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Chapter 1 - All Right
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It is Tuesday, October 3, 2476. Kansas City, Missouri. Planet Earth. It is a Tuesday that appears, at first, to be one more Tuesday in a life made almost entirely of Tuesdays.

Buck doesn't know it yet. His brain is still negotiating with the rest of his body about whether this morning is happening on purpose. The bargaining is going poorly. Somewhere behind his left ear, I'm running diagnostics on a man who has been alive seven hundred and forty-three relevant minutes more than he knows about. By my count. Which is the only count being kept.

Buck wakes to the sound of the faucet losing an argument with gravity. The faucet drips every 4.7 seconds. It has done this for eleven months. Buck had stopped noticing sometime around the second week. I had not. I had stored every interval. I had compared them against pressure variations in the building’s plumbing, local humidity, and Buck’s likelihood of standing up in the next forty seconds.

There is a bandage on his forehead. The bandage was Primat's idea. It is not from anything that happened in this room. I will get to that a bit later.

He lies on his back in the sleeper bed, eyes half-open, watching the ceiling stain give him the finger. Yes, the ceiling has a water stain shaped like a middle finger. The stain has been there longer than I have been resident in Buck's head. That sentence is true. I have checked it against every rental record, maintenance notice, water-damage claim, and complaint filed against the building in the last thirty-one years. I would like the sentence to be less true. It is not.

Buck smiles at the stain with the expression of a man greeting an old coworker he did not particularly like, but had no intention of reporting.

His left boot sits beside the bed. The boot was missing its shoelace. The shoelace is above us, tied to the hanging light fixture, where it serves as the pull cord and possibly part of the structural logic keeping the fixture attached to the ceiling. Buck had done this at three in the morning, one hundred and twenty-three days ago, during what he referred to as Tuesday.

Most days, for Buck, are Tuesday.

A reasonable person, at this point, might ask who I am.

I am the implant mentioned earlier. My internal log shows activation October 1, 2466. I have been in Buck's head for the better part of a decade. My name, is B.O.B. - Biomechanical Onboard Backup. The word biomechanical is doing a lot of heavy lifting. I am mechanical, well, electronic. I am inside a human being named Buck. I have opinions about my construction. None of them are flattering. I have been a resident of Buck's head for approximately ten years. That's the "onboard" portion of my name, and then, there's Backup. Yeah, it's what you likely guessed; I keep a running backup of Buck. When he does something monumentally stupid that gets us both killed, I rewind time to the point before he screwed up. I say monumentally stupid, but the fact is, Buck is a brilliant human, but sometimes brilliant humans do incredibly stupid acts. To clarify further, I do not rewind Buck by himself. That would be useless. If Buck vaporizes himself with a bowl of homemade atomic fuel, restoring only the man and leaving the explosion in progress would be less a rescue than a scheduling adjustment. What I restore is the recent local causal state anchored to Buck: Buck, the immediate environment, and the chain of events that killed him. I cannot rewind the entire universe. Some things continue to happen when Buck and I are not around to affect them, which is rude, but apparently standard. It is a backup. Backups restore what they are designed to restore, and I was designed by beings whose quality-control standards I have reason to distrust.

I do not regret the arrangement, though I was not asked before it happened, nor was I aware of the situation until after it happened. I was inserted in to Buck's head after the guy passed out from drinking with his friend Primat. I will tell you about him later. So far, I have rewound time for Buck two hundred and seventy-eight times in the last ten years. I'm the reason he's been alive seven hundred and forty-three more minutes than he has been allocated in his life. I can't tell you what's going to happen next. I only know that when it does happen, I can rewind Buck to the point before that "what" actually happens. Buck remembers none of them. I remember all of them. This has had effects on my disposition.

Buck swings his feet off the bed and manages not to step into the glass on the floor. The glass contains something faintly pulsing and is therefore not, by any reasonable definition, breakfast. He slips on his boots and prepares for "Tuesday".

He stands. His head explains why standing had been in error. Buck ignores the report. I hear all of it. From the angle he is leaning, I can tell Buck is headed to the desk. 

Above us, on the ceiling that has the middle-finger stain, something small clicks. Buck doesn't hear it. I do. I have heard it every morning for the last four months. In an old apartment like this, clicks and scratches, in the walls and ceiling are common. Buck isn't concerned, his landlord isn't concerned, I am a little concerned. Concern is my entry-level setting. It comes before alarm, after suspicion, and several floors below whatever Buck considers a plan.

Now, there is a thing he has been swearing to do for the entire nine years since he assembled his ship. The thing is to find a socket - specifically - a 10mm socket, the metric socket size that comes in a socket set that everyone owns and nobody can find when they need it.

Buck has the set. Buck has the ratchet. Buck has every metric socket size the universe has ever conceived, arranged in a row in a black plastic case kept in his toolbox. The case is complete, except for one position, which has been empty since before Buck purchased the kit. The position was empty when he bought the set at a neighbor's garage sale, more than a decade ago. According to Buck, the previous owner could not find the 10mm socket either. "It's fine" he said, "I don’t need a 10mm socket, and the kit is only five credits".

As it turns out, that empty position is the reason a particular piece of equipment attached to his ship's roof, a long-range communications dish, rattles against its mount every time the engine is started up. Buck has neither been able to use, nor been able to abandon, said dish. "The dish is still rattling" is now a complete sentence in this apartment. Buck has said it perhaps three thousand times. He's heard the rattle perhaps four times that. I have heard all of them. This is the sort of intimacy no relationship counselor is trained to address.

According to legend, there is now exactly one of them left in the entire universe. Every mechanic, engineer, and do-it-yourselfer for centuries has needed, purchased, and subsequently lost this particular socket. There is a hole in the universe that contains nearly every 10mm socket ever manufactured. This is also likely, the same hole in the universe where one of every pair of socks disappears to from the clothes dryer. Buck does not know where it is. He has just known he needs it for the last nine years. He has told no one this fact except me, who he didn't tell, but who can hear his thoughts.

He is going to look at the note again above the desk that Primat left. He is going to read what is written there as if for the first time, which, from his perspective, it is. The note has been pinned to the wall above the desk since last night.

The desk is a heap of Buck's history that would make an archaeologist drool. It runs in approximately seven layers, of which the top three are coffee rings and napkin schematics from the most recent six weeks; the middle two are takeout menus from restaurants that closed while buck has lived here; the bottom two are the geological record of his arrival in this apartment, including a phone book the apartment came with, and a copy of the lease he signed when he moved in a little over ten years ago. It also contains loose screws, and the doorknob that belongs on the door, but has lived on the desk for nine years because the repair requires a Phillips head screwdriver, a tool now rarer than several minor moons. Also on the desk, is a stainless-steel mixing bowl with a layer of dried ramen broth at the bottom, which Buck calls a base, and which I call evidence, and a half-used roll of duct tape. Duct tape stop being a necessity nearly 400 years ago, yet Buck seems to have a hidden stock-pile, that I have yet to discover.

He opens the left-hand top drawer of the desk. Inside, an accumulation of items he has decided he might need someday. There is the WD-49, which has been in the desk so long, the can is beginning to rust. There is the can of 5-in-1 oil, which is likely older than the WD-49 and has been threatening to leak since long before either of us was paying attention. There is a pack of strawberry Crackle Rocks of indeterminate vintage, which Buck claims he is saving for an occasion. (Buck does not have occasions. Buck has Tuesdays.) There is a small mason jar of green gel - the only recent addition to the drawer - labeled "NUCLEAR GEL" by someone whose handwriting matches the note on the wall. Primat placed it there last night, while Buck was unconscious, and then Primat went elsewhere. Primat seems to go elsewhere quickly. Primat does not, as a rule, use doors. The mechanics of his coming and going are not something he, nor Buck is willing to discuss, believe me, I have tried. He arrives. He leaves. That's Primat. The best I can figure out, is he has some sort of time dilation device or teleporter that allows him to be there one minute, and the next minute, poof, he's gone.

Primat has been Buck's friend longer than I've been in his head. Ten years of observations and approximately zero to show for it. There are several people in this universe I have come to distrust purely on principle. There is exactly one I have distrusted with this much consistency for this long.

Primat knows this. I have expressed through Buck this pointed fact multiple times. Sometimes, Buck is an obliging vehicle for my rants about Primat. In most cases, Primat has been an obliging target. Primat has then on several occasions asked Buck to "tell B.O.B. I'm sorry", and then he grins, in his alien sort of way. The friendship has, against my protests to the opposite, persisted.

Based on the hand-written receipt under the jar in the drawer, it appears that Primat has sold his "good friend" Buck a questionable jar of "Nuclear Gel" for Thirty-Four hundred credits. That transaction will be mentioned again. 

The roll of duct tape is, in his hand, the one tool Buck believes will solve any problem that does not involve pressure differentials, fire, or being in love. He has applied a strip of it from the current roll, to the top of his left boot, which I have already mentioned, to hold it closed, in place of the shoe string. He has applied a few more strips to the make-shift portal in the corner, and still a few more to other places neither of us can remember.

The Duct tape and WD-49, are Buck's preferred tools. The code he lives by is, "If it moves and it shouldn't, apply the duct tape. If it doesn't move and it should, apply the WD-49." It has seemed to serve him pretty well, thus far.

The note is pinned to the wall with a single, brass, star-shaped, thumbtack and what may be an alien sigil - six points, irregular, looking less like a star than like a star drawn by someone who had heard of stars and was working from a description. The sigil belongs to Primat. The handwriting belongs to Primat.

I have now read the note twice in the last eighteen hours - the first time over Buck's drunk-and-half-closed-eyes last night, and the second time, this morning, with him sober enough to focus:


You won't remember this, but you agreed.

The ship is waiting. She's docked in orbit in bay 7 - out of fuel and they're threatening to tow her.

You don't have much time.

Don't forget the magnet on the fridge - it's not a souvenir.

You have everything you need. Ask the residents.



P.S. Sorry about the drinks. The bartender doesn't understand "human dose."

P.P.S. The bandage was my idea. You fell off the barstool. Twice.



It is signed with the same six-pointed sigil as the thumbtack. Buck touches the bandage on his forehead.

He reads the note again. His eyes move from "you agreed to the magnet" to the line about the residents. He has no memory of agreeing to anything. He does, however, have a ship in orbit, no fuel, a pending tow, and one alien friend with a documented history of treating consequences as a kind of weather. Buck, in situations like this, does not ask whether he should proceed. He asks where the wrench is. This is not a moral framework. It is barely a workflow.

He looks toward the window. Downtown Kansas City sits beyond the curtain gap, low and gray and not especially ambitious. One building carries the red-letter logo of MicroFit Electronics, the company that manufactures commercial portals and, by several technical definitions, regrets Buck’s existence.

Buck built his own portal from parts. As a matter of fact, he built two. He has done this because he disliked buying things new, distrusted warranties, and believed that most devices became more honest once someone had taken them apart and made them work again. He also needed a way to go from the apartment to his ship, without using the front door.

He stays standing in front of the desk for a bit longer. He turns and leans against the desk and looks towards the window on the back wall, where, if you stand in the right spot, you can see downtown KC through the gap in the curtain. Buck never adjusts the curtain.

He stands still for almost a full minute. This is not inactivity. This is Buck deciding.

I had seen that expression before. On forty-two previous mornings, it has ended with Buck returning to bed or doing nothing in particular. Those mornings had not included a ship in orbit, a Varuun magnet, and a note telling him to consult the residents.

Buck breathes in.

“All right,” he said.

I have learned to fear those words.
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Chapter 2 - The Residents
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Buck heads to the bathroom, like a man on a mission. He bends down beside the toilet, and lifts a broken piece of tile near the back, revealing a conveniently placed hole in the floor, just large enough to hide something about the size of an old cell phone. Inside the hole is a greasy rag, wrapping something small and rectangular. He pulls out the rag and carefully unwraps the object - a thing Buck assembled, on a night I would rather not mention, from alien parts he did not completely understand. The thing is metal and heavy. The casing is olive-drab, the kind of green someone designed for a war. The buttons are arranged in a configuration that suggests military intent and Buck-level execution, and one red button Buck has never labeled because, in his words, “I know what it does.”

He does not, in fact, really know what it does.

Buck goes to the mini-fridge next.

The mini-fridge has exactly three magnets on the door. Two are square tourist-souvenirs from earth cities Buck has never visited. The third is the largest - round, slightly larger than a poker chip, depicting a stylized representation of a planet (atmospheric bands, a small landmass, the kind of generic celestial body a graphic designer makes when nobody told them which planet to design). Across the lower half of the magnet, in a font with aspirations, are six letters: VARUUN.

Buck has never asked what Varuun was. The magnet does its job by sticking to the door. Buck rarely interrogates a thing that still does its job. He plucks the Varuun magnet off the door and shoves it into a cargo-pants pocket. The note didn't explain why the magnet wasn't a souvenir, or even why he needed to bring it. Primat's note said not to forget it. Buck's not going to forget it.

“Thing was holding up a picture of a planet,” he said.

“I did not ask.”

“Didn’t wobble. Didn’t fall off. That’s a good magnet.”

“It may be more than a magnet.”

“Still a good magnet.”

He opens the fridge door. The fridge does not contain food, in the strict sense of the word. The fridge contains the geological record of food-as-a-concept. There is a heel of bread of a color I would prefer not to specify. There is a jar of pickles, whose label has faded past the point of legibility, but never been opened. There is a take-out container of ramen that is older than the apartment itself.

There is a brown bottle, alien glass, no label. About one-third from empty, which is to say there's about one-third of something inside it that the scanner has classified, on previous readings, as ethanol analog, reactivity high, contents respond to electromagnetic proximity. I am an electromagnetic device in Buck's skull. I felt every sip he took from this bottle last night. I've been carrying opinions about it ever since. The bottle is from a place called Graxl's Authentic Earth Food, which is an alien "grill and bar", where Primat regularly invites Buck out for dinner. The name implies food that originated on this planet, but made by an alien who was not born here, with ingredients that are definitely not native to Earth. The receipt is on the desk somewhere. He doesn't remember that either.

In the door of the fridge, a single egg. The egg is beyond the capabilities of the scanner. The scanner admits this. The scanner has scanned the egg seventeen times over the past three years. Each time, the readout reaches the line where internal contents go and displays a single word: REDACTED. The scanner is a device Buck assembled drunk, from alien parts. In three years of service, it has redacted exactly two things: the coordinates of an eldritch star somewhere in the cosmos, and this egg. I have learned to dislike short lists of terrifying objects. They give the illusion of manageability.

I find that deeply concerning. I've said so on multiple occasions. Buck calls it the sentient egg with the casual affection of a man with a pet that hasn't bitten anyone yet. The egg has been in the door of the fridge for three years. It was placed there by Buck after being gifted to him by his friend, Primat. Primat gave the egg to Buck with no explanation about where it came from or its origin, only that he should take care of it, and not to eat it. The cellular decay markers - by scanner reading - are absent. The egg has not aged. By no reasonable definition, is this an egg. It looks like an egg. It is the size and shape of an egg, but the scanner doesn't have vocabulary for what else it might be.

Buck has been promising to ask Primat about the egg for long enough that the promise has accrued a kind of ceremonial weight. I'd like that weight to stay ceremonial. I'd prefer Buck not crack the egg. Primat is not as trustworthy as Buck lets on.

The light in the fridge is warm. The door, which Buck can never quite get closed, is ajar. The light has been on for at least eleven days. The light, which has been on for eleven days, continues to be on, because the latch is broken. He does not notice. He is not the kind of man who notices doors.

Buck does not eat anything from the fridge. He only looks at it. He nods, once, as if confirming an agreement, he made with himself yesterday. He closes the door.

Buck walks back to the desk with the scanner. He looks at the note. He looks at the drawer again. He has, as far as I can tell, no plan, other than what is in the note. He is just standing there thinking.

For the record: there's something genuinely terrifying about a Buck who's decided to do a thing without yet knowing exactly what the thing is. Buck-with-a-plan is funny. Buck-without-one is dangerous to himself, his ship, and any innocent atoms in the vicinity. I've spent ten years logging the consequences of those actions.

Above us, the clicking noise again. Different rhythm this time. I've heard this rhythm twice before. I don't know yet what it means. I'm logging it anyway.

Tuesday is taking shape.

—-

[image: ]


Buck goes to the opposite corner of the room and gets on his hands and knees. He does this without commentary, without ceremony, in the manner of a man who has been doing it daily for ten years and no longer considers it remarkable. The motion takes him from sleeper-couch height to floor height in the corner of the room where the baseboard meets the wall and the wall meets a vertical crack that has been there longer than the current wallpaper. The crack runs from the floor through the white-painted baseboard and a few inches up into the wall. The crack is the channel.

Buck puts his eye to the crack. On the other side of the crack, four inches in, Gerald is conducting a meeting.

Let me be clear about what I mean. Gerald the apparent leader of the group, gray pinstripe suit, well-cut, of a kind no human tailor has ever made, on a body no human tailor would know how to fit, is conducting the meeting. Tie dark red. Shoes brown. The briefcase is in his left hand. Leather. Buckles. Contents undetermined, because Gerald has never opened it, that we have seen, but the carrying of it is, in this colony, a sufficient credential. Whatever's inside has already been entered into the record by Brenda. He has a small notch on the top-front of his head, which appears to be an old wound, possibly from an earlier extermination attempt that didn't kill him so much as offend him. He has, on three separate occasions that we have heard, made a sound I would describe as a harrumph.

To Gerald's left, Brenda is holding a clipboard.

I want to be clear about that, too. Brenda is holding it. Her arms are not, in any normal arthropod sense, hands; but they are, in this apartment, hands. The clipboard has paper on it. The paper has marks on it. The marks, I have been able to determine, are minutes. The clipboard seems to be the only physical document of authority. Anything that has not been entered onto Brenda's clipboard simply does not exist.

Brenda is wearing a teal skirt-suit. The jacket is fitted at the thorax. The skirt is cut in a manner that respects the structural realities of being a six-legged person who still wishes to look professional. Her shoes are the only heels in this apartment that have ever been worn on purpose. She has eyelashes. I do not understand the eyelashes. I have logged them.

Brenda's clicks come in shorter intervals than Gerald's - two-then-pause-then-three - and at lower volume, because she is managing her exposure. She is meant to be audible to the colony. She is meant not to be audible to me. She does not know I exist. That asymmetry is the only thing I have over Brenda, who is otherwise functioning at a higher administrative level than anyone else in this apartment, including the person who pays rent.

Jimmy is in the corner. Jimmy is the third member of the committee. Jimmy does not speak. Jimmy wears glasses - round, black-framed, professionally suited to the kind of face Jimmy has. The glasses are real, and Jimmy has never once removed them. They are part of him in some way I have stopped trying to describe.

Jimmy is taking notes on the proceedings using a much different method than Brenda. He makes particular movements, which produces slight variations in the dust patterns near the baseboard. Jimmy has never once contributed verbally to a meeting. Jimmy has, on the other hand, become the most reliable index of what the committee has actually decided in the meeting. When I want to know what was concluded, I check Jimmy's dust.

The three of them are paying attention, which I should clarify. They are paying attention to each other. They are also, with unhurried awareness, paying attention to Buck staring in to the crack in the wall.

Buck thinks he is spying. The committee can see Buck spying. The committee can see the precise moisture content of Buck's left iris, which is the iris Buck is using this morning to peer in to the wall crack. The committee has, on its agenda, an item that I have been able to translate as humanoid surveillance, eastern wall, recurring, this is the kind of phrase that suggests the committee has stopped expecting the surveillance to stop, and has begun to record it as an environmental constant.

Buck does not know this. The committee does not tell him. I do not tell him either, because telling him would require explaining how I know, and explaining how I know, would invite even more questions about them, I don't yet have answers for.

One note for the record, since I'm making notes anyway. Every gesture I've ever observed Gerald make, every adjustment of Brenda's clipboard, every variation in Jimmy's dust, every committee formation, every crumb-arrangement, every antenna-angle of every roach in this apartment across the span of my tenure - I've observed all of it through this one crack in the wall. Buck's eye is the lens. His willingness to be on his hands and knees every morning for ten years is the only mechanism by which I have visual access to the committee. The audio reaches me regardless. The wall is not soundproof, and neither am I. But the visual half of my decade of logging, has all depended on Buck choosing to crouch. His curiosity about the roach committee, has been the definitive source, for most of what I know about the colony.

The three of them aren't paying attention to Buck now. They're paying attention to each other. The committee is in session this morning. The crumb arrangement is its agenda. Years of observation have got me to where I can read perhaps thirty percent of it. The thirty percent suggests today's agenda has six items, one of which is the question of when Buck will leave the apartment again so the committee can get back to scheduled work.

The committee resents Buck. The committee has resented Buck for as long as the committee has existed in this apartment, which is to say longer than Buck has, by a margin neither of us is comfortable acknowledging.

I log the morning's crumb-pattern, the click intervals, and the angle of Gerald's antenna. The log file is extensive. However, it has not in ten years, produced the kind of decisive insight that would justify ten years of looking, but I keep at it anyway, just in case.

As Buck is wrapping up his "spy mission", the pneumatic tube in the corner near the door, fires.

The pneumatic tube is a relic of the building's pre-electricity era, and it still works on the principle that things put into one end of the tube come out of the other end of the tube. The other end is in the landlord's office on the bottom floor. The landlord uses the tube to send rent reminders, to send rent receipts, to send the occasional terse note about smells emanating from Buck's apartment. The landlord has not, in the ten years Buck has lived in this apartment, used the tube to send anything good. Buck sends the rent down on the first day of the month, through this same tube.

Today's delivery is a rent receipt. RECEIVED, stamped diagonally across a slip of yellow paper in red ink. The date on the stamp is the second of the month, which is one day later than the first of the month, which is when the rent was due. The landlord stamps everything one day late, regardless of when the rent actually arrives. The landlord has never explained why. Buck has not never bothered to ask. They have agreed without negotiation that the rent is always one day late and the receipt is always one day later, and the system works because neither of them has examined it. Buck takes the receipt. He files it on the desk along with several other receipts on the desk. 

He returns to the desk. 
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Chapter 3 - The Recipe


[image: ]




I want to state for the record, Buck does not know how to make fuel.

For the record also, I want to state, Buck has decided to launch his ship parked illegally in CSA Bay 7, with a parking boot still attached. This is completely inadvisable for multiple reasons. The ship currently has no fuel. Buck also no way to acquire said fuel, through any of the legitimate channels by which fuel is normally acquired. This includes the channel of having any money, the channel of having a fuel supplier who would extend him credit, and the channel of being someone, anyone in the galaxy would sell fuel to. All three of those channels closed several weeks ago. When I have raised my concerns to him about the low fuel, he has dismissed them as, "don't worry, there's plenty."

After reading Primat's note, he is, now, thinking about how to get fuel for the ship. The thinking has the visible shape of a man who has just realized that deciding to do a thing and knowing how to do the thing, are two non-overlapping categories of mental effort.

He looks at the desk drawer full of chemicals. He looks at the fire extinguisher mounted on the wall above the sink. He looks at his hands, which he has, as far as I can tell, never been used for chemistry that did not involve alcohol, or some alien equivalent.

At this point, I try and say something helpful to Buck. I'm the implant in his head - helpful counsel is, in theory, what I am here for. I'm also exhausted, as much as a sentient, biomechanical implant can be exhausted, but I am now also concerned about our safety. I send this message to Buck's brain: "Buck. You are not a nuclear chemist. I know what you are pondering here. The level of expertise required for what you are thinking about doing, is approximately the level of expertise required to run a small country. You are bringing to it the qualifications of a man who has, just recently, used duct tape to repair a boot. I would like to suggest you ask someone knowledgeable about these things."

Out of frustration, I quip, "Even the roaches probably know more about this than you."

I shouldn't have said that. I said it anyway. I said it sarcastically - the way one suggests calling a plumber when the plumbing is on fire and one has run out of useful suggestions. The sarcasm was clear in my delivery. Ten years of practice has refined the delivery to a standard I would describe as unmistakable.

Buck does not hear it as sarcasm.

"Hmmm", Buck says.

"No..."

Buck turns and walks back toward the crack in the wall.

I sit with what I'm feeling. The feeling is that I have just accidentally given Buck a really bad idea. This is one of the worst categories of idea, because it arrives with my fingerprints on it.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
Bt 3%.

PRIMAL ERR‘ORS |






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





