne,” he said, stepping toward her with both hands out, smiling at her as if he’d known her all her life.

“Hello, Uncle Scot,” she said, stepping toward him, opening the gates, crossing to his balcony and embracing him. “So nice to finally meet you.”

“Yes, it’s been all of what, two weeks, since you waltzed into Arthur’s life?” Uncle Scot quipped. “You know how to keep a man waiting.”

Yvonne stepped back and laughed, and Uncle Scot directed a look toward Arthur of both admiration and puzzlement. How did you end up with this treasure? Uncle Scot was asking with his eyes. Soon enough, he would ask the question with words, Arthur knew.

“I’d invite you to have lunch with me,” Uncle Scot said, “but I don’t get many chances to dine in a Bee, so if you don’t mind . . .” Uncle Scot ducked into his pod, emerging a second later with a bag, “let’s have what I brought at your place.”

As they headed into the pod of Yvonne and Arthur, he added, “And it’s real, not printed. I crossed paths with an Air Chef half an hour ago. Creamed salmon, squash Milan, angel hair and oil.”

Arthur knew Uncle Scot was lying. One does not simply bump into an Air Chef. Orders must be placed at least three hours in advance, bur preferably a day or two before.

And then it was Yvonne’s turn to lie.

“Oh, it smells wonderful!” she gushed, helping Uncle Scot set the table while Arthur poured wine. “I’m not sure I can have any, but thank you, so much. Maybe there will be some leftovers.”

Uncle Scot’s reaction told Arthur he had no idea of Yvonne’s origins.

“Did you already eat?” he asked, pausing to stare at her.

“No,” she said, “but my holistics team has got me on liquid-only for lunch, and I don’t challenge it.”

“Are you okay?” he asked.

“Oh, perfect,” she said. “I’m just doing a program that will make me even more perfect.”

She’d already set out a glass with Dry Essence in it, so she filled it with tap water, stirred it in, turned and smiled, setting the tumbler with its dark brown liquid onto the table, sitting down.

“So what’s in it?” Uncle Scot asked, sitting, peering as carefully at her glass as he had looked earlier at her. “Standard nutrition? Something exotic?”

“It’s perfectly formulated for me,” Yvonne said. “Only me. If you drank it, it would probably kill you.”

Uncle Scot issued a booming laugh, sincerely amused by Yvonne’s peculiarities.

“Okay,” he said, picking up his fork, but pausing before he dug into lunch. “Now tell me: how did you two meet?”

“It’s the funniest story,” Yvonne said, surprising Arthur with what seemed like eagerness to tell what he knew would be a lie. “I was living in Quebec, with my parents. We’re not French, though. And I was really curious about skyfarms. I think they’re amazing, so I was telling my parents I wanted to spend some time on one, intern on it, as it were. And my parents have a friend who knows your sister and Tom, and they all talked, and I finagled my way into the Connor-Hu home and Arthur’s life. And then, we just sort of . . . hit it off.”

Yvonne set down her tumbler and leaned back to clap.

“And I’m having the best time. The best time. And learning a lot. Arthur’s so good at what he does!”

“And you let Donna go,” Uncle Scot said, looking at Arthur with a hint of suspicion.

“Yes,” Arthur croaked, not ready for the conversation to turn to this. “She was on her—”

“What did you hear about that?” Yvonne queried.

“Edith wouldn’t say much about it,” Uncle Scot said. “Something about an update.”

“She couldn’t integrate it,” Yvonne lied, shaking her head tragically. “She self-terminated, more or less. And Arthur was heartbroken.”

Yvonne reached out and squeezed Arthur’s forearm.

“I really felt bad,” Uncle Scot said. “And she wasn’t even mine. Sis told me the next day.”

Uncle Scot sat up straight and spoke in his sister’s grandest voice. “We had to let Donna go,” he intoned, “and Arthur took it very hard, but he’s found himself someone to keep his mind off her.”

Yvonne laughed.

Arthur held still, his mind sucked back to the trip with Donna and Uncle Scot, when she’d used up most of the food powder to make herself half a crown. He wondered where the crown was now, and if his mother was maintaining the garden Donna had planted, and then he forced everything from his mind, because Yvonne was talking about his recurring dream.

“Maybe every third night, yeah,” Yvonne was saying, nodding to Uncle Scot. “It’s just this mouth, yeah.”

“What do you think it means?” Uncle Scot asked.

“It depends on who the mouth belongs to,” Yvonne said. “But I have a theory.”

“Yeah?”

“Edith,” Yvonne said flatly. “I think it’s Arthur’s mom, even though he doesn’t want to think that.”

Arthur looked at Yvonne, wondered if she was just making conversation, or working on something. Either way, he’d let her go.

“Hmm,” Uncle Scot said, his grunt the first sign something deeper might be going on.

“I think Arthur might have witnessed something,” Yvonne said, “where Edith was . . . you know.”

You know, Arthur thought. You know.

Uncle Scot chuckled unconvincingly.

“Do you think he ever saw anything like that?” Yvonne said.

“Like what?” Uncle Scot inquired.

“Well . . . Edith . . . his mom . . . in flagrante delicto?”

Uncle Scot’s laughter pealed out again, but this time there was an edge to it, the sort of laughter meant less to indicate mirth and more to cut through tension.

“Of course,” Yvonne persisted, “that would mean someone else would have to be there.”

Arthur looked at Yvonne, into her eyes, and they looked back at him, remarkable orbs that could see an unnatural distance, and that could see inside things as well.

“But why . . .” Yvonne continued, “would Arthur dream about his mother and father? That would be ordinary. He wouldn’t understand it, consciously, but it wouldn’t surprise him. It wouldn’t be something he needed to work through into adulthood.”

“Hu hu,” Uncle Scot laughed nervously, his effort to seem amused fooling no one, Arthur thought, except possibly himself.

“What do you think, Uncle Scot?” Yvonne asked, nodding at him enthusiastically, as if her head and his mouth were linked, and the movement of the former would cause the latter to open and make words.

Uncle Scot stuck his fork in his mouth, chewed and looked at the ceiling, swallowed, set his fork down, crossed his arms and leaned back, smiling resignedly at the synthesis.

“Why are you doing this?” he said at last.

“To help Arthur.”

“Who told you?” he asked.

“I figured it out,” she said. “Arthur figured some things out about me today. It’s a long story I’m not going to tell right now, but I’ve just been through . . . let’s just call it an experience. An experience I wouldn’t trade the world for. And now it’s Arthur’s turn.”

Arthur sat, frozen, still uncertain of what was going on. If he thought about it, he could probably have worked out the meaning, but something was discouraging him from doing so.

“How old was Arthur?” Yvonne asked.

“Old enough to stand up, I guess,” Uncle Scot said. “Maybe one. He was in his playpen, watching . . . at the moment of truth.”

“How many times did he see you do it?” Yvonne queried.

“Handful of times,” Uncle Scot said, still leaning back, arms crossed, staring at his plate.

He seemed relieved, Arthur thought. Relieved about something.

“And we don’t do it anymore,” Uncle Scot continued. “We haven’t for a long time. It was transitional. That’s what my therapist calls it. Transitional. Moving from one place to another. Edith was the only one who understood. I needed her. She needed me. We got through it, together.”

Uncle Scot leaned forward, put an arm on the table, smiling sincerely for the first time since Yvonne had begun this line of questioning.

“My family,” he began. “They—”

“Arthur told me about that,” Yvonne said. “It sounds awful.”

“Stop, Penis!” Uncle Scot shouted, and now he was laughing again, naturally, comfortably, and Yvonne clapped and laughed with him, and Arthur understood everything in a flash, that his mother and his uncle – brother and sister – had sex in his presence, and he’d seen it, and the buried memories, as manifested in his dream reviews, had become a minor distraction in the weeks leading up to and following his trip with his uncle.

Now that he knew, his reaction came just as suddenly: What of it?

Yvonne and Uncle Scot were both staring at him, done building the revelation, waiting for the reaction of the person to whom this revelation was the most pertinent.

Arthur felt suddenly, deeply uncomfortable. What did they want? Assurances he was okay? A cheer for his uncle’s passions? A poem?

“Okay,” Arthur said, deciding on a fourth and less committal option. “Yeah.”

Yvonne put her hand on his arm.

“So now you know.”

“I do,” Arthur said, looking at Uncle Scot and trying not to imagine the younger version of the man before him with the younger version of his mother. He had seen his uncle in the raw depths of spasming, chip-driven virility, and when it was practiced against an arena of mostly bots, it was okay, at least noteworthy, and arousing too.

But practiced against Mom, no, that wasn’t a field over which he wished to dwell. He knew. That’s all. He knew. Was there more to learn from it, more self-knowledge to be gained from this revelation Yvonne had wrested from his uncle? He didn’t know, nor particularly care. This wasn’t a door he needed to make a habit of opening.

As the meal returned to virtual normalcy, Yvonne laughing and lying about her past, Uncle Scot being frankly honest about his, Arthur could almost feel the box he was building around this new memory – a little trinket, something to wrap in heavy paper and set in a trunk and bundle up to the attic. And by the time Uncle Scot took his leave, with an urgent hug for Yvonne, a handshake and a half hug for his nephew, Arthur believed this new fact would make no difference, that he could speak to his mother as he always had, love and respect her as he always had, laugh at her flights of drama and think no less of her.

Soon after they broke free from Uncle Scot’s pod, turned on the news and plotted a course for the farm, now skirting Chicago on the way to the waters of Lake Michigan, the tetatet flashed with an incoming message.

“Oh, it’s Fritz!” Yvonne exclaimed. “Can we answer? Can we answer?”

“Fritz who?” Arthur inquired.

“Fritz Honecker! The CEO of TIQ. Oh god!”

Without waiting for Arthur’s okay, she tapped the tetatet, and Honecker’s worried face appeared, a large expanse behind that that, Arthur guessed, was a room in his home.

“Fritz!” Yvonne said. “Hi! What’s going on?”

“Hello, Yvonne,” Honecker said. “Hello, Arthur.”

“Hi,” Arthur said, struck anew by the novelty of speaking to one of the world’s most admired entrepreneurs.

“What’s going on?” Yvonne asked again.

“It’s Ross,” Honecker said. “He had to have a redirect.”

“Oh,” Yvonne said. “Oh, no, no, no.”

She reached out, grabbed Arthur’s thigh, and he took her hand in his, watching her face as it twisted in anguish.

Her next words came strangled, but Arthur understood them: “Is he hurt?”

“He’ll be fine, physically,” Honecker replied, but Yvonne didn’t wait to listen, wailing through his words.

“What did he do?” she shouted, drawing in her breath. “What did he try?”

“Right off the balcony, a mile up,” Honecker said. “The net caught him, of course, but he was crawling to the edge of that and was just about over the side when his chip redirected.”

Yvonne shrieked, retrieved her hand from Arthur’s and made fists before her mouth, weeping into them, water raining from her eyes as she rocked on the couch.

Honecker sat, listening, watching, all his attention on Yvonne until her sobs eased and she was able to speak again, thickly, slowly.

“What did he say? Has anyone talked to him?”

“Nothing,” Honecker said. “He seems okay, but he’s not communicating right now. Maybe he’ll open up at some point, but in the meantime, they’ll be doing a full inquest and . . . your pod was there a few minutes before he jumped.”

“Arthur and I were both with him,” Yvonne said.

“What happened?” Honnecker asked quietly.

“Well . . .” Yvonne stammered, “you know Ross.”

“No,” Honecker shot back quickly. “This is outside my experience with him.”

Yvonne stared into the tetatet, not bothering to wipe the tears streaming from her eyes and down around her mouth.

“Yvonne, I need you to be honest with me.”

“Okay, okay,” Yvonne said, leaning back, slapping at her tears more than wiping them, leaning forward, sucking in her breath and staring into the tetatet defiantly. “Fine. He was in love with me.”

To Arthur’s surprise, Honecker laughed.

“Fritz, please,” Yvonne protested. “I don’t think it’s funny.”

“It’s not, it’s not,” agreed the chastened Honecker. “It’s just, that’s what I was hoping it would be. He can get over that.”

“I hope so,” Yvonne said.

“So . . .” Honecker proceeded cautiously, “how long has it been? Since he fell in love?”

“Three years.”

“Three years,” Honecker repeated. “You mean, three years . . . before now, earth time? Our time?”

“Yes.”

“Then it happened . . .”

“With Axilaine, in the set,” Yvonne said. “I know about that now.”

“Can you tell me . . . what happened?”

“It’s a long story,” Yvonne said. “And kind of complicated.”

“I probably know most of it.”

“Okay,” Yvonne began, “so you probably know he was monitoring me. Or Axiliane, but me sort of too.”

“Yeah. We took particular interest in your personality.”

“And he saved my life at one point, when these people were going to kill us.”

“Yes,” Honecker said. “The team went to great lengths to protect personalities that showed promise, until they were mature enough for harvesting.”

“Harvesting, Fritz?” Yvonne said. “Really? Did you just say harvesting?”

“Sorry, that’s the jargon,” Honecker said. “I’ll try to stop using it. I’ve never said that to a synthesis. You’re the first one who’s gotten this far.”

“Arthur figured it out,” Yvonne said. “And . . . I don’t like the word synthesis either.”

“What do you want to be called?”

“A person,” Yvonne said, and she squeezed Arthur’s hand. “Arthur says I’m . . . human.”

“Okay,” Honecker agreed solemnly.

Yvonne paused, as if waiting to be challenged, but Honecker said nothing more.

“So . . . you know he gave everyone these little hollow sticks, to blow through when we were in danger.”

“Yeah, breath-activated intervention modules. Showstoppers for short. Brilliant stuff. Tuned to the user’s unique breath profile, and they just shut down the set, froze everything, until we could go in and see what was happening and save a life if it could be saved.”

“He gave them to everyone who was there that day.”

“You were the only person there who needed one,” Honecker said. “But if he’d only given you one, or the only one that worked, it would have brought attention you didn’t need.”

“The whole thing was very dramatic,” Yvonne said, laughing. “He was dressed . . . like a cowboy, with this big badass hat, and just flying, literally flying, and they couldn’t do anything to him, because—”

“Yeah, not exactly advisable,” Honecker said, smiling ruefully. “We preferred less active interventions, but Ross wanted to play, so we let him, that once.”

Honecker laughed. “We all got a kick out of the movies he made.”

“Movies?”

“Probably a dozen, all told. Overhead view, one from your perspective, one from your mom’s, one from the gang, one with Ross doing a comedy voiceover.”

“That thing he gave me,” Yvonne said. “I . . . Axilaine . . . blew it a lot.”

“Of course she did. Everyone who got one did. Those damned things slowed down the project by half a year, until we started confiscating them.”

“Ross almost always showed when I blew into mine. At least at the start.”

“He needed you to believe it would work when you really needed him.”

“He’d appear, and we’d talk. He said he was Maximilian, which is the same name he uses in some of those games he plays, I think. And then, I . . . Axilaine . . . got older, and got . . . feelings, and . . . what she did was inevitable, I guess.”

“Can you tell me what she did?” Honecker inquired.

“The oldest play in the book,” Yvonne laughed. “Stood up from her bath. And she was . . . not terrible to look at.”

“How old was she?” Honecker asked.

“Sixteen,” Yvonne said, adding quickly, “but Ross didn’t do it then. He waited, a few more years, until she was legal, I guess. Not that it’s really relevant there, since there were no laws about it, but she was 18.”

“He did it with her, though? He had sex with Axilaine?”

“He did,” Yvonne said.

“Are you upset about it?”

“I am,” Yvonne said.

“I am so, so sorry, Yvonne,” Honecker said. “That wasn’t supposed to happen. If we’d known—”

“Oh, not emotionally upset, like I’m a victim, like I’m scarred,” Yvonne interrupted. “I don’t remember any of it. I barely remember Ross, or even my mom. I’m just upset for Axilaine. She thought he was one thing, and made love to him believing that, but he wasn’t that thing, and then he kept her waiting. He shouldn’t have done that.”

“No,” agreed Honecker.

“I fixed it, though,” Yvonne said. “I think.”

“What do you mean?”

“Ross let me in, and I talked to Axilaine, and I told her to get on with her life, that her magical guy wasn’t what he seemed, that he couldn’t give her anything. She cried, but she was halfway there anyway.”

“Okay,” Honecker said, sighing and crossing his arms. “There’s probably going to be an inquest. And if you want to package your testimony – if it’s asked for – to something the average person will understand . . . that might be a good idea.”

“I will.”

Honecker turned to Arthur.

“How are you doing, Arthur?”

Arthur leaned back, grimaced.

“It’s been an . . . interesting day.”

“Do you have any questions for me, anything you want to say, anything I should know?”

Arthur thought briefly, looked up.

“Yes,” he said. “People need to know what you’ve discovered.”

“How much did Ross tell you?”

“Enough,” Arthur said. “People need to know.”

“And he explained why we don’t want to?”

“Yes,” Arthur said. “You were too successful. You made . . . people.”

Honecker laughed again, disarmingly, sincerely.

“You understand our dilemma, I hope.”

“I’m not sure,” Arthur said. “Are you going to keep making them?”

“I’m not sure,” Honecker said. “There’s no system of morality that gives us any guidance. We just plowed through. It hadn’t occurred to any of us that we’d be facing . . . cosmic questions at the end.”

Arthur looked at Yvonne, and she smiled, and he looked back at Honecker.

“Whoever kicked off the Big Bang gave us their answer,” Arthur observed. “Let it run. Watch it. Maybe they’re still watching.”

“A profound point,” Honecker said, and he breathed in, and his shoulders slumped as if he had finished something difficult.

“I’ll be checking in on Ross personally,” Honecker said.

“Is he in trouble?” Yvonne inquired.

“He should be,” Honecker replied. “But ultimately, the fault is mine. We – I – let him create a world, and gave him power over it. Absolute power. And we know what that does.”

“Can you keep him from going in there anymore?”

“Yes, we’ll have to,” Honecker agreed.

“Tell him I’m not mad, really,” Yvonne said. “I understand what he did. I forgive. And he’s suffered. He will keep suffering.”

“He will,” Honecker agreed. “Well, thank you, Yvonne. Arthur nice to see you again. Bye.”

Honecker vanished, and Yvonne leaned forward, putting her face in her hands.

She didn’t cry, however, and when Arthur put his hand on her shoulder, she spoke clearly, evenly.

“Everyone should get the chance to see what I saw,” she said into her palms. “When I compare what I know now . . . to what I knew yesterday . . .”

She shivered unnaturally, her shoulders and her back vibrating. But this time, the gesture struck Arthur as not merely strange, but more an eccentricity, something unique about Yvonne, another aspect of her being that made her all the more human. What human wasn’t strange in some unique way?

Face still planted in her hands, Yvonne spoke again.

“I’m going to write that book,” she announced. “About my mother. And her lover. Especially her lover. He went from a farm boy being raised by his uncle to advisor to a king. I’ll write about part of it at least. His wedding, which was beautiful. Or stop just before that. And you have to help.”

“How would I help?” Arthur asked.

“I want to get their language right,” she said. “It’s very strange, almost poetic. You have to edit me.”

“No one will read it if you write it like that,” Arthur said. “Poetry is just too—”

“I don’t care. I have a purpose. It’s a story I need to tell.”




Epilogue

“Arthur?” Yvonne said from the kitchenette.

“Yup?” Arthur replied, just done with his shower, warm jets of air drying him off in seconds.

“Tabby and Robert are 10 miles out. Looks like we’ll be meeting them over Biscayne Bay.”

“Okay,” Arthur said. “I’ll hurry.”

“Any idea what you want for lunch?”

“Let’s see what they’re having,” Arthur said, exiting the bathroom to dress, pulling on a black t-shirt and jeans, leaving his feet bare. “I don’t want to print steak if the whole pod smells like one of those Indian meals.”

“Are you nervous?”

“About what?” Arthur replied.

“About . . .” Yvonne said, pausing, “everything?”

“Some things more than others. The worst that can happen is she gets mad and says no.”

“What would she get mad about?”

“The secrets we kept,” Arthur said, joining Yvonne at the table. “The things we know about her that were supposed to be her secret. And what we want now.”

“You know Tabby’s very cool, right?”

“You knew her better than I did,” Arthur said. “The last time I saw her, she was crying because I’d just closed her back up in her cell. She might still be pissed about that.”

“She was crying because she didn’t want to leave the skyfarm,” Yvonne corrected him. “You know that.”

“She was crying because she didn’t want to leave you,” Arthur said.

“I don’t know about that. But she was one of my favorites at the end. So I was crying too.”

“I’m glad she reached out to you. After some of the things that happened . . . she could hate you. Hate both of us.”

“She’s not like that,” Yvonne said.

“What if Robert . . . takes issue with things?” Arthur inquired.

“He’ll be fine,” Yvonne said. “You need to believe me about that. Now, when do I get to read your poem?”

“I think it’s ready, as of this morning,” Arthur said, rising and smiling sheepishly, and he stepped to the nightstand and retrieved a much-marked sheet of paper, sat back down at the table, cleared his throat, and read:

We are drinkers of water, and bathers in water,

and made of water, and speakers in the language of water,

with words that fall like rain and run their courses and sometimes

overflow.

In the great beginning, the wet tongue was chosen for us,

but today we choose it back, fixing that intentional bond,

once forced upon us, that we make now our own, thus do we

grow.

We raise wet cities and write wet words and give

to ourselves wet souls, one named Yvonne, who lives on

Dry Essence stirred with water, she also stirred, mind and

below.

A grand language, but jealous, and exclusive. To speak

in the voice of water leaves out the others, the tongues

of dry saints and desert habits and all the rest we cannot

know.

“It’s got me in it!” Yvonne said, clapping under her chin, beaming with joy. “Thank you! Thank you!”

“It’s supposed to be very private, obviously,” Arthur said, smiling a little ironically, not sure his effort was worth her applause. “Not for publication.”

“I love it, you’re a doll,” Yvonne said, and she rose and kissed Arthur’s head. “Can we at least put it up on the wall? Framed? I want to keep reading it.”

“Sure,” said Arthur. “That’s the best thing you could have said. I can put it on parchment, once it’s completely done.”

“It’s perfect, don’t change a word.”

“Okay.”

Yvonne went to the balcony, and Arthur joined her, the lovers well into their third year of romance, looking down at Miami in winter from a quarter mile up, five skyfarms above them, a sixth drinking from the ocean, a hundred pods crossing below and beside them, great ships docked on the water, and to the left, a city of tall buildings, full of life and industry and the bright sun of south Florida in early January.

“There they are!” Yvonne exclaimed, peering into the impossible distance. “They’re on their balcony too.”

At 100 yards out, Arthur could make out the man and woman on the approaching pod, and to his relief, Tabby seemed to be bouncing and clapping. Arthur knew they’d just come from the beach in Fort Lauderdale, and she was still dressed for the water, in a red bikini. Robert had thrown an open Hawaiian shirt over black trunks. He was Arthur’s height, with blond hair and broad shoulders, fit and healthy but not ridiculously so, and when they drew nearer, the warm smile on his face told Arthur this would be a friend.

After the two pods coupled, after the hugs and the handshakes and the squeals of delighted reunion, the four gathered around Yvonne’s and Arthur’s table in the grand but now thoroughly lived in St. Beatrix.

With steak printed for Arthur, Tabby lunching on printed flounder, Yvonne drinking peanut butter and Robert already having dined and sipping from an aluminum water bottle, they caught up the way friends old and new will do. Tabby confirmed she was still working for a company in Canada, still declined to name it. Robert was a psychology student. Arthur was assistant director on one of the skyfarms a half mile overhead, and he took everyone to the balcony to point it out. Yvonne had written a book, a medieval romance that proved more popular than she’d expected, but she hadn’t put her name on it, due to the sex, and Tabby and Robert both confessed to neither having read it nor ever having heard of it.

After that came the reminisces.

“So, I told Robert you used to keep me in a cage, and you had me tortured,” Tabby said. “I think he believes me.”

“Please tell me you gave Robert the context!” Yvonne said. “Or is he just acting like he likes us because he’s afraid of us?”

“Tabby explained everything to me,” Robert said quickly, laughing. “She told me you were both amazingly cool.”

“We were just following the rules,” Arthur said. “I took reforming Tabby very seriously.”

“The skyfarm was a turning point,” Tabby said, and her eyes clouded over, briefly. “I was really, really angry, about a lot of things. And then I went to prison, and I decided that’s all my life was going to be. Hating things and being hated. But good behavior got me to the farm, and that felt nice, and then the day I met you guys, and you gave us a tour and took us all up to the top, with the fields and the trees and . . . and the wind and the sun and the . . . and everything . . . I just . . . I was naked and I had on that waist chain and I didn’t care . . . I had hope. You were nice.”

“I could see your potential, right off,” Yvonne said. “You had more going for you than you knew. And so . . . I need to tell you some things. And ask you some questions.”

“Sure,” Tabby said, eyebrows raised.

“Okay,” Yvonne said, rubbing her face and inhaling. “First of all . . . I know you work for TIQ.”

“Did someone tell you, or did you figure it out?”

“I got you the job,” Yvonne said. “I talked to Fritz.”

“Fritz Honecker? You talked to Fritz Honecker? About me?”

“Yes.”

“Get out.”

“I did,” Yvonne said. “I knew they brought a few people on every year with some combination of technical know-how and . . . unconventional ideas. I suggested you. They checked you out, got you out of prison early, and, two years later, you’re still there.”

“That was you,” Tabby said, staring at Yvonne with a deep reverence. “Oh, thank you, thank you.”

“How do you know the people at TIQ?” Robert asked.

“TIQ made me,” Yvonne replied.

Tabby nodded. “You worked there too? Are you still an employee?”

“Well, an employee on special status is how they put it,” Yvonne said, “But that’s not what I’m talking about. I mean, they made me, literally. I’m a synthesis.”

For a long moment, Tabby and Robert simply stared.

Tabby reacted first. “Ah!” she exclaimed, putting her hands over her mouth. “No you’re not! No you’re not!”

Yvonne set her hands on the table to show off her fingernails, blues of the blue skies of earth, greens of the green fields of earth, golds of the golden harvests of the earth running across her nails, back and forth, because she’d gotten as good at manipulating the colors of her nails as musicians get manipulating strings and keys.

“If you say you are, you are,” Tabby said. “And that’s . . . that’s . . .”

Her voice trailed off.

“I consider myself homo,” Yvonne said.

“Yes,” Tabby said. “Okay. I . . .”

“You know how I was made,” Yvonne said. “How my mind was made.”

“Yeah, this is a little overwhelming. Because of what I know. It’s a whole . . .”

“Have you been on the set?” Yvonne asked.

“I’ve heard about it. I’ve seen some of the data. But I’ve never been there. It’s kind of hush-hush.”

“They thought everyone was going to figure it out a few days after we started getting placed, three years ago,” Yvonne said. “But no one’s noticed us yet. Or, they know, they really know, but . . . well, Arthur has a theory.”

“People aren’t ready for this,” he said. “People don’t ask questions when they don’t want the answers. So everyone’s ignoring it.”

“Oh, yeah,” Tabby said. “Like, uh, Tiffany, the one who was under a pod when it dropped last year, in Mexico City, and the fan hit her arm. Everyone thought she was a homo, and her arm just destroys the fan, and her arm’s fucked up too, like, metal, uh, tibia, uh . . .”

“Ulna,” said Yvonne. “Snapped ulna, bent radii. I saw the pictures. They would have never shown that if it had been a biological arm. It hurt just to look at them.”

“And the story’s that a woman was saved by her artificial arm. No one questioned it.”

“Did you meet her?” Yvonne asked.

“Sort of. She was drinking Dry Essence in the cafeteria, and I sat down at the same table and said hi, and then three of her friends showed up and she talked to them and then she left. She already had her new arm, they tested it for a few days and then she was back in Mexico, like everything’s normal. People at work call her the girl with the golden arm now.”

“I don’t know what it is,” Arthur said. “Maybe people don’t want to know you can duplicate the human mind. Or maybe they don’t want the details of what it does. Thinking is the last mystery. People like it that way.”

“There’s an essay on Digger you need to read,” Yvonne said. “Soon. The title is ‘What’s really wrong with us?’ and it talks about all the things they learned from the set.”

“Who wrote it?” Tabby asked.

“Ross Feingold.”

“Ross Feingold? The guy that invented the Feingold BaseSeven chip?”

“Yeah,” said Yvonne. “He used to work at TIQ. He spent a lot of time on the set. Everything he wrote is true, but no one likes it and he got deplatformed on first round, so he’s appealing and he’ll probably get deplatformed again. Try to read it before, like, Wednesday, or it’ll be gone forever.”

“I didn’t know he used to work for TIQ,” Tabby said.

“Yeah, they, uh, sort of parted ways with him.”

“Isn’t he dating Katte Morrison?” Robert asked.

“Robert has a thing for her,” Tabby said, rolling her eyes.

“In my defense, so does Tabby,” Robert retorted.

“He’s dated all the big names,” Yvonne said. “Keniesha Brown, Desiré Desire, Lee Mae Ho. Typically takes six months before someone figures out there’s not a fit.”

“You sound jealous,” Tabby ventured.

“The opposite,” said Yvonne. “I’m wishing he’d find himself. He keeps seeking out the wrong kinds of people.”

“He’s trying to make Yvonne jealous,” Arthur said. “She doesn’t believe me, but that’s my theory.”

“So there’s a history there,” Tabby said.

“A long, complicated history,” Yvonne said. “I’ll tell you one day, if Fritz says I can.”

“Wow,” Tabby said, turning to Robert. “So we’re having lunch with one of Ross Feingold’s former girlfriends!”

“The only one who’s not famous,” Yvonne deadpanned, and she turned to Arthur and smiled and reached under the table to put her hand on his leg, and he squeezed her fingers. “So far so good.”

Tabby raised her eyebrows again and Robert stared, hand around his water bottle, studying Yvonne carefully.

“What are you drinking, Robert?” Yvonne asked.

“It’s a nutritional supplement,” he said. “Kind of a holistic cocktail.”

“No, I mean, what flavor?”

“The usual,” he said, face growing suspicious.

“Cherry?” she asked. “Peanut butter? T-bone steak? Pecan praline? Vanilla?”

“Ah!” Tabby hissed.

“Fritz told me,” Yvonne said. “It’s nice to meet a new one.”

“They finished training him right before I started,” Tabby said. “Kinda sparks from the first second they introduced him to me. Right?”

“Literally.”

Tabby laughed and leaned over to Robert, and he planted a quick kiss on her lips.

“I thought for awhile they were going to stop making us,” Yvonne said. “I asked Fritz why, and he wouldn’t answer.”

“They’re not telling anyone,” Tabby said. “But I have a theory.”

“Yeah?”

“They talk to Robert all the time, about his perspectives,” Tabby said. “I’ve been there for a few conversations.” She turned to Robert. “You see things really, really differently. Because of what you know.”

“They’re testing my responses to things,” Robert said. “And then they tell me why I did it. The nuts and bolts, the chip, how it all evolved.”

“They say Robert’s more self-aware than any sentient being that’s ever existed,” Tabby asserted with obvious pride.

“What are they doing with it all?” Arthur asked.

“I don’t know,” Robert replied. “Writing a book, maybe.”

“A couple of books, at least,” Arthur said.

“A whole library!” Tabby declared.

“Do you know where you got your personality?” Yvonne asked.

“Yes, they’ve shown me the movies,” Robert replied. “A little hard to watch in places, but he was a nice guy, fortunately. Very big, but gentle. He was a farmer when they harvested him, but I—”

“I hate that word,” Yvonne interrupted.

“Okay,” Robert agreed. “Copied him I mean. He did a lot of trading too, even traded slaves a few times. They said he went on to great things, through sheer force of personality, but they copied his mind a few years ago, when he was younger.”

“Cool,” Yvonne said. “I might have known him. Do you have any memories?”

“None.”

“Neither did I, other than a dream or two.”

“Robert has dreams,” Tabby said. “Cows with big horns, and—”

“I dream about cows too!” Yvonne said.

“And scary people in the woods,” Tabby continued.

“Not scary, really,” Robert corrected. “More . . . intimidating.”

Over lunch and natural beer and Dry Essence, the friends talked about TIQ, the set, the things they knew and thought, until Yvonne breathed in, clasped her hands under her chin, smiled a little awkwardly.

“Okay,” she said, “one more thing on our agenda.”

“You had an agenda?” Tabby laughed.

“Sort of,” said Yvonne. “A few thing to cover, anyway.”

She looked at Tabby.

“Fritz told me . . . you want to have a . . . child.”

“We do,” Tabby confirmed solemnly.

“So do we,” Yvonne said, turning to Arthur, and they joined their hands on the table and looked at each other. “And of course, I can’t make little ones, and I’m assuming Robert can’t either, unless they’ve figured out how to fix that on the latest models.”

“Firing blanks,” Robert assured.

“Not completely blank,” Tabby said with a lecherous grin. “I mean, uh, stuff comes out. Sometimes a lot.”

“Okay,” Yvonne said, raising her hand, “you don’t have to answer now. But just something to think about: Arthur . . . and you.”

Tabby smiled in a way that suggested the thought had crossed her mind as well, and she looked at Arthur. “You’re what . . . Irish and Korean?”

“Those are the main ones, I’m told.”

“Arthur’s also a poet. And brilliant on the job, as you know.”

“A poet?” Tabby said. “Okay, I respect that.”

“And a movie star,” Yvonne added, prompting a snort from Arthur.

“I’m lots of things,” Tabby said. “German, Asian, a little African, a little Russian.”

“A nice mix, between the two of you,” said Robert.

“We’ve thought about adopting, or finding a surrogate,” Yvonne said. “But we want to know what kind of genes we’re getting. And you make the grade.”

Now it was Tabby’s turn to snort.

“If the kid ends up in prison,” she said, “don’t blame me.”

“We don’t want a conformist,” Arthur said.

“Have you thought about how long you’d carry?” Yvonne asked.

“Yes,” Tabby replied. “I’m a little old fashioned, so I’d want to go three or four months before I moved it to a synthetic.”

“We could have two in a year!” Yvonne exclaimed, clapping, then putting her hands down and leaning forward. “So . . . we could bot vector it, or go to a clinic. Or Robert and I could probably figure out how to make the exchange.”

Yvonne paused. “Or you could just do it naturally.”

Tabby blushed slightly, looked at Arthur.

“Natural would be fine.”

END
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