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Book 2: Women’s Country




“Two worlds meet in strange surprise.”




—Giorgio Morodor, Metropolis, 1984













Mister Coyotee




Excerpt from the Mr. Coyotee Show, subscribed

service:




Disclaimer
Mister Coyotee is an animated

system interviewing representations of actual human people. Resemblances to

individuals, living or dead, are not coincidental at all. Resemblance of Mister

Coyotee to an actual coyote, real or mythical, is marginal at best. The guests

of the show may or may not be simulated, in whole or in part, at our

discretion. 




M.Coyotee
Our next guest today is Jim Secondson, Vice

President of the Hopi Development Corporation. Good afternoon, Mr. Secondson.




J.Secondson
Good afternoon, Mr. Coyotee.




M.Coyotee
The Hopi Development Corporation has become

quite important to our country in the last twenty years.




J.Secondson
Yes. Since the Restoration, HDC and Navajo

Limited, together, are responsible for eighty-seven percent of all Cori

manipulation of microscopic systems. We owe a lot to Ethan Cori. Even though he

wasn’t a Hopi or any other kind of Native.




M.Coyotee
Well, I sure don’t understand it. Or what it

means to the Hopis.




J.Secondson
Cori determined there was a connection

between the mind and the world around us. Many people had said this before—priests,

gurus, and mystics—but Cori was a physicist and he modeled it in a way it could

be proved. He linked the mental or psychic world to the physical world. They

were really two forms of the same thing.




M.Coyotee
You mean like ghosts?




J.Secondson
(beat) Uh, sure. In a way, I suppose.




M.Coyotee
These abilities are latent in everyone,

correct?




J.Secondson
Yes. But it’s like any other ability, Mr.

Coyotee. Lots of people can run, but only a few have the talent to run sprints

in the Olympics. Of those few who have the talent, only a few have the cultural

support. Of those who have the support, few have the opportunity. And of the

few who have the opportunity, only a few have the motivation to go ahead and do

it. That’s why only a few contestants, out of all the available people in the

world, can compete in the Olympics.




M.Coyotee
But what has that got to do with ghosts?




J.Secondson
Eh. Not much, Mister Coyotee, but it has a

lot to do with the Hopi Development Corporation. When scientists figured out

that the connection between the mental and the physical was real, they looked

for somebody who had the talent and training to explore it. They couldn’t find

anybody like that in mainstream America. It was like looking for Olympic

athletes in a computer factory.




M.Coyotee
Olympic ghosts!




J.Secondson
(aside) I’m going to fire that PR kid. 




(beat.)




Uh, right. Some people might have the talent but they

were already busy building computers.




M.Coyotee
And that’s where the Hopi ghosts came in?




J.Secondson
(aside) Murder. Not a jury in the world would

convict me.




(beat.)




Well, we’re not ghosts. We’re a thriving community and a

profitable corporation. But wherever Americans are using Cori Physics, the Hopi

Development Corporation is right there to help.




M.Coyotee
And we use it everywhere, don’t we? In spite of

the ghosts.




J.Secondson
(aside.) Just go with it.




There are no ghosts in our machine, Mister Coyotee. It’s

pure science given to us by the Earth God. From making computers to growing

crops to practicing medicine, the Hopi Development Corporation is there.

Building a better future for us all.




M.Coyotee
But we’re the ghosts in your machine,

subscribers. Wherever you are, good evening or good morning, and from Mister

Coyotee, good night.











 Chapter 2.1




‹ 1: Solstice, 6/21 ›




Now we come to Summer Solstice.




Two hundred years before, the holiday was barely existent: a

few pagan souls celebrating a half-understood moment of astronomic time: the

longest day of the year. However, as the air, the water, and the ground grew

more precious, and as people grew fewer, the celebration expanded and changed.

Now, it was forged from several different holidays, changed wholly from its

original intent.




This is how it always is with any ritual celebration. The

first Fourth of July was marked with some celebration, but those who marked it

had just gone through a long and bloody war and remembered those who lost,

those who won, and those who had attempted to remain neutral. Later celebrants

could not know what the original holiday meant since they did not have that

experience. Mardi Gras—Fat Tuesday—is the last day before the fasts of Lent.

Its excesses are celebrated but the Lenten fasts that follow are not.

Similarly, the ancient Armistice Day was first observed by frightened, gaunt

men with hacking coughs or lost limbs, who saw through the speeches to the

battlefields populated with broken bodies. It could never mean the same to

anyone else ever again. Christmas, that metropolitan, mercantile wonder, used

to be a religious celebration. Gifts were often not exchanged at all. The later

celebrants had no experience of that first miraculous night, which may have

only existed in the transcendent, inarticulate imagination of drunken shepherds

watching their flock. They celebrated what they knew, for themselves, for that

day.




So it was with Solstice. The civil disturbances and wars of

the Die-Back made celebrating the Fourth seem unseemly, tasteless, and a source

of shame. Perhaps the Fourth had seemed the same in the South during

Reconstruction. Solstice had no such extra baggage. Those who watched their own

families die from disease, starvation, or war, saw the land shattered by the

same forces that were killing them and had a desperate urge to save what was

left. In this, perhaps, they were akin to the ancient peoples of pre-history,

who might have felt a nameless dread when they first discovered the relentless

sameness of Solstice: this is the longest day of the year; winter always comes.

It was, perhaps, no accident that the winter solstice in ancient times

reflected the summer solstice. This was not the case now—winter solstice was

neglected in favor of the light of Christmas. In Solstice, there was only the

joy of summer. There was only the sun. Eternal solstice was the dream. Let the

dark pass us by.




‹ 2: Carmine, 6/21 ›




Solstice started at sunrise all across the city.




Sunrise, Sunday, June 21, broke a gray, wet light across the

city. A cold and scratchy rain flooded the alleys and narrow streets of the

North End. In Cambridge, the Massachusetts Avenue Canal was a dimpled mosaic

where it emptied into the Charles River. A few lonely crews were drawing their

sculls resolutely across the river in solitary preparation for the August

races. A few boats near the Canal were fishing, picking up nets and laying them

down, then bringing up from the water a sodden mass of perch or alewives.




In Brookline, the trolley lines ran against the rain on a

weekday schedule. Empty because of the rain and the Solstice, they proceeded

eerily up and down Beacon Street, preceded by a clatter and a clang, and

leaving behind the sharp smell of ozone.




In Boston, there grew a great tree.




Its roots reached deep below the Trinity Church, growing

down into the earth, concrete, and the broken, pre-historic fishing weirs of

Back Bay. The thick main trunk began between the Prudential Building and the

Hancock Tower. Three great side branches came from the main trunk. One spread

from the main trunk and surrounded Trinity Church, limning the balconies and

buttresses with an ivy-like filigree to support the aging stone from falling.

The green leaves were beautiful against the architecture of the sanctuary but

the resident organist said they ruined the acoustics.




Another grew to the west—solid, straight, an unyielding

trunk—rising through Hancock Tower to erupt through the roof of the building.

The eastern branch similarly pierced the Prudential Building. The three

branches and the trunk mingled and interconnected in a vast canopy. The tree

supported the buildings and their offices, fed power to them, and kept the air

circulating and clean. The buildings had long since been modified to

accommodate the tree.




The convolutions of the roots throughout the square were

used by children for play and by couples and the elderly as benches. Beneath

the square, they helped house the subways. The canopy was too high for pigeons—and

the populace was therefore spared their indignities—though they still strutted

on the ledges and other structures. But the larger, stronger, fiercer birds

used the middle branches for their nests. Eagles, ospreys—perhaps someday,

condors—were seen. They struck carp in the river. The lower branches were

occupied by the smaller falcons and hawks. Often, these raptors would silently

fall on an unaware pigeon in a mid-air explosion of feathers, claws, and blood.




Carmine rode the Prudential updraft up over the tree and

slipped to one side towards the nearest opening in the canopy. These portals

were designed to allow sunlight to illuminate the square. However, with the

updrafts from heat generated by the buildings, they made for treacherous

flying. In this, the tree was no different from anywhere else in Cambridge,

Boston, or Brookline. Not for the first time, Carmine envied the birds that

shared with him this eyrie. Born to this over a hundred million years, they had

abilities he lacked, along with popular acceptance and anonymity. No one broke their

bones for flying. He banked through the opening, giving a wide berth to the

nest of a raven that had attacked him in April of last year. He caught its

black and unsympathetic eyes as he passed. Carmine saw the gleam of recognition

along with its intent gaze but the raven made no move.




Carmine was not even naked. He could not feel the wind

across his open thighs. It was too cold. He had not regained the strength to

generate sufficient heat and instead wore a tight leotard. It made him feel

bound and wretched.




He brought himself to light on a thick trunk. Breathing

heavily, he held himself there for a long time.




“It has been too damned long,” he shouted suddenly. Weeks

since those Godforsaken, spoon-brained, thick-fisted, ball-busted cops

had broken his body. It wasn’t the healing of bones that was so difficult—though

that had been quite difficult enough, thank you very fucking much!—but

the evil, lice-infested physical therapy that had kept him earthbound

until he was strong.




Barely strong enough. Reaching the tree had winded him.




Carmine eased himself to sit on the branch and let his wings

droop behind and below him in the sun. The warmth eased the growing stiffness

he felt in them—which requires even more physical therapy, he thought

bitterly.




“You’re here,” came a voice below him. “I wasn’t sure you’d

come.”




“I said I would, Joanne,” he snarled and gingerly eased

himself down from the branch to the larger trunk where she was standing. Small

monkeys, no bigger than the palm of his hand, watched him from the shadows of

the tree. They made him uneasy.




Joanne helped him drape his wings out of the way of the

foliage. She seemed unaffected by the hundreds of meters of empty air between

her and the ground and stood casually in her jumpsuit and backpack as if she

were standing on some hiking trail.




“What a place to meet me! Aren’t you scared this high?”

Carmine asked admiringly.




“I take my lunchtime constitutional out here.” She gestured

to the trunk. “Wide as a street—I could get in more trouble in the park.”




“It’s a bit obvious, isn’t it? How many people hold

clandestine meetings in a place like this?”




“You should see it at night. No one comes here but the

monkeys and the night birds.”




“I thought monkeys didn’t like the dark.”




“This is Copley Square. It’s never dark.” Joanne leaned

towards him, her face a centimeter from his. “Are you a bird?”




“Hardly.”




“Someday, my friend. Someday.” She stood up and leaned

casually against the trunk. “Did you meet him?”




“His name is Washington Sunshine. He’s interesting. He’s

told me of a friend who is even more interesting.”




Joanne raised an eyebrow. “Oh?”




“Isn’t that what you wanted?”




She sighed. “I suggested you would be contacted and you

should be receptive. That’s all.”




“Why?”




“I don’t know.” Joanne shrugged. “It’s not at all clear why.

Just that it might be useful.”




“Useful how?”




Joanne didn’t answer.




“I will be seeing them later today. I will make contact

then.” Carmine shook his head. “I do not like the idea of falsely pursuing

friendship.”




“Carmine, that’s not my intention.”




“You said to meet this person.”




“I did.” Joanne thought for a moment. “Isn’t Mister Sunshine

someone you want to befriend?”




“Possibly,” admitted Carmine. “I find I like him—something I

did not expect. Perhaps I will like being his friend, too.” He would accede to

her judgment for the moment. “Or was Tamar the person you thought I should

reveal myself to? Someone I should talk to? Your details were not specific.”

Now in the shade, Carmine felt cold. The leotard wasn’t enough.




“I just thought you should open yourself up to someone. A

woman. Now, a man.” Joanne smiled at him. “You have opened yourself to me. I

can’t be the only person you talk to.” Joanne pulled off her backpack and

squatted on the trunk, pulled out a blanket and handed it to him.




Carmine wrapped it around his chest.




Joanne smiled at him. “You did more than talk to her.”




“And stopped, as I told you.”




Joanne lost her smile and stared at him without expression. “I

know.” She leaned against a branch of the tree and stared down into the square.




Carmine’s anger and frustration gave way to apprehension as

he waited for her to say something. “What are we going to do?”




She laughed. “‘We’? Carmine! I have given you so very little

and yet you trust me. “




“No one’s like you,” he mumbled and looked down.




She leaned down, tipped his chin up, and kissed him full on

the mouth. “I do enjoy you.”




“You could enjoy me further,” said Carmine in a low voice,

meeting her gaze.




Joanne ruffled his hair. “Why, Carmine,” she said gently. “What

a compliment. We have to get you a woman we can trust not to hurt you.”




“I was serious.”




“Don’t entertain the thought overlong, dear,” she said,

standing straight again. “I’m much rougher than Tamar.”




“I bet you are.” He looked up at her. What did he

want from Joanne? Sex? Love? Something more? What more could there be? “Bless

me?” he said suddenly, surprising them both.




Joanne touched his forehead and his eyes closed and face

relaxed. Her voice was gentle when she spoke: “May all your dreams come true.”




‹ 3: Lethias, 6/21 ›




By the time Lethias awoke, the rain had stopped and the sun

had come out. The streets outside the house were wet and the summer sun gave

the world a pressed and steamy feeling. He lay on the mattress, which lay on

the floor. His hands were stiff and sore from hours of playing but the feeling

made him grin. It had been the first time he had ever been able to play the

piano without worrying the apes would think he’d come down with Joan’s Disease.

The apes had a deep suspicion of those who dove deep into human achievement.




Lethias rolled over and leaned against the wall. He did not

feel comfortable sleeping off the floor. He kept the frame and springs near

him, however, and occasionally held on to them. It felt good to grip something

that resisted him—the steel of the bed frame was stronger than the molding or

the wall.




Wash knocked and opened the door. “Aren’t you up yet?”




“You’re lucky I’m awake. I’m a beast when somebody wakes me

suddenly.”




“What makes this day different from any other?” asked Wash. “Come

on, get up. It’s Solstice.”




On Solstice, Lethias discovered, the doors of the houses

were opened and breakfast was made outdoors. Up and down the street, there were

tables outside, each with part of a meal. Anyone visiting could come to the

table and partake. People strolled up and down the street and made soft murmur

to one another. Lethias came down to the front yard where Wash had already set

up the table and the grill and made strawberry pancakes. Loaves of Solstice

bread were sliced on the table already. Lethias tried a piece and the hot

pepper burned in his mouth. He started to look around for water when Wash

handed him a cup.




Lethias washed his mouth out, then sniffed the cup. It was a

sample of Quinote’s apparently infinite collection of teas. “What kind is this?”




Wash looked at the jar. “Bo de nay. Looks like tree bark,

doesn’t it? You should like it.”




“I like to eat trees. Not drink them.”




“All one.”




Lethias sipped the tea, able to taste it through the burn.

It did indeed smell like a boiled forest. He sipped the cup and discovered its

musty flavor wasn’t as bad as he feared.




Wash served a small woman in a wet raincoat. She was

absently petting a monkey on her shoulder. As Wash gave her the pancakes, he

said softly. “Boston tree monkey, isn’t it?”




She seemed startled when he spoke to her. Then, collected

herself. “Yes.”




“They get sick away from the tree after a while.” Wash

shrugged. “Maybe this one won’t—but if he does, you might want to put him back.”




“He might not?”




“Miracles happen. Enjoy your pancake.”




This was Lethias’ first opportunity to meet any members of

the Hilliard Block. He didn’t know what to expect.




The strollers came by, chatted over the pancakes for a

moment, went on. One man wore a strawberry linen suit, complete with a pink

Panama hat. He walked with a woman carrying a matching parasol. Another man was

clothed only in curly black hair, so thick his eyes and mouth could be seen

only with difficulty.




“He’s dressed as a proper man,” said Wash, laughing after he’d

walked on.




“Beg pardon?”




“You don’t know a pubic hair transplant when you see it?”

Wash smiled at him.




“You’re teasing.”




“You’ll never know, will you?”




Some of the people seemed to give Lethias a sideways glance

but he could not tell if it was because he looked like an ape or because he had

become a recluse living in Monty’s house.




“Are we serving breakfast to anyone in the Hilliard Block?”




Wash turned another set of pancakes over. “Probably. Why?”




“Monty said they didn’t like him because he owns the house

but doesn’t live in it.”




Wash chuckled quietly. “That would set some people off. My

block—the Summit Ave Block—wouldn’t have allowed it. We would have starved

before we sold an unoccupied unit without an investigation. I was on the

application list for a year before I was interviewed and on the waiting list

for another year before I was accepted.” A dark look passed over his face. “Not

everybody gets admitted. Not everybody gets to stay, either.”




“I don’t understand.”




Wash was silent a moment. He scooped up the pancakes and set

them out on the serving platter, then poured out some more batter on the grill.

“The Legal Blocks formed communities before the Die-Back. The Die-Back turned

those communities into fierce villages. When the Restoration happened, there

was a lot of talk of rescinding the legislation empowering the Legal Blocks.

The Blocks threatened armed rebellion. The Restoration was fragile back then

and the Blocks were needed. They had resources. They had organization. The 42cd

Amendment was voted in place to appease them. With a history like that, it’s

not surprising Block members are a little defensive.”




As the morning wore on, the strollers thinned and Lethias

and Wash began to clean up.




“We’ve been invited to a party tonight. Want to go?” asked

Wash as he stacked the bowls.




Lethias picked up the table and folded it in mid-air. Wash

stared at him and Lethias suddenly felt acutely embarrassed. “This isn’t the

way to do it?”




“No,” said Wash hastily. “That’s a great way to handle a forty-kilo

antique wooden folding table. Best way to keep off scratches. Do it myself all

the time.”




“Oh.” Lethias carried the table inside and returned. “Whose

party? Monty and Sims’?”




“Them, too. They dropped by while you were asleep.” He waved

in the air. “I meant late tonight, after the parade. Carmine Ranquiz invited

us.”




“Carmine Ranquiz?”




“A guy I know. He’s going to a party and invited us along.”




Lethias felt nervous as they carried the morning’s material

back into the house. “Nobody will know me. Is that okay?”




Wash tossed him a leftover pancake. “Try this.”




“I can’t. I’m a herbivore.”




“Clearly, you’ve never had pancakes. Horses, deer, cows, and

goats are perfectly comfortable with it. I’ve seen sheep eat worse things.”




Lethias tried it. It tasted bubbly in his mouth, too soft

but sweet. Like dried fruit but not as good. “It’s all right. I wouldn’t want a

steady diet.”




“Now you know what it tastes like.”




“I get your point.” Lethias ate some of the remaining salad

to clean the sweetness from his mouth. He wondered if Wash had any idea why

Lethias was here. For that matter, he thought to himself: why are you

here? “How much do you really know about me? I don’t know what LeRoy or Monty

told you.”




They had entered the kitchen. Wash dumped the bowls into the

sink and began to scrub them. After a moment, he said, “They told me you’re a

true gorilla gifted with human qualities and not much beyond that. But I’m not

completely stupid. I know there has to be more than just one of you. Nothing

comes from nothing. You’re not some sport, glued together in some laboratory.

You have a history. You have a family. You’re not alone—even I can tell that.

You don’t act as if you were the first ape in the world. So, I wondered: what

would someone like you be doing here? To test the waters, I suppose. Why? I got

no idea. ‘O brave new world that has such people in it’, eh?”




“I feel very obvious.”




Wash rinsed the bowls and dried his hands. He slapped him on

the shoulder. “It’s nearly noon. Let’s put the rest of the stuff away and go

look at the city. Now, that’s going to be obvious. No holiday puts on a

show like Solstice.”




Down at the subway station, Wash bought them both buttons to

get into the various events. There was no place to attach the button to Lethias’

hair, so he bought the ape a bandanna and pinned the button to it. “There,”

said Wash. “Now you look more human.”




“I do?”




“Only humans adorn themselves. At least, that’s what we tell

ourselves.”




They opened the programs on the subway. On the second page,

Lethias read a poem about Solstice. He looked up when he read the author. “Wash,

you didn’t tell me you were a poet.”




Wash looked at him, puzzled. “That’s right. I didn’t.”




“Here’s your poem, right here.” Lethias held out the poem to

Wash. “See? That’s your name.”




Wash read it and his face closed like a door. “Son-of-a-bitch.”




Lethias didn’t like the look. “Are you all right?”




Wash didn’t answer immediately. “Yeah. I’m okay.”




“It is your poem, isn’t it? I mean, how many Washington—”




“Look,” Wash interrupted. “I don’t want to talk about it.

Maybe later.” He turned to the window as the subway passed over the river. “Look

at all the kites flying down there.”




Lethias had a glimpse of gauzy color before the tunnel again

closed over him. Wash seemed to recover by the time they came out of the

underground.




Once they reached downtown, Lethias wasn’t sure if they

would ever need a button. The world outside was interesting enough.




They walked slowly through the crowd in Copley Square,

looking at the plant sculptures.




“They have to be edible or flowers,” explained Wash. “So,

there’s a lot of work with vegetables and things. One year, I saw a green

pepper that looked just like Monica Shuman. Talked like her, too.”




“Who is Monica Shuman?”




“President of the United States.”




“Oh.”




This year, Wash liked the cluster of Brussels sprouts on one

plant, each carved in the likeness of a member of Congress, arguing over the

budget.




“Now, that’s art,” laughed Wash.




There were many likenesses of Pan. The one Lethias liked

best was made of morning glories. The silent god of goats and flowers sat on a

throne of leather. When he moved, scratching himself, drinking, or just

watching the crowd, his whole flower petal body fluttered and realigned, so

that he appeared to flow like water. He made the crowd laugh, but watching his

grim, flower eyes made Lethias feel cold.




Lethias regained his good humor by the time the parade began

in the late afternoon. The sun was still high in the over the horizon when a

juggler on a unicycle led the parade down Boylston.




“Look closely,” said Wash.




The juggler’s balls were animals with round shells, their

head and feet tucked into balls.




“Armadillos,” said Wash, laughing.




As Lethias watched, the animals unfolded and began taking an

active role in the juggler’s acts. They leaped off his hands, did somersaults

in the air, bounded off his shoulder and head. The juggler’s face was a mask of

the sun, yellow and impassive, but the armadillos made comments to each other

and the crowd.




Lethias turned to Wash. “Are they all like that?”




“The rules of the parade aren’t very strict if that’s what

you mean,” answered Wash. “Just that you have to use people power. Like

juggling. Like bicycles. What you juggle or what your bicycle’s made of—well,

that’s left to the artist’s discretion.”




Lethias and Wash walked alongside a collection of pole-driven

giant puppets held up by people on stilts, watching their puppet hands passing

over the heads of the crowd. A family of fluting bicyclists made them laugh

when they realized the pedals were snapping their fingers in time.




Lethias was amazed at what people did just with only their

bodies: mimes made walls in front of him, a woman danced down the street, her

only partner a mask. A collection of death’s heads and cloth on sticks became

ominous swooping figures.




But it was the drum band that finally caught Lethias. He

heard them coming from a distance, a pounding, complicated rhythm mixed in with

the jangling of tambourines and rattles. As they came closer, Lethias started

slapping his chest along with them—a high-pitched pok!—and slapping his

thighs, his stomach.




“Jesus,” said Wash. “Lethias—”




Lethias forgot him and walked out of the crowd to join a

young black man with tight, thick hair, playing the snare drum. The sounds

Lethias made were as loud and strong as theirs, powered by his ham-sized hands

and bouncing off his wide chest and broad belly. The snare drummer grinned and

they began to walk forward together. The bass drummer saw Lethias and moved

over for him. Lethias pounded with them, leading them one moment in a solo that

was pure gorilla, following their lead on a military march, playing alongside

them in unison for a long, Japanese roll.




It was the early dark and the thin, silver moon was

beginning to rise over the harbor when the parade finished at the waterfront.

As it broke up, the band invited him down to play with them at a club in the

North End.




“I don’t think it’s a good idea, Piotr,” said Wash,

appearing out of the shadows. “We have somewhere we have to be.”




Lethias turned back to them. “Another time, perhaps,

Mister...”




“Thurgood,” said the snare drummer. “Thurgood Jimenez. Check

us out with the music net.”




Lethias gave them “Piotr Abramovitch” and the band left,

drumming down across the cobblestones into the narrow streets.




“You are a gorilla of unsuspected talents,” said Wash,

dryly.




Lethias lay his arm across Wash’s shoulders. “You said

something about a party?”




The apartment was in Back Bay, just up the river from

Boston. They caught one of the Solstice boats from the Charles River Locks and

took it upstream. Lethias sat in the back, watching the lit globes on the boat,

the fireflies in the brush next to the water. Above the banks, all along the

river were strings of tiny lights. He could hear music and voices under them.




“I’d rather be in a boat than almost anywhere,” said Wash

sitting next to him.




Lethias tested the railing gingerly, heard it crack faintly,

then carefully brought his hands to his lap. “Why is that?”




“I’m not sure.” Wash thought for a moment. “We were

relocated to San Francisco when I was a kid. There, I used to hang around the

deserted ferry terminals in San Francisco. This was after the Restoration.

People were just beginning to take things back. When the sun slanted low in the

sky, it made the water look like brass. And the smells. Even after being abandoned

for so long, the ferries still smelled of the sea and oil and ozone. Under all

that, there was the smell of people. Fat people smelling of sweat, thin people

smelling of excitement. People smelling of their recent meals or where they

work or what they drank.” He chuckled. “Caught it at an early age, I guess.”




“You are a poet.”




Wash shook his head. “Not really. Someday, maybe.”




“Is this a ferry? It certainly smells of people.”




Wash chuckled again. “I suppose it is.”




They disembarked at the Commonwealth Avenue Docks and walked

along the Beacon Street Canal until they found the address.




Ruth, the hostess, was a heavy woman with the gentleness

that comes to those careful with their size. She led them in as she brushed her

hair back distractedly. “You must be friends of Tamar’s.”




“Who?” asked Lethias, but Wash hushed him and agreed with

her.




The party was just warming up. The crowd separated them

almost immediately. Yet, wherever Lethias turned and looked for Wash, he was

always nearby.




Later, Wash introduced Lethias to Carmine.




Carmine bowed slightly. He did not seem intimidated by

Lethias’ size. Then, Lethias realized that everyone must look huge from

Carmine’s point of view. Lethias was just a little bigger than everyone else.




“I was told we should be friends,” Carmine said.




“By whom?”




Carmine ignored that. “That we had a great deal in common.”

Carmine leaned towards him. “Do we?”




Wash looked uncomfortable. “Perhaps we’ve overstayed our

welcome.”




Carmine glanced at Wash. “You haven’t.” He turned his

attention back to Lethias. He jerked his thumb towards his back. “This folded

lump contains my wings.”




“Wings?” asked Lethias. “You can fly?” Lethias

clapped his hands. “That must be the greatest thing in the world.”




Carmine seemed taken aback. He glanced at Wash, then back to

Lethias. “Yes. It is.”




“The island where I used to live is covered with seabirds. I

used to sit and watch them. The gulls would get twenty or so meters in the air

and angle in and seemed to just hover in mid-air.” Lethias held up his hand,

flat in the air, moving it back and forth. “They’d skitter to one side or

another, always watching for food. I used to toss food up to them just to see

them take it in mid-air.” Lethias leaned towards Carmine. “Can you do that?”




“Snatch food out of the air?”




Lethias laughed. “No. Catch the wind just right to hover in

place.”




Carmine nodded. “Yes. It’s a matter of angle of attack. You’re

set up to descend but the increased wind gives you lift so you ‘hover.’”




Lethias shook his head. “I wish I could fly. Even in a plane—Wash?

You’re a man of the world. When will they get planes flying again?”




Wash shrugged. “Soon, I would guess. We’ve gotten most

everything else going. I think some small planes have been restored.”




“True commercial aircraft the way they were before the

Die-Back would need a complete manufacturing infrastructure,” said Carmine. “Financial

infrastructure as well. We don’t have that yet.”




“But someday,” said Wash. “You have to give the boy hope.”




“Someday,” echoed Lethias. He brightened. “Wash took me on a

speedboat the other day. That’s like flying, isn’t it?”




Carmine stared at him. “Are you mocking me?”




“Of course not. I’m serious.” Lethias looked down for a

moment, then back at Carmine. “I’ve led a sheltered life. The speedboat is the

closest thing I’ve ever known that could be compared to flying.”




Carmine took a deep breath. “I am too sensitive. I

apologize. I could see how a high-speed boat ride might feel something like

flying. Enough about me. What about you?” He gestured to encompass Lethias’

body. “That body modification looks extensive. Those are real muscles, not

padding. I’m impressed. Did your parents do that to you?”




Lethias was silent a moment. How much do I say? “Yes,”

he said finally. It’s not technically a lie.




Carmine nodded. He gestured towards his back. “My father

planned this for me. He has always said he wanted to give me the gift of

flight. I’ve never exactly trusted that statement. I think he had other

purposes in mind.” Carmine shrugged. “But they have never materialized so I am

stuck with that inadequate motivation. What about your parents?”




“I think I can safely say they did what they thought was

best for me.” Again, not technically a lie.




Carmine snorted. “All parents must be the same. They do for

their children what they conceive as what’s best without ever consulting them.”




Wash smiled. “In all fairness, it’s difficult to ask

children their opinion when they’re in the womb.”




Carmine gave him a cold look. “Our opinion of our fates

should still be consulted. Even if it is only in the imagination of the

parents.” He gave a warm smile to Lethias. “Perhaps we do have things in

common. I believe I was informed correctly: we can be friends.”




“By whom?” asked Lethias.




As before, Carmine did not answer. He glanced around the

room, saw something, and bowed again. “If you will excuse me.” And left.




“Very nice conversational finesse,” commented Wash softly. “You

have a career in diplomacy.”




They were separated by the crowd again shortly thereafter.

Lethias ended up at the liquor table. He didn’t drink the wine but gorged

himself on fruit juice. It made him sleepy and comfortable.




Lethias found himself speaking with a small dark woman who

smelled of musk. Something about her dark eyes made him feel nervous.




“I say,” she said in a low voice. “That’s the most extensive

bodywork I’ve ever seen.”




Lethias nodded, giving up dancing around the truth and going

with an outright lie. “I’m making a statement.”




“What is it?”




He thought a moment. “It’s about the beast born in all of

us.”




She laughed. “You’ve done a good job. I’m Tamar Longren.”

Tamar reached up and ran her hand down his chest. She pulled her hand back. “Who

are you?”




His breath caught and he couldn’t speak for a moment. He

took her hand. “Piotr Abramovitch.”




“You’re Russian? Is that where the work was done?”




He nodded, inhaling the smell of her. He liked the way her

dark skin seemed painted on her body. It came to him for the first time how the

naked skin of humans showed the lines of the body beneath it. He touched her

shoulder.




Tamar started and looked up at him, her eyes frightened.




Lethias pulled his hand away. “I’m sorry.”




“No, not at all.” Tamar picked up his hand and put it back. “I

didn’t expect it to feel that way.” She touched his chest again, this time with

deeper purpose.




Lethias wondered if she was offering herself to him. He

chided himself: of course not. The way she kept meeting his eyes. The way

whenever in the conversation a part of him touched her, or she touched him, how

she didn’t move away, the deep sound of her breathing.




“Look,” she said finally. “Would you like to leave?”




Lethias looked down. “I’m sorry to have offended—”




“No, no.” Tamar stopped. “Would you like to leave with me?

We could go somewhere else. Together. Where do you live?”




He looked up and couldn’t see Wash for a moment. “Cambridge,

near Harvard Square.”




“Too far. We can get a room. Let’s go.”




“I don’t—”




She took his face in his hands. “Don’t tease me. I can’t

stand it. Do you want me?”




Lethias understood. He reached down and ran his hands down

her side to rest on her hips. She closed her eyes for a moment.




Yes. He did.




A human? What the hell was he supposed to do with a human?

How would it even work? What would it mean?




It didn’t matter. He wanted her.




Lethias nodded.




After that, he left himself in her hands. She led him

outside and caught a taxi for them. Inside the cab, she ran her fingers down

him and kissed his neck. Her voice deepened and she moaned as he touched her.

He brought his lips to her face and moved down her body, below her belly and

hip to her nether regions. He could taste her skin. For a moment, he felt he

was consuming her, consuming humanity, swallowing it inside himself.




‹ 4: Carmine, 6/21 ›




Carmine’s Solstice had not gone well so far. He’d wanted to

fly after he’d returned from his meeting with Joanne, but he’d strained his

shoulder. More Goddamned physical therapy. And new drugs, this time.

Quinote wasn’t happy with the way he was healing. Too inflamed, he said.

His wings ached.




Earthbound after all, he’d watched the parade but it didn’t

excite him as it usually did and he’d wandered away. He found in the Commons a

model of Boston. The miniature humans walking aimlessly through its heart were

made of designed insects: upright ants were the pedestrians, beetles were the

buses, and millipedes were the subways. It had a horrible fascination for him

and he watched it for some minutes.




“Hello, Carmine,” came from behind him.




He turned and Joanne was standing at his elbow. “I didn’t

expect to see you again today.”




Joanne smiled and nodded. “Walk with me.”




They passed a cloud of engineered fireflies that reflected

their faces back to them in flashing lights.




Carmine looked at her. “I’ve felt ever since I met you that

you had something for me. Something special. Something I needed. Some of it is

love, I suppose. But, perhaps more than that.”




Joanne smiled. “I don’t have much to give.”




“I wouldn’t know. I don’t know anything about you. Just...”

Carmine struggled for words. “I am struck by you.”




“I’m flattered.” They walked in silence for a bit. She

looked at him and her dark eyes were kind. “I’ve come to say goodbye.”




“You can’t.” He burst out and stopped her. “I trusted you.

To help me. To let me help you.”




“Help you do what?”




“I don’t know.” He held up his hands in frustration. “Find

me true love. Give me health and happiness. Marry me. I don’t know.”




Joanne took his face in her hands. “I like you, Carmine.

Sometimes, I speak for myself. Like I’m doing now. And sometimes, I speak for

others.” She kissed him on the forehead and her lips were dry. “I wish you

well.” She touched his eyes and he couldn’t see a moment.




“Wait,” he said softly, then he found his eyes were closed.

He opened them and she was gone.




By the time he’d reached Ruth’s party, he was dejected. He

was impressed by Piotr’s bodywork but thought it a bit pretentious. However, he

had to admit that the modifications that had been made were nearly as extensive

and well-wrought as his own. Parents. Perhaps, he thought morosely, the

Good Doctor had been in on it. Perhaps, Quinote had been poaching in Russia the

same way he had been poaching in Brazil.




It deepened his already dark mood.




He tried to call Joanne but the number had been

disconnected.




When he saw that Tamar couldn’t keep her hands off Piotr, he

just sat down in the corner and started drinking. It didn’t help that he’d

already broken things off with her. It hurt just the same. This, he thought, was

one very bad day. He watched the two of them leave through a depressed,

alcoholic haze.




A woman stood next to him at that point, drinking with him:

a tall, thin woman, with a large dog.




“Nice doggie,” he said. Carmine reached to pet him but the

dog gave him a look and Carmine thought better of it.




“She left both of us, eh?” said the woman.




Carmine looked up, realizing he’d been speaking with Carrie,

but she was already gone. There was no one there.




He awoke leaning against the corner, cramped in the chair.

He wasn’t sure where he was.




Carmine was unsteady on his feet and wondered what time it

was. There was no one in the room but he could hear commotion down the hall.




In the kitchen, he found a pale, soft billowy woman washing

dishes.




“Excuse me?” he said uncertainly.




She glanced at him. “You woke up. I was wondering when you’d

do that.”




“Am I still at Tamar’s? I mean Ruth’s?” He shook his head

and felt sick.




“Yes,” said the woman. She dried her hands and reached out

one to him.




He shook it. “Hi. Sorry about falling asleep.”




“No problem,” she said, returning to the dishes. “I know you’re

harmless.”




That irritated him. “I wouldn’t say that, exactly.”




She looked at him, a faint smile on her lips and one eyebrow

raised. “Oh? You’re harmful?”




“No—”




“And what is your name, anyway?”




He stopped and collected his thoughts. “I’m Carmine Ranquiz.”




“You?” She leaned against the sink and laughed. “I am

surprised. Who’d a thought it, eh?”




“I don’t understand.”




“I just don’t often get my patients at my parties.”




“I don’t—” He leaned against the wall.




Ruth looked at him, dried her hands again, reached up into a

cabinet, and brought out a bottle. She poured a glass and handed it to him. “Drink

it.”




“I think I’ve had enough.”




“It’s a hangover remedy. Been in the family for generations.”




It tasted slightly bitter and carbonated, but it made his

stomach feel better. “What is it?”




“Eye of newt, toe of frog—”




“Please!” He held up his hand as his stomach churned.




Ruth chuckled. “Come on, let’s sit you down in the living

room before you fall down.”




Sitting down, his head began to clear. “Your patient?”




Ruth leaned back against the sofa. “I was on your surgical

team. Interesting work. How’d you get involved with Tamar?”




“Beg pardon?”




“Come now. I saw how you watched her when she left.”




“We’re just friends. We were together but I broke it off.”




Ruth raised her eyebrow again. “Oh?”




“Really. I belong to another. Well, I did.” He nodded. “It’s

just—let’s just say it was a bad day.” Carmine tried to stretch his neck and

shoulders and felt a sudden stab of pain. He gasped.




“You must be stiff. Here. Let me.”




Ruth turned him around and began to gently knead the muscles

of his shoulders, and his neck.




His stiffness eased. “You’re good at that.”




“I’ve seen where everything connects.”




Her hands were soft and it was as if she were penetrating

under his skin and rubbing his bones. Her hands were large against his

shoulders but soft. Suddenly, he found himself crying.




Ruth gathered him against her and held him as he wept. “What’s

wrong?”




“I don’t know,” he whispered. He felt lost.




She was soft against him as if she were soft clear through.

She smelled clean, of soap, medicine, and faintly of iodine. Carmine hugged her

to him and heard her sigh.




“Can I stay here until morning?” he asked.




“What? With me?” She pulled him away from her and looked at

him. “I don’t know you at all.”




“I don’t want to go home.”




Ruth considered. “Okay. You take a shower and I’ll put you

in the spare room.”




Carmine took her hand. “I like the way you feel.”




Ruth smiled. “You’re still drunk. I’ll get you a towel.”




He followed her down the hall, took the towels from her, and

listened carefully as she described the operation of the ancient shower. He

started to enter the bathroom and stopped.




“Ruth?” he asked.




She stopped in the hall and turned back towards him. “Yes?”




“Can I see you? Sometime?”




Ruth chuckled. “No. You’re my patient. I’ll see you again

when you need me.”




“Oh.” Carmine looked up at her and realized how much bigger

she was than he. How much bigger almost anyone was than he. His shoulders hurt.

He felt as breakable as China.




“Don’t be so sad,” Ruth said. She touched him on the

shoulder. “I’m just a tiny, comforting waystation in your story. A place where you

can lay your burdens down. But in my story, I’m my own main character.

You have only a small part to play.”




The hot shower eased his body and made him sleepy. The spare

room’s bed was soft and made him think of Ruth and he fell into a dream of her

holding him.




In the morning, they had breakfast together. Carmine kissed

Ruth goodbye. He never saw her again.




‹ 5: Tamar, 6/21 ›




When Piotr touched her shoulder, it was like a wave went

through her, a deep abiding swell of the ocean, breaking warmly over her,

sweeping her up and out. What touch is this? Tamar’s body shook and she

was startled, feeling control tremble with it.




Who was he?




Looming over her (He’s no taller than me—broad, big),

breath sweet and crisp as a garden, skin deep shiny black—so dark the wrinkles

shone silver—hair coarse, but soft. She touched her hand to his chest again and

felt it. And warm—his skin was hot against hers, a dry, thick heat like desert

sun. Her palms felt moist against it, the texture of his skin against hers made

her shake.




The way he smelled. The way his skin felt—at the border edge

of things: was this what she wanted? To dwell at the edge—




She said something. He said something. She wasn’t sure, just

watching his lips move against his teeth.




Was he a man?




He didn’t have to be—a woman could live under that flesh.

But the flesh was male. She could smell it. She wanted his hands on her.




I shouldn’t be doing this.




Tamar held herself back—thought of something to say. Said

it. Listened to the deep, bass rumble of the reply—a voice so low she felt it

deep down inside herself.




Who could sound like that?




The way he kept turning aside, glancing at her from the

corners of his eyes as he spoke.




“Piotr,” she said softly. “Piotr Abramovitch.” Frowned. Doesn’t

fit. Discard it.




She felt like crossing her legs. Felt like hiding—as if she

had flown some flag of her desire to be seen across the room. Looked around the

room to see if anyone was watching. She wanted him immediately, against the

wall.




Who had ever touched her like this?




Why?




Didn’t know. Stay. Go. Stay. She didn’t know what to do.

Words and flesh melded together.




Do you want me?




He started to turn away—horrified, she stopped him.

Explained—words bubbled out of her. He ran his hand down her side and she

couldn’t breathe.




Then they were outside.




The cab was dark, close. The fresh, cool air was shouting at

her, noises of her skin against his, her clothes against his chest, touching

his erection—moist, wet. Had he come already? No. Just wet.




Here, too. He’s like this here, too. Shaped like an animal—no,

a man wearing the skin of an animal. Grass and garden. Plant and patron.

Erection shaped against her hand—similar but different.




Her fingers tingled.




“You must be a purist,” she laughed softly. She remembered

saying that.




He made a great exhalation now that she had him in her hand.




Not yet. Not soon. Wait for me.




His hands and lips moved across her slowly as if he were

tasting her. Slow—until they reached the hotel in Brighton. He picked her up

easily—she was as small as a cat, a rabbit in the strength beneath his touch—carried

her inside, held her with one hand without strain as she checked them in,

opened doors, up the stairs, into the room. He dragged the mattress off the

springs—onto the earth, she thought.




He stroked her, across her breasts, down her sides, lips

down across her belly then she heard herself moaning as he moved his dry lips

and tongue over her, in her.




You.




Where did you—how did—like nothing—




He pulled her and slow as mountains, he came loose from her.

He turned her so he was behind her, hands so strong, so easy on her thighs,

slow as oceans, slow as the earth, holding her as he entered her—not like

anything. Anywhere. Anytime. Nothing like it. Nothing ever. Ever. Ever.




Tamar awoke next to him, eyes wide, watching his lips move

in his sleep. Scared.




Nothing like it.




Who the hell was he?




It was still deep night. Tamar gathered her clothes, slipped

into the bathroom, dressed, and out the door. Jackie and Marilyn followed her.

She looked around and saw no one. Walked quickly down the hallway and to the

checkout terminal, and signed the tab.




Outside, she caught a cab home. She watched the houses, a

couple on the street, a single bicyclist. There were few people out. She wasn’t

surprised; early morning after Solstice always seemed tired and empty. Her eyes

felt grainy and dry and her legs were tired. The sun was stubbornly still below

the horizon.




In the safety of the cab, Tamar thought about Piotr, what

she had done, and how he had made her feel. When she remembered, it made her

sigh. Who is he? Then: Why did you leave?




Tamar thought of other lovers she’d had: women she’d looked

up to, men who’d made her feel kind, friends she enjoyed, even—she thought of

Carmine and frowned—prospective stories. The two of them were tied together in

her mind: Carmine and Piotr. Maybe both of them were products of the

Brazilian labs.




It didn’t sit right. Piotr was much more complete

than Carmine. Maybe Piotr was younger. Hadn’t techniques improved since Carmine

was born? Maybe there were constraints on flight she didn’t understand.




No. She didn’t believe it. Carmine was a construction; it

was obvious. Piotr wasn’t like anything she’d ever seen—or felt. What was

he? Piotr felt almost like a natural—and unnatural—product.




Tamar felt cold suddenly and rolled up the cab window. The

cab stopped in front of her apartment building. She charged it to her home

account and went upstairs.




Inside, she pulled the recordings from Jackie and Marilyn

and put them in the reader, poured a drink of water, and sat at the table in

the kitchen. “Play it. No sound.”




Piotr gently picked her up, turned her, and mounted her from

behind. Like an ape. So? If you had enough money to buy this bodywork, you’d

want to make a statement, right? Why wouldn’t the imitation go all the way

down?




Tamar paused the playback so she could look at the penis. Sort

of human. Bent slightly. Thicker here. Thinner there. She shivered as she

remembered how it felt.




She felt like a ghoul. Can’t you have an experience that you

don’t examine? That’s not public to you? That’s not of use?




Tamar shook her head. There was a cheaper way. Take an

animal’s body and scoop out the brain cavity. Then, replace it with the human

brain. Easier surgery, too. Of course, the result would be insane. Interesting,

but nuts. Even so.




“Freeze it and give me a closeup of the head.”




There was no sign of surgery. Of course not. If you could

afford it at all, you wouldn’t leave a mark.




Just one. The skull would be bigger.




Much bigger.




She felt cold again.




“Look through and get a picture of him from the side.” A

hump above the shoulders, just below the neck. The spine and neck were thicker

above it.




Could he have been remotely operated?




She’d heard of such things, but it had never made much sense

outside of military weapons and surveillance devices. Even then, wouldn’t it

make more economic sense if you were going to build such an expensive device to

give it the smarts to take care of itself? Piotr was smart. And maybe economics

wouldn’t enter into it. Once you decided on a remote, maybe the expense was

unimportant. Maybe the body known as Piotr was disposable.




No. She didn’t buy it. Piotr was there. Present.

Engaged. He knew what was going on. He knew the right moves. The

right rhythm. How much would latency affect that? No. There was something

deeply different about Piotr. Something she wanted.




Shut up, she told herself savagely. Just shut up. Just this

once. Let yourself want what you want.




But her mind went on relentlessly. Piotr was no remote.

There were only a few feasible ways that could happen. If Piotr was directly

controlled, it would be a human running an ape body—nothing that different

about it. If Piotr had just been given guidelines to operate, he would have

been an automaton of sorts. She remembered that night. Pitor was no automaton.




All at once the implication of what she was thinking hit

her: under the skin, maybe Piotr wasn’t human. Maybe Pitor was what he appeared

to be: a gorilla. It made her skin crawl. She wanted to bathe.




“I’m getting crazy.” She stood up and looked out the window,

turned back to the image. You couldn’t put an entire human brain in that hump.

You might be able to fit a cortex. Then, it would be an adjunct to the ape

brain.




A bright ape. Or would it be an ape at all?




Not like anything. Ever.




Tamar ran the record backwards and watched how he made love.

Think of it as an animal behavior study. Don’t think of who he’s with.

The hip movements, the behavior, the slowness—she checked on the net and read

the abstract of a monograph on gorilla sexual behavior put out by VirungaLand.

Those were spinal reflexes—nobody would program those into their bodywork: it

would screw up how it felt. She cross-referenced Piotr’s rhythm with recordings

of gorillas having sex.




Piotr was an ape. A gorilla had made love to her last night.

She thought of his semen inside of her as if it were toxic, or poisonous, or

eating away at the birth control chemicals in her blood, fighting its way

upstream until it found an egg and rammed itself inside, devouring until there

was only itself, a tiny, red-eye gorilla inside of her, grinning.




“No!” Tamar leaned against the table, stumbled to the sink,

and vomited. Wiped her mouth. “Get me a pregnancy test. And an abortifacient .” She frantically

searched the bathroom until she found disposable douche.




“It’ll be here in an hour,” responded her unit.




“Son-of-bitch.” Who was he? Squirted the douche

inside of her. Found another, washed herself out, scrubbed herself raw in the

shower with soap.




Dry outside, now, sore and scratchy between her legs.




Tamar tried to find Piotr Abramovitch: unlisted. She smiled

mercilessly. Someone looking like Piotr would be all over the unbonded net, 37th

Amendment or no 37th Amendment.




She found a house he had been recorded entering and leaving

several times. She retrieved the address and checked the ownership—a

corporation. Traced that. Names belonging to two deceased women and a man in

prison appeared. Past them and she found Quinote.




She looked at Piotr on the screen. What he made me feel.

She shuddered.




Did Quinote plan it?




She buried her face in her hands. A pawn? A thing? A

danger? The tiny gorilla grinned at her.




She heard the doorbell and ran to it, picked up the delivery,

and tore the wrapper off. Tamar slapped the patch on her arm and watched it as

she came back into the kitchen. It turned bright white: not pregnant. She took

the pills anyway—who the Hell knew how a gorilla would register?




Maybe he didn’t plan it. Maybe it just happened. Or maybe it

was something inevitable. Build a large enough house of cards and the smallest

wind will blow it down.




Something specific, Tamar remembered. Something

personal.




Anything can be public. If it gets you there. Anything.




“Get Ida Sung for me.” She pulled off the patch and flushed

it down the toilet. Spit after it. The sun was just peeking in the window. “Get

her in person. As soon as she’s up.”




‹ 6: Wash, 6/21 ›




You can’t protect anybody, Wash thought sourly. You

can only get there in time to keep them alive for the medical team.




Wash took the adjacent room to Lethias’. He pulled the bug

out of his toolkit and sent it crawling out the window towards next door. Then,

he settled back to make himself comfortable and listened for problems. This was

much easier than attaching a bug to the cab and trailing it on foot until he

found a cab for himself.




Sometime after two, he began to admire Lethias’ stamina.




When Tamar left an hour before dawn, Wash left, too, leaving

behind enough listening and alert devices to track Lethias if he left. With any

luck, Wash would get a couple of hours of sleep and be back before Lethias

woke.




On the way back to Brookline, he pulled out the Solstice

program from his pocket and read the poem again. It was one he’d written just

days before. He walked up the hill and sat on the bench outside the building,

thinking.




Half an hour later, one of the bugs beeped and he pulled out

his handheld. This one was in Lethias’ overcoat. Lethias moving in the room.

Lethias leaving the hotel. Lethias walking along the river towards Cambridge.

When the screen showed him crossing the bridge into Harvard Square, Wash knew

he would be able to make it home without issue. He tagged the observation

software with the home destination and a timer. If Lethias didn’t get home in

the next twenty minutes, Wash would be alerted. He got up and walked up the

stairs into his building.




“Hey, Rocco,” Wash said as he walked through the door. “How

are things?”




“No problems. How was the party?”




“All right. Do a break-in check for me, will you?”




Wash brewed himself a cup of tea. He leaned on the counter

and stared into the sink.




“No sign of a break-in.”




“Yeah.” Wash nodded and sipped his tea. “There’s a poem in

the program for Solstice. Looks like one of mine. Trace it down, will you?”




The tea tasted good; dark with a smoky flavor.




What do you do when your best friend is a traitor?




“It appears to be submitted by you.”




“How?”




“It’s listed as a direct transmission from here.”




“Do you have any record of it? Any submission tracking at

all?”




“None.”




“I see.”




“This suggests another breach.” Amanda had helped him to

tighten Rocco until even she couldn’t get in. So much for promises.




“I know.”




Rocco had been the personality in his home system for six

years.




“Sir, a breach suggests that I am compromised. Perhaps the

Parkin contract—”




“Shut up. Make secure copies of everything necessary. No,

scratch that.” If Rocco was compromised, he could not be relied upon to back

himself up. Wash pulled out his work tablet and set up the process himself,

giving a trusted site access to Rocco.




Amanda had broken in. She had told him how it was done and

Wash had plugged the hole. He had hoped that he’d found everything. Clearly, he

hadn’t—or perhaps the poem had been copied in the original breach. Why the

poem? Why now? Was it Amanda or someone else?




It seemed his entire life he’d wanted to see his poems in

print. Real publication, not the vanity press he’d been doing. Now, one was.

Was that it? Was it a gift somehow?




“Damn it.” He lifted his fists, saw them, and set them down

slowly on the counter.




A new identity? He didn’t want to leave. Boston had become

his home.




If he wanted to stay, he’d have to take steps. No amount of

patching had protected him. That meant he would have to wipe out Rocco’s base

programming. Then, take the secure media off-site and scour the apartment. The

secure media itself would have to be checked. Maybe he’d get Armand to do it

and take the weekend off. No: he’d promised Stan and Mary he would take it so

they could have time to themselves. It was Wash’s turn to spend the time over

at Lethias’ place. Scouring would leave nothing left. Armand would do a good

job—he knew what Wash would do to him if he didn’t. In Wash’s business, there

was no such thing as partially secure: the apartment would have to be taken

down to bedrock.
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