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      For Michael, whom I feel I’ve loved across more than one lifetime.

       

      And to Dr. Van Helsing and Ambassador G’Kar.
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      ~2150 CE (Common Era): A series of ecological, economic, and political crises result in what is ultimately referred to as “The Crash,” “The Cascade,” and a variety of other titles. It is a complete and utter collapse of the society in which you, the reader, now live. It is our apocalypse. Golems, Human-Animal Hybrids, and Avenging Angels appear or are created.

      

      ~2200 CE – 5000 CE: Nations rise and fall as the world struggles to emerge from a tomb of its own making. Triumphs and tragedies follow one another in rapid succession. None of the powers assembled in this time survive more than a few centuries. Technology from previous times is largely lost. Minds better than the times in which they live strive to innovate in hopes of finding a path forward. Their most enduring creations are flying metropolises known as The Cities and self-propagating artificial intelligences called Ghosts. Avenging Angels seek out people and places working to change the world for the better and destroy them.

      

      ~5000 CE / 0 YE (Year of the Empire): Leonidos Minos and his ally Baelor Unconquered defeat an Avenging Angel and found the first city in which all of humankinds are welcome. Leonidos is crowned Emperor, and the Vrashabh Empire establishes order where once chaos had reigned. The Empire’s great rival, the Eastern Expanse, also takes shape. In their respective shadows, smaller polities find stability. Civilized societies are again the norm. Humanity masters genetic engineering of plants, animals, and people.

      

      9162 YE: The City of Splendor, one of the great flying Cities of the Ancients, crashes in the defining tragedy of the era. Hundreds of thousands of people are killed. Earthbound nations have long since lost the ability to build new Cities. Only Autumn remains aloft.

      

      9172 YE: The events of A Fall in Autumn and New Life in Autumn take place.
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        9172 Y.E. (Year of the Empire) (~12,000 CE)

      

      

      I held my hand while I died.

      “You look amazing.” Valerius’ voice came out small and weak. I could barely make out his words. He lay moments away from leaving us, and I sat only a few moments old. Valerius reclined on the couch in my office. Our office? Our home. My home, the place where I was born.

      Alejandro tried to make him comfortable for the process he called a transfer but which produced, it turned out, duplication instead of migration. The mind of Valerius Bakhoum didn’t evacuate the flesh in which he lived and died. Instead, it birthed a twin who set up shop in a different location, a whole new carriage crafted of artificial materials from the arcane and archaic knowledge of a world so ancient we weren’t sure it really existed.

      That twin is me. I’m Valerius Bakhoum, that new Valerius, the one whose perceptions and memories split off when the timer chirped, the one who remembers an entire life I maybe didn’t live.

      “I’m sorry.” I murmured it close to Valerius’ ear. It seemed the thing to say, the thing people always say in moments of great tragedy that aren’t their fault. I’ve always found it funny, to be honest. Had the circumstances been a little less personal, I might’ve laughed at myself right then. Everyone always says they’re sorry except for the people who should. “I’m sorry, Valerius.” I said it again before I realized the more appropriate sentiment to get out while he could still hear it. “And I am so grateful to you.”

      His eyes met mine. They couldn’t focus anymore. “Why?”

      “You’ve given me life,” I said. “Thank you.” I chuckled and held his/my hand to my/his brand-new chest. “From the bottom of whatever in here counts as my heart.”

      “Do you—” His voice caught, labored breath whistling across the desert of his flesh. “Do you remember?”

      Alejandro sat nearby. I could see his expression shift as he wondered what in particular Valerius might mean.

      I knew exactly what I meant, though. After all, I think like he did, more or less. “Yes.” I gave him a sad smile. I wanted him to see in his last seconds that I understood him. I’m my own afterlife, and I wanted my corpse to know dying would at least work out for one of us. “I remember all of it.” I brushed his forehead with my fingers. I could feel the flesh there. I could feel the pores, the damp of his clammy sweat. I smelled the end of his life on his breath. “I remember our mother and father. I remember Yuri. I remember Clodia. I remember Fiono. I remember hiking up the side of the mountain to run away. I remember selling my ass in the Market. And I will always remember it all. It’ll always matter. Everything you’ve—we’ve—got up here will always be alive.” I tapped the side of my head with my free hand.

      “I’m sorry.” Valerius smiled a little and made a sound. Maybe a cough, maybe a chuckle. “It would have been nice to forget.” Valerius’ eyes were locked on mine. He let out a long sigh.

      And that was it.

      I was the only me left in the world.
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      My funeral was a small affair, just Alejandro and me, a few meters off the cruising trail in Down Preserves. We buried me at sunrise, careful to replace the flowers in the garden bed where I laid myself to rest. I am—was—an Artisanal Human, just another fruit on the bough of the stunted and unattractive tree whence spring the small number of non-designed people our society keeps around. They see us as a backup copy of the human genome, so they tuck us away on reservations, fill us up with garbage about how special we should think ourselves, and tell us to stay out of sight. I ran away as a teenager, thus becoming a walking, talking faux pas, and lived out the rest of my short life in Autumn, last of the great flying cities.

      It occurred to me I spent my life running away from my jumbled-up genetics and culture, then ran right back to them as soon as I died. Old-fashioned burial under a pile of dirt is an Artie tradition, another way we get trapped in the past by would-be engineers of the future. I always told myself I never much cared one way or the other about this particular tradition, so when real feeling welled up inside, it caught me by surprise.

      I gasped when the first shovel of dirt hit my old face, and put up a hand so Alejandro would stop. I stared down at myself, let a whole lot of nothing whistle through the lonely canyon of my mind, then nodded for him to continue before I turned my back altogether. On reflection, I suspect I was more emotionally bound up in how weird it felt than by anything else. How often do you bury your old body in the old ways in one of the favorite places of the old you?

      Standing there, over the flower garden grave, a shocking sadness crept up my legs and down my neck, that sensation like a splash of cold water running off my skin and taking with it whatever warmth I had left. My grave bore no marker, nothing to signify it save its place in our memories of this moment. Everything stood in dim relief, not totally real, kind of like—what do they call it? Where you cut out pieces of paper and paste them atop each other in layers to make a scene? Decoupage. That’s how the world appeared as it emerged from shadow, the edges of everything outlined by a dim glow as the sun got ready to climb up out of the basement of night. My nose clogged with the smothering perfume of morning flowers sitting up in their beds to have a stretch and the thick, fecal aroma of the earth we’d turned to bury me. It was a little too perfect, too picturesque, the whole world waking up while my body got tucked in for a permanent nap.

      No biographer would have called my life a happy one. I’ve no intention of romanticizing it now, and I sure as hell skipped romanticizing it then. I died a bitter, sarcastic man who felt every slight like a stab in the heart. I put on a tough exterior, sure, but it was all guff.

      I hated who I was, and I hated how tired it made me dragging my hatred around, and in the end, I hated more than anything that a fault in my body rather than a fault in my soul pushed me over into darkness. I hated the people who made that body, and the people who kept me trapped in it while it killed me, and I hated the impulse to blame someone for it.

      And now I stood over the hole I’d dug so I could put all that inside and cover it back up.

      I wondered, standing there, feeling the sun on my face—really feeling it, like skin does, as I’d wondered about Alejandro in this very place—if when I walked away from my grave, would I be walking away from my hate?

      If so, would I walk away from me?

      Was anger all I’d been in the end?

      Alejandro and I stood in silence together and listened to the birds and insects of Down Preserve. The park’s carefully balanced ecosystem buzzed with life, just as it had every other night I’d meandered these trails, sometimes in hopes of being alone, sometimes in hopes of being distinctly joined.

      “Why can’t I hear Autumn?” I blurted it out, no preamble, no context. “You said you could hear the voices of the Ghost Drives, but I can’t.”

      “You grow into it.” Alejandro smiled very faintly. “This body is designed to give you time to acclimatize. It’ll happen. Trust it—and me.”

      I sighed my surprise. “Guess I’ve got a lot to learn.” I gazed out across the dawn horizon of Autumn. Its massive engines, and the Ghost Drive guiding them, flew us toward somewhere warm and rainy, I imagined. A blood-red horizon awaited us up ahead, and you know what they say about crimson skies at dawn: sailor be warned. It seemed like I spent my whole life headed into stormy skies, but this morning the grim wistfulness of that thought hit me harder in equal proportion to how much faster it washed away. The rest of the Empire, and all the other nations of the Earth, were landbound, stuck wherever they happened to be, but Autumn flew the skies above them. That particular morning those skies seemed to look back at me, full of questions.

      The barest, bluest edge of daybreak awaited us as we floated somewhere over the old world below, a world I’d fought to escape, a world I used to worry would drag me back into its maw and eat me up. Well, I’d fixed that, hadn’t I? Now it could never have me. That’s what the sky seemed to say: I’d gotten away for good and died in the process.

      I spoke to Alejandro again, but I kept staring at the scarlet sky. “Not just about this body, either, but about everything going on when I died. Why was the Church making Angels? Did I blow their operation so they had to stop? Or are they still up to something? An event, or an attack, whatever. Something big enough to push society in a direction they find favorable, maybe?” I turned and met Alejandro’s lovely purple eyes. “I want to figure out what they’re doing and stop them. I want to end whatever cycle they’re perpetuating. And now that I’m this me, I can act basically with impunity. Right?”

      Alejandro managed not to look worried. “How so?”

      I held out my hands, gesturing at the rest of me. “I’m sporting more than a fresh coat of paint, Alejandro. They’ve got no idea I’m me. But eventually, they’ll catch on. Nothing stays secret for long. They’ll see me come and go from my apartment, maybe. Or I’ll slip up and ask the wrong question and they’ll do the math. Right now I’m holding cards for stealth and surprise, but I’ve only got a certain number of rounds to play them.” I lifted one shoulder.

      “What if you just…” Alejandro savored the idea before he said it very, very quietly, “let it go?”

      “Let it go?” I stared at him. “These assholes got me killed, and they may be trying to take down the whole City. And, lest you forget, which you seem to have done, you hired me because you think they’re coming after you.” I tried to smile, to make this playful again. “I’m still on the clock, right? You’re still my client.”

      Alejandro put a hand on my right bicep, a sweet and gentle touch. “Okay. Don’t let it go. But take a break from it. From their perspective, this essentially resulted in a draw. You found their facility, and you killed Solim, and you learned a great deal before those things, and then you died. I expect they believe they gained some breathing room. And they remain unaware you wrote it all down and had it delivered to Clodia before you passed on. Now there’s someone else in it with you, on your side, even if she doesn’t know you still represent a side on which to be.” Alejandro’s eyes sparkled with the lights of the City in the distance. “Take the chance to recover yourself from the death you so recently passed into and through. You have much adjusting to do. Rush headlong into this and you could deny yourself the benefits you would otherwise reap from taking time to understand it first. There are few of us left, Valerius. Don’t gamble away this opportunity on the advice of your old self’s reflex for revenge.”

      I hesitated. I hadn’t thought of it in those terms. All my life I scrambled from one vulnerable position to the next. This was almost certainly the first time I’d ever peeked over the lip of the future and not seen a drop from a high cliff yawning below me. It had been a long time between fresh starts, and I found myself a little numbed by the possibility of a future not filled with kicked teeth and wounded pride. I glanced at my own grave and wondered what the man inside it would have said.

      Alejandro smiled slightly. “I know what you’re thinking.”

      I met his eyes and marveled at the artifice of his face. Had mine been as carefully crafted? And if so, by whose hands? “Oh yeah? Let’s hear it.”

      “You were him.” Alejandro’s beautiful eyes glimmered with sadness for what must’ve been the millionth time. “And you aren’t anymore. And whatever he left unfinished, you can choose to take it up, or you can bury it here. Give yourself time to make that choice from a place of strength, not from a place of…” Alejandro gestured vaguely, feeling around for the right words. “A place of attenuated weakness.”
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      It took a few weeks to get my new paperwork sorted out. Alejandro knew some people who knew some people, that sort of thing. He’d put the gears in motion weeks prior, before the first time he asked me if I wanted this.

      “I had faith you would come around,” he said when I questioned him about it.

      I figure he burned some pretty big political capital to make it happen on a hunch. A new identity, a new set of physical papers made to look old, a legend good enough to fool the Empire. Stuff like that takes time, money to grease the machine, and someone calling in a few favors to turn the crank in the first place.

      One thing about a world so stratified and yet simple is, plenty of people find themselves in a bad way, chuck it all, and run off. They don’t bother with new IDs and new backstories, though, at least not beyond whatever they tell people wherever they settle for settling down. They skip the formalities because nobody’ll bother to check them. If you’re a tailor or a plumber or whatever you do to get by, and you can carry your weight at it, who cares? You’re useful, and useful is just about the safest cover around.

      Not for the Mannies, the Human-Animal Hybrids comprising 75% of the population and more like 90% of all manual laborers. When they run, boy howdy. Tie on your bonnets and hike up your boots, because a Mannie who walks out on a contract needs new papers and fast.

      Everybody hears stories of the black market identities but hardly anybody ever bumps into the real thing. It turned out Alejandro’s connections had connections. Thanks to them I held papers showing I was a golem first inventoried by the Empire in 7847 Y.E. Note an important word: inventoried. We may not have citizenship but the Empire sure as hell keeps tabs on us anyway, like they do everybody else. This one called himself Hamilo Fa, and the origins line on his papers stared back at me, blank as a newborn’s face.

      Money would be an immediate problem. It took every dinar I could scrape together just to close out the books on my old life. Now I needed to start over with practically zero to my name. Hamilo Fa came with an account in an Imperial bank, but it was nothing beyond a little legal currency I could use to walk around. We’re talking enough money to hail a cab, not to survive for the long haul.

      So much for my fantasy of waking up immortal and instantly rich.

      My landlady fell all over herself cutting me a sweet deal on a room because she had no idea I was Valerius Bakhoum. She only saw an exotic new tenant raising her prestige and everybody else’s rents.

      Getting a key to my old flop was all well and good, sure, but I had to make some new cash sooner or later, and I didn’t know any ways other than turning tricks or solving problems. I wondered, had the world ever seen a golem private eye? A golem hustler?

      Golems are supposed to be the wise old elders of an ancient world. The secrets of humanity’s past lurk behind their every glance. They hold answers to questions we don’t even think to ask, and they bottle them up behind passive expressions and kind words for their own esoteric reasons.

      We. Not they.

      But we also had to pay the rent, or at least I did.

      It’d occurred to me by then—which is to say, almost immediately—I would need some way to pass the time. Golems are supposed to be eternal, but when you take two steps back it’s easy to see eternity as a really long sit in the waiting room with no appointment at the end. I needed to scare up some clients—of one variety or another—and preferably yesterday.

      “Is this the identity of a golem who got destroyed? Or am I totally made up?” Alejandro and I sat in my office, which was getting dustier by the day. I tapped the palm of my right hand with the creased edge of Hamilo Fa’s papers as I spoke.

      Alejandro faintly grimaced. “Hamilo Fa was a friend of mine. He died in an accident a long time ago.”

      I whistled once. It was so easy with these lips. It took me forever to learn as a kid. The muscle memory of producing the sound carried over the same, but the lips themselves were much better at it, easy to control. Already I had little moments like that when I realized how trivial the management of this body could—would—become. “Bad luck, taking the name of someone who died in a tragedy.”

      Alejandro smiled at me, and his eyes twinkled. “A newborn and still old-fashioned.”

      I blew air out my nose once, the precursor to a laugh. I paused and looked down at my own stomach. I had drawn a breath to produce a sound, and I hadn’t even thought about it.

      “You’ll breathe as before.” Alejandro’s shrug was tiny.

      It occurred to me my old Artie eyes might never even have registered it.

      Alejandro kept speaking. “Possibly you’ll breathe out of habit for many years. But you don’t need to. It makes everything easier—speaking, passing among humankinds—but it’s unnecessary. They’ll always recognize you as a golem, make no mistake there, but they’ll also subconsciously pick up on the rise and fall of your chest, the small sighs and ready laughter and quick words that don’t require you to breathe deep from a dead start. They notice those and find them unsettling. Early golems supposedly trained themselves to stop breathing to cultivate an aura of being Other, but according to the same lore they always suffered for it in the end. People are generally fine with different as long as it remains rare, and not too different.”

      “How many of us are there? And when do I meet them?”

      I’d held off on asking those two questions for days, but they tumbled out despite me already feeling bad about them. They’d occurred to me while I was sitting in the very same chair watching myself die, of course, but I’d tried to hold off. Even a week later, dead and buried, a part of me thought it disrespectful to my dead old self to ask about the rest of us so soon. It felt a little too eager, like a widowed spouse showing up to the funeral in something low-cut and leggy.

      I asked it anyway. I had to know.

      “There are few of us anymore.” Alejandro’s eyes never left mine. He didn’t shy away from this answer. “There were more, but the art of making us—and some of the tools required—were very nearly altogether lost for a long time. There was an era, in the beginning, before I got converted to running a Ghost Drive, when some of us advocated converting all human life to be golems and Ghosts and anything else we could possibly do to preserve their perspectives. The world…” Alejandro blinked seven times, rapid-fire, and I got the distinct impression he watched a lot of history unspool on the canvas of the mind when he did. “Well, the world was not terribly hospitable to human life all of a sudden.”

      “We thought it would be a mercy. At the very least, I thought we should convert the leaders of humanity, the ones who were most eloquent, most intellectual, most compassionate. The ones who gave themselves over to the betterment of others. Imagine an eternal army of bold and caring trailblazers who wish only to improve the lot of their fellow persons for all time.” Alejandro paused, his gaze drifting over the room and the thin shafts of light slicing through the blinds.

      I parted my lips to say something—I’m not even sure what—when he went on.

      “But we were a minority faction, and we wanted immortality for ourselves more than we were willing to die proving how much we wanted it for others.”

      At last, he turned inward, focusing instead on folding and unfolding the fingers of his right hand and inspecting the creases in their skin.

      So golems almost had a civil war before they even got started, I thought. And now I might believe they used to be human.

      I waited another moment. “Originally you told me your body is still alive somewhere. You said your mind is just…” I reached up and put a hand on the back of his head, stroking his hair for a moment. It was green that day, like a fir tree high in the mountains of Pentz, and his skin was the brown-gray of tree bark. He appeared very biological all of a sudden, and I realized I loved him in a way I had never loved any man before. “Well, that your thoughts get transmitted. But my body is dead, and here I am. What’s the deal?” I couldn’t quite bring myself to ask it in the more accusatory fashion the old me would have used—so were you lying or do you really believe your story and, if so, why—and then was when I realized love could be as dangerous for me as it was for any of the dumbest of my clients.

      “They told me it was.” Alejandro ducked his head a little, an expression of very mild embarrassment and awkwardness at the plain unlikeliness of his tidy little story ever bearing out. “But I haven’t seen it in millennia.” Alejandro sat up straighter and I could feel him working to reassert something, though I didn’t know whether over himself or me. Probably both of us. “I don’t really think about it much. When I was a Ghost Drive in Splendor, my attention was focused elsewhere. Once I was transferred to a golem frame after Splendor crashed, I found myself preoccupied by the task of survival.”

      “Bullshit.” I said it with a small smile, as gently as I could. “You think about it all the time. And I’ll tell you why: because after thousands of years you still think of yourself as that guy.” I reached out again and tapped his wrist, his forearm, his knee, as I spoke. “You think of this as being on loan, especially since it’s still kind of new to you.” I grinned suddenly—beamed, mad as a goldsmith—and slapped his knee. “Oh, Alejandro, you sweet idiot. You’ve never let go of who you were. You’ve spent centuries wanting to go back to your old life, waiting for the world to walk all the way back around the block to where it was when you died so you could, what? Climb out of a stasis tank somewhere? Pick up where you left off.” I should have wept from horror at it, but instead I laughed with the fierceness of fresh revelation. “Oh, my darling man, my precious fuck machine.” Alejandro’s eyelids twitched, as close to a blush as he could get. I kept talking. “Half the people who see you out on the street think you descended from on high with the gods’ own words in your head and it turns out you’re just a kid trying to wake from a terrible dream.”

      Alejandro produced a look of defensive derision. “I wouldn’t exactly say it that way.”

      “Whatever.” I stood up, stepped over to my filing cabinet, pulled out a new folder, wrote Identification on the tab, and stuffed the paperwork for Hamilo Fa into it. After I put it away, I patted my pockets to make sure I had my wallet and keys. “Come on, Alejandro. Let’s go. It’s time for you to wake up.”
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      The Lower Market Market was a bit of a hike from my office, but Autumn positively gleamed in the morning sunlight and for the first time in months—maybe years—I could move without pain anywhere in my body. The cancer that killed me spent years curled up in the dark biding its time, hidden in the corners of my guts, but when it stepped into the spotlight, it was covered in spikes and sharp corners and singing at the top of its lungs. I hadn’t even realized how much I hurt anymore by the time it got bad. Pain tailed me everywhere, sure as my own shadow, and, like my shadow, I got good at forgetting it until I’d yelp in surprise. Now, its absence hit me just as hard, a glass of ice water right to the face. I could stay active and not grow weary. I could step into evening air and not wince from the faintest chill. My City was home again, a place I could feel confident and safe. I’d been denied that a long time.

      People would spot us—Alejandro and me, walking together—and immediately avert their eyes and give us a wide berth as we passed. Occasionally they smiled, half-shy, not sure whether to hide it from us. How many times had they seen a golem? Not many, most likely. And now they saw two, strolling together down the street, chatting away, relaxed, friendly. Some people fidgeted, visibly nervous, and I knew right away those people had done something really bad, perhaps mere moments before, and they were scared as hell some karmic flatfoot had noticed and sent us to collar them for their sins.

      The old me grew accustomed to being stared at in my City, as often in admiration as in judgement even if said admiration was the grasping, predatory proto-worship of the Sincerity Church. The adoring body of their faith, from priests and priestesses to yahoos of a distinctly more everyday quality, always made a little show of feeling blessed by my presence, sure, but in a way designed to let them be the center of the story. Religious dogma told them I was the special one, I was the one who had been blessed, but it somehow always turned out they had been blessed by me.

      I never rose to the level of a living thing in their view, more a stage prop for their own psychospiritual drama. Ultimately the story of our meeting would always be about them. Fetishized or pitied, every encounter boiled down to how I fit into—or defied—someone else’s expectations of an Artie.

      But the second I walked my City as a golem, everything changed. The way people looked at me, veered away from me, got out of my way when crossing the street—everything changed. I knew, deep in whatever passes now for my bones, the script had been turned on its head. Alejandro and I, as golems, starred in some metaphysical stage show, a long-running historical epic. Those around us could only count themselves among the audience, out there in the darkness beyond the lights. I won’t lie, I savored the occasional glint of hope or fear in their eyes: hope for a moment of our attention, fear of a moment too much.

      I loved it.

      And it terrified me.
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      The Lower Market Market was all too happy to throw a wet blanket over all that glorious morning sunshine. In there, where each layer of scaffolding bore down on the one underneath as though it might try to get away, daylight was distinctly on the no entry list. Golden light might chase us all the way up to the door, sure, but the moment we stepped inside we were in the permanent twilight and shadows of any place people go to meet their needs and satisfy their desires. Market stalls jostled each other for position, squeezed together and between one another, and sometimes in the half-meter gap between two stalls you’d find some low-life eager to whisper they could beat the deals on either side. The Lower Market Market was all glow splash and lashed-together garbage, a city inside the City, a place with its own rules, its own power struggles, and its own very specific ways of doing business. Out there might be a lovely old town floating toward a fresh new day, but in here you could find all the yesterday you hope to forget.

      “I bet you’ve never been here before.” Alejandro and I stood inside the gates, slightly to the left, out of the way of any others trying to walk in or out.

      Alejandro smiled with surprising sheepishness. “I was warned against this place.” He reached up to push the hair out of his eyes. “But I would bet you know it well.”

      “Not anymore.” I grinned a little and gestured at the vast trash mound that is the Market proper. “You have to live here to really know the shifting lay of the land. And I haven’t lived here in a long time. Years, in fact. Hell, a month is an epoch in a place like this. Last time I was here, I had to hire guides.”

      “Do we need guides now?”

      I shook my head. “No. We’re not here to find anything in particular, and we don’t need any muscle to cut a path. We’ll have to pay a couple of bribes, but nothing you can’t handle.” I clapped him on the arm.

      Alejandro narrowed his eyes a little at me, but he visibly relaxed so I knew it was a moralistic reflex and not real concern. “Tell me about the Market anyway. Tell me what you recall from when you did live here.”

      I hooked a hand into Alejandro’s elbow and led him into the fray. We would encounter some gang or other before long, I knew, and I wanted them to know they couldn’t do anything tricky like offer to let one of us in but not the other. You know, the usual divide-and-conquer bullshit. “Lower Market Market started out as a public square. City laws are filled with loopholes, though, and clever, desperate people strung those loopholes together into the dim rat-tunnels you see around us.”

      “Hey!” Somewhere nearby the high-pitched, nasal voice of a Mannie objected to the phrase, but we kept strolling and the crowd screened us from further response.

      I stuck my thumb out at a tent no more than one meter by two but bulging at the seams from the five customers and a merchant crammed into it anyway. “The brittle bones of things like that are lashed to the others to keep them strong. Stack enough of ‘em side by side, over and under, and you wind up with kilometers of tunnels and terraces piled on top of one another. This place is basically one big layer cake, but it’s been dropped in the sewer and now it wants to sell you its ass.”

      I nodded back where we came in. “The boundary between the squeaky-clean sunshine of Autumn in the morning and the permanent evening all around us back there? It always struck me like the Market itself had pulled the brim of its hat down before whispering something dirty in our collective ear. She’s always lousy with self-conscious shadow half-covering up the corners and crevices my old eyes could never see.” I’d figured out by then I don’t have super-vision, more like slightly-better-than-normal vision without the biological wear and tear of three and a half decades, and my original equipment hadn’t been built all that great in the first place. Now I enjoyed the sort of reliable eyesight any random floor model might buy themselves as a birthday present in middle age: nice but not exactly special.

      Me? I thought it was pretty damned special, but I’d be just as damned if I’d say it out loud.

      I rambled on. “The heaps of stalls and barker platforms blot out the sun at almost every moment, sure, like right now. But check out the energy around us, Alejandro. You feel that? Smell it? Every person here—” I nodded from one to another: the woman selling dried meat of questionable origins, the guy hawking cookware he swore up and down was mutagen-free, the kids dashing about picking pockets. “They live hardscrabble lives defined by the naked opportunism only deliberate desperation can afford. So, some they back there at Golem HQ warned you about this place? Said these people are dangerous? Indifferent? Might cut you up to sell the pieces? Well, it isn’t these people’s fault.”

      Alejandro gave me a flick of the eyes and a flutter of his lashes I knew meant he felt at least a little embarrassed by how close I’d gotten to the mark.

      I smiled at him faintly. “It’s easy to waggle a finger and blame someone for the problems they face—and sometimes solve—in a place like this. Hell, Alejandro, at one point I was the solution to a very specific kind of problem, for the low price of a few scratch per quarter-hour. But don’t judge them, and don’t assume bad intentions. These are some of the best, most honest people you’ll ever meet. Everybody, everywhere, wants something. These people are simply a lot more open about it. Someone wanted to stick these people here, and they did it on purpose to keep them down.”

      “Who?” Now it was Alejandro’s turn to humor my casual assertion of intent behind all the chaos around us.

      “There is a layer of society—a pretty thin and bitter frosting atop the shit-and-gravel cake of our beloved Empire—staying fat on the anguish of a thick slab of humanity underneath it. They need a permanent underclass hungry and scared enough to stick with jobs that pay more in danger and discomfort than in dinars. They make a big show of allowing a place like this, but deep down they need it. The Market makes a tidy storage area for the City’s unwanted and a warning to those temporarily lifted out of it. If the whole Market got swept away tomorrow, a new one would spring up somewhere else the day after.”

      Alejandro gave me the sweetest smile I’d seen since I died. “Now, now, don’t go fomenting revolution against the Empire. I don’t favor being the first golem charged with treason.”

      I tapped him lightly on the upper arm with the knuckles of my free hand. “Suit yourself. But somebody ought to do something. Why not us?”

      “Every ruling class requires its opposite, its counterpart in the other pan of the scale.” Alejandro glanced one way and another, from person to person, from life to life, and sighed softly. “The Empire didn’t invent this. They simply excel at it.”

      I nodded at him. “Sure. And everybody knows the Lower Market Market eats people. Sometimes literally. Anybody who hangs around here has stories about people who disappear, grim tales of organ harvesters in search of fresh material to feed the DNA vats. Between them, they’ve probably got a dozen sob stories, too: vendors fallen from greatness and how they got cheated out of a big deal yesterday so they need you to cut them some slack today. It all adds up to a bunch of rats in a sewer, exactly where rats belong, right? But there are less smugly self-satisfying stories, too. There are people here who figured out this really was their best option, maybe their only shot at freedom from whatever worse thing happened back home. Sometimes the shadows mean safety instead of danger.” I breathed in and shrugged. “I was one of those people.”

      Alejandro reached over and patted my upper arm. “And is that your point? Is same-as-it-ever-was philosophizing supposed to awaken me to the fact my world, the past, is gone forever? I think you’ll find this era has more in common with our past than you can know.”

      “No.” I shook my head at him and laughed once. “This isn’t about the past at all. This is about the now. I’m not saying things still are how they used to be. I’m saying how they are today isn’t how they have to be tomorrow.” I gestured broadly, one hand sweeping slowly to take in the world. “And even if it is, it won’t be any more these people’s fault tomorrow than it is today. They aren’t the ones who can change the system.”

      Alejandro’s eyes conveyed his thought: what, and we are?

      Two young women cut my sermonizing short by stepping forward wearing more knives than a cutlery stall four rows over from us. Each wore strips of yellow fabric woven through the braids in their hair. I knew we had nearly crossed over into Buster territory. They were one of the top gangs, but not the top gang—at least, they hadn’t been a month before, my final time here as old Valerius. Things move fast in the Market. Gangs rise and fall with lightning speed. I guessed the Busters had risen in the latest shift, because here we were, running into them sooner than I expected. The boundary of a gang’s turf in the Market is always a living thing, a snake leaving short-lived tracks in the sand.

      “What’ve we got here, then?” The older of the women grinned ear to ear, as shameless as could be. Whereas nearly everyone else in Autumn had stepped aside on seeing not one but two ancient mysteries stride toward them arm in arm, this fearless young tough was delighted. “This’ll be a story, I know that much, and whatever it’s about ain’t even happened yet. Here to buy some spice, eh? I reckon not, never knew a golem who wanted a pinprick, but there’s a first around every corner.” She laughed a high cackle, sharp and strong as the head of an axe.

      Someone nearby startled and dropped a tray of sticky buns. Busters make people nervous. I think if they had an employee manual, it would offer only one instruction: never let people forget they’re a second away from becoming your victim.

      “Oh, shit, it’s you!” I grinned back at her, about to announce myself. She was an old acquaintance, after all, the Buster ganger who escorted me through the Market when I came to find the fruit seller a few weeks before. But Alejandro dove in and prevented me from blowing my cover.

      “We are but two golems out for a walk.” Alejandro smiled glibly at her, with the benevolent and empty smile of a patriarch who can’t remember a grandchild’s name. It was the sort of smile that wants no trouble, officer, and is too accommodating by half.

      I closed my mouth and got with the program. Out here, I was Hamilo Fa. To this woman who had been such a prominent feature of the last days of my life, I was a stranger.

      To her, I was dead.
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      Alejandro, despite being a total newcomer to the Lower Market Market, was able to negotiate reasonably cheap passage. We had the Busters in a tight spot, all told. If they hassled golems for passage, they’d lose some of the regard of the other people around us. Word might get around the Busters were too big for their britches, or the regular people they routinely abuse for their bread and butter might come to believe they didn’t stand a chance with the Busters and stop playing along altogether. There’s a fine line between always having one’s way and inciting a rebellion. The Busters couldn’t let the marks start thinking about welcoming in a different gang in hopes of a better deal. On the other hand, the renown they would gather for having shaken down a golem might make them seem all-powerful in the extreme.

      Once we passed them, we ascended higher into the Market, pausing here and there to study people’s wares. Along the way we stopped at a seamstress whose stuff wasn’t bad. She tried to convince me to take the clothes that caught my eye, but nuh-uh. I’ve got no interest in stealing from people like her, no matter how hard she tried to make it happen. Sure, maybe she thought gifting an outfit to a golem would bring her luck, but what if she feared we showed up because of something terrible she did? No thanks.

      “This is hard for me.” I said it softly enough only Alejandro would hear it.

      He nodded. “It is for me, too. It usually is for all of us.”

      “But you get used to it? We get used to it?”

      Alejandro nodded faintly. “To some degree. But you’ll never forget what you are.”

      “Oh, well, in that case,” I smiled a little, “return to sender.”

      Alejandro chuckled at me. “You’d like a refund?”

      I fluttered my lips and pushed my hair out of my eyes, and for a moment reflected on seeing Alejandro do the same earlier. Did we all do that? Either way, at least I had long hair still. The familiarity was a comfort. “Nah. I’m just—I wouldn’t have minded getting the chance to forget who I am now and again. It’d be a pleasant change.” I sighed softly.

      “And here I thought we were going on a field trip so you could wake me up to the now, not to make you feel bad about what’s lost in the past.” Alejandro winked at me.

      This time I was the one who gave a quiet chuckle. “Yes. We are.” I nodded back in the direction of the clothing vendor. “What do you think of her?”

      Alejandro gave me a sidelong, studying look. “I don’t.”

      “Why not?”

      Alejandro glanced down at the scaffolded walkway beneath us, then backed up. “Because.”

      “Because she’s ‘nobody’?” I wasn’t going to let it go.

      “No.” Alejandro said it immediately, readily, the way someone only does when they mean what they say. It had the oomph of a gut reaction behind it, a reflex he didn’t have to study or rehearse. I knew the truth when I saw it. But the rest of his answer was less direct. “Because she isn’t the point.”

      “The point of what?”

      “Of being alive.”

      I smirked at him. “And what is?”

      The corners of Alejandro’s eyes creased in a way that would have meant, on a biological human, he was about to cry. “To fix the world.” He put a hand over mine, where I had it in the crook of his elbow. “To put things right. The old world is gone, Valerius. I know. I really do. But this world… gods, you have no idea how weak it is. How poorly developed. How backward. I believe you when you say it doesn’t have to be like this tomorrow, because it wasn’t like this then.”

      “Back in the day?” I chucked my thumb over my own shoulder. “When you were alive?”

      “Exactly. At least, I don’t remember it being this bad. We were better than this. I was there. I remember how it used to be. There were eight billion people, Valerius. We went into space. We went to the moon. We went joyriding on the surface of Mars.” Alejandro gestured at the crowd turning one way or another to give us room after realizing what we were. “You brought me here to remind me the world I knew is dead and gone, as though I don’t realize it. I do. I don’t want to wait for the world to walk backward. That’s impossible. But it isn’t I who need to awaken from the nightmare of this world, Valerius. It’s the people who live in it. It’s this world itself.”

      I tried not to sound smug when I responded. “That’s what I’ve been saying this whole time.”

      Alejandro fell silent, though we kept going. After a few steps, he drew another breath. “This world is sick, Valerius: polluted, undernourished, over-designed. The human genome is stretched thin. Technologies have fallen by the wayside. Most don’t even know what electronics are. Compassion has been bred out of the majority of people, beaten out of the rest.” Alejandro shook his head. “A lot of us thought, when the old world ended, we could shepherd humanity back, usher in a golden age brighter than any before it. That was over twelve millennia ago. I haven’t been awake the entire time. I’ve only been in this particular body since immediately after Splendor’s demise. But I’ve seen enough in my time to know a message of salvation is altogether too easy to pervert. It’s too hard, and it’s always predicated on restoring something long-gone, some paradise no longer available to us. The old world is dead. Most of us died, too, with our heads in our hands, mourning it.”

      Alejandro turned his attention back to me. “I’m not trying to resurrect yesterday, Valerius. I’m trying to figure out the shape of tomorrow, in hopes I can push it in the direction of being better than it otherwise might be. That’s all. So, yes, I do think of this,” and here he tapped himself in the center of his chest, “as temporary. Because I think of all of this,” and he mirrored my gesture from before by sweeping his own hand slowly through the air to indicate everything around us, “as temporary, too, including the individual persons. The struggles and attitudes of that woman back there are not the point. But people considered as a mass? They are very much the point. The world has gone through violent shifts, and more are still to come, staggering steps forward or back, and we must steer its people toward something better than what they have now. Something fairer. Something less judgmental, less strictly stratified. Something kinder. A world where people like her might, to use one of your phrases, one day be cut a little slack.”

      I paused and glanced back at the vendor where she’d returned to hawking her wares, back in her usual groove. I met Alejandro’s eyes. “So who cuts her some slack while we wait?” I cocked my head to one side. “I hope you didn’t save me from dying in the here-and-now so we could make time waiting for some better tomorrow to show up. The world’s a toilet full of shit, yes. But maybe we don’t need to buy a new toilet. Maybe it just needs a flush. I’m sure as hell not doing nothing today because the weather might be better tomorrow.”

      Even as I said it, my hand shot down to grab the wrist of a kid with his mitts halfway out of my pocket. He was six or seven, maybe a malnourished eight. He held my wallet in his tiny hand, for all it was worth to anyone. With his other hand, he already reached for a dumpling from a food cart we happened to be walking past. The kid had tried to grab my wallet and a lunch at the same time. The odds were good if he’d stayed focused on one or the other I never would have noticed him.

      The kid squeaked and beat me on the wrist, trying to escape, as I grinned down at him and shook my head. “Sorry, junior. Give.” I pulled my wallet from his hand and slipped it back into my pocket. He held out the dumpling for me to take, too, but I puffed air in amusement and shook my head. “That’s yours. Our secret.” When I let go, he sped away into the crowd, gone from sight.

      I heard Alejandro draw a breath. “I quite agree with you. But do you believe you can fix the whole world one foiled pickpocket at a time?” Alejandro’s expression was softer than his question might suggest. He wasn’t arguing with me. He and I were trying to talk about a major difference in our perspectives, sure, but we had a lot of common ground between us. I didn’t blame him for wanting a better world for everyone in the long run. And he didn’t blame me for wanting to do good now for individuals.

      I turned back in the direction where the kid disappeared from sight, waiting for him to step back into view, or someone to dart after him, or the old goat with the food cart to notice the missing dumpling and kick a fuss. Nothing happened. The kid was simply gone, like all the others, the ones I’d spent twenty years fascinated and horrified by. I passed those two decades asking around after the kids who disappeared from Autumn’s streets, never to be seen again. I’d never remember how many I’d known, and now the very idea served only to remind me of all the other people the Market—the City—the Empire swallowed up for good with nary a second thought.

      I didn’t face Alejandro, but my body settled, my shoulders sagged, and my eyelids halfway closed. “Not exactly.” I shook my head. “It’s funny, you know? I brought you here to wake up, and I think I’m the one waking up instead.”

      We’d reached the far edge of Buster turf by then and were heading into Hendricks Gang territory. The Hendy tough working the border nodded at us. “Dust? Pricks? Isubu?”

      I quirked up an eyebrow. “Isubu?” I’d heard of everything the streets could offer in the way of temporary pleasure, but that one was new to me.

      The tough studied us up and down, did the math, figured out we weren’t technically humans, and waved it off with a wiggle of one elbow, the way slicers do. They almost never talk with their hands. They keep their hands ready to fight. “Never mind. Just pay the toll.”

      As Alejandro produced another small token to let us pass, I changed the subject on the guard, a scrappy youth with a cloth dyed Hendy blue over his mouth and nose. “Seen Fiono lately? He’s an old friend.” I hoped my small smile played as quirky and ethereal rather than the sneer of a horny old goat asking after a former trick.

      The tough snorted at us. “Oooh, gather round, a comedian.”

      “What do you mean?” I didn’t touch the kid, but I did lean a little closer.

      “Fiono bought the big ticket two nights ago.” The tough didn’t seem broken up by it. I guessed he was someone down the ladder from Fiono. One slicer dies and everyone under them gets to move up a rung. He was casual about it. He’d seen plenty of friends and competitors die.

      The news hit me like a boulder between the eyes. I mumbled something, the usual script: how did it happen or something like that. I honestly don’t recall.

      “Somebody carved him up and pushed him off up there.” The kid pointed high into the scaffolding, at what looked to me like the edge of Eats Alley, one of the precious few truly neutral territories.

      A fight there was bad. Everybody has to eat, and Eats Alley is where the best food vendors congregate. You never exactly see gangs chumming around up there, but almost anybody can go up there and be left alone. The Market’s people understand everyone has to eat, and the turbulent, temporary boundaries between one gang’s turf and another’s means no one could ever confidently control Eats Alley for long, so nobody tries. Rivals put things on hold if they see each other in Eats Alley. If someone was murdered up there, it meant they were hunted and by someone from outside.

      Fiono had been a slicer, a knife-fighter specializing in close-quarters single combat. Slicers only ever lose one duel. “He lost?”

      “Yah.” I couldn’t see the kid’s lascivious, leering grin under the blue cloth, but I could hear it, and I hated him for it. “I hear he put on a good show but lost his balance at the end.” He raised one hand and whistled high to low as he mimed something falling from a great height. “We threw his send-off last night.” He made a clicking noise with his mouth, kind of a cross between sad to say and that’s how it goes. “Why, he a friend of yours? Don’t seem likely.”

      I didn’t respond. Instead I shouldered past him, dragging Alejandro along with me.

      Alejandro raised both eyebrows in a silent question.

      I glanced sidelong at Alejandro and glared ahead as I pushed forward through the crowd. “I just decided something. Maybe the world is too broken to fix, and maybe it isn’t. But I damned well am going to find the missing kids.” And whoever killed Fiono, I thought. But I kept that part to myself.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      The news of Fiono’s murder bit down on the back of my neck and gave it a shake, so I tried to focus on my chosen mystery to shake back. The arrival in my pollybox of a new question to chew was always the best kind of invigoration. Absolutely nothing gets me going like a case to resolve. I didn’t see a lot of action in the way of mysteries exactly, at least not most of the time. More often the client was a person with a problem, and their problem had a name and slept beside them most nights. Once in a while, though, I’d land a real doozy, something that took effort and creativity. I loved waking up knowing my day would be spent hunting down the period I’d use to replace the client’s question mark. Solving somebody’s problem scratched the do-something itch while leaving me plenty of room to ignore my own.

      In the same spirit, I told myself the thing to do would be to focus in on a question I sniffed at without ever biting down the first time I was alive: where do the children go?

      I’ve said before, kids disappear a lot from the streets of Autumn. Most people figure they’re runaways who start missing homecooked meals and doors on their bedrooms. Sooner or later they go back home again. If not, maybe they get a little older, join a gang, and age out of the general wash of street urchins. Some of them wind up turning tricks, maybe killed by a john. There’s no shortage of theories, most of which boil down to the usual mishmash of tut-tutting and finger-wagging done by people who’ve never known real desperation and decide it means they’re inherently better. Never mind the fact sometimes those rejects on the street started out as their kids, the ones whose genetic enhancements come out half-baked or who run away from their tailored little lives in a fit of boredom and never quite make it home again. You don’t see a lot of that second category and they stand out like sore thumbs when you do, because they’re too perfect, too pretty, too crafted. But you see a lot of the first.

      Oh, the Spiralists are wizards of the genome, don’t get me wrong. But even a master chef burns the biscuits once in a while.

      Our culture likes to think of itself as the tidy shelves of a high-end department store, everything wrapped up in a fancy package and in its assigned place. It’s a nice story we tell ourselves—or, more accurately, one we are told about ourselves.

      That said, most of the street kids are distinctly not the castoff seconds of a family whose good name can’t bear the tarnish of accidental mutation. Most of them are simply poor, or their parents are poor, or they ran away from someone who hit them too much or touched them too often. You know, all the stuff we hear about in cheap stories. Some of them got orphaned, or maybe pushed out the front door for rejecting their parents’ preferred cult affiliations. A Sincerity kid gets turned on to Spiralism, for instance, and they’re out on the street with the rest of the trash.

      “So how do you intend to find these children?”

      Alejandro and I sat in my office again, two days later. I tried explaining this obsession—no, this preoccupation of mine—to him for about the fiftieth time as a way to reassure him I would try to avoid my old life, but he wanted to hear the fifty-first.

      “Why don’t these children go to any of the many places they could be fed, housed, clothed, and educated for free?”

      I snorted at him, pleased as all hell my new face could produce a satisfying retort like that. “Nothing’s ever free, Alejandro.” I nodded at the window, at another time spent in a place far away from here. “I mean, you signed up for immortality and wound up the automated chauffeur-mechanic-carwash for, what, a hundred years? Thousands? How long did Splendor fly? Does anyone even know the answer?”

      Alejandro winced, and I could tell I came off too casual for his tastes. I regretted saying it, but I was pretty rankled by having my choice of vocations questioned constantly by the very person who told me I needed to find a way to pass the time.

      Alejandro flipped his hair back—there it was again, another golem habit to jot down in my mental files—and pursed his lips. “I don’t know if I would quite phrase it the same way.”

      I gave him a look. “My point still stands, though. Sure, they could turn up at a Sincerity orphanage, and bang, before the day’s out they’re tilling the ground in an organic farm that never actually grows anything. Any kid would start plotting their next escape by nightfall. Show up at a Spiralist hospital, and they’re tasked with all the grunt work the real Spiralists think it would be gross to do themselves—if they’re lucky. An Imperial orphanage will issue them two rations of dry carbo-protein and six glasses of water every day until they’re bored enough to walk back out the front door.”

      Alejandro raised a couple of fingers to pause the conversation. “Why don’t Sincerity orphanage gardens ever grow anything? I would imagine they’re quite good at it. Their produce is highly sought.”

      I waved a hand as though batting a fly. “The rumor mill’s always held they don’t actually grow the stuff themselves. Like maybe instead the church has a giant production facility somewhere and they churn out your standard three-day tomato, whatever’s hot, and sell those with a seal they bought from an Imperial inspector afflicted with flexible ethics.”

      Alejandro subtly grimaced at my casual assumption of such massive fraud, but moved on. “And why would they be lucky to become a janitor at a Spiralist clinic?” He smiled slightly. Alejandro found all this amusing, but my voice hardened with real seriousness.

      “Because they have to experiment on someone.” I cocked my head and shrugged. “You know, for the new upgrades they develop.”

      Alejandro raised both eyebrows at me in genuine surprise. “I know you’re a detective, Valerius, but conspiracy theories? Urban legends? I say.”

      I smiled very tightly. “I didn’t say I believe all those stories. But I’ve spent a lot more time around street kids in Autumn than you. I’ve met a few who claimed they saw the bad shit first-hand, and I could tell they were lying. They lacked the haunted look of someone reliving trauma as they related it.” I paused, because a powerful wave of déjà vu passed over me. I remembered sitting right there, in my office, seeing in Alejandro’s eyes that same expression of horrified remembrance as he recollected an Angel bringing down the City of Splendor.

      But I also thought of the countless street kids I’ve seen over my life, both from when I lived that life myself and from after. I didn’t linger over memories of any in particular, just sort of ruffled the pages of personal history while holding the book open. My mind coughed up the time I chased two kids down an alleyway, not too far from the Lower Market Market. One of them knew a name I needed. I was desperate enough to pry it out of him by bribe or by threat, whichever it took, but not by actual violence, not against a kid. Still, he didn’t know me, so I exploited that gap in his understanding. The walls of the alley where I cornered him were a shade of red-brown you don’t see in a lot of places in Autumn. Dingier hues of beiges and grays made up the bulk of the color palette in the parts of town where a low-rent dick like me usually worked. His back to a wall the color of old blood, the kid trembled with fear of me. I hated myself for that. I remember a geyser of compassion and sorrow spiraling up out of my guts at the terror in his eyes.

      I sensed something completely different, too, deeper and wider than that fleeting memory. I don’t know why that recollection made it happen, but abruptly my mind went utterly blank and I knew it had to do with the alleyway itself. My mind filled with the remembered image of that infected wound between two buildings, but in greater detail than any recollection. Every time we tuck an old paper away in the filing cabinet of the mind, the weight of everything else pressing against it smooths out some of the wrinkles and rubs off some of the ink. No memory is complete as an experience, but for a second, I felt like I stood in that alley myself and could have stepped forward to touch its slime-stained back wall.

      I stopped speaking and lost my grip on what I meant to say next. It slipped away like a dream you were sure you’d manage to remember. I knew there’d been something there.

      And then it was gone.

      I saw only my cheap office, my old desk, and the gentle caress of soft light from outside.

      “Are you alright?” Alejandro’s brows knit together for a second.

      “I’m fine.” I shook it off. “Just trying to find the right words.”

      He gave me some stink-eye, not buying it for even a second but not willing to press the point. “A child, you were saying? Who did or did not possess what you call a ‘haunted look’?”

      I didn’t actually pat him on the arm and say there there, but my tone of voice sure tried when I plowed back into the conversation. “Right. But sometimes? Sometimes the kid telling me a story did have it. They absolutely had seen what they described. It was as real to them as their own gnawing hunger and the scraps they stole to feed it.” I spread my hands. “So yeah, sometimes I believed them.”

      Alejandro gave me a long, penetrating stare. “So where do we start?”

      I shook my head. “Nuh uh. No we in this one. You’ve got a whole different job. You go tell people I’m dead—and tell some of them I’m not.”

      Alejandro didn’t like that response at all.

      I didn’t love lying to him, either, but I knew where I’d be going and what questions I would ask, and I didn’t need him tutting at me the whole way.
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      It cost me a good half hour of walking around to be certain Alejandro hadn’t followed me or, if he had, I’d shaken him off. I needed him out of my hair. I had a lot to learn about being a golem, sure, but I had a case, too. Two of them, in fact, and always, for the entirety of my whole shitty career, the work came first. If I’m totally honest, I needed a little breathing room. I’d had Alejandro all over me like smoke on a coat.

      I sent him off in search of Clodia, because I needed her to know I wasn’t quite as dead as Fiono would’ve told her, if he even got to tell her before he died. I hadn’t exactly told Alejandro where to find her, though. I told him to check the Ark—the Autumn Repository of Human Knowledge—and figure it out from there. It wasn’t nice of me, but it felt good to set him on somebody else’s hook for a while so I could do some legwork. One golem raised enough questions. I gave good odds anywhere I needed to go, two golems might be one and a half more than could fit inside.

      Wandering and talking to myself, I eventually found my way to the port—and halfway to a plan.

      There are two sets of airfields in Autumn for incoming craft, like most towns: one for cargo and one for passengers. We call the ones for goods or services (and less savory “services,” while we’re at it) the Docks. We call the one for people the Pier. There’s no real bright line between them, but it doesn’t matter. Everybody knows one end of that section of the starboard rim is for crates and the other is for persons, and in the middle, the two get jumbled up.

      The Pier is pretty much like the tourist-holding pen in any town. Dozens of stands sell the sorts of overpriced gewgaws and tacky souvenirs everyone loves to take home and show off, leaky shake globes and picture books featuring a highly redacted history of Autumn the kids ignore the second they’re back home. My idea relied on having at least a couple of things I could only find around the Pier, and I guessed I’d have to choke down the competing urges to punch and praise a certain variety of huckster.

      It might surprise you to hear Autumn does a steady trade in visitors. It’s the last of the great flying Cities, object of a collective sense of certain doom, envied from below by a society embarrassed to realize it can no longer mimic the ingenuity of the ancestors who built this place, condemned as an icon of hubris and a den of sin. Of course people want to visit it. Plus it has great food, plenty of bars, and a relaxed view of the conduct of strangers who intend to leave some money behind when they go.
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with others.
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redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
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however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
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to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.
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PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
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5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
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TERMINATION
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