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Into the sea, eventually.

—Jimi Hendrix, “Castles Made of Sand”

Beyond payment, retribution, redemption—beyond all the bargains and the balances.

—Ursula K. Le Guin, Tehanu




PART 7

JUBILEE


1

THE TOKYO CANAL

All was fire, a great conflagration roaring from the charcoal of a starless cosmos. Billowing and flaring, licking and swelling, the flames raged so fiercely they made the universe an oven for existence itself. The substance of galaxies crackled into nothingness, time melted into stasis, space reduced to the ashes of nowhere. Not even fire could escape this blaze, a fire to end all fires. Until the next cycle, at least . . .

Or is it fire? thought Amon. Then what had appeared to be an inferno of measureless intensity began to dwindle rapidly, settling into something much more mundane: squirming twinkles and shadow dapples that wavered and merged against a field of pale orange and red—his eyelids turned translucent by light filtering through them.

Amon could only suppose that he had just woken from sleep, though it felt like no awakening he had ever known. Lacking was the firmness of a futon, floor, or other surface at his side or back. Lacking was the touch of any covering fabric like clothes or blankets. Lacking also was any heat or cold, any taste or scent. The glow that defied his closed eyes told him there was something outside, and yet everything else seemed to suggest otherwise. He might have doubted he had a body at all, if not for the faint throbbing in his chest synched to a slow thumping in his inner ear, and the ever-so-gradual rise and fall of his abdomen. His heart was beating and he was breathing—sure signs that he was still alive, which surprised him, though he couldn’t rally the effort to remember why. The idea of dredging up a memory from the stagnant murk of his consciousness was too daunting to bear. The best his will could manage was to open his eyes.

When the curtain of embers lifted away, Amon found himself upright in midair with his chin resting on his sternum. The long drop to the floor past the slope of his bare torso startled him, and rousing the sleep-deadened muscles of his neck, he lifted his head.

It seemed that he was floating unsupported near the ceiling of a capacious room hung with rows of huge blobs. The distance remaining above his head was nearly equal to his height, while the fall below his limply hanging toes might have been ten times that.

As drowsiness gave way to the sharp clarity of fear, Amon began to rotate his head from side to side, peering warily around him, and saw that the blobs were enormous fruit. Slightly taller from base to tip than he was, they were shaped like long slender figs with dark purple or burgundy skin, and dangled from the ceiling on cobalt stems at uneven intervals in every direction. Amon was suspended alongside them, completely naked, as though his gaunt, brown body had ripened from the air. The room was otherwise empty and might have resembled an unstocked warehouse, if not for the unusual material of its surfaces. The fruit-laden ceiling just above, the floor far below, and the distant walls they met were all composed of plants packed together into a solid foam-like mass—a great variety of tightly braided fronds, cacti, leaves, stems—some of which glowed in festive colors, combining into a soft apricot light.

The back of Amon’s neck began to tingle with unease at the uncanny scene. Suddenly restless, he windmilled his arms and splayed his legs every which way, but could find no grip or footing. He bucked and twisted to spin himself around, but could get no traction. Whatever he did, his torso remained fixed in the same position and orientation as if by some subtle force like gravity, though he felt as light as dandelion fluff. Apparently, the transparent medium he was breathing held him without providing enough resistance to swim, though it felt literally like nothing, unaccompanied even by gentle brushing through his nostrils.

With each second that passed, Amon liked being stuck there less, an ant in invisible honey, and began to search around for some way to escape. He soon noticed that the spacing of the strange fruits was not as random as it had first appeared; their layout followed a pattern, and the spot he occupied seemed to be a gap. Sure enough, when he squinted and focused his eyes in the right way, he could make out a faint barrier surrounding him in the shape of one of the fruits, like a diaphanous membrane.

What is this place? Who has left me in this cage? A jolt of panic linked Amon’s awareness to a memory of the same feeling, to another moment of panic. A mangled face was staring out from a hidden crevice of his mind. Jets of horror and revulsion groaned out from cracks in the subliminal darkness. Barrow lying bloody on the floor, “Intruder!” called out in his ruined voice, guards with assault dusters swarming in. With a shudder, Amon let his head and limbs fall slack again, overwhelmed by his recollection of maiming this man and by the ominous certainty that he was forgetting something even more awful from earlier that day, a wound howling in the depths of him. But he wasn’t ready to go down there just yet, and pushed the apparition of Barrow aside. Breath coming shallow and fast, he forced himself to recall instead what had happened next.
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Amon had fled down the stairs of the Cyst, with Barrow’s lackeys in close pursuit, nerve dusting any armed person that crossed his path. He remembered now with anguish their screams before they tumbled down the stairs one after the next.

Once he had leapt down the final flight and burst outside, he looked up toward the roof of the Cyst. He was thinking how he might climb the surrounding buildings undetected to meet there with Rashana, still circling overhead in her rotorcraft, when an alarm call went out, “Security alert! OpSci intruder! Fire on sight! Alert!” as a bell sounded overhead.

So Amon kept running, seeking the narrowest squeezeways, unwatched by sentinels who might identify the OpSci disguise he still wore, but he soon lost his way. Most of the disposcrapers had been thrown up willy-nilly after the devastation wrought by the council coup the night before, and the reconstructed slumscape was unfamiliar to him. With the alarm call propagating from lookout to lookout far above, Amon knew it would reach the tunnels out of Xenocyst well before he did. When he spotted a nook just above the path, he shimmied up to empty his aching bladder in the corner and consider ways to escape.

He had eluded Sekido after the jazz bar brawl by stealing digiguises from the passengers on an elevator. Could he try a similar trick here? It made him ashamed to recall it, but he had then opened several nearby doors until he found a man napping alone on the pocked floor of his disposable room and held him up for his clothes. Although the hoody and jeans would have been a tight fit already, Amon decided to put them on over his OpSci uniform, wanting layers for the chill of night, and so left his hapless victim shivering in his underwear. It was a piteous sight, but at least the man had shelter. That was more than Amon could say.

Emboldened by his new disguise, Amon followed the crowd along the main passages that forked and undulated through the dense-leaning shelter-mounds. In spite of the bells and alarm calls that kept sounding overhead, none of the watch posted on ledges overlooking the intersections gave him a second glance. But soon the foot traffic thickened, and when it came to a complete halt, he realized that his pursuers must have choked off the nearest border checkpoint for a more thorough inspection than usual. So he shouldered his way back through the oncoming crowd and peeled off into a branching alleypath. Official checkpoints would have normally been the only way out of Xenocyst, but Amon had seen numerous breaches in the outer walls on his way in that morning—damage from the battle just the previous night—and he was willing to bet that some had yet to be sealed.

Worming through obscure crawlcrannies and winding up crumbling stairspirals, he gradually looped closer to the border. It was while he was hopping up a paddleway that he spotted one of the breaches. It fronted a small, busy square of worn concrete on ground level, and Amon paused on his paddle to observe.

The crack in the looming disposcraper wall had been enormous only a few hours earlier but was now mostly filled with new rooms, and a construction crew bucket brigade arranged across the square in an L formation was handing along roombuds to finish the job. Once placed, each roombud unfolded into a room, steadily patching the damage. All that remained was a gap just wide enough for five or six adults abreast, with a dozen guards stationed around it. An endless train of supply pilgrims descended a meandering chain of staircase stubs into the square, threading between the members of the bucket brigade. Most crossed and disappeared into a squeezeway on the other side, but some pulled out of line and walked past the guards to enter or climb the intact buildings that edged the breach. If he could mingle with these border residents, Amon realized, he might be able to steal away from the train and out the opening before anyone noticed.

Leaping from the paddleway to kick off a roomslope, and doing a balancing act along a thin ledge of misaligned rooftop, he managed to reach a flat shelf above the stairchain. He then hang-dropped gently into the train—only slightly jostling those around him—and went down the stairs as nonchalantly as he could, blood pulsing hard in his temples when he reached the square and trudged through the bucket brigade. Soon the breach was on his right, and he veered away from the line, heading for the neighboring disposcrapers, the three guards he passed looking off wearily. All he had to do was enter one of the rooms beside the opening and kick through the brittle Fleet walls to sneak in from the side. Then with enough care and luck he might hide behind the new rooms filling the breach and creep into the buffer canyon that ringed Xenocyst. Only a few more steps to the building.

“Halt,” a woman barked from behind. Amon strode onward, pretending not to hear. “You! Tall one!” she yelled. “Stop NOW!” He quelled the impulse to run and turned around, hoping to talk his way out of it. Cradling an assault duster, the woman plodded over while two men stood back and watched with hands on holsters.

“What’s that under there?” she demanded, pointing a finger on the hand holding the barrel at his chest. Looking down, he saw that a palmsized hole had flaked open in his stolen hoody, revealing a swatch of OpSci patchwork. Amon spun on his heels and dashed for the breach, zigzagging erratically.

“The intruder is here!” a man bellowed. A patter of dust ripped past Amon’s right as he sprinted the breach, careened left to put the wall between him and the guns, and bounded across the cratered tarmac of the buffer canyon into an alley on the other side. Turning a corner, he thought he’d made it safe until he heard an awful noise.

Gwak-crish-sh-sh-sh. The walls to his left shattered and the building collapsed like an accordion. One second solid, towering. The next a waterfall of Fleet rubble and howling people. Demolition dust.

The noise went off three more times, and other disposcrapers cascaded around him with a surf-like crash and an explosion of screams. Thin shards pelted him from all sides, something heavy struck his shoulder, knocking him over, and he was buried alive.

He scrabbled his way to the surface, only to burst out into more dust shots from the border watch, and took off, clambering on all fours, then stumbling full tilt over hillocks of debris. Another wall approached just ahead, suggesting cover, but he knew better now.

Amon was almost ready to lay down and give up—when he saw it! A crack in a strip of tarmac. No, a chasm. And before he could think what might be down there, he hopped in feet first.
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Recalling now the reeking breath from the depths of the slum that rose to meet him as he fell, Amon was unsure if he’d been trying to flee for his life or kill himself. Before he could decide, the stem of the fruit snapped above him and he found himself falling in the present too.

“Yahhh,” he yelled, flailing his limbs in terror as the fruit began to tilt to his left and the floor rushed towards him. Landing horizontal, there was a painless judder and a bounce; then he settled on his side, and felt a warm draft on his face. His head had broken through the transparent skin, and sparkles now sizzled around him as the nectar he’d been breathing met the air. The hole’s promise of escape drove him to frenzy, and he lunged through, stretching it wider with his elbows, before writhing and wriggling the rest of the way out.

When he’d scrambled to his feet atop the plantfoam floor, standing before him was a man.

“Good morning, Amon,” said the man, his feminine voice a surprising contrast to his muscular build. “Apologies for having to release you so suddenly. We had no opportunity to give you the usual orientation before you went in.”

“W-who are you? Why? Why was I . . .” Amon pointed down at the fruit. The clear membrane was beginning to take on a purple sheen as the sparkles continued to leak out.

“It was the doctors’ orders,” the man told him, looking him up and down with the distant eyes of the bankliving, and Amon felt ashamed and defenseless in his nakedness.

“What doctors? Where am I?”

“Atupio Home Office.”

“Atupio? So you had me in a LimboQuarium?” asked Amon in disbelief, glancing down again. The rapidly deflating husk had turned a blackish red, and was now as opaque as the hanging fruits above. “I don’t have webloss.”

“We understand that. Er for the Giftless is on the upper floors. This is our sensory deprivation orchard. The cells are normally for expansion of consciousness—like that one.” The man pointed up at a fruit some distance away. Now see-through, it contained a young, naked boy. “In your case, my medicorps thought it would help speed your recovery. When your vitals showed improvement this morning, they recommended that we wake you up.”

Amon watched the boy float there under the apricot glow. He imagined himself inside his fruit soaking in darkness and the light seeping through his eyelids as the skin gradually turned clear, bringing the fire. Or had the fire come before that? Something told Amon that he had come from that blaze and that he would give it to many others. . . .

“Recovery from what?” said Amon, groping for some memory that might explain.

The man studied him, considering how to respond. Again Amon felt his nakedness. He could only hope that the man had politely digimade him with clothes.

“Are you feeling up for a talk?” the man asked.

“I think so,” Amon replied. The shock of the fall had blown away the last wisps of his grogginess. His body was surprisingly loose, thoughts honed in on the moment despite his confusion. “I guess you’re one of the staff?”

“Better get dressed,” said the man, pointing to the floor at his feet. There, Amon now noticed, rested some neatly folded hemp clothes and a pair of slippers.

“What’s your role here?” he persisted, as he bent over to take the underwear and pull it on.

“I’m in charge of this place.”

“Of this . . . orchard?”

“Of Atupio.”

“A manager, then?”

“Owner.”

“But—”

“You know me, Amon. Under the name Makesh Adani when we met. But do call me by my real name this time.”

With the hospital gown around his shoulders, Amon’s fingers paused on the laces at the back. “Rashana?”

The man nodded, and Amon frowned in perplexity. Now it was his turn to eye the man up and down. A full head shorter than Amon, he wore an off-white hemp T-shirt tight enough to display his large biceps and pectorals, and navy pants with a drawstring over equally bulky legs, leaving visible the richly tanned skin from his beefy forearms down and from his thick neck up. In contrast to his stocky build, the man’s face was stretched sleek—thin nose, pointy goateed chin, and small flattened-back ears, the shadow of buzzed hair receding symmetrically from his long narrow head, the hint of a grin adding a sardonic tinge to his otherwise cool scrutinizing expression.

“You’re not the Rashana I know,” said Amon.

“This man is one of my closest assistants,” the man replied. “When he’s not serving as a vehicle for my words, we call him ‘Ono X.’”

A vehicle for my words . . . the peculiar phrase echoed in Amon’s mind as he stepped into the slippers. So had he found Rashana at last? But if it was really her, he wondered why she had to speak through someone else. Could this man be lying? Were there actually medical reasons for keeping Amon trapped? No stories of visits to Atupio that he could recall had mentioned warehouses spun of jungle with boys tripping out in the canopy. What if he was actually somewhere else? What if the person speaking through this man was, in fact, Rashana’s twin sister Anisha?

“Come, we’d better do this in person,” said Rashana, or Ono X, or whoever, and they began to walk away. Trying not to let his wariness show, Amon followed, glancing once over his shoulder at the now-empty husk of the fruit and its torn stem above, his fluid step nothing like what one would expect of a man who had just risen from the ashes.
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While Amon shadowed the man across the vast floor, his eyes traced its intricate material—a mosaic of fruits, pods, grains, and flowers interlaced through densely compacted greenery. With every step, he felt the weave of the organic mass through his thin slippers.

Soon a wall began to loom. It was composed of the same plantfoam, except for the spot they were headed for. There a wide, uneven swathe of chainmail-weave thorns, each as long and sharp as a butcher’s knife, rose nearly a third of the way to the high ceiling.

When they arrived, the man inserted his pinky into a small hole at waist height and pricked it on the tiny thorn inside. This caused the other thorns to unlink and retract, unveiling a rectangular portal into a hallway of more plantfoam. As Amon stepped through behind the man, he drew in his shoulders involuntarily, shrinking from the inward-pointing spines that edged the doorway, a gruesome image of what might happen to a trespasser filling his mind’s eye.

Following the man along the hallway now, Amon watched as vibrant beetles, geckos, caterpillars, and other innocuous critters emerged from tiny seams in the flora before disappearing back inside. He even saw a flying squirrel no bigger than a fingernail perform a gliding jump, skimming up the wall to his left, only to slip out of sight. Oddly, he never spotted any of these creatures on the floor, as though they knew their boundaries. Cricket chirps, harmonic cicada buzzes, and soft rhythmic hisses melded into a pleasant wash of sound, and Amon found his fear of this bizarre place and the man who claimed to speak for another fighting waves of relaxation. He was having trouble believing his eyes and ears. It just had to be an overlay, except that the surround was consistent across all senses, even those not captured by the ImmaNet. The textured brush of the floor against the soles of his slippers. The warm and moist yet soothing air. The soft fragrance like strawberry with a dash of fudge and hibiscus. His awareness felt sharper than usual, even though he had just awoken . . . from the abundance of oxygen, perhaps?

The plantfoam walls on both sides were interrupted at nearly even intervals by more gates of thorn. Amon was wondering where these might open to when he espied patches of transparent leaves embedded in the left wall ahead. Randomly strewn from floor to ceiling, they linked and clustered into jagged windows that revealed a gymnasium of similar immensity to the room he had just left. On an empty stretch of floor between a ramified fungus jungle gym and a multi-story hedge-maze obstacle course, boys and girls of about seven or eight wearing T-shirts and loose pants much like the man’s were sparring and practicing grapples in pairs. Several heads turned as they passed, and Amon met lucid eyes with large pupils. Obviously not distracted by the vistas of the ImmaNet, which would seem to suggest these kids were bankdead. And yet, this facility was unlike any bankdeath camp Amon had ever seen or heard of.

When the man turned a corner down an intersecting hallway, there were more leaf-windows in the left wall, displaying a much smaller room that only puzzled Amon further. More children sat on chairs of moss arranged in a circle around a young woman. With their arms extended on rests in front of them, nestled in customized grooves, their fingers twitching commands, they all had the Elsewhere Gaze. The scene was reminiscent of Amon’s early edutainment classes in Green Ladybug. So this was a BioPen, then? But for bankdead kids? Or were they bankliving after all?

“I hadn’t meant to bring you here until after we’d spoken,” said the man, glancing Amon over with concern. “But bear with me, Amon. I’ll be arriving soon enough.”

Amon nodded, his confusion growing with each step. He followed the man down two more turns until the hallway ended at a double door of dry, empty honeycomb. There the man pricked his pinky inside another aperture, this time on the stinger of a bee. The doors opened into what looked like the interior of an abandoned beehive in the shape of a shipping elevator, the hexagons brimming with honey. Those holes beside the doors must be genome readers, Amon realized as they boarded, reminded of the vendors and feeders in the District of Dreams. But this man is bankliving, so why would genetic clearance—

The doors snapped open before Amon could finish his thought, and he jumped back as hundreds of pink bees poured abruptly from cracks between the cells into the hallway outside. They began to buzz around or crawl into a proliferation of flowers blooming from the walls and ceiling, when, to his relief, the doors shut.

Almost instantly they slid apart again, but the hive-elevator seemed to have arrived at a different floor. The bees were gone, and the hallway outside was even more vibrant, festooned in addition to many-colored blossoms with neon orange toads and ladybug-patterned vines. While the man led him onward, Amon hesitantly touched the wall to his right, stroking his fingertips along the indentations and bumps of the braided verdure, and was filled with awe. Who built this? Why? The lower floor was clearly some sort of BioPen, but Atupio wasn’t supposed to be involved in the human resource industry. That was the business of other arms of Fertilex, over which Anisha had executive control. One reason to doubt the man’s claims about where they were and who he spoke for and, as disoriented as Amon was, he resolved to keep his wits about him. Poised now to defend himself if it came to it, alone in this enclosing complex where even the doors had teeth.
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Eventually the man stopped at what Amon took to be a pointillist painting hanging from ceiling to floor. It depicted a diamond that floated in a blue sky, where it was set aglow by numerous beams of light angling from below. The moment he realized that the dots composing it were not in fact dabs of paint but blue, white, grey, and brown nuts and seeds, the man inserted his finger into another hole in the wall, and these solid pigments swished aside, reeled into the walls. It was a door! And through the doorway was a sort of boardroom, with a long coral table in the center and six of the same mossy chairs placed around it. The man ushered Amon inside, where he could now see a tree-shaped aquarium of transparent amber embedded in the far wall. From the tip of the roots at the floor to their base about halfway up the wall, the aquarium was filled with mud and stones, while from the bottom of the trunk to the tips of the leaves along the ceiling, innumerable fish—in a rainbow of colors—swam. Their wild swirling made Amon’s head churn, and he was grateful when the man gestured to the chair at the head of the table with the aquarium out of sight behind.

“Please take a seat,” he said. “I won’t be a moment.”

The man then stepped out into the hallway, the dots of the door whipping back into place behind him with a shush like a downpour. The diamond painting was a mirror-image of how it had appeared from the hallway. Which side is the correct one? Amon wondered as he sat down. No sooner had he settled than the moss of the back- and arm- rests began to mold to his body, even bulging upward to adjust to his height. Although the spongy cushioning was unfamiliar, Amon was reminded of the ergonomic chair he’d used in the Ministry of Liquidation. He hadn’t sat in a chair for what seemed like ages, not during all his months in the District of Dreams, and he found it soothing, though also somehow alien.

When the chair had finished adapting to his contours, the painting dismantled itself again to admit another man. Short and skinny with flushed healthy skin, he wore a glistening beige apron of a fabric like draping seashell and carried a bamboo tray, which he quickly placed before Amon. It was set with a glass of water, chopsticks, and three dishes of food the likes of which Amon had never seen: a stir-fry of some kiwi-green root and mixed beans the hue of fall leaves, a salad of purplish herbs and blue flower petals topped with a slice of white melon, and a bowl of triangular grains—some pastel green, some beige, some russet. Despite the meal’s unusual appearance, the sweet fragrance made his mouth water instantly, as though his hunger had been sharpened along with his senses in the rich air, and he reached for the chopsticks. Thankfully, the textures were unsurprising—the grains soft, the stir-fry crunchy—and each bite tasted wholesome, far better than anything in the camps. Except for that last meal with—

A tremor rose from the base of his spine as Barrow’s mangled face peered up at him again. Appetite vanished, Amon wanted to spit out his half-chewed beans but instead washed them down with some water, insipid on his tongue after months of frothy sports drinks. He laid his chopsticks on the tray. He’d been starting to feel bloated anyway. His stomach, it seemed, had shrunk. Odd. Even in the midst of the famine he’d been able to put away more than just a few mouthfuls. How long had he been sleeping in that orchard?

The problem with this question was that he had no recollection of ever drifting off. He’d woken up to light on his eyelids and, before that . . . only fire, a starburst of toxic feelings that made him wince. The nearest memory prior was his jump into the pit. There was nothing in between.

Amon ran his fingers over his face and through his overgrown puff of hair, jarred and baffled to the point of irritation, fearing for what might await him in this place. Only when he pushed his tray away, shifted his chair on an angle, and craned his neck right to glance at the aquarium, did the wetness suddenly come back to him. The wet floor. Amon squeezed his eyes shut, blocking out the apricot glow to bring his present closer to the gloom of that moment.

[image: image]

He had been curled up in a puddle on the floor of a ruinous concrete service passage. No windows, no doors. Only oozing cracks that admitted the faintest light. His left knee had pins and needles, and there was a splitting pain in one temple.

Prodded to his feet by the hoots and hollers of his pursuers above, Amon limped as fast as he could down the long reeking tunnel, hop-scotching clumsily around slicks of sewage and slumped figures so thin and still they might have been skeletons draped in dissolving rags.

He vaguely recalled a cavern where he’d jumped between islands of disposcraper rubble on a black lake of rot. The families who made these their homes had warned him off with threats and curses, until one livid mother pushed him in headfirst, leaving him to wade with drenched hair through a warm putrescent stew.

Later, he staggered dripping along another tunnel, split down the middle by a ditch, mushy bodies face down in the gunk. His headache flared with each step, his palm stinging just below the thumb—a small cut from gripping the shard of a cup he’d held Barrow hostage with.

The tunnel narrowed and narrowed until he was crawling through a moist concrete hole in the darkness. It felt reassuring in there, like his own little den, tucked away from all the shouting and dangers . . . . until it drew so tight that one last squirm ahead had him stuck. And unable to budge onward or retreat a single inch, he began to scream.
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The memory fled as though swept away by his desperate voice from the past, and when Amon grasped for it, a ball of inexplicable horror tensed in his gut, forcing out a sharp breath. What got me from there to here? Could someone have found me in that squeeze?

Before he could discover even a glimmer of clarity, the dots of the door-painting reeled into the wall, admitting a woman he knew . . . in a way.

“Welcome,” she said, standing just inside the doorway. Amon trembled. This was the moment he had anticipated and hoped for and dreaded so long. His gaze kept wilting and returning, while she looked him over just as the man had earlier, her dark eyes steady and intense, her lashes shearing the air. Could this be Anisha? he wondered, wishing for some sign that it was otherwise.

Although he had seen Rashana from a distance at Delivery, this was his first encounter with one of the twins up close in the naked world. She looked older without digimake than in either sister’s rendering as a man, but her features were striking under the apricot luminescence, her dusky irises textured in shades of ochre, her teeth pristine like white silk hardened, her light brown skin disturbed only by the faintest of lines. Her hooked nose seemed to Amon distinctive, while her short, carefully tussled hair brought out the feminine delicacy of her forehead and ears. A pastel turquoise dress shirt above white chinos tapered at the waist to display a slender figure.

After a long pause Amon managed to get out, “It’s been a while.”

“I hope you’re feeling rested,” the Birla sister replied. Amon had only heard the sisters’ voices when they were posing as men. Unaltered, hers was higher-pitched, with a melodic timbre. “How was your meal?”

“It was . . . nothing quite like it,” said Amon.

“I’m sure. You won’t find those ingredients anywhere else.” The Birla sister took a seat across from him and stacked her hands on the tabletop.

Imitating her, Amon pulled in his chair and sat up to rest his hands atop the coral, much softer on his skin than he’d expected. “I guess the building is edible?” he asked.

“Parts of it. Other parts yield useful resources.”

“And this is Atupio?”

“It’s our home office, as I said.”

“So we’re on the Tokyo Canal?”

“We are. On the northern tip, just southwest of the Bridge of Compassion.”

“Then out there”—Amon glanced over his shoulder at what he’d taken for an aquarium, but now realized was a tree-shaped window—“that’s the canal?”

“It is. You woke up below ground, in our BioPen. The floors above us house our humanitarian divisions, reporting outfits, Er for the Giftless, and all the rest. This floor is in between, right on the bed of the canal. We mostly use it for planning and administration.”

So I’m half underground and half underwater, on a body of water that is half river and half sea, between the land of banklife and bankdeath, Amon marveled to himself.

“You said I was recovering . . . that’s why you put me in that fruit?”

“You don’t remember us picking you up?”

“No,” he admitted, but then he did remember, and the Birla sister smiled when she saw him screw up his face.

“You . . . you found me after I escaped from Xenocyst.” His heartbeat picked up as his body performed the memory, cowering out of breath in a crook beneath a stairwell as the Birla Guard surrounded him. “But I don’t know about any injury.”

“Not an injury, an illness,” the Birla sister told him. “You were barely conscious, with a severe viral infection.”

“There was a cut in my hand,” Amon recalled, almost feeling the sting. “I wasn’t in the most hygienic place. Could that be related?”

“Our triage doctors certainly thought so. A few more hours and you might not have made it.”

“Did my friends make it?” he rasped, suddenly terrified that he might be the only one who remained. “What about my friends?”

Amon cast his mind back to the last times he had seen them. Little Book sketching his coded warning in the air of the library, Ty fleeing the cloud of drones on the edge of the Gifted Triangle, Vertical diving out of Delivery between the legs of a freekeeper, Hippo plotting the exposé with wide angry eyes in the digital quarantine, Book by his side offering advice, Tamper on his knees in an elevator assembling devices to hack the receptacles . . . and someone else in another elevator too awful to conjure. The mere intimations of this last memory made Amon cringe.

“I don’t have much to report, I’m afraid,” the Birla sister replied. “The infighting at Xenocyst left many casualties. None of our mutual acquaintances have turned up among the survivors.”

“Barrow said they were dead. Was he telling the truth?”

“I wish I had the answer.”

“But what about the rebellion at Xenocyst? I left on the morning of the sabotage. When I came back the next morning, the whole city had been devastated. You must know something. You flew to the Cyst at midnight to meet me, didn’t you? What did Barrow do?!”

“There are many things about that night that I still don’t understand myself, Amon. I can only tell you what I know.”
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“After the Delivery sabotage,” began the Birla sister, “the Philanthropy syndicate banned Atupio from the District of Dreams for our involvement. I had to withdraw all my staff from the island. But I still intended to meet with you at the Cyst as we’d agreed. So I flew in on Gemini X set to mimic a supply craft. When I arrived in the airspace above Xenocyst at midnight, a dustfight was being waged all over the city. Disposcrapers were folding like houses of cards one after the next. The many demolition dusters in use were a sign that someone had MegaGlom funding.

“When my hazardcorps advised me it was too dangerous to land, I dronedropped Ono X and two more of my guards with orders to find you. But almost as soon as they landed on the roof of the Cyst, what we had taken for a harmless, passing centicopter began to open fire on us in the air. It was my twin aboard Gemini Y, hiding in plain sight much I was.”

“A later model of your rotorcraft?” Amon asked.

“Her copy of my rotorcraft,” the Birla sister corrected him. “Surprise worked in her favor. I was already losing the dogfight when we detected antiair drones from Delivery on an intercept course. I had no wish to abandon Ono X and the other pair to the fray, but both the human and AI judgements of my hazardcorps were unanimous in urging retreat. When Ono X insisted that they could hold their own on the ground, I ordered them to play neutral observer and pulled back to Atupio Home Office.”

“Why didn’t you tell them to stop the insurgents?” said Amon, surprised by the anger and distress in his own voice. “They were right in the heart of Xenocyst, three well-armed professionals with marksmanship apps. They could have shifted the tide. Then Hippo and them might still be safe!” “Don’t criticize me for what you don’t understand!” the Birla sister snapped, her razor lashes poised high as her eyes widened. “I’ve always done what I can to support Xenocyst. I was one of its first patrons. But influencing affairs in the camps by supplying a proxy community is one thing. A direct intervention in a conflict would be something else entirely. Of course I could have afforded the fines for my guards’ actions. I could have sent in a whole army of drones and soldiers and nanobots if I’d felt like it. But use your head! My fully armed rotorcraft had just been detected in Philanthropy Syndicate airspace. Their securicorps might have written off our clash in the air as a sibling spat—not so if they caught my men pitching in their dustpower on the ground. That would be a clear escalation of the conflict from an economic to a military one. Then what would happen to the people of Xenocyst? They’d be fodder in a battle that I’d lose anyway because my twin controls the Fertilex empire from which I would have to muster my forces. Is that the outcome I should have chosen? Throwing innocent lives into the crossfire and upsetting the balance of power, just for some hopeless attempt to rescue your buddies?”

Amon regretted his outburst. Her tirade seemed completely justified, affording a glimpse into the complex, high-stakes choices that anyone with the Birla sisters’ degree of wealth and Freedom surely confronted almost constantly. Such responsibility was overwhelming for him to even imagine, her whole way of being unlike any he had ever been familiar with, whether as a GATA employee scrimping and saving or as a Xenocyst denizen mired in poverty. He wondered what such relentless negotiation with ambiguity, where the question was not whether to help or harm but how much and to whom, would do to one’s spirit.

“Sorry,” said Amon. “I shouldn’t be judging you. I’m not myself today.” At these words, the tension that had built up in the Birla sister’s shoulders dropped away. “That’s okay, Amon,” she replied. “I wasn’t thinking how hard this must all be for you. Shall we move on?”

“Please. I want to hear about Ono X. Did he learn anything in the end?”

“Nothing definitive. A battle had erupted between the council and a splinter group vying for control of Xenocyst. In the pandemonium, there was no way for him to determine what either side was fighting for. Rumors had been circulated about this and that person betraying everyone to the OpScis.”

“I saw a hole in Opportunity Peaks.” Amon told her, remembering his journey back to Xenocyst the following morning. The mountain of rooms had revealed a patch of sky, as though pregnant with a fragment of the universe. “Do you know how it happened?”

“That was the work of the Charity Brigade. According to a leak from a career volunteer, your good friend, Kitao, mistook your crew for a rival sect of Opportunity Science and told the Brigade they were responsible for the sabotage.”

Amon could see Kitao in Delivery, glaring at him in the lineup, then whispering to a freekeeper amidst the riotous crush.

“But Kitao’s tattling backfired,” said the Birla sister. “He failed to understand that the Charity Brigade had no interest in sectarian lines. Instead of targeting his enemies, they blamed the incident on the Quantitative Priesthood as a whole and shattered their holy mountain.”

“Why would he think we were a rival sect?”

“Ono X tells me that the sects have different insignia on their uniforms. One of these seems to have been included in your disguises.”

“It was Barrow,” stated Amon with immediate certainty.

“Not surprising. How?”

The bleeding face of Amon’s former idol seemed to watch on, making sure that he was speaking the truth about him. “B-barrow was in charge of tailoring our OpSci outfits for the mission. He must have known about the rival sect from when he was Kitao’s slave. Had their insignia stitched in without telling us. Then he let Kitao know somehow . . . maybe using a Field Priest captured in one of our skirmishes to write a letter? I’m not sure exactly, but Barrow would have told him that the sect was planning something at the Delivery gate where the sabotage was to take place. That’s why Kitao was there. It wasn’t just a coincidence.”

“That sounds like Barrow’s handiwork,” the Birla sister agreed. “Your sabotage hurts the Philanthropy Syndicate, and the Syndicate hurts the OpScis and your crew. Everyone loses except him.”

“And Barrow?” Amon asked, meeting her powerful gaze with the full desperation of his.

“He was still on this mortal plane last we checked, though he may be wishing that he wasn’t. Some of his injuries were permanent.”

At these words, another twinge of horror shot up Amon’s spine and his head dropped as though its circuit had been cut. Even with his eyes open he could see Barrow’s mangled face against the coral of the tabletop, and found himself making fists involuntarily as he remembered the crunching sensation of pummeling the man’s throat. Amon wanted to tell himself that taking Barrow’s voice had been just, that it had merely deprived him of the power that might have maintained his ill-acquired position at Xenocyst—his eloquence. Still, for all his hatred after Barrow’s betrayal, recalling those gargling cries for help brought him no satisfaction.

“I should have gone to the roof to meet you,” he said, ashamed for losing control, choosing vengeance over escape He could almost hear the sound of her rotorcraft. Whoozt, whoozt, whoozt, whoozt.

“You mean to meet my twin,” said the Birla Sister.

“Pardon me?”

“She arrived right when you were having your altercation with Barrow.” “On the roof? Your sister visited Xenocyst?”

Something about this seemed to ruffle her.

“I was surprised to hear it too,” she said. “I never thought my twin would sully herself by setting foot in the camps or mingling with those so far beneath her.”

“That was Anisha?”

“No doubt about it. Ono X and the other two had slipped out of the Cyst the night before, but they were drawn back by the sound of her Gemini landing and took up sniping positions on a neighboring rooftop.”

“Wait. You sniped your sister?”

Again she seemed ruffled. “It was Ono X’s initiative. He knew I would have advised restraint. And a failed attempt in any case. My guard had a clear shot as she was deboarding onto the landing pad of the Cyst but one of her women got in the way. Fell into an epileptic fit. My twin didn’t dare show her face outside after that.”

The Birla sister gave Amon a raking stare as if to demand what could have been wrong with this. Averting his gaze to the coral, he wondered why the sisters were on such bad terms. He’d never known a family personally and so had no basis to decide what counted as normal. Even so, their relationship seemed too rotten to qualify. Not that he had any intention of weighing in on the issue.

“I can’t believe that was Anisha,” Amon said, shaking his head. “I was certain it was you, come to pick me up after I missed our appointment.” Seeing her brow darken at the comparison, Amon immediately regretted his words.

“Well, be glad that you didn’t follow through on that misunderstanding or we wouldn’t be having this conversation. You might not be having any conversation.”

Again the memory of Barrow on the floor, his once-beautiful voice wheezing out an alarm call as Amon fled down the stairs, and Amon’s guilt for succumbing to his rage, sacrificing his chance for escape. But no chance had in fact been sacrificed. If he’d tamped down his emotions and made a more calculated choice, he might have waltzed into his doom. And he seemed to have found Rashana anyway, if that was indeed who she was. Or rather she had found him. In other words, giving in to his most vicious impulses had been his salvation. Something about this just didn’t seem fair. It seemed like the wrong lesson for life to teach.
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“Amazing that you had the stomach to jump into that nasty pit,” the Birla sister mused. “Ono X showed me pictures.”

“He was there?”

“Only after you had made the jump. He followed the alarm calls to the border, and heard from one of the watch what had happened. A schematic he accessed from the days of the failed condo boom showed underground sewers. Even Ono X balked at going in after you.”

“Then how did you track me down?”

“Do you remember the SampleQuito that pricked you on the bridge from Delivery?”

“Those were yours?”

The Birla sister nodded.

“After you disappeared from Free Tokyo, I ordered Ono X to find you by every means possible. What seemed our most promising option at first was DNA tracking. Unfortunately, no copy of your genome had been retained in any Fertilex database after you graduated from our BioPen. The rights had reverted to you in adulthood. We sent a forensic team to collect traces of your skin and hair from places we knew you’d been. Our hope was to sequence your genetic profile illegally. But someone—we’re still not sure who—had cleaned up. Not a base pair of anyone remained in any of the locations the team visited.”

“Genephage dust?” Amon asked.

“So it would appear. We looked into licensing your genome from the Ministry of Records, but were surprised to find that your profile wasn’t in the Archives.” The Birla sister glanced past Amon, her eyes glazing over as though absorbed in the swirling fishes. This only lasted a moment; then she gave him an inquisitive look. “We still don’t understand how that could be if you’re bankdead . . .”

Amon said nothing, unsure if he should tell her about his identity suicide.

“The Delivery network was of no more use. Pinpointing your genome in that unwieldy database was hopeless. For instance, it doesn’t record other biometrics or names by which we might have matched an entry to you. We had some doubts about whether you’d even been registered.

“It was only months later, after Hippo asked me to help with the exposé you conceived, that we could be certain you were in the District of Dreams. When he told us that you were scheduled to be at Delivery for the sabotage, Ono X arranged for some Atupio reporters to smuggle in a handful of SampleQuitos. We set them to hover around the bridge for the gate that you and your fellow saboteurs had entered. You and I may have had a plan to meet that night, but I wasn’t going to take any chances of you disappearing again.

“After we’d genotyped you with the sample, we kept a line open to the vending machine network so that I could be alerted the moment you used one. When we found you in the Tumbles, you were in rags and your skin was purple all over with a horrible rash. You’re lucky you used the feeder when you did. If the infection didn’t kill you, the cold most certainly would have.”

Amon picked nervously with his fingernails at the grooves of the coral tabletop, mulling over her account. At first, this story about the SampleQuito seemed highly suspicious. As if Rashana could have actually snuck unauthorized drones into Delivery, deployed them safely amidst clouds of Delivery CareBots, and tracked him with the Delivery vending system, when the facility was controlled by the Philanthropy Syndicate, rival to both Atupio and Fertilex. Such maneuvers would have been more plausible if she were in fact Anisha, said to be partnered with the Syndicate through her association with the Gyges Circle. But the Books had once told Amon that the Syndicate granted Atupio special access to Delivery under the condition that they curtail activism disruptive to the Charity Gift Economy. This might have enabled the smuggling. He’d also heard from Hippo that Fertilex operated its own plutogenic brand, used mostly as a smokescreen for a baby laundering ring. This might have provided links to the vending system. Most persuasively, Amon realized, if he’d fallen into the clutches of Anisha, there was no reason to think he would have ever woken up.

“I don’t remember any rash,” he said, “but I do remember using that vending machine now.”

He saw himself at the head of a lineup inserting his finger into the DNA reader and retrieving a meager rice ball from the bin. Perhaps an hour later, he’d been wandering through a flaking maze of high-piled disposcraper rubble, when heavy footfalls began to echo all around. Thinking they were the boots of the Charity Brigade, he ran for his life, until he traipsed too deep and arrived at a dead end. Then he reached for his nerve duster, prepared to go down fighting, and realized that it was gone, lost somewhere along the way. When all ten Birla Guard emerged from around corners in their gold armor, aiming assault dusters with software-assisted smoothness, and a Birla sister calling herself Rashana appeared and tried to reassure him that they were there to help, Amon had been too weary and dazed to do anything but submit.

“Where on earth did you go after you jumped into that pit?” she asked him now.

“I was . . . underground.”

“For an entire week?”

“A week?” Amon said in a falsetto of disbelief.

“Yes. The day after the sabotage, twelve hours after we were scheduled to meet in the Cyst, you assaulted Barrow and escaped . . . or were my reporters mistaken?”

He shook his head.

“That was December 16th. We picked you up on the 21st. It’s now December 26th.”

Amon scowled in bewilderment, flicking his lowered gaze left to right as he cast his awareness back and forth between his final memories. “I don’t . . . You can’t expect me to believe this? I was crawling through the tunnel, I used a vending machine, and then you found me. There’s no gap!”

“According to the calendar, there is.”

“Hey! I wouldn’t forget anything important, okay?” Amon lifted his eyes to give her a defiant look, surprised to find himself raising his voice. “I’m not crazy.”

“No one said that you are. You’ve been through a lot, Amon. But the fact is, we found you just below the foothills of Opportunity Peaks, on the northwestern border of the Tumbles, nowhere near Xenocyst.”

Irritation surged in Amon, as if his confusion were her fault.

“You just don’t understand what it was like in there,” he shouted. “I never had an infection, did I? What were you really doing to me in that cell?”

“I wouldn’t leap to any—”

“You are Rashana, right?” Almost dizzy, Amon gripped the edge of the table, as though that might stabilize his mind.

The Birla sister’s eyes tensed. “And who else would I be?”

“I wasn’t trying to—”

“Go ahead. Say it.” She sounded hurt.

“Sorry,” said Amon, realizing that he was almost hysterical. His emotions seemed to shift from one second to the next. Embarrassed, he rested his forehead on his fists. It suddenly struck him as unlikely that he would use a vending machine and risk being labelled a hungry ghost not long after Barrow provided a full meal when he had so assiduously avoided them while famished that same morning. He still had no idea how he got out of the tunnel. Could he have really lost a week?

The Birla sister waited before she asked, “What does ‘the great bird’ mean to you?”

“Nothing,” Amon whispered gruffly, but on his next blink, the flames reignited behind his eyelids.

“Nothing at all? Because when we retrieved you, you were feverish. Mumbling. Something about a great bird.”

Amon felt his breath pick up, his heart galloping, and closed his eyes to meet the images flooding in.
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At some point after he’d screamed his throat hoarse to no avail, the entrapping walls of the tunnel began to move in peristaltic waves, squeezing him forward as if through an intestine. Bright dots swirled in his vision and nausea filled him like pond scum as his head popped into empty space.

Next thing he knew, he was sprawled out in a dark chamber—perhaps the bottom of a chute. His skull was a supernova of pain that sizzled against the cold churning floor, his fingers melted the walls with their touch, and his raised hairs were lighthouses across his skin.

Mayuko appeared under the rotating light of one that stood at the head of a peninsula. I have a treat for you, she said, pointing to her belly of blown glass, filled with a cloudy brine, a pickled fetus floating among ginseng at the center.

Then Amon opened his burning eyelids to the bloated hand of some sea creature, or drowned corpse, shaking him by the collar. Two half-eclipsed moons stared from a face that kept warping and dissolving like the reflection of a shadow on rippling water. He felt the swampy breath of this strange being as it spoke and wanted to push it away, yet lacked the will to lift his arms.

“Not to worry, we’re all Friends of the Tattoo here,” it said, and, unconcerned by Amon’s feeble struggling, stuffed the barrel of a cannon in his mouth. Blowing on the other end, it pumped down his gullet a stream of gelatinous bubbles that popped rapid fire in his throat, leaving a taste somewhere between chutney and pure itch. The treatment seemed to dowse the inferno in his head, and Amon’s vision focused enough that he could see two men flanking the creature. Huddled over him in an elevator, under the flicker of an electrified tongue dangling from a fishing rod, they were dressed in the unlogoed patchwork of low ranking Opportunity Scientists, as was Amon now that his stolen clothes had dissolved. Their words hurried and slowed at random, always the wrong speed for him to understand, but somehow he could tell that they were discussing what to do with him. When one of the men bent down to wrap his arm around Amon’s waist and lift him to his feet, the lightning glow shifted and Amon could make out the creature more clearly: it was Minister Kitao in the brand name patchwork of a Quantitative Priest, standing his full two meter’s height, the hunchback gone.

One second, two murky figures were holding Amon up by his armpits while the ex-politician led the way through the pale murky slumscape, Amon patting his temples to check if his head had been scorched to ash while his teeth chattered with cold, mumbling words beyond even his own comprehension, guilty that the man he’d cash crashed was taking care of him. The next second, they were at the foot of Opportunity Peaks, the looming mountain of dissolving shelters blocking out the sky but for a single hole yet to be repaired. Through this Amon could see quadruple rainbows of raw meat against black clouds, each arc dripping blood onto the ones below. The manda-la-patterned roomslopes squirmed with a pestilence of crowds; young men bounding from ridge to ridge with rags flapping in a blur like the wings of locusts. Priests drawn along on rickshaws by scorpion-tailed eunuchs or hauled up with pulleys on jerkied bodies braided into baskets. Cowled women and children led down into steaming shark mouths gaping in the valleys.

Then they were inside, standing in a dark passage before a balcony. It overlooked a black chamber carved into the core of the room-mountain in the shape of a rhinoceros skull. Floor after floor of tin sheets hung on wires, with thousands of worshippers prostrate in lines and curves that described a jumble of inscrutable equations when viewed from above.

High above in the horn, on a cartilage trapeze slung by ropes of human hair, dangled a man. He wore a skintight leather jumpsuit that covered every inch of his body, except his mouth, which was painted white—even on the inside.

“The Lighthouse of Opportunity!” he shrieked.

“OPPORTUNITY!” the crowd boomed back.

“Lighting the way to the distant shores of the Free World!’

“THE FREE WORLD!”

“Where those pure of DNA must find a job!”

“A JOB!”

“The keyhole in the market for which only you are the key!”

“THE KEY!”

Then they were in a passage that echoed with irregular thumping and eerie moans. In an alcove, a man was beat-juggling four records of bone while voices rose up from slats along the floor. There, men and women crammed together in filthy, dim sties, turned up at the sound of their footsteps like carp in a pond expecting food from their keepers, their eyes scratched blind.

Is this where I’ll live out my days? Amon wondered. Perhaps if he gave up on his conscience, he might learn their rituals in time, and become someone new, a servant of the Charity Gift Economy. It wasn’t as if he had anything else to depend on.

“Enjoy the ikebana,” said one of the men supporting him with a mocking leer, and the two of them shrunk until they were too small to see, leaving Amon with Kitao in a well-kept condo hallway. Amon was puzzling over the parting words of the two men when Kitao unlocked a door and yanked him inside. The moment Amon staggered into the small, white room, a cloying scent struck his nostrils.

“You’ll be my gardener once you’re better,” Kitao told him, “rest up,” and he pointed to a futon spread neatly on the floor below a window at the other end. Once Kitao had seen Amon obediently collapse into it, he was sucked through another door.

Despite his exhaustion, Amon was unable to sleep. He initially blamed his yawing headache and the light from the window, but soon realized it was the smell—sweet with a pungent earthiness that dogged his attention and made him uneasy.

Inevitably, he found himself on his feet in front of the door Kitao had gone through, the smell stronger here, as though wafting through the crack. He put his hand on the knob. . . .

Through the doorway, he could see Kitao standing there with scissors, clipping a flower. A row of women in white, frilly dresses were seated in armchairs on either side of him. But they weren’t women. Not any more . . . They were flowerpots. Cut just above their blank eyes, with lotuses floating on the water that filled their hollow heads.

Kitao was clipping stems for another bouquet to arrange inside. When he noticed Amon up, he ordered him back to bed.

“You need rest if you’re going to make a good impression on the higher priests.”

Amon stared into the placid brown eyes of the tall ex-minister, all of his illusions about living there gone. And pretending he was going back to bed, he crossed the room, stepped onto the futon, and opened the window to crawl out.

“Stop!” Kitao shouted as he thundered over the floor after him, but Amon was already hanging onto the ledge. For one moment he looked down between his patchwork-garbed chest and the concrete wall at the blurry mass that might be a rooftop far, far below, before releasing his grip.

Once again, Amon wasn’t sure if he’d been trying to flee or end his life. But before he knew it, he was riding on the back of a flaming bird. Its white and neon orange feathers blazed with computer code that soaked into his skin like waves of mother’s milk. He felt an unaccountable kinship with the bird, as they were extinguished and reborn over and over. Together we can topple even castles, if only we can build each other out of puzzles, he thought.
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Amon recalled all this with his forehead on his fists, eyes closed, heart skittering, lungs quivering. A vague presentiment told him again that he had come from flame for the express purpose of passing it on to others, a febrile mission tinged with the delirious mood of his memory. Reeling with queasy horror, he couldn’t tell whether it was a meaningful insight or a stroke of sheer insanity.

“Has the fever come back to you?” the Birla sister asked when he was somewhat calmer.

Amon nodded.

“So you understand now why we kept you in the sensory deprivation orchard? You were deathly sick. The inflammation had spread to your brain, and our specialists recommended a low stimulus environment to minimize neurological damage.”

Neurological . . . Amon began to fret. He hadn’t noticed any diminishment in his capacities but what if it took time to emerge? Or what if he was too damaged to perceive it?

“So this is Atupio?” he asked, looking around incredulously at the plantfoam walls and the tree window onto the riverbed and the fish.

“We’ve been through this.”

“I know. I’m sorry, but no one ever mentioned anything about biological architecture. And the BioPen . . . Since when does Atupio deal in human resources?”

“It doesn’t,” she replied, scratching her brow with a fingertip. “The BioPen has another purpose.”

Amon waited for her to elaborate.

“The topic is very involved, and you’re still”—her gaze flickered over his face with concern as she searched for the right way to put it—“acclimatizing.”

“Involved . . .” Amon muttered. The deflection worried him, for the BioPen was at the core of his doubts about her.

“It’s okay, Amon, you’re safe now,” said the Birla sister. “I could have Ono X give you a tour of the upper floors if you like. He can show you around our journalism outfit and Er for the Giftless. Would that put you at ease?”

Amon let out a sigh, then shook his head several times, his eyes clenched shut. He decided that he was being paranoid. The last few minutes had made it abundantly clear that he wasn’t exactly in tip-top psychological shape. In all likelihood, he was simply recapitulating his tangle of tortured ruminations about whether to approach Rashana that he’d gone through again and again in the camps, as if all the wavering in his head about which sister was which had somehow mixed them up in reality. What was he thinking, that one sister was playing make-believe, pretending to be someone she disliked, perhaps even despised, for his benefit? It seemed unhealthy to entertain such delusions. If this woman claimed she was Rashana, better to accept that until there was good reason not to and get on with it.

Amon took a deep breath and did his best to sit up straight and still.

“So what happened to you in that missing week?” Rashana asked.

“I don’t know if you want to hear it,” said Amon. “It’s too far-fetched. I don’t even believe it myself.”

What chance was there that he would run into Kitao, or that Kitao would take him on as a ‘gardener’ when he’d been dressed as a sectarian enemy? Unless his outfit had dissolved enough that the insignia was no longer distinguishable, though even then Kitao should have recognized his face, having looked straight at him during the sabotage just days earlier. Or was making Amon his ‘gardener’ meant to be a punishment? Would Amon have become a slave? But most absurd of all, was the idea that Amon could have flown safely from that window. And even if any of this had happened, several days still remained unaccounted for. Yet his survival in those circumstances—sleep-deprived, battered, feverish, and dehydrated during a famine, an enemy of everyone and friend of none—seemed almost as unlikely. So unless his memories were accurate, at the very least in some metaphorical sense, he was at a loss to explain his own existence.

“Probability is only a rough map of the border between fact and fantasy,” said Rashana. “Talking might help to get it out of your system.”

Amon nodded, agreeing that it might. Then he took another deep breath and began to tell her what had happened underground. When he reached his encounter with Mayuko in the chute, revulsion overtook him, and he pushed back his chair to dangle his head between his legs and retch. Three times he felt acidic pressure rise in his throat, but his esophagus held back the few bites he had got down.

“What’s wrong?” asked Rashana.

“Mayuko,” Amon cried out softly, as the final moment he had seen her came to him: lying beaten at the feet of the Emoticon Man and his guards on the glass-strewn floor of the weekly mansion, tears streaming down her cheeks onto her comet hair, meeting Amon’s gaze as he rode the train to his bankdeath, her incisive eyes full of more love and pain than he could bear even to recall. “Where is she? Have you heard anything?”

“Nothing you don’t already know I’m sure.”

“Nothing?”

“We tried to contact her after you disappeared. We asked around at her company, Capsize Solutions, but she had stopped signing in—no notice. Her apartment contract had been terminated the same day, with all her furniture and personal effects left as is. That’s everything we know.”

“Was there any report of her bankdeath?”

“None.”

“So you checked with GATA?”

Rashana’s eyes jittered briefly. “My staff have just inquired for the fifteenth time now. A liquidation report was never issued nor was her data ever uploaded to the Archives.”

“So she’s still bankliving,” Amon said excitedly. “She’s alive.”

Rashana just gave him a pitying look, as if to suggest that mere life wasn’t necessarily something to celebrate. Amon clung stubbornly to his optimism.

“A–a woman came looking for me in Xenocyst,” he stammered. “The guard who saw her made her sound like Mayuko.”

“Let’s hope it was and that she’s safe.”

“So you’ve really heard no news?”

“I’m afraid not.”

Amon sighed again, his shoulders sinking with disappointment. He’d placed so much hope in Rashana to answer his many questions all those months in the District of Dreams, as he fretted about whether to approach her. Now he’d barely begun to ask them and already her lack of knowledge was glaring. Only the PhisherKing might know Mayuko’s whereabouts, Amon realized, and thought he could hear the man’s voice as though it had travelled to his ear along hidden folds in the air. Can you swear to keep asking questions until no doubts remain in your mind? Amon had been doing his best to fulfill his promise. He could only hope that the PhisherKing had kept his side of the bargain.

In the best case scenario where Monju had succeeded in blackmailing Mayuko’s assailants, she would have still lost her job and home for Amon’s sake, gone into hiding from the corporate forces that hounded him. In the worst case . . . he didn’t want to consider it. She had been there for him during his tumultuous final days at GATA and had saved him from bankruptcy in the Open Source Zone. She had loved him, bravely putting herself in danger so that they might both escape. And she was the only person who knew him from childhood and understood how he’d come to be who he was now that—

Like a knife in the soul it hit Amon, the awful thing that he had refused to remember—the sound of a cold hand flopping into a dark puddle, the moment when he had accepted that his best friend was dead, laid out on the floor of an elevator in the flickering dim, after shedding one tear too many.

“I really wish I had more to tell you,” Rashana said, pursing her lips sympathetically, as Amon grimaced and bared his teeth, lips curled outward, eyes watering.

“Not just her,” he whispered. “It’s Rick too.”

“Oh . . . So the statement my reporters took from one of the men present during your altercation with Barrow was true? Is he . . .”

Amon nodded.

“A tear dust overdose?”

He nodded again. Thud-splash. He felt a tightness in his throat as sour, grating sadness rose from his chest to the back of his eyes.

“How awful. My sincere condolences.” Rashana closed her eyes, and gave a solemn nod. “I didn’t know him well, but he seemed like an upstanding and passionate person.”

“Rick . . .” Amon’s voice choked into nothing. “He said that you spoke with him at Er.”

“Upstairs, yes.” Rashana glanced at the thumb of her right hand as she slid it over the tips of her perfectly trimmed but unpolished fingernails.

“We originally admitted Rick in the afternoon following his identity murder,” she told him. “I had placed Atupio on high alert for unusual behavior in Delivery because intelligence suggested that my twin would launch some sort of political shakeup. Lo and behold, that same day a crashdead Liquidator was wheeled into Delivery still in uniform–I had my staff observe him closely. We had no information about the man’s identity, not even his name, but we established that he was important to someone when he was bumped to the head of the crashnewb processing line for his first genome reading. Even more suspicious, he was rejected from all brandclans even though Atupio’s genetic analysis predicted that he should have been gifted according to the plutogenic algorithms of several Syndicate MegaGloms. In short, Rick was slated for transport to Welcome Chasm in a hurry, with complete disregard for his marketability. When we offered to take him into Er for the Giftless, the request was denied without any reason given.”

“Rick never mentioned anything about going to Welcome Chasm,” said Amon.

“No, because I sent a pair of mercenaries to intercept the dump crew. They retrieved him while he was still unconscious. Lucky timing too.” “Why do you say that?”

“One of the dump crew was carrying a somnambul duster.”

“To silence him.”

Rashana nodded gravely. “Few survive Welcome Chasm as it is, but Rick was the only person at that stage who knew someone was after Barrow. The Philanthropy Syndicate thought it was worth investing in deranging him to be absolutely sure he didn’t talk—at least until Barrow had been taken out later that night.”

Amon recalled the day that he and Rick had peered into Welcome Chasm, watching speechless as crashnewbs awoke in that disposcraper crack to debilitating webloss. To think that Rick had almost met the same pathetic fate to which he and Amon had unknowingly condemned so many as Liquidators . . . a worse fate in fact, for he would have been lurching around in a fugue of unrestful sleepwalking punctuated by narcoleptic spurts of unrested waking, burning scarce calories night and day, unconsciously abandoning what shelter he might find for some random ledge or gutter, losing the hold on sanity that only REM sleep can bring—even though he deserved to be marked as gifted! A convulsion of sadness and rage shook Amon’s body. Thud-splash.

“Thank you.” He rose and bowed to Rashana, a tear falling onto the coral tabletop. “If not for you, I never would have seen him again,”

“Don’t mention it,” she replied. “Above all, it was in our interests to question him.”

“I just wish he was . . . ” Amon’s voice gave out on him again. Still here, his thoughts finished as more tears fell.

“Here,” said Rashana. Amon saw through blurry eyes that she was proffering a handkerchief. He nodded another thanks, took the handkerchief, sat back down, and wiped his face. The fabric was smooth and glistening with greenish flecks on white, like seashell turned silk.

“So your meeting with Rick,” said Amon.

“Are you sure you’re ready to talk about this?” Rashana asked.

“I’m fine,” he replied, but his soft, nasally voice belied his fragility. “Only if you insist.”

Amon nodded even as he sniffled.

“First, I should tell you that when the mercenaries dropped Rick off here”—Rashana’s finger pointed straight up from the tabletop to indicate the upper floors of Atupio—“my staff didn’t consider him an especially valuable source. His LifeStream had already been extracted and licensed out. He couldn’t tell us anything about who had tried to sic him on Barrow or why. The only useful implication of his account was that Barrow had been set up for a fall. But by the time we’d gleaned this from him, it was too late to intervene. Rick had been out cold until nightfall. You had completed the identity assassination several hours before our interrogations began.” Rashana paused to gaze with something like wonder at Amon, and he looked away, ashamed of how he’d allowed himself to be used.

“I was interested in Rick personally because I knew he’d been your partner and friend. I had little hope that he would know where you were. He’d crashed before you disappeared. But I thought he might offer some kind of insight. You two had known each other for nearly your entire lives after all. So I asked him where you’d be if you were bankdead.” “Rick told me you were none too impressed with his answer.”

“What was it? Something vague about you going wherever your willpower would be valued?”

“The way he told it was a bit different.”

Rashana’s eyes twitched and grew distant. “‘Somewhere he could get promoted and live a quiet, orderly life,’” she recited. It was verbatim what Amon recalled Rick saying.

“I thought it was a pretty good hint myself,” Amon reflected wistfully. “It sounds more like Xenocyst than anywhere else in the District of Dreams.” “Maybe to someone living there. To us, it sounded like the speculations of a crashnewb completely ignorant of how the bankdeath camps function. Strictly speaking there is no work in the camps, and so obviously no promotion either. Not even the Gifted Triangle offers true quiet or order.” “But still you decided to visit Delivery in person.”

“I’ve been known to drop in from time to time.”

“Why bother asking Rick about me again if he was so unhelpful before?” The Birla sister watched her thumb slide across her nails again. “Xenocyst had requested that Rick be released from Er to live there,” she said. “Not explicitly by name. But it’s unusual for the council to proactively select our Er graduates. Usually they depend on recommendations from our psychiatrists. Otherwise crashnewbs can be a liability. Webloss relapses. Atupio approved the request. We’d already determined that Rick knew nothing of value and I’d given no special orders to retain him. But when I heard about the council’s request, I wondered about their reasons. If they’d been specifically seeking Rick, that meant someone at Xenocyst knew who he was. Obviously, that someone would have to be you. So I decided to check Rick’s supply gate and arranged to be there.” “I was there, too, you know,” Amon rasped quietly.

“You were?”

In his mind’s eye, Amon could see Rashana speaking to Rick up ahead in the exit line at Delivery, while he hung back so she wouldn’t notice him. This had been the day that Amon reunited with Rick and learned that he was alive. It seemed like a prank pulled by fate now that he was gone again. To believe your best friend dead and find out you were wrong only to watch them die . . . from the time Amon left the elevator that served as Rick’s tomb until he woke up only a short time ago, he’d been struggling on the edge of survival. Now it occurred to him that he hadn’t had a single moment to grieve. He recalled their awkward embrace as they gathered for the supply run, and the night they clung together for warmth in the crashing typhoon. Never to feel his friend’s body or hear his voice again. And before Amon knew it, tears were pouring from his eyes. He tried to wipe them away with the handkerchief, but couldn’t keep up with the torrent, and pressed the fabric to the top of his cheeks to stem the flow.

“Take as much time as you need, Amon,” said Rashana, her voice coming from the doorway now. “We can pick this up later.”

Amon wanted to tell her that he was okay, that he still had more questions he so desperately wanted to ask, but the sobs wracking his body made speech impossible, and soon his wet face was in his hands, all thought seared away by the enveloping white pain of sorrow.
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For some time after his last fit of sobbing had ceased, Amon sat hunched forward, drawing slow, rustling breathes, and listening to the sibilant choir of the various organisms composing the building. When at last he was ready to raise his head, he stared blankly over the coral at the plantfoam wall.

Protruding from the woven slab of vegetation were tiny flowers in manifold colors—from mocha to white to vermillion to saffron with various dots and markings. It wasn’t long before he began to suspect that some of them were moving. After observing in silence for several minutes more, he realized it was the red blossoms. They were pulsating, petals opening and contracting ever so slowly like the fingers of an anaesthetized hand making and relaxing a fist.

Eventually, he remembered the tree window and changed his seat to a spot across the table from the door where he could see it. In his hollow state, the smooth circulations of the fishes were almost soothing. He wasn’t as drained as he might have expected and began to feel gradually less vulnerable as the seconds ticked by. His mind remained sapped of any impetus for thought until the painting hissed open.

In stepped Ono X bearing a steaming towel on the flat of his upraised palms. He came around the table and proffered it to Amon with one hand as he plucked up the soaked handkerchief from atop the coral with the other. Amon took the towel and wiped the residue of tears from his face. The fabric resembled cotton, but was mossy and soft like the chairs and seemed to give off its own refreshing warmth and moisture.

When he withdrew the living towel from his face, Ono X was gone and Rashana was standing in the doorway.

“Am I disturbing you?” she asked.

“No, please come”—Amon cleared his croaky throat—“please come in. I’m sorry for falling apart.”

“No need to apologize,” said Rashana, as she stepped in and took the seat directly in front of the door. “Our psychiatricorps is amazed that you’re as stable and coherent as you are. You’ve been through a lot.”

“I didn’t even finish telling you what happened to me.”

“We can come back to that any time. There’s no rush. Would you like anything to eat, drink?”

“I don’t have much appetite. Maybe some more water?”

“Of course.” Rashana flicked her fingers to summon help. “You were severely malnourished when we found you,” she said. “You’ve been absorbing nothing but nutrient vapor for days. My medicorps says it will take time to adjust to solid food. Shall I arrange for Ono X to take you on that tour? Or I can have him show you to one of the guest rooms.”

Amon folded the self-warming towel and placed it on the coral. “Thank you,” he said, “but if you don’t mind, I’d like to ask you a few more questions.”

“Are you sure you’re up to it?”

“Positive. I’m feeling surprisingly awake now.”

Rashana gave him a knowing smile. “What sort of questions do you have?”

“Maybe I can start with jubilee,” said Amon. “What do you know about jubilee?”

Finally, the most puzzling question of all had emerged from the clutter of his confusion.

“Jubilee? As in the anniversary of a pope or queen?”

“No. Or, I don’t think so. It’s a Fertilex property. I was charged an enormous amount for performing it. Then I was put on a Fertilex customer service blacklist. You must know about it.”

“I’m afraid not.”

After Amon told his story about how a Blinder had taken the bankdeath penalty to expose his identity and thereby allow Fertilex to charge him illegitimately for a mysterious action, Rashana twitched out a few command gestures.

“I looked into it but there’s no record that Fertilex ever owned a property called jubilee,” she told him.

“Then it must have been erased,” said Amon.

“Or perhaps I’ve been denied access to the files concerned. Executive control of Fertilex would be required either way.”

“So you think it was your sister?”

Tension passed over Rashana’s brow for just a moment, and Amon finally guessed what it was: she didn’t like the word sister.

“Who else could it have been?” said Rashana. “Only my twin would be able to put you on the blacklist.”

“But I don’t see why she would sacrifice one of her agents to charge me some random amount when she could have just set it higher and bankrupted me instead.”

“I don’t either, Amon. I wish I understood her better. Perhaps something will come in.”

Amon was disappointed, as with their discussion of Mayuko, to find that there were limits to what Rashana could illuminate. Maybe his hopes had been unrealistic. What were you expecting, omniscience? he thought. Then again, if the secondary heir to the Birla fortune couldn’t explain jubilee, with all her money and influence over Fertilex, who could? The primary heir? From everything Amon had heard about Anisha, he doubted that asking her would be fruitful—or safe.

“I guess I’ll move on,” he said, sounding dismayed despite himself. “Can I ask you about the time I contacted you?”

“When Hippo approached me on your behalf.”

“No. When I called you.”

Rashana glanced pensively at the vibrant flittering mosaic beyond the window. “You must mean your message the day after we met in Ginza.”

“Yes. I was on my way to the District of Dreams. So much would have been different if I could have reached you then.”

“Very different. We could have been having this conversation months ago.”

“How come you didn’t pick up?”

“I was in mourning.”

This was not the sort of reply Amon had been expecting. But it made perfect sense; the Birla founders had died only days earlier. “My condolences for the loss of your parents.”

Again, something in what Amon said seemed to bother her, and she let out a barely audible snort.

“Don’t think me heartless for saying this, but I was mourning someone else.” “Oh . . . May I ask who?”

“One of the BioPen youth.”

“From downstairs? They’re so young . . .”

“They are,” she said softly, her gaze dragged down by something like sorrow or regret. “Just little children.”

Curious, but not wanting to pry just yet, Amon said, “So you were too upset to take my call.”

“Not just yours. I had my notifications off. For Atupio, for the Birla Guard, for everyone. I was devastated. By chance, I happened to check my messages a few minutes later. I called you back right away. But I couldn’t get through.”

“And that’s when you started to search for me.”

“I had Ono X contact you at first to see if you were blocking me. When he couldn’t get through either, we reached out to GATA to check if you’d cash crashed. That was when I tried to license your genome and learned that your LifeStream wasn’t in the Archives, as I said. No liquidation report had been issued for you.”

“This situation left us with a puzzle. On the one hand, you had sent me a message saying you were going to the District of Dreams, you were impossible to reach as though you were indeed disconnected, and your employment at the Liquidation Ministry had been terminated that day. Ono X also acquired segs from witnesses to Sekido and your colleagues, Freg and Tororo, trying to crash you at a jazz bar. All this would suggest that you were bankdead. But there was no evidence that you had in fact been liquidated.”

Her palms resting flat on the coral, she glanced out the tree-shaped window with a slight frown and then back at Amon.

“We still don’t understand, even now that we’ve found you. You’re obviously disconnected from the AT market and the ImmaNet. But our diagnostic scanners detected your BodyBank. So what is your status, Amon? Are you bankdead or bankliving?”

“Both, sort of,” he replied.

“How could that be?”

“I committed identity suicide.”

“Ah.” Rashana didn’t seem as surprised by this as Amon was expecting. “With the Death Codes. Because you were an Identity Executioner.”

Amon nodded.

“Why would you do that?”

“This topic is very involved.” He attempted a wry smile, pleased to be returning her enigmatic parry, but doubted it came out as anything but a woeful smirk, as the scene that had driven him to that fateful choice arose. Mayuko lying on the glass-strewn floor. And yet he was surprised to find the memory less upsetting than it had been only a short time earlier. Perhaps crying had helped him come to terms with the grinding horror that was his past. Perhaps it had simply numbed him.

“I’m sure it is . . .” said Rashana, reciprocating with a smile much more convincing than his. “Well, whatever your reasons, identity suicide was a bold and crafty move. You know that you’re the first in history to commit it.”

“So I’m told.”

“None of us even considered the possibility. Not Ono X or the other Birla Guard, not my Cognitive Handling Corps, certainly not me. Not my twin and her associates either I suppose. The confusion about your financial status haunted all our search efforts.”

“How so?”

Rashana rubbed her brow. “We started looking for you in the District of Dreams. That was where you said you’d be in your message. But you never turned up among the giftless crashnewbs that we sometimes accept into Er, or the crashnewbs in transit to the Gifted Triangle. GATA had never transported you to Delivery at all. We took this as proof that you were still bankliving. So we focused our search on places in the camps where the bankliving gather—the slum resorts and kansha hotels and all the rest. Also on Free Tokyo in case you’d gone back.”

“That’s why you never thought to check Xenocyst,” Amon supposed. “I mean, the border sentries refuse anyone with the Elsewhere Gaze, and the residents shun outsiders. It’s not exactly the first place you’d think to go rooting around for bankliving runways.”

“I wouldn’t give yourself all the credit. There were other impediments to our search than just your identity suicide. Obviously, our team swept the deeper recesses of the District of Dreams as best it could, including Xenocyst. I mobilized Atupio reporters for that purpose. But we were understaffed. My organization had been gutted just a few days earlier.”

“Because Anisha diverted funds to the Gyges Circle,” said Amon, remembering the segs from the PhisherKing that proved Atupio had paid for all credicrimes associated with his identity assassination of Barrow. It had been Hippo’s conjecture that Anisha temporarily seized Atupio to siphon its assets and frame Rashana.

“You’re surprisingly well-informed for crashdead,” she said, her eyes brightening with admiration. “My twin’s restructuring left us short on personnel, especially those experienced in navigating the camps. It’s hard enough to locate a single person in a city as dense and amorphous as the District of Dreams. It’s even harder with the organization that owns it blocking your initiatives any way it can. Philanthropy Syndicate drones neutralized our reconnaissance flyers, their freekeepers barred my agents wherever they found them, and their accountants forced Atupio to shoulder high fines for trespassing everywhere we went. Add to this the fact that we were expecting someone digimade, or at least with the Elsewhere Gaze, who was not hooked up to the supply system—in other words, the fact that we had our search terms wrong.”

There was another hiss from the doorway as Ono X entered, placed a glass of water in front of Amon, retrieved the continuously steaming towel, and left.

“I spent most of my first few weeks hidden away in an elevator or in the library of the Cyst,” Amon recalled. “They stripped me of my uniform before I even got there and kept me in Fleet clothes like any other bankdead. Only the Xenocyst council and a handful of other residents knew who I was. In the mornings, I went outside for my construction duties but, other than the people on my crew, I doubt the community even noticed I was there. On top of everything else, I wasn’t exactly standing in plain sight.”

“But Amon, those weren’t even the worst of the obstacles we faced.” Rashana pressed her fingertips into her temples as though she suddenly had a headache.

“What else?” asked Amon.

“Copies of you.”

“Copies?”

“Copies. Even on the first day of our search when we checked crossings into the camps, we found you on a chartered bus over the Bridge of Compassion, and on a private jet over the Tokyo Canal, and on a hijacked ship over the Sanzu River. You were in three different places at once! Do you understand? There were people digimade exactly like you—Mayuko, too, when we started to look for her. Thousands of them everywhere we turned, gallivanting about all over Free Tokyo and the District of Dreams.”

“What the fuck . . .?” Amon marveled, not mentioning that he had been the one on the ship.

“My sentiments exactly. It was an XXXTrust scheme. They scattered red herrings to the winds. By the time we tracked any of them down, they had reverted to their original appearance, and someone else somewhere had become you or Mayuko.”

Amon was reminded of the little bulbs on the anadeto vending machines at the Tezuka, some blinking on the moment others blinked off. This transitioned to a memory from the floor where the machines were housed: his first encounter with the PhisherKing, digiguised as Mayuko to trick him into giving up segs of Barrow’s identity assassination. This in turn recalled something from on the way to the Barrow mission earlier that day—the InfoMoon displaying a doppelganger of Amon that advertised a dating app called Instant Get—and suddenly he came to a realization.

“With our likenesses!” Amon exclaimed, slapping the coral in astonishment. “XXXTrust cheated us both out of our likenesses when we were just teenagers.”

He felt anew the shame of letting the MegaGlom turn him into a wandering smorgasbord of porno while he ran to the Open Source Zone. On the brink of bankruptcy, he had auctioned his body space for a smidgen of credit to see him through.

“So they were preying on the poor . . . those desperate enough to serve as distractions,” he said.

“Not exclusively. XXXTrust did contact many bankliving to cut deals for body space rental. But some bankdead they digimade unilaterally. They also sprinkled figments of you two here and there. Those put up a good chase, then vanished the moment our search crew caught up with them.”

Rashana let out another soft snort and rolled her eyes.

“That all sounds like an enormous cost,” said Amon. “Why? Why would XXXTrust care about us?”

“It wasn’t as expensive as you might think. The likenesses were already their properties to use as they wished, the rental costs to willing bankliving were negligible, and the fines to bankdead for infringing their image rights were half price. All in all, a trivial investment by MegaGlom standards.

“As to their motivations for protecting you, we’re not sure. You may be aware that XXXTrust is a member of the SpawnU Consortium. My guess is that they determined you were a threat to the Philanthropy Syndicate and wanted to ensure that you remained at large.”

“The search operation must have been pricey for you though.”

“Astronomical. With the constant mobilization of our staff and the fines for stalking and mass surveillance, it had to be the costliest wild goose chase in the Free Era.”

“Devious,” said Amon, admiring XXXTrust’s affordable ruse.

“It gets worse,” Rashana told him, her razor lashes trembling over angry eyes. “A week into the search, my engineers finished designing algorithms to help decide which copies were worth hunting down. It detected slight incongruities in gait, height, mannerism, job and other features. Then it dismissed or recommended pursuing each person sighted accordingly. This cut down greatly on wasted creditime.

“Then one day, we received a report from a food delivery informant about a couple living in a shabby apartment in the Sugamo station area. Whenever one of them came to the door to receive their groceries, they were wearing a generic digiguise. But once, after the woman had made her delivery, she peeked through the crack as the door was closing and saw them revert to the digimakes of you and Mayuko. It was the first time our team had the two of you in one place, and you appeared to remain inside 24/7, having all essentials delivered. The algorithm gave its strongest recommendation to pursue thus far.

“We’d never been so certain it was you and your friend,” Rashana said. “There you were at last, hiding in the midst of all those pesky copies. So I ordered Ono X to marshal the Birla Guard . . . a disastrous mistake.”

“Why disastrous?” asked Amon.

“When they arrived at the entrance to the building, my twin’s Birla Guard were already there. They must have received a similar ‘tipoff.’ The shootout that ensued lasted for over an hour.”

“Oh my . . . Who did the couple turn out to be?”

“You wouldn’t believe.” Rashana shook her head as her eyes turned upward. “It was Ono X who fought his way into the apartment first. He kicked down the door. And who was waiting for him but a SpillBot and a FillBot, engaged on the floor as if to mock us.”

At the image of two insectile robots humping, Amon couldn’t help laughing.

“The real punchline is that two of my men almost died. We’re just grateful that epilepsy dust is only semi-lethal.”

“Sorry,” said Amon.

Rashana gave him a wry smile to show she wasn’t offended before she went on. “After a similar run-in between Atupio scouts and a Charity Brigade squadron in the camps not a week later, I decided to call off the search. I assumed that you were bankliving and that you’d either never made it to the District of Dreams or that you were long gone. You could have been anywhere on earth for all we knew.”
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Amon nodded, both satisfied and amazed by her account. He’d never understood why the two richest people in the world, with their almost limitless Freedom, had failed for months to locate him, a mere bankdead with nothing but a nerve duster and the flaking clothes on his back. But his unprecedented and thus unimaginable identity suicide along with XXXTrust’s unusual intervention had led the sisters astray, while the conflict between them had further impeded the search. Choosing to crash himself, it seemed, had done more to protect him than he ever could have guessed. A stroke of good luck—or bad luck, depending on how he appraised his sojourn in the District of Dreams. He thought once more of Barrow’s face, of innocent bankdead dying in the famine, of Xenocyst ravaged, his friends gone, Rick’s eyes dripping his life away, and again he was surprised to find that none of these memories disturbed him anymore. They may as well have been segs from someone else’s LifeStream, impersonal records observed from the outside rather than experiences undergone from within. From this eerily distanced vantage on his past, Amon could only conclude that choosing to input the Death Codes into his own BodyBank had indeed been profoundly fortunate—not least because he had ended up in the hands of the one person that could save him.

Amon lifted his glass intending to take a sip but found himself so thirsty that he kept on drinking. When he had finished the water, he put the glass down with a gasp of refreshment, then turned to Rashana and said, “But you never did give up entirely on the idea that I was in the District of Dreams. You met with Rick and Hippo to ask about me.”

Rashana’s gaze went to her thumb sliding over her fingernails. “Final desperate efforts,” she said.

“Is that all they were? I mean, you spoke with Rick twice. And Hippo told me that you thought they were lying about not knowing where I was.”

“I never accused them of lying. I was only suspicious because my psychiatricorps inferred their dishonesty from visual cues. But I ultimately downgraded the probability of their judgement. I found it hard to believe that you wouldn’t have sought me out.”

She looked hurt again and Amon lowered his eyes to the coral, reluctant to broach the awkward topic.

“You knew, you had to know, that I was looking for you,” she persisted. “Either Rick had told you or Hippo. Correct?”

“Both,” Amon admitted. “They both told me.”

“Then you could have got in touch with me whenever you wished. All you had to do was say the word to one of the Atupio staff I keep posted at Delivery or have Hippo ring the signal bells and I’d have been there. But you decided not to. You didn’t want to find me or for me to find you.”

“Please don’t take it personally. It’s not as simple as that.”

“No? I offer you a job in Ginza and you turn it down like I’m some rambling creep. Then you toss my business card in the trash outside the restaurant. I know. Ono X saw you do it. Nevertheless, I forgive you after you call me. I think that you’ve changed your mind about me, that you’ve seen the value in the opportunity I offered. And I search and I search and I search with my own twin and more than half the MegaGloms in the world against me and finally I get a message to you through your friends, people that you trust. And what do you do? You choose to weather a famine over meeting with me?”

Her lashes seemed to wilt as she glared at him, sediments of an emotion like sadness or confusion layered deep into her eyes.

“I’m sorry,” said Amon. “I . . .” He took a moment to think how to justify his caution delicately, without using the word sister—a serious challenge given that Anisha had everything to do with it. Or should he just tell her straightforwardly that he’d been terrified of mixing them up? No, better to skip ahead and describe the less offensive conundrum that arose later.

“Hippo and Barrow convinced me that I could trust you, but Rick decided he wanted to stay. See, I didn’t know this at the time, but he’d fallen in love with a Xenocyst girl—the woman who picked him up from Er, her name is Vertical—and he kept saying that reaching out to you was too risky. I tried my best to convince him, I really did . . . I didn’t realize he was just making excuses to stay with her. By the time I was almost ready to contact you without him, I was proposing the exposé to the council. Then I felt responsible to see it through. That’s why I only asked you to meet me when the sabotage was over.”

Rashana’s shoulders fell gently with an unheard sigh.

“Well, better late than never,” she said, her smile offset by downcast eyes. “I was so surprised and impressed when Xenocyst called on me and Hippo told me that you’d come up with a way of bringing the Charity Gift Economy to light. It was a brilliant idea.”

“What do you mean?” Amon demanded. “It was a disaster.”

Swooping drones bleeding eyes homes in rubble mangled face . . . He anticipated another shudder at this barrage of memory, but faced it down once again with unusual equanimity.

“Any radical plan for change will reckon with hidden correctives,” said Rashana. “What’s important is that we succeeded at our objective.”

“So your reporters were able to get the footage we needed?” Amon asked with breathless hope, wanting to believe that all the sacrifices they had made for his proposal had come to something worthwhile.

“Enough to produce plenty of clips for the feeds. Viewers could see unmistakably that babies are sifted by genome and that parents whose babies are accepted receive more supplies. We also captured the career volunteers denying supplies to your agent provocateur when she tried to take back the infant.”

Again Amon recalled Vertical diving between the legs of the freekeeper. “The ensuing crackdown perpetrated by both freekeepers and CareBots we turned into a short documentary, with running commentary on the mortal danger of so-called ‘non-lethal crowdcare.”’

Suddenly the coordinated circulations of the fish beyond the tree window, displaying an almost mechanized combination of order and spontaneity, seemed to resemble CareBots patrolling over the Bridges to Delivery. The swarm of drones raining dust on Amon in the bankdead stampede, Rick hunched in the elevator. He found himself tracing this association with an almost objective calm, as though the transition from now to these events carried him beyond the boundaries of his self.

“All in all, it was a compelling audiovisual package,” Rashana concluded. “Did it have an effect?” Amon asked.

“As much as we could have hoped for, and only a few short days since its release. I’ll spare you the niceties of the political ramifications. Suffice to say for now that we made it clear to the public that the Philanthropy Syndicate was responsible for the critically low supply levels. Among savvy voters who are aware that parties represent their lobbies, this reflected poorly on the Absolute/Full Choice coalition. The bad optics then sent Full Choice into a panic. Contra Absolute choice, they supported an emergency bill that SpawnU and I paid Moderate Choice to propose. This was to repeal the legislation suppressing crowdcare fines, and Full Choice dissolved the coalition the moment it passed. Effectively, our counter pitypromo campaign brought an end to the credicrime subsidies that the Philanthropy Syndicate depends on to manage bankdead backlash. Without them, the supply reduction has lost its financial logic as we had hoped.”

“So the famine is over?” Amon asked. He was back in the camps, with the swollen bellies, emaciated limbs, skeletal faces, shriveled children, babies drying in the sun, reminiscing over these horrors with a level of acceptance that unnerved him. “You’re telling me there are no more shortages?”

“That’s correct, Amon, for the time being at least. Our—” Rashana paused as her eyeballs began to jounce spasmodically, almost seismically.

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing to worry about,” she said with calm indifference, closing her eyes. “Just a minor attack on my BodyBank.”

“You’re being hacked?” said Amon, straightening up in his chair, alarmed. “Who would—”

“My twin. We’ve been known to have cyber skirmishes from time to time. So”—the vibrations in Rashana’s eyelids subsided into stillness and she opened her eyes—“the shortages . . . it will take a few more days for shipment quantities to return to normal. In the meantime, several new venture charities are being funded to pick up the slack by a surge in investitarian donations. This should lift most bankdead from starvation levels to their usual mild malnutrition shortly. Assuming that the political situation holds. It’s complicated and developing as we speak.”

A soft wave of relief stroked through Amon. His plan had not been a complete failure. Countless lives had been saved. Then he remembered that Rick had tried to convince him of the same before the end. The sabotage debacle was one of the last things they discussed.

“So many people dear to me lost . . . but at least we succeeded . . . at least . . .”

Amon trailed off when he saw Rick stream tears of blood and realized that he felt nothing. The dissolving FirefLyte above Rick’s body in the elevator seemed to glow with Barrow’s pulped face, the death of Amon’s friend and the maiming of his idol fusing. And yet, his breath remained calm, his mind cupped in a placid shell. Could a single outpouring of grief work such wonders? Had he already been purged of a lifetime of pain?

“Amon,” said Rashana.

“Yes.”

“I’d like to apologize.”

“Apologize? For what?”

“For Barrow. He must have told you that he was one of our patients in Er for the Giftless.

“I believe he mentioned it.”

“Well, as with Rick, I gave no special orders to retain him after my staff had finished their interrogations. He was released as soon as his treatment program concluded. A reckless oversight on my part. I saw no value in keeping him after we’d acquired his wealth of political knowledge. I failed to realize that he himself was of value.”

“How so?”

“His eloquence and charm made him an attractive tool even when bankdead. If only I could have seen it before my twin.”

“She’s the one who approached him in Xenocyst,” Amon hissed. “She gave him the weapons that tipped the civil war in his favor.”

“I’m truly sorry, Amon. They used him to destroy Xenocyst, and I let him fall into their grasp.”

To Amon’s surprise and embarrassment, Rashana stood up and bowed deeply, short hair dangling almost to the table. She held her head at waist level for a few beats before righting herself and returning to her seat.

“It’s not your fault,” he said, unable to meet her apologetic gaze. “I mean, I was the one who convinced Ty to give Barrow a chance. No one could have seen that coming.”

“If anyone should have, it was me . . .”
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Amon was astonished by this show of humility and care from such a proud and powerful person. She was like no one he had ever met.

It occurred to him that Rashana was an incredibly attentive listener and storyteller. Not only had she waited through his scattered questions and recounting, but she’d been willing to fill him in with words alone, never displaying frustration at her inability to use videos as any other Free Citizen certainly would have. Amon himself, before his bankdeath and webloss recovery, would have found this mode of communication maddeningly plodding. Then he recalled that she had insisted on conversing verbally the first time they met and an even bigger question presented itself.

“One last thing.”

“It doesn’t have to be the last, Amon.”

“Ok. Why me?”

“You’re asking me to explain why you’ve suffered? You want my pity?” “No, not that. I mean . . . for months now, I’ve been in an information desert. I learned a lot from all the stories I heard in the District of Dreams and from the library in the Cyst,” and from the sky, Amon thought to himself. “But there’s a limit to how much we can know without the ImmaNet. Now you’ve answered most of the questions I’ve been dying and dying to ask . . . and I still don’t understand you.

“You’re the second richest person on earth. You’re the owner of Atupio. You save so many giftless lives. Hippo and Barrow praised your humanitarian work. You helped us end the famine. But like the rest of your family, you stay out of the public eye. I know you’re quarreling with your sister about something, probably to do with the Fertilex inheritance in some way or other. Both of you reached out to me around the time you received your shares.

“You came to find me in that cafe. You told me you want to create some sort of community where people can be more in touch with nature. You offered me a job that I rejected on the spot. Still you kept the offer open and told me to call you. Really? I mean, my concentration scores were good and I was a successful Liquidator, but you’re the co-owner of the largest human resources producer in the world. I’m sure you have whole flocks of talented order-grown to pick from. All the money and manpower you threw away just to track me down, and you jumped at the opportunity to help the Xenocyst council with my plan. Now you’re giving me shelter and medical attention and taking the time to speak with me. It’s kind of you. You saved my life. But . . . why me? Why?”

While clarifying his question aloud, Amon had stared at his hands clasping and fidgeting atop the coral. When he asked it for the second time, he looked at Rashana timidly, expecting to wilt from her fierce gaze. Instead, he found her smiling with her whole face, warm wrinkles radiating from her eyes. It was a smile he recalled seeing once before, when she was digimade as a man and he had told her that he dreamed of a forest. As then, it was gone in an instant, wiped away by a blink of her blades, and her stern, intensely focused expression returned as though it had never been interrupted. But after this glimpse of her underlying approval, her mask lost its intimidating air, and Amon found his gaze locking with hers, a scintilla of vague understanding shared between them.

“I’ve just taken the rest of the day off,” said Rashana. “Shall we finish our conversation elsewhere?”

Amon thought of his promise to the PhisherKing. Can you swear to keep asking questions until no doubts remain in your mind? Then the idea of waiting another moment to resolve his long-festering bewilderment became unbearable, and he rose abruptly to his feet.
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ATUPIO HOME OFFICE, IN FLIGHT

The vibrant beads of the diamond painting retracted as Rashana approached the doorway, and Amon followed her out.

In the hallway, Ono X stood facing them. He was now wearing the clouded gold uniform of the Birla Guard, but with the usual head covering removed and the sleeves rolled up to his elbows.

“Amon, I’d like to properly introduce Ono X, captain of the Birla Guard and head of Atupio intelligence.”

Ono X bowed deeply. “I look forward to working with you,” he said, his voice whispery but deeper and more masculine than when he was the conduit for Rashana’s words.

Amon returned the greeting with a slight bow, wondering for the first time what the “X” stood for. As with the Geminis, could there be an Ono Y, or even an Ono Z? He recalled the hints of Ono X’s ruthless efficiency in Rashana’s account of the Xenocyst civil war, sneaking about and sniping her sister, and made a mental note to be careful around this soft-spoken heavyweight. Like his voice, Ono X’s expression was changed somehow. The sardonic turn of his lips still embellished his cool, streamline visage, but it was difficult now to tell where he was looking, with his lids remaining low over beady dark eyes. A connection formed.

“You were the driver, weren’t you?” said Amon, remembering the man who had driven him and Makesh Adani through Ginza. That was how Ono X must have seen him toss the business card. He had been waiting in the car. Ono X’s grin further lifted the right side of his lips.

“Good memory, Amon,” said Rashana. “It’s as if you can access that LifeStream of yours.”

[image: image]

Ono X led Amon and Rashana back along the florid plantfoam hallway to the beehive elevator. There he inserted his finger into the genome reader, gestured palm-up to the open doorway for the two of them to board, stepped in after them, and slid his finger into another aperture, closing the honeycomb doors.

The elevator ascended for no more than a second before the doors opened onto what appeared to be a regular steel shipping elevator. Ono X waited for Rashana and Amon to enter first. Once they were all inside, the honeycomb doors and the inner doors closed behind them, the crack sealing itself so perfectly that it might have been a steel wall all along. A trick elevator? Amon supposed, when the doors in front of them slid apart.

Cool wind hummed on his face and slipped into the collar of his gown to brush his chest. Beyond the threshold, a thin gruel of illumination seeping through the frosted glass skylight revealed a cavernous room interiored floor to ceiling with circular steel tiles.

As Amon tailed Rashana towards the center, the wind grew stronger and rippled his gown against him. He was looking around for a fan or a vent, wondering what this room could be for, when he noticed a disturbance in the air just ahead. A blur loomed over them, like a dense sandstorm of greyish, nearly transparent grains that had been sculpted into a mid-size jet, like some restless gossamer Zen garden rocket. They were approaching the sleek body from the starboard side of the rear, its material squirming ceaselessly even as the form it took never changed. A flow of particulate churned along the same contours, raising wind and a dampened whir. What else could this spectral aircraft be but Gemini X parked in its hangar?

When Rashana had nearly reached the streaming solid, a rift split its way down the surface, revealing the exterior of a black jet with the same dimensions—yet smaller, like the second layer of a Matryoshka doll. It had been hidden from view by the visual distortions of the outer sheath.

Just as Rashana stepped into the rift, a panel folded down from the inner craft, opening a portal in the black wall and serving as a ramp.

Amon followed Rashana up the sloping black slab and passed between fully uniformed Birla Guards flanking the portal, assault dusters strapped to their backs.

Through the dim interior of the craft Amon trod carefully, as he followed her shadowy figure and footsteps towards the front. He could make out the walls just well enough to tell that the long black cabin was slightly over twice the width of his arms held out straight, though it felt more spacious than that since it was devoid of furniture—or appeared to be so, until the space began to lighten and a silhouette emerged along the left wall ahead. Up closer, Amon saw it was a round chair of grooved pink ceramic, like a brain leaned backwards on its stem with a nook for a person on the underside.
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