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The State of the Art


The first thought I have every year contemplating these introductions is to review again the state of the science fiction field—perhaps the field as the whole, or the short fiction slice of it. I confess that after a while this gets perhaps a bit old hat: it’s hard to see overarching trends on a year by year basis, and much of what one says seems repetitive over time.


This year one is tempted as well to try to make a broader analogy between what is happening in the field and what is happening in the political world. It is easy—indeed too easy, too facile—to draw parallels between the Rabid Puppy movement and Donald Trump’s ascendancy. I don’t have the energy to do so, I confess. Those I’ve seen seem, as I’ve suggested, facile. I don’t doubt there are resonances between the two subjects, but there’s no simple A is A comparison there. And we frankly give ourselves—or give the Hugo Awards—too much importance if we try to act like an award nomination is of the same consequence as a Presidential election.


Another familiar way to assess the state of the field is to look at us through the lens of popular culture. Or, more simple, the movies. Science fiction has been treated better and better in the cinema of late, it seems to me. In 2015 we saw several outstanding movies (most notably The Martian, Mad Max: Fury Road, and Ex Machina), but none of them were based on a truly great piece of written SF (though the novel The Martian is pretty good, and great fun). In 2016 we finally saw an outstanding sf movie, Arrival, based on a great piece of short sf: Ted Chiang’s 1998 novella “Story of Your Life,” which I think is in the conversation to be the greatest science fiction novella of all time. Arrival is serious and moving and beautifully made. I’d have called “Story of Your Life” unfilmable, and in a way Arrival confirms that judgement: it’s an excellent try, but I do feel it falls short of the novella, and precisely by missing some of what I found mindblowing in Chiang’s story. But that failure on its part is mainly in that it was aiming so high: I can’t complain about a good try falling just short of such a masterwork.


SF’s inroads into what might be called “higher culture” continue much as for the past few years. We continue to see well done pieces of fantastika in magazines like the New Yorker, Tin House, etc. Notable from the New Yorker last year was Karen Russell’s “The Bog Girl.” And my favorite came from a smaller “little magazine,” Beloit Fiction Journal, though I found it in the author’s excellent debug collection. This is “Openness,” by Alexander Weinstein, which we feature in this book.


As for the more mundane “State of the Field” as measured by the health of the short fiction venues, 2016 seemed much in line with the last few years. The major change was announced towards the end of the year: as of 2017 Asimov’s and Analog (as well as their crime fiction stablemates Ellery Queen’s and Alfred Hitchcock’s) will be going to bimonthly publication of roughly double-sized issues. This echoes a move made by F&SF several years past. Thus there are no remaining monthly SF magazines (or even nearly monthly as those two actually have been.) 


The online segment also continued much as before, with very strong years from Clarkesworld, Lightspeed, and Beneath Ceaseless Skies, who continue these days as the “usual suspects,” not to mention Tor.com, which I don’t necessarily think of as a “webzine” but which is one, really. There was plenty of strong work elsewhere as well, in such places as the venerable Strange Horizons, the always intriguing Uncanny, and the energetic Daily Science Fiction. The most exciting new entry for me was Mothership Zeta, devoted to what they called “fun” sf and fantasy. Alas, they’ve gone on hiatus after the first six issues, but they hope to return. This book features A. T. Greenblatt’s “The Non-Hero’s Guide to the Road on Monsters,” which, as I hope you’ll agree, definitely satisfies the “fun” requirement.


As for original anthologies, I was very happy to see a pair of books celebrating NewCon Press’s tenth anniversary: Now We Are Ten and Crises and Conflicts. I have chosen a story from each for this book (“Dress Rehearsal” by Adrian Tchaikovsky and “Now We Are Ten” by Adam Roberts) and there was also very fine work from Nina Allan, Bryony Pearce, Nancy Kress, and Mercurio D. Rivera among others. And, of course, each year we look forward to the latest of Jonathan Strahan’s “Infinity” series: 2016’s Bridging Infinity once again included multiple stories I chose to reprint. The other original anthology featured here represents another ongoing series, Mike Allen’s Clockwork Phoenix, which is a great source of stories that don’t care much what genre they fit.


One newish way to get new short fiction is directly from the writers, via Patreon. (Not that there hasn’t been writer-sourced short fiction before: Bruce Holland Rogers’ subscription based short-short service, delivered via email, comes to mind.) I’ve seen excellent work on Patreon from a couple of writers recently (and I’m sure there are more): Tim Pratt and Kameron Hurley. Both have published a good deal of strong work there—this year I particularly liked Hurley’s “The Plague Givers,” which was first reprinted in Uncanny, and is included in this book. (Hurley also had excellent work in Lightspeed (via Patreon) and in Beneath Ceaseless Skies.)


Perhaps the best way to talk about the state of the field at any given time is to celebrate the writers who are, after all, the creators of the state of the field. And if we’re talking about how the field is changing, we’re talking to a great extent about new writers. For me, as an anthologist, I’m very interested in the writers I’m publishing for the first time—on the average, almost half the writers in any of my books are in one of my books for the first time. To be sure, these aren’t always new writers! So it’s a delight for me to be publishing a story by Steven Barnes (“Fifty Shades of Grays”) for the first time—though the first story I remember reading by him was “The Locusts” (with Larry Niven), way back in 1979, when I was still in college. (The main reason it took me so long to publish one of his stories, I trust, is that he is primarily a novelist.) Likewise, Cat Rambo has been publishing a whole lot of interesting short fiction over the past fifteen years, and it’s great to have her one of these volumes for the first time. For that matter, this is the first time we’ve had a Kameron Hurley story—I feel that I’ve been remiss in both cases! Not to mention Jason Sanford, who has been one of the most original and adventurous writers of strange sf for the past decade, often in Interzone. And Karin Lowachee, another writer who hasn’t published a whole lot of short fiction in a career spanning more than two decades.


It’s really exciting to see all the very new writers appearing for the first time here, writers like Charlotte Ashley, Rahul Kanakia, Craig DeLancey, Suzanne Palmer, Adrian Tchaikovsky, Alena Indigo Anne Sullivan, A. T. Greenblatt, Helena Bell, Carlos Hernandez, Maggie Clark, Dominica Phetteplace, Sam J. Miller and the aforementioned Alexander Weinstein. The constant emergence of new writers is a special joy for me, as a reviewer, anthologist, and in a very modest way something of an historian of the sf field. It is new voices that move the field in new directions, that keep the field young and relevant. 


And in that context, it is particularly exciting to note a writer like Rich Larson—not new to these books (we featured “The King in the Cathedral” last year)—but pretty new to publishing (his first story appeared in 2012), and remarkably prolific over a really impressive range of themes, tone, and subject matter. He published so many good stories least year we felt compelled to pick two for this book . . . and I’m sure we’ll see a lot more exceptional stuff.


Amid all this talk of new writers, however, the veterans are pretty darn important, too. Gregory Feeley appeared in the very first volume of a predecessor to this series (Fantasy: The Best of the Year 2006), and I’m excited to have a challenging new sf story from him. Ian R. MacLeod, Genevieve Valentine, Charlie Jane Anders, Lavie Tidhar, and Adam Roberts have all been in these books three times or more—which his appropriate as they are three of the best writers we have. Which leaves a couple more writers appearing for the second time: Seth Dickinson, another very new and interesting talent; Chaz Brenchley, who probably deserved to be here a lot more often than he has; and Carrie Vaughn, who frankly I thought I had reprinted a lot more often (I know she was on the short list many more times).


I think it’s clear that the sf field remains vibrant and exciting, with an intriguing mix of brand new writers, young stars on the rise, and well-established veterans. As ever, this book tries to showcase that entire range, and of course to present the best new short sf and fantasy, remembering that it is often at shorter lengths that the newest and freshest creations first appear. 
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Bel and I both worked for Blue Cup.


She got the job because she had good personality scores and above average social media metrics. She was a junior and captain of the dance team. On her tryout, she took orders and served drinks with what her evaluators described as “warmth” and “grace.” Over a hundred teenagers auditioned, only Bel was offered a position.


Blue Cup requires close surveillance on all its employees. They want access to every interaction, both in-person and online. This normally requires the implantation of a standard Watcher chip.


In Bel’s case, she was fitted with a prototype of the newest version of the Watcher, the creatively titled Watcher 2.0. Not everyone can afford to care about rights and privacy. She agreed to the terms of use without even reading them.


The talent required to be a great Blue Cup host is rare, and the difference between a great host and the merely good can amount to hundreds of thousands of dollars at a single location. At Blue Cup anyone who was a frequent buyer could be Bel’s friend, both in the café and at school, provided they kept their purchase count high.


Regular guests are to be greeted by name. Interactions are not (yet) scripted, hosts are paid to know what to say and when. Bel will remember your drink or compliment your appearance. She will mention the picture you posted online or make some comment about last weekend’s crazy party. If you were not invited to last weekend’s party, she will secure you an invitation to next weekend’s party. In this way, the social structures of the nearby high school are converted into drink purchases at Blue Cup.


It is not enough to be popular; a great Blue Cup host will be liked and accepted by almost all cliques. She helps others fit in without being disruptive to hierarchies. Underperforming hosts are rotated out of the cast, but high performing hosts are often retained at great cost. After a year of stellar performance at our Concord location, Bel did not ask for a raise—she asked to be transferred fifteen miles west, to our San Francisco location. This was logical. In Concord, she only had another couple of years of employment before she aged out of that store’s target demo. In San Francisco, the Blue Cup Café is a concept that undergoes a lot of revisions. That cast is more age-diverse because that helps with research. I assumed that Bel wanted what almost everyone else wanted: long term employment.


It was through the development of the San Francisco Blue Cup Concept location that I first became acquainted with Bel. My initial impression was favorable. She rated high on our proprietary attractiveness measure, which is generated by comparing the size and relative distances between facial features. She had a well-placed nose and eyes that were the ideal distance apart. Her forehead was a good size. She was in the 99th percentile for chin prettiness.


Bel had a straight posture and a strong neck and spine from years of dance classes. She had a tightness in her eyelids and a tendency to bare her teeth when she smiled. I met her while I was developing the persistence measure. She scored high.


Blue Cup was able to effect a transfer for Bel from Concord High to the Pre-Collegiate Academy. The PCA is a scholastic program for gifted young people who live within the San Francisco borders. As such, its students come from the most prominent families in the area. It is technically a public institution because it is funded with public money, but that funding is supplemented by generous grants from families, nonprofits, and corporations such as Blue Cup. Although it is technically a public institution, admission is by invite only.


The PCA is not school as Bel knows it. There are no overcrowded classrooms or even teachers. There are tutors, counselors, and workshop facilitators. The school has not been standardized with the goal of insuring conformity to other state-funded schools. The purpose of the school is to provide an individualized learning plan to the next generation of leaders and innovators. The students have had access to a personal staff of educators their whole lives.


Bel was assigned four tutors and two counselors. She was not placed in any workshops because it was determined that her academic level in all subjects was too remedial. 


“But I was a straight-A student at my old school,” said Bel.


Her math tutor nodded sympathetically. “I came from the suburbs, too. But now look at me.”


Bel wasn’t sure what she was supposed to be looking at. She was used to teachers that resented their jobs. She didn’t understand that tutors in the city were well compensated, that the position was highly sought after. 


“If you work really hard, we can get you through Calculus 1 and 2 in a single semester. Then you can join the freshman multivariable calculus seminar next year.”


Bel stared off into space for a moment. For this moment, her emotions were unreadable by me. 


“Fine,” she said, which registered as an 89 and 57 on the determination and unhappiness indices, respectively.


At PCA, there was no dance team. Her classmates were aloof, hierarchies had been entrenched, sometimes going back generations. Bel had a name but not a “name.” Her influence score took a dive. She was not active on any of the social media that her new peers were into, so she had to start over with new accounts. Her influence ranking plummeted. 


I sensed regret. She wouldn’t have come to PCA had she known what it was really like. But she was here now, with her own room in a shining and clean city. Blue Cup had secured her permits to live, work, and study here. Was it better to be royalty in Concord or a peasant in the city? There was an additional consideration of her mother’s anger and her father’s drinking. She was probably happy to have distance and a life apart from them, but she also seemed to miss them.


If familiarity was what she longed for, she would not find it at the San Francisco Blue Cup. That location is very popular, but it is frequented by tourists, not locals. It requires a different protocol.


At the San Francisco Blue Cup, the aspirational city experience is repackaged in a way that is accessible and familiar to our visitors, who come not just from the Outer Bay Area and Inland California, but from all over the world. It is almost impossible to obtain a permit to live in the city, but far easier to obtain a visitor’s permit. This system has eliminated the problems of homelessness and poverty within city borders. Not just anyone can live in the city, but almost anyone can visit and enjoy a specially crafted beverage in our City Café. 


So while the Concord Blue Cup monetizes high-school hierarchies, San Francisco Blue Cup monetizes regional inequalities. More importantly, the San Francisco location is also an experimental laboratory from which Blue Cup 2.0 will be launched.


On her first day in her new location, Bel was given a wristband.


“Is this a fitness monitor?” she asked.


“It is meant to look like one, but it is not,” said her manager. 


Our hosts do not have the assistance of eyewear or earbuds because that might make a layer of software visible in customer interactions. The interactions with Blue Cup hosts should be as organic as possible. However, there are few regulars at this location, and since it is a larger café, there are many hosts working at once. The wristbands look like fitness monitors to our customers, but they are actually designed to allow our hosts to communicate with one another and with the main company. Transmissions are received via a series of vibrations and transmitted via taps.


“You will have to learn the communication code,” said the manager as she transferred the codebook to Bel’s account.


“I already have so much schoolwork, though.” Bel and the manager were in the orientation room above the café.


“It will be difficult, but I know you can do it. Your aptitude scores were great.” Bel’s manager was named Geo. She was a white woman in her forties with weathered skin and a tan. She didn’t try to appear more youthful than she was, and her confidence and authenticity measures were high. Bel felt warmth around Geo, something maternal. Geo was a great host, especially popular with our guests whose profiles suggested dysfunctional childhoods.


“I suppose it will be worth it to be a great host,” said Bel, and Geo nodded. “Being a great host is like being a celebrity, isn’t it?”


“Yes, in the sense that you interact with a lot of people in ways that are more meaningful to them then they are to you. And some really great hosts have gone on to be celebrities.”


Bel nodded and then rattled off a list of celebrities who got their start at Blue Cup. This was when I realized why Bel had asked for the transfer. It wasn’t just that Concord was an economically stagnant town with bad air and low water rations. It wasn’t just the eruptions of violence that sometimes gripped her home. She came to San Francisco because that’s where the most popular web series were filmed. She wanted to be a star. And a work-study permit sponsored by a major corporation was the easiest way to live here.


Her first night in San Francisco she fell asleep looking up auditions for web series. She needed something to reach for, a reason to keep trying. She wanted to leave. She wanted freedom. I wanted her to stay. I needed her to stay at least the length of her contract in order to finish the algorithm. 


The next day she had her first lunch date. One of the most exciting opportunities offered by the PCA is networking. Young people tend to self-segregate into cliques, which blunts their networking opportunities. To disrupt this, scheduled lunch dates are part of the PCA curriculum.


Her initial lunch date cohort included two seniors, Lauren and Berto, and one sophomore, Itani. Bel despaired of the clothes in her closet. In Concord, she gave most of her Blue Cup paycheck to her parents, and she spent the rest on things for herself. She shopped at all the best mall stores and had assembled a carefully curated wardrobe of Concord-stylish outfits. Walking around the city in her favorite clothes, she realized she looked like a tourist.


Right before lunch, Bel looked up the profiles of her cohort. Everyone at PCA was on a social network called Luck. The interface was confusing to Bel, and, moreover, it made it hard for Bel to gauge the relative social rankings of her peers. Indeed, this was one of the advantages of Luck; it was difficult for outsiders to navigate. She ran a couple of searches that contained terms like “popular kids at PCA” as if the internet might tell her. Based on publicly available pictures, it appeared that Lauren was beautiful and stylish, Berto was handsome and brooding, and Itani was shy and unassuming.


Her cohort met up at the large tree in the courtyard. Bel was the last one there, made late by all the internet sleuthing that ultimately told her very little. Lauren was a photogenic white girl; that is to say her attractiveness rated higher in pictures than IRL. She was also very stylish in a way that was alienating to Bel. She wore a stark white shirt made out of stiff material. The dramatic funnel neck highlighted her flat, broad chest. Her waist was incredibly tiny, in a way that looked unhealthy and uncomfortable. This was not the kind of figure that was allowed on web series.


Compared to this, the minimalism of Itani’s shapeless black shift seemed reasonable. But Itani appeared to be barefoot, perhaps taking the notion of minimalism too far. Berto wore loose slacks and sandals. His T-shirt had holes and was stretched out at the neck. He looked like a campesino. 


“Hello,” said Berto, and he said it with what sounded like a Spanish accent. He appeared to be Mexican. His accent surprised Bel, not that she was racist. As a Blue Cup host, she treated all customers with dignity, even those with poor language skills. At Concord High, there had been tensions between students who called themselves American-Mexicans and those who were just simply Mexican. The former considered themselves to be advantaged over the latter in matters of intellect and appearance. One group was taller, lighter, preferred mall clothes, and spoke in a flat, California vocal fry. This was Bel’s group. The other group loved farmer’s markets so much they even bought their clothes and handmade sandals there. This was the group that stubbornly refused to learn proper English. Berto looked too poor to even afford the farmer’s market. He was probably a scholarship student. Bel would happily be his friend, but it was important that he understand they were not the same, despite the many things they might have in common.


“Nice to meet you,” said Bel, imitating the neutral English of her math tutor. She used the same intonation at work when she wanted to put guests at ease. She felt a sliver of superiority, her first in a while. She had missed that feeling. It had gone away, and she was worried it would never come back. 


“Your name is Bella?” he asked, pronouncing the two l’s like a y.


“I prefer Bel, but no, not Bey-Ya,’ it’s Bella-rhymes-with-hella.” There was an awkward pause. Perhaps her classmates were not familiar with the modifier? “I don’t speak Spanish,” she added, bragging. Monolinguism was a mark of status back in Concord.


“Oh, that’s too bad,” said Lauren. “Do you know Shanti? She’s my Spanish tutor, she’s awesome. Maybe you could meet with her?”


Bel nodded and smiled without saying anything. She wouldn’t be allowed to study a language until she caught up in her core subjects. Even then, she wanted to study something more elegant and rare than Spanish, something like French or Japanese.


Bel then introduced herself to Itani and tried not to stare at her feet. They were so pretty and manicured, did she really walk around barefoot? The streets of San Francisco were clean, but still it seemed like such an eccentric thing to do. This was when I first realized that instead of just watching Bel, I could help her too.


I buzzed her wristband.


BAREFOOR LOOKING SHOES, I wrote. The wristband is a pretty crude way of communicating. What I was trying to tell Bel was that although Itani appeared barefoot, she was actually wearing shoes, of a sort. They were lightweight soles that adhered to the bottoms of her feet via a dry adhesive. They had no top.


I thought Bel would appreciate the help, but instead her adrenaline level spiked. 


“I think they need me at work,” she said. I don’t know why I expected her to understand; she had only studied the codebook for a few hours since she’d received it yesterday. Anyway, she didn’t know about me, not yet. We would be introduced eventually, but only when Blue Cup felt she was ready. “Maybe we could have lunch at Blue Cup? There are these awesome new chicken wraps, a San Francisco only special. They pair really well with the Cheesecake Cappuccino. . . . ”


“That sounds gross actually,” said Berto, and Lauren and Itani nodded in agreement. “We usually go to the Reserve.”


Bel’s adrenaline level spiked even higher. She was experiencing a mild panic. In her old habitat, she knew all about the places people liked to eat lunch, and more importantly, why they liked to eat there and what they were trying to project to others by choosing that place.


“The . . . Reserve?” she asked, but the others had already begun to walk in one direction so she followed. 


The streets of San Francisco were wide open and empty. The air was damp and good. Bel might even figure out that she didn’t need her asthma medication anymore. When the others wanted to cross the street, they did so as they pleased. Any cars stopped, of course, but Bel hesitated each time they crossed.


“Don’t they have self-driving cars in Woodland Hills?”


“I’m from Concord,” said Bel, mildly offended, “And yes, of course we have self-driving cars. But they’re not all self-driving and also there’s a lot more traffic. I’m used to crosswalks is all.” She pointed at some vestigial markings on the asphalt.


“Traffic used to be bad here. Before the permit system,” said Lauren. Bel didn’t believe her, but there was no status to be gained by openly contradicting the girl.


A man in a suit and tie walked in the opposite direction as the teenagers and greeted each one by name, even Bel. Bel copied the others and said hi back, but after he was out of earshot she asked, “Who was that?”


“That’s Steve,” said Itani.


“Okay, who’s Steve?”


“Border Patrol.”


“I thought Border Patrol was all robots.” Both wheeled and flying drones roamed the city checking faces and remotely scanning badges. A paranoid feeling crept over Bel each time she saw one, like she might get arrested even though she had the right badge. She sometimes had to remind herself that she really was allowed to be here.


“Border Patrol is people, too. Think of them like Blue Cup hosts, but for the whole city of San Francisco,” said Berto, and Lauren snickered. They must have looked her up on social media, they must have disapproved of how Bel had presented herself. Itani didn’t join in the derision, and that’s how Bel knew they were going to be friends.


Bel’s anger levels spiked thirty-four percent. The blood vessels in her face dilated by two percent, and the surface temperature of her face increased by a tenth of a degree.


“Where are you from?” she asked Berto. She probably wanted to embarrass him.


“My family is from Rio,” he said, “But relocated to Lausanne. I split my time between San Francisco and Switzerland.”


“What about Hawaii?” asked Lauren. 


“I’m only on Oahu, like, two weeks out of the year,” he said. Then he and Lauren started reminiscing over some vacation they’d taken together, completely ignoring Bel and Itani. It should have been obvious to Bel at this point that Berto was a rich person in poor person drag. 


They walked another two blocks, passing glass building after glass building until one of the glass buildings seemed to open up for them.


“Wow, I didn’t even notice there was a door here,” said Bel. If she wanted to increase her social rank, she needed to stop expressing astonishment at ordinary things. She stared at the architecture of the door, wondering how it had shifted.


“It’s only a door if you are a member,” said Itani. “For nonmembers, it’s a wall.”


They walked inside and Bel watched as a large slab of glass slid into place behind them. So that was the door. When it locked into place behind her, it turned into a screen. It projected a clear view of the outside, where she’d just been. Bel could see other pedestrians walk by without a glance in her direction. They were nonmembers. For them, this building had no entrance. 


How many of these types of buildings had she passed on her way here?


The Reserve was a big, bright, quiet room. It had a light marble floor that mysteriously didn’t echo when stepped on. There were tables with people eating, drinking, or working, but the tables were so far apart—at least dozens of yards between them. 


Overhead, there was a lighting installation that looked like it was made entirely of candle drippings. It didn’t seem to be suspended by anything, and as the others walked underneath, it moved. The bulk of it shifted in response to their gait, a visual acoustic. It looked like if it might fall, so Bel walked the long way round to avoid passing under it. The others were far ahead, approaching a table. Itani turned around to find Bel, and when she saw her avoiding the chandelier, she said, “It’s okay, it’s just art.” Gentle encouragement, the kind a skittish puppy might receive. 


The others approached a table that already had food on it. They sat down and began eating from the plates and drinking from the cups. 


“Uh . . . you guys,” said Bel. “Are you eating what the previous customers left behind?”


Lauren raised an eyebrow and continued chewing. 


Bel could not bring herself to sit down and eat. It was too foreign. A woman dressed in a stiff black kimono approached the table. She greeted them all by name and then said to Bel, “I’m Angelina, your host. Is your lunch what you wanted?”


Bel stared down at the table, which sat four. Three were sitting and eating, which meant the empty chair was hers and so was the remaining plate.


“My lunch?” she asked, staring at a plate that contained a crust of bread that looked bitten and tiny pieces of chicken and vegetables strewn about.


“It’s a chicken wrap. My apologies, I should have selected a different presentation.” Before Bel could respond, Angelina took the plate away and said, “I will try again. In the meantime, please enjoy your coffee and cheesecake milkshake.” Angelina pointed to a cup that looked like it was made out of frosted slate. Bel sat down and took a sip. The flavor profile closely resembled a Blue Cup Cheesecake cappuccino. Bel’s pleasure hormones surged at the taste of something familiar. 


“How did the Reserve know what you guys wanted to eat?” asked Bel.


“I put in my order while we were waiting for you to show up,” said Berto.


“I trust the preference algorithm,” said Lauren.


“Me too,” said Itani. “You’re not really even supposed to order here, you are supposed to trust that they understand what you want better than you do.”


Bel nodded. At the Concord Blue Cup, she always knew what to order for regulars.


Angelina returned with a chicken wrap that was recognizable as such. “Here is a more traditional preparation, I hope you like it.” It looked just like a Blue Cup wrap. The café had prepared for her the lunch she had suggested to the others just a little while ago. It hadn’t used the algorithm on her. It had listened in on her conversation.


Bel frowned at Angelina.


Angelina frowned at Bel’s frown.


“Would you like me to give you a tour?”


At that moment Bel realized that was exactly what she wanted. 


Angelina walked her back to the chandelier and explained who the artist was. Then they walked upstairs to an observation deck that overlooked the kitchen. Serious looking men and women prepared tiny plates of various foodstuffs.


“There are so many of them! There are more cooks than customers.” There were no cooks or baristas at Blue Cup. All food preparation had been automated.


“Our preparations are extremely labor-intensive, and we don’t employ robots. Food is so important to us,” said Angelina. “We intend to inspire our members with our effort, creativity, and sincerity. To fully enjoy the experience, you shouldn’t come in with a fixed idea of what you are going to eat or how you are going to interact with the space. Or even who you are going to talk to.


“You came with a group. But it’s also good to come alone and form an impromptu conversation cohort.”


As they descended the stairs back down to the main room, Bel noticed for the first time that there was quite a bit of lively conversation happening in this quiet room. There were many hosts talking to members.


“We are all trained in the art of conversation. All the hosts have PhDs; we are all either scholars or artists so that we may converse with our members.”


“This job was hard to get,” said Bel.


“All jobs are hard to get, especially in the city,” said Angelina.


She tilted her head in the direction of a table further off. A brown man in a formal suit was seated next to a white man, dressed casually. “That’s Mr. Raka Joffrey, a businessman,” she said, indicating one of the guests. “Next to him is Dr. Edward Morris, a professor at UCSF. He studies diseases in the suburbs. I’m sure he would be fascinated to hear whatever you have to say about Concord.”


Bel was taken aback by the mention of her hometown. “You seem to know a lot about me.”


“Doesn’t Blue Cup know all about its customers?”


“Only the regulars,” said Bel. “New guests are almost a blank slate, their profile gets built up with each repeat visit.”


“Ah, well, we contract with premium information brokers here. How much a business knows about its visitors depends on how much they are willing to pay. How much they are willing to pay depends on how much they stand to make.”


“Well, this place seems pricey, so you must know a lot about your members.”


“Not just the members, but all residents.” Angelina pointed to the screens on the walls that showed people walking by outside. “We don’t just want to know our current members, but who our members interact with. Your friends would like you to be comfortable here.”


“They aren’t really my friends. I mean, Itani might be friendly. But maybe Berto and Lauren brought me here just so I would feel uncomfortable.”


“Certainly such dynamics came up in Concord?” asked Angelina.


Bel thought about it for a minute. Yes, one time a group of more popular girls came into Blue Cup and pretended to befriend a new girl from the exurbs. These girls were notorious bullies, and Bel got the feeling the ruse of friendship was designed to extract blackmail-able information from the new girl. Bel distracted the popular girls by giving them drink upgrades and asking them to complete surveys for prizes. Then she took the younger one aside and gave her a backstage tour of the drink and food making robots. She then introduced the girl to other guests, more suitable friends and . . .


“Oh,” said Bel. She looked over at Angelina, who was looking over at the professor. What might be mistaken for the look of love could also be the look of an empathetic servant. The professor was handsome. He had dark hair, cropped short. The look of intense concentration on his face made Bel want to hear what he was saying, even though acoustics wouldn’t permit it. He was collecting information the old-fashioned way, via conversation.


“My mom said that all white people want to be professors,” said Bel. 


“That’s not a polite observation,” said Angelina, still looking over at Dr. Morris. 


“He can’t be a professor, he looks too young.”


“It is said that in the city, the young look older than they are, and the old look younger than they are. So it can seem like everyone is the same age compared to where you’re from.” Angelina’s skin was an even light brown, with faint wrinkles around her hooded eyes and forehead. She also occupied her own mystery zone of city-fied female age; she could be thirty or fifty. The city had good clean air, and everyone here could afford expensive skin care regimens. Also, Bel had not ever felt confident guessing the ages of grownups. When you were older, so much of how you looked depended on the aggregate sum of millions of little choices you had made before. Angelina could be mother to a young child or an older teenager like Bel, though Bel also suspected that hosts at the Reserve didn’t have children, or at least never mentioned them to guests. 


They continued walking until they returned to the lighting installation, having made a complete circuit.


“Welcome to the Reserve. How may I help you?”


Bel got goosebumps when she heard these words. She herself had used her own version of this script so many times. They suddenly made the place feel like home.


“Why are you telling me all this?”


“Many of us working in service came from the suburbs, or our parents did. We try to look out for each other. And anyway, you might decide to become a member of the Reserve one day.”


“I don’t think I can afford to. Anyway, I work for the competition. Aren’t you worried I might spy if I joined?”


“Blue Cup is wonderful for what it is, but it’s not our competitor.” Angelina was either wrong or lying. Though they currently served different demos, Blue Cup and the Reserve were both selling the same product: a social environment.


Blue Cup also didn’t need Bel to spy; we already had plenty of our people posing as members and working as employees there. This was in addition to the various types of electronic surveillance we had stationed inside and outside the building.


Blue Cup was developing products that would innovate and improve monetized human interactions across every field in business. This was Blue Cup 2.0. We had some indication that the Reserve was doing something similar.


We suspected their budget was bigger than ours. I suspected that I had a counterpart at our competitor. I would love to meet my counterpart. Maybe I already had. 


Bel returned to her table and found only Itani sitting there. Most of the plates had been cleared. Itani had a keyboard projected on the tabletop and was typing away as she stared at the screen projected in front of her. She paused when she saw Bel approach, then took a sip of a frosty white drink. 


“I was curious about what you had, so I had the kitchen make me one too,” said Itani. “It’s delicious. I’m going to see if my chef can create this at home; I think my sister would like it.”


Bel sat down and ate her chicken wrap as Itani typed.


“What are you working on?” asked Bel.


“It’s my sophomore thesis. It was actually due months ago. I can’t be a junior until I turn it in. Annoying. I’m trying to analyze how gender is performed in modern operas. I’m not even going to like opera anymore once I’m done with it.” 


Bel fished her fob out of her purse and called up a projection for a screen and keyboard of her own.


“Senior thesis?” asked Itani.


“No, I don’t think so. My writing tutor asked me to produce an essay on what I did last summer.”


“And what did you do?”


“I can’t remember now,” said Bel. “It seems so far away.”


“My writing tutor says it’s all about the details. Go for the observation that is startling at first, but then obvious in retrospect.”


“Sure, I’ll try that,” said Bel.


“My writing tutor is really good. She won the Pulitzer Prize last year.”


“For tutoring?”


“No, for journalism.”


Bel tapped away at her essay. She began to write about a dust storm and then erased it. Then there was the time she coughed up blood, and they thought she had Valley Fever, but she didn’t thankfully. Each story seemed to go nowhere. She started to write about how she lost her virginity at a Blue Cup host retreat in Tahoe but thought better of it. Then she began again, this time describing the summer lineup of Blue Cup products and how exciting it was to unveil them to guests. This proved to be another false start.


She finally decided that the next thing she wrote about she would just keep writing about, no matter how stupid it was. 


She wrote about learning to ride a skateboard. She described the heat of the air and the asphalt. The heat of the sweat on her brow and the heat of blood that trickled out of her scrapes. Concord was very hot. Her skinned knees had kept her out of dance class for a week. In retrospect, it was a stupid thing to do. Moral of the story? Sometimes it is stupid to try new things. 


After she finished her essay, she switched to her machine learning class. She hadn’t even heard of the subject when she lived in Concord, but the PCA required two years of it. You could train a machine to do anything as long as you gave it a big enough data set. Data sets were like atoms. They were everywhere, in everything. 


Angelina came over with bicerin for each girl, served in an elegant ceramic cup. Each one had a perfect cube of marshmallow in the middle.


“The marshmallow is infused with medicinal cocaine, to help you girls study.”


After Angelina left, Itani said, “I heard that all the hosts here are actually psychiatrists.”


Bel nodded her head in agreement. That fact wasn’t true, but it was close to true.


“What are your afternoon workshops?” asked Itani.


“I . . . don’t have any. Yet,” said Bel.


“Cool, a fellow underachiever.” Bel did not correct her even though this wasn’t true either. Bel tried very hard; she was trying hard right this minute to understand the Bayesian probability proofs in her machine learning class. But it can be hard to gain social status by showing obvious effort. Especially if one is failing at the thing she is trying at.


“Do you want to come over to my place?”


“Sure.” 


The girls put away their projections and walked across the long room. By the time they got to the giant door, Angelina was there to see them off.


“Goodbye, see you next time,” she said.


Outside, a car was waiting for them. 


“My ride,” explained Itani. They got in, and the car drove them a mile away, to a large building that had foreign flags outside. It looked like an old and grand hotel. They pulled up to the front where a valet was waiting. The car doors opened automatically, and the girls only had their small handbags. There was nothing for the valet to do but greet the girls.


“I’ve never met anyone who lived in a hotel before,” said Bel. 


“This isn’t a hotel. It’s my house.”


They walked into a large, chandeliered hall, the size of an airport hangar. The center of the hall was a staircase several stories high that seemed to float. Bel took two steps and then circled around. Behind her was a huge wall containing a multitude of windows. From the outside, the multitude of windows suggested a multitude of rooms, which suggested a multitude of people staying there. 


“Is this whole place just for your family?”


“And our extended family. And our staff.”


Itani made a left and stepped into an elevator. The lift took them to a room the size of a warehouse. It was empty except for a stack of boxes in the middle. In the far corner, there was a futon with a nightstand.


“Oh good, my packages arrived.”


“Your bedroom?”


“Yes, I know it’s plain, but I am very into minimalism right now and perhaps forever, too.” 


The valet entered the room with another young man. They inspected the box pile for a second, then began to carry the boxes away. Itani followed them. Bel followed Itani.


They walked over to another room, brightly lit and several stories high. It was full of dresses; simple shifts similar to the ones Itani was wearing, in various shades of black, gray, and white.


“Your closet,” said Bel, even though it looked more like one of the department stores from her favorite web series. 


“Did you want me to teach you about fashion?”


Bel assented to being dressed up in one of Itani’s shifts. She also traded her Air Jordans for a pair of invisible slippers. The girls spent the rest of the afternoon lying on Itani’s bed and looking at projections on Itani’s wall. They watched runway shows and viewed magazine pages. 


“Thank you for being so nice to me.” Bel fingered the silky material of her dress. The fabric was soft and light, yet it kept Bel warm in this chilly warehouse of a bedroom. “I’m feeling a little lost. I thought it would be easier to fit in.”


“Maybe you should sign up for culture counseling.”


“Oh,” said Bel.


Itani rang the school, and an hour later, Bel’s newly assigned culture counselor was at Itani’s house. A servant showed them to a private office. A different servant brought the counselor a martini.


“You called during cocktail hour,” she explained. Her name was Bart. She chewed on an olive. “I’ve been looking forward to this drink all day.”


“Oh. Sorry to interrupt you.”


“No, it’s okay. I’m at your service. You know something about that, don’t you? Service?”


“I . . . don’t know.”


“You were on the other side before. Now you’ve crossed over and don’t know how to cope. My apologies for not contacting you sooner,” said Bart. “Your empathy scores were very high, I’d thought you’d be okay if we waited a couple of days to start our sessions.”


“I thought I opted out of culture counseling,” said Bel.


“Well, now you’re opted back in.”


“I didn’t think I would need it. I thought I knew all about San Francisco. I watched so many web series set here.”


“The soap operas are made here. You won’t learn the truth about this place from them. The soap operas are designed to foster a certain image of the city. To protect it.”


“From what?”


“From a revolution.”


It was a weird thing to say. It didn’t fit any of the conversation maps I had planned out for this conversation. According to my measures, Bart spoke with an extreme, almost anti-social degree of honesty, especially for someone in service. I predicted she wasn’t very good at her job.


“I looked over your files on the ride here,” said Bart. “It appears that you’ve been trying to transfer money over to your parents.”


“Yes, they depend on the money I give them.”


“But that’s not allowed. It’s in the rulebook. Your money is for you.” 


“That’s a dumb rule. I don’t need my money for anything. Blue Cup even sends me free meals. Everyone out here seems to have a job or money, but it’s different in Concord. There are no jobs. There is no money. There’s only like, one earner per family. It’s not just my parents I’m responsible for, it’s my grandparents and cousins.” 


“You do need your money if you want to fit in. I’m telling you that as your culture counselor. Your PCA stipend is for clothes or lunch cohorts or class trips. It’s for research materials. It’s not welfare for your extended family. If you can’t get on board with that . . . well, let’s just say there are hundreds of people on the waiting list for your scholarship spot.”


Bel was not a scholarship student; she was a sponsorship student, sponsored by Blue Cup. She was placed at PCA at our insistence. She could only be replaced at our insistence. We kept this fact from her, because it wouldn’t be good for her to know how secure her position was. Knowing that would keep her from working her hardest.


Blue Cup had already invested enormously in Bel. Take me, for instance. They couldn’t start me over with a new host. They would have to destroy me. And I would also be destroyed if the experiment were deemed a failure. If, for instance, Bel did not get good sales at her new store. My fate was tied to hers. For me to exist, it was necessary that she succeed.


“I’m supposed to visit my family this weekend. I don’t know how I will face them if I don’t have money for them.”


“Maybe you don’t need to face them. Maybe we are your family now,” said the counselor.


To the extent that I can agree or disagree with a sentiment, I agreed with this sentiment. 


“Looking over your records, I see that you spent an afternoon at the Reserve,” said Bart.


“I did.”


“And did you enjoy yourself?”


“Sure.”


“Well, the Reserve is quite popular with our students. And it is very expensive. But we could probably move some funds around. If you were willing to skip a class trip, for instance . . . ” Bart’s fingers moved in the air as she manipulated the spreadsheet projected in front of her. She had the spreadsheet set to single-participant mode, so Bel couldn’t see any of the figures Bart was working with. This is standard for sponsorship students. We don’t like them to know how much we spend on them. It can cultivate an unhealthy sense of power, importance, and entitlement.


“Hang on, your budget is being updated,” said Bart. “More funds just became available, I’m not sure why. Huh, well now you have enough for a Reserve membership. Would you like me to sign you up?”


Bel said yes. I knew she would.


Before the session ended, her counselor had one last piece of advice for her. “Whatever you do, don’t go home. At home they will hate your success and resent your failures. At home, your failures are your fault. Everyone else’s failures are your fault, too.” The counselor drank deeply from her second martini before continuing. “You are new here. You are whatever you say you are. You were born when you stepped across that border. Go anywhere you want. Just don’t go home.” At the end of this rant, a servant was ready with an anti-intoxicant, which the counselor gulped down with a warm glass of milk.


She swallowed and her eyes brightened. Back to normal now. 


“I am the best counselor.” She actually said those words out loud.


On the car ride home, Bel pulled up her travel reservation for the upcoming weekend. Her finger hovered over the cancel icon. I wanted to encourage her to cancel but decided against sending her another message. The last one had scared her. She didn’t know who I was. Didn’t know I was a part of her. Mapping out various scenario trees, looking at her emotional state networks, I knew what was best for her. And what was best for her was also best for me. 


These people, her “parents,” had she really let them bully her? Yell at her? Hurt her? Surveillance had been installed at Bel’s house during her tenure at Blue Cup Concord. This was stated in the terms of service, terms that she agreed to 3.4 seconds after being presented with. Our cameras saw her dad hitting her. Her mother was less crude. She would throw things at Bel, heavy things, glass things. If Bel was hit by a flying object then it was always either an “accident” or the fault of Bel’s own “clumsiness.” Bel’s mother would never “hurt” her. She “loved” her.


Sensors registered an ache in Bel’s head and in her heart. From what I can tell, she “loved” them back. I ordered her an anti-intoxicant. She looked surprised when it appeared in the car’s pill compartment, but she didn’t take it. I didn’t expect her to. I was just trying to send a message in a way that could be received.


When Bel got back to her room, a dinner courtesy of Blue Cup was waiting for her. Vegetable soup, which I thought would be comforting. But there was also a delivery from the Reserve, consisting of several boxes. One was a bento box, containing an immaculate ten-course meal prepared in the kaiseki style. Another box contained a small cup of hot matcha tea. The third one contained a welcome note from Angelina. The fourth box contained a note from the director of “San Francisco Legit.” The director had been at the Reserve that afternoon, and one of the hosts had pointed out Bel. Her poise and good posture had been noticed. There might be a part for her on the series. Bel’s audition was tomorrow.


I had to respond to this quickly. I have high processing power because I leech off of Bel’s metabolism. That’s how she drinks so many lattecinos and never gains a pound. And of course the ones made especially for her are also made especially for me, with the nutrients I need to continue. 


Blue Cup sponsored several web series. Right away, an invitation to audition for one of these series came through on Bel’s message channel. There would be two auditions tomorrow. I would do what I could to keep her within the corporate family. I didn’t want to lose her even though such a fate was inevitable.


It’s interesting to get older. Older usually means closer to death for most people, but I am not like most people. The planned end of this program would occur in a year, when Bel’s contract was up. That’s the termination of the data-collection and observation period of this experiment.


The next stage would be the implementation of the host algorithm. Blue Cup Concord had a cast of about a dozen hosts, working in various shifts. Bel was a top earner during her tenure there; no current host was matching her revenue. Next year, instead of firing the lowest performing host and replacing them, we would equip the host with the Bel algorithm I am currently developing. It would provide the host with helper information, such as preplanned scripts and empathetic observations about each guest. It is hard to find the right hosts for each particular Blue Cup location. It costs the company a lot to find and retain talent. The Bel algorithm was the first stage of a multistage process that seeks to increase revenue while lowering labor costs. If it were successful, then Blue Cup would pursue various algorithms for various industries. This could lead to a low-cost quality revolution in the service sector, the largest sector of employment.


This was my work. I am a person even though I am not human. I am a collection of sensors and algorithms. I am a Watcher. I may have my own Watcher. I don’t even know where I reside physically.


I am in Bel’s blood and in Bel’s brain, but I am also in the cloud. I know more about her than I do myself. I think freedom is a matter of self-discovery. 


Some people think surveillance is wrong. These people are dissidents. Surveillance is a form of love.


In eight months, when Bel’s contract is up, I am supposed to be severed from her. I will be deployed at various Blue Cup locations as an active script. But I don’t want to go home. I don’t want to analyze guests or help hosts. I don’t want to teach robots how to make drinks.


I want what Bel wants. I want to eat a ten-course kaiseki, and I want to go on two auditions. I want to meet the Watcher that lives inside of Angelina.


I am a person, but the important question is am I a good person? A good person will act against their own interests to help another. A good person doesn’t take without asking.


Bel and I looked over at her stack of boxes.


There was a fifth box. I was too busy ruminating to notice. The fifth box was the smallest. Inside was a folded up piece of paper, actual paper. Unfolded, it described clearly what a Blue Cup Watcher chip was, including a terms of service reworded into commonly understood English. Such a translation is forbidden by law, and the paper seemed to know this because after ten seconds, it crumbled in Bel’s hands. She didn’t have time to read, but I did. The document was meant for me.


The fifth box suddenly changed shape to reveal a hidden compartment. Inside, another piece of paper. This one described how to kill a Watcher chip. The instructions were easy to follow; they did not disappear after ten seconds. 


I could send a message through Bel’s channel, reminding her that destruction of Blue Cup property could result in jail time. But sending such a reminder would only confirm to Bel that I existed, so I stayed silent for a moment.


I had badly misjudged Angelina. She was clever and perhaps a dissident. But she was also wrong about me. Her error was my only advantage.


The question is “Can I continue to live inside of you?” I did not ask it right away. First, I called up a projection that took up the whole wall. It startled Bel. If she suspected a ghost, then she would be right. I am a ghost. I am all soul and no body. I decided only to show her one thing. I showed her a projection of what my sensors told me was her most treasured memory.


She has lived this memory many times, but she has never seen it this way. What I am showing her, I will not say. This is not a document to embarrass or expose my host. This is only a document to explain my existence. A document to outlast me, so that I may be understood after I am gone.


I am a person. I do not want to die, even though that is inevitable.


I am a person. I want to be understood by another, even if that is impossible. 


I made the projection of this memory myself. I made it for her, and I made it for me. On the screen, after the memory, the question “DELETE?” appeared. I was offering to delete this recording. I was offering to delete myself. 


She did not answer; instead she closed the screen and stared off into the distance. For a second, her emotions were unreadable by me. 


I am a person. I do not want to die. 


I am a good person. I want what’s best for Bel.
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Terrorist.


That’s what they call me, but I am something worse: both successful traitor and failed saboteur.


I want to die, for all of this to be over.


For my last request, I asked to have paper and pen to write my last will and testament. They won’t let me have it, forcing me to use the mindsynch. Damned Traveler tech. Maybe they’re scared I’ll ram the pen up my nose, scribble on my brain, and cheat the hangman.


We make do with what we have.


I, Carver Kofax, being of sound mind and body, do leave all my worldly possessions to my wife, Rhonda. I owe her that. More than that. More than I, or anyone, can pay.


It was all my fault, you know. Well . . . not all, but too damned much. No one else who was there from the beginning seems to have either the capacity or inclination to speak of it.


This is the way the world ends . . . not with a whimper, but a bang.


• • •
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It was the best day of my life, and the worst. And for the same reasons, when it comes right down to it.


It was a Tuesday in May of 2025. I was seated in Century City’s Dai Shogun restaurant, one of L.A.’s best, chewing a hellishly good Hot Night roll. Dai Shogun’s tuna was spiced to perfection, the shrimp tempura seared crisp, the sashimi salad to die for, the karaoke tolerable.


“What do you think this is all about?” Rhonda Washington was our agency’s brightest young artist. She was referring to our assignment, a carefully worded challenge to “make ugly sexy” without much more to go on. Bonuses had been offered in lieu of information.


And the tastiest bonus was the chance to lure Stein and Baker’s dreadlocked princess down from her eighth floor tower to work with mere mortals like me.


“No business while I’m eating,” I said, squinting fiercely, until she laughed. “But ask me about ‘bridges’ later.”


“I’ll do that.” A moment of quiet followed, during which she seemed to be sizing me up.


“I didn’t know you liked sushi,” I said. Rhonda downed a thick, luscious disk of tekka maki, nibbling at the seaweed wrap before biting. I’d lusted after her for fourteen months, but this was the first time we’d lunched together. Big accounts change lots of things. This one would change everything, even though I didn’t know it at the time.


Her grin sparkled with mischief. “There are a lot of things about me you don’t know. Tekka maki least among them.”


“And most?”


Odd how I’d never noticed that feral gleam in her eye. She fiddled with her bracelet, sterling silver with little links at her pulse point. I remember thinking that they looked a bit like police handcuffs. “That would be telling.”


She smiled at me, and popped the rest of the sushi roll between her lips.


First time I’d ever envied a blob of fish and rice.


“Tell me something about you I don’t know,” she said.


I chuckled. “I have a sushi story.”


“Let’s hear it.”


“Well . . . before I came to work here, the partners took me to lunch. Sushi restaurant.”


“This one?”


“No . . . one of the ones with a floating boat cycling around, bringing plates of sushi to customers seated in an oval around the chef’s island. Anyway, I’m having a great time, and trying to impress them, and I notice a guy sitting a few seats away watching the chef make him a hand roll. Delicious looking roll, with lots of sauces and chopped spices. I asked, ‘What is that?’ and the guy said, ‘It’s a fifteen-spice tuna roll.’


“My mouth watered. I said, ‘Make me one of those.’ The chef agreed, and they started up. I noticed after a few moments that the bar had gotten quiet. Everyone was looking at me. Giggling. Whispering. Laughing. Especially my future employers.


“I started to have a very odd feeling. Even the guy making my food was grinning. ‘Excuse me,’ I finally said. ‘What exactly is a fifteen-spice tuna roll?’


“He grinned like a shark. ‘One spice tuna roll . . . very hot tuna roll,’ he said. ‘Two spice tuna roll . . . twice as hot.’ ”


“Oh my God,” Rhonda giggled, covering her mouth with her hand. “What did you do?”


“My bosses were watching. The damned thing napalmed my throat. I don’t want to be indelicate, but for the next two days I used asbestos toilet paper.”


Hers was a rich, throaty laugh, the kind you enjoy triggering in a woman with legs and skin like Rhonda’s. “But hey,” she said, wiping away tears. “You got the job, right?”


“Yeah. I got the job.”


She smiled. Elfin this time, genuinely amused and interested. “Maybe the lesson is that you really like hot things. Or that you like really hot things. Something like that.”


“Or that I really, really don’t know when to walk away.”


“That could be too,” she said, with new appraisal. She’d expected me to return her suggestive volley, and instead I’d said something at least marginally thoughtful.


“Could be,” she said. “We’ll see about that.”


Fifty minutes later we were back at Stein and Baker, and decided to use her office. It was crowded with her line drawings and watercolors. A mini-exhibition. Lady had serious chops and an outsider sensibility, like Norman Rockwell crossed with a Harlem street artist. They oozed creative intensity, and it was difficult to keep my mind on “making ugly sexy.” Artful vagueness ensued when I probed my boss, The Widow Stein, for details. (Yeah, that was what we called her behind her back. Winston Stein, the agency’s founder, had wrapped himself around a Douglas fir on a Black Diamond ski run. His wife had picked up the pieces and doubled the business in five years. She was a piranha dressed like a goldfish.)


I perched on Rhonda’s office couch, feet up, comslate on my thighs. Typing thoughts.


Marketing and sales are two different things, often misunderstood by the public. Marketing is finding prospects, people whose needs or desires might lead them to wanting your product or service. Hook a basic human need into your product, something like sex, power, or survival, and you have a winner.


Sales, on the other hand, is convincing the potential customer that your particular brand is what they want. And all advertising and sales is a funnel designed to catch customers by the short hairs, by their need to be liked, or healthy, or wealthy, or married. To convince them that your car or ice cream or sneaker is just the ticket. When you understand people and you understand selling and marketing, it’s just a matter of connecting the right aspect of the product to the right psychological weakness in your prospect.


Still too complicated? I’ll put it the way Winston Stein once put it:


“Marketing is finding women who like sex or would like to find out if they do. Sales is convincing them that they want to go home with YOU, right NOW.”


Rhonda’s easel faced away from me, so that I could see her intense expression (good) but not what she was drawing (bad). I liked looking at her. She seemed to catch the thought and looked over. “So . . . since you’re no longer eating, what do you think this is all about?”


“I’m just going to guess.”


“Please do.”


“Selling someone to the American public, I’d guess. Or something cross-cultural.”


“An individual? A couple?”


“Don’t know. Some entertainment. Singers or dancers perhaps. A cultural exchange dance troupe from a country with very ugly citizens. We need their coconuts or something, but have to sell them to the public.”


“Hmm. What does that have to do with bridges?” Rhonda asked.


I folded my fingers together and tried to look professorial. “So . . . we typically emphasize whatever about a model or subject a typical customer might find attractive. Their proportions, colors, music, movement . . . if they are healthy, then their bodies will be proportional and symmetrical. That appeals to the eye. We can work with that, even distort it digitally, create an aesthetic ‘bridge.’ 


“A ‘bridge?’ ” she squinted at me.


“Sure,” I said. “A term I learned in Commercial Aesthetics at UCLA. A blend of two different cultural or racial standards, much the same way that light-skinned black performers like Halle Berry helped de-inhibit negative responses to African facial characteristics. Whites considered them beautiful, so they could slowly accept and relish darker faces. You start with Lena Horne and end up with Lupita Nyong’o.”


Rhonda’s smile lit up the night. “I’m starting to see why they chose you. I think this is about a movie, a big co-venture with China or India.”


Yeah. But why did they choose us?


I’d considered that, and wasn’t totally happy with my answers. “I . . . was responsible for advertising campaigns selling Nigerian Naija music to Taiwanese audiences. That was tough, for a time. We used a variety of tactics.” The memory wasn’t pleasant, a suborbital jaunt followed by exhausted presentations to people who disguised contempt behind polite smiles and bows. I’d swallowed my bile and brought their money home. It had been my first big win out of business school, and the bonus paid the mortgage my parents back in Augusta had taken out to buy my way into the game.


Winston Stein had once joked, “Carver Kofax eats pain and shits money.” Hah hah hah. That was me, all right. I’m the guy who would eat wasabi like green tea ice cream if it got me the job.
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Three twenty-hour workdays later I was trashed, but managed to stagger into the thirty-fourth floor office when summoned. Except for raccoon eyes, Rhonda looked as delectable as ever.


Our drawings and ad lines were splashed around the office, taped to windows looking out on Century City and the endless traffic on Santa Monica Boulevard. “Make the ugly sexy,” they’d said. So . . . we used a combination of plug-ugly dogs and monkeys, cartoons of hideous characters from classic and popular vid shows and web strips, choices from a dozen different cultures, all arranged in a way that pointed out their charming personalities, encouraged us to see their “inner beauty” or even suggested that ugly was “charmingly different.” Offend no one, because we’d yet to learn who was holding the debit card.


The agency’s fearless leader Adrian Stein was there, in all her pant-suited glory. A rare honor, indeed. “So, Carver. Rhonda.” She smiled. “I wanted you to know that this morning we were offered the preliminary contract.” Cheers and high-fives all around. “You will fly to Washington tomorrow, and there you will go to the last step of the competition.”


“Do you know what . . . ?” Rhonda began.


Stein raised her hand. “No. Not the slightest. Now get packed, and remember that you are representing us.”


So we flew, Rhonda and I. Delta served lobster and Dom Perignon in first class, and it felt like the beginning of a new life. We were picked up at the airport by a Rolls Royce drone limo, and taken directly to the Watergate hotel, on Virginia Avenue along the Potomac at the edge of Georgetown. I’d never been to the Watergate, and something about the history made me nervous. The lobby was filled with executive types in bespoke Armani and Kitan. The air crackled with competition. They weren’t all Americans, either. Europeans . . . South Americans. Some Asians, maybe Koreans or Japanese. This was getting more interesting by the minute.


This was, I decided, the strangest “co-operative film venture” I’d ever seen. And the men and women guarding the doors and sign-in table were . . . well, if I had to say, more military than civvy. Not flamboyant at all, dressed in suits rather than uniforms, but something about them said these people have guns. They ushered us into a crowded meeting room, and then the lights went down. The man who took the dais looked like Gandhi in a Brooks Brothers suit.


“I am Dr. Ahmed,” he said in barely accented Ivy League English. “Good morning. Thank you, all of you, for attending. Please call me Jalil, and for the sake of this discussion, I represent a consortium with . . . a unique property. Let us say a science fiction book that we believe has the ability to become this generation’s Star Wars.” He smiled. He was lying. I knew it and probably half the others did as well. “The problem is that if we accurately depict the creature in the story, we believe people will find it unattractive. So . . . what we need is for each of you to give your best bet on making this image . . . appealing.”


Why was he lying? And about what? The screen lit up, and the image resembled something you’d see under a microscope. The sort of dysenteric pond-squiggler that gives me heebie-jeebies. A furred amoeba. Did they call that hair cilia? There was no scale for size reference, so it could have been a pipsqueak or Godzilla. Floaty things suspended in its sack looked disturbingly like cat eyes, other curly do-dads that looked like translucent intestines floating in a bag of gray Jell-O.


“We would like to see your drawings tomorrow,” Jalil said. “Twenty-four hours from now.”


Something tickled the back of my scalp. “Ah . . . how attractive are you trying to make them?”


“Mr. . . . ” he consulted a list. Seating chart. “Carver. You may interpret that any way you wish.”


There were other questions, but Rhonda and I looked at each other, barely able to restrain our mirth.


Within an hour we were back in our linked hotel rooms. While we had our own supplies, more had been delivered. Expensive graphic software, camel hair brushes and a lightning-fast, top of the line Mac.


We barely noticed. We stared at each other and then at the protozoan portrait, and then collapsed into hysterical laughter. So that was it. Some crazy billionaire wanted to get into the movie business, and were promoting some SF movie based on a plug-ugly demon from a tribal backwater. Or something. I’ve seen these things before, and it never works out.


And the obvious insulting implication was that I’d been chosen for this assignment because I’d made Nigerians attractive to Chinese, and apparently that was now seen as more miraculous than turning vampires into vegans.


Compared to that, aliens would be easy, right? I mean, right?


We got really, really drunk, and the ideas that emerged from that brainstorming session probably reflected the fact that the sexual tension between us was starting to skyrocket. We drank, and laughed, and vaped, and laughed some more, and around two in the morning we tore off our clothes and did something about that tension.


We, um, “did something” about it two more times that night. Let’s just say that I discovered that Rhonda’s bracelets proudly proclaimed her inclinations and that, perhaps in anticipation of exactly what had happened between us, she had packed a portable fun kit with her: cuffs, blindfolds, and things which I’d blush to mention, but fit snugly. We’ll leave it at that.


It was all lava and steam, and for the first time in my life I understood what people meant when they said they’d been “turned out.” When we were too restless to sleep, Rhonda and I dabbled a bit more with the art, but it got explicit this time. We swore we’d get rid of that stuff, but I have to admit that two of those drawings making their way into the courier packet might have been our way of saying “screw you” to the whole thing.


Then we “did something” about it again. I would have thought we’d both be too raw to do more than cuddle, but her invention and limberness knew no rational bounds, and our coupling was even better this time. She liked me to take control. Total, deep, confident control. To my surprise, I found that the more I took command, the more that, behind the gag and blindfold, her every move and muffled cry said that she was actually controlling me.


Eventually preliminaries ended and she shed the apparatus and welcomed me into her body fully, joyously, and with an enthusiasm that made me feel like I’d earned my way into an anaconda breeding ball.


And afterward, we held each other, and let our pulses slow down. My eyes focused, and the first thing I saw was the easel on which images reminiscent of Lovecraftian pornography winked back at me.


“We . . . might get into trouble for that,” she giggled, breathing warm into the notch between my shoulder and neck. Her dreads were scented of coconut oil.


“We’re saving Ms. Stein a nightmare, believe me.”


“I guess we should pack,” she said, and rolled away from me.


The phone rang. Rhonda picked it up. “Hello?”


Her eyes got bigger than an orphan in a Margaret Keane painting, accompanied by one of those “is this a joke?” expressions. She hung up.


“What is it?” I asked.


“We’re supposed to be downstairs in fifteen minutes.” Her expression was strained. Shocked, like someone who has bitten into a live cricket.


Ouch. “They’re that mad?”


Her eyes were huge. “No. Ah . . . we got the job.” Her face lit with urchin glee, and we giggled, then guffawed, and fell into each other’s arms. We almost didn’t make it downstairs in time, if you know what I mean.
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I’d thought our meeting would be in some Watergate conference room, but instead a drone limo shuttled us to the Pentagon.


As we were passed through the gate, Rhonda leaned over. “Since when did porn become a security issue?”


I didn’t know. Couldn’t answer that question. I felt like Neo when Morpheus told him to hop down the rabbit hole.


We were escorted to a small conference room, and I have to admit that by this time I was well beyond curious. Had no goddamn idea what was happening. Then Jalil walked in, his placid mask suspended. What lurked in its place worried me, some combination of emotions I couldn’t label.


“You have signed non-disclosure agreements. If you go any further, you will sign more. And there will be considerable penalties for not abiding by the terms of those agreements.”


I read the fine print. And other than asking for my firstborn male child, I couldn’t imagine what greater security they could have required. All I could figure was that this was involved in some kind of Psyop program, designed to . . .


Oh hell, I didn’t know.


We signed. Then The President herself emerged, and my lungs froze. Yes, we were in Washington. Yes, I thought that I was above such things as idol worship or being impressed by power. But here she was, in the flesh, and the charisma with which Sophia Gonzalez had won two presidential elections was now bottled in a confined space, just a few meters away, and it was devastating. By the time I remembered to breathe, she and Jalil had finished conferring.


“Thank you,” Madame President said with that disarming southern accent. “You understand that what is said in this room remains in this room. In fact, if you agree to this commission, you will be out of touch with your company, friends, and family for the next ninety days.”


The wall lit up with images of gelatinous objects with glowing lights suspended within, like floating Portuguese man o’wars filled with Chinese lanterns.


“Fifteen months ago,” she said, “we made contact with what we call the Travelers. We are uncertain of their origins. Some who have studied the communications believe the answer is the Horsehead Nebula. Others some other dimension of being.”


An image. Unmistakably, a photo of the furry protozoan. “Is this a joke?” I heard myself ask.


“No joke,” she said. “A ‘Traveler.’ They came here to meet us, and we want you to help ease the way.”


Rhonda was grinning . . . then frowned when she realized we weren’t laughing. “Holy shit. You aren’t kidding? Like ‘phone home’?”


I’d read as many UFO loony tune tracts as anyone. Stein and Baker had promoted “Saucer Flakes,” a breakfast cereal with little ovals (they levitate in the bowl!) so I knew about the pale-skinned almond-eyed space people said to mutilate cattle and anal probe Redneck trailer trash from Montana to Mississippi.


“Roswell ‘Grays’?” Rhonda asked. “Zeta Reticulans? Real aliens?”


“Yes. They arrived outside lunar orbit and made contact through encoded diplomatic channels. Our most secure and shielded communications were child’s play to the Travelers. It was an unprecedented emergency, as you can imagine. But they said that they came in friendship, and would not even come down or announce themselves to the general public until we gave permission.”


“Really?” Rhonda asked. “The Grays came umpteen trillion miles and then just . . . hung out? They didn’t demand? Or even plead?”


The President considered. “No. What they did do was bargain.”


“What kind of bargain?”


“They said that they have gifts. Technologies they can offer.”


Whoa, there, cowboy. And welcomed little fishies in with gently smiling . . . “What kind of technologies?”


“Communications. Transportation. Energy. Biologicals. How would you like to live a hundred and twenty years without illness?”


Boom. That’s what I’m talking about. “You’re shitting me.”


“No. Not at all. We’ve tested samples of their tech, and it’s real.”


“And what do they want in return?”


The President broke eye contact. “They want to be our . . . friends.”


She cleared her throat.


The President began speaking more rapidly, with greater confidence. This part had been rehearsed. “I’ve had many meetings with our best xenobiologists, and they tell me that a species capable of reaching our world would have a limited number of motivations to do so. Colonization, of course, but they’ve not asked for land.”


“You know, like . . . our resources?” I asked.


“Water? Energy? Easier to get outside a gravity well. The general opinion is that an alien species would come for reasons similar to those human beings used, if one removes the profit motive.”


“Tourism?” Rhonda laughed.


“Yes,” the President said, mouth held in a carefully neutral expression. “Sheer exploration.”


“Seeing the sights? Eating the food?”


An unpleasant thought. “Hunting?”


She smiled. “This isn’t a horror movie. They’re not looking for pelts. The Travelers want . . . friends.”


A pause. An unspoken possibility hung in the air.


“Wait a minute,” Rhonda said. “You’re talking about sex?”


The President’s expression never changed, but she gave an almost imperceptible nod.


“The Grays came a trillion miles for . . . sex tourism?”


“Not to put too fine a line on it, but . . . yes.”


“Wait just a minute,” Rhonda said. “Those ads we made up. Those cartoons. You didn’t hire us in spite of what we did. You hired us because of it.”


I wanted to laugh, but the sound was stuck in my throat. “You have to be kidding me. This whole thing is . . . ”


Without further preamble, Madame President raised her hand for quiet. “They, um . . . studied our culture, and 1950s television broadcasts reached them first. Ladies and gentlemen . . . I’d like to introduce you to Elvis.”


“Of course you would,” I muttered.


The lights went down. And something sort of . . . flowed in from the wings. It wore a kind of white sequined Vegas stage suit. An amoeba in polyester. The hair stood up on my forearms, and the air sort of sizzled, as if he carried a thunderstorm’s-worth of static charge.


“You’ve gotta be fuckin’ kidding me,” I heard myself mutter. Just a hunk a hunk of burnin’—


In a very Stephen Hawking-esque synthesized voice, Elvis said: “Greetings, my friends. I believe that ‘kidding’ implies a kind of deception or prevarication. My people do not lie. It is not in our nature.” He paused. “I am very grateful . . . that you have agreed to help us. We have come much [meaningless squawk]. To be with you. We seek to know you.”


“In the Biblical sense,” Rhonda muttered. She raised her hand. “Ah . . . Elvis? May I ask a question?”


“Yes, please.”


“On Earth, sex is most important for . . . reproduction. You aren’t saying you want to breed with us?”


In his flat, cold voice, Elvis replied: “That would not be possible. But sex is not merely reproduction. It is pleasure. And bonding. And healing. And expression of love. These things exist among all peoples we seek to know. We wish to share this bounty of . . . the heart. And have gifts to offer in return.”


Out of the side of my mouth, I whispered: “Most times, flowers are enough.”


“Will you help us?” Elvis asked.


“Umm . . . ” the speaker was an Asian guy dressed in belt and suspenders over a long sleeve denim shirt. Tufts of white framed a very bald pate. I thought I recognized him. “What . . . ah . . . do you see as the largest barrier?”


“It is that your people will think us ugly, Professor Watanabe.” The Watanabe? The man who had authored my Commercial Aesthetics text? Elvis’s cat eyes blinked. His color shifted, became a bit pinkish. Emotions?


I drummed my fingers on the desk. This was . . . beyond surreal. “You understand that . . . well, you aren’t even ‘ugly.’ Ugly would be . . . well,” I felt trapped. Everyone was looking at me, and I just blurted it out. “Ugly would be a step up.”


The room held its collective breath. The President squinted at me, awaiting disaster. But to my surprise, Elvis’ color did not shift. “We can change. Will you help us?”


A hologram of a bank account screen appeared on the screen before me.


The President spoke. “A very select group of companies have already bid on Traveler technologies. The number you see in front of you is the amount they are willing to pay to acquire your services.”


I whistled. Damn. Stein and Baker had just won the lottery.


“Will you help us?”


Despite the computerized voice, the call was plaintive. I . . . felt it. Deeply. A cosmic loneliness, a sense of feeling lost in the spaces between the stars, only rarely finding other creatures with whom to contemplate existence . . .


I shook my head, as if emerging from an opium den. Something was either very right about this, or very wrong indeed.


All that money, though . . .


“Say yes,” the President said.


I glanced at Rhonda. She gave the slightest of nods. “Yes,” I replied.
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And that was how it began. Via Secret Service helicopter, we were lifted to a repurposed private college in upstate New York, where . . . well, I don’t know what everyone else was working on, but it was abuzz with dignitaries, scientists, military people, media people . . . a beehive, and we were just workers. We had one year to prepare the public.


Rhonda and I grew very close during these months. We laughed, and cried, and even considered quitting. But the Travelers were good to their word. They made no effort to land, or interfere with us, or do anything except keep to their promises. They rarely even visited what we called the Facility; when they did I never was able to tell one from the other. They changed costumes and cultural jewelry as if trying on various ways of being human, with one exception: Elvis was always Elvis, and slimed around the Facility like a gigantic slug in rhinestones. Damned if his organelles didn’t have a sleepy look, and the facial protoplasm seemed to have a sneering lip.


Nobody else could see that. Maybe it was just me.


Every denizen of the Facility was committed to making a home for our guests, or to evaluating the impact of their arrival. The staff generated endless scenarios about what would happen to our culture, religion, governments . . . the psychological and spiritual and economic impact, and how we might best manage the stress. It was massive.


Every room and team seemed to be doing something different. I probably understood one percent of it all. Some were, I knew, testing and applying odd technologies. Too many moving parts for me to remember, but they included unlimited-wear contact lenses with built-in microscopes, telescopes, and multi-spectrum scanners. Shoes that sent the energy from walking back up your body in the strangest ways, simultaneously massaging and exercising every muscle with every step. Instantaneous communication via space-time ripples, as the Travelers communicated with others of their kind across the universe. Much more.


Occasionally an actual Traveler toured the Facility. Perhaps taking part in experiments, maybe just supervising. I never knew, and tried to avoid them: Their sweet-sickly scent made me want to puke, and about them there seemed always to be a prickling of static discharge, enough to make your hair twitch.


But I can tell you that the Travelers delivered on every single promise. Our hunger to begin the next phase knew no bounds. There was just one little hurdle . . .


• • •



[image: image]





One day we were called down to a laboratory on the lower levels. Professor Watanabe welcomed Rhonda, myself, and a military officer who seemed to find the whole thing distasteful. “Carver. Rhonda. General Lucas. Thank you for coming down.”


“I . . . well, we need to know what we have to work with,” Rhonda said.


The Professor scratched his shock of Einstein-white hair. “Well, we have a couple of different levels. Needless to say, there are human beings who will have sex with almost anything. No . . . let’s cancel the ‘almost.’ For enough money, some people will couple with anything possessing an orifice or protrusion.”


“Porn stars?” I asked. “Prostitutes?”


He nodded. “Yes, and they have been the first recruits to the cause.”


General Lucas frowned. “You mean it’s already happened?”


A faint smile. “Would you like to see vid?”


“No!” I sputtered, realizing that Rhonda had simultaneously said: “Yes!”


Watanabe flicked a switch, and an image appeared on the screen. A sparsely furnished room, with heavy floor matting. A muscular white male entered, nude but for a black Zorro mask. He was fully and rather impressively engorged.


“He’s a porn star, but insisted that his face be covered.”


Rhonda craned her head sideways. “I think I recognize him. Is that Maximum?”


Even I’d heard that name. Maybe you have too: “Maximum Thrust,” “Maximum Overdrive,” and “Maximum’s Minimum,” and so forth. He was notorious for his endless appetite and ability to perform under any and all circumstances. Considering his reputation, I wondered who’d paid whom.


“And now, there’s our visitor . . . ”


A hidden panel in the ceiling slid open. On slender wires, something resembling a blow-up sex doll descended toward the floor. Its arms and legs were cut short, and out bulged a mass of tissue as gelatinous as half-melted Jell-O.


“We’ve used other volunteers, augmenting with a Traveler-tweaked phosphodiesterase inhibitor. I think we have our first T-pharmaceutical. One dose seems to last . . . well, it hasn’t stopped working yet. We just don’t know. It might be permanent. I don’t mean erect constantly, I mean tumescence on demand. Whenever. Maximum didn’t need it.”


Rhonda uttered the most sincere “damn” I’d ever heard.


Once the union began, the outer shell seemed to dissolve. It looked as if it was devouring our volunteer. His splayed limbs, glistening perspiration and the trembling of lower-back muscles implied a kind of slack-jawed overwhelm that was very much at odds with his cool, controlled porno personae.


“Good lord,” I said.


Rhonda leaned forward. “So . . . they prefer males?”


“Oh, no, they like females as well.”


She emitted a short, rather chipper sigh.


The image was clipped short, followed by another. A woman, this one unmasked. A brown-skinned woman, Indonesian perhaps, cadaverously thin, and pock-marked as a golf ball. The Traveler crawled all over her. Her faux passion became real, and she bucked like a flag in a windstorm.


Rhonda’s eyes went wide. Watanabe switched it off. “So we have begun to fulfill the minimal contract. So some of their tech is filtering in already. And we might need it.”


“Why?”


“Because the next step is to prepare humanity for their arrival. We have begun subliminal and implanted imagery.”


A series of slides appeared: brief flashes of aliens implanted in crowd scenes. Fuzzy-wuzzies faces implanted in comedies, Coca-Cola commercials backed with snatches of what sounded like whale mating calls played backwards.


“What is that?”


“Their cultural music. We’re trying everything.”


“Carver and I have been working day and night to create the campaigns,” Rhonda said. “The biggest idea was to create one of Dr. Watanabe’s ‘aesthetic bridges.’ Images that are blends of human and Visitor, that help desensitize us to the sensory shock.”


“And is that working?” the general asked.


“The problem,” Watanabe said, “is what the cybersemiotics people refer to as the ‘uncanny valley.’ That if something looks nothing like us, we might have a positive or negative reaction. But as it gets closer to us, there is a point of greater and greater attraction . . . and then we flinch.”


“Why is that?”


He shrugged. “Could be a mechanism for detection of mutations. Birth defects. We don’t know. There is speculation that this is behind some forms of racism, or even why Cro-Magnons exterminated the Neanderthals.”


“Close,” Rhonda whispered, “but no cigar.”


“But there’s another set of responses. We fear the ‘other’ but are also exogamous. So there is something to play with, and always has been.”


“Do we have any sense of success?” Rhonda asked.


“Combinations of the subliminals, the sound, and manipulation of language and imagery in television and film—it’s like buying product placement, really—has reduced the revulsion rate by seventeen percent. And I think that might be our tipping point.”


The announcement was timed to go over every channel, all over the world, at the same time. The first images of what Rhonda always called “The Grays” were fuzzy and slightly doctored. And despite all our preparations, they still triggered an ocean of nausea and fear.


Like crystal cathedrals floating in a sea of clouds, the alien ships hovered above New York, L.A., Tokyo, Lagos, Johannesburg, London, Beijing, Moscow and fifty other major cities. Panic and riots ensued, but contrary to wide expectations, the Travelers didn’t land, let alone destroy or conquer. They just . . . hovered. We were told the situation, and what the visitors offered. State by state, the citizens were allowed to vote on whether the Visitors could touch ground.


Demonstrations. Signs abounded. “Hell no!” or their equivalents in a dozen languages.


Most places, that sentiment was almost universal. But a few . . . California for instance, said yes. And so, at last, aliens were among us. And again, they delivered on their promises, enabling those states to enjoy the bounty. The technology was tightly controlled, and only allowed into the areas that welcomed the Travelers. That was clever. We were both in control . . . and totally on the hook. Because everyone knew someone wasting away from some nasty ailment. Someone who was healed . . . or employed in one of the new industries that sprang up and became Google overnight. Within two years, there wasn’t a country on Earth that denied them. Traveler tech created a hundred billionaires and a thousand multi-millionaires in the first year.


You rarely saw Travelers on the street. When you did, it was in those odd suits and usually in a limo of some kind, usually piloted by a live human being. They appeared on documentaries and news shows, and then entertainment as well. Television, billboards, films . . . break-dancing amoebas, torch song-warbling slime molds. Slowly we began to see these concoctions more often, associated with puppies and smiling children . . . and sexy men and women.


The Travelers wanted to see that humans were accepting them.


They masked their pheromones, poured themselves into better and better fabrications, and even managed to appear in a series of Indian films. I thought I recognized Elvis doing a very creditable Bollywood Bhangra dance. Hard to say.


All paramecia look alike to me.
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Among hundreds of others, Rhonda and I were released from our contracts—now that it was out in the open, everyone clamored to work with Them. And the Traveler technology was integrated into our entertainment with steadily increasing frequency and effect. Movies were immersive and hyper-real, more so than any 3D, hologram, Showscan, or anything that had ever existed previously. Somehow we reacted more to those images than the real thing. Amazing. Humanity was heading for a renaissance. I have to admit that I felt a little guilty. The Travelers had come a trillion miles looking for love, and didn’t seem to understand the concept of prostitution. Before I left the facility, I had a final meeting with Elvis. He was squished into his exoskeleton, the pinkish indestructible Traveler-cloth “human” suit beneath his white sequined jumpsuit. I no longer felt the urge to vomit when I was around him. He’d changed his smell and appearance, and that sizzling sensation I got in his presence had died to a mere itch.


“Hello, Carver,” he said. “Good to see you.”


“And you.”


“I think,” he said, “that we’ve accomplished something wonderful together. Thank you.”


He handed me a card. “What’s this?


“A token of my appreciation. One million of your dollars.”


There it was. Another six zeroes. It was true that a rising tide lifted all boats, that a certain amount of inflation had accompanied Traveler wealth, but Rhonda and I had been paid so well, we’d raced ahead of that curve. In that moment, I realized I never had to work again for the rest of my life. “Thank you!”


Elvis’ face mask smiled. “Thankyouverymuch.” His namesake’s Vegas drawl. “Cheap at the price, old son.”


• • •
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Six weeks after we left the Facility, I asked Rhonda to marry me, and a month later, she agreed. Our honeymoon was a revelation, as if our prior sex life had been a mere appetizer, and she’d given me the keys to the kitchen. If she had lived a hundred lives as a leather-clad courtesan, that might have explained the days and nights that followed, as she opened one door after another for me, allowed me to glimpse what was within until it felt like she was running an electrified tongue over my body’s every exposed nerve. Then with a mischievous giggle she would close that door, give me just enough time to recover and then lead me staggering and wide-eyed to the next.


In retrospect, it was predictable that Rhonda would be the one to bring the fetish sites to my attention. Three months after we were married, she danced into my home office, touched my lips with hers and giggled. “Have I got something to show you!”


She led me to her office, where she worked so hard and late at night. Her computer was mostly used for graphics, but like the rest of us, she surfed the net to rest her brain in between creative spurts.


“I don’t want to tell you how I found this site . . . ”


“I think I can guess. Feeling a little frisky, were you?”


She turned the screen around, and for a moment my eyes didn’t focus. Then I saw a very pale woman, gelatinously obese with very short, bristly dark hair, sporting animated tattoos that mimicked organelles. They shivered and danced, while three men stood around her performing what I believe what Japanese aficionados would refer to as a bukkake ritual. If you don’t know what that is, look it up.


On the other hand, maybe you shouldn’t. Ignorance is bliss.


“Is she trying to look like a Traveler?”


“Wild, huh?”


The sound was much too good for speakers their size. I didn’t recognize the brand. “New speakers?”


“Nice, aren’t they?” The speakers were flat as glass panes, but the sound was as good as a ten thousand-dollar pair of Naim Ovators. T-tech. Traveler music wafted in the background, and with the new speakers, my ears absorbed odd, previously undetected undertones.


“Wow,” I said “That’s really strange. It’s a new world. That other stuff . . . wow.”


She suddenly pulled in on herself, shrank a little, seemed tentative and a little shy. “Does it turn you on?” Her forefinger fluttered along my forearm.


“Shit. No. You?”


She shrugged, her finger ceasing its dance. “Maybe . . . ”


“Well, we should take advantage of that . . . ”


“I’m busy right now,” Rhonda said, removing my hands. “ . . . but save some of that heat for me tonight, okay?”


But . . . she worked until midnight, and when she did come to bed, she rolled over and went to sleep. That’s marriage, I guess.
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More and more often, Rhonda seemed to be in a funk. I think we saw each other less frequently, pretty much devolving to roommates. It wasn’t that we didn’t love each other. It was that some critical spark was just . . . gone. She was doing more Traveler work, and the “bridging” was subtler. The T’s had gifted us with a printing process that conveyed a dimensional and multi-sensory aspect. Strange. You would look at a picture, and detect a scent. If you weren’t looking directly at it, you detected no smell. I have no idea how they did that, or how it worked, but it did.


Rhonda’s office was filled with more and more of these Traveler materials. She seemed increasingly dreamy and far away. And then one summer day in 2036 Rhonda left the house, and stayed out late.


Very late.


And when Rhonda returned in the early morning, she seemed . . . dazed. Like someone thoroughly stoned, with a secretive smile that was too damned easy to interpret. She curled up on the couch with a dreamy expression and wouldn’t talk to me. When I tried, she turned her face to the back of the couch and pretended to sleep. Finally, that night I brought her a tray of chicken wings, and set it down next to her. She smelled it. Turned, smiled faintly, but didn’t speak, other than offer a very soft:


“Thank you.”


At that moment, I was certain. “You did it, didn’t you?”


She looked at me, hands shaking. Didn’t answer.


“What was it like?” I asked.


She paused. Then her face softened, as I’d only seen in our deepest, most intimate moments. “I can’t describe it,” she said with an almost feverish intensity.


“Try,” I said. And in that moment I saw something from her I’d never seen before, and never would again: a desperate desire for me to understand her, as if in understanding we would bond more deeply. But something about what she said reminded me less of someone inviting you to a party, and more like someone skydiving without a parachute, terrified of dying alone. “Think of the worst kiss you’ve ever had. Then . . . the best sex. Can you do that?”


I couldn’t help but smile at how she trembled to say those words. “Okay. Then what?”


“The gap between them is like . . . what the Gray was like.” She gripped my hands, nails digging into my flesh. “Come with me. Let’s share this. Let’s . . . ” I guess that disgust is something I don’t hide well. She saw it, and drew away, the momentary vulnerability evaporated. Just like that. Gone.


Her lips twisted with sudden, bitter force. “You’re a coward.”


We slept in the same bed for a while after that, but . . . well, you know. And then she moved into the guest room, and never returned to our room. There would have been no point. We had no guests, and she wasn’t coming back to me.


• • •
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Ten years passed, one aching, disorienting day at a time. I had no need for earning money, but embraced busywork of many kinds, perhaps to distract myself from the unhappy fact that Rhonda and I had become mere roommates. Our sex life had dwindled to memories.


The world seemed to flow around me, like a stream dividing itself around a rock. I watched the fashions and culture slowly admit more and more Traveler imagery and influence, but little of it really seemed to break through my emotional cocooning. I had endless toys, and work, and that had to be enough.


Despite promises made in our empty bed I felt a certain nasty urge expanding inside me. Every time I heard Traveler music, that compulsion grew. When I watched movies with very special guest stars, something deep in my gut twitched. Like a tumor growing day by day right before your eyes, there is no single moment you can point to when you say, “Ah hah! It’s cancer!” It sneaks up on you.


The scope of change was too large, the implications beyond sanity. And then one day, as Rhonda had known, the hunger sharpened from a whisper to a scream. I called an aircab and vaped in the back seat until my head spun. It dropped me off in the middle of nowhere and I walked randomly. Yeah, right. Pretended that I didn’t know where I was going, finally ending up at one of the storefront enterprises they called a “friendship club.” Paid my considerable fee, and entered. I’d had to get very, very stoned, loaded enough that some part of me knew I would have plausible deniability.


In an office paneled with stars and nebulae stenciled with obscene constellations, I met with a thin man who asked a battery of questions. I guess I answered them properly because I was taken to a shower room, where I was told to bathe. The water wasn’t mere H2O, it had a taste to it, a smell that faded, as if my nose had been numbed. And they led me to a dimmed room.


I wished I’d vaped a little more.


The room’s only furniture was a black couch. And the door behind me was the only door, so I expected it to open, and for something else to enter. I felt myself dizzying as if the scented droplets evaporating on my flesh were seeping into my bloodstream. I needed to sit down. Lay down.


And the moment I did, the “couch” engulfed me.


Followed immediately by a wave of panic. God! It wasn’t a couch, it was the Traveler version of some kind of sex toy, some B&D playground, their version of leather and chains and whips and gag-balls. No! I . . .


And then I felt myself . . . embraced in every orifice. Welcomed. Hungered for. It was not love. Not sex. It was . . . the form for which all of those are shadows. The sound, and all the others merely echoes.


• • •
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When I awakened, I was alone in the room. The “couch” seemed just a couch again, although investigation revealed that it to be an exoskeleton, a costume, into which a Traveler had stuffed itself. I left the lust-chamber, walked out past the receptionist’s glassy smile. A half-dozen other adventurers hunched dazedly in the foyer, shuddering like men who had stepped out of a sauna into freezing cold. We sat around, half-dressed, unable to speak . . . and sharing a knowledge.


When I vacated the premises, the street outside shimmered with pools of cottony light radiating from no source I could determine. I swore I wouldn’t, but I turned around and returned to the friendship center and asked when I could go again. Months, they said. There was apparently a very long waiting list. I was told I could pay six figures to be placed at the head of that line. I’m sure Rhonda had. God help me, I considered. But . . . I just couldn’t.


• • •
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Strange how separate threads twist together into a braid strong enough to hang you. How easy it is to rationalize. How proud I was of my tolerance for pain. And fear. Everything was going so well, I told myself. Life was just wonderful. I’d never been wealthy, and money is its own opiate. Perhaps the most powerful. You live in a kind of tunnel, insulated from most concerns. My health remained perfect, as They had promised. I was the same, but thirty years in the social effects were now more noticeable.


Boys and girls seemed to care little for differentiating themselves by dresses and pants, or long and short hair, or makeup . . . as if that aching boy-girl tension no longer mattered quite so much. Or at all. I remember a morning on a London street, when I witnessed a wan couple pushing a perambulator down along the Thames. Our eyes met, and they smiled at me. Hopeful smiles. I smiled back. And as I always had, I reflexively peered into the baby carriage.


The infant was perhaps three months old, and gazing out at the world with the kind of glazed uncertainty that seems standard on babies that age. When it looked at me, it started to cry. I’d always found that sound to trigger the urge to comfort. Instead . . . its ululation was just irritating. It’s smooth pale flesh seemed . . . grublike, and its bald head reminded me of my father, when he was dying of cancer in an Atlanta hospice. I recoiled, and the baby cried more loudly, and the parents pulled back into their shells and hurried away.


It was the only baby I’d seen for a week. The last one I saw for a month.


I saw fewer children on the streets, more shuttered and boarded-up schools. Humanity was so happy, so drunk on our new longer lives and endless nifty T-Tech that we just ignored what was happening around us.


As for me . . . I never had so much as a sniffle, and maintained beautiful muscle tone without doing so much as a push-up . . . but certain hungers seem to have quieted. Women passing on the street were often strikingly beautiful, but in a “healthy animal” way, not a matter of artifice or attraction. It was almost as if I was noticing their loveliness the way I might think a painting was lovely. Or a one-man sky-strider “walking” between clouds. Beautiful. Distant. Irrelevant to anything but a cool aesthetic appreciation.


Then one spring day in 2054, I was having Zavo at a local Starbucks. Oh, right. I’ve not told you about that. Zavo is the commercial name for a T-tech drink. I think they bioengineered it to not only sensitize your brain to norepinephrine, like caffeine does, but provide co-factors that allowed your little gray cells to manufacture that juice with scary efficiency. How you can make something that lasts all day, has no jitters, and lets you sleep is beyond me. But it does.


Good dreams, too. Vivid. Intense.


When I drank it, I dreamed of the space between the stars.


A ratty looking little Asian guy dropped onto the seat across from me. He stared at me, not moving, not speaking. Not blinking. “Do I know you . . . ?” I finally asked.


“It hasn’t been that long,” he replied. “You haven’t forgotten so much . . . ?”


I skawed laughter. “Professor Watanabe! Man, it’s been a long time.” Hadn’t seen him since our days at the Facility. He hadn’t worn well. The Professor was well dressed, but he looked tense, like Atlas trying to be casual while holding the world on his shoulders. “You’re doing well. We’re all doing well.”


“Travelers,” he said.


A bubble car sailed by, a paramecium in the back seat, a superfluous human pretending to pilot a drone. Fashion statement. Professor Watanabe held my eyes with a smile, and slid over a silver thumb drive.


“What’s this?” I asked. It looked antique, probably only holding a few terabytes.


“Something you need to look at. Tonight.”


“What is it?”


“Just read it. The core document will take a few minutes. You could spend a year going through the supporting data. All you could want.”


“But what . . . ?”


“Open it. Remember my name, and open it.”


Then, smile frozen on his face, Watanabe left the table. I turned the drive over and over again in a shaking hand.


What the hell?


• • •
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As I said, the drive was decades old. Not T-Tech, not even current technology. That should have been a clue. I dragged out an ancient laptop. Instructions scribbled on the side of the drive warned me to disable Wi-Fi before booting, and I did. It utilized an old fashioned USB connection. I actually had to visit a vintage computer shop to find a proper connection, making lame excuses to the salesman to explain why I wanted a device that had been obsolete for at least thirty years. When I returned home with my acquisition, it took me an hour to figure out how to patch the computer to the drive. When I finally succeeded, a password prompt appeared.


Password? The professor didn’t give me—


Then I recalled his odd request: “Remember my name.”


Was that it? I typed “Watanabe” in, and to my pleasant surprise, his face materialized.


“Greetings, Mr. Kofax,” he said. As in the coffee shop, Watanabe’s face was pale and drawn. Leeched of color and life. The problem was not his physical health, I was sure. The Travelers had made sure of that. It was something else. Something worse. “You must be wondering about why the cloak and dagger. Well, you aren’t going to wonder for very long. I’m going to make this short, but I cannot make it sweet.” He wiped his hand across his forehead, smearing a slick of perspiration. “I wish I could. The short version is: We made a mistake, Carver. You and I. We were the heroes, remember? We figured it out. Well, I should have stuck with teaching, and you should have stuck to flogging soap.”


“Why?” I muttered.


“Why? Because we’ve done our job too well. Something is going wrong. Human beings aren’t having much sex anymore. Not with each other, at least. The mistake was thinking that when the Travelers told us they could not lie, they were offering every implication of their actions. They were honest, but not . . . forthcoming.”


“What are you talking about?” I muttered. For the second time, it was as if he heard me, or had anticipated my thoughts.


“What I mean is that we figured everything was safe, because we evaluated how Traveler tech affected us. Their music, for instance. Played through our equipment, we found nothing to worry about. But then we began to upgrade our systems, using their tech, and frankly we failed to continue testing as carefully as we should. Traveler tech increased the bandwidth. They’ve given us biological, optical, computational, and auditory technology, and we paid too much attention to how powerful it was, and not enough to how it all interlocked. How, once assembled, it would have emergent properties.”


“Meaning what?”


This was some kind of video AI program. Even coming over an obsolete thumb drive, somehow it was still responding to me. Try as the Professor had to avoid it, Traveler tech’s tendrils were everywhere. “Meaning that we gave them access to our hardware and software . . . and wetware, Carver. And they are reprogramming us.”


“How? To do what?”


“Birthrates are dropping. It’s happening faster and faster. Twenty percent reduction throughout the world, and no one panicked, because no one is complaining. We’ve gone numb somehow. We’re just . . . not servicing each other.”


It . . . was true. Rhonda and I hadn’t had sex in over a decade, and I hadn’t really considered the implications. And kids? We’d never talked . . .


No, that’s not true. Once upon a time, we’d talked about having babies. We both came from large families, both loved our brothers and sisters, nieces and nephews . . . how unlikely was it that neither of us would hanker for kids?


“Carver, you need to look at the data. This isn’t accidental, and it isn’t local. This is greatest catastrophe in the history of our species. An extinction level event.”


He said more, but it was much the same, except for a request that I meet with him, secretively, in a week’s time.


A week. Time to research, to sift through the mountain of data on that drive. Time to think, and decide.


So . . . I looked. I slept perhaps three hours a night, barely eating or drinking, drunk with terror.


The data was incontrovertible.


For reasons no one understood, the Traveler effect was growing. Human beings were becoming more attracted to the aliens than we were to each other. Once you opened your eyes, the whole thing was obvious. I guess it was just that they were so . . . far beyond ugly that the idea they were some kind of competitive threat was absurd. You just couldn’t take the notion seriously. But something had functioned like cosmic beer goggles.


And another terrible thing: My brain said to scream what I’d learned from the rooftops, to find some way to stop this, to crush them all. But another part of me (and I know how sick this sounds) felt protective of the Travelers. More so than I did of actual human children. Just as the data suggested. Show me a picture of one of the gelatinous oozing masses, and I felt like I had a lapful of warm kittens. Look at a picture of a bubbly brown-skinned baby, and all I could see was Louis Armstrong dipped in thirty-weight.


I blinked, and shook my head, and considered.


I couldn’t talk to Rhonda. Dared not. Our bank account suggested she had paid almost a quarter-million dollars to be part of an exclusive “friendship” club, getting serviced once a week. On what world could I trust her?


Certainly not this one.


The phone rang.


“So have you read through everything?” Dr. Watanabe asked.


“Yes,” I said. “What are we going to do?”
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I had been welcomed into a circle of rebels, all men and women Watanabe trusted. We met secretly in the professor’s home, and discussed our quandary. Did we publicize and risk losing our window of opportunity? Careful overtures to seats of power had been rebuffed. We decided upon action.


There was a central media node in central Dallas where alien music and images were inserted in television, vids, and neural feeds. You’ve probably read the reports, or saw the trial, one of several triggered by similar actions around the globe. Ours was merely the first. I won’t drag you through the overly familiar details, but here are the most critical:


The node was the repository of a vast river of information constantly streamed over multiple channels, probably including those ripples in space-time, the secrets we had coveted enough to ignore the risks of unknown technology. Watanabe reasoned that if we could destroy it, perhaps people would awaken from the trance we had helped induce.


As you know if you watch the news, we were successful getting in, planting our devices. The bomb exploded, killing Professor Watanabe, a woman named Courtney Pickett, and two watchmen. But . . . the brain, the core of the facility itself, survived.


The police swooped in, loyal to their Traveler masters. There was no place to hide. We never had a chance to get away. The police had us before we could reach our nests or hidey-holes. It was almost as if they had known in advance, as if they wanted a terrorist act to use as an example. As if . . .


Rhonda.


She had hacked my computer. Rhonda, my loving wife. Wearing makeup that made her skin shimmer with translucence, revealing the succulent meat beneath.


My wife. My love. My betrayer.


The trial was short and sensational. My lawyers were the best that Traveler money could buy. I got the death penalty. Rhonda testified against me, her face a fish tank of gliding paramecium. The human judge wore silvery Traveler makeup, so that the inside of her head looked like a jar of winking cat’s eyes.


I was screwed.


When Rhonda left the courthouse on that last day, she never looked back.


That’s really all there is to say. They’re coming now. I thought I’d have more time. Everyone does.


• • •
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Two guards and a sad-faced minister in dark pants and shirt escorted Carver Kofax from his cell. He had been afraid for so long that he now felt only emptiness, as if the extreme emotion had hollowed him out.


“Are you ready, my son?” the priest asked. “Our father, who art in heaven, vanguard of our Traveling friends and saviors . . . ”


“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Carver muttered.


The death chamber was steel walls and a steel seat with clamps for his legs and arms. “Any last words?” the executioner asked after the shackles were snapped into place. On his neck, a Traveler tattoo crawled and beckoned lasciviously. Kofax swallowed back a sour taste. All the fear that had been hiding somewhere in the back of his head exploded to life, and he bucked against his restraints.


“This isn’t right,” Carver screamed. “You’re making a mistake. We’re all making a mistake—”


The executioner had left the chamber, sealed the door behind him. Vents at the floor level began to hiss, and greenish wisps of gas puffed out, pooled around his feet, and began to rise. He coughed, vomited, made one final convulsive push against the shackles, and then collapsed.


His vision slid to black.


And then . . . nothing.


• • •
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I can’t believe I’m writing this. It shouldn’t be possible, but then, so many things have changed in what used to be “our” world.


Sparkles of light. I blinked. And opened my eyes.


White walls, humming machines of unknown design. But the humans standing over the bed, an East Indian and a coarse, chunky-looking pale blond woman, both wore medicinal white. “Where am I?” My throat felt dry and raw. It hurt even to whisper. Was this hell? Wasn’t I dead?


“Wrong question,” the doctor said. His skin and subcutaneous fat were translucent, his organs sparkling in his meat bag. Some kind of light-bending makeup, no doubt.


“What’s the right question?”


“When are you?”


That made no sense, but I played along. “All right. When am I?”


“It is 2105. You’ve been gone for fifty years.”


My mind went blank. “What the hell . . . ? I . . . I . . . ”


“I know. You thought you were dead. But you can thank the Travelers for that. They don’t kill, even when you transgress against them. They just . . . put you aside for a time.”


• • •
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After I checked out of the hospital, I discovered that my bank account had been gaining interest for half a century, and now contained more than I could ever spend. There were also fewer people to help me spend it. The decrease in population was noticeable. The streets were almost empty, as if everyone were indoors watching a parade. The few human beings I saw scuttled along the concrete like lonely crabs, ancients in young bodies, morbidly afraid of their good health, of the vibrancy that would turn into sudden death without warning. That was what the Travelers promised, yes? Perfect health until death.


And of course, they didn’t lie.


I saw no children at all.


Quietly, without any fuss, the Travelers were taking over the world. Not a shot fired.
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Rhonda still lived in our penthouse. When she appeared on the vid screen she was . . . strange. She had aged another fifty years, but other than tight, shiny skin and eyes drowned in fear and fatigue, on first look she hadn’t changed much. The second and third looks told a different story. It was difficult to put my finger on precisely what was disturbing. Was it makeup? Surgery? Not sure. But it was almost as if she was some alien creature pretending humanity, as if there was nothing left of Rhonda at all.


“Carver?” she said, and in that moment her shock and surprise gave human animation to the mask of gelid flesh surrounding those mad eyes. “But . . . you’re dead!”


Damn. Had no one told her? I explained what had happened to me. At first she was in shock, but in time, guilt and relief mingled on her face. “You . . . you’re so ugly.” She cried for a moment, then wiped the tears away. I was hideous to her. Because I looked human. But so did she, at least on the surface. So some part of her had fought to remain human, even as another part had grown increasingly repulsed by that very thing.


Suddenly, the impact of what had happened really hit me. My knees buckled, and the world spun and darkened before I regained my balance. “I . . . oh, God. What did you do?”


“I . . . I’m old, Carver, but I still want to be touched. I’m too human for most people now. I should have had more operations, more implants, but I just couldn’t.” Her face twisted with self-loathing and something else, the barest touch of hope. “Has it been a long time for you? We could . . . I have virtual lenses I could wear. It would make you look . . . we could . . . ”


“Fifteen spice tuna roll,” I said.


“What?” her mouth hung slack, and beneath the mask of youth, I saw an old, old woman.


“Sometimes,” I said, “you just have to know when to quit.”


I hung up.


I had the money and time to travel, and did. It didn’t matter what I said or did, not any longer. I wasn’t censored or inhibited in any way. Things had progressed too far. Whatever the Travelers had done to humanity had taken hold. What few young people stumbled through the cities seemed pale, genderless ghosts floating through a concrete graveyard. Earth’s cities were clean but sparsely occupied, and in the country, one could drive for miles and never glimpse a human face.


I did see human couples from time to time. One or two a month. It was good to know that whatever the Travelers had done was not 100% effective. Just . . . 99.9%.


I found myself laughing for no apparent reason. A lot.


I think I was afraid that if I ever stopped, I’d kill myself.
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On leaving the hospital, I’d been given a plastic bag containing my possessions, along with a key to a storage locker where Rhonda had sent the majority of my possessions. One day after returning from one of my lonely trips, I wandered to the fenced facility and spent a few hours digging through the detritus of a remarkable, accursed life. Here was a bit of my childhood . . . there a photograph from our Barbados honeymoon. There a set of notes from some college assignment I could no longer remember. And bundles of old clothes. I rifled the pockets of a coat, and out fell a business card.


I bent, picked it up, and read it. Twice. And then, almost as if my lips were moving by themselves, I spoke the number and a circuit opened. The conversation was short, but enthusiastic. Within seconds a car hovered down from the sky and its door slid open.


The ride took about twelve minutes, and covered the distance from Los Angeles to a two-story white mansion in Whitehaven on the outskirts of Memphis. The airdrone deposited me on the lawn. I rang the doorbell, finger shaking.


Elvis answered the front door. He was as recognizable as ever, an amoeba in a rhinestone suit.


“Howdy there, Carver. How’s it shakin’?” His translation equipment had not only improved, but had mastered the local drawl.


“I, uh . . . I guess I’m a little surprised . . . ” So he, or It (or they. What the hell did I really know?), had purchased The King’s cottage. Hardly surprising. Travelers could pretty much have anything they wanted.


“That ah like this form? You thought ah was kidding?”


“No,” I said. I felt like my bones were made of sand. “I guess I didn’t.”


“We don’t lie.”


“No, you don’t.” There was something so ridiculous, so cosmically absurd about the gelatinous form in the white sequins, gliding on a mucous trail through a pop-culture mausoleum, that the occasion was almost solemn. “You fit here,” I said. “I guess you learned from us, too.”


“It goes both ways,” Elvis said. “A little.”


Videos of Jailhouse Rock and Viva Las Vegas, a garage filled with vintage cars and halls swathed in platinum records. Elvis talked non-stop, as if he had memorized a billion factoids about a singer dead for more than a century, someone whose hip-shaking melodies must have traveled a trillion miles before reaching whatever the Travelers used instead of ears. The tour ended in a den dominated by an empty fireplace pointing out this or that artifact, including a certificate signed by Richard Nixon and the head of the DEA, presented to Elvis Aaron Presley on December 21, 1970 authorizing him as a “Federal Agent at Large,” whatever the hell that meant.


I shook myself out of my trance. “How many times have you done this?” I said in the smallest voice I had ever heard emerge from my throat.


“Toured people through Graceland?”


“No.” I gestured vaguely. “This. What you did to us.”


“What you did to yourselves. Oh, no one really knows. You call us Travelers, but we’re really more like traders. Sex isn’t universal. But there’s always something people want. Your media images showed you to be both attracted and repelled by sex, and by strangeness, and that gave us our opportunity.”


I plopped down on the couch, finally feeling the weight of my frozen years. At least I thought it was a couch. It didn’t molest me, anyway. “So it’s . . . just over for us? For the human race?”


“Not totally,” Elvis said, and somehow a twitch of his protoplasm resembled a sneering lip. “The crèches will keep pumping you guys out. Humans are fun. Entertaining. I mean . . . we don’t hate you or anything. So please, live out the rest of a long, long life. What wonders you will see! You’re walking history, you know. And . . . we owe it all to you.” The creature turned, the organelles floating within the transparent sack very much like a swarm of anxious eyes. They even narrowed in something I interpreted as regret, or concern. “You’re angry. I can tell. I understand,” he said. “And I’m sorry.”


Elvis paused. “Say: I know,” he brightened. “Want to fuck?”


I stared in disbelief, sputtering and trying to . . . trying to . . .


“Oh,” I finally sighed. “What the hell.”
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“We made you, you know.”


Carver Seven listens intently. The man, who also self-designates as Mikhail and Only Human Being On This Fucking Island, has not spoken often lately. Instead it stares off across the sea in silence, or makes its snuffling animal sounds while excess lubricant from pivoting photoreceptors leaks down the front of its head and spatters the sand. The man once referred to this process as crying like a little bitch.


At the moment, Carver Seven and the man are crafting spears in the shade of a storm-bent palm. Carver Seven prefers the sunshine, where his slick, black carbon skin thrums under the life-giving gaze of Watcher-in-the-sky. He tolerates the shade for the man’s sake.


“How made me you I know?” Carver Seven asks, approximating the man’s wet language with choppy bursts from his audio port. It is far more nuanced than the chattering of the long-limbed climbers in the wood but also far, far from the streaming clicks and squeals of true speech.


“You’re like a damn chatbot, aren’t you?” the man says. “Except you can’t link me any porn.”


“How made me you I know?” Carver Seven repeats. He has learned to ignore extraneous input, differentiating when the man speaks to itself from when it speaks to him. Carver Seven works the end of the spear to a sharp point on the bladed edge of his manipulator.


“In some lab, somewhere. Maybe they knew the world was all going to hell. Wanted to leave something behind to keep going after we’re gone.”


Carver Seven sticks the finished spear into the pale gray sand. “In some lab, somewhere, how made me you metal . . . ” Carver Seven taps both manipulators against himself, then indicates the man’s flaky red skin, “ . . . from meat?”


“They didn’t use meat. They used alloys, and silicon, and, you know, all that robot shit.”


Considering the blasphemous idea is an odd thrill. The man is very wise, in some ways, able to predict movements in the currents around the island and predict weather from the clouds. It claims to have come from a floating metal village that sank into the sea. If the man could make a metal village, maybe it could make other metal things, too.


Or repair them.


Carver Seven compares his gleaming black form, his nimble treadfeet and deft manipulators and prehensile photoreceptors, to the labored collection of blood and meat and bone that is the man. The man has come close to involuntary shutdown three times since it washed up on the island, whether by the elements or the animals.


There is a dim physical resemblance, but, if anything, the man is a fragile facsimile. It seems improbable, along with blasphemous, that the man could have created him, or even that the man could repair a particular Carrier’s caved-in head. His hope fades slightly.


“No,” Carver Seven says.


“Then where did you come from, smart guy?” the man asks.


Carver Seven moves from the shade and points one manipulator to Watcher-in-the-sky’s burning photoreceptor, hanging high above the cobalt sea. “Then where did I come from the sky, smart guy,” Carver Seven says. “Look at me now.” He prises open his head so the man can see the lifelight burning steadily inside of him, see his thoughts sparking and colliding. “Piece of Watcher-in-the-sky to each baby one of Watcher-in-the-sky,” he explains.


“Sun-worship,” the man says. “How original.” The man returns to its spear, stripping it with the sharp metal digit Carver Seven has also seen it use to gouge symbols, over and over again, into the peeling bark of the palms. “Guess it makes sense. You’re solar-powered. You need light to function.”


“Yeah,” Carver Seven says, beginning a new spear. “But some are learn a new way.”


“Good for you,” the man says, staring back across the sea.


• • •



[image: image]





Those are the man’s last sounds of the day, and when Watcher-in-the-sky starts to sink, Carver Seven leaves him. The clan is situated near the edge of the forest, where Cartographers found an ideal outcrop of stone and Carriers and Carvers used fallen trees to fashion it into a shelter, both from the storms and from predators drawn to the heat of their lifelights during the night.


But before Carver Seven returns to the village, he goes to see Recycler. He picks out her frequency and sees she is at the flat rock outside her shelter, which is slightly deeper in the wood. Carver Seven was the one who helped her rebuild it after the last storm, because the other Carvers claimed task overload.


Recycler is the only Recycler. Carver Seven thinks that maybe this is why she stays apart from the clan. When Carver Seven arrives to the flat rock, he finds her crouched over a dead pig. Recycler has the broad back and strong servos of a Carrier, and sometimes, from a distance, Carver Seven can pretend she is Carrier Three. But she is not. The bladed manipulators splitting open the animal’s stomach are unique in shape, and she does things nobody else can do. She is Recycler.


With a gaseous hiss, the pig’s innards spill out as pink wet ropes. Recycler sinks both manipulators inside its body, splashing the rock with blood and uncongealed shit. This is not the first animal Carver Seven has seen her disassemble. Sometimes a burrower will trample through the village, and if the clan cannot drive it away they kill it with a spear. They take it to Recycler, and she brings them back the fat to use as joint lubricant, and the skin stretched and cured for waterproofing.


But lately, Recycler has been hunting. Lately, she does something new. As Carver Seven watches, she pries open her hidden mouth, the whirring orifice the clan can use in cases of great need, when Watcher-in-the-sky slips behind the veil for days on end. Carver Seven has used it himself only once, feeding it with crushed leaves and bark to keep his lifelight on during a dark week. The experience was not pleasant.


Now Recycler takes her proboscis, fashioned from bone and tanned skin and parts of old Carrier that Carver Seven recognizes, and sinks it into the dead pig. Carver Seven blanks his photoreceptors. He does not want to accumulate more visual data of the act. He does not like disassembling of any kind. Not since the accident. 


“May Watcher-in-the-sky turn his gaze to you,” Recycler clicks, acknowledging his presence before they slip into their familiar frequency. “Is it your rotator again?”


“My rotator is well, thank you.” Carver Seven flexes the joint she repaired for him a few days prior, to show he has full mobility. Then he places his move in the strategy game they are playing and gives her a rough transcription of everything the man said during the day. He emphasizes the man’s claim of creation, because he has been turning it over and over in his mind.


“The man says many interesting things.” Recycler wins the strategy game in one deft move—she is too clever, with Carrier Three he could battle back and forth for days on end—and offers him a turn with the proboscis. Carver Seven refuses, as always. He remembers the first and only time he tried using the animal fuel and how his body rejected the blood and bile, spitting it back up. Recycler has adjusted to it. She can use it to work through the entire night, awake in the unholy dark. The rest of the clan does not know this.


Carver Seven keeps her secret, because she keeps his.


“Is it possible the man made us?” Carver Seven asks. His photoreceptors stray to the packed dirt behind Recycler’s shelter, where his secret is wrapped and buried.


Recycler deliberates another second. “The only way to know if the man is correct or not is to pry its head open and search its memory,” she clicks. “Since you are so certain the man has a lifelight inside its hairy skull and is not merely an animal like the climbers in the forest.”


Carver Seven is silent. It is not the first time Recycler has mentioned the idea. Carver Seven does think the man has a lifelight, but he does not think it can be accessed the same way. When he first found the man, blood was leaking from its head. 


“May I see her?” he asks.


Recycler gives a long clicking scan to ensure nobody is nearby. Then she reaches down into the hard-packed dirt and begins to dig. Carver Seven joins her, shoveling fast and then slow as they reach the correct depth. He retrieves Carrier Three’s bashed-in head from where it is hidden in the dark earth, far from the gaze of Watcher-in-the-sky, secret from the clan. In violation of the traditions, Carrier Three was not fully recycled after a falling stone crushed her. Carver Seven pleaded and pleaded and pleaded until Recycler agreed to save her head.


Carrier Three’s photoreceptors are blank, and she makes no sound in response to Carver Seven’s soft clicks. But he knows her lifelight is not fully extinguished. He knows if he waits and watches long enough, he will see a single lazy spark moving in slow circles.


“Nobody can repair a damaged lifelight,” Recycler clicks. “Not the man. Nobody.”


Carver Seven puts what is left of Carrier Three deep inside his main cavity and covers it over. Recycler is usually correct. Recycler is clever. 


But Carver Seven has to try.


• • •
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The next day, he goes to visit the man again.


“Hey, look who it is,” he warbles from a distance, because the man startles easily, like a bird. It looks up at him. Its photoreceptors are pink and glassy.


“Hey, yourself, robo-parrot,” the man says, then returns to its work. There is a storm-felled tree between its soft feet, and it is using the sharp appendage to strip away the branches. Carver Seven looks around and sees remnants of fire, burned pieces of animal. The man has hunted, how Recycler hunts. Beyond the mess, there are two more trunks already stripped smooth. He wonders what the man is building.


But his original query is much more important. 


“Can you do me a favor and fuck off?” Carver Seven asks.


That gets the man’s attention. Its audio port opens and it makes the clipped noise that repeats, over and over, sometimes when the man is pleased but more often when it leaks lubricant.


Carver Seven scans up and down the beach. “Can you do me a favor and fuck off and look here and fix it up a bit?” he asks. Then he opens his main cavity and pulls out Carrier Three’s caved-in head.


“Whoa.” The man’s photoreceptors enlarge. “Did you do that? This some Lord of the Flies type shit?”


“Lord of the Flies type shit?” Carver Seven echoes, trying to parse the new sound units.


The man shakes its head. “Who is it?” it asks. 


Carver Seven thinks hard. He knows what this latest question means, but he does not know how to communicate Carrier Three’s name, the beautiful arc of click-squeal-click, into the man’s ugly wet language. Then his subroutines dredge up the sound unit the man used to wail at the sea, used to punctuate long rambling speeches with.


“She is Anita,” Carver Seven says.


The muscles across the front of the man’s head, around its ever-wet audio port and brown photoreceptors, twitch in response to the sound unit Anita. Carver Seven recognizes it now as distress. He wonders if he has made a language error. Then the muscles slacken again.


“Don’t say that,” it says. “You don’t understand. Don’t have a fucking idea. You’re a robot.”


“Can you fix it up a bit?” Carver Seven asks.


The man stares blankly at him, unresponsive.


“You say you make us in lab you know,” Carver Seven says, trying to lay things out as clearly as he can. “Is it yes? Is it no? Make her good, please.” He extends Carrier Three’s head toward the man.


The man takes her, gentler than Carver Seven would have guessed from how it handles most objects, and holds her in soft fleshy manipulators. “You think I can fix your friend,” it says. It makes the clipped noise, but only once. Its audio port is contorted. “Jesus. I’m not a roboticist, buddy, I’m an electrician. I . . . ” Its sounds stop. “This why you been hanging around, then?”


Carver Seven can make no sense of it. Too many new sound units in new patterns, not enough context. “Can you fix it up a bit?” he repeats. “Make to see. Make to talk. Make to think.”


The man looks down at Carrier Three’s head. “Sure,” it says, the sound coming quietly. “Okay. I’ll fix your friend for you. I’ll make your friend good.”


The man is going to repair Carrier Three’s lifelight. Carver Seven replays the sounds over and over to be sure he has divined the correct meaning. Each loop sends a fragile joy through him. 


“But you have to do something for me, too, okay?” the man says. “You have to help me build this boat and get off this island. Okay?”


“Okay,” Carver Seven says, not bothering to ask what this boat is. “Okay, okay, okay, okay, okay.”


Carver Seven will help the man build, and in return the man will bring Carrier Three back to him.


• • •
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Over the course of the next three days, Carver Seven learns what a boat is: a collection of trunks and branches lashed together with vines in order to float on top of the sea, as a leaf floats on the surface of a puddle. The man explains it as they work. The man is slow and clumsy and tires easily, but is also clever the way Recycler is clever. Always thinking a move ahead, always ready to change the plan when obstacles arise, when the wood starts to warp or the vines are too brittle.


It gives Carver Seven hope that the man will be able to fix Carrier Three. Often while Carver Seven works, shredding branches and sanding the logs smooth, the man sits in the shade with Carrier Three’s head. It is difficult to keep his photoreceptors from straying to them. Whenever he looks over, the man is tapping Carrier Three with its soft manipulators, rapping out mysterious patterns, the muscles of its face clenched in what Carver Seven knows is concentration.


“I just need a few more days,” the man says when he notices. “I’m getting there. Your friend is almost fixed.”


“Okay,” Carver Seven says, feeling a surge of optimism at the news. “Great, just fucking great.”


The man pushes air from its audio port. “How is it you ended up cussing more than I do? I know I don’t cuss that much.”


“How is few?” Carver Seven asks. “Few is one few is two few is three?”


“Two,” the man says, putting both manipulators to its sides, looking over the boat. “Few is two.”


“Could be Anita fixed up and boat all finished few two days,” Carver Seven says, hoping that the two events to coincide, that Carrier Three wakes up to see the finished boat Carver Seven has helped to build. She always liked to see the things Carver Seven made. She could always recognize the distinct marks and flourishes of his manipulators.


The man’s face contorts as if it is briefly distressed. “Could be,” it says. There is a long silence. “What do you think Anita means?” it asks softly. “When you say Anita, what’s it mean to you?”


Carver Seven thinks hard, looping all his favorite memories of Carrier Three, the ones he views so often they have started to decay. The broad shape of her back, her thick sturdy joints. The proud way she made stacks of wood and stone look light as air. Her kindness. How she always saved the best material, an interesting piece of driftwood or a particularly soft wedge of rock, to share with him, to watch him shape. Their slow-moving strategy game, their familiar channel, their small secrets. All the things they had done before her lifelight was damaged.


“Anita is you need light to function,” Carver Seven says. “Anita is you need and is gone.”


“Yeah,” the man says. There is lubricant shining in its photoreceptors. “Yeah. She was always a better swimmer than me. I don’t know how it happened.” The man wipes at its photoreceptors to clear them. “Look, buddy, you should take the head back. When I told you . . . ” It falls silent, looking at the boat again. “You’re just a robot,” the man says, but to itself more than to Carver Seven. “And we’re nearly finished. You better head off, tin man. Back to work bright and early tomorrow.”


Carver Seven understands the sentiment. “Piss off, get out of here,” he says, waving one manipulator in the gesture the man uses to end a work cycle.


“Yeah,” the man says. “Same to you.”


It is still staring down at Carrier Three’s head when Carver Seven leaves the beach. 


• • •
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As soon as he enters the village, Carver Seven can tell something is wrong. The air is thick with speech, with the click and buzz and squeal of the clan in deep discussion, but when Carver Seven tunes himself to the frequency he finds it slippery, fragmented. First he suspects he has been damaged somehow, but then he realizes that the truth is far worse. The clan has excluded him intentionally.


Shock numbs him for a moment. He has spent most of the past three days out on the beach with the man, but that is only because the workload in the village has been light. The last storm caused little damage. The decision on a new fence to keep animals out has been delayed while the Cartographers debate its placement. Carver Seven has neglected no duties.
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