





  Abstraction is when I design giant death creatures and Attraction is when I do it for you


Claire Jia-Wen


When I was little, I drew dragons and leviathans in my room, stomach down on my bed or tipping my chair back and staring at the ceiling like the lines would rearrange into inspiration.




Now I swipe my fingerprint through three levels of security and navigate a maze of sterile white walls before settling at my drawing desk that’s outfitted with hypersensitive tablet pens and next-gen interfaces for biosynthetic design in 3D. I draw my creatures. There are no pinup posters tacked onto the walls, but it’s basically the same thing.




My supervisors introduced abstraction to me as the removal of unnecessary detail. A chef is probably better off not knowing how Agri gets the sunlight for his vegetables. A pilot doesn’t need to be distracted by how the pyrotechnic channels work, just that the red button represents a giant column of fire that’ll roast a Mongo alive. And that the gray button activates noise muffling.




So when investigators rap at my door and tell me Alyssa’s gone, I don’t think of the way my sister pasted my abandoned drawings all over her wall because she didn’t want them to feel unloved—that was a long time ago, anyway. I just say: sure, let me get my coat and could you please wrap this up before tonight, I want to catch Valentine Golding’s fight, and I have a date after, thanks.




When she lets me into her apartment, Val’s still sweaty from the evening’s fight, and maybe the gauntlet of interviews and flashing cameras after, asking about her mentality and whether she’s got anything going on with her copilot—goodness, you make such a handsome pair! Her veins still glow green from where she’d jacked into the mecha.




“Heard something interesting, Fiona,” she says. She pulls my shirt open and doesn’t glance at the buttons skittering across the moonlit floor. Her apartment’s close enough to the surface for windows—perks of twenty-nine years as Huus Corp’s starlet—which is why we always meet at hers and not mine, which has no natural light and tastes like recycled oxygen. Also, I really didn’t want my sister knowing about this, but that doesn’t matter anymore, does it.




I suck in an unsteady breath. “Yeah?”




“Apparently, there’s been a data breach at Huus Corp.” She unfastens my belt.




I hold up my wrists. They’re still imprinted with the outline of handcuffs. She takes the opportunity to pull my tank over my head.




“Yeah. Investigators at my door. I had to miss most of your fight. I’m sorry,” I tell her.




“First time you’ve been tied up, I’m sure,” she says. “They wouldn’t tell me what happened.”




I laugh. “Do you want to talk about it?”




She gets to her knees. “Not now.”




I first met Valentine at a campaign wrap party. It was my first. She’d been to so many she’d stopped counting.




I’ll never forget the moment Valentine Golding walked into the ballroom. I thought my soul would vibrate from my body. My fingers whitened around my champagne flute; it felt like the bubbles were popping beneath my skin.




I’d known she’d be at the celebration, of course—banners with her face on them wallpaper the halls—but it was a theoretical knowledge, very different from the demanding reality that she was here, and I might soon be lavished in the currency of her attention. That I would be real to her.




Confections arrayed the tables, fresh fruits and sugary confections imported from off-planet. Crudo too. Not lab grown, but the real stuff. It didn’t have the quality Alyssa called the plasticky-chemical-fuzzy taste when she was little. I was too busy finding excuses to look in Valentine’s direction to appreciate their edibility.




Valentine glittered. By then, I’d been in the industry long enough to know how the pilots pumped their cheeks with filler, cushioned their breasts, and sculpted their stomachs—there’s nothing the downpipe devs love more than airing the pilots’ classified information at happy hour—but Valentine’s hair gleamed with silver, faint cobwebs of wrinkles beginning to settle along the columns of her throat, the corners of her eyes.




She found me during the saggy middle of the party, one of those lulls when everybody’s trying to find the person they were second most excited to meet coming in. I introduced myself. I told her I was an engineer, which was what my supervisor told me to say about my involvement with Huus. I told her I did art in my free time.




“An artist,” she said. “Did Huus train you from childhood? That’s how they select the pilots.”




She probably wanted a yes or no, but I’d learned from the first vent-party that pretty women make me ramble. “No, I was recruited. I didn’t know they took artists, to be honest. I did graffiti on the abandoned vent-rooms. When I was sixteen, I think. But I’m sure Huus had its eye on me longer than that.”




She slid her gaze along the length of my body. “Seems like they chose right.”




“My sister worships you, you know,” I said.




Her smile was a dark pomegranate. I thought of the seeds bursting beneath my teeth, tart juices escaping their casings. “Just your sister?” she said.




I swirled a fingertip along the rim of my flute. “Not just my sister.”




We don’t bother with pretenses tonight. She knows what I like. When it’s done, I let her gather me to her.




She presses kisses down the back of my neck. “When you looked up at the screen, all those years ago,” she asks, “did you ever imagine you’d have me like this one day?”




“No,” I murmur. Valentine Golding is the envy of the bunker. Poor suckers sell their life credits to Huus to rent an Experience with her. They fumble to sell more when the vision dissipates into pixels at the end of the hour, because she’s just that good. She’s debuted with seven different copilots. She’s the black widow; the praying mantis; the mega-mecha-bitch. I don’t pay a single credit for her. “You’re really not concerned about the Huus data breach scandal?”




“I am. Of course I am.” She draws her lips away from my neck and doesn’t return when I arch back, seeking her warmth. “I have the most to lose. I know it might be easy to forget who I am, but don’t.”




“Right. I’m sorry.”




“You’ll make this all go away,” she says, “won’t you? They won’t know about this.” Her fingers slot along my ribs. Her fingertips dig into the negative spaces. “About us.”




“I will. Huus is calling me in tomorrow. We’ll sort it out.”




She finally relents, cupping my breast and teasing me with the rough pad of her thumb. I get the message: she doesn’t care what I do, she doesn’t care—maybe doesn’t even know—that it was my sister who orchestrated the breach, she doesn’t care what information was compromised in the breach, as long as it doesn’t stop her from stepping into the cockpit one night of every week.




“Good,” she says.




Val lives pretty close to the Huus headquarters, which means I get to sleep in. I do some sleeping but mostly take the time to admire the way the dawn light refracts across the hewn architecture of her face. She was recruited because they wanted something unique, I heard. Striking, because the previous gen of pilots had been pretty. I tabulate every new line cutting across her cheeks. They usually get airbrushed out in the ads.




She almost hadn’t let me sleep over the first time we did this. We had our fun, and she didn’t seem the type to cuddle, so I pulled my clothes on, and she watched me with catlike eyes until my shirt was almost buttoned up, and then she said, “You’re an engineer, aren’t you? I was wondering if you could add a violet flame to the Lysithea-Delta. It’s my favorite color, you know.”




I understood what she was asking. Multicolored flames meant flashier fights meant more Experiences sold meant a happier Valentine Golding. “I can look into it,” I told her, and she smiled sweetly and murmured, “Come here,” and let me sink into her warmth.




Eventually, I disentangle myself from the memory and my limbs from hers. I’m scared I’ll wake her up, but she doesn’t stir as I shuffle for the spare uniform I keep in her living room closet. Last night’s fight must’ve really worn her out: I still remember when she could do a battle every night. I make her coffee before I slip from her doors.




The walls of our bunker are paneled in screens flashing replays of last night’s fight, the Telesto-Epsilon versus the Nine-headed Serpent-Tiger, or advertisements featuring Val with the newest IV therapies that only top bunker elite can really afford, Val grinning beside the Experience clone of herself, Val showcasing the newest patch of playable characters in the mecha video game the kids are always playing—and like I said, no wrinkles. I don’t begrudge the children who stand transfixed, pointing and asking their parents if they can be pilots too. Val’s fights were the only evenings my parents didn’t fight. Ma and Pa and Alyssa and I huddled around our grainy TV, and nobody shouted at anybody when Valentine Golding was on the screen.




There are three layers of security today, same as yesterday and the day before. But while the engineers and composers get to walk on through, shooting me dirty looks through every gate, a Synthetic has to manually retrieve me and buzz me in. Alyssa stole my credentials to get access, after all.




Alek’s waiting for me when I’m finally in. He jerks his head to me, and I fall in stride beside him. He’s been pleasant to work under, and I’m grateful it’s him doing this part.




“Did you see any signs of renegade activity?” he says mildly.




The investigators had asked the same. It was why they had handcuffed me. And yeah, Alyssa once wrote a paper on the Huus actually bioengineers the Mongos themselves so they can keep making money from advertisers on the mecha-Mongo fights conspiracy theory for her Manipulative Media class, but she also wrote a linguistic analysis of why the shiplog Scripts were generated by a model trained on Lendian slam poetry broadcasts and a dissertation on the Enterprise’s starship designs being a subliminal expression of a cultural fetish for tentacles, should I have reported her for those too?




I give him an abridged version of this.




“There’s one in every generation,” he says. “You’ve learned your lesson, I hope.”




“I thought you’d be more severe about this.”




“What did she steal? Some next-gen mecha designs that’ll make people more excited for the next campaign, and your sketches. The Mongos that have already been released, we can pass off as fanwork, and the ones that haven’t—we’ll simply not send them to print. She can try to leak them; we’ve got eyes on every cloud lake she could upload them to.”




“What will they do to her?” They’d find her. She couldn’t hide, not here.




“I imagine they’ll make an example of her. String her up somewhere, or inject her, if they want a general broadcast. The bunker-state will have everything under control, like always.” He smiles like it’s a joke, because it is—Huus pretends it’s beholden to the bunker-state’s regulations and transparency clauses, but X-925’s main export is the giant mecha fights; civs all over the galaxies pay for streaming rights. The bunker-state doesn’t exist without Huus, without us. “Now come into my office. We need to talk, and I have a damage control meeting in half an hour,” he says, leaving me to wonder what, if not the breach, he wants to talk to me about. I wonder if he and Huus know about my sister’s comm sitting in my unanswered messages, the invitation to parley. They might.




Alyssa’s always wanted to leave. Find a planet with adequate refugee protections, in the Occulan System or even Catseye. Even with all Ma and Pa’s life credits, though, we couldn’t afford the ticket off-planet. Nobody can. The bunker-state says transportation costs will go down as soon as the surface is safe for human habitation and insurance isn’t so high for the vehicles that come to X-925. Nobody saves up to leave anymore.




Alek pulls up my recent Mongo designs on his panopticon of screens.




Some of my best works, really. A three-legged crow with razor feathers. A phoenix-whale duo, one to blast fire and one to burst water. A crustacean modeled after Tentorian System acid-dwellers. Some have been sent to the flesh printer. Some haven’t and never will now.




I’ve heard a lot of Huus new hires have breakdowns when they find out that the Mongos aren’t some rabid megafauna indigenous to the planet. That the truth is, Huus develops synthetic intelligences and implants them in 3D printed biomatter husks. It’s particularly upsetting to some newbies that Huus outfits the monstrosities with pain receptors to make for better TV. I guess if I were a moral philosopher, I’d also argue that it’s adding unnecessary pain to the universe, but I’m an artist, and it’s hard enough for us to scrape by without making utilitarian or hedonist analyses. I don’t blame the poor bastards who have breakdowns after the first day, though. They always come back anyway.




“Ratings have improved after you took over for Jenna,” Alek says. “Downpipe has expressed that they like working with your designs, too.”




I shift; it’s never good when a superior opens with praise, and the plushness of Alek’s seats feel distinctly like an attempt to lure the victim into comfort before biting their head off. “It was a collaborative effort. And ratings were bound to go up after we began incorporating more Rhinoceros Galaxy mythology into the Mongos, anyway.”




“Sure, pandering to the masses gets us more eyeballs. That’s basic business. But in light of the breach, I was looking through your designs, and they’re wonderful—but I noticed that the Valentine Golding ones have tended to be more extravagant.”




My heart stutters; I give him a bland smile. “I grew up watching her, you know. It might just be that I design her Mongos more meticulously without thinking about it. I’m not doing it on purpose.”




“Well, don’t,” he says. “Littmann’s talking about retiring her soon, anyway.”




“But she gets good ratings.” I manage to make it sound like a point of confusion and not a protest.




Alek gives me an assessing look, and I can’t tell if he sees through me or not. “It’s better that you normalize the complexity of the designs anyway. Else, the conspiracy theorists might start getting validated. As for Valentine—if she sinks, she sinks.”




Val thinks I rig the engines to give her more aesthetic fights. I let her believe it because I can’t tell her about my real job, and because there’s something good and satisfying about handing her lies and having her easily accept them, because she has to. She trusts me so much.




The real answer is this: when I sketch the Mongos that’ll be deployed against her, maybe I give them more opalescent eyes that catch the cameras so prettily, or acid glands that turn the Mongo flames purple when the two collide, or shade their skin with green undertones, which the flesh printer will interpret to mean orange blood; the audience loves when one of the colossal death creatures goes splat in an explosion of gooey orange liquid. I always give Val my best designs, the ones that have niggled at the back of my head since I was little, that I only now realize how to convert into lines and proportions.




Except today, I don’t.




I’m designing for Ephraim and Iris, who are making their debut in the Hyperion-Gamma tonight. It’s the only mecha capable of sustained flight—Val piloted this one back in the day, when her systems were strong enough to sustain that kind of energy drain. So, per Alek’s orders, I give them a Mongo I would’ve saved for Val. Under my ministrations, a blank canvas becomes a scramble of lines that slowly consolidate into a spectacle fit for intergalactic broadcast. I begin the base with a dragonfly, which gets me thinking about the aliens with whirring tongues they have in the Occulan System, which leads to a breakthrough when I incorporate the spiraling propellers from the Enterprise ships. I try not to think about whether Val will be mad.




In the early days, I didn’t draw with Val in mind. I drew what I thought my sister would think was cool. The designs that would make her laugh and point at the TV and say, Wow Fee, I can’t believe you can do that, it’s so cool that you draw and then they come to life! I don’t know when the coming to life part became a bad thing to her. I shouldn’t have told her about what I really do, but I never thought I could be anything but perfect to her back then.




When I’m done sketching, I jot notes along the side for downpipe to parse. The Mongo is capable of multidirectional flight through its propeller-wings. The spikes at the front are meant to be fangs. Takes inspo from Occu and Enterprise—maybe the battle music can incorporate their instruments?




I hit send, and it’s done, quick and simple. Rough sketch, but the engineers have algorithmic generation systems that’ll impute the details. It’s for the engineers and the flesh-printers to transform my mappings into Mongos: the translation of my sketches into instructions of how to stitch cells and ligaments and tissues together. I draw; the machine makes monsters.




The designers two generations above mine bemoan the tragedy of our abstraction. Back in their day, they needed to draw a Mongo from multiple perspectives and code instructions in languages that the primitive printers could understand, and wasn’t that what it means to really understand the work?




To me, this kind of thought is no different from the old shitters downbunk in Res-En complaining that the youth no longer know how to operate the geothermal pumps that now automatically adjust to the seismic movements. In truth, the only way to truly understand our work with no abstractions in between is to study the very electrical impulses of the flesh-printer, how drawings become vectors become binary code become functions become instructions become monsters—and even this is a vast oversimplification of the myriad processes that belie computational systems. But hardware has been a dying interest for decades.




I don’t know how it works. I just draw.




Alyssa’s comm said Meet me in the vents. She didn’t have to specify which. The ones tapestried by my old drawings, cheap paint sequences of how I learned to draw. Her face appears often in those, rendered by an increasingly sure hand.




Val’s mad.




She was snippy on the night of Ephraim and Iris’ debut, but she’s always a little on edge when pilots debut, no matter how many times I remind her that her debut is the most rewatched debut in Huus’ streaming library. She pulled on my hair a little harder, left a few more marks along my neck and hips. I memorized their locations in the mirror the next morning. You don’t get hickeys or bruises from Experiences.




Tonight—this was her second fight since Alek threatened me. It was close. Val’s never been that close to the maw of a Mongo; its teeth took off all the panels of the Telesto-Epsilon’s ablative armor. Huus isn’t above letting the occasional pilot get crushed to remind the audience of the stakes, and I clenched my jaw hard enough to crack metal watching her. I wanted to throttle the reporter who asked whether it’s just her time of the month.




But there’s nothing I can do about it. My sister’s still at large; somehow, Huus and the bunker-state together still haven’t found her.




See, fan communities can try to tier rank Mongos and theorycraft power levels all they want, but camera angles and clever editing mean they can never really compare the Mongos to each other in objective metrics. But if Alyssa has the designs, if she figures out a way to leak them—that’s irrefutable proof Val’s Mongos are different from the rest. Alek would kill me.




So I can’t stack the deck. I’ve told Val that and told her it’s my sister’s fault.




Val doesn’t even greet me when she lets me in tonight. She shoves me against the wall, gets her teeth against my throbbing pulse point, and I groan and grind my hips against her. She bites hard enough for my eyes to water. Embarrassing yourself live on intergalactic stream really fucks someone up, I guess.




The thing is, I wasn’t just making Val’s Mongos more cosmetically appealing. I was sketching them with less mass along critical limbs so that the flesh printer had less space to give them muscle there; a Mongo having more opalescent eyes means more points of vulnerability. Maybe the downpipe engineers would’ve caught me if they were hand-coding all the features and not just looking over the potential vulnerabilities flagged by the machine and hitting convertand letting the flesh printer work like magic. But Val’s Mongos needed to be weaker, because she’s weaker.




Not that she admits it. And when she’s got her hands against my windpipe and my vision goes white and so peacefully, suffocatingly blank—who’d call her weak? Not me.




No, when my vision clears, I just look up at her and think: how devastated you’d be if you knew I’ve puppeteered your success for the past eleven years—if you knew you’d be nothing without me. Crushed worse than a too-old pilot beneath a Mongo.




The next morning, I tabulate all the places I’m sore. I don’t make coffee. I repurpose the time to look at the comm my sister sent me, like the words will be different if I just refresh my inbox. Then I go to work, where they still won’t give me my credentials back.




I knew my sister was gone before the investigators ever rapped at my door. I knew when I asked her if she wanted to catch that night’s mecha fight on the screen, and she said she had an essay to write for her Interplanetary Cultures class.




“Come on,” I said. “It’s the Valentine Golding fight they’ve been advertising for weeks. The mechas have finally cleared a path to the mountain. It’s just a few stubborn Mongos left.”




“It’s just not interesting to me.”




“You loved the Valentine Golding fights when you were a kid.” Ma and Alyssa on the couch, Pa on the armchair, and me cross-legged on the rug. Ma would splurge a little to get us popcorn with spray butter.




Alyssa shrugged and reached over to turn on the lamp. I thought about reminding her whose salary got us the electricity. “Well, I don’t anymore,” she said.




There’s a new kid at happy hour, from off-planet. He looks right at home among the other engineers. There’s a joke that floats around—the two genders are design and engineering. Owen, one of the downpipe engineers who specializes in biosynthetic conversion, makes a remark about how bad the job market outside must be if he came here.




“What do you think of living here? I imagine the lack of sunlight is the biggest adjustment,” I say, to be polite. I’ve heard that what few immigrants we get often come down with panic attacks from the claustrophobia.




The new kid—Dodge, and what a strange name it is—gives me a weird look. His tan makes the rest of us look sallow, all cold and sun deprived. “I’m not used to ceilings this low. And the walls shake through the Mongo fights. It’s a bit of a shithole,” he says. I open my mouth to defend this shithole—my shithole—before I realize he’s right. The Mongos exert a lot of energy on the ground. Before she left, Alyssa yelled at me that the Mongos and mechas have trampled all the planet’s wildlife.




It’s only a matter of time before Val gets brought up. “I mean, it’s embarrassing, isn’t it?” Owen says. “She’s getting her ass handed to her by people born in the year she debuted.”




Uriah takes a loud sip of his drink. “Washed up. People like her got lucky twenty years ago and made the mistake of thinking it was talent. Never would’ve survived today’s pool.”




They talk about her like they know her, like it’s their right to lather their opinions over her with their meaty, grasping hands. I bristle; I don’t speak. They’d laugh.




“Her Experiences are getting cheaper,” Owen says. “Soon, anybody will be able to have her.”




I type out a message to my sister: if you had real leverage, you would’ve used it already. You’re between a rock and a hard place, and I’ve got a rope. Let’s talk this out. Midnight.  




Val says, “I’m thinking about retiring.”




She didn’t come back to her quarters tonight. I waited, and then I went looking for her in the pilot offboarding quarters. I was surprised she buzzed me in; then again, she has nobody else. Her copilot’s already left. She’s still half-zipped into her fight suit, like she couldn’t bear the idea of stripping off Valentine Golding, black widow, praying mantis, mega-mecha-bitch, tonight.




“What would you do?” I say evenly.




She shrugs like it’s nonchalant, like she hasn’t run over the possibilities in her head—she must’ve, if she’s gotten enough courage to say it now. “The media really likes the idea of a romance between me and Grant. We could make a story of it, tell them we want to settle down, and we’d get enough sponsorships after. It’s not a bad life. I’d like to bow out while I’m still on top.”




My heartbeat thuds in my throat. I imagine Owen with his hands over her digital recreation; I imagine Grant coming to bed each night to find her already sprawled across the covers. Like they’re entitled to any piece of her when I was the one who turned her from a run-of-the-mill hotshot to the longest-running pilot in Huus history.




“You’re not on top, though,” I murmur, and she stiffens; I stroke her until she relaxes. Anybody—a pilot who forgot their shit here and came back to get it, maybe—could come in and see us. The idea turns me on. Let them know Valentine Golding can’t even keep upright without me, she wants me so badly. “It would kill me to see them treat you like they treat the other retired pilots. You’re amazing. You deserve more than a cramped family unit with the man you’re supposed to like.”




“What do you want me to do?” She sounds so helpless. She never looks small on the screens. “I’m not getting any younger.”




“One more fight,” I say. Just give me one more fight, darling. “I promise I can fix this.”




I draft a message to Alek. My finger hovers over the send button. The clock ticks a quarter to midnight.




The last time I saw my sister, she blew up at me, but first, she told me she’d applied for a job at the shipping quarter. “I have some friends there,” she said. “And you always said the coworkers are more important than the job.”




It made me proud, because she was growing up, but also a bit tired, because it meant she would be reliant on my income for the rest of our lives. It also surprised me because I always thought she’d become a teacher or some other type of intellectual so that she could talk about whether or not the Urala cluster planets were actually a hivemind all day. I couldn’t imagine her inputting commands for Synthetics to load and unload cargo.




That, or—“Did you apply for immigration to Occu or Catseye? It’s a long shot, but I remember you talking about doing that.”




“Yeah, when I was twelve.” She was hunched over her desk, and she spoke to her tablet instead of to me. I missed when she would swivel her chair around when she talked to me.




Which made my next words snippier than they should’ve been. “You always talk about this place like it’s a prison. I thought you would’ve wanted to leave.”




Her answering outburst shouldn’t have surprised me; she’d always been like this, righteous to idiocy. Probably had the speech prepared. “You would’ve thought that,” she sneered. “You never want to solve any problems; you just want to get high up enough that they don’t apply to you.”




“You’re being such a mean girl right now, Alyssa.”




“I’m not twelve. Don’t talk to me like that.”




“Then tell me what’s wrong like an adult.”




“Fee,” she said. “You can’t believe in what you’re doing. The bunker is an illegal prison. You’re wasting so much biomatter. The Mongos and mechas have trampled all the planet’s wildlife.”




I don’t know why it was the wildlife detail that snagged me. It’s incongruous with the fact that the world is a labyrinth made of recycled air and moving shapes on a television. I only understand the sky in theory, as a backdrop to be taken into account for lighting and color theory. The Mongos have pain receptors is a statement that slots beside our wine is imported from the Occulan System—things that are true but aren’t really real.




“I can’t bring them back,” I said.




“You’re the one making the Mongos.”




And she looked over her shoulder at me, as if searching for some reaction and I was taking an exam I didn’t know the rubric for. She didn’t swivel her chair around, but it was close enough.




I crossed the room to her and lifted my hands to her shoulders, kneading the tension from there like I used to. She let me placate her. I didn’t look down at her tablet. Maybe I should’ve.




“We can’t go back to the way things were,” she said, which I thought was funny because what else were we doing? But not that funny because Val also sometimes says maybe she should retire, and I always manage to remind her she doesn’t mean it.




“I wish I could make you care,” she said.




They make a big announcement of it. Renegade thief taken in by the bunker-state for further questioning. They flash some pictures of the vents where they arrested her. If you look closely enough, you can see Alyssa’s face across the walls, spray paint fading around the edges.




Alyssa was always the prettier between the two of us, but nobody would prefer the haggard lines of her face now, gaunt in the newscomm mugshot like someone’s scooped out the flesh of her cheeks. I want to hug her to me; I want to force her to take a slice of the chocolate cakes they keep bringing me to celebrate season wraps, the same way I shoved our ration slice at her when we only had the one.




I can’t, though. She’s just pixels and light. Like an Experience.




Still, I turn off the tablet before I start thinking she can see me, and accuse me. You’re the one making the Mongos. 




Huus existed long before me, and it will exist for long after; I don’t see how Alyssa can look at so many galaxies whose entertainment is contingent on keeping a civ in some dystopian bunker and decide I’m to blame for the destruction up at the surface. I draw. If I were born on Occu or Catseye, I could have drawn gallery art for intergalactic exchange points, but I was born here, where we have machines that can make monsters.




It’s a privilege to do what you love for a living. I don’t take it for granted.




“You’re willing to testify against your own sister?” Alek says.




I drag my gaze up from my current sketch. It’s one of Val’s, a hivemind cluster. I’ve never done anything like it—always thought my sister would’ve hated the unnecessary bodies, extra gore. But it’s art. “Shouldn’t I? She’s responsible for the breach.”




He’s looking at me strangely. “Just making sure.”




When I started out, my supervisor at the time pulled up the mecha dashboard to show me how pilots experience the Mongos. Some empathy exercise, I think. Human-centered design and all that. I’d admired the sleek efficiency of the panel; I guess I’d been expecting a forest of buttons.




“Interfaces,” she said, “hide the complexity of the machine. That’s their job, to give the user a sense of empowerment and freedom.” She shrugged. “Paradoxically, we iterated a lot on the mecha engineering before we got to a model that didn’t transfer any external impact to the pilot. I doubt they can even feel when a Mongo goes down.”




Val is flush with triumph tonight. Her ratings are up. She lets me in. I congratulate her on the new sponsorship deals. She doesn’t bring up what I do for work.




“Want to know how I did it?” I say.




She rolls her eyes and pulls me closer, and a vindictive spark flickers inside me. We’re the same as we’ve always been. Loopholes can be found. Leaks can be smothered. Databases can be scrubbed, cloud-based, especially. Hardware would’ve been better. Some storage chip, maybe. But for all her virtue signaling, Alyssa and I aren’t as different as she pretends. Pretended.




I wonder if that doctor feels guilty that he injected and killed her. Her friends at the shipping quarter were so sad, even though she’d only been on the job for one day and I’m not sure how well they could have known each other before that.




“You’re distracted tonight,” Val says. She slips a hand between my legs, her other pulling my hair back to look at her.




Behind her, the windows that make this apartment so coveted display a barren landscape and a sky sugared with stars. All eight moons are out tonight. For a moment, I see a flash of green shrubbery emerging from the bone-dry soil, and I almost think it’s real, like I could reach out and pluck it and hold it between my fingers. 
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