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Ared message popped up on the rain-spattered screen of Soleil’s e-bike: 

Delivery canceled

“Fuuuuuuuuuck!” she screamed. She hit the brakes much too hard just as her front wheel hit a fallen branch. The world spun like a centrifuge, squeezing the breath out of her. She landed helmet-first on a car and bounced onto the granite curb.

Crack. Pain shot through her right shoulder like a blowtorch. She lay face-down in leafy sludge against the curb, trying to breathe, just breathe.

Her collarbone was broken for sure. Her head was ringing, her neck was jarred from the blow, her funnybone was shooting daggers along her nerves, and she was pretty sure she’d sprained her ankle. But she was breathing okay. She pushed up with her left hand— “Fuuuuuuuuuck!” She flopped to the ground in tears. “Fuck my fucking chungus life.”

“Fuck your chungus what now?” Merk’s voice crackled on the intercom.

“You’re the chungus, dickwad. Aaaah!” She couldn’t get up; might as well shoot the shit while the cold rain soaked into her clothes and her body screamed in pain from all sides.

“Jeebus, Sunny, are you okay?”

“I crashed.” She clenched her teeth to fight off a wave of nausea. Not in this fucking helmet. No fucking way. “I broke my collarbone. I’m lying face-down in a puddle full of rotting leaves. I’m doing great.”

The line went quiet for a moment. “I’m sending a truck to your pin. Don’t move.”

“No worry on that count.” Blood started dripping from her nose. Just fucking great. She shifted her weight and rolled onto her good arm, then onto her back. Pain flowed through her like the tide, massive, inevitable. When it ebbed, she managed to undo her chin strap and yank the helmet from her head. Now her hair was sitting in cold oak-meal and blobs of rain splattered her face at odd moments from the tree above. A siren in the distance stirred her to try to move again. She’d just managed to sit up, leaning on her left arm for support, when a man approached with an umbrella. In the darkness, all she could tell was that he was white and dressed in a silk housecoat and fancy leather slippers.

“I’ve called 1488.” He stood a few feet away from her, as if worried she’d spring up and bite him. Which she wanted to now; she couldn’t afford the damage to her cred. The Livery had a doctor on staff who could do most things off-grid, and they wouldn’t ding her for the bike. If she could keep her credit balance high enough to remain on payroll.

“Thanks, but I don’t need—”

“Gods, are you all right?” A short-haired Latina with a kind smile knelt next to her with a med pouch around her shoulder. “I’m Cam.”

“Soleil. I think I broke my collarbone, but I’ve got someone coming to pick me up. Would you mind helping me try to stand?”

Cam looked into her eyes with concern, then nodded. She put a gentle hand under Soleil’s shoulder and slowly helped her to her feet. She managed to swallow the Fuuuuuuuuuck that surged as the various parts of her body whinged and wailed. Her right ankle was wonky, but she could stand, barely.

“Thank you so much.”

“Not at all. Looks like your elbow might need stitches.” She unzipped her pack and held up an antiseptic spray and bandage. Soleil blinked yes. Was she a nurse or something? “If it’s any consolation, your bike doesn’t look too bad.” The spray was cold, an almost refreshing pain compared to the others. Cam dabbed debris from the wound with the bandage and sprayed it again. “Mind if I tape a bit of gauze on there to stop the bleeding?” Soleil nodded, tears streaking down her face as the siren grew closer. She tapped her watch, which was scratched but not cracked. Thank the gods for small favors.

She held it to her mouth and whispered: “How far away is my truck?”

The little dots danced for a moment as Merk typed a response. “Two minutes. I see an Advocate heading your way, but they’re a minute behind the truck. Be ready.” She glanced down at the bike; could the driver get it into the back and her into the front in under a minute? She turned to Cam, who was standing a bit to the side waiting for her to finish. “Help me pick up my bike? Please?”

Cam’s blink spoke volumes. She’d lived close enough to the edge to know what a 1488 could do to you. She picked up the bike and pulled down the kickstand. The front brake lever was twisted, but the wheels and screen looked okay. It might be rideable if she were.

“Anything else I can do to help?” Cam tapped her watch, and Soleil accepted the ping; a pink lotus pfp popped up on her screen. She was incredibly lucky to have run into someone sympathetic. The man stood under his umbrella, checking his phone.

“I might need you to help me into the truck.”

Cam nodded understanding. The siren grew closer. Come on come on come on. The Livery’s truck jockeys could be dicks, but they didn’t fuck around on emergency pickups. Moments later, a truck slow-rolled a stop sign and throttled down the street, coming to a skidding halt right in front of her. Jeannie was out of the truck before it stopped heaving and was back in her seat with the bike stowed in the back before Soleil was fully in her seat.

“Thank you so much.” She gripped Cam’s hand with her left, then let her go. “If you ever need anything…”

Cam closed her eyes and nodded. “Same. I mean it.”

“The Advocate will be here in one minute,” the man with the umbrella called.

“The Advocate can suck my dick,” Jeannie grumbled as the truck lurched forward and whipped around the corner in a controlled skid.

Soleil glanced in the side mirror to see the man holding up his phone as if taking a picture, with the green lights of the Advocate’s SUV in the distance.

“Don’t worry, kid.” Jeannie patted her on the knee as she turned into one of those alleys so narrow you’d be careful riding a bike down it. “I flipped the plates. With the rain and the distance, his pic won’t give them enough to identify the truck.”

Soleil bit her lip. She hoped Cam hot-tailed it before the Advocate arrived. Unless she was the man’s neighbor, in which case… She closed her eyes and let hot tears and snot run down her face.

“Fuck my chungus life.”

“Many are saying this.”

Jeannie and Soleil didn’t exchange another word until they arrived at the garage.
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When the Advocate came knocking a few weeks later, they served her up without a fight.

She was short and curvy and kind of cute, for a fascist. White, of course. “Please pull up your CredTrust app, Ms. Linklater.” Soleil held in a groan and did as the fash said. Her screen showed 2,608 credits. She showed it to the Advocate with a yawning pit in her stomach. The two masked goons behind her stood with arms crossed, like attack robots waiting to be summoned to action. They might have been androids, for all she knew, though human labor was still much cheaper than mechanical.

“Very good. I’ll list the charges, and they should appear on your screen as I do so. Shall we begin?” She flashed a waxy smile as if she were nothing more than a cashier at the grocery store. “Let me know if you contest any of the charges, and we can examine the evidence together.” Her smile turned to a frown as she looked down at her tablet. “Evading an Advocate, one thousand credits. Damage to the claimant’s vehicle, five thousand four hundred credits.”

“Five thousand four hundred?!” Soleil’s outburst morphed into sobs as she saw that the total far exceeded her balance.

“Apparently, they have to repaint the whole car to match.” She flicked over a bill, which Soleil scanned through tears. “Any questions before I continue?” Soleil shook her head. “Necessitating the engagement of an Advocate to recuperate damages, one thousand credits.” Soleil grew dizzy as the numbers spiraled in her head. This was it. She was going to Recovery. Even if she did get out someday, she’d emerge with zero credits and zero chance of finding a legitimate job. “The CorpAI turned up a couple of traffic infractions from your escape. Unless you’d rather I pursue them against the driver?”

Soleil shook her head and closed her eyes. For some reason, her refuge came to life immediately; it usually took a deep meditation to conjure. The first glimmers of sunrise crested over a hill covered in pink and white flowers. Whiffs of cool, damp air rose from the grass. Sheep grazed peacefully in the distance. At her feet, a little pink ladybug crawled along a blade of grass. She crouched and held out her finger. The ladybug explored her fingertip with her antennae, then crawled on, shell gleaming in the morning sun.

“I said, do you wish to dispute any of the charges against your account?”

“No.” There was no point. Lost disputes cost extra, and Advocates always won. Neither they nor the CorpAI could be legally challenged.

The Advocate, whose badge read Advocate Peters, tallied up the charges. “You are charged with eight thousand one hundred credits. You have a balance of two thousand six hundred and eight, for a deficit of five thousand four hundred ninety-two credits.” She looked up from her tablet, her face as placid as a cow swallowing cud. “You have fifteen minutes to make arrangements. Your Recovery reference number is in your app.”

The app was red now, with her deficit in big white letters and a fifteen-minute timer counting down. Prepare to surrender for Recovery. Estimated Recovery time: 2,746 days, or 7.52 years. Time may be longer or shorter depending on behavior, labor contributions, and other factors. Your Recovery number is 8403857603.

She collapsed against the wall and slid down to the ground. What was the point? Even if she did get out in seven years, would anyone even remember her? And who was going to keep her stuff for all that time?

She crammed her leaking eyes shut. The pink ladybug stood on her finger, antennae wiggling in the morning sun. Soleil touched the tiny bug gently with her pinky. Such a hard little shell. Was it tough enough to keep the jaws of would-be predators at bay? Beneath this movable carapace lay gossamer wings ready to whisk her away in an instant, but could she really escape the birds and dragonflies that soared and dove, ever hunting for their next meal?

I’m going away for a while, she told Pinky. I might not be around much.

The ladybug lifted the halves of her shell like a Star Trek shuttlecraft, revealing membranous wings that sparkled in the dawn’s gentle light. I will always be with you. When the winds are right, may you fly with me to safety. When the hunters come, may you wear me like a shell.

You’re such a peppy little bitch, Soleil replied.

She opened her eyes and pulled up her contacts. She sent a screenshot of her sentence and Recovery number to Merk and another to Delila. Between them, they’d let people know. With any luck, Delila would keep a few of her things around. Though the chances of Delila, or any of her housemates, going seven years without ending up in Recovery themselves at some point were low. Whatever. It was just stuff.

“Five minutes.” Advocate Peters’ voice was kind, almost apologetic. How many of these did she do a day? How often did the goons have to get involved? How did she sleep at night, knowing that she was stealing people’s lives to fill the Corp’s coffers? For a moment, Soleil almost pitied her.

She scrolled through her contacts, hesitating a couple of times on family members, but fuck her transphobic parents, and fuck her transphobic older brother. One sister was in Recovery and the other in Maternity, so they were fucked as it was. She was about to close her phone and hand it over to the Advocate when a message popped up with a pink lotus pfp. Cam.

I meant what I said. Anything.

Soleil had shed enough tears today. She wasn’t going to cry over a stranger’s useless kindness. Her eyes had other plans. She tapped the crying-face emoji and the screenshot and hit send.

“Here you go.” She held out the phone toward the Advocate, who gestured one of the goons over. He took it with a nitrile-gloved hand. “I’m ready to make amends to society for the harms my existence has caused.”

Advocate Peters quirked an eyebrow, then gestured toward the waiting van.
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“State your full legal name for the record.” The clerk avoided eye contact. She was Black, serious-faced, and pretty. She hated her job. You could just tell sometimes, and this was one of those. Any woman working for the Corp did, and a Black woman doubly so, but people did what they had to do to survive. A job that kept you out of Recovery or Maternity was a good job. Soleil wished they could get to know each other over bong hits and acid jazz instead of at Recovery intake.

“Soleil Linklater.”

“Formerly known under the legal name—”

“▦▦▦▦▦ Linklater.” Fuck if she was going to let someone else deadname her.

“Occupation?”

“Delivery.”

The clerk paused, scanning her screen with intense eyes. “It says you have a Bachelor’s degree in programming.”

“For all the good it did me. No one wants to hire a tranny; they can’t afford the cred hit.” It wasn’t technically illegal to be trans, not anymore. It was almost worse; trans people were ten times more likely to get sent to Recovery than cis people. Everywhere you turned, you got hit with “social liability” fees. You might manage to buy hormones with your own pittance, but you’d pay through the nose. Everything but food cost at least ten percent more. It even cost any company that hired you ten percent of your earnings to keep you on staff; The Livery was one of the few businesses that ate the percent instead of passing it on to their employees. Trans people simply weren’t profitable, except as unpaid labor for the Corp.

The clerk’s eyes met hers for the first time. There was a kindness behind the hard exterior, or so Soleil wanted to believe. “The evasion charge will keep you out of programming for a while, but I can put you in…” she scanned her screen, tapped a few buttons. “Computer recycling.” She glanced back up. “Would that be acceptable?”

“Sure.” She’d heard horror stories of slaughterhouse work, morgue work, sewer work; taking apart old computers didn’t sound too bad.

“Any medical issues we need to be aware of?”

“Besides needing hormones to live?”

The clerk blinked sympathetically. “You will be able to purchase hormones from the clinic against your work credit.”

“Oh, okay. Sorry. Good.” She’d heard it was possible, but she’d also heard stories of much worse. It made sense, though; they were no doubt overpriced, and the longer she was in, the more her work padded the Corp’s coffers. Every man, woman, and child must pay back their debt to the society that keeps them safe. Work is the one true justice. It was wild how they made corporate slavery sound like fucking communism.

The clerk tapped away for a moment, then paused, finger above the enter key. “You’ll be on the Musk campus, cluster 6.” She hit enter, and a pink ticket emerged from a slot in the desk. Soleil picked it up and studied it; it had her work assignment, Recovery reference number, building and room number, and a bar code. The building was called the Rosetta Stone, with the letter F in parentheses after it. She breathed a deep sigh of relief. Recovery wasn’t as bad as prison—assaults didn’t benefit the bottom line, it seemed—but she shuddered at the thought of living and working side by side with only men for the better part of a decade.

“Thank you,” she said quietly, tapping the ticket against her palm.

The clerk’s eyes softened a little. “Keep your head down and your eye on the prize and you’ll be out before you know it. Good luck.”
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The overhead lights blinked on at 7 a.m. Jesse moaned and covered her head with a pillow. Soleil closed her eyes and re-focused. She was seated in lotus pose on the ratty circular rug that mostly got in the way, but it was better than sitting on concrete.

She’d recreated the meadow but was having trouble getting the sun to appear. At best, she could summon a faint glow, but the skies remained dark, her ladybug friend invisible. She needed to wake up earlier, but she was already in sleep debt as it was. She studied the ghostly line of the horizon, the barest hint of coming light. One of these days, she was going to make the sun rise.

“I’m gonna go get brek.” Jesse slipped into her shoes and pushed her lanky hair out of her face. “Wanna come?”

“I’m getting concierge today.”

“Suit your fuckin self.” Jesse saluted her and sauntered sleepily out the door, a battered hetslop romance clutched in her hand. Soleil didn’t like to judge; some women liked men, for whatever reason, and what queer books existed were printed off grid and passed around from hand to hand.

The food was better, or at least less terrible, in the café, but she could only handle so much humanity this early in the day. At least the faux patty and egg sandwiches came hot in a plastic bag. She checked her screen:

Deficit: 5,467 credits  ETR: 2,733 days

At ten credits a week, the price of hormones was going to extend her stay by half if she couldn’t figure out a way to improve her yield. Jesus fucking cuntbag, she was thinking in Corp terms already. She got one credit a day just for being here, plus two for work if she earned a satisfactory rating; three for superior, but that had only happened once. If only she’d had twenty-six thousand credits in her account instead of twenty-six hundred, she’d have been able to buy her way out before she got in. A billionaire could murder a thousand people and still walk free, but a trans woman who crashed her bike got seven years.

Wheels squeaked in the corridor, then stopped. A few words were exchanged, then the cart rolled closer. She opened the door just as the delivery woman arrived. Jenna, her tag said; she wore her hair buzzed and had notches from nose and lip piercings that must have been removed when she arrived. “Concierge service?”

“Don’t mind if I do!” Soleil took the offered tray with a sandwich, fruit cup, and coffee. “Thank you so much!”

“We aim to please,” Jenna said with a quixotic smile.

“I’m Soleil.” She stuck out her hand awkwardly.

“Jenna.” She held up her nitrile glove with an apologetic shrug.

“I hope you have a great day!”

“I will, sunshine. I surely will.” She winked and clicked her cheek, then kept on rolling.

Soleil replayed the moment in her head over and over as she ate her paltry breakfast. The sandwich could have been worse; at least the tofu or whatever was masquerading as sausage had sage in it and was even a tiny bit spicy. She spilled some of the sticky juice from the fruit cup as she opened it. Perhaps one days she’d master the tricky plastic lid. The coffee was the real tragedy, barely hot and accompanied by one packet of sugar and one of yellowish powdered creamer, but it packed a decent caffeine hit all the same.

I will, sunshine. I surely will. Gods, had Jenna flirted with her? Had Soleil flirted first? She was just trying to be nice, but it was so hard to tell sometimes. Any time a butch gave her the time of day, she lost all coherent thought. Whatever. She’d seen Jenna on concierge a few times, so they’d meet again soon enough. It was nice to have something to look forward to besides two-thousand-some-odd days of working off her deficit.

The work itself wasn’t too bad; they were in the middle of stripping a truckload of old terminals from the CorpNet days, yellowed plastic cases with dusty green-screens and filthy keyboards. A friend of hers on the outside had refurbed one and loaded it with a server that let you experience the CorpNet before they opened the Internet back up. It was wild how simple the interface was, almost like the very first home computers in the twentieth century.

You had to learn some funky commands, but there was a button that would bring them up whenever you forgot. The best part was the fics; there was a resilience in those stories, especially the infamous Oomf who’d evaded the censors for over a decade and never been caught. She’d read them before, but reading it on that green screen felt like being transported back in time. Folks in that era still remembered the relative freedom they’d had in the US and believed it would come again.

Most of Soleil’s friends had been born in the Incorporated States from parents born in it. There were few alive now who’d known the fabled United States. Not that it sounded that great, but at least people sort of had rights for a little while. And the music was good. Plus, it had the LotR movies. On balance, for a few decades maybe, slightly better than a corporate slavery dystopia.

“You’re Jesse’s roommate, right?” Nilly set a terminal on the worktable with care, then immediately began unscrewing the back of the case. They’d seen each other around but had never really talked.

“Yeah, that’s right. I’m Soleil.”

Nilly put down her screwdriver long enough to shake the offered hand. “You know your way around a terminal.”

Soleil lifted the motherboard out of the terminal she was disassembling and set it with the others. “Hoping to get up to programming one of these days.”

Nilly laughed through her nose, set in a chestnut-brown face with spiky black hair and eyes like gun barrels. “You and half the girls here.” She waved her screwdriver at the three dozen other women in the shop. She pursed her lips and shook her head. “Not me. I’m here to get my hands dirty. Plus, I get to imagine I’m doing a Butlerian jihad.”

Soleil’s laugh was so sharp and loud that every woman in the shop stopped what they were doing and looked over. She ducked her head and dug back in to her terminal. “Sorry,” she muttered, ears burning. “I love that.”

“I thought you might.” Nilly winked and got back to work. Apparently, it was ‘hot butches flirting with Soleil’ day at the women’s ward.

She smiled into the terminal and continued picking it clean. There was a simplicity to the design, a logic she found endearing. It was a machine made to do one simple thing: connect to the CorpNet and exchange information in text form. It was even styled like the early home computers, a retro one-piece in ivory plastic that darkened to a dirty yellow over the decades. Most of them still worked, from what Nilly told her, but what use were a bunch of bulky old computers in the CorpAI age?

“See you tomorrow,” Nilly said at the end of the shift with a gentle clap on Soleil’s shoulder.

“Me too. I mean, you too. You too!” Soleil’s face burned with the heat of a hundred suns, but Nilly played it cool. Nilly was so cool. The literal coolest. Butlerian fucking jihad? Fuck!
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Soleil missed her ex-girlfriend Sasha, even though they didn’t see each other much anymore. She missed her bestie Delila, who’d been with her through her transition and half a dozen moves. She missed her roommate Bai, even though she was a fucking slob who snored like a rhino. She even missed her fuckass housemates who did no dishes and no cooking and hogged the TV all the time. She missed smoking weed and drinking beer and watching yuri. She missed the falafels from the cart next to The Livery. She even kind of missed the drunks hitting on her as she left work at two in the morning.
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