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Chapter 1

Liene Ozolin swept her gaze across the city below, the wind tugging at her clothes, buffeting her as if to cast her off her perch.

It wouldn't be a bad thing if I were to fall and die, she thought, a stain on the sidewalk, a smudge of grease on pavement. She often came here after a liaison, hoping the wind might take away the stain of what she did, the smudge of shame on her soul.

It wasn't as if she were treated disrespectfully. In fact, they accorded her the deference given to the messenger of God. And the pay was bountiful enough that she could afford the luxurious penthouse aglow below her. A glimpse inside was all someone needed to see the ostentation, to luxuriate in envy at the privilege she enjoyed.

And yet…

Cold fingers of wind reached into the hot, shame-filled chambers in her heart, annealing and anointing, taking some of the sting from what she'd done. Up here, Liene could sometimes forget what she did and block from her mind the fact that when they called again, she'd do their bidding just as she'd always done, and deliver to her employer one of the two most precious commodities to be found in the galaxy.

An Ofem engineered with specialized vesicles in both mouth and vagina, Liene was a collector. A suave manner and impeccable breeding complemented a seductive beauty and a perfect body. She was equipped to do one thing and one thing well: Gather semen.

“Liene?” called a voice from below.

The Ofem sighed, wanting to be left alone.

“You've been up there an awful long time.”

She's right, Liene thought, her despair more pervasive this time. Reprieve elusive, she climbed down from the roof and dropped nimbly to the balcony.

Iveta wrapped her with a waiting sweater, as usual, and escorted her inside.

The aroma of freshly brewed tea wafted to Liene as she stepped in the door. Curtains made from Forlis tafeta fell back in place as the door slid closed behind them. Real Ilurak rugs covered the Tinglit-parquet floor. Works from last century's masters of abstraction graced the walls. The furniture was a coordinated Zulamin segmented design, the couch pieced together in a u-shape around the immersie.

Lying down, Liene gave herself over to the ministrations of her wife, hot tea and warm caresses chasing away chill night.

“Tonight was a bad one, wasn't it?” Iveta asked.

She almost never asks, Liene thought. Sometimes the encounter was like this, when the memories were seared into her brain, her customer making a lasting impression on her, either for his utter indifference to her person or his gentle, reluctant demeanor. The Bremales nearly always found her alluring, and they often requested her again. Some she'd been with for years.

Today's liaison had been someone she'd never met, an older Bremale, his Ifem wife hovering nearby, his face and manner reeking with guilt and shame. For this liaison, she'd left her clothes on, exposing just enough of her body to give him access. Once he'd delivered, she'd straightened her clothes and had departed without another word, the Bremale in tears, his wife white with fury.

Liene rarely felt so sullied. An act once regarded as a sacred joy was now reduced to the mechanics of delivery, its sanctity replaced with mortification. She didn't blame the wife for remaining close by, as if to insure not a moment of intimacy occurred between them. Nor did she blame the Bremale for the brevity of his intercourse, the older man delivering within moments.

It was one of the few occasions when the perfection of her beauty had worked against her. Her admirable, nearly perfect appearance had magnified the Bremale's degradation and the Ifem's jealousy. Their despair and torture, these two, a Bremale husband and an Ifem wife enamored of each other, perturbed Liene.

“I suspect I won't go back,” Liene said, realizing she'd been silent for a long time. “They'll probably ask that I not come back.”

“Did something happen?”

Liene shook her head, indicating she didn't want to talk about it. All she wanted to do was forget.

“What can I do?”

“Lie down beside me, let me hold you.”

Iveta took her tea and set it aside, and then did as Liene bade her.

Holding her wife, Liene drew comfort from the feel of Iveta against her, but only briefly.

Her mind soon returned to the awful scene from earlier in the day, the Ifem treating her with barely-contained disdain, her gaze raking Liene's body, so provocative in the skin-tight formalls, every perfect curve emphasized.

Iveta, she realized, was shaking. “What is it, love? What's going on?”

“I hate it!” her wife hissed through gritted teeth. When she brought her face up from Liene's shoulder, it was streaked with tears. “I hate the way they take you away from me. It's not right! You'll be preoccupied for weeks! Cold, aloof, distant. You might as well not even be here!” Iveta rose and stepped toward the balcony, her shoulders hunched and shaking.

Her soft sobbing sounds sank into Liene's chambers of shame. The room blurred, and heat rushed through her face like flame through bone-dry tinder. I had no idea! Liene thought, aghast, her wife's reaction a complete surprise. But when she looked back across the years, Liene realized that the signs had been there all along. The worried, furtive glances, the slight strain in the voice, the line of tension in the shoulders. She simply hadn't seen the signs, so wrapped up in her own misery that she hadn't noticed her wife's despair.

Liene went to her, the light through the curtains glinting off Iveta's tears. “I'm so sorry.”

“Get away from me, bitch! I hate you when you're like this!”

Stung, Liene backed up to the glasma, which slid aside, the taffeta curtains bunching up. The wind swirled vigorously around her through the open door. Liene looked past her wife at their luxurious penthouse, not seeing the ostentation, seeing only the despair it was derived from. “What would you have me do?”

“Go brood on your roof, you jerking whore! Just get the hell out of my sight!” And Iveta ran from the room into the corridor. A door slammed, but even around the corner and through the door, her strangled sobs clutched at Liene's heart.

She's right, the Ofem thought, turning to look out over the cold city.

The wind drew Liene outside, its chill fingers finding their way under her clothes.

She glanced at the ladder to the roof, where she was wont to go after each liaison, where it seemed her time alone, shielded from humanity and its degrading demands, was her only relief from the terrible toll taken by the function for which she'd been grown.

A Bremale sperm receptacle, that's all I am.

She found herself climbing the fire escape, her body taking her up the ladder without her volition.

Iveta was right. It was why she came up here, to spare her wife the profound depths of her shame and humiliation, to keep the horrors of what she did out of her relationship.

If only that were possible, Liene thought, the wind tugging at her clothes.

It wouldn't be a bad thing if I were to fall and die.

A stain on the sidewalk, a smudge of grease on pavement.

* * *

Detective Maris Peterson stepped from a magnacar and took in the scene. The vehicle slammed its door shut and whined away to retrieve its next customer.

A hastily-erected enclosure obscured the impact point on the sidewalk. Immediately, he tilted his head back to gauge the distance from the top, some primal instinct driving the glance.

Eight, nine stories, easy. Maris ducked under police tape and stepped into the enclosure. He glanced over the Coroner's shoulder at the pile of flesh on the sidewalk. “What do you think, Urzula? Pushed, fell, or jumped?”

“Not my bailiwick, Detective,” the Coroner said, looking up from her work, a bug-eyed holocam on her shoulder recording her every move. “Cause of death is why I'm here.” Urzula Ezergailis didn't mince words—she ground them through her teeth.

“Oh, come on, Urzula, speculate a little. Let your imagination wander free of that bear-trap mind of yours.” Maris goaded her, the two of them having worked their respective sides in scores of cases.

“Blunt force trauma, delivered at the speed of a sidewalk from nine stories up. You do the physics, Peterson.”

Maris had been on his way home when he'd received the neuracom, the death suspicious enough to entertain its having been a murder. It was the suspicion that brought him in, nothing else. “Identity,” he murmured on his trake.

The victim's demographics cascaded across his corn: Thirty-four year old Ofem, specialized design for the pleasure trades, but with a twist. She was a walking sperm bank, vesicles in mouth and vagina designed to hold semen in stasis until she could deliver herself to the laboratory, where it would be extracted and stored in zero-kelvin cryo. Within the demographics was her socio-economic status: Wealthy, married, living in a penthouse.

His gaze went again to the roof-line, nine stories up. Palatial, he knew, without even looking in the door. Suspicious, he knew, without even interviewing the spouse. “Angle, Urzula?”

“Head first.”

Indicating a jump, but not conclusive. “I'll be up there if you need me, Coroner.”

“I won't, Detective.”

“Warm and personable as a glacier, Urzula, that's what I love about you.”

“Jerk off, Maris.”

He did, entering the building. Marble wainscoting with chrome trim graced the halls. The stairwell railing was wrought from Mirnavian beetlewood, the steps from Worlian travertine. He took the first flight just to get a feel of the building. New money mixed with old in this high-rise, the flats owned rather than leased, the tenants prohibited from having renters by covenant, he was sure. “Tenants,” he murmured on his trake, and their demographics filed past on his corn.

“Ninth floor or roof, Sir?” the officer in the elevator asked, the investigative team having already commandeered it.

“Ninth,” he said, seeing buttons for nine floors and the basement. Below the buttons was a sensor; the roof, Maris guessed. The elevator was as plush as the ride to the ninth floor was silent. He was there almost before he got on. Degravitized, he decided, eight stories without the sensation of motion.

There was only one door in the penthouse foyer, and it was open, a uniform beside it. At the officer's feet were four pairs of shoes. Wailing came from within, striking him like a caterwaul as he stepped off the lift. He checked the victim's demos again. Oh, a female spouse, something he'd missed the first time he'd glanced.

“How long she been like that?” he asked the uniform at the door.

“Since I got here at eighteen-hundred,” the patrol officer said.

He gave her a brief grimace. “Bereavement en route?”

“Yes, sir, they are.”

“Have them interrupt me.” He was as personable as the Coroner. Maris glanced again at the four pairs of shoes in the foyer.

The quality of sound was as much an indication of ostentation as the way the penthouse was furnished. No echoes, nearly nothing through the walls, and he was certain the floor and ceiling were impervious. All of it meant to seclude and isolate. Even the décor insulated the occupants from the terrible world that swirled around them.

He found the spouse in the living room. On the balcony beyond a sliding glasma door was a forensics team, taffeta curtains diaphanous enough to obscure what they were doing, but sheer enough to let in abundant light.

She was sitting on a sectional, her elbows on her knees, her face buried in her hands, a wail finding its way between them. Her feet were bare.

“Iveta Rozītis?”

She jerked upright as if struck, the wail ceasing.

“Detective Maris Peterson.” He tucked his badge back in his pocket. “Sorry for your loss.” He saw they'd been married ten years, tying the knot shortly after the victim's emancipation, something the Ofem had earned in meteoric time.

“You don't know the half of it!”

In other circumstances, he'd have ducked.

The sobbing resumed anew, the face planted in the hands.

She deserves the benefit of any doubt, Ohume or not, he told himself. Iveta unemployed, the penthouse and its ostentation had been supplied solely by the victim. She'd even bought out Iveta's indenture. Maris looked around, knowing Iveta lacked the resources to maintain the lifestyle. A double loss.

“What happened?” he asked below the lugubrious grief.

She sniffled her wails into submission, wiped her face, shook her head, was seized with a sob, and sighed. “She came back from a liaison, disturbed. She hated her work. I hated her work.” Iveta finally raised her gaze to him. “Then we argued, and I ran into the bathroom. When I came out, I saw she'd gone back to the roof.”

“ 'Back'?”

“She went there often, almost always did after a liaison. I called her to come down, but…” And Iveta disintegrated into her delirious dolorum.

“Sir?” A tech stepped in from the balcony. “They've got something on the roof.” He pointed over the Detective's shoulder, indicating the elevator.

“One more question, Iveta. You're not wearing shoes. Is it a custom in your household to take off your shoes before entering the home?”

The woman nodded, head buried in hands, the lament unabated.

“Please call me if there's anything I can do.”

The wail rose an octave.

He left a comcard on the couch beside her and escaped to the foyer.

Bereavement was coming off as he was getting on. “Hey, Maris,” said Aska Gulbis, Bereavement Counselor and Police Chaplain, “compound grief, looks like, eh?”

“They argued beforehand, Aska. And did you see that the victim bought out the survivor's indenture just before they married? An extra dollop of guilt frosting her double-layer grief-cake.”

The Chaplain winced. “Thanks, Maris. Wish me luck.”

He watched her enter the penthouse. Gulbis hadn't asked about culpability—never did and never would. She never let such questions cloud her work. Stepping onto the elevator, Maris admired her ability to extend compassion. “Roof, please,” he told the officer.

There, two forensi-techs in hazmat knelt at a spot near the roof edge. “Proto, Sir,” one said to him over her shoulder.

Both techs stepped away as he approached and knelt. He looked at the small puddle of brown-red goop in the gravelly pitch beside his knee. Maris had heard the term before. “Proto? What's that a mix of?”

“Eighty-two percent oxygen, thirteen percent hydrogen, four percent nitrogen, two percent calcium, and a variety of other minerals in trace amounts.”

Maris brought his gaze up to the female tech, who looked fetching even in hazmat. “No carbon.” It wasn't a question. Nanochines disassembled organic compounds into their molecular components, incorporating liberated carbon into new nanochines.

“No, Sir. Pure proto.”

He stood, not daring to lean out far enough to see the grease spot on sidewalk below. A moment of imbalance would take anyone over the edge. “Urzula,” he said on his trake.

“Yeah, Maris?” she replied, her voice on his coke, her image on his corn.

“Do a content analysis down there, Coroner, particularly on the feet. I think we've got a murder.”

“Pushed, eh?” Urzula asked.

“By nanochine, not spouse.”







Chapter 2

Eduard Sarfas glanced around the lab once again before stepping out the door. It hissed shut behind him, his day at Sabile Nanobio Research on Tartus IX, like the door, coming to a close.

The long sterile corridors at the Institute bespoke its commitment to contaminant-free work zones, every employee screened at arrival and departure for nanochines. It was all Eduard ever did—screen for nanochines or evidence thereof, and derive ever more effective means of doing so. Not that any of us get the resources we really need, he thought, budgetary pressures compounded by increasing demands. Sabile Nanobio produces the most sophisticated nanotectors in the Coalition, he thought, but we're just breeding better nanochines.

“Budget never drives policy!” his boss had thundered on one occasion, when Eduard had suggested additional money match additional demands.

But that's why Eduard worked in the laboratory, and not in administration.

He and his wife lived in an apartment they shared alone, without children. Ihumes couldn't have children. No one seemed to have children anymore. How many Brehumes are left? he wondered, not knowing, such information kept closely guarded. Their number wasn't publicized. If we knew, we'd all give up in despair and turn the galaxy over to Ohumes. Eduard couldn't think about it. He'd get too depressed.

Ohumes outnumbered Ihumes nearly nine-to-one and manufactured themselves from gene prints kept in zero-kelvin cryo. Ohumes didn't need Ihumes anymore to perpetuate themselves. And there weren't enough Brehumes to keep up the number of Ihumes.

We're doomed, Eduard thought, sighing as he walked the long hallway toward decon.

His foot slipped inside his shoe, and at first he thought it was a moment of vertigo. His next step put his weight on a foot a half-inch thinner than it'd been. Fluid squelched up through the laces and around his ankles.

Nanochines! Eduard thought. His hand leapt to the contam-alert around his neck. Strobes flashed and alarms pinged throughout the facility. Chine-proof doors crashed into place. His heart hammered in his ears, sweat beaded on his forehead, and his stomach knotted up.

Where did I botch the safety procedures? he wondered, watching in petrified disbelief as his feet disappeared into puddles of proto. He fell to his knees, his feet unable to support him. He rolled and looked toward his ankles, which melted away as he watched. Why doesn't it hurt? he wondered. No one had ever said it wouldn't hurt.

The water making up seventy-five percent of the human body washed away nearly all the other trace elements as the nanochines ate their way slowly up his legs. Why aren't the nanosuppressors going off? he wondered. The foam spigots sat in the ceiling, unresponsive, as if they couldn't detect the nanochines eating up his legs.

Eduard knew he'd lose consciousness from blood loss shortly after the nanochines reached his femoral arteries. The liquefaction reached his mid-lower leg, the thick slurry sloughing off him slurping and squelching, the bilateral disintegration indicating a coordinated nanochine effort.

Then it occurred to him: I've been infected deliberately, he thought. But how? he wondered, knowing he'd adhered to all safety procedures, knowing he'd been targeted.

But why?

It wasn't as though his low-level research was making a significant impact in staving off nanochine intrusion. His was mostly the grunt work of lab experimentation, manufacturing test components to spec, honing chemospectral sensitivities. He did very little original development.

And who?

Who would want to stop him from carrying out his work at Sabile Nanobio?

The nanochines reached his knees, and his sight began to cloud. A puddle of reddish brown liquid remained where his legs had been, the nanochines eating right through his pant legs, liquefying the carbonaceous fibers in his clothes.

Eduard lay back, the corridor beginning to warp, the pinging off-tone as it Dopplered through his receding consciousness, the colors all wrong and going dark, dimming toward the black of oblivion, his blood pressure dropping.

Why don't nanochines attack Ohumes? he wondered, his last thought echoing in his mind as he passed out, the flow of oxygenated blood to his brain dwindling to a trickle.

* * *

“Just a puddle, is all we found,” the secretary told him. “I'm sorry, I didn't catch your name?”

“Maris Peterson, Investigations, Special Branch,” he said, looking up from her nametag to scan the cube ranch behind her, now empty of its usual herd of corporate bureaucrats. He'd come directly over from the ninth-floor penthouse. “I'd like to see the scene, please.” He swung his gaze back to the secretary, letting it travel across her desk, up her arms and to her face. “Now.”

“Uh, I'll see if I can get someone to take you back there, Sir.”

“Every moment of delay results in a loss of evidence.” He smiled. “Obstructing an officer is a serious offense.”

She didn't hesitate long. “This way, please.”

He followed, wondering why she'd been instructed to delay him. Some private corporations operated their own fiefdoms, Sabile Nanobio among the worst offenders. They had private security forces and investigative arms, and in Maris' experience, carried out their own brand of justice. They owned multiple planets throughout the galaxy and defied interstellar governments at whim.

But not on Tartus IX, Maris thought. Not on my planet.

The woman led him down a corridor between cubes toward a set of double doors. Above them hovered the tentacles of a nanotector. “Please allow yourself to be scanned, Detective.”

He could have told her what it would find: A slim, slight, pinch-faced Ihume with a receding hairline and a perpetual slouch. The mechanical tentacles came alive and waved themselves across his body.

The doors opened onto a long, sterile corridor, a suited executive striding purposefully toward them. “I'll escort him from here, Ms. Jurgis. I'm Doctor Rihard Briedis, Mr. Sarfas' direct supervisor.” He stuck out his hand.

Maris stuck out his badge. “Maris Peterson, Investigations, Special Branch. I'd like to see the scene, please.”

“Certainly, Detective, as soon as the area is sterilized.”

More bureaucratic delay. He hated having to repeat himself. “You've scanned the area and found it free of nanochines, yes?”

“Uh, er, well, yes, but—”

“But what? The risk is mine. Sleep on a cot in orange pajamas or take me there. Pretty clear choice.”

The complexion went red, the jaw rippled, and the Doctor turned. “This way, Detective.”

Maris followed him down the corridor. “What was Mr. Sarfas working on, Doctor?”

“Classified, Detective.”

“Ohume waste, Doctor, and you know it.”

The man glanced over his shoulder. “Your way or the spaceway, is that it?”

“Death is a powerful determinant.” He calculated they'd managed to delay his arrival on the scene for about a minute. What were they trying to hide?

“He supervised the calibrations unit, honing chemospectral sensitivity, making components to spec. Grunt-work, mostly. Crew of six techs.”

The Doctor turned a corner, Maris on his heels. The sterile corridor yielded few clues as to what lay behind doors every twenty feet, an optiscan at eye level beside each door, not a single label on any door. The local neuranet was blocked to the Detective, which he expected, his corn flashing an occasional “access denied” message each time it tried to tie in.

“How much direct contact with nanochines?”

“Not much, except what he needed to test components.”

Another set of doors, another nanotector. He allowed himself to be scanned, the fifth such scan since he'd arrived. Maris fired questions, his mouth on automatic. “Passive sensors?”

“In all the ductwork, in all the fluid and gas piping, in all the drains. In or out, Detective, if it has nanochines, it'll be detected.”

“Safety procedures followed?”

“Of course. We know the risks better than anyone. Eduard was good, never one to neglect protocol.”

“How long with Sabile?”

“Eight years, Detective.”

“Married?”

“To a microbiologist over in genetics. They met here.”

The Detective didn't ask about children. He knew the answer. The corridor turned, and Maris saw a squad in hazmat up ahead, crouched as though ready to leap at the doors beyond.

The doctor held out his hand to stop him. “You're sure, Detective? Not even a hazmat?”

Delay, Maris thought, they're just trying to delay. “I'm sure.”

Briedis waved the squad aside.

Maris approached the doors. Hazmat rustled behind him as the squad positioned itself, as if for an attack. The nanotector above the doors scanned him, and they parted.

In the corridor lay an oval puddle of thick, brown syrup, about the length of a human body and about twice as wide. At the near end, plasma clinging to its thin filaments, lay a set of implants, corneal, cochlear, tracheal, and mastoid jack, all made of material of no interest to nanochines. Where the chest would have been, a larger device. A badge, a belt buckle, a wedding ring, and items that might have been in a pocket. At the foot were shoes, only a few inches apart. Around the puddle, thick-suited techs swept the area with various instruments.

Maris saw instantly what was wrong.

He strode through the doors and knelt beside the puddle.

“Where's your hazmat, you fool?!” screeched a tech from behind a faceplate, her face purple with fury.

Maris paid no attention, flipped his badge toward her, and threw a gesture at the puddle. “You've done a composite analysis?”

The faceplate swung toward the double doors Maris had come through.

From farther down the corridor, Doctor Briedis nodded.

“Mass of remains, one hundred sixty-five pounds of straight proto.”

Exactly what Maris had thought on seeing the remains. And precisely the reason they'd tried to delay his arrival. But he had to verify. “But no carbon.”

“No, Detective, no carbon.”

“Who set off the alarm?”

“The technician, Sarfas. That white lump in the middle there, with the button. We all wear one.”

“How many nanotectors between his workstation and here?” Maris asked the suited and hooded figure.

“Three, Detective.”

“All nanotectors hard-wired to the enunciator panel, I assume?” Any facility working with bio- or nano-sensitive materials would wire theirs thus.

“Ethered and hard-wired, both. I know what you're thinking.”

He rose, examining the size and shape of the puddle, and stepped toward the end where the feet would have been. He swept his gaze across the path that Sarfas had taken. “No droplets separate from the main mass?”

The suited tech shook her head.

Sarfas had only seconds, Maris knew, nanochines quick in their work, utilizing a body's existing carbons to manufacture more nanochines. Detective Maris Peterson threw a glance to each end of the short corridor where nanochines had disassembled Eduard Sarfas cell by cell, molecule by molecule, incorporating the technician's carbons into more nanochines. “He was infected bilaterally. They worked their way up from the soles of both feet.”

“How do you know that?” Doctor Briedis asked.

The detective was surprised he'd ventured this far into the contamination area. “If he'd been infected in only one foot, he'd have tried to hop on his remaining foot, spattering his liquefied flesh as he did so.” Maris looked among the hazmat-suited techs still scouring that section of the corridor. “You won't find the missing carbon here, Doctor.”

Briedis went white. “You're not suggesting…”

“I don't have to suggest it. You know it as well as I do. It's why you tried to keep me away from the scene, Doctor. It means all your fancy nanotectors are worthless.”

And then the nanochines had escaped, taking their liberated carbons with them, evading the most sophisticated sensory equipment in the galaxy.

How? the Detective wondered.
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