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“They use everything about the pig except the squeal.”
—Upton Sinclair, The Jungle (1906).











  
  
Chapter 1




Look at them nice flowers,” my older sis, Sadie, whispered. There was a fat, lush tear in her eye. “Ain’t they somepin? Ain’t they nice?” 

She was standing at the kitchen window, staring at the scrub out back of the compound. The ground was scorched these days right up to the horizon where the tigger spaceships blasted off and landed, so no way it was a pretty sight. Chemicals did most of Sadie’s talking now. Dopamine, serotonins, and God knows whatever else forever jacking up her mood. Making her dewy-eyed over the least little thing. Making her dumb, too. Not that Sadie complained any more, nor even noticed. She was kinda addicted to the chemicals now. 

“Oh yeah,” I said. “They’re real nice. Poppies.” 

“Is that what they is? They’re ever so sweet.” 

“Sure are.”

I sighed and gazed toward the spaceport. The adult tiggers generally stayed in their own aluminum-sheathed enclosures, well away from us, but this evening was different—one was drifting over the landing zone. Which meant another shipment of baby tiggers was due. The slim bullet-shaped freight ships carrying the young tiggers arrived at least weekly now, with the newborns always hungry as hell. 

They had plenty of our women around these days to feed ’em. Hundreds had been brought in from the regions in the past six months. Well, they were girls, really. Most were between thirteen and nineteen years old, optimum productivity age. With tigger babies being so voracious, once girls reached the end of their teens, their milk ducts tended to be pretty much spent. 

The majority of girls being delivered to the compound looked seriously traumatized. Life was tough enough here in the tigger regeneration hubs, but outside… well, there wasn’t much left following the war. Many of the girls arrived with red X’s burned across their faces, showing they’d been earmarked for live meat. At least those assigned tigger maternal duties avoided that fate. Last week’s batch of girls had been particularly disturbing to see, naked and holding up their hands to block out the sunlight as the ship disgorged them from the dark holds.

“Why ain’t they got no clothes on?” Sadie had asked me. 

“Maybe they’re hookers,” I told her. “Tiggers checking out their credentials.”

“What? The tiggers are into… no!” Sadie looked genuinely scandalized. Humor was wasted on her these days. 

Morten, my shift supervisor, said the tiggers had been keeping their babies in storage for years. Now the fighting was done, and having soaked up the worst of the radioactivity where the nukes were dropped, they’d begun full colonization. “They just don’t have any hive-mothers here yet,” he told me. “That’s why they’re altering the lactating chemistry of women like your mother and sister. No point risking their own females until the land and atmosphere are comfier. Meantime, though, they still need tigger personnel to make the planet habitable. Got to get their numbers up. But why waste their own precious females on basic feeding when they can use us?” 

The tigger gliding over the import area tonight was a typical adult. Twice our height. Similar in looks to a crane fly. Carried themselves that way, too, all drifty and skinny-legged and unpredictable in their motion. Even with pneumatics and counterweights keeping them anchored to our high gravity, their wings coasted in a slippery, screwy way. You could never guess where their blue limbs would alight next. “They don’t much like landing on our human soil,” Morten told me. “Too dirty.” 

Morten was one of three intermediaries the spaceport tiggers used to communicate their needs directly when they didn’t use a droid. He was also the only person I knew who’d seen the tiggers in their own pressurized methane enclosures, those where they dispensed with the bulky grav-gear. “Like smoke caught in crosswinds,” was how he described their flight.

Sadie popped her lips. “Lookie that big tigger right up high there, Jimmy!” she enthused, as if we should all be royally privileged to be witnessing its skinny ass. With all the hormones tugging her around these days, Sadie sometimes forgot which side she was supposed to be rooting for. 

“Vaughan, on my shift, calls the tiggers pussies,” I told her. “Can’t even breathe our air. Can’t lift a load for shit.” 

“He does?” Sadie frowned, struggling to process that. 

She was sixteen now, a year older than me. Mental age artificially reduced to eight. But cheerful. Eyes forever glistening with enthusiasm. Happy-happy, like all the mammas. She was right enough not to react to any opinion Vaughan ventured, however. Vaughan had the dimensions of a rhino with all the growth gloop the tiggers’d stuck into him. He was maybe dumber than Sadie, too. His ranking was 1B: strictly a loader. Bulk cargo duties. No responsibilities beyond heavy shifting and stacking. For all his bitching, Vaughan knew jack shit about the tiggers. They’d beaten us in the war, hadn’t they? He didn’t quite seem to get that he was their fucking slave.
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